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This book is dedicated to the community -- of  craftsmen, of  builders, of  
brothers. For your continued encouragement and participation I am deeply 
thankful. 
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	 Behind Beta Theta Pi fraternity, an architecture develops by and 
through the practice of  different crafts, promoting a communal and experiential 
pedagogy that is both personal and physical in nature. The architecture formalizes 
through a series of  workshops by local v, as their techniques and materials are 
applied to the architectural elements of  the hearth, mound, enclosure, and 
roof. The true drive of  my project is to recognize the value that different crafts 
and different people can provide to architecture and its practice. The effect: 
an autogenic classroom - a receptacle of  interactions between communities, 
materials, and tools - a practical shed.
	 Knowing fully well that by calling my project a shed raises a flag for 
some theoreticians, or rather one theoretician, I aim to investigate the practice 
of  architecture as a socially constructed artifact and the essence of  architecture 
as an active process of  community. I understand my role as an architect to not be 
strictly defined as an isolated designer but rather malleable as a social orchestrator, 
an informed builder and coordinator. I am responsible for constructing places 
that house the public realm and facilitate life in a given context. The specific 
context with which I dealt happened to be a defunct asphalt court at the bottom 
of  a hill behind a fraternity house in Ithaca, New York. 
	 Alongside my efforts to revitalize a neglected backyard, I address the 
increasingly overlooked notion of  cultural transmission and the relevance of  
craft in the production of  architecture. We are all witnesses to the architectural 
tendency toward fashionable production and the placeless boxes that this 
attitude proliferates. The dissolution of  head and hand has stymied the culture 
of  architecture’s own making, preventing place-bound traditions from advancing 
in communities that always already esist prior to the architect’s involvement. By 
inviting local crafts back into the private suite that has become of  our modern 
profession, I open up the conversation of  architecture to a larger culture of  
building, defined by Howard Davis as a dynamic and coordinated system of  
knowledge, rules, procedures, and habits constituted over time by its own 
functioning. 
	 Maybe we can recognize that designing, building, and using are 
components of  this dialogical system that gives shape to our surroundings. The 
laborer is not separated from but rather integral to the generation of  ideas. 
The community is not simply the end user but rather an active participant. The 
architecture is not a singular instance but rather a holistic practice.

INTRODUCTION
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Photo of  Beta House in its current state. The trees are now 
quite mature.

Photo of  Beta House lifted from the living room of  Beta 
house.

A Memorandum of  Understanding drafted with the help of  good friend who 
is also a lawyer.

INTRODUCTION
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Notes taken on a napkin after my first engagement with the community
The back of  that same napkin

Panoramic view of  the 
site due to improper 
film exposure

INTRODUCTION
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SCHEMATIC PROPOSAL

	 The organizational principles of  the practical shed are derived from 
the theories of  Gottfried Semper and Antoine Laugier, whose discussion of  
four essential elements of  architecture and primitive huts advanced the reading 
of  universal architectural standards. I hesitate, however, to construe the practical 
shed as a primitive hut. My ambitions are not to investigate or reinterpret the 
elemental basis of  architecture. Rather, I refer to Semper’s hearth, mound, 
enclosure, and roof  as a framework for interaction. All architecture needs 
structure (maybe a fifth element?), and these pieces provide a clear agenda for 
the shed’s development. Assigning a particular craft to each individual element, 
I develop a local and global dialogue between practices and traditions. A masony 
fire pit, cob floor, woven wall, sail overhang are concrete terms that allow me to 
communicate effectively with a broad community.

Gottfried Semper’s Carribean hut with added dotted roof  line
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PREPARATION

Advice from a local weed specialist. I brought Andy an example of  the thorny brush 
consuming the site.

The thorny brush and its 
removal.
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On-site survey taken from 
the west post.

On-site survey taken from 
the east post.

PREPARATION
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On-site survey translated with wooden compass.
Wooden compass fabricated for specific site dimensions

PREPARATION
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Photomontage of  site from above looking west

PREPARATION
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Model of  site and four elements to be manipulated by hand Sketches of  elemental manipulations

PREPARATION
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Photomontage of  site looking South with spatial grid

PREPARATION
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Early iteration of  the shed’s configuration

PREPARATION
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Peter Walz deconstructs a rotting maple tree obstructing the middle of  the site. 
He starts at the roots and sections the trunk into pieces appropriate for future 
bonfire seating. He pauses momentarily to sharpen the blade of  his full skip 
tooth chainsaw. 

