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Section I - Introduction



r

Introduction

Research Goals
My personal experience, while working in an architectural office in Reno, 

Nevada, exposed me to many issues relating to the practice of architecture. One 

important experience was working on a redevelopment proposal for the City of 

Reno which has been trying to revitalize the downtown core since 1983. These 

efforts for redeveloping the downtown helped to identify the historic United States 

Post Office, a 1932 Art Deco structure as an important building to Reno and further 

redevelopment efforts. The United States Post Office provided me with an 

opportunity to explore the nature of building reuse within a larger urban context. The 

goal of this research is to analyze, the United States Post Office, with it’s high 

architectural and historic value, identify an appropriate new use, and finally, redesign 

the historic building for the new use. Through these efforts I hope to gain a better 

understanding of howto utilize an existing building and its attributes while altering 

the original use of the building.

Research Goals:
1. Explore tenets of Adaptive Reuse and Historic Preservation.

2. Balance requirements of Adaptive Reuse and Historic Preservation in a reuse 

plan of the historic Post Office.

3. Design a viable and proper new use for the Post Office that will insure the public 

nature of the building while becoming a cornerstone of redevelopment efforts.

Selection of the United States Post Office as a case study
The choice of the United States Post Office for grew out of interest in the 

building by the City of Reno Redevelopment Agency as well as local architects and 

developers. These groups have proposed many uses including an information 

center for downtown, restaurant and retail space, and conversion into a private 

office building. The general opinion in Reno is that something will be done to alter 

the use of the Post Office, this Master’s report will provide one such proposal. The
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Post Office, located within the Redevelopment District, is considered a prime 

candidate for reuse due to its location, size, and high level of maintenance (it has 

never been vacant). Further investigation of the building revealed that the Post 

Office was designed by Frederic DeLongchamps, a prominent local architect, who 

designed numerous buildings in Reno and throughout the State of Nevada. The 

United States Post Office was designed as the Federal Building for Reno; housing 

many different government offices including the Internal Revenue Service, the United ; 

States Weather Bureau, the United States Veteran’s Bureau and of course the 

Postal Offices which placed it at the center of public activity. Many of the original 

functions, including much of the Postal Services functions, and tenants have moved 

out of the Post Office into other buildings. The building continues to be used as a 

post office; however, these changes have left much of the building unused or used 

as storage space. During the Post Office’s long operation, the building has been 

renovated several times to respond to the current user’s needs. One such change 

included the placement of modern mechanical equipment in the building’s atrium 

space, which greatly altered the character of the building. Another significant 

change involved the expansion of postal services in the lobby which altered the 

architectural elements of the lobby space. This report will provide a new use that not 

only preserves and restores the existing historic elements but also prevent further 

damage to these aforementioned elements.

Reasons for selecting the United States Post Office:
-Interest in the building by various local groups.

-The Architect’s importance to the area.

-Building’s historic importance to the area.

-Current under use of building.

-Poor remodeling choices in the past.

-Opportunity to prevent further damage to the historic elements.

-Opportunity to connect to other attractions: Nevada Art Museum, Automobile 

Museum, Pioneer Arts Center, Wingfield Park.
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Methodology

This research study began with an analysis of the larger urban issues 

relevant to the Post Office site. The Post Office is located within the Downtown 

Redevelopment District, as defined by the Downtown Redevelopment Plan 

adopted March 4,1983 by the City of Reno Redevelopment Agency. The 

Downtown Redevelopment Plan puts forth a setting in which the public and private 

sectors can work jointly to develop the forgotten core of the City. Later documents 

by the City of Reno Redevelopment Agency solidify the presence of the Post Office 

within the boundaries of the redevelopment efforts. Relevant documents were 

analyzed to aid in decisions about urban issues which resulted in the need fora 

connection to these larger ideas for any reuse plan of the Post Office.

This process for continued with the careful exploration of The Secretary of 

the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for 

Preserving, Rehabilitating, Restoring and Reconstructing Historic Buildings. As 

prescribed by these guidelines, a historical survey of the building was performed in 

order to document the existing conditions and important elements of the Post Office. 

This survey provides a physical description of the building, its site, and the 

surrounding area. Due to the historic nature of the building and the irreversibility of 

changes, it is necessary to have a record of its present state to preserve any 

information that could be lost in a reuse of the facility. The “as-built” drawings of the 

existing structure, included in this report came from the original 1933 drawings of 

Frederic DeLongchamps as well as drawings from the 1983 renovation. These “as- 

built” drawings of the building include floor plans and sections, to describe the 

space of the building. This drawing set supplements the existing drawings from the 

original 1933 design, the renovations of 1965 and 1983, as well as the drawings 

prepared for the new use to record the building for future generations. During the 

creation of the “as-built” drawings several.discrepancies were noticed between 

what was constructed and what appeared to be drawn in the original 1933 

construction set. Certain walls seemed out of place as dimensions were analyzed
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from one side of the building, then measured from the opposite side of the building. 

In order to reuse the structure a series of plan checks would be required in order to 

have accurate drawings for the reuse plans.

Another level of recording includes a photographic survey to record the 

existing conditions of the interior and exterior of the building. This photographic 

survey provides another level of documentation of the original design intentions, 

later alterations and the effects of use of the building. The photographs illustrate the 

architectural character of the building and its details providing an important bridge in 

communicating the building to the layperson who cannot comprehend architectural 

drawings. The visual information in these photographs also illustrate important 

aspects of the building which are difficult to represent with a two dimensional 

drawing. This process helped to identify the most crucial elements of the building 

that need to be preserved and areas of the building that allow greater changes to be 

made to the original building. These more flexible areas allow greater changes to 

be made to the building, easing the insertion of a new use. The survey of the Post 

Office provided information about the positive elements of the building and 

uncovered poor design decisions made in renovations of the building. The overall 

result of this survey is a clear understanding of the larger urban issues, important 

spaces and elements that need preservation, areas of opportunity within the 

building, and areas that need restoration to regain the character of the building.

The historic survey defined the physical elements of the Post Office and 

highlighted the importance of the public nature of the building. After considering 

various public use scenarios, I proceeded to identify a science center as the future 

use, which not only preserves the building but also preserves the public nature and 

can connect to larger urban design issues of redevelopment. The next portion of my 

report was the identification of the requirements of a science center. This research 

was conducted by visiting similar facilities including the Arizona Science Center 

(ASC), finding websites that provided information on science centers and locating 

important books that define the use requirements of a science center. Meetings

1-4



and conversations with individuals, such as Grant Slinn, the Director of Exhibits at 

the Arizona Science Center in Phoenix, were very helpful and constructive to my 

work and continued or increased input would only improve the design. The needs 

and requirements of a science center are very unique and the knowledge to plan 

properly for a facility would decrease the operating headaches of any facility. Peter 

Anderson’s Before the Blueprint: Science Center Buildings provided further 

information about science centers as well as providing specific spatial case studies 

that were helpful in designing this project.

The final section of this masters report includes the design for the reuse of the 

Post Office. The first effort involved addressing the code requirements necessitated 

by the change in use of the building. This involved increasing exiting stairs and 

providing ADA compliant bathrooms as well as confirming that other code issues 

were satisfied in the redesign. Once the code issues were satisfied, the remaining 

design efforts involved the balance between the requirements of adaptive reuse, 

historic preservation and the needs of the science center. My site design includes 

connections to the larger urban issues and improves the site itself. I chose the most 

important elements and spaces of the building for preservation and inserted the new 

use around or within these spaces.

Methodology
-Began with Secretary of the Interior’s guidelines to identify important historic 

elements.

-Identified areas of less importance.

-Identified poor remodel decisions.

-Identified opportunities for urban connections.

-Identified new use.

-Identified new use requirements.

-Designed reuse plan.
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Section II - Design Determinants

X

•rV "-v ■ ' " #

■
■ .1 - v.

B  L  6 / - f

:.f-

£  L  E. V  A  T  i O  r i

f

IST r-;x/

•: :••; • •;

* '> 
r —Lxf'

(....Af-.;V ‘"v—

'S E C T f . O . 'H

' ■ : ,  ' 5 1

f 3 L  A  H
. r t w - - v * ei

MOD E L HO G



Design Determinants
f

This Masters report involves the creation of a balance between the varied 

influences upon the project. The following sections will present the most relevant 

issues relating to this report and how they have influenced design decisions. These 

design determinants begin with broad personal beliefs and will increase in 

specificity to the requirements of the new use. The determinants identified for this 

project include; Adaptive Preservation, Context Determinants, Building 

Determinants and Functional Determinants.

The first section, Adaptive Preservation is a personal philosophy for the 

reuse of the United States Post Office, written in an attempt to balance the needs of 

adaptive reuse and historic preservation. The second, Context Determinants, is an 

explanation of the larger urban issues that have an affect on the design. The third 

section, Building Determinants is an account of the important elements and spaces 

within the United States Post Office. The final section, Functional Determinants, 

details the requirements of a science center which directly inform the design 

process. Together these design determinants will provide the foundation for the 

presented design solution of the reuse of the United States Post Office.
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Adaptive Preservation
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Adaptive Preservation

To make the best of an old building and to evoke its special

qualities requires the same approach as making the best of

a vacant site...The architect who can re-evaluate the assets

of a situation or structure and help it to meet new circumstances '

can sometimes achieve more for it, by bringing it back to life

and use, than too historically correct a restoration. (Marks, 101)

In my experience with building reuse, there seems to be two distinct 

classifications; first historic preservation and secondly adaptive reuse. The 

stereotyping of projects that involve existing buildings into one or the other of these 

categories severely undervalues the complexity of most reuse projects. The 

projects getting placed into adaptive reuse are often considered lowbrow 

architecture. Examples of such lowbrow architecture include warehouses, factory 

buildings, supermarkets and retail outlet buildings. The projects generally 

associated with historic preservation are considered highbrow architecture and 

typically include buildings with more decoration and craftsmanship or have a high 

profile architect as the designer. There are projects of adaptive reuse and historic 

preservation that do not fit into these descriptions; but these are, in my opinion, the 

categories most often used in describing these two similar activities. In reality, most 

reuse projects probably fall somewhere in between these two extremes, creating 

what I consider to be “adaptive preservation” . Adaptive Preservation, therefore, is 

the balance between the beliefs of adaptive reuse and historic preservation 

required to make full use of a building’s potential.

