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How to draw a crooked line.

The domination of the design process and drawing production by digital media also makes it difficult to transgress the taught web of perfectly straight lines.  In such a climate how does a practitioner find the courage to draw a crooked line and once drawn translate such lines into such lines into challenging built work. This is an exploration on striving for imperfection.

“Architecture must remain experimental and open to new ideas and aspirations.  In the face of tremendous conservative forces that constantly push it towards the already proven, already built, and already thought, architecture must explore the not-yet-felt.  Only in an aspiring mode can the visions of our lives be concretized and the joy shared with future generations. 
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	Outside of Charleston SC is a little known architectural wonder.  Indian Field Campground - a methodist meeting camp built in the early 1800’s.  It can be simply described as 99 wood cabins around a central, open air, pole supported pavilion.  But that belies the underlying organization of the site.  “The shape and terminology being derived from a description in the Book of Leviticus of the Harvest Festival of the twelve tribes of Israel.  The dwellings are called Tents, though made of wood.  They are arranged in lines about an octagon, representing some of the tribes of Israel.  The meeting house is called a Tabernacle...” 
 But that too does not describe what is actually there.  The octagon is more of a truncated circle.  The identical wood cabins rotate way from each other at varying degrees.  And while they are the


same layout of space, and roughly the same size, each cabin differs from the others in subtle ways, the degrees of weather and wear on the siding, the shape of the rafter tails, the glazing or screening of windows.  The site as a whole has a gravity and presence that is at times overwhelming, yet the unexpected slips and idiosyncrasies its “crookedness” give the place a  wonderful aspect of humor and sincerity.

Although it is 175 years old, the “crooked” qualities of Indian Field Campground are ones which we try to invest in all of the work Reggie Gibson Architecture Partnership does.   We are a three partner firm that builds three to five projects a year.  In our open studio we can all weigh in with critical questions at every level of the project, but we find at certain stages of every project we ask similar questions. How do you achieve the accidental, nonlinear quality of conceptual drawings in more developed stages of the project without it being contrived?  How do you work towards something undefinable when moving towards construction requires grounding ideas in real materials.  How do you go about reconciling the conceptual images that generate a project - the bottom of a basket, a paper lantern, the curve of a shoulder bone, a cast net unfurling - with the exactitude required for public presentation drawings or construction drawings?  This is a consideration on how we work; and how the process of making the work itself might provide opportunities to invest the work with the uncertain and the accidental.

Designs are generated from our realm of experience.  We generally start with a few simple images either sketched in response to the particulars of the project or suggested by a memory of a place, texture, action that seems to fit with the project.  In the early stages of a project elements have relationships that are predictable, reasonable in placement, and operate inside our understanding of  them.  But as we move through the process we look for the point where there is a slight discomfort in the direction things are taking.  The moment when we aren’t certain the outcome will be desirable.  This is our opening.  It sets up a positive tension that we hope we can retain as we move forward,  and if we are lucky even continue to a certain degree after the work is finished.  A certain imperfection that allows the building to be comforting and foreign at the same time.  

The dilemma is how to maintain this tension, this uncertainty through the design process, throughout the working drawings and even into construction.   How do we draw beyond our comfort level, particularly on the computer? Hand drawings by their nature have a certain uncertainty built into them.  They originate directly from our bodies and resonate with our frailties and inconsistencies.   They have an  inherent softness that can not achieved by computer drawings.  With the hand you draw a line and then define it - measure its length, radius, angle ect..- but a CAD program requires you to know certain things about the line before it will draw them or it makes some assumptions based on a how you move the mouse across the screen.   These acts of definition change the lines nature and quality.  They make it hard  and certain even when we do not wish it to be so.    Through the design process it is easy to be convinced by the certainty of our computer drawn lines.  We can grow lazy and cease to challenge the lines to be something else, to be soft again - like the pencil lines in the sketches we started with.  

