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 Model-Making occupies a unique place in the discipline of Architecture. 
As a hybrid mode of representation, it is a means to an end and an end itself: the 
image of a future building, evidence of a design process, and an objet d’art. An 
architectural model’s relationship to the body is literal and symbolic at the same 
time, another kind of portraiture combining notation with concrete depiction. All 
models contain both of these conceptual and mimetic properties simultaneously. 
The mimetic is a model’s visual resemblance to its real object. The conceptual 
schematizes analogical or structural relationships to tectonic and contextual ideas. 
Architecture instrumentalizes these representational resources as a productive 
means of compositional, perceptual, and spatial construction. The physical process 
of crafting an architectural model also contains its own set of internal grammatical 
relationships and material limitations that inform knowledge and participate in the 
construction of meaning. 
 
Models must convince of a reality that has not yet come to pass. Professional 
models are tools of sale, compelling images delivered to the client (who has 
become a consumer) as marketing strategies. They are designed, not only to test the 
ideas or principles in a project, but to convince a person or interest group to invest 
in the enterprise. Models sell Architecture. In the extreme example, the role of the 
architect becomes one of master model-designer. More importantly, however, 
models must also be used as media-tative exercises in the negotiation of thought 
with matter. By creating a Composite Site that registers multiple interpenetrating 
readings, your project can emerge from the material assemblage. Architects use 
these fabrications to meditate upon their projects and the issues they are attempting 
to articulate. 
 
A model always talks; it encapsulates a language-game.1 The architectural model is 
a landscape formed by the accretion of ideas, visual thinking, and tectonic gestures. 
As an inverse archaeology, the anthropological-geography of the project is ‘built 
up’ by the designer, using the space of the construction to convey the content of the 
project.  
 
Archaeology                                              Model 
 
                                                 
1 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, P. M. S. 
Hacker, and Joachim Schulte (Chichester, England: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 6. The idea of 
a language-game (Sprachspiel) is here intended to designate the functional roles of language, 
like tools in a toolbox, through which a life-form is constructed. 

The Model IS The Site. It is a surrogate, or substitution, for the actual place. As a 
simulation of the real at a smaller scale, the model inhabits the same four-
dimensional space as the final building, having to contend with the same terrestrial 
forces (such as gravity and structural stresses).  

 
*Model: CCNY / Glenn Deroché 

 
Models must even contend with decay and abandonment, though on a much more 
accelerated time-scale. 

 
*Model Ruins: Hillier Architecture 

 
The model represents what is physically and conceptually visible in the design, 
intentionally leaving lacunae (bank spaces): editing out what is unnecessary or 
inessential to the project.  



Problems can arise later if something is excluded from the model that is found later 
to be an important component of the design. How the Site is represented and what 
is included becomes primarily an issue of Design, NOT only Presentation.   
 
Every Model Type has a Different Analytic Use and Design Agenda: 
 
Hybrid Representational Models combine orthographic drawing and modeling in 
order to exploit both systems, such as combining foam core with photocopying.  

 

 
Simple Massing Models (each volume made of one material) investigate scale 
issues of the building envelope in relationship with its broader site context and 
connections.  

 
*Model: Hunter College / Hyo-Rin Choi 

More Refined Massing Models use multiple materials and textures to create a 
notational reading (such as the separation of the programmatic surfaces and 
volumes from circulation) through material signifiers. 

 

 
Illusionistic or Photorealistic Models attempt to simulate the ultimate appearance 
of the final product as a tool of sale.  

 
*Model: Hillier Architecture / Kennedy Fabrications / Photography: Jock Pottle 



Sectional Models fragment the space in order to focus on a particular experiential 
issue in design (such as entrance, procession, or ephemera: the experience of the 
place).   

 
* Model: Hillier Architecture / Andrew Yalcin / Timothy Collins 

 
Material Boards are also a type a model that compositionally combine samples of 
real materials that will be used by contractors to render the final finishes of the 
building.  

 
Design ultimately requires construction through these different kinds of media 
across various scales, coordinated with one another.   

The model itself always contains at least two scales simultaneously: the 
representational scale of the project and the physical grain of the materiality used in 
constructing the model. The very selection and tone of modeling materials (such as 
stone, wood, or plaster) implies certain ideas about hardness, porosity, temperature, 
and intimacy. The physical thickness of the modeling materials is also an 
analogical index of the intended actual weight of the project.  
 
The ground plane, or base of a model, can be considered a matter-field with 
multiple centers, tensions, and magnetic forces. We cognitively weigh objects 
differently if they lie on the right or left, top or bottom sides of this canvas, as our 
perception is anisotropic.2 This is most important when framing the site: creating 
an ensemble of figures, each with their own internal stresses, that produces an 
architectural dialogue with the intensive field-object of the site. Deciding which 
direction in the model is north is also an important design decision about 
orientation. Although treating straight up as north is the current convention, it is by 
no means the only choice available. Sometimes, local landmarks serve as the 
primary focal point, regardless of the actual cardinal directions.  

 
* Model: Hillier Architecture / Erik Kath / Timothy Collins 

 
Most modern structures involve various types of adhesives, from silicon caulking 
to plywood laminates. Scaled models also contain glue as a necessary feature of the 
assembly process, but the idea and design potential of gluing, of Collage, is not 
frequently employed explicitly in the site. The most common appliqué is a material 
signifier, such as grass, a repeating wall detail, or fenestration pattern. Collage 
signifiers in architectural models can also include more substantial aesthetic tools. 

                                                 
2 Rudolf Arnheim, “Balance,” in Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative 
Eye (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 30. 



Both orthographic representation and the weave identified as “collage” share an 
irreducibly hinged space, providing important spatial instructions for creating and 
reading a project. Each medium has its own internal pictorial rules, however, that 
need to be squared with the dimensionalities of an architectural model. 
 
Kurt Schwitter’s Merzbau in Hannover can teach us an important rule about the 
boundaries between pictorial and tectonic spaces. Originally constructed entirely of 
collaged surfaces of images and small objects, the installation slowly evolved into a 
semi-planar assemblage of cavernous geometric envelopes (reminiscent of El 
Lissitzky’s Proun) that deformed the volume of the rooms in which it was built and 
added new rituals to domestic inhabitation.3  

 
The tectonic grew out of the pictorial, but established a different lexicon in its 
formation. So too as we move from drawing to model, our material palettes have to 
evolve and expand. 

 
*Drawing: Timothy Collins / Paper Model: Andrew Yalcin 

                                                 
3 Elizabeth Burns Gamard, Kurt Schwitters’ Merzbau: The Cathedral of Erotic Misery (New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2000), 87-114. 

The plan reveals itself as a double entendre. It is both a horizontal cut and a kind of 
elevation. Whether we look down on an architectural model, as if looking down 
from an airplane, or hang it up on a wall, viewing it like a painting, will affect how 
we perceive both its contents and compositional forces. 4 This ambiguity 
demonstrates that the architectural model can not only juxtapose subjects and 
objects, but differing spatial systems as well. Sensitively coordinating two-
dimensional representational concepts and techniques with these model practices 
can provide complimentary tools of design. Taking photographs of a physical 
model, for example, produces separate design documents that can be used to 
resolve issues such as figure/ground readings and perspectival distortions.  
 
Considering all this, we should endeavor to design more through the model, 
engaging in a space beyond Euclid’s definition of shape, size, and weight 
considered independently of location. Boundary, orientation, context, materiality, 
technique, and scale all have profound spatial consequences and ultimately test our 
assumptions about architecture as well. 
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