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The Design Process: 
Charcoal Drawings, The Qualitative Representation 

MO ZELL 
Northeastern University 

""So thi- is a Itinrl ol in1 ention that conle- out of the desire to 
hale  natural light. Bec auie it  is the light the painter used to 
paint his pii~lt i l~g.  ind  art&( ial light i- a atatic light . . . \\here 
natural light is a light of nlootl. l n t i  ionletimes the room gets 
dark - uh! not! - and iornetimes you must get close to looli at 
it. and come anothc~ d q .  jou see. to we it in another rnood - a 
diife~rnt  time . . . to see the mood natural light gix ei. or tlie 
rt'd~olli 01 the !ear. uh i ih  ha\ e otl le~ ~nuod.." Louii Iiahn 
discusiinp tlie hin~1)ell 4rt Muwuri~.  

Beginr~ing deiigr~ studios generall! stress a yuantitati~ e method 
of iepresentation: a rnethod that describe3 a project in a formal 
and precise manner. tjI~icall! included are hard-line plans. 
sections and ele~ations. 4bsent or underutilized from the 
design process is a qualitati~e method of representation that 
records more of the e~ocat iae  qualitiri of a project. This 
qualitati~e method of representation ib emphasized in n q  
teaching proceis through the use of charcoal draning a i  an 
exploiation oi spa1 e and light. It is especiall! important that 
thii rnethod Le taught in the beginning design studio so that 
students incurporate qualitatiae representations into their own 
de-ign process. The same rigor that is applied to ortl~ograpliic 
drauings is applied to these qualitati~ e drawings thui eitablish- 
ing a strong foundation for this t jpe  of drawing to remain ~ z i t h  
the student. 

The nletliod of chart oal draxzing 1 emphasize allou.: the student 
an oppo~tunit\ to proxide tactile qualities of spat e. light arid 
materials. The e\ ocati~ e nature of t h r  spac r i* re\ ealetl in these 
d r a ~ i n g i .  The rnediu~n itielf allous an artistic freedom to 
describe &pace and derhe- .trerigth from the high contrasts in 
light and iliado\\. Its -'mebs\"- quality liheratec studenti from 
their own fear of -1tetching '"incorrectl~". It is the strength of 
the medium as a hold. expressi~e dexice that I find extremel! 
helpful in the studio betting. Exen quicli sltetche. take on a 
dramatic qualit\ \\hen rendered in charcoal. Students learn to 
erpresi their idea\ in a graphic format that explicitl~ renders 
light and time. 

i s  part oi a 2nd year tleiign studio 1 taught at (1en1-on 
U n i ~ e r d ~ .  student, \\ere introdut r d  to the deiign proit+- 
tllrough three prujec ta ranging in -r ale and cwmple\it~. The 
-tudio theme tentelect on the turiitulurn t h i ~ e n  tit](. of 
"-ettlement and institution". Ihririg the first asiignn~ent. a 250 
SF room for a tra\ekr. 1 required student* to 11-r. char( oal 
dra~sing a. a tool to inreitigate y t i a l  intentions. ( h a r ~  i d  

drdu ings 1% ere de\ eloped contirruouil! o\ rr the 4-\\ eel' project 
to not onl! under- tad  material. atale and nio\e~nent lrut dl-o 
to de~ t r ibe  hou light t an  help define space and its relationship 
to the t r a ~  ek r .  The project \\a< intentionall! small in i( ale and 
internallj focubed to increaie the qtudentb' auareness of the 
plaj bet\+ een \pace and light. 

Ilthough this discussion of charcoal drawing nithin tlie 
heginning deiipn studio   ill iotxs on the  Siryt projrrt. I \\ill 
hrirfh describe tllcb tuo  su1)sequent project. in the wne-ter  
i i r ~ c ~  the programmatic elemer~ts betvreri all three as~ignlnent.: 
\t ere interrelated. I t ~ o - u  eel< anal! sis project of C;rcern ille. SC 
(the location of the 3rd project) followed the room pr.o/~ct ~ l i i l e  
the remainder of the wmester was ipent designing an indoor 
puhlit pool. Each absignn~ent built upon the pre\ious. Thr. 
projects progressed from the scale of the indiTidua1 to that of 
the tollectiae in an urban setting. The hcale oi the indi~idual 
nae also reletant to the pool project. especial11 in the traniition 
spa(e. from tlie lockers to the pool. Tll~oughout each euerc iw. 
c harc oal dra\\ingi \\ere uaed to express el oc atix e qualitiei that 
traditional hard line drawings t ould riot re\ eal. 

