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Since April 2016, I have been dreaming about sleeping 
on a pizza, with different toppings that change daily and 
nightly. I was scared of using a sewing machine, so I 
did not imagine that my dream would ever come true. 
Four months later, when I met with my friend Hannah 
Brown, I told her about my pizza dream. She generously 
offered to teach me how to sew the pizza bed. Every 
Sunday, she came to my studio with sewing materials 
and walked me through the steps. We built the crust 
with cheese during the first month, and we stuffed the 
toppings during the second and third month. With my 
friend’s help, I finished a big sewing project without 
having any previous sewing knowledge.

Sherry Muyuan He, PIZZA BED
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I grew up in colleges in China, since my family members 
are faculty. I also taught my peers and graded assign-
ments from when I was ten to when I was fifteen. In 
high school, I started teaching English online to people 
living in various countries. At Macalester College in Saint 
Paul, Minnesota, I worked as a teaching assistant for 
photography classes. As a result of these experiences, 
I constantly switch the perspectives between a teacher 
and a student. I keep asking myself these questions: 

I have discovered four aspects that facilitate  
learning experiences.

When do I learn and memorize the most? 
What makes it easy for me to understand? 
What makes me want to learn more about the subject?
Can I draw a diagram?
Can I tell a story? 

section a
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Although my mother and grandmother are both pro-
fessors, I did not learn much about the disciplines they 
taught, but I learned a lot by watching them making and 
fixing things. Whenever a machine stopped working, 
the first thing my mother would do was to take out her 
voltmeter and screwdriver and check the current on each 
section of the machine. When I was packing for college, 
the first things that I put in my luggage were a screw-
driver and a voltmeter. Once, in my Linguistic class at 
Macalester, the clock on the wall stopped working. The 
professor sighed, “We need to get a new one.” Without 
hesitation, I climbed onto the wall and got the clock. My 
voltmeter told me that the battery was low. I replaced 
the battery and the clock started working again.

My mother never taught me to fix a clock in the middle 
of a class. Neither do I think she would want me to do 
something that is not related to the class itself. How-
ever, by observing her fixing all the equipment in the 
house, everything broken in my life becomes a trigger 
for me to take it apart and fix it.

         

discovery 1/4: project-oriented learning
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I am more than grateful for a lot of the teachers I have 
met in my life, who have made difficult materials easier 
to understand. I have also encountered books that turn 
linguistics, philosophy, romanticism, and psychotherapy 
into comics. In addition to these creative efforts that 
educators have made, if learning could be embedded 
in daily life, the information would more easily “stick in 
our brain”. Mitchel Resnick, one of the professors at MIT 
Media Labs, proposes the idea that instead of solid tech-
nical skills, what people end up using to solve problems 
is random knowledge: 1 

1. Mitchel Resnick, Lifelong Kindergarten: Cultivating Creativity Through Projects, Passion, Peers, and Play (MIT Press, 
2017), 53.

“...most classrooms are organized (like this): 
students are presented with a steady stream of 
instruction and problem-solving activities, designed 
to highlight particular concepts. One set of prob-
lems teaches students how to multiply fractions. 
Another teaches them how to calculate the me-
chanical advantage of a gear train.

On the surface, this approach might seem to  
make sense. But when students solve sets of dis-
connected problems, they often end up with dis- 
connected knowledge, without an understanding  
of why they were learning it or how to apply it in  
new situations…. 

The project-based approach takes a broader view 
of “knowledge,” It recognizes that knowledge is 
not just a collection of concepts. As students work 
together on projects, they learn not only webs of 
concepts, but also sets of strategies—strategies  
for making things, for solving problems, for com-
municating ideas.”2 

2. Resnick, Lifelong Kindergarten: Cultivating Creativity Through Projects, Passion, Peers, and Play, 53.



98

Learning how to learn is just as important as learning 
concepts. By giving specific projects to people, they 
figure out how to apply their skills and where to expand 
their knowledge. Lifelong Kindergarten, one of the MIT 
Media Labs that focuses on education, gives a good 
example of project-oriented learning with Scratch, a free 
online platform where kids and teenagers can learn the 
programming language and create games, animation, 
and tutorials. The Scratch website also became an online 
learning community where people from all over the 
world share their expertise in coding and help each  
other with specific questions.

