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Architects have largely avoided contingent, 
difficult factors.  They design close-ended 
proposals that are envisioned to remain in 
pristine state after the building is constructed.  
Confined to the studio, these architects are 
removed from the same everyday condition that 
they should be incorporating into their designs.  
An alternate course can be taken based principles 
of the lo-fi architect, who works in the field to 
study and observe the everyday conditions before 
reacting with a design proposal.  Embracing 
the contingent factors of reality, the lo-fi 
architect must precisely design for the unknown.  
To add a level of concreteness that is somewhat 
absent in contemporary architecture, the lo-fi 
architect advocates hand-made, analog methods 
in the design process and in how the structure 
is assembled.  Acting as a modern day bricoleur 
in post-industrial environments, like Detroit, 
advantage could be taken of leftover resources, 
both natural and man-made.  Dependent on limited 
resources and the contingent, the lo-fi architect 
creates concrete, hand-made structures welcoming 
wear, use, and user alteration.  
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From the beginning, architecture has always 
been an act identified with imposing order, by 
taking the wild and uncontrollable and making it 
logically sound.  Far beyond aesthetics exercises, 
the architect played a larger role within 
society by combining social order and visual 
order.  According to Vitruvius, purity was needed 
to complete the triad: beauty, cleanliness, and 
order.  This removal of waste and imperfection 
was culminated in the white washed buildings 
of the Modernist age.  This seemingly perfect 
triad has been imposed on design schemes since 
the formation of the profession.  To the dismay 
of many architects, things cannot be neatly 
categorized and separated indefinitely and that 
human desire ultimately triumphs.

Understanding that disorder is essential for 
order to exist, the relationship is always in 
flux.  Architects work with finite dimensions of 
area and volume making the task of calculating 
the unexpected very difficult.  However, 
immeasurable contingent conditions, which were 
once severed from rational order, are needed to 
ground a sense of reality.  Melding the actual 
and the possible, “contingency adds to reality a 
certain concreteness which avoids the pitfalls 
of abstracted thinking.“  This reality check is 
needed in an architectural culture that largely 
removes itself from the outside world it strives 
to order and construct. 

One problem is that the public is often viewed as 
unworthy and incapable of comprehending larger 
issues imbedded in architectural discourse.  
Architects believe to have the final say in how a 
space will be used by its inhabitants.  Cesare De 
Sessa thinks architects should try

Till 29

Till 38
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“…to let desire talk, to give voice to buried 
impulses ostracized by the radiant and 
luminous part of the logos, is the commitment 
that characterizes the spiritual outsiders 
of architecture.  And I underline spiritual, 
because the exercise of the profession 
excludes a condition of ingenuity and/
or extraneousness with regard to power 
and the social system, implying in fact 
a relationship that is somehow one of 
trust with whoever possesses the economic 
means that allow the realization of an 
architectural work.  Unlike other cultural 
operators, the architect cannot operate 
from a state in which he is on the margins 
of society in the most literal sense of the 
term.“

This misconception became the foil of many 
Modernist designs, where practical pitched roofs 
were added over flat, leaky ones, glass curtain 
walls covered with vernacular timber windows, 
and various tack-on decorations covering the 
original blank walls.  Although these debasing 
acts are in direct opposition to the master 
architect’s orderly design, they are irrepressible 
do-it-yourself inclinations that are natural to 
everyday life.  Occupants will always act on their 
specific needs and the architect should accept 
the fact that the natural impulses of users can 
never fully be controlled.  “A gap between a set 
of internalized procedures that provide solace 
for architects, and a seething mass of others 
who neither understand nor wish to engage with 
those procedures.“  How could these “specialized” 
activities somehow be made externalized and 
accessible?  Till 45

Alfieri 104
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In an age where “bigger is better,“ individuals 
are often encouraged to do less and less for 
him or herself and to just defer to the expert.  
Oftentimes, potential builders are stopped short 
of implementing their designs due to their 
lack of “professional“ training in the art of 
construction, resulting in a somewhat dull 
landscape.  As Bernard Rudofsky has stated, 
“untutored builders…demonstrate an admirable 
talent for fitting their buildings into their 
natural surroundings.  Instead of trying to 
“conquer nature.“  User-built structures are 
highly personal and allow for the execution of 
very imaginative ideas.  But, what does this mean 
for the lo-fi architect?

