


ABSTRACT

Town, Interrupted

by

Vy Drouin-Lê

 Town, Interrupted provides a new multi-family housing model for the 

desert  town of Marfa, Texas, and breaks with a certain formal and aesthetic 

orthodoxy perpetuated by the legacy of artist, Donald Judd.  The success 

of the remote border town as an art destination has been editing out a rich 

diversity of lifestyles that is specific to the place.  Thirty apartment units 

of four different types are aggregated in a relatively dense building that is 

punctuated by four courtyards and six towers.  Various techniques, such as 

rotation, juxtaposition, and misregistration, are used to embed movement in 

the inherently static building.  Enhanced by reflective materials and unique 

light conditions, these techniques  produce formal and social associations 

that constantly fluctuate between the individual and the collective.  This 

architecture of measured instability brings together Marfa’s diverse popula-

tion and introduces a new kind of inhabitation that does not currently exist 

in the West Texas town. 
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Town, Interrupted breaks tyranny of place with an architecture of mea-
sured instability.  It introduces a dynamic building with a new aesthetic 
and housing type in the stable and homogenous townscape of Marfa, 
Texas. 

In this remote desert town, a central border patrol facility operates 
alongside a vibrant art community.  Marfa is simultaneously sophisti-
cated and rough, constructed and raw.  Reified into and art institution, it 
is becoming a victim of its own success, editing out a rich diversity of life-
styles that is specific to the West Texas enclave.  Marfa has an eclectic 
community, but the legacy of minimalist artist, Donald Judd, perpetuates 
an aesthetic orthodoxy of symmetrical and bare boxes.  With the single 
family home as only housing type, the growth pattern of Marfa’s urban 
fabric is also boxy and consistent.  

Taking cues from tactics used by Dutch painter, Johannes Vermeer, in  
Girl Interrupted at her Music (1660), Town, Interrupted embeds move-
ment in the static form of architecture, to produce formal and social 
associations that constantly fluctuate between the individual and the 
collective.  Six slightly rotated towers punctuate a horizontal mass.  From 
different perspectives, they merge and separate.  The rotation opens up 
the volume and creates dynamic circulation.  Four distinct unit types are 
aggregated to shape courtyards and create interconnected subgroups.  
The misregistration of identical parts produces a flickering effect that is 
enhanced by Marfa’s dramatic light changes on reflective and translu-
cent materials.

The sum of the techniques used to break the box—the Judd box and 
the single family home box—creates a dynamic building and productive 
contradictions, introducing a new kind of inhabitation that does not cur-
rently exist in Marfa. 

Note: The program and site for this thesis are based on a multi-family 
housing competition organized by Design Marfa (November 2014).  An 
early version of the project, entitled “Housing & Hideout,” was one of 135 
entries in the competition, and received an honorable mention.  
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Marfa, Texas, an art institution

Founded in the 1880s as a railroad water stop, then home 
to a military base in the first half of the 20th century, 
Marfa eventually became a destination for Minimalist art.

Reified into an art institution, Marfa has become a victim 
of its own success. The town`s “mystique,” as Vanity Fair 
described it, has been editing out a rich diversity of life-
styles that is specific to the West Texas enclave.  

Sean Wilsey, Daphne Beal,  “Lone Star Bohemia,” Vanity Fair, July 2012 Photograph by John Huba
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Cowboys & hipsters

In this remote desert town, a central border patrol facil-
ity operates alongside a vibrant art community.  Marfa is 
simultaneously rough and sophisticated, raw and con-
structed.  Its draw lies in its paradoxes, and the fact that 
it has both the wide open space to think and create, and a 
tight-knit community.

Still from No Country for Old Men (2007), filmed in Marfa Marfa Film Festival event at the Crowley Theater, 2013
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A rigid aesthetic perpetuated by Marfa’s aura

If its community is quirky and eclectic, Marfa’s buildings 
are not.  In the ubiquitous beige, symmetrical and bare box 
is a certain aesthetic and formal orthodoxy imposed by 
the legacy of minimalist artist, Donald Judd (1928-1994).  
New buildings and restorations, such as Ballroom Marfa 
(above), in Marfa typically have Judd-like qualities.   

Chamberlain Building by Donald Judd Ballroom Marfa, gallery founded in 2003, restored dance hall (c.1927)
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Map of the northwest edge of the town grid: scattered single family 
homes in gray, with proposal for 30-unit building in blue

Breaking the box

Town, Interrupted introduces an alternative to Marfa’s 
homogenous Judd-like aesthetic, and to the single family 
home, which is the only housing type available. 

With the ever-increasing popularity of the art mecca as 
a high-end  destination, housing options have become 
scarce and prices, high.  The growth pattern of Marfa’s 
urban fabric has been consistent, sprinkling single family 
boxes onto the grid.  

With this relatively denser proposal for a 30-unit building, 
occupying only half of a city block (opposite), Marfa’s rich 
social diversity and vibrant community can be inserted in 
this grid of scattered small pieces.



