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Introduction 

Harmonique is a multiuse health and spa facility tailored specifically to those with physical 

health concerns as well as t  hose with visual and or hearing impairment.  

The facility includes therapeutic spa spaces: massage therapy, medicinal bath treatment rooms, 

and saunas. Physical therapy spaces: yoga rooms, exercise rooms, and a small indoor pool. 

Public spaces: restaurant, café, art gallery, and retail store, as well as an administrative area with 

offices and a conference room.  

The client is Spirit Health Spas Inc. which is a privately owned company who operate a number 

or heath and spa facilities. This is their first facility tailored to those with special needs. Their 

primary intention is “To create a facility that will generate unique hospitality services to the 

visitors as well as the Seattle community with a specific goal in mind: truly inclusive design” 

they also hope to achieve LEED Platinum certification. 

This facility is unique because of the specific user group that it accommodates. HARMONIQUE 

must be specifically designed to include patrons with physical health concerns, visual 

impairment, and auditory impairment. This cutting edge design needs to address concerns such 

as circulation, accurate way finding, and personal safely as it relates to users with this particular 

set of limitations. 

HARMONIQUE Health and Spa is located on the fringes of Seattle Washington on top of 

Kinnear Park. The structure itself is a new two story post and beam construction that is 40,000 

square feet of symmetrical space with lots of glass windows. These windows boast views of the 

beautiful Puget Sound as well as the Seattle skyline. The building design also includes a garden 

on the roof and a healing garden on ground level. Kinnear Park is a relaxed private setting that is 

not completely isolated from the Seattle community. 

Spirit Health Spas Inc. would like HARMONIQUE Health and Spa to be a unique and forward 

thinking entity. They would like the design to be contemporary, sleek, organic, fluid, innovative, 

and to include cutting edge technology and creating problem solving that results in a space that is 

both functional and beautiful to people from all walks of life. 
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Project Scope 

The general purpose of this project is to create a health and spa facility that will provide 

hospitality services to visitors as well as members of the surrounding community in a completely 

inclusive design. 

CLIENT: Spirit Health Spas Inc., a privately owned company managing and creating hospitality 

facilities in the Pacific Northwest.  

 

USERS AD USER GROUPS: There are several user groups that will utilize and occupy this 

space. Specifically, administrative staff, employees (receptionists, physical therapists, specialists, 

course instructors, nurses, aid givers, restaurant staff, baristas, customer service, maintenance, 

lifeguards ,etc.), community members with no special needs, professional groups using the 

conference room, patrons with physical health concerns, patrons with visual impairment, and 

patrons with auditory impairment. Each of these user groups has specific design requirements 

that are outlined below.  In addition, the facility must be inclusive of all genders, ages and 

ethnicities.  

 

Administrative Staff:  

There must be six private offices within HARMONIQUE Health and Spa. The offices are 

for the Director, General Manager, Accountant, Food and Beverage Manager, Spa 

Manager, and the Exercise Activities Coordinator. This user groups needs to have space 

where they can work effectively both privately and in collaboration. Each office must be 

a professional environment that is proximal to its area of involvement. For example, the 

Spa Manager’s office should be close to the nucleus of the spa department. 

 

Employees:  

The requirements of this user group will vary slightly from workplace to workplace, but 

certain requirements are the same throughout. Employee space must accommodate 

enough room, storage, circulation space, and communication devices necessary to 

perform the job to a satisfactory level. 
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Community Members with No Special Needs: 

Although the space is tailored to those with visual and auditory impairment it still must 

be an engaging and effective facility to those who are coming in for yoga classes or 

physical therapy. Therefore traditional way finding methods must be considered in the 

design.  

 

Professional Groups: 

The conference room is going to be rented out to professional groups. Requirements of 

this user group would be a professional atmosphere, effective space for presentations and 

discussion, and easy access to public areas.  

 

Patrons with Physical Health Concerns: 

This user groups includes a wide range of different people, this could be someone who is 

in a wheelchair, someone who uses a walker or cane, someone with prosthetic/s, someone 

with nerve damage (tremors, paralysis, etc.) and the list goes on. Simply, this user group 

includes anyone with a physical concern whose needs should be considered in the design. 

The facility must be completely ADA accessible, service areas included. Overall space 

should be barrier free and easy to navigate. Aids such as elevators, ramps, and handrails 

should be appropriately placed and easily accessed.  

 

Patrons with Visual Impairment: 

The National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities defines four terms that 

are used in an educational context to define different types of visual impairment. These 

terms are widely used and are applicable to this facility: 

“Partially sighted” indicates some type of visual problem has resulted in a need for 

special education; 

 

“Low vision” generally refers to a severe visual impairment, not necessarily limited to 

distance vision. Low vision applies to all individuals with sight who are unable to read the 

newspaper at a normal viewing distance, even with the aid of eyeglasses or contact lenses. 

They use a combination of vision and other senses to learn, although they may require  
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adaptations in lighting or the size of print, and, sometimes, braille; 

 

“Legally blind” indicates that a person has less than 20/200 vision in the better eye or a 

very limited field of vision (20 degrees at its widest point); and 

 

“Totally blind” students learn via braille or other non-visual media. (NICHCY, 2004) 

 

The design for this facility should tailor specifically to the needs of each subset of this 

user group in regards to circulation, way finding, and personal safety. 

 

 

Patrons with Auditory Impairment: 

IDEA defines hearing impairment as, “an impairment in hearing, whether permanent or 

fluctuating, that adversely affects a child’s educational performance.” Deafness is defined 

as “a hearing impairment that is so severe that the child is impaired in processing 

linguistic information through hearing, with or without amplification.” (NICHCY, 2010)  

As with visual impairment auditory impairment can make a new space highly confusing 

and hard to navigate, therefore precautions must be taken to solve problems in way 

finding, circulation, safety, and communication that other facilities do not consider.  

 

GENERAL REQUIREMENTS OF THE DESIGN:  

 Therapeutic spa spaces: massage therapy, medicinal bath treatment rooms, and saunas.  

 Physical therapy spaces: yoga rooms, exercise rooms, and a small indoor pool. 

 Public spaces: reception, lobby, restaurant, café, art gallery, multi-purpose room, and 

retail store. 

 Administrative Spaces: offices, secretary space, and conference room.  

 Service Spaces: storage, restrooms, utility, mechanical, and maintenance.  

The total floor area for the interior space is approximately 40,000 sq.ft. This square footage does 

not include the roof garden or the healing garden accessible from the first floor but these 

auxiliary spaces should be included in the design considerations.  

The building itself is a two story contemporary new construction. It is steel column and beam 

grid structure, with glazed/ curtain walls, and a flat reinforced concrete roof. This building has a 

unique shape that is very symmetrical in nature, one of the general requirements set by the client 

is to deviate from this formal exterior to create a flowing, organic, and sleek interior. 

Transparency from interior to exterior is recommended. 
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DESIGN GOALS: The facility must be barrier free, ADA accessible, sustainably designed, 

exemplarily inclusive, and uniquely innovative. The client also wants the interior to have a very 

contemporary, fluid, and organic design. Because the facility is multi-use the different areas 

should be distinct, easy to find, and private/public enough to suit their individual needs. 

