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INTRODUCTION: 

Fulfilling the requirements for a degree is one reason for writing 

a thesis book, but perhaps of greatest concern to myself is record­

ing my process of this particular design. Its greatest value will 

be determined some years from now when looked back upon and discus­

sed as my undergraduate thesis in architecture. 

During the second quarter of thesis, various models were constructed 

which reflected my concept for the project. With the decision to 

build in a historic area, one is faced first of all with a very ma­

jor decision; that is, to construct one project, a reflection of 

what is presently there, or perhaps a direct contradiction, which in 

itself would be a compliment. Whatever the choice, one must be sym­

pathetic to the surrounding and respect the scale, visual leads, 

transition, and materials which are necessary to keep the area as 

a combined total. 

My main interests are as follows: 

-maintain the inherent quality of the area 

-create physical and mental relief without distracting from 



the existing environment 

-maximize human interest and involvement with the historic 

structures. 

PROJECT SCOPE: 

At first my thoughts for a possible thesis project were directed 

towards a bicentennial museum which could serve the community as 

well as the many artifacts located in the existing museums storage 

areas. Also of major concern to me at this time was organizing 

the project around a national need instead of a local need. That 

is, thinking only of the building's function as serving the up­

coming bicentennial. In pursuing such an idea I would be totally 

ignoring the community and the buildings future use. Consequently, 

with a change in the project scope, a foreseeable site relocation 

was inevitable. With an increased emphasis on community needs 

and desires, the new site would be located in the Helena Urban 

Renewal Area. 

By locating the project in the Urban Renewal Area, a change naturally 



occurs concerning the project itself and of course, the program. 

Having already written a program for the first museum, any changes 

which might occur could readily be compensated for in this new 

location. 

However, upon researching the downtown area and people, a decision 

by myself, was made to provide an area for local artists to work 

and display their art pieces. With the project finally determined 

it became necessary to choose the exact site. 

The site chosen was one of both historical significance and central 

location in the community. The site selected also afforded me the 

opportunity of renovating an existing structure which was built at 

the turn of the century. 

With regard to concept and program, these topics will be discussed 

with each model on the following pages. 



HISTORY1 

LOCAL HISTORY 

Helena, the capital city of Montana and the county seat of Lewis 

and Clark County, is a busy and picturesque city, located in the 

mountains of the western, central part of the state. With a 1970 

population of 26,399, Helena is not a large city, however, its 

rich history and position as site of the state government give it 

an importance beyond its size. 

In 1864, a group of men, now known as the "Four Georgians", camped 

on the Prickly Pear Creek and consequently, discovered gold. The 

ensuing stampede was the foundation of Last Chance Gulch, the name 

now attached to Helena's main street. This name was coined be­

cause for the Four Georgians, this was their "last chance" to dis­

cover gold before returning home to the east. It became one of the 

three greatest gold rushes in the territory, with an estimated 

$200,000,000 in gold being taken from the gulch. By 1870, Helena 

^Dan R. Killeen, A Public Library for Helena, Montana, pg. 1, Ter­
minal Project in Architecture, Montana State University, Dec., 
1972. 



had become the largest city in Montana, and its wealth was second 

to none. Legend has it that Helena, at this time, had more mil­

lionaires per capita than any other city in the nation. This 

wealth and affluent living of its citizens is lucratively display­

ed in Helena's architecture. 

Unlike most towns founded by gold,. Helena has survived to the 

twentieth century. Several reasons have been attached to this. 

Among them are; the unusually large deposits of gold, the fact that 

much of the wealth remained in Helena and its geographical location 

in respect to the Mullan Road that connected the Missouri River 

with the Columbia River in Washington. This made Helena a trade 

center for most of the gold camps in Montana. This central location 

was also one of the major reasons that in 1974, the territorial 

capital was moved to Helena, a position it continued to hold when 

Montana became a state. 

Today Helena lies in an area important for mining and agricultural 

pursuits. It is a town with a four year college, attractive state 



and historic buildings, and a fine state historical library and 

museum. It has become a popular place for tourists and it is 

rapidly becoming the convention center of Montana. 