When drawing with the computer there are straight forward commands for making orthogonal lines.  Since we use them everyday, we rarely consider the string of actions involved in their execution. But there are tools we don’t use often, that when we do have the occasion to employ them we have to consider the work involved to make a line.  This moment of consideration provides an opening to think about the intersection of drawing and design intentions.  Although we may not use the operations regularly,  maybe the process of drawing curved, or “crooked” lines with a computer can be analogous with a design process that challenges the the hard lines of the computer and attempts to make them less convincing. Maybe that moment of consideration can invest the drawings and the built work with more undefinable, more human qualities.  Looking at how a CAD program makes curved or irregular lines and shapes might offer some new analogies for a design process that strives for imperfection.

So I offer a series of operations, describing the process by which they can be utilized to produce irregular shapes and lines.   Understanding the tools we use may offer ways to reclaim the imperfect line and reinvest it in our work.

The first is a polyline.  This can be a single line or a series of connected lines in various directions which at the close of the command is understood by the computer to be an “object”  It defines a group of lines of you choosing as a single entity.  It is very predictable and straightforward in the initial designation.  But if you return to that group of lines - that object and alter one aspect of it it will reshape the entire entity.  All pieces of a work affect all the outcome of others, in ways you might only consider in the “accidental”  editing if an adjacent component.

The second is a common way to draw an irregularly curved line - the bezier curve.   This geometric conceit is used in most computer graphics to produce curves that appear smooth at all scales as opposed to a series of polygonal lines which appear disjointed the larger the radius of the curve gets. 
 It is drawn with four points.  It starts at one point heads toward the second and then before it gets there shifts in the direction of the third point which it also doesn’t meet instead ending at the fourth point.  The end result is much like those drawn by hand along a french curve or template.  The resulting curve is influenced by the two points it doesn’t intersect, but when the operation is complete those points are no longer visible.  Except in the resulting curve. 

There is also a tool which lets you simply draw the cursor across the screen in a simulation of freehand drawing.   But you have to enter various parameters, like the length of each “line” in pixels that makes up your freehanded curves and loops and whether it converts your movements into a series of connected lines or curves. The computer then interprets your cursors movement using the parameters you give it.  The results are not predictable or consistent.

As places where intuition and suggestion have the opportunity to override the parameters that are set by the tools themselves, these operations are openings in the rigid certainty for soft qualities to enter the sharp digital realm.  But we don’t always draw with polylines and bezier curves and digital sketching is an awkward procedure with haphazard results, so what makes them useful terms for discussion?  For one thing they reflect the essential difference between the hand drawn and the digitally drawn.  Drawing by hand is a direct translation of thought into lines and shapes.   It is given by the mind and the body being unified in intention.   The digital drawing process is is not direct, not given, it is tangental.  Points of influence have to be determined and these forces act to form the drawing.  Even when drawing regular lines.  Understanding the process as indirect starts to allow for things to have looser relationships.  That there are tangental forces that shape the resulting constructions on the page and in the field - and that at any given moment , these forces can be easily shifted, edited if you will, provides and opening for uncertainty to become an active component of the work itself.  The bezier curve is particularly rich way of looking at the design process as a path heading towards a series of points it never attains.  A path whose resulting trajectory evidences those points of influence without any literal connection to them.  Unquantifiable, uncertain and necessary to show how leaving openings in our drawings allows  indeterminate events to move our architecture towards ourselves.

To conclude I would like to present a few projects done by our office in the past few years that are the result of us working through the tensions of hard and soft lines.  If they bear any resemblance to the preceding discussion it is merely tangential.