It is imperative for the architect to break 
down idealistic intentions and reconnect with 
the realities of the everyday condition.  So how 
does the architect react and observe what has 
yet to occur?  When in the studio, Elvis Costello 
would ask the sound engineers to play back songs 
through a cheap radio to hear how it sounds 
in real life, over the clamor of the breakfast 
table.  According to Jeremy Till, the hi-fi 
architect is stuck in the studio and glued to the 
computer screen while dreaming of the pristine 
final product. Brian MacKay-Lyons argues that 
“the more the computer has become a main tool, 
the less concrete architecture has come.“  In 
reality, the architect should be thinking in lo-
fi terms, such as when the building is occupied 
and the contingent factors that inevitably arise. 
“It is not the single man locked up in front 
of his stereo speakers, but the family whom the 
transistor radio is the background soundtrack 
for everyday life.“ 

Dickinson

Till 136

Bua
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However complex, this context needs full attention.  
While the painter or sculptor know their work 
will be contained in a gallery, the songwriting 
and architect do not have the comfort of knowing 
the exact circumstances of ultimate context.  Till 
argues that the lo-fi architect should be just as 
specific and creative as Costello in formulating 
designs to predict where and how the work will 
be received.  

While submerging into real context, the lo-
fi architect must understand the everyday 
is not merely ordinary, but instead a stored, 
extraordinary event contained within the 
ordinary waiting to be released.  The odd and 
unexpected oftentimes occur without little 
or no notice, but they can be observed with a 
trained eye.  The lo-fi architect must remember 
to always move outward, rather than inward, away 
from an autonomous fate away from the lived 
world.  MacKay-Lyons accurately states that 
the designer’s primary medium of observation 
is design and that the world can be learned 
empirically.  To discover the everyday, one has 
to look outward and downward, and not forget 
“the earth beneath, which has a secret life and 
richness of its own.“  Here is where the disorder 
re-emerges in hybrid moments where people and 
things are naturally mixed.  Fujimoto looks at 
the “betweenness“ inherent in hybridity.  For 
example, when examining the betweenness between 
a cup and a book, he sees something entirely new.   
Fujimoto also stresses observation in his design 
process by discovering rather than creating.

Till 140

Dickinson

Worrall
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A strive for concreteness is sometimes misconstrued 
as regression in the ever encompassing digital 
age.  It is similar to the increasing intangibility 
of media, particularly music.  Although the 
digital forms of audio are the increasing norm, 
the ability to hold music and listen to it by 
analog means is appealing to more people than 
just the underground cognoscente and reminiscent 
enthusiasts.  In the physical sense, vinyl is 
essentially more hands-on.  Using the hand is 
inherently concrete, in a hybrid mix of hand and 
object.

There are certain factors present when working 
with the hand.  For hand craftsmen, there is a 
deep mystical value in the unexpected events 
that arise during work.  David Pye distinguishes 
between the ‘workmanship of risk’ and the 
‘workmanship of certainty.’ There exists a risk 
involved in handcraft, where “…the quality of 
the result is not-predetermined, but depends on 
judgment, dexterity, and care which the maker 
exercises as he works.”  The quality of the 
result is continually at risk during the making 
process.  The same could be said for the lo-fi 
architect using the analog drafting board or the 
woodworker in the field assembling and fitting 
connections.  This risk is in contrast to the 
highly controlled and regulated workmanship of 
certainty, where the process of production and 
final product are completely predetermined.  The 
workmanship of certainty has greatly transformed 
the visual quality of our environment with less 
diversity and more standardization.  What if 
architectural interventions could accentuate the 
making process involved in construction?  

From Adaptable Architecture by Frei Otto
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“The aesthetic emotion is the result of this 
union between the structural order and the 
order of events, which is brought about 
within a thing created by man and so also 
in effect by the observer who discovers the 
possibility of such a union through the 
work of art.“

If this were the case, the passerby could instantly 
recognize that the object was made by hand with 
careful judgment and dexterity.

But when is the workmanship of risk necessarily 
appropriate?  Not every context is suitable for 
handwork, which can sometimes have a disastrous 
quality that is also very expensive.  Pye accepts 
that the workmanship of risk will never again 
be used for producing things in quantity.  How 
can the rich aesthetic of handcraft be produced 
cheaply at the architectural scale?  Although we 
now focus on ingenuity, if people really wanted 
it, new places could be made with authentic 
quality.  

What is the appropriate context for the handmade, 
lo-fi approach?  Almost any everyday condition 
can be observed and reacted towards.  One 
prominent reality particular to Detroit is the 
“leftover“ object.  From the styrofoam cup blowing 
the sidewalk to the pile of discarded two-by-
fours in the alley, there exist a wide range 
of items at a variety of scales.  These items 
once held functional value to their owners, but 
due to some circumstance, are no longer needed 
and abandoned on every corner of the urban 
environment.  Trash is almost always considered 
as undesirable in its placeless context of the 
street, but it is nonetheless present.  How could 
the lo-fi architect respond to this everyday 
condition?  

Levi-Strauss 25

Pye 23
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Koukal 12

Koukal 15

Detroit has slowly been deteriorating for 
many years now, but this destruction has been 
fairly peaceful--except for economic and racial 
strife.  David Koukal looks for the meaning of 
this destruction by examining the remnants of 
debris and litter.  Since litter is experienced 
everywhere and all the time, very few people 
reflect on its mundane presence.  Some people do 
not view litter as an offense, but imbedded in the 
everyday environment, while others seemingly do 
not seem to see litter at all.  Some see litter, 
but they claim no responsibility because it is 
someone else’s problem.  On the other end of the 
spectrum, a few will pick up litter because of a 
sheer dislike for trash.  

