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This book is dedicated to a better future.

“It is imperative that we maintain hope even when
the harshness of reality may suggest the opposite.” 1

Paulo Freire

1

Teaching Community: Pedagogy for Hope
authored by bell hooks in 2003.
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Lexicon
Accessibility
able to be reached or entered
Blueprint
a design plan or other technical drawing
Curriculum
a set of courses constituting an area
of specialization
Communication
a process by which information is exchanged
between individuals through a common system
of symbols, signs, speech, or behavior

Collaboration
to work jointly with others or together especially in
an intellectual endeavor
Economy
a large set of inter-related production and
consumption activities that aid in determining
how specific resources are allocated
Education
knowledge and development resulting from an
direct or indirect teaching process
Ethos

Community
a group of people living in the same place or having
a particular characteristic in common
Condition
something essential to the appearance or
occurrence of something else
Conditional Design
a design ethos formulated by graphic designers
Luna Maurer, Jonathan Puckey, Roel Wouters, and
artist Edo Paulus. It refers to an approach rather
than a chosen medium. This approach focuses on
processes rather than products: things that adapt
to their environment, emphasize change and show
difference
Constructionist
a practitioner of a type of fabrication style in which
physical objects are built with ready made objects
and commonly found materials
Convivial Tools
characteristics of convivial tools are those which
enhance the user’s capability to work with
independent efficiency. A fairly comprehensive
list might include the following characteristics:
Usability, Intuitive Use, Reliability, Reparability,
Durability, Ergonomics, Simplicity, Robustness,
Open access, Modularity, Recyclability,
Environmental friendliness, Social friendliness,
Promotion of autonomy, Full service, and Eutrapelia
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describes the guiding beliefs or ideals that
characterize a community, nation, or ideology
Empower
to make someone stronger and more confident,
especially in controlling their life and claiming
their rights
Environment
the surroundings or conditions in which a person
lives or operates
Environmental Graphic Design
(or EGD) embraces many design disciplines
including graphic, architectural, interior, landscape,
and industrial design, all pertaining to the visual
aspects of wayfinding, communicating identity
and information, and shaping the idea of creating
experiences that connect people to place
Experimentation
the process of testing; an operation or procedure
carried out under controlled conditions in order
to discover an unknown reaction
Facilitate
to make (an action or process) easy or easier by
bring people and tools together
Formulate
to express an idea in a concise or systematic way

Fluxus Movement
an international, interdisciplinary group of artists,
composers, designers and poets that took
shape in the 1960s and 1970s. Described as
“the most radical and experimental art movement
of the sixties.” Fluxus is known for experimental
contributions to different artistic media
and disciplines
Generative Collaboration
involves people working together to create
something new, surprising and beyond the
capabilities of any of the group members
individually

LEXICON

Gradients of Proximity
levels of community based on a pre-set
symbolic, figurative, or physical range
Graphic Design
noted by John Caserta as the primary process
to make sense of and communicate experience
Interdisciplinary
involving two or more academic, scientific
or artistic disciplines of an individual or
within a collective team
Intervention
the act of interfering with the outcome or
course of a routine condition or process
Input
1. a component of production
2. information fed into a data processing system
3. the act or process of putting in
Iteration
a procedure in which repetition of a sequence of
operations yields results successively closer to a
desired result
Ivan Illich
a Croatian-Austrian philosopher, Roman Catholic
priest, and critic of the institutions of Western
culture, his work addressed education, energy use
and economic development through two primary
texts: De-schooling Society written in 1971 and
Tools for Conviviality in 1973
Language
a systematic means of communicating ideas or
feelings by the use of conventionalized signs,
sounds, gestures, or marks having understood
meanings

Legible
easy to understand; understandable,
comprehensible, decipherable
Joseph Beuys
was a leading German conceptual and
performance artist. Known for his highly original
and controversial themes, his practice of “social
sculpture” attempted to make art more democratic
by collapsing the space between life and art.
Manual
a printed form of instructions for learning a subject
Method
a way, technique, or process of or for doing
something; a systematic procedure particular
to a discipline or art
Materiality
the visual and tactile characteristics of materials
Modular
having a characteristic of standardized units or
dimensions for flexibility and variety in use;
recombinable or interchangeable
Multi-Materiality
the mixed-use of multiple materials to create
something
Neighborhood
a district, especially one forming a community
within a town or city
Open Access
the ability, right, or permission for all people to
approach, enter, speak with, or use
Open Source
when the original source information of something
is made freely available and may be redistributed
and modified
Open System
a system that has external interactions. Such
interactions can take the form of information,
energy, or material transfers into or out of the
system boundary, depending on the discipline
which defines the concept
Output
1. the act, process, or an instance of producing
2. mental or artistic production

Perform
to present to a public audience
Prototype
similar to testing or experimenting. It’s a preliminary
model of something, especially a machine,
from which other forms are developed or copied
Speculative
engaged in, expressing, or based on conjecture
rather than knowledge
Open Platform
a physical or metaphorical space open and
accessible to all peoples, regardless of gender,
race, ethnicity, age or socio-economic level that
allows for a heightened level of free speech or
expression
Practice
1. to do or perform often, customarily, or habitually
2. to be professionally engaged in
3. systematic exercise for proficiency
Process
a series of actions or operations conducted
for a final result

Social Illichian
a made up term. Comparable to Social Marxism,
but it pertains to the lesser known theories of Ivan
Illich. I resonate with Illich’s ideas of about tacit
knowledge, standardization of education and the
need for convivial tools. I’m an Social Illichian.
Social Sculpture
a theory developed in the 1970’s by the conceptual
artist Joseph Beuys that attempted to make art
more democratic by collapsing the space between
life and art
Spatiality
an object or structure that occupies physical space;
having physical dimensions
System
having an order; an organized set of ideas or
principles intended to explain the arrangement
or working of a systematic whole
Symbiotic
denoting a mutually beneficial relationship
between different people or nature or both
Tacit
a kind of implied knowledge; one that can’t be
transfered to another person by means of writing
or speaking

Processing
to carry out operations on or within
Postmortem
an examination of an object or structure’s life cycle.
This reflection determines key observations of the
projects usefulness
Public Space
refers to a physical location that is open and
accessible to all peoples, regardless of gender,
race, ethnicity, age or socio-economic level. These
can be but aren’t limited to gathering spaces; i.e.
plazas, squares and parks or connecting spaces i.e.
sidewalks and streets
Scientific Method
an iterative, cyclical process:
1) make observation / formulate an idea
2) pose a question
3) form a test by setting conditions
4) predict the results of the test
5) experiment within the conditions of the test
6) iterate / alter the conditions of the test
7) re-perform

Tactile
perceptible by touch;
containing materialistic characteristics
Technology
defined by Emmanuel G. Mesthene in his book
Technological Change: Its Impact on Man and
Society as the organization of knowledge for the
achievement of practical purposes
Testing
a series of experiments performed in a closed
environment with intent to observe and iterate
Thesis
(In the context of RISD Graphic Design Program)
is a statement of theory and methodology that
creates a practice
Torus
is a surface of revolution generated by revolving
a circle in three-dimensional space about an axis
coplanar with the circle
Typography
the procedure of arranging type or processing data
and printing from it

Pedagogy
the method and practice of teaching, especially as
an academic subject or theoretical concept
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Introduction
This book presents both a method and a manual for
fostering open systems and empowering communities.
This practice has evolved through testing and performing
over the course of two years in the RISD Graphic Design
MFA program.
Three key concerns inform this thesis and
communicate its urgency: education, economy, and
technology. This formulation places the designer into a
triadic role and illuminates their position in relation to
the intensity of these concerns.
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ABSTRACT

AMONG captures the practice
of a constructionist1 designer,
one who oscillates between the
characteristics of typography,
multi-materiality, and spatiality
yet does not attach solely to the
physical or digital. The fundamental
principles of this practice include
open platforms2 that foster
generative collaboration through
modular systems. AMONG straddles
the borders of graphic design,
environmental design3 and
social sculpture.4 At its core, this
practice encourages new ways of
connecting communities.

1 An invented term coupling the ideas of
constructivism (from its art & design context)
and construction (from its common context).
A constructionist is a practitioner of a type of
fabrication style in which physical objects are
built with ready made objects and commonly
found materials.
2 Open Platforms are physical or metaphorical spaces
open and accessible to all peoples, regardless of
gender, race, ethnicity, age or socio-economic level
that allows for heightened speech or expression.
3 Environmental Graphic Design embraces many
design disciplines including graphic, architectural,
interior, landscape, and industrial design, all
pertaining to the visual aspects of wayfinding,
communicating identity and information, and
shaping the idea of creating experiences that
connect people to place.
4 Social sculpture is a theory developed in the
1970s by the conceptual artist Joseph Beuys.
It attempted to make art more democratic by
collapsing the space between life and art.
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Life as Thesis—
Thesis as Practice

At thirteen, I departed New Orleans for a weekend trip
to pursue my professional hockey dreams. Unknowingly,
after this weekend, August 28th, 2005, I would never
return home. I was displaced. The storm changed my
neighborhood, my relationships, my own trajectory,
but Katrina couldn’t alter something my hometown and
I cherished: our affinity for people.
We love people.
I was born and raised in New Orleans. It’s governed
by the camaraderie of its people rather than by its laws,
and it escapes all perceptions of a city. Anthony Bourdain1
expresses this unfamiliarity: “there’s no explaining it, no
describing it. You can’t compare it to anything. So far and
away, New Orleans.”
Being from a space defined by its community inspired
my personal ethos. I believe and trust in people. I am
inspired and interested in people. As an ice hockey
player for the majority of my past life, I was part of many
formations—being a man up, or a man down, in the
middle of a breakout or a regroup. This language of a team
gestures to a method, a practice of order.
In my undergrad at LDSoA,2 Moon Jang introduced me
to the conditional design of Luna Maurer, Roel Wouters,
and Jonathan Pukey of Studio Moniker.3 I had never been
exposed to this type of generative collaboration. The
elements of team and community neatly aligned with this
newfound form of design. Here, I discovered a community
in graphic design, a field that felt deeply singular and
isolated otherwise. Once exposed to this approach, I never
looked back.

Creating C-U-B-E, an experimental design lab,
Moon Jung, Jake Green, and I hosted a variety of
projects including Workshop 03: On The Boundaries,4 a
24hr conditional design workshop. After graduating, I
continued this practice and in 2016 I started project_sense: 5
a year-long nationwide conditional design exercise
recorded in books and mailed between participants. This
project culminated in New Orleans where an exhibition
recreated a year’s worth of content. The conditional design
methodology created a foundation for my practice, which
places physical connection at its center.
In Providence, the radical climate in which the
MFA Graphic Design program functions, prompted my
conditional practice to adjust. A program tailored to
conceptional thinking and influenced by the political left
empowered me to quickly become a “Social Illichian.” 6
As I came to terms with my privilege and self-identity, as a
straight white male, I searched for a meaning to the things
that I wanted to create in the next two-years. Influenced
by my peers (my new community) as they produced work
cultivating cultural, racial, gender, and sexual equality
I decided to investigate how my newly established practice
might contribute. I started creating work as platforms
for those in and outside RISD. My past experience
in conditional design merged into an inter-disciplinary
methodology, one that involves collaboration from
different disciplines.
This thesis contains the resulting inquiry. It’s about
people and the affective connection among them. It’s
about a societal characteristic we cannot lose.

3

Studio Moniker
An Amsterdam–based interactive design
studio started by Luna Maurer, Roel
Wouters, and Jonathan Pukey. They work
on commissioned design projects while
also investing in projects of an autonomous
and experimental nature. Moniker
specialises in interactive, print, video,
physical installation and performance work.

4

C-U-B-E: Worshop 03: On The Boundaries
Photograph of the gallery after the
24hr conditional design workshop
was completed.

5

project_sense
Photograph of the exhibition in
Annunciation Hall, a cultural hall located
in St. Roch neighborhood of New Orleans.
The exhibition recreated a year’s worth
of content.

6

Social Illichian
It is a made up term. It’s comparable to
Socal Marxism, yet it pertains to the lesser
known theories of Ivan Illich. I resonate with
Illich’s ideas of about tacit knowledge, the
inhibitions of standardization and the need
for convivial tools. I’m an Social Illichian.

This thesis is here to encourage.

1

Anthony Bourdain (1956–2018)
An American celebrity chef, author, and travel documentarian who starred in programs
focusing on the exploration of international
culture, cuisine, and the human condition

2

Lamar Dodd School of Art, LDSoA
The art school at the University of Georgia
(or UGA). UGA is located in Athens, GA.
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Methodology

2. Fundamental Principles
FORMULATION

These principles are a sequence of strategies used in
tandem to create unique resolutions. They create work
that facilitates generative collaboration through open
platforms while inherently having modular parts that
allow for legible results.

1. Surrounded by Community
• The practice is always centered in communities.
• These communities change within gradients of proximity.
• People have an embedded influence on
the interests of the practice.
• Interests can be internally founded—observed needs in
the community by the practice through self-initiated
research and activism.
• Or externally founded—observed by a community member or
institution seeking out collaboration for creative resolutions.

3. A Centralized Focus
The central focus of the practice changes based on
the environment in which it is hosted. The surrounding
communities lead the interests of priority becoming
the central focus of the practice. The needs of the
community act as the catalyst to practice. The activation
is then responsive to the environments in which
it is located.
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AMONG Diagram

FORMULATION

• The diagram (left) is centered on a square. The content
within the square represents the central focus of the
practice. The central focus is based off the needs of the
surrounding communities.

• The rectangular arms are the fundamental principles
of the practice. These never change and once coupled
with the central focus of the practice they create the
approach for the work to be made.
• The principles extend and retract into different levels
of community based on their relationship to the
central focus (the square) and their relevance within
the involved communities (the circles).
• These fundamental principles are:
1) Open Platforms
2) Generative Collaboration
3) Multi-material
4) Modular
5) Legible

• Demand from the communities activates the focus
(the square) of the practice.
• It is in the positioning of the fundamental principles
(the rectangular arms) to the focus that determines
which principles are set in motion.
• They extend and retract to create a output addressing
the community needs (the circles).
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FORMULATION

The audience and purpose might differ, but both phases of
AMONG (“Testing” and “Performing”) are conducted through
the same formulation. They embody the same structure
and foundational principles through the same approach.

Past | Testing

Performing | Present

“Testing” represents the experimental space to find and hone the
methodology. This phase occurred primarily in private spaces through
collaboration. This process constellated the scientific method,
mathematics, computer science, linguistics, and music theory.

“Performing” represents the transition of my practice from private to public.
These site-specific works approach public spaces as platforms for intervention
and empowerment. These performances embrace characteristics of graphic
design, environmental design, and social sculpture while employing typography,
multi-materiality, and spatiality to create a distinct body of work.

Central Focus

Central Focus

Facilitating interdisciplinary
collaboration with intention
to simplify complex problems
through the research and
reconfigufation of media to
produce alternative outcomes.

Producing site-specific work
that approaches public spaces as open
platforms for intervention
and empowerment.

