ENGAGEMENT IN THE REAL

SEVEN PEDAGOGICAL ADVANTAGES TO WORKING IN THE PHYSICAL REALM OF THE REAL

For six years running, I have successfully mounted a furniture design competition within our Architecture Department.  Architecture students design, fabricate and finish a piece of furniture in a five-week period.  The results are exhibited at the annual Vellum Furniture Competition.  This is not a furniture design class.  This is an event in which the students elect to participate outside of their other academic responsibilities.

In my poster session, I will present a cross-section (or collage rather) of the diverse results of the Furniture Competition and will touch on seven pedagogical advantages to furniture making in the context of an architectural design studio:

1.0 The Vellum Furniture Competition re-confirms the rule that architecture students can seek validation in their work through the design and fabrication of small-size full-scale realizations to refine their design language and to test body-scaled straightforward use programs.

2.0 The Vellum Furniture Competition re-introduces the modality of touch into design education and re-informs experiential phenomenological design.  In an era of rapid digital advances in architectural representation, the competition reminds us to employ ALL tools (both analog and digital alike) into the process of design.  It re-engages the tactile quality of design, engaging real material, and sensual phenomena in the development of a piece, allowing us to appreciate the intimacy of design as our bodies and senses come into close contact with the objects of our desire.

3.0 At the same time, the Vellum Furniture Competition invites students to incorporate the design efficiencies and new technologies embodied in the machine.  Students are challenged to incorporate digital draughting and computer aided manufacturing into the production process.

4.0 The Vellum Furniture Competition affords an obvious extension of our ‘Learn by Doing’ strategy.  This mode contributes to active learning, constructivist cooperation, and phenomenological development that looks to the immediate qualitative aspects of work as research in real time and place.  The furniture piece is not a model or representation of something else.  It IS an engagement in the real.

5.0 The Vellum Furniture Competition borrows from a long and storied tradition of Total Design and the Gesamptkunstwerk implying a consistency of idea and effort at every scale:  the furniture, the building, the exterior environment and even the urbanisme. For historical context, this notion of research has influenced the works of a host of brilliant architects including Frank Lloyd Wright, Carlo Scarpa, Charles Rennie MacIntosh, Le Corbusier, Peter Zumthor, Mario Botta, Morphosis and Frank Gehry. 

6.0 The Vellum Furniture Competition re-extends the emphasis on sustainability education.   Participants are encouraged to re-use, reduce and recycle material.  They are asked to write a one-page thinking paper explaining to the jury why their piece can be considered ecologically sensitive whether the emphasis be on material choices, low-impact fabrication process, zero waste or otherwise low embodied energy in production. 

7.0 Vellum Furniture Competition provides a real life test case employing real budgets, real materials, real engagement with suppliers, fabricators and manufacturers plus real timelines and construction schedules not typically incorporated into academic enterprise.