Nearly any object in the world can be considered 
litter at one point or another, and “where there’s 
trash, there’s life.“  However, it is when these 
objects are removed from their normative context 
and displaced when they become atypical.  When 
moved, trash takes with it old meanings, acting 
as a flexible medium for the recording of human 
behavior.  What determines trash objects is 
their radical placelessness.   What if the lo-
fi architect could collect and implant litter 
objects in a new, functional context, while 
simultaneously bringing awareness to those 
objects in the everyday?

One issue is the inert stigma of litter.  By taking 
the placeless objects of the urban environment and 
giving them new context, the lo-fi architect has 
the opportunity to take a negative connotation 
and make it a positive one.  A similar creative 
solution has been explored by “g+a“ from the blog 
“Architecture of Fear,“ by examining improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs) and identifying their 
architectural potential. 

Chase 52
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Through research, they found that IEDs could be 
used almost anywhere and quickly constructed out 
of made and found materials in a low-tech fashion 
(Improvised Architectural Devices).   IADs take 
the inherently destructive and violent qualities 
of IEDs, and extract the positive features of 
utility and effectiveness for beneficial use.  
The lo-fi-architect could respond in a similar, 
convincing manner. 
 
There is tremendous potential for the salvage 
of trash and other discarded items in the city 
of Detroit.  A combination of common litter and 
building debris could form a flexible base of 
materials for the lo-fi architect to utilize at 
his or her discretion.  The usefulness of the 
leftover objects can result from observation and 
discovery.  Once the items are located, they can 
be stored and categorized.  Any ordering system 
could be sufficient, “for even a heterogeneous 
and arbitrary classification preserves the 
richness and diversity of the collection of 
facts it makes.“  Levi-Strauss mentions the 
“bricoleur,“ which etymologically referred to 
an unrelated movement, like a horse swerving 
its course to avoid an obstruction.  Bricoleur 
can also reference someone who works with their 
hands with “devious means,“ similar to that of 
the craftsman.  In this sense, the bricoleur takes 
on various tasks by searching for potential and 
rearranging what is already available to make do 
with whatever is at hand.   

g + a 

Levi-Strauss 16
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The bricoleur collects elements and preserves 
them because they may be used in the future.  
Levi-Strauss states that the first step is 
retrospective.  By interrogating an existing set 
of tools and materials, possible solutions can 
be pre-determined.  One could imagine that an 
inventory of the means available would be highly 
beneficial.  There is risk in operating as the 
bricoleur, such that the elements collected are 
restricted by their original use.  By implementing 
the elements in new context, the bricoleur uses 
the collection of oddities to build new sets of 
meaning.  Similarly, the lo-fi architect could use 
the bricolage model for operating with leftover 
materials and meanings.  
 
How does this all come together for the lo-fi 
architect?  The unexpected and contingent factors 
are always present in every architectural work 
and should be precisely designed.  This contingency 
is the base of everyday life, and empirical 
observation and discovery in the field is an 
apparent method.  In fact, much can be learned 
from “untutored“ builders with unconventional 
ideas.  Rethinking the role of architect as maker, 
handcraft becomes a high priority throughout all 
phases of design and construction.  By re-using 
commonplace items, such as unwanted and leftover 
materials, the lo-fi architect can respond to the 
everyday with the everyday.  

Levi-Strauss 18
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The initial inspirational jolt for this thesis 
is rooted in a bourgeoning music style called 
lo-fi, which is worthy of some explanation.  
Short for lo-fidelity, lo-fi recordings are 
raw artifacts oftentimes captured with old, 
out-of-date equipment that gives the music 
rich texture full of distortion and incidental 
sounds.  Originally, lo-fi was inspired by the 
historical field recordings by Harry Smith and 
Alan Lomax in the early 20th century who set 
out to document all types of music in the world.  
These ethnomusicologists used the most high 
tech equipment at the time, although now they 
seem very prehistoric in size and poor ability 
to capture sound.  Nonetheless, the recordings 
of native folksingers, specifically pre-war 
bluesmen like Leadbelly, were often done in one 
take on their front porch.  The hiss and crackle 
of the tapes undoubtedly give the recordings 
historical weight.

Many years later, at the onset of the digital 
revolution, a number of musicians began to 
record songs on very cheap, at-home equipment 
in true do-it-yourself punk rock spirit.  These 
musicians were fed up with the decadence of 
the 1980s and increasingly popular hi-fi, high 
budget recording trends, so they took matters into 
their own hands.  Oftentimes recording directly 
to cassette tape, lo-fi musicians embraced the 
limitation of resources and skill.  Although many 
lo-fi recordings are rough cuts of expression, 
the musicians were trying to do the best they 
could with what was available to them at the time.  

