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ABSTRACT 

 

Buildings are made of exteriors and interiors, and the 

distinction between them is the substance of architecture. 

This project seeks to better understand how exercising 

control over exteriors and interiors can improve the way 

humans feel about the buildings we interact with. 

This document details the inspiration, background 

research, and design moves explored and implemented 

during these investigations, as well as the obstacles 

encountered during the design process. 

The primary intellectual and emotional inspiration 

for the design output of this project is the fictional Library 

of Babel, first imagined by Jorge Luis Borges in 1941. 

Borges’s work is underpinned by research ranging from 

early modernist theory to modern-day writings about the 

architecture of experience. It is the combination of this 

inspiration and the totality of the research that informs the 

design of an oral history library in Heron Park, West 

Auckland. 

This process generates an oral history library—built 

on a hexagonal grid mimicking Borges’s universe of 

galleries—with an exterior that hides the greater 

complexity of the interior, and an interior that leverages 

the expectations created by the exterior to generate 

architectural dissonance. 

The final design outcome is an investigation into 

how a building can encourage and affect dissonance by 

controlling visitors’ movements through a building, and 

how increasing this dissonance can improve the 

engagement with—and the emotional response to--

architecture.   
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BACKGROUND OF THE PROJECT

Interior vs Exterior Complexity 

Buildings with simple exteriors and simple interiors bore 

us; buildings with plain exteriors and complex interiors 

surprise us; buildings with complex exteriors and simple 

interiors disappoint us; buildings with complex exteriors 

and complex interiors overwhelm us; somewhere in 

between are the buildings that—with just the right balance 

of exterior and interior complexity—delight us, leaving us 

feeling good about interacting with our built environment. 

The power of any given building to attract and hold 

the visitor’s attention is the sum of the building’s first 

impression and the spaces revealed to the visitor as they 

move through the buildings. The modern built environment 

is often good at grabbing your attention but not so good at 

holding it. Deemphasizing interior complexity has taken 

some of the fun out of moving through buildings and when 

buildings are no longer enjoyable to move through people 

will not stay long unless they must. 

Dissonance 

The secret to our response to the built environment is the 

expectations that buildings create for us and how they then 

either meet or fall short of our expectations. Buildings can 

master expectation by controlling what they show and hide 

with their exterior, and what they reveal with their interior. 

They can control the difference between created and 

realized expectation.  

Discovery is one of the major ways that people 

interact with their environment. In a building, every door 

and every threshold is an opportunity for people to re-

evaluate their surroundings; every corner creates an 

opportunity to reengage with our basic enjoyment of 

revealing things. When buildings are designed with fewer 

doors and corners, they become more efficient and less 
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engaging. They lose their ability to hold on to people’s 

attention. 

Architecture that controls the expectation of space can 

more easily exceed, subvert, or defy that expectation when 

the space is realised. When architecture deliberately creates 

a difference between the expected space and the actual 

space the difference provokes an emotional response. This 

response is dissonance. 

Babel: Towers and Libraries 

The Babel mythology indelibly links two major 

aspects of human existence: architecture and 

communication. Both of these aspects are individually 

important to this project, but it is their interconnectedness 

that forms the spine of this research; the Tower of Babel is 

the embodiment of architectural ambition. It is a 

theoretically infinite exterior, divorced in our minds from 

the complexities of the interior. The tower starts this 

research project by being the earliest example of how people 

might comprehend a building’s exterior without reference 

to a possible interior. 

The Library of Babel represents the infinite interior to 

counterpoint the tower’s infinite exterior. In an endlessly 

repeating universe of galleries what becomes important is 

what the inhabitants can discover. The library explores the 

joy (and possible despair) associated with not knowing what 

can be found around the corner or what to expect in the 

next room. 

The tower and the library are two different ways to 

understand the infinite possibilities of architecture to move 

and inspire us. This project is an attempt to understand the 

differing expectations created by exteriors and interiors, 

and how the differences between the expected space and the 

actual space can create positive emotional responses to 

architecture. 
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PROJECT OUTLINE 

The project is an oral history library, built on the western 

edge of central Auckland, to employ and engage the local 

community with the act of recording and preserving oral 

histories so that future generations are able to explore 

history in a building designed to encourage discovery. 

The project’s major design inspiration is the fictional 

Library of Babel, first imagined by Jorge Luis Borges in 

1941, the subject of fascination for artists and architects 

alike ever since its creation. The project is designed to 

juxtapose the complexity of the Library of Babel’s infinite 

interior, against the approachability of an exterior designed 

for its context, and in doing so create a building that 

explores the impact of manipulating expectation to enhance 

emotional response to architecture. 
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AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

The project aims to explore how control of architectural 

expectation can increase engagement with—and emotional 

response to—a library designed to record, protect, and 

relay oral history. 

This library will be the sum of the project’s: 

▬ investigation into the shifting relationship 

between exterior and interior that has been 

evolving rapidly since the beginning of the 

20th century 

▬ understanding of how people move into and 

comprehend space, based on their existing 

expectations 

▬ understanding of how architectural 

complexity can amplify the anticipation, 

exploration, and reward of interacting with a 

theoretically infinite collection of stories 

The library will be designed to accommodate the oral 

histories of all people of Aotearoa but will also strive to 

acknowledge the importance of Māori oral tradition. This 

project recognises that Mana Whenua have spent an 

exceptionally long time protecting and passing down their 

tribal histories from generation to generation and have 

unfailingly maintained spaces for this specific purpose. 

One of the objectives of this design is to create a building 

that can, if necessary, accommodate and empower Māori 

oral tradition, through design that is socially and culturally 

sensitive to the history of the land the building sits on and 

the communities that surround it. 

If our society truly values and treasures the collective 

oral history of generations of New Zealanders then it 

cannot rely on the internet, which is essentially a non-

place, open and vulnerable to anyone. Oral History will 

benefit from being grounded to the land that created the 

stories, by a building designed to accommodate it. 
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The final building design aims to emphasise the role 

discovery, agency, and exploration have in the 

appreciation of architecture and to make itself an 

argument for an architecture that prioritises personal 

journey and experience. Increasing positive engagement 

with a building that protects and promotes local stories 

secures the future of oral history. The building should be 

reassuring to look at, surprising to enter, and engaging to 

move around. It should evoke the complexity and vastness 

of infinite possibility in the way it accommodates the 

complexity and vastness of oral history.   
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RESEARCH QUESTION 

How can the distinction between exterior and interior be 

leveraged to create a positive architectural dissonance and 

improve our emotional response to architecture? 

 

  

Figure 1. Distinctions (by author), 
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SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS  

Scope 

This project will create a building that can record, protect, 

and pass on oral history. The building’s design will explore 

the distinction between exterior and interior, the effect of 

controlling expectations, and the emotional rewards 

associated with increased architectural complexity. 

The design will use the Library of Babel to provide 

the foundation of the design framework that will be built 

on by architectural precedent. The building will include a 

mix of spaces to engage with oral history that will range 

from large communal areas to much smaller personal 

alcoves and include spaces for the storage and 

management of oral histories. The project will design a 

building that encourages expectation, anticipation, 

discovery, and engagement. 

Limitations 

This project is primarily a spatial proposition. While the 

proposed storage for the oral history will be digital, the 

building itself will not utilize digital or electronic 

technology to change how visitors interact with interior 

spaces. 

Similarly, this project is not intended to be an 

exercise in optimizing acoustic performance. While 

acoustics are important to this building, the success or 

failure of the project will hinge on proper control of the 

spatial and material aspects of the design. 

Using the building to improve the landscape is not a 

focus of this project. The exterior of the building will 

primarily be designed to control visitors’ expectation of the 

interior. The project is specifically about venturing into 

architecture, not moving around it. 
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Figure 2. Pieter Bruegel the Elder's painting of the Tower of Babel 
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STATE OF KNOWLEDGE IN THE FIELD

The Babel Mythologies 

The Tower of Babel is one of the oldest stories in Western 

canon to prominently feature architecture but attempts to 

depict the tower almost always consider it entirely as an 

exterior, without much reference to the interior workings. 

The much more recent Library of Babel is the inversion, an 

infinite and inconceivable interior with no possibility of an 

exterior. The Tower is one of the oldest stories of 

architectural aspiration: 

Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, 

with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we 

may make a name for ourselves; otherwise we will be 

scattered over the face of the whole earth.”1  

 

 

 
1 Gen. 11:4 New International Version  
2 Gen. 11:9 NIV 

Through it the bible explains the diversity of languages on 

Earth: 

That is why it was called Babel—because there the 

Lord confused the language of the whole world. From 

there the Lord scattered them over the face of the 

whole earth.2 

This chapter of the bible creates indelible links 

between language, architecture, ambition, and heaven. The 

people’s attempt to build it is tantamount to trying to build 

a tower whose dimensions are unknown; there are no 

finite limits imposed on the tower in our mind so it exists 

in a plane of our understanding that we reserve for images 

that are inconceivable in their totality (how many angels 

can dance on the head of a pin?), tied nonetheless to 

something as typically measurable as building height, and 

capable of captivating artists for centuries. 
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Thousands of years after the Tower of Babel 

narrative was born, Borges’s Library of Babel has the 

narrator living inside a universe called the Library, and 

though the story goes on to discuss the implications of the 

linguistic restrictions applied to the books the library 

contains, the first impression is entirely architectural: 

“The universe (which others call the library) is 

composed of an indefinite and perhaps infinite number 

of hexagonal galleries, with vast airshafts between, 

surrounded by very low railings. From any of the 

hexagons one can see, interminably, the upper and 

lower floors.”3 

Subsequent interpretations of each of these 

mythologies by artists, architects, and writers would force 

the viewer to first consider the spatial implications of 

something that proposes the infinite, and then to consider 

what it means to interact with something that is, in fact, 

infinite. When it comes to applicability to architectural 

design, the Tower is less readily adaptable than the library; 

 
3 Jorge L. Borges, "The Library of Babel," in Labyrinths: Selected Stories & Other Writings (New York: New Directions Publishing, 2007), 63. 

the nature of an interior means that some part of it is 

always concealed from visitors, making it possible, 

theoretically, to imitate the complexity and boundlessness 

of the Library of Babel as an interior while the Tower of 

Babel must be relegated to being a cautionary tale. 

The “Library of Babel” is a parable examining how 

people react differently to exploration, possibility, and 

agency, all of which are drivers for this project. The way 

Borges describes the architecture itself is ambiguous 

enough that it has spawned innumerable different 

interpretations of possible spatial arrangements ranging 

from pencil drawings by artists to CAD renders by 

architects and sketches by scholars. In terms of visualising 

the Library of Babel, this leads to people depicting it as an 

artistic fantasy, as Erik Desmazières does in his 1997 

etching series inspired by Borges’s work, or trying to solve 

the infinite spatial program using mathematics and 

computers, as Rice+Lipka Architects did in their 2013 
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visualization and Jamie Zawinski did in his 2016 

interpretation. 

In terms of a programmatic exploration of the 

parable, Sophie Psarra’s essay on the subject, in her book 

Architecture and Narrative, provides us with a version of 

the infinite that allows for the possibility of non-repetitive 

spatial arrangement and infinite, new experiences. The 

exploration and spatial interaction possibilities make 

Psarra’s model the preferred model for realistically using 

Borges’s library as architectural inspiration. 

The babel mythologies are old and curiously 

enduring. The strength of their hold on our imagination is 

shown in the time people spent interacting with this myth 

and again in the creative impetus the Library of Babel 

provides this project. 
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Architectural Complexity and Experience in the 

21st Century  

Attempting to understand the infinite enables this project 

to better engage with complexity and better understand 

the way complexity can introduce variety and possibility 

into a building plan. The theoretical value of complexity to 

architecture is expounded well by one of its major 

proponents, Robert Venturi in his 1966 work Complexity 

and Contradiction in Architecture.  

Venturi advocates for an architecture that embraces 

contradiction as opposed to trying to eliminate it. His work 

inspired architects who came after him to design for a 

complex experience rather than an efficient one, and we 

can see his reach in the design of the Dutch embassy to 

Berlin by Rem Koolhaas. The embassy creates a spatial 

arrangement dominated by a large wandering staircase 

that gives us a tangible example of how complex plan 

designs can exist inside comparatively rigid exterior 

designs. 

 

Both Koolhaas’s writing and his design work serve to 

further the project’s understanding of how the separate 

requirements of exterior and interior can be understood, 

and how to leverage complexity to amplify this separation. 

Manipulating this separation generates an 

experience for visitors that is defined by their emotional 

response. In order to work around the difficulties 

associated with quantifying emotional response, it is 

important to have a framework for design that uses 

relevant literature to find a design proxy for emotion. This 

project proposes a framework built around psychology, 

cognition, and agency (the ability to control one’s 

environment), using work ranging from summaries like 

Psychology for Architects by David Canter to 

investigations like The Experience of Architecture by 

Henry Plummer. Plummer’s work is especially relevant 

when building for complexity and change of environment, 

as it speaks to the importance of rewarding  
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human interaction and engagement, turning people from 

passive observers of architecture into active participants. 

