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The aims of this essay are to reflect upon the methodology 
of the studio Prototype City and to tell the story of the project 
development, as it unfolded in time. Reflection could potentially 
help to identify pluses and minuses of the approaches used, to 
find gaps in knowledge, and to form individual approach to design. 
The introduction of the essay presents the set of personal aims 
and the methodology of the studio, introduces the process of 
project-making.  Three main parts of the discussion cover such 
key approaches as ‘narration’, ‘experimentation’ and ‘assembling’, 
and reflect upon effects of the methodology. The conclusion 
summarises findings and suggests alternative approaches to 
design in the studio.

Regarding my purposes, I aimed to move closer to a higher level 
of perception of the notion of architecture, the role of architect and 
the criteria of assessment of decisions. One of my aims was an 
ability to act as a part of an international team. Trainings in self-
organisation and structuring of thoughts, broadening horizons 
and growth of imagination are widely known features of British 
education, so ultimately I hoped to gain such skills as well.

With regard to the studio work, in Prototype City, we were 
particularly focused on the powerful potential of prototyping to 
be also a means for a data collection, analysis and converting 
it into information, and ultimately into knowledge. The studio 
methodology encompassed the series of primarily qualitative 
methods, allowing students to define key physical and spiritual 
features of a place as a phenomenon in order to celebrate 
its identical aspects in project and convert negative features 
into advantages, using careful interventions.1 Following the 
methodology ‘with conceptual frame of reference’, concerned 
with the ‘people-environment relationship’, we used the ‘research 
by design’ in order to design conditions of a space and consider 
values of society.2 This approach could potentially develop the 
pioneering generation of architects, working for people.

In the studio we were assigned to groups with the certain topics, 
that was particularly helpful, as it pushed our brain to think 
widely and metaphorically, go beyond architecture. Importantly, 
this helped us to consider the responsibility of architects for a 
creation the program of space and assigning a necessary social 
agenda to projects.3 Being members of an international team, we 
explicitly responded to the challenging teamwork, assigning roles, 
compromising between cultural differences across nationalities. 
Additionally, suffering with the lack of time, we were forced to think 
quickly, be well-organized, flexible, selective and patient. 

2. Jill M Franz, ‘A critical 
framework for methodological 
research in architecture’, 
Design Studies 15, 4 (1994), 
440

1. Linda Groat, David Wang. 
Architectural research 
methods. (New York, Wortham 
powers, 2002)

3. Bernard Tschumi,  ‘Six 
Concepts: Excerpt from 
Architecture and Disjunction.’ 
(2015) 1-7.

1. Diamond Library of The University of Sheffield. Sketch: Daria Belova.
2. Project 1 Proposal. Sketch: Daria Belova. 3.
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DESIGN PROJECT-1 BRIEF. The University of Sheffield student union concourse serves as a 
transition space connecting several parts of the campus and is used on an almost every day basis 
and therefore, would not technically qualify for the abandoned status. However, the level of neglect 
is what has transformed this potentially dynamic place into a mere space for utilitarian purposes. 
Therefore, there is a need to revitalize the space and give it its own sense of identity, to pause and 
ponder- An intervention that facilitates conversation, stimulates imagination while (subconsciously) 
providing orientation.

Diagram 1.

The diagram above demonstrates the overall process of project development. The iterational process consisted 
of several main strands, informed by analysis and unfolded in time into the final solution. Several features and 
problems could have been combined and solved with one potential proposal. 
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DESIGN PROJECT-1 METHODOLOGY

DESIGN PROJECT-2 BRIEF. 
Hauptplaz remains predominantly unchanged for years.Conventional architecture, structures and 
materials with a long lifespan today are the reflection of sustainability, stability and adaptation. 
In contrast, the space, organized by architecture of the square has a dynamic spirit, is familiar 
with constant changes and able to respond to multiple challenges of contemporary city. Thus, the 
physical (architectural) ‘content’ of conventional square should be able to be transformed according 
to current functions and spatial requirements.
SO, ADAPTABILITY AND TRANSFORMABILITY COULD POTENTIALLY PROVIDE 
SUSTAINABILITY.

