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This project takes a material property and leverages its organizational 

potentials. Opacity, the lack of transparency or obscurity of meaning, is 

frequently ascribed with a negative connotation. Its inverse, transparency, 

has, architecturally and socially, become imbued with a moral imperative, 

representing free access, communication, and public involvement. While 

this casts opacity as nefarious, obscurity of meaning, of views, of place 

opens space for privacy, mystery, and productive ambiguity.

The project, an HIV/AIDS research facility, in central Moscow, engages  

a program requiring an iconic presence externally and a spectrum of 

discretion internally. The building’s exterior acts as a silent billboard, 

giving a public face to both the center and Russia’s HIV epidemic. The 

medical research facility is an institution in which privacy concerns and 

the interrelation of users are critical to its function. The opaque organi-

zational strategy mediates these concerns, permitting each user group 

a free experience of the building.
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“Я сняла наушники

слушала ветер

В открытые двери пустой маршрутки

Ветер рассказал мне о страшном секрете:

Нам остаются последние сутки

А у тебя СПИД

И значит мы умрем”

Zemfira “СПИД” 1999
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INTRODUCTION

This project takes a material property and leverages its organizational 

potentials. Opacity, defined as the lack of transparency or the obscurity 

of meaning, is frequently ascribed a negative connotation. Its inverse, 

transparency, has, architecturally and socially, become imbued with a 

moral imperative, representing free access, communication, and public 

involvement. While this casts opacity as nefarious, obscurity opens space 

for productive ambiguity. This project focuses on the productive organiza- 

tional potentials inherent in the opaque object, utilizing obscurity of place 

and views to nest multiple linked but independent programs within a 

singular iconic form while supporting disparate programmatic needs for 

privacy, connectivity, and spatial type.

The project, an HIV/AIDS research facility, located in central Moscow, 

engages a program requiring an iconic presence externally and a spec- 

trum of discretion internally. The building’s exterior acts as a silent bill-

board, giving a public face to both the center and Russia’s HIV epidemic. 

The medical research facility is an institution in which privacy concerns and 

the interrelation of users are critical to its function. An opaque organiza- 

tional strategy mediates these concerns, permitting each user group a 

free experience of the building.

The facility program is divided into three categories - education, research, 

and patient care - made differentiable through their design in spatial and 

circulation type. Experientially, each space exists continuously to the users, 

offering only glimpses of the different organizations beyond. Users form 

a mental image of the building, which is continuously destabilized as they 

transition between program types, provoking a more active experience 

of their surroundings.
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OPACITY

At street level, the opaque object is impermeable, a blankness in the city 

which hides its interior from passersby. It participates only through its pres- 

ence, the closed facade giving it a distinct identity as an object in the urban 

context. By not telegraphing its interior activity, the building focuses its 

energy inward, creating a private interior world.

Organizational opacity takes as its genesis the flicker between spatial 

expectation and reality. In Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal, Rowe 

and Slutsky describe phenomenal transparency as a fluctuation in the 

reading of space caused by the effect of a layering of interpenetrating 

forms, which the viewer interprets into a multiplicity of spatial possibilities. 

Rosalind Krauss describes the effect of this flicker as, “transparency turned 

into opacity”1 Taking opacity — not transparency — as the goal of this 

strategy utilizes the disconnect between perception and reality to conceal 

space in plain sight, effectively creating a building where ambiguities of 

place and position permit a dense concentration of programs to exist 

freely and independently within a single space, concealed from each 

other’s view.

1  Rosalind Krauss, “Death of a Hermeneutic Phantom” in Houses of Cards, by Peter 
Eisenman, Rosalind Krauss, Manfredo Tafuri (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987) 
171



6 Phenomenal Opacity

Transparency, a material property, has since the Enlightenment become 

representative of utopian virtue. Politically and socially, its implied qualities 

of clarity, comprehension, immediacy, visual connectivity, and free know- 

ledge speak to a potential world defined by logic, order, and equality. By 

dissolving visual boundaries, we believe that we can align ourselves with a 

“true” or “natural” order. Architecture has long utilized transparency as 

a symbol of these ideas, instrumentalizing it as shorthand for publicness, 

collaboration, and openness.   

