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Art in Local:
Des Moines Contemporary Art Museum 

Optional Studio | Iowa State University | 2020 Fall
Location: Pappajohn Sculpture park, Des Moines, Iowa
Instructor: Thomas Leslie
Team:Fengxue Xia

Des Moines contemporary art museum. Located near papa john sculpture park,  it 
is a three-floors building. Designers use the language of rhythm and movement to 
entire buildings and landscapes. Its smooth curves and dynamic forms characterize 
this program. The design aims is to encourage neighbors residents to have a new 
community to relax and learn together; the site tourist trade is thriving.
When designing the building, we prioritized the block-shaped functional arrange-
ment to guide the flow of people to the middle of the site, and generate more 
interaction with our environmental design.





Garden
Swings and plants 

Park
Sculpture and bench 

Education
Students and Square 

Library
people come to study Public

The south side is more closed 
for light control, and this is the 

side open to public

Chores
The north side have more glass 
structure to gain sunlight,and 

this side is only open for chores

Public Space & Site Pattern

Condition Building Pattern

Box Centralized Strach

WavedSmoothed Curved

The form of this project inherits and transforms the characteristics of the site, mapping the characteristics of 
curve, continuation and cascading to the building, making it more integrated with the site on the basis of 
function and space. Analyzing the buildings around the site, it is not difficult to find that the boundaries are 
relatively straight and clear, while the curve elements of the public service area in the middle contrast with it.

For this site, its pattern can be said to be very distinct. Several blocks centered on Pappajohn Sculpture 
Park have created a series of public service spaces with the theme of curves. The area where our project is 
located is also part of the entire complex, which is a complement to the community facilities. Therefore, 
the function and responsibility of this building is to create a new kind of energy for community life.

I. Site Function
Curved elements have been applied to different facades of the building. The high-rise middle storey 
increases the height of the building. Viewed from the street side, the architectural elements contrast 
sharply with the surrounding rigid architectural lines. The combined effect of storey height and curve 
makes the building a new landmark. The flowing lines also symbolize the flow of history and the freedom 
of art.

II. Building Strategy

The overall shape of the building emphasizes continuity and fluidity, and the architectural space changes 
according to the spatial shape required within it, stacked and then connected to form a curve.

III. 3D Massing
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At the same time, this is a place that allows community activities to occur, a place that can carry history, a 
place that allows history to flow, and a place that allows people to pass through. It is hoped that this venue 
can become a base for artistic expression in downtown Des Moines, using community-created art as the 
material for art education, while also providing opportunities and venues for artist activities, encouraging 
more children and young enthusiasts to participate in art Going in creation.

Each space in the project carries different activities of people in it. Therefore, each space has its own 
characteristics. When the whole space is put together, it becomes a compound facility that records the 
artistic changes in the community. The staff visit artists, convene artists, open art exhibitions and then use 
cameras to record and edit them. This becomes a unique documentary of the community, which is an 
event that can only happen in this community.

II. Shared Space

Education
Curatorial

Shop
Cafe

Auditorium

Gallery





This is from the locust street daytime view. Visitors can see our facade strategy, 
use vertical patterns, and cooperate with the window frame scale and distance to 
achieve the most continuous rhythm feel to the entire building.  During night, we 
use curve light strategy for the entire landscape and facade  to highlight our 
building language,  considering the extreme weather like night raining and winter 
snowing， we assign those small sculptures and ground light as a guidance for 
visitors walking to the museum lobby.

II. Facade Render

At the center of the gallery, the curving ceiling design helps visitors experience 
this interior level gradient in this gallery and focus on the deck gallery as a center 
view. We assigned a deck gallery to highlight the center view. So when visitors 
enter the gallery, they could have a clear mind of this gallery layout, and they will 
be able to choose to go to the deck gallery through the ramp or not once they 
enter the gallery. 

