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Using the Buddhist notion that we conceive of  time through observing change, this thesis 
attempts to answer the question ‘how can we create the sensation of  time in architecture?’ 
It is important to acknowledge the fact that buildings will change over time. No building is 
above aging. “The transformation of  a building’s surface can... be positive in that it can allow 
one to recognize the necessity of  change, and to resist the desire to overcome fate.”1

To the modern movement, water stains and eroded edges are a tragic vandalism of  the 
original design. Alternatively, this ‘destruction’ of  architecture reminds us that materials are 
alive and changing. What we see is the impermanence of  all things. A material will eventually 
return to its source. The death of  one body is essential for the birth of  another.

The thesis investigates impermanence in architecture through a four part studio:  Studio 1 
‘Beginning Again’ recounts the thoughts and theory behind the thesis. Studio 2 ‘Studies in 
Process’ explores the balance between control and surrender through experimentation with 
the casting process. Studio 3 ‘Studying Site’ engages with the Cheltenham Badlands through 
aerial photography, site sketches, and scientific studies. Studio 4 ‘Building on an Eroding 
Landscape’ concludes the thesis with the development of  a design methodology and a 
final proposition for the badlands. The architecture attempts to engage visitors with the 
materiality of  the landscape and the ongoing processes which form it. 

Designing through process rather than form, the thesis challenges the ego of  the architect. I 
have found that letting go of  some control and thinking through making has informed and 
inspired an approach to design that decentralizes the desires of  the architect. Submaking 
(where willful control and surrender occur in the same place and at the same time) has 
revitalized my desire to make with time.

1	 Mostafavi, Mohsen, and David Leatherbarrow. On Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT, 1993. Print.
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“It was a most extraordinary and terrifying sight. The floor consisted of  some greyish 
material, glazed and shiny, which rose and fell in slow palpitation. The throbs were not 
direct, but gave the impression of  a gentle ripple or rhythm, which ran across the surface. 
This surface itself  was not entirely homogeneous, but beneath it, seen as through ground 
glass, there were dim whitish patches or vacuoles, which varied constantly in shape and size. 
We stood all three gazing spell-bound at this extraordinary sight.”

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle – When the Earth Screamed, p. 22
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Introduction

Cheltenham Badlandsfig 0.01 Parched, cracking, permeable earth

photograph by author
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From Below

I come up from below, as you dig down into. 

I see everything from here: 
the water that moves me, 
the air that lifts off  and flies out, 
and the sun whose warmth moves like you do, down into life.

When you grow tired trying to lift off  and fly upright, return to me.
Come back, ground yourself, rest on my shoulder. 
I will dissipate your weight.

If  you are brave enough, then go deeper. I am much more than this eroded 
surface. 
I am filled with the dance of  difference, with the play of  imperfection. 
Down here, everything is brought together, nothing is far apart. 
A thousand differences makeup one small graft of  skin, and millions makeup 
a mass of  material. 

I have a “both/and” philosophy. 
I accept the black, the white, the red, the brown; all is one. 
I am the support, the base, the ground.

 I am the inevitable earth.

FROM BELOW

Introduction
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Introduction

facing west from the upper viewing areaCheltenham Badlandsfig 0.02

photograph by author
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From Below

“Architecture is situated between the biological and the geological 
- slower than living things but faster than the underlying geology. 
Resistance and change are both at work in the landscape: the hardness 
of the rock and the fluid adaptability of living things.”

Stan Allen, Landform Building
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Introduction

the traces of  streams of  water travelling from high ground to low 
land

Cheltenham Badlandsfig 0.03

photograph by author
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From Below

“Time can be spoken of only in relation to phenomena susceptible to 
change, which because they are susceptible to change are transitory and 
impermanent. ‘Impermanent’ means there is a process. If there is no 
process of change, then one cannot conceive of time in the first place.”

Dalai Lama, Parabola, 1990 (p.5)

view from the lower end of  the badlands, looking eastCheltenham Badlandsfig 0.04

photograph by author
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Introduction

Cheltenham Badlandsfig 0.05 bedrock of  queenston shale, transformed by erosion, with veins of  
green iron oxide running through it

photograph by author
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From Below

I am more than matter. I am a slow force. I am material. 

I am moving and being moved.
Life is pulled up from me, and yearns for its return.

You started from below, climbing through leaps and flights. 
Now you move quickly, leaving nimble footprints.
You tend to leap ahead into the future. When will you surrender? 
When will you dance in the unity of  all things, 
in the cycle of  life, death, and rebirth. 

If  you only see the apparent fixity of  forms,
be patient, take root, feel the slow formative forces, 
gravity, weight, internal pressure. 
These are the forces of  my material, the hard movements and the fluid shifts. 
If  you wait long enough, you will feel my restlessness. 

