
towardsslowness
by Amy Vetal



towards slowness:  hybrid building providing an extension library, cafe, and garden to the Clarendon, Virginia community.



This book is dedicated to my family.
Thank you for your endless love and support.



“The task of responsible architects is to provide resistance to 
current cultural erosion and to replan buildings and cities in 
an authentic existential and experiential soil.”

Juhani Pallasmaa



The form of the Clarendon Extension Library was 
designed with the intent to create spaces that vary in 
tempo.  The form of my design did not begin with a 
visual concept for the entire building.  Instead, it was 
discovered by studying other buildings and the 
creation of specific moments such as reading by a 
tree or sipping coffee.  Like a puzzle, these peices 
and ideas were slowely fit together untill the overall 
form could be realized.   Layers was the organizing 
tool employed.
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 In hopes of gaining time, people speed up their daily pace, however, this only seems to make time pass by faster.  
They are constantly bombarded by advertisements demanding their attention to shop, eat, exercise, drink, etc. 
 In a society that values image, architecture is no exception.  Buildings have egos and compete for attention.  They 
are mere facades however, tactlessly exposing everything up front supressing curiosity.  There are few places to pause, few 
places to breathe and to exist as part of a community.  Only places to consume remain.  
 As fastness, encouraged by visual loudness, is increased, slowness is lost.
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 Cities across the U.S. are growing into the fringe neighborhoods as people move back 
into the city center.  Due to the height restrictions in the heart of Washington D.C., the city must 
spread outward into the surrounding communities.  Because no height restrictions exist in these 
small fringe neighborhoods, the vertical density typically found in the city center is occuring along 
the edge. 
 Clarendon Virginia is situated between Rosslyn and Ballston, two financial districts, on the 
outskirts of D.C.  The proposed site for an extension library is located on the corner of Wilson 
Boulevard and North Filmore Street.  Wilson Boulevard is one of the main streets that lead people 
out of D.C. into the suburbs.  Stores and a nearby shopping center happen along this street.  North 
Filmore is a less trafficed residential street on which homes from the 1920’s still exist.  These roads 
create two contrasting conditions along two edges of the site: a high traffic urban condition, and a 
suburban pedestrian friendly street.
 Clarendon is currently experiencing rapid growth along Wilson Boulevard.  Middle to high 
density apartment buildings are beginning to appear and loom over the single family houses that 
have existed for decades.  Small boutiques are being replaced by large shopping centers.  Buildings 
are being built quickly and without respect for the existing context or thought for the growing 
community.  The speed escalates as the area changes and becomes more dense.
 In response to the increasing activity and population, the proposed extension library offers 
a place to relax and gather as a community.
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 An extension library for the residents of Clarendon, Virginia. The image of a librarian with 
her finger pressed to her mouth often comes to mind when picturing a library.  The nature of this 
type of community building is somewhat contradictory.  It is a place for members of a community 
to interact, though limiting them to respond in only a hushed manner.  How can a library be a 
community space that respects the necessary quiteness but still allows people to interact socially?   
 Libraries often have an intimidating institutional appearance.  Instead of offering  
attractive places to read, most libraries act as mere warehouses for books.  Towers of books create 
small hallway spaces that do not invite a patron to search for a book then read comfortably.  
Bookstores are becoming more popular perhaps because they attempt to sell the book.  Cafes are 
typically included in the store to invite a person to sample a book while relaxing and drinking a 
coffee.  These same ways bookstores invite people in, suggest a book, and convince a person to 
stay may be used to reactivate library spaces.
 What is a good place to relax, sit and read? All people are different.  A community library 
has an obligation to cater to the entire community it sits within and therefore must create several 
different types of conditions.   A garden and internet cafe are added to the library in an attempt to 
modernize this historical building type. �





 The visual chaos, a result of the variety of materials, scales, ages, and advertisements on buildings in Clarendon, generate 
architectural challenges and opportunities.  The architectual answer to this labile site is solved through the layout of the spaces and use of 
layers.
 By creating a hybrid building, the opportunity for a variety of attractive reading spaces occur.  The library is segregated into spaces 
according to their tempo.  The faster paced cafe, which holds journals and computers, is situated along the intersection of the two streets.  It 
acts as a gateway from Wilson Boulevard into the slower garden and book volume.  While in the cafe the garden and street are visible.
 A variety of layer heights and materials help to soften the contrast in scale that occurs from one edge of the site to the other.  A 
large copper screen ages with the new  buildings it faces while vertical wood slats mimic their scale.  Along the residential street, the layers 
taper down as they extend towards the adjacent community.  A second copper layer shades the cafe that occupies the corner of the site.  
Horizontal wood slats lead a person from the active intersection into the neighborhood.  The variety and application of layers in the design of 
the extension library responds to the rapidly evolving area while being sensitive to the existing community.







 Japanese architecture often consists of 
layers.  They weave and combine materials together  
to create beautiful screens.  A variety of rhythms and 
transparencies are incorporated into the screens by 
using an array of materials or varioust sizes of the 
same material in a single screen.  

 While many architects use material as 
skin, Mathias Klotz uses layers to compose spaces.  A 
strong relationship is created between his layers 
through rhythm and color.
 A screen divides and creates a transition 
between the house, the patio, and the garden.  The 
screen, hung from above, defines a space for a table 
and chair below.  On the perpendicular wall that leads 
the person into the garden, corrugated copper panels 
run horizontally to emphasis the direction.  These 
panels have a green patina that contrasts the main 
volume of the house while blending into the 
surrounding treetops creating a stronger connection 
between the building and its surroundings.

 Post Impressionist painter Eduard 
Vuillard is known for his use of textures and colors in 
paintings.  In "Mother and Sister of the Artist" the 
woman dressed in black becomes the main focus 
against the deep brown dresser.  The secondary 
character is dressed in plaid and is positioned infront 
of a spotted background.  This use of contrasting 
color and texture creates a heirarchy within the 
painting and gives strength to the subjects.   





 The prototypical design of the Japanese teahouse has been strongly influenced by Zen 
Buddhists.  The teahouse consists of two rooms: one for the preperation or the tea and one for 
ceremony.  Paper blinds block outside views but allow in light.  The segregation of the two activities 
and denial of views maintains the sanctity of the ceremony room by eliminating all distractions.

 The Islamic Mosque is a place of communal and individual prayer.  It is the 
convergence of Islamic social, intellectual, and spiritual activities.
 Heavy walls that block out the exterior profane world allow followers to focus on their 
prayers.  Despite the weight of the walls however, ornamental interior spaces and columns create a 
sense of lightness within the mosque.  These columns produce a rhythm and direction within the 
mosque indicating the way for the worshipers congregate for prayer.  
 Substantial courtyards are included in the design of the mosque to allow for light and a 
connection to nature to exist.  Many mosques have a square or rectangular plan allowing many 
people to gather as a community.
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 The slate wall stretching 
along North Fillmore Street and the 
cafe along Wilson Boulevard together 
act as a barrier protecting the library 
space from outside world.  The cafe, 
protrudes through this barrier, 
allowing it to become a more active 
space with views into the two streets.  
A range of places exist in the cafe. 
Both indoor and outdoor seating are 
available.  The light that filters 
through the several layers changes 
throughout the day.
 This library space sits 
within the garden atop columns 
producing a weightless appearence.  
The repetition of these columns and 
the over lapping layers create a 
continuity through the building.  The 
service spaces are kept seperate 
through the use of layers creating a  
pure space. 
 The square plan of the 
book space is essential to its speed.  
This begins to generate a 
non-directional space.  People feel 
comfortable to walk around, choose a 
book, and read.  It is an open space 
and does not force a person into and 
immediately out of the space.
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The connection to nature is a key element in Japanese design.  The 
Japanese teahouse typically sits within a small garden in which a 
person is lead through by a stoney path.  A large stone, thoughtfully 
positioned, allows a person to pause and look up for a view.





Technology is becoming increasingly important to libraries.  Though the 
computer has had a positive effect on the organization of the library, it has 
had a negative impact on the popularity.  Many people are more drawn to 
use the Internet for research or to buy a book instead of going to the library.  
Large-scale libraries are being visited less frequently, and this once public 
space is becoming desolate.  This ancient typology must be adapted before 
it becomes extinct.
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A wall dividing a room 
creates two spaces.  The 
short transition space 
permits quick movement 
between the two spaces.

