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ABSTRACT
THROUGH OUR POEMAS:
CONNECTING PEOPLE, PLACE AND IDENTITY
MAY 2017
TASANEE DURRETT, B.ARCH, UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

Directed by: Professor Michael Kothke

Architecture has naturally become a part of our human consciousness. It appears in our stories. It is
fundamental to the way we perceive ourselves. It is what makes up our identities.
Storytelling allows us to see things differently from what we are used to, thus opening our eyes and
our minds to new worlds. It is a communication of our cultures and our identities. The most important
thing about incorporating storytelling in our architecture is the willingness and ability to see the things
we are used to in a different way. We need to learn to see things not as what they are, but what
things could be.
My thesis speaks of an architecture that allows stories to be created and housed. The architecture will
allow for a variety of interpretation and will work with the user in a fashion that allows maximum
participation and a variety of ideas. The architecture will provide a stage and setting that are directly
connected to people.
It will become a realm where people stories, or poemas, connect. The narrative community center will
remind people of creativity and imagination and let it free them, if only for a moment.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
1.1 The Origin of the Concepts
We naturally share stories everyday of our lives for a variety of reasons: to remember, to
share, to teach, to imagine. Storytelling is apart of who we are -- it is apart of our being. I
find myself telling stories of my childhood all of the time. My deepest memory from my
childhood was going to my grandparent’s house. I can recall the setting and place in
full detail. The large chocolate-colored wooden house filled with carpet and large picture
windows. I vividly tell my story of how I would run in and around that house with my
neighborhood friends. The architecture became the backdrop of the stories that I told.
1.2 Defining the Issues
Through my capstone project, I hope to gain a deeper understanding of how architecture
can respond to social and environmental issues through integrating concepts of use and
amenity. I plan to explore how lack of not only innovation, but also the engagement of the
community have impacted how people live. Creativity can motivate people to produce
innovative solutions that target social and environmental issues. Housing, public space,
environmental re-mediation and preservation are issues that not only can, but should be
solved through the ideas and actions of the community. Architecture should respond to
the desires and needs of the people by listening to their stories and understanding their
experiences. Innovative architecture manifests understanding of the world through the
eyes of people.
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CHAPTER 2
CASE STUDIES
2.1 The Creative City, Charles Landry
Design is about the inter-connectedness of people’s poemas--people’s stories. It is also
about finding new and creative ways to solve our everyday problems. While reflecting on
my stance in architecture, I thought of Charles Landry’s philosophy of the Creative City,
which encourages open-mindedness and imagination in order to have a positive impact on
the culture of a city. Landry’s theory emphasizes that, when given the opportunity, ordinary
people can make extraordinary things happen, which is an idea I agree with (Landry 2000).

Figure 1: Title Cover Artwork, Creative City, Landry

Figure 2: Creative City Imagery

The Creative City theory also touches on the life and blood of the city: people. People
determine the success, vision, and state of the city. Architecture is determined by people.
For years, the city where I was raised, Chicago, has been seen as a city of degradation,
crime and fear. However, many forget that Chicago is, as I would say, a creator City. I call
it this because it is a city where prosperity emerged through the innovation of people.
2.2 Aviary at the London Regent Park Zoo, London, England, Cedric Price
The Snowdon Aviary at the London Zoo is perhaps one of Cedric Price’s most iconic pieces
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of architecture. The aviary is an innovative project built to respond to the environmental
and social context of Britain at the time. The space is an immersive experience, where
people and the nature of birds can cohabit for a moment in time. The lightweight structure
is inspired by the flexibility and graceful movements of birds, allowing the aviary to become
a structure made of metal rods and netting. The idea of tensegrity, a structural principle
based on the use of isolated components in compression inside a net of continuous
tension, influences the concept of the design.

Figure 3: Snowdon Aviary, London Zoo, Cedric Price, built in 1964

2.3 the Highline, New York City, NY, Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro
The Highline in New York city became an iconic story of New York City. The project consists
of a dilapidated railroad that was re-purposed as a public space and a cultural hub for the
city.

Figure 4: Highline, New York City, NY, Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro
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CHAPTER 3
SITE ANALYSIS AND PROGRAM
3.1 Site Analysis
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Figure 5: Site Location, LaSalle Borough, Lachine Canal, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