Carew

Lo-fi punks, the Spits, perform live
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There is a sense of primitiveness in lo-fi that is 
captivating, as well as working with limitations 
to bring about evocative forms of creation.  It 
is somewhat like, “low-tech, high concept.“ How 
can architecture benefit from the processes and 
mentalities of lo-fi musicians?  Like everything 
else in the ever-encompassing network of 
information, contemporary design is moving in 
the hi-fi direction.  While highly accessible, 
the option for disconnection is becoming a 
rarity.  However, the biggest ideas usually come 
during the most mundane situations, and not in 
front of a computer.  Although bombarded by new 
technologies everyday, human beings still rely 
on analog thought and action.  There is a level of 
humaneness in analog products that is desirable, 
as well as in architecture.  Lo-fi becomes only a 
stepping stone to something larger. 

Cheng

Detroit’s primitive garage rockers, The Gories
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Magnified record grooves
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Architecture Without Architects
 Bernard Rudofsky, 1964

Handmade Houses
 Art Boericke and Barry Shapiro, 1973

The Nature and Art of Workmanship
 David Pye, 1995

Before Object, After Image
 Shin Egashira, 2006

These initial precedents look at a broad range of 
issues, including non-pedigreed design, salvaged 
materials, craftsmanship, and vernacular 
building types.

Various, from Adaptable Architecture by Frei Otto
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Architecture Without Architects
Bernard Rudofsky, 1964
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Oftentimes overlooked in architectural history 
books, these anonymous and inventive peoples 
understood architecture as a communal art.  They 
welcomed climate conditions and complicated 
topography in an effort to work with nature, 
not against it.  Not concerned with business or 
prestige, ancient builders actually had a good 
sense of solving practical problems in a humane, 
almost utopian, manner.

Fishing stations in Congo

Enclosed outdoor spaces in Cameroun
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Wind scoops in Hyderabad Sind, Pakistan
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Handmade Houses
Art Boericke and Barry Shapiro, 1973
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In the 1960s, hippies throughout the United States 
escaped to the woods to build their own homes.  As an 
alternative to the suburban cookie cutter houses, 
craftsman and creative types discovered remote 
locations to construct quirky wooden shelters, 
which were usually made out of found materials.  
Although sometimes unauthorized, the houses are 
highly sustainable and exist in harmony with 
their surroundings.  No two houses look alike 
in the entire book.  Some appear as an ongoing 
learning experience with hints of construction 
that display genuine human expression.
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The Nature and Art of Workmanship
David Pye, 1995
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David Pye emphasizes the workman’s crucial role 
in implementing the design, and determining a 
great part of the quality of our environment.  
He says handcraft, or the ‘workmanship of risk’ 
relies on an undetermined quality of the result, 
in contrast to ‘workmanship of certainty’ that 
focuses on quantity and controlled production.  
Through the workmanship of risk, Pye states that 
rough work is the necessary basis for perfect 
work.  He uses the example of the first sketchy 
marks of a drawing, which can be covered up 
or left exposed.  All work is approximated and 
sometimes rough workmanship is an appropriate 
and desirable quality.  Whether the work is good 
or bad depends on the workman’s understanding 
and execution of the intended design.
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Before Object, After Image
Shin Egashira, 2006
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This collection of work documents a series 
of summer workshops held by architect Shin 
Egashira.   Working in the remote Japanese 
village of Koshirakura, the designs for several 
small scale structures were derived from the 
local context.  An ever changing collective effort 
allowed for continuous evolution and subtle 
revision.  Sensible to change, the character of 
the structures were enhanced by duration and 
wear.  Understanding the larger composition, 
Shin believed that the miniscule details operated 
as microcosms of the total landscape.  Before 
construction, many of the structures were laid 
out on site, oftentimes by marking the ground.  
All projects were public, which included reading 
chairs, bus shelters, summer pavilions, viewing 
platforms, meeting space, and a communal park.

Bus stop with seasonal usage
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Detail studies
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These inital reactionary sketches were highly 
inspired by the work done in Before Object, After 
Image by looking at the small pieces of the urban 
landscape to understand the whole.  Thinking 
in a microcosmic mindset, similar to Egashira’s 
detail studies with the mindset of a bricoleur, 
the first step was collecting various handheld 
objects that would later be manipulated.  Next, 
various left-over objects at a slightly larger 
scale were examined via sketch to establish a 
set of possible working materials.  In a highly 
conceptual manner, simple public structures were 
conceived that could pop up all over Detroit.  
Moving from concept to reality, an experiment in 
guerrilla was conducted, titled “Framed,“ which 
is covered in part two of this chapter.

