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Abstract. A creative and productive translation from idea to architecture 
for beginning students requires didactic tools to create structured learning, 
foster student engagement, and demonstrate how the parts relate to the 
whole. This paper demonstrates how collage drawdels are an accessible, 
tactile, and open-ended tool that can project architectural ideas from concept 
to schematic design. Drawing inspiration from the materiality, tactility, and 
immediacy of the collage work of Cubists and landscape architects and 
architects such as James Corner, Miralles, and EMBT Architects, students 
tested architectural fragments through a synthetic, active process of layering 
A) smaller-scale modules that expand or aggregate to form a B) structural
framework, C) paths of movement, D) and finally, programmatic
possibilities.  This layered and process-oriented approach actively visualizes
a systematic process of negotiating ideas, introducing the relationship
between modules, structure, space, and site, prioritising the building not as
an object but as layers in an adaptable and expandable field.

1 Introduction 

Artists like Braque, Gris, Picasso, and Schwitters challenged the notion of what defines high 
art, juxtaposing mass-produced and found elements such as wallpaper, tickets, fabric, 
photographs, cardboard, and newspaper with drawings and three-dimensional objects to 
create tactile, layered, and expressive assemblages. (Fig.1 and 2) Their collages included 
everyday objects that expressed a tangibility and immediacy not seen before.  Art historian 
Diane Waldman writes in Collage, Assemblage and the Found Object, that collage became 
the “medium of materiality…capturing the topical, the transitory, and the absurd,” where 
artists depicted the real rather than the idealized. The composition of everyday fragments 
became high art, and layering and transparency created depth and space.  In effect, the 
insignificant discarded elements joined with other components, “…brought the incongruous 
into meaningful congress with the ordinary and [gave] the uneventful, the commonplace, the 
ordinary a magic of its own.” [1] Jennifer Shields, in her book Collage and Architecture, 
similarly describes collage as an attempt to “unify disparate images (both formally and 
conceptually) to promote connections between contradictory aspects of our experiences in 
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providing a multiplicity of spatial and haptic experiences just as his collage-drawings capture 
both formal relationships and experiential characteristics.” [4]  

Fig. 3. Left: Ideograms by James Corner, 1997.
Fig. 4. Right: The Bottle of Anis del Moro by Juan Gris, 1914. 

1.2 Figure and Field 

Another aspect of collage that makes it distinct is layering and transparency. In collage, to 
create depth and space, the Cubists used layering and transparency rather than linear 
perspective. With this technique, the viewer questions the reading of the three-dimensional 
space and considers the power of ambiguity over clarity. Shields writes,  

“The fragmentation and ambiguity of form common to the Cubists creates a sense of 
three-dimensional space through layering and transparency. This concept is evident in 
Gris’s The Bottle of Anis del Moro, most notably in the overlap between the bottle and 
the table. The fragment can be read simultaneously as both figure and field…The shifting 
impression of foreground, middle ground, and background demonstrates the capacity for 
collage, as initiated by the Cubists, to reveal multiple spatial and material conditions…”  
[5] (Fig.4)

The shifting readings of space shape the understanding of figure and field, where there is 
no single clear perception of space but rather multiple possibilities. In architecture and 
landscape, the method of organizing space translates into a generous attitude towards the 
relationship between building and context, with more relational and dialectical associations 
between the object and its context. Similar to James Corner, Enric Miralles, and Benedetta 
Tagliabue of EMBT Architects employ collages to project and generate new ways of seeing 
contexts, scales, and relationships. Tagliabue, when asked why she liked collages, explained 
that she is drawn to its technique since “it is above all about connecting the building with its 
context, about connecting the outside with the inside.” She continues, 

"integration of the building in the landscape, in the city, is always very important to me. 
I don’t like a building that is just an architectural object without any relation to its 
environment. Architecture always affects the surrounding landscape, so you should 
consider it as a part of it. This is equally true for building in a city. A city is so rich, it is 

the world.” [2] The combination of the diverse parts resulted in unexpected connections and 
associations.  

