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“Not to render the visible, but to render visible”1
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The redBARN installation is both a rigorous analysis of place 
and a sensual experience.  The project, located on a privately 
owned farm on the north side of Indianapolis, is site specific 
in the truest sense; what Robert Irwin might refer to as “site 
conditioned response”... “where the sculptural response draws 
all of its cues (reasons for being) from its surroundings”2.  
Liberated from programmatic constraints, experience of place 
was favored over rational thought as a point of departure for 
the project.  Students were asked to look for and to “see” the 
potential in the existing space, ultimately grounding their 
observations in the very real and very tangible demands of 
constructing the full scale project. 

The barn was chosen as the site for the project because it is 
a familiar icon to most students growing up in the Midwest.  
Students were asked to search for the beauty and the excep-
tional within the familiar, to see with fresh eyes and to cel-
ebrate the qualities of place unique to the barn. Conventional 
architectural criteria were removed from the mix; there were 
no square footage requirements, no adjacencies to be consid-
ered, no building codes.  Instead, students were challenged to 
design an installation to articulate the haptic experience of 
space as well as to accentuate the qualities of place specific to 
the historic barn.
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1.  Existing condition of loft
2.  View of barn from the south
3.  Finished installation 
4.  “Larva” from below 
5.  Detail of Larva
6.  Vessel (teat) of oil
7.  Hanging teats of oil
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8.  “Lung” at base of larva (foreground) looking through boxes towards woodchime
9.  Student collage
10.  Student design charrette in Columbus, Ohio
11.  Installing the larva 
12.  Box of grain, box of dust, box of cornmeal, box of oil
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The project was a collaboration between students 
and faculty from two schools of architecture, Ball State 
University and Ohio State University, and was funded 
in part with a grant from the Indiana Arts Commission. 
At the outset of the project the following goals for the 
design of the installation were identified and helped to 
guide the investigation:
     
-To provide a datum to calibrate the space within the barn.
-To heighten one’s appreciation of the qualities of the 
existing space 
-To contribute to the communities awareness of this and 
other historic agrarian structures as objects of beauty and 
value.
-To increase awareness of the continued relevance and 
potential for revaluation of discarded materials (both the 
barn and its contents).

Students began their design process by spending time 
on site, recording and writing as well as removing debris 
from the loft.  Altering the barn was empowering and 
students came to understand the place through their 
immediate experience:  cold damp sweat on a winter 

day, the thick smell of dust and time, the ever chang-
ing quality of the light pouring through the weathered 
siding.  The textures, smells, sounds and rhythms of the 
place all began to guide the design, both consciously 
and subconsciously.  The act of design (intention) 
became inextricably intertwined with the act of making 
and the experience of the place.

At the outset of the project the two groups took 
different approaches to provide a catalyst for their 
designs.  As a point of departure the Ball State students 
were asked to write a response essay based on their 
experience at the site.  The essays were read aloud and 
discussed as a group.  Although there was a wide range 
of response some clear themes emerged which served 
as cues for the design of the installation.  These themes 
included: light, touch, smell, age, volume, danger, and 
context.

The Ball State students were then asked to graphi-
cally illustrate their writing with 8” x 8” tiles.   The 
tiles engaged the imagination of the students and 
collectively represented the student’s interpretation of 
“place” specific to the barn.  Students were also asked 
to manipulate objects they had salvaged from the loft, 
directly engaging the material properties of the barn at 
the outset of the design process.

The Ohio State students began their design process 
by collecting and discussing images that represented 
the collective memory and shared experiences of the 
mid-western agrarian landscape as manifested in agri-
cultural machinery, grain silos, and the metamorphosis 
of the landscape as reflected in cycles of growth and 
decay. In addition, many students began to conceive of 
the installation as a kind of machine with the alimen-
tary track of the cow and the structural morphology of 

the horse acting as conceptual models; while others 
began to think about the installation as a taxonomy of 
the barn’s entropy. Students broke-up into small groups 
and developed ideas through drawing, collage, and 
photomontage.

______________________________________________

The completed installation consists of six discrete ob-
jects oriented on a north / south axis along the length 
of the barn.  A new steel track which recalls the linear 
track of the old hay loft attaches delicately to the exist-
ing oak timbers of the barn, supporting and unifying 
each of the six objects.

The “larva”, the first component of the installation, is 
suspended overhead at the entrance to the barn. Com-
posed of radiused steel straps and rods, the exuberant 
geometry of the Larva contrasts with the utilitarian reg-
ularity of the barn and simultaneously recalls agrarian 
structures such as corn cribs and grain silos. At the base 
of the object, a skin of latex is stretched and lashed to 
the framework; lit from within (fig 3, 4).  A fan pulses 
rhythmically causing the latex diaphragm at the center 
of the tail to expand and contract like the breathing of 
a lung or the luminous pulse of a firefly in summer.

