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Fig. 1 Brutalism Toy Exploration designed by Chris Cambio 

With each developing investigations and series of visual notes and diagrams, students were asked to 
design and build a toy which, inspired by their research, possesses the capacity to teach the “player” 
fundamental architectural languages and principles defined within their given style in history. Beginning 
with two “quick and dirty” design proposals that embodied each selected “ism,” students needed to 
consider the toys ability to captivate its users, willing them to explore it time and time again, adult or 
child. Alongside the principles of play defined by Johan Huizinga (play is free, voluntary, and 
“superfluous”; temporary + outside of our “ordinary” arena of “real life”; within its own time and space 
(location and duration); framed within a stage in which it is played (board, field, television); and creates 
order defined within its rules and thus limitations), students reflected on their experiences with toys and 
play. (Huizinga, 1955, p. 7-13) What kept them energized and inspired to continually engage with their 
toys?  What challenges were thrilling, intriguing, dynamic, and attractive? And lastly, how could they 
use the formal, material, and functional properties that referenced their architectural movement as a 
means of inspiring a dynamic and playful interaction with their toy? 

With a narrative, ideas driving the toy designs became accessible as guiding principles to help situate 
and elevate one’s overall design decisions and direction. Small-scale studies explored material 
properties, specific construction methodologies, as well as abstracted forms and conceptual ideologies.  
Rules and limitations (functional and material) with an overall purpose or aspirational goals were 
outlined. Through a series of traditional architectural drawing (diagrams, plans, elevations, sections, and 
axonometrics) and models (study models, formal and volumetric as well as material explorations), each 
student continued refining their toy design. Using analogue and digital tools, a workflow was defined 
that helps them to organize, assess, and construct each student’s vision 2-dimensionally as well as 3-
dimensionally. Having access to various tools and materials within the architecture studio and 
woodshop, and MakerBot 3D printers, each toy employed a hybrid approach to designing and 
constructing the components as well as the containment of the toy, each devised to fit within a 1 cubic 
foot volume at full scale.  
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Fig. 2 Expressionism Toy Exploration designed by Sami Prouty 

Building with wood, concrete, plaster, vinyl, plexi, PLA filament, dowels, magnets, and Velcro, students 
crafted components to stack, rotate, and plug into.  They poured liquids into volumes and made fluid 
forms.  They etched into plexi, burned into wood, sanded and smoothed out faces, and painted on 
details. They 3D printed simple and complex volumes, carefully considering the relationship with the 
alternative materials in use and perhaps manifested themselves as a contemporary and/or technological 
intervention. Brutalism explored the process of pre-caste concrete construction, using both elements of 
form building and generated forms within their toy. Exploring the containment as a platform to build 
off of, all components (concrete, wood, and PLA) became interactive.  Constructivism found inspiration 
in Russian propaganda art and architecture, developing a 3-dimensional language in which to build new 
forms of revolution. Communicating the rules of the toy with miniaturized examples nested within, the 
container acted as a 3D puzzle that could be broken down and reconfigured in a variety of ways. 
Deconstructivism interpreted form as language, constructing and deconstructing blocks into new 
sentence formations, linear and curvilinear, opened and closed. Given the name “Derrida’s Doo-Dads,” 
abstracted forms and a variety of materials (plaster, wood, and PLA), generated an idea of nouns, verbs, 
conjunctions, and punctuation.  Expressionism celebrated individualism, exploring light, texture, form, 
and color as a means of constructing endless and unpredictable spatial configurations. Playing with 
geometry and surfacing details, 2-dimensional transparent objects interacted and overlapped became 
3-dimensional volumes within the process of building. Designing specific and unique fragments 
exploring the purpose of a marble run, Functionalism was very direct in its intentions, a simplified 
square shell that housed a multitude of shoots, slides, and voids that could be stacked in a number of 
ways to accept and execute its function housed within.  Postmodernism referenced popular culture and 
Pop Art in an ironic and ambiguous series of brightly colored inflatable blocks.  Looking at the works of 
Bofill, Moore, and Graves, the toy explores irony, symbolism, and an element of obscurity seen in the 
architecture and art of its time.   
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Fig. 3 Postmodernism Toy Exploration designed by Sarah Austin 

Building with our hands teaches us about opportunities and limits in real time, making visible formal 
prospects with a clarity and perspective like an untapped consciousness that cannot be accessed on 
paper or a screen.  There is a memory gain through this tactile approach and a depth of tangible 
knowledge building and discovery that can bring a sense of mastery and accomplishment even to the 
smallest child.  In pursuit of uncovering all possible parameters afforded by the toy, our “creative 
imagination” kicks in in this moment with a thirst to define something inventive beyond the scope of 
what is given. (Osborn, 1993, p. 34) Building these connections of conscious and tangible knowledge 
generation is paramount not only to the foundation of beginning education, as Locke and Froebel 
explored with their block systems, but it is paramount to the foundation of any beginning design 
student. Playing with materials, construction methodologies, and spatial opportunities at a 1-1 scale, 
the physical building stage of the project allowed for students to continue exploring their movement, 
transitioning from 2D to 3D.  In this stage of building, they began to discover new possibilities within 
their research and designs that welcomed richer abstractions of their original findings and proposals. 
This project affords this educational opportunity not only to the architecture students designing and 
building each toy project, but also provided an educational opportunity to the users of the toys, 
introducing within it an architectural history and design/build lesson.  
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In The Craftsman, Richard Sennett states, “…we become particularly interested in the things we can 
change” as a foreground of our material consciousness or within the impending transformation of 
things. (Sennet, 2008, p. 120) For the students, their focus on transforming their research and 
knowledge of specific historical movements in architecture were made manifest within thoughtfully 
designed and crafted toys consisting of components, containment, and the particular engagement that 
was celebrated within each or the instructions.  For the user, their enjoyment came from the 
manipulation of these objects and processes, focused on their creative right and ability to transform the 
toy into their own utopian landscapes, acknowledging the rules, breaking the rules, and making new 
rules.  Learning from the limits of each set of components, employing a set of skills, and seeing out 
conceptualized articulations of implied principles distinct within each “ism,” the toys became 
expressions of architecture and in the process unearthed their relevance within contemporary practice.    

Acting as a stimulus for further historical probing within the design process, which gave each student a 
chance to investigate each moment in history in greater depth than previously studied, each 
exploration was both grounded within architectural precedence and cultural contexts. As the beginning 
architectural design studio, this project re-emphasized one’s understanding of architecture as a 
reflection of the visible and invisible variables seen and experienced within allocated landscapes and 
timeframes.  A chance to build upon historical and visual literacies, each architectural style becomes an 
indicator differentiating and helping one understand formal, material, and experiential conditions 
defined. Acknowledging the importance of looking back to move forwards, each student’s 
understanding of their movement’s unique and shared characteristics facilitated an analysis and 
comprehension of each built environment, instigating conversations around the advancement of current 
and future designed spaces and structures.   
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Fig. 4 Various Toy Exploration designed by Idara Akai, Erin Lichter, Christian Apicella, Sai Leng, Ziyi Li, Brennon Coakley, Sarah 

Austin, Joe Hayes, and Chris Cambio 
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