Politically, there is a conflation of understanding with benevolence. We 

believe that our ability to see an institution’s workings or motives gives us 

power over it. Benjamin described glass as, “the enemy of secrets.”1 Its 

transparency prohibits clandestine meetings and instead requires public 

discussion. Architectural projects such as Foster + Partners’ cupola at the 

Reichstag in Berlin use transparency to symbolically bring the public into 

the political process through visual links between citizens and government.

Transparency’s clarity and immediacy also became representative of the 

modern spirit. Glass’s ability to display manifold spaces simultaneously, 

connecting them without artifice, spoke to modern architecture’s desire 

for efficiency and rationality. The transparent glass world implied a turning 

away from a fixation on the objects of the past. When everything is visible, 

human interaction becomes the object on display, removing the necessity 

for the clutter of individual possessions. 

Architecture has taken transparency as a symbol of social, civic and urban 

involvement. The activity seen behind a glass wall is described as public 

due to its visibility. Buildings such as the Juilliard School claim this display 

as urban gesture, in which the visual connection implies a literal connec-

tion between the building interior and the city at large.

1  Walter Benjamin, “Experience and Poverty” in translation in Michael Jennings (Ed), 
Selected Writings: Walter Benjamin Vol. 2 1927-1934. (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 1999) 733

TRANSPARENCY

Opposite top: (L) The Glass Pavilion. Bruno Taut. Cologne. 1914. (R) Reichstag. Foster + Partners. Berlin. 1992-1999 

Opposite center: (L) Center for Architecture. Andrew Berman. New York. 2003. 

Opposite center: (R) Seagram Building. Mies van der Rohe. New York. 1958.

Opposite bottom: Juilliard School. Diller, Scofidio + Renfro. New York. 2009
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Today, transparency has become a fetishized concept, celebrated for its 

connotations of openness and access, and is seen as a democratizing 

force, putting the world on display. Due to its association with these utop- 

ian ideals, transparency has taken on the tone of a moral imperative. 

While there is nothing inherently wrong with this moral coding, by casting 

transparency as wholly positive, its opposite property, opacity, becomes 

seen as wholly sinister. We distrust the opaque. Spaces lacking in transpar- 

ency are dangerous, they frustrate our desire for immediate involvement 

and understanding. Contrasted with transparency, opacity is read as 

furtive, the cloaking of a space or idea for nefarious purposes.

Opacity’s obfuscating nature need not be negative. Obscurity of meaning 

or views opens space for mystery, for privacy, and for productive ambi- 

guity. It creates spaces in which new connections and potentials exist 

within the shadows. Transparency allows free access but opacity permits 

flexibility through discretion.

Opposite top: Reichstag. Foster + Partners. Berlin. 1992-1999

Opposite center: Still from Nosferatu, dir. F.W. Murnau (Weimar Republic, Film Arts Guild, 1922)
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In their article, Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal, Colin Rowe and 

Robert Slutsky differentiate between two types of architectural transpar- 

ency: that which they describe as literal or material and that which is phen- 

omenal or organizational. In their formulation, phenomenal transparency 

compresses the three - dimensional space of a building into the two - dimen-

sional space of a painting. The shift from the horizontal plane of the plan 

to the vertical plane of the elevation was dependent on a viewer standing 

in a fixed location, observing the building along a specific axis. These elev- 

ation views of the building were points at which the compression of space 

created an implication, true or false, of the spatial organization beyond. 

For Rowe and Slutsky, the pleasure of seeing and experiencing a building 

was enhanced by the flicker between these projected spaces and actual 

physical reality.1 

Similarly, this project utilizes the flicker between projected or assumed 

space and actual layout to hide volumes within the plan. From its interior, 

each space feels like a continuous, singular building, it is only at points 

of transition between those spaces that users become aware of the  

expanded reality of the building.  

1  Colin Rowe and Robert Slutsky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal,” Perspecta, 
Vol. 8 (1963): 45-54

PHENOMENAL TRANSPARENCY

Opposite top: Garden facade. Villa Stein. Le Corbusier. Garches. 1927

Opposite bottom: First floor plan, Villa Stein, Le Corbusier
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The medical research facility provides an example of an institution in which 

privacy and the interrelation of user groups is critical. The facility houses 

a varied assortment of programs, necessitating laboratory spaces, admin- 

istrative facilities, seminar rooms, meeting spaces, a library, an auditorium, 

and outpatient treatment areas.

