
Creative Challenge: Essence/Totality  
by Professor Mary Stewart: mstewart3@fsu.edu, www.marystewart.info 

This challenge works well with engineering or architecture students. 
When we can identify the emotional, conceptual or visual essence of an idea or event, we 

can more fully focus on the things that are the most important. 
 
Challenge: Create an abstract 18x24" composition based on an interesting nearby building. In 
your design, convey its essence and/or its totality as fully as possible. Is it a modern building, with 
crisp lines and little ornamentation? Is it a neo-gothic maze, a potential set for Phantom of the 
Opera? Is it spacious or claustrophobic? Does it mix several styles?  
 Take visual “notes” in class and then develop a more polished solution at home.  
Objectives/Assessment Criteria:  

• To practice pulling abstract shapes from actual objects 
• To see relationships between a big-picture overview and a detailed study of a subject 
• To combine abstract shapes into a cohesive composition 
• To explore your individual interpretation of reality. 

 
Materials: Your choice, on an 18x24" format 
 
Strategy: 
1. Thoroughly explore the site.  
2. Begin recording your thoughts visually.  For the sake of clarity, focus first on the question of 
essence. What are the most distinctive characteristics of this building? Is there any apparent 
pattern in the distribution or orientation of its contents (chairs, shrubs, people, bicycles, etc.)?   
3. Next, consider the question of totality. Study the site from all sides and if possible, multiple 
orientations. Many small sketches will help you to translate your ideas into images. 
4. Then, begin to develop a design. Avoid the only two wrong answers. First, do not attempt a 
conventionally representational drawing: that is too much to tackle in the time available and 
anyway, this is a problem in abstraction. Second, do not replace the “boring” architecture and 
objects with unrelated subject matter, no matter how thrilling: no tables transformed into race 
cars, please! This is an abstraction problem requiring scrutiny of the elements within the site and 
their relationships.  
Key Questions: 

• How does this building differ from other sites you have visited? 
• How can its distinctive qualities be distilled to create a cohesive design? 
• Should the final design be visually flat, or can overlap or size variation create a more 

spacious solution? 
Critique Strategy: After posting the results on a critique wall, we will begin with a general 
discussion of personal interpretation: what did each participant find most essential? Then, we will 
explore the compositional means by which students translated their ideas  


