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CAN A BUILDING 
HOLD A 
CONVERSATION?
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These questions and 150 more delight Dr. 
Gary Bouchard, director of the Gregory 
J. Grappone Institute at Saint Anselm 
College. They’ve been a bid to draw people 
from all across campus to “open their lunch 
bag and their mind to a question about our 
humanity” at the weekly cross-disciplinary 
Come Friday Forum. “To have the Gregory 
J. Grappone Humanities Institute as an 
architectural space has created a feeling 
of importance, but also of casual and 
welcoming hospitality, that just draws 
people in week after week.”

Architects from the Portsmouth-based firm Placework 
worked with Saint Anselm College to transform 
a former heating plant into the institute’s first 
permanent home. The prominent location between 
Alumni Hall—the college’s first building—and the new 
Welcome Center provided an opportunity to highlight 
both a charming historic building and the central 
importance of the humanities to the college.

“It’s a building that people have been walking around 
for more or less a hundred years to get someplace else, 
even though it’s at the center of the campus,” Bouchard 
says. “But once we built the Welcome Center for 
admissions not far from Alumni Hall, it became even 
more compelling that the first building people come to 
be an academic space.”

Why do people love and hate country music?

Does your dog have a soul?

Are there any problems that 
science can’t solve?

Does it matter whether this  
was written by a human?
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A primary goal was to reveal the beauty of the hipped-
roof brick building—originally the 1920s-era campus 
boiler plant—while creating an energy-efficient hub 
for student engagement. Over four years, Placework 
worked with Saint Anselm College leadership and 
faculty to develop the program, conceptual design, and 
budget to assess feasibility and support fundraising. 
The design process engaged faculty, staff, and 
students, as well as the monks of Saint Anselm Abbey, 
who live on campus and steward the school’s mission. 
The various viewpoints created a balance between 
tradition and innovation, reflecting the past and 
looking toward the future. 

Access was a driving factor in the approach to the 
design. The building is served by a new entrance at 
grade, a ramp, stairs, and a three-stop lift, creating 
multiple pathways and allowing for various levels of 
engagement throughout the landscape and building. 
These features realize a critical goal: not just to create 

a premier academic facility, but one that invites 
communal gatherings, chance meetings, conversations, 
and personal reflection.

The design concept highlights elements of the original 
building and puts them to use in new ways. With 
the exception of the utility space and bathroom core, 
the building remains essentially open. The elevated 
level and former cavernous basement are now flexible 
classrooms and common areas. An operable glass 
partition on the upper level allows a seminar room to 
open up to accommodate larger events. 

The original coal chute to the basement inspired a 
sunken garden and light well reaching the lower-level 
common area. Introducing the light well, opening 
existing vents to become clerestory windows, and 
cutting the floorplate at strategic spaces to create 
vertical openings through the building all bring light 
and views of the exterior to every part of the building. 
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The exterior shares this interplay between tradition 
and innovation. The very regular geometry of the 
building is “peeled away” on a diagonal to expose 
how the building meets the ground, and this slight 
off-kilter geometry forms the basis of the new 
performance area that negotiates levels on the east 
side of the building. 

The east side stair landing—facing the courtyard 
of Alumni Hall—formerly served as an impromptu 
balcony for the school’s annual marathon reading 
of Shakespeare’s sonnets on his birthday. The new 
“Sonnet Stage” now includes a broader, accessible 
raised platform, used for both formal and informal 
performances. On the opposite side of the building, a 
lighthearted sunburst bench facing the school coffee 
shop and pub encircles the original smokestack, which 
was capped and preserved as a historic marker. 

“The opening of the building has made a big difference 
for this corner of campus. People are coming to us 
with ideas. … We’ve had Irish step dancing, jazz, 

Christmas carols. People are getting used to the 
building being theirs. We want life in whatever form 
uplifts the human spirit,” Bouchard says.

The school used the adaptation as an opportunity 
to invest in the building’s lifespan. A building that 
once powered the campus with coal now operates free 
of onsite fossil fuels. The new heat pump heating 
and cooling is electric, making it ready to connect 
to a future renewable energy system, and the design 
also addresses resilience by negotiating groundwater 
moving directly below the basement floor. “By raising 
the new basement floor five feet above the existing 
basement slab, installing new drainage systems, and 
strategically introducing natural light, we were able to 
repurpose a formerly dank and dirty utility room into 
a vibrant academic space,” notes architect Josh Lacasse.

The integration of program spaces with necessary 
building systems and access features is a highlight of 
the design. “Placework and Milestone Construction 
worked with us from beginning to end on what we knew 

was a small but really important building. We knew 
that if we did this right, the building could be a kind 
of home and speak with a certain lyricism,” Bouchard 
says. But it’s also achieving the institute’s lofty goal 
to extend hospitality in the name of the humanities. 
“It’s just really, really pleasing to see people using that 
building outside of programming, outside of classes. 
Where conversations happen that wouldn’t happen 
otherwise. That’s why it’s worked so well.” 

“The opening of the building 
has made a big difference for 
this corner of campus. People 
are coming to us with ideas. … 
We’ve had Irish step dancing, 
jazz, Christmas carols. People are 
getting used to the building being 
theirs. We want life in whatever 
form uplifts the human spirit,” 
Bouchard says.
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