It is often believed that buildings are permanent fixtures in our landscapes; 

they are, however well built, temporary in nature. Technology has made construction 

and demolition so easy that people do not always realize the temporary nature of 

buildings. In order to preserve the buildings of this country it is necessary not only to 

identify them and place them on lists of historic places, but provide uses for their
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future. The tradition in this country uses the building’s mortgage as the main 

determinant for its life and usefulness. If we continue this pattern of short sighted 

planning for our building stock, we will be left with nothing of our past remaining. 

What a terrible time it would be when we can no longer show our children the great 

buildings of our parents.

My personal philosophy on historic preservation is that it is too limiting to new 

uses for an existing building. Adaptive reuse often takes any action necessary to 

reuse a building. My idea is “adaptive preservation”, which saves the important 

elements of a building and provides for the new use. Buildings have inherent 

features that make them attractive and valuable. Often this is a simple detail or an 

interesting construction method which provides the character of a building. “Each 

fragment or symbol that is retained becomes a piece of the new overall context, 

waiting for the next shift which results in more fragments saved. If not then always a 

clean slate with no connections to the past, no density of character.” (Lynch, 64) 

Character for me is difficult to define and easy to recognize; it often comes through 

as nothing more than a feeling. Other times it is more concrete, the style of the 

architecture appeals to me or the potential for a new use draws my attention. The 

reuse of the United States Post Office in Reno, Nevada provides an example of the 

difficulty in classifying projects simply as adaptive reuse or historic preservation.

Goals of Adaptive Preservation:
-Preserve important historic elements.

-Less rigid rules for reuse.

-Utilize building and its elements fully.
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Context Determinants
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Context Determinants

The city of Reno, Nevada is located along Interstate Highway 80, which 

crosses the country from the east coast to the west coast (CON/DWG-1). Interstate 

80 is the major vehicular access to Reno, bringing large numbers of tourists from 

California into town for special events and gaming. Interstate 80 creates a northern 

edge to the business and gaming area and is the southern edge of the University of 

Nevada Reno campus. Reno’s main business is the gaming industry which acts as 

a major tourist attraction for the city. While the city in general has been experiencing 

enormous growth, certain sections of the city have not been so fortunate.

The City of Reno has been trying to revitalize the downtown core since 1983, 

with the adoption of The Downtown Redevelopment Plan that established a 

redevelopment district (CON/DWG-2) and standards for redevelopment. The city 

has adopted seven additional plans to guide and refine its redevelopment efforts. 

The focus of these plans have been along Virginia Street from the University of 

Nevada campus (north of the downtown area) to California Avenue (two blocks 

south of the Truckee River). The redevelopment district extends two to three blocks 

to the east and west of Virginia Street. Another area of focus of these plans has 

been the ‘Riverfront District’ (CON/DWG-5) from three blocks west of Virginia 

Street and continuing two blocks to the east of the street. The redevelopment 

district includes the current entertainment core of the city as well as the historic core 

of the city at the intersection of the Truckee River and Virginia Street. The primary 

focus of these documents has been the increase in business activity as well as the 

increase in the amount of attractions fortourists and local residents. The results of 

the City’s efforts have been somewhat mixed without any concrete and lasting 

effects. An example of the City’s efforts is the construction of a riverwalk along the 

south bank of the Truckee west of Virginia Street (CON/DWG-6). The City of Reno 

has purchased a large number of the parcels in the river corridor area and is 

continuing its efforts to recharge the downtown. Reno and local developers have 

expressed a continuing interest in the United States Post Office.
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The Downtown Redevelopment District (CONDWG-4) is composed of 3 

major areas; the gaming/entertainment area, the civic/business area, and the river 

corridor. In addition to these major areas there are residential neighborhoods and 

supporting commercial districts. The gaming/entertainment core for downtown Reno 

is focused around three major casinos; the Eldorado Casino, the Silver Legacy 

Casino, and Circus Circus which have been able to dominate the Virginia Street 

corridor (CON/DWG-2). South of these casinos, only Harrah’s Casino continues to 

attract significant number of tourists. Another major attraction of downtown is the 

recently completed National Bowling Stadium three blocks to the north and one 

block east of the Post Office. The downtown area between the big three casinos 

and the Post Office site is an area that is in major decline with many smaller casinos 

unable to compete with their larger neighbors to the north. Another downtown issue 

is the location of the railroad tracks which pass through downtown in an east-west 

direction. The tracks are used very frequently throughout the day and into the night. 

When the train is in town it shuts down north-south travel entirely and hinders 

movement from the major casinos to the river corridor. Quite a few buildings are 

now vacant and pedestrian traffic has decreased dramatically in the last five years. 

There are minor casinos to the west of Virginia Street; however these are primarily 

frequented by the local residents of Reno and are not considered tourist attractions. 

These facts highlight the concern that there is not enough pedestrian activity near 

the river corridor, which only increases redevelopment needs to the south.

The second area of downtown Reno is the civic/office district to the south of 

the Post Office. This area extends from the Washoe County Courthouse just south 

of the Post Office to California Avenue. It contains the City of Reno City Hall and 

Building Department, the new Federal Courthouse, the Washoe County Library, and 

a new building to house portions of the County Courthouse activities. There are a 

few cultural activities housed in this area, including the Nevada Museum of Art, 

Harrah’s Automobile Museum and the Pioneer Center. The Pioneer Center is the 

performance arts venue for Reno and is adjacent to the Post Office to the south 

across Mill Street. The Automobile Museum is two blocks to the east of the post
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office site also along the Truckee River. The Nevada Museum of Art is located four 

blocks south and two blocks west. The civic-office district is fairly spread out and 

currently does not generate significant pedestrian traffic, especially after normal 

business hours. This area is strongly influenced by the car culture of the United 

States.

The final area is the Downtown Riverfront District which is in a period of 

decline, with many vacant buildings. Along the southern edge of the Truckee River 

to the west of Virginia Street, a Riverwalk area has been built. The Riverwalk is a 

quality designed and constructed amenity that creates sitting areas and pleasant 

paths along the river (Figure 1). It also allows access down closer to the river which 

is viewed as a positive feature. The west end of the Riverwalk connects to 

Wingfield Park, a popular outdoor area with many functioning attractions. These

Figure 1 - Current riverwalk.

attractions include a playground for children, a popular basketball and tennis facility, 

and an outdoor amphitheater which hosts lunch time bands as well as Friday 

evening concerts. The current Riverwalk ends at its intersection with Virginia Street 

just to the west of the Post Office.
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The area around the Post Office contains three buildings, which in 

conjunction with the Post Office building create a small unofficial historic district of 

DeLongchamps buildings (CON/DWG-2). The fact that half of these structures are 

currently in danger of demolition, makes the preservation of the Post Office an 

important aspect to retain Reno’s History. The crossing of the Truckee River at 

Virginia Street is also the historic place of the original crossing at the river. The first 

Delongchamps building is the Riverside Hotel and Casino located directly across 

Virginia Street (Figure 2). This six story brick building with terra cotta accents is at 

the location of the original Riverside Hotel of the mid-1800s . The building is 

currently vacant and is slated for reuse as an artist work studio space with retail on 

the main floor. A later addition to the historic hotel was recently demolished to allow 

further development on the site. Current plans call for a restaurant and further retail 

uses on the site. The City constructed the riverwalk, as stated earlier, to encourage 

the owner to redevelop the building. The City’s riverwalk attraction failed to make 

the owner reopen the hotel. The City later purchased the building and is currently 

the driving force behind the efforts to turn the building into a new mixed use 

development. The City’s original plans were to tear down the entire structure, but a 

grassroots effort 

of local

preservationists 

resulted in the 

rescue of the 

most historic 

portion of the 

building. The 

current plan has a 

group from 

Minnesota trying 

to adaptively 

reuse the
Figure 2 - The Riverside Hotel
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Riverside Hotel as artist live/work studios and mixed retail uses. Any reuse would 

necessitate large structural rehabilitation and asbestos abatement beyond any 

reuse plan effort.

The second building to be discussed is the Mapes Hotel and Casino directly 

across the Truckee River from the Post Office (Figure 3). This eleven story brick 

building also has terra cotta decorations and a wonderful ballroom space crowning 

the building. The Mapes is also vacant and unused at this time. In its prime, the 

Mapes hosted all of the important and famous celebrities that would come to 

Nevada, and was described as the place to see and be seen. Currently the hotel is 

being considered for reuse as a condominium building by a national developer. The 

City plans on demolishing the structure if the developer can not figure out a 

successful plan to reuse the building as condominiums. Fortunately there is a 

lawsuit over development rights to the building and it’s future is up in the air. Beyond 

this lawsuit there are strong grass roots preservations efforts to save the structure 

without current 

developer plans (See 

Truckee Meadows 

Heritage Trust, http:// 

www.mapes.com).

The building was 

recently named the 

most endangered 

historic building in the 

entire country by the 

National Trust for 

Historic Preservation.

Another proposal 

includes apian to 

reuse the building as 

a hotel and casino

# #  - n
■MBS
Figure 3 - The Mapes Hotel and Casino
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while adding a mirroring addition to the existing building. The condition of the 

Mapes’ river edge is very similar to that of the Post Office and provides further 

evidence that the river needs to be addressed as an amenity not a hindrance. 

Currently a group is trying to reuse the Mapes Hotel as a condominium building 

Reuse of the building is compounded by structural difficulties and asbestos

The third building is the Washoe County Courthouse which is across Virginia 

Street from the Post Office and immediately south of the Riverside Hotel and 

Casino (Figure 4). This building was designed using a very classical temple style 

front, columnar porch and a dome to top the temple front. The Courthouse is still 

being utilized as a court building and the rear of the building has been added on to 

overtime. A new facility to house portions of the courthouse functions was recently 

completed. The original Courthouse, however, is still part of the new larger courts 

facility; therefore the buildings safety is fairly secure.

presence.

Figure 4 - Washoe County Courthouse
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It appears from the City of Reno Redevelopment Agency documents that the 

City desires something to be done with the Post Office building and its site. The 

location and scale of the Post Office is very desirable to future redevelopment and its 

historic status also increases the value of the building and the site. Some of the 

information presented in the earlier Redevelopment Documents has been revised 

and therefore is of less importance, but the ideas represent the community’s goals 

over time and are valuable for future consideration of the area. It seemed that in 

every document there existed some plan or suggestions for reuse of the Post Office 

Building. That fact reinforces the idea that the community desires to retain this fine 

building and have it continue to be a part of the community. The desired reuse of the 

building by the Redevelopment Agency supports this masters report in terms of 

reusing the building in some way. I continue to believe that the pressure of the City of 

Reno and its citizens to do something with the Post Office block will eventually result 

in some project to reuse the building. The current atmosphere in Reno is still moving 

towards downtown redevelopment.