4-6.
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Aristotle said that poetry and drama examine how things could be. 
Narratives in architecture serve the important purpose of recording 
intangible aspects, feeling, perception, and convey immaterial 
knowledge and inspiration, bring a ‘fourth dimension’ into three-
dimensional sites and projects. Carefully recorded, activities of a 
space could protect a designer from harmful consequences of a 
project. Narratives in design helped us to  understand the site more 
deeply during the site analysis, especially in Design Project-2. We 
converted intangible aspects into tangible and extrapolated in-
depth analysis into desirable future scenarios for the space. 

Narratives, embodied in hand-drawings, in sets of photographs, 
films, and written stories had valuable potential to inform our 
perception. Recordings of the place as raw data, being interpreted 
and analysed, composed the rich and unique narrative. Particularly, 
in our projects graphical, visual and verbal narratives depicted 
interaction between people and the built environment. Having a 
great explanatory power, stories, produced for the square in Graz 
as a site for the project, successfully helped teammates, who 
had not been on the site, to reconstruct the image of the place 
as a phenomenon, full with activities. I.Calvino considers such 
intangible aspects as sounds and smells, reflected in narratives,  
sufficient enough to form our perception and deliver the feelings, 
important aspects of the live space.4 

4. Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities. 
(New York, Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1974)

3. Interim review for Design Project-1. Photo: Daria Belova. 
4. Design Project-1 methodology. Diagram: Daria Belova
5. Site for Design Project-1. Photo: Daria Belova.
6. Site for Design Project-2. Photo: Akpezi Ikede.
7. One-word narrative of British weather. Design team.
8. Narrative in pictures: stories of British weather. Pictures: Yingran Sun. 8.
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9. Rout map for Design Project-1. Yingran Sun.
10. Analytical walking for Design Project-1. Photo: Daria Belova.
11. Mapping of key observation points for Design Project-1. Yingran Sun
12. Page of cataogue of mapped materials. Daria Belova, Akpezi Ikede
13. Roof story of Graz. Sketch: Daria Belova. 9-11.

We used several types of visual narratives in our projects. 
Particularly, it is worth mentioning mapping, that was used to map 
the main trajectories of peoples’ movements, which effectively 
helped to produce future scenarios. We also created the 
catalogue of materials, patterns and textures of the place, which 
visually informed our design(see fig.12). Graphical explanation 
successfully enriched the perception of materiality of the space for 
us as designers, as we had started to ‘feel’ the site while making 
our analysis. Documenting the square in Graz, the team employed 
hand-drawing and photography, later transformed into stories of 
activities.  

Being practically-oriented, I struggled with the philosophical notion 
of narrative in architecture. Finally, transferring from the ‘problem-
solution’ method to more intuitive and natural approaches through 
visual and verbal narratives enriched the project-making process, 
helped me to be more innovative and invent new future of space. 
I realized that stories have great explanatory and revealing power. 
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‘FOR THESE POINTS I COULD NOT DRAW A ROUTE ON 
MAP OR SET A DATE FOR LANDING. AT TIMES ALL I NEED 
IS A BRIEF GLIMPSE, AN OPENING IN THE MIDST OF AN 
INCONGRUOUS LANDSCAPE, A GLINT OF LIGHTS IN THE 
FOG, THE DIALOGUE OF TWO PASSERSBY MEETING IN THE 
CROWD, AND I THINK THAT, SETTING OUT FROM THERE, 
I WILL PUT TOGETHER, PIECE BY PIECE, THE PERFECT 
CITY, MADE OF FRAGMENTS MIXED WITH THE REST, OF 
INSTANTS SEPARATED BY INTERVALS, OF SINALS ONE SET 
OUT, NOT KNOWING WHO RECEIVED THEM.’

ITALO  CALVINO

WHEN ROOFS TELL THE STORY...