Testing denotes a past state, now we perform.
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Diagrams of Influence

FORMULATION

Experimental Design Process
Unknown, Unknown

Fluxus Manifesto
George Maciunas, 1963

Transdisciplinary Diagram
Jenseniu , 2012

Icon system for The Studio-X NY Guide to
Liberating New Forms of Conversation
MTWTF, 2014

Intermedia Chart
Dick Higgins, 1995

Standard Scientific Method Diagram
Unknown, Unknown
Social Design Pathways
Winterhouse Institute, 2019
Open Systems Diagram
Peter de Padua Krauss, 2014

je participe; tu participes;
il participe; nous participons;
vous participez; ils profitent
French Student Poster, Pre-1969

“behavior of any fluid energy in relationship to urban density”
Unknown author, Unknown Date
Logic & Design: In Art, Science & Mathematics, Krome Barratt

MULTI-INTER-TRANS Diagram,
Dr.Simon Priest, Unknown date (between 2004 -2014)

The 5E model
Larry Keeley, 1994

Ladder of Citizen Participation
Sherry R. Arnstein, 1969

Conditional Design Manifesto
Luna Maurer, Edo Paulus, Jonathan Puckey
and Roel Wouters, 2011
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Social Sculpture Diagram
Social Sculpture Reseach Unit (SSRU), 2016

PAST

TESTING

Testing Ground:
Space For Experimentation

This section represents a testing ground to find and hone
the fundamental principles of my current methodology.
This testing phase occurred, primarily, in private
spaces through collaboration with visiting designers,
a pianist, institutions for the sight impaired, and the
Providence Public Library. This space allowed new ways
to understand the relationships between the formal and
conceptional in my practice. This experimental approach
takes on both playful abstraction, common to graphic
design, and the rigorous, systematic, iterative context of
experimental design.1 I support John Sueda’s2 explanation
of “experimental” or “speculative” design in the context
of graphic design, in which he states that this type
of work is ‘theoretical, rather than practical’, or involving
‘contemplation, conjecture, or abstract reasoning’.3
Sueda’s understanding paired with the rigor of
experimental design—define my approach in this section.
I want to affirmatively answer John Sueda’s question, “can
work of this nature become realized and become beneficial
for practical applications?” 4
In Deciphering a Braille Map: Germany 1901037 puzzle–
like playing cards activate a narrative journey through
the translation of a Braille map. Duchampian Chess055
translates the visual and auditory replay of Marcel
Duchamp’s 1922 chess game versus Martin Schroeder.
The Human Processing Unit054 offers thousands of graphic
combinations based on user input. At times these
generative collaborations are more direct but in every
instance, they provide an output based on the combination
of specific individual thoughts, skills, and perspectives.
The principle of modularity encourages diverse
interpretation—a humanist approach.

1

The introductory statement from the Yale
curriculum of 1996 for experimental design
is “we are concerned with the analysis of
data generated from an experiment. It is
wise to take time and effort to organize the
experiment properly to ensure that the right
type of data, and enough of it, is available to
answer the questions of interest as clearly
and efficiently as possible. This process is
called experimental design.”

2

John Sueda is a professor at CalArts Graphic
Design, design studio founder of Studio
Stripe, author of the All Possible Futures
catalogue, editor of Task Newsletter, and
curator Work from California at the 25th International Graphic Design Biennial in Brno,
2006, and All Possible Futures at SOMArts
Cultural Center in San Francisco, 2014.

This work creates opens access to new knowledge
through heavy research presenting complex information
in a more comprehensible form. Deciphering a Braille
Map: Germany 1901, I worked with the Perkins School of
the Blind, the Lighthouse for the Blind, and the National
Braille Press to decode a map uncovered in the special
collections of the Providence Public Library. Similarly,
Duchampian Chess asked me to research collaboratively.
I worked with David Preli, a pianist and materials scientist
to reconfigure the complexities of a historic chess match
into new forms. In H/8074–and with the help of the Josef
Hartwig–I formed a new tool for understanding the basic
movements of the game to the most advanced scenarios in
chess. Lastly, the torus became a new object of research.
Sorting through academic articles centered on Conway’s
Game of Life5 I realized how this shape represents infinity.
Typographic Torus064 became another collaborative
gesture merging math, science, and typography.

3
4

Both the definition (3) and the question
(4) are posed in the context of experimental
design. From page 28 in the All Possible
Futures Catalog published in 2014 of a
conversation between John Sueda and
Emily Mcvarish titled The Farther Back You
Can Look, The Farther Forward You Are
Likely To See.

5

Also known as The Game of Life or more
simply as Life, is a cellular automaton
devised by the British mathematician
John Horton Conway in 1970. The game
is a zero-player game, meaning that its
evolution is determined by its initial state,
requiring no further input. One interacts
with the Game of Life by creating an initial
configuration and observing how it evolves,
or, for advanced players, by creating
patterns with particular properties.
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TESTING

1

DECIPHERING A BRAILLE MAP
PAGE 037

2

TYPOGRAPHIC TORUS
PAGE 047

3

DUCHAMPIAN CHESS
PAGE 055

4

HUMAN PROCESSING UNIT
PAGE 073

5

BEHAVIORAL PATTERNS
PAGE 085

6

SPONGE ARCHIVE
PAGE 105

7

H/8: ODE TO JOSEF HARTWIG
PAGE 109

2

4

3
PAST

7
1

5

6
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Deciphering A Braille Map:
Germany 1901
Perkins School of the Blind, is located in
Watertown, Massachusetts, and is the
oldest school for the blind in the United
States.

2

Lighthouse for the Blind and Visually
Impaired, is based in San Francisco,
California and is a nation-wide non-profit
devoted to promoting the equality and
self-reliance of people who are blind or
visually impaired.

3

National Braille Press is based in Boston,
Massachusetts promoting the literacy
of blind children through braille and the
access to information.

4

American Modified Braille was a popular
braille alphabet used in the Northeastern
United States before the adoption of
standardized English braille in 1912

PAST

TESTING

1

A portion of the unknown braille map found in the special collections section of the Providence Public Library.

The design process usually cycles through search,
research, archive, system, network, and narrative.
This project specifically highlighted the searching
and researching phases of this process. After
uncovering an unknown Braille map from the special
collections section of the Providence Public Library
I set out to decipher this unknown object.
This part of the process, unexpectedly, created a narrative
of its own. Working with the Perkins School
of the Blind1, the Lighthouse for the Blind and
Visually Impaired2, and the National Braille Press3
we successfully translated the map. After much
deliberation we found out that the map was set in
American Modified Braille,4 a rare version of Braille
from pre-1912.
Our collaborative journey to translate a language of the
past paralleled the circuitous origins of American
Modified Braille, the language used to re–interpret of
this map. In response I produced a two–sided 10 plate
puzzle that displays the original map and its origins
on one side and the English translation and research
process on the other.
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PAST

TESTING

The email thread between Jennifer Abbott, a research librarian at the Perkins Institute of
the Blind, and myself. It tells the story of interdisciplinary collaboration to begin solving the mystery map.

039

Left
The white side of the puzzle revels the origins of
the language used in the creation of this map.

PAST

TESTING

Right
The black side of the puzzle revels the journey
of modern communication used to decipher the
original unknown braille map.
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Each legend helps assemble the
corresponding plates in their proper order.
The white side revels the Inspirations by
Tactile Languages. And the black side revels
the Origins & Understandings

This is a vector rendering of the Braille
map belonging to the Providence Public
Library special collections archive.

TESTING

This rendering acts as a legend to help
assemble the corresponding cards in
their proper order. These cards take you
on a historical journey through tactile
languages that have inspired or been
inspired by this map.

PAST

This map was encountered as an
unknown object on October 5th, 2017.

Inspirations by
Tactile Languages
on reverse side: deciphered braille map

This is a vector rendering of the Braille
map belonging to the Providence Public
Library special collections archive.

Map Of Germany: 1901
(Explanation of map on preceding page)
Sweden

Denmark

Rus
Baltic Sea

This map was decifered, with the help of
the Perkins Institute for the Blind and
The National Braille Press on October
12th, 2017.

North Sea
Danzig

2

1

Prussia

Holland

X

Breslau

Prague

4

Nur

5
France

Russia

9

8

3

Warsaw

Berlin

Prussia
Bel

This rendering acts as a legend to help
assemble the corresponding cards in
their proper order. These cards take you
through the journey of understanding
this maps origin and purpose.

7
6

10
Munich

Austria-Hungry
Vienna
Budapest

Switz

Origins and
Understandings

on reverse side: original braille map
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PAST

TESTING

Typographic Torus
Testing Legibility Limitations

Helvetica, chosen because of its universal
legibility standards and its clean sans–
serif characteristics, was applied to the
torus. This typeface was developed in
1957 by Swiss typeface designer Max
Miedinger.

PAST

TESTING

1

Aa

The torus of my choosing. A 36 inch rubber inner tube. Photographed in CIT 502, Spring 2018.

2

Torus is a surface of revolution generated
by revolving a circle in three-dimensional
space about an axis coplanar with the
circle. If the axis of revolution does not
touch the circle, the surface has a ring
shape and is called a torus. Examples of
toroidal objects include inner tubes, rings,
doughnuts, and bagels.

3

Pass/Fail test was given to ten
non–design educated participants
in November of 2017.

PASS / FAIL

Typographic Torus is a ongoing typography project
based on testing the legibility limitations of the
Swiss typeface Helvetica1 when applied to a torus.2
The torus, the physical shape that represents an
infinite loop, allows for a testing of the typeface’s
extremities by altering its dimensional angles. This
test allows us to observe how far we can push the
typeface until it completely diminishes in legibility.
The experiment was conducted with a torus made of an
180pt condensed circle and shows the effects on the
letterforms that the torus created when rotational
changes are made only to the x-axis. The y and z
axes were left untouched at 0°. A condensed circle
was chosen as the base shape rather than the more
traditional perfect circle because it allowed for more
than 50% of each tested character to be rendered
legible. The torus was then rotated on the x-axis at
different degrees.
These x-axis rotations were all analyzed at 10° intervals
between positive 90° and negative 90°. After each
rendering, the tested letterform was removed from
the torus. Each letter variation was given a pass
or fail rating based on its ability to be recognized as
a typographic mark. The pass/fail test3 for legibility
was conducted with each letterform placed on a card,
shuffled then randomly selected by the participant.
If the character received an 70% match to its
character of origin then it was given a pass. If not
then it received a fail grade.
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PAST

TESTING

All variants 0° through +90° for Letters “A” through “Z” rendered on the torus.

The wire-frame and three-dimensional view of 0° and +90°. Below is a three-dimensional views of all intervals from -90° through +90°.
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PAST

TESTING

PAST

TESTING

Left & Right
The findings of this experiment were displayed
in a 494 page book, which explained the
experiment and indexed every letterform that
resulted from it. (12" x 18" x 2.4")

053

Duchampian Chess
An Audio & Visual Replay

PAST

TESTING

1

Scanned collection of all the pages containing the Game 1 analysis by Jennifer Shahade. Game 1 Marcel Duchamp played M. Schroeder
at The Metropolitan Tournament in 1922. Sourced from Marcel Duchamp: The Art of Chess.

2

Jennifer Shahade is a United States chess
player, poker player, commentator and
writer. She is a two-time United States
Women’s Champion and has the FIDE title
of Woman Grandmaster.

3

Produced on a Midi at 66, 92, and 128
beats per minute by Dave Preli.

4

Produced in conjunction with the
auditory element in Adobe After Affects
by Joel Kern.

5

The printed guide, laser printed on
Japanese rice paper with created
see through between the pages,
acted as a physical guide to support
the digital elements.

In 2009 the exhibition, Marcel Duchamp: Chess
Master, opened at the St. Louis University Museum
of Art and at the Francis M. Naumann Fine Art
Gallery. This occasion lead to publishing the book
Marcel Duchamp: The Art of Chess1 written by Francis
M. Naumann and Bradley Bailey. This book provides
fifteen unique games of chess played by Duchamp
between 1922 and 1963. These specific games have
been chosen to offer additional information into
Duchamp’s thinking as both an prolific artist and
chess master. The games have been meticulously
analyzed by Jennifer Shahade,2 providing the data
for our inquiry.
Interested in the all the concepts of chess as well as those
of Duchamp as an artist I have chosen to replay the
first of the fifteen of games in collaboration with
David Preli, a pianist and materials scientist at Yale.
Game 1 has been abstracted into three distinct forms:
an audio recording,3 a motion sequence4 and
a printed guide.5
This is the first of the fifteen chess games published in
Marcel Duchamp: The Art of Chess. Game 1 was
played in 1922 at the Metropolitan Tournament in
New York City between Marcel Duchamp (White)
and Martin Schroeder (Black). This game consists
of 41 moves from each player resulting in Duchamp
(White) resigning after Schroeder (Black) 41st move.
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The oringinal project brief attached in the first email to my collaborator, David Preli.
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Previous Pages
Email correspondence between David Preli
and myself.
Left
Google spreadsheets showing the board tones
and the white sides chess tones alongside full
game notation.
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Right
Black sides chess tones alongside full game
notation.
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Left
1. Board Tone
2. Capture
3. Castle
4. Check
5. Victory

6. Black Pawn
7. Black Bishop Queen’s Side
8. Black Bishop King’s Side
9. Black Knight King’s Side
10. Black Knight Queen’s Side

Right
1. Black Rook Queen’s Side
2. Black Queen
3. Black King
4. White Pawn
5. White Bishop Queen’s Side
6. White Bishop King’s Side

7. White Knight King’s Side
8. White Knight Queen’s Side
9. White Rook King’s Side
10. White Rook Queen’s Side
11. White Queen
12. White King

1

7

6

2

8

2

7

3

9

3

8

4

10

4

9

5

11

5

10

6
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duchampmatch1(92bpm).aif
Match 1 (tone change) shown as visual sound
waves at 92 beats per minute.
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Left Top
A single page from the printed guide
introducing the new visual and audiorial
syntax for Marcel Duchamp’s 1922 Chess
game versus M. Schroeder.
Left Bottom
A still frame visulaizing move 36 in Marcel
Duchamp’s 1922 Chess game versus Martin
Schroeder.
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Right
A photograph of the full printed guide
printed on Japanese rice paper. This paper
created show through as a reference to a
player’s ability to project future chess moves.
Something all good players can do.
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Left & Right
Select pages from the printed showing
specific moments within the game. Each
acting as a information graphic representing
the status of the match.
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Human Processing Unit

1

Mechanical Turk, also know as “The Turk”
was a fake chess-playing machine
constructed in the late 18th century.
It was a mechanical illusion that allowed
a human chess master hiding inside to
operate the machine.

2

CPU is short for a central processing unit.
It is the electronic circuitry within
a computer that carries out the instructions
of a computer program by performing
the basic arithmetic, logical, control and
input/output operations specified by
the instructions.

3

E Roon Kang participating as the first user as part of the HPU installation. I am, the non-disguised human turk,
processing the information behind the monitor.