With the goal of project-oriented learning, I had my 
first solo exhibition at Soo Visual Art Center, a nonprof-
it art space in Uptown Minneapolis. It taught people 
bookbinding techniques through making books that 
resembled breakfast food, including toast (white bread, 
whole wheat and marble rye), fruit (apples and oranges), 
cheese (blue cheese, cheddar and Swiss) and fried eggs. 
All of the materials and tools were provided. People sat 
at dining tables and made food books of their choice and 
took them home. When they made the toast books, they 
learned Japanese stab binding; when they sewed the 
fruit, they learned saddle stitching; when they folded the 
cheese, they learned accordion folds; when they put the 
egg yolk on the egg white, they learned that a round-
head fastener could make a good book, too.

Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I 
WAKE UP IN THE MORNING  
Photo courtesy of Zoe Cinel
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Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING

Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING  
Photo courtesy of Zoe Cinel
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Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING  
Photo courtesy of Zoe Cinel

Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING  
Photo courtesy of Zoe Cinel
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Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING
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Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING
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Sherry Muyuan He, ART IS WHY I WAKE UP IN THE MORNING

discovery 2/4: interdisciplinary connection

I was learning French, German and Spanish at the same 
time. Once in a while, there was a serendipity like:

Bibliothèque
Bibliothek
Biblioteca

It happens because French, German, and Spanish are 
languages that share similar roots, but can we apply  
this “learn 1 get 2 free” moment to scenarios that  
cross disciplines?
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Annie Aldag, one of my dance instructors, said that cho-
reography is the same as putting together Lego pieces. 
By paying extra attention to how each move starts and 
ends, I connect moves to moves and make my own 
choreography, just like how Lego pieces are connected 
together. Her metaphor helps me connect dancing to 
a childhood experience. After listening to her words, 
acquiring new dance techniques becomes as fun as 
picking up new Lego pieces. Similarly, when Alanna Sta-
pleton, one of my MFA peers, told me that the bandsaw 
was just like a sewing machine, my fear of cutting my 
fingers off turned into the joy of putting things together. 
After avoiding power tools my entire college life, her 
words gave me the courage to sample the 3D Shop at 
Minneapolis College of Art and Design. Nowadays, I 
spend 10 hours per week on the table saw and scroll 
saw. It is the connections between different mediums 
that supports me to conquer the fear and to explore  
new possibilities.

In Tools and Movements of Engagement: Design Anthro- 
pology’s Style of Knowing, Kyle Kilbourn explains the 
deep connection between anthropology and design.3 
It is also mentioned in the writing that the methods 
of generating knowledge are just as important as the 
production of knowledge.4 It is important to draw upon 
ways of thinking and research processes in different 
disciplines, because “innovation and future-oriented 
perspectives” are crucial to collaborative projects.5

3. Gunn, Wendy., Ton Otto, and Rachel Charlotte Smith, Design Anthropology: Theory and Practice (London ; New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2013), 69.

4. Gunn, Wendy., Ton Otto, and Rachel Charlotte Smith, Design Anthropology: Theory and Practice, 69.
5. Gunn, Wendy., Ton Otto, and Rachel Charlotte Smith, Design Anthropology: Theory and Practice, 69.
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If we could teach people how to learn by connecting 
new experiences with familiar information, eventually, 
people will create a network of all of their experiences, 
and learning will get easier and more enjoyable as they 
explore things. By forging these kinds of connections, 
they will obtain confidence in their newfound skills and 
knowledge so they make it part of who they are and 
what they do. In the case of my thesis project, the con-
nections between graphic design, furniture design and 
engineering are revealed. The details will be uncovered 
in a later section. 

discovery 3/4: pleasurable practice

I chose breakfast food, instead of plain letter-size paper, 
for my exhibition at SooVAC. The excitement that food 
can bring to people encouraged the visitors to sit 
down at different dining tables and to accept different 
book-making challenges. 

There is a difference between randomly placing text on a 
page and spontaneously breaking the grid after devel-
oping a grid system. Spontaneity takes long years of 
diligent apprenticeship and practical experience.6 People 
who do not major in graphic design might not be able to 
tell the reason why, but they will give preference to the 
latter design. 

