
Department of Architecture 
Cal Poly San Luis Obispo
Arch 352: Architectural Design 3.2
Studio Ponitz, Spring 2017

1 / 2

INSTRUCTIONS FOR CONSTRUCTION
DESIGNING A MATERIAL PROCESS

1.1:

As an architecture student, you can already consider yourself a “maker”—you imagine and build new ideas, you share them with 
others, and you draw inspiration from your community of fellow students. Everyone is a maker (homo faber, “man the maker”): 
cooking, gardening, crafting, and home repair are all examples of everyday making. But these inclusive and generalized definitions 
can prevent us from understanding the Maker Movement on a deeper level: what values, and practices define a maker spirit? And 
what distinguishes contemporary makers from their historical counterparts?

This introductory project should get your started thinking about those questions. You will adopt a maker mentality through the 
hands-on engagement of tools and materials, and the digital sharing of your work with others. Additionally, this project will 
introduce some foundational concepts of parametric thinking, without delving into parametric design software. The primary goals 
for this project are to:

• Directly engage materials and tools—think with your hands. 
• Embrace an attitude of experimentation and open-ended play, with unknown outcomes.
• Think parametrically, designing a process with multiple potential outcomes, rather than designing a single product.
• Create and share a set of instructions for your (open-source) process, which other makers can elaborate and extend.

Over the next week, you are asked to formulate, enact, and document your own process of material and spatial production. You 
will construct a rectangular block containing solids and voids. This will require a good amount of experimentation with materials 
(concrete, hardwood, acrylic, found objects?) and tools (band saw, laser cutter, blow torch?), as well as devising ways to organize 
or join materials if necessary (laminating, binding, doweling, casting?). 

It is hoped that your final block is beautiful and interesting as an art object that people are compelled to look at, hold, and talk 
about. But it is more important that you design a process—a sequence of operations—rather than predetermining the final 
product. As a way of testing and refining this process, you will make a set of online DIY instructions, which one of your classmates 
will use to make their own version of your block (more info on this coming in brief 1.2). 
 
Lastly, you will cut a section through your block (perhaps literally, if possible), and produce a section drawing that communicates 
the solid-void relationships within it. This is the first of many, many sections you will draw over the next ten weeks.

DEADLINE
Final block, a printed section (8.5x11), and a published Instructable due Friday 01.13.  

study for Clyfford Still Museum: charcoal, resin, and porcelain
Brad Cloepfil/Allied Works Architects
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The Block
You may use any material (or combination of materials) and any tool (or combination of tools). 

• You’re encouraged to transform or manipulate a material to point where it’s unrecognizable.
• Think of your block as a series of actions and processes (packing, slicing, slotting, casting, binding)

Should NOT look like an architectural model (e.g., chipboard planes glued together to represent volumes) 
• Get enough material to make several versions of your block—you will be sharing your materials with a classmate.
• Digital modeling and digital fabrication are allowed, but not required. 

Block should measure precisely 1.5” x 3” x 6” (following 1:2:4 ratio)
• Engage at least 5 sides of this volume, to the point where the block could stand flat on these sides.
• Should NOT have a fixed orientation (there is no up)

Block should contain multiple voids 
• Approximately 1:1 ratio of solid:void overall 
• Voids should have some variation in scale (small, medium, large)

The Instructions
Your finished block is not a one-off product; instead, it is a prototype for a range of 
future products, which can be re-interpreted or improved by others. In order to get 
your idea to grow and spread, you need to make a set of instructions that make your 
process repeatable. Post instructions for your block on Instructables.com (this will 
require you to create an account, which is free). Your process might be fairly simple 
and only require a few steps, or it might be more involved and require several. 
Use process photos and descriptive writing to clearly guide someone through 
your entire process. In your Instructable, it’s also great to talk about parts of your 
process that didn’t work, or what you’d do differently next time. The best way to 
write a good Instructable is to start a draft early, write as you go, then publish when 
you’re finished.