 

SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS OF THE DESIGN (based on the broad design goals stated 

previously):  

Barrier Free/ADA Accessible: Ramps, elevators, and handrails available and easy to locate. Full 

tuning circles in all spaces, wide hallways and doorways, surfaces, chairs, and reception that can 

be universally utilized. 

Sustainable Design: This design will consist exclusively of an intelligent selection of materials 

that are sustainable enough to exceed LEED Platinum certification standards.  

Inclusive: By designing in a way that is sensitive to all user groups previously outlined this 

facility will be truly universal. Additionally, the space won’t simply be functional; it will also be 

a highly aesthetic experience for every person who enters the space.  

Innovative: Cutting edge advances in way-finding, circulation, communication, and safety 

technology associated with Physically, Visually, and Auditory impaired persons will be used 

throughout the space along with original designs and methods applied in an innovative manner. 

This will result in a facility that is truly unique and groundbreaking in the field of universal 

design. 

Contemporary, Fluid, and Organic: Smooth, flowing lines on the interior. Connection to the 

exterior through the large curtain walls distracts from the rigid lines of the building itself and 

extends the interior to include the visible landscape. Contemporary fixtures, furniture pieces, and 

art will be used. 

Distinct and Accessible: Conceptual designs for different spaces are distinct from each other but 

still tied to an overall concept. Floor plan is logically laid out to separate and bring together areas 

as needed. 
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Building and Space Analysis 

Site:  

HARMONIQUE is located on the fringes of Seattle, Washington. Seattle is the largest city in 

Washington as well as in the Pacific-Northwest region with a population of 620,780. The climate 

of Seattle is characteristic of the region with mild winters with a high rainfall and warm summers 

with less rainfall. The city is hilly and is surrounded by the Pacific Ocean, specifically the Puget 

Sound, as well as Lake Union and Lake Washington. 

The proposed building is located on the northern edge of the city, on top of the sloping Kinnear 

Park overlooking the Puget Sound. The surrounding area is much quieter than the city with less 

traffic and noise. There are stunning views of the ocean as well of the city from the building site. 

Yet, it is not too isolated and separated from the community either. With easy access to the site, 

there is a proposed parking lot right next to the facility with direct access to the building.  
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Building Analysis: 

The building is a two-story contemporary building with a steel column and beam grid structure, 

glazed/ curtain walls, and a flat reinforced concrete roof. The partial transparency of these 

exterior walls creates a seamless boundary between the interior and the beautiful views of the 

exterior. This provides a chance for the design to utilize lots of natural light in the interior 

spaces. Because the exterior is so visible the prominence of natural and striking views seen from 

the interior will influence the direction of the design. It would be impossible to ignore such a 

conspicuous landscape. The buildings structure is extremely symmetrical with ten interior 

supporting columns. 

VIEWS FROM THE 

BUILDING SITE 

  

Upper Right: Kinnear Park and 

the Puget Sound.  Lower Right: 

A grain loader on the Puget 

Sound. Left: Seattle city skyline 

at dusk. Far Left: Seattle city 

skyline in full sunlight. 
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3-D wire shell of the building (left) and CAD floor plan (right) not to scale  

(Drawn by Dr. Nisha Feranado) 
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A: Kinnear Park 

B: Seattle City Center 

C: Downtown seen through trees of Kinnear Park 

D: Grain loader on the Puget Sound 

E: Magnolia Marina and the Olympic Mountains 

 

VIEWS FROM KINNEAR PARK 

A 

B 

C D 

E 
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POSITIONS OF THE SUN IN RELATION TO THE BUILDING AND SITE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HYPOTHETICAL WIND DIRECTIONS 
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Special Characteristics: 

The building form is perfectly symmetrical. But even though it is perfectly proportioned the 

structure itself has a unique shape that makes it distinct from other contemporary designs. The 

half octagon that is the perimeter of the building is augmented by regularly spaced columns that 

inscribe a square within the walls. This creates a lot of geometrically intricate patterns within the 

space which is then augmented by the floor to ceiling windows that cover 80% of the structure’s 

exterior walls. 

 

The city of Seattle is a vibrant hub of activity in the Pacific Northwest. Well known for its 

premium coffee, Seattle is also a city boasting novel ideas and innovative thinking. Mt. Rainier 

and the Olympic Mountain range stand prominent over the city skyline while the Puget Sound, 

Lake Washington, and the various bays created by the waterway joining these two bodies of 

water surround the city on all sides. The naturalistic landscape elements that make Seattle unique 

are a constant point of reference, wherever you may be in the city. Therefore, the steel high rises 

of the city center are constantly juxtaposed with natural objects. This is a contrast that defines the 

urban center. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mt. Rainier & Downtown Seattle 



14 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Downtown Seattle and Lake Washington at sunset 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Boats on the Puget Sound 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Seals relaxing on a buoy, Mt Rainer and the Seattle skyline 
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Climate: 

The climate of Seattle plays a huge role in its image. It is often said that Seattle is the rainiest 

place in the United States, but in truth Seattle doesn’t even make the top ten of wettest U.S. cities 

when you look at the amount of rain. (Thompson, 2007) This myth of Seattle’s extraordinary 

rainfall is caused because it is overcast or slightly drizzling at least six months out of the year, 

with some exceptions. Still, this climate is a big factor to consider. Seattle doesn’t get extremely 

cold in the winter, usually the temperature doesn’t drop below 30 degrees and snow is unusual in 

winter. The summers tend to be very hot and mostly dry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 RAIN IN SEATTLE, 

WASHINGTON 
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Limitations and Challenges: 

This space, site, client, climate, and users pose some very interesting challenges that can be 

solved through the design of the interior. They also provide some limitations that are unique to 

each aspect of the design. To fully explain and understand these obstacles I am going to go into 

each in detail, but certain elements of different sections will inevitably blend together. 

Building: The straight lines and symmetrical features that make up the building shell would lend 

themselves easily to a geometric linear design; however the client has requested that the interior 

be designed in a fluid and organic way. This means that innovative solutions must be used to 

soften the sharp lines and turn this space into one that flows naturally. 

There are 10 structural columns that extend through both stories of the interior. Although they 

are not extremely close to one another these still must be given special consideration for a few 

reasons. Foremost would be safely for the vision impaired, having exposed columns around open 

spaces are a hazard in this kind of facility. They must be worked around and/or incorporated into 

the design. 

The floor to ceiling windows on both stories allow for plenty of natural light but can cause 

serious problems such as glare, overheating of certain spaces, and silhouetting of people trying to 

communicate with each other in a nonverbal way (i.e. ASL). The light levels should be diffuse 

and/or completely adjustable. The large windows make this difficult, but not impossible.  

Client Requirements: The client wants the space to be natural and organically formed. This is 

difficult not only for the reason mentioned above (geometrically influenced building) but also 

because it will be challenging to design an interior that is flowing and fluid that can be navigated 

easily by someone with impairment who has never experienced it before. Strange architectural 

features in bizarre organic forms hold the potential to be confusing to someone unfamiliar with 

the space, even more so t someone with limited sensory input. But this is not to say that it cannot 

be done! It is simply a challenge stated. 