6. Eva Zeisel, Eva Zeisel on design: the magic language of things (New York: London, 2011), 55.
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In the memoir Totto-Chan: The Little Girl at the Window7, 
Tetsuko Kuroyanagi described the elementary school she 
attended in Japan during World War II. In the school that 
was located in sections of a discarded train, students 
were asked to wear their worst clothes to explore the 
world. They decided on what subjects to learn every day 
and teachers came and helped them individually. Instead 
of forcing them to memorize all the nutrition that their 
lunchbox needs to contain, the teachers told them to 
bring both “the taste of mountain” and the “the taste 
of sea.” None of the students that studied at the Bus 
School would consider the school “rigorous,” yet they 
gained the same amount of knowledge as the students 
in other schools did. A lot of the alumni became people 
that made a difference to the world, including Tetsuko 
Kuroyanagi, a Goodwill Ambassador for The United Na-
tions Children’s Fund. It is the effort that the faculty put 
in to nurture students’ interests and to encourage them 
to find the joy in studying that makes the difference. 

7. Tetsuko Kuroyanagi, Totto-Chan: The Little Girl at the Window (Kodansha USA, 2012).

discovery 4/4: persistence and positivity

AnnMarie Thomas, an engineering professor at St. Thom-
as University, says in her book Making Makers:

“Makers are notorious for taking 
on hard, or unusual projects that 
require multiple approaches and 
attempts before a working de-
sign is developed. This ability  
to keep trying even when the  
first method tried doesn’t give 
the desired effect, is key to suc-
cess when pioneering new fields 
and endeavors.”8 

8. AnnMarie P. Thomas, Making Makers (CA: Maker Media, 2014), 73.
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While persistence is the key to mastering skills, positivity is 
the fuel that keeps persistence going. The students of Mary 
Horozaniecki, my violin instructor at Macalester, gathered 
together every Friday evening to play for each other and get 
feedback. One day a fellow student, Larry, was playing an 
etude and he got frustrated, “I have been playing the violin 
for 10 years. Why is it still not in tune?” It was a rhetorical 
question, but another fellow student gave the answer: because 
while your skill is getting better, your ears are getting better, 
too. I have been thinking of this whenever I experience “the 
hiccups” in my own work.

I cannot stop thinking about and tallying how many of my 
friends have given up on the things they love, while a beam 
of light still shines in their eyes when they talk about those 
things. Some people quit because they spent so much time 
without achieving the level of competence or acknowledge-
ment they expected; some because they discovered their true 
love late in their lives and they keep comparing themselves to 
the younger generations. 

“because while your skill is 
getting better, your ears are 
getting better, too.”
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We need to strengthen people’s perseverance by teach-
ing them to see all the hiccups not as failures, but as 
rough drafts, just like all the papers people wrote  
in elementary school.9 All the attempts that do not  
seem professional are still the necessary steps for a 
bigger and more-developed project. The only failure is 
giving up.10

Those positive-thinking educators inspired me to design 
a set of bed sheets named Soon it’s Going to Be Spring 
Again, to remind people that hard work will pay off one 
day. The pillow is a bag of plant food. It is a metaphor for 
the efforts that people need to exert in order to achieve 
their goals. The mattress cover is dirt with seeds planted 
at various depths. I researched the size, shape and the 
planting depth of different seeds, and drew them on 
the dirt pattern on the four sides of the mattress cover 
accordingly. The unsprouted seeds symbolize different 
dreams that people have but cannot predict which ones 
are going to come true. The blanket is snow with grass 

9. Thomas, Making Makers, 74.
10. Thomas, Making Makers, 74.

hidden underneath it. Moreover, the snow blanket is 
extra warm because of the fabric I chose to print my 
illustration on. By sleeping on this bed, people may un-
derstand that obstacles are part of the growing process. 
I used this piece to convey the message that there is 
always hope and we need to keep fighting for the best, 
while maintaining a decent amount of sleep. This piece 
helped me realize that I can connect to a large audience 
through product design. 

Sherry Muyuan He, SOON IT’S GOING TO BE SPRING AGAIN
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Sherry Muyuan He, SOON IT’S GOING TO BE SPRING AGAIN

section b
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thesis 1/4: objectives

Based on my research, previous work and reflection, 
my goal for my thesis project was something that could 
encourage people to observe their lives; something that 
could help people build connections between different 
disciplinesp; something that could give people interest 
to explore; and something that serves as a scaffold for 
the foundations for big projects. 