In the 2018 visiting designer series E Roon Kang
of Math Practice, asked students to create a system
that used input, processing, and output. Given this
brief and my love for systems I immediately thought
of puzzles. Kang, however, pushed me to make a
more personal statement about my interests in the
human relationship with computing. I decided
to make a human processing unit (or HPU). This
wordplay reconfigures the thought experiment1 of
a human brain in the place of the CPU.2 The HPU is a
system of inputs (user behavior and characteristics),
processing (human operated graphical generation
based on a set of prebuilt criteria), and a single
output3 (a graphical composition based on the user’s
behaviors and characteristics).
I would engage the user in a space with four posters and
a video projection mapped onto the space to create
live feedback based on the user’s inputs. The user
would enter the live space and place one indicator per
poster. As the user entered the live area the digital
projection would begin to overlay a unique mark
based on their inputs. The purpose of this project
was to question the human in context of the 			
computer. What inputs, as humans, can we process
that computers can’t? Adding specific physical
characteristics of the user as inputs allowed for me,
as the HPU, to make human observations different
from the processing abilities of the computer.
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2018-04-18 at 9.02.16 AM.png
A screenshot of my desktop during the human
processing unit installation. The programs opened
were Adobe Illustrator, Google stopwatch, and a
tethered live stream sent from my Apple iPhone.
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Right
The Output system. This layered information
is toggled on and off based on the inputs
resulting in the projected image.

Above
System overlay: Behavioral Inputs.
These are the overlaid information located on
the four poster. Below that is the User Aesthetic
Inputs: These are observational characteristics
made by the HPU during usage.

Right
The iPhone acted as the recording device for
the HPU. This allowed all realtime data to be
captured as part of the digital data collection
process.
Right
The stopwarch feature timed each
participant resulting in a color association.
0:00 - 0:30 = YELLOW
0:31-0:60 = MAGENTA
0:61-1:30 = CYAN
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Left
Fifteen of the thousands of possible graphical
compositions created by the HPU

TESTING

Right
A Is based on the users gender, height, and
dominate hand.
B Numerology is based on which of the nine
areas was selected within the black poster.
C The 6x6 circular grid color, C, M, Y or K is
based off the four areas selected within
36’s poster.
D Represents the amount of time the user took
to complete the task.
E Represents where the indicator was placed
on the line based on both the x and y points.
F Represents on what degree the indicator
was placed on the circle poster. This degree
influences the direction of the drop shadow.

A
D

PAST

C

B

E

F
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Behavioral Patterns
Pattern Making Exercise
Prototyping is very similar to testing or
experimenting. It’s a preliminary model
of something, especially a machine,
from which other forms are developed
or copied.

2

This project investigated outcomes based
on the human experience. The human
experience refers to the realities of human
existance including the mental, emotional,
spiritual and physical characteristics of
human life. Here are 47 examples:

PAST

TESTING

1

BIRTH

LOGIC

TIME

IMAGINATION

SPACE

RATIONAL-THOUGHT

SENSE

SUCCESS

PHYS. EXPERIENCE

REST

FAMILY

MOTIVATION

FREINDSHIP

EMOTION

CHILDHOOD

EMPATHY

PLAY

FEAR

CHANGE

JOY

ADULTHOOD

HATE & ANGER

COMMUNITY

CONFLICT

SOCIETY

DESTRUCTION

CULTURE

FREEDOM

AESTHETICS

PRIVACY

NATURE

CONSTRAINT

SICKNESS & PAIN

CREATIVITY

PROBLEMS

SPONTANEITY

COMPETITION

WORK

FAILURE

HAPPINESS

LEARNING

SELF-FULFILLMENT

KNOWLEDGE

AGING

BELIEF

MORTALITY

This project investigated the interest in human to
human collaborative spacial prototyping.1 In order
to realize new ways of problem-solving not solely
reliant on digital tools.2
Behavioral Patterns is a video sketch of human behavioral
patterns recorded, multiplied and made
into a motion pattern. The video content was created
through a conditional pattern making exercise
conducted through Skype.3
The participants directed me (the tool) via Skype without
using voice commands or written text to create a
pattern based on the five provided elements in fifteen
minutes. Subverting Skype’s intended purpose
allowed me to screen-record the participant’s
actions and reactions throughout the workshop. The
constricted live communication gave insight into
the different ways humans communicate to solve
problems given the specific restrictions.

SPIRITUALITY

3

Invitation flyer for 15 minute workshop hosted thorough Skype starting at 9:00pm on Monday, September 17th, 2018.
The flyer acted as an instrutional guide to participaing in the workshop.

Skype is a telecommunications application
that specializes in providing video chat
and voice calls between computers,
tablets, mobile devices via the Internet.
Skype also provides instant messaging
services. Skype enables users may
transmit text, video, audio and images.
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Left
Participant No. 1: Elaine Lopez
1. Assigned elements for workshop
2. Screen capture of in-progress workshop
3. Post-workshop Images
Right
Pattern created from Elaine’s direction

2
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1

3

PAST

3

3
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Left
Participant No. 2: Amy Auman
1. Assigned elements for workshop
2. Screen capture of in-progress workshop
3. Post-workshop Images
Right
Pattern created from Amy’s direction

2
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1

3

PAST

3

3
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Left
Participant No. 3: Ji Kim
1. Assigned elements for workshop
2. Screen capture of in-progress workshop
3. Post-workshop Images
Right
Pattern created from Ji’s direction

2
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1

3

3

3
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Left
Participant No. 4: Olivia De Salve Villedieu
1. Assigned elements for workshop
2. Screen capture of in-progress workshop
3. Post-workshop Images
Right
Pattern created from Olivia’s direction
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1

3
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3

3

095

PAST

TESTING

00:00:38
Four participant video recordings grouped
together to observe human communication
patterns.
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00:04:35
Four participant video multiplied four times.
This was the first test to observe human
behaviornal patterns as a repeated pattern.
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00:06:18
Four participant video multiplied eight times.
This was the second test to observe human
behaviornal patterns as a repeated pattern.
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Left
Three still images from the 4x4 multiplied video
recording of workshop participation.

TESTING

Right
Three still images from the 8x8 multiplied video
recording of workshop participation.

00:05:54

00:03:42

00:06:12

00:04:34

00:06:39

PAST

00:03:34
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The Fantastic Life &
Archive of Jordan Schwamm

1

Jordan Schwamm was born and raised in
Tarpon Springs, FL, sponge capital of the
world, and had several sea sponge divers
in their family.

2

At first, sea sponges were not terrifically
accessible, and so they began collecting
household sponges. It was not fulfilling
at first, but it became their hobby.
Slowly, sea sponges were added to their
collection. They liked the pores, the forms,
the textures, the colors, and the odd
almost-literary dichotomy between the
wild and the domestic sponge.

3

Joseph Allegro, is a senior at the Rhode
Island School of Design studying for his
BFA in graphic design.

4

Olivia de Salve Villedieu, is a candidate for
her MFA in graphic design at the Rhode
Island School of Design.
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1

The Fantastic Life & Archive of Jordan Schwamm
was a created for the 2018 visting designer series.
Nelly Ben Hayoun’s asked students to create a
forbidden tour in Providence. This prompt was
about designing a unique “designed” experience.
In response, my group and I created a fictitious tale
revealing the sponge archive of Jordan Schwamm,
in honor of his recent passing.
The tour itself acted as a participation based funeral and
introduction to 100+ sponges,2 wild to domestic,
collected over his life time. Joseph3 acted as the tour
guide/host of the funeral while Olivia4 and I acted
as two of Jordan’s lifelong friends attending to give
statements about Jordan’s life and personal archive.
In addition to the performances the sponges were
arranged into eight dioramas rebuilt directly from
Jordan’s original dioramas of 1987. These dioramas
were a glimpse into the life and vision of Jordan
as both a collector and a person. The performance
was accompanied by funeral prosthetics: 1) a small
booklet showing the dioramas with the appropriate
sponge taxonomy and 2) posters of some of Jordan’s
most prized possessions.
The funeral took place in a small room located in the old
RISD library. This room was outfitted with a movable
shelving system that allowed us to create a display
system to proudly display Jordan’s collection.
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Left
Spreads from the funeral prosthetics
distributed at the eulogy. These guides
described the sponge taxonomy to help
the attendents understand the complexity
of Jordan’s diarommas.
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Right
Photographs of the space in the Old RISD
Library that hosted the diarommas and Jordan’s
funneral. “The Story of the Sponge” briefly
describes Jordan’s intention in his diorama
creations.

The Story of the Sponge
The way the dioramas are set up examines
the dichotomies between the modern day
sponge and the place it all began. The works
also reference Jordan’s history: their youth, the
landscapes of Tarpon Springs, Florida.
The dioramas do two things: one, they
examine the dichotomies that exist between the
original sponge form, the original living form,
into something we use to clean. You’ll see some
extremes here. These sponges, used to clean
dishes, seem to actually reference waves. It was
this sort of thing that utterly fascinated Jordan.
In considering this, the place sponges come
from, one can imagine Jordan was also drawing
inspiration from their childhood landscape.
The work in these dioramas is highly
interpretive, so take a look and imagine what
Jordan saw in these.
Most sponges, as you can see here, are too
rough for any kind of use. However, sponges
like this one here, the pillow stinking sponge,
have historically been used for bathing.
Early Europeans used soft sea sponges for
many purposes, including padding for helmets,
portable drinking utensils and municipal water
filters. Until the invention of synthetic sponges,
they were used as cleaning tools, applicators
for paints and ceramic glazes and discreet
contraceptives.
Many objects with sponge-like textures
are now made of substances not derived from
poriferans. Synthetic sponges include personal
and household cleaning tools, breast implants,
and contraceptive sponges. Typical materials
used are cellulose foam, polyurethane foam,
and less frequently, silicone foam.
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H/8
An Ode to Hartwig
Chess is a two-player strategy board game
played on a chessboard, a checkered
game-board with 64 squares arranged
in an 8×8 grid. The game is played by
millions of people worldwide. Each
player begins with 16 pieces: one king,
one queen, two rooks, two knights, two
bishops, and eight pawns. Each of the six
piece types moves differently, with the
most powerful being the queen and the
least powerful the pawn. The objective
is to checkmate the opponent’s king by
placing it under an inescapable threat of
capture.

2

Josef Hartwig (1880–1955) designed a
series of chess pieces for Bauhaus from
1923-24 that embodied some of the core
tenets of the school: “symmetry, angularity, abstraction, sharpness”.
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1

Advertisement for Josef Hartwig’s 1923 chess set built at the Bauhaus School.

H/8 is an abstraction of a familiar board game1 that
has been played for over 500 years. The book acts
as a puzzle or code of sorts. As the audience engages
with the book—page by page—it introduces more
information based on the visual system established
throughout the work. As the audience reads through
the book more clues provide information into the
system at play. The cryptic narrative and use of
system throughout the book add depth and interest
into an otherwise very familiar game.
Additionally, the abstracted formal qualities present
themselves in a manner that singularly represent
data in a more aesthetic quality. The forms
represented in this experiment are derived from Josef
Hartwig’s2 Bauhaus chess set made in 1921 and
produced in 1923-1924.

109

PAST

TESTING

Left & Right
This collection of 21 spreads shows the
sequence of H/8. Starting with an introduction
to the pieces, then their movements,
to finally showing checkmate scenarios.
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Public Performance:
Space For Community

The projects in this section transition my practice
from private tests to public installments. These sitespecific works approach public spaces as platforms for
intervention and empowerment. The performances
embrace characteristics of graphic design, environmental
design, and social sculpture while employing typography,
multi-materiality, and spatiality. The mono–spaced
typographic treatments1 attach a noticeable and neutral
characteristic to the objects and the everyday materials
employed add an approachability.
As the designer of these experiential installations,
I am a constructionist2—I fabricate a mixture of readymade objects with commonly found materials to build
approachable experiences.
The explicit placement of these objects is a testament
to the need of the environments in which they are
hosted. The site specificity of these installations creates
an openness, an accessibility, to the community that
surrounds them. Take a Message—Leave a Message199 is
positioned in Sternberg Park, Brooklyn within a culturally
rich hub [7 languages spoken within a 2 miles radius],
Public Message Board,179 located in Dexter Park on
Providence’s West Side, is situated in front of the defunct
Cranston St. Armory. Public Chair151 hosted in various sites
among the Swan Point Cemetery mirrors its environment.
SeeSign SeeSaw143 is placed in Market Square in the center
of Downtown Providence. We don’t need pity,123 a
superbraille installation, is situated on a quiet cross
street that connects the West side neighborhood to both
Classical and Central High schools. Lastly, the signage
system of Parks United PVD225 connects ten different public
parks throughout the greater Providence area.

2

1

Set in GT Pressura designed by Grili
Type Foundry in 2017

Constructionist is a practitioner of a style
in which physical objects are fabricated
with commonly found materials. This is a
constructionist’s workshop.

Spatial specificity elevates these works as they
continue to embody the fundamental principles proven in
the testing phase. In this context, generative collaboration
and interaction allow for these works to become social
sculptures transferring knowledge. Their interchangeable
parts–as seen in the two by nine character platform of
the Public Message Board, the modular interior content of
Public Chair, and the three by four block system of SeeSign
SeeSaw—foster opportunities for interpretation and
education.
As a way to continue these performances, this
section offers a collection of open–sourced blueprints3 to
guide the recreation of these installments. They fabricate
guidelines for anyone to introduce in spaces of communal
engagement. Similar to the directives of Sol Lewitt’s wall
drawings,4 these conditions respond to the new facilitator
and their community.
In addition to the manual pages, a postmortem5
located at the end of selected projects provides insight
into the key takeaways from my personal experience of the
full installation process. These insights situate myself and
the reader in the research and observation process behind
these interventions. Lastly, the postmortem provides
evidence of the efficacy of the installation and what could
be done in the future to allow these objects to adapt to
new contexts.

3

Blueprints are located at the end of selected
projects as plans for public reconstruction.
Pages 171, 189 & 217

4

Sol Lewitt’s wall drawings consist of written
instructions and diagrams for others to
execute. LeWitt’s instructions were similar
to musical scores, which are realized in
a new way every time they’re played. It’s
possible for LeWitt’s wall drawings to take
slightly different forms, depending on how
his directions are implemented.

5

Postmortem: an examination of a objects
or installations life cycle. This reflection
determines key observations of the projects
accessiblity and usefulness.

PUBLIC MESSAGE BOARD
PAGE 179
WE DO NOT NEED PITY
PAGE 123

PLAY, CRITIQUE,
PROTOTYPE, PRACTICE
PAGE 127

TAKE A MESSAGELEAVE A MESSAGE
PAGE 199

SEESIGN SEESAW
PAGE 143

HIDDEN MESSAGE
PAGE 209

GATHERING STEPS
PAGE 235

PUBLIC CHAIR
PAGE 151

WHAT IS PUBLIC SPACE?
PAGE 161
DEXTER TRAINING GROUND
PLAYGROUND ADDITION
PAGE 243

*PARKS UNITED PVD IS NOT LISTED IN THE TABLE OF CONTENTS. IT ENCORPORATED MULTIPLE LOCATIONS
THROUGHOUT PROVIDENCE. IT CAN BE FOUND ON PAGE 225

We do not need pity
Superbraille Installation
1

Installation Date
September 8th, 2017
Installation Location
21 Thomas P Whitten Way
Providence, RI 02903

We do not need pity is a public installation that
excerpts the underlined portion of the following
American Modified Braille:2
“Access to communication in the widest sense is
access to knowledge, and that is vitally important
for us if we [the blind] are not to go on being
despised or patronized by condescending sighted
people. We do not need pity, nor do we need to be
reminded we are vulnerable. We must be treated as
equals—and communication is the way this can be
brought about.”
—Louis Braille
Louis Braille,3 invented a system of reading and
writing so that he might bridge the gap in
communication between the sighted and the
blind. I wanted to render his logic visually.
The use of American Modified Braille in conjunction
with Louis Brailles’ quote lends itself to the
contractual nature of the American Modified Braille
language; the same message can be displayed
but in fewer characters.
The installation is made up of seventeen 36" x 24" panels4
each representing a character or contraction to spell
the statement we do not need pity. Each panel
has the braille dot structures cut out exposing the
underlying brick-wall texture. This change of texture
is meant to emulate the tactility of braille commonly
found embossed in paper at the standard 12pt text
weight. The audio element of this piece acts as
a translation from visual to auditory for those that
cannot see the work.
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1

Superbraille is a made-up word
referencing a common graphic design
term “super-graphic” which are usually
typographic graphics enlarged to super
proportions.

