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abstract
detroi t  has always had a strong design her i tage that 
goes beyond i ts archi tecture and into the fabr ic of 
everything i t  produces. this strong design sense 
has fal len off  wi th the ci ty,  as i t  has fa l len on hard 
t imes. detroi t  however,  is  in the process of  rebui lding, 
and with th is growth comes many oppor tuni t ies to 
reinvigorate i ts design past.  many ci t ies that  current ly 
place a strong emphasis on design, chicago, La, new 
York,  copenhagen, al l  have prominent cul ture centers 
for  archi tecture and design. By proposing a cul ture 
center for  archi tecture and the bui l t  environment in 
detroi t ,  provides the ci ty wi th the oppor tuni ty to place 
a stronger emphasis on design. the cul ture center 
wi l l  g ive the detroi t  a knowledge and understanding 
of  design in order to create posi t ive growth wi th in the 
ci ty i tsel f .
 
this thesis fo l lows the simple object ive of  promot ing 
an understanding of  the bui l t  environment for  an urban 
cul ture.  this object ive was focused on throughout 
al l  processes of  the design in order to create a 
bui lding whose appearance and program ref lects the 
object ive.  this was done through mult iple studies of 
v isual  theor ies as wel l  as urban form analyses.
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“We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us.”
 - Winston churchill 1
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11beginning

archi tectural  concepts are of ten ignored or 
misunderstood by non-designers.  therefore i t  seems 
cr i t ical  to br idge this gap and al low for archi tecture, 
as the pr imary piece, as wel l  as the urban context 
of  the bui l t  environment,  to be understood by non-
designers.  through the process of  forming a better 
understanding of  the bui l t  environment,  connect ions 
can be made that demonstrate how “new ideas 
can traverse tradi t ional  boundaries and show how 
archi tecture creates cul tural  and economic assets for 
people,  industry and society.”  By br idging this gap, 
a higher design standard can be set,  thus improving 
the standard of  l i fe and an understanding of  the bui l t 
environment.  When looking at  a t ransi t ioning ci ty th is 
standard seems necessary as to avoid some of the 
shor t  fa l ls  that  sur faced dur ing previous at tempts of 
redevelopment,  thus making a more contextual ly aware 
society.  Within these at tempts at  redevelopment, 
many issues ar ise.  one of  these is the potent ia l  lack 
of  understanding by the populat ion,  or  the planners’ 
misunderstanding of  the wi l l ingness of  the populat ion 
to change. these types of  issues al l  fa l l  under the 
need by both the planner and populat ion to adapt 
relat ive to each other ’s out look. 

We become accustom to v iewing objects in a 
predetermined manner,  a manner that  assigned 
before we become aware of  i t .  to break this t rend 
we look for outs ide inf luences, new objects and new 
ideas, something that can foster the growth needed to 
adapt.  i f  an idea has been maintained for an extended 
per iod of  t ime, change and adaptat ion would become 
increasingly di ff icul t  to enact.

i f  these di ff icul t  adaptat ions exist  in archi tecture, 
i t  becomes the role of  the designer to look for 
ways change can take place: ways that the publ ic 
can be educated in order to accept the change or 
even adapt to i t ,  wi thout real iz ing i t .  i t  is  impor tant 

to implement a s low consistent change that effects 
long term memory as radical  shor t  change is of ten 
misunderstood and pushed away.here the designer 
must look for  ways to create th is adaptat ion,  which 
exists in the not ion of  perceptual  learning. Perceptual 
learning can be understood as “an improvement in 
the abi l i ty  to discr iminate s imple at t r ibutes dur ing 
sensory processing.” 

Perceptual  learning becomes the foundat ion for how 
inf luence can be establ ished, taking what we f ind 
in our current society and forming i t  into a way to 
cr i t ical ly look at  the environment.  i f  archi tecture is 
understood as a state of  constant change, i t  can 
adapt to the needs of  the people and progress in a 
manner that  ref lects the direct ion of  the ci ty.  these 
changes can be progressive and a response to the 
current condit ions,  therefore ref lect  the future v is ion 
of  the ci ty rather than being stuck to a bygone era.  

in order for  the concepts of  perceptual  learning 
and a better understanding of  the bui l t  environment 
to work together,  a central  local ized point  must be 
establ ished. this point  can be mater ia l ized in the 
form of a cul tural  center for  archi tecture and the bui l t 
environment by gather ing related funct ions,  to form 
the dialogue between past,  current,  and future.  By 
being the physical  manifestat ion of  adapt ing ideas, 
the cul tural  center can be the reference point  for 
how and what type of  change is measured. i t  not  only 
holds the conversat ion for  what the bui l t  environment 
is today, but also becomes the archi tecture for  where 
i t  can go in the future.
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adaptat ion theory
in order to create an understanding for how adaptat ion 
can take place, the concept of  Pr iming and Perceptual 
Learning must be def ined. i t  is  through the fol lowing 
sect ions of  ‘Brain Landscapes: the coexistence of 
neuroscience and archi tecture’  that  Pr iming and 
Perceptual  Learning wi l l  be explained. the author 
provides one of  the key l inks to how people can begin 
to adapt to their  surroundings. this then forms a 
process that explains how di fferent elements can be 
connected in order to st imulate change in a manner 
that  is unseen but successful . 

f i l ter  d iagram

stimuli: showing the stimuli we 
encounter in our daily life

filter: the stimuli to focus on
adapt: form the understanding



“conscious percept ion is associated with recognit ion 
and ident i f icat ion and with the funct ion of  the ventral 
stream of v isual  processing. aspects associated with 
unconscious processing of  v isual  informat ion are not 
par t  of  our v isual  awareness. these pr inciples also 
apply to the facul ty of  memory.  memory is not a s ingle 
ent i ty but consists of  di fferent systems. declarat ive 
memory is the only system of which we are consciously 
aware. however,  a number of  non-conscious memory 
funct ions are present in humans, including pr iming, 
perceptual  learning and emot ional  learning.”1