The creator of Scratch, the free programming language 
and online community, put out two concepts: playpen 
and playground. If we use Legos as an example, a play-
pen could be a set of Lego bricks based on the theme 
of Star Wars, with which a person finishes the construc-
tion, following the directions and stopping afterward. A 
playground could be a set of Legos with which people 
not only follow the instructions, but also create their 
own ways of making the pieces meaningful.11

11. Resnick, Lifelong Kindergarten: Cultivating Creativity Through Projects, Passion, Peers, and Play, 130.
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In his book Don’t Go Back to School, Kio Stark divides 
ways of learning into two general groups: 

1) learning with the goal of a certain level  
of skill and knowledge

2) learning through accomplishing specific projects. 12

Through my research, I came to the conclusion that 
the second approach could sustain a person’s interest 
and perseverance longer. As an art student majoring in 
design, I aim to connect design to other disciplines and 
build a “playground” to help people absorb knowledge 
from diverse disciplines. 

12. Kio Stark, Don’t Go Back to School: A Handbook for Learning Anything (United States: Greenglass Books, 2013), 167.

1) learning with the goal of a certain level of skill and knowledge
2) learning through accomplishing specific projects.12

thesis 2/4: sustainability

For eco-friendly food and product packages, most people 
will likely continue to choose the cheapest option.13 
Moreover, most people have to make similar decisions 
for their education, due to their socio-economic sta-
tuses. To make education more equitable, we need to 
choose materials that are affordable, to make the learn-
ing experience sustainable. 

While the Scratch program created an online learning ex-
perience through connecting people who lived far away 
from each other, I prefer tangible materials for my thesis 
project. This is not anti-digital but a return to humanistic 
and tactile sensibilities.14 While human beings never stop 
inventing new materials, there is something magical and 
unique about paper, which was invented almost 2000 
years ago in China. With a few simple folds, a sheet of 
paper can fly, contain, and bear weight. Through this 
humble material, people can explore mathematics, 
physics, engineering, possibilities, and sometimes ways 
to put a smile on others’ faces. 

13. Tony Ibbotson and Peng Chong, Eco Packaging Now (Mulgrave, Vic: The Images Publishing Group Pty Ltd, 2016), 7.
14. Shan ben tu shu and Jim van Raemdonck, Handmaking in Design (Kowloon, Hong Kong: SendPoints, 2016), 4.
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Physicist Robert Lang, one of the world’s most famous 
origami artists and author, introduced the “offset panel 
technique,”15 which is also known as “thick origami.” 
The technique allows people to prototype machines by 
folding sheets of thin paper and applying the final design 
onto panels of various thickness. For engineers, it en-
ables them to have a large quantity of mock-up models 
using cheap materials in a short amount of time. In di-
saster sites, an origami robot collapses and enters build-
ings to find survivors.16 In Japan, Kaori Kuribayashi used 
the origami technique to design a stent graft that unfolds 
automatically when exposed to the body’s heat.17 

15. Bryce J. Edmondson et al. “Thick rigidly foldable structures realized by an offset panel technique.” Origami 6 (2015): 149, 
doi:10.1090/mbk/095.1/15.

16. “The Origami Revolution,” PBS, accessed May 2, 2018. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/physics/origami-revolution.html.
17. “The Origami Revolution,” PBS, accessed May 2, 2018. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/physics/origami-revolution.html.

For my graduate work, I experimented with various 
materials and fabrication processes and decided to use 
corrugated cardboard to introduce “thick origami” to my 
audience. I tried enviro-corr and cardboard of different 
thickness and strengths. The machines I used include  
a table saw, a scroll saw, a laser cutter and the CNC 
Router. With simple tools such as a cutter, ruler and  
glue, people can accomplish endless possibilities out  
of cardboard. 
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In the mid-70s, Victor Papanek and James Hennessey 
published a book named Nomadic Furniture: How to 
Build and Where to Buy Lightweight Furniture that 
Folds, Collapses, Stacks, Knocks-down, Inflates or Can 
be Thrown away and Re-cycled; Being Both a Book 
of Instruction and a Catalog of Access for Easy Mov-
ing.18 By giving instructions for various ways of making 
lightweight furniture with the most accessible tools, the 
book encourages people to make their own furniture 
out of paper and cardboard, because plastics are not 
biodegradable and wood is growing scarce.19 Similar to 
the book Nomadic Furniture20, Nicola Stäubli created the 
“foldschool.”21 Anyone can visit the website and access 
the pattern and assembling instruction to make different 
cardboard furniture for children.22

18. James Hennessey and Victor J. Papanek, Nomadic Furniture 1 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1973), 40.
19. James Hennessey and Victor J. Papanek, Nomadic Furniture 2 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1973), 83.
20. Hennessey and Papanek, Nomadic Furniture 1.
21. Petra Schmidt and Nicola Stattmann, Unfolded: Paper in Design, Art and Architecture (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2009), 127.
22. Schmidt and Stattmann, Unfolded: Paper in Design, Art and Architecture, 127.