Site Determinants

The Post Office Building is located at 50 South Virginia Street in the heart of 

the historic center of Reno at the intersection of Virginia Street and the Truckee
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River. The building occupies a 54,177 square foot site between Virginia Street and 

Center Street, Mill Avenue and the Truckee River. Virginia Street is the main traffic 

artery for the downtown of Reno and makes the site a high profile location. These 

high vehicular demands upon Virginia Street make it difficult to utilize this street for 

vehicular access to the site. Pedestrian traffic from the gaming center of the 

building could become significant to the site. Center Street is a secondary traffic 

artery for downtown with lower traffic demands. These lower traffic demands allow 

for the use of this street for vehicular access to the site. Mill Avenue is a tertiary 

road that has been proposed to be closed by the traffic department due to low

Figure 7 - Southwest corner of Post Office
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Figure 8-Northwest corner of Post Office

volume of traffic and opportunities for other uses of the space. Mill Avenue provides 

an opportunity for inclusion into the Post Office site. The current parking lot (Figure 

5), between building and Truckee River provides an opportunity for reuse efforts 

beyond parking cars. As stated earlier, this area has been the focus of much 

attention by the Redevelopment Agency. The main proposal for this space is the 

creation of a plaza that would continue the Riverwalk and make another node for 

activity along the Truckee River.

Figure 9 - Southeast corner of Post Office
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The landscaping for the site is very limited due to the limited space that is 

mainly filled with the Post Office building. The loading dock (Figure 9), parking lot 

and sidewalks take up much of the remaining site. The west side of the site 

between the building and Virginia Street has grass with several large trees (Figure 

8). The site has a few additional significant trees scattered around the site. Beyond 

this landscaping the site has numerous planting boxes with low shrubs. The reuse 

of the site necessitates the preservation of the major landscaping efforts primarily 

the west lawn area.

Context Determinants
-Site is within Redevelopment District as well as Riverfront District. 

-Site located at historic center of Reno.

-Located between civic business district and gaming district.

-Post Office is along proposed Riverwalk system.

-Riverfront District area is run down.

-Post Office is valuable property in redevelopment efforts.

-Site is adjacent to Truckee River, without any direct connection. 

-Existing parking lot is opportunity for a plaza space.

-Mill Street closure provides another opportunity for reuse.

-Virginia Street is primary traffic artery.

-Center Street is secondary traffic artery.

-Limited site landscaping.
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Context Determinant Drawings
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Building Determinants

Reasons for Choosing the United States Post Office
My purpose for attempting to reuse the Post Office has many levels of 

complexity, necessary to balance the needs of historic preservation and adaptive 

reuse while retrofitting the building for a new use. The first reason for choosing the 

Post Office is the architectural level of design and the quality of construction of the 

building. The architect Frederic DeLongchamps was the most important architect 

of public works in the State of Nevada and the building was built during one of the 

most trying times in history: the Great Depression. The second reason is the 

important position the Post Office holds within the public realm. It was the center of 

activity for many years and still is a very popular post office location serving the 

downtown of Reno. A third reason is the current underuse of the building by the 

postal service and developer interest in the building for its reuse. Many of the plans 

for reuse of the Post Office disregard the importance of the building and therefore a 

plan that considers the overall value of the building to the community is very 

important. A final reason for reuse is the good condition the building is still in 

primarily due to its continued use. The other important buildings in the area have 

experienced long periods of abandonment and would require a greater level of 

reconstruction to restore them to a useful condition.

Post Office as a Public Building
The Post Office is a Works Progress Administration era building designed 

by DeLongchamps in 1932, using the Art Deco style to provide a new postal 

building and government offices for the city of Reno and is “the only example of a 

Art Deco federal building in Nevada.” (Bruns, 239) The Post Office was originally 

designed to house not only the Postal Services but also other Federal Government 

offices including the U.S. Weather Bureau, the U.S. Veteran’s Bureau and the 

Internal Revenue Service. The building has retained its primary function as a post 

office but the other government offices have moved out of the building into new 

facilities. The Postal Service has also built a new main post office building to meet
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the expanded needs of the community resulting in the under use of the historic Post 

Office. The United States Post Office in Reno was listed with the National Register 

of Historic Places in 1990.

The Post Office was originally designed, as stated, as an office building and 

post office that made clear distinctions between public and private areas of the 

building. The main public space is the lobby space which contains the post office 

boxes and the service counters for Postal Service activities. The remaining and 

majority of the building were designed as more private, less embellished areas that 

allow greater changes to the building without sacrificing architectural character.

The building facade clearly falls into the category of historic preservation as does 

the lobby and public spaces on the first floor. The materials, decoration and grand 

scale of the lobby (Figure 1), require that they are incorporated into any new design 

and retained as closely as possible to their original appearance. The remainder of 

the building could be categorized as a candidate for adaptive reuse due to its

Figure 1 - Entry vestibule at lobby.
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utilitarian appearance and treatment. The architectural value of the Post Office is 

clearly contained in certain areas of the building. The treatment of the public and 

private space of the building with such extreme differences creates a situation 

where there needs to be a balance created between historic preservation and 

adaptive reuse.

Condition o f the Post Office

The exterior 

of the Post Office 

consists of a terra 

cotta veneer. The 

terra cotta 

treatment provides 

a regal appearance 

to the building, 

including carved 

decorative designs 

with a rhythmic 

geometric pattern 

that rings the upper 

portion of the

building (Figure 2). The use of sculptural elements are also present in the terra 

cotta veneer including a series of eagles over the main entrances to the building 

(Building Determinants cover sheet). The eagle imagery is directly related to the 

national symbol of the United States and is one of a series of elements through the 

building that illustrate the implied greatness of this country. The terra cotta has few 

minor chips and cracks, warranting very little consideration at present; however, a 

long range maintenance program would be helpful. Periodic examinations of the 

building to identify areas that are deteriorating and would need repair would be an 

excellent start. Beyond a preventative program, no significant effort is required to 

preserve the terra cotta.

Figure 2- Building facade.
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The facade also has a

series of metal grilles at the 

windows, metal transoms and 

metal overhangs at the 

entrances to the building. The 

metal overhangs are built of cast 

aluminum and are highly 

decorative elements, integral to 

the overall decorative design of 

the building. The overhangs 

appear to be standing up well but could probably use further investigation. Another 

important feature is the overhang at the loading dock which provides protection from 

the elements. The loading dock overhang has been damaged slightly in several 

places and would need to be repaired. The extent of the damage (Figure 3) is 

confined to the very edge piece of the overhang, and the remaining sections appear 

fine. Repetitive geometric forms are present on the metal overhangs as well as in

Figure 3- Overhang damage.

Figure 4- Window transom.
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the terra cotta and metal grilles. The geometric ring is one of the key Art Deco 

designs used in the building and makes connections to interior designs of the 

building. Under each window (Figure 4) there is a sun-like pattern made of carved 

terra cotta which connects to the native American motifs that are used in Art Deco. 

The metal grilles in front of the windows also utilize a repetitive geometric pattern 

characteristic of Art Deco designs. The outer edge of the grilles uses a pattern that 

mimics the carved design at the upper level of the building while the inner portion is 

naturalistic. The window screens, transom and guardrails appeared to be in 

excellent condition structurally and would probably only require some minor cleaning 

efforts. The same would hold for the entrance vestibule and entrance metal detail. 

Many of the exterior decorative elements would be very difficult and expensive to 

reproduce and, more importantly, they embody the architectural style of the building. 

The exterior of the building clearly requires the tenets of the Secretary of the 

Interior’s standards for historic preservation. In any reuse plan, therefore, the 

exterior of the building should be maintained and rehabilitated as necessary to 

restore the original appearance of the facade.

The analysis of the building continues by entering one of the three original 

entrance vestibules. At each of the three public entrances, there are highly 

decorative cast aluminum vestibule spaces. These vestibules provide a quality 

transition into the public lobby of the Post Office and introduce the types of 

decoration and materials 

present in the lobby.

After passing through the 

aluminum and glass 

exterior door, the viewer 

is presented with two 

cast aluminum relief 

sculpture. The first is an 

image of a Icarus figure

in front of a setting (or Figure 5 - Door Transom
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rising) sun which is an 

obvious allusion to 

ancient mythology (Figure 

5). The mythical Icarus 

used wax and feather 

wings to escape 

imprisonment but 

perished when he flew

too close to the sun. The Figure 6- Door Transom 

second image is of an

airplane representing the technological innovations of the period (Figure 6). The 

airplane also is a symbol for speed representing the efforts of the Postal Service to 

deliver the mail quickly. The two images, Icarus and the airplane could represent 

technological progress of man. The sun detail present in both these transoms 

relates to increased popularity of solar imagery used in the Art Deco style.

After passing through the interior doors of the vestibule the visitor enters the 

lobby, which is the primary public space of the Post Office. There is great use of 

decorative cast aluminum features throughout this space along with patterned 

marble floors and walls. The marble floor uses a repetitive geometric pattern of four 

different types of marble while the marble wall 

utilizes one type only. The marble wall is held in 

place by an aluminum shield that uses an abstract 

American flag image. The north side entrances 

places the customer directly in front of the cast 

aluminum post office boxes with another use of 

eagle imagery (Figure 7). This time, the eagle is a 

cast aluminum relief sculpture with raised wings that 

divides the different sections of the post office 

boxes. The actual post office boxes are also cast

aluminum with decorative features, later an interior Figure 7- P.O. Box Eagle
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expansion, 

however, installed 

less decorative 

post office boxes. 

The ceiling of the 

lobby is a 

decorative plaster 

ceiling and 

requires 

preservation. 

Furtherthe lobby 

has glass

Figure 8- Exit Eagle

clerestory lighting to the offices and mailroom of the building.

