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A sponsored studio focused on the production of ur-
ban design and architecture alternatives for one of 
the oldest neighborhoods in Mexico City: Barrio de 
La Merced. There will be a potential collabortion with 
students/faculty at the Universidad Nacional Au-
tonoma de Mexico (UNAM); students enrolled in the 

TO BE DETERMINED 
studio will intervene in public spaces and building 
areas around one of the most important and surreal 
retail markets in Mexico City: Mercado de La Merced. 
This is a sponsored research studio where innovation 
and experimentation are fundamental pre-requisites 
for its successful completion.
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SLICES
STRUCTURAL FOAM + ROBOTIC STEREOTOMY

The relationship between form and function, and in particular the reciprocity between 
geometry and structure, is among the oldest preoccupations in architecture. And despite the 
liberatory promise of structural surfaces (especially as exemplified in the work of Felix Candela, 
Frei Otto, Heinz Isler and their kin), the extruded beam, uniform slab and plumb wall still reign. 
This persistence is equal parts a failure of our collective imagination, and a limitation imposed 
by industrial production. An example: the steel beam has been produced the same way for 
some two hundred years. It is straight, uniform and flat because it has been rolled or extruded. 
The structurally perfect beam, in contrast, is shaped, allocating material where it most needed 
and best used. In short, structural geometry and e�icient production are at odds under the 
prevailing industrial paradigm. 

Emerging technologies, specifically computational design and robotic fabrication, promise to 
transcend the limitations of aging industrial production processes. It is possible, only in our 
moment, to have it both ways: structural geometries that can also be produced e�iciently. 
The aim of this studio is to explore the radical new possibilities engendered by this shi�. We 
will focus on one method (among many) for this exploration: using the robot arm, equipped 
with a hot-wire cutter, to slice foam blocks. The solids formed this way, by definition bounded 
by ruled surfaces on all sides, will have inherent structural properties that we will leverage 
to compose larger assemblies. Two common building systems will serve as our real-world 
precedents for foam acting as structure: Insulated Concrete Forms (ICFs) and Structural 
Insulated Panels (SIPs). 

Put another, equally truthful and much less verbose, way: this studio will be using a robot to 
cut blocks of foam into spectacular shapes. We will imagine them at many scales, combine 
them with other materials in interesting ways, and add them together to make larger things 
still. We will discuss geometry, structure, pasts and futures. You will get hands-on time with 
the Kuka robotic arm, and learn the so�ware necessary to use it. Through playing, testing, 
experimenting, prototyping and other modes of making, you will transform raw material into 
architectural matter. 

NOTES: The course will be a hybrid of online discussion and on-site work, as is necessary for 
a fabrication-centered studio. We are lucky to have a generous studio sponsor, ShopClass, 
who will provide all materials at no cost to students. And though an interest in fabrication is 

certainly helpful, there are no required 
skills or pre-requisites.
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