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DR (David Ruy): I’'m happy that we’re not going to
focus on ‘time-based’ techniques, as | think the
usefulness of that discourse for destabilizing
architectural form is already history now. Ironi-
cally that project is complete because it was
largely successful. Now that principles of archi-
tectural form have been successfully destabi-
lized, we ask “Now what?” What was it that
architects were trying to do in the first place
when they encountered unproductive obstruc-
tions in design culture? | think this is a timely
issue to discuss.

The obsession with ‘timeliness’ is indeed
peculiar to the current state of design culture
(and education). Engaging in the present seems
far more relevant these days than speculating
about the past or the future—especially so at
the academy. There are so many reasons for
this, but two trends stand out.

First, starting in the 1990s (perhaps with
the fall of Post Modernism), there’s been a
general move away from seeing architectural
history as central to architectural education
(however this is starting to change). Second,
and this is a more recent tendency, there’s an
evident disenchantment with technology. Every-
one wants to employ technology, the newer the
better, but no one thinks that technology is
going to save us. For example, we’re much
more concerned about what we can make with
a 3D printer right now, and no one really thinks
that it’s a polemical device for articulating a Uto-
pian future anymore. Even when engaged in de-
sign speculation, the concern is hardly ever to
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paint an image of an ideal future, instead it's
usually about radicalizing the present.

LI (Lisa Iwamoto): | would like to think that the
two—timelessness and timeliness—aren’t op-
posed, but can be understood together. | agree
that there’s a surfeit of ‘timely’ architectural de-
sign at the moment. | also agree that linkages to
previous historical periods are less stressed in
the academy and in architectural language in
general. However, the work that | find the most
interesting doesn’t attempt to make a 100%
break from the past, but has some resonance
with precedent and architectural lineage: it is
situated. This would support the idea that for
work to be astutely positioned in the present it
would acknowledge its position relative both to
what has come before and to what is current.

HR (Heather Roberge): It’'s much easier for me to
discuss an interest in timeliness when thinking
back to five years ago. More projects were
happening and, by necessity, the teams be-
hind them embraced the notion of timeliness
through design, manufacture and construction
technology. The academy, despite its com-
fortable distance from practice, was influenced
by the applications of technology to problems
of practice.

Five years ago, the timely in the design
studio included the parametric project, the
facade technology project and the landscape
urbanism project. Now what’s at stake is much
less clear. With a series of financial collapses,
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an ongoing global recession, the political tur-
bulence of the Arab spring, to name just a few
uncertainties, the timeliness of practice is wan-
ing. In the academy we are turning toward
longstanding architectural problems and at-
tempting to situate recent questions more
carefully in the discipline.

My current studio research began with an
exercise in the timely a few years ago when |
developed a technology seminar called ‘Be-
tween the Sheets’ to investigate the impact of
aerospace manufacturing on the design of metal
building skins. Students designed and proto-
typed rain-screen fagade systems, embracing
the manufacturing constraints of thermo-formed
aluminum parts and the potential of digital de-
sign to embed geometry and performance in the
architectural surface. Southern California’s aero-
space industry provided a timely case study in
the use of digital design, simulation and rapid
prototyping in the manufacturing process.

The course was called “Between the
Sheets” because students managed two sets of
material constraints simultaneously. Their de-
signs anticipated manufacture with thermo-
formed aluminum sheet while their prototypes
were produced with vacuum formed plastic
sheet. The implications of the work were broad
allowing students to position the work with
regard to tectonics, cosmetics, materiality,
assembly and surface. This led to a series of
studios that looked at the spatial, tectonic and
assembly implications of what we call ‘sheet
logics’. The term surface was replaced by sheet
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because it refers both to topology and sub-
stance, to geometry and material. To borrow Li-
sa’s terminology, we attempted to situate the
work within the discipline by exploring the im-
pact of contemporary technology on both the
ideas of the organizational and the cosmetic. Im-
portantly, the research is on-going. ‘Sheet log-
ics’ are geometric organizations that avoid the
solid logics typically associated with massing in
favor of surfaces that manage both figure and
ground simultaneously. Sheets are thus agents
of spatial invention untied from the limits of es-
tablished geometric models but capable of pro-
ducing different ones. With sheets, there is no
hierarchy of relationships between master plan,
building organization, ornament and detail.