2

American Modified Braille was a popular
braille alphabet used in the United States
before the adoption of standardized
English braille in 1918.

3

Louis Braille (1809–1852) was a French
educator and inventor of a system of
reading and writing for use by the blind
or visually impaired. His system remains
virtually unchanged to this day, and
is known worldwide simply as braille.

4

Left
A poster explaining the installations content.
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Right
Two photographs show the three elements
of the installation:
- seventeen superbraille posters
- poster explaining the installation
- an audio element located in the white cube
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Play, Critique, Prototype, Practice,
2018 RISD Graphic Design Triennial

Installation Date
October 14–21st, 2018
Installation Location
Woods–Gerry Gallery
62 Prospect St
Providence, RI 02906

The 2018 Triennial was a celebration, embodying the
inherent qualities of RISD—inclusivity, accessibility,
and understanding. The exhibition attempted to
address two recurring questions: What has emerged
from the Graphic Design Department over the
past 3 years and what influence does this localized
inquiry have on the larger graphic design field? The
exhibition answers these questions by displaying a
vast spectrum of work. This variety of works led to
the thematic categorization of the 2018 Triennial:
play,1 a space for formal experimentation; critique,2
a space for commentary on politics, culture,
gender, and environment; prototype,3 a space for
technological and medium experimentation; and
practice,4 a space to hone practical design skills.
This exhibition was published through various methods
with many collaborators. Curation, identity, and
exhibition designed by Joel Kern and Goeun Park.
Publication designed by Annaka Olsen and Olivia De
Salve Villedieu. Website designed by Bobby Joe Smith
III, Stephanie Winarto, and Jason Yuan. Motion
designed by Christopher Cote and Marcus Peabody.
Digital download formatted by Elaine Lopez. Editing
by Angela Torchio. Special thank you to the faculty,
staff, students, and alumni for all the efforts that
make our community great.
To further the concept of accessibility the entire Triennial
process was downloadable via a .zip file prepared by
Elaine Lopez and hosted on the Triennial website.
These files provided transparency and access to the
exhibition for those that were not local.
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1

Example work for play:
To Hear is to See, Mary Yang, 2017

2

Example work for critique:
What Have We Done, Emily Scherer, 2017

3

Example work for prototype:
Lightbox, Mostyn Griffith, 2018

4

Example work for practice:
Black & White, Olivia Orr, 2020
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Curatorial Statment
Scan photograph of the 2018 RISD Graphic
Design curatorial statement. Double-sided
risograph printed and wrapped around the rest
of the exhibition publication.
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Top
Photograph of the practice category at
Woods Gerry Gallery; practice: a space to
hone practical design skill.

Top
Photograph of the play category at Woods
Gerry Gallery; play: a space for formal
experimentation.

Bottom
Photograph of the critique category at
Woods Gerry Gallery; critique: a space for
commentary on culture, gender, politics,
and environment.

Bottom
Photograph of the prototype category at
Woods Gerry Gallery; prototype: a space for
technological and medium experimentation.
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Previous Page
Photograph of the prototype category at
Woods Gerry Gallery
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Poster series based on the Triennial identity
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Left
Four loose newsprint broadsheets each
representing a category of the triennial.
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Right
All elements of the exhibition publication
that were nested together with the curatorial
statement.
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Triennial exhibition catalogue
The center spread reiterates the curatorial direction.
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28_RISD_GD Triennial_2018.zip
The contents of the downloadable .zip archive.
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risdtriennial2018.risd.gd
The Triennial website hosts the downloadable
archive. This archive was meant to provide
access to those not located in proximity to visit
the show.
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SeeSign SeeSaw
English to ASL Printmaking Device

Installation Date
October 9th, 2018
Installation Location
Market Square
N. Main St. & College St.
Providence, R.I. 02903

SeeSign SeeSaw is an English to American Sign
Language printmaking device. A collaboration with
Amy Auman, this printmaking see–saw takes a
playground staple and creates a fun, playful, learning
experience. It allows the user to learn a printmaking
technique while simultaneously being introduced
to sign language. SeeSign SeeSaw, acts not only as
an open system for communication but also as an
opportunity for learning.
The user inputs the Latin character printing blocks1
into the 3x4 grid to typeset a message. The user
then applies pressure to the see-saw resulting in a
translation2 of the Latin text into American Sign
Language (ASL). This experiential prototype is
meant to create awareness for the surrounding
deaf communities. Once placed in a community
with auditory disabilities this device acts as a tool
to learn and communicate with other members of
the community while spreading awareness of the
disabilities present in that community. SeeSign
SeeSaw provides access to free communal learning
experiences while strengthening and enriching
the community.
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1

3” x 3” printing blocks used to set
messages. Made from laser cut and etched
pine. Roman text on the up side and sign
language on the opposing.

2

American Sign Language translation of
“B-O-O-M” the sound made when the
see-saw plate comes into contact with the
printing blocks.

Located on the banks of the Providence
River, a pedestrian sets a message for his
deaf friend: “Look What I Made.”
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A photograph of the inking table, located
next to the print making table. This space
allows the user to select and ink the blocks
of their choosing.

American Sign Language translation
seen from the under side of the block.

User sets blocks into the 3x4
grid for message translation.
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Public Chair
Container for Environments

Installation Date
December 1st, 2019
Installation Location
Swan Point Cemetery
585 Blackstone Blvd
Providence, RI 02906

Public Chair is a public object that incorporates
the environment in which it is hosted. This chair
becomes a kind of social sculpture, both an art
form and a usable object. If public furniture could
adapt to its environment would it make for a more
approachable object? Would it become overlooked?
Could the Public Chair contain messages that
respond to its site-specific problems?
To start addressing these questions I fabricated a
deconstructable double paneled acrylic chair1
modeled after Donald Judd’s 1982 Low Shelf Chair.2
The double paneled acrylic house images printed on
transparency film3 and placed within the paneling.
Therefore, the deconstructable feature of this object
allowed the interior content to be removed and
replaced to match the environment it was hosted.
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1

Double paneled acrylic chair- first
assembled before removal of the blue
protective covering.

2

Sketch of Donald Judd’s 1982 Low Shelf
Chair. Sketch from the judd.furniture
website.

3

Printing photographs on the transparency
film as a way to create interchangable
content was inspired by a furniture show at
Nilfar Depot in Milan, 2018.

Left
Photograph taken by Stirling Barrett of the
Italian street corner in Milan where I thought of
the Public Chair idea.
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Right
Image applied to the Public Chair as content for
testing the idea before implementing in public
spaces
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Left
Photograph of the assembled Public Chair
with interior contents representing the space
in which it is hosted.

PERFORMING
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Right
Five image panels that make up the interior
contents of the chair. This is an image of the
public hiking space on the Northeast side of
Swan Point Cemetery
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Left
Five image panels that make up the interior
contents of the chair. This is an image of the
public hiking space on the Northeast side of
Swan Point Cemetary
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Right
Photograph of the assembled Public Chair
with interior contents representing the space
inwhich it is hosted.
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What is Public Space?
A Conditional Survey

Installation Date
November 15th, 2018
Installation Location
Traveling
CIT 5th Floor
169 Weybosset St
Providence, R.I. 02907

Public space1 is very hard to define in the present
state of our society. Most spaces we consider
public are either owned by private companies or
governmental establishments. In an attempt to
understand how others describe and depict these
spaces I created this pop-up conditional survey.
This survey is a traveling questionnaire intended
to capture the diverse range of what public space
means to the individual. This traveling workshop
would run for three months in various spaces
throughout the country to capture a diverse range
of participation.
This installation was made of a 24.5" x 39" table with
applied vinyl conditions and various tools.2
The survey conditions were:
1) Ten minutes in duration.
2) With one of the materials provided draw public space.
3) Describe the public space.
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1

Public Space, as defined by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), is an area or place
that is open and accessible to all peoples,
regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, age
or socio-economic level.

2

The various materials provided in the What
is Public Space? survey:
A) Orange Paper Shapes

B) Orange Colored Pencil

C) Black Micron 0.5 Pen

D) Orange Double-Sided Marker

E) DAS Modeling Clay
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00:05:11

00:00:41

00:06:47

00:02:14

00:08:07

00:04:34

00:09:39
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00:00:17
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4
3
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6
5
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WHAT IS PUBLIC SPACE?
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WHAT IS PUBLIC SPACE?

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION

MATERIALS

INSTRUCTIONS

SETTING UP SURVEY:

SETTING UP SURVEY:

1. FOLD-UP/MOVEABLE TABLE
▶ 24.5” WIDTH X 39” LENGTH (OR SOMETHING SIMILAR)
2. FOLDABLE CHAIR

PAGE 3

1. FIND A LOCATION
2. SET UP ALL MATERIALS
3. REMEMBER TO REITERATE THE CONDITIONS

3. VINYL STICKERS FOR SURVEY LAYOUT

▶ TEN MINUTES IN DURATION

▶ SEE NEXT PAGE FOR VINYL TEMPLATE

▶ WITH ONE OF THE MATERIALS PROVIDED DRAW PUBLIC SPACE.

4. MATERIALS FOR PARTICIPANTS

▶ DESCRIBE THE PUBLIC SPACE.

FOR DRAWING:

4. START RECORDING BEFORE PARTICIPANT STARTS

PAPER

5. ONCE THE 10 MINUTES IS UP, ENCOURAGE THE PARTICPANT TO STOP.

▶ 11 X 17” FOR DRAWING
CUT OUT PAPER SHAPES
▶ CIRCLE

5. COLLECT & SAVE THE PHYSICAL RESULTS
6. RESET THE SURVEY FOR NEXT PARTICIPANT.
7. REPEAT STEPS 1. THROUGH 6.

▶ SQUARE
▶ TRIANGLE
COLORED PENCIL
▶ COLOR OF CHOICE (SHOULD MATCH MARKER COLOR)
MARKER
▶ COLOR OF CHOICE (SHOULD MATCH MARKER COLOR)
CLAY
▶ ANY MOLDABLE SOLID

39"

FOR WRITING:
PAPER

What is public space?

▶ 5.5 X 8.5” COPY PAPER
PEN

1"

With one of the tools provided, draw a public space.

1"

▶ BLACK PEN

17"

FOR DOCUMENTATION:
1. TRIPOD
▶ ANYTRIPOD THAT ALLOWS FOR 900 PIVOT

Now, describe a public space.

1"

2. PHONE VIDEO-CAMERA OR OTHER VIDEO-CAMERA

11"

8.5"

1.5"

5.5"

5.5x8.5” live area
for writing

24.5"

11x17” live area
for drawing

▶ ANY DEVICE WITH VIDEO RECORD FEATURES

1"

2"

Tools

Tool

Clay

Marker

Pencil

Shapes

Pen

WHAT IS PUBLIC SPACE?

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION

PROPORTIONALLY INCREASE SIZE TO FIT TABLE SIZE. IF YOU
ARE USING A SIMILAR SIZE TABLKE TO THE ONE SHOWN IN THE
INSTRUCTIONS. INCREASE SIZE BY 2.75 TIMES.
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WHAT IS PUBLIC SPACE?

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION

PAGE 6

POSTMORTEM
· THE SURVEY IS SUPER HELPFUL IN UNDERSTANDING
THE SINGLE PERSPECTIVE VIEWS OF PUBLIC SPACE.
EACH ANSWER IS USUALLY UNIQUE.
· PEOPLE LIKE TO USE MORE THAN ONE TOOL TO DRAW.
IF YOU WANT TO LIMIT/STANDARDIZE THE SURVEY, PROVIDE
FEWER TOOLS TO CHOOSE FROM.
· IF YOU PROVIDE NON-PERMANENT MATERIALS, REALIZE THAT
THEIR MAY NOT BE A RESULT AT THE END OF THE 10 MINUTES
IN A TANGLIBLE FORM. IT MAY LIVE IN THE PROCESS
CAPTURED IN THE RECORDING. I HAD MULTIPLE PARTICIPANTS
CREATE ANIMATIONS FOR THEIR DEPICTION OF PUBLIC SPACE
AND THEN RETURNED THEIR TOOLS TO THE START POSITION
RESULTING IN NO FINAL DRAWING.

[PERFORATED PAGES MAY BE REMOVED FOR REPRODUCTION PURPOSES]

Public Message Board
Billboard for the People

Installation Date
October 27th, 2018
Installation Location
Dexter Training Ground
Parade St. & Willow St.
Providence, RI 02909

Every day we encounter billboards filled with
advertising for America’s corporate giants. Rarely
do we see these signs projecting non–commercial
messages. Public Message Board subverts the
billboard as a marketing tool and points toward an
open platform for public voice. This, two by nine,
eighteen character messaging board1—located
at Dexter Training Ground on the west side of
Providence—displayed messages186 of greetings,
encouragement, love, and action.
Public Message Board intervenes on the physical space
acting as spectacle enticing community members
to create a public message for the community.
In building this public space, the project encourages
a public trust; indeed the possibility of an amplified
message adds accountability to the community
to create appropriate content. This accountability
changes the single user’s message into a collective
one allowing the device to act as a amplified public
notice platform.

179

1

Two row by nine column typesetting grid

2

13" by 19" Latin character panels used to
typeset messages on the board

Left
Reverse side of the Public Message Board.
This side hosts the text that prompts the
public to engage with the installation.

PERFORMING

PRESENT

Right
A poster created for a public gathering for
the permanent installation. This was posted
throughout the west side neighborhood.
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Left
Instagram acted as a secondary source for
publishing and community connection
@pvdmessageboard

PERFORMING

PRESENT

Right
Photograph of the public message board
without panels added. View of entire park
through the board.
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“Hi World” was set to introduce this object into
the public enviornement. “I love you” was a message to the park its hosted in.

“Go Sox” was set by a local park goer to support the local sports team.
“Save the armory” set by Kari Lang, the executive director of the WBNA, to stimulate awareness of the building behind it.