1s part of the traditional method of repreientation and to a l l o ~  
for an olerall understanding ot all the projects. students Itere 
asbed to prepare plan. aectiorr and per-pecti~e dranings. The 
inte~ior perspecti\ e iev s I\ err generall! rendered in c hart oal. 
The -tudents nere ahle to explore the intirnatr ipatial condi- 
tion- of the room though  light. I s  heginning design students. 
the ahilitj to render ""deiigned apace" is difficult. Therefore. . . 
itudieq of ex~stlng spaces around the school and on carnpus 

, A 

formed the core of drawing les>ona at the heginning of the 
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li mentioned. the first projec t. a room for a t r a ~  rler. ( hallengrtl 
the -tudcnti to deal with intimate apace and the hurriari figure. 
Ed( h itudrnt \\a\ aslied to deiign a place of occupation for a 
iingle t~axeler -eehirig wlitude during his or her traxels. The 
room \\a* tu be thought of as a terrlporan -resting plac r for the 
t r a ~  pier. hut pernm~entl \  located vithin a builtling near the 
airport. T\+o ~ a l l s  \+ere toniitlered interior arid could not he 
punt tured \ \ M e  the reniairiing tuo  \\ails arid ceiling \\ere all 
exterior and ioultl lw penetrated. 

The prograni stated that the trax eler would use the room for 
cleaniing. changing clothes arid relaxing for short period> ot 
time. Standard programmatic elenients included a dressing area 
\+it11 a +pace for hanging clothes, a sink. a tuh and sho\+er. a 
~ r d l  iteam rourn. a toilet. a xtorktable and a resting surlat e. 4i 
part id the assignment. students Mere challenged to think 
h q o n d  the tlpical arrangement. bize and shape of the 
programnatic elements. T l q  were asked to consider thr 
ritualistic aspect< of cleansing. dressing and resting. ~ o n s t a n t l ~  
questioning standard conlentions. In some caies students 
cornl~ined prograrnrriatic elements like the reiting surface and 
the hatl~ing area into a single sensual form. These neul! created 
f o ~ m -  were often juxtaposed against a \+indon creating an 
amazing filter for light into the room. The room contained \ e n  
feu e l e ~ n e ~ ~ t i .  therefore the focus could be made on the surfaces 
and hou the! shaped space. reflected light and rnoxed and 
propelled the traxeler fomard. It \\a- emphasized that the issue 
of pragmatics alone mould not be sufficient to solxe thii 
proLlem. 

The site for the room \\as left specificallj ambiguous as the 
fotui  ~ a i  on the interior shaping and mahing of space. The 
orientation arid standard \+all thicltriess dinierisior~s mere 
pru\ ided to assist in the constructing of openings in the exterior 
\\all. In a senae. each student was g i ~  en six flat \\all surfat es of 
a container and xtithin that confined space. the student \\as 
challenged to mold. form and rriar~ipulate ~ o l u m e s  of space. 
The project assignment stated that the room fared south and 
veit  in an existing building and mas located on the top floor. 
Studenti utilized thii orientatinn tu acc entuate lighting qualities 
\tithin the room. The charcoal renderings capturrd the use of 
o~e rhead  arid iide lighting to drau the trax eler into and 
through the space. 