Another eagle that mimics the exterior terra cotta eagles appears over the 

cast aluminum entry vestibule, once again 

signalling an entrance; but this time to the 

exterior world (Figure 8). The majority of the 

functional elements of the lobby are cast 

aluminum with the exception of the marble 

wainscot and the glass used above the post 

office boxes and the offices present on the 

west side of the lobby. A few other important 

elements warrant discussion here due to their 

historic and architectural importance. There 

are a number of message boards (Science 

Center Functional Determinants cover sheet) 

that are moveable and allow the Post Office 

employees to place important notices at 

various spots in the lobby. The boards are

decorative cast aluminum pieces that work well Figure 9- Lobby table.
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with the overall design. There is also a bulletin board built into the wall that matches 

the message boards that could There are also a number of tables, see figure 9, 

present in the lobby for patrons to fill out forms and organize their mail service 

needs. They have marble tops and a cast aluminum base with the repetitive 

geometric form from the upper facade area of the exterior. The ceiling of the lobby 

is decorated with a plaster cornice and a decorative cast plaster ornament which 

rounds out the major design elements of the lobby space.

The next major space on the first floor is the large open floor plan mailroom 

with a wooden floor, wood wainscot, simple plaster walls and ceiling treatments.

The use of cast aluminum or even cast plaster are absent in this area, reflecting the 

utilitarian nature of the space. The quality of decorative design and materials lacks 

the character defined in that of the lobby, and lacks significance. The large open 

floor space and high ceilings are excellent attributes that can allow many different 

uses for the mailroom space. The mailroom also benefits from being located 

adjacent to the lobby space.

The upper two floors are office spaces with little or no important 

architecturally significant features. The offices are organized around a doughnut 

plan circulation that originally focused on the atrium which created a skylight to the 

mailroom space. This atrium space was filled in 1963 to allow the installation of 

modern mechanical equipment to replace the original coal heating system. The 

original building design provided heating, but used windows to provide ventilation 

during the summer months. This later alteration to the building significantly alters the 

original functioning of the building. The offices themselves are located along the 

exterior walls allowing natural light into every space. The offices have been 

remodeled several times and are no longer original in nature. These spaces benefit 

from high ceilings that have been lost due to the placement of dropped ceilings to 

facilitate mechanical ductwork. The basement is an unfinished space with exposed 

services and is used for storage. After the extravagant exterior and lobby, the 

remaining portions of the building have a more subdued nature.
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Architect Background Information

The architect of the Post Office, Frederic DeLongchamps was born June 7,

1882 in Reno, Nevada to Felix and Exilda DeLongchamps. He attended public 

schools in Reno and then attended the University of Nevada. In 1904 he earned a 

B.S. in mining engineering, graduating Phi Sigma Kappa. DeLongchamps went to 

work as a draftsman for the office if the United States surveyor for about a year.

After this employment he travelled to San Francisco to work for leading architects 

there. His continued study ‘finished’ his education as an architect. In 1907 he 

returned to Reno and opened an office with a local architect. He passed 

California’s examination, as Nevada had no requirements for licensure of 

architectects. Initial successes led to wide recognition after his plans for the 

Washoe County Court house in 1910. He opened a branch office in San Francisco 

in 1911; however he still maintained a residence and office in Reno. Additional 

courthouses followed in Yerington, Las Vegas, Minden, Winnemucca, Carson City, 

Lovelock, Fallon, and Markleeville; all in Nevada. He also designed Nevada’s 

pavilions at the Panama-Pacific Exposition in San Francisco and San Diego.

Within the historic district established at the University of Nevada 

DeLongchamps designed many buildings including the Scrugham Engineering- 

Mines Building, Mackay Science Hall, Artemisia Hall, the gymnasium and the 

Education Building. DeLongchamps designed numerous residences throughout 

Truckee Meadows. Also, in Reno, he designed the State Building (demolished), the 

Union Federal Savings and Loan Building (demolished), City Hall, Washoe County 

Library, First National Bank (Planet Hollywood and Harrahs Hotel Casino), the Rialto 

Theater (demolished), the Granada Theater (demolished). He designed the 

Riverside Hotel 1926 (1951 and 1963 extensions), the Mapes Hotel in 1947, and 

the United States Post Office in Reno in 1932. This is not a complete list, but 

represents examples of his work in the downtown Reno area.

DeLongchamps served as the state architect for a number of years, a charter

BD-9



member and first president of the Reno Chapter of the American Institute of Archi

tects, the American Institute of Mining and Metallurgical Engineers, the Reno Rotary 

Club, and the Reno Elks Lodge. He received the “Distinguished Nevadan” award in 

1966. DeLongchamps continued a full work schedule, at least until age of 82, as 

active Senior Partner in the architecture firm he established fifty years previously.

He passed away in 1969 at the age of 86 leaving behind a legacy of built works 

throughout Nevada. His work was also represented in San Francisco, Los Angeles 

and Miami, Florida.

The three DeLongchamps buildings near the Post Office are listed with the 

National Historic Register and have been for some time. There are eight 

DeLongchamps buildings in Reno listed on the National Register along, with two in 

Sparks (the adjacent city). The other historic buildings in the area of the Post Office 

have recently been threatened with demolition and were only saved by grassroots 

efforts at the last minute. I believe that a reuse of the United States Post Office is 

necessary and will occur before too long. There is a great deal of interest and 

pressure on the River Corridor, requiring every building to be evaluated and 

included in the overall plan for the area. The underuse of the Post Office, its size and 

inability to fulfill the current needs of the community make it a target for reuse. There 

is also a concern that an underused facility might not receive the proper amount of 

support in terms of maintenance and upkeep to maintain its level of quality. In order 

to prevent such a threat to the Post Office, it might be prudent to take a proactive 

stance about its current use and further more potential reuses.

Many of this country’s best buildings express the Zeitgeist present in the 

society. The United States Post Office in Reno is one fine example of an 

expression of this country’s beliefs, during the Depression, to build a public building 

in a style that celebrates man’s abilities, it illustrates how strongly this country 

believed in itself. In difficult times, it is easier to be the doomsayerthan the optimist. 

The United States Post Office is an example of the buildings built as monuments to
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the greatness of the United States when the entire world seemed to be coming to an 

end. The optimism expressed in the Works Progress Administration needs to be 

preserved for the future generations as an inspiration during troubled times.

Building Determinants

-Architect Frederic DeLongchamps.

-Designed using Art Deco style.

-Originally federal building for Reno.

-Only example of an Art Deco Federal Building in Nevada.

-Post Office is currently under used.

-Important spaces; grand facade, grand lobby, atrium,

-Grand facade includes terra cotta veneer, sculptural elements, metal overhangs 

and grilles.

-Grand lobby includes architectural metal work, marble floors.

-Former atrium space.

-Utilitarian areas; second and third floor offices, unfinished basement.

-High ceilings in building.
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(E) Building Square Footages

Site Total 72,000 s.f.

Building Square Footage

Basement 15,135 s.f.
First Floor 14,940 s.f.
Second Floor 11,855 s.f.
Second Floor Mechanical 3,000 s.f.
Third Floor 11,926 s.f.
Roof 2.370 s.f.
Building Total 59,226 s.f.

Building S.F. Breakdown

Circulation 9,822 s.f.
Stairs 1,823 s.f.
Elevator 958 s.f.
Horizontal 7,041 s.f.

Mechanical 3,552 s.f.
Restrooms 1,807 s.f.
Closets 485 s.f.
Storage 10,551 s.f.
Office 17,497 s.f.
Mail room 7,665 s.f.
Lobby 3,665 s.f.
Entry Vestibules 958 s.f.
Break Room 981 s.f.
Vaults 533 s.f.
Lookout 363 s.f.
Roof Misc. 1,826 s.f.

Floor Square Footages
Basement 15,135 s.f.

Circulation 2,094 s.f.
Stairs 188 s.f.
Elevator 248 s.f.
Horizontal 1,658 s.f.

Mechanical 413 s.f.
Restroom 648 s.f.
Breakroom 981 s.f.
Storage 10,551 s.f.
Closets 91 s.f.



Vaults 167 s.f.
Lookout 271 s.f.

First Floor
Circulation

Stairs
Elevator

Mechanical
Restroom
Office
Lobby
Entry Vestibule
Mailroom
Closet
Vaults
Lookout

14,940 s.f. 
805 s.f. 
653 s.f. 
152 s.f. 
60 s.f. 

291 s.f. 
1,537 s.f.
3.665 s.f. 

605 s.f.
7.665 s.f. 

70 s.f.
176 s.f. 
35 s.f.

Second Floor
Circulation

Stairs
Elevator
Horizontal

Mechanical
Restroom
Office
Closet
Vaults
Lookout

14,994 s.f. 
3,118s.f. 

388 s.f. 
74 s.f. 

2,656 s.f. 
3,079 s.f.

420 s.f. 
8,094 s.f. 

66 s.f. 
97 s.f. 
57 s.f.

Third Floor
Circulation

Stairs
Elevator
Horizontal

Restroom
Office
Closet
Vaults

11,926 s.f. 
3,261 s.f. 

460 s.f. 
74 s.f. 

2,727 s.f.
448 s.f. 

7,866 s.f. 
258 s.f. 

93 s.f.



Existing Conditions Drawings



STATE STREET

WASHOE COUNTY 
COURTHOUSE

PIONEER THEATER

RIVERSIDE HOTEL

POST OFFICE

HOLIDAY HOTEL

TRUCKEE RIVER

PETAL
MAPES HOTEL

AT6T BULDNG

N
O 3 0  6 0  120 ISO 3 0 0

xly
AREA PLAN



I 11  1 1 1

BATHROOMMECH 6 BREAK ROOM

3 STORAGE

JANITOR VAULT

STORAGE

STORAGE
ELEV
MECH

ELEV

TOILET STORAGE
STORAGE

TOILET

N (E) BASEMENT PLAN O 5 IO 3 0 5 0



I----- 1 U J ~ 1 _ J
VEST

WOMEN
STATION
MANAGER OFFICE

WORK ROOM

OFFICEVEST

VEST
I  OFFICE

LOBBY

VEST
I__H

N (E) FIRST FLOOR



OFFICES

OFFICES

MECHANICAL

HALLWAY

ELEVOFFICESOFFICES

N 3 0 5 0(E) SECOND FLOOR O 5 IO 20



s

t ••• i i i i 1 ~i i . r  i t  i= Q  j r

OFFICEOFFICE OFFICE
OFFICE

OFFICE MECHANICAL

OFFICE

CLST
CLSTELEV

OFFICE

VAULT OFFICE OFFICEOFFICE

—  -----  — 1

N (E) THIRD FLOOR 5 0



N (E) ROOF PLAN O 5 IO 20 3 0



4TH +143-9"

3RD l30'-9"

2ND +H7-0"

1ST +98’-0"

/  BASEMENT +87-0"

SUB +82-0'

CROSS SECTION O 5 IO 20 3 0 5 0



OFFICE

MECHANICAL

OFFICE.OFFICE

MAJLPOOM
U__ PARKING

STORAGE

4TH +143-9'

3RD l30 ’-9' 

2ND +H7-C'

1ST +98’-C

BASEMENT +87-0' 

____ SUB +82'-0"

____ RIVER +73'-9"

CROSS SECTION
O 5 IO 20 3 0 5 0



Science Center Functional Determinants

n .O N E . HALT E U V A T IO N  ! . 0 N L  HALT ELEVATION. 
O f  BULLE.TIN 5 0 A & D .  QT D I & I C T O & Y .