So as the subject matter of a fabrication
course, sheets offer a fertile test-bed for design
research. Sheets typically involve areas of cur-
vature, which require careful translation when
produced as full-scale material assemblies. At
least in part, these areas behave structurally in
ways that differ from flat surfaces demanding
tectonic solutions that become form-active.
Thus the implications of fabrication on both
structure and skin are emphasized in the re-
search and the disciplinary questions of mass-
ing are revisited when working with sheets.
Designers formulate alternative relationships of
building surface to ground, to silhouette and to
assembled layers and parts.

LI: | think “Voussoir Cloud”, a project my office
completed during summer 2008 with students
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at the Southern California Institute of Architec-
ture (SCI Arc) illustrates our attempt to situate
work in the present as well as within the lineage
of architecture. Like Heather’s research, the de-
sign employed thin material and examined rela-
tionships among surface, geometry, fabrication
technologies and material performance. Simul-
taneously referencing and provoking new ideas
about work from previous historic periods was
also important in this case. The form of the
project—a series of catenary vaults—obviously
took cues from work of previous periods
including classical architecture, and later devel-
opments that united form with structural geom-
etries in the earlier part of the 20th century.
Our research used computational tech-
niques to modify the typically symmetrical and
uniform peristyle hall into an asymmetrical array
in both plan and section. We also inverted the
expected by questioning the idea of the vault
as a compressive and weighty building type.
In using an engineered material that is ultra-
thin, translucent and foldable, we sought to
make the vault porous, lightweight, and ethe-
real. The means to this end was to employ fold-
ing along a curved seam to achieve the stability
and bearing surface for each module that we
required. This entailed geometrically unraveling
the resultant behavior of the material when bent
along a curve, as well as computational,
structural form-finding for the whole array to
minimize internal stresses. Mergers of the con-
temporary pre-occupations with structural sur-
faces, translucency, and material behavior and
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the displacement of deeply known historic ref-
erents into the contemporary realm were crucial
to the timeliness of the project.

DR: In my earlier comment, | was noting the
recent tendency to turn away from both the
future and the past. That is, from both utopian
projects and architectural history. Without the
future and the past, there is only the delirium of
the contemporary, or the never-ending obses-
sion with new digital tools and technologies.
Parallel to these two different manifestations of
wanting ‘the now,” we still see many studios
producing never-ending diagrams, or maps, of
this and that condition; and slide after slide of
research pertaining to something provocative,
or an event happening today. Just as tedious,
we see studio work that amounts to nothing
more than elaborate demonstrations of tools
and techniques. In both cases, the absence of
design is very troubling, and it seems to be
a peculiar, perhaps unexpected, symptom of
the lust for the present. In the excitement to
swim in the contemporary ocean, inspired by
so much profound social and political change
and technological innovation in the late 20th
century, | think that the academic culture of ar-
chitecture severely underestimated the power
and necessity of developing our core disciplin-
ary knowledge.

Like Lisa and Heather, I'm decisively on
the side of design (even at the cost of forgoing
what might be valuable research), and it's be-
come painfully clear to me that there really
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cannot be meaningful architectural projects
without a deep relationship to a very old archi-
tectural discipline. | have a hunch that all of the
good architects in practice and education have
covertly maintained the disciplinary focus all
along, but | think it is time now to be much more
explicit about this to the various audiences of
architecture, and most importantly to our stu-
dents. | think it’s time to move away from meth-
odological rhetoric and drill deep into specific
disciplinary problems. For me, this has the most
relevance today.

So in both Heather’s and Lisa’s projects,
| think the profound value of the work is in how
it picks up on very specific disciplinary prob-
lems that were in some sense dormant in the
discipline’s past and unfurls material potentials
of the present carefully into the future as pos-
sible worlds and makes the past present again.

Recently | found it incredibly liberating
when my experiments with digital fabrication be-
came invested less in milling paths and more in
a contemporary interrogation of Louis Sullivan’s
‘A System of Architectural Ornamentation’ and
Frank Lloyd Wright’s “Textile Block Houses.’ |
don’t think of it as historical quotation, but more
as a continuation of the same disciplinary
problem that both Sullivan and Wright worked
on. It was exciting when those historic figures
seemed so near to my interest and attention in
the here and now, rather than being inert, ob-
scured in history.

