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granite bedrock

The state of Texas suffers many 
stereotypes.  Some are exaggerated 
and absurd, but one that is true is the 
heat.  The heat there is very real; it is 
one stereotype that cannot be 
overstated.  The modernity of its culture, 
and consequently the architecture, as 
well, relies almost entirely upon the air 
conditioner.  (One learns early in the 
state:  during the summer, upon 
completing a shower, one will never be 
able to fully dry oneself.)

Texas is hot.

By the end of a summer day, clothing 
clings to your skin magnetically.  
Working menial summer jobs in high 
school and college (even inside, no 
less) leaves one drenched.  Every day I 
came home from standing at a cashier's 
stand, and I had to go swimming.  It was 
not desire or relaxation--it was pure 
need, a rabid craving.  Submersing 
oneself in that cool liquid creates more 
than just the sensation of temperature 
change or washing away beads of 
sweat.  Neighborhood kids clamor to 
swim in my family's swimming pool.  
Their endless requests are typical of 
any child's desire to play in the pool, but 
their eyes say something else--they 
read like the eyes of a beggar for food.  
They must swim. 

t e x a s ,  h e a t ,  a n d  w a t e r



In the Hill Country of Central Texas lies 
the village of Willow City, 1 ½ hours 
southwest of the capital, Austin.  A 
sinuous road, known as the Willow City 
Loop, winds north from the forgettable 
village through an untouched, untamed, 
semi-arid wilderness.  The area is a 
stretch of vast expanses of granite and 
limestone often exposed with little or no 
topsoil.  For a brief period during the 
springtime, the road becomes a traffic-
congested line of families hoping to see 
flourishes of the in-bloom state flower, 
the bluebonnet.  At all other times, the 
road is completely deserted.

A field of alternating pink, orange, and 
rust-white stretches for miles with 
frequent interruptions of various shades 
of green from mesquite trees, live oaks, 
cedars, cacti, and lichens.  The 
topography constantly changes.  
Boulder-sized shards of granite seem to 
just explode out of escarpments.  In 
other places, horizontal bands of granite 
cantilever from the tops of hills, 
displaying the years and time of its 
formulation.  Two hills in particular, the 
Twin Knobs, comprise a striking 
composition of great architectural 
quality.  They are a spectacular, 
unnoticed natural landmark less than 1 
mile from the "good rain" sign.

In most parts of the country, swimming 
pools are objects of recreation and 
entertainment--symbols of luxury, 
affluence.  In Texas, they hold a similar 
position, but the water is viewed with a 
great amount of subconscious 
reverence.  Its cooling properties make 
it more than a toy for "Marco Polo."   
Even people who cannot or do not want 
to swim (my mother, for example) will 
exert great effort just to dip their hands 
or wade their bare feet in a cool 
swimming pool.

The act of cooling is relegated to 
concerns of comfort, survival, and 
mechanical possibilities.  It plays such 
an important role in the daily life of a 
Texan, especially in the summer, yet we 
treat our swimming pools, air 
conditioners, and ceiling fans just as 
any other American.  Should such a 
vital aspect of a Texan's daily life be 
realized so mundanely?  So crucial a 
factor in our lives must be uplifted to 
some form more poetic than the noisy 
A/C unit under the kitchen window.

This weathered sign (above) expresses 
the nature of water in Texas.  It is 
essential and prayed for, if not prayed 
to itself as something spiritual.  It is not 
a stagnant mass of blue chlorinated 
liquid.  It is a lifesaver.  "A good rain and 
a baby calf are always welcome."

bluebonnets

the Twin Knobs



The architecture of the kidney-bean pool 
and the air-conditioner is inappropriate 
and inadequate when considering the 
significance of water in Texas.  What is 
the architecture for the adoration of 
water in Texas?  Where does one 
immerse oneself in water as a retreat 
from the sun and an act of tribute to that 
water?  Furthermore, what is the form 
this architecture?  How does such an 
architecture meld into a dynamic and 
varied topography?  How does 
geometry generate or dictate such a 
form?  Where do the geometry and 
formal expressions end and the 
architecture begin?  Or, are they one?  
What is the nature of a human in such a 
place?