Keeping visitors to the building engaged and interacting 

with the architecture is the best way to ensure that 

building design can affect their emotions enough to 

generate a positive response.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Circulation Model of The Dutch Embassy to Berlin, photo from Architectura 

Viva 
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METHODOLOGY 

This is a research-through-design project that involves: 

1. Researching the theoretical and practical 

distinction between a building’s exterior and its 

interior and the expectations these two concepts 

can create when people interact with architecture. 

2. Outlining ways architecture can affect the 

emotional state of human beings and establishing 

what aspects of design generate positive and 

negative emotional responses to architecture. 

3. Using this research to rationalise and verbalise a 

design language relating to the experience of 

moving through architecture that is constantly 

subverting or exceeding expectations i.e., defining 

dissonance. 

4. Designing, through iteration, an oral history library 

that, using a framework of dissonance and 

emotional response: 

▬ Uses architectural and literary precedents to 

drive complexity. 

▬ Has a distinctly different exterior and interior. 

▬ Leverages these differences to create a positive 

emotional experience for people moving 

around it. 
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2

Literature Review
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THE MODERN SEPARATION OF EXTERIOR AND INTERIOR

Separation and Simplification 

Historically, the exterior and interior of a building have 

been closely related in form. Traditional building materials 

like timber, stone, and brick did not allow for the same 

structural freedom that industrial steel does now. With the 

exception of creating small spaces in large stone monoliths 

(like the pyramids), creating dissonance between exterior 

and interior was usually limited to changing facades to 

make the exterior more interesting (like Santa Maria 

Novella, by Alberti). The rise of steel and modernism 

began the process of separating the exterior from the 

interior. 

The movement towards a modern, separate 

understanding of interior and exterior began with the 

Bauhaus and a desire to reduce the ornamentation 

associated with the Art Nouveau movement in 

 
4 Le Corbusier, Toward an Architecture, trans. John Goodman (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2007), 109. 

architecture. The rise of simplified building surfaces would 

lead a young Le Corbusier to elevate the plan to primary 

design driver, rather than the aesthetic. In his 1923 

manifesto, Toward an Architecture, Le Corbusier would 

write that “...it is the architect’s task to bring the surfaces 

that envelope these volumes to life, without their 

becoming parasites that consume the volume and absorb it 

to their profit” 4 

Le Corbusier’s attitude to exteriors and interiors is 

evident in his three reminders published towards the 

beginning of his manifesto: 

Volume, which is the element through which our senses 

perceive and measure and are fully affected.  
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Surface, which is the envelope of the volume and which 

can annihilate sensation or amplify it.  

Plan, which is the generator of volume and surface 

and irrevocably determines everything.5 

The surface does not determine the volume or vice 

versa; the plan generates everything. Accepting this 

assertion allows architecture to question the 

interdependency of exterior and interior. Around this time 

Le Corbusier was also developing his five points of 

architecture, two of which—free façade and free plan—

would capitalise on the freedom modern construction 

materials provided to create an exterior and an interior 

that were each independent of typical structural 

requirements. These ideas freed architects from the 

structural and programmatic aspects of building that 

historically linked exterior and interior.6 

 
5 Le Corbusier, Toward an Architecture, 96. 
6 Pierre Jeanneret, Willy Boesiger, and Oscar Stonorov, Le Corbusier - Œuvre complète Volume 1: 1910-1929 (Zurich: Les Editions d'Architecture (Artemis), 
1995). 

The Return of Complexity 

Unfortunately, the drive to avoid what Le Corbusier 

imagined as a parasitism of the surface eventually eroded 

the value of complexity in architecture, to the point where 

many architects sought to remove unnecessary 

ornamentation and condemn the outsides of buildings to 

machine-like expressions of architectural efficiency. When 

the 50s and 60s rolled around, the idea that paring back all 

of the trappings of architecture—trappings that historically 

made visiting buildings an act of exploration for people—

began to lose its lustre, and one of the main proponents of 

change was the Architect Robert Venturi. 
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Early on in his 1966 manifesto, Complexity and 

Contradiction in Architecture, regarding this architectural 

modernism, Venturi writes that:  

Orthodox Modern architects have tended to recognize 

complexity insufficiently or inconsistently. In their 

attempt to break with tradition and start all over 

again, they idealized the primitive and elementary at 

the expense of the diverse and the sophisticated.7 

In writing this, Venturi lays the groundwork for his 

discourse on the nature and value of complexity, and the 

beauty available to designers who can embrace 

contradiction in their work. Venturi’s position here, more 

than most other architectural theory, is the one that allows 

this research project to dive into the idea of dissonance in 

architecture, building on the contradiction that Venturi 

often references. Later in Complexity and Contradiction, 

when discussing buildings with different interiors and 

exteriors, Venturi writes that: 

 
7 Robert Venturi, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1977), 16. 
8 Venturi, Complexity and Contradiction, 86. 

Designing from the outside in, as well as the inside 

out, creates necessary tensions, which help make 

architecture.  Since the inside is different from the 

outside the wall—the point of change—becomes an 

architectural event. Architecture occurs at the 

meeting of interior and exterior forces of use and 

space.8 

Here Venturi acknowledges the presence and importance 

of one of the central concepts of this research project, 

architectural dissonance, and describes it as a necessary 

tension stemming from the separate but simultaneous 

design of interior and exterior. In order to properly explore 

dissonance in this research project, it is necessary to have 

a better understanding of what the exterior of a building 

communicates to visitors as they approach it. This 

communication is addressed in another of Venturi’s works, 

this time written together with Denise Scott Brown and 

Steven Izenour: Learning from Las Vegas, first published 

in 1972. 
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Exterior Symbolism, or How Buildings 

Communicate Part I 

In Learning from Las Vegas Izenour, Scott Brown, and 

Venturi set out to discover what knowledge architects 

could gain from examining the Las Vegas strip. Their work 

became an examination of symbolism in architecture, 

designed as a direct response to what they described as 

voiceless modern architecture. Learning from Las Vegas 

begins with observations on monumentality as it is 

evidenced in Las Vegas casino interiors: firstly, by 

suggesting that we are moving away, instinctively, from 

the big spaces: 

…we rarely achieve architectural monumentality when 

we try; our money and skill do not go into the 

traditional monumentality that expressed cohesion of 

the community through big-scale, unified, symbolic, 

architectural elements…9  

 
9 Robert Venturi, Denise S. Brown, and Steven Izenour, Learning From Las Vegas (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2017), 50. 
10 Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas, 50. 

And opening ourselves up to new forms of spatial 

reckoning: 

The big, low mazes of the dark restaurant with alcoves 

combine being together and yet separate as does the 

Las Vegas casino. The lighting in the casino achieves 

a new monumentality for the low space. The controlled 

sources of artificial and colored light within the 

dark enclosures expand and unify the space by 

obscuring its physical limits.10 

The idea of obscuring the physical limits of a space is 

important to the modern distinction between exterior and 

interior; it is one of the moves that can change visitor 

experience of an interior space that is most distinct from 

the interventions available to the designer working on a 

building exterior.  

Part II of Learning from Las Vegas includes the in-

depth examination of symbolism as it relates to 

architecture; Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour describe 
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their two distinct methods of approaching symbolism as 

architects, the first being: 

Where the architectural systems of space, structure, 

and program are submerged and distorted by an overall 

symbolic form. This kind of building-becoming-

sculpture we call the duck in honour of the duck-

shaped drive-in, “The Long Island Duckling”11 

The building they reference is a building in the literal 

shape of a duck; any interior design that might exist inside 

the building is at the mercy of the duck’s body. This 

method of achieving symbolic architecture necessarily 

makes the interior subordinate to the exterior and, if 

applied to the design of the oral history library in this 

research project, would generate an exterior first, and let 

that exterior determine the interior of the building. This 

would reduce the independence of the exterior and the 

interior and damage the project’s ability to leverage the 

distinctions between the two in any deliberate fashion.  

 
11 Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas, 87. 
12 Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas, 87. 

 

 

The second method of approaching symbolism in 

architecture is: 

Where systems of space and structure are directly at 

the service of program, and ornament is applied 

independently of them. This we call the decorated 

shed.12 

This method of achieving an exterior architecture 

that communicates with the public (here through 

ornamentation) is a justification for manipulating the 

exterior facades of a building to affect how visitors 

experience the building. That the initial interaction here is 

controlled by an exterior design independent of interior 

experience indicates a sympathy between Learning from 

Las Vegas and its understanding of symbolism, and this 

research’s stated goal of creating a building where the 

exterior and the interior manipulate expectations 
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independent of one another. Learning from Las Vegas is a 

key work in architectural theory, encouraging the idea of 

separating how exteriors communicate (and thus how they 

are experienced) from interior spatial interactions and 

program. The combination, of complexity of design and 

independence of exterior meaning, proposed by Venturi’s 

works, becomes a strong rationale for the exploration of 

the distinction between interiors and exteriors that drives 

this project. 

 

Monumentalism, or How Buildings Communicate 

Part II 

In an attempt to explore the monumental buildings that 

populate Manhattan Rem Koolhaas, another architect and 

thinker, addressed the separation of interior and exterior 

in his own city-as-manifesto, Delirious New York, first 

published in 1978. Delirious New York is a frenetic story 

about the development of New York, focusing largely on 

 
13 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto for Manhattan (New York: The Monacelli Press, 1994), 100. 

skyscrapers in Manhattan, and how said development 

evolved as something beyond the control of architectural 

desires. 

Koolhaas spends many pages of his book 

establishing the image of Manhattan as two thousand and 

twenty-eight distinct and severely finite blocks, pointing to 

how this fundamental restraint forces development 

skyward. He points out the dream of a utopia unlocked by 

skyscrapers and then demonstrates how business and 

economics failed this dream.  As if in dialogue with 

Learning from Las Vegas, regarding monumentalism, 

Koolhaas remarks that: 

Beyond a certain critical mass each structure becomes 

a monument, or at least raises that expectation 

through size alone, even if the sum or the nature of 

the individual activities does not deserve a 

monumental expression.13 

He then goes on to reference the empty symbolism 

bestowed by sheer volume and calls it the 
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“Automonument”. This is an interesting take on Venturi 

and Scott Brown’s assertion that we hardly achieve 

monumentalism when we try for it (though Koolhaas 

clearly speaks to this assertion when he qualifies the above 

observation with “or at least raises that expectation…”). In 

this instant Delirious New York uses the accidental 

monumentalism to contrast with the massive dissonance 

between exterior expectation and interior reality that is the 

New York built environment: 

Buildings have both an interior and an exterior. In 

Western architecture there has been the humanistic 

assumption that it is desirable to establish a moral 

relationship between the two. Whereby the exterior 

makes certain revelations about the interior that the 

interior corroborates. The “honest” façade speaks 

about the activities it conceals.14 

The possibility of a more dishonest—or guarded 

perhaps—relationship between these two things (and how 

 
14 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York, 100. 
15 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York, 100. 
16 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York, 130. 

this relationship can be leveraged) is what drives this 

project. Koolhaas demonstrates the fundamental problem 

with this “humanistic assumption” mathematically, when 

he compares the equation for area (m2, facades) with the 

equation for volume (m3, interiors) and concludes that less 

and less facade has to represent more and more interior 

activity; “in the deliberate discrepancy between container 

and contained New York’s makers discover an area of 

unprecedented freedom.”15 Later on, when referencing a 

strange costume ball that included some of New York’s 

architects dressing up as the skyscrapers they designed, 

Koolhaas states that: “ 

Only in New York has architecture become the design 

of costumes that do not reveal the true nature of 

repetitive interiors but slip smoothly into the 

subconscious to perform their roles as symbols.”16 

Perhaps the lessons from Venturi, Scott Brown, 

Izenour, and Koolhaas are a function of the city and the 
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space, specific to urban environments. Or perhaps this 

development of emotional separation between exterior, 

with its crafted symbolism, and interior, with its 

unknowable limits, is an attempt to understand the power 

of human emotion and how it is affected by these wholly 

independent elements of our architectural experience. 

The Separation of Exterior and Interior beyond 

Architecture 

The interdependency of exteriors and interiors is a thing of 

architecture; in other artistic mediums, such as literature, 

exterior and interior are described in sequence, separately, 

the way a person would realistically interact with each. A 

project as potentially ambiguous as this one requires some 

sort of connecting thread. At some point the potential 

design of the building will have to accommodate the 

elements necessary to create the distinction between 

exterior and interior. Because, as Koolhaas pointed out, 

the interior takes up more space than the exterior can 

 
17 Jorge L. Borges, "The Library of Babel," in Labyrinths: Selected Stories & Other Writings (New York: New Directions Publishing, 2007). 

accurately represent, and because this increasing 

dissonance is one of the goals of this work, it becomes 

important to choose an idea around which to form the 

necessary interior complexity.  