Another client requirement is to end up with a space that is functional but also completely 

unique. A strong working concept must be created that can be applied to the functionalities of the 

spa and the user groups, but is also distinct and striking. 

The clients also expect the facility to be sustainably designed, hypothetically enough to earn the 

LEED Platinum certification. 

User Requirements: 

The variety of user groups and the specific requirements of each were discussed in depth in the 

project scope (pp. 2-4) in this section they will be touched on, but not extensively. 
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For the physical, vision and hearing impaired a huge factor to be considered is the desire for 

independence. Without full sensory input the world can be a scary and dangerous place in which 

to move about. This facility should be an oasis from those fears. One of the most important and 

crucial design challenges of this project is to create way-finding, safety, and communication 

throughout the building so that someone can change from being dependent to being independent. 

Climate: 

Large open windows allowing natural light into the space can be beautiful and luminescent on 

sunny days, but the overcast climate of Seattle, Washington could change an open window from 

bright blue and green to expressionless grey. This should be kept in mind, this many windows 

makes incorporating the outside, weather and all, an absolute necessity.  
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Project Requirements 

 Gross Square 

Area (ft.) 

Space 

Classification 

Intended 

Uses/Activities 

Intended 

Users 

Special Characteristics 

and Considerations 

Entrance, 

Reception & 

Lobby 

4,000 Public 

Primary 

Check in, 

registration, 

questions, 

customer 

service, waiting 

area 

Everyone 

entering the 

facility would 

pass through 

this area. 

Way finding is crucial 

here because it will be 

someone’s first 

impression of the 

facility, also it is 

critical for any 

individual to reach the 

reception easily. 

Unique, distinct, 

engaging. 

Restaurant 1,500 Public 

Primary 

Kitchen and 

restaurant open 

for lunch and 

dinner. Sit down 

dining, full 

meals. 

Everyone: 

members of 

the 

community, 

employees, 

patrons. 

Should be accessible 

from the outside, 

restaurant is 

sometimes open past 

the facilities hours. 

Interesting, unique, 

engaging 

Café 1,000 Public 

Secondary 

Drinks and 

snacks available 

for purchase 

with limited 

seating 

Everyone Easily accessible from 

lobby 

Fun simple, 

interesting.. 

Offices (6) 2,200 Private 

Secondary 

Desks for head 

down work as 

well as some 

collaborative 

space. Private 

and permanent 

office spaces. 

Director, 

General 

Manager, 

Accountant, 

Food and 

Beverage 

Manager, Spa 

Manager, and 

the Exercise 

Activities 

Coordinator. 

Secretary for 

the Director 

and General 

Manager. 

Private. Close to the 

facility area that each 

manager/coordinator 

works with. 

Professional, distinct, 

productive. 
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Storage 

Space 

- Private 

Tertiary 

Storage Employees - 

Conference 

Room 

1,000 Semi-Private 

Secondary 

Administrative 

meetings within 

the facility also 

rented space 

available for 

groups in the 

surrounding 

community. 

Employees as 

well as groups 

not directly 

associated 

with the 

facility. 

Must have the ability 

to be reconfigured 

(extra chairs, table 

elongation, etc.) for 

the uses of different 

groups. 

Retail Store 1,200 Public 

Secondary 

Sells primarily 

spa products 

supplemented 

with other items. 

Everyone Must be engaging for 

those walking past, to 

draw people in to the 

store. This includes 

people with visual and 

auditory impairment. 

Engaging, must make 

people want to come 

in and perhaps 

purchase items. 

Massage 

Therapy 

Rooms (8) 

5,000 Private 

Primary 

 Employees 

and patrons. 

 

Relaxing, soothing, 

comforting 

Lounges - Semi-Public 

Secondary 

Collaboration 

space, waiting 

areas, break 

spots. Multi-use. 

Should be 

utilized by 

those working 

or being 

helped within 

the facility. 

Special attention will 

be taken to how these 

lounges should be 

configured to make 

those who use them 

more comfortable 

(chairs in a circle for 

those who sign) 

Relaxing, comforting, 

calm, quiet 

Laundry 

Room 

- Private 

Tertiary 

Doing laundry 

form around the 

facility. 

Employees. - 

Medicinal 

Bath Areas 

(8) 

4,000 Private 

Primary 

   

Relaxing, 
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professional, soothing, 

calming 

Saunas (6) 600 Semi-Private 

Primary 

 Patrons - 

Relaxing  

Yoga Spaces 2,500 Semi-Public 

Primary 

Yoga studio/s for 

group fitness 

classes available 

to the 

community 

and/or patients 

within the 

facility. Should 

be functional for 

other classes. 

(Pilates, Zumba, 

Step, etc.) 

Community 

members, 

employees, 

and patients. 

One large space or a 

couple smaller spaces. 

Mirrors, storage, 

visual aids, auditory 

aids. 

Energized, calm, 

soothing energy 

Exercise 

Spaces (10) 

10,000 Semi-Private 

Primary 

Smaller more 

private exercise 

areas used for 

specific need 

groups. 

Employees 

and patients.  

Variety of spaces for a 

variety of sues, should 

be in varying sizes 

with special 

equipment available. 

Upbeat, encouraging, 

energetic 

Roof Garden/ 

Healing 

Garden 

Exterior space 

is not included 

in the gross 

square area 

Public 

Secondary 

Universally 

accessible for 

therapy, 

employee 

breaks, waiting 

area, etc. 

Everyone. Designed so that 

visually and physically 

impaired individuals 

can enjoy the garden 

as much, or more, than 

someone without 

disability. 

Intriguing, calm, 

unique 

Multi-

Purpose Area 

- Semi-Private 

Secondary 

This would be a 

room that could 

serve several 

different 

purposes, 

exercise, 

meeting, 

gathering, music 

Everyone. - 

Intriguing without 

being terribly distinct 
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event, therapy, 

etc. 

Art Gallery - Public 

Primary 

A small art 

collection that is 

uniquely 

sensorial. Small 

painting and 

sculpture pieces. 

Everyone. Will need a unique 

way finding technique 

to guide patrons 

around the gallery if 

they are visually 

impaired.  

Unique, engaging, 

intriguing, exciting, 

safe, simple 

Break Rooms - Semi-Private 

Secondary 

Available to 

employees on 

break. 

Employees. Located as needed, 

probably in close 

proximity to offices 

and other work rooms. 

Might need locker 

rooms, tables, meeting 

space, etc. 

Calm, quiet, 

productive 

Restrooms - Public 

Tertiary 

Restrooms Everyone. ADA accessible, 

special attention to 

way finding for the 

visually and auditory 

impaired. 

Utility/Mech

anical 

As needed. Private 

Tertiary 

Storage and 

maintenance 

Employees. Located around the 

facility as needed. 