The project is an approximately 350,000 square foot building to be loca- 

ted in central Moscow. It will serve both a permanent population of res-

earchers as well as transient populations of visiting scientists, students, 

patients, and community members.

PROGRAM
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Estimated Global HIV Prevalence (UNAIDS, 2009)

No data

< 0.1%

0.1% - < 0.5%

0.5% - < 1.0%

1.0% - < 5.0%

5.0% - < 15.0%

15.0% - < 28.0%

Russia currently faces a dramatically increasing incidence of new HIV 

infections1 due to factors such as IV drug use, prostitution, and the fear 

of stigmatization. This growing epidemic holds the potential to greatly 

effect Russia’s population and economic growth, both by impacting demo- 

graphics active in economic production and by exhausting the resources 

of the current health care system. In response to these concerns, increas-

ing awareness and expanding treatment and prevention programs has 

become one of Russia’s top UN Millennium Development Goals.2  Giving 

a visible,  recognizable face to HIV/AIDS treatment and research is critical 

in order to bring the topic into public discussion and to attract interna-

tional research partnerships.

While civil society has traditionally played a critical role in HIV/AIDS advo- 

cacy and services, in post-Soviet Russia, the relationship between civil 

society and the state is highly complicated. It is impossible for civil society 

to address the needs of this population without political support.3 New 

institutions serving this demographic must be positioned physically and 

conceptually adjacent to both government and citizens.

1 UNAIDS, “Global Report: UNAIDS Report on the Global AIDS Epidemic 2013,” 
www.unaids.org, November 2013
2 Sergey N. Bobylev, et al, “Millennium Development Goals in Russia: Looking into the 
Future” United Nations Development Programme, 2010.
3 Ulla Pape, The Politics of HIV/AIDS in Russia (BASEES/ Routledge Series on Russian 
and East European Studies), Oxford: Routledge, 2013.

HIV/AIDS IN RUSSIA
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Hotel

Commercial

Corporate

Political

Cultural

In order to be successful as an institution and provoke a response from 

both civil society and the government, the proposed HIV/AIDS research 

center must be located on a site which can capitalize on the intersection 

of these groups.

Tverskaya Street, a critical radial street located in central Moscow, is a  

dense, heavily trafficked area with car, metro, and pedestrian access. The 

site sits at the intersection of some of the city’s most prominent cultural, 

political, commercial, and historic sites. The presence of the State Duma, 

the Kremlin, GUM, and the Bolshoi Theater guarantee a diverse mix of 

visitors to the area at all times.

SITE
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RESEARCH

EDUCATION

PATIENT CARE

PATIENT CARE

In  the design of typical research facilities, there is a tendency to address 

privacy concerns through design that focuses on separation or spatial 

restriction. Security and privacy is achieved by isolating programs into 

individual buildings, striating them by floor from most to least public or by 

containing programs in locked areas. These strategies create a negative 

hierarchical relationship between public and private programs, privileg-

ing public spaces through ease of access and quality of space. Private 

programs or those with a greater need for security, such as laboratories 

or patient rooms, become treated as back - of - house space, even if they 

comprise the primary program of the facility.

RESEARCH FACILITIES
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Through the use of an opaque organization, each user group will be able 

to feel as though they have a free experience of the building. Each area 

exists as an individual world with spaces that open up when programmati- 

cally advantageous to form new connections between users. By nesting 

programmatic areas to create an organizationally ambiguous building, 

programs are simultaneously concealed and revealed, singular and 

multiple, allowing private and public spaces to be valued equally.

The slip between exterior form and interior organization creates a datum 

in the mind of the visitor against which they must continuously question 

their local experiences of the building. Triggering a more active explora- 

tion of the space and creating a whole enhanced by the opposed reading 

of the parts. This subtle displacement also mirrors the relationship of the 

independent programs to the institution as a whole. Each space functions 

primarily autonomously — but the overall institution is equally dependent 

on the presence of all. Provoking unexpected or uncanny encounters with 

the other spaces of the building reinforces the equal importance of all 

users and program types, providing reminders of their interdependence.