But do not be fooled.
Time is different for us.
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Introduction

Cheltenham Badlandsfig 0.06 looking north tourwards the road from a rogue trail

photograph by author
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From Below

“This is mortality: to move along a rectilinear line in a universe where 
everything, if it moves at all, moves in a cyclical order.”

Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition
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Introduction

Cheltenham Badlandsfig 0.07 invited landscape architects on a site tour

photograph by uninvited author



12

From Below

You take photographs and put me into landscape images, 
documenting, appreciating color, form.
Focusing on my extensive body of  lengths, areas, and volumes,
you build a topographic understanding of  the “badlands feature.” 

Why are the earth beneath the grass and the trees not included in who I am?
These plants have grown on my back, 
protecting the shale which you now value. 
I extend much farther than a camera can see,
but in this place, where the trees have been stripped off  my back,
I lie open and exposed. 

It’s quite ironic, wanting to preserve this form after cleaving away all the 
plants that held me together.

Within my extensive body, resides intensive force. 
You have lost touch with this world because it is abstract to your senses. 

You can perceive it through the eroded traces of  my dance with water. 
You can begin to imagine cyclical time and impermanence.

People have found it before, through a fascination with what lies behind 
ordinary appearances. 
They have surrendered to life, death, and time. 
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Introduction

Cheltenham Badlandsfig 0.08 view of the upper viewing area, rain water moves down from here

photograph by author
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From Below

“Time reflected in change and change reflected in time may just be the 
key to understanding the natural world and our place within it.”

Marc Treib, Nature Recalled

Cheltenham Badlandsfig 0.09 one little patch of earth, clay and shale, blue and orange, both/and

photograph by author
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Beginning Again

Traces

photograph by author

Vaseline and silicone marks on the base that I use for casting
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 — 
destruction is necessary for construction — ordering chaos — presence — 
awareness — awaiting inspiration — process — discovery — uncertainty — 

creativity  — take chances  — make mistakes  — get messy
—

Studio 1

Beginning Again

March 13, 2016

photograph by author

My model making desk in a creative state
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Beginning Again

1931 Built

1965 Abused

1997- Restored

1928 Original Design

image MIT Press

image MIT Press
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Impermanence as Process

life to that of  a human and the ways in which experiences and the passage of  time builds 

”

IMPERMANENCE AS PROCESS
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Beginning Again

FIXED IMAGE

the building is 
complete

IDEA!

sketches turn 
into blueprints

IDEA!

it ages

it ages

and it is maintained to 
reverse aging

itself  through time

Time in the impermanent model of  architecture leads to 

through weathering

the building is in a continual 
state of  becoming

IMPERMANENT MODEL

sketches turn 
into models

Two Modes of  Design

appearance of  its aging

image by author
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Impermanence as Process

of  the entirely new within the pattern of  the old… I suspect that in human existence our 

Northern Farm
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Beginning Again

MATERIAL IMPERMANENCE

PHYSICAL

• Materiality
• 

POLITICAL

• Erasure
• Authorship

METAPHYSICAL

• Memory
• Time

CULTURAL

• Trace/Mark
• Maintenance
• Transformation

DURATION

Dimensions of  Impermanence

image by author
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Impermanence as Process

On Weathering

so far as it reminds humans of  the changing nature of  matter and of  the 

architecture that does not suffer from stains but rather paints itself  with rain 

On Weathering
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Beginning Again

a creek trail
through the cat-tail
marsh
a crumbling wall

Site Sketch

image by author
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The Life of Materials

The Re-enchantment of  
Everyday Life Vibrant Matter

important everyday experience that brings us closer to the beauty within the 

Vibrant Matter, 

Slowness

THE LIFE OF MATERIALS
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Beginning Again

Peter Salter, Four Japanese Projects 1990-93

Four Japanese Projects’ 
Dublin
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The Life of Materials

but extend into a sense of  time when we take a slower pace and perceive 

and slow change unfold) is a good tool for developing the connection to our 
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Beginning Again

Umwelt
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The Life of Materials

slowly changing and a thing that is unchanging depends upon how open we 

 It too is in a state of  

Chomolangma 
 It has been a more-than-human power 

3 

Oceania
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Beginning Again

The First Cup

covered in talcum powder

photograph by author
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Thinking Through Materiality

”

The Fore Cast,

Materiality challenges the top-down convention of  form imposed on passive 

to not design away all the wildness of  a material by imposing a perfect form 

awaits possession by force reinforces the idea of  matter as a passive and 

terrestrial substance that is both possessed by force and alive with its own 

 The empirical truth of  

The Fore Cast

THINKING THROUGH MATERIALITY
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Beginning Again

Intensities of  Plaster 
and Iron

photograph by author
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Thinking Through Materiality

to design with

Model making helped me focus on process as a way to include materiality 

active
restlessness
of  restless and action

The Fore Cast
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Beginning Again