13.
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Experiment has a powerful potential for both research and 
design. Groat and Wang argue that experimental research design 
enables the designers to establish a cause-effect relationship.5 

In the studio Prototype City experimentation was one of the key 
methodologies as we discovered experimental architecture to 
be a tool to predict possible, probable, plausible and desirable 
future.6 Since architecture is proved to be a research-based 
activity, following the postpositivist approach, experiment helps 
to establish the truth about the world.7,8

In order to come up with ideas, thought experiments required; 
for deeper understanding and in order to bring the degree of 
rationality in projects, create the evidence base, practical 
experiments and simulations were used. First of all, we were 
involved in the experiment called ‘human printer’, which revealed 
the limitations of three types of transition of information, using 
raster and vector coding. Experiment also allowed to analyse 
roles of team workers to determine which role is suitable for 
each person, these skills will be undoubtedly applicable in 
practice. Secondly, it is worth mentioning a wide variety of digital 
and analogue simulations, used in the studio as the design 
methodology. Following tools of the simulation strategy helped 
to assess appropriateness of the ideas and decisions, to analyse 
data and convert it into information and knowledge.

5. Linda Groat, David Wang. 
Architectural research 
methods. (New York, Wortham 
powers, 2002)

5. Anthony Dunne, Fiona Raby. 
Speculative everything: design, 
fiction, and social dreaming. 
(Cambridge, MIT Press, 2013.)

14. Digital experimentation for Design Project-1 in 
Rhino+Grasshoper. Yingran Sun
15. Experiment: ‘Human printer’ Photo: Daria Belova. 15.
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7. Anne Dye. Architects and 
Research Based Knowledge: 
A Literature Review. (London: 
RIBA, 2014)

8. Linda Groat, David Wang. 
Architectural research 
methods. (New York, Wortham 
powers, 2002)



1.VIRTUAL REALITY. Virtual reality allowed to construct the 
perception of place for those team members who didn’t have an 
opportunity to visit the site and collect information for the future 
project in Graz.
2. RAPID PROTOTYPING. Michael Speaks said: ‘technology of 
rapid prototyping has a blurred distinction between thinking and 
doing’.9 Relatively new technologies such as 3d-printing and laser 
cutting were cheap and fast, so that allowed to assess qualities of 
the work without interrupting the project-making process, which 
was particularly valuable in conditions of limited time.
3. PHISICAL PROTOTYPES. Physical prototypes of our 
proposals allowed to easily assess various tangible aspects of the 
prototype and correct inappropriate characteristics. In comparison 
with digital prototypes, which are often over idealised, physical 
prototypes helped to construct the more real picture, with a view 
to real world implementations.
4. GIS. DigiMap data provided the opportunity to reconstruct the 
space for digital prototyping for Design Project-1. One of the key 
limits of this method is overidealization of reality.
5. DIGITAL PROTOTYPES, BIM. Digital prototyping provided 
relatively quick and cheap interim results, which reduced an 
amount of physical iterations. We measured weather conditions 
and used the software to test how far the ideas can influence 
weather. The test provided us with precise comparable physical 
results. The elements of computational design revealed the most 
relevant aspects.
6. REPRESENTATION. PHOTOGRAPHY, DRAWINGS. People’s 
reactions on settings, simulated by such static representations as 
drawings, photomontage, photographs and various models were 
effectively investigated. It informed the process of project-making, 
allowing us to simply select among various options, relying on 
respondent’s preferences. We actively used the tool in the studio.
7. QUESTIONNAIRES. In conditions of strictly limited resources 
of time, finances and the technical equipment, we found 
questionnaires to be the most powerful qualitative tool to evaluate 
potential solutions. We aimed to refine conditions in project sites, 
so our actual client was represented by various people, using 
the place. Random selection of applicants provided  us with the 
comparatively objective feedback, i.e. a countable number of 
‘for’ and ‘against’ opinions. However, working with the physical 
environment, we dealt with the perceptions of people that required 
actual reaction of physical receptors of the audience. For many 
people it was impossible to fully imagine how proposals would 
work even if we had the physical model to demonstrate. 

9. Michael Speaks, “After 
Theory-In architecture schools, 
debate rages about the value 
of theory.” Architectural Record 
193.6 (2005): 72-77.

16. Digital experimentation for Design Project-1ю Photogrammetry in 
Agisoft Photoscan. Yingran Sun+team.
17. Virtual reality for Design Project1. Project team.
18. Rhino+Grasshoper+DigiMap model. Daria Belova.
19. Sketch. Daria Belova 16-19.