The familiarity of literature with how people move 

through architecture means that work like Jorges Luis 

Borges’s creation “The Library of Babel”17 can be used as a 

design reference because it was written to describe a 

framework for the infinite interior. If this framework can 

accommodate the infinite, it will be able to accommodate 

this project. 

There are many different visualisations of the 

Library of Babel—some of which feature more prominently 

in the examination of the library as an architectural 

precedent—but the most significant one is Architecture 

and Narrative by Sophia Psarra, who discusses the 

structure and architecture of the Library of Babel with 

respect to the linguistic and literary moves of Borges and 

argues for a non-repeating unit where various trails on 
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each level would never interact; the only way to move 

between them would be to change levels.18 Psarra uses this 

non-interactivity to suggest that single levels would wind 

toward the centre in the manner of the labyrinth of Crete. 

In this proposed layout there is a definite physical goal to 

the journey, an actual centre, a point to the labyrinth. This 

is in direct opposition to Borges’s narrator, who states that 

“The library is a sphere whose exact centre is any one of its 

hexagons and whose circumference is unknown”19.  

Psarra’s examination provides a framework to 

understand how the library could possibly be laid out in a 

way to maximise the appeal of the infinite and defy the 

expectations of the people interacting with it. It gives the 

project options to build on. 

 

 

 

 
18 Sophia Psarra, Architecture and Narrative: The Formation of Space and Cultural Meaning. (London; New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 
2009). 
19 Borges, "The Library of Babel," 64. 
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HOW WE EXPERIENCE AND RESPOND TO ARCHITECTURE  

Trying to define and quantify possible emotional responses 

to architecture is difficult; how architecture is perceived 

and experienced differs from person to person. When 

trying to improve emotional responses to architecture one 

of the most practical ways is to examine how people prefer 

to engage with architecture, and what parts of their 

experience can most readily affect their levels of interest. If 

this project can create a bridge between the effects of 

separating the exterior and interior design (dissonance) 

and the positive engagement with architecture, then it can 

be assumed that the building has become something that 

can improve our emotional response to architecture. To do 

this the project focuses on agency, cognition, and 

psychology as the primary mental aspects of human 

architectural interactions.  

 

 
20 Henry Plummer, The Experience of Architecture (London: Thames & Hudson, 2016), 8. 

Agency and Why Choices Matter 

The Experience of Architecture, written by Henry 

Plummer and first published in 2016, looks at how the 

individual interacts with architecture and how their 

interactions affect their relationship to the city. It is more 

grounded in the physical than the philosophical: 

the verification of our own vital powers occurs, 

for instance, when climbing an unpredictable 

stair, bringing unaccustomed muscles into play 

and turning us into nimble, even acrobatic 

forces.”20  

but is strongly informed by the latter. Plummer’s goal is to 

examine: “The spontaneous powers that architecture is 

able to inspire in people—prompting them to become what 

[Psychiatrist R.D.] Laing calls ‘the origin of actions in 
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space…”21 outlining his commitment to the idea of agency; 

that people can make choices that have real effects. 

Plummer goes on to explain that modern 

architecture has become a means of domesticating humans 

in the way that we do cattle, and that even the most 

architecturally dazzling buildings hide the increasing loss 

of human causation, and comparing monuments to 

prisons when he states:  

The architectural spectacle, which seems at first to 

offer relief from an otherwise brutally practical 

world, is no less domineering than the disciplinary 

space, for it reduces our experience to the passive 

enjoyment of somebody else’s creativity. I am 

referring specifically to buildings designed to 

excite the eye without any real possibilities of 

action, diminishing our bodily freedom.22 

Plummer demonstrates the importance of action, 

choice, and causality (e.g., because I took this turn I ended 

 
21 Plummer, The Experience of Architecture, 9. 
22 Plummer, The Experience of Architecture, 12. 
23 Plummer, The Experience of Architecture, 18 
24 Plummer, The Experience of Architecture, 18 

up here and not there) and crucially, how much more 

important the possible separation of exterior and interior 

pointed out by architects like Venturi and Koolhaas 

becomes to enhancing our positive interactions with 

architecture. 

The Experience of Architecture becomes a key 

pragmatic guide for this research project when Plummer 

states that the aim of his book is to study how our most 

elemental spatial actions are influenced by architectural 

form, even more so when he writes:23 

If our buildings are to make any pretence at being 

more than a commercial or aesthetic enterprise, 

architects will need to give greater concern to 

moulding space so that other people can verify their 

own existence as human beings.24 

It is with this entreaty in mind that this research project 

searches for a more focused understanding of the thoughts 
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and feelings integral to how people interact with 

architecture. 

What We Don’t Think about When We Interact 

with Architecture 

If agency is about action, choice and causality it is also 

about how people consciously engage with architecture. 

There are, additionally, the aspects of human architectural 

interaction that are governed by the subconscious. Ann 

Sussman and Justin B. Hollander wrote Cognitive 

Architecture: Designing for how We Respond to the Built 

Environment in 2015 to deal with the: 

[…]central paradox to architecture and planning that 

this book also addresses. Practitioners rarely meet 

the people who will be most affected by their work[…] 

the intent of this book is to… at least provide a 

basic framework for doing so, teasing out innate human 

responses and expectations of the man-made built 

world.25 

 
25 Ann Sussman and Justin B. Hollander, Cognitive Architecture: Designing for How We Respond to the Built Environment (London: Routledge, 2014), 2. 
26 Sussman and Hollander, Cognitive Architecture, 84. 

Sussman and Hollander’s major point of reference 

for their discussion is Darwin and natural selection, and 

how architects fail to account for humans as living beings 

rather than vehicles moving through designed spaces. 

Almost all of the chapters in this book examine what 

humans prioritise and pay attention to when they are 

interacting with architecture. When a research project 

aims to use manipulations of interior and exterior space to 

improve emotional response, a contents pages that states 

that: edges matter, patterns matter, shapes carry weight, 

and storytelling is key, this suggests that the work of 

Sussman and Hollander in Cognitive Architecture can be a 

design driver.  

When discussing patterns, for example, Sussman 

and Hollander examine the thresholds for reading human 

bodies and faces (100m, 50m-70m, 22m-25m etc.)26 and 

how they can affect architectural design; not just as it 

relates to creating specific interactions using these 



How We Experience and Respond to Architecture  •  44 

thresholds, but also with how an increasing level of detail, 

as governed by our eyesight, can enhance our approach to 

a building and our reaction to large interior spaces. 

The key ideas in Cognitive Architecture suggest a 

useful, modern understanding of the mind with 

architecture. To expand further on the understanding of 

human behaviour required to answer this project’s 

research question, it is important to have, as a base, at 

least a rudimentary understanding of psychology as it 

relates to architecture. Psychology for Architects, first 

published in 1974, and written by David Canter, is a useful 

aid for navigating the field of psychology. When discussing 

the scope of his book, Canter mentions that:  

At the back of my mind there was also often a feeling 

that some of these ‘obvious’ areas of psychology 

provide something of a cul-de-sac for architects.”27 

Among the observations found in Psychology for 

Architects is the discussion of cognitive complexity with 

 
27 David V. Canter, Psychology for Architects (London: Applied Science Publishers Ltd, 1974), vii. 
28 Canter, Psychology for Architects, 107. 

regards to the dimensions (psychological, non-cartesian) 

that people use to think about architecture: 

It seems likely that for some time to come the most 

important contribution of this area of psychology to 

design will be the awareness it gives to the designer 

of the fact that people do differ, and an indication 

of the ways in which they differ. He can then consider 

a broad range of potential users and behaviours in 

his buildings and not make the common assumption that 

most people are similar to himself.28 

Obvious perhaps, but also worth restating before 

moving on to some of the literature relating to the next 

steps of the design process: the reason for reading Canter, 

Sussman and Hollander, and Plummer is that the project 

must follow a language that as many people as possible can 

relate to. 
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A Note on Phenomenology 

The concept of phenomenology is intimately tied into the 

idea of real architectural experience. In his “little book” 

The Eyes of the Skin, first published in 1996, Finnish 

architectural theorist Juhani Pallasmaa advocated for an 

architecture that was less dependent on sight as the 

dominant sense and more receptive to the other senses, 

particularly touch. While this project largely agrees with 

that sentiment, if the final building can be interpreted as a 

phenomenological exercise then that is entirely as a 

consequence of prioritizing the effects of a visual-spatial 

journey. The creation and realization of expectation 

happen quickly and are governed by what can be seen and 

interpreted visually in these moments.  

 

 

 

 

The pursuit of architectural dissonance overlaps with 

Pallasmaa’s writings when he states that: 

Contemporary architecture posing as the avant-garde 

is more often engaged with the architectural 

discourse itself and mapping the possible marginal 

territories of the art than with responding to human 

existential questions.29 

This project is very concerned with responding to human 

existential questions; it aims to reaffirm human existence 

by repeatedly challenging and subverting expectations and 

rewarding the choices the visitors make with different 

experiences. While visitors’ eyes might be necessary to 

create dissonance, it is their bodies that will benefit from 

the experience. 

  

 
29 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2012), 35. 
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ARCHITECTURE AND ORAL HISTORY—MAKING SPACE FOR SPOKEN WORDS 

Finding the Truth 

In his essay “Museums and the Practice of Oral history”, 

published in 1989, Gareth Griffiths writes: 

Oral history promised a sense of place and community 

accessible to ordinary people, while at the same time 

illuminating the broader features of social history. 

However… Far from transforming the social relations 

of research, oral history in museums has reinforced 

the power relations involved within it.30 

He is discussing how the curation of knowledge by the 

historian, and their defining what knowledge makes it 

back into the public realm, undercuts any attempt to 

portray oral history as somehow more democratic. When 

trying to describe the value of oral history he writes that in 

the future, oral history is likely to become less important 

as historic truth and will increasingly extend its role in 

 
30 Gareth Griffiths, "Museums and the Practice of Oral History," Oral History 17, no. 2 (Fall 1989), 51. 
31 Gareth Griffiths, "Museums and the Practice of Oral History," 51. 

examining the construction of popular historical 

consciousness.31 People’s shared reminiscing about events 

changes their recollection, tending to align their memory 

more with the “popular historical consciousness” and to 

Griffiths the future value of oral history will be its ability to 

track the development of this historical consciousness. 

Whether or not there is a fundamental truth in the 

practice of history, oral history does engage communities 

more with their own stories and the stories of the 

generations before them, and such engagement must have 

a net positive effect in strengthening community ties. In 

designing a library for people to record, store and re-

engage with community histories this project requires 

familiarity with the practice and performance of oral 

history. It is also desirable that mana whenua knowledge 

and experience is part of framing the design. 



47  •  Architecture and Oral History—Making Space for Spoken Words 

Practicing Oral History 

The pragmatics of oral history, recording and archiving, 

are covered in the book Doing Oral History by Donald A. 

Ritchie, who writes in his intro: 

Universally, we encounter the tendency of oral history 

to confound rather than to confirm our assumptions, 

confronting us with conflicting viewpoints and 

encouraging us to examine events from multiple 

perspectives. Oral history’s value derives not from 

resisting the unexpected but from relishing it. By 

adding an ever-wider range of voices to the story, 

oral history does not simplify the historical 

narrative but makes it more complex—and more 

interesting.32 

Relishing the unexpected and making historical 

narratives more complex and more interesting are ideas 

that could double as pillars of a design manifesto for this 

project. Ritchie’s wide exposure to international oral 

history practice, and experience with the changing 

 
32 Donald A Ritchie, Doing Oral History: A Practical Guide (New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2003), Doing xiv. 
33 Donald A Ritchie, Doing Oral History, 189. 

technology and digital environments surrounding oral 

history recording, make his work relevant to determining 

the planning requirements for an oral history library. 