Balanus 
Tintinnabulum

photograph by author
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Thinking Through Materiality

in this sense are supposed not to be inherited: but who can say that the warped condition 

”

On The Origin of  Species

On the Origin of  Species captures the beauty of  

there is so much variety within one species because it is a combination 

difference would help inform a design methodology focused on achieving 

of  iterative evolution through the interaction of  internal and externals forces 
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Beginning Again

image by author
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Thinking Through Materiality

submaking  

It directs this life-principle into a design methodology that shifts creative 

make a space of  action in which materials can self-organise their own shape 
 

subnature
The Fore Cast
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Beginning Again

The Life of  Architecture 
and Beyond

Centre 
D’Emballage et de Distribution Ricola Europe, published in L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, n°8
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Thinking Through Materiality

 is a philosophy aligned with the 

Expressionism in Philosophy, 

water
 it and sometime weakens

form of  encounter with the local bones - 
the traces
earth - 

Earth, Water, Air, Fire. The Four Elements and Architecture
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construction plan

models

detailed sketches

detailed m
odels

FORMATION

settling

DUR
ATIO

N

Studies in Process
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The Creative Process

image by author
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 — 
certainty and risk — materiality — force — submaking — indeterminacy — 

 — 

Studio 2

Studies in Process

ARCHITECT

VIRTUAL FORM

BUILDER

MATERIAL COPY

FORM DEGRADES

ARCHITECT

VIRTUAL FORM

MATERIAL 
FORCES

TOOLS

ENVIRONMENT

FABRICATION

MATERIAL 
FORM

FORM DEVELOPS

Two Modes of  
Architecture

image by author

On the left, the process of  design is streamlined; blueprints 
are sent to a builder, and the building is copies the blueprints 
as closely as possible. On the right, the design process includes 
feedback and alteration, resulting in an architecture that is 
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Studies in Process

Turbelence, Flow
This cast was made by spreading a bed of  talcum powder 
inside a square mold. Plaster is then poured into the bed of  
talcum. The two materials fold into each other, and the plaster 

photograph by author
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Animate Matter

ANIMATE MATTER

1 For 
a material, ‘will’ is in close relation to tendency, trajectory, propensity, and 
desire. 

There is a power to anthropomorphic words, such as will or desire. While it 

agency has some echoes in nonhuman nature—to counter the narcissism of  
humans in charge of  the world.”2 

chemical restlessness: the rusting of  iron, the peeling of  paint, the decanting 
of  odors.3  

4 we run the risk of  alienating 

1 Mark West, The Fore Cast, p.134
Vibrant Matter

3 Mark West, The Fore Cast, p.134
Vibrant Matter

impulses, the one urging men towards mysticism, the other urging them towards science... 

must, for all its arduous uncertainty, make philosophy, to some minds, a greater thing than 
either science or religion.”

 Mysticism & Logic and Other Essays
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Studies in Process

Light Talcum Cast

Excess Talcum Cast

Vaseline Cast

photograph by author

photograph by author

photograph by author
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Animate Matter

all three sections are identical, the process was the only thing that could add 

the same plaster mix.

of  thick powder curl into the mass of  plaster and press against its surface.

pushes into the plaster mass

WAVE FORMS
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Studies in Process

Earth Cast Tiles

photograph by author
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Faciality

The surface of  a material is much deeper than the hairline we normally 

is the presentation of  internal force and external impact. When described 
anthropomorphically as a face, it begins to carry agency and personality. The 

it tells a story, but a partial story in a nonhuman language. That is to say, the 

interaction. 

DEEP SURFACE

image by author
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Studies in Process

Earth Cast Tiles - Process

photograph by author
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Faciality

earth. The more liquid the earth was, the less it resisted the mass and force 
of  the plaster pour.

and hills. The ridges seem to be lines of  immiscible interaction between the 

pushes through the mud to the baseboard.

EARTH CAST TILE
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Studies in Process

Single Points Pour

photograph by author
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Faciality

Point and Line Pour

photograph by author
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Studies in Process

Travelling Line

photograph by author



52

Faciality

Intersecting Lines

photograph by author
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Studies in Process

Model Species - Striated Walls

photograph by author
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Open Process

Detecting the force of  materials requires us to follow with a willingness to 

then we need to be careful to maintain this unknown space in our perception 
of  the world We need to acknowledge the independent life of  materials 
without explaining away the mysterious echoes they share with our own life.

This embrace of  mystery, of  that which we do not quite understand, shifts 

technical certainty in the process of  construction for many reasons, chief  
among them are knowing that the space will be comfortable and structurally 
sound. 

Opening the design process up to include the uncertainties of  material 

methodology becomes one where and idea is made physical, not as an 
accurate replica, but as a simulation with many possible outcomes. The 
range of  possibility becomes the territory to explore through playfulness and 

performance.

