
over the river 
and through 

To Randall Children’s Hospital we go— 
that’s a ZGF building in Portland, Oregon

text: william bostwick

the woods
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Previous spread: Zimmer Gunsul Frasca Architects used pine logs to build tree forms that 
rise from the terrazzo floor to the basswood ceiling system in a gallery at Randall Children’s 
Hospital at Legacy Emanuel Medical Center in Portland, Oregon. Photography: Nick Merrick/ 
Hedrich Blessing.
Opposite top, from left: Above the check-in desk, color-changing LEDs shine through 
animal shapes cut out of a Corian frieze; photography: Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing. For 
the gallery, artist Larry Kirkland made Corian vitrines containing representations of letters 
of the alphabet; photography: Craig Collins. Opposite bottom: Reception for the emergency 
room features a puppy stool by Eero Aarnio and a trio of stools by Maya Lin. Photography: 
Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing.
Top: Birch lanterns hang in the lobby. Photography: Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing. Bottom: 
Glass wraps the three stacked double-height lounges for family members, while most of 
the facade is paneled in terra-cotta. Photography: Eckert & Eckert.  

Of course, no one wants to go to the hospital—mostly 
for the obvious reasons. But the design has something 
to do with it. Those waiting-room chairs, those antiseptic 
floors aglow under fluorescent buzz. Yet, at the same 
time, the clinical aesthetic is oddly reassuring, as if to 
say, “There are more important things at stake here 
than color palettes.”

The challenge of hospital design, then, is to balance 
competing reactions, to keep intact the message of seri-
ous treatment while softening the medical glare. Just 
because you’re in professional hands doesn’t mean you 
can’t be comfortable. A good hospital should visually  
“reflect the quality of the care,” Zimmer Gunsul Frasca 
Architects principal Sharron van der Meulen says. “It has 
to look respectable but welcoming, deinstitutionalized.” 

Van der Meulen, an interiors specialist, and partner 
Robert Frasca, overseeing architecture, accomplished just 
that with the new Randall Children’s Hospital at Legacy 
Emanuel Medical Center in Portland, Oregon. The first 
thing you see from the Fremont Bridge crossing the Wil-
lamette River, the nine-story, 330,000-square-foot build-
ing had to strike the right note in softening the institu-
tionality of Legacy Emanuel—as venerable as it gets, at a 
century old. “Optimistic” is how Frasca describes the Ran-
dall’s tone. Reminders of the natural world are a major 
factor, starting with the garden outside the lobby. 

Since patients come from every part of Oregon, Van der 
Meulen cast her net wide, gathering inspiration from all 
corners of the state: the Pacific coast, the Cascade Range, 
the eastern high desert. Each hospital zone is themed to 
a region: soothing ocean blue or cheerful sun yellow in 
the neonatal intensive-care unit, lush mountain green in 
outpatient areas, desert orange in day surgery. And each 
level gets a native animal for a mascot, its silhouette serv-
ing as a way-finder.

Whether etched into glass partitions or housed in 
birdhouse-shape vitrines, the deer, foxes, bears, mus-
tangs, salmon, and hummingbirds are friendly and  
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bright. The motifs are a refreshing spin on what, in most 
children’s hospitals, would surely devolve into cartoon-
ishness. “We serve patients up to 21 years old. Are kids 
of even 12, 13, or 14 going to identify with SpongeBob?” 
Legacy Emanuel vice president of hospital operations 
Bryce Helgerson asks. 

Then there’s the age range of the visitors. “It’s family-
centric care. We don’t have signs saying Visitor Hours 
10:00 to 4:00,” Helgerson says. That means parents and 
extended families have to feel welcome as well. Take 
the check-in and reception desks. At a child’s height, 
animal shapes light up. “You and I won’t notice that,” 
he continues. “We’ll see a beautiful piece of art on the 
wall behind.”

In the patient rooms, some things can’t change. Easy-
to-clean vinyl floors are here to stay. But the Randall gave 
Van der Meulen freedom to alter some elements that are 
off-limits in most hospitals. The standard bedside table, 
a nuisance to nurses and unused by families, morphed 
into a mobile multitasker for meals or computer work. 
Head-walls, which store an arsenal of medical gadgetry, 
are often package items, ordered from a catalog. But ZGF 
built a handsome version out of bamboo-veneered pan-
els, then used them for an enveloping canopy. “Is bam-
boo indigenous to Oregon? No,” she admits. “But it is 
rapidly renewable and ties together with the lobby, 
lounges, and nurses’ stations.”

