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A Case for SLCC Aesthetic Principles  
“[Deaf people] are first, last, and of all time the people of the eye”  --George 
Veditz 1910 
 
Gallaudet University is the preeminent academic institution for Deaf and hard of 
hearing people, but as Provost Jane Fernandes asks, “if you visited the campus 
and no one else was around, could you tell the campus was a deaf place?”  Deaf 
people inhabit a highly visual world; they have a visual and spatial language and 
a visually-centered way of orienting within the world around them. It should 
follow, then, that the environment they build be completely responsive to and 
expressive of deaf ways of being. This idea goes beyond merely adapting 
buildings to meet the specific needs of deaf people to create an aesthetic that 
emerges out of the ways in which deaf people inhabit the world.  
 
The development of the new Sorenson Language and Communication Center 
(SLCC) provides the University with an unprecedented opportunity to fulfill its 
desire to begin to transform the campus from an institution that “serves the 
needs” of the deaf community to a place that embodies the unique “Deaf ways of 
Being.”  
 
On May 5 and 6, 2005 selected group of Gallaudet University students, faculty 
and staff attended the workshop “SEEING GALLAUDET + SEEKING DEAF 
SPACE: Toward aesthetic principles for the Sorenson Language + 
Communication Center” to explore and envision the underlying aesthetic 
principles of a Deaf architecture as it is applied specifically to the design of the 
new SLCC.   
 
The concept of the SLCC as a place of connection was a common theme 
underlying many of the ideas generated during the workshop.  Participants 
envisioned a place where the building would reveal the sense of connection Deaf 
people feel 

• between one another—a strong sense of community. 
• to openness and light—a space of well-being.  
• to nature as constant reminder of the natural condition of deafness 
• and of the physical image of a place that expresses Deaf history and 

culture  
 
During the two-day charette an aesthetic began to emerge—one that is timeless, 
not beholden to an architectural style, but one that embodies the imprint of the 
highly visual sensibilities of deaf people.  The emerging Deaf architectural 
aesthetic is organic in nature: open, light, quiet, flowing, smooth and rich with 
cultural metaphors that reflect the inherent diversity of the deaf community.  
 
This document is a translation of the aesthetic intentions and concepts 
expressed in the workshop into an architectural language of aesthetic principles.  
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The principles are organized into five primary elements of architecture within a 
sequence that follows the way in which building designs unfold.     

• Space: addresses desired qualities of the place we inhabit 
• Light: addresses the natural condition we desire that enables our eyes to 

see the place we inhabit.  
• Composition: identifies the broad concepts that ultimately form light and 

space.    
• Form: addresses the physical elements that build-up from the plan 

concept and enclose space.  
• Materiality: addresses the qualities of form that influence the place we 

inhabit. 
 

The design themes driving the principles that follow and these basic elements of 
architecture are deeply connected.  For that reason, the aesthetic principles are, 
at times, redundant to ensure all dimensions of the intended outcome are 
completely met. 
 
 
Aesthetic Principles  
In order for the SLCC to embody the desires of its users, the following principles 
should be taken into consideration throughout the design process.   The design 
of the new SLCC shall conform to these principles to the degree practicable.  
However, it is anticipated throughout the design process cost-cutting measures 
may impact the design features these principles represent.  To ensure the 
essential aesthetic intent remains intact, workshop participants prioritized ten 
principles as ones that may not be eliminated or altered during the design and/or 
construction of the new facility.  These core principles are identified by an 
asterisk (*) and the number 1,2 or 3 further signifying a higher order of priority. 

• *1 Principles shall guide the design for the building without compromise. 
• *2 Principles shall guide the design to the building degree practicable.  

The intent of these principles shall remain intact without compromise. 
• *3 Principles shall guide the design of the building to the degree 

practicable. In the case budgetary constraints do not allow the design 
elements proposed by these principles to be implemented they shall be 
planned for and incorporated at a later date when funds are available.   

  



 Aesthetic principles for the Sorenson Language and Communication Center, Gallaudet University  
 

hbhm architects                                                                                                                       page  3 
 

 
 

SPACE  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
S.1 *1 The SLCC shall embody openness.  An overarching spatial condition of 
openness—a smooth flow of space from public to shared to private spaces—
shall envelop the building to provide the visual access necessary to understand 
and navigate through the building. 
 
