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The hotel’s façade features 374 large panels. 
According to Koehler, the average panel measured about 

3 m wide by 6 m (20 ft) tall. Each panel averaged about an  
38 mm (1-1/2 in.) thickness, but that thickness varied because 
Unlimited Designs had to increase it around the windows, or 
“eyes” of the tree trunks.

Each GFRC panel has a barrel shape to create visual depth. 
Many have unique window openings with a huge return to the 
glass to create striking shadows and lighting both on the 
inside and outside of the building. 

“We’re extremely unique around the bottom of the 
building, then standardized in the middle, then unique again at 
the top,” Koehler said. 

Minimizing Panel Connections
Installation of the building’s exterior façade began in late 

December 2023 and was completed in May 2024. The 
façade’s weather wall comprises prefabricated metal stud 
panels attached to the hotel’s reinforced concrete structure. 
The panels were fabricated with a water-resistive vapor-
permeable air barrier membrane over continuous exterior 
insulation. The GFRC panels are attached to that weather wall 
(Fig. 6). 

“All of the connections are based on stacking [the panels] 
on top of one another,” Don Williams said. The connections 
are constructed of high-strength, galvanized steel. The 
connection system is quite simple. Panels hang from two 
connections on what the building team calls a towel bar with a 
receiver at the bottom that positions the panel. The GFRC 
installer, Salt Lake City-based Cannon Masonry, employed 
the same connection process all the way up the building. 

“The design intended to minimize connections to the 
primary structure and permit the GFRC to work to its 
strengths,” O’Hara explained. The team achieved this by 
minimizing the number of anchors using the towel bar and 
wind load pins. Thus, there were only about six anchors per 

Fig. 6: The Populus hotel’s façade during construction. The black 
areas are the weather wall’s barrier membrane. The alternating 
metallic bands are high-strength galvanized steel “towel bars” for 
hanging the white GFRC panels (photo courtesy of Cannon Masonry)

Fig. 3: Scalloped design features created in MDF (photo courtesy of 
Unlimited Designs)

Fig. 4: A guest room with a parabolic window seat (image courtesy of 
Studio Gang)

Fig. 5: Finished GFRC panels were transported on a truck from Salt 
Lake City, UT, to Denver, CO (photo courtesy of Cannon Masonry)
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FACADE CONCEPT - GFRC Panels

The proposed design integrates Glass Fiber Reinforced Concrete (GFRC) panels as a key 
solar shading element, ensuring both aesthetic elegance and functional performance. The 
undulating form of the building façade is enhanced by these lightweight, precisely fabricated 
off-site	panels,	which	contribute	to	the	efficiency	and	ease	of	construction	while	maintaining	
design integrity. 
 
Performance	and	Efficiency: 
GFRC panels are strategically designed and positioned to mitigate solar heat gain, reducing 
thermal loads on the building envelope. Their form and orientation allow for optimal shading 
by	deflecting	direct	sunlight	while	permitting	diffused	daylight	to	penetrate	indoor	spaces.	
This	balance	enhances	occupant	comfort	and	significantly	lowers	energy	demands	for	
cooling. 
 
Fabrication and Installation Advantages: 
Manufactured off-site under controlled conditions, the panels ensure high-quality 
consistency, reducing material waste and construction time. The lightweight nature of GFRC 
enables	efficient	transportation	and	handling,	simplifying	on-site	installation	and	reducing	
structural loads compared to conventional concrete systems. 
 
Architectural Expression: 
Beyond their functional role, GFRC panels contribute to the building’s architectural identity. 
Their rhythmic placement across the façade establishes a dynamic interplay of light and 
shadow,	reinforcing	the	contemporary	aesthetic.	The	material’s	versatility	in	texture	and	finish	
further allows for seamless integration into the overall design language. 
 
By	leveraging	GFRC	technology,	this	project	embraces	sustainability,	efficiency,	and	
innovation, ensuring a high-performance building envelope that responds intelligently to its 
environmental context.
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