Pr iming
“is based on our abi l i ty  to improve detect ion of  objects 
or ident i f icat ion of  words af ter  a recent exper ience with 
them. Pr iming is a dist inct  memory phenomenon. i ts 
key feature is that  i t  is  an unconscious process. even 
though pr iming improves the percept ion of  recent ly 
encountered st imul i ,  usual ly we are not aware of  the 
improvement in speed or eff ic iency of  percept ion.  this 
improvement can persist  for  a long t ime, even af ter 
a s ingle pr iming exper ience. a simple way to th ink 
about pr iming is that  for  a per iod of  t ime af ter  a word 
or other perceptual  object has been presented, less 
neural  act iv i ty is required to process that same word 
or object again… once pr imed, a smal l  ensemble of 
wel l - tuned neurons might handle the perceptual  task 
wi th the net resul t  being a reduct ion in neural  act iv i ty… 
this perceptual  eff ic iency is avai lable not only for 
fami l iar  mater ia l  but also for  a wide range of  st imul i : 
str ings of  nonsense let ters,  unfami l iar  v isual  objects 
(such as v iews of  bui ldings),  novel  l ine patterns,  and 
mater ia l  presented by voice.”1 

Pr iming can be used to t ra in the brain to recognize and 
associate a bui lding with a type of  program or event. 
as an example post- industr ia l  urban revi ta l izat ion is 
of ten associated with the Bi lbao Guggenheim museum 
or in detroi t ,  ar t  is  associated with the dia. i f  the 
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user is able to do this,  they can form references and 
associat ions to new bui ldings when simi lar  patterns 
or t r igger words are exper ienced. essent ia l ly  the 
bui lding becomes branded without a logo.

Perceptual  Learning 
Whi le i t  is  c lear that  perceptual ly we need to see a t ree 
as being a t ree or know that the face of  a f r iend is their 
face, perceptual  learning refers to an improvement 
in the abi l i ty  to discr iminate s imple at t r ibutes dur ing 
sensory processing… in the case of  perceptual 
learning, we become more exper t  at  discr iminat ing 
some feature of  a st imulus.  for example,  wi th pract ice 
people can improve their  abi l i ty  to discr iminate texture, 
direct ion of  mot ion,  l ine or ientat ion,  and many other 
s imple v isual  at t r ibutes.  remarkably,  th is learning is 
of ten highly speci f ic to the task and the speci f ic way 
in which the training is carr ied out…this process, in 
which the ul t imate long-term effect of  exper ience is to 
change the structure of  the brain,  seems to underl ie 
the famous quote of  Winston churchi l l ,  “We shape our 
bui ldings; thereafter they shape us.”… most of  these 
changes are nondeclarat ive,  in the sense that they 
occur outside awareness and do not evoke conscious 
remembrances of  the past.Pr iming and perceptual 
learning provide ways for ear ly stages of  perceptual 
processing to become faster,  more eff ic ient ,  and 
general ly more discr iminat ing as the resul t  of  pr ior 
exper ience.”1

Perceptual  learning can be exper ienced when one 
no longer has to th ink about a task or object,  they 
s imply know i t  or  expect i t .  this becomes effect ive 
when talk ing about design; i f  a user of  the bui l t 
environment comes to know design they simply expect 
the improved qual i ty of  l i fe.  for example,  i f  a bui lding 
creates a usable publ ic space, the publ ic no longer 
th inks about i ts benef i ts,  they become ingrained in 
their  thoughts and demanded when taken away. 

the p ieces
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theses theor ies are not f ixed to a smal l  scale,  they 
have the abi l i ty  to be appl ied to the bui l t  environment. 
the tr iggers and st imul i  become bui ldings and 
transpor tat ion,  i t  is  in th is way that perceptual 
learning can be appl ied to design. i f  posi t ive design 
associat ions are made to bui ldings, then they can be 
bui l t  upon by an urban cul ture. 
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M - 1RAIL
STREETCAReffect of  m-1 rai l

By using st imul i  through the pr iming process as 
select ive elements,  they can begin to be control led 
or new st imul i  can be introduced. the most impor tant 
of  these new st imul i  is  the introduct ion of  the m-1 rai l 
system that wi l l  t ravel  a long Woodward avenue, f rom 
congress to Grand Blvd. using the m-1 rai l  as a pr iming 
element,  i t  becomes a vessel :  a mobi le st imul i  that  has 
the abi l i ty  to reach a larger audience. i t  is  a st imulus 
because i t  represents a change in detroi t ’s  current 
t ranspor tat ion.  i t  wi l l  not  only change the percept ion 
of  how detroi t  v iews transpor tat ion but i t  wi l l  a lso, 
qui te l i teral ly,  be the connect ing element for  detroi t ’s 
cul tural  centers such as the detroi t  inst i tute of  ar ts, 
the detroi t  Publ ic Library,  and the detroi t  histor ical 
museum, both physical ly and metaphysical ly. 

the m-1 rai l  wi th i ts 11 stops stretching 3.3 mi les along 
Woodward avenue, wi l l  act  as “economic catalysts, 
spurr ing investment and growth along their  routes.”2 
i t  is  scheduled to begin construct ion in late 2013 and 
be in operat ion for  the f i rst  quar ter of  2016. 
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Dansk Arki tektur Center
Copenhagen, Denmark

1985

our goal is to create broad interest in architecture, 
to clear the way for new ideas traversing traditional 
boundaries and to show how architecture creates 
cultural and economic assets for people, the industry 
and society.

image by: http://www.ourtravelpics.com/

Nether lands Archi tecture Inst i tute
Rotterdam, Nether lands

Jo Coenen

1993

http://www.larkieatlarge.com/
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Program
in order to begin promot ing a broad understanding 
of  design within society a speci f ic program must be 
developed. for th is program to be effect ive i t  must 
engage both the general  publ ic of  an urban cul ture 
as wel l  as the professional  design community.  By 
providing funct ions that respond to the needs of 
both the publ ic and professional ,  di fferent levels of 
interact ion can take place between the two groups, 
which would al low for a greater understanding of 
design.

i t  is  impor tant for  the program to engage and educate 
the publ ic on design, th is can be done through a 
number of  act iv i t ies and interact ions,  but i t  can also 
be done without the real izat ion that learning is taking 
place. thus creat ing a publ ic that  is  more responsible 
to the bui l t  environment.

Program inspirat ion has been taken from exist ing 
archi tecture centers such as the dac [dansk arki tektur 
center]  and the nai [nether lands archi tecture 
inst i tute].  Both of  these centers lay out clear plans 
and objects of  how and why archi tecture is impor tant 
to be taught and understood by an urban cul ture. 