OPEN PROCESSES

 Mysticism & Logic and Other Essays
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Studies in Process

Striations of  Plaster and Talcum

photograph by author
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Open Process

Striations of  Plaster and Clay

photograph by author
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Studies in Process

Earth Cast Columns

photograph by author
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Open Process

would be poignant, and useful. There is a ‘ruin’ quality to them, which 

what this sensation of  time is, what emotions are tied to our sense of  
time? Melancholy, forgetting, guilt, shame, remorse, appreciation, gratitude, 

this falling as a rising of  its absence, the rising of  space for another being 
to rise into. The ambition in this reframing is to embed, in architecture, the 
sense that we are not slowly dieing, but nurturing and protecting life. We are 
slowly becoming other than our self. Perhaps self  is the only thing that dies, 
and is constructed. 

earth casting
earth formwork

UNEARTHING
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Studies in Process

Earth Cast Columns I

photograph by author
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Open Process

Earth Cast Columns II
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Orthomosaic 2016-07-24
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Studying Site
 —

perception — distance — site — pixelization — remoteness — aerial photography — satellite 
imagery — drones — temporal observation — landscapes as living materials — topology — 

— 

Studio 3
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Studying Site

material

eye-level

aerial

cartographic

4 Ways of  Looking
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The Cheltenham Badlands

THE CHELTENHAM BADLANDS

earth, a friend suggested that I visit the 

for a local collaborator for an upcoming master 

an independent student, amongst the invited 

 

Site Tour
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Studying Site

Terra Cotta
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Preservation, Conservation, and Neglect

PRESERVATION, CONSERVATION, AND NEGLECT

In my approach to this rare and vulnerable badlands formation, and my attempt to 

Feral,

PRESERVATION NEGLECTCONSERVATION REWILDING
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Studying Site

Geology, Hydrology
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Management Planning

MANAGEMENT PLANNING

 

• 
• 
• 
• Enhanced opportunities for interpretation and public education
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Studying Site

Beautiful Erosion

Racing Along the Edges
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Toplogy of a Constructed Landscape

many conservation authorities, scientists, and members of  the public, have meet to 

The Secret Life of  Structures, 

-

 The Elegance of  Topology

TOPOLOGY OF A CONSTRUCTED LANDSCAPE
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Studying Site

Site Section
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Management Planning

  

 Its impermanence 
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Studying Site

early spring, March 2016

fall, October 2016
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The Cheltenham Badlands

CHANGE THROUGH THE SEASONS

summer, June 2016

winter, February 2016
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Studying Site

fall, October 2016
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The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site

late fall, November 2015

Across the Road

photograph by author

Earth spilling out over the road
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The Cheltenham Badlands

Retreating Earth
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78



Studying Site

late fall, November 2015

photograph by author
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The Cheltenham Badlands

fall, October 2016
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Studying Site

fall, October 2016

photograph by author

photograph by author
81



The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site

winter, February 2016

Have Your Say
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The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site

winter, February 2016
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The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site

early spring, March 2016
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The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site

early spring, March 2016
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The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site

early spring, March 2016
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The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site

photograph by author
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summer, June 2016
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The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site
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summer, June 2016
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The Cheltenham Badlands
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Studying Site

Powers of  Ten
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Pixelization and Remoteness

Powers of  Ten

meters, shapes become 

-

David Grossman

PIXELIZATION AND REMOTENESS
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Studying Site

Balloon Mapping Quick 
Start Guide
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Balloon Mapping

BALLOON MAPPING

Capturing aerial images through the use of  a large 

camera rig out of  a plastic bottle, and strapped 
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Studying Site

late fall, November 2015

Balloon Mapping

photograph by author
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Balloon Mapping
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Studying Site

late fall, November 2015
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Balloon Mapping
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Studying Site

late fall, November 2015
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Balloon Mapping
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Studying Site

late fall, November 2015
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Studying Site

Orthomosaic 2016-06-02
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Drone Mapping

DRONE MAPPING

buildings to mining sites, using a large collection of  

may be obvious, but it is important to remember the archival and immaterial 
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Studying Site

Point Clouds
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Drone Mapping

3D Meshes
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Studying Site

3D Mesh
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Drone Mapping
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Building on an Eroding Landscape

Imagined Site Section
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Building on an Eroding Landscape

Studio 4



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Three Senses

image by author



Starting with the Ground

My design approach is to  nd creativity and develop designs through the 
dialogue between idea (moment of  inspiration) and making (process of  
creation). The deeper craft in this process is knowing when to let go of  
control; when one ascends, when one surrenders. 

The making of  ideas is a crucial way of  learning. It re-engages us with 
material, and includes their character into the design process. Making also 
approximates some of  the uncertain elements of  physical reality by setting 
up a situation and encouraging material agency to provide feedback. 

There is soul in a process. Something comes to life.