While focused on the comfort of patients, the rooms 
also take the full family experience into account. The 
sleeper sofa, for example, is roomy enough for two par-
ents or a parent with a second child. In fact, there’s hotel-
quality furniture throughout. “We blur the line between 
hospitality and health care,” Van der Meulen notes. An-
other overlooked facet of hospital design is designated 
areas for family members. “Often, lounges are the left-
over space,” she says. Here, they get prime real estate. 
Stacked at a glass-wrapped corner with an epic view of 
the Cascades, these double-height rooms are each outfit-
ted with a kitchenette, an entertainment center, and up-
holstered furniture for work or simply relaxing together. 
Also stunning are the staff lounges, overlooking the gar-
dens. The third story’s quiet winter garden, which opens 
onto a terrace, offers a respite and retreat for both fami-
lies and staff. 

Opposite: PearsonLloyd swivel chairs surround a WilliamsSorel table in a family 
lounge. Photography: Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing.
Top: Toshiyuki Kita designed the sofa and ottoman in an elevator lobby. Pho-
tography: Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing. Center: Each patient room contains 
a custom sofa-bed. Photography: Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing. Bottom: Deer  
and foxes appear etched into the glass fronting a nursing-unit entry desk. Photog-
raphy: Eckert & Eckert.
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Left, from top: Nylon carpet flows through the day-surgery waiting area. Set into the ceiling of this CAT-scan room are faux skylights with acrylic panels. Right: A playroom 
for day surgery offers a built-in Corian pod for a banquette. Photography: Eckert & Eckert.
Opposite top: Tinted-resin wall panels enliven a patient corridor in day surgery. Photography: Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing. Opposite bottom: Paola Navone’s chairs and 
table share a terrace with laminated-glass sculptures by Nanda D’Agostino. Photography: Eckert & Eckert. 
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Opposite top, from left: Painted aluminum frames the doors between the terrace and the 
winter garden; photography: Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing. In a corridor, a black bear ap-
pears on zebrawood veneer sandwiched between acrylic resin; photography: Eckert & Eck-
ert. Opposite bottom: The clinical areas are divided into “neighborhoods,” which have their 
own central stations for nurses and doctors. Photography: Nick Merrick/Hedrich Blessing.
Top: Artificial turf animates the garden outside the lobby. Photography: Eckert & Eckert. 
Bottom: Wool lines seating niches in the winter garden. Photography: Nick Merrick/
Hedrich Blessing.  

Escape is woven into the hospital’s fabric. As the sun 
sets over the Pacific, and Portland’s lights come up, con-
stellations of LEDs glow in the lobby. Hallways are quiet. 
You might just forget you’re in a hospital at all. Which is 
exactly the point. 

PROJECT TEAM  
robert packard (partner in charge); kip storey; julie jenson; franco rosete; 
kate longenecker; kenton mcsween; halliday meisburger; adam christie; 
justin brooks; randy mcgee; scott tarrant; nick micheels; jennifer moun­
tain; solvei neiger; sue ann barton; katherine walker; kim isaacson; robert 
wood; sara schmidt: zimmer gunsul frasca architects. candela: lighting con-
sultant. medical equipment planning: medical equipment consultant. alter­
matt associates: acoustical consultant. catena consulting engineers: struc
tural engineer. cdi engineers: mechanical engineer. sparling: electrical 
engineer. haper houf peterson righellis: civil engineer. artek group: wood
work. skyline design: glasswork. rd wing co.: solid-surfacing workshop. 
hoffman construction company: general contractor.