James Hennessey and Victor J. Papanek,  
NOMADIC FURNITURE 1
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Nicola Stäubli, FOLDSCHOOL

Charles Eames said in an interview, “a product often be-
comes more useful if the costs are lower without harm-
ing the quality.”23 Because it is soft and light and can be 
easily manipulated by hand or with a knife, cardboard is 
an ideal material for homemade structures. Moreover, 
when it has served its purpose, it can be recycled with 
less guilt. Compared to other materials, corrugated card-
board is fairly affordable. 

With the rise of eco-designs, a lot of industrial design-
ers have chosen cardboard as the material for their final 
products. Yves Behar designed “Kada Stool,” a handy all-
in-one seat, tray, table and storage unit that folds away 
flat, made of corrugated cardboard.24 David Graas made 
“Don’t Spill your Coffee” table, a large table that comes 
flat-packed and can be easily slotted together.25 Genero-
so Design constructed “Lady 1 Chair,” a chair assembled 
from a single sheet of cardboard that can fold away for 
transportation and storage. 26 

23. John Neuhart, Charles Eames, Ray Eames, and Marilyn Neuhart, Eames Design: The Work of the Office of Charles and 
Ray Eames (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1989), 15.

24. Rebecca Proctor, 1000 New Eco Designs and Where to Find Them (London: Laurence King, 2009), 19.
25. Proctor, 1000 New Eco Designs and Where to Find Them, 27.
26. Proctor, 1000 New Eco Designs and Where to Find Them, 71.
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Yves Behar, KADA STOOL

David Graas, DON’T SPILL YOUR COFFEE

Aside from the issue of sustainability for both economy 
and ecology, there is another reason why I chose card-
board. As a common prototype material, cardboard can 
reveal the mechanism of a design better than a studio 
photograph that tend to hide the engineering process.27 
Therefore, the user learns more when the they can  
see how all the pieces of a product make it function  
the way it is used, which is the biggest purpose of my 
thesis project. 

27. Florian Böhm, Kgid: Konstantin Grcic Industrial Design (London: Phaidon, 2007), 21.

Generoso Design, LADY 1 CHAIR
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In fall 2017, the Learning Center at Minneapolis College 
of Art and Design ordered five standing desks for stu-
dents with disabilities to use during class. However, they 
were not very portable, so we had to order one for each 
classroom. I started to think of ways to make a standing 
desk that can fold and fit inside a backpack so that a 
student can carry it wherever they go. 

Oristand
The foldable standing desk 
that MCAD Learning Center 
purchased for students

Inspired by eco-friendly and portable designs, I chose 
corrugated cardboard. Over the next 4 months, I tested 
various ways to cut and fold the cardboard, including a 
matte cutter, table saw and CNC router. I experimented 
with more than 20 ways to lock the top surface to the 
vertical folios. After visiting 10 different cardboard sup-
pliers in the Midwest, and trying cardboard of different 
thicknesses and strengths (the qualities of cardboard 
vary dramatically, and the thicker the cardboard is does 
not mean that it is stronger; the most common 5/32-inch 
cardboard in art supply stores is more bendable than the 
1/16-inch cardboard in shipping material supply stores), 
I decided on different cardboard for the different heights 
of the standing desks. While doing research on the ma-
terial and the production process, I made approximately 
20 prototypes for people to use and abuse (for example, 
Sishir Bommakanti let his cat Alfie stand on it). In addi-
tion, I put a stack of books that weighed 160 pounds on 
the standing desk and it remained intact.
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Sherry Muyuan He, STANZA BOOK PORTABLE STANDING DESK

Sishir Bommakanti’s suggestion 
for locking the vertical folios

Another experiment of 
locking the vertical folios

Another experiment Final decision
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Sherry Muyuan He, STANZA BOOK PORTABLE STANDING DESKI put a stack of books that weighed 160 pounds 
on the standing desk and it remained intact.
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I kept getting good feedback about the prototypes, but 
one of the concerns from tall people was that they 
had to either look down at the screen or type at an 
uncomfortably-high level. In response to their request, I 
attached a slanted top on the original flat standing desk. 
However, the folding instructions became complicated 
and the product became very thick. Binbin Shen, one 
of the furniture design students at MCAD, suggested 
an accordion-fold structure without the top surface. 
The new design holds the laptop better. It requires less 
material and thus becomes more portable. Furthermore, 
it takes only one step to unfold and use.