Circulation 

Space 

- Public 

Tertiary 

Circulation and 

way-finding 

Everyone. Special care needs to 

be taken with 

logistically difficult 

areas which impaired 

people have a hard 

time navigating. For 

example, corners, 

seating areas, way 

finding, circulation, 

etc. 
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RESEARCH STUDY 

“Design depends largely on constraints.” –Charles Eames 

  

NOTE: I do not have any personal experience with visual impairment or deaf culture. In order to 

gain a better appreciation not just for the design considerations but for the groups themselves I 

have spent a considerable amount of time on research. Some research on designed 

environments, but first a lot of research on the limitations, cultures, and stories associated with 

these unique user groups. Although it was not strictly required I feel that it has been a necessary 

and extremely interesting step towards a well-rounded end result!  
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DEAFNESS AND HARD OF HEARING 

 

Deaf Culture 

“We are not disabled and Deafness is not a disability, it’s simply the perception of many 

‘hearing people’ that we are disabled and that is our disability.” 

-Graham 

The Deaf and subsequent Deaf Culture have been grievously misunderstood for decades. 

Literature on the subject is becoming more and more available but still society as a whole 

considers the Deaf to be a disabled group of individuals. When, in truth, the majority members of 

the Deaf community and culture do not consider themselves to be disabled or impaired. The 

phrase ‘hearing impaired’ is extremely disrespectful. The Deaf community is considered to be a 

linguistic and cultural minority group, similar to an ethnic community. Deafness is not a 

disability, that is simply the perception of many ‘hearing people’ and that in itself is our 

disability. Rather than thinking of Deaf users as disabled, it would be better to understand that 

the dominant language in their country is not necessarily their primary language. 

 

“A difference is also noted in the difference between writing Deaf and writing deaf. The little 

“d” deaf describes anyone who is deaf or hard of hearing but does not identify with the Deaf 

community. The Deaf community uses the big “D” to distinguish themselves as being culturally 

Deaf.” (Herrod, 2008) Deaf culture includes gathering places such as Deaf clubs and bars, 

schools, and social groups. Deaf people tend to gravitate and spend time with other Deaf people, 

it is logical that someone would be most comfortable with other people from the same culture 

speaking the same language. 

 

Interestingly a point has been made that this idea of Deaf Culture could be an argument against 

universal design. Universal design is aimed at removing barriers, but behind these barriers may 

lay other cultural divisions that should not necessarily be destroyed, but should perhaps be 

respected and left intact. This applies directly to good design.  How can I, as a designer, address 

problems like way finding, communication, and safety while still respecting the Deaf culture? I 

am looking forward to answering this question, I see this not as a limitation but instead a channel 

to endless creative possibilities. 
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DeafSpace 

 “Consider the sociopolitical implications of designing the world in ways that compel people to 

look at each other eye-to-eye much more often. DeafSpace really is about bringing a new 

perspective to the meaning of good design.” 

-Robert Sirvage, Gallaudet design researcher and professor 

Gallaudet University in Washington D.C. is the nation’s leading institution for the deaf and hard 

of hearing.
1
  They have produced a set of so called DeafSpace guidelines which already have 

created necessary dialogue about how the deaf and hard of hearing use public spaces. These 

guidelines, listed below, have already been put into use on the Gallaudet University Campus in 

the new Sorenson Communication and Language Center. 

 

 

 

The above graphic, supplied by the Gallaudet University webpage, outlines several distinct factors that influence a 

deaf person’s sense of place in their environments. 

In 2005 architect Hansel Bauman established the DeafSpace Project. (DSP) This project 

developed the DeafSpace guidelines which is a catalogue of over 150 distinct DeafSpace 

architectural design elements. These design elements address five major overlaps between dear 

experiences and the built environment. These are space and proximity, sensory reach, mobility 

and proximity, light and color, and acoustics. Common to call of these touch points are the ideas 

of community, visual language, personal safety, and well-being. These concepts apply not only 

to building design, but to the urban landscape as a whole. 

DEAFSPACE CONCEPTS 

 

 

Sensory reach – designing in 360 degrees, considering visual and tactile cues 

such as shadows and vibrations to help deaf people read their surroundings 

 

 

 

Space and proximity – designing space and furniture layouts for the space 

required to maintain clear visual communication when using sign language 

 

 

                                                           
1
 See Case Study 1, “Gallaudet University” for more information 
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Mobility and proximity – designing circulation and gathering spaces so that 

signers can move uninterrupted by possible hazards 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Light and color – reducing or removing visual interruptions such as glare, 

shadow patterns, and back lighting 

 

 

 

 

 

Acoustics (electromagnetic interferences) – reducing or removing 

reverberation and background noise to accommodate different kinds and 

degrees of hearing loss 

 

 

 

Designed Environments and Products 

“The clarity with which a deaf person communicates relates to the clarity and clutter of what’s 

around them, Space becomes an essential part of how you communicate.”  

-Hansel Bauman, director of campus design and planning at Gallaudet University 

Olof Hanson (1862-1933) was a Deaf American architect whose work was an early reflection of 

the Deaf and hard of hearing. He assisted with the design of the Pennsylvania School for the 

Deaf, and in that design his insight proved to be invaluable. 

Design decisions made specifically for users who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing (by Hanson in this 

Pennsylvania design): 

-Large double hung windows 

-No windows behind the speakers platform so that the audience can better see facial expressions 

and signage 
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-Interior windows for communication 

-Lighting controls near the podium, this allow a lecturer or speaker to easily flicker lights to 

catch the attention of his or her audience 

-Seating configured for maximum visibility 

 

Table Talk is an extremely interesting product. A team of six IDEO designers set out to answer 

the question, “Could a hearing aid be a technological product that is desirable to people who are 

not hard of hearing?” What was produced is a table with a built in microphone system linked to a 

conductive copper inlay which sends signals to the TableTalk disposable ear buds. This allows 

anyone to be able to communicate effectively, even when in a noisy pub or café, without having 

to forsake the environment entirely. But even though this could target anyone it could be 

especially pertinent to those who are hard of hearing. 

TableTalk ear buds. IDEO designs 

Video about TableTalk: http://vimeo.com/3563281 

I think that this is a very successful design, applicable not just to the hard of hearing, but also to 

anyone else who may wish to hear better in a noisy space. 

 

 

http://vimeo.com/3563281
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Gallaudet University2 

-Lighter chairs in gathering areas allows students to easily rearrange to better facilitate 

communication 

-Wide sidewalks and hallways to allow for safe and easy 

signing (see left figure) 

-Large Windows 

-Open Sight lines 

-Reduced visual clutter 

-DeafSpace Guidelines utilized throughout the space 

 

 

 

Hotel Americano: Enrique Norten and Arnaud Montigny 

Glass blocks are used in this hotel as a 

dramatic design feature. But perhaps 

glass blocks could be extremely useful 

when integrated into a DeafSpace 

design.  

Glass blocks provide a way to see and 

be seen from room to room without 

having a totally clear (and breakable) 

glass panel. 

 

 

                                                           

2 A more detailed account of Gallaudet design features can be found in Case Study One 



29 
 

Randall Children’s Hospital 

Above are two examples of acrylic paneling. In a space designed primarily for the Deaf and hard 

of hearing these could address several of the DeafSpace concepts. They provide better sensory 

reach and clear sight lines without comprimising privacy or acoustics. 