This book presents a retreat whose 
architectural focal point is a pool nestled 
in an excavated basin between the Twin 
Knobs.  It is shielded by a great cone 
that forces the heat of the sun to yield to 
the repose of the pool and its water.

archi tecture, geometry,  and water





the cabins and the stairs 
in the distance

the complex situated 
between the Twin Knobs

the complex melding 
into the adjacent 
topography
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The majority of the complex lies in a 
carved void in the hillside below the 
Twin Knobs.  Its form and geometry 
derive from a series of conic sections 
pulled directly from the cone that 
establishes the sun shield at the crest 
of the retreat.  These sections have 
evolved from circular, to elliptical, and 
finally, to parabolic--sections cut parallel 
to the slope of the cone.  These cuts 
are spaced apart to form an array of 
terraces that are carved into the slope 
of granite.  As parabolas, the terraces 
meld into the adjacent topography and 
open up to the surrounding area.  

circular paths 
interconnecting the 

complex

elliptical voids 
removed from the 

hillside

g e o m e t r i c  d e v e l o p m e n t



parabolas "pulled" 
directly from the conic 

form of the shield



cabin locations and the 
stairs/lifts that access 
them

The pool and its shield comprise a 
place of purity; this purity is expressed 
through an axially symmetrical 
composition aligned with the north-
south axis.  By extending the axis 
south from the pool, the parabolic 
terraces are aligned down the side of 
the hill.  A channel of water originating 
from the pool serves as an 
embodiment of the axis, bisecting the 
parabolas.  

The remainder of the site has less 
purity in the hierarchy of this place.  
So, as the channel bisects the site 
axially, it deforms or defies the axial 
nature, establishing an asymmetry 
formally and functionally while still 
maintaining a spatial and formal 
balance between the west and east 
halves.  The eastern half contains 
elements of progression, stairways 
that align the excavated granite 
escarpments and hydraulic lifts for 
ADA access.  These stairs trace the 
parabolic excavations.  The stairs and 
lifts of the east provide a means of 
traveling up the site for all visitors 
while separating long-term and short-
term guests.  The western half 
contains the cabins, places for 
prolonged visits.  These spaces project 
into the hillside perpendicular to the 
parabolas, in contrast and 
counterweight to the eastern half.  
Granite pavers, quarried directly from 
the site excavation, cover the floor of 
each terrace.

p r o g r a m





The complex within its rural context.  

A more topographically uniform area 
provides a suitable location for parking 
and a building that houses all of the 
logistic functions of the complex.  In this 
building are facilities for reception, 
offices, locker rooms for short-term 
visitors, and a restaurant.  This building 
is less than a 1/4 mile from the main site 
providing a rigorous hike for the 
assiduous.  A driving service, necessary 
for ADA purposes, can also transport 
visitors between the two sites.  This 
separation helps maintain the purity of 
the main site.

The red path is a currently existing road that can 
be modified to become the main path to the 
complex.  The yellow box indicates the location of 
the service building.





longitudinal section 
facing west cut through 
the water channel and 

pool 

Long before ascending the hill and 
encountering the pool, one will first see 
the channel of water.  It is the lure, the 
evidence of something greater at the 
top of hill, prompting the question:  
"Where does this water start?"  

The ascension to the water is a sort of 
pilgrimage, and this channel fuels this 
pilgrimage.  It is the perpetual source of 
curiosity that entices and inspires the 
visitor to proceed to the apex of the 
retreat.  Functionally, the architecture 
dissipates or branches off from this 
channel.

t h e  a x i s
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"Carved" into the granite bedrock of the 
parabolic terraces are the cabins.  
These dwellings serve as 
accommodations for visitors who plan to 
stay at the complex for an extended 
period or for guests from extensive 
distances.  They are like caves cut into 
the hillside.  These places of rest must 
be more than "hotel rooms."  They are 
linked to the pool, and they must reflect 
this.  However, they cannot overshadow 
the nature of the pool--this is no resort 
for people to lounge comfortably in 
luxurious accommodations.  It is a place 
of escape, not from life, work, or 
responsibilities, but from the sun.

d w e l l i n g s  i n  t h e  h i l l



The cabins evolved from simple box 
compartments to cave-like cloister cells with 
forms and geometry more relative to the entire 
complex and the cone.  Curved walls and 
irregular voids within the walls conduct the 
experience.
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Mesquite planks cover the floor as a 
gesture of contextual respect.  (Central 
Texans use mesquite as a flooring 
material due to its prevalence 
throughout the region.)

The transverse walls of the cabins are 
cast concrete with a board formwork 
finish; these include the façade wall, an 
elliptical wall, and one bathroom wall.  
The façade wall contains an array of 
expressionistic geometric voids as 
windows, such as pyramidal forms and 
light eclipsed by concrete projections of 
the door bracket.  The elliptical wall 
sweeps into the space.  It divides the 
living area from the sleeping area, 
terminating in a storage block 
accessible from the interior path and 
sleeping area.  The bathroom wall has a 
unique pattern of board formed lines as 
a composition to be enjoyed from the 
sleeping area.  Voids in its corner 
provide indirect light for the bathroom.