In a section entitled “Public Outreach”, Ritchie discusses 

the importance of oral history to communities and the 

engagement communities have with the process of 

recording oral history: 

After the first contacts have been made by conducting 

interviews in the community, the connection is 

reinforced through public programs that display the 

finished product. Once you work in a community, 

however, your sources will ask, “What happened to 

those oral histories?” The interviews cannot just sit 

in the archives. Be creative in returning them to the 

community.33 

An oral history library, designed in a way that 

reflects the knowledge in Doing Oral History, would go 

some way toward satisfying Ritchie’s instruction to be 

creative in returning oral history to the community. To 
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further aid the oral history library’s attempt to engage 

community, it was useful to locate some literature on the 

performative aspect of oral history. In the collection of 

essays entitled Remembering: Oral History Performance 

the editor, Della Pollock writes of the collection that:  

What joins all the chapters is a sense that 

performance as promise and practice is at the heart 

of oral history. That insofar as oral history is a 

process of making history in dialogue, it is 

performative34  

Of the essays in this collection that are relevant to 

the design of this research project, “Touchable Stories and 

the Performance of Infrastructural Memory” by Shannon 

Jackson is interested in understanding how performance-

based uses of oral history might position speakers and 

listeners in environments that induce a kind of 

infrastructural awareness of a shared material relation.35 

 
34 Della Pollock, Remembering: Oral History Performance (Basingstoke: Springer, 2017), 2. 
35 Shannon Jackson, “Touchable Stories and the Performance of Infrastructural Memory,” in Remembering: Oral History Performance (Basingstoke: 
Springer, 2017), 46. 
36 Laurie Lathem, “Bringing Old and Young People Together: An Interview Project,” in Remembering: Oral History Performance (Basingstoke: Springer, 
2017), 71. 

and has the most immediate relevance. Laurie Lathem’s 

“Bringing Old and Young People Together: An Interview 

Project” is an interesting mediation on getting younger 

people involved in, and learning from, oral history. At one 

point, Lathem points out what younger people can gain: 

Perhaps paradoxically, self-expression would be 

achieved by way of interviewing people whose lives 

differed markedly from the young students’ own. In 

order to tell their own stories, the teens would first 

have to listen to someone else’s…36 

Interactivity, and the performative potential of oral history 

illustrated by the Remembering collection of essays, both 

reinforce the relevance of the mana whenua understanding 

and experience to the idea of an oral history library in New 

Zealand. In Doing Oral History Ritchie makes a 

distinction between oral traditions and oral history by 

defining oral tradition as stories that societies have passed 
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along in spoken form from generation to generation, and 

oral history being the written record of conversations.37  

 

Oral History and Mana Whenua 

Even with this distinction, the social and geographical 

proximity of this project to an incredibly rich and strong 

oral tradition will encourage a design response 

sympathetic to iwi and mana whenua. To this end, Māori 

and Oral History: A Collection, edited by Rachael Selby 

and Alison J. Laurie, and published by the National Oral 

History Association of New Zealand, provides a collection 

of essays from (mostly) Māori writers. At one point Laurie, 

worried about the loss of precious iwi narrative, challenges 

those interviewing to begin from the premise that a 

recording is valuable and should be considered worthy of 

being archived and pleads for the voices of interviewees to 

be valued.38 This stands in stark contrast to the words of 

 
37 Donald A Ritchie, Doing Oral History, 1. 
38 Rachel Selby and Alison J. Laurie, Māori and Oral History: A Collection (Wellington: National Oral History Association of New Zealand, 2005), iv. 
39 Rachel Selby, Māori and Oral History, 78. 

Gareth Griffiths, who was trying to find a value in oral 

History beyond its worth to the people who tell and listen 

to the stories 

In her own essay “Manufacturing Silences: Not 

Every Recorded Interview is an Oral History”, later in the 

collection, Laurie notes that: 

…academic researchers are hazy about the significant 

differences between recorded secrets of confidential 

informants and oral histories recorded and collected 

to make interviewees’ stories available to others.39  

Laurie’s work acknowledges how incredibly personal 

some oral history can be, and in this context an oral 

history library cannot be a passive structure, or a voiceless 

structure—it has to be able to acknowledge the 

individuality of the people who visit.  

Oral history might not be a truly accurate form of 

history, but it is democratic—in that it is governed by 

communities—and an oral history library has to reflect 
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this. One of the benefits of doing this project in New 

Zealand is the strength of Māori connection to spoken 

history; there is no debate in Māori society about the value 

of previous generations telling their stories, and their 

confidence in this fact helps justify the existence of a place 

to protect oral histories. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. 
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HOW THE LITERATURE IMPACTS THE DESIGN  

 

The work of architects and theorists throughout the 20th 

century gives this project the grounds to explore the 

distinction between exterior and interior; earlier de-

emphasis on complexity focused on simplifying facades 

and helping regulate how the outsides of buildings 

communicated with the public. This elevated the 

architectural status of the interior and allowed interiors to 

capitalise on their separation from exteriors and become 

more complex. Shifting complexity from the outside of the 

building to the inside of the building changes the balance 

of expectation humans have for their interactions with a 

building; a simpler exterior can more easily hide a more 

complex interior and reward visitors to the building by 

providing them with unexpected spaces and interactions. 

The literature regarding the mind and how we think 

and feel about architecture helps the project identify which 

aspects of the design that will most affect visitors’ 

experience and make them a focal point. It underpins a 

willingness to emphasise agency and reward exploration as 

a way of improving the emotional response to architecture.  

This research helps integrate the complexity of the 

Library of Babel into the design process and maximise its 

value. The texts examined also help the project better 

understand the processes and concerns associated with the 

practice of oral history; theoretically, pragmatically, and 

culturally. This understanding makes the design of an oral 

history library more tangible.
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3 

Precedents 
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Figure 4. Salvador Dali's "Turris Babel" 

Figure 5. Erik Desmazières etching of the Library of 

Babel void looking up 
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THE LIBRARY OF BABEL: CHASING COMPLEXITY IN THE INFINITE (1941)

Design: Jorge Luis Borges  

Precedents: Interior  Programmatic  Dissonance (Pattern)  Theoretical 

 

The primary differences between the human 

understanding of the infinite in architecture are 

exemplified by the two examples of the Tower of Babel and 

The Library of Babel. Both structures are tied together by a 

common mythology of the virtues of communication and 

language exemplified by architecture. In the case of the 

Tower of Babel our understanding of the infinite is tied to 

the proposed aim of the tower; to reach Heaven. This aim 

ties the building’s purpose to a goal now recognised to be 

infinitely distant and unachievable.  

It is possible to consider this ambition in a negative 

light, as hubris, or in a more sympathetic light, as 

unflagging optimism. The Tower can be interpreted as a 

mediation on humanity’s desire to explore the infinite even 

though the infinite is clearly unachievable. The Library of 

Babel presents a different problem; in this narrative the 

infinite structure exists, and the story becomes about how 

to reconcile with this fact. Certain structural layouts must 

be favoured in order to filter out the reality of the infinite; 

it is easier to be enticed by the possibility of winding 

galleries to explore than an endlessly repeating set of units 

where the edges of reality fade in and out, effectively 

extinguishing the literal and metaphorical horizons of the 

inhabitants. The unavoidable impossibility of the Tower of 

Babel defers to the imitable infinity of the Library of Babel 

when it comes to informing the architecture of an oral 

history library. 

There are, historically two main methods of 

visualising the Library of Babel: depicting it as an artistic 

fantasy, as Erik Desmazières does in his 1997 etching 



The Library of Babel: Chasing Complexity in the Infinite (1941)  •  56 

series inspired by Borges’s work, or trying to solve the 

infinite spatial program using mathematics and 

computers, as Rice+Lipka Architects did in their 2013 

visualization and Jamie Zawinski did in his 2016 

interpretation.  

Erik Desmazières etching series is a much more 

romantic interpretation of the parable. Desmazières’s 

vision and the medium combine to create a picture 

somewhat reminiscent of the works of Piranesi and other 

early artists who had an influence on architecture. 

Desmazières is clearly more interested in the romantic 

idea of an infinite library waiting to be explored rather 

than an exact programmatic representation of the spaces 

that Borges described. The etching of the gallery focuses 

on the interactivity of the books, sympathising with the 

many different kinds of relationships the occupants of the 

library have with their infinite supply of texts, some of 

which are completely  

 

Figure 6. Erik Desmazières Library of Babel gallery 
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meaningless. Desmazières etching of the galleries in 

use show the appeal that the idea of infinite information 

can have on the spaces it occupies, especially when 

compared to the menace in the etching of the void. 

This menace is also a response to what we associate 

with the infinite. The shift in focus between these two 

images, from navigating the infinite horizontally to falling 

through it helplessly, creates a change in our emotional 

response to the unknown by juxtaposing the wealth of 

information in all the small spaces of the Library with the 

enormity of the library’s structural reality. The infinite 

void in the Library is a discomforting destruction of 

expectation. This destruction is possible because libraries, 

programmatically, contain expected spaces and 

sensations—seen in one etching and subverted in the 

other. The goal is to manipulate the emotions created by 

the subversion for positive dissonance. 

For information on program, it is useful to look at 

the more recent attempts to visualise Borges’s library that 

have taken a different path, using digital rendering 

Figure 7. Erik Desmazières Library of Babel void looking down. 
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software to try and solve the infinite spatial problem 

programmatically. In 2013 Kate and Andrew Bernheimer 

curated a series of articles about fairy tale architecture for 

Places Journal. Rice+Lipka Architects were responsible for 

drawing the Library of Babel, and when asked about the 

feasibility, they responded: 

…At the scale of the individual unit or unit cluster, 

it is easy to imagine; yet by extending it to a size 

that is even a small fraction of what the story 

suggests, we bumped up against magical glitches in 

the story. When spacecraft, artificial gravity and 

space-time warps entered our internal debates, we knew 

we were missing the point. At best, our understanding 

of the library, like our understanding of the 

universe, is limited.40 

This last sentence outlines the fundamental problem 

with our interactions with the infinite; it is inherently an 

impossible concept for us to comprehend, so anything we 

can learn from the infinite we do so not by attempting to 

 
40 Kate and Andrew Bernheimer, “Fairy Tale Architecture: The Library of Babel,” Places Journal, December 2013. Accessed 11 May 
2021. https://doi.org/10.22269/131216 

 

understand it’s totality, but rather it’s nuance. The best we 

can hope to learn from mediations on the infinite is about 

its appeal to us. In their sequence of images, Rice+Lipka 

create their entire image programmatically, offering their 

take on the structure of Borges’s vision before breaking it 

down into its component parts. 

Rice+Lipka populate their digital render, unlike 

most other people who reimagine the Library in CAD 

programmes. This immediately humanises the infinite. 

While they attempted to create a systematic, text-faithful 

response to the description at the start of “The Library of 

Babel” they also diverge from this when they start breaking 

down the elements of “The Universe.” 
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▬ “Glowing Fruit” tries to capture the romance 

of the librarians moving round their cubbies in 

the dark like wandering souls. It carries a 

degree of optimism, somehow making the 

infinite more approachable by shrinking our 

conscious understanding down to the areas 

surrounding the dim lights. 

▬ “The Vindications” tries to capture a little of 

the tragedy of the Library. In this sense it has 

more in common with Desmazières etching of 

the void and the end of hope represented by 

the scholars who gave up and pitched 

themselves out into the void. 

▬ And, because Rice+Lipka are architects 

through and through, “The Necessities” cover 

the parts of the library that draw the least 

attention from artists like Desmazières, but 

achieve a similar feat of making a large infinite 

system more relatable and human. 

Figure 8. Clockwise from the top left "The Universe", "Glowing Fruits", 

“The Vindications”, and “The Necessities” By Rice and Lipka 
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Contrast these images with the 2016 rendering by 

Jamie Zawinski, a programmer, who wanted his render to 

be faithful to the text and in doing so missed the point 

somewhat, as Rice+Lipka feared they were in danger of 

doing. 

The architecture in Borges’s Library is the backdrop 

to the narrative idea of how people respond to, and cope 

with, an infinite pool of knowledge scattered throughout 

an infinite space; reducing the possible physical spaces to a 

single repeating unit forces the inhabitant, or inhabitants 

to reflect on the unceasing repetition of their universe.  

With regards to the design of the oral history library, the 

importance of breaking the pattern up becomes obvious. 

While hexagons can form a basic design lattice, positive 

emotional dissonance will be best achieved in key areas 

where deviation from the expected layout occurs. 

Established patterns must be subverted in order to 

encourage movement and exploration. Thankfully, there 

are more enticing plans than the one proposed by 

Zawinski. 
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Figure 9. Jamie Zawinski’s Render of the Library of Babel 
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 In her book Architecture and Narrative Sophia 

Psarra discusses the structure and architecture of the 

Library of Babel with respect to the linguistic and literary 

moves of Borges and argues for a non-repeating unit 

where various trails on each level would never interact; the 

only way to move between them would be to change levels. 

Psarra’s examination provides a framework to understand 

how the library could possibly be laid out in a way to 

maximise the appeal of the infinite and defy the 

expectations of the people interacting with it and in doing 

so, offering an interpretation that can form the framework 

of the design of this project’s oral history library.

  

 

 

Figure 10. Psarra's diagrams showing the interaction 

between hexagons and circulation possibilities 
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The Library of Babel: Chasing Complexity in the Infinite (1941)  •  64 

 

Figure 12.Interior of the Dutch Embassy to Berlin (photo from 

Architecture Viva) 

Figure 11. Exterior of the Dutch Embassy to Berlin (photo from 

Architecture Viva) 
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DUTCH EMBASSY TO BERLIN: AN EXERCISE IN LEVELS AND STORYTELLING  

(2004) 

Design: OMA/Rem Koolhaas 

Precedents: Interior  Programmatic  Dissonance (Expansion, Distortion)  Experience 

 

The Office of Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) designed 

the Dutch Embassy in response to a complex brief that 

involved the need to meet Berlin urban planning rules—

every corner of the city block be built up—and the 

requirements of the reasonably rare embassy typology for 

an unusually varied gamut of spaces that cover a wide 

variety of public and private usage needs.  