“Pivot”
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Framed was an experiment in lo-fi architecture, 
based on the principle making do with what is 
available.  This guerrilla design/build was 
completed in one day, roughly five and a half 
hours.  Preparation for the build was limited 
to a few sketches and two site visits for basic 
material surveys.  After observing the site, 
located in Detroit’s historic Briggs neighborhood, 
a contrast of high and lo-fi was clearly 
distinguishable.  The fairly newly-constructed 
Motor City Casino Hotel, done in shining “future 
retro” style, is a shocking juxtaposition to the 
thinning adjacent neighborhood west of Trumbull 
St.  In order to bring this to attention, a viewing 
point was conceived to frame the hi-fi casino 
and the dormant Michigan Central Station just 
south of the site in Corktown.  Between the two 
perspectives, the viewer could take in the sheer 
emptiness of the immediate neighborhood.

When first searching for an appropriate site 
to operate within, the Motor City Casino seemed 
like an obvious anti-precedent.  It displayed 
refined modern materials with very clean lines 
(inspired by 50s automobile forms), and of course 
the obnoxious, ever-changing neon lights.  Lo-fi 
would be the last term anyone would use to describe 
the building.  After further investigation, the 
Briggs neighborhood just down the street gave 
a better representation of the local character.  
Historically, Briggs was a white district in 
a predominantly African American city.  Over 
the years, white flight has nearly emptied the 
neighborhood and numerous urban prairies are 
springing up on the west end.  The few families 
are concerned with the state of the area but 
remain steadfast.  Some residents have reacted 
by reclaiming vacant lots--sometimes without 
contacting land owners--for the use of urban 
gardens and nurseries.
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Other lo-fi moments include mended fences, 
makeshift chicken coops, and handmade sculptures 
and benches.  Views of the surrounding cityscape 
were also intriguing, with some moments 
unintentionally framed.

After a realization of these views, especially 
the contrast of weathered lo-fi Michigan Central 
and the shiny high-tech Motor City, a framed 
scene and lookout seemed like a valid exploration.  
Initial sketches were partially inspired by 
studies done by architect Shin Egashira in Before 
Object, After Image.  Egashira, assisted by a team 
of students, would operate in the remote village 
of Koshirakura in rural Japan over a series 
of ten summer workshops.  These collaborative 
efforts were based on vernacular building types 
and moveable structures made of local materials 
at the human scale.  Evaluation of the views on 
site in Briggs, a site was selected that provided 
a clear view of both the casino and train depot.  
The block was completely vacant except for two 
occupied houses on the northern end.  Wandering 
the neighborhood provided a few hot spots for 
salvageable building materials, including 
a vacant house on the north end of the site.  
Preliminary planning was kept to a minimum and 
it was decided to dedicate one day to building.

A small team was assembled for construction 
and on-site design adaptations.  In preparation 
for the build, a few basic tools were gathered 
including shovels, hammers, a hand saw, nails, 
some twine, and a tape measure.  First, the site 
was surveyed and a central viewing point was 
marked.  The next step was to gather any useful 
materials from the surrounding area that had 
been previously discarded.
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Old mattresses, framing wood, half of a wooden 
door, chairs, a tire, and window frames were 
collected and sorted for construction to begin.  
According the preliminary design, the mattresses 
would form the base of the lookout.  After in 
place, a platform was constructed to provide a 
solid standing surface.  This platform was guided 
by posts on three sides (oriented towards the 
views), allowing for the mattresses to compress 
once the viewer has climbed atop.  

Part two of construction consisted of digging a 
semi-circular arc that would provide the track 
for a moveable viewing frame.  The original 
intention was for the user to slide the frame 
along the track.  However, the sun was beginning 
to drop and daylight was running thin.  Unknown 
factors and variables proved to be problematic 
with the moving frame.  With the trench dug, 
the team made the decision to make to stand-
alone frames for each view.  The trench would 
strengthen the visual connection of the two 
frames.  The next question was how tall to make 
the frames.  The tallest member of the team (being 
myself) held a broken window frame to determine a 
common frame height.  Old molding, framing wood, 
and a ladder made for suitable framing material.  
Holes were dug in correspondence to the views and 
the frames were placed respectively.  The final 
touch was stringing twine from the frames to the 
lookout for a visual hint.  As the sun set, the 
views were experienced in full, making for an 
overall successful experiment. 
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A general curiosity arose from the locals who 
often stopped by to ask what was being constructed.  
Some were genuinely interested and others looked 
upon us with misunderstanding and disapproval.  
Whether or not anyone used the structure is 
unknown, but it is fairly certain that if they 
did, the purpose could be grasped by the passerby.  
Two weeks later, the installation was dissembled 
and returned to the abandoned house where the 
materials were previously collected.  The semi-
circular trench and some trampled grass are the 
only remaining traces.  