Longitudinal walls are composed of 
steel studs and plaster surfaces for a 
more delicate nature, as opposed to the 
brutal concrete transverse masses.  
They align the side walls of the cabin 
space and complete the bathroom.  
Voids in these walls reveal the concrete 
structure behind them creating a niche 
for the bed with overhead lights and a 
nightstand a place for the elliptical 
barrier to extend into the space.  The 
drywall in the two rear corners sweeps 
around in a pair of arcs establishing a 
path into the bathroom and a bathing 
area.



mesquite flooring

window placements

concrete transverse 
masses:

facade wall

elliptical divider and 
storage

main bathroom wall

plaster surfaces:

main living area 
and sleeping area 

wall

bathroom bracket 
wall

bathroom entrance 
wall

pathway wall



voids and folds in the 
concrete wall form 
windows and the portal

the elliptical barrier wall 
curves out from the 
"behind" the drywall to 
divide the space

the bathroom walls form 
the only inner 
intersection of drywall 
and concrete



The intersections of concrete and 
plaster surfaces delineate the changes 
of space and shifting of program.  The 
elliptical and main bathroom walls 
forcefully extend into the cabin dividing 
the dwelling between living, sleeping, 
and bathroom areas.  The plaster is 
subordinate to the concrete.  It peels 
back to allow the concrete to emerge, or 
it simply terminates when intersecting 
the more massive material.

intersections of plaster 
and concrete

facade and living

living and elliptical

sleeping and bathroom

primary and secondary 
bathroom

primary and tertiary 
bathroom

pathway and facade



Finally, the rooms must connect to the 
pool either experientially or 
architecturally to remind guests of the 
water at the top of the complex.  
Secondary concrete channels, with 
parallel courses of granite pavers 
serving as joints, disperse from the main 
axial water channel. These "tributaries" 
run parallel to the edge of the terrace 
and direct water into a receptacle 
directly to the left side of each cabin 
façade.  The waterfall/vertical element 
and receptacle serve as a formal joint 
that links yet also separates two rooms.  
For the cabin at the end of each row, 
this element serves as a joint between 
built structure and the exposed 
escarpment.  

A vertical window cast into the façade 
wall, adjacent to the receptacle, opens 
to provide natural ventilation.  While 
open, one can hear the water trickling 
down the waterfall from inside the can.  
So, even inside, one can still fell the 
presence of the pool.  A concrete plinth 
extends into terrace space from each 
receptacle.  Each plinth has a wildflower 
planter cast into it and serves as a 
divider to create a semi-private "front 
porch" for each cabin.

the composition of 
waterfall/joint, 
receptacle, window, 
plinth, and earth

the water passes 
through a concrete 
"half-pipe" down to the 
cabin below

the concrete "tributary" 
channels water from the 
axis to the cabins



this receptacle detail 
illustrates the relationship 
among the waterfall, the 
receptacle itself, and the 
adjacent cabin window
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After tracing the water channel and 
ascending each stairway, one 
eventually arrives at a small, narrow 
"canyon" cut into the rock on the 
highest level of the complex.  This 
canyon frames and finally orients one to 
the axis and symmetry of the pool and 
cone after traversing the site through 
the series of disorienting, zigzagging 
movements of the pilgrimage path.  
After passing through this compressing 
space, one is released into the 
excavated conic basin where the cone 
sits like an unearthed treasure.  

connecting  the dwellings to the apex



the grotto seated in the 
basin, cradled by the hills



Geometry is not architecture, nor is it 
even a sole means to architecture.  A 
space need not necessarily resemble 
Platonic solids, Cartesian frameworks, 
or Euclidian precepts.

It is, however, a powerful element and 
study that can yield the form and spatial 
qualities that are essential to good 
architectural design and simply 
generate a powerful, rewarding space.  

Through a study of various forms, a 
conical form was chosen as the best to 
retain the space that uplifts and pays 
respect to water.  It can function as a 
sort of shield--a barrier that blocks out 
the sun and its devastating heat.  This 
form visually relates to the conic nature 
of each of the Twin Knobs.

original form study series 
and the "winning" sketch

section analysis series of 
previous iteration



development of the pool 
and cone



The cone has a structure consisting of 
a double steel skeleton that supports a 
cladding system of large Corten steel 
plates on the exterior and pewter-
finished stainless steel panels on the 
interior surface.  The rough Corten 
exterior visually relates to the granite 
escarpments of the Twin Knobs.  
Stainless steel channels amongst the 
steel panels route drainage to the 
circumferential channel at the 
intersection of the cone and ground.  