 Below a wide hallway, also Randal Children’s Hospital, is well lit with diffuse lights. This kind 

of light is beneficial to clearly seeing and understanding ASL.  
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VISUAL IMPAIRMENT 

“To be blind is not miserable; not to be able to bear blindness, that is miserable. “ 

-John Milton 

Although there is a distinct Deaf culture there is no cultural counterpart for those who are 

visually impaired. Braille is not a language; it is a tactile way of writing letters. American Sign 

Language on the other hand is a language independent of English; in fact ASL is closer in form 

and function to French than to English. A distinct Blind culture group is not created and does not 

exist today. A more appropriate term might be ‘blind community’ which would include groups, 

social activities, political organizations, or simply a way to avoid discrimination. This 

community can be extremely supportive, but it should not be considered a culture within itself.  

Even without the existence of such a ‘blind culture’ I think it would be useful to examine 

challenges presented by a visually impaired user group in the same way we examined a deaf user 

group before. It is not the disability that makes a group unable, but rather it society and its 

environments making them unable. “To be blind is not miserable; not to be able to bear 

blindness, that is miserable.” If we as designers can provide a way for the visually impaired to 

bear the difficulties of way-finding and communication then the disadvantage disappears, 

perhaps eventually the social stigma around blindness and visual impairment could disappear as 

well. 

 

Designed Environments and Products 

Braille: Even though the majority of the blind and visually impaired do not know how to read 

braille it remains an important necessity. It can be seen on classroom signs in academic 

buildings, in elevators, and around urban centers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Book of braille 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/johnmilton398532.html
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Braille has an iconic presence. 

 It is beautiful to look at, and even though it is illegible to most people still feel the need to run 

their fingers over the dots. However braille is seldom found in the design brief for signage and 

other graphics. It is treated as a separate accessibility issue, a legal obligation, a necessary 

compromise. This seems like a missed opportunity. It is interesting and lovely, an abstract visual 

and tactile decoration. It must be possible for braille to inspire, not always compromise an 

environment. 

The Graphic Thought Facility is a graphic design consultancy who in one project discussed the 

idea of Braille as part of the visual experience. It is true that blowing braille up to a large scale 

makes it illegible, but the contrast of round to smooth still holds an experience worth having 

They hypothesized a wall of braille with sighted and visually impaired in mind. This would 

create a beautiful accent appropriate to all user groups within a facility such as HARMONIQUE. 

 

 

Tactile Maps are similar to braille in that they are a purely tactile way of communicating idea. 

These kinds of maps can be useful in communicating floor plans as well as assisting with way-

finding. 

 

 

Graphic Thought Facility braille wall concept (Pullin, 2009) 
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Hotel Americano: Enrique Norten and Arnaud Montigny 

In one of the Hotel Bars molded steel modules provide texture. 

This wall has a similar feel to GTP Braille wall concept explained on page 10. This kind of 

texture provides visual aesthetic as well as tactile beauty for those who are visually impaired. 

 

Six Senses Spa: Davis & Lampros 

 

This upscale spa 

facility is full of 

texture. 

Prominently seen 

are two more 

examples of tactile 

walls: a green wall 

seen in the entry 

and reception and a 

woven oak wall 

which encloses the 

treatment rooms.  



33 
 

 

DESIGN MEETS DISABILITY 

“The sensitivity that has infiltrated the toothbrush section of target has not yet reached assistive 

technology.” 

-David Graham 

Disability inspires design. Through the challenges presented by design for the visually impaired, 

Deaf, and hard of hearing new solutions can arise that are functional but also aesthetic. Currently 

most AAC devices have never involved a graphic designer. Solutions can be discovered that are 

pretty as well as useable. 

Resonant design is design intended to address the needs of some people with a particular 

disability as well as other people without that disability perhaps finding themselves in particular 

circumstances. This can be accomplished in our interiors. Disability is a universal human 

experience and assistive technology should not necessarily be hidden away. Instead a sense of 

identity can be forged where previously there was shame.  
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Gallaudet University 
CASE STUDY ONE 
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Location: Gallaudet University, Washington D.C. 

Design Firm: SmithGroup / JJR 

Research: 

(O'Connel, 2012) 

(SmithGroup JJR) 

(Wasserman, Eyeing the future: Gallaudet University's new visucentric facility promotes 

communication, 2008) 

(Wasserman, Gallaudet Eyes the Future with Visual Design, 2008) 

 

  

Case Study: Gallaudet University 

Sorenson Language and Communication Center 

Entrance to the Sorenson Language and Communication Center 

Gallaudet University is the world leader in liberal education and career development for deaf and hard of 

hearing students. Part of the reason that Gallaudet has maintained this international reputation is how 

accommodating and beautiful the campus is to the deaf and hard of hearing. Gallaudet has an extensive amount 

of research dedicate to creating creative solutions to problems posed by the limited sensory input of their 

students. For someone without hearing, a dimension of the world that we know is inaccessible. Because of 

alternate methods deliberately utilized someone with auditory impairment can still experience a space fully.  

Through study of Gallaudet University I have identified relevant and useful information that could translate 

easily to the HARMONIQUE Health and Spa facility; this is outlined in the pages below.  
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“While many of Gallaudet's buildings are massive and inward looking, this new structure is 

almost transparent. Inside, gentle angles at corners make it easier for deaf people to move 

through the building. A rethinking of most traditional lighting and audio systems led to the use 

of special features to facilitate communication: diffused lighting that is not glaring, powerful 

speaker systems to encourage reverberation, and open flexible classrooms with good visual 

access. The finished center features long, open sight lines, visibility between floors, gently 

curving corners, and ample windows.” (SmithGroup JJR) 

Application of 

DeafSpace concepts  

1 & 2: 

-Vision centered design 

-Open floor plan with visual 

connections 

-Lots of transparent and semi-

transparent materials 

-Finishes reflect adequate light 

levels 

-Diffused natural light through 

large windows 

-Colors create important focal 

points 

-No direct glare, diffused light 

DeafSpace Concepts 1 & 2:  

Sensory Reach, Light and Color 

The top three photos are a good visual demonstration of the extensive windows on the façade 

of the Sorenson building. Having such an open curtain wall is sometimes detrimental because 

it is harder to control, but with high performance glazing as well as architectural techniques 

such a cantilevered roof Smith Group has made it an efficient and functional aspect of the 

building. 
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DeafSpace Concepts 3, 4 & 5:  

Mobility and Proximity, Acoustics, & Space 

and Proximity 

Stairway and Small Lounge Area: 

 

-Chairs that move easily are a necessity so 

that signing groups can rearrange furniture 

as necessary. 

-Space is filled with bright diffused natural 

and artificial light. 

-Glass panel on stairway gives a clear sight 

line to the lounge going up or down the 

steps. 

-Linear light fixtures repeated on stair wall 

and ceiling, providing a good continuation 

of concept from space to space. 

Entrance and Lobby seen from the Second Floor: 

The large windows unseen to the right of this picture bathe the lobby area in 

natural light. This large open space creates an optimal gathering space and 

with other spaces branching off it allows for easy way-finding and 

eliminates safety problems that are caused by navigating through small 

spaces while signing. 