Next, a series of four twelve foot tall steel boxes are 
suspended above the floor of the loft, calibrating the 
volume of the main space.  Each box contains seven 
hand blown glass vessels that catalog and make pre-
cious different materials of the barn.  Daylight sparkles 
as it passes through the varying wall thickness of the 
glass and creates a brilliant dance of light, revealing and 
accentuating the quality of light streaming through the 
weathered siding originally identified in the students 
writing (fig. 6, 7).
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The steel boxes are mounted on brackets and sway 
when stimulated by the “milking” of a pair of glass 
vessels (teats) suspended below at the entry to the 
barn. The sensuous and tactile experience of milking 
the teats causes the boxes in the loft to pivot on their 
axis and gently sway.  When set in motion the glass 
vessels swing precariously close to the steel boxes and 
to one another, potentially shattering and spilling their 
contents. 

The vessels in the first box are filled with horse grain 
and speak to the present use of the barn.  The second 
box is filled with vessels of dust and wood shavings 
collected from the floor of the loft.  The third and 
fourth boxes are filled with corn meal and motor oil.   
The relative emptiness of the boxes reflects the utility 
and volume of the loft, simultaneously revealing and 
calibrating the space. 

The final and sixth object, dramatically suspended sev-
enteen feet beyond the last point of connection to the 
barn, is a “wood chime”. The wood chime is the only part 
of the installation that is visible from the exterior of the 
barn, extending through the existing loft door to the 
south.  The chime is composed of a grid of 2 x 2 sticks 
which are allowed to pivot individually and as a group; 
swaying in the breeze they emit a low-pitched chime.  
The wood chime announces changes in the breeze 
or an approaching thunderstorm, acknowledging the 
historical importance of the weather to the rhythms of 
the barn. 

Each component of the installation ultimately contains 
the imprint of the place as well as the imprint of each 
individual who worked on it. To use the “lung” (at the 
base of the larva) as an example: the density and pat-
tern of the stitching, the taughtness and overlap of each 
panel, the irregularities in the latex revealing the trowel 
strokes as it was poured from the can, the sediment and 
dust embodied in the material. The physical act of mak-
ing defines the very quality of the work and leaves the 
imprint of all those involved; rusted handprints translat-
ing through the sealer on a steel box; the sensuous 
individuality of each glass vessel set in stark contrast 
to the cold taught box of steel. The material qualities 
define the work, qualities that are only fully explored 
and understood through the physical act of
making.



13. Installing the work
14. Woodchime
15.  “Milking” teats at the entry of the barn, activating steel boxes 
and glass vessels in the loft
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The project culminated in a one night public opening 
for the work that drew over three hundred visitors to the 
barn.  Participants at the entry to the barn were invited 
to “milk” the teats which (through a series of pulleys and 
spring dampers) set the boxes above in the loft in mo-
tion, the glass vessels swinging relative to one another 
and to the boxes of steel (fig.15).  At three different times 
in the evening the boxes were “over stimulated” and 
the glass vessals crashed into one another and came 
shattering down on the floor of the loft.  There was a real 
sense of danger and lack of control as well as a tension 
accentuated by the material contrast between the steel 
and the glass, reinforcing qualities identified in the 
response essays written by the students at the outset of 
the project.  

In the spirit of Scarpa’s intervention at Museo di 
Castelveccio, the final installation remains independent 
o the existing structure, attaching delicately to the barn 
and contrasting in material and scale.  What was rubbish 
becomes precious, observers rooted in the moment 
and in the place, invited to touch, smell and move about 
the loft, participants in the finished work.  Framing the 
project as an “installation” amplified specific architectural 
criteria, students embracing the potential in material and 
rooting their design decisions in an intimate understand-
ing of “place”.

In addition, the installation distinguishes itself from the 
more conventional design-build project by remov-
ing program from consideration.  The type of analysis 
employed in redBARN is highly individual and speaks to 
the poetics of place. Students come to understand “the 
site and the project.....as interwoven in the production 
of art”3.  This process requires one to embrace the unex-
pected; to learn from the site, to learn from the materials 
and to be open to clues as they present themselves 
along the way. It is not a substitute for what might be 
considered a more conventional analytical approach to 
problem solving in architecture but an integral partner 
in that process that we have attempted to lend a strong 
voice.
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