Examining some key drawings from OMA and 

Koolhaas’s design shows how much they thought about 

pathing and circulation as the key to their design. In the 

parti drawings showing the main circulation’s relationship 

to the building levels you can see the idea of a curved ramp 

being distorted  

 

Figure 13: Dutch Embassy parti drawings (OMA) 
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and manipulated into a dominant line that ricochets 

throughout the building and sometimes extends beyond it. 

The L-shaped part of the embassy that connects the cube 

on the corner to the rest of the city block is of less use to 

this project as it doesn’t feature strongly in the design of 

the primary circulation, and while it would be possible to 

split the proposed design for this project into two linked 

buildings like Koolhaas does here, the singular building 

built around a well-described journey is the main lesson. 

This central building, when seen in section, 

illustrates how a building can effectively split its levels in 

deference to its circulation and create a greater degree of 

internal complexity. There are multiple instances of 

expansion/contraction dissonance evidenced here, the 

simplest being the use of a flat ceiling above rising 

circulation (gentle stairs here, but a ramp is possible). 

There is also the step up in the first-floor ceiling that 

creates a sense of expansion as well having a glazed  

 

Figure 14: Embassy in section (OMA) 
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bulkhead that offers a view where you don’t expect it—a 

small example of aperture dissonance. 

While there is plenty of inspiration to be mined from 

the plans and sections here, some of the more interesting 

drawings are the unwrapped, or unfolded, plans and 

sections that isolate the circulation path and tease it out. 

In section this allows us to interrogate the ways the rate of 

ascent of the path changes; because it is a uniformly 

upward gradient, Koolhaas repeatedly uses the flat ceilings 

on the ramps and stairs to create that sense of contraction, 

and uses landings and the occasional lofted ceiling to 

create the expansion dissonance in transition between one 

incline and another. 

In plan we see the distortion of the room spaces that 

has come about naturally by privileging the circulation, 

particularly on the third and fourth floor, where the spaces 

arranged off this ascending circulation look particularly 

striking. This style of plan and section is an excellent way 

of conveying journey in a more readable manner, one 

that’s shows how the building interior can unfold like a 

narrative, or a story, metaphorically unbound by its 

exterior while all the while being contained within it. 

Where Koolhaas’s example might not be as useful for this 

research 

project is 

in the fact 

that the 

exterior 

cannot 

resist 

hinting at 

 

Figure 15: Embassy circulation plan, teased out (OMA) 
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the interior, suggesting that the building is more than 

meets the eye. The degree to which the hinting hinders or 

helps the visitor to the building manage their expectations 

is up for debate. 

OMA’s work on the Dutch Embassy in Berlin  

provides a model for how to design a dominant circulation 

plan into a complex interior. It becomes possible to de-

emphasize the desire to actively create distorted spaces, as 

the complexity of a dominant, winding circulation plan 

will naturally distort its attendant spaces.  

It also suggests the possibility of leaving clues on 

the exterior of the building to set initial expectations for 

building complexity higher and decrease the possibility of 

guests being overwhelmed by the building’s interior. Most 

importantly, OMA’s plans and sections show ways to 

effectively unpack the design of a complex building. 

  

 

Figure 16: Embassy circulation section, teased out (OMA) 
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Figure 17. Interior of MONA (photos from Fender Katsalidis) 

Figure 18. Exterior of MONA (photo from ArchitectureAU) 
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THE MUSEUM OF OLD AND NEW ART (MONA) : F INDING MEANING IN 

HIDDEN MATERIAL (2011) 

Design: Fender Katsalidis Architects 

Precedents: Material  Exterior Interior 

Dissonance (Expansion, Material) 

 

MONA is an art gallery located not far from Hobart 

with a new and expansive addition to an existing 

heritage site. Due to the building being sunken into 

the landscape, approach from the land obscures the 

true dimensions of the internal space. This is the most 

straightforward way of creating spaces that are more 

than the exterior presents, as here the visible exterior 

literally does not contain the whole interior. Viewed 

from the water (by ferry, for example), the totality of 

the building is more apparent and, crucially, creates a 

visual monument that reveals very little of the 

programmatic  

 

Figure 19. Photo of MONA’s central stairs (from 

Fender Katsalidis) 
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tricks that the building interior uses. MONA’s 

exterior also displays a material language that 

provides a stylistic link between interior and exterior. 

The exterior is concrete and Corten steel, 

arranged in such a way as to mimic the landscape, 

with the goal of eventually weathering into it. 

Designing using materials that can display some 

degree of subservience to the environment allows for 

an exterior that is, by definition, understated. The 

exterior here is the rectangular box broken with 

interventions at key moments that help create an 

expectation of an architectural journey with a 

minimum of façade complexity. 

On the website ArchitectureAU, architecture 

critic Rachel Hurst describes the initial response to 

the exterior as “the least satisfying part aspect of this 

otherwise exemplary project,” suggesting that the 

interior far exceeds the exterior in terms of 

architectural success. An outcome that would 

resonate with the ambitions for the oral history 

 

 

Figure 20. Photo of MONA from the river (from Fender Katsalidis) 
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library project. Of the interior, Hurst writes that the 

circulation “…is unorthodox to the point of being 

perverse.” And that despite an essentially linear 

organization the building is “deliberately labyrinthine”.41  

MONA also displays the ability of clearly defined 

circulation elements to distort the spaces they occupy as a 

result of how they visually and spatially divide up the 

rooms they occupy. Isolating building elements and 

using them to break up spaces can create moments of 

dissonance while moving through a single room. 

One of the most prominent features of the 

MONA Galleries is the enormous natural sandstone 

wall, left exposed by design. It looms over the space 

that it borders and creates a natural asymmetry of 

materials that dominates the experience of visitors 

moving through the gallery.  

The Museum of Old and New Art offers strong 

precedents for the design of an architecturally simple 

exterior, and an architecturally complex interior. The 

program of the gallery leans on convoluted circulation and 

strong materiality to control visitor experience and 

emotions, and offers a tangible example of capturing the 

feeling of exploring a labyrinth. 

  

 
41"Museum of Old & New Art (MONA)," ArchitectureAU, last modified September 30, 2011, https://architectureau.com/articles/the-museum-of-old-new-art/.  

 

 Figure 21. Photo of MONA’s stair in space (from Fender Katsalidis) 
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Figure 23. Tūranga library interior (photo by author) 

Figure 22. Tūranga library exterior (photo by author) 
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TŪRANGA CHRISTCHURCH CENTRAL LIBRARY :  EMBRACING THE VOID (2018) 

Design: Schmidt Hammer Lassen Architects (working with Architectus)  

Precedents: Exterior  Material  Programmatic  Dissonance (Distortion) 

 

Tūranga is a five-level library built in the centre of a 

regenerating, post-quake Christchurch. It is designed to be 

sympathetic to social and geographical context, with 

special attention being paid to iwi narratives and historical 

discourse. 

Its façade is layered in such a way as to reflect the 

traditional, elevated design of the pātaka, or storehouse, 

which was one of, if not the most, important buildings in 

pre-colonial Māori Architecture. The pātaka’s role as a 

store house of the resources that tribe felt most important 

is referenced here as a way of illustrating the social 

importance of the knowledge contained within Tūranga. 

Programmatically, it is a large, distorted rectangle 

with deflections in the façade to accommodate views to 

significant features of the area surrounding Christchurch. 

The floor plan is largely open, with some exceptions for 

staff spaces, meeting rooms, and exhibition/teaching 

spaces. While Tūranga’s open plan runs contrary to the 

stated design goals of this research project, the use of 

distorted angles (spaces) on a rectangular footprint 

suggests some possibilities for manipulating expectation 

using the exterior. Unfortunately, the basic open plan 

never advances the journey of the visitor beyond the set-up 

of the visually intriguing façade and the clear interventions 

the architects used to deploy. 
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                         Figure 25: Tūranga library section showing central void, from SHL 

Figure 24. Tūranga library ground floor plan, from SHL 



Tūranga Christchurch Central Library: Embracing the Void (2018)  •  77 

The only significant moment of internal complexity 

is the central void, containing all of the steps between 

levels. Here distortions of the holes in each floor create an 

interesting perspective shift for visitor’s inspecting the 

void, and also lend themselves to creating an irregular 

pattern of stair ascents. This central circulation void is 

clearly the main feature of the interior and is a successful 

nod to the complexity and depth suggested by the exterior. 

In section, we can see the dissonance created when 

the expected pattern of floor openings required for the 

stairs to function is irregular; in person, the instinctive 

response is surprised delight, as one can’t help but wonder 

what surprises wait at these higher levels. This deviation 

brings to mind Escher and Piranesi. 

Some of this delight and awe are present when 

looking up into the void housing Tūranga’s stair system, 

stresses the idea that the stairs can be the feature. Tūranga 

teaches us that while the interior-exterior relationship can 

be underwhelming, disappointment isn’t necessarily a 

given when one feature of a building’s internal design 

clearly outperforms the others. This suggests the 

possibility (and probable necessity) of straight line and 

relatable spaces positioned strategically throughout any 

deliberately complex interior in order to give our senses 

time to adjust. 
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As a general rule, white space around complex 

drawings can moderate the visual experience for people 

who engage with the drawings, and the relationship 

between Tūranga’s open floor plan and its engaging central 

circulation void highlights the ability for modest spaces to 

moderate the spatial experience of people who engage with 

architecture—crucially without compromising on this 

research proposal’s overall drive to find joy in complexity. 

 
  

Figure 26.Tūranga central void, looking up (photo by author) 
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Figure 28. Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki interior (photo 

by author) 

Figure 27. Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki exterior (photo by 

author) 
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AUCKLAND ART GALLERY TOI O TĀMAKI: THE COMPLEXITY OF CONNECTION 

AND CURATED SPACES (1887, 2011)  

Design: FJMT + Archimedia 

Precedents: Interior  Programmatic  Dissonance (Expansion, Distortion)  Movement 

 

The Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki consists of an 

original building that was completed in 1887 and an 

extension—designed by FJMT and completed in 2011—that 

increased the display space and streamlined the circulation 

and use of space across multiple floors. Programmatically, 

the spaces in Auckland Art Gallery are designed to slow 

visitors down enough to encourage exploration. In each 

space visitors to the building have a clear understanding of 

how their path relates to the space around them. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 29. Toi o Tāmaki mezzanine floor plan by FJMT 
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 Toi o Tāmaki demonstrates the effectiveness of 

appealing spaces—of encouraging decision-making and a 

sense of interaction—and in doing so makes it apparent how 

undesirable the alternative is. Whether or not you linger in a 

given space is less of a choice if the space is unappealing; 

movement becomes mandatory, and space becomes 

circulation in a negative way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30. Expansion and distortion in the southern atrium (photo 

by author) 
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 The gallery redesign involved the joining of two 

buildings into something new. The lengths the designers 

went to exploit this meeting of old and new is evident in 

three key aspects: the triangular stairs that fill the southern 

atrium, the room on level 1 that has seven different doors, 

and the design motif that emphasized the meeting of two 

objects. 

This southern atrium is an excellent example of how 

space can affect experience, creating both expansion 

dissonance and distortion dissonance. The wall of the old 

gallery is used as an excuse to create a triangular space, 

which, because of its asymmetrical nature, creates a different 

experience depending on the direction visitors are moving 

through it. When combined with the stairs this asymmetry 

creates a relaxing ascent, where people unwind and de-stress 

as more space opens up to them as they climb. The 

asymmetry also creates a focused descent, where people are 

given a clear goal and the idea that whatever is at the bottom 

of the stairs is waiting to be discovered and to reward their 

curiosity.  

  



Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki: The Complexity of Connection and Curated spaces (1887, 2011)  •  84 

 

 

 
42 Ching, Form, Space, & Order, 290. 
43 Ching, Form, Space, & Order, 274. 

The room with seven doorways is at the junction of the 

old building and the extension. Francis Ching, in his book 

Form, Space and Order describes three possible path-space 

relationships: pass by spaces, pass through spaces, and 

terminate in a space.42 Somehow, despite the many entries 

and exits into the room, it still manages to feel like a 

terminal space. The designers chose to lean into the fact that 

the old gallery already had a lot of doors and sacrifice 

potential display space for even more thresholds that 

represent even more decisions. Ching writes that: “The 

intersection or crossing of paths is always a point of 

decision-making... sufficient space should be provided to 

allow people to pause and orient themselves.”43 By 

combining this need to pause and get your bearings with a 

well-proportioned and decorated space, FJMT created a 

room that slows visitors down, makes them linger, and 

encourages them to enjoy the act of deciding where to go. 