PREPARATION
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Pat Curran offers her expertise as a Maser Gardener in the Cooperative Extension 
program. Though impractical during the dormant season, her assessment gave 
the brothers the opportunity to learn about the natural life surrounding their 
property and know how to take care of  it for the future.

PREPARATION
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Jim Tyler walks me through the letterpress process, finding and setting type, 
inking, and printing on the Challenger press. 

PREPARATION
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Piles of  architectural elements in raw state: wood, stone, sand, vines

PREPARATION
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Service corridor made from pallets and duct tubing

PREPARATION
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PHASE 1
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PLATE 36   Morning

PLATE 36   Morning

PLATE 36   Morning

PHASE 1
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Map of  interactions that yielded the masonry workshop. 

PHASE 1
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Randy demonstrates how to stack stone on a rubble trench foundation without 
mortar. He spreads a thin layer of  sand over compacted gravel, sets the lead 
stones with a mallet and checks level, then fills in-between.
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We break for lunch: gazpacho and bread. CHILLED GAZPACHO
        3   pounds tomatoes, peeled, seeded and chopped
        4   cups tomato juice
        1   cup cucumber, peeled, seeded and chopped
        1   cup red bell pepper, chopped
        1   cup onion, chopped
        2   small jalapenos, seeded and minced
        1   medium garlic clove, minced
        ½  cup olive oil, extra-virgin
        2   limes, juiced
        4   teaspoons balsamic vinegar
        4   teaspoons Worcestershire sauce
        1   teaspoon cumin
        2   teaspoon salt
        ½  teaspoon pepper
        4    tablespoons basil leaves, chiffonade
    Select good, firm, ripe tomatoes. Combine all ingredients in a large bowl. 
Remove half  of  the mixture, blend it up, and add it back in. Chill in the 
refrigerator overnight.

PHASE 1



66 PRACTICAL SHED 67 

Ben demonstrates shows how to properly handle an ax. He finds the center of  
his strike with the head of  the maul, lifts the handle until the ax is straight up 
and down over his head, and guides the blade to his mark. 

PHASE 1
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PHASE 2



70 PRACTICAL SHED 71 PHASE 2



72 PRACTICAL SHED 73 

Map of  interactions that yielded the cobbing workshop. 

PHASE 2
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Matteo helps us mix and build cob the proper way. All cob begins with coarse 
sand, clay, and straw. Seventy percent to thirty percent to “enough that you can 
really see it” respectively. Add a bit of  water to start the mix and find a rhythm 
with your partner. Once the mud reaches an even consistency you may begin the 
process of  integration and discover the reality of  cobber’s thumb.

PHASE 2
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We break for lunch: brisket, corn, and green beans. OVERNIGHT BRISKET
        5   pounds brisket
        2   stalks celery
        2   onions, quartered
        1   tablespoon salt
        2   teaspoon pepper
    Bake brisket together with celery, onions and spices for 7-8 hours at 225 
degrees. Allow meat to cool and slice across the grain. When ready to eat, reheat 
in the oven for 30 minutes at 425 degrees. 

ROASTED CORN
        8   ears corn
    Do not remove the husk. Bake in the oven directly on the rack for 30 minutes 
at 425 degrees.

ROASTED GREEN BEANS
        2   pounds green beans
        1   tablespoon salt
        2   teaspoon pepper
        ¼  cup olive oil
        1   clove garlic
    Toss everything together and bake for 30 minutes at 425 degrees.

PHASE 2
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Nic teaches intermediate wood joinery. He connects two shorter pieces of  
lumber stripped from discarded pallets with a simplified scarf  joint. Using a 
shop fabricated circular saw jig, he miters the pieces with the same angle and 
cuts a dado in each to hold a key, which allows the boards to be lined up when 
gluing and screwing.  
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PHASE 3
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Map of  interactions that yielded the weaving workshop. 

PHASE 3
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Nic shows the basics of  weaving with a ground loom. Unpictured is the 
setting up of  the loom, a process that can take longer than weaving itself. Nic 
coordinates the movement of  the heddle to change the shed and ensures the 
beater stick stays paralell with the filler material. Above all, he emphasizes the 
importance of  maintaining tension and strict adherence to the weaver’s mantra: 
fill, change, beat.