Apparently, experimentation and simulation contained the certain 
limitations: the simplification of parameters of conditions, ethical 
problems, issues of objectivity. However, simultaneous use of 
different methods allowed us to overlap limitations of each. Any 
kind of ‘laboratory’ (limited conditions) contains a degree of 
isolation, which makes an experiment not fully relevant for the 
contemporary world where globalisation and interdependence 
are the key issues.10 However, global databases could potentially 
construct conditions, which are close to the real World to 
compensate for this limitations. 

In summary, the combination of wide variety of digital tools for 
experimentation extended the limits of our experiments in the 
studio. On the one hand, experiments enriched knowledge that 
was necessary for the creation, and informed the project. On the 
other hand, experimentation as a filter helped to narrow down 
the wide range of broad ideas, to test ideas in order to prove 
or reject options, and be selective. Thus, the design was the 
iterational process, each stage of which required the certain level 
of precision. Since experiment is the way of gaining experience, 
reflective assessment of an experiment provokes a development 
of necessary skills. New experimental tools will be particularly 
useful in practice to reduce risks arising during realisation of 
projects.

10. Peter Sloterdijk, “Foam 
city.” Distinktion: Scandinavian 
Journal of Social Theory, 9.1 
(2008), 47-59.

20. Questionnaire. Daia Belova.
21. Computational design for Design Project1. Project team.
22. Digital wind simulation. Yingran Sun
23.Sketch: Daria Belova 20-22.



‘MIRRORING PLATO’S CONCERNS, SIMULATION’S VERY GOAL IS TO CREATE ‘COPIES’ 
OF REALITY. HOW ACCURATE ARE THE COPIES? WHAT DO COPIES OF REAL THINGS 
LEAVE OUT ABOUT THOSE REAL THINGS? [..] THE ESSENTIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF 
THIS RESEARCH IS THAT SOME ASPECT OF PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT IS RECREATED 
IN ONE OF A VARIETY OF MODES, FROM HIGHLY ABSTRACT COMPUTER SIMULATIONS 
TO A FULL-SCALE, REAL-LIFE MOCK-UP.’
L. GROAT, D. WANG

‘BY HAVING THE OPPORTUNITY TO GO INSIDE THE DESIGN AND SEE IT FROM WITHIN, 
THE DESIGNER WAS FORCED TO SOLVE COMPLEX CONNECTIONS ‘
L. GROAT, D. WANG

‘…MANAGES EXTREMELY COMPLEX DATABASES, CONSTRUCT MODELS, PREDICTING 
URBAN CHANGES AND LARGE-SCALE PHENOMENA. DESIGNED TO MAXIMISE REALITY, 
INCREASING UTILITY FOR ASSESSING THE IMPACTS OF ALTERNATIVES…’ 
L. GROAT, D. WANG

‘WHILE A PERSISTENT TACTICAL CONCERN  OF TECHNOLOGY  IS ITS ABILITY TO 
ACCURATELY REPRESENT A REALITY, THERE ARE EMERGES A CONCERN OF WHAT WE 
MIGHT CALL OVERIDEALISATION.’ 
L. GROAT, D. WANG

23.
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‘The microspheres of the foam are worlds or places that are 
isolated and fragile. Each bubble can only ignore its neighbours 
to a certain extent, as they are dependent on the spheres 
around them and each only has a limited perspective.’11

Lloyd said: ‘The privileging of form is deeply embedded into 
our working practices, and material is rarely examined  beyond 
its aesthetic and  technological capacities to act as servant to 
form.’12 In the Plato’s theory of forms the material realization 
of pure form is always imperfect and degraded. Assembling 
of materials extended our professional practical perception of 
materials and structures in a wide sence. 

According to Aristotle, matter, or ‘hyle’ is given shape by form, 
of ‘morphe’. Matter in itself is inert and undifferentiated. We 
assembled materials into structures for design projects and 
other modules, so materials started to work in the structure in a 
different way. The work of material within the system depended 
of joints and the place of material, so each structure activated 
different features of the material and finally composed the 
complex materiality of the object. It is worth mentioning that 
drawing occupied a special place in an assembling process. 
Being translated into the material image, thought experimental 
model obtained the more detailed image, detailed drawings 
asked questions, revealed problems, which could potentially 
occur during the process of assembling and after it. 