The lo-fi process implemented here has potential 
for further application, and Detroit seems like 
an appropriate environment to work within.  
Further iterations are achievable, due to an 
abundance of thrown-away materials and vacant 
lots.  However, this opportunity does not come 
without risk.  No permission was gained to build 
the lookout, and residents and police could have 
easily stopped construction.  Although lo-fi 
in process, the project was not grounded in the 
everyday.  The content does nothing for the local 
people who probably would have little interest 
in the attempted architectural discourse between 
the two views.  To be truly successful, a similar 
project should grab the attention of the local 
passerby in form and function.  Or better yet, 
what if someone was enabled to respond to this 
installation with thier own intervenion?  
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Small Wonders
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Following the conclusion of Framed, a few 
hypothetical programs were considered.  These 
small scale, “pop-up“ interventions could be 
easily constructed with found materials in a 
short period of time and potentially serve the 
immediate public.  The models were intended to fit  
at least one, if not more, of three criteria:   to 
provide practical function, to share information, 
or to simply delight.   



56

The dugout

The Dugout is a semi-subterranean structure 
that could be used as a place to tell stories, 
dance, sing, or celebrate.  It serves the practical 
function of a sheltered gathering space.  
Primarily constructed out of sheet metal and 
timber framing, the Dugout is nestled into the 
ground like an ancient pit-house.
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The lookout

Like a tree house without the tree, the Lookout is 
a tower structure. Although the function of the 
Lookout is somewhat undefined, it could act as a 
neighborhood watch-tower.  This structure would 
require the most found materials of the Small 
Wonders, but could be built of found timber and 
sheet metal anchored with concrete or stone.
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jungle limbs

Jungle Limbs is a play structure for children.  
Essentially a deconstructed jungle gym, Jungle 
Limbs provides a place to climb, balance, or sit.  
While playing, children are also enabled to 
learn an intuitive sense of three-dimensional 
space.  The construction of Jungle Limbs is a set 
of posts arranged on a grid with various members 
spanning across, down, and up.
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Free Forum

The Free Forum is basically an analog internet 
message board designated for a particular 
neighborhood.  Messages could be chalked, spray 
painted, or carved, depending on the materials 
provided.  Sheets of plywood, concrete, or sheet 
metal would be displayed on large easel-like 
frames, allowing for the canvas to be traded out.  
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Pit House

Similar to the Dugout, Pit House is another take 
on the ancient sunken dwelling.   The circular 
form of the structure integrates sociopetal 
seating that encourages social interaction in a 
very intimate space.  The stacked form is simple 
to construct and can varied in a number of ways.
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Common Rhythms
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Upon further research, common themes began to 
overlap through the discovery of more specific 
precedents.  The Beehive Project, located in 
Detroit, is the brainchild of Vanessa Miller 
and Kate Daughdrill who were interested in 
exploring short-lived installations with the use 
of recycled material.   Functioning as a mobile 
gathering space that can be used at festivals and 
other social gatherings, the Beehive acts as a 
metaphor for the community.  Recently, bees have 
been experiencing a new phenomenon known as 
CCD, or colony collapse disorder.  Just as cities 
like Detroit face widespread deindustrialization 
and depopulation, worker bees are disappearing 
from the hive, leaving a shortage of workers.  In 
response, the Beehive is intended to celebrate 
industry, collaboration, and inventiveness, 
which reflect Detroit’s history and optimistic 
future (Pitera).  The Beehive is constructed out 
of salvaged wood and donated fabrics.  It is 12 
feet in diameter, including seating structures, 
a conference table, and a small library of books 
about Detroit.  The intimate, improvised qualities 
of a sculpted environment create a perfect space 
for informal conversation concerning the state 
of the city.

On a larger scale, activist builder Matt Bua, 
founder of B-Home and Architectural Cribbage, 
advocates the use of all potential building 
materials to create new public space.  Bua 
runs an open-air workshop on his property in 
Catskill, New York, to “educate, inspire, and 
assist others to create functional additions to 
their community’s built environment“ through 
small-scale architectural structures.  The idea 
is that seasoned veterans help those who are less 
experienced in finding ways to create a unique 
environment with ingenious uses of recycled 
materials.  

“The Beehive Project”

Bua



64



65

With the tagline “Hail! Humble Scavengers!“ this 
very playful approach to building was rooted 
in what Bua calls the game of “Architectural 
Cribbage.“  This is based on a network of established 
artists who expand the forms and structures 
through their own collections of recycled objects.  
The structures are highly personal, small enough 
to easily build, and yet large enough to provide 
a unique function.  By empowering people to 
create their own personalized spaces, the game 
encourages collaboration and the sharing of 
materials and techniques, making for highly 
imaginative structures.  Overall, Architectural 
Cribbage advocates simplicity by promoting the 
use of recycled materials and questioning the 
act of consumption and clutter of unnecessary 
possessions.  