The Section Drawing
Cut two 1:1 scale sections through your block (one longitudinal, one transverse) 
demonstrating its solid/void relationships. Sections should be completed digitally 
in Illustrator (though you may want to begin in Rhino, AutoCAD, or other drafting 
software to generate linework). Pay attention to how line weight and poché and 
line weight affect the reading of this drawing. If a section cuts through multiple 
materials (such as piano wire embedded in glycerine), you may consider 
differentiating materials in the drawing.  

study for Metropolitan Museum of Art:
walnut, brass tubes, and acrylic

Brad Cloepfil/Allied Works Architects

(l-r) cut fruit; section drawings by Regan Dyer and Andrew Minnich (Arch 252) 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR CONSTRUCTION
FOR WEDNESDAY, 01.18, AT 1:10PM

1.2:

The following do not need to be done in any particular order:

Make a version of someone else’s block 
Your goal is not to create a perfect replica of their block, but to improve it, and make it your own. You have the freedom to use 
different tools or materials, to add additional steps to their process, to pursue a different formal language, etc., but keep in mind 
that this is meant to be an extension and elaboration of the original—you cannot just disregard the original block/Instructable to go 
off in an entirely different direction. You should apply the same evaluative process to this block that you apply to your own: what can 
you learn from someone else’s experiment, and how can you take it to the next level? 

As much as possible, base your understanding of the original author’s process on their Instructable—if they have to verbally 
explain it to you, you’re both missing the point! This project is in part an exercise of learning the value of good instructions, and 
learning how to share information and ideas through a digital platform. You do not need to make a new Instructable for this block—
instead, use the I Made It! button on the original Instructable page to post photos and comments. You can write about what you 
considered to be the sacred core idea of the original project, what aspects of the process you changed, and why. 

Make another iteration of your own block
Evaluate the block you made for today’s studio. If this block was an experiment, what did you learn from it? What would you do 
differently—use a higher quality material, a more appropriate tool, a more efficient workflow? How would you define “craft” in 
your process of making, and how would you improve it? Are the formal and textural qualities of your block a natural resultant of the 
process of making, or were you trying to force a preconceived notion of design? Look critically at your process and outcome, make 
adjustments, and make a “final” iteration.    

Update, edit, and complete your original Instructable 
Your Instructable is a product in itself—for the entire world outside of this studio, it’s the only way in which your work really exists. 
Update it to reflect your “final” block process and resultant block, and think about what makes a good set of instructions: number 
and quality of photos, clear descriptions of what you’re doing, narration of how you made decisions during your process. You may 
find it helpful to read through some of your classmates’ Instructables to see what works, and what doesn’t—it’s often easier to 
critique others’ work than your own. Make sure that your final Instructable includes a “hero shot” photo at the beginning, which 
beautifully shows the final block. That first photo, and your title, are what will generally determine whether people are interested 
enough to click on your Instructable or not. 

Draw two sections through each block
Draw two sections (one longitudinal and one transverse) through both the final version of your original block, and your iteration of 
someone else’s (total of four sections). These sections should be drawn digitally, with careful attention paid to the graphic quality 
of line weight and poché. Your section drawings should show what is visible beyond the cut in elevation, but make sure there 
is a very clear distinction between what is cut through, and what is beyond. Each pair of sections should be drawn at 1:1 scale, 
orthagonally aligned on a single 8.5x11 page. 

(re)read “Atlas of Novel Tectonics” by Reiser+Umemoto, and “Tooling” by Aranda + Lasch 
We will use these readings as a framework for discussing your work, and vice-versa.  

Have Grasshopper installed and working on your laptop 
We will be doing some Grasshopper workshops beginning next week. Download Grasshopper at www.grasshopper3d.com. You can 
also download the Grasshopper Foundations manual by ModeLab here, which is an excellent way to start playing around in GH.  