Select Workshop Concepts  

• “Openness is a metaphor for no barriers” 
 
• “See all floors like the Grand Hyatt” 

   
• “Allow space to flow through the building”  
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S.2  The building’s spatial concept shall allow for a variety of conditions— 
spaces with varying degrees of scale, enclosure, and formal composition—that 
provide places for group gatherings, informal interaction and even moments of 
solitude within a larger body of openness.  
 
 
Select Workshop Concepts 

• The public areas should feel comfortable for everyone….”where we can 
see one another from a distance… but also have a private conversation.” 

 
• The building should be easy to get around in but the experience of moving 

through the building should be [spatially] interesting—there needs to be 
some surprise in the building!  

 
• “Provide different spaces in the public area that allows for several different 

kinds of events to take place at once.” 
 

 
 
 

S.3  Doors and Windows hold deep symbolic meaning in Deaf culture tied to 
visual permeability—a spatial quality that enables a Deaf awareness and sense 
of control in the world.  Doors, window and other openings or voids within 
enclosing forms shall be used practically and metaphorically to reveal “a world 
beyond.”  Doors should be transparent whenever possible or desired. 
 
 
Select Workshop Concepts  

• Doors are often barriers to visual information.  How can the concept of a 
door be re-envisioned? 

 
• What if the building was designed around a huge window—a single spatial 

axis to see all the way through the building? 
  

• “…. bringing in through the window what cannot come in through the door” 
(de l’Epee, 1776) 
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LIGHT  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Light & shadow study, Seeing Gallaudet Sketch Exercise, Paul Dudis  

 
L.1 *1 The SLCC shall be filled with light: a body of muted brilliance.   Form, 
space and material shall be composed in a way that fills the building with a 
light—to illuminate sign language  enable orientation and foster a sense of well-
being. 
 
Select Workshop Concepts  

• The building should have a Chapel feel 
 

• To clearly see sign language there should be light without shadows or 
glare—no backlighting! 
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L.2 Within an even body of light, feature lighting conditions will highlight 
destination points, places of interaction and repose. Within public and shared 
spaces provide flexible lighting systems that allow for optimal light for a wide 
range of academic and social activities 
 
Select Workshop Concepts 

• Provide lighting systems at an amphitheater that support a wide range of 
gatherings and performances  

 
• Lighting conditions that cast shadows on distant walls and/or ceilings 

could give clues of activities in adjacent spaces --“ Shadows belong to 
light” [L. Kahn]  

 
L.3 Visual access to the ever-changing conditions of natural light is a 
fundamental way of remaining in touch with the natural world.  The building shall 
call attention the daily and seasonal rhythms of sunlight and weather with natural 
day lighting design features. Use artificial light to enhance orientation and to 
animate the nighttime experience of building. 
 
Select Workshop Concepts 

• “The light comes in during the day…the light goes out at night”…Lighting 
within Skylight features animate the dark night,  

 
• Include a “Sun dial” at the building’s entry to reveal time, and changes in 

seasons in an artful way. 
• Lighting “events” or features can be used to call attention to the building’s 

entry. 
 
• Well lit displays at the building’s entry conveys the drawing attention to the 

life within the building to passers-by along the campus’ main walkway 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SLCC at Night-- Seeing Gallaudet Sketch Exercise, Paul Dudis  
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COMPOSITION 

 
Five building concepts developed by workshop participants.  All concepts focused on a central public space, tied 
into the campus pedestrian circulation system.  The following principles have been, in part developed from this 
exercise.  
 
C.1 *1 The SLCC shall be planned as a landmark for all of the Deaf community 
that embodies Deaf culture, in all of its diversity, and nurtures a sense of 
community at Gallaudet.  A community—amphitheater-style—gathering place 
shall form the heart of the building.   
 
Select Workshop Concepts:  

• Provide four main points of entry that symbolically welcomes “Deaf people 
from the four corners of the world” 

 
• “Focus of the entrance: people, café classrooms”  

 
• “The center is Veditz, Circle [or Square] an open area with a mobile 

celebrating the Deaf Experience, signifying freedom from oppression” 
 
C.1 Select Workshop Concepts , Continued  

• Plan the building around the theme of “a Deaf timeline”  
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• Provide a sculpture garden to display the work of Deaf artists. 
 

 
C.2 *1  The plan concept shall configure rooms and building layouts in an 
“organic” way directly in response to the deaf way seeing. 
  
Select Workshop Concepts: 

• Building layouts shall enable an intuitive understanding of public, shared, 
and private zones and easy visual orientation.  

 
• Key destination points such as entries to shared spaces and academic 

departments should be easily viewed from a central public area. 
 