Another architect/builder who sees educational 
value in making architecture is Brian Mackay-
Lyons, an established architect from Halifax, 
Canada.  His “Plain Modern“ style is characterized 
by clarity, order, proportion, and simplicity.  
Every summer, Mackay-Lyons hosts a condensed 
two-week architectural seminar known as “Ghost 
Lab,“ which brings together practice, academy, 
and collaboration through hands-on design 
building.  Located on the site of a 400-year-old 
farm ruin on the southwest coast of Nova Scotia, 
Ghost Lab takes architecture out of the classroom 
and into the landscape.   Participants include 
students, architects, professors, and artists who 
all receive a “guerilla course in large-scale 
carpentry.“

These temporary structures--specifically 
light wood framed structures--are recycled, 
biodegradable, and alive only momentarily.  The 
first phase was dedicated to evolve joinery, while 
the second focused on construction.  

Bua

Quantrill 156
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Besides some power tools and a backhoe, the event 
was primarily an exercise in pre-machine age 
skill.  Construction was literally a barn raising, 
even with the application of block and tackle to 
hoist heavy roof beams.  The Ghosts are mythical 
markers that recall lost culture and stand in 
resistance to a globalized world.
  
The culture of historic Norwegian farms also 
carries a similar tone of craft and sensitivity 
towards place.  Structures included on these 
family-run operations are the result of an 
intimate relationship with the Scandinavian 
landscape, functional planning, and intricate 
wood joinery.  Various farm buildings are 
arranged around a central outdoor living space, 
called the “tun.“ This outdoor space is used for 
feasts and celebrations, as well as day-to-day 
activities.  Each region in Norway has a natural 
tun pattern that responds to requirements for 
dwelling in a specific terrain, giving every 
farm a local character. 
 
The work of Austrian sculptor/architect Walter 
Pichler similarly displays a rally for handcraft.  
Pichler’s philosophy was that architecture 
was “not what it enables, nor what it encloses, 
but what it is” and that it can take whatever 
form determined by the architect.“  Skeptical 
of technological advancement, he believed 
that media prohibits the user from developing 
useful abilities due to isolation.  Later in his 
career, Pichler would retreat to his property at 
St. Martin’s of western Austria, another place 
dominated by its geography.  Here, he was free 
to create and explore craft-based sculptural 
techniques, which Pichler believed were falling 
into obscurity as a result of technology.  

Holan 40

“Critic Under the Influence“
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Back to Briggs
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With a deeper understanding of how concepts of 
bricolage, user empowerment, and craft have been 
implemented before, it was decided that some sort 
of educational salvage center would become the 
project focus.  It seemed fitting to locate the 
center within the same area that Framed was 
executed, in the neighborhood of Briggs.  Besides 
having an abundant supply of unwanted materials 
and open space to work within, Briggs displayed 
a spirit of resilience and do-it-yourself.  In 
fact, citizens were transforming empty lots into 
urban gardens, making of benches and sculpture 
out of found materials, and really exhibiting the 
character of local craft.  The urban structure 
of Briggs was also very interesting.  The 
neighborhood has a very low density teetering 
between urban and rural, almost coming across as 
a Lynchian “wasteland.“ Briggs is located on the 
fringe of the city where the majority of control 
lays in the hands of local residents.  

The salvage center was intended to promote 
bricolage by providing alternative means to 
making architecture.  Experimental works of 
self-building free from conventional building 
constraints in order to serve a public need.  
These structures can be as simple or complex 
as the participant desires, but must be built 
of reclaimed or found materials.  Building 
is valuable as a means of self-empowerment 
for envisioning imaginative, meaningful 
environments.  In learning through collaborating 
and sharing knowledge, people of all ages will 
have the ability to explore their ideas openly 
without first consulting trained experts.  With 
an abundance of “free“ materials in Detroit, the 
possibilities are endless.  

Inexperienced, yet enthusiastic builders have 
innovative ideas on how architecture is created.
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The center would attract local Detroit craftspeople 
and creative types, while also becoming a stop for 
local artists who could lodge at Hostel Detroit-
-located within a stone’s throw.  The center is 
intended to provide a loose methodology to assist 
in the process of self-building, as well as a 
place to test ideas. Basically, it will act as a 
public forum of ideas and action.  In order to 
serve its purpose, the center consists of research 
space, a workshop for drawing and developing 
ideas, a tool shop, materials storage and display, 
and a prototype area.