Figure 31.: Sketch of the room with seven doorways (by author) 
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The interior of Toi o Tāmaki is unified, in part, by 

the choice to emphasise the places where building 

elements meet. The gaps between walls and floors and 

door jambs are a subtle reminder that the building is the 

meeting of two separate buildings. This is emphasised in 

another place where the floor doesn’t touch the columns 

that it floats around. In a building with interiors 

separated in design by over a century, and with widely 

different and varied spaces, a unifying aesthetic motif 

unlocks the building’s program, freeing it up to be more 

varied and create more dissonance as the through line 

holds the experience together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 32. The separation motif as a design through line (photo by author) 

Figure 33. Separation motif visible in the floor (photo by author) 
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Auckland Art Gallery also uses the pass-by-spaces 

relationship to establish rhythm.  These pass-by spaces 

suggest the possibility of creating a gallery (or galleries) of 

different spaces and playing off the repeated element on the 

right against a series of different spaces on the left. This is 

yet another example of Toi o Tāmaki’s value as a precedent 

for spaces that create positive dissonance, and circulation 

that rewards choice. FJMT and Archimedia designed an 

extension to this building that is an excellent example of 

well-considered interior complexity. 

 

  

 

 Figure 34. Sketch of the pass-by spaces (by author) 
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Figure 35. Hardelot Theatre exterior (photo by Martin Argyroglo) 

Figure 36. Hardelot Theatre interior (photo from and RIBAJ) 
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HARDELOT THEATRE: EMBRACING ENCLOSURE AND MATERIALITY (2016) 

Design: Studio Andrew Todd 

Precedents: Exterior Material Auditory 

 

The Hardelot theatre is a strong example of well-defined 

material language. Its emphasis on cross-laminated timber 

for almost all the structure and finished surfaces offers 

many examples of how best to use wood in this project. 

Built in the image of a Shakespearean theatre, the wood 

serves as a call back to the history of theatre but is also 

chosen to help create a good acoustic environment. 

The bamboo cage that sits on top of the whole 

construction is an excellent example of controlling space 

when there is no other reason for it than controlling the 

human experience though their exploration of 

architecture. The cage is exposed to the weather, so the 

enclosure doesn’t offer any protection or warmth, or even 

create a function for the space beyond the circulation that 

would be possible without the bamboo frame. In terms of 

dissonance though, it distorts visitors’ sense of what is 

inside the building and what is outside, as does the use of 

glass rooves above the circulation spaces. This glass also 

allows the bamboo frame to be consistently visible from 

inside. 

Depending on execution, this decision to remind 

visitors of the strong architectural design move that 

defines the exterior of the building could prove to be 

beneficial or detrimental to the goal of controlling visitor 

experience and emotional response.  
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Figure 37. Bamboo Peristyle (photo by Martin Argyroglo) Figure 38. View of bamboo from the inside (photo from RIBAJ) 
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It is possible that giving visitors a reminder of the exterior 

interrupts their experience of the interior in such a way 

that it undermines the effects of architectural moves made 

by the interior spaces. It is also possible that reminding 

visitors of the exterior—if pains were taken to create a 

formally straightforward one—would also serve to increase 

dissonance generated from surprise and wonderment. The 

reminder could reinforce visitors’ excitement that interior 

spaces could deviate so drastically from the expectations 

created by the exterior façade. 

While the ground floor plan of the theatre doesn’t 

help emphasise the phenomenology of the building, it 

does, along with the axonometric make for an appealing 

argument about the power of asymmetry. That this 

asymmetry of programme is wrapped in one of the most 

strongly symmetrical enclosures possible (and wrapped 

around a highly symmetrical space) shows us that 

asymmetry and symmetry working in tandem can achieve 

a greater response than either might alone. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 39. Floor plan and axonometric of the theatre (from RIBAJ) 
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HOW THE PRECEDENTS IMPACT THE DESIGN  

 

The precedents studied allow the project to assemble a 

toolbox of design interventions that can work together to 

generate the desired levels of engagement and emotional 

response. The Dutch Embassy to Berlin introduces the 

project to expansion and distortion as tools and shows how 

prioritising circulation can affect dissonance of attendant 

spaces. The Museum of Old and New Art expresses 

materiality as a tool (as does the Hardelot theatre) and is a 

useful example of how hiding the interior from the exterior 

can enhance the visitor’s experience. Hardelot theatre 

plays wonderfully with the idea of enclosure and what 

constitutes an exterior. 

Defined by its central void and its zigzagging 

staircases, Tūranga Central Library embraces distortion 

and aperture and demonstrates how a lot can be achieved 

by changing only a few lines. It is a good example of a 

building with an interesting but not overwrought exterior 

on a geometrically simple plan. Auckland Art gallery Toi o 

Tāmaki embraces complexity in its motif (the joining of 

surfaces) and also provides good examples of how 

sequences of spaces can be patterned to increase the 

effects of dissonance on visitors. 

Underpinning all of these design interventions is the 

infinite complexity of Borges’s Library of Babel, a parable 

about exploring vast quantities of knowledge without ever 

knowing if any of the knowledge is relevant to you. The 

library’s hexagonal galleries provide inspiration for the 

basic arrangement of space in the oral history library and 

the ability of Borges’s Library to hide what you most want 

to find inspires the emotions of curiosity and delight that 

this project wants to harness.

  



How the Precedents Impact the Design  •  92 

  



93  •  How the Precedents Impact the Design 

4 

Predesign  



Charting Dissonance  •  94 

CHARTING DISSONANCE 

 

Dissonance is the term used in this document to 

communicate the emotional response created by the gap in 

expectations that a building creates and the reality it 

presents. This is most noticeable in the difference between 

the expectations created by the exterior of a building and 

the reality of the interior of the building. 

 The dissonance grid on the next page was 

formulated to visualise and better understand the creation 

and realisation of expectation. The grid represents the 

overall level of dissonance between a building’s exterior 

and its interior as a gradient. The progression of a visitor’s 

journey is left to right on the grid, representing first their 

experience of the building’s exterior, and then the 

building’s interior. The vertical axis represents the level of 

complexity present at each stage of the journey. This 

project uses complexity of architecture as a substitute for 

level of visitor engagement with architecture. Increasing  

 the level of complexity rewards close examination and 

exploration, which in turn improves engagement. 

Improving engagement generates more opportunities to 

improve emotional response to architecture. 

 What the grid illustrates, is that a building with a 

modest level of exterior complexity and a much higher 

level of interior complexity will generate a positive 

dissonance gradient; the unexpected complexity rewards 

the visitor’s decision to enter the building. Once they have 

entered, the most effective way to affect a positive 

emotional response is to keep rewarding visitor 

engagement with discovery. To do this, the interior-

interior interactions and the dissonance they created in 

these internal spaces increases the perceived difference 

between the interior of the building and the interior the 

visitors imagined when they first encounter the building’s 

exterior. 
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Figure 40. Grid to help visualise the visitor's journey through creation and realisation of expectation (by author). 
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Figure 41.Difference in emotional outcome of visitors related to the dissonance gradient (by author) 
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CREATING DISSONANCE: A TOOLBOX 

In order to achieve the desired dissonance gradient, this 

project will focus on using examples of design techniques 

that generated dissonance in the precedent they have been 

drawn from. The six types of dissonance chosen can be split 

into pairs; expansion and distortion dissonance are the pair 

that stand out the most; aperture and material dissonance 

are the pair people most commonly relate to their 

understanding of architecture; dislocation and pattern 

dissonance are the pair that are most dependent on the other 

forms of dissonance to be successful. Stand-out, familiar, 

and dependent; three pairs of dissonance techniques that 

make up this project’s toolbox. 

 

 

  

Figure 42. Sketches showing different dissonance techniques in plan (by 

author) 
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Expansion 

Expansion dissonance occurs when the space being entered 

is noticeably large than expected. This difference between 

expectation and realisation can be used to generate an 

emotional response that is typically somewhere between 

surprise and awe. If the space is terminal it can aim to 

capture the sublime in its unexpected spatial largeness. If the 

dissonant space is a nexus of possible paths, then the space 

can attempt to generate excitement and build anticipation—

visitors are able to transfer their awe from the dissonant 

space into the paths that lead away from the space, 

rewarding their agency by suggesting that greater surprises 

await down each path.  

Using the expansion space as a single direction pass-

through space, however, will create an on-rails experience 

that will remove some of the visitors’ agency and mean they 

disengage from the space as they leave it. Using a pass-

through space instead of a nexus space means choosing de-

escalation of emotional response over  

 

Figure 43. Sketches showing transition into expanding space 

(by author) 
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 escalation, which helps to prevent the visitors’ from getting 

overwhelmed. 

The two distinct ways of creating expansion are to have 

a space be larger than expected, or to have a space become 

larger as it encountered; the space expands as you move 

through it. This second one can be understood as distortion 

dissonance if the entirety of the room is visible on arrival as 

visitors will immediately perceive the room as distorted (or 

at least understand that something is not as it seems). If it is 

important to focus only on expansion dissonance then it is 

possible to use multiple, staggered thresholds, to ensure that 

the expansion is perceived in separate moments rather than 

all at once. 

 
  

 

 Figure 44. Sketches of expansion space functions 

(by author) 
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Distortion 

  

Figure 45. Comparison of a regular room and a distorted room (by author) 

Distortion dissonance occurs when the shape of the space 

doesn’t line up with expectation of that space. Compared 

to expansion dissonance, the surprise generated by 

dissonance distortion can be off putting. Depending on 

execution and the nature of the distortion, visitors may 

find themselves unsettled or disorientated. The goal, 

however, is to generate curiosity and reintroduce the 

possibility of unlikely spaces, as possibility rewards visitor 

exploration and creates positive emotional responses when 

they encounter exciting and different spaces for the first 

time. This does not limit the effectiveness of distortion to 

first instances—as long as the approach, the threshold, and 

the space itself are all well-designed, the emotional 

response to it will remain strong regardless of whether or 

not visitors have interacted with the space before or not. 
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While it may be beneficial to plan key distorted spaces, 

if the circulation in the building is being prioritized over 

some of the smaller spaces, then allowing the circulation to 

take an irregular path (like it does in OMA’s Dutch Embassy 

in Berlin) will generate distorted spaces as a result. The 

distortion in these spaces will not feel forced, nor will the 

distortion be as likely to negatively affect the overall 

cohesiveness of the building. A regular space can also be 

affected by placing a distorted formation in the middle of it, 

as is done at the MONA gallery near Hobart. The convoluted 

central staircase dominates the space between multiple 

levels. If the spaces surrounding the staircase were smaller 

than the effect of the staircase distortion on these spaces 

would be greater. Regardless of how it is achieved; well-

judged distortion dissonance will be important to subverting 

and defying visitor expectation in the proposed oral history 

library. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 46. sketches showing distortions created in plan (by 

author) 
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Aperture 

Aperture dissonance occurs when a space contains one or 

more apertures of unexpected size or shape, or even when a 

space contains an unexpected aperture. This dissonance can 

be considered one of the fundamental purposes of 

architecture. Le Corbusier called the practice of architecture 

“the masterful, correct, and magnificent play of volumes 

brought together in light”44. If we accept that controlling 

light is one of the main focuses of architectural design, then 

it stands to reason that the unexpected introduction and/or 

manipulation of light in the spaces visitors encounter is one 

of the key factors affecting their experience and enjoyment 

the spaces around them. 

 

 

 

 

 
44 Le Corbusier, Toward an Architecture, trans. John Goodman (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2008),102. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 47. Sketches demonstrating an aperture of unexpected shape 

(by author) 

Figure 48. Sketches demonstrating an unexpected aperture at the foot 

of an adjacent space (by author) 
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Material 

 Material dissonance occurs when some aspect of a space 

consists of or uses a different material than expected. Like 

aperture dissonance, controlling materiality to subvert 

expectation can be considered one of the more fundamental 

interventions in architectural design.  

This means that the value material dissonance brings 

by affecting the positive emotional response of visitors is 

better established. More widespread use and popular appeal 

(as indicated by their importance to the architectural 

profession) make material dissonance, along with aperture 

dissonance, safer tools than expansion and distortion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49. Sketch of an unexpected stone wall in a wooden room (by author) 
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The Museum of Old and New Art near Hobart includes 

an incredible sandstone wall that dominates a gallery 

otherwise built with concrete, glass, and corten steel. The 

incredible mass and presence of that sandstone wall, like a 

living edge on wooden furniture, reconnects the space to the 

outside world by leaning into the excavated nature of the 

lower gallery spaces. While this incredibly grounded, 

imposing material dissonance is not strictly replicable out of 

the sandstone context that MONA inhabits, the effectiveness 

of the gallery’s materiality is a compelling argument for 

strong material moves in the design of this project. 

  

 

 Figure 50. different possible material dissonance, including 

a wooden column made of stacked segments (by author) 
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Dislocation 

Dislocation dissonance occurs when the planned 

function of the space does not match up with the expected 

function of the space e.g., kitchens where you would expect 

bedrooms, or lounges where you would expect offices. 