How do we understand a place as a living material, as something 
interconnected to all places, as a momentary thing constantly becoming other 
than it is? The program for the badlands is simply an erosion education path. 
Along this path, there will be parking, sitting, viewing and shelter. I wish to 
encourage a slower pace, so people can look at the badlands in a purposeful 
way. The badlands is rare, beautiful, and vulnerable. It has a time, and will be 
lost. I think of  every construction as an opportunity to stir this thought.

Eventually, when the hummocks and gullies even out, these architectural 
interventions will stand as ruins recalling a lost beauty. Here, the architecture 
must stand the test of  time. 

STARTING WITH THE GROUND

IDEA

image by author



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Mapping a Path

photograph by author

A path from a  tness app, tracking my walk through the trails (main trails, 
side trails, and rogue trails). There is a lot of  data here (lines between GPS 
points) but the accuracy is questionable.



Starting with the Ground

Mapping a Path

photograph by author

Having walked the paths, I know, just by looking at it, that the map 
(  g 4.04) is off. Something isn’t right with the lines that it drew. This is 
the agency of  human knowing and  rst hand experience. The images 
above show how varied the experience of  walking along a path can be. 
Experience is dif  cult to represent because it is rooted in all of  the senses 
(the temperature, the sound of  the wind through the trees, the softness of  
the ground under each step).



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Material Ideas
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Materiality, Space, and Time

MATERIALITY, SPACE, AND TIME

This  rst set of  models were an attempt to think about design in the 
badlands, and to move from material exploration into the space and time 
of  architecture. The process varied for each, but they all originated from a 
spark, a moment of  inspiration. I sat at my desk with dry earth, clay, plaster, 
and wood dowels. Intuition would slowly start to set in, and I would try 
something. Then I would re  ect on the initial impulse and the result. In 
short, the methodology was simple; any image, or sketch that I had, would 
have to be made into a model to simulate its construction process and 
perceive its reality. 

The ideas were there (some more poignant than others) but they were 
situated in a martian landscape. Their tie to the badlands was not strong 
enough. After documenting and re  ecting on each model, I had to  nd a 
different methodology.



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Lookout

photograph by author

photograph by author

From the height of  a tower, people can see the  gure of  the badlands (it’s 
overall shape). The diagonal columns were partially inspired by how the 
dead trees stand, with their roots stuck in the clay. The columns hold up 
a viewing platform and a roof. The roof  would be a great resting spot for 
migrating birds.

Viewing Shelter II The bowl shaped roof  would hold up water, keeping some of  it from 
washing over and further eroding the badlands (is this desirable? Perhaps 
the washing and eroding keeps it a ‘badlands’, preventing plants from 
taking root). The roof  would be cast off-site, on a hill of  earth.



Materiality, Space, and Time

Viewing Shelter I From a sheltered area, people can view out over the badlands at eye level. 
The earth would be beneath them, and, in this model, the earth would be 
held above them. The idea of  a clay roof, held by beams cast in a concrete 
wall, is that over time it will erode, maybe rain will slowly create holes, 
much like it does when it is absorbed into the ground.

Viewing Shelter III

photographs by author

photographs by author

An unstable, three legged form, with a wide unobstructed view. 
On one corner, a weight (perhaps a boulder or a cast block) keeps 
the structure from falling over. This gives structure, the balance of  
weight, an aesthetic presence.



Building on an Eroding Landscape

This model started as an accident from a simple experiment (pouring water over a mound of  dry, 
ground up clay). I stuck pieces of  millboard in the slopes to interrupt and divert the water  owing 
downhill. When the water evaporated, what remained were chunks of  clay, with these board pieces 
stuck in them. I thought these could be a kind of  earth cast bench.

I took pieces out of  the dried clay wall, simulating the lateral forces of  wind, rain, and people. My 
intention wasn’t to free the board, though it did look relieved to have the weight of  earth off  its 
back. I simply wanted to destroy the model slowly, as a creative exercise in unmaking. With each 
piece, broken off  and dropped to the ground, the wall took a new shape. As the wall shrinks, the 
rubble around it grows. Does the bench fall over eventually, or remain level as a kind of  datum in the 
landscape?

Eroding Earth Bench

photographs by author



Materiality, Space, and Time

photographs by author

This model started with a sketch/an idea of  two lines, wandering like a river. They 
expand and separate, creating space between them, spill-out zones. They contract 
and combine, guiding movement and accelerating people toward the next expansion.

The process was a sandbox approach where I created a topography of   ne and 
coarse dry clay. I simply poured plaster onto this earth bed, drawing one line, and 
then another following the  rst. The result is fragile, but inspiring. The even line of  
my sketch became a rough/uneven line as it spread out over the topography and 
around the coarse rocks.

September 22
Earth cast
Wandering lines
Following topography

Sketch

Model

image by author



Building on an Eroding Landscape

PLATFORM

BRIDGE

STAIRCASE
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Following Ongoing Processes

FOLLOWING MATERIAL PROCESSES

After meeting with my committee, I began working on a second set of  design 
interventions. In this set, I expanded my thinking beyond objects in the 
landscapes and focused on how visitors would move with the ground. These 
designs site much more speci  cally within the badlands.

