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SCI-ARC ROBOT HOUSE DEMO ON
VIEW AT ROB | ARCH 2014

THE COACHELLA ASTRONAUT:
SUPER-SCALE IN THE SOUTHLAND

As more and more architecture schools around the world are
“arming” themselves with robots, the 2014 edition of Rob | Arch,
hosted by the Association for Robots in Architecture between
May 14-18th at the University of Michigan, provided robotics
instructors with an open platform for introducing their latest projects. The SCI-Arc Robot House team’s demo of a live updating
program involved two Stäubli TX60L industrial robots which
were set up in the Liberty Annex faculty research space at University of Michigan through the entire duration of the conference.
Visitors were invited to interact with the robots and modify their
path in real time. Designed and programmed by SCI-Arc Robot
House coordinator Jake Newsum, robotics researcher Curime
Batliner (ESTm ’11) and graduate student Nikita Troufanov
(ESTm ’14), the demo used Grasshopper to program and manipulate the two robots. The general public also had an opportunity to
observe the robots in action during the conference’s closing
ceremony.
Also at the event, Newsum in collaboration with Ammar Kalo
of the University of Michigan presented their research into robotic
incremental sheet metal forming as a method for prototyping
parametric architectural skins. A paper documenting their work is
included in the Rob | Arch 2014 publication produced by University of Michigan Taubman College of Architecture, Robotic Fabrication in Architecture, Art & Design 2014 (Springer, 2014).
Troufanov joined the team representing SCI-Arc at Rob |
Arch 2014 courtesy of a special grant presented by conference
organizers in partnership with ABB Robotics. As part of the selection process, he submitted a chapter from his Anisotropic Formations proto-architectural project developed at SCI-Arc last fall,
which mixes robotics with vector-based 3D printing.

The musical performances at the Coachella Valley Music and Arts
Festival in Indio this spring were not the only experiences that
were larger than life to its 90,000 daily visitors. The art collective
Poetic Kinetics, which includes SCI-Arc alum Nick Kinney
(M.Arch ’10) as well as Kristy Velasco (B.Arch ’13) and
Richard Nam (2011), was selected again to design an installation
for the vast festival grounds, known for its creative and often iconic large-scale projects and sculptures. Last year, Poetic Kinetics
erected a 30 foot snail which slid between festivalgoers during the
two-weekend event.
This year, Kinney was the lead designer for “Escape Velocity”
a giant 60-foot-tall interactive and animatronic astronaut which
made its way around the festival. Along with Patrick Shearn, president at Poetic Kinetics, Kinney and the team worked tirelessly for
months to turn their idea into an impressive reality. In describing
the process, Kinney writes “…I had had experience fabricating
complex objects at SCI-Arc, [and] the Astronaut was no different.”
The process revolved around 3D modeling the Astronaut to work
within the dimensions of a lift that would act as its structural skeleton and be disguised to transport it around Coachella.
The massive feat was pulled off in a symphony of moving
parts, from finalizing detailed drawings, to rigging trusses, to
stitching together the fabric of the moving space traveler. The
Astronaut’s visor even allowed festivalgoers to interact with the
project by displaying their images on its LED screen. In an age of
social media, the Coachella Astronaut quickly gained a following
and became a consistent backdrop to countless photos and videos
posted online. Even Big Boi, member of renowned hip hop duo
Outkast, posted an image of “Escape Velocity” with the caption
‘1.5hrs to liftoff’ before their hugely anticipated headlining
performance.

TAMPA-BASED ALUMNUS TAKES DESIGN TO NEW HEIGHTS
SCI-Arc alumnus Ross-Alan Tisdale (M.Arch ’06) didn’t always
dream of becoming an architect. Fueled by a lifelong passion to be
an astronaut, he started college as a cadet in the U.S. Air Force
Academy. While on hiatus from the Academy, he went to Yale
University, where a series of architectural history classes he took
with Prof. Vincent Scully sparked his interest in architecture. It
was not long before he decided to switch to architecture as a fulltime interest and enroll in the university’s Bachelor of Architecture
program.
After graduating from Yale, Tisdale worked in the Albuquerque offices of Antoine Predock, FAIA and spent several years with
an architectural and engineering firm in Boston. In 2003, his pursuit of architecture landed him in the Master of Architecture program at SCI-Arc, where his research and explorations focused on
architecture that can look both forward and back.
He also never gave up on his childhood dream. In turn, he
transformed it into reality by marrying his architectural expertise
with research into the exploratory field of space architecture—
loosely defined as design to support human habitation outside the
confines of planet Earth. Tisdale worked at the NASA Ames Research Center designing human habitation for the Moon, and had
his work published in the first textbook on space architecture—
Out of This World – The New Field of Space Architecture.

In 2012, Tisdale joined his wife and SCI-Arc alumna Jody
Beck, AIA (M.Arch ’06), whom he met while at SCI-Arc, in heading a joint architecture practice, Traction Architecture, founded by
Beck a couple of years prior. Based in Tampa, Fla., their architectural office focuses on both residential and commercial designs,
and has recently received a Design Honor Award from AIA’s Tampa Bay Chapter.
Traction’s work has been featured by Wall Street Journal and
Sarasota Magazine, and their recently completed beachfront Seagrape House located on Anna Maria Island, Fla. has been awarded
LEED Platinum certification. Earlier this year, the Seagrape residence won the Gold Medal in the Home of the Year competition
hosted by Sarasota’s SQR Magazine, gracing the cover of the magazine’s March issue.