5 C A L L  l j r % l- o "
LOCA T.OW

. . . . . . . . . . .  ....  ■ « ..........
A - F I N I S H C D  L O B B X  (  Mhr) F L O O C . . - ^
/ j--------

S L - C .  r . w r  F L O C ^  P L A N  F O R .



Functional Determinants

Defining a New Use

The historic analysis of the Post Office recognized the importance of the 

public aspect of the building and the importance of retaining this public nature of the 

building. Many local residents are reluctant to support any reuse proposal because 

of the fear of losing a part of their community. One common reuse proposal for the 

Post Office has been conversion to a private office building, which is probably the 

easiest strategy for reuse. Another strategy put forth by interested parties is the 

conversion of the building into a retail store. Both of these suggested alterations 

would be a great loss to the Reno community, as the building would be changed to a 

private building. In my exploration of the building and search for a new use, I felt that 

the most positive action I could take would be to retain the building’s public profile.

If the building was allowed to become an office building or retail store, it would lose 

so much of what makes it valuable to the city. The new use I am proposing for the 

Post Office is a Science Center, which would provide a great asset to the city while 

maintaining public access to the building. The Science Center would enable the 

building to maintain its public use while preserving the architecture and legacy of the 

building for future generations.

The new use as a Science Center will fit the building perfectly; the Art Deco 

style in which the post office was built glorified the ideas that a contemporary 

science museum seeks to instill in the young people of today.

“Expressive of the machine age and its dynamism were lightning 

bolts, airplanes, locomotives, ocean liners, automobiles, skyscrapers 

and bridges. The machine-age imagery also extended to the building 

summits which frequently were mounted with futuristic masts or finned 

parapets. Full of aspiration and optimism, the art deco imagery depicted 

man’s place in the cosmos and his confident control of the machine age, 

which would bring the dawn of a new era, a much-longed for earthly 

paradise.” (Weber, 52-53)
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The Post Office was designed and built during a very trying period in 

American history, the Great Depression, in a style that not only celebrates the new 

emerging technologies of the time but of man’s ability to conquer and control nature. 

The Post Office is filled with imagery that celebrates this belief in the greatness of 

man and the United States which is an ideal that has less power today in our cynical 

times. The preservation of this building and its public nature will continue the 

celebration of man, which is something I believe in. A cost estimate would obviously 

be necessary to evaluate whether or not the science center would be financially 

feasible. It could be that another site with a completely new building would be less 

expensive and therefore reuse of the Post Office as a Science Center would be less 

attractive to the city. It has been shown before, however, that reusing an existing 

building can be less expensive than a new structure. “Case studies presented at 

the National Trust for Historic Preservation conference on the ‘Economic Benefits of 

Preserving Old Buildings’ demonstrated that the cost of rehabilitating old structures 

generally runs 25-33% less than comparable new construction” (Bever, 2). Also it 

would be nearly impossible to build a comparable building as the existing United 

States Post Office building.

Currently in Reno there is a strong desire to redevelop the River Corridor for 

use by the local residents of Reno as well as tourists. In one redevelopment 

document ” reasserts the community’s goal of strengthening the framework for 

redeveloping the riverfront area, and anchoring momentum of development back to 

the heart of the City.” (Downtown Riverfront District Plan, 1) There are very few 

attractions in this corridor currently that draw local residents into this area. The City 

of Reno provides a number of special events in the downtown area including 

concerts at Wingfield Park that draw large numbers of people to the River Corridor. 

However the are very few reasons to stay in the river area after these special events 

are over. The creation of the plaza would continue earlier city efforts to create a 

riverwalk attraction around the river. The Riverwalk would be extended to the Post 

Office site and become a node of activity for the area. The plaza could be
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integrated into the special events schedule and provide another place to view the 

Truckee River. The Science Center would increase the number of people in the 

area which would have a positive effect upon other businesses in the area. The 

civic/business center to the south of the Post Office is very busy during the day; 

however, in the evening it becomes a ghost town. The restaurant/bar is one effort 

beyond the creation of the Science Center to draw locals to the downtown area. 

There formally was a popular restaurant in the area which has since moved out of 

the downtown because of redevelopment efforts. A nice restaurant could provide a 

reason to stay in or come to the river corridor after hours. This after hours function 

would also provide a place to go along the river.

Along with developing an attraction along the river, there exist a large number 

of businesses in Reno that can benefit from the positive publicity of assisting with 

this type of project. The entire casino industry could potentially be a large source of 

support. One concern often expressed about gambling towns is the lack of family- 

oriented entertainment in these towns. I personally feel it is bad to mix gambling 

and family outings; however, that is one direction the industry is taking. By 

supporting a science center, the casinos could take a step towards providing quality 

entertainment for families on vacation in Reno. Casino sponsorship could also 

increase the feasibility of the project by increasing the expected number of visitors 

by expanding the base population. The city of Reno and its surrounding areas are 

currently experiencing an explosion of growth in population and business. Many of 

these businesses and people are coming from California and other urban areas 

which are used to more facilities for the public. These businesses would be 

providing a more positive image and be able to demonstrate their concern for the 

city they now inhabit by backing this project. There are also a large number of local 

businesses and industries that might have interest in supporting a science center. 

The Arizona Science Center in Phoenix has utilized local businesses to support its 

new facility and operation. Taking this as a model, it is conceivable that local 

businesses could supplement construction costs as well as providing the public 

support that would be necessary to complete this project.
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A final reason for creating a Science Center is to provide an anchor to the 

redevelopment efforts in the river corridor. A publicly sponsored institution would be 

a strong sign to other parties interested in the area. Redevelopment in any city 

requires a certain density of activity before the original efforts become part of the 

growing area. The Arizona Science Center in Phoenix, Arizona is an excellent 

example of a piece of the redevelopment puzzle drawing over half a million visitors 

in its first year alone to the growing downtown of Phoenix. The new Science Center 

would increase resident traffic into the area and could inspire other developments. 

The increased amount of people in the area could support other activities such as 

retail and commercial businesses. In addition to these functions, the area could 

then be expected to support other services. Example services could include other 

restaurants and cafes that would, also take advantage of the river and Riverwalk as 

an amenity. As the redevelopment of the area continues, little or no new investment 

by the city would be necessary, allowing the City to focus on other areas. The 

strengthening of the River Corridor would help balance out the pedestrian traffic 

flows between the river and the entertainment core of the City. This balance would 

further the community’s efforts to instill new projects in the currently under-used area 

between these two parts of the City. The River Corridor is prime for redevelopment; 

however, there have not been enough actions to allow the process to snowball into a 

large, self-driven process. A Science Center would illustrate the ability of the area 

to be reborn into an activity center for the city.

Attributes of a Science Center:
Science and technology centers are concerned primarily with the 

natural and applied sciences and usually cover such fields as physics, 

chemistry, biology, geology, astronomy, mathematics, engineering, 

and medicine. However, they frequently include other fields of local 

interest. In general, these unconventional museums seek to explain 

scientific principles, technological applications, and social 

implications of these principles and applications. Their reasons 

for being are to explain science and scientific advances to the
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layman, to improve science education, and to interest young people

in careers in science and engineering,’ says Alvin Swartz (Danilov, 4)

The history of the contemporary science and technology center dates back to 

19th century expositions that would display the new innovations in science and 

industry to the general public. The modern science center continues to exhibit and 

educate the public about the new technologies and information systems as well as 

historic scientific discoveries. Science centers are acting in response to changing 

attitudes about science and the desire to keep children interested in science using 

a “hands-on, get-involved approach, rather than a hands-off, just-look approach” 

(Danilov, 3) used by most museums. Science centers are primarily aimed at young 

children from about the fifth grade on to high school kids (Mr. Slinn, Director of 

Exhibits at the ASC). This group of children begin to lose interest in science and 

technology as their interests in other activities expand (Slinn). In an attempt to 

sustain interest in science, science centers make science fun again with an interac

tive approach to learning; promoting the idea that if you are having fun it won’t seem 

like traditional learning.

Contemporary science and technology centers include a broad array of 

centers that can be many things to many people. Regional centers often become 

more specific due to local environmental or economic factors present in the area. 

The centers that try to appeal to a larger demographic will generally be more com

prehensive in order to attract more visitors. The following is a list of typical science 

center types that are popular today. Comprehensive Centers which cover a broad 

range of information and services that can get more specialized include; Industrially 

Orientated Centers, Educationally Oriented Centers, and Scientifically Oriented 

Centers. Specialized Centers can include; Energy Centers, Transportation Centers, 

Space Centers, and Nature Centers. A final type of center is the Limited Center 

which refers to small Science Centers and traditional Museums with science center 

components.



Science Center Spaces and Requirements:

The spaces required by a science center are very similar to those required 

by a museum. The main spaces for a science center are exhibit spaces that 

contain the primary tools of the building. These exhibits are the means of teaching 

the scientific and technological principles to the visitors at the center. Exhibit space 

is typically between 1/4 to 1/3 of the building’s total square footage. ( Slinn) The 

volumes of the exhibit halls can vary from 8’ tall ceilings to 30’ and more. The main 

exhibit halls usually are around 20’ high; allowing taller, more grand exhibits within 

the space. Another common exhibit space is reserved for travelling exhibits, which 

are created at one center and loaned out to other centers for between two months 

and six months (Slinn). Travelling exhibit halls according to Grant Slinn “should 

have at least 10’ high ceilings, because most of these exhibits are designed for this 

size space.” Exhibit space should be designed with the ability to accommodate 

varying sizes of exhibits that can be included in the science center. In order to 

handle various exhibit these spaces should have lighting and electrical systems that 

allow for changing displays. One good lighting method is the use of track lighting 

that allows different light locations for the space. Mr. Slinn also suggested using a 

wall ring of electricity at about 8’ high around the entire space. This type 

arrangement can handle most exhibit arrangements with relative ease. Other 

electrical systems like in-floor outlets often do not provide the anticipated flexibility 

and are very expensive to install and maintain. Main exhibit halls can vary in size but 

a good size is around 10,000 square feet with travelling exhibit halls being between 

2,000 and 6,000 square feet (Slinn).