I continued to look for inspiration through the materials that I worked with 
(plaster, clay, and earth). Thinking that the interventions needed to be built 
through a material process rather than a  xed form, I experimented with 
fabric formwork and earth casting to an extent. The  uid nature of  casting 
could lend itself  to the desire for site speci  city by conforming to the 
topography or by  lling voids in the earth.

Eventually, the designs shift away from casting, and focus more on how 
people will experience this impermanent landscape. There are many 
processes of  ongoing change that I then attempt to intervene in, stand 
beside, and highlight. The thinking here is to bring people closer to the 
disappearing forms of  this eroding site. 

Site Strategy

image by author

Three interventions on the badlands highlight three process of  erosion: 
rain water impact, surface water runoff, and ground water discharge.



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Platform Iterations
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Following Ongoing Processes

RETREATING EARTH, RAIN WATER IMPACT

Platform

The Cheltenham Badlands is reported to be eroding at a rate of  2.8cm/year,1 
measured from the highest elevation of  the feature area, which is located 
underneath the proposed location of  this platform. The retreat of  earth over 
a decade has been quite noticeable, according to a visitor whom I spoke with.

The platform interacts with this slow decrease in elevation by remaining 
static at its own level, as the earth retreats beneath it. The ground underneath 
the platform surface would be protected from impact erosion caused by 
rain, but not from erosion cause by surface water. The columns which hold 
the platform up, or become the platform itself, are cast into bore holes. The 
above ground portion of  the columns would be cast into formwork. This 
would create a line were the earth-cast foundations end, where the earth once 
was. 

1 Bruce Trail Conservancy Cheltenham Badlands Management Planning Background 
Information, Updated October 2012, p.11



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Viewing Platform I

photograph by author

This platform is the top of  a large column, cast into a bore 
hole in the ground. As the earth retreats, the column stays 
at its initial level, and the body of  it is slowly revealed. The 
unearthing of  the column acts as a measure of  erosion.



Following Ongoing Processes

Viewing Platform II

photograph by author

A second iteration of  the platform. Here I test the affect of  many small 
pillars holding a glass  oor. The pointed edges are spouts, directing water 
into the gullies, perhaps deepening them.



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Viewing Platform III

photograph by author

Thinking about foundations, I thought to cast the columns in 
a way that draws a line, above and below. As the earth retreats, 
visitors will be able to see how high the land once was.



Following Ongoing Processes

Viewing Platform IV

photograph by author

Thinking about rain water and spouts, I modelled a fan shaped 
surface to guide water into the gullies. 



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Bridge Iterations
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Following Ongoing Processes

HUMMOCKS AND GULLIES, SURFACE WATER RUNOFF

Bridge

At the southwest end of  the feature area, visible from the platform, is a 
bridge. This long walkway doesn’t take you back across the badlands to the 
street, but out to a point in the center of  the feature area. 

The thinking behind this bridge is to interact with the undulating topography.  
I initially thought to use fabric formwork so the forms  exibility and the 
 uid plaster would rest on the ground and follow the topography. After 

several iterations with fabric forms, the idea that actually stuck was a straight 
line, drawn out from the height of  the trail over the hummocks and gullies. 
This line acts as a datum to measure the ground against. As you walk along 
the line, the earth below rises up and falls away in waves.



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Bridge/Datum I

photograph by author

Using a simple fabric form, I wanted to create a path which was level 
on the top, but conformed to the topography at the bottom. 



Following Ongoing Processes

Bridge/Datum II

photograph by author

A second attempt, this time trying to alter the shape in plan from a 
straight path to one that expands in the middle to create a rest area for 
looking out.



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Bridge/Datum III

photograph by author

I dipped a strip of  paper in plaster and laid it on the terrain 
model. The path, being a straight datum line, creates a void 
space between the two lines, measuring the topography.



Following Ongoing Processes

Bridge/Datum IV

photograph by author

Using the digital model, I tailored the fabric form to follow a section 
line. The result follows the topography with two-fold accuracy from the 
digitally tailored fabric form and from the  uidity of  the casting process.



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Bridge/Datum V

photograph by author

I created a rigid form using several vertical members (in this 
case, plastic straws). The unexpected shards at the top inspire 
an approach to a railing.



Following Ongoing Processes

Bridge/Datum VI

photograph by author

Here I departed completely from fabric formwork. Rather than 
drawing an undulating line which follows the topography, a 
straight bridge seemed like a more appropriate way to measure 
the shifting ground.



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Staircase Iterations
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Following Ongoing Processes

WHITE BANDS OF GREEN IRON, GROUND WATER DISCHARGE

Aside from the hummocks and gullies, the most striking parts of  the 
badlands are the bands of  green iron oxide that track horizontally and 
vertically through the body of  shale.