• Plan the typical office layout as an “imprint of vision” where all activities 
and functions lie in front of the inhabitant well within their visual field 
resulting in a cone or wedge shaped space. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
• Utilize the triangular spatial arrangements inherent to the ways Deaf 

people congregate in conversation as a basic planning module for the 
building. 

 
•  Plan typical classrooms, or “pods” to support a “horseshoe” seating 

arrangement. 
 

• Half-round, partially enclosed “nooks” for collaborative spaces. 
 

 
 

 
C.3 *3  The plan concept shall express the notion that deafness is a natural 
state of being. Using nature as a metaphor, the building allows for an overlap of 
indoor and outdoor spaces—a smooth transition of external and internal 
landscapes “flow through the building”. 
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Select Workshop Concepts  

• Position and plan the building to artfully display the building’s sustainable 
systems of light, ventilation, and energy conservation.  

 
• Locate a Zen garden in the building or along its campus interface. 

 
• Incorporate an aquarium in the waiting room for the clinic. 

 
C.4 *1 The plan concept shall foster social interaction and academic 
collaboration among the diverse members of the deaf community by creating 
opportunities to draw people together in a range of productive venues set within 
an inspiring and engaging environment.   
 
Select Workshop Concepts 

• The plan shall support a density and scale of activities that sustain 
collaboration.  

 
• Make the spaces flexible to accommodate new projects and teams as they 

evolve.  
 

• Locate building entries so there is an easy flow of pedestrian traffic 
through the building. 

 
• Locate entries to shared collaborative spaces, academic departments and 

other major points of destination in a coherent manor yet encourages 
inhabitants to frequently transverse the central public space to increase 
opportunities for interaction. 

 
• Provide spatial relationships that enable the display of project teams at 

work and the informal/ continual display of their work from within the 
building and from nearby campus spaces.  

 
• Arrange offices into “neighborhoods” or pods with a common collaborative 

space at the center. 
 

• Provide a variety of places, or “nooks” throughout the public and shared 
spaces of the building that offer places to sustain casual conversations 
and or provide individuals with a place of repose and contemplation. 
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This “experiential map encompasses many of the ideas discussed during the workshop and highlights the  tour a 
visitor to the Communications Services Center might take. 
  
C.5 *1  The Communication Services Center (CSC) shall be fully integrated 
within the SLCC.  The waiting area for the Center shall be shared with that of 
other diagnostic services and shall be located in such a way as to create a 
procession—one respectful of patient confidentiality—that is pleasant and 
visually exciting for visitors en route from the public entry  
 
Select Workshop Concepts  

• Lead visitors to the CSC through the building to view Deaf culture, social 
interaction, collaborative activities and artifacts…the Deaf timeline and 
nature. 

 
• Build in a table in the center of the room where children can draw and 

create art; the table should be a blackboard.  
 

• The waiting area should be an interactive place of discovery for adults and 
children alike.   

 
• Symbols of the natural world should surround and enliven the CSC waiting 

area: A fish tank wall, Interior landscape/vegetation, Views to the 
landscape beyond. 

 
• Incorporate Deaf artifacts that tell “Deaf stories”.  For example:  A 

chalkboard table within the waiting area where visitors could sit…draw… 
visually communicate… have a place at the table.  
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C.6 *2  Information technology systems and devices shall be considered as 
architectural elements integrated into the basic planning concepts and aesthetic 
themes for the building. 
 
Select Workshop Concepts 

• Where large-scale communication devices are used in public spaces 
provide partial enclosures to ensure elements such as large plasma 
screens and electronic message board do not visually dominate the 
space.  

 
• Display video phone booths within public areas in a way that ensures 

visual privacy and architecturally expresses the notion of communication  
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FORM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Te hillside terraces in Moray, Peru may provide inspiration for the amphitheater 
 
F.1 *2 Spaces that are responsive to and expressive of visual language and 
orientation tend to manifest circular, or, “organic” forms.  The building shall 
express this underlying organic formal organization in a manner achievable 
through common construction practices. 
 
Select Workshop Concepts 

• “Organic forms on the exterior reveal the Deaf way”  
 
• “The building should be round… why not like an eye?” 
 
•  Each floor could have its own shape to express the diversity of the 

building’s uses and users. 
 