187
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PUBLIC MESSAGE BOARD

INSTRUCTIONS

MATERIALS
1. WOOD

SETTING UP SURVEY:

▶ 7 SHEETS OF .5" PLYWOOD [4' X 8']

1. FIND A LOCATION

▶ 8 2 X 4 STUDS [2" X 4" X 8']

2. SOURCE MATERIALS

▶ 4 PIECES OF 1” TRIM [1" X .5" X 10']

3. BUILD THE OBJECT OFF–SITE

2. SCREWS

▶ TEST STABILITY AND PANEL CONNECTION THROUGHOUT BUILDING PROCESS

▶ 30 4" #20 SCREWS

▶ CHILD–PROOF SHARP WOODEN CORNERS [KNOCK OFF W/ SANDER]

▶ 6 10" SCREWS

▶ WEATHER–PROOF OBJECT

▶ 4 PIECES OF 1" TRIM [1" X .5" X 10']

4. CHECK WEATHER

3. IN-GROUND NAILS X 4 [16" LONG]

5. INSTALL

4. PAINT/SPRAY PAINT

5. SECURE STRUCTURE [MUST BE SAFE TO LEAVE UNATTENDED]

▶ 4 CANS OF SPRAY PAINT (YOUR COLOR OF CHOICE)

6. SET OPENING MESSAGE

5. VINYL/STENCILS
▶ USE VINYL TEMPLATES ON PRECEEDING PAGES

48"

TOOLS
13"

1. POWER DRILL

19"

2. CIRCULAR SAW
3. JIG SAW
4. ORBITAL SANDER
5. SAW HORSES
6. HEAVY–DUTY CLAMPS
7. TAPE MEASURE
96"

8.

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION

21 [13" X 19"] LETTERFORM
PANELS CUT FROM A SINGLE SHEETS
OF .5" PLYWOOD [4' X 8']

PAGE 3

PUBLIC MESSAGE BOARD
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SINGLE PANEL–FRONT VIEW

PAGE 4

SINGLE PANEL–SIDE VIEW

SINGLE PANEL–BACK VIEW

48"

PUBLIC MESSAGE BOARD

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION

OVERHEAD VIEW

48"

Public Message Board

4"

12"

4"

13"

This public messaging board represents
the thoughts of our community. Write a
message, take a picture, and post it.
@PVDpublicmessage

24"

24"

2"

PAGE 5

2"

2"

4"

4"

2"

2.5"
3.5"
18"
96"

9"

9"

19"

6"

18"

18"

6"

18"

96"

13"

60"
6"

27"

27"

36"

THREE PANEL–FRONT VIEW
48"

@PVDpublicmessage

24"

2"

4"

12"

4"

2"

18"
6"
9"
1.5"

96"

18"
6"

1.5"

19"

6"

6"

1.5"

BACKSIDE OF
CHARACTER PLATE

1.5"

4"
2"

27"

PUBLIC MESSAGE BOARD

MESSAGING FOR VINYL
CUTTING. ONCE THE MESSAGE
IS VINYL CUT REMOVE AND
USE AS TEMPLATE FOR SPRAY
PAINTING INSTRUCTIONS.
INCREASE SIZE BASED ON
PLACEMENT ON THE BOARD.
REMEMBER TO SCALE UP IN
SIZE PROPORTIONALLY.

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION
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PUBLIC MESSAGE BOARD

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION
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LETTER TEMPLATES FOR
CHARACTER PLATES. SCAN
THESE IN AT 6X FOR PROPER
SCALE. EACH RECTANGLE
SHOULD MEASURE 19" X 13".
NOTE: MAKE EXTRA COMMON
OCCURING LETTERS. ORDER
OF MOST OCCURENCE IN
ENGLISH LANGUAGE: E, T,
A, I, N, O, S, H, R, D,
L, U, C, M, F, W, Y, G...

PUBLIC MESSAGE BOARD

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION
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POSTMORTEM
• DUE TO THE BRUTALIST NATURE OF THE INSTALLATION,
USERS DIDN’T WANT TO SET MESSAGES BECAUSE IT WAS TOO
DIFFICULT AND POSSIBLY TOO DANGEROUS. THEREFORE,
THIS INSTALLATION ONLY WORKED WHEN THE CONSTRUCTIONIST
WAS NEXT TO IT. THE CONSTRUCTIONIST HAD TO ACT AS
THE SCRIBE FOR COMMUNITY MESSAGES.
• THE WEIGHT OF THE STRUCTURE NEEDS SIGNIFICANT SUPPORT.
SUPPORT LEGS, IN-GROUND STEAKS, SAND BAGS, ETC.
REMEMBER TO TAKE WEATHER CONDITIONS INTO ACCOUNT. WIND
WAS A BIG FACTOR FOR INSTALLATION STABILITY AND EVENTUALLY LEAD TO ITS DEMISE.
• BE SURE TO USE 1/2 PLYWOOD OR THICKER. THE STRUCTURE
WARPS AND BENDS IF THE CHOSEN WOOD IS TOO FLIMSY.
BUT BE SURE TO NOTE THAT THE THICKER THE WOOD THE
HEAVIER THE STRUCTURE.
• WHEN APPLYING THE VINYL AS A STENCIL FOR APPLYING
THE SPRAY PAINTED TEXT, REMEMBER THAT THE VINYL
WILL NOT STICK WELL TO THE WOOD. BE METICULOUS IN
YOUR APPLICATION TO FORGO BAD SPRAY PAINT BLEED.
• THE STRUCTURE ATTRACTS A LOT OF ATTENTION. IT BRINGS
PEOPLE TOGETHER. IT STARTS A CONVERSATION. THE PARK
GOERS DIDN’T WANT TO SET THE TYPE THEMSELVES, INSTEAD
THEY WANTED ME TO DO IT. THIS CREATED A CONNECTION
BETWEEN PEOPLE THAT WOULDN’T OF HAPPENED OTHERWISE.
• ALL THE MESSAGES THAT WERE SET WERE POSITIVE MESSAGES.

REFERENCES
MARTIN MCDONAGH, THREE BILLBOARDS OVER EBBING,
MISSOURI, SCREENPLAY, 2017
PAUL RAMIREZ JONAS, PUBLIC TRUST, 2015
WHEEL OF FORTUNE, TV SHOW, 1975
WRIGLEY FIELD SCOREBOARD, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS, 1937
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Take a Message—Leave a Message
Neighborhood Forum

Installation Date
November 19th, 2018
Installation Location
Sternberg Park
Brooklyn, New York

Globally, we are constantly taking and leaving
millions of digital messages daily. As this digital
communication space becomes more integrated
into our daily lives we forget about the physical post.
As a way to intervene in public space, Take a
Message—Leave a Message becomes a platform
for non–digital connections. Situated in Sternberg
Park in Brooklyn, this magnetic dry erase board
equipped with various writing utensils, act as a
forum for the local community to engage with one
another and their environment.
After the initial installation, this board remained a
permanent structure. Once established in the
community as a posting platform, it took on many
types of messages. The most notable insight was
that the first couple of messages would dictate the
mood of the board. If started with messages of love
or encouragement, similar messages would follow.
If started with personal endorsements, the board
soon filled with @handles of self promotion. I would
restart the board to generate new content no matter
if the content was positive or negative.1
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1

Messages collected from the board:
TRANS PEOPLE ARE BEAUTIFUL
GOD EXIST 360˚, ONE WAY
LOVE IS THE MESSAGE
NO STORM CAN LAST FOREVER,
KEEP PUSHING KEEP GOING.
DONALD TRUMP IS A TERRIBLE PRESIDENT
I BELIEVE IN YOU, STAY STRONG!!!
WOW, NEW YORK CITY. THANKS FOR
ALL THE BULLSHIT.
I GOT KNICKS FEVER
LISTEN, LISTEN AGAIN, LISTEN SOME MORE!
YOU ARE BORN, WHO YOU ARE.
LOVE YOURSELF FIRST!
SOME WILL, SOME WON’T, SO WHAT!
HOW YOU VALUE YOUR TIME MATTERS!
I’M PROUD OF YOU GUYS!

PRESENT
PERFORMING
Photograph of the installation
before neighborhood engagement.

Photograph of the installation two days
after install. Messges of hope, encouragement
and love appear.

Photograph of the installation six days after
install. More messges appear; ones of self
promotion, hatred, and explatives are mixed
with messages of hope, support, and religion.
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Left
Photograph of pedestrian using the board.

PERFORMING

PRESENT

Right
Photograph of the installation messages
after two days, four days, six days.
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Hidden Message
System for Interactive Listening

Installation Date
December 3rd, 2018
Installation Location
Graphic Design Commons
30 N. Main St.
Providence, RI 02903

Hidden Message becomes an open system for
interactive listening intended to connect users
through aural participation. This one-way acoustic
message transmission device is intended for two
users. User 1, the speaker, inputs speech into a single
channel receiver transmitting an acoustic message
into a two-channel (L and R) output intended for
User 2, the listener.
This experience subverts the common relationship
between the speaker and listener allowing the
listener to embrace the more active role. It becomes
the choice of the listener to step into the space
of engagement. As the expanding digital landscape
impinges on simple conversations, users might
benefit from this unusual experience, one that
attempts to reconnect human participants.
Despite Hidden Message’s disorienting vernacular,1 the
project deploys an ease of use we all have encountered
before from the playground pipe telephone2 to a
simple can & string.3 Like Public Message Board,
Hidden Message subverts the hierarchy between the
listener and speaker directly.
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1

Consisting of cautionary orange
construction cones and PVC piping

2

Playground Pipe Telephone

3

Can & String Telephone

PRESENT
PERFORMING

Three different views of Hidden Message installed in the GD Commons, 30 North Main Street, Providence, R.I.

211

Left
Participants engaging with Hidden Message.
Notice the speaker must crouch down to speak.
This furthur subverts the traditional speaking
and listening roles.

PERFORMING
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Right
The listener must stand on a soap box to
properly hear the message. The use of the soap
box for the listener subverts a traditional tool
used for the active speaker.

213
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OVERHEAD VIEW

MATERIALS
1. ORANGE CONES [3]

ORANGE RUBBERIZED
TRAFFIC CONE

▶ 16" PVC/RUBBERIZED TRAFFIC CONES

LISTEN

2. PVC PIPING
▶ 20-30' OF PVC PIPE [3" DIAMETER]
▶ 6 90° ELBOW JOINTS
▶ 1 TEE JOINT

“HEAD SPACE 2”

LISTEN

ORANGE RUBBERIZED
TRAFFIC CONE

3. PVC CEMENT
4. METAL CLAMP [3, ONE FOR EACH CONE]
▶ 3” METAL PIPE CLAMPS
5. SOAP BOX
THIS PVC PIECE WILL ALLOW FOR
SEPERATION OF DISTANCE. THE
LONGER THIS PIECE THE FARTHER THE
DISTANCE BETWEEN PARTICIPANTS.

INSTRUCTIONS
SETTING UP SURVEY:
PVC ELBOW JOINT

1. FIND A LOCATION
2. SET UP ALL MATERIALS
▶ FABRICATION WILL DEPEND ON SITE OF INSTALLATION.
SUPPORT IS NEEDED FROM ENVIORNMENT IT IS HOSTED IN.

3 WAY PVC SPLITTER 2.5”

[NOTE: THE SHELVING SYSTEM I BUILT TO HELP SUPPORT. PAGE 211]
3. SECURE INSTALL

THIS PVC PIECE WILL ALLOW FOR
SEPERATION OF DISTANCE. THE LONGER
THIS PIECE THE FARTHER THE
DISTANCE BETWEEN PARTICIPANTS.

6’

5’

Listen

Listening Placment
(Standing Height)

SPEAK

4’

“HEAD SPACE 1”

ORANGE RUBBERIZED
TRAFFIC CONE

3’

SPEAK
2’

Speaking Placment
(Crouching Height)

1’

DIAGRAM EXPLAINS HEIGHT
PLACEMENT FOR THE LISTENING
AREA AND THE SPEAKING AREA.

PVC ELBOW JOINT

HIDDEN MESSAGE
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SIDE VIEW

“HEAD SPACE 2” IS
BEHIND THIS CONE.
ORANGE RUBBERIZED
TRAFFIC CONE

PVC ELBOW JOINT

LISTEN
ORANGE RUBBERIZED
TRAFFIC CONE

THIS PVC PIECE WILL ALLOW
FOR SEPERATION OF HEIGHT.
THE LONGER THIS PIECE IS THE
FARTHER THE DISTANCE BETWEEN
PARTICIPANTS.

PVC ELBOW JOINT

SPEAK

THIS PVC PIECE WILL ALLOW FOR SEPERATION
OF DISTANCE. THE LONGER THIS PIECE THE
FARTHER THE DISTANCE BETWEEN PARTICIPANTS.

“HEAD SPACE 1”

STEEL PIPING TIE

PVC ELBOW JOINT

THIS PVC PIECE WILL ALLOW
FOR SEPERATION OF DISTANCE.
THE LONGER THIS PIECE IS THE
FARTHER THE DISTANCE BETWEEN
PARTICIPANTS.

PVC ELBOW JOINT

HIDDEN MESSAGE

BLUEPRINTS FOR RECONSTRUCTION
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POSTMORTEM
• PLACEMENT OF THE CONES WILL DETERMINE WHICH WAY YOU
WOULD LIKE THE PARTICIPANTS TO FACE. TOWARDS OR AWAY.
• THE ENVIORNMENTAL STRUCTURE [FOR THE SUPPORTING THE
INSTALLATION] COULD BE COLUMNS, WALLS, TREES, ETC.
SOMETHING THAT IS FREE STANDING AND NOT TOO
OBSTRUCTIVE.
• THE ENVIORNMENTAL STRUCTURE [FOR THE SUPPORTING THE
INSTALLATION] COULD BE COLUMNS, WALLS, TREES, ETC.
SOMETHING THAT IS FREE STANDING AND NOT TOO
OBSTRUCTIVE.