This intervention, in addition to bridging the 11 meter vertical distance 
between the upper trail and lower rogue area, brings people as close as 
possible to these lines. This close contact may stir up the question, “what are 
these lines and how were they formed?”

Staircase



Building on an Eroding Landscape

Staircase I

photograph by author

Located in the back area of  the badlands, this intervention brings people 
into contact with the process behind the green-white bands that run 
through the badlands.  The upper path follows the ground, the stairs 
embed themselves into the gullies, and a path sits level with a white band.



Following Ongoing Processes

Staircase II

photograph by author

Attempting to be as light on the ground as possible, this stair hovers 
above the ground, resting on two points. An arch supports the 
unsupported length of  the stringer with suspension cables.



Building on an Eroding Landscape



Following Ongoing Processes

THE EXPERIENCE OF EROSION

The architecture necessary for an engaged experience with the land cannot 
be a self-contained symbol of  erosion, atemporal to the erosion of  the site. 
What I have designed here follows the land very closely and burrows into 
the ground with great care and intention. Though this is not in line with 
conservationist thinking, I thought it necessary to interact with, and even 
in  uence, the ongoing process of  erosion. By being purposeful about an 
intervention in the land, I hope to reframe the human-nature relationship. I 
do not think it wise to alienate ourselves from nature and perpetuate the self-
hate of  humans as unnatural or destructive creatures on this earth. I want to 
encourage people to take ownership of  their occupation of  this earth, and 
so I chose to exercise my agency as an architect in this beautiful and fragile 
place.

The design, as whole experience, offers lookout points that draw lines out 
into the badlands, directing people’s attention towards different processes of  
erosion.

The path to these lookout points offers no shortcuts, and at times, delays the 
visitor on their way. For many, the experience of  the badlands is from their 
car window or for 10 minutes and a few photos.

By drawing out the path, between the interventions, I aim to suspend the 
moments of  satisfaction (the camera worthy vistas). In the time between 
these points, I hope a deeper sense of  wonder and appreciation can grow. 
These experiences take time after all.

Final Iterations
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Platform and Canopy
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Following Ongoing Processes

Platform and Canopy

photograph by author
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The geometry of  the platform was created by reducing a piece of  the 3D 
mesh model to 15 polygons. This way it can sit directly on the ground. Every 
section of  the platform then angles down toward the earth. 

Above the platform is a folded canopy. The lines of  water that fall off  this 
canopy, would hit the earth and carve into it. Using the digital model for 
reference, I formed the surface of  the canopy to line up with the gullies. The 
intention here is to concentrate rain into the existing waterways, deepening 
them, and away from the hummocks, in order to help maintain their height.

A wall supports the canopy. In order to resist the forward rotation of  the 
cantilever, the wall is as deep as it is tall. The section that is below ground, is 
cast into an excavated trench in the earth, conforming to the rough walls of  
shale. Above ground, it is cast into 
rigid formwork. The lines between 
above and below marks the height 
of  the earth at that moment in time.
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Bridge/Datum
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Following Ongoing Processes

Bridge/Datum

photograph by author

This bridge is made up of  seventeen 3m tall by 2m wide frames, spaced 3m apart. They are 
joined by horizontal beams and rest on two 50m long beams. The structure is intended to be 
as simple as possible for a 50m long pedestrian bridge. The cross bracing is kept to the top 
to keep the view open out towards the feature area. 

The walkway narrows from 2m at the start to 1m at the end. This narrowing reveals the 
horizontal supports underneath the path, and encourages visitors to look down. Two 
balconies extend out to the east at the halfway point and at the end. These offer points to 
pause and step off  the walkway.

The 100m return journey, described 
musically, is composed of  the rhythm 
of  equidistant structural frames, the 
narrowing crescendo of  the walkway, 
and two spaces of  rest. The intended 
experience is for visitors to walk out 
above the ground, and return to the 
downtrodden trail with a renewed 
awareness of  the earth beneath their 
feet.
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Bridge/Datum
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Following Ongoing Processes

Bridge/Datum
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Stair Case
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Following Ongoing Processes

Staircase
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The staircase is located in the back area of  the badlands, away from Old Baseline 
Road, surrounded by the trees and the creek bed. It is a rogue area, out of  sight, for 
those who still wish to walk the earth and build  res. This staircase takes visitors 
from this open lower ground, to the guided upper path, and vice versa. 

In keeping with the language of  touching the ground with care and intention, the 
stair spans between two foundation points. It rises 2.7m, then levels out 2m towards 
the hummocks, rises 3.7m, then levels out for 2.8m over the ground and between 
the trees, rises 2.9m, and then levels out toward the upper path. The  rst level, 2.7m 
off  the ground has an extended landing, bringing visitors as close as possible to the 
horizontal white bands that cut across the red shale body. 