I attached a slanted top on the original flat 
standing desk and used fabric to secure it.

I got rid of the fabric and 
used only cardboard.

Instructions for unfolding the slanted standing desk 
This design is no longer in use.
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Sherry Muyuan He, STANZA ITALIC PORTABLE STANDING DESK

I added shoe laces and cord locker, 
but later I decided to take them out.

Although the previous attempts did not 
succeed, I took the design and made a 
foldable laptop stand for Hallie Bahn.
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While working on a large number of iterations of these 
two models, I kept wondering if there was a solution 
for people who needed to use a mouse, or people who 
wrote on a piece of paper while using the laptop, or peo-
ple who had devices connected to the laptop, or people 
who used a desktop. After 50 completely different 
attempts, I came up with a “Bold“ design that provides 
a 24-inch by 12-inch work surface. 

I thought about attaching an extra 
piece, but it was not strong enough 
to support the weight of a hand.

I was inspired by piano stand, but 
this structure is not strong when 
applied to corrugated cardboard.



5756

Sherry Muyuan He, STANZA BOLD PORTABLE STANDING DESK

I thought about using locks 
again, but they were not 
user-friendly in this case.

Almost there!
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This set of portable standing desks provides people 
of various socio-economic statuses the opportunity to 
stand up more often, wherever they work. In addition, 
the design makes users curious about how such a light  
and thin material can support an exceptionally large 
amount of weight, and whether this structure can be 
applied elsewhere. 

Sherry Muyuan He, STANZA BOOK, ITALIC 
AND BOLD PORTABLE STANDING DESKS

thesis 3/4: transform
ation

Graphic designers often encounter clients who have 
envisioned the form of the end product. For example,  
there might be a demand for posters that encourage 
recycling, but what the client really needs might be 
a better-designed recycling bin rather than a well-de-
signed poster. With the emergence of multidisciplinary 
designers, designers are more welcome to analyze the 
problems and empathize with the audience before ide-
ation and prototyping. As a result, designers are gaining 
the freedom to design the form when and where their 
ideation takes place. Many product designers use their 
design to inspire people to rethink the way they use 
things. I see this “trend” as a healthy improvement in 
the design history. 
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Although none of my family members are artists or 
designers, my practice benefits a lot from the way they 
utilize daily objects. We lived in an apartment building 
that was surrounded by mango trees. My family took 
out an old badminton racket. We removed the net, put 
a hook on it, wrapped a bag around it and attached the 
end to the bamboo stick that we used to dry our clothes. 
Every year, when the mangos became ripe, we stuck  
our homemade tool out of our windows. The hook 
clipped the branches, and mangos fell into the bag. 
Through this annual harvest, my family taught me that 
things can be used in ways other than these for which 
they were designed.

Tobias Franzel, PING PONG DOOR

Hussein Chalayan, AIRMAIL DRESS

Nendo, CABBAGE CHAIR
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Many designers have addressed the second usage of 
an existing product. Tobias Franzel designed the “Ping 
Pong Door,” which turned into a ping pong table when 
turned 90 degrees, as well as a dining table.28 The simple 
folding mechanism combined the functionality of both a 
door and a table. It inspired me to suggest people use 
a cardboard table as a pingpong table on the tape that 
I designed for my thesis (described in detail later). The 
“Airmail Dress,” designed by Hussein Chalayan, is an 
airmail envelope made of Tyvek that can be unfolded to 
become a washable dress.29 It motivated me to keep 
pushing the number of usages a product can have. For 
example, the stool I designed for my thesis can be used 
for storage. Nendo’s “Cabbage Chair” was created 
by peeling away a roll of pleated paper—an unwanted 
by-product from manufacturing pleated fabric—layer by 

28. Chris van Uffelen and Cosima Talhouni, Toy Design (Berlin: Braun, 2010), 58-59.
29. Schmidt and Stattmann, Unfolded: Paper in Design, Art and Architecture, 44.

Borris Bally, TRANSIT CHAIRS

Antonello Fusè, ABITUDINI HANGERS

layer.30 Likewise, recycled New York Subway signs can 
turn to aluminum chairs31 and broken chairs may get a 
second life as hangers.32 These pushed me to use the 
material that people recycle or trash. 