INDIVIDUAL WORLDS
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Above: Narrative Section
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The responsibility of the building’s exterior form is to assert itself into its 

surrounding urban context, acting as an opaque sign. The billboard  

nature of the form does not imply a literal projection of information or the 

ability of passerby to see internal activities displayed on its facades, but 

merely that it provides a comprehensible sense of itself as an object. The 

form of the building is simple, providing a memorable, easily imageable 

symbol for itself. This imageability places the institution within the city, 

reminding citizens of its presence through its contrast with the surrounding 

context and attracting their interest with its impermeability. Its opacity rein- 

forces the reading of the building as a singular object, giving a cohesive 

identity to the multiple programs and user groups contained within.

At the interior, this exterior singularity fractures, causing the project to read 

as a series of buildings within a building, each housing one of the center’s 

three major programs: education, research, and patient care.

This split approach allows the three primary programs to have, at the 

interior, the autonomy of privacy while giving them the power of a unified 

identity at the urban exterior.

EXTERIOR/INTERIOR
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Education: The most public program type, focuses on disseminating info-

rmation to a broader audience.

Research: This program type is semi-public and is focused on collecting 

and processing information. Privacy concerns are primarily related to pro- 

tecting proprietary research.

Patient Care: The most private program type, this is composed of facilities 

for outpatient procedures and human test subject research. It is concerned 

with privacy on the level of protecting proprietary research and also with 

safeguarding the privacy and anonymity of individuals.

Each program type is housed within its own spatially distinct volume. The  

relationship of these multiple volumes, and even their existence, is opaque 

to building users. Each user comprehends only the system they currently 

occupy.

PRIMARY PROGRAMS
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In order for the three program types to be read as distinct, each must take on 

its own individual character. To this end, each of the three program cate-

gories is associated with a specific spatial and circulation type. This allows 

users to become aware of passing through different programs. Each dist- 

inction reflects the programmatic usage and projected speed with which 

users will move in and out of the spaces.

The laboratories are cellular rooms arrayed along corridors: they utilize 

the two main building cores for circulation. Education consists of larger 

spaces that are organized as a promenade. Users spiral through a series 

of connected rooms leading from the ground floor to the top of the build-

ing. Patient care facilities consist of smaller spaces which surround a 

central staircase.

SPATIAL DEFINITION

Opposite top: Research

Opposite center: Education

Opposite bottom: Patient Care
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Laboratories form the base grain of the building, with the Education and  

Patient Care spaces dissolving into the plan. 

The research labs compose a grain sectionally as well as in plan, alterna- 

ting in an A-B-A-B pattern with mechanical levels. The ceiling heights of  

the mechanical spaces vary, allowing flexibility in floor elevation for the 

Education and Patient Care spaces. In some areas the mechanical levels 

are occupiable, providing space for equipment rooms, storage, and ser- 

vice areas, in other areas the mechanical floors are only deep enough for 

services to run horizontally across the building.

Education spirals through the mass of the building, syncing up at points 

with the lab floor plates to create connections between the spaces.

Patient care is never level with the other two program types, but it does 

connect peripherally to both Education and Research.

BUILDING ORGANIZATION
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PATTERNS

Each program is defined by a pattern. These serve as both a wayfinding 

tool and as a means of both reinforcing or obfuscating the interior orga-

nization. The patterns run over both opaque and transparent surfaces.

Education: A doubled diagonal line applied at threshold spaces between 

different program types, it consists of both flat graphic and dimensional 

screen.

Research: An omnidirectional grid pattern applied to walls only, it implies 

continuous expansion.

Patient Care: Exclusively applied to floor surfaces, it implies directionality.

Opposite  top: Education

Opposite center: Research

Opposite bottom: Patient Care
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STRUCTURE

The three programs are also distinguished from each other structurally. 

The Research laboratories form a directional grain, thus also providing the 

primary building structure. A concrete column and beam system based 

on the typical laboratory bay size runs throughout the entire building. 

The Education and Patient Spaces, utilize steel truss systems, functioning 

conceptually and structurally as objects inserted into the overall form of 

the building.

Opposite top: Patient Care

Opposite center: Education

Opposite bottom: Research
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FACADE

The facade gives the exterior of the building the impression of being simul- 

taneously massive and ephemeral. Composed of three layers — concrete, 

a steel box frame, and expanded metal mesh — during the day the building 

reads as a solid, black object while at night light from the interior seen 

through the mesh begins to hint at the complexity of the interior organiz- 

ation. The mesh stands off two feet from the building, lending a lightness 

to the opaque form.

Opposite: Detail through facade

Above: Exploded facade axon
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PLAN ORGANIZATION

The basic organization of Research levels are identical on each floor. The 

floor plan consists of three parallel blocks of lab space and a continuous 

loop of corridor, while Education and Patient spaces take over lab areas 

as they move through the building. The corridor is thus always continuous 

and uninterrupted. This causes Research users to experience the floor as 

if it were occupied only by a single program. 

Each of the three lab blocks consists of a double row of labs with a thick- 

ened chase wall in between. The three chase walls carry services vertically 

through the building. Every block contains four or five associated groups  

of labs. Users enter the group from the corridor and then circulate through 

the labs comprising that group.

Education and Patient spaces disappear into the plan, taking over areas 

of the lab blocks. Education staircases run parallel to the lab corridors, 

creating a doubling effect. Patient Care staircases are the width of one 

lab module and half its length, allowing them to exist within a lab group  

without disrupting its appearance or circulation for lab users. These spaces 

 cross between lab blocks over the ceilings of the corridors and through 

the mechanical floors.

1 2 2M

Opposite: Diagrammatic plans showing program distribution throughout the building.

4

5M

3M

5

6M

3

4M

6
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INTERNAL CIRCULATION

The manner in which a building user passes from a circulation space into 

a program space is one of the ways by which the three program volumes 

are differentiated from one another. In the Research areas, internal circu- 

lation always occurs from the long side of the corridors into the lab groups. 

In Education spaces, the rooms are arranged as a promenade, with stair- 

cases connecting each room in an extended path. When the Education 

spaces sit at the same floor height as lab floors, entry between the two 

program types occurs at the short sides of the Research corridors through 

glass walls, creating a contrast with the typical lab entries.

Patient Care users circulate up through dedicated stair cores into open 

waiting areas. They then pass into an exam/treatment room area that 

encircles the staircase. Access exists from the waiting area, the most pub-

lic zone, to the Education loop, allowing it to serve as an expanded wait-

ing area for patients. More subtle access exists between Patient Care and 

the Research floors. It is concealed from the sight lines of the main Patient 

Care circulation and conveniently located adjacent to nurses stations, 

allowing lab workers access to samples and data, and for this information 

to be processed and returned to doctors.

Opposite: Circulation diagrams
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The building’s open ground floor acts as a sieve, sorting visitors  into the 

three program categories as they move vertically into the building. This is 

the only point in the project where all three programs are simultaneously 

visible, creating a middle ground between the city and the discrete, more 

inwardly focused spaces above.

Opposite: Site plan

Above: Ground floor plan
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Research:

- Wet Labs

- Computer Labs

- Conference Areas

- Offices

Education:

- Administrative Offices

- Seminar Rooms

- Cafeteria

Patient Care

- Stair Cores

Research:

- Wet Labs

- Computer Labs

- Conference Areas

- Offices

Education:

- Library 1

- Auditorium

- Seating Area

Patient Care

- Stair Cores

- Patient Area #1: Reception, Exam

Rooms, Pharmacy

Above: 3rd floor planAbove: 2nd floor plan
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Research:

- Wet Labs

- Computer Labs

- Conference Areas

- Offices

Education:

- Stairs

Patient Care

- Patient Area #1: Exam Rooms

-Patient Area #2: Reception, Exam 

Rooms, Needle Exchange

Research:

- Wet Labs

- Computer Labs

- Conference Areas

- Offices

Education:

- Library 2

- Seminar Rooms

Patient Care

-Patient Area #2: Exam Rooms

Above: 5th floor planAbove: 4th floor plan
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Research:

- Wet Labs

- Computer Labs

- Conference Areas

- Offices

Education:

- Library 2

Patient Care

- Patient Area #3: Reception, Exam 

Rooms, MRI and CAT Scan Rooms

Above: 6th floor plan

Opposite: Exploded axon
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DETAIL SECTION

Above: Section
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Above: Section Perspective
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RENDERINGS
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MODEL
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