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The Diana center by Weiss Manfredi, the newest addition to the Bernard college campus 
since 1987, completed in 2010, sits along Broadway. The first impression of this building from 
the street sheds light upon how the proportions of this contemporary building imitate those 
of the classical buildings around it and how the color of the glazed façade resembles that 
of the brick. These characteristics highlight its attempts to blend in with its context. On the 
contrary this modest, seemingly simple appearance of the building disguises numerous com-
plexities designed within its various tangible and intangible aspects.

What merely appears to be a glass box in the first glance, on further investigation reveals 
many nuances designed within the glassy exterior of this building. The glazed façade of the 
building is made up of a series of vertical panels that announce every level of the building 
on the external façade. This rhythmic arrangement of the panels has been broken by altering 
their widths along the length of the building randomly. To add to this some panels have a col-
or gradation, creating a pattern of staggered oblique masses on the façade facing the street. 
On the west elevation of the building, the projection of two oblique masses along the angle of 
the staircase continue on each level to meet the façade randomly. These masses are further 
accentuated due to the change in the type of glass used in those areas. These elements con-
tribute to a complexity in the façade by constantly establishing an order and then adding vari-
ations or contradictions to it by breaking the monotony of an otherwise simple glass façade.

Upon entering the Diana Center, and walking through its glass doors, even before you step 
into the central lobby, you will pass two sets of staircases running parallel to each other. 
Initially unnoticeable, these staircases appear to be just a simple operation of establishing 
vertical connection to the upper levels. On closer examination, this rather anomalous place-
ment of the two staircases, right next to each other, can make you contemplate their design, 
purpose and the reason for this discrimination between them as they have a glass wall sep-
arating the two. The difference between the two is that the narrow staircase on the exterior 
is a fire escape, which forms a glass extrusion on the external façade, giving an impression 
of being outside the building while walking on it, even though it is completely enclosed and 
connected to the spaces inside. This rarity continues as you walk through the whole building 
with the fire staircases oddly projecting outside the building from time to time as a glass box-
es on alternate levels. This ingenious strategy of taking such condemned elements, tradition-
ally concealed by designers, and placing them on the external façade, sets this building apart 
from most others built today. These staircases create varied points of access to the interiors 
of the building, changing their direction and location on every level. None of the staircases 
are merely a repetition of the one on the lower level, each one connecting different areas 
and creating distinct experiences. The building uses these elements as catalytic components 
to question the usage of service spaces, primarily assigned for egress, as opposed to usage 
of public spaces. As the fire staircases lend the experience of an external environment, they 
are utilized more often to travel between floors than the inner, much larger public staircase. 
These complexities created in the circulation of the building, resulting in the interchanging of 
the function of these spaces, simultaneously abolishes the notion of a mundane fire escape 
while challenging the notion of a public space versus a service space. 





This building accommodates various functions within it, primarily spaces for students of ar-
chitecture, art history, theatre and a series of spaces for social activities such as cafeterias, 
restaurant, etc. It attempts to redefine the conventional programmatic arrangement of these 
spaces. As you enter the main lobby, these social spaces with their open quality with draw 
you in. Once you surrender to this pull one of the most interesting aspects of this building is 
divulged. The building appears to be designed in section and has a cavity carved through it 
diagonally as opposed to the conventional notion of an atrium that sits in the center of the 
building with programs stacked around it. The oblique atrium space, located on one end of 
the building, serves the function of visually connecting all the public areas to one another. 
Essentially these spaces comprise of functions such as cafeteria, reading rooms and lounge 
areas. This space cuts through all the levels of the building diagonally establishing a view of 
the lawn on the ground level to the public space located on the top most level on the oppo-
site end of the building. This connection facilitates in bringing the exterior spaces into the 
interiors of the building establishing a connection to the outside. Additionally the visual con-
nectivity aids in eluding to a sense of a much larger space than is usable by borrowing from 
its neighboring spaces. The simple exteriors of the building, closed and constricted, conceals 
the openness of the building inside.

One would assume that the floors slabs would be an approximate repetition of one another 
in such a building, but the building ruptures that notion once again. The complex, dual net-
work of the corridors changes the shape of the floor plates yet again. One set of corridors are 
centrally located for the primary access and a second set of service corridors are connected 
to the fire staircases. These service corridors are often utilized as spaces to display student 
projects informally or at times formally for a final presentations, allowing flexibility and inter-
changeability of the functions they serve, while transforming them to primary public spaces 
leaving the public corridors under-utilized. Each of these corridors change their orientation 
on every level according to the staircases creating a diversity of different typology of spaces 
throughout the building that are completely distinct from another. No two floor plates of the 
building coincide with one another. Each and every level is designed in a way that creates its 
own exclusive set of experiences specific to those spaces within the building. . In some ways 
this has led to the creation of spaces that are specific at the same time flexible in their func-
tion. And only a person who belongs in this building can fully understand the specificity or the 
elasticity of a certain space. To a visitor these complications within the building appear prosa-
ic as he or she can never fully experiences all the spaces in their varied functions at once. The 
conglomeration of such contrasting typologies of spaces such as open public areas to more 
intimate corridors, each with its specific characteristic quality creates complexity within a 
small wedge shaped block. This rather unassuming building, with a small footprint, that gives 
the illusion of being a simple extrusion of plan is anything but that. This building is successful 
in creating a series of nuanced explorations within itself while leaving us with an impression 
of the simple, formal language on its exteriors.