F.2 *1  The SLCC will be a new landmark on the Gallaudet campus that visually 
connects the campus’ Victorian Gothic heritage with the aesthetic of an 
uncharted visu-centric architecture.  Drawing upon such divergent stylistic 
references, neither the ones of the past nor the ones of the future can dominate.  
Hence the building’s formal expression is a timeless one, balancing the past and 
future. 
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Select Workshop Concepts  
• The design should incorporate arches, like the gothic arches of Chapel 

Hall to symbolize a “portal to education” 
 

• The new building height should blend with neighboring buildings, the SAC 
and the HMB 

 
• Use building forms that call attention to the building in ways that are not in 

direct contrast to the dominant architectural language of the campus.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Archway from Chapel Hall superimposed over a glass Curtin wall—Seeing Gallaudet sketch 
exercise.  Jane Norman 
 
F.3 The building shall express an emphasis on natural light with building forms 
derived from the geometries made necessary to optimize natural day lighting. 
 
F.4 *1 Configure building forms—at the human scale—within public spaces and 
along the building/campus interface that foster interaction.  These “collective” 
spaces shall provide an incentive for inhabitants to initiate interaction, stop, linger 
and socialize.   A highly visible core of vertical circulation consisting of a glass 
elevator and large ornamental stair, shall provide the visual access and activity 
critical to the vitality of deaf collective space.   
 
 
 
 
 
F.4 Select Workshop Concepts   
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• Building/campus interface: “A colonnade along the building/campus 
interface draws the building into the landscape and the landscape into the 
building” 

 
• Public spaces: In the public areas of the building, configure forms such 

as stairs, and balconies to provide a variety of opportunities to see others 
and to be seen by others.  (e.g. “The stair could function as a seating area 
for the amphitheater.”) 

 
• “A ceremonial stair could surround the glass elevator near the main entry 

of the building.” 
 
•  “The main public area could have level changes to see-out from and be 

more like a landscape.”   
 

• The “space in-between” Forms defining the ancillary spaces or nooks 
intended to foster small-group sign language conversations and or a place 
of solitude within the public realm include  

o Solid low curved walls, reminiscent of the Stonewalls sculpture in 
front of the Andrew Foster Auditorium in the quad. 

o screens made with landscape elements 
o Stepped forms for seating 
o Simple forms or even furnishings that places to set belongings 

down in order to free-up ones hands for conversation”. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Seating at Parque Guell, Barcelona, Spain—A.Gaudi              Stairs provide visibility  
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MATERIALITY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
M.1 *1 The SLCC shall embody Deaf history and culture in all of its diversity.  
Surface details and articulation; architectural elements and artifacts shall be 
configured to “tell the stories of Deaf history and culture”.    
 
Select Workshop Concepts: 

• The color palette should account for varying skin tones to provide a 
contrasting background to better see sign language. 

 
•  “Tiles with sign language features as part of the floor design” 

 
• “Bas relief shows selected international sign language features” and 

“profiles of Deaf people who made a difference in society.” 
 

• Signage could include images of sign language 
 

• Images of Veditz, ASL poets, children 
 
 
 
 
M.2 The material qualities of transparency, translucency and reflectivity are 
essential elements of openness and are to be used strategically to frame deep 
views into spaces beyond and display the life within the building. 
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Select Workshop Concepts  

• Use “glass exterior surfaces for visual interaction with the environment”  
 
• “Provide glass walls at entry points of public and shared spaces to create 

more inviting entries. 
 

• Provide glass walls that allow views into collaborative/shared spaces from 
public spaces to view/display work in progress. 

 
• Use mirrors or glass at corners to enable visual access “around corners”  

 
M.3 The materiality of the SLCC shall create an overall experience of quietness. 
The building’s structure and material shall be designed and selected to muffle 
vibration and sound as appropriate.  The building will be “visually quiet”.  The 
building’s surfaces shall form the background to activities, not visual foreground. 
 
Select Workshop Concepts  

• Keep the overall contrast of materials to a minimum 
 
• Use glass and other reflective surfaces carefully, glare and unwanted 

reflections are visually distracting 
 

• Use surface articulation to strategically to enhance orientation and “way 
finding”  

 
M.5 The materiality of the SLCC shall express “where we are” through 
“metaphors of the natural elements” and connect to the campus’s architectural 
heritage.  
 
Select Workshop Concepts 

• Warm, smooth surfaces of mass —interior and exterior—express a 
connection to the earth 

 
• The fluidity of water is a powerful metaphor of the fluidity of language. Use 

water features at the interior and exterior of the building to signify places 
of gathering and repose.    

 
M.6 Interactive surfaces such as chalkboards, white boards, and tack surfaces 
shall be used to support and signify places of interaction and collaboration. 
 
 
 
 
   


