
Fire and Water
1-week “sketch problem” in

beginning design…30 years ago
John Reynolds, University of Oregon



Beginning design in those years was one term of 10 weeks.

Typically, several small scale design projects were given.

I wanted to encourage the beginning design students
• to reach beyond drawings,
• to explore both the third and the fourth dimensions,
• and to explore other senses [in addition to sight].

“To experience architecture as a performing art.”



The idea for fire and
water as a design
exploration began for
me in 1967, in Prof.
Gyorgy Kepes’
seminar at MIT.

Prof. Kepes’ topic
was “sequence” and
he challenged each
seminar participant
to design and present
a sequence of our
choosing.



The sequence began at the right end, burning slowly to the left

A parafin-soaked string was the wick. The fire almost died as it
passed through each supporting brass eyelet. This encouraged the
viewer to identify with the flame.



The most
spectacular
portion was
the vertical
curve; the fire
moved most
rapidly in the
most vertical
segments.

Would the
entire ball of
twine burn
next?



Spring 1975….
First time used in
beginning design.

Spring 1979,
Used a second time.

“…consider it a toy, a
kinetic sculpture, an
event, an appliance,
whatever encourages
you to be creative…”



1979 Freshmen







Water-filled balloons
suspended over fire were a
popular approach.

This one was called the
“Hidden Assassin.”

Fire moved quickly up the
ramp, but just before it
reached the balloon…..

The fire burned through the
thread, releasing a pin on a
spring that prematurely
popped the balloon,
soaking everything.



This approach went
horizontal, and set up a race,
perhaps in honor of Oregon
track star Steve Prefontaine?



Exploding air-filled
balloons provided
acoustic excitement,
[and annoyed
adjacent classes].



Safety was, of course, an issue….



“May we work as a
team?” these two asked.

Sometimes a team project
is not such a great idea. If
a few matches are good,
are a lot more better??



Tea-maker

Kool-Aid maker



A freshmen’s fascination with beer



 In the 1979 class, the Three-Mile Island nuclear accident had happened
about 1 month earlier. My anti-nuclear leanings were no secret….



Two mystery solutions……can
you help predict the sequence?



 The Beginning Design studios back then mixed architecture,
interior architecture, and landscape majors.

Now principal in an
Anchorage firm --------------▼

Now principal in a large
Portland firm,  GBD▼ -----