“our goal is to create broad interest in architecture, to clear the way 
for new ideas traversing traditional boundaries and to show how 
architecture creates cultural and economic assets for people, the 
industry and society.”

“to make it clear to the public at large that architecture and construction 
create both cultural and material value in society.  the purpose is to 
promote a culture in which producers and users participate in and 
influence the creation and preservation of architecture and construction 
at a highly qualified level.”

“WhY teach architecture?
- architecture is a part of our identity and constitutes the framework for 
our lives.
- architectural insight provides an understanding and respect for our 
surroundings and the tools to take part in democratic processes.
- architecture is an interdisciplinary subject that deals with our 
relationship to nature, the environment, climate change, culture, religion, 
politics, economics and social conditions.
- architecture can be experienced with all our senses and talks straight 
to our emotions.
- architecture is innovation - learning about architecture also includes 
learning about a creative industry and process based work methods.”

- dac_[dansk arkitektur center]
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the cul ture center for  archi tecture and the bui l t 
environment would house the fol lowing programs: 
gal lery/exhibi t ion space, archi tecture museum, 
col laborat ive work zone, meet ing rooms, auditor ium/
event space, and an archi tectural  l ibrary.

these programs have varying levels of  publ ic vs. 
professional  involvement based on who the target 
audience is.  as an example,  the work zone is targeted 
towards mult iple smal l  star t-up f i rms working in 
a col laborat ive environment shar ing resources. 
By target ing the work zone towards professionals 
i t  has a smal l  involvement of  the publ ic.  on the 
opposi te,  the museum is target towards the publ ic, 
as the professional  wi l l  a l ready have a major i ty of  the 
knowledge that is t ry ing to be shared. 

the programs are connected by one central  c i rculat ion 
system, which also wrap and look inward on a pr ivate 
cour tyard. this s i tuat ion creates intersect ions where 
di fferent levels of  users can cross paths to share and 
gain knowledge. this helps l imi t  the insular focus of 
most design community members and puts their  focus 
beyond their  own work.

By having a var iety of  programs exist ing in one place, 
growth and expansion of  the di fferent elements can 
occur.  this var iat ion of  programs also star ts to shape 
how the bui lding operates.  for instance, the work 
zone becomes a source of  income to offset  the need 
for donat ions and al low for i t  to be sel f -sustaining. 
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catalyst  range
at each proposed stop there is current ly some 
development and in many areas through midtown, 
growth is occurr ing without the rai l .  however,  proposed 
stops wi l l  have a larger and more immediate effect 
on this growth once implemented. i t  is  impor tant to 
recognize where these stops are and how they can 
benef i t  a cul tural  center for  archi tecture and the 
bui l t  environment.  Whi le detroi t  is  re-bui lding, the 
in i t ia l  catalyst  effect  f rom the proposed stops would 
be kept to a relat ively t ight  c i rc le,  most l ikely wi th in 
v isual  range or a block or two off  of  Woodward. By 
understanding where in i t ia l  growth wi l l  take place, 
i t  helped determine where and how a cul tural  center 
along Woodward should be located. in order for  the 
cul tural  center to have the greatest  impact i t  should 
be within a tenth of  a mi le v isual  radius of  a proposed 
rai l  stop. By narrowing this select ion fur ther,  having 
i t  at  a corner where there is a proposed rai l  stop 
would al low for the re-envis ioned transpor tat ion to be 
understood and then transfer to an adaptat ion of  how 
we view the bui l t  environment.  they can work hand-
in-hand, feeding off  one another. 
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Within the immediate area of  the proposed m-1 rai l 
stops, there are very few cul ture centers.  mocad and 
the Wayne state universi ty Welcome center are the 
only two major cul tural  centers in these radi i . 
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the relat ionship between programs and scale along 
Woodward seems to be minimal at  best.  throughout 
the analyzed sect ion of  Woodward, programs range 
from smal l  s ingle-f loor takeout restaurants to 20+ 
story off ice bui ldings. this provides an interest ing 
look at  what can be placed on Woodward and how i t 
responds to i ts given si te,  and thereafter how those 
bui ldings respond to Woodward. 

INSTITUTIONS

SITE

RESIDENTIAL

MEDICAL

ENTERTAINMENT

RELIGIOUS

NEW DEVELOPMENT

MISC. FUNCTIONS
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site select ion
the si te on the nor theast corner of  the Woodward + 
canf ie ld intersect ion was chosen as i t  met the cr i ter ia 
set  for th in the s i te select ion process and provided 
for an oppor tuni ty to respond di fferent ly to Woodward 
then i ts current neighboring bui ldings do. the 
opposing three corners are bui l t  or  inaccessible to 
the publ ic.  this is seemingly opposi te to what would 
be useful  for  a new publ ic t ransi t  system. therefore, 
an open corner is provided al lowing for a publ ic zone 
to exist  at  a t ransi t  stop, th is provides the potent ia l 
for  new understanding for urban development. 
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“to recognize is not the same as to recall.”
 - J.J. Gibson 
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structural  skeleton posi t ion’s inf luence

edge  vs corner

in order to expand and adapt the mind to th ink about the 
bui l t  environment di fferent ly,  pr inciples and theor ies 
can be appl ied to the format ion of  the structure in order 
for  i t  to be perceived in a pre-determined way. We 
can star t  by looking at  associat ion in the sense of  how 
perceptual  learning can be appl ied, but in addit ion 
to that ,  how visual  theor ies can begin to inf luence 
design. i t  is  impor tant to look at  v isual  theor ies, 
because not only are humans visual ly dominant 
creatures,  but natural ly the exter ior  of  a structure wi l l 
be (almost always) the f i rst  th ing we interact wi th, 
wi th our senses. therefore,  by designing in a manner 
to capital ize on the way we natural ly look at  objects, 
seems cr i t ical .  i t  can al low for an understanding to 
take place, that  can be subconscious, but referenced 
to the adapt ion that is t ry ing to be accompl ished 
through the m-1 rai l ,  and the program of the cul tural 
center for  archi tecture and the bui l t  environment. 

the concepts for  th is study are brought for th through 
the works of  J.J.  Gibson and rudolf  arnheim who 
were both prominent perceptual  psychologists of  the 
twent ieth century.  J.J.  Gibson and rudolf  arnheim, 
whi le represent ing di fferent v iewpoints on percept ion 
were chosen because of  how they both respect ively 
look at  and analyzed the bui l t  wor ld.  J.J.  Gibson’s 
beginnings and in i t ia l  ideas can be seen below. 