INSPIRATION
YURI SUZUKI, SONIC PLAYGROUND [HIGH MUSEUM], 2018
ERIKA ROTHENBERG, LAURIE HAWKINSON, JOHN MALLED,
FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION NATIONAL MONUMENT, 1984
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Parks United PVD

Installation Date
March 3rd, 2019
Installation Locations
1. Waterman St. Dog Park
2. India Point Park
3. Dexter Training Ground
4. Franciscan Park
5. Donigan Park
6. Memorial Park
7. Prospect Park
8. Brown St. Park
9. Lippitt Memorial Park
10. Blackstone Park

Once comfortable in our nearby physical places we
often become complacent, forgetting to explore
the other public spaces around us. After a weekend
of research visiting dozens of parks1 throughout
New York City, I began to realize how siloed we
are in the spaces most convenient to us. Each park
embodies the characteristics of its surrounding
neighborhood. These characteristics are helpful
in understanding the local neighborhoods that make
up our larger urban community. So, in an attempt
to create exploration between neighborhoods and
communities I created Parks United in my current
place of residence: Providence.
Parks United is a ten-character (P-R-O-V-I-D-E-N-C-E)
word puzzle distributed over ten parks throughout
the Providence area. Each park contains a letter
to help complete the word. The word puzzle
encourages people to visit different neighborhood
parks throughout the city while meeting new people,
exploring new places, and connecting through its
public spaces.
Each letter poster was hand painted2 on a 3’ x 4’ yellow
fold-able cardboard panel3 with the name of the park
its order in the word puzzle.
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1

NYC Parks Visited:
Imagination Playground
McCarren Park
Sternberg Park
Frank Lloyd Wright Park
High Line Park
Washington Square Park
East River State Park

2

Cassandra helping with the hand
painted lettering

3

Recycled yellow panels from the
R.I. Center for Education

Left
Map of Providence. One letter is placed in
each of the ten public parks to spell the word.
P–R–O–V–I–D–E–N–C–E.
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Right
This is the 9th letter in the city-wide word
puzzle. “C” could be found at Lippitt Memorial
Park located on the corner of Hope St &
Blackstone Blvd.
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Right & Left
Each park and letter was captured on as
an iPhone video. This sequence shows the
journey of the park goer from entering the
park to the finding the letter.
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00:00:17

00:00:32

00:00:51

229

PERFORMING

PRESENT

00:01:03

231

233

PERFORMING

PRESENT

Gathering Steps
Proposal for “Imagine Us Here”

Installation Date
June 31st, 2019
Proposed Location
Providence River Walk
Along South Water St.
Providence, R.I. 02903

Gathering Steps was a failed proposal for a local
grant1 supported by DownCity Design, Cityworks,
and the Rhode Island Foundation. The process of
proposing this installation and getting rejected
was super informative for me. As a graphic designer
performing in a space mostly occupied by landscape
architects, my discipline proved to be a disadvantage.
After reviewing the winning proposals, I was struck
by the lack of depth in both concept and visual
rendering. This inspired me to continue pursuing my
interest as I continue to straddle the borders of other
disciplines.
Gathering Steps is a physical site that provides park
goers and community members the opportunity
to rest, reflect, and engage with the structure and
it’s surroundings. A multi-leveled wooden platform
encourages community resilience by community
gathering. The steps are accessed from all sides,
enabling multiple families and community members
to interact with the structure simultaneously.
The gathering space unites visitors, providing
intentional and serendipitous communal connection.
Each step is wrapped with data from NASA’s division
of Global Climate Change: Vital Signs of the Planet.2
The dynamic treatment of the super-sized type on
all planes of the installation activates a local public
space with the knowledge to make global change.
The multiple elevations of the steps reference
fluctuating climate change, and their ever changing
arrangement reflects the diversity of perspective
within our community.
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IMAGINE
US HERE
Open Call for Proposals

Cultivating Public Space
for Community Resilience

1

Open Call for Proposals poster-Imagine
Us Here: Cultivating Public Space for
Community Resilience

2

Global Climate change: Vital Signs of
the Planet is a NASA operated online
resource, that publishes the most upto-date statistics on climate change.
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Previous Pages
Show the the hero rendering and the
proposed project statement.
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Left & Right
These computer renderings show various
plans for the proposed structure.
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Dexter Training Ground
Playground Addition

Installation Date
April 27th, 2019
Installation Location
Dexter Training Ground
Playground Area
Parade St & Willow St
Providence, RI 02909

In September of 2018, Public Message Board acted as an
introduction to more members of my community.
Through that installation I met my neighbor Kari
Lang, also the executive director of the Westside
Business and Neighborhood Association.1 Through
this relationship she introduced me to a new
community project—the Dexter Training Ground
Playground Addition—that consisted of local team
members.2
This project was originally initiated through a Rhode
Island Foundation grant that was awarded in April of
last year. Through this proposal and grant financing
the team decided to make a structural addition to
the pre-exisitng playground located at the Northwest
side of the park.
I joined the team in Feburary as the project arose from
winter hibernation. Through multiple meetings and
brainstorming sessions our team decided to create
an on-site design charrette for the community
to come together to build ideas of what they would
like added. This exercise was a way for the our
team to understand the needs of the community
through collectively building a temporary structure.3
The exercise was conducted on April 27th, 2019,
purposefully coinciding with the West side spring
clean up. The research manifested itself through
observational notes, collected design sketches,
a voting system, and the temporary structure built
that day.
Not only did this structure (and the charrette) provide
the necessary information to begin designing the
permanent structure but also it acted as a way to
gather community in physical space, a reminder
to all of us that collective interest and productivity
lives in proximity.

243

1983

36
years

2019

1

West Broadway Neighborhood Association organizes neighbors and businesses
on the West Side of Providence to preserve
and promote our diverse, historic, urban
community as a safe, vibrant, and sustainable place to be SWELL (Shop, Work, Eat,
Live, and Learn locally).

2

Team Members:
Kari Lang
WBNA, Executive Director
Malinda Stylos-Allan
Neighborhood Representative
Seth Zeren
Director of Development,
Armory Management
Jack Ryan
Architect, Jack Ryan Architects

3

Preliminary sketch of temporary structure
placement for the design charrette.

Left
Originally architectural plans proposed in the
2018 application.
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Below
Material and form ideas for the proposed
structure. These materials were eventually
consolidated into a voting system for the local
community to vote on.
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36th annual wbna neighborhood

spring clean-up

Saturday April 27

PRESENT

meet at 9 am at the wbna R 1560 westminster street, providence R bbq starts at 12 pm

Come together with neighbors to clean streets & parks in
the WBNA focus area, Federal Hill to the West End

PERFORMING

bring your own gloves and tools if you can.

7eD
36 años wbna en la limpieza del

Barrio en Primavera

Sabado, 27 de Abril

Pa n e l
Prototype
Pop -u p
Saturday april 27,
9:30am–11:30am

PA N E L D E
PROTOTIPO
EMERGENTE

reúnete a las 9 am en wbna R 1560 westminster street, providence R bbq starts at 12 pm

View sample signage of our neighborhood’s
history that will be installed at the Dexter
Training Ground. Vea una muestra de la
historia de nuestro vecindario que se instalará
en el campo de entrenamiento de la Dexter.

Acompana a los vecinos para limpiar todas las calles y
parques en el area de enfoque, Federal Hill y West end
trae tus propios guantes y herramientas si puedes.

Si llueve, el evento se realizara el día 4/28. Este proyecto
es posible gracias a una beca de la Fundación Chaplin.

GENEROUSLY SUPPORTED BY | GENEROSAMENTE APOYADO POR
1983

36
years

The 36th Annual Spring Clean–Up flyer hosted many events including the “Build A Dragon” community design workshop.

2019

R AIN DATE FOR THIS E VENT ONLY IS SUNDAY, 4/28
This project is made possible by a Champlin Foundation grant.
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Photograph of a very imaginative design plan created by one of the workshop’s participants.

Photographs of the workshop in progress. Parents helped the children fabricate their ideas for the structure.
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Left
Photographs of the designated area for the
workshop. This area was filled with appliance
boxes, which acted as the temporary material
to workshop ideas.
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Right
The materials were used to great a dragon-like
structure. This photograph shows the head
of the dragon. An entery point into the series
of tunnels via an cardboard ramp.
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Countinuing Through Interviews
The thesis provided the opportunity to reach out.
I leveraged the interview requirement to connect with
people coming from similar foundations to mine.
People that appreciate physical connection through the
gathering of engaged participants. You must be brave1
in trusting one another 2 to create the threshold between
the street and the studio.3 This advice posed a new
questions for the next step beyond RISD. What if design
is not actually seen as an afterthought but more at
the forefront of building community? What if the design
process and design thinking is actually critical to
building social capital?4

1

A quote from the first interview conducted
with Cas Holmann of Heros Will Rise.

2

The title of Archie Lee Coates IV talk at
the Walker Art Center in 2018.

3

The most impactful comment from my
interview with Elie Andersen.

4

Questions posed by Sarah Sandman in
our discussion on May 1st, 2019

Interviews:
Archie Lee Coates IV
Playlab, Inc
Elie Andersen*
XXIX.nyc | Crit.nyc | Olio.co
Cas Holmann
Heros Will Rise
Sarah Sandman
Brick X Brick | Gift Cycle

* Due to technical difficulty the transcript of
Elie Andersen’s Interview is not present in
this section.
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“The work you should be doing should
be considering the individual and the
whole of humanity as you do it. Even
if it’s an art project that is left of center.
You should be thinking about things
holistically, ethically and socially.”
—Archie Lee Coates IV
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Archie Lee Coates IV of Playlab, Inc.
PLAYLAB, INC. is a New York-based creative studio founded in 2009. With no particular focus, we explore
themes using art, architecture, and graphic design to initiate ideas. Past projects include: giant worm tents
for the New Museum of Contemporary Art and Storefront For Art & Architecture, a rebrand of America for
SFMOMA, and a compilation of all the times Joaquin Phoenix has walked in his films, titled Walking Phoenix. In 2011, the studio co-founded the quarterly publication CLOG, and in 2010, co-founded + POOL with
Family New York, an initiative to build the world’s first water-filtering floating pool in New York. PLAYLAB,
INC. is: Archie Lee Coates IV, Jeff Franklin, Dillon Kogle, Phil Gibson, Ana Cecilia Thompson Motta.

INTERVIEW

How did you get involved with Project M’s Pie Lab
and could you elaborate on that experience and
how it developed an interest in design for social
innovation?
Cool. Well, Pie Lab came about because I met John
Bielenberg and applied to project M in 2009. We had
just started PlayLab, but it was in this weird pivotal
moment where I was working full time. And Jeff was
about to start working full time. Two weeks before
Jeff quit his job to join PlayLab, I went to Maine to
hang out with John and 20 other twenty-one year
olds. There, we did this event, which we called “free
pie” and we were just exploring ideas. And we knew
some people in Alabama-John knew Pam Dorr at
Hero Housing- and we just went down there. It was
just five of us. We bought a plane ticket and headed
down there for a few weeks.
And it was cool because the way Playlab, operates, even
though we’re really diligent and focused in what
we’re doing, we do not necessarily know exactly
where we’re going. Both in terms of the types of
projects we’re doing, but also in the design process
of the projects. Especially now it is much different
then when projects were much more specific. Now,
we do get hired for ideas and concepts, which is
cool. And, we just see where it goes. And that’s the
fun part.
So with Project M-John was really good at corralling and
encouraging people to think differently as he says,
“think wrong.” So it was cool. Like we went down to
Alabama with no real plan, I remember the first night
we had dinner at this homemade outdoor table in
the back of Hero Housing overlooking Pie lab, before
it was even Pie Lab. And we asked one another, what
are we going to do? And it was such a fun freeing
conversation to be in a random place and start to
ask questions about what was possible. That was so
cool and that’s what we do here. It was nice to know
that there were other situations in which that way of
working existed.
How did that influence you to get involved
in teaching in SVA’s DSI program?
It was extremely direct. When Cheryl Heller was starting up
the program, Design for Social Innovation (DSI), she
reached out to John. And John in typical form was

Photograph of the Pie Lab signage.
Open for business. Greensboro, AL

like, do I have to be there to teach? And Cheryl was
like, yeah, you have to be here to teach once a week.
And he was like, no, I don’t want to do that. So he
called Jeff and I and brought us into the program. I
think we saw John once and we’ve been teaching
for six years. I think he was hoping it wasn’t going to
be intense but teaching a gangly group of twentyfour year old graduate students to change the world
is not a passive activity. So yeah, it was direct. John
said if you don’t want to do it past this semester,
don’t. But we’ve been doing it for six years. So it’s
been cool.
Are there any specific things that you take
from the academic environment to infuse into
your professional practice?
To be honest, we learn a lot about what we don’t want to
bring in the studio. There are specific elements that
we teach and specific elements that other faculty
teach. Jeff and I are just not cut from the same cloth
in terms of the way the faculty run these sort of
programs and the way that they encourage students
to operate. I feel, just like the professional world,
there’s a lot of rhetoric and mumbo jumbo and it’s
just kind of bullshit and I don’t like to get caught up
in it. I find myself having to de-train or break those
things out of the students’ vocabulary because they
want to fall back on it. John hates it too. But they
want to fall back on what makes sense-on whats
been taught to them.
They want a plan that they can stick to so their professors

are happy and they get the grade then they know
how to cure homophobia in this specific place
at a specific time. But there’s not a rule book for
that. You have to fucking spend time and ask
difficult questions and iterate beyond your wildest
imagination and do that with many groups of people
so that new answers and new questions are being
asked all the time and you have to try things that no
one else has tried. There’s not a rule book for that.
Especially, in social design and social innovation.
The first time Jeff and I gave a lecture we titled it Fuck
Social Innovation. The thinking there was that
obviously we participate in that world if you call it
that. It’s like saying, you know, we’re not racist. It
should be a given that you’re not a racist. The work
that you should be doing should be considering
the individual and the whole of humanity as you
do it. Even if it’s an art project that is left of center.
You should be thinking about things holisticallyethically and socially. There are so many words that
are associated with this way of working and a lot
of it, mostly written by academics, haven’t actually
done it. We don’t spend time being critical. When we
think about it in a moment like this, it’s obvious that
we can think about it, but we just don’t spend time
having those conversations. And when our students
ask us for those ways of working, we divert them
because it’s not how we do it. It’s not how you get to
something that’s magical.
As a studio that defines itself by being
undefinable. What is the core methodology for
Playlab when involved in such a diverse range
of projects? Are their consistent characteristics
that arise?
There are definitely running themes of accessibility. It’s just
about joy and in a lot of ways we believe in the big
idea and it takes a long time to get to the big idea
and often the big ideas, are the simplest thing. It’s
the thing that you can communicate to Hans-Ulrich
Obrist but also communicate to your mom. That’s
the sweet spot. Whether we’re doing a ridiculous
campaign for Nike or a fashion set or a performance
with a rapper or a brand identity system, it doesn’t
really matter, it needs to be able to speak or play
loud. It needs to be speak to all levels. And we like
finding that balance. That’s definitely a consistent
thing.
Also, we’re a referential office. We don’t shy away from the
fact that we’re standing on the shoulders of a lot of
other people that have done and are currently doing
work that is not dissimilar to us. There’s nothing
really that new under the sun. It’s more about new
combinations and ways of thinking around things.
And I think we reference that like a research office,
like AMO—OMA.
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We reference art history and architectural history with
almost everything that we do. That’s the key thing.
We spend a lot of time educating our collaborators
and our clients about what has happened or what
is currently happening so we can situate our brains
around it. As opposed to imagining or pretending
that we’ve created something out of thin air and it is
ours.
How did the idea of hiring an agency come to
fruition and how has that collaboration benefited
the studio?
It was a guess. We work with the agency, Collective Shift,
a little bit now but we’re not fully represented at
the moment. They’re awesome. They traditionally,
represent art directors and photographers in the
fashion industry. They sent us a stack of books for
each one of their clients and they seemed to have a
good approach. So we hit him up and asked if they
would like to represent us? They asked well, what
do you do? We proposed to them our vision for the
future studio, not the current studio. I think a lot of
times agents can only see what’s in front of them.
It translated as here’s your work and we will go get
you the same type of work because we have this
proof that you did it. That’s literally the antithesis
of what our studio is about. We’re only leveraging
what we’ve done to get to the next place we haven’t
yet gotten to. We initiate projects just as fast as we
work on client work. It’s a strange thing for them to
represent us, but now we’re seeing it take shape.
A lot of those shots we called came true. So we’re
in a pretty cool spot because people want to work
with us making it’s easier for them to introduce us
to people. It’s an interesting thing. There’s also a
financial thing that’s pretty tough because your
fees have to be structured differently but that’s all
business details.
The whole studio survives on developing really solid and
genuine relationships with people that are like–
minded. So for us, if we can get into a room with
somebody that we couldn’t get into prior, we’re
game for that. I don’t really care how the next thing
materializes. As long as we’re in the room with the
right people that want to make some cool shit. It’s
kind of like our way of dating.
Living in a world obsessed with identity,
in particular self-identity and you being a
person with many creative endeavors. How do
you define your creative self? In a single word?
I don’t.

