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Superficial Elements
JEFFREY L. DAY, University of Nebraska

There is a constant dialectic between fact and implication. -Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky

In the second-semester first year Bounding Space projects, | presented (with Brian Rex) a basic design
pedagogy that explores complex notions of space as delimited by various types of boundaries. Borrowing from an
area of formal ontology called “mereotopology” (the theory of parts and boundaries,) | argued that one may
describe the complex spatial components of life through an additive and incremental sequence of procedures that
expose “Everyday Geometries.” These techniques reveal two classes of space defined by two types of surfaces or
boundaries, one composed of actual and physical edges and the other of ephemeral and apparent surfaces created by
human activity. For the beginning design student, the studio reveals certain fundamental facts about design process
and space: that everyday life has complex form, that design can proceed from analytical techniques, and that form is
often the resultant or index of an “automatic” process. Bounding Space can best be summed up by the following
relation: Form Follows Event, or form = trace.

This paper concerns a follow-up to Bounding Space in which we present students with a sequence of
projects that gradually introduces thicker notions of site and program. The predominantly analytical processes and
spatial theories of Bounding Space provide the basis for making form in response to limited conditions. Where
Bounding Space permitted a very limited horizon of choice (to urge the student to uncover pre-existing complexities
of form), each project in Superficial Elements reveals additional layers of choice (more options and more significant
decisions).

Although I can express each of the four semesters of the pre-professional studio program with different
“equations of form,” (surface + mass = form, form = trace, and form follows form) the fundamental principles
remain the same: students are exploring the diverse relations between form and making. In this final semester of the
sequence, we introduce them to a more complex understanding of form and program. | refer to the new relationship
by stating that Form modified by Use yields an “Event,” or form/use = event. This “event” is the combined notion
of form and program that the students explore through a series of progressively denser projects, all of which relate
elements of architectural form to use through analyses of boundaries. Each project takes Le Corbusier’s Maison
Domino (Form) as its site. Particular activities (Use) provide a programmatic basis for the projects that inhabit the
site. The first project or “element” is a wall, followed by a Stair.

Studies of motion in space are the basis for a series of projects that explore the loose fit between form and
program, between fact and implication.

While the project sequence explores the operative function of surfaces and boundaries derived from
mereotopology, we also introduce students to the context of modernist paradigms such as Plan Libre, Raumplan, and
cubist transparency. Here, we discuss the idea of theory directly for the first time. Students begin to understand that
choices in design may have a basis in theory and are not simply the result of “dumb” problem-solving algorithms.

In this sense, we introduce theory not as a separate discourse, but as a way of working. Where the theoretical
content of Bounding Space remained buried in the actual studio, theory in Superficial Elements reveals itself as a
description of difference.