“ in Percept ion and the Visual  World [2],  Gibson states 
that  h is approach to percept ion grew out of  aviat ion 
exper iments that  he did dur ing World War i i .  in doing 
these exper iments,  Gibson concluded that the usual 
laboratory approach to the study of  depth percept ion 
is not wel l  sui ted to improving a pi lot ’s abi l i ty  to land 
an airplane, and that,  instead, i t  is  necessary to take 
the study of  percept ion outdoors into the natural 
environment.  thus began Gibson’s ‘ground theory’  of 
space percept ion,  a theory he contrasts wi th the older 
‘a i r  theor ies’  of  percept ion.  Visual  space, according 
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to the ‘ground theory’ ,  is  def ined not by an object or 
an array of  objects in the air  {as occurs for  depth cues 
such as interposi t ion,  re lat ive s ize,  etc.}  but rather is 
def ined by the ground, a cont inuous sur face or array 
of  adjoining sur faces. thus, the spat ia l  character 
of  the v isual  wor ld is def ined not by objects but by 
informat ion contained in the ground upon which these 
objects rest .”3

v isual theory

img. 6

how can changes in surfaces 
be convoyed on a 2d surface, 
working with visual illusions

how can one object appear to 
be in the same position relative 
to its background while not 
dependent of viewing position



texture gradient

Within the works of  Gibson, a common theme exists, 
which is “ invar iant”  or the “non-change that persists 
dur ing change”[3,  p.  201].  Whi le there exist  many 
examples of  invar iants,  there are three that are more 
impor tant to th is project,  they are descr ibed as 
fo l lows: 

1. 
increasing densi ty of  opt ical  texture 
“[1,  pp. 67, 149, 250, 272]. 
texture gradients l ike the one in fig.  1 remain constant 
as an observer moves in relat ion to the gradient(being 
the running bond pattern).  this constancy of  texture helps 
def ine the scale of  space, s ince equal  amounts of 
texture represent equal  amounts of  terrain[1, p.  83], 
and also helps determine the percept ion of  s izes 
of  objects,  s ince the bases of  equal ly s ized objects 
cover equal  numbers of  texture uni ts.”3

43v isual theory

img. 7

2. 
flow patterns of gradients 
“[3,  p.  162; 1,  p.  182]. 
movement of  an observer causes textures in the 
environment to f low. i f  a person is moving straight 
ahead, the gradient f lows everywhere with the 
except ion of  the point  toward which the person is 
moving, which, being at  the center of  the opt ical  f low 
pattern,  stays constant.  thus, a person’s abi l i ty  to 
stay on course as he or she moves towards an object 
is at t r ibuted to the abi l i ty  to keep the unchanging 
( invar iant)  center of  the opt ical  f low pattern centered 
on the desired dest inat ion.”  3

3. 
structure common to two successive views. 
“[3,  p.  261].
 as a person moves through the environment or 
scans i t  by making eye movements,  the v iews seen at 
successive points in t ime over lap. this over lap helps 
the person to perceive a coherent,  cont inuous scene 
even as the scene is changing.”3
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interpreting information
if  the cul tural  center for  archi tecture and the bui l t 
environment is able to be recognized beyond i ts 
immediate s i te context ,  then i t  has the potent ia l  to 
carry i ts inf luence fur ther;  an object for  adaptat ion. 

these three invar iant  ideas become the basis for 
developing a façade and exter ior  condit ions that 
responds to the impor tance of  having a recognizable 
image. in addit ion,  they help reinforce how the bui lding 
form was generated. these visual  theor ies star t  to 
suggest humans have the abi l i ty  to process informat ion 
in pieces and place i t  together to understand the form 
as a whole.  By star t ing to th ink about what th is means 
and how i t  affects indiv idual  percept ion of  a space 
and of  an object,  cer tain choices can be made. these 
choices can al low for the v isual  connect ion to t ransfer 
f rom an idea to an object.  they can be interconnected 
between symbols that  can carry connotat ions,  what is 
impl ied and what is meant to be gained, through the 
perceptual  learning process.

in order to create a recognizable façade that responds 
to the v isual  theor ies an understandable pattern is 
needed. a pattern that  can easi ly change scale,  avoid 
connotat ions,  and work wi th change; that  pattern is 
the gr id.
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the grid
4



49the grid

an inf in i te gr id can be used based on the three studied 
visual  theory pr inciples;  i t  wi l l  act  as a dialogue to 
explain how the theor ies can be appl ied. the gr id has 
the abi l i ty  to carry mult iple meanings as wel l  as be 
abstracted to f i t  to di fferent theor ies. 

Gr id Points
“funct ioning l ike a monochrome, as a f lat  sur face that 
rejects composi t ion and hierarchies.”

“ inf in i ty that  invades the viewer’s space.”

“al l  over space”

“the structure of  th is space is non-hierarchical ,  every 
space is equal ,”

“super studio uses the gr id to mediate and give 
qual i ty to space”

“free movement”

“the gr id is designed to meet al l  the needs of  i ts 
inhabitants and create a social  structure of  complete 
f reedom and equal i ty”

“commentary of  being “on gr id” vs “off  gr id””

“the gr id i tsel f  is  a prototype for understanding the 
arbi t rar iness of  the normal when juxtaposed upon a 
sur face of  total  possibi l i t ies.”