Fig. 1. Left: Guitar by Pablo Picasso, 1924, painted sheet metal, painted tin box, and iron wire. 
Fig. 2. Right: Mz 601 by Kurt Schwitters, 1923, paint and paper on cardboard.     

1.1  Layering and Fragments 

In architecture and landscape design, the collage method offers meaningful opportunities for 
both representation and design and serves as a critical tool for imagining new combinations, 
rethinking context, and structuring a tactile and accessible process. James Corner of Field 
Operations employs collages and mappings to explore the underlying order of the context, to 
show the relationship between the body and the site, and to unify diverse elements in 
unpredictable ways. (Fig.3) He asserts that drawings need to be more than representation, but 
productive and critical tools to generate ideas. In “Representation and Landscape: Drawing 
and Making in the Landscape Medium,” he advocates for tools that are “more fundamentally 
an eidetic and generative activity, one where the drawing acts as a producing agent or 
ideational catalyst.” Corner explains “eidetic” further,  

By 'eidetic' I mean that which pertains to the visual formation of ideas, or to the reciprocity 
between image and idea. That drawing is fundamentally about making images suggests 
that it might actually generate and transform ideas for the percipient rather than simply 
representing them. [3] 

The juxtaposition of disparate fragments and layers, as seen in Corner’s collages or 
“ideograms”, is visible in the built work. For example, in the High Line in Manhattan (a 
collaboration by James Corner Field Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro), Shields argues 
that “there is evidence of fragmentation and overlap in the architectural and landscape 
components of the project. This overlap occurs through an interweaving of textures and a 
transformation of field to figure as path becomes place.” Through this overlapping of 
fragmented components, there is a clear response “…to physical, material conditions while 
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2 Pedagogical Approach in an Architectural Studio 
Extending concepts from collage, such as layering and fragments, figure and field, process 
over product, and hapticity, as well as design methods from architecture and landscape 
architecture, the author explores a multidisciplinary physical collage approach to projecting 
structural, spatial, and site ideas in an approachable and tangible way, one that avoids the 
flatness often seen in design studios that prioritize digital tools. The paper will describe a 
second-year architectural studio project, sharing three students' processes and final schemes, 
and will include analytical diagrams of student work, created after the students’ presentation 
and submission, that examine the layering of ideas generated by the collage method. 
Furthermore, this methodology illustrates a creative and layered translation from idea to 
architecture to develop structured thinking, foster student engagement, demonstrate how the 
parts relate to the whole, and visualize how buildings are not independent objects but can be 
part of an adaptable, expandable field.   

2.1 Boat Building School 

The collage drawdel methodology is an interrogative design tool in an early design studio, 
where students considered multiple scales, from the body and the boat to structural modules, 
program, and the site. Sophomore students at Wentworth Institute of Technology designed a 
Boat Building School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a facility where students of all ages 
could learn about small boat design and construction, apply hands-on learning, and support 
community engagement. In the Charles River Wooden Boat Building School, students 
explored ideas of partnership and creative exchange between the community and students, 
this time through the rich boating culture of Cambridge and Boston. The project aims to 
inspire local youth by sharing the craft, artistry, and trade of wooden boat building, guided 
by skilled instructors who offer hands-on, expert instruction.  

The program is approximately 8,500 square feet and includes spaces such as a lobby, boat 
exhibition gallery, classrooms, lecture spaces, design studios, model boat designing rooms, 
wood shop, a large full-scale boat-building room, and administrative offices and lounge 
spaces for students and staff. The boat-building room is the “heart of the program,” where 
most of the school’s instruction takes place and accommodates the movement of large pieces 
of wood and varying sizes of wooden boats.  