Working with physical materials and machinery processes 
required preliminary testing as each contained the coefficient 
of inaccuracy. Thus, solving the technical tolerance issues 
took time and patience, however, it was the model of real 
construction process, which usually contain the certain risks 
and require practical experience to cope with them. Each error 
in the assembling process lead to the unique design solutions, 
being considered properly. 

Thus, assembling was another powerful design methodology for 
course. First of all, assembling students into working groups was 
a complex process. In order to achieve synergy, we should have 
been able to contribute into the common project. Secondly, we 
assembled information to construct the overall picture. Thirdly, 
we encountered assembling during the creation of physical 
prototypes, which raised issues, linked with the engineering 
tolerance and machinery processes. Finally, we understood that 
a material can become a starting point for design.
24. Digital drawing for assembling. Yingran Sun
25. Tutorial for Design Project1. Photo: Daria Belova 25.

11. Peter Sloterdijk, “Foam 
city.” Distinktion: Scandinavian 
Journal of Social Theory, 9.1 
(2008), 47-59.

12. Thomas, Katie Lloyd, ed, 
Material matters: Architecture 
and material practice. 
(Routledge, 2006)
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YOU SAY TO A BRICK, ‘WHAT DO YOU WANT, BRICK?’ AND BRICK SAYS TO YOU, ‘I 
LIKE AN ARCH.’ AND YOU SAY TO BRICK, ‘LOOK, I WANT ONE, TOO, BUT ARCHES ARE 
EXPENSIVE AND I CAN USE A CONCRETE LINTEL.’ AND THEN YOU SAY: ‘WHAT DO YOU 
THINK OF THAT, BRICK?’ BRICK SAYS: ‘I LIKE AN ARCH.’ 

LOUIS KAHN

WHEN WE TOUCH MATERIALS WITH OUR HANDS OR WITH OUR EYES, THEY RESPOND 
BY FRAGILE OR STRONG, SOFT OR HARD, COLD OR MILD; DEPENDING ON THEIR…  
TREATMENT. SOME MATERIALS HAVE A SYMBOLIC DIMENSION: THEY CAN EVOKE 
OPULENCE OR AUSTERITY, THE EPHEMERAL OR ETERNAL, THE VEGETAL, THE 
MINERAL OR AN ARTIFICIAL MIXTURE, THE PRIVATE OR PUBLIC, THE INDUSTRIAL OR 
CRAFTED. EACH MATERIAL HAS ITS STRUCTURAL POTENTIAL AND POTENTIAL FOR 
IMPLEMENTATION.

PIERRE VON MEISS

BY INTEGRATING MATERIALS INTO ARCHITECTURE THAT ARE BY DESIGN TIME-
DEPENDENT, DESIGNERS CAN MORE CLOSELY EMBRACE THE FOURTH DIMENSION.

MARTINA DECKER



The use of various innovative digital methods and tools, utilised 
in the studio, will be especially useful for future work practice. We 
understood that preliminary research helps to develop appropriate 
ideas and to simplify the process of decision-making in a natural 
way. Eventually, the studio gave us an excellent opportunity to 
critically evaluate, develop and apply theoretical knowledge 
gained in core and optional modules of the course. Remarkably, 
such stressful conditions developed in us more efficient abilities 
of team-working and decision-making, which is particularly helpful 
in the architectural practice. Interestingly, thorough analysis led 
students with different backgrounds to similar ideas, which could 
be considered to be a sign of objectivity.

In terms of overall learning outcomes of the studio and MAAD 
course, it is worth mentioning a set of personal and professional 
skills developed.  Firstly, particular attention should be paid to 
social aspects of architectural design and research. Personally, 
I discovered the significance of deep socially-oriented research, 
where the questions ‘who’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ are of importance. 
Consequently, I find especially valuable the “person-environment” 
approach of the School of Architecture of the University of 
Sheffield and plan to apply it in thesis and future practice, my 
professional mind-set was changed significantly. Secondly, today 
I feel closer to answering such questions, arising during project-
making, as appropriateness and relevance of design solutions, 
how could architects assign values and create the program of 
space. I also feel closer to understanding the mission of architect. 
Thirdly, the experience of group work in international team seems 
to me particularly valuable. Being closer to extreme conditions, 
it provided us with a unique opportunity to deal with conflict 
management and international relationships, and to think critically.

CONCLUSION
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