“Pure and unchangeable,  creat ing objects which wi l l 
last ,  hard and immobi le,  shining and simple,  and at 
the same t ime complex and ambiguous, because they 
are bui l t  of  the mater ia ls of  memory.” 

these points about the gr id help explain why i t  was 
chosen to represent the façade. the gr id can be one 
of  the l inks between what current society is and ways 
i t  can change. By removing hierarchy, the present 
is no longer weighed down by the past ’s memory.  i t 
places them at equal  levels and gives the current and 
the future the possibi l i ty  to use the equal ly bui ldable 
space as a canvas for what development can be.
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in the 1960’s and 70’s super studio pioneered the 
use of  the gr id as a commentary on society and the 
bui l t  environment.  By using this as a precedent one 
can begin to look at  what commentary can be said 
about the current nature of  our bui l t  environment and 
how i t  can be adapted to better the future growth. 
By star t ing at  the commentary point ,  the gr id can be 
used as a tool  to understand societal  percept ion of 
the bui l t  environment.

img. 9
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perspectives of the first trial of the culture center for architecture and the built 
environment. this was the first attempt at implementing the different visual theories 
that had been studied. utilizing a bar form that was expanded to form different 
public spaces. while effective at meeting the formal requirements it lacked proper 
circulation and connection of programs. in addition, it did not engage the urban 
fabric to its fullest potential.

[the same trial on the following pages]
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perspectives of the second trial of the 
culture center for architecture and 
the built environment. this trial uses 
evolved techniques of incorporating the 
visual theories and is closer to the final 
design. it began looking at the effect of 
a veil sunscreen as well how to stack 
and connect programs. it utilized a ramp/
gallery, but does not connect all public 
programs. while refined, this trial also 
suffers from the same lack of relationship 
to the urban fabric. 

diagram showing spatial relationships of 
the second trial



studies of different ramp conditions, this was done to determine the most effective 
and elegant way to move between floors while still meeting ADA requirements. 
it was important to determine what type of ramp would be best suited to move 
people as well as act as a gallery to convey information. 

perspective of the atrium from the second trial. showcasing how information is 
conveyed as well as how multiple levels are connected by the atrium. 
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“museum for architecture, is the place for everyone with an interest 
in their surroundings” - the nai
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view point  diagram

65form

Locat ing the cul ture center for  archi tecture and 
the bui l t  environment at  he corner of  canf ie ld and 
Woodward ave. was cr i t ical  as that  locat ion provided 
impor tant s i te character ist ics to help i t  engage the 
surrounding community and inf luence the bui lding 
form. at canf ie ld,  Woodward turns s l ight ly,  a l lowing 
for unique views to exist  when looking south down 
Woodward. since the si te offered these views, i t  was 
impor tant to maximize how the bui lding appears as 
i t  is  approached from mult iple direct ions.  this study 
wi l l  a lso play into i ts associat ion proper t ies as to how 
i t  can appear as the same recognizable object f rom 
mult iple direct ions. 

as development of  the bui lding form progressed, the 
s i te was looked at  in two ways. the f i rst  being from 
a viewpoint  diagram1;  th is diagram looks at  the s i te 
f rom mult iple vantage points and through this helps 
determine what the opt imal area to construct could 
be. i t  looks at  over lapping zones as a place that can 
be vis ible f rom the most direct ions. 

[f ig 1]
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the second way the si te was analyzed and bui lding 
form was developed was more tradi t ional .  the def ined 
program square-footage is approximately 45,000sqft , 
which is the same footpr int  as the s i te.  since the 
size of  the bui lding matches the size of  the s i te,  i t 
would be easy to design a bui lding that f i l ls  the ent i re 
s i te but would only be one level .  this s ingle level 
bui lding would also have draw backs in i ts abi l i ty  to 
dist inguish i tsel f  f rom the bui lding form that surround 
i t ,  as wel l  as the abi l i ty  to over lap mult iple programs. 
as the program began to be stacked, minimizing the 
footpr int ,  a var iety of  forms were developed to v isual ly 
f i l l  the s ight,  create crossing paths of  interact ion,  form 
publ ic and pr ivate cour tyards, as wel l  as maintain a 
street edge. 

as studies progressed mult iple cr i ter ia we able to 
be met,  but problems arose when connect ing the 
di fferent programs across the bui lding plan. these 
studies also lead to understanding how a bui lding 
could and should engage the urban fabr ic.  through 
these studies a s imple bar form was chosen for the 
cul ture center. 

the bar was chosen as i t  easi ly div ided the si te and 
al lowed for an equal  publ ic and pr ivate cour tyard. 
Given i ts shape i t  could also be pul led back from the 
corner,  a l lowing for open corner to exist  and accept 
the pedestr ians that arr ive and depar t  at  the rai l 
stop. this form also al lowed for a central  atr ium to be 
constructed that not only rose through the bui lding 
but i t  connected al l  the programs. this atr ium was 
able to house the gal lery ramp.
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in addit ion to the pr ivate cour tyard si tuated behind 
the atr ium, the negat ive form produces a publ ic plaza 
that doubles as an open corner.  a

Whi le th is was an effect ive form from the perspect ive 
of  meet ing a large por t ion of  cr i ter ia,  i t  lacked some 
basic urban fabr ic relat ionships.  this cr i t ic ism 
came by of  just i f icat ion for  ut i l iz ing only a th i rd of 
the s i te whi le l imi t ing oppor tuni ty for  expansion 
and maintaining urban condit ions.  i t  a lso became 
increasingly di ff icul t  to just i fy an atypical  bui lding 
that is about archi tecture when completely ignor ing 
the archi tecture to which i t  is  responding. 

re-thinking the bui lding form lead to a s imple solut ion 
that ut i l ized more of  the s i te,  maintain the connect ing 
ramp, and provide a more dist inct  form, which does 
not reveal  i tsel f  immediately.  the re-thought form was 
generated by taking the bar form, leaving the ramp 
and surrounding the previous form, creat ing a negat ive 
void in the middle.  this void was able to become an 
exter ior  pr ivate cour tyard and an inter ior  lobby/atr ium. 
in addit ion to the pr ivate cour tyard si tuated behind 
the atr ium, the negat ive form produces a publ ic plaza 
that doubles as an open corner. 

the negat ive form is possesses a progressively 
s lopping roof l ine and ascension of  bui lding height. 
at  the two street edge condit ions,  the bui lding star ts 
at  the human scale on canf ie ld wi th a total  height of 
13’  and wraps to Woodward where the height increase 
to a 20’  covered outdoor space. this outdoor space 
ut i l izes four structure columns to act as an arcade to 
maintain the street edge.

as the bui lding wraps nor th around the negat ive form 
i t  is  constant ly r is ing t i l l  i t  terminates at  Woodward. 
here i t  creates a suppor ted overhang that is s l ight ly 
ta l ler  than the neighboring bui ldings. By doing this, 
the negat ive form is able to create a recognizable 
and consistent condit ion that is v is ible f rom mult iple 
approaches of  the bui lding. 