In this design problem, students negotiated the program with the site and structure. They 
optimized interior and exterior relationships, both in the summer, when the building should 
open to the outside, and in the winter, when the building is visible to the neighborhood and 
community throughout the year. Additionally, students were required to design a building 
from structural wood members, building on previous precedent investigations of notable 
buildings with wood structures and expanding on a co-requisite building materials and 
methods course. 

a landscape, a kind of nature too. The relationship between a building and a city is very 
complex. There are many layers, many possibilities of understanding it: architecturally, 
historically, culturally, etc. " [6]  

In EMBT’s work, the collage method mediates between scales, embraces the tension 
between the figure and the field, and enables a productive dialogue between representation 
and design.   

1.3 Process over Product 

Moreover, in collage, the creative process of reassembling disparate images or objects is 
more important than style or expertise. Waldman writes that “collage has often emphasized 
concept over end product; it has stressed the meaning of process” [7]. In fact, art critic Barry 
Schwabsky recounts, in “The Noisy Silence of Picasso’s Guitars,” that Picasso wrote to 
Braque in late 1912 of being in ‘the process of imagining a guitar.’ Picasso told his friend 
Braque that “his sculpture is an imaginary putting together (and taking apart) of a guitar more 
than it represents the guitar as a finished product in the world.” [8]   James Corner, similarly, 
views collage-making “as a corollary to the making of architecture as it reveals the process 
of construction to be as important as the resultant artifact.” [9] 

For beginning architecture students who may lack the skills to utilize digital or drawing 
skills, drawing on models and assembling paper and three-dimensional elements in a collage 
drawdel allows for explorations that do not require expertise or experience, helping students 
engage with the process without anxiety or overthinking. Benedetta Tagliabue remarked, 
“collage makes it possible to be more open-minded and experimental.” [10] With found 
objects, paper, materials, scissors, and glue, you can ideate, visualize, and collaborate. 
Tagliabue also said that the “scissors became a kind of liberating tool...” [11] Even without 
experience, the cutting and pasting of different elements is an accessible, unintimidating tool 
that enables tactile, adaptable, and process-oriented investigations. The “imaginary putting 
together” of different elements is a didactic tool for translating ideas between two and three 
dimensions and negotiating among the various layers of form and space.  Furthermore, the 
ease and immediacy of the process can accelerate an architectural design process by revealing 
ideas, visualizing layers, and helping translate spatial and material boundaries.  More than a 
representational tool, collage is a critical design mechanism, especially at the early phases of 
design.  

1.4 Hapticity 

Especially in a time of proliferation of digital modelling and artificial intelligence tools, the 
hapticity of the physical collage technique in architectural production becomes more 
meaningful, as texture, materiality, and depth affect our senses and perception. Juhani 
Pallasmaa wrote, “Collage invigorates the experience of tactility and time,” helping students 
engage with the process without anxiety or overthinking. [12] In an interview by Joyce Tong 
and Nadia Amoroso, James Corner describes the efficiency and power of digital tools; 
however, he identifies challenges such as the “...the overuse of digital media not just for quick 
production but also as a tool for creative thinking.” The result is a sameness and a flatness in 
the graphic representation. He highlights the continued importance of hand-sketching in the 
profession for quick concept development and the use of collage as a medium of artistic 
expression, not photo-realism. [13]   
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3.1 Visual Connections, Kira Sauer 

Fig. 8. Analysis of Kira Sauer’s final scheme by Lora Kim, Fall 2024,  
The top left image shows the structural module within a grid.  
The bottom left shows structural walls and columns.  
The top right image shows the circulation path weaving through the walls and columns. 
The bottom right diagram shows how full-scale boats and model boats. 

