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FOR THE BIRDS 

Richard Olcott/Ennead Architects con1pletes bird-friendly 
"Integrated Science Commons" for Vassar College 
By EDWARD GUNTS, JAMES RUSS!ELLO@ May 20, 2016 
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A "bird-friendly" laboratory building that doubles as a bridge over a campus ravine is 
the centerpiece of a inulti-building "science co1nn1ons" that Richard Olcott/Ennead 
Architects has completed for Vassar College. 

Earlier this month, college leaders held a dedication ceremony for the $125 million 
project, which consists of four technologically advanced facilities for teaching and 
research at the liberal arts college, founded in 1861 and located in Poughkeepsie, New 
York. 

The "Integrated Science Commons," as it is officially called, includes the Bridge for 
Laboratory Sciences, a gently curving, 82,000-square-foot structure that spans a ravine 
and stream called Fonteyn Kill, and three older buildings that have been renovated. 

The renovated buildings include the New England Building, Ohnsted Hall of Biological 
Sciences, and the Sanders Physics Building. 

Together, the four buildings fonn a new ca1npus precinct that's intended to strengthen 
the college's interdisciplinary approach to the sciences and help students and faculty 
keep up with the latest advances. 

Bridge for Laboratory Sciences and historic campus fabric (©Richard Barnes) 
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"The completion of the Integrated Science Con1mons inarks an exciting inoment in the 
history of the sciences at Vassar, and will be a linchpin for the college as the sciences 
advance and evolve in the coming decades," said college president Catharine Hill. 

"\Vhen the building designs were being developed, we ... asked our faculty to anticipate 
changes in their fields and what they wil11nean for instruction and research. As a 
result, the facilities in the Integrated Science Commons are built to be flexible to needs 
that lie ahead." 
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At the center of Vassar's 10-acre science precinct, the Bridge for Laboratory Sciences 
was designed to be a gathering spot for the campus as well as a teaching facility. 

By spanning a ravine where few ventured before, The Bridge provides the first 
accessible walking path at grade between the central campus and destinations to the 
south, such as the Skinner Hall of Music. Its atrimn, with a cafe and mnple seating, is a 
new Vassar destination. Us fas;ade, dad in fiber ce1nent and stone, was inspired by the 
wooded landscape and includes "bird-friendly" glass features designed to prevent birds 
frrnn flying into it. 
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Fritted bird-friendly glass, northwest facade \@Richard Barnes) 

''The Bridge for Laboratory Sciences is an experiential building," said Ennead partner 
Richard Olcott, who led the design effort along with management partners Guy 
Maxwell and Timothy Hartung and project designer Kate Mann. 

"From the birch tree pattern of the building's fac;ade to the central corridor with 
panoramic views out to the natural landscape below, this is a true building in the trees. 
Its curvature withholds a full view of the entire building, prrnnpting visitors to slowly 
experience each part of the building as it unfolds.'' 

·~As architects, we like to think about how people experience ... our buildings," Olcott 
said. "When you walk into a straight building and see a long passageway with a door at 
the end, there is no reveal, n1erely a sense of obligation. A sense of discovery is 
in1portant to engage and propel you along on your journey. Walking through the curve 
of the Bridge, the ground suddenly falls out fron1 below you and you are looking not 
towards the exit but out at treetops, experiencing the building as if you are in the trees." 

''The curvilinear design also figuratively parallels the research that takes place daily in 
the Bridge," said Mann, an associate partner with Ennead. "Every day there is a new 
discovery, a changing landscape, both inside and out." 
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Atrium cafe (©Karl Rabe) 

With the Bridge for Laboratory Sciences, planners say, Vassar and Ennead (pronounced 
any-ad) have produced a facility that Jneets multiple goals. As the new home of the 
chemistry department, the Bridge makes possible experilnents using state-of-the-art 
instrmnentation for Jnolecular structure determination, spectroscopy, chromatography 
and other specialized techniques. In the Bridge's role as a rnultidisciplinary site, 
chemistry faculty and students share the new Earth and Envirornnent Lab with 
colleagues frrnn biology, environn1ental studies and emth science in a space designed 
to serve their crnnmon scientific needs. 

Sin1ilarly, the college's longstanding interdisciplinary robotics research laboratory now 
has a pennanent home in the Bridge. Adn1inistrators say it's a first-of-its-kind 
collaboration at a liberal arts college, bringing together biology, cognitive science and 
con1puter science professors and students. 

Identifying the right site for this large structure was a key to advancing the college's 
goal of promoting collaboration across scientific disciplines. At the same time, 
planners say, Vassar wanted the "footprint'' of the building to fit in well with the scale 
of adjoining buildings and with its wetland location. 