LOCAL CONDITIONS2 

GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATION 

Helena is located about ten miles east of the Continental Divide, 

in the valley of the Prickly Pear. This location is such that it 

is estimated that 65% of Montana's population and 90% of its wealth 

are within 125 miles of Helena. Helena is located half way between 

two national parks; Yellowstone National Park, 200 miles to the 

south and Glacier International Park, 200 miles to the north. 

It is bordered to the west and south by the foothills of the Rocky 

Mountains and thus is prevented from major expansion in these direc­

tions. Presently the expansion is to the east and to the north. 

Within 20 miles of Helena are three lakes which serve as centers 

of recreation; Canyon Ferry, the Gates of the Mountains (Holter 

Lake), and Hauser Lake, all part of the Missouri River. These, 

along with the mountains and streams that surround Helena, provide 

ample opportunity for the sportsman. 

2Dan R. Killeen, A Public Library for Helena, Montana, pg. 11, 
Terminal Project in Architecture, Montana State University, Dec., 
1972. 



CLIMATE 

Helena's climate is temperate. The temperature ranges between 

100° F and -40 0 F with the average annual precipitation being about 

12.70 inches with a portion of this precipitation coming in the 

form of snow that falls from October through March. The wind av­

erages, about 8 miles per hour, gusting up to 50 miles per hour. 

The sun angle varies from a high of 67° at noon on June 22, to a 

low of 18£ at 6 p.m. on December 22, and swings in an arc 56c east 

and west of south. 



ECONOMICS3 

The years have not been as generous to Helena as in its earlier 

mining days. In 1870, Helena was the largest city in Montana. 

She has since been surpassed in size by several other Montana 

cities. The once hub of transportation with six railroads, is 

presently in danger of losing its only connection to railway pas­

senger service. It has, however, become a center of governmental 

activity. 

Helena lacks a wide, economic base. The occupational grouping in­

cludes: 3,200 government employees, 3,200 engaged in sales, 1,200 

in service, 300 in manufacturing, 400 in construction, 800 in 

transportation, 680 in finance, 675 in agriculture, and 50 mis­

cellaneous. These employees receive annual incomes averaging 

$9,500 per household. Their incomes are handled by four commercial 

banks and two savings and loan associations. 

Until the recent establishment of a model city and Urban Renewal 

^Dan R. Killeen, A Public Library for Helena, Montana, pg. 12, 
Terminal Project in Architecture, Montana State University, Dec., 
1972. 



Program, Helena had become complacent. Decay and blight had set­

tled in the central business district and urban sprawl had develop­

ed and spread unchecked. The Model City Program and Urban Renewal 

Project hope to alleviate some of the cities problems. Although 

both these programs at times have been controversial, right or 

wrong, they have renewed the interest of the Helena people in 

Helena. 



SITE CONDITIONS4 

SITE LOCATION 

Originally, my thesis project was to be a bicentennial museum 

which would work in conjunction with the Montana Historical Museum 

located near the state capitol. Through closer analysis of the 

community and alteration of the project scope, a relocation of the 

building site was decided. Ideally, it should have a central loca­

tion in the community with some historical significance. 

A final decision was to relocate in Helena's Urban Renewal Area 

with a possibility of renovating an existing structure. The exact 

site will include the Colwell building and parcels... 

SOIL AND VEGETATION 

The soil conditions in this area are quite variable and very irra­

tional. Because this site is at the bottom of a gulch and at a 

4Dan R. Killeen, A Public Library for Helena, Montana, pg. 13, 
Terminal Project in Architecture, Montana State University, Dec., 
1972. 



point where several drainages converge, bedrock rises and falls in 

no regular pattern. In some places, the gulch bedrock is right on 

the surface and less than ten feet away it has dropped to over 20 

feet. One newly constructed motel-hotel complex lower in the gulch 

has footings on bedrock about ten feet below the surface at one, 

and has had to sink piles up to thirty feet on the other end of the 

building. 

The soils above bedrock in this part of the gulch are a mixture of 

gravels, silts, and clays. In the gold rush of 1864, the entire 

gulch was dug up by placier miners, thus this soil is too unstable 

to support any considerable structural load. With Helena being in 

earthquake zone number three, the soil stability problem becomes 

even more acute. 

The vegetation in this area is nondescript. It contains lawn grass 

and cleared areas covered with native weeds. 