II. Gallery Render



Female in Community:
Female neighborhood in Bronx New York
Optional Studio | Columbia Universiyu | 2022 Fall
Location: Bronx, New York City
Instructor: Byrony Roberts
Team: Ruodi Zhang
Women’s labor in the family has been gradually ignored in the past history. They use 
their time and energy to create more time resources for men, but they are despised 
in economic production labor. This project is about how to use women to build a 
women’s community to break the long-term oppressive labor environment for wom-
en and give them the opportunity to join a social environment where men do not 
have to exist. Maybe we can’t change the fact that women are tied to gender roles for 
the time being, but we can try to change the family structure, which is the smallest 
form of ownership, as the first step.



Birthage Female Population
1 - 779

780 - 1258

1259 - 1837

1838 - 2723

2724 - 5940

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2016-2020 American 
Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/

7 Miles3.51.750

Abortion Service with 1.5 mile buffer

Subway Line

Median Household Income
0 - 43633

43634 - 70489

70490 - 99184

99185 - 144250

144251 - 250000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2016-2020 American 
Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/

7 Miles3.51.750

Abortion Service with 1.5 mile buffer

Subway Line

Affordable Housing

Birthage Female Insurance Coverage Rate
0.47 - 0.73

0.73 - 0.85

0.85 - 0.91

0.91 - 0.96

0.96 - 1.00

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2016-2020 American 
Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/

7 Miles3.51.750

Abortion Service with 1.5 mile buffer

Subway Line

7 Miles3.51.750

Abortion Service
Abortion Clinic

Hospital

Planned Parenthood

Public Health Nonprofit

Source: Abortion Finder
https://www.abortionfinder.org/abortion-guides-by-state/
abortion-in-new-york/providers 

Subway Line

Subway Station 

Day Care

Interest School

Women Care

Parks

Markets

Cinics

Laundry

Playground

I. Analysis

Women living below the poverty line in the U.S. tend to be single-handedly responsible for household la-
bor and childcare while working. The energy and time he and she need to spend are incalculable, but their 
lives are not easier. Instead, they need to work twice as hard to make ends meet. In New York, women of 
childbearing age and women who have given birth face the same problems: living in poverty, lack of health 
insurance and medical services, and long hours.

In such an environment, women’s life is undoubtedly oppressive. In order to further study the situation of 
women and break down the hierarchical fortress of feminist theory, I chose the Bronx in New York as the 
project location.

It has the largest number of poor single mothers in New York, and a relatively large number of 
women of childbearing age and family units. Women’s labor is well illustrated here: they spend time 
working during the day, and most likely manual work. When you get home, you need to cook, clean 
the house, take care of the kids, and maybe look after the elderly. Families here often need the help 
of relatives, and retired women have to join their children’s families to help them take care of their 
children in order to maintain their normal work.





I. Section

In this project, I designed a total of five parts. From bottom to top, it gradually becomes more private as the floor 
increases. The largest space is given to the collective kitchen, which allows people to cook together and serve the 
community voluntarily. As an important part of folk houses, the kitchen has long been criticized as a space that 
restrains women, and at the same time it is often regarded as a “female area”. This facility has more connections 
with women after automation. Women are portrayed as responsible for the kitchen.

In addition to providing space for public labor, this building uses ramp as the space organizer to divide the space 
into six floors for convenience. The design of the ramp also provides convenience for mothers who need to take 
care of children and the elderly, and makes the space safer.

People can move more freely in the space. The ramp blurs the boundaries of the space and at the same time 
dissolves part of the privacy and the plasticity of the environment, so I added the design of the curtain to 
the design. In addition to adding some vibes to the space, their biggest role is to ensure the privacy of the 
small space and play a part of the role of sound insulation.

I wanted to keep the overall environment of the design fresh and gentle, allowing people to find a sense of 
belonging in the facility. As an important part of increasing social stickiness, this facility needs to provide 
a comfortable experience. And there is a lack of public spaces in the community that can provide such an 
atmosphere.