Built like a bridge, the new structure rests on two 20-foot-tall concrete piers to span 
nearly 400 feet across the campus ravine. These piers support a pair of curving trusses 
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at the topn1ost level. In turn, the two floors below are hung from six-inch steel pipes, 
creating a structure that is very lightweight and open for its size, thereby minilnizing 
the building's in1pact on the ground and preserve the natural landscape underneath. 

Northwest facade at dusk (©Karl Rabe) 

The building's curved fonn n1eanders through the woods, integrated with the natural 
landscape. Its interior passageway provides panoran1ic views of the surrounding area, 
while creating a central corridor for student activity. According to the architects, it is 
meant to be a conduit, drawing students through it and providing an efficient route 
between the cmnpus core and re1note parking. It also provides inulti-disciplinary 
laboratories and suites designed to foster collaboration between depart1nents, 
researchers and students from different fields of study. 

''The Bridge Building invites movement, and in so doing reinforces the accessibility of 
the sciences to all of Vassar's student body-a primary goal of the project," Olcott said. 
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Vassar and Ennead worked with 1\tlichael Van Valkenburgh Associates to establish a 
landscape plan that will help rehabilitate the wetland ecosystern surrounding the 
Bridge, improve the water quality of the wetland's stream, and provide a storm water 
n1anagen1ent system for the site. 

Because the Fonteyn Kill wetland is a haven for numerous bird species and on an avian 
flight path, the architects incorporated fa<;ade features to ininin1ize bird collisions, an 
idea championed by 1\tiaxwell. Among these features on the southeast fa<;ade is the first 
n1ajor application in the U.S. of Ornilux J\!likado glass, with a patterned ultraviolet 
reflective coating that is visible to birds but ren1ains virtually transparent to the hun1an 
eye. Glass on the northwest fa<;ade also has an innovative coating and custom frit 
pattern designed by Ennead. 
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Southeast facade; Ornilux and solar screen fins (©Richard Barnes) 

Frits in glass are also a tool for inodulating solar glare and heat gain within a building 
and are among the elements used to ilnprove energy performance throughout the 
Bridge for Laboratory Sciences. 

The other buildings provide an additional 75,000 square feet of renovated space for 
teaching and research. 

L 

Vassar faculty began discussions about the need to bring the college's facilities 1nore in 
line with its vigorous science curriculum more than a decade ago. 

A1nong the benefits of the Integrated Science Comrnons, planners say, is access for 
faculty and students to a new array of resources. Design decisions throughout the 
Integrated Science Crnnmons, they say, broke down the old divide between the 
classroorn and the lab and resulted in integrated scientific spaces where instnJCtion, 
experiinentation and discovery can be accomplished "fluidly." 
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New "wet" and "dry" labs are equipped for faculty-led research in such subjects as 
ultra-thin n1aterials, behavior genetics and health psychology. Other labs are designed 
to serve the needs that intersect an1ong multiple disciplines. In1prove1nents also n1ake 
possible more extensive use of advanced experin1ental equipn1ent, such as Phytotron 
growth chan1bers and an X-ray source diffractometer. 

lab classroom (©Richard Barnes) 

Another key outcome of the project is centralization of most of the locations for the 
Vassar science curriculmn, which were previously scattered across the ca1npus. The 
depmtments of biology, che1nistry, cognitive science, computer science, physics, 
astronrnny, and psychology as well as the biochemistry and the neuroscience and 
behavior programs, all reside now within the Integrated Science Crnn1nons. By 
bringing these depart1nents and programs closer together, planners said, Vassar fosters 
greater collaboration mnong faculty and students. 

"These new and enhanced facilities ensure that Vassar students will continue to learn in 
a current and dynamic hands-on environrnent,'' Hill said. ':L\nd they equip our 
outstanding faculty to teach and conduct research to the best of their abilities and to 
serve as the best possible mentors for our students." 
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Other Ennead design tean1 inembers for the Integrated Science Con1n1ons included: 
project architects Todd Walbourn and Theresa O'Leary; Charn1ian Place for interiors 
and Kathleen Kulpa as technical director. Also on the design temn were Christina 
Ciardullo, Edgar Ji1nenez, Hiroko Nakatani, Ton1 Offord, Yong Kyun Roh, Constance 
Vale, Hans Walter, and Desiree \Vong. 

In designing the new science commons, the architects and college planners detennined 
that one campus building from the early 1980s was ''failing" and chose to demolish it. 
The Seeley G. Mudd Che1nistry Building, a Postmodern structure by Perry Dean 
Rogers & Pmtners of Boston, was torn down earlier this year, and the land will be 
1naintained as green space. 

Birds Enneacl laboratories 
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