PRODUCT SOURCES 
FROM FRONT island stone international: floor tile (gallery). moroso: tables 
(gallery), sofas (gallery, elevator lobbies), ottomans (elevator lobbies). 
rulon international: ceiling system (gallery, emergency room, lobby). 
coalesse: chairs (gallery), swivel chairs, square tables (lounge), chairs, 
table (terrace), table (winter garden). modular arts: paneling (check-in). 
knoll: low stools (emergency room, lounge). gressco: round tables. magis: 
puppy, duck stools (emergency room, lounge, cat-scan room, playroom). 
knolltextiles: banquette upholstery (emergency room), chair upholstery, 
footrest upholstery (patient room), banquette seat upholstery (playroom). 
allermuir: ottomans (emergency room, playroom). oscartielle: serve-over 
display (lobby). charles loomis: lanterns (lobby, lounge). davis furniture: 
chairs, tables (lobby), bar stools (lounge), chairs (winter garden). telling 
architectural: paneling (exterior). bernhardt furniture company: sofa, 
lounge chairs (lounge). flos: pendant fixture. leucos: lamp. mohawk carpet: 
carpet. armstrong world industries: ceiling system (lounge, elevator lobby, 
patient room, waiting area, playroom, halls). nemschoff: custom sofa (patient 
room). designtex: sofa fabric. cabot wrenn: chair, footrest. artemide: lamp. 
lonseal: flooring (patient room, playroom, hall). neinkämper: bench (waiting 
area). atlas carpet mills: carpet (waiting area, hall). nora systems: flooring 
(cat-scan room). sky factory: custom skylights. maharam: banquette back 
fabric (playroom), niche fabric, solid chair fabric (winter garden). 3form: 
resin paneling (hall). hanover architectural products: pavers (terrace). 
kawneer: custom doors (winter garden). koroseal: veneer paneling (hall). 
astroturf: turf (exterior). carnegie: FLORAl chair fabric (winter garden). 
bloomsburg carpet industries: custom rug. THROUGHOUT benson industries: 
curtain wall system. targetti poulsen: ceiling fixtures. bamboo revolution: 
paneling. dupont: solid-surfacing. miller paint: paint.

Go to interiordesign.net/zgf12 for more images of the hospital.
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“Over the River and Through the Woods,” page 172

partner: Robert Frasca, FAIA.
completed projects: Children’s Hospital Colo­
rado in Aurora; Brooklyn Infusion Center in New 
York; Yawkey Center for Cancer Care in Boston.
current projects: Research Center for Inno­
vative Science in Pittsburgh; Emory University 
health-sciences research building in Atlanta; 
Max Planck Florida Institute in Jupiter.
honors: AIA Northwest and Pacific Region 
Medals of Honor; Building Stone Institute 
Bybee Prize; Architecture Foundation of Oregon 
Honored Citizen Award; University of Michigan Distinguished Alumnus 
Award.
principal: Sharron van der Meulen, IIDA, AIA. 
completed projects: Twelve West condominium tower in Portland, 
Oregon; Children’s Hospital Colorado; Brooklyn Infusion Center.
current projects: Kirton McConkie and Perkins Coie Trust Company 
in Portland; Surrey Centre Hotel in Vancouver, British Columbia.

honors: IIDA Oregon Honor Awards; 
AIA COTE Top 10 Green Projects.
transplant: Frasca moved to Portland after 
receiving a master’s in city planning from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
local: Van der Meulen is a University of  
Oregon School of Architecture and Allied 
Arts alum. 

1223 SW Washington Street, Suite 200, Portland, 
OR 97205; 503-224-3860; zgf.com. 

Zimmer Gunsul Frasca Architects

“Stupendous in Stature,” page 134

principal: Michael S. Smith.
completed projects: Residences in Los Angeles, Chicago, New York, and 
Nassau, Bahamas; State Road restaurant in West Tisbury, Massachusetts.
current projects: A hotel in L.A. Houses in Kailua, Hawaii; East Hamp­
ton, New York; and London.
white: Smith serves on the White House preservation committee.
bright: His office has it all—openness, a high ceiling, and exposed beams.

1646 19th Street, Santa Monica, CA 90404; 310-315-3018; michaelsmithinc.com.

Michael S. Smith

“The Other Provence,” page 182

principal: Carl Fredrik Svenstedt.
completed projects: Swedish Chamber of Commerce and apartments in 
Paris; Université de Technologie de Compiègne dorms in France. 
current projects: A house addition in Versailles, France; an office building 

in Vitry-sur-Seine, France; Domaines Ott winery 
in Draguignan, France.
fishing: Svenstedt once held the International 
Game Fish Association’s record for catching the 
largest Siberian salmon.
swimming: He can go for 325 feet underwater.

26 Rue du Buisson Saint-Louis, 75010 Paris, France; 
33-1-48-04-36-90; carlfredriksvenstedt.com.

Carl Fredrik Svenstedt Architecte

headliners

888.552.9218

rockymountainhardware.com

HANDCRAFTED BRONZE HARDWARE 

Ted Boerner 
for

Circle 66
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