Site Front View
The Playground And Square For All Public

Play Ground Floor
The playground, laundry room 
and gate

2nd and 3rd Floor
The collective kitchen and inte-
rior playground

Fourth Floor
The relaxing area for reading 
and talking

5th and 6th Floor
The mental care center and 
temporary living

Top View 
The Rooftops Are Also Activity Area For Users



Nature Is An Architect:
An Act Of Immersing Oneself Under The Control Of Na-
ture
Optional Studio | Iowa State University | 2021 Fall
Location: Los Angeles City
Instructor: Mitchell Squire
Team: Megan Van Dalen, Ruth Kuswara, Angie Espinoza

The evolution of a posthuman society, where we leave the anthropocentric mindset and 
enter the realm of biocentrism, began with the fabrication of a machine. This machine 
allows people to enter the realm of ambiguity, where memories about their past rela-
tionships with nature become vague and distorted. The machine stimulates the body 
and reveals visual and audible illusions, embedding a new reality within their minds 
that changes the entirety of their relationship with nature. In this futuristic world, the 
new city regenerates itself and maintains homeostasis within the Earth’s environment. 
At this point, humans will allow nature to be their guide for how they should act and an 
energizer that inspires them to thrive. Humans will learn to live and thrive according to 
how they are wired to be with the mindset of nature. 



I. Site Analysis

Animal

Finished Product

Basic Labor
Low salary and labor 

that does not require a 
professional degree

Dividing line
There is almost no 

economic activity, just 
across the street from the 
single-family villas in LA 

Low-income
Almost no economic 

activity, mostly in 
Mexican and black 

communities

Asian
Chinese settlements 

and Koreatown are like 
half a small society

Trade
Trading activities occur 
in all classes, which is a 

necessary social 
behavior

Urban Center
Industry and high-rise 

buildings, companies and 
the most intensive job 
hunting opportunities

Airport
The flow of people and 
business opportunities 

brought by aviation base 
stations

Industry
Industrial warehouses, 

logistics bases, 
processing sites, and 

sewage needs

Bay
The marine resources of 

the Bay Area bring 
huge tourist value to 

this place

Shopping Centers

Car trading

Hollywood

City Center

Airport

Business

Seaside

There are not many 
animal resources, 

especially after the 
natural land shrinks

The finished product is 
transported to the 
first-line trading 

market

Mineral
Limestone and other 

stones are often mined 
for industrial and 

construction purposes

Wood
Wood is widely used in 
various industries, and 
LA is surrounded by 

forests.

Water
The ocean brings fishery 

resources and land of 
great commercial value 

to Los Angeles

Build
Urban population and 

the wave of de-urbaniza-
tion make real estate 

occupy land

Ocean Pollution
Tourism, industry, and 
architecture have an 

inevitable impact on the 
ocean

Air Pollution
Industry, automobile and 
construction industries 
produce large amounts 

of polluting gases

Wildlife
Natural or man-made 
wildfires have brought 
great instability to the 

environment of LA

Rubbish
Some communities lack 

clean and proper 
facilities, and poverty is 

accompanied by dirt

Class Curing
Racism has caused 

generations of poverty 
and discrimination in 
certain communities

Processing
Semi-finished products or 

raw materials complete 
the standardized 

production process

commodity
Commercial activities 
attach market value to 
products processed by 

labor and sell

 The development of a city is always inseparable from resources. People mine and 
transport from quarries, leaving huge pits with depressions and then building high 
towers in the city. The same is true for communities. An industry that can use 
waste resources to create the materials needed by the city and integrate these 
low-level communities into the urban economic system may be helpful to the 
low-level communities. We will give the needing communities an advantage 
through this action, hoping that these communities can gain economic and social 
status worthy of being respected.

What if our utopia is an upside-down world? The world we live in today is built on 
a foundation of governmental policies, rules & regulations, and political 
subsistences that creates a layered society, where a positive and a negative side 
exists. 

Utopia & Dystopia are a sort of conceptual trap that thrives off each other. A 
utopia is a place that does not exist, but we would be thrilled to live in, and a 
dystopia is a place that we would never like to inhabit. We try to create our utopia 
by using the grid as a structure and placing it anywhere we think we can. 
Unfortunately, that utopia becomes a dystopia for everyone. What remains is an 
ordered dystopian society that does not allow us to rebuild. 