(Left) Social Area:  

This proposed design 

solution for one of the 

dormitories provides 

clear sight lines 

through spaces via 

translucent materials 

and finishes.  

This allows for better 

space, mobility, 

communication, and 

proximity for 

students. It also helps 

to regulate acoustics 

throughout the space. 
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These three pictures are different viewpoints of the same space. This 

space is one of the focal points of both the facility and the design itself. 

Through research and application of DeafSpace principles SmithGroup 

JJR has created a space which is optimal for large groups, classes, 

meetings to take place, more so if the groups are signing. The shape of 

this unique and beautiful amphitheater is conducive to seeing and being 

seen, for anyone in the circle not just standing on the podium integrated 

staircase. A neutral color used on the surrounding walls provides a 

backdrop for signing that I not distracting. A huge problem for the deaf 

in schools is communication. This solution makes that easy in a highly 

innovative way. 

Because of it smooth curved edges this amphitheater does not cause 

any kind of safety hazard. 
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College-bound students know Gallaudet University is the place to see and be seen. After all, the Washington, D.C.-

based institution was founded to serve deaf and hearing-impaired students who learn and communicate visually. 

Not only does Gallaudet embrace technology that enhances visual learning, it promotes communication through 

American Sign Language to help students and faculty hear and speak with their hands, facial expressions and body 

language. 

When university officials decided to construct the new Sorenson Language and Communications Center, they 

recognized the importance of focusing on the institution’s unique visual-centric requirements. 

“For the first time in its history, Gallaudet convened a group of deaf and hearing individuals to lay the groundwork 

and develop a vision for the facility,” says Becky Hill, Heery International project manager. “Not only were we 

establishing brick and mortar goals but philosophical ones as well.” 

Following the visioning session, Architect Hansel Bauman, of Hansel Bauman Architects + Planners, created and 

led a two-day deaf space workshop. The goal was once again to bring together a diverse group of students, faculty 

and administrators, along with Heery and John Dickinson, a deaf architect, to determine what a deaf space meant. 

“Deaf people rely on windows versus walls to communicate,” says MJ Bienvenu, Gallaudet ASL and Deaf Studies 

associate professor. “Other campus buildings have barriers and columns that are hard to see through. They make 

communication difficult. 

Reference Article 

(Wasserman, Gallaudet Eyes the Future with Visual Design, 2008) 
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“We wanted to make communicating in this building easier, as well as create a collaborative environment for 

departments such as Assistive Technologies and ASL that hadn’t typically worked together before.” 

Gallaudet strived to bring nature into the design, and create a facility that would earn LEED certification and serve 

as a role model for future facilities. 

Laying the groundwork for the facility, however, proved more challenging 

than initially imagined. 

“When we began the design phase, we initially relied on a geotech investigation from the neighboring building,” 

Hill says. “When we commissioned a study of the specific site, we realized those assumptions were incorrect. The 

site, which probably housed a waste dump in the past, had soil challenges. After a great deal of analysis that 

included costs and schedule, we scrapped the idea of using caissons, and instead specified auger cast piles.” 

While the change in materials meant adapting the steel design, it facilitated the reduction of vibrations into the 

building, which pleased deaf and hearing-impaired users. 

From the outset, the design and construction team recognized how important it was to focus on client 

communication. 

“I took a signing class early on to learn some basics,” Hill says. “As a group, we spent a great deal of time making 

our presentations more visual so the content could be more easily understood by our deaf or hard-of-hearing 

clients.” 

The group sent materials to interpreters ahead of time to give them an opportunity to learn to finger-spell certain 

construction terms that have no formal signs. Hill says the team also had to establish safety standards for deaf 

subcontractors who were involved with the project. With an understanding of deaf culture, SmithGroup crafted a 

floor-plan that encourages interaction through the location of formal and informal spaces set along natural paths. 

“To fully understand the design, it’s vital to understand how Gallaudet students and faculty use the facility,” says 

Lori Cappuccio, project designer with SmithGroup. “In spending time there, you can see how conversations happen 

across the atrium or from the balconies above.” 

Once inside the 87,700-square-foot facility, it’s easy to spot the visual-centric elements. Daylight flows freely from 

ample banks of windows. The glass-lined balconies allow users to communicate unimpeded by obstacles. Even the 

rear wall of the elevator is paneled in glass to allow for easy conversations. 

“Almost every space in this building has access to natural light,” says SmithGroup Architect Greg Mella. 

Even more important than the quantity of light flowing into the facility is the quality of light flowing into the 

facility. “Because deaf people use their hands, facial expressions and body language to communicate, the design and 

construction team had to be sensitive to the issue of glare,” Hill says. 

The sun coming from the west was hardest to control, leading SmithGroup to design deep porches and specify a 

silk-screen ceramic-dot pattern for the low-E glass from the third floor to the ceiling. Energy costs could have also 

been hard to control given the intense sunlight flowing into the building. “Careful massing allows a portion of the 

building to shade itself,” says Cindy Cogil, SmithGroup’s mechanical engineer. 

 

A gently curved balcony and overhangs on the classroom wing provide subtle but effective solar shading. Another 

common LEED point made more complex by the building’s end users was the specification of concrete for the 

sidewalks. “We had to replace the original white concrete sidewalks with a different color concrete to minimize 

glare,” Hill adds. “It took the deaf consulting architect several weeks to decide on the most appropriate color.” 

(Wasserman, Gallaudet Eyes the Future with Visual Design, 2008) 
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Ceiling tiles also required the team to pay close attention to its end users. “We selected ceiling tiles, not only for 

their recycled value, but for their reflective benefits,” Mella says. “The lights hanging from the ceiling here wash 

upward rather than facing down where they might create shadows on hands.” 

SmithGroup paid close attention to lighting because of how brightness is 

perceived. “We took advantage of a variety of direct and indirect light sources,” Cogil says. “Our goal was to 

promote energy efficiency and uniformity through the specification of materials such as T-5 light sources while 

increasing the perceived level of brightness through strategic placement.” 

The team was also challenged with minimizing building vibrations that could disturb and distract students. “While 

we knew we were going to install efficient mechanical systems, which would earn a LEED credit, the question was 

where to place them,” Hill says. “Even though it’s more expensive space, we chose the basement to maximize 

occupant comfort.” 

The team also incorporated an economizer cycle into the air handling system to bring in more outside air during 

cooler times of the year. Aesthetic details at the facility are not only sustainable, but they also lend a strong design 

sense. The glass elevators, for example, are sheathed in bamboo paneling, lending a soft natural feel. “Bamboo is a 

great green material because it is rapidly renewable,” Mella says. 

SmithGroup’s judicious use of three-form color resin panels reference the stained glass scattered throughout the 

campus. “They’re made from 40 percent recycled PET, a plastic derived from post-consumer waste like plastic Coke 

bottles,” Mella says. The design team selected a different colored resin for each of the three floors to represent earth, 

sky and water. The colored panels also simplify way-finding. 

Zinc cladding, applied to the exterior, will patina with age and offer another stained glass reference. “What I love 

about zinc is that it’s highly recyclable and is a material that will look even better five years after installation,” Mella 

says. 