UTILITIES AND STREETS5 

The site presently has a complete set of utilities with telephone, 

power and street lights above ground on poles. The Urban Renewal 

Project will place all utilities underground and update the present 

utilities to handle all proposed uses. 

Under the Urban Renewal Project, all streets in the area will be 

paved and improved. Presently, most are paved including all to 

and from my site. Park and Jackson Streets will be widened and re­

aligned, becoming a four land loop around the downtown area. 

ZONING 

Under the Urban Renewal Plan, which is the current official zoning 

for this area, the proposed site will be zoned PLI, or Public Land 

and Institutions, and be restricted to governmental or cultural 

uses. Land coverage may be 100% of the site; buildings may be 

Dan R. Killeen, A Public Library for Helena, Montana, pg. 
Terminal Project in Architecture, Montana State University, Dec., 
1972. 



built to all property lines and at the second level on any ad­

joining and officially designated mall, may project over the 

right-of-way up to five feet from property lines. 



PROGRAMMING INFORMATION 
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PHASE ONE - CONCEPT WITHOUT RELATIONSHIPS 

When I first began making design decisions my thoughts were spe­

cifically directed towards the massing of my project. Of equal 

concern were the physical and mental reliefs,problems of identity 

and, most of all, a transition to the pedestrian mall from the 

left, as can be seen in the following photograph. 

As can easily be seen, a definite problem of priorities and con­

fusion in general is taking place here. There is no respect for 

the existing buildings, much less maintaining the image of the 

"street" (specifically, the museum portion which steps up and back, 

scale problems also). At this point in my development the Colwell 

Building, which I intend to restore, was becoming a very private 

area indeed (i.e. long slender building in the center), a fact 

which was not totally realized at the time. From the plans for 

this phaseone can see that I was developing an inner area of impor­

tance between the art center and the Colwell Building. This would 

have benefited very few people and limited to a great deal any ma­

jor outside public participation, either physically or by viewing 

from a distance. 



Definitely at this stage the main problem was having centered 

around the fact that I had not developed a strong concept. This, 

however, does develop at a later date with surprising results. 
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PHASE TWO: GRID FOR TRANSITION AND UNITY 

As one can see in the photograph of Phase Two, I was attempting to 

develop some sort of forced physical relationship between the 

three buildings. Here again, I am ignoring and destroying the 

good qualities of the Colwell building... almost to the point that 

it becomes completely anonymous. 

It is at this point that subtle changes toward a street "image" are 

starting to occur. However, as can be seen, a real strong concept 

of the project has yet to evolve. Still I have made no concrete 

decisions on what will happen internally, only that to the right 

is an area for the museum and to the left an art center. With re­

gard as to what happens to the Colwell Building, only rough calcu­

lation. For instance, I was assuming here that all administrative 

needs could happen within the existing structure for both the mu­

seum and art center, thus leaving all newly constructed areas for 

galleries and studios. Not a practical idea, and eventually it was 

discarded. 

At this stage, as was true of Phase One, I was struggling to devel­

op a transition at the corner parcel (location of art center). I 



felt it important to visually adjust one's self from the bare cor­

ner up to the existing heights, along the pedestrian mall. In do­

ing this I should have realized that the museum needed a stronger 

street image instead of a relief away from the pedestrian mall. 

The problem at this point remained. No definite concept, street 

image, and respect of existing structures. 





PHASE THREE: TRANSITION, RELATIONSHIP & STREET IMAGE 

Finally I was starting to minimize the relief of the pedestrian 

mall, develop a stronger tie between the buildings, respect the 

street image, and open up the southern facade of the Colwell Build­

ing to the public. Even though I am starting to develop a more 

meaningful concept and understanding of the area, certain problems 

are still evident. 

With a development of these long complimentary forms next to the 

Colwell Building a stronger relationship begins to come about. It 

does, however, create problems with spatial arrangements within as 

a result of the integration of pedestrian mall reliefs on the ex­

terior of the building. 

Regarding the art center, one can naturally agree that a transi­

tion from the corner to the existing is maturing at this point. 

On the other hand it is also worth noting that the massing of the 

art center is now becoming somewhat arbitrary, with respect to the 

floor plan and the exterior space between buildings. 