B! focuaing on the needs of an indi~idual .  students could 
express the shaping of space b j  the specific parameters of the 

h u ~ n a ~ i  l)od\. 111 t~1~~~t io11  11etutwt p(wple within the ip e \\as 
unnrc es-an l)ut the interplaj I ~ c ~ t \ \ t w t  the human lor111 and the 
prooran~~uatic elemrnti \+a> cwtmtial. Ho\\ li$t \\a- ( ait into 
the i ~ ) a (  e relati\ c3 to the i r  p~ograrr~rnatic elt~rnwt. \\a< (it-1 el- 
oprd t l ~ r o r i ~ h  the clia~c oal renderings. Students 11-rd tllc 
tlra\\ingi a< a \\a! to render the experirncei of someoncb in-ide 
the spa( e and thui   odd 11e uied to help further dv\rlop the 
intention and ~nran inp  of the  paw and light. Studenti f o ~  used 
on the ~rlationqhip hctween fixtureb. wall- and oc ( upied space 
at the xa l e  of the indix idual. ~ h i l r  rrc ognizing the iig~iiticanc e 
of the l~od!. iti rrwasure~~ierits and it* rnanner of n~o~erneu t .  
The ( harcoal renderings emphaiized thew spec itic element; of 
.pace. rnox ernerit arid light. Inherent in tlie projec-t ii  the idea of 
ritualistic moxement from to spate. Though small and 
compact. each position ~ i t h i n  thr  room ( o d d  ]re thought of 
relatile to the \\all openinpi. xall surfate arid carled spa( ea. 

The chart oal drax\ i~~gs  uere not onlj prewnted at tlie final 
r e x i e ~ .  but \\ere part of the entire design process. a> ])art of the 
stud! of the idea-. The  importance of these dravings in rexieus 
Mas alao immense. Sharing the qualit\ of space with the 
rexiex\ers \\a* more important than describing the plan. iection 
and ele\ation of the design. Hard line drawingi cleqcribed box\ 
one creates the spa( e uhile the charcoal dratjings described the 
qualit! of that space. 4130 of equal importance na. the use of 
stud! modrlq througllout the design process. Stud! models uerc  
used in conjunction with the charcoal drauings. The nlodelb 
sen  ed as a clear indicator of the light qualit! and light direction 
that the spate would actoninlodate. The prucesi \\as an 
iteratixe one. I ltimatelj. the drawingi Mere able to dezcribe the 
experier~tial character of the sequence of spaces seen in the 
models. Students cwuld use the study nlodel to t reate their 
chart ual rendering. 

RIETBODOLOGY 

The actual method of d rming  with charcoal usuall! started 
nit11 a blank white sheet of Stratlimore paper. Each student 
would shade the entire page nit11 the side of their charcoal 
stick. B! re\ ersing the page from stark \\llite to shaded blacli or 
gra!. students were relieled frorn nlaking that first nlark on the 
page. B! putting doun  a tone of graj the student can either add 
light or shade. Students could mark ~ i t h  the charcoal for black 
or m e  their eraser to attain nhite. L e ~ e l s  of gra! mere al-o 
possible through ruhbing the blacli m a r k  

After shading the entire page. students \\auld then create the 
perspectixe dranirig bp adding planes to deicrihe thp space. I 
er~couraged lots of smearing and rubbing on the paper \$it11 
either the heel of their hand. fingers or a rag. The dra\\i119 Ma- 
made less ~ i t h  indix idual marlib and more nit11 smatlli of shade 
defining the lights and darks of the surfaces. RIistal\ei could 
easily he fixed with the potential of adding more hlacli or gray 
or erasing for more ~ t h i t e .  Students were therefore not restricted 
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111 addition to the corritraint of the implenient ],ring uied. I 
a-bed tlie studenti to tocn- on jud blatli and c\llite char( oal 
dra\\ing. lealing color to other imestiptions. I felt that it \ \a\  
importdnt tlldt s tud~nt i '  tc)cu< 011 t11v dSpeCtS of liiglr I ontrait 
found in I h c l i  a d  \\lritr charcoal instead of tlie lariations (11 
I olors. LTiir~g l i ic l i  and \\hitv tllarcodls alloued the student to 
iocu- on the aspect of lighting as d niajor elellrent. Simildr to 
hlacli and ~ l i i t e  plrotog~aph!. the twenc e of tlie s p ( r  and light 
is re\ ealed in charr oal drawings. ( olor often adds la! elr of less 
iniportant information. hith mute< the strength and clarit~ of 
tlie high contrast rendering. 

as well. In a 2e11se. tliere iq plent) to diic o \er  nithi11 the realm 
of light a d  ihdde. 

NOTES 
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