The next main space necessary for a good science center is the lobby of the 

building. The lobby provides a transition from outside to inside the center and 

houses many important support functions. The lobby also provides a space for 

large groups to wait while tickets are purchased and the visit to the center begins.

A large space is necessary to accommodate many eager visitors at once. A good 

feature of the lobby is a storage area for use by school groups, one of the largest



groups to visit science centers, to store lunches and backpacks of the students 

during their visit (Slinn). This storage space can also provide an area for 

wheelchairs and carriages for young and old visitors. The next support function is 

the ticket counter and reception area, which need to be visible from the entrance to 

the building. This visibility is important to reduce anxiety and confusion upon 

entering. Beyond providing tickets, this area provides needed information about the 

center and its upcoming activities to the general public. Also within the lobby it is 

common to provide a sneak peak at the attractions within to increase interest. The 

lobby should also provide a control point to the access to the main exhibit space as 

well as vertical circulation for the building.

Another important aspect of science centers is the gift shop which supplies 

the center with important revenue. The gift shop sells toys and books that reflect the 

activities within the center. Gift shops are generally located near the entrance to the 

building to provide easy access and good visibility for quick purchases as the visitor 

leaves or arrives at the building. The size, according to Mr. Slinn, appears to have 

no upper limit and can be as large as the center desires. The next space common 

in science centers is some form of food service which provides another form of 

revenue. The food service can be a cafeteria style area or a space for chain 

restaurants. In addition to providing food to the visitors it is often used to provide 

catering services to special events at the center. A good feature of a science center 

is rental space within the building that can be used for parties and other special 

gatherings. Another important space is the administrative offices needed to run the 

science center. These offices area typically located away from the entry of the 

building but with good access to this area. Of the examples researched, these 

offices were located on the upper floors or in the basement areas of he buildings. 

This arrangement allows the administrative function to be housed in the building but 

not interfered with by the visitors. Another support function that is required is the 

exhibit development space where exhibits are built and repaired. The life 

expectancy of an exhibit can range from six months to a few years and keeping all 

the exhibits working is a main function of the center. These shop areas are at times
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used as a visual exhibit but most often appear to be separated from the main area 

of the science center. This space can also have design departments and public 

relations offices that work on promoting and expanding the services of the science 

center. Within the exhibit development area there should also be storage areas for 

building materials and travelling exhibit materials.

Another function of many science centers is a research area for educators 

and other science center personnel. The Exploratorium in San Francisco has 

fellowships that allow educators to come and work on new exhibits for science 

centers. Research areas can also provide opportunities for young people to work 

on science related issues while expanding their knowledge. Auditoriums and 

theaters hold an important place within the science center. They can provide large 

spaces for movies and lectures, or they can be planetariums to teach about larger 

issues that can not be displayed as easily in an exhibit. A final space that is 

generally planned for are classrooms that allow smaller groups to learn specific 

ideas. This more personal instruction enables the center to focus a part of the 

learning for the day, and typically accommodates school groups. There are many 

other spaces that are necessary for a science center; however, these are the 

specialized spaces required.

A few general issues about science center planning will complete this 

introduction to the requirements of a science center. One important need is the 

planning for future growth of the center. The Exploratorium is currently planning to 

expand consolidate and expand their operations. Another general issue is to 

provide large paths of travel throughout the building to allow easy movement of 

exhibits through the center. Ability “to move a grand piano or even a car through the 

entire building” is a indicator of correct access, according to Mr. Slinn. Science 

centers are not art museums and therefore should be designed differently. The 

materials chosen for the building should be durable and easy to clean, as every 

surface in the building will be touched by the visitors. Outdoor areas can provide 

useful space for the building in terms of rental space and special events. The
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climate of the center should be taken into account and designed accordingly. 

Another general issue for the science center is waste handling and disposal for the 

building. It seems to be a mundane thing; however, science centers produce a lot of 

trash from the food service and gift shop activities as well as general trash from the 

center (Slinn). A final point about science centers is the tradition of reusing existing 

buildings. The examples of reuse include The Exploratorium in San Francisco, the 

Chicago Science Center and the Oregon Museum of Science and Industry in 

Portland. The buildings reused often had significant importance to the city where 

they are located.

Criteria for Selection of a Science Center as New Use:
-Retains public nature of Post Office Building.

-New use parallels design style.

-Excellent attraction for downtown.

-Non-gaming attraction in downtown.

-Increase resident use of river corridor.

-Help spur other development in area.

Attributes of a Science Center:
-Interactive, hands-on facility for teaching about science 

-Targets young people from 5th grade through High School.

-Makes learning fun.

Science Center Spaces and Requirements:

-exhibit space 

-lobby/ticket/reception 

-administrative offices 

-gift shop 

-rental space

-exhibit development areas 

-food service
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-teaching areas (classrooms)

-auditoriums/theaters 

-design departments 

-outdoor areas 

-research areas 

-public relation departments

-reuse of existing building is accepted method in creating a science center

-large groups at once need stacking waiting area

-need storage space for school groups lunches, backpacks, etc.

-exhibit space typically between 1/3 and 1/4 of total building area (high end in case 

study is 59%) my exhibit space is 42% higher than case study because of existing 

building conditions.

-administration usually away from main space, often in basement area or upper floor 

area

-exhibit development away form main space usually
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Section III - Design Solution



Design Solution

During the research for this masters report a series of rules were developed 

to help guide the final design for the reuse of the Post Office building. These rules 

represent my overall design goals for this report.

Design Rules:

1. Preserve the public nature of the building.

2. Balance the requirements of historic preservation and adaptive reuse.

3. Preserve important historic and architectural elements of the building.

4. Any building additions should not directly affect the building’s facade.

5. Restore important original elements of the building.

6. Reuse original areas for new similar uses.

7. Create a reuse strategy that acts to further redevelopment efforts.

8. New construction will be distinct in form and material from original construction.

Reuse Proposal

The type of Science Center being proposed is a comprehensive center that 

presents a broad range of information to the visitors. There will be two outdoor 

exhibit areas and five indoor exhibit galleries, along with three classroom spaces for 

small group learning activities. Another important aspect of the Science Center will 

be a gift shop where learning tools, books and other science related materials will 

be on sale to the general public. A final component of the reuse plan is the inclusion 

of a restaurant to serve the Science Center visitors as well as the local residents as 

an activity node on the riverwalk. Potential exhibits are illustrated only to support 

my opinion that this function will work within the existing Post Office building. The 

focus of this masters report has been and continues to be the reuse of an existing 

building.

The first issue in terms of reuse of the Post Office involves the preservation 

of the important architectural elements of the building. The first element is the



facade of the building. In the reuse plan, the exterior of the building will not be 

changed. The terra cotta facade, metal overhangs and window screens would be 

cleaned and repaired as necessary to conform with the Secretary of the Interior’s 

guidelines. In addition to the facade, the lobby of the building will be reused as a 

lobby space for the Science Center. Interior walls of the building have been retained 

where possible; preserving spaces and walls allowed saving historic and 

architectural design elements of the Post Office. The new use, however, required 

new construction in the building. The new walls and spaces, in my mind, 

necessitated obvious distinction from the original elements of the building. In order 

to achieve this the new walls and spaces were designed with curves and will be 

finished with different materials and colors to illustrate the new construction. These 

new spaces then become objects within the building which contrast with the original 

construction.

One of the most important efforts of the reuse plan is the restoration of the 

original atrium of the building. This space has been used during a later renovation 

mentioned earlier that placed mechanical equipment in the atrium and removed the 

skylight. The removal of the mechanical equipment from the atrium is very important 

in order to return the building to its original character, as well to create an excellent 

guiding space for the Science Center. The removal of the later mechanical 

equipment will allow a new skylight to be constructed over the atrium space which 

will be placed at the roof of the building. The reintroduction of the atrium and 

skylight will restore the buildings character and provide a grand space for the new 

use. The atrium becomes an organizing device for the building, allowing the visitors 

to maintain orientation throughout the building. This tall space also provides an 

opportunity for taller exhibits that can become the trademark for the center. Three 

story exhibits will be possible and can connect the main floor to the upper floors.

The removal of existing equipment requires a new design to provide heating 

and cooling to the building. This design allows for mechanical rooms in the 

basement to feed the basement and first floor. The roof top mechanical units are
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used to service the upper two floors of the building. In order to provide a more 

sensitive heating and cooling plan, the building will be separated into two zones -the 

north side and the south side- of the building in order to allow better temperature 

management. The mechanical zoning allows the different spaces of the building to 

respond quickly to heating and cooling needs, a requirement of science centers 

which experience high visitor traffic followed by lulls in attendance. Zoning allows 

each area to maintain a comfortable temperature without affecting another area. As 

well as enjoying an effective response, the first and second floors will have little 

intrusion from heating and cooling needs with the exception of some ductwork at the 

ceiling. The third floor will require mechanical chases to provide the heating and 

cooling requirements to the second floor.

An important area of work included the redesign of the site to utilize its full 

potential. One factor in the site planning involves how the river is addressed and 

access to the river from the site. The current parking lot to the north of the building 

will be turned into a plaza that will connect to an existing riverwalk system to the west 

of the site. Most of the City of Reno Development documents include a plaza space 

along the river as a part of their proposed reuses of the Post Office. The plaza will 

step and ramp down from street level to allow better access to the river and make 

the river a positive amenity for the site. The river currently is not very visible or 

accessible from the site and increased use of the river improves the value and 

usefulness of the property.

A second site issue involves the closing of the Mill Street which lies between 

the Post Office and the Pioneer Performing Arts Center. The street closing allows 

an outdoor area, the Mill Street Arboretum, to be created to provide space for 

nature exhibits with a garden like feel. These two site design efforts will 

supplement the Science Center’s interior exhibits, and allow outdoor exhibits to 

increase the ability of the museum to act as a science teaching tool. These exterior 

spaces also provide additional benefits for the Science Center by providing rental 

space to supplement visitor attendance, a common request of Science Center
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planners. The Arboretum could be rented for parties and other receptions including 

events at the Pioneer Center.