The methodology of the center is based on 
three concepts: education, realization, and 
implementation.  After the initial idea for a 
structure is conceived, the participant is 
encouraged to learn about similar structures 
in a small library.  Past projects are displayed 
on a large map of Detroit, which begin to build 
a network of knowledge.  Participants have 
complete access to the materials collection as 
well as the prototype grounds located adjacent 
to the center.  The prototype area is meant to 
provide inspiration for new structures, as well 
as a place to test ideas on a large scale.  Once 
confident in an approach, the participant is 
sent out into the city to collect the necessary 
materials for construction to begin.  Hotspots of 
free materials will be posted, as well as tips on 
how to practice “safe salvage.“ The materials can 
be stored at the center before being prepped for 
assembly.  By this stage, the participant will 
be well prepared to bring their idea to life by 
means of hands-on construction at the selected 
site.  The center advocates collaboration and more 
experienced builders can act as mentors to those 
who are new to the process.  Participants are 
encouraged to dissemble defunct or impermanent 
structures and donate old materials to the center 
for future builds.
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The Urban Bricoleur: “What would you build?“
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Discovering a Dialect
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While searching for a vernacular language that 
reflected the current state of Detroit, first 
instinct was to experiment with a wide palette 
of materials.  It made sense for the building to 
act as a model of low-tech building.  Straw bale 
makes for an inexpensive, yet highly insulated, 
wall material that looks quite nice with a white 
plaster finish.  Corrugated steel cladding is 
both pragmatic and aesthetically appealing for 
it provides thinness, economy, and strength.  
Recycled telephone poles operate as excellent 
structural columns.  Various alvaged timber 
members and sheathing are in abundant supply 
in numerous abandoned houses.  Enclosure can be 
completed with found doors and windows, resulting 
in an eclectic composition of fenestration.  

Responding to the system of the center brought up 
questions on adjacency of program spaces and the 
flow of the entire process.  Access from the street 
was a concern, as well as “drop-off“ areas for 
material storage.  How are the thinking spaces 
different from the making spaces?  In a similar 
manner, common spaces were to be carefully 
integrated to facilitate collaboration.    
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The first iteration of design began by integrating 
all functions under one roof.  By using a variety 
of common materials, the building was arranged 
around a central resource library which contained 
a small collection books and actual materials.  
Connected to a filtering wall, a materials drop 
of area was intended to allow people to drive 
their pick-ups and trailers right through the 
building.  Folding off of the research library 
was workshop wing, which also contained the few 
service spaces.  The intersection of programs and 
forms would evolve into quirky compositions that 
recall the unspecialized designs of the past.  
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The second iteration started to rethink the 
consolidated programs of ‘1’ by introducing an 
independent storage shed that users could rent 
while collecting materials from the city.  Besides 
some subtle tuning of orientation, the main 
building remained essentially the same.  
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The third iteration introduced a third structure, 
designated for the function of woodworking 
through the use of hand tools.  Housed within 
the larger woodshop structure is what is called 
the archive, which stores materials for longer 
periods of time that can be used in the prototyping 
stage.  
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The fourth iteration fine-tuned the arrangement 
of ‘3’, taking cue from Norwegian farm patterns 
of settlement.  The clustered arrangement 
would allow for efficient transactions between 
buildings as ideas move from the paper to the 
urban context.  Formally, the idea of duplicity is 
taken further with spaces colliding, containing, 
and exchanging.  
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Craft and Execution
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Following ‘4,’ a final scheme was developed into the 
fifth iteration.  Means of vertical circulation, 
as well as site circulation, were taken into 
consideration.  It was critical to evolve each 
structure’s cladding, structural system, bracing, 
and thresholds in order to convey a distinct 
architectonic language.  Wooden connections were 
explored by cutting timbers with bird’s mouth 
notches, plumb cutting the rafters, and working 
with full and finger tenon joints.  

It was also important to integrate low-tech 
passive technologies for semi-conditioned spaces, 
like the workshop.  By fitting the west entrance 
with large five foot swing doors, cross ventilation 
can be facilitated during the warm summer months.  
The south facing wall was intended to be made out 
of concrete rubble to act as thermal mass that 
traps winter sun and releases it throughout the 
day.

The final leg of the project dealt with craft and 
representation.  Analog drawings and models are 
suitable means for the lo-fi architect to depict 
the inner workings of structures.  They are the 
direct product of tool, hand, and maker.  
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Thoughts
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The reconciliation of bricolage and craft was the 
most unresolved issue of the project.  Not enough 
attention was given to using found materials 
to construct the center and how the actual 
process would operate was not fully developed.  
One solution might be integrating un-designed 
instances that users can fill and enclose with 
their own found objects.  The “final“ design is in 
no way complete and the relationship of salvage, 
craft, and user-empowerment will continue to be 
expanded upon.

This thesis exploration touched on numerous 
factors effecting post-industrial cities of 
the 21st century.  The role of the architect is 
being greatly influenced by rapid technological 
advancement and the cycle of throwaway culture.  
Craft is being overlooked as mere hobby or a 
reminiscent practice of history.  More and more 
people desire to do less for themselves, and thus 
rely on the specialist for answers and action.  
Has it passed the point of no return?  With hope, 
relict societies of craftsmen and untrained 
makers will prevail in making things by hand 
because it is valuable in itself.

“Free workmanship is one of the main sources 
of diversity.  To achieve diversity in all 
its possible manifestations is the chief 
reason for continuing the workmanship of 
risk as a productive undertaking.”
 -David Pye Pye 139
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