Important here also is the opening up of the southern facade to the 

public. It must be realized that this must be carried out even fur­

ther for visual access is still very limited and the spaces between 

are extremely tight. 

Frustrated at this point with transitions and massing relationships, 

I am finding it difficult to pursue other areas of concern. 
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PHASE FOUR: BASICS WITH GRID MASSING 

A decision was made here to combine the interior functional rela­

tionships between the Colwell Building and the new museum to the 

right. In doing so, the museum would develop its own entrance 

utilizing the Colwell Building for administrative purposes and mu­

seum functions other than gallery space. At the same time the art 

center would become a separate entity in itself. 

With the internal strife now settled I was able to direct my atten­

tion toward other areas of concern. Since there was now to be a 

close relationship internally between the Colwell Building and the 

museum, a definite consideration of how to handle their connection 

was now a major design consideration, v/hich had to be studied very 

carefully. Possibilities for this connection could have developed 

one of three ways. These included a glass screen serving as a 

void, a solid and direct connection, or even perhaps an intentional 

gap. Studying these options closely, I discovered that by using a 

transparent screen as a transition on the same plan as the other 

connection it became more of a negative feature than the positive 



tie I had hoped for. The solid connection, which was mentioned, 

became to massive and direct a union. As for the gap between the 

two buildings, I just couldn't justify in my own mind this being 

an honest expression of their coming together. It became obvious 

to me while deciding on one of the three ways to solve the problem 

that there were many other questions which had to be answered. 

These included such things as; what height to run a direct visual 

link, whether or not to leave.the connection on the mall flush with 

the Colwell Building or perhaps move it in or out. If it should 

be moved, then what is the ideal distance, and most important of 

all, how can the existing mansard roof best be handled if there is 

such a direct internal coordination between the buildings. Further 

model studies and drawings will explain the decisions I made on the 

following pages. 

The art center during this phase remained much the same as in 

Phase Three except for minor changes in the cube organization. 

Problems of transition to the pedestrian mall and opening up the 

southern facade of the Colwell Building still remained. 
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PHASE FIVE: BASIC GRID WITH TRANSPARENCE 

At this point any major changes with the Colwell Building and mu­

seum were at a stand still. Minor changes were, however, starting 

to organize themselves with regard to connections and entry defi­

nitions. As can be seen from the model a transparent link now 

runs the entire length between the buildings. 

Introducing skylights now creates more transparence than was true 

in the previous model, resulting, I feel, in perhaps a stronger 

visual tie. Definition of the museum entrance is also starting 

to come about with the geometry of the mass forming from the 

entry. 

The art center is taking on more transparency with its large win­

dows and greenhouses throughout. Also, at this phase, I was at­

tempting to organize an internal court area which starts to open 

up the Colwell facade. Though the court is there, along with the 

large amounts of glass, the facade is still being too protected and 

secluded. Consensus of the transition, which at this point seemed 



necessary, resulted in a feeling of almost complete arbitration 

of the overall massing. Because of this there is no real defini­

tion of an entrance or any idea as far as what is taking place 

within. 
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PHASE SIX: RESULTS AFTER PRELIMINARY PRESENTATION 

From comments made by the faculty at a preliminary presentation, 

my concept for the project was strengthened considerably. Now I 

was in a position where I knew exactly what it was that I wanted 

to accomplish. These incluc-.e such things as maintaining the street 

image, opening up the Colwell Building both externally and intern­

ally, and provide reliefs within the area itself. 

This first attempt begins to show my concept changes, however, there 

are not yet many balances between my priorities to be worked out. 

For instance, the art center is still blocking desired views out­

side the perimeter of the structure where much pedestrian movement 

takes place. Though there has been an effort to strengthen the 

entrance, a sacrifice was made regarding the central court area. 

The museum is now beginning to respect the street image, but there 

remain many unanswered questions regarding scale and the solid mas­

sing which is now present. As one can see from the photograph, an 

interior court is being developed with pedestrian movement from 



the mall in front to the parking on the back side. Realizing also 

that the mansard roof of the Colwell Building is so special to 

that one building, no physical connection will be attempted. In­

stead, some sort of complimentary roof line will be constructed, 

hoping for a visual connection between the two structures. 
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PHASE SEVEN: THE FINAL ???????? 