Roof-top bars are an example of popular dislocation 

dissonance—the top of medium-to-high rise buildings 

having traditionally been reserved for either the most 

private offices or residences (or utilities). Moving to the 

top of an everyday building and finding such a public space 

creates a sense of adventure. The visitor is interacting with 

a space they never expected to interact with or wouldn’t 

normally be allowed to interact with. 

More specifically, as buildings often transition from 

public to private, finding a public, social space where they 

expected a private, insular space creates a sense of 

discovery. In an emotional sense this kind of dislocation 

dissonance is the functionality equivalent of expansion 

dissonance; dependent on a contraction to emphasise the 

expansion.  

Because the shape of spaces is often tied to their 

function, changing their function will usually change their 

shape, meaning that visitors expecting a small office and 

finding a large lounge, perhaps with an unexpected floor 

and wall textures, are experiencing dislocation dissonance, 

but also expansion and materiality. This interrelatedness 

makes the effects of dislocation dissonance on the 

emotional response of visitors entering the space harder to 

distinguish and exploit than the effects of other dissonance 

drivers. 
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Pattern 

Pattern dissonance occurs when one space in a 

sequence of spaces breaks with the expectation created by 

the sequence as a whole. Distorting or expanding one room 

in a series of enfiladed rooms would be an example. The 

galleries sketched in the precedent study for the Auckland 

Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki are a good example of a sequence of 

spaces that could be subverted to affect the emotional 

response of a visitor.  

Because, like dislocation dissonance, pattern 

dissonance is dependent on other techniques to create the 

deviation from expectation that affects visitors experience, it 

might be more apt to think of pattern dissonance as an 

amplifier of dissonance rather than a generator. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 51. Different examples of creating pattern distortion (by author) 
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109  •   

  

Figure 52. Sketch study of thresholds and how pseudo-exterior spaces can affect transitions (by author) 
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THRESHOLDS AND PSEUDO-EXTERIOR SPACES 

Thresholds represent the moment that expectations 

created by exteriors are realised by interiors. They also 

represent the moment when expectations created by 

preceding interior spaces are realised in subsequent 

interior spaces. In both cases crossing a threshold is the 

trigger for the realisation of expectation.  

Thresholds often mark the moment in a visitor’s 

journey when they experience dissonance. The more 

thresholds that the visitors cross the richer and more 

varied their experience will be. The number of thresholds 

in a building is linked to the number of rooms it has; in 

general, more rooms means more thresholds and more 

thresholds means more opportunities to generate the 

positive dissonance necessary to create an improved 

emotional response in visitors.  

Most buildings only have one main exterior-interior 

threshold. This project aims to reclaim and reuse that 

threshold, so that a visitor might experience the exterior-

interior interaction multiple times in a single journey 

through the building. This will be achieved using 

unexpected exterior spaces and by nesting exterior and 

pseudo-exterior space into a chain of exterior-interior 

thresholds. 

Pseudo exterior spaces are designed to mimic an 

exterior space in a way that makes them feel less like an 

interior. This could be tied to the proportions; using high 

walls on a narrow space to mimic a chasm or a built-up 

street; or it could be tied to materiality. Applying the 

design of building exteriors to the interior walls of large 

spaces will be one way to mimic the feel of being in an 

exterior space. Pseudo exterior spaces should also present 

their transitions into the next spaces as exterior-interior 

transitions, so that the multiple doorways out of a space 

become a line of front doors. 
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CHOOSING AND MAPPING A SITE 

The first attempts at finding a site for an oral history library 

were centred around the need to find a reasonable amount of 

(mostly flat) open space in an urban environment that wasn’t 

being used as effectively as it might be. The natural first 

option was to look at public golf courses. 

Chamberlain park was full of wide-open space destined 

to be re-purposed, due to the niche impact of golf on the 

majority of the public’s lives. Further location mapping 

found the site to be awkwardly located for the project, and 

that effective use of the site would require extensive urban 

planning to make it feel comfortable.  

The search moved on from golf courses, settling on 

Heron Park, not far from Unitec’s Carrington Campus. It is 

well situated on arterial transport routes, is surrounded by 

areas of cultural significance, and has the right amount of 

space to accommodate the proposed building with minimal 

landscaping required. 

  

 

 Figure 53. Photo of Chamberlain Park Golf Course (by author) 
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Figure 54.Satellite photo from LINZ, with general site location highlighted (by author) 
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Cultural Mapping of Heron Park 

Mana Whenua with interests in Heron Park (from GIS): 

▬ Ngāti Whātua o Kaipara 

▬ Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Whātua 

▬ Te Ākitai Waiohua 

▬ Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki 

▬ Te Ahiwaru - Waiohua 

▬ Ngāti Paoa 

▬ Te Kawerau Ā Maki 

▬ Ngāti Whātua Ōrākei 

▬ Ngāti Tamaterā 

▬ Ngāti Te Ata 

▬ Ngāti Maru 

▬ Ngāti Tamaoho 

The iwi underlined are the ones that were involved in the 

rehabilitation of Te Auananga nearby and are the most likely 

to have some interest in Heron Park.45 

 

 
45 Jesse A. Allpress, Te Auaunga (Oakley Creek) Awa social evaluation: report 1 – engagement, (Auckland: Auckland Council technical report, TR2016/041, 
2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Figure 55. Photo of Heron Park, looking towards site (by author) 
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Figure 56. Cultural map of the area surrounding Heron Park (by author) 
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Heron Park sits between the Whau river and Te Auananga 

river, not far from the spring Te Wai Unuroa o Wairaka. The 

park borders Motu Manawa marine reserve and Te Ara o 

Karangahape, Great North Road, which is both the route that 

Hape took on his way to welcoming the Tainui waka, and a 

modern-day artery. Heron Park witnessed a lot of movement 

and transition. 

It is also close to the toanga waka, or portage, used by 

local iwi to get between the Whau river off the Waitematā, 

and the Manukau. 

The east west axis of the proposed site lines up directly 

with Owairaka/Mt albert or Te Ahi Ka o Rakataura (another 

name for Hape). 

 

 

  

 

 Figure 57. Another photo of Heron Park, looking towards site (by 

author) 
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Figure 58. Site map showing proposed building location at Heron Park (by author) 
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General Pragmatics 

The site of the building is mostly flat and is of a size that 

suggests minimal master planning or urban planning will be 

required; the space is more appropriate to the expected 

building dimensions than a repurposed golf course would be. 

Heron Park is located on an arterial transport route 

with strong historical background and easy access to public 

transport. Having a reasonably sized (not too big) building 

sited here would protecting local conservation efforts by 

giving the rest of the park an inarguable purpose. 

The primary approach to the building, expected to be 

from the east, is a gentle descent with a noticeable step-down 

right before the site. This step-down means the design of the 

top of the building will be more visible on approach than it 

might be in other locations. 
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SUMMARY OF THE PREDESIGN PROCESS 

Working from the literature reviewed, the predesign stage 

began with an examination of dissonance and why creating a 

distinction between exterior and interior can affect how 

people experience architecture. Predesign focused 

specifically on the use of complexity as the main 

differentiator and examined the different possible 

configurations and how they affect emotional response 

(through the lens of expectation and experience).  

The main observation was that creating a building that 

is more complex inside than outside establishes a 

progression of surprise, rewarding agency by rewarding 

exploration and generating more engagement. 

The next step was working out how to establish the 

difference in complexity to generate dissonance. The exterior 

complexity is meant to be understated; its design is, by 

definition, less complex so the main focus was on 

establishing tools to develop interior complexity. The 

predesign stage generated six methods for the creation of 

dissonance, drawn from the precedent studies, and identified 

the strengths, weaknesses, and possible applications of each. 

There was a small section discussing the importance of 

thresholds and maximising the exterior-interior transition. 

This section was drawn from the architectural theory 

literature and the earlier stages of the predesign process. 

Finally, the predesign process led to choosing Heron 

Park in West Auckland as the final building location, due to 

its appropriate size, comparatively strong transport 

infrastructure, and its proximity to areas of cultural and 

historical significance. 
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121  •  Summary of the Predesign Process 

 

5 

Design 
  



Design Iteration 1  •  122 

DESIGN ITERATION 1 

Exterior-Interior difference 1 

The first and most obvious way to subvert the expectation 

created by the exterior is to have the façade of the building 

suggest a number of storeys and have the internal reality be 

different. Commonly, this involves merging floors together to 

create multi-height spaces or similar spatial interventions. 

Creating multi height spaces often generates expansion 

dissonance, so this technique will be used in this project, but 

it also simplifies the interior plans which negatively impacts 

the dissonance gradient discussed in the predesign stage. 

The other, less common way is to fit more, smaller 

storeys into the same vertical section of the building. In a 

15m high building this can be done with 5m exterior floor 

lines and 3m floor to floor heights internally. 

 

 

 

Figure 59. Sketches of cellular design approach possibilities (by author) 
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 Controlling the exterior appearance of the building so that it 

projects fewer levels than it has can be achieved in different 

ways. 

If the building is completely monolithic then 

approaching visitors have no idea how many levels are 

inside. This can lower the exterior complexity of the building 

significantly but does risk making a building with a generally 

rectangular plan orientation monotonous, which is an 

unpleasant visual expectation. If the building is too boring to 

look at, nobody will venture inside and discover the positive 

architectural dissonance that this project is aiming for. 

How you array windows and other apertures on the 

front of the building is a more interesting way to control the 

perception of the number of levels in the building, as it sets a 

specific expectation that can then be subverted. This 

technique is promising, but is difficult to execute with the 

specific design drivers this project is using. 

  

Figure 60. sketch of the exterior hiding the interior (by author) 
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Cellular approach 

The first design was driven by the desire to merge two major 

ideas: a hexagon grid plan drawn from Sophia Psarra’s 

analysis of the Library of Babel, and a difference between the 

number of floors the exterior presents and the number of 

floors the interior accommodates. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here each hexagon in the grid has a point-to-point 

dimension of 6m, chosen for divisibility and it being twice 

the nominal floor to floor distance of 3 m. These hexagonal 

cells, when interlocked, create the basic grid around which to 

design the spaces of the building. 

 

  

6m 

Figure 61. Sketches of the different cells and a possible arrangement in 

plan (by author) 
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When projected up, however, the net result is a not-

particularly-enticing block of crayons that cannot inform the 

roof plan. As the predesign established, the site topography 

demands a roof plan that appeals to visitors as it is visible 

when approaching the building from the park entry on Great 

North Road. 

Another problem with the cellular approach is the 

façade it creates is much too similar to the interior spaces 

created by the plan. This project requires that there be a 

strong difference between the exterior and the interior of the 

buildings and the wall aspects here are too clearly hexagonal. 

Both the roof and the façade suffer from approaching 

the design of the building as a repeating collection of 

possible gallery arrangements, as one might imagine the 

Library of Babel being laid out.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 62. projection of the building based on the cellular approach (by author) 
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There are ways to mitigate both the problem of the roof 

plan and the problem of the façade. The individual cell 

rooves will inevitably give way to some larger, merged ones. 

These rooves will either suggest spaces or be suggested by 

spaces that will impose themselves on the cellular plan.  

The facade must be enclosed in such a way as to mask 

the fundamentally hexagonal interior plans of the building. 

This is easy enough, but the initial design iterations were 

unable to evidence an approach to façade design that 

promised to generate an appealing exterior. 

There were some successes; the exploration of how to 

arrange spaces did suggest the separation of the north and 

south ends of the building into more communal and more 

individual experiences respectively, as well as the use of an 

atrium to separate them. This atrium could become the first 

pseudo-exterior space of the design. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 63. Render of the first attempt to develop the facade (by author) 



127  •  Design Iteration 1 

Reflections 

Somewhat counterintuitively, designing the roof and the 

facades independent of the plan did not ensure that the 

exterior and the interior would be suitably distinct. However, 

some of the explorations did result in a better understanding 

of possible interior spaces.  

Overall, this initial design approach lacked the ability 

to generate the desired outcome for this project; the cellular 

approach was, paradoxically, both not systematic enough to 

create a unified experience, and not personal enough to 

create a positive one. As Venturi said: 

“Designing from the outside in, as well as the inside 

out, creates necessary tensions, which help make 

architecture.” 46  

The approach to designing this oral history library 

needs to change approach to something that is more 

personal, more focused, and more capable of driving both 

exterior and interior design 

 
46 Venturi, Complexity and Contradiction, 86. 
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Figure 64. Plan of the journey-based approach showing initial spaces of interest (by author) 
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DESIGN ITERATION 2 

Journey-based approach 

The next iteration of this design moved away from stacking 

hexagonal cells and instead focused on a collection of specific 

spaces, letting the design of these spaces inform the design 

of the rest of the building. Rem Koolhaas’s work on the 

Dutch Embassy in Berlin prioritised the visitor’s journey 

through the building and in doing so created a series of 

distorted spaces surrounding this main circulation path that 

can surprise visitors who do n0t know what to expect. 