Kira Sauer’s design (Fig. 5 and 8) aims to have the building act as a bridge between the city 
to the north and the river to the south, leading visitors through the boat-building process. The 
various workspaces have visual connections to each other and to the surrounding site. The 
path moves from outside to inside, weaving through spaces, creating views to other spaces, 
and, when visitors arrive at the big shed, revealing views to the water. The project begins 
with a simple structural module composed of posts and beams that accommodates one small 
boat in the boat-building room. The module establishes the scale and rhythm of the grid, 
which was drawn on the site model with a column grid placed on top. Next, the structural 
walls intersect to form closed and private spaces along the grid, grounding the project to the 
site. The columns greet visitors at the entry at the north and open views to the water to the 
south. The structure works like a mat-building, expanding from the unit to the site, not 
dictated by form but by systematic processes. The circulation path, shown in the drawdel 
through corrugated cardboard, is represented in the final scheme as a dense linework pattern 
that snakes its way through the site,  weaving through the walls and columns, moving from 
outside to inside, through entry, gallery spaces, administrative offices, then classrooms, to 
the boat-building room, and finally back outside. The circulation moves fluidly through the 
site, opening the building to the site and expanding the project as part of a field condition. 
Finally, the paper fragments of boat construction describe the boat-making spaces, from the 
large boat-building room to the model boat studio, the classrooms, and the boat exhibition 
spaces. The program becomes visible, showing the scale of the boats and the functions of the 
spaces.   

3 Collage Drawdels 

Fig. 5. Left column, Kira Sauer’s study models, Fall 2024. 
Fig. 6. Middle column, Tyreese Stennett’s study models, Fall 2024. 
Fig. 7. Right column, Kubo (Hengwei) Liang’s study models, Fall 2024. 

Inspired by the tactility and immediacy of the collage work from Picasso, Gris, Braque, and 
Schwitters, Corner, and EMBT, students tested architectural ideas through an active process 
of layering structural patterns with two and three-dimensional materials.     (Fig. 5,6,7).  The 
images show the study models from three students who employed drawings on cardboard, 
the application of 2D images and text on paper, and the three-dimensional punctuation of the 
structure of either walls or columns on cardboard, contrasted by peeling the top layer of 
cardboard to express movement on the ground plane. These projects demonstrate complexity 
and imagination rather than rote thinking, showing that the collage methods were not merely 
copied and pasted but evolved and transformed beyond the initial collage studies.  The three 
projects, "visual connections," "hierarchy and centrality," and "differentiated parts," offered 
varied concepts for the boat-building school and provided well-documented drawings to 
create analytical diagrams for this paper. 

As this foundation design studio introduced the relationship between structure, space, and 
site, the layering of physical 2D and 3D materials began with   

A) identifying and drawing a module on cardboard, inspired by precedent studies which
generated a structural framework,
B) configuring three-dimensional structure and partition walls within that framework,
C) applying a rough texture to suggest possible exterior spaces and movement,
D) and finally, imagining programmatic possibilities utilizing 2D images of wooden boat
construction.

This approach is evident in students' initial cardboard collages (Fig. 5-7) and evolves into 
the diagrams of the final schemes (Fig. 8-10), which reveal the systematic processes and 
layers of each design. The collages led to productive ideas that explored the scale of the body 
and the boat in relationship to the site, structural framework, potential of the circulation, and 
outside-inside relationships.  
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3.3 Differentiated Parts, Kubo (Hengwei) Liang 

Fig. 10. Analysis of Kubo (Hengwei) Liang’s study models by Lora Kim, Fall 2024.   
The top left image shows the structural module.  
The bottom left shows the language of columns within the rectangular forms.  
The top right image shows the circulation wrapping around the building, leading to the river. 
The bottom right diagram shows the display of the boats within the site plan.

In the last student example, Kubo Liang’s scheme (Fig. 7 and 10) consists of multiple boxes 
of varying dimensions. The long wooden box intersects with another long box. These 
intersecting rectangles frame the small gallery box, which then opens to the river. The small 
wood-framed box anchors and becomes the central module of the project, but is disconnected 
from the rest of the building, located in the middle of the site. The other structurally 
articulated square configurations are repeated and this time linked, with equally sized spaces 
except for the smaller entry space and the larger boat-building room, which is double the size 
of the gallery. The gallery, although quiet, disturbs the field and forms a pattern around it, 
almost like topography. Within this topography or pattern, the circulation creates the 
dynamism amidst the repetitive square or rectangular structural elements and provides a path 
to the water. Finally, the small gallery holds the smallest boats, and as they move farther from 
this anchor, the spaces enlarge to accommodate larger boats.  