The readdressing of the site to allow access the river, creates an opportunity 

to have expanded use of the basement area. Currently the basement is acting 

primarily as a general storage area for the Post Office, along with containing a 

breakroom for the postal workers and a janitor’s office for the building. The north 

facade of the building will be altered to allow the overall reuse plan to integrate 

better with the City of Reno’s plans for the river corridor. The site between the north 

side of the building and the Truckee River will be excavated to allow at -grade level 

access to the building from the plaza. The lower area will become a public plaza 

that will become an extension of the existing riverwalk to the east of the post office 

site. The alterations to the building facade will occur only below the level of the terra 

cotta and thus will not directly effect the facade’s materials. In addition, the new 

lowered plaza will conform to the original symmetrical design of the post office and 

riverwalk standards.

The basement is converted into a gift shop and an exhibit development area 

to serve the museum. The gift shop will also be accessible from the lobby space by 

using either the original elevator or the stairwell adjacent to the elevator; therefore a 

visitor can enter the gift shop without exiting the building. Gift shops are generally 

located in the lobby space and this access alleviates concerns about the gift shop 

location. The exhibit development space also has access to the plaza along with 

being located with the freight elevator access. In addition to these two uses, the 

basement will also house a restaurant and bar which will be a support service to the 

museum but will be an autonomous use that will also serve the community at large 

connecting the Science Center with the redevelopment efforts along the river 

corridor. The inclusion of the restaurant in the Science Center will also increase the 

overall complex’s ability to become a full functioning part of a downtown river 

corridor by providing an after hours destination. The current use of the riverwalk 

system generally occurs only during the day and a nighttime use will increase the
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pedestrian activity later in the day and 

evening. The restaurant could also 

cater to the civic-office district to the 

south of the site during the daytime 

without relying on Science Center 

visitors. The design of the plaza area 

creates an outdoor seating area for the 

restaurant and an outdoor sales area 

for the gift shop.

The Post Office building has built 

in areas that have determined certain 

space usage in the new use, for 

example the current lobby/post office 

box area has been reused as a lobby 

for the museum. The size of the current 

lobby is larger than “necessary” in relation to other similar buildings however the 

historic elements need to be saved. The larger space has been integrated into the 

design to provide an initial waiting area as well as a transition space between the 

ticket sales and the main exhibit space on the main floor. The larger lobby space 

also provides access to a classroom space and the Arboretum on the south side of 

the building. Beyond acting as a lobby, this space will become an attraction 

because of the architectural detailing including the entry vestibules, elevator doors 

(Adaptive Preservation cover), post office boxes, and the doors to the classroom 

and bathrooms (Figure 1).

Another factor of the reuse plan is the placement of the ticket and reception 

desk, and the coatroom space. Both of these areas have been placed in the space 

where the original post office boxes were located, making a connection to the 

original purpose of the lobby space. The lobby originally provided access to 

personal boxes (Figure 2) and in the reuse plan the use has been transformed to the
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Figure 2 - Post office boxes.

function that allows access to the building. The major function of the main floor is the 

exhibit hall located in the place of the original mailroom. The exhibit hall with its high 

ceilings allow a great variety of displays and could even allow a “blockbuster” exhibit 

that is often used by science centers to reinvigorate interest in the center. It will also 

become the grand space for the Science Center allowing visual access to the upper 

floors through the atrium.

The second floor will house two exhibit halls; a travelling exhibit space and a 

permanent exhibit space. The location of the travelling exhibit space is near to the 

freight elevator to allow easier access to the space for the frequent changing of the 

exhibits. Travelling exhibits typically require between 2000 and 4000 square feet 

and the by providing 4000 square feet the space will can contain two separate 

smaller exhibit or one larger exhibit. This flexibility is one aspect of a science center 

that I gathered from my meetings with Grant Slinn, the Exhibit Director for the 

Arizona Science Center. The additional space on the second floor provides two 

classrooms for use as smaller and more specific instruction to visitors at the center. 

These classrooms provide space for science exhibits or computer labs to allow an 

instructor to give guided instruction to teach particular knowledge. These 

classrooms are close enough to the entry of the building to allow easy access, but 

far enough away to get separated from the noise and distraction caused by large 

groups of visitors.
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One major inference made from the investigation of science centers is to 

place administrative offices on upper floors. By placing the administration offices 

on the third floor, the exiting requirements are reduced but more importantly this 

support service of the administration is removed from the main space of the 

museum. The administrators are thus allowed to be near to the exhibits and 

functions of the museum but are still provided with the privacy required by their work. 

In addition to the administrative offices, the third floor contains two exhibit halls that 

are slated for permanent exhibits. The north exhibit space could additionally be 

utilized as a space for travelling or temporary exhibits due to direct access to the 

freight elevator.

The Post Office building’s reuse required a greater amount of vertical 

circulation for exiting and building access. The first change made extends the 

freight elevator's service to the second and third floors. Currently the elevator only 

travels between the basement and first floor. The Science Center requires a larger 

elevator that can handle larger loads to provide access for moving exhibits from the 

development area to the appropriate floor. In addition, the travelling exhibits are 

only used for three to six months and then they are shipped to the next center. Along 

with upgrading the freight elevator, the new Science Center requires larger 

stairways to provide egress from the upper floors of the building in case of 

emergency and easier movement of visitors during normal situations. In order to 

provide this extra stair width, I placed two new stairs in the building, both of which 

occur in locations where stairs already exist. The first stair is in the northeast corner 

of the building and required a completely new stair design as the original stair only 

went from the basement to the first floor. I did take advantage of the location, 

however, to create this stair in the corner of the building. The second stair designed 

will act as the grand stair for the Science Center and is located along the east end 

of the building. The location of the grand stair is approximately where a new stair 

was added in 1983 to provide emergency egress from the upper floors. The grand 

stair will act as the primary vertical circulation for the Science Center located at the 

end of the main exhibit hall. This location visually connects the visitor to the vertical
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circulation path immediately upon entering the exhibit hall, decreasing potential 

confusion about how to move through the Science Center. The grand stair is 

designed with a gradual curve which identifies it as new construction while also 

becoming an object in the exhibit hall. These new stairs not only provide required 

egress from the building but, in the case of the grand stair, become part of the 

character of the new Science Center.

The central location of the Post Office building as well as its architectural and 

historical character were key factors in the choice. Another important factor is the 

current efforts to redevelop the area immediately adjacent to the building. The 

Science Center would enable the building to maintain its public use while preserving 

the architecture and legacy of the building for future generations. The Post Office is 

filled with imagery that celebrates this belief in the greatness of man and the United 

States (Figure 3) which is an ideal that has less power today in our cynical times. 

The preservation of this building and its public nature will continue the celebration of 

man and the United States which is

something I believe in.

Figure 3 - Flag Detail.
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F

Program Space Description 

Site Features

One major component of this reuse plan is the integration of the building and 

site into a larger urban context. The City of Reno is pursuing a riverwalk system of 

paths and attractions to increase the use of the river corridor by tourists and local 

residents as well. The following spaces relate to the site issues and the creation of 

place at the Science Center.

Plaza

A 21,000 square foot space created on the North side of the building in 

between the river and the building. Plaza steps down from street level to allow 

access to basement of Center and further to allow access to the Truckee River. Use 

of this space will include outdoorseating areas for the restaurant as well as an 

outdoor sales area for the gift shop. Additional outdoor exhibits for the Science 

Center could also be planned for this area, focusing on the river and other nature 

exhibits to supplement the arboretum to the south of the building. Important features 

include landscaping and other site amenities to create more pleasant and 

inhabitable space, and ramps and stair to make area accessible to all people. 

Space also available to be utilized as public space and a node along riverwalk.

Mill Street Arboretum

A 15,500 square foot enclosed outdoor area for nature exhibits. Plant 

exhibits could include different native species of plants present in the Reno/Tahoe 

basin. Further exhibits could focus on issues of water quality and forest 

management relevant to Lake Tahoe and its surrounding environment. Arboretum 

could also focus on recycling efforts, irrigation techniques of local farmers as well as 

mining exhibits that relate to the history and current mining efforts in the State of
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Nevada. Arboretum could be available for special events such as weddings, 

receptions and evening events such as wine tasting for the arts.

Drop Off

Driveway adjacent to Center Street for use by school groups and other large 

groups for dropping of visitors to the Science Center. Overhang to provide 

protection from weather as groups wait to enter the building. Doubles as delivery 

area for building services.

Basement
Exhibit Development 3,800 s.f.

Reception Area: 300 s.f. space for greeting and directing of visitors and 

interested parties to the exhibit development area. Space for one secretary and 

office equipment to service the design office operations. Adjacent to entrance off of 

plaza with visual connection to shop area, design offices and vertical circulation 

path to Science Center.

Design Offices: 500 s.f. space for Science Center Exhibit Director as well as 

at least two other designers. Offices require large storage areas for construction 

drawings and drafting equipment. Should have visual connection to shop area for 

supervisory activities.

Work Shop: 2,600 s.f of space for the building, repair and testing of new and 

existing exhibits. Requires large electrical supply and strong ventilation systems. 

Area to have variety of wood and metal working equipment as well as painting and 

other maintenance services. Adjacent to the freight elevator and near delivery area 

of building.

Storage: 400 s.f of dedicated storage space for building materials, travelling 

exhibit crates, and other general storage needs of the entire building.

Gift Shop 2,670 s.f.

Sales Area: 2,300 s.f for retail sales of science related items in connection 

with the Science Center. In addition to general toys and learning tools the gift shop 

could provide books and other resources to parents in order to aid science learning
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by young visitors. Additionally the gift shop could offer regionally specific gifts for 

sale to the general public.

Gift Shop Office: 180 s.f for gift shop manager in order to keep track of 

records, orders and shipments of products for the gift shop.

Storage: 190 s.f of dedicated storage for gift shop. Additional space for 

storage available in Exhibit Development storage areas.

Restaurant 5,100 s. f.

Seating: 2,100 s.f of indoor seating area directly off plaza space with views 

of river, plaza activity, and historic Mapes Hotel. Intended to function as a separate 

entity from Science Center as a node along riverwalk for local businesses and 

residents as well as serving center visitors. Restaurant could provide catering 

services for special events at the Science Center and it space rental functions. 

Adjacent to both bar and kitchen with easy access to the restroom facilities.

Bar: 1,300 s.f of bar and seating area created from the reuse of original 

boiler room. Bar area is sunken below main basement floor level creating an 

interesting intimate area distinctly separated from the main restaurant seating area.

Kitchen: 1000 s.f. kitchen to provide food for restaurant, bar and special 

events at Science Center. Adjacent to seating area, office, storage and restroom 

facilities.