“The studio should act as a threshold
between the street and the studio.”
—Elie Andersen
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“When we enter a state of play it’s like
making art with someone, you’re in
a suspended reality. And removing
ourselves from our realities is really
important.”
—Cas Holman
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Cas Holmann of Heroes Will Rise
Cas Holman has spent the last ten years immersed in play, education and immagination. She is a full time faculty at
RISD in the Industrial Design Department and recently relocated from Brooklyn to Hope, RI where she prototypes her
playthings on five acres known as Camp Fun. Cas is the founder and principal designer at Heroes Will Rise. Heroes Will
Rise is an independent toy company focusing on products designed in the spirit of invention and creativity. The soul of
these products is idealistic, optimistic and rooted in the belief that imagination is an essential part of childhood. Our
toys are never gender specific, and encourage an exploratory, unstructured play. Their Hope, Rhode Island workshop is
situated on a retired summer camp filled with toys, drawings, prototype structures, dreams and dogs.

INTERVIEW

Thank you again for coming in. Could you briefly
dive into some of your past experiences?
How did you start Heros Will Rise and Camp Fun?
Both two practices based on community and
physical gathering.
Heroes Will Rise was founded as a means to get products
for play for children onto the market. I didn’t really
want a business. And I still don’t love having a
business, but I do love having a way to get products
that wouldn’t otherwise be in the hands of kids into
the hands of kids. Being a small business, I’m able to
do things that larger businesses can’t. It’s harder for
larger toy companies to be brave, in ways that I can
be brave, for better or for worse. So Heros Will Rise
has brought a number of products to the market that
are not based on marketing or capital opportunities,
they are based on things that kids and families
don’t have access to usually. The large hands on
manipulables and building materials—playgrounds
that evolve throughout the day and are designed
by kids—design through play rather than being
something that plops down and they have play on.
They engage with it and it’s designed through the
process of playing with it.
I founded Heros Will Rise in 2006 around an element from
my graduate thesis. It was a hands on interactive
sculpture that had an immense success as a play
object. I’ve collaborated a lot with a company, you
might be interested in, called Kaboom. They make
playgrounds. And when you talk about engaging
with some specific community around a project,
they engage in thses community through building
playgrounds. So playgrounds are of course, a site
that members of community gather, but part of
what Kaboom offers to these communities and
with relative success, because they are ultimately
representatives of larger corporations that
have sponsored these builds. Theoretically, the
corporations are part of the communities where
they’re building these playgrounds, but they
engage with stakeholders from the neighborhood
where these playgrounds are going go to meet
and build the playground.The event of building
the playground, “the build” is the first event. The
lasting outcome of that event is this playground that
continues giving to that community as a gathering
place that builds community.

So kaboom acts like the middle man between
those bigger enterprises and the community
throughout the playground building process?
Yeah. They organize the build and they get the corporations
to donate the money to build to playgrounds.
I work with them through the primary product that Heros
Will Rise now manufacturers, which is Rigamajig.
They do a similar thing with Rigamajig, but the
missing element is the big build. What happens
instead, for example, Carmax, donate to 25 different
communities 50 Rigamajigs. These communities
are near or part of a military base. So it’s military
families that come together at a community space,
either a school or the YMCA, a boys and girls club.
These programs support communities in ways that
are a little different than playgrounds because its
programed. Rigamajig gets to live in those spaces.
Those communities become the stakeholders of
Rigamajig, which is the thing that people come
together around to play with.
And the reason that Carmax really likes Rigamajig is
because adults and kids play together in a way
that’s not just a gesture. It’s genuine. The adults are
figuring it out and often kids learn much quicker. So
there’s this really great power dynamic shift where
kids are helping adults understand how to use it.
Kids are better at learning new things. And Rigamajig
is a new system. It’s like playing with Legos where
adults are like, oh yeah, I figured this out when I was
eight, so I understand it now. Rigamajig didn’t exist
when they were eight. So now an eight year old
kid is much quicker at learning and they wind up
helping the adults. There’s this fabulous dynamic
that happens. And also because it’s on the floor. So
adults have to meet kids where they are, which is
also a nice shift. Observing adults getting used to
being on the floor is fun.
That’s part of how Hereos Will Rise is organized. As a design
lead company, we are the manufacturer of record.
We don’t actually make things. My company has
four full time employees, but there’s between 12 and
18 people who work full time for Rigamagig. I’m a
designer so I try to have as few employees and non–
designed things as possible. So sales, marketing
and customer service is facillitated through Kaboom.
It’s not really outsourced because their partners.
Fulfillment is a little more outsourced than the actual

Photograph of the kids building with Rigamajig

manufacturing. But, I think they are still considered
a partner and we have meetings every week. It’s
not as invisible as outsourcing sounds, but I have
strategic partnerships so that my company can focus
on design.
How have the ideas embedded in Heroes Will
Rise translated to Camp Fun, the five acres
of prototyping space in Hope, Rhode Island?
I bought Camp Fun and moved in five years ago. So 2014,
with the idea that it would be a prototyping space for
playgrounds because I was doing more playgrounds
at that point. And it was and I still do, but less and
less, unfortunately. I think partly because Rigamajig
has begun to replace the classroom by teaching
things that have not been taught. Teaching hands on
is growing quickly. And we’re feeding that so we stay
in the shift.
Whereas before, because of my own interests in
playgrounds and outdoor space, I was designing
Rigamajig towards the outdoor space and thinking of
Rigamajig as a playground. But the market taught us
where it really worked, which has been as a learning
material, which I also love. That’s great. Like reinvent
learning. I was thinking of it as a way to reinvent the
playground. But the regulations around playgrounds
are not something that my company could do
without a partnership with a large playground
company. Because of liability insurance and the
whole bunch of other reasons. So that’s something
I haven’t figured out how to crack yet. Whereas the
learning materials, we pass safety tests like consumer
products, safety testing for toys, but they are much
different than playground regulations. Also, creating
something to be able to live outdoors, from a material
standpoint, is much harder.
But, back to Camp Fun, because the interest of Heroes
Will Rise has shifted as such Camp Fun hasn’t
gotten to be part of it. However, it is still a place
that colleagues and friends gather and prototype.
Pneuhaus, the inflatable structures company, used
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to periodically come to my space to inflate their stuff.
So it became a testing ground for them. They came
out probably once every two months. So between
that and me have two big gatherings a year. Where
friends of mine, most of them from New York, come
up and have a weekend artist retreat party thing. It
fulfills its destiny in that way. But I still think about
how am I going to get from here to there? And the
“there” being where can it work? Where it can be
a more prototyping, outdoor space. By virtue it’s
an incredible property. My partner only lives there
part time. So I mostly live there alone and it’s mostly
not really working in the way that I had originally
imagined it, but I still use it as a space to prototype
and do shit. You know, I build a shed when I need a
shed. So that’s great.
The idea of reinventing the playground is super
interesting to me. Did it come from your experience with Rockwell Group building imagination
playground? What were the first installments in
your brain of how the outdoor playground and the
modularity of the Imagination Blocks could work
in tandem?
The imagination playground was largely influenced by
post war adventure playgrounds in Europe. More
specifically postwar adventure playgrounds in the
UK. But, there’s still one in Berkeley and there’s one
on Randall’s island in New York that opened just two
years ago. There are still some in Europe too.
So after the war everything was a mess. There was very little
infrastructure and kids just started playing in these
bombed out buildings and Lady Allen of Hurtwood,
this woman of influence who was an awesome
badass—And there’s a book called Planning for Play
that she wrote, which kind of tells the story, which
I think you’d be really interested because that was
true community gathering—She noticed that kids
were just playing in these bombed out houses and
rebuilding things. She was like, let’s let that happen,
but control it a little bit. So they started putting “play
workers,” someone whose job it was to hang out in
this playground and not direct kids of how to build
or play, but be this person that’s consistent. It wasn’t
necessarily a babysitter, they just kept an eye out and
it gave a sense that these adventure playgrounds
became anchors within these communities, in part
because that’s where kids went. And in part because
these “play workers” held the space. So the play
worker became a really important role in these
communities also because the “play worker” holds a
lot of power when kids can identify with you.
The idea of building their own playground, giving them
ownership and letting them collaborate, in actually
doing something and negotiating with things. This
was so much different than how playgrounds work
today. I don’t believe in safety surfacing. The ground

INTERVIEW

is not padded. The slide has two ways you can use it.
You slide down it and then you can climb up it, that’s
all you can do. I don’t buy playgrounds as a place
that communities gather. They don’t, they just don’t.
They are fenced off in a way that’s weird and you’re
not supposed to go into if you don’t have kids. And
that’s also weird. Intergenerationally its weird.
Those things largely influenced the imagination playground
the first site was in New York. This was the site for the
blue blocks [the imagination blocks], but because
they were so wonderful, they became a thing of
their own. They were designed originally as part
of this site and they were meant to not just be the
blue blocks, but among other loose parts and found
things and cardboard and all this other stuff.

Kids building with the Imagination Blocks as part of
Imagination Playground located at Seaport, NYC

I recently went to that playground, for research
purposes prior to learning about your practice.
I went in the winter, which was unfortuante
because everything was stored away in the
winter. There were very few playground goers
and the the water isn’t...
It’s probably a big sand pit.
Yeah. Exactly. Then when this thesis all started
coming together and I found out you were heavily
involved, I was super excited. Which brings me
to the next thing that I’m interested in that you
touched on, which is gathering in space. What do
you see the benefits of physical gathering space
compared to digital gathering space? How did the
objects and the experiences you have created
1) manifest themselves in physical space and
what does that do for us? 2) Is there any type of
digital translation of these experience that you
could come see coming to fuition?
The closest digital translation would be something like
Minecraft. I know they’re not called MMO RPGs
anymore, but the way that Minecraft can be
collaborative is beneficial because not everybody
communicates through conversation or even if you

do, even if you love conversing, making something
together and playing together is such a different
way of communicating and it’s such a different way
of understanding somebody. So there’s that. And
there’s a lot of science behind this physical proximity.
There are things we can pick up on and understand
about each other when there’s not a screen and we
interact differently. So there’s all that. But for me the
play element is important because play brings us
out of a room and creates rules that we assume are
necessary that really aren’t. When we enter a state
of play it’s like making art with someone, you’re in a
suspended reality. And removing ourselves from our
realities is really important. When there’s a screen we
can’t do it the same because it’s a context that were
too familiar with. If our best friend is facilitated by this
screen, we still live in a physical world, right? In the
screen we don’t know our neighbors—the people
who we share a struggle with whether that is with the
snow or the garbage can being spilt. The screen is
putting us further away from understanding people.
People you think you don’t share any commonalities
with, but in fact, you have so much in common. You
live on the same street.
So I think that it’s not just a matter of needing each other
because you might need a jump [for your car] or
because you needed sugar [for baking]. You bond
over passing each other twice a day or searching for
your cat. You know, all of these reasons that we think
we need our neighbors, but in fact, you have to be a
human being and connect with the people that are
in proximity to you. That shouldn’t be a skill. It should
just be a thing. And appreciating the old guy down
the street who’s a total grouch. But you try to make
him laugh and vice versa. And him realizing that
kids aren’t all that bad, you know. Understanding
each other where humans still show. That requires
proximity.
I can totally relate, in my time building projects
in my driveway on the West Side. The reclousive
grouch next door approached me and asked
“What are you working on?“ That small interaction really inspired me to continue these
community dirven projects. That is what it’s all
about. That small connection. That would never
occur otherwise.
Exactly, or seeing one another at the farmer’s market or
you see each other at the corner store. What are the
tiny things we all still have in common? Because
you’re not going to go to the same coffee shop.
In my case it was always occurred around dogs.
When I lived in Onlyville, I have so many people that
I still know because of the dog park. Or just even
walking wherever I live, whether I was in Manhattan
or wherever because I have the dogs I’m very in my
neighborhood. In that way, people with kids also

have this kind of experience.
Yeah, the dog facilitates a strange relationship to
that other dog owner in the parks. It’s a bizarre
phenomenon but a wonderful one.
When observing people using the tool or experience you’ve created, how do you assess and
gather feedback from these user relationships to
the thing?
Yeah. Because you brought up co-creating earlier. Well,
I start by listening. Knowing who it is that I’m
designing for is important. And I’ve been involved
in some projects that were co-created and from the
beginning I saw myself as a facilitator of the design.
With kids and teachers specifically for this school’s,
the 14th Street Wives, playground that I did. We
created through a process of co-creation with the
kids. And I was a little bit skeptical because I’d done
similar things. I’ve gone into classrooms just as a
visiting person. On career day or whatever, you talk
about this thing called, a designer, so everything
thing you play with, somebody designed it, you
know, etc. Whether its first graders or seventh
graders talking to them about this is what designing
for play is, or this is a toy designer, or playground
designer or whatever...
And, and then we ask them to design their dream
playground. And so often its these first graders
making them out of cotton candy and ice cream.
So I feel like this is going to be the gesture of
co-design. In the case of the YMCA, they have an
afterschool program that goes up to third grade,
which is eight years old. But that’s about it. And even
in third grade, they’re still not really conceptual.
They’re still going to give me the pop rocks
playground, the sandbox that’s filled with bubble
gum, the dragon, that is real and has flames. After
those experiences we realized we started working
with more of the teachers.
But what if I give them specific ingredients and say, here
are the ingredients: you have the sandbox, what do
you want your sandbox to be? If you have a slide,
what do you want your slide to be? Then I went
back and we did it again. Rather than asking what is
your dream playground? I was like, okay, that didn’t
work right. And I’d read about this also, like I’d read
even with, with playgrounds, people will do this with
communities and when they talk about their thing,
I think that a lot of people who talk about this kind
of thing are hesitant to say like, wow, that didn’t
work. Instead they kind of like frame each step as if
it worked.
But that’s not co-design. You designed it. Just admit you
designed it. It’s okay that it didn’t work. Don’t
pretend that this is the direct interpretation of their
cotton candy slide. You designed that. So, when I
brought back the ingredients idea, it was a way of
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layering—to hear what their priorities were. But it
still wasn’t great. There are too many regulations,
nuances and rules on say a playground rooftop.
There are too many things you have to do. I’m not
going to tell them this is the playground they’re
going to get because in six months from now they’re
going to be like, what is this? And then Im left saying
I couldn’t do that. So co-design I’m skeptical of
because I feel like we often can’t and don’t need to
remove ourselves as the designer. I think what we
have to do is be honest about the points at which
we’re inserting something. We think something is
right based on our expertise. By saying ”you said
you wanted all sand, but I think you really only want
to have half sand.“ That’s colonizing the design.
That’s you saying what you think they want is more
important than what they say. Where I think the role
of the designer can be this “ you said you wanted
this much sand and I will figure out a way to make
that work within the constraints.”
I’m [the designer] the one that’s going to take the sun
direction and the amount of weight you can have
on a rooftop and the placement of the water outlets
based on the drainage system that exists on the roof.
And I’m going to figure out how to make that work
given those conditions. Rather than saying yeah,
we’re going to put this here. Knowing the constraints
and then within that, letting them shift and set the
priorities. I don’t know if people would call that
co-design. I just call it good design. There are times
when I say “I think this would be fun for you” And
then I’ll put it in front of them and see if it’s fun for
them. And Rigamagig, is primarily like that. Teachers
tell me what they want to be able to teach to their
students through the use of hands on materials and
I try to figure out what will do that. Then we put it in
front of kids and sometimes it works. And sometimes
while the kids are playing with it, the teachers will
assess whether or not it’s kind of working.
We have a research group at Purdue University that is
studying the efficacy of rigamajig, which is super
weird but great. This process of looking at these
tools to assess the efficacy of something that’s
meant to be open ended is hard. The researchers
were definitely like, you’re impossible. I was like,
what do you mean it isn’t effective in teaching math?
How do you assess if something like Rigagmajig is
effective in teaching math? Maybe they aren’t sure
if they’re learning math but they’re learning how to
work together. Can you even measure what makes
a community come together? What does it look
like for community to come together? Like are they
supposed to go have a barbecue or can they just like
smile at each other when they walk past?

