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MASSING, OUTSIDE-IN
SITE AND CLIMATE AS DESIGN DRIVERS

2.1:

The diagrams of BIG (Bjarke Ingels Group) illustrate a design process that is composed of a sequence of simple, rational decisions 
that eventually accumulate into architectural works that are both formally iconic, and responsive to issues of site, program, climate, 
and culture.* To the viewer, these diagrams are startling for the clarity with which they communicate design intent, making it 
difficult to argue with the architectural result. They are a set of step-by-step “instructions” that allow the viewer to follow along and 
mentally design the project along with BIG. To an aspiring architect, they can be intimidating because they make the iterative, non-
linear process of design appear overly simple and singular. It is worth mentioning that while many of the concepts and strategies 
displayed in these diagrams were developed very early in the design process, the diagrams themselves were prepared towards the 
END of the design process—edited down from a multitude of dead ends, decent alternatives, and good ideas that were saved for 
future projects. This doesn’t mean that step-by-step diagramming is not a valid design process—it just means that it takes a lot of 
work to arrive at a simple, thoughtful, and legible solution. 

Over the next week, you will be working through a series of massing studies, each focusing on a particular consideration of 
architectural design. Each of these studies should be very simple, and very intentional. You could consider each of these studies 
to be one potential step of a more conprehensive set of instructional diagrams, but at the moment you’re not concerned with how 
(or if) those steps actually go together. In that way, each massing study is a “one-liner” that focuses almost exclusively on a single 
design driver, and attempts to optimize for it. The short term goal here is for the studio to produce a catalogue of design strategies 
and operations that can be used and hybridized by all. We will begin this process by designing from the outside-in, developing 
responses to context and climate to shape a massing. In case you’re wondering “What about program?!?!?”, that’s where we’re 
headed next. You will work in teams of three for this exercise—the point of this is to have a couple people to talk through ideas with, 
and to increase the diversity of responses as a studio. 

*It is worth mentioning that this technique was substantially derived from Rem Koolhaas/OMA, where Ingels worked as a young 
designer; other protégés of Rem include Jeanne Gang of Studio Gang, Joshua Prince Ramus of REX, and Ole Scheeren of Buro Ole 
Scheeren, all of whom employ a similar technique and are worth studying. Zaha Hadid, another member of the “house of Rem,” 
notably diverged from this pseudo-hyper-rationalism as a representational approach, but one wonders how much his analytical 
approach to design informed her process.

partial diagram sequence for W57, Manhattan 
Bjark Ingels Group (BIG)
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TEAMS
Context Response (Fern-Bryan-Kat;  Linnea-Mackenzie-John;  Elena Grant-Monica) 
Respond to the physical, spatial, and cultural qualities of our immediate site and the surrounding context. Through the design of 
building massing and open space on our site, you can: 

• Address the predominant scale and character of the surrounding urban fabric, or local vernacular
• Create street life and address the pedestrian scale at street level
• Respond to the site grade change (10’ east to west)
• Capture, frame, and focus key views into, out of, or through the site 
• Extend and augment the public realm 
• Harness and direct flows of people and materials into and out of the site
• Address pedestrian access from Muni, Crane Cove Park

Environment Response (Celia-Erin C-Ishita;  Kevin-Troy-Erin M;  Billy-Daniel-Logan)
Respond to the climatic and environmental qualities of our site (light, heat, wind, precipitation, sound), and demonstrate how 
building massing and open space can take advantage of these resources. You can  

• Maximize solar access through orientation and depth of floorplate (30’ and 60’ are good rules of thumb)
• Harness prevailing winds to enable natural ventilation
• Create outdoor spaces and microclimates for recreation, water collection/retention, or plant/animal habitat
• Maximize the potential for energy generation (such as photovoltaics)

BASIC SITE PARAMETERS
Keep in mind the following as you work:

• Our site measures 100’x200’=20,000 square feet in total; the maximum zoned height for our parcel is 68’ from the 
corner of 3rd and 19th; our initial ballpark for program is 60,000 square feet. Keep this basic relationship of solid/void in mind 
as you work—you could conceivably build a 3 story solid block without any open space, atriums, or daylight, you could also 
design a 6 story tower that occupies half the site, or you could do something in between...

DELIVERABLES
Each team of three students should have the following for Friday:

• 15 massing models @ 1/64” scale
• You are encouraged to make use of 3D printing, hotwire foam cutting, stacked lasercut sections, etc.  

• 15 corresponding plan and section diagrams @ 1/64” scale, printed 8.5x11 (use studio template)
• Hand drawing is fine, if drawn boldly and clearly, and scanned into digital site plan/section.
• Diagrams should incorporate labels, brief written descriptions, arrows, icons, etc. —all digital

W57 massing model and finished construction
Bjark Ingels Group (BIG)


