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1. Entry Ramp   2. Lobby   3. Central Observation Space                         
4. Classrooms and Lecture Halls   5. Sky Restaurant   
6. Observation Towers   7. Planetarium   8. Exhibition Spaces   
9. Auditorium   10. Restaurant   11. Primary Kitchen   
12. Lounge   13. Offices   14. Gift Shop

Focus versus Aperture
 
Entering the ramp, the visitor 
immediately experiences a 
particular framed view of sky, 
leaving the earth behind and 
beginning a journey into the domain 
of the stars. The central observation 
area as a circular outdoor “room” 
creates the ultimate skyward frame. 
The curved opaque walls eliminate 
all earthly distraction in favor of a 
pure view of the cosmos, giving the 
feeling that the space is one giant 
dome, seamless with the sky.  
 
Once leaving this meditative space, 
the visitor circulates through a 
procession of rooms within the 
poché that contain exhibition 
spaces, display and information 
areas, and classrooms.  These 
smaller rooms, like their majestic 
round counterpart, have 
program-related apertures to the 
sky. These openings are meant to 
reinterpret the work of James Turrell 
within a medieval poché landscape.  
The object most completely 
embedded into the poché is the 
planetarium where people are able 
to experience the sky through 
projection onto the architecture.
 
The unbounded spaces outside of 
the poché are decidedly outward 
facing, opening up to the beauty of 
the vast desert landscape. After the 
vertical experience of the poché, 
this horizontality of this space brings 
the visitor back to the realm of the 
earth.
 

INTERNATIONAL MUSEUM 
OF ASTRONOMY
Sublime and the Picturesque
 
In his book, On the Sublime and the 
Beautiful, Edmund Burke associates 
the magnificent qualities of the 
starry heaven with the Sublime, 
while attributing the beautiful 
qualities of a landscape to its 
opposite, the Picturesque. In the 
Atacama Desert, the coexistence of 
the Sublime and the Picturesque is 
exemplified by the desert and sky, 
a relationship amplified by utter 
darkness and an impossibly 
expansive landscape.  
 
Our building responds to this 
theoretical dichotomy by creating 
two zones from two building types, 
poché and unbounded space. The 
first zone is upward looking, while 
the latter is outward looking. Using 
two separate building typologies of 
dark poché and light unbounded 
space allows us to create site- and 
program-specific experiences.
 
The perfect square is a conscious 
choice that both refers to the 
geometrical perfection of the 
cosmos and creates an 
architectural ground for our system 
to act upon. The two typologies are 
geometrically defined within this 
square by a third element: the 
circulation axes. The walls that 
define these corridors are the 
structure of the building. They 
ground the building and lift it up at 
the same time, capturing the energy 
of this dichotomy. In terms of their 
direction, they are meant to align 
with important astronomical axes. 
Much like the coffee beans in 
perfumeries, these corridors exist in 
neither realm and provide a 
conscious passage between the 
two building typologies. 

Program
 
The Astronomy Center is a 
destination for people who are 
interested in learning about 
Astronomy in an environment where 
the city and all of its distractions 
have been completely removed. 
The program consists of two types 
of experiences: learning program 
and spaces for conversing. 

The learning program consists of 
classrooms, a planetarium, several 
embedded observation towers, 
exhibition spaces and offices.  
These programs exist within the 
poché of the building.  The areas of 
the program that exist in the glassy 
outward looking areas of the 
building are the event space, the 

lounge area, the gift and coffee 
shop, and the primary auditorium. 
Because people can spend an 
entire day (and night) at the Center, 
there are two dining areas, one in 
the area of the building that looks 
out at the Atacama Desert, and the 
other that looks upward to the stars.
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