“What if design is not actually seen
as an afterthought but more at the
forefront of building community?
What if the design process and design
thinking is actually critical to building
social capital? “
—Sarah Sandman
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Sarah Sandman of Brick x Brick
Sarah Sandman is an Brooklyn-based artist, designer and activist creating experiences that amplify messages
of social change. She is the founder and co-director of Brick x Brick, an art performance project that builds
human walls against Trump and misogyny. Sandman is a 2017 Senior TED Fellow and holds an MFA in Graphic
Design from the Rhode Island School of Design.

INTERVIEW

As I mentioned in my original email, I am
interested in how your practice oscillates
between graphic design and social design.
Could you describe that relationship for me?
Sure. So this has been a huge part of my journey. I have
not cracked the secret equation of how you make
a sustainable living from doing social justice
focused design. When I was running my own
company, Public Displays of Affection, the one
way we approached our work was just focusing
on nonprofits that we believed in. We worked
for Planned Parenthood. Another big client was
American Cancer Society. We worked with a
sustainable, green energy company called Acadia
Center and I often found that these causes really
don’t put design, if not first, at least higher in, in the
hierarchical position of their priorities. And so to be
dealing with such a communication need and how
you’re getting your message out and there doesn’t
seem to be a focus.
And as we’re trying to penetrate these large nonprofits,
getting to the core and making sure that they’re
really finding value in design and communication
design to spread their message was tough.
Sometimes, the budgets are small. I mean that’s
the main thing. Work on cost base things. Budgets
are small. You try to emphasize the need for great
design, great communication materials, as much as
you can and you’re still dealing with small budgets.
That is one of the biggest hurdles and obstacles.
I should also backtrack. I also worked for a company pre—
graduate school. A few of them, actually. One called
the Egg and then another one called Green Team,
which has now dissolved. They were at the forefront
of the greenwashing era, which came out in about
2007. When the seventh generation was out-coca
cola and Walmart where even having sustainability
campaigns, it’s when all of the kind of corporate
sustainability chapters of large corporations started
to come out. So I was actually really excited about
being in the belly of the beast. And so I worked
on, um, I was one of the design directors for the
Coco Cola sustainability campaign, which was just
internally focused. It was just for their employees.
And there were a lot of hurdles there, it truly felt
like greenwashing, it truly felt like we will make
ourselves feel good if we slap this message on.

But it was very unclear that there were actually going to be
internal changes happening. So one of the reasons
I came to to RISD is because I was like, wow, okay,
we can make a, you know, no, I mean there was print
was more prevalent at the time, but we can use soy
based inks and recycled paper and recycled tote
bags out of recycled bottles that can be sold for the
company and their employees. And then like, it’ll
all look like we care. And I was all, you know, great.
And yet Coca Cola is one of the biggest perpetrators
of the water crisis. And it just seemed so superficial.
And so at RISD my big thing was like, okay, what if
design is not actually seen as an afterthought but
more at the forefront of building community? What
if the design process and design thinking is actually
critical to building social capital?
And so that’s what I was exploring in my thesis. And
bringing that to nonprofits, I just found really
challenging and ultimately found myself, you
know, we worked on some really cool things with
planned parenthood’s, some coloring books.
We worked on these condom designs that were
about Trump taking away your healthcare. I mean,
there was some things that were super edgy, but
overall design was still an afterthought. And you
go to smaller nonprofits that really want to engage
in that way and they definitely don’t have the
budget. The larger ones do, even if they’re a little bit
conservative. So I reached a point where I was like,
you know what, I’m just not going to get paid for
this. And that’s okay.
I’m at a point right now where I have fully embraced having
two identities and it’s okay for the time being. I
ended up going with a client who doesn’t have
a social mission, but they make podcasts that are
educational and bring joy to the world. And I feel
fine working on it. And I love the people I work with,
the people that work for me. I have a great living.
I’ve negotiated a four day work week, so I have
a studio day, which is my day that I can dedicate
to this practice. I don’t have kids. I don’t have a
partner. I work Wednesday, Saturday, Sunday on
my stuff and I live two lives. And so it’s not the most
glamorous approach, but it’s what I figured out so
that I have control over the content that I create. My
stuff became much more activist base. So what I do
now is really use design principles to create visuals

that amplify messages of change
and particularly through protest. So
that’s the space that I’m currently
most interested in.
For example, I went to Ferguson after the
murder of Michael Brown. And I’m
from Saint Louis and it was crazy to
be in my city and have tanks on the
corner. I mean absolutely crazy!
And then shortly after that, Eric Gardner was
murdered in New York. I should also
say that I always wanted to teach
design. It was one of the reasons
that I went to Grad school then this
Sarah Sandman’s TED talk titled The Healing Power of Protest
will tie back to the Garner case. But,
I taught at a community college in
really like struck something in me. I was like, there’s
the South Bronx full time for five years. And then I
something there.
went from full time ready to get tenure track, which
So then, Trump is the nominee and I’m freaking out. And,
everyone thought was crazy to adjunct to be able to
um, one thing, my, my ted talk just went up the other
do more of my work because I was really teaching
day on the Ted Archive. I’m the featured talk up there
a heavy lift. But I was really excited to be teaching
and I talk about the healing power of protest and
design in a community that often doesn’t have great
how art and design part of that. So you might want
design. Right. I had the privilege of going to RISD
to watch that cause I’ll be much more eloquent than
still of course, paying out crazy student loans, which
on a Skype call. But essentially what happened is I
not trying to make you paranoid but wanted to give
watched my community...
back. I had this privilege of even knowing what RISD
was.
And a lot of my students in the South Bronx have never
even heard of SVA, RISD MICA, Pratt, Parsons, etc.
So it was really important to me to be engaging in a
community that doesn’t have access to design. And
I was watching as my students were just mortified
and upset and their communities were really hit by
what was happening. and getting a lot more press
and attention with the Eric Gardner case really, really
shook my students. And so I collaborated with the
black studies department at my school and my
students and we created a campaign called host
those hands up. That’s where I taught. Um, and
this project really revealed to me how important it
is when you’re designing for mass communication
and protests, how much you need to have individual
expression as part of a larger unifying visual system.
So what I mean by that is we have large, oversized
silhouettes of hands, but students got to pick what
the messages were that we put on those signs.
Right. And it was super easy. It was just me laying
out them picking statements, me laying out type on
eight and a half by 11 paper and printing it off and
then adhering them. But from a distance it looks
like the type was melded. And so you didn’t have
to go through this crazy process, but they became
the sea in the millions march of hands, oversized
hands being held up. Speaking directly to hands up,
don’t shoot. But then each student getting to have
their own customized statement of what something
meant to them. And so this idea of individual
expression within collective visually unification
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Hold on.
I literally have to put him in the other room. [speaks to
cat] I love you darling. So does Joel.
Okay, rewind. I knew I wanted to do a project against Trump.
I knew I wanted to do something about the election.
And in looking at the 2012 Obama election, women
basically got Obama in office if you look at the
numbers. So our community is like totally freaking
out about the messages around immigration, the
wall, all the sexist statements that are coming out
over his entire lifetime. And I was like, okay, I have
to pick an issue in here. It’s like you could just do
anything, right? But I was like, okay, let’s target the
women’s vote. Maybe with Hillary, we can get this
momentum when we can stop this. And so I did
use the analogy of the wall, but particularly it was
focused on building a human wall against misogyny
and rape culture. Myself and a lot of people in our
community are survivors of sexual assault. And I
wanted to find a way for us to speak out against
this. I think there’s power in people making protest
signs. I think they’re beautiful. I love that people get
out markers that haven’t drawn in years. There’s
something about the creative process of individual
protest sign making, that’s gorgeous, but at this
point it just becomes a wash. Like it doesn’t have the
spectacle and I’m interested in collective spectacle
to really amplify a message. And so that’s where
these brick pattern jumpsuits came in. And the

other thing that I’m a big fan of is low barriers to
participation. How can you just hold a sign in this
mass group? How can you, if it’s the hands, how can
you just put on a jumpsuit and get in the wall and
stand and you’re part of this larger message.
I really viewed it as a human billboard. The big thing there
was finding the right collaborators. I can’t pull this
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Photograph of protesters in the brick x brick jumpsuits.
Jumpsuits made in partnership with costume designer
Andrea Lauer.

kind of stuff off singularly. Social justice design
practices are not done in a silo. That’s been my big
thing is always finding the right partners. I found a
costume designer, Andrea Lauer, and she helped me
create these jumpsuits and we kept adding people
on to the wall. All the people are credited on the
Brick x Brick thing. So I don’t need to list all of the
names, but Joey and Kyra, there was just a whole
crowd that came around. But, essentially white
women put Trump in the office. But, I’ve found that
this project was so important in collective healing
during public trauma. Like Trump has truly been
publicly traumatic and so we can all be isolated
on social media--tweeting things and getting mad
and being alone. There’s this need to be with other
humans processing this together. And so when you
can use design for that... Brick x Brick has been less
about the people, or the audience that are seeing it
on the other side. And watching the wall and more
about the people actually performing.
We have had tons of people come to us and scream our
faces. We’ve had women just break down, cry in
front of us. Like we’ve had an intense emotional
reactions. But we collect the stories of the individuals
because we’re silent in our wall. And collecting
stories afterwards and we’ve got them numbered
like individual prints, so 1 of 200, 3 of 200, et cetera.
And we know that, Mary of Saint Louis and Becky
of Vermont and Susie of Texas have all worn suit
three. This is just an example, I don’t actually know
the names off the top of my head, but they’ve
contributed short stories and we know what was
happening while we were wearing these objects.
These designed objects have actually absorbed
these really beautiful stories of healing. A lot of these
women are telling their stories of survival. For the first

time we had one woman run for Rhode Island State
Congress, Brick x Brick wasn’t the only catalyst, but
we have this amazing note, that said this gave me the
power to then know from this collective of women
and holding these hands that I could actually do this,
that I had a strength to do this. It shows that these
creative spaces through art can really foster a strong
sense of community and belonging. And it can affect
how we show up in the rest of our lives. That’s how
I’m viewing design right now. Like how does it build
collective? How, um, how do you offer opportunities
where people feel lost and not sure how to express
themselves around really difficult issues. How do you
bring people together and offer them a way to show
up and express these without just screaming in the
streets? Not that I don’t think that is valuable.
The next thing that we’re working on right now is in the
works. We have a world renowned chef, we have
architects from MIT, we have Andrea with jumpsuits,
we have Nicky Ewan who also teaches at RISD. Who
was my thesis advisor and now I’m collaborating
with her a bunch on blankets for refugees and
going down to the border and during Thanksgiving
creating a large community space to be able to cook
food and collect supplies that are necessary. And
so this is kind of the next gesture around that. But
art and design, it’s not just going to be a meal and
it’s not just going to be supplies. It is like an action
to bring community together and we have different
local partners that were putting things together with
right now.
I’m interested to hear your thoughts on co-designing, especially with a foreign community.
How do you go about designing in a community
when you’re not directly a part of it?
This is something that we are literally working through
right now. I was just texting with a friend about this,
especially with this community. This is going to be
one of the most challenging ones. Because we’re
not actually on the ground in Tijuana. And so it’s
very much about forming partnerships early, giving
yourself enough timeline, having basic idea as you
approach, but saying this all could change after I
talk to you and hear what your needs are. I did my
research. I know from the people that have gone
down there, I know from the supply list, I know from
different organizations that are doing meals, the
basics around this, which is where this idea was
formed. But literally the entire design process has
to be disrupted if you don’t have the communities
voice front and center. Otherwise it’s not building
community. You’re just making assumptions as
a designer and imposing values, thinking you’re
making things better when in fact, how can you
serve as a community if you don’t know that
community and you’re not part of it. And also seeing

that community as collaborators. You’re not just
service designers there to offer your help. This is a
partnership.
How do you gain the necessary feedback you
need when going through these types of projects? Is it observational? Is it through one on one
meetings, personal encounters, et cetera. How
you gained the critical feedback to continue
growing as a designer?
I love this question. You have to allow time for this part of
the process, instead of just charging forward. I used
to be a designer that would not reveal the things
I was working on that weren’t ready to go public
facing. But now I know how ridiculous that is. I
have a trusted community, an ethnomusicologist,
a filmmaker, an architect, I have educators, I have
students, I have a bunch of different people in my life
that I run things by and it often is through text and
sometimes I’ll do text surveys where I will send out
three ideas and literally have some sort of vote via
texts to get like quick reads on what’s going on. So
there’s a quilt project I’ve been working on and I had
two different layouts and I blasted it out to a bunch
of different people.
And literally the one that came back with the most votes
was the one that I went with. Ideally you have time
and you get everyone together in a room. But there’s
ways to use technology to quickly just get feedback
on the go. I have a collective brain that I tap all of
the time. Brick x Brick was constantly me making
adjustments, sending it out to my trusted brain circle
and then adjusting it from there. It’s like quick text
critiques.
And thank God I asked them because there’s some things
that were just so off that I could not possibly see. And
being a white woman and creating things that are
inclusive and for women of color, I had to be talking
to my friends that are women of color, to know how
this was going to be perceived. And if it was the right
message. And then having the message tweet and
trusting them as the authority on these issues. It is
easy in our world where designed is celebrated, as
is art--art even more so, of the singular creative hero
and that authorship. That is just not true. And that’s
not how good design happens. It just doesn’t. And
so, you know, of course there’s still ego involved,
but there has to be an embracing of humility. And
me saying all the time, I don’t know the answer and
I’m not going to pretend to. And designers should
be saying that all the time. Literally, I don’t know
the answer and I’m not gonna pretend to. And so
I’m going to go to the voices of authority that have
lived through these experiences and go that route
and stuff truly does not turn out great when you
don’t take the time to go through that process. And
I learned that myself. Like I’m a bulldozer, I get an
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idea and I want to like have it done in three weeks.
It’s how I like to work and I have had to slow down
to make sure that voices are heard and build longer
on-ramps for that to happen.
And when, this comes back to your original question about
how to do that professionally, I have not found the
space where clients are willing to take that time with
the on-ramp to really get that feedback. When you’re,
when you’re working in a financial market there just
isn’t time for that, even if you’re pushing for it. That’s
problematic. And which is why I’ve said, all right, this
is my paid job. I do branding for podcasts and media,
all of the stuff that’s being made I feel pretty good
about it. It’s not necessarily always the thing that
I’m interested in, but I love my coworkers. I get my
paycheck, I love my team, I love building things with
them. And, and then my soul was fulfilled in another
way. But it also lets me have the necessary time to
make the work that I think is effective and that my
community is authored alongside me.
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