My concept revolves around the connection and interaction between humans and 
plants within Los Angeles. Right now, there is a hierarchy issue where plants fall at 
the bottom. In order to move towards a utopia, there needs to be a shift, so they 
are more balanced. Without each other, some plants and humans will die.







Hundreds of years went by, and here we are in the new world, where nature is 
eminent. The world looks different, doesn’t it? It’s almost unrecognizable 
anymore. In the new world, nature is the architect. What we imagine when we 
think of a building today - heating, shelter, energy - are all provided by nature in 
this new world. The difference is that it can no longer be exploited.

Nature, the architect, directs the way we live by creating the spaces we need and 
using them. It provides natural energy that is then transported into the architecture 
for people to use. The sun, water, and natural systems create renewable energy that 
powers our phones, fans, hairdryers…everything! But, when we use too much of it, it 
gives us a warning. So yes, nature limits our lives. I’m sure, as much as we do not 
want to be controlled by anything or anyone, sometimes it is better.

I. Building System

The top leaf is where the plant 
receives solar energy, and the solar 
energy generates electricity in the 
process of converting it into 
bio-sugar

This current is expected to be used 
for power generation in the future. 
However, the power generation 
capacity of plants is limited, which 
also limits people’s space for 
activities.

When the energy usage in a unit 
exceeds the power generation 
capacity that the plant can bear, the 
plant will jointly vibrate and issue a 
warning

Humans and animals are in the same 
energy system and are part of the 
sharing system. Humans no longer 
hold the sovereignty of nature, but a 
part of nature
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Because of humans’ ignorance, a machine was created to overthrow their reality. Because of 
humans’ irresponsibility, they were to lose something most valuable to them - past 
memories. The machine stimulates the body and reveals visual and audible illusions, 
embedding a new reality within their minds that changes the entirety of their relationship 
with nature. The new future reveals a world that does not revolve around humanity - a 
world where humans are able to sacrifice for the good and wellbeing of other living (or 
even non-living) beings.

The future of nature is unclear due to the fact that everyone has a different past with it. 
Letting yourself be immersed can be the beginning of a change in how we perceive and 
interact with nature. The process of understanding nature allows your previous memories 
and experiences to be distorted in order to form a new, better relationship where you are 
forced to make sacrifices instead of nature making sacrifices for you. An act of survivance is 
to distort past memories to make way for future lucidities. 

I. Spatial Quality
immersed and receive a burst of energy that only nature can provide. These experiences 
within our architecture are carried out into any site and will eventually revitalize what is our 
nature.

With the architecture, we sought to create a world where nature and the city live in unison 
with one another, where they help one another. There is no separation between the two.

Our architecture is designed to connect and “read” nature’s diary. By truly understanding 
how nature feels through communication we can know its needs and wants rather than 
thinking of ourselves. The machine takes in nature’s information and runs it through to 
either be archived so that it can communicate with humans or processed to help revive 
nature. The best of nature is archived in order to represent how the future of nature can be 
and to give a glimpse of it to humans. Within the factory, nature and humans are fully 

II. Details

Energy Carving Mode Spaces
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Our architecture is designed to connect and “read” nature’s diary. By truly understanding 
how nature feels through communication we can know its needs and wants rather than 
thinking of ourselves. The machine takes in nature’s information and runs it through to 
either be archived so that it can communicate with humans or processed to help revive 
nature. The best of nature is archived in order to represent how the future of nature can be 
and to give a glimpse of it to humans. Within the factory, nature and humans are fully 

II. Details

Energy Carving Mode Spaces

Because of humans’ ignorance, a machine was created to overthrow their reality. Because of 
humans’ irresponsibility, they were to lose something most valuable to them - past 
memories. The machine stimulates the body and reveals visual and audible illusions, 
embedding a new reality within their minds that changes the entirety of their relationship 
with nature. The new future reveals a world that does not revolve around humanity - a 
world where humans are able to sacrifice for the good and wellbeing of other living (or 
even non-living) beings.