In titling this section The Final, I am merely expressing the pro­

ject as it has developed thus far. I believe that the important 

factor is realizing to ones self that the project is still in the 

preliminary stage of development. Before final construction might 

take place many changes would likely occur regarding this project 

and the many different aspects of it. 

At this time then, let me discuss what has happened with the pro­

ject to this point. First, let me start with the art center which 

is now broken up into smaller individual units. Providing the ar­

rangement seen in the photograph gives each artist his own identity 

with the total grouping. Also important to realize now is the 

varied views one will receive while moving on the perimeter of the 

structure. There will be a large number of vantage points from 

which a person can view the Colwell facade, all varying in some 

very unique way. Not desiring clear open shots to the Colwell 

Building, I have provided for numerous screens and obtacles with 

which to tempt the passerby. These include such items as vegeta­

tion, rest areas in the open court, greenhouse structures, windows, 



plus the newly constructed areas. 

Moving next to the Colwell Building; in an attempt to provide for 

both an internal and external use of this building, I have opened 

up three fourths of the first level to be used as a public display 

area. This will combine pieces from the art center as well as 

special history exhibits as they become available. The public 

will also be able to obtain access to the second level, at which 

point a walkway will be provided to the second level of the new 

museum. On the third level will be non-public museum functions, 

with no direct access except by the second level. The results of 

opening the building up and the development of the two other 

buildings seems to cause a strong sense of being as an historical 

structure, plus create it as the main focal point for the two new 

buildings. 

The new museum has also experienced several changes for the better. 

These can be noted on the photograph as an interior court area 

which establishes the main entry, pedestrian access from the park­

ing area to the mall via the museum green space, a complimentary 



wall line reflects the Colwell mansard along with step reliefs 

on the front facade relating directly with the Colwell floor 

lines, and lastly, there is the section of the front wall which 

does not break back - instead, this section will help develop a 

working scale with this historic area. 

Elaborating on the aforementioned improvements, it seems most 

likely to begin with the interior court space. At this point one 

not only finds the main entrance, but a welcome relief from the 

often harsh exterior environment. This will be a "soft" area 

with casual seating and numerous varieties of vegetation. Establish­

ing the enclosed public access to the mall between the Colwell 

Building and museum not only gives the pedestrian a more direct ap­

proach but also provides for it to be encased as an exhibit itself, 

and viewed from the open court area on all three levels. Realizing 

there to be many ways in which to resolve the problem of joining 

another building to the Colwell Building, I chose an approach which 

to me seemed at the time to be very straight forward and honest. 

Since there was a need for a third floor on the museum, and with 

a personal desire to have a strong relationship between them, three 



important decisions were made. One has previously been mentioned 

as the covered pedestrian walk-through which in itself now becomes 

a neutral zone between the buildings because of its transparence 

and the step backs imposed. Secondly, there are the visual re­

liefs which line up with distinct level changes in the Colwell 

Building. These, I might add, also break up what actually is a 

38 foot facade. 

Last of all there is the section of the front facade which is flush 

with the mall for its entire height. This area will be used 

internally for rest areas and externally the fenestration imposed 

will help adjust the mass to the scale of an existing building. 

The most meaningful realization on my part, now looking at the new 

projects, is that they respect what is already existing, create re­

liefs for the area, and most importantly, start generating a much 

needed interest for the area itself. 
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SUMMARY 

In conclusion, let me discuss where I feel the project was a suc­

cess and what areas need more in depth study. 

Of primary concern to me while working on this project were; satis 

fying the human characteristic requirements as they relate to my 

thesis, maintaining the inherent quality of the area, and maxi­

mizing human interest and involvement with the historic structures 

I feel that these areas of interest began to start working well to 

gether with a great deal of success. Perhaps of most importance 

is realizing and understanding that the project would have to be 

developed even further before the project could be termed a com­

plete success. 

Areas which needed more study include the open and closed courts, 

along with the fenestration of all the buildings. The basic needs 

of all areas not fully developed I understand - unfortunately, I 

was unable to adequately put together specific details. 

In pursuing this thesis project, I was afforded an opportunity to 

test what I believe strongly as related to architecture, and ulti­

mately have a self realization of my shortcomings. 
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