“of course it’s going to have light and sound, it’s a project in the 
universe” - noah resnick

71

design
7



73design

by proposing two cour tyard bui ldings (proposed 
resident ia l  and cul ture center for  archi tecture and the 
bui l t  environment) ,  each bui lding provides a pr ivate 
cour tyard, the space created between them being a 
semi-pr ivate cour tyard and then a publ ic plaza on the 
corner of  canf ie ld and Woodward. this ser ies of  open 
spaces al low for the user to exper ience and interact 
wi th the s i te beyond simply walk ing into the bui lding. 
making connect ions such as these are impor tant as 
they incorporate the surroundings, as th is cul ture 
center is not an insular object. 

in order to ent ice the publ ic to approach the bui lding a 
dist inct  paving pattern was designed and incorporated 
into the s i te.  this pattern is der ived from l ines that 
exist  wi th in the bui lding, become abstracted and are 
extended into and across the s i te.  this s i te design 
is meant to focus and draw vis i tors into and through 
the bui lding, leading them into the gal lery ramp. this 
is done by creat ing incremental ly smal ler  paving 
patches, as they get closer to the bui lding, giv ing 
the i l lusion of  mot ion.  each of  these patches can be 
handled in a number of  ways. they can be di fferent 
in mater ia l  make-up, color,  actual  br ick pattern,  or 
texture.  By doing this each interact ion wi th the space 
becomes unique and di fferent depending on the 
approach and speci f ic path chosen. 

By extending the si te l ines across the s i te and into 
the street,  the pattern is able to form a recognizable 
relat ionship wi th a changing new transpor tat ion 
network,  the m-1 rai l ,  and the new cul ture center for 
archi tecture and the bui l t  environment.  By pushing 
this relat ionship a user can begin to infer connect ions 
about a changing and adapt ing ci ty system to a 
posi t ive and impor tant v iew on design. in addit ion 
to th is relat ionship,  the paving pattern reaches out 
into the street to accept users of  the rai l  system, as 
the remainder of  the s i te context  is  not immediately 

s i te design
the negative form was developed with an understanding 
of  the di fferent roles i t  would need to play but the 
formal development would come later.  i t  became 
cr i t ical  to not only engage the publ ic by creat ing a 
usable publ ic space but equal ly cr i t ical  to engage the 
surrounding context :  neighboring bui ldings, streets, 
t ram-stops and proposed development. 

engagement wi th the surrounding context  begins 
by creat ing si tuat ions where def ined and undef ined 
programs can take place. the si te breaks down into 
mult iple zones whi le st i l l  being encompassed as an 
open corner.  a green zone exist  on the southern 
por t ion of  the s i te,  i t  is  designed to be a ref lect ion 
of  the Whitney, s i tuated across the street.  this green 
zone, over t ime wi l l  grow into a s imulated entrance 
for passing into midtown, maximizing the effects of 
having to green corners on canf ie ld. 

the nor th por t ion of  the bui lding offers a covered area 
where breakout per formances can happen, as i t  can 
double as an outdoor exhibi t ion zone. i t  is  depressed 
into the ground, al lowing i t  to act as a stage for people 
passing by or stopping to watch. When there is not an 
event,  in th is area, i t  acts as outdoor seat ing for the 
café. 

Just  nor th of  the bui lding exists a corr idor that  is 
shared with the museum of contemporary ar t  detroi t 
– mocad. this corr idor responds to a proposal  of 
mocad’s expansion, providing a l ink to their  rear 
entrance as wel l  as the proposed green space and 
event space located behind their  bui lding. Whi le th is 
new corr idor ends in the proposal  for  mocad, i t  a lso 
acts as a v i ta l  connect ion to a proposed resident ia l 
and mixed-use bui lding. this connect ion al lows for 
quick access to t ranspor tat ion as wel l  as access to a 
ser ies of  publ ic and pr ivate cour tyards. this is possible 
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accessible.  in choosing to look at  s i te design with 
the act ive user in mind, the s i te ’s edges are pushed 
beyond a t radi t ional  end of  the s idewalk and become 
blurred as to where the physical  end of  the s i te is.  this 
more hol ist ic approach was carr ied into the choice 
to el iminate any new sur face parking and propose 
an underground structure that  can service the ent i re 
s i te. 

through the incorporat ion of  mult iple outward 
reaching si te design features the cul ture center for 
archi tecture and the bui l t  environment is able to 
engage and invigorate the new user into interact ing 
with and understanding the bui l t  environment.  in order 
for  th is understanding of  the bui l t  environment to be 
successful  inside the bui lding i t  must begin wi th a 
posi t ive approach to the bui lding.
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archi tectural  l ibrary would have a wor ldly col lect ion 
of  books, depict ing the history of  archi tecture as wel l 
as progressive archi tecture text . 

the work zone would contain a var iety of  work 
environments to f i t  the di fferent groups. i t  is  meant 
for  smal l ,  new archi tecture groups to work in a 
col laborat ive environment and share resources. 

enter ing into the cul ture center takes place at  the center 
of  the form, where a number of  the paving patches 
converge. this area acts as the lobby, and gives the 
user the opt ion of  choosing their  path depending on 
purpose. i t  is  here where they can chose to enter 
the work zone, t raverse the gal lery ramp or v is i t  the 
café/event space. the lobby is the only sect ion of  the 
negat ive form that would have been enclosed af ter 
the or iginal  bar shape was removed. By enclosing 
this sect ion a decis ion was made to make the lobby 
as t ransparent as possible,  whi le st i l l  retaining a 
def ined structure that  a l lowed i t  to read di fferent ly 
than the rest  of  the bui lding. to achieve this effect 
a strong, th in and r igid metal  structure system was 
devised to al low the user to easi ly look through this 
space. By looking past the lobby the bui lding entrance 
exper ience appears deeper and longer,  essent ia l ly 
creat ing the i l lusion of  a larger space, however th is 
space is accessible too.  the structure used in the 
lobby, being on i ts own unique gr id pattern creates a 
moving shadow gr id that  provides subt le reminders to 
the gr ids used throughout the bui lding. 