The site of the proposed project design is in the LaSalle Borough, along the Lachine Canal
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in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. After visiting the site and conducting research about the
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again saw the crane during a full canal tour with my professor and fellow classmates.
It was that moment when I knew that this neglected and unfortunate site needed some
attention. The site consists of the LaSalle Coke Crane, an existing bridge, a few factory
buildings, and the Lachine Canal separating the crane from the more interactive side of the
canal where people bike , run, and roller blade.
3.3 Building Program
The program for this project is asking for a contemporary community center that has a
contextual conversation with the existing ruins of the LaSalle Coke crane. The space itself
will influence culture and contextual acknowledgement. The entire site will serve as the
city’s hub where people, place and identities connect through opportunities of storytelling.
The program will include gallery exhibitions, a viewing hallway, green spaces, reading
rooms, a library, and a small theater space, holding 10-15 people, where stories can
be performed and shared. In addition, a welcome area will provide public approaches to
the center. Spaces such as rehearsal rooms, workshops, storage rooms, loading areas
and other functional spaces for the community center will also be incorporated in the
program.
The overall intention for the design is to provide the city with a cultural hub that allows
opportunities for people to engage with themselves, with the history of the site, and with
the stories that the city holds. The project will become a public community space where
people can enjoy performances, learn about the cultures of the city, and acknowledge the
history of the crane and the site.
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CHAPTER 4
CONCEPTUAL AND SCHEMATIC DESIGN
4.1 Conceptual Design
Having observed the behavior and activity of the site during site analyses there were
many negative aspects. People were not engaging with the site, especially the canal, as
much as i had imagined. Passers-by were also not interested in the fantastical piece of
infrastructure that stood before them,: the LaSalle Coke crane. The concept for the design
is to connect people with the culture and history of the site. By doing so, the design consists
of three main orders that develop the overall project: bridging, connecting, and re-framing.
4.1.1 Bridging
The site is abandoned by the LaSalle Coke crane, where coal was once hauled to supply
electricity throughout the city. Also, merchants once sailed across the globe and would
exchange goods as well as culture along the canal. The canal and site was once a
natural bridge between the city and other cultures across the globe. From this aspect,
bridging is significant to the development of the design.
4.1.2 Connecting
Storytelling is a form of connection. The connection happens between an audience and
its actor’s performance of a set story. The form of connecting is through visual, audio, and
other ways of storytelling as the design of the community center progresses.
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4.1.3 Re-framing
Storytelling allows us to see things differently from what we are used to, thus opening our
eyes and our minds to new worlds. In this thesis, I approach how architecture is apart of
the storytelling process. We need to learn to see things not as what they are, but what
things could be. I decided to focus on one aspect of storytelling: re-framing. Re-framing
will allow people to acknowledge the canal and the LaSalle Coke crane in ways that were
only imaginable.
4.2 Concept Exploration
The concept explorations started with sketches and sketch models.

Figure 6: Early Concept Sketches

I started laying out how the galleries, library and theater spaces would have a relationship
with each other. I also started looking at how the circulation throughout the community
center can be a continuous, uninterrupted aspect to the design. Expectations from the
community center began with the entrance through the public garden space. It was
important to integrate nature in the project, and to blur the line between indoor and outdoor
space. The goal is to immerse visitors into design and into the context without showing
much effort architecturally.
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4.2.1 Tensegrity and Tectonics
I began to get a better understanding of tensegrity and tectonic structures by studying
Cedric Price’s work. Images below displays my exploration of making tectonic modules
using fishing line and wooden dowels. These modules were studied to become the
structural system of the building. After testing multiple iterations, I decided that the most
optimal module was a tensile system of twisting members. They will become the columns
of the building. The columns will be supported by a compressive piece at the bottom and
top of the columnar system. The module represents the fluidity of movement throughout
the community center as it weaves the performance spaces together.
4.3 Schematic Design
It has always fascinated me how space can be occupied by so many layers of stories at
one point of time. It made me question whether the quality of space can bring out memories

Figure 7: Tensile Modules and Concept Models
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that have been stored within the space itself. Can space actually entice stories, and if so,
how? This was my biggest focus when starting the schematic design process. Now that
the structure has been developed, how can the design of the community center become
more resolved and become a space that brings stories to life and connects them?
In trying to find answers to these questions, I continued to build study models using the
tectonic module that I originally created. The model starts with a fluid movement of structural
parts that shows a transparent transition between spaces. A hierarchy of systems to spaces
begin to emerge as the project matures.
The design grows in volume as you walk alongside the canal. As you enter into the main
gallery space, the building opens up and stretches in a linear form, expanding from one
end to the other. The skeletal structure climbs from the ground on the west end and
reaches up to the sky as the design travels east to meet with the crane. I start to model the
physical in a digital modelling software, Rhinoceros 5.0, and add more details. The project
starts to become a character within its own story.

Figure 8: Study Model
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CHAPTER 5
DESIGN DEVELOPMENT AND FINAL DESIGN
5.1 Design Development
The title of the project will be “Through Our Poemas: Connecting People, Place and
Identity”. The design concepts were implemented in a way that is clear and obvious. The
final design has spatial qualities that blends with the nature and context that surrounds it,
therefore encouraging people to share their stories and become apart of other people’s
experiences. Flexible galleries and performance spaces have been explored, and functional
systems allow for smooth transitions between individual and collective spaces.
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columns that appear to be “walking” themselves. You enter the community center
109through
Checked By

an outdoor garden space. You then progress into the main exhibition space that breaks up
3

108

3

108

into smaller gallery spaces showcasing local artist’s works and artifacts about the LaSalle
Coke crane and the site itself. As you circulate up to the second level, you enter the
giant reading space where workshops and reflective opportunities are located. Circulating
upwards, you enter the main performance space, where light is funneled in from a large
light shaft, creating a warm and intimate feel. All while circulating throughout the space,
there are green roofs, a 100’ reading hallway, and a constant reminder of the artifact on
site, the crane.
5.3 Conclusion
The community center is the place where stories are housed, created and shared. The
center adds layer to the site and place as time progresses and as people move in and out
of the spaces. When the site is discovered, a new world is introduced- the stage lights go
on and the performances begin- allowing people and cultures to connect in ways that were
not possible before.
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APPENDIX
FINAL REVIEW BOARDS
The final capstone thesis reviews were held May 1st through May 3rd, 2017. My final
presentation featured all of my architectural drawings as well as models and process
work. The implementation of storytelling was also shown in presentation form as each
drawing was presented in a picture frame. Taking people back to a nostalgic time of
where their grandparents had picture walls, with frames of all different sizes, showcasing
their family’s stories and identities.
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