
Sven’s concept draws metaphorically and functionally from the sun, our everyday experience of plasma fusion, using it 
as both symbol and resource.  The architecture is shaped to admit, filter, and reflect daylight using computationally 
refined shading strategies and material systems reducing solar heat loads by 80%.  To contrast with the surrounding 
bland utilitarian buildings, Sven introduces a gradient of 16 colors into the passive shading elements, referencing Kelvin 
color temperature of the sun at the horizon and upper sky.  Slated to be LEED Platinum, additional features include rain 
gardens, photovoltaics, geothermal wells, and significant outdoor gathering areas. 

PPIC establishes a new architectural identity for PPPL—welcoming, efficient, and with striking architectural character 
that invites inquiry and exploration. 

“PPIC will not only be a beautiful gateway into 
our national Laboratory, but it will also be a 
sustainable building. Sustainability is at the 
heart of our mission to achieve fusion energy 
as a clean, safe and virtually limitless source 
of energy.”

Sir Steven Cowley, Director
Princeton Plasma Physics Laboratory
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3.7 Neural and Behavioral Sciences 
Building
University of Pennsylvania

LOCATION
University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia, PA

SIZE
77,000 gsf, LEED Silver

DESIGN FIRM/ ARCHITECT
SmithGroup

ROLE
Design Principal, SmithGroup

COMPLETED
2016

SELECTED RECOGNITION
2017 AIA CAE, Award of Merit 
2017 AIA Detroit, Honor Award 
2017 AIA Northern Virginia, Award of Merit 
2016 AIA DC, Award of Merit 
2016 AIA Potomac Valley, Gold Honor Award

PUBLICATIONS
Architect Magazine, “UPenn’s Levin Building 
Biomorphic Facade,” September 2017 
ArchitectureDC, “Goodbye Ivory Tower,” Spring 2010

I have Personal Knowledge that the nominee was largely responsible 
for the design of the project listed above.

CHRISTOPHER KERN, AIA | Director, Design & Construction, 
University of Pennsylvania

The University of Pennsylvania sought to create a new interdisciplinary facility that would unify its psychology and 
biology programs, while transforming a fragmented campus edge into a vibrant life sciences precinct. The chosen site 
presented complex design challenges: undefined open space, disconnected structures, and adjacency to sensitive 
assets including Louis Kahn’s Richards and Goddard Labs and the Kaskey Botanical Garden. The University required 
a solution that would reconcile these elements, establish a compelling gateway, and create a true interdisciplinary 
teaching and research environment.

As Design Principal, Sven led the architectural vision for the 77,000 gsf Neural and Behavioral Sciences Building 
and surrounding site. He conceived a bold composition of two interlocking volumes—one clad in patina copper for 
laboratories and the other in white metal and glass for faculty offices. This contrast articulated programmatic clarity and 
asserted a distinct identity within the surrounding masonry fabric. 

With the inserted structure, Sven established a new academic quad anchored by a luminous, south-facing scrim that 
shades fully glazed collaboration and circulation spaces, reducing solar heat gain loads by 50%, and artfully invokes 
branching forms found in all scales of biological systems.  The resulting interior shadow patterns dynamically change 
throughout the day as well as seasonally similar to the dappled light experienced in the forest.

Sven’s facade module concept sketch

Sven Shockey, AIA 



In addition to the scrim, Sven’s design foregrounds the perception and experience of light throughout the building’s 
interior.  A 150-seat auditorium features custom ceiling and wall panels with soft convex-formed geometry.  The subtle 
edge lighting creates an effect in which the panels can be perceived as either concave or convex.  The lobby ceiling 
features backlit perforated wood panels.  The perforations become more open as they approach circulation areas, 
increasing impact at stairs, elevators, and points of entry.

The Neural and Behavioral Sciences Building has redefined the western edge of campus, knitting together formerly 
disconnected buildings and programs, while creating an inspiring and sustainable academic hub. The project elevates 
the campus’s architectural identity and reinforces interdisciplinary connections between students, faculty, and fields 
of study. Recognized with a 2017 National AIA Education Award, Sven’s design exemplifies the transformative power 
of architecture in academic settings through a synthesis of formal clarity, environmental sensitivity, and contextual 
resonance.

“The materiality of the building is striking and 
provides richness to the interior and exterior 
spaces. The dappled light and textures of 
the circulation and learning environments 
are visually and cognitively stimulating, a 
beautiful expression of the school’s program.”

JURY, AIA Community on Architecture in Education 
Awards Program
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Below: Filtered through the scrim’s play of solid and open patterns, sunlight turns the corridors 
into luminous passages of hourly and seasonally shifting shadows.
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“...Our favorite from the very beginning, [the 
building] is filled with delightful spaces that 
encourage collegiality. It is a beautifully 
crafted, nicely proportioned, and a respectful 
building. UPenn is lucky to have you!”

Ted Flato, Lake Flato (AIA Potomac Valley Juror)