Two arches support the length of  the stair, picking it up with suspension cables. They 
draw a constructed curve similar to 
the eroded slopes of  the badlands.

image by author
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Staircase
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Staircase
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Scott McFarland, Cheltenham Badlands, Olde Base Line Rd, Caledon, Ontario, 2011

Returning to the Start



160

Returning to the Start

Conclusion
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Self-Reflections

Leaving/Arriving

photograph by author

View of  the back area from the creek valley.
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Conclusion

There is something enchanting about the badlands. As an image, and as an 
experience, it amazes people and draws them in. Is it because of  the deep, 
earthy red, and the bands of  pale green? Is it the undulating shape of  it? Is 
it the remote, other-worldiness of  it? It must be all of  these things, plus the 
feeling that it is constantly changing.

From the beginning, my position has been that matter is alive, and therefore 
it will change (strengthen, weaken). This is an important life lesson: all things 
change, impermanence is the way life continues, growth needs decay, and we 
need to respect the internal force of  non-human life. 

Aliveness is felt through every sense. In order to engage with this vital reality, 
we must go beyond images when looking at site, and beyond form when 
designing a space. 

As I began to design architectural interventions for this eroding place, 
carrying the concepts of  impermanence, growth, engagement, and erosion, 
there were many times when I was at a loss. I wanted people to slow down 
and contemplate time-passing, but how do I design this? At best, I could only 
hope that if  I practiced what I preached, then there would be a chance that 
the feeling would come through.

misconception that I had about what it meant to design thinking through 
materiality. Initially I thought it meant to place the utmost importance on 
what the architecture was made of, encouraging self-formation, happy 
accidents, and differentiated surfaces. There is an exciting innocence to the 
idea of  ‘letting go of  control,’  and during the early stages of  design, it was 
an excellent way to break out of  habit and generate new ideas. In order to 
arrive at an architectural design, I had to switch from ‘seeing what would 
happen’ to ‘understanding what is happening in this place.’ It was through 
this engagement with the materiality of  the site, that I was able to reach 

believe that engagement with that which architecture is made of, and that 
which makes up the site of  architecture, is the deeper craft of  designing with 
materiality in mind.

SELF-REFLECTIONS
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Self-Reflections
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Conclusion

still remains at the heart of  their design.

The methodology that I developed is based on making and an openness to 
inspiration that spontaneously arises out of  that process. I turned to materials for 
inspiration and thought through pen, paper, dry earth, mud, plaster, and clay.

fact that the badlands is a living body of  soft, sticky shale, I tended toward designing 
lookouts and spaces to come in close to the earth. 

The beauty of  life is in its impermanence. The badlands will shrink and wash away 
with time. The interventions are meant to stand over this shifting ground as it moves 
beneath us.

Three Interventions

photograph by author
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Lessons From Materials

Always Making

photograph by author
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Conclusion

One ambition of  this thesis was to develop an interface between physical 
and digital model making. This interface was primarily held in my own head 
as I looked for the strengths in the two mediums. However, there is a key 

easily understood, as it appeals to our logical thinking patterns. Computer 

designs to reach a high level of  accuracy. The power of  physical model 
making is not nearly as easy to explain, as it does not appeal to logical 
language. Materials do not present themselves as convenient or streamlined 
tools. Their value is not predetermined, but is rather determined by us as we 
spend the time and energy to understand how they behave. In other words, 
there is no user manual for clay like there is for Rhino 5.

Working with physical media has been a test of  presence, patience, and 

its trajectory. When our patience is tested by a computer, it’s the computers 
fault for not living up to its promised speed. When we are asked to be 
patient by materials, they have not broken any promise to us. I have found 
that working with materials does teach us lessons as they challenge us to 
understand how to work with them, and respond to what they want, rather 
than what we want. 

Clay has taught me to be present in the process of  making. When you buy 
clay, it is soft and ready to be manipulated, but once removed from the bag 
it begins to dry out and harden. There is a time limit here, a window of  
opportunity, in which I had to stay focused and continuously ask myself  
“what can I do now that I cannot do later?”

Plaster taught me patience. There is a time to plaster’s transformation from 

Casting with plaster had a rhythm of  preparation, mixing, pouring, and 
then waiting. There were times when I could not leave the cast alone as I 
was holding it together with my own hands. I had to wait, but it wasn’t the 
plaster’s fault.

LESSONS FROM MATERIALS
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order to work with it. There were many models that looked like nothing but 

imaginary outside observer.

The value of  working with physical models has been in material resistance. 
Though it may sound unwelcome in a creative process, to be restricted by 
the needs and wants of  others, I have found that the limitations of  materials 

The materials that I worked with have been grounding design partners. I 
hope to continue to learn life lessons through model making and in doing so, 
practice the virtues necessary for collaborating with other living things.
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