Some of the spaces whose designs are being prioritised 

are developments on ideas from the first iteration, like the 

atrium and the main listening room, while others were 

generated by re-examining the precedents like the void in the 

Tūranga library inspired the void here.  

The spaces and spatial ideas interrogated attempt to 

understand how subverting expectation and generating 

dissonance can generate positive emotional outcomes for 

visitors to the oral history library. 
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Figure 66. Entry into atrium space (by author) 

Figure 65. Proposed atrium space (by author) 
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The Atrium 

The first major space on the journey is the atrium. There is 

an initial reception area with a comparatively low ceiling that 

contracts to emphasise the expansion dissonance that occurs 

when you move into the atrium proper. This atrium is the 

first pseudo-exterior space, so the walkways that mark the 

floor levels represent the same three storeys that the façade 

is aiming to present, rather than the five stories that the 

interior is designed around. 

The full-height window at the opposite end and the 

full-length skylight are designed to amplify the exterior 

feeling, as well as leverage the aperture dissonance 

associated with such large and unexpected windows. 

Another way to emphasise both the pseudo-exterior 

feel and exaggerate the dissonance is to manipulate the 

materiality and the spatial arrangement floor by floor. 

The atrium represents the first decision visitors make; 

right into the cave or left into the void. This early decision 

establishes the importance of visitor agency and increases 

their engagement. 

  

Figure 67. Atrium space with changes to materiality and distortion (by author) 
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The Cave 

If the visitor turns right, they are heading into the northern 

part of the building. The cave is the first of the common 

listening spaces and is designed to be of the dimensions 

necessary to accommodate large gatherings and hui as the 

community requires. It is the main common space for large 

performances.  

The cave is the space most designed to exploit 

expansion dissonance; the room increases in height the 

farther in visitors venture, making use of both the initial 

dissonance created by the threshold and the prolonged 

dissonance created by the continuing expansion.  

The edges of this space are the first overt reference to 

the hexagonal galleries of the Library of Babel, and the 

hexagons create extra walls to accommodate potential 

recording rooms and places for staff to work with visitors 

who want to record their story. Populating the edges is in 

Figure 68. The cave space (by author) 
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line with Sussman and Hollander’s Cognitive Architecture 

and their assertion that the edges of a space matter.47  

Moving from the atrium to the cave means that a 

regular full height window is less of a surprise.  Making this 

window an inversion of the one in the atrium, and having it 

bite into the area of the cave changes the experience of the 

space dramatically, and it also splits the progression of the 

room. The visitor now has a clear decision to make about 

whether they take the left fork or the right fork as they 

venture farther into the building and explore the upper 

stories. 

While labelled the cave, this space is less focused on 

presenting as an exterior space. The encroaching window 

allows for the projection of the exterior into the interior but 

any other allusions to exteriority are a function of an 

atypical, expanding space. The cave is the first common area 

that begins to reveal the increasing complexity of the interior 

and begins to generate the dissonance gradient that rewards 

visitor’s exploration and engagement. 

 
47 Sussman and Hollander, Cognitive Architecture, 84 

  

Figure 69. The cave space with increased aperture dissonance (by author) 
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The Void 

If the visitor turns left, they are heading into the southern 

part of the building, and into the void, the nexus of all the 

private spaces dedicated to storing and presenting oral 

histories for the visitors to listen to as they explore. 

The void is inspired by the many different illustrations 

of the void space depicted in Borges’s Library of Babel, 

notably, Desmazières sketches. The space is literally open to 

the sky, and the levels are also those expressed by the 

exterior and the atrium. Having passed through two 

thresholds, the visitor is still able to think of this space as an 

exterior though its hexagonal form begins to hint at the 

interior complexity.  

 The central void space of the Tūranga library in 

Christchurch inspired the distortion of this space to amplify 

the dissonance. The Tūranga void presses rectangles into 

parallelograms to change the visual lines of the void. Instead 

of compressing the hexagons, small rotations of each level 

amplified the dissonance of the space without sacrificing the 

visual amenity.    

Figure 70. the void space (by author) 
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Figure 71. The void space with increased distortion dissonance (by author) 
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Figure 72. The exterior of the building, principle underlayer (by author) 
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The Exterior 

The spaces above the ground level need to fit around the void 

the atrium and the cave outlined above. After these initial 

spaces the plans are driven by the circulation it fits around 

these three key spaces. The intermediate spaces on the 

visitor’s journey interact more with the exterior façade than 

the primary ground floor spaces so designing them involves 

expounding the exterior design. 

The primary requirement for the exterior is that it be 

distinct from the interior. After this, it has to be less spatially 

complex than the interior and, ideally, it will sit well in its 

context. The first design iteration generated a block of 

hexagons with a façade that revealed too much about the 

interior. 

To overcome this problem, and to provide adequate 

amenity to the secondary and circulation spaces inside the 

building it became necessary to start removing parts of the 

façade. The initial approach to this was to trace a path across 

the façade similar to the rise of Te Ara o Karangahape Great 

North Road as it passes Heron Park, and to use this rising  
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path motif as a starting point for symmetry in the facades 

where the apertures suggest the exterior will benefit from 

some symmetry. 

Maintaining the illusion of a three-level building is 

important to controlling the dissonance gradient and 

subverting visitor expectations. The illusion becomes more 

difficult to maintain once the interior is exposed. In order to 

obfuscate the visitor’s understanding of the interior as they 

approach the building, a secondary exterior layer can be used 

as a sort of veil, and because this secondary layer is freed of 

the design impediments that affect the primary shell it is 

possible for it to respond in a number of different ways that 

can emphasise either verticality or horizontality as it 

chooses, and do so in a way that protects the distinction 

between the exterior and the interior while also 

complementing the site it sits in. 

Once the building has a more resolved exterior design 

it becomes possible to examine spaces on the intermediate 

levels. 

  

 

Figure 73. The first veil sketch, using strong vertical elements (by author) 
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Figure 74. Further veil sketches, exploring wrapping the building diagonally and horizontally (by author) 
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The Cliffs 

From the void (or from the cave via the common listening 

spaces) the visitor arrives in the private listening spaces, 

which defer to the circulation spaces and the void. One of 

these private listening spaces is the cliffs, on the south face of 

the building.  

The design of the cliffs is drawn from the enfiladed 

gallery space in the Auckland Art Gallery and uses the basic 

concept of repeating spaces as a foundation to achieve 

pattern dissonance.  

For each gallery in the sequence the private listening 

spaces are situated on the left-hand side of the circulation 

while the view/aperture is situated to the right. The change 

in the pattern is driven by the change in the façade 

enclosure, creating aperture dissonance as the walls 

gradually fall away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 75. The first space in the sequence 

of south-facing galleries (by author) 
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Figure 76. The third space in the sequence, 

generating pattern dissonance (by author) 
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The Listening Rooms 

From the cliffs, the visitor might continue to explore the 

private listening spaces by heading down a set of stairs to the 

floor below, where three private listening rooms are set into 

the south east corner of the building. These rooms are built 

under the stairwell, and their dimensions are affected by the 

hexagonal floor plan that underpins the entire project. The 

combination of these two factors creates naturally unique 

spaces that generate dissonance through distortion and 

encourage exploration by their variety. 

The many different shapes and sizes of the listening 

rooms provided in the private listening spaces is crucial to 

improving the emotional response of visitors to the 

architecture. Variation ups the internal complexity of the 

building, which rewards exploration and helps maintain the 

dissonance gradient created by improving on the 

expectations set by the exterior. Having a collection of spaces 

also increases the likelihood that a visitor will find a 

particular space that appeals to them. 
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Figure 77. The listening rooms, showing how listening spaces can 

fit around circulation elements (by author) 
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The Rooftop 

Once the visitor has explored the common and private 

listening spaces, if they continue to head upward, they will 

arrive on the top floor and end their journey at open air 

rooftop space. This area is open to the sky and designed as a 

place of rest and reflections. The space was designed to 

leverage the roof top as an extra exterior that can be a place 

to find more exterior-interior thresholds—it gained 

significance as a potential end point for the visitor’s journey 

with the addition of a roof garden. The garden helps the 

space combine enclosure and exteriority to create a 

meditative, contemplative space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 78. Entry through to the rooftop (by author) 
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Figure 79. The rooftop imagined as a garden for rest and contemplation (by author) 
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REFLECTIONS ON THE DESIGN PROCESS  

The question driving this research was difficult to explore for 

a number of reasons that were touched on throughout this 

document. Generally, the distinction between interior and 

exterior is only really felt in the moments before and after a 

visitor crosses the threshold into a building. Consequently, a 

lot of the design becomes focused on maximising the number 

of thresholds visitors move through, and finding ways to 

reintroduce the exterior into interior spaces to create more 

opportunities to explore differences. 

The goal of these explorations was to use the 

dissonance, itself a phenomenon that had to be charted and 

defined, to improve the visitor’s emotional response to 

architecture. Quantifying an improved emotional response is 

fraught, and this project depends heavily on the assumption 

that it can use visitor engagement as a proxy for emotional 

response. The assumption is that people who are having a 

negative emotional response to something typically 

disengage from it. Using visitor engagement as a proxy 

manifested in the design as multiple circulation options, 

increasing agency and creating surprising and unexpected 

spaces to reward the visitors who chose to explore.  

In order for the spaces to be surprising and 

unexpected, the design had to deploy different techniques to 

control the expectations set by the exterior and how the 

interior responded to these expectations. The prioritisation 

of these main dissonance controlling techniques meant that 

there were other possibilities, perhaps lower in the hierarchy 

of strategies, that were not as well integrated. The precedent 

study of The Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki noted the 

excellent use of a unifying design motif (having building 

elements appear separated as a reference to the distinction 

between old and new) to provide a design through line. The 

focus on establishing and accentuating dissonance in this 

project made finding a motif to unify lesser elements of the 

design more difficult and, somewhat inevitably, left the more 

granular aspects of the building design underserved. 
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The Library of Babel was a fitting design driver for the 

feeling of the building, helping it focus on exploration and 

letting it echo Borges’s fictional universe of knowledge and 

stories. The Library created problems expressing the exterior 

while not divulging the interior too much. These problems 

were seen in the first design iteration’s cellular approach and 

overcome with freedom of design provided by the journey-

based approach of the second design iteration. 

Focusing on visitors’ emotional response to the spaces 

in the building was necessary to answer the question at the 

heart of this research but it did mean the functionality of the 

spaces as they would work in an oral history library was less 

well explored. The research into the practice and recording 

of oral history was useful in a broad sense but had minimal 

impact on the design beyond needing to consider the 

amenity of the spaces provided for recording oral histories 

and how they might entice and encourage visitors (placing 

them around the edges of major spaces). 

 

 

Similarly, while the design drew some inspiration from 

landmarks noted during the cultural mapping process, Mana 

Whenua interests did not have as much of an influence on 

the design of an oral history library as they might be 

expected to have in a country with a strong oral tradition. 

The level of Mana Whenua consultation that would be 

required for this building in real life was neither practical 

nor possible in a hypothetical situation. This project 

designated the building as an Oral History Library primarily 

to bridge the distance between the complexity of the Library 

of Babel and the need for more spatial design freedom than 

other typologies provided.  

Despite some hurdles, the eventual design process 

proved capable of generating a building that could answer 

the question at the heart of this research project. 
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6 

Conclusion 
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This project sought to answer the question of how the 

distinction between exterior and interior could be leveraged 

in order to generate positive architectural dissonance and 

improve our response to architecture. 

After researching key pieces of modern architectural 

theories on the topic of interior and exteriors, reviewing the 

literature provided inspiration for an expectation and 

experience-based approach to designing an oral history 

library. 

The foundation underpinning the design was the 

Library of Babel by Jorge Luis Borges, a fictional universe of 

hexagonal galleries with residents destined to move through 

an infinite number of possible stories. 

This foundation was supported with real-world 

precedents, from which the project would draw an 

assortment of tools and interventions to help the proposed 

building adequately explore the dissonance required by the 

research question. 

The design process reflected the building itself; initially 

straightforward, it became increasingly complex as 

competing design requirements forced the process to evolve. 

 In the end, choosing to prioritise the human 

experience and focus on possible journeys through the 

building allowed the design to create spaces capable of 

exploring the distinction between interior and exterior. 

Focusing on journeys also allowed the design to prolong 

these explorations and examine how changes to specific 

spaces inside the building and aspects outside the building 

enhanced or diminished dissonance. 

The distinction between exterior and interior can be 

leveraged by using differences in the relative complexity of 

both—manipulating spaces and aspects and controlling how 

our expectations are created and then realised. Using these 

processes in the design of a building can increase 

dissonance, encourage us to engage with the buildings we 

enter, and enhance our emotional response to architecture. 
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FINAL PRESENTED DESIGN 
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