The future of nature is unclear due to the fact that everyone has a different past with it. 
Letting yourself be immersed can be the beginning of a change in how we perceive and 
interact with nature. The process of understanding nature allows your previous memories 
and experiences to be distorted in order to form a new, better relationship where you are 
forced to make sacrifices instead of nature making sacrifices for you. An act of survivance is 
to distort past memories to make way for future lucidities. 

I. Spatial Quality
immersed and receive a burst of energy that only nature can provide. These experiences 
within our architecture are carried out into any site and will eventually revitalize what is our 
nature.

With the architecture, we sought to create a world where nature and the city live in unison 
with one another, where they help one another. There is no separation between the two.

Our architecture is designed to connect and “read” nature’s diary. By truly understanding 
how nature feels through communication we can know its needs and wants rather than 
thinking of ourselves. The machine takes in nature’s information and runs it through to 
either be archived so that it can communicate with humans or processed to help revive 
nature. The best of nature is archived in order to represent how the future of nature can be 
and to give a glimpse of it to humans. Within the factory, nature and humans are fully 

II. Details

Energy Carving Mode Spaces

Because of humans’ ignorance, a machine was created to overthrow their reality. Because of 
humans’ irresponsibility, they were to lose something most valuable to them - past 
memories. The machine stimulates the body and reveals visual and audible illusions, 
embedding a new reality within their minds that changes the entirety of their relationship 
with nature. The new future reveals a world that does not revolve around humanity - a 
world where humans are able to sacrifice for the good and wellbeing of other living (or 
even non-living) beings.

The future of nature is unclear due to the fact that everyone has a different past with it. 
Letting yourself be immersed can be the beginning of a change in how we perceive and 
interact with nature. The process of understanding nature allows your previous memories 
and experiences to be distorted in order to form a new, better relationship where you are 
forced to make sacrifices instead of nature making sacrifices for you. An act of survivance is 
to distort past memories to make way for future lucidities. 

I. Spatial Quality
immersed and receive a burst of energy that only nature can provide. These experiences 
within our architecture are carried out into any site and will eventually revitalize what is our 
nature.

With the architecture, we sought to create a world where nature and the city live in unison 
with one another, where they help one another. There is no separation between the two.

Our architecture is designed to connect and “read” nature’s diary. By truly understanding 
how nature feels through communication we can know its needs and wants rather than 
thinking of ourselves. The machine takes in nature’s information and runs it through to 
either be archived so that it can communicate with humans or processed to help revive 
nature. The best of nature is archived in order to represent how the future of nature can be 
and to give a glimpse of it to humans. Within the factory, nature and humans are fully 

II. Details

Energy Carving Mode Spaces





I.The Comics

Our architecture, which takes the form of a machine, marks the beginning of the future world, where humans 
are no longer in control of the built environment. As nature takes over the role of an architect, the world will 
maintain its regenerative systems, and humans will be able to see and learn from nature in its truest form.

The evolution of a posthuman society, where we leave the anthropocentric mindset and enter the realm of bio-
centrism, began with the fabrication of a machine. This machine allows people to enter the realm of ambiguity, 
where memories about their past relationships with nature become vague and distorted. The machine stimu-
lates the body and reveals visual and audible illusions, embedding a new reality within their minds that changes 
the entirety of their relationship with nature. In this futuristic world, the new city regenerates itself and maintains 
homeostasis within the Earth’s environment. At this point, humans will allow nature to be their guide for how 
they should act and an energizer that inspires them to thrive. Humans will learn to live and thrive according to 
how they are wired to be with the mindset of nature. 

An act of survivance is immersing one’s whole being into the state of ambiguity to make way for future clarities; 
it is about losing the freedom to gain freedom.

We want to end with these key questions that we have been attempting to discover through this project: 1) 
Instead of resisting ambiguity, what if we let it immerse our entire being? 2) When we immerse ourselves into 
nature, would we begin to know it well enough to live in harmony with it?
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