The Vardell Residence - 

This project involves a series of wood clad cabins on a forested site adjacent to a salt water marsh.  One of the generating images for this project were the ruins of civil war fortifications found in the area.  The other was the fact that the site for the structures was the only area of this large parcel of land that was designated to ever be built upon.  By definition this project was an encampment, defining the space of present and future habitation, surrounded by  “protected” land.  As we developed a program of scattered buildings that members of the family could grow into over time, we considered that moving from the various buildings on the “camp” site was inherently different than moving around in the areas of the site to be left “natural”.  The idea of a path that could define space and have a spatial character became a [image: image1.jpg]


raised wooden walkway that connects all of the cabins.   A series of cabins connected by an extruded crooked line.  The walkway bends and turns over the earth employing porches, stairs, ramps in and around points of arrival and departure at each structure.  The battered base of the walkway hints at the narrative for the site involving an imagined fortification.   What is interesting is that the line wasn’t fully defined when construction started.  We have no hard line drawing of its exact layout.  We only drew portions of the walkway in relation to the drawings of the various buildings.  The extents of the walkway and its angles were laid out once the buildings were constructed.   The interstitial spaces underneath the walkway offer an alternate means of traversing the site and are no 

less engaging.  Well shaded with bands of light from the lattice crisscrossing the path, it is 

cool and mysterious, like the forts we constructed as children.
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WhirliGigs-  

A private organization intended to donate the construction of a gazebo to a local public school playground.  They brought us drawings of a  traditional octagonal gazebo with turned columns and a shingled roof.    We “interpreted” this into 10” round rough wood piles of varying heights supporting crisscrossing wood trellis and surmounted by miniature windmills or whirligigs of different colors and shapes.  On the construction drawings we drew the posts and dimensioned them in relation to one another  and we detailed the wood lattice roof structure.  But the only item in those drawings that hints at the end result is the note: “whirligigs provided by the architect”.  Embodied in that note is the architects memory of passing a yard full of Whirligigs on a back road,  the experience of moving through a landscape enlivened by a multitude of whirling metal wheels in all colors - and the promise of play in the sound of the word whirligig itself.

Poolhouse

Currently under construction.  This is a  steel and concrete structure consisting of two intersecting wedges.  It acts as an artificial landscape element - two abstracted hills growing out of the flat, marshlands.  Or  is it a folded copper box...or a wedge of glass...Or simply a play house on an extreme scale. [image: image3.jpg]



The play between interior and exterior blurred to non existence and then suddenly sharply defined.  The play of textures and scales in wood, glass, copper, steel.   The twisted wood plane of the main room ceiling was only suggested on by sloping lines on the building section.  We brought an interior model to the site to communicate our intent and then manipulated the edges until we were satisfied.   No sleep here...only play...
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Way Residence

We started this house with one generating idea - The library Alice in Wonderland falls through, Inserted into a Noguchi lamp.  Between the translucent lamp skin and the solid volume protecting the books is the vertical circulation for the multi - level residence.  The two volumes of living spaces that flare off from the library /lamp / to[image: image6.png]


wer present virtually solid walls. To enter you must move up through and around the skin of the lamp - disoriented by the spiral of views into the library and up through the stairs and landings above and below.  

Then the house opens up to a protected courtyard overlooking a winding river and expansive views of the marshland bay beyond.  We wrestled with these drawings.  Deciding to let them read as suggestions of the idea instead of something more determined.  We incorporated images into our plan drawings to suggest various points of influence. 

To wrestle with hard and soft lines in both graphic representations and design intentions is an attempt  to operate on a poetic level without being literal or nostalgic. Starting with given images, elements, stories has the dangerous potential to get translated literally into the work that departs from them.  Avoiding the literal path, the bezier model lets multiple ideas influence the resulting constructions without concrete connections.  The bezier curve provides a moment of confrontation, consciousness of architecture alongside those things which act upon it tangentially and simultaneously influence its final manifestation. What we bring to each project alters the trajectory of the work, like the forces that alter the paths of all of us.  And this promise invests the work with a bit of that same indeterminacy.   This openness allows for redirection and unfolding of the work as it comes into being, through the drawings we do intially and as it is shaped by the elements, and use over time.  To strive for the crooked line is not to impart some heroic virtue to the work but conversely to impart some lesser human qualities, incongruities that may with time, and accumulation achieve a moment of wonder like Indian Field.  
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