4 Conclusions
The student's work shows the stages of design, from process collage drawdels to systematic 
layering through plan diagrams. The diagrams aim to show the connection from early 
drawdels to the final designs, as well as the complexity that emerges through the various 
design iterations. This technique demonstrates an interdisciplinary approach to exploring the 
merging of drawings, flat paper, and thicker cardboard with structural basswood components. 

3.2  Hierarchy and Centrality, Tyreese Stennett 

Fig. 9. Analysis of Tyreese Stennett’s scheme by Lora Kim, Fall 2024.   
The top left image shows the structural module within a grid.  
The bottom left shows the language of structural walls and columns in the large space. 
The top right image shows primary and secondary circulation paths. 
The bottom right diagram shows how full-scale boats and model boats. 

In the second example (Fig. 6 and 9), Tyreese Stennett developed a scheme that displays 
hands-on learning, particularly in the boat-building room, which is central to the scheme and 
is visible on the first and second floors. The boat-building room is prominent in plan and 
section and is based on a structural unit that is much larger in scale than the previous scheme, 
this time, for a much larger boat.  In this scheme, the structural grid is narrower on the sides 
and wider in the middle of the space, again, emphasizing the centrality of this space. The 
boat-building room is articulated with 20 columns, whereas the other parts of the program 
were shaped by walls forming closed rectangular volumes. The spaces around this central 
space shift with the grid to accommodate varying programming needs. Next, the circulation 
dynamically moves throughout the site, elegantly connecting the inside with the outside, and 
continues to the second floor, where the boat-building room is visible from all sides. In the 
last diagram, the sizes of wooden boats respond to the varying dimensions of the spaces: the 
model boat-building room, with the smallest model boats; the outdoor spaces, with medium-
sized boats; and the largest space in the boat-building room, with the largest boats.  
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This process results in final projects where the building is not an isolated object but works 
with the site to create a system that is expandable and open, unifying diverse parts.  

This process-oriented and systematic process of layering and negotiating ideas results in 
a field condition - one that does not prioritize the building as an object but imagines it as an 
adaptable and expandable field. The design emerges not from fixed, predetermined ideas, but 
through an open-ended process. The multidisciplinary collage drawdel approach shows how 
bottom-up processes lead to ideas that are not fixed but generated through the layering of 
ideas.  Stan Allen writes that local and smaller-scale modules can aggregate and literally open 
and expand, developing a field condition that in return is "capable of unifying diverse 
elements while respecting the identity of each." Unlike classical Western architecture, which 
prioritizes "a closed unity," field configurations are "inherently expandable." [14]  

Beginning students learn valuable lessons, connecting the building to the smaller scale of 
the structural bay and to the larger site. This toggling between parts to whole, across multiple 
scales, figure and field, allows for the emergence of form through a rich process of making, 
layering ideas, and generating a unifying design. Anne Catrin Schultz writes in Time, Space, 
and Material: The Mechanics of Layering in Architecture,  

"…layering as a tool promises to transcend the boundaries of architecture beyond the 
individual building. Such an approach could call into question the division of landscape 
and volumes, interior and exterior, and thus be a truly important element of the 
architecture of the 21st century." [15] 

The active, tactile design process creates connections across disciplinary boundaries and 
offers foundational lessons about connections, relationships, and negotiations. The simple 
cutting and pasting reveals the complex traces of the layers and fragments that are visible 
amidst the whole. "The multivalence and synthesis of spatial and material conditions inherent 
in collage-making creates the potential for a multiplicity of interpretations and experiences 
in the design process and the resultant work of architecture." [16]  

Fig. 11. Student collages from Fall 2024, Sophomore Studio of the Wooden Boat Building School. 
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