More recently, I've been using what
we normally call ‘precedent research’ more
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vigorously in my studios at Pratt as a starting
point. However, there’s a twist to this old peda-
gogy. | don’t want the students to study prece-
dents as time-tested models that are truer than
their contemporary imaginations, but rather as
specimens to dissect in the present. | don’t
want slavish devotion to history, but a personal
and immediate understanding of the many dis-
ciplinary problems lodged in these historical
objects. | want them to fall in love with those
problems and obsess over them. Then when
they are given the design problem after prece-
dent research (usually a program unrelated to
the precedents) it is absolutely fascinating to
see how the disciplinary problems return in pro-
foundly unexpected ways. | try to employ ad-
vanced software and hardware as mere default
conditions of the studio now. | tell students that
| expect to see it used, but that | do not want to
discuss it. | only want to talk about design.

When | was starting out the late Detlef
Mertins asked me time and time again, “David,
what is your project?” asking not about a par-
ticular design project (I was initially puzzled by
the question), but the general one, the one that
would be ongoing. Today, | realize it was incred-
ibly generous of him to keep asking me that. As
| have come to some understanding of this for
myself, | can observe that the present never has
any answers for this question.

LI: One thing that strikes me in this conversation
is the strong consensus among us. | suppose
it’s not surprising since we’re perhaps the last
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generation to have learned to design in a very
different manner than we are now practicing.

Though conversations about “the digital”
are essentially over, there is an undercurrent in
all of our work that privileges the material, the
physical, the sensual in a manner that reflects
our learning of architecture in an analog fash-
ion. As much as | am immersed in teaching and
contemporary practice sometimes | feel like a
bystander in the new world we are now creat-
ing, and one that students in this generation are
soon to make - an interested, excited, but also
wary bystander.

DR: Yes Lisa, | definitely know the feeling. The
pace of change is truly remarkable, and often |
feel as though I’m just standing there watching.
But the three of us aren’t exactly innocent by-
standers (is there such a thing as a guilty
bystander?).

| think to a large degree, the perception
of constant change is an affect of the media we
now use (especially the internet). | believe it was
my first year in grad school when | heard about
something called ‘Mosaic’ that was being used
to access something called the ‘World Wide
Web.’ I'll never forget what that felt like the first
time | surfed. It truly felt like dipping into a new
kind of ocean. | have to remind myself that we
used to rely on books and magazines to see
what was going on in the world of architecture.
Perhaps this is getting too nostalgic, but | re-
member the publishing of the annual Progres-
sive Architecture award was a big deal in the
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mid 1990s. The publication of a new project by
a colleague would be a significant event. Now
work, both amateur and expert, gets posted the
moment the rendering is practically done. | see
my students relying on design blogs like Suck-
erpunch and Dezeen, and the websites of prac-
titioners more than the library these days.

This isn’t the place to assess all that’s
good and bad about these changes to the infra-
structure of design culture, but | want state that
| don’t think it’s all bad. Even though blogs and
Facebook postings do not constitute an author-
itative or even reliable stream of imagery, they’re
probably closer to the reality of how uncertain
and frenetic architecture culture is today. But
perhaps it’s always been like this. Though
sometimes people want to blame electronic
media as a cause of the decay of the architec-
tural discipline, | think it may actually be reveal-
ing the uncertainty of the discipline that was
always there. In other words, | suspect that the
stability of architecture culture in pre-electronic
media was, in fact, a fiction.

With regard to Lisa’s point about the three
of us being the last generation that was analogi-
cally trained (The Last of the Mohicans!), | think
that an unspoken consequence is the strange
fetishistic love we have each developed for pro-
ducing beautiful artifacts like perfect line draw-
ings and intricate models. | remember the
masochistic pleasure of being in Andrew Zago’s
insane, first year drawing class: projecting rota-
tions of an object with a.18 pen on opaque bond
(no erasures allowed). This is what’s called
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Stockholm syndrome, right? This obsessiveness
has probably been our saving grace as design
techniques got turned upside down by the com-
puter. Without this irrational desire, we may not
have had enough motivation for re-originating
our discipline.

HR: | agree with both Lisa and David in that
what | feel is especially important to our stu-
dents is to collect and sift contemporary design
production in order to understand its relation-
ship to the past and its possible extension as
design research in the future. This speaks to our
ability to teach the relevance of what they do,
its relationship to old problems and its potential
to contribute to an architectural “project.”

The consensus among us seems to be that
one’s tools do not define a ‘project’ in architec-
ture. Each set of tools swerves a project but its
trajectory is tethered much more tightly to other
proposals with which it has an affinity. For me,
the potential of contemporary education is to
make apparent the affinities between things so
that more robust, sustained and substantial
conversations around design ‘projects’ occur.
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