30. Floyd Schulze, Robert Klanten, and Anna Carnick, Nendo: 10/10 (Berlin: Gestalten, 2013), 65.
31. Proctor, 1000 New Eco Designs and Where to Find Them, 41.
32. Narelle Yabuka, Up-cycle!: more than 100 upcycling ideas for furniture, lighting, products, and accessories! (Berkerly, CA: 

Gingko Press, 2012), 20-21.
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Bennison, a maker of high-end children’s sleepwear, 
donates and delivers pajamas to impoverished countries 
around the world. Those impoverished areas lack access 
to anything but a communal bar soap to clean the donat-
ed pajamas, which actually spreads germs rather than 
eliminates them. That’s why the design agency created 
the Baby Care Wear package. Each pajama is wrapped 
in a package made entirely of water-soluble, non-toxic, 
biodegradable soap paper. Parents can simply tear off 
a square and drop it in a pail of water.33 It helped me 
notice that the package of a product could be another 
product itself.

33. Ibbotson and Chong, Eco Packaging Now, 130.

Bennison, BABY CARE WEAR

Daniele Perra, LOW COST DESIGN

Since 2001, Daniele Perra has been working on the proj-
ect “Low-cost Design,” photographing spontaneous sec-
ondary usages of daily objects, while traveling between 
Northern Europe and the Southern Mediterranean.34 He 
claims these acts of creatively recycling and reusing ob-
jects are a “quantum breakthrough in the use of objects 
from the way they were conceived.”35 He termed these 
ingenious applications “parallel creativity,” a category 
of imagination which aims to create a gesture to meet 
needs that do not find an immediate response in regard 
to product design or political moves.36 The other signifi-
cance of Perra’s documentation is to invite the designers 
to think about transformation more than manufacture.37  

34. Daniele Perra, Low Cost Design (Milano, Italy: Silvana Editoriale, 2010), 16. 
35. Perra, Low Cost Design, 17.
36. Perra, Low Cost Design, 20.
37. Perra, Low Cost Design, 26.

Daniele Perra, LOW COST DESIGN Daniele Perra, LOW COST DESIGN



6766

Sato, the creator of Nendo, said that, for a designer, 
the value of a product lies in the production process.38 
As digital fabrication matures, designers and users are 
no longer constrained by established mass-production 
technologies.39 A full design cycle is able to happen in a 
studio apartment. Users are allowed to directly engage 
in the production and personalization of their products.40 
Hence, designers can and should invite users to join the 
process of making. Serviceability and authorship influ-
ence one another in a positive way.41 

I took a step forward from the sustainable design ex-
amples above by converting an object that we use and 
recycle every day. Living in a tiny studio apartment, I  
understand the challenges that makers with low-in-
comes and small working spaces encounter. If we 
provide the material with minimal environmental impact, 
and fold the material to make it portable, people will  
be more empowered to create things despite the  
obstacles they face.

38. Schulze, Klanten, and Carnick, Nendo: 10/10, 65.
39. Design Museum, Designer maker user (Phaidon Press Ltd, 2016), 109.     
40. Design Museum, Designer maker user, 113.    
41. Hella Jongerius and Irma Boom, Misfit (London: Phaidon, 2010), 35.

thesis 4/4: reüsoMy thesis project has developed into a series of ship-
ping boxes that can be transformed into foldable and 
portable furniture. People can cut and fold the shipping 
boxes according to the directions printed on the boxes, 
and turn the boxes into furniture. 

In this set, there is a table, a stool that fits inside the 
table, modular cabinets and the three kinds of standing 
desks. All of the assembly requires only a knife, except 
for the “Book” standing desk, which requires glue. The 
30-inch-tall table can be made from 5 large and medium 
shipping boxes. The 17-inch-tall stool can be made from 
two medium shipping boxes: the slim box forms the 
shape of the stool; the flat box can form an “X” shape 
that supports up to 400 pounds.42 The cabinets comes in 
various sizes, but the structures are identical: a smaller 
box serves as a drawer that fits in a slightly larger box. 
The cabinets can stack on top of each other. Both the 
“Book” and “Italic” standing desks can each be made 
from one small shipping box. The “Bold” standing desks 
can be made from 3 medium shipping boxes. 

42. Hennessey and Papanek, Nomadic Furniture 1.
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TABLE BOX 5/5

TABLE BOX 5/5

TABLE BOXES (5 in total)