Of course, the zinc installation was not without its challenges. “Because zinc isn’t widely used yet in this country, it 

was difficult to find professionals who could define the details and install it to meet the schedule,” Hill says. 

Administrators, faculty and students believe the design and construction team’s added efforts will pay dividends 

such as attracting and retaining top instructors, researchers and students. 

“It’s important to have a building that recognizes the needs of its students,” Bienvenu says. “I get very excited when 

I walk in.”  

Gallaudet President Robert Davila agrees. 

“The Sorenson Language and Communication Center sets the standard for all future construction on our campus,” 

he says. “This may be the first deliberately designed deaf space in the world, but I assure you, it is not the last.” 

  

(Wasserman, Gallaudet Eyes the Future with Visual Design, 2008) 
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March 27, 2008 

Designing a City for the Deaf 

By: Kim A. O’Connel 

 

 

 

 

 

Most cities aren’t designed for deaf people. Sidewalks are frequently too narrow or too crowded 

for deaf persons engaged in a conversation that requires so-called “signing space.” Public 

benches are often set in rows or squares, limiting the ability of the deaf to create the 

“conversation circles” and open sight lines that they require. Urban landscapes are so visually 

stimulating that they hinder communication among people who rely on visual cues. And light 

fixtures may be too dim or shine directly into signers’ eyes. 

These things don’t just make a deaf person’s life more challenging; they can make it dangerous. 

In January, three deaf people were struck by a vehicle and seriously injured in Olathe, Kansas*, 

as they left a deaf cultural event. The same thing happened to a deaf man last year in 

Sacramento. 

In 2009, Deaf411, a public relations firm serving the deaf community, released a report on Deaf-

Friendly Cities in the U.S., saluting places like Washington, D.C., Chicago, Seattle, Raleigh, and 

Denver for their efforts to accommodate the deaf or hard of hearing. But for every city on the 

list, countless others—including San Francisco, St. Louis, Atlanta, and Philadelphia—did not 

make the cut. 

Now Gallaudet University in Washington, D.C., the nation’s leading institution for the deaf and 

hard of hearing, has produced a set of so-called DeafSpace Guidelines that address those aspects 

of the urban environment that inhibit communication and mobility among those who 

communicate with their hands. In doing so, architects and design researchers have used 

technology to gather information on how deaf people use public spaces and modify them to meet 

Reference Article 

(O’Connel, Designing a City for the Deaf, 2008) 
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their needs. Campus officials say that the guidelines have already begun a dialogue that they 

hope will have an impact on urban development nationwide. 

“The clarity with which a deaf person communicates relates to the clarity and clutter of what’s 

around them,” says Hansel Bauman, director of campus design and planning at Gallaudet, who 

led the multiyear effort to create the DeafSpace Guidelines. “Space becomes an essential part of 

how you communicate.” 

Through a series of university courses, Bauman worked with Gallaudet faculty, students, staff, 

and others to research and codify how deaf and hard of hearing people use public spaces. The 

resulting document details five major elements involved in deaf interactions with the built 

environment, including space and proxemics (the study of how space is used in interpersonal 

communication), sensory reach, mobility and proximity, light and color, and acoustics and 

electromagnetic interferences. In one experiment, the design team analyzed footage from video 

cameras to determine how students were using a campus dining hall. They soon realized that the 

chairs in the facility ought to be lighter, so that students could move them around easily to create 

conversation circles, as well as armless, to allow people ample elbow room for signing. 

“We are codifying ideas that have existed for centuries,” Bauman says. “Even when deaf people 

are renting an apartment, they may take the bold act of knocking down a wall, because having 

that clarity of vision is so critically important. We’re building on an age-old sensibility that is 

deeply embedded in deaf culture.” 

Gallaudet has already applied the DeafSpace Guidelines to new buildings on campus, including 

the Sorenson Language and Communication Center, designed by SmithGroup, a D.C.-based 

architecture firm, which features long, open sight lines, visibility between floors, gently curving 

corners, and ample windows.  A new residence hall on campus is now under way using similar 

principles. 

The DeafSpace Guildlines are also in use at five existing residence halls. Working closely with 

campus faculty and students, Studio Twenty Seven Architecture, another D.C.-based firm, is 

now designing a complete renovation of the buildings using DeafSpace principles. The process 

will improve visual connections within the buildings and with the campus at large, through new 

window openings and circulation patterns, according to the firm. 

The Studio Twenty Seven team used extensive computer modeling to communicate their ideas 

with staff and students. They also used a 3D Tactile Braille program to allow blind students to 

understand the new spaces. Electronic drawings with variations in line heights and thicknesses 

help to differentiate interior and exterior walls, as well as doors and windows, according to 

Studio Twenty Seven Principal Todd Ray. The drawings were then loaded into a special resin 3D 

printer to create raised surface floor plans. Each Braille letter was three-dimensionally modeled 

as part of the document, since no AutoCad Braille font was available.   

(O’Connel, Designing a City for the Deaf, 2008) 
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 “If you look at the DeafSpace Guidelines, you realize that understanding the essence of space 

and making connections leads you toward really good architecture,” Ray says. “It’s the 

foundation of what makes architecture good and rich and sensual.” 

The social implications of this work are profound, proponents say. “Imagine how we would 

design a public transportation system that is based on this one goal – to promote and support 

visual contact and interaction between people,” says Robert Sirvage, a Gallaudet design 

researcher and professor who helped to develop the DeafSpace Guidelines. “Consider the 

sociopolitical implications of designing the world in ways that compel people to look at each 

other eye-to-eye much more often. DeafSpace really is about bringing a new perspective to the 

meaning of good design.”  

(O’Connel, Designing a City for the Deaf, 2008) 



 

 

 

  

Burj Khalifa 
CASE STUDY TWO 
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Location: Dubayy, United Arab 

Emirates 

Design Firm/Designer: Skidmore, 

Owings & Merrill LLP (SOM) 

Nada Andric 

Research: (Cohen, 2011) 

Cohen, E. (2011, July). At the Top of Her 

Game. Interior Design, pp. 148-157. 

Building Information: 

The Burj Khalifa is a triparte tower rising 

more than 160 stories above Dubayy. It is 

currently the worlds tallest building. On a 

collossal scale the Burj breaks down into 

residential, hospitality, and corporate 

components. 

(In this case study the vairous spa areas 

are the main focus, but the lobby designs 

are also discussed.) 

 

 

  

Case Study: Burj Khalifa 

Hospitality, Residential, and Corporate Tower 

The Burj Khalifa is a very contemporary design. The features that I am focusing on are 

either smooth organic shapes amid a more geometric grid, or spaces that are completely 

covered with flowing fluid lines-both in the spa area and the lobbies. This interior mixes 

the geometric and the organic in such a way that the space feels almost whimsical. It 

becomes an oasis from the rest of the world. The Burj spa area in particular is wonderfully 

fluid, but still has a layout that is understandable to someone who has never experienced 

the space before. These are concepts and feelings that I would like to, on some level, 

duplicate in the design of HARMONIQUE Health and Spa.  
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Spa and Pool Area: 

 (Located on levels 43 & 76 of the Burj Khalfi) 

Flowing lines style reminiscent of Art Nouveau connect 

the three areas shown here. The type of banister in the 

entrance hallway (bottom left) is used throughout the spa 

while the shape of the built in ceiling lights is mimicked 

by the ceiling in the pool room (top right) and the 

pergola-like sun shield on the spa terrace (top left).  Even 

though the spaces are not exactly the same, aspects of the 

design like the repeated organic shape, chrome handrails, 

and gold tinted tile carry the concept throughout linking 

the design together. Each space is unique but still tied to 

the overall concept. 