PHASE 3
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We break for lunch: pork tacos. SLOW COOKED PORK SHOULDER
        ½  pork shoulder
        2   tablespoons butter
        1   tablespoon oregano
        2   teaspoons cumin
        1   tablespoon salt
        2   teaspoon pepper
    Mix the spices and butter in a small bowl. Cut 1 inch deep slits in the pork and 
fill with butter and spice mixture. Bake pork shoulder for 3 hours at 350 degrees. 
Allow meat to cool and shred. 

ROASTED VEGGIES
        2   red bell peppers, chopped
        2   onions, chopped
        2   tablespoons vegetable oil
        2   teaspoons cumin
        2   teaspoon salt
    Toss everything together and bake for 30 minutes at 425 degrees.
        

PHASE 3
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Peta explains how to use a precut template to form a card holder out of  vegetable 
tanned leather. He cuts two profiles out of  scraps with a utility knife, scores 
around the edge, punches holes for stitching, clamps the material together, and 
sews a saddle-stitch with waxed cotton thread to bind the two pieces together, 
burnishing the edges to finish.

PHASE 3
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PHASE 4
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Map of  interactions that yielded the rigging workshop. 



102 PRACTICAL SHED 103 PHASE 4



104 PRACTICAL SHED 105 

PLATES 1-1   Keith uses tree climbing techniques to rig the sails to trees 
surrounding the site. He tosses his throw bag from a bucket up to the crotches 
of  high limbs in order to attain the pitch of  the roof. A mechanical advantage 
with a pulley and trucker’s hitch knot allows him to connect the sail to a point 
halfway between two trees. The remainder of  the knots he uses are bowlines or 
variations thereof, a very common and versatile knot.

PHASE 4
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PLATE 1   We break for lunch: seafood stew. SEAFOOD STEW
        3   tablespoons olive oil
        1   cup thinly sliced fennel
        1   cup finely diced onion
        2   cloves garlic, finely chopped
        1   carrot, peeled and diced
        3   thyme leaves
        2   tablespoons tomato paste
        1   teaspoon fennel seeds
        1   teaspoon fish sauce
        14 ounces whole peeled tomatoes
        1   cup dry white wine
        16 ounces clam juice
        8   ounces cod, cut into 1-inch pieces
        1   pound clam meat
        1   pound shrimp, peeled and deveined
        ¼  cup chopped fresh parsley
        1   teaspoon salt and pepper
    Saute fennel, onion, garlic, carrot, and thyme on for 5 minutes. Add fennel 
seeds, tomato paste, and fish sauce. Continue to cook for 3 minutes. Deglaze 
the pan with wine and reduce. Add everything but the fish and bring to simmer. 
When ready to eat, add the seafood and cook for 5 minutes.

PHASE 4
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PLATES 1-1   Sam guides us through four of  his most frequently used knots 
and a couple of  bonus ones to boot. The bowline comes first - here it is again 
- and he uses it for tying off  or fastening objects. Next, the square knot, which 
should not be confused with the granny knot, is used to connect two ends. The 
clove hitch he admits he does not practice or use often, but it is a knot that Nick 
used extensively in setting up the ground loom. Finally, shows the figure-eight 
as one option for a stopper knot.
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OCCUPANCY AND USE
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Angela Carbone
Danny Salomon
Ekin Bilal
Ihwa Choi
John Lai
Keith Vanderhye
Matteo Lundgren
Nick Digiacinto
Randy Ruth
Patrick Crowley
Isabella Crowley
Nic Jedema 
Red Giuliano
Michael Raspuzzi
Peta Feng
Sam Creighton
Matt Wllingford
Mike Lee
Ben Sperry 
Andrew Shi
Naomi Tashiro
Ainsley Cullen
Maggie Zink
Gosia Pawlowska
Nils Axen
Melis Schildkraut
Johnny 
Peter Walz
Jim Tyler
Pat Curran
Sara Johnson
Laura Burch
Bill Baker
June Szabo
Maria Klemperer-Johnson

Jonathan Ferrari
Steven Flash
Lily Chi
Luben Dimcheff
Daphany Shen
Charlie Pomada
Steve Yaros
Brian Beeners
Kevin McGraw
Daniel Schied
Guillermo Metz

Thank you all for your generosity and 
good spirit. 

INDEX OF PEOPLE