Level  three is exclusively for  the museum. i t  responds 
to the shape of  the lower levels and extends to the street 
edge. By extending i t  to the street edge i t  provides a 
covered outdoor space below and visual ly holds the 
street edge of  the urban fabr ic.  the museum is on an 
open plan that al lows for a f lexibi l i ty  of  par t i t ions and 
exhibi ts.  i t  is  designed to have long term exhibi ts that 

formal character ist ics
a si te that  effor t lessly engages the user is cr i t ical 
to a posi t ive exper ience of  a project;  equal ly as 
impor tant is a wel l -designed formal plan of  a bui lding. 
as previously discussed in the sect ion regarding the 
form, the cul ture center is in an abstracted ‘L’  shape 
that is progressively r is ing in height.  to rei terate 
the program, the cul ture center for  archi tecture and 
the bui l t  environment would house the fol lowing 
programs: gal lery/exhibi t ion space, archi tecture 
museum, col laborat ive work zone, meet ing rooms, 
auditor ium/event space, and an archi tectural  l ibrary, 
these programs breakdown into three levels plus one 
level  of  basement. 

When programing the di fferent levels i t  was impor tant 
to consider what and where interact ion between the 
publ ic and the professionals could take place. With 
th is being the case, the ground f loor contains both the 
most professional  and a largely publ ic space. those 
programs being the col laborat ive work zone, lobby, 
the café/event zone and the administrat ion zone. 

the sloping south por t ion of  the cul tural  center contains 
the col laborat ive work zone and the archi tectural 
l ibrary.  By posi t ioning these programs in the same area 
they can be placed on top of  one another,  the l ibrary 
being on top. With the l ibrary being on top, i t  is  able 
to be the second landing of  the gal lery ramp, al lowing 
the publ ic to reference mater ia l :  gaining knowledge 
of  their  bui l t  environment.  When the publ ic reaches 
the l ibrary,  they have the abi l i ty  to look into and onto 
the work zone, as the s loped roof creates a double 
height space. this gives the publ ic the oppor tuni ty to 
v iew archi tects work and fur ther their  understanding 
of  how they create and design the bui l t  environment. 

the l ibrary contains resources and archives of  the 
ci ty of  detroi t  as wel l  as an archi tectural  l ibrary.  the 



museum
work zone

library
event/auditorium

gallery/exhibition

83design

focus on archi tecture and the bui l t  environment;  i t 
completes the relat ionship between the ramp gal lery 
and i tsel f .  Being the end of  the gal lery,  the intent ion 
upon leaving the museum is having an understanding 
of  the bui l t  environment and how design can inf luence 
and improve one’s l i fe. 

the process of  ref in ing the negat ive form resul ted 
in s imple design moves, which provided a more 
responsive form. Beginning on the south façade, the 
west corner was pul led sl ight ly into the s i te to create 
a gent ly angled wal l .  By doing this,  pedestr ians 
t ravel ing west are drawn into the space, as they can 
see into the open plaza at  an ear l ier  point ,  th is avoids 
an impression of  a long wal l  and stark corner.  a s imi lar 
move was done to the nor th façade. the west corner of 
the museum is also pul led into the s i te,  th is was done 
to create a funnel  effect  for  the corr idor as people 
can easi ly move to the development at  the rear of  the 
s i te.  By having this larger entrance, i t  appears less 
enclosed and more accept ing. the remaining edges 
of  the bui lding fol low the paral le ls of  the street edges, 
making the bui lding a box i f  i t  were to be abstracted 
into a complete shape. 

arguably the strongest element of  the cul ture center is 
the cont inuous gal lery ramp that connects the di fferent 
elements and programs. the ramp is designed to 
be constant ly relaying informat ion whether i t  is  on 
displays,  wal ls,  f loor or interact ive instal lat ions.  this 
zone is to be the f i l ler  and a progression of  knowledge 
in between the di fferent f loors.  the idea being a 
user star ts at  the bottom of the ramp with l imi ted to 
no knowledge of  the bui l t  environment and as they 
progress through the ramp they are consistent ly 
exposed to more informat ion t i l l  their  exper ience is 
complete at  the top of  the ramp where the museum is a 
compi lat ion of  more informat ion.  the ramp transi t ions 
in and out of  the main bui lding creat ing a unique 
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experience with the abi l i ty  to constant ly see the bui l t 
environment f rom di fferent vantage points. 

since the cul ture center is meant to engage the publ ic 
and professional ,  the hierarchy of  c i rculat ion was an 
element that  could not be over looked. the ramp is at 
the top of  the hierarchy as i t  is  designed to be the 
clear pr ior i ty for  a v is i tor,  as they would be drawn to 
i t  f i rst .  secondary circulat ion is in the form of stairs. 
the stairs connect the di fferent immediately related 
por t ions of  the bui lding ( i .e.  l ibrary-work zone).  these 
connect ions are not as prominent wi th in the space 
and are designed pr imari ly for  the professional  use. 
the lowest level  of  c i rculat ion are the two elevators, 
they are designed for quick circulat ion between the 
extremes of  the bui lding. the elevators also double 
as service elevators to get content to and from the 
basement storage. 

the formal character ist ics of  the cul ture center were 
designed with the constant reminder of  how does i t 
a l low for a user to have a better understanding of  the 
bui l t  environment.  as th is was the case the bui lding 
reveals i tsel f  di fferent ly depending on posi t ion and 
approach. i t  a l lows for quick recognit ion as wel l 
as a deeper understanding as subt le hints reveal 
themselves as the day and t ime progress. some 
elements appear to f loat  whi le others disappear as 
the complexi ty becomes ref ined into understanding.
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aerial perspectives of the culture center, showing day and night experience 
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entrance perspectives of the culture center, showing day and night experience 



ramp gal lery perspect ive
viewing south

pr ivate cour tyard perspect ive
viewing east

91design

ramp/gallery perspective - showing the different types of display interaction

private courtyard - showing the space created by the negative form and ramps
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perspective looking north and south - showing how the development could look
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façade
during the examinat ion of  di fferent v isual  theor ies 
by J.J.  Gibson, i t  became clear the power def ined 
patterns and techniques can have in their  abi l i ty 
to inf luence associat ion and memory.  the façade, 
therefore,  is  the key to sparking interest ,  as the most 
dominant par t  of  the human senses is the sense 
of  s ight.  Whi le other senses are impor tant and are 
incorporated into the exper ience of  the cul ture center, 
a strong visual  impact was something that was sought 
af ter.  this interest  does not need to be stark or f lashy, 
but s imply something that is recognizable,  re latable 
and has the abi l i ty  to be understood, whi le standing 
out f rom i ts context . 