 

How this is accomplished: 

-Consistency of select materials 

-Consistent use of shape 

-Slight difference in color or material defines different 

areas (grey tile vs. concrete, blue floor vs. blue pool tile)  

- Shapes reinterpreted (Light fixture in hallway is like the 

pergola on the terrace whose wood detail imitates the 

ceiling in the pool room.) 
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The fluid and organic shapes used in the 

lobby areas is juxtaposed and accented 

with more geometric features such as the 

industrial looking façade (far left), and 

the interesting lines in one of the 

residential hallways (left). 

This provides a sense of order to the 

space that would otherwise be lacking. 

Perhaps it would always serve well to 

balance flowing natural shapes with the 

90 degree angles and linear elements. 

Lobby Areas: 

 (Corporate & Residential) 

Top-Mezzanine of the Corporate Lobby 

The sycamore canopy of this mezzanine 

provides a fascinating contrast to the 

square metal column structure that flanks 

the escalators. Once again smooth flowing 

lines meet the industrial grid, the two 

complement each other. 

The reason this space is so intriguing are 

these shapes, subsequently the color 

palette reflects these two colors only-it 

doesn’t branch out. This simplicity of 

tone allows the shapes to take the visual 

foreground 

Bottom-Residential Lobby 

The same effect that is in the corporate 

lobby is mimicked here in residential. 

Flowing meets straight. This time the 

mass of carved white travertine 

dominates. This hypothetically 

threatening mass of white instead feels 

protective and soft. It is a bold move that 

paid off in a beautiful end result. 
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Design Guidelines 
PHASE ONE: HARMONIQUE Health & Spa, IA 411 

Carolyn Jean Matthews, September 23, 2012 
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DESIGN GUIDELINES 

 

A: Easy Way-Finding and Maintaining Safety 

No sharp edges, corners, furniture, etc. 

Translucent and transparent materials 

Directions and building layout is communicated effectively to people of all levels of ability. 

 

 

 

  

3-Form transparent panels 

can be transparent, opaque 

and everything in between. 

These would allow clear 

sight lines between spaces 

without the break hazard of 

glass.  

Smooth corners should be 

used wherever possible.  
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B: Useful and Efficient Space Planning Including Good Circulation 

 

Open Floor Plan 

Less dependence on tertiary aspects of the design such as stairs and doors, these could be 

replaced with better solutions such as long ramps or door-less entries respectively. 

Main intersection areas open, but well-marked 

Wide corridors and extra wide doorways 

 

  

Above is a pictorial representation of what a gradual ramp would 

look like applied to this facility. A wide ramp would allow for safe 

and effective signing in groups as well as couples as well as easy 

access to the second floor or roof garden for the visually impaired. 

Wide corridors with rounded edges and turning circles are a 

necessity throughout the facility. 
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C: Enhancing Sensorial Experiences as an inherent Part of Interior Design 

 

Texture as an integral part of the design (Walls, floor materials, etc) 

Smooth built in features such as curving handrails and/or walls 

Tactile, visual, and auditory textures for deaf, hard of hearing, and visually impaired users, the 

design needs to consider all types of sensory experience 

A ramp could also be considered an 

aesthetically pleasing tactile 

experience.  

Right: Changes in floor material 

provides different texture, sound, and 

look to where entrances are along the 

hallways assisting in way-finding and 

safety. Also is aesthetic on several 

sensory levels. 

Top Right: A green wall provides 

visual and tactile texture. 
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Carolyn Jean Matthews, September 23, 2012 



 

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT 

  Design Concept 

After every rainstorm there is a moment where clouds part for a couple of minutes pouring sunlight out onto 

sidewalks, buildings, and the people walking by. The design for HARMONIQUE Health & Spa is inspired by 

this exact moment of relief, warmth, and relaxation allowed by a break in dark, rain filled clouds. Through this 

concept as well as additional design elements the facility will be beautiful in its minimalism and unique in its 

efficient and independent way-finding for people of all abilities. 

                HARMONIQUE HEALTH & SPA                                                         September 2012 

               PHASE ONE- Design Program & Concept Development                 Carolyn Jean Matthews      IA 411 

Artificial light or controlled natural light can be 

directed to form focal points, make lounge spaces more 

comfortable, or help with way-finding. Above: Square 

of light assists way-finding but illuminating a key point 

along a corridor. Below: Three panes of light make this 

desk a noticeable and inviting focal point. Also back lit 

panels in front and behind the desk imitate natural light. 

Storm over the Puget Sound, original watercolor 



 

  

The design concept examines this contrast in two facets: The warmth and light allowed by a break in the clouds, and 

Transformation of light reflected in still water or refracted through droplets. 

The design embraces Seattle’s rainy atmosphere and works it into the 

interior rather than ignoring it or treating the rain as a restrictive 

nuisance. After all from rain comes green and growing things, after 

rain the sunset colors are always more vibrant, and light caught in a 

drop or puddle deflects and casts itself into its environment.  

 

Top Middle: Water droplets are imitated in this contemporary light fixture.  

Top Right: An interior green wall ties the interior to the exterior, referencing one of 

the positive outcomes of rain, also ties the green roof into the interior 

 

Top Left: Light can also be used to project names, logos, or other images 

onto walls or floors. In this way Light can be used as purely decorative, 

instead of a functional way. 

Bottom Right: A wall water feature can be used to signify certain areas, 

help way-finding, and/or provide calming atmosphere. This also ties the 

water features surrounding Seattle into the interior design 

Bottom Left: Spots of light (could be natural, or artificial) in a lobby area 

creates a pleasant environment to wait or do work, but a challenge is 

presented because the light should be warm in temperature and light, but 

also diffuse and not so warm as to be uncomfortable. 

 



 

Top Left: A ramp inspired in part by 

the Guggenheim, and in part by the 

shape of a nautilus shell used in an 

interior for our specific user group 

could be an extremely efficient way 

to move from floor to floor. A long 

gradual ramp would be safer for the 

visually impaired and for ASL 

conversation. 
Right: My first concept was 

inspired by Art Nouveau, 

smooth flowing lines and a 

holistic approach to design. 

More specifically I 

appreciate the way that most 

Nouveau art consists of 

organic shapes superimposed 

on a geometric grid. These 

ideas and concepts developed 

by this style of art that can 

easily be applied to the 

HARMONIQUE interior. 

 

Top Left: An art installation 

in Spain features a polished 

floor which reflects light like 

still water. 

Bottom Left: Decorative 

acrylic light boxes utilized as 

lighting is a creative way to 

introduce light and color into 

a space. These provide a pop 

of color in an otherwise 

monotonic setting. 
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