By extending the transition 
space, there is an increase in 
the time it takes to get from one 
space to the next.  This makes a 
clear distinction between the 
two seperate spaces.

The transition space is 
seperated from the rooms, 
creating a clear distinction 
between spaces to pass through 
and places to stay.  A past and 
present situation is also more 
prevalent.

Further extending the transition 
spaces away from the rooms 
allows for views.  One view is 
towards the past, while the 
other foreshadows the future.  
This even further seperates the 
spaces and brings attention to 
the passage of timebetween the 
spaces.







 Peter Zumthor's Kunsthaus Bregenz in Austria 
exemplifies the idea of non-directionality.  Zumthor goes to the 
extreme by designing a uniform space.  This is accomplished 
through the strict control of light in the spaces.  The 
manipulation of light erases the direction indicated by the sun.  
The outside world is completely blocked and a person's sense 
of time is paralyzed.
 By removing all distractions in the main display 
rooms, Zumthor is able to create a pure space.  Just as in the 
Japanese teahouse the preparation area is separate, and in a 
mosque the wash area is not visible from the prayer area, 
Zumthor blocked the view of the stairs, elevator, and 
mechanical area on each floor.  A person can completely 
surrender their attention to the artwork inhabiting the space.
 The Kunsthaus, wrapped completely in frosted 
glass, is an object on the site.  A courtyard leading up to the 
museum allows for a view or the entire building from afar, just 
as a person might view a peice of sculpture sitting in a 
courtyard.  During the day the glass absorbs and reflects the 
colors of the sky and at night it glows like a lantern along the 
street. 



 A library is a place to share knowledge, to interact with the community, to escape reality, to just be.  A community library welcomes all people regardless of race, age, religion, or income and facilitates the interaction between them.  
This often "silent" conversation that occurs between people in a library is expressed in the slow wearing of a book.  The pages may begin to yellow and the cover wears from being handled.  The marking left on a page from someone folding the 
corner to mark their spot tells the next where there may be a good place to pause.  The light pencil mark left under a few sentences immediately draws a reader's attention to a previous patron's thoughts.  The worn cover suggests the book's 
popularity.
 The atmosphere within a library requires a certain slowness.  In this type of environment, one must be aware of how their actions effect the space as a whole and the other community members within.  In order to stay quite one must 
slow down and give thought to every action they take.  Sounds of gentle footsteps make the presence of another individual known.  Delicate paper walls mute the sunlight.  Shelves filled with linen covered books and wooden chairs give warmth 
to the space inviting the patron to stay. 
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 Libraries often have a feeling of a large warehouse rather than a place to read.  Lights must be dim to protect the books.  Towers of books create 
small hallway spaces that do no invite a patron to wander and search for a book comfortably.  
 In order to create a more inviting space, the height of the bookshelves are lowered.  The library is not a series of thin spaces divided up by 
bookshelves,  instead it exists as one whole space.  In a community building, instead of cutting them off from others, this allows people to participate in a 
silent visual communication while choosing their book.   The arrangement of the shelves and the square plan of the library space strengthens the wholeness of 
the space.  A person is not attracted to move or look in one direction or another because all areas are equal.
 The control of light within the library enforces this uniformity.  The light stays constant throughout the day.  To acheive this affect, two layers are 
used to mute the day light.  The outer layer consists of a metal grid in which thinly sliced marble sheets are suspended.  On the inside, paper sheets are hung 
on wooden frames.   A series of roof layers also help soften the sun.  The louvers on the roof are positioned to not suggest a direction.
 Access to the volume pierces the cube at the same point on each level.  People must enter and exit this space from the same side.  By doing so, it 
is as if time has not passed while in the library.  There is no past and no present.  A person may enter the library for only a minute while another for a few 
hours, and both end up at the same point they began. 
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Slowness has rhythm through repetition
Slowness is connected to nature
Slowness has exaggerated transitions
Slowness is protected from distractions
Slowness has uniformity
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