Delicate, smaller, and more refined than 
the Corten panels, pewter-finished 
stainless steel panels inside provide a 
stark contrast to the exterior surface.  
This condition uplifts the experience of 
immersion.  The pewter finishes also 
prevent light from reflecting throughout 
the space for unwanted illumination.  
This maintains the dark nature of the 
man-made grotto quality.  At the top of 
the cone, an elliptical oculus "aimed" 
toward north allows subtle, indirect light 
to creep gently into the space.

Corten steel in a 
Richard Serra 
sculpture

t h e  a r r i v a l



this section illustrates 
the dichotomy of the 
Corten steel exterior 

and the more delicate 
pewter-finished interior



The cone rests as though it sinks into 
the earth along the tangent edge of the 
rear axis.  Granite pavers along the 
floor pull away from the cone's sides to 
allow it to sink revealing a concrete 
drainage channel that routes rainwater 
to the axial channel.

To enter the grotto, one passes under 
the base edge of the cone.  As the cone 
sinks tangentially into the earth on the 
north side, the southern side lifts off of 
the ground allowing one to enter the 
space.  The lip rises only minimally 
resulting in a second 
compression/release condition; the 
dark, refined space and oculus impact 
one as a contrast to the exterior 
condition instantly.  Wildflower patches 
lie below the lip except for a narrow gap 
on the axis to pass into the space.  

t h e  g r o t t o



axial section through 
cone and pool; the 
compression/release 
entrance into the grotto
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Solar noon on the summer solstice 
reveals the culmination of all the 
geometric choices and deformations of 
the design and illuminates the project's 
purist purpose.  

The form of the cone relegates the light 
to a uniform, indirect quality through the 
majority of the year.  However, on June 
21, the space becomes a more unique 
architectural moment.  The tilt of the 
cone, the position of the pool, the 
location of the oculus, and the height of 
the northern interior edge of the cone 
converge to celebrate the struggle 
between the sun and its staggering heat 
and the pool and its cooling water.  The 
light of the sun stretches down the side 
of the cone through the elliptical oculus.  
The edge of this ellipse of light will 
touch the northern tangent point of the 
pool and its water--culminating the 
struggle between the heat and the cool.  
The sun will attain its greatest chance 
to corrupt the purity of the water and 
ultimately fail. 

t he  so ls t i ce





the progression of light to the solstice

the  pa th  o f  the  sun  du r ing  June  21



the 

change 

of light
 
at solar noon 

over the course 

of 1 year



I am no scholar or poet.  I know no 
secret pearls of knowledge or wisdom, 
but thus far I have come to one 
conclusion that I know is true.  

Architecture is the place where life 
happens.  

This is by no means the only truth of 
architecture, nor is it a trivial tenet.  This 
is a truth that I have discovered, and it 
is the truth that guided, guides, and will 
continue to guide my role in the pursuit 
of design.  Place, space, room, 
"building."  This is a dominion that we 
serve.  Life occurs, and architects have 
the means to sculpting it to the nature of 
its moments.  

We live, work, eat, drink, sleep, laugh, 
watch television, discuss the merits of 
Mexican over Italian food, play guitar, 
write, and swim in places.  Built places.  
Constructed places.  

These places must uphold, reflect, 
support, and celebrate the activities and 
moments that happen in their spaces.  
Architects have the responsibility to 
sculpt, mold, and design these places to 
this utmost potential.

gallery--Villa la Roche

crypt--La Tourette

light tower--Ronchamp

r e f l e c t i o n



Le Corbusier wrote once, while 
designing the chapel at Ronchamp, 
"perhaps…architecture is not an affair 
of columns but an affair of plastic 
moments."  Such a simple statement is 
loaded and rife with interpretation.  One 
such interpretation:  to come to a 
design with the imposition of an "affair 
of columns," or rather, a predetermined 
course of design, an architect robs a 
place of its full spatial, architectural 
potential.  Architecture is indeed an 
affair of plastic moments.  The design of 
a building, of a space must be sculpted 
and molded to suit the nature of life that 
will happen in such a place.

I confess that this quote of Le Corbusier 
has not been in my mind throughout the 
entire course of this thesis; in fact, it is 
only a recent find.  However, this gem 
of a sentence crystallizes the 
philosophy that I have tried to pursue 
and pinpoint since starting in the field of 
architecture and will continue to 
develop as long as I design.  A 
dedication to ultimate realization in 
terms of form, space, and overall 
progression was the primary inspiration 
and goal of this project and exploration, 
as well as earlier work and future work.
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