Restaurant Office: 200 s.f space for restaurant owner/manager.

Storage: 500 s.f. of dry storage, freezers and refrigerators for restaurant 

functions.

Outdoor Area: See plaza description, can utilize part of plaza for outdoor 

seating during majority of year. Allows great views of river and surrounding 

amenities of riverwalk.

Miscellaneous

Restrooms: 715 s.f. of accessible bathrooms for use by Exhibit Development 

Offices, Restaurant employees and customers, and Gift Shop employees.

Services: 1000 s.f. of mechanical rooms to provide electrical services for
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entire building. Additionally to provide heating and cooling for basement and first 

floor of Science Center.

First Floor
Lobby: 3,170 s.f space as transition space between interior and exterior of 

the building, preserving the original grand lobby of the post office building. Should 

provide necessary clues for orientation and direction on how to access the Science 

Center. Adjacent to ticket office/information desk, coat room and restrooms.

Space is large enough for large groups of students. Potential small exhibits to 

introduce general ideals of center to visitors. Space also acts as transition to 

Arboretum area and provides meeting place for visitors to center.

Ticket/Information: 550 s.f. area for the reception of visitors, the sale of 

tickets and desk to provide information to prospective visitors carved from space of 

post office boxes. Provide multiple check outs to ease customer flow into facility as 

well as member services. Should display upcoming exhibits and special events 

planned for the Center. Private office for sales manager and assistant adjacent to 

ticket desk.

Coat Room: 300 s.f. area for coats, back packs and other visitor items also 

carved from post office box space. Used by school groups to store lunches and 

other material they bring for their visit to the science center. Lockers provided for 

more secure storage of visitors personal items. Directly off lobby space adjacent to 

the ticket office.

Classroom: 530 s.f. area for activities focused at smaller groups of visitors. 

Use focusing on Arboretum exhibits and other natural science experiments and 

activities. Potential use as a rental space for connection to Arboretum and use for 

meetings by Science Center Board of Directors.

Restroom: 700 s.f. accessible bathrooms to serve first floor of Science 

Center. Located off lobby for easy access of arriving and exiting visitors.

Exhibit: 6,530 s.f exhibit hall with 16’ tall ceilings and large three story atrium 

space from reuse of mail sorting room of original use. This hall will house all taller 

exhibits as well as multistory exhibits in the atrium to make connections through the 

building. Exhibit hall also available for grand traveling exhibits occasionally used to
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spark interest in Science Center. New grand stair added as primary access to 

upper floors of Science Center. Adjacent to the lobby, auditorium, classroom and 

restrooms.

Auditorium: 1,850 s.f. space with seating for fifty people for presentations of 

visual information.

Audio/Video Room: 180 s.f. to provide audio and visual information for 

presentations in auditorium.

Second Floor
Exhibit 8,080 s.f.

Travelling Exhibit Space: 4,000 s.f. space for travelling exhibits up to two 

small exhibits or one medium sized exhibit. Hall is adjacent to freight elevator for 

easier set up and take down of exhibits. Use of moveable partitions to divide space 

into two or more areas depending upon requirements of traveling exhibit.

Permanent Exhibit Space: 4,080 s.f. space for various and changing 

exhibits.

Classroom (2): 1,800 s.f. of space divided into two rooms for activities 

focused at smaller groups of visitors. Use focusing on general Science Center 

exhibits and other physical science experiments and activities. Potential use as a 

rental space and use for meetings by Science Center Board of Directors or other 

community groups.

Restroom: 525 s.f. accessible bathrooms to serve second floor of Science 

Center. Located near grand stair for easy access of visitors as they enter the 

second floor.

Janitor: 100 s.f. space for cleaning supplies and activities. Adjacent to 

restrooms and located near freight elevator.

Third Floor
Exhibit 7,900 s.f.

Exhibit Space: 4,400 s.f.

Exhibit Space 3,500 s.f.
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Administration 1,730 s.f.

Director Office: 325 s.f. office for the Science Center Director. Adjacent to 

open office space and Assistant Director’s office.

Assistant Director Office: 275 s.f. office for the Science Center Assistant 

Director with adjacencies to Director and open office area.

Open Office Space: 900 s.f. of general office space for support staff of 

Science Center including reception and marketing efforts.

Copy Room: 170 s.f.

Storage: 60 s.f.

Restroom: 525 s.f. accessible bathrooms to serve third floor of Science 

Center including administration department. Located near grand stair for easy 

access of visitors as they enter the third floor.

Janitor: 100 s.f. space for cleaning supplies and activities. Adjacent to 

restrooms and located near freight elevator.

Design Solution
-Historic preservation led to preserving important elements,

-Adaptive reuse led to broader changes.

-City of Reno redevelopment documents led to plaza inclusion.

-Preserved important architectural elements and spaces.

-Repaired poor design choices from past renovations.

-Made connection to urban redevelopment efforts.

-Provided new use that preserves public nature of Post Office.

DS-14



Program Outline
Site Features
Plaza
Mill Street Arboretum
Total Site

Building Features
Exhibit Space 
Lobby
Administrative
Gift Shop
Restaurant
Auditorium
Classrooms
Restrooms
Exhibit Dev’t
Circulation
Mechanical
Misc.
Total Area:

Basement
Restaraunt

Seating
Bar
Kitchen 
Rest. Office 
Storage

Gift Shop
Sales
Gift Shop Office 
Storage

Exhibit Development 
Reception 
Design Offices 
Workshop 
Storage

Restroom 
Vert. Giro.
Giro.
Services

21.000 s.f. 
15,570 s.f.
72.000 s.f.

(42%) 22,510 s.f.
(6%) 3,170 s.f.
(3%) 1,730 s.f.
(5%) 2,670 s.f.
(9%) 5,100 s.f.
(4%) 1,850 s.f.
(4%) 2,330 s.f.
(5%) 2,465 s.f.
(7%) 3,800 s.f.
(9%) 4,715 s.f.
(3%) 1,530 s.f.

2.090 s.f. 
53,960 s.f.

14.900 s.f.
5.100 s.f.
2.100 s.f. 
1,300 s.f.
1.000 s.f. 

200 s.f. 
500 s.f.

2,670 s.f. 
2,300 s.f. 

180 s.f. 
190 s.f.

3,800 s.f. 
300 s.f. 
500 s.f. 

2,600 s.f. 
400 s.f.

715 s.f. 
535 s.f. 

1,080 s.f.
1.000 s.f.
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First Floor
Exhibit Space 
Entry Vestibules 
Lobby
Ticket Office/Info.

14.780 s.f.
6,530 s.f.

150 s.f 
3,170 s.f. 

550 s.f.
Coat Room 300 s.f.
Auditorium (50 person) 1,850 s.f.
Audio/Video 180 s.f.
Restrooms 
Classroom 
Vert Giro.

700 s.f. 
530 s.f. 
800 s.f.

Second Floor
Exhibit Space 

Travelling 
Permanent

11.705 s.f
8.080 s.f. 
4,000 s.f.
4.080 s.f.

Classrooms 
Restroom 
Janitor 
Vert. Giro.

1,800 s.f. 
525 s.f. 
100 s.f. 

1,200 s.f.

Third Floor
Exhibit Space

11.885 s.f.
7,900 s.f.

Administrative
Center Director 
Assistant Director 
Office Space 
Copy Room 
Storage

1,730 s.f. 
325 s.f. 
275 s.f. 
900 s.f. 
170 s.f. 
60 s.f.

Restroom 
Janitor 
Vert. Giro. 
Mechanical

525 s.f. 
100 s.f. 

1,100 s.f. 
530 s.f.
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View of Lobby from Entry Vestibule



View of Reception Desk in Lobby



View of Reception Desk



View of Main Exhibit Hall from Entry of Hall



View of New Stair in Main Exhibit Hall



View of Stair, Auditorium, and Reception Room from east end of Exhibit Hall





Conclusion



Conclusion

“Progress doesn’t always have to be something new. Progress is taking the 

best advantage of the assets you have. Preservation is progress.” James Biddle, 

former President of the National Trust (Warner, p16)

The main purpose of this research has been exploring the question of 

whether or not the United States Post Office in Reno could be adaptively reused in a 

manner that would preserve the building’s public nature and retain the historic 

elements of the building. I feel that the reuse of the building as a Science Center 

fulfills the requirement of maintaining the Post Office’s public nature. The general 

public would have access to the building as much if not more than they currently 

have now. Any conversions of the building into a private office building would 

severely limit the allowable access to the building. The design presented in this 

report illustrates one way in which the Post Office can act as a Science Center. All 

of the major elements of a science center are present in the building with adequate 

room provided for each. Most science centers investigated had some 

“deficiencies” in their buildings that could be described as dysfunctional. The 

Arizona Science Center, for example, lacks convenient access for the food services 

and gift shops but still continues to function well as a science center. Another 

potential area of concern is the lack of storage and room for expansion. Both of 

these aspects however can be described as operational concerns of the Science 

Center. No building is perfect for any use even when designed specifically for its 

use. The Post Office offers a Science Center a benefit in terms of prominent 

location and a prominent building both of which are desired by any science center.

The second major component of this report was the retention of the important 

historic elements. By retaining the original lobby of the Post Office building that goal 

has been mostly achieved. As stated earlier, the majority of the historic elements 

occur in the lobby. The architectural metal work and marble floors of the lobby are 

the most significant historic elements of the interior of the building. The further
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preservation of the exterior of the building completes the effort to save the building’s 

historic elements. The basement and the upper floors of the building were 

essentially simple office spaces lacking important historical details. It follows that 

these spaces do not require the same level of protection offered by the Secretary of 

the Interior and can be altered more significantly. This belief is a personal one and 

not typically endorsed by the Secretary of the Interior. The balance sought in the 

beginning of this researched has been illustrated by the retention of the historic 

details of the building while a new use has been placed in the remaining areas of 

the building.

This research has allowed me the exploration of Historic Preservation and 

Adaptive Reuse, and how to balance these two belief systems. This project began 

with the idea that a new use design would be the major focal point of the report. 

However, during the research process the report evolved into a discovery of a 

methodology of reuse. This methodology identified the important steps, before 

design takes place, that can be overlookedin the rush to begin design. The result is 

an outline of steps required before any reuse plan begins that will inform my future 

efforts while participating in an Adaptive Reuse or Historic Preservation project.

The final point of this project is not a design for the reuse of the United States Post 

Office, but a design process for use in the future on any project.
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