forming the associat ions is necessary as i t  becomes 
the way the urban cul ture v iews and remembers the 
cul ture center,  i t  becomes the way people see and 
think about design. i f  people can think and relate 
posi t ively to the bui lding then design wi l l  be thought 
of  posi t ively as wel l .  to expand the associat ions 
made with the cul ture center,  i t  deals wi th ideas of 
branding. By branding the bui lding in a way that gives 
i t  an ident i ty is impor tant to growing i ts v is i tor  base, 
i t  gives the bui lding something that can be discussed 
and shared. this idea of  branding is di fferent than 
simply s lapping a logo and name on the side of  a 
wal l .  i t  deals wi th making recognizable patterns that 
can be transferred to other objects,  were one glance 
at  i t  a l lows one to relate i t  back to the cul ture center. 
this idea can even be expanded into dist inct  shapes 
and larger bui lding character ist ics. 

in developing the physical  façade the gr id was turned 
to again both for  i ts theoret ical  concepts as wel l  as 
i ts order ing constructs.  By using i t  wi th the idea of 
var iants and invar iants (change and non-change) the 
façade is able to be developed with a recognizable 
pattern.  even when objects are placed in f ront  of  i t  or 
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por t ions of  i t  are removed the overal l  pattern is st i l l 
able to be recognized; the gr id is very eff ic ient  at 
th is.  the eff ic iency of  the gr id becomes useful  when 
the pattern is placed across the bui lding as i t  is  easi ly 
expanded or reduced, resul t ing in a changing scale, 
which is dependent on i ts engagement wi th the publ ic 
and the program in which i t  covers. 

By using the gr id as the façade structure i t  made i t 
possible to,  in a sense, explode or expand the bui lding 
envelope beyond a s ingle system. the envelope for 
the cul ture center began to become layered, and i t 
has the abi l i ty  to be understood on mult iple levels. 
this layer ing effect  creates a depth and gives the 
façade mult i -dimensional  proper t ies. 

the layer ing begins wi th the mul l ion pattern,  which 
creates a 5’x5’  gr id that  is carr ied throughout the 
layered por t ions of  the bui lding. occupying the space 
between the gr id points is insulated glass.  the glass 
features four dist inct  f r i t  patterns that also ut i l ize a 
gr id.  these patterns are rotated for the appearance 
of  randomness and scattered on the façade. the 
glass system is covered by a metal  screen, the 
screen features an offset  square gr id pattern,  which 
corresponds to the f r i t  pattern behind i t .  the metal 
screen acts as the gr id l ines and points for  the f r i t 
pattern,  th is relates the systems and gives them 
depth. 

Whi le the screen provides visual  interest  to the façade 
system, i t  a lso is highly funct ional  when deal ing with 
solar control .  through sun studies of  both summer 
and winter,  the bui lding is exposed to large amounts 
of  sun al l  year f rom both i ts south and west façades. 
the screen and fr i t  a l low l ight  to enter in a di ffused 
manner to minimize unwanted solar heat gain but 
maximize natural  l ight . 

the same proper t ies that  help the bui lding envelope 
with sun control  a lso help reveal  i tsel f  throughout the 
day. the screen acts as a vei l ,  masking the bui lding 
when i t  is  in direct sunl ight.  as the day progresses 
and sect ions move in and out of  sunl ight the bui lding 
begins to reveal  i ts  t ransparent nature.  as the sun 
sets the bui lding becomes i l luminated from the inside 
and the same screen that di ffused l ight  now radiates 
l ight ,  a l lowing the bui lding to glow as beacon along 
Woodward. 

the façade of  the cul ture center for  archi tecture and 
the bui l t  environment is able to maintain a pattern 
that  a l lows the user to recognize i t  regardless of  t ime 
of  day. i t  remains uni form as one moves around the 
bui lding, al lowing for the form and bui lding proper t ies 
to generate the necessary relat ionships between i t  and 
the user.  this al lows the user to bui ld the associat ion 
of  the bui lding with the bui l t  environment. 
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structure
the structure for  the cul ture center for  archi tecture 
and the bui l t  environment ut i l izes a combinat ion of 
wide-f lange beams, f loor to cei l ing trusses, concrete 
shear wal ls and open-web-joists.  the resul t  of  having a 
var iety of  structural  systems was maximized f lexibi l i ty 
wi th minimum inferences for program requirements 
and changes. this f lexibi l i ty  is  best represented in 
the museum por t ion of  the bui lding (bottom lef t  – top 
view).  the museums structure is almost ent i re ly along 
the per imeter,  giv ing i t  an open plan. this is achieved 
by layer ing structural  patterns.  there are three main 
girders that  run paral le l  to the length of  the plan, they 
rest  on spaced columns and one bent girder that  carr ies 
the over hanging condit ion.  Beams run perpendicular 
to the girders,  whi le the ent i re sect ion is f ramed by 
f loor to cei l ing trusses. these large trusses al low for 
minimal suppor ts and provide the necessary suppor t 
to handle the long cant i levered condit ions. 

the work zone also features a large span, however, 
in here a decis ion was made to strategical ly place 
columns to minimize distances of  the jo ists.  this 
creates a gr id pattern of  columns in the work zone. 
this pattern begins to def ine the space and al low for 
smal ler  zones to be created for the f i rms within th is 
area. 
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concluding thoughts
the program for the cul ture center for  archi tecture 
and the bui l t  environment would be benef ic ia l  to the 
ci ty of  detroi t .  i t  offers a place for the publ ic to gain a 
better understanding of  the wor ld around them as wel l 
as learn the value of  design. the techniques used to 
generate i ts form respond ideal ly to the theor ies that 
were used throughout the design process. the cul ture 
center provides a unique change in the t radi t ional 
urban fabr ic to which i t  is  surrounded. this change 
al lows for the cul ture center to be an invar iant  in the 
ci ty,  to which an urban cul ture can make posi t ive 
associat ion wi th i t  and i ts purpose.
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