INTERRUPTED



2120

Johannes Vermeer, Girl Interrupted at her Music, 1660, oil on canvas

Learning from Vermeer

In the context of the art town of Marfa, thinking about how 
to destabilize Donald Judd’s legacy, I looked at represen-
tation and art practices diametrically opposed to Judd’s 
non-referential, non-sculptural, “specific objects.”  Judd 
rejected traditional painting and the flattening of the real 
into an illusion.  A painting that caught my attention is Girl 
Interrupted at her Music, by Johannes Vermeer, from the 
17th century Dutch Golden Age.  Vermeer used momen-
tary interruption in the subject of his painting as a device 
to capture movement in a static form of representation. 
He often catches his subjects turning their heads, on the 
brink of speech or movement.  I identified tactics (left) that 
Vermeer used to lock gesture into space, and used them to 
capture movement in the inherently static form of archi-
tecture. 

ROTATION, with the girl turning towards the viewer JUXTAPOSITION OF AXES, in his careful composition, Vermeer estab-
lishes stability with the orthogonal frame in the background and starts 
cutting it with angles.  

MISREGISTRATION, of forms of a similar size LIGHT PLAY, with material expression through the effect of light on a 
surface 
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ROTATION

JUXTAPOSITION

MISREGISTRATION

RHYTHM

ASSOCIATION & DIFFERENTIATION THROUGH LIGHT PLAY

Measured instability

In Town, Interrupted, movement is embedded in a static 
architectural form through a series of tensions and formal 
techniques (left).  A slight rotation in plan, and a misreg-
istration of undulated horizontal bars and a truncated  
towers, create an imbalance between the static and the 
dynamic, the familiar and the unfamiliar.   

This provocative, yet calm, flickering produces a double-
take that asserts architecture’s ability to have an impact 
on a town’s social and physical fabric, through spatial and 
perceptual effects.
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Marfa light

Located on a desert plateau, Marfa has crisp air and big 
skies, rapid and dramatic atmospheric changes.  A study 
of the sun throughout the day (left) shows how light and 
shadow group or differentiate the offset front units.  Light 
also comes down into the different courtyards, as well as 
through the openings around the rotated towers, implying 
the openness of the forms within the building.  

Late afternoon in Marfa
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Movement and materiality

The reading of the buidling starts to change as one moves 
around it.  It is at times a singular mass, with merging vol-
umes, and at times more porous, as the towers separate.  
The dynamic legibility of the building’s form(s) is 
enhanced by qualities of light and reflective materials—
polished concrete and translucent polycarbonate.  

Polished concrete building in downtown Marfa’s South Highland Street 
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Overview, looking northeast Approach

As a first instance of denser architecture in a small west-
ern town, the formal strategy for this proposal is a nu-
anced collage of the paradoxes that make up Marfa.  This 
four-courtyard building is a calibrated mix of social and 
solitary moments, urbanity and wilderness, openness and 
enclosure.
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Aerial view of Marfa (Bing Maps, 2014), with site marked in white Context: a grid in the desert

Marfa is a place full of fascinating contradictions.  This 
small town of 2,000 people, sitting in the middle of the 
expansive Chihuahuan desert, is bound by privately owned 
ranches.
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Site marked in white on the northwest edge of the town grid (Bing Maps, 2014) Site: urban meets wild

The site for this multi-family housing building is a street 
block on the edge of the grid.  While it is only a few blocks 
away from the town’s center of activity, the site’s 
openness to the landscape beyond is an opportunity to 
exploit Marfa`s unique relationship to landscape.
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Relative density

This thirty-unit multi-family building can house as many 
people as the number that lives on many surrounding city 
blocks.  
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View from “L”-shaped unit between the two west end towers, looking north, into one of three smaller courtyards

Unit aggregation, dynamic circulation

The parts that compose the whole are four very different 
unit types, repeated six times with slight variations.  The 
units are aggregated to form a series of courtyards and 
circulation loops.  These loops, along with the rotated 
towers, induce movement.  The building produces dynamic 
circulation within and beyond itself. 
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View from west end bridge roof deck, looking east 

Ground multiplication

Three courtyards, with their respective circulation loop 
that connects ground and roof, are created by the lifting 
and lowering of the bridge apartments.  This formal move 
multiplies grounds, creating interconnected roof decks 
above and shaded spaces below. 

Plan diagrams of common outdoor spaces

ground : covered parking, courtyards, recreation

ground & second : circulation loops

second & third : roof decks
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Solitary

Paradoxically, the most urban form is also the most 
connected to the landscape beyond.  The tower, this 
vertical axis contrasting with the horizontal bar, creates 
solitary spaces.

View from the top tower unit
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View inside the off-center main courtyard Social

Other forms are embedded in or floating above the ground, 
simultaneously creating social spaces.  Ultimately, the 
sum of the techniques used to break the box, to create a 
dynamic building and productive contradictions, brings a 
new kind of inhabitation that does not exist in Marfa. 
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North Elevation
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West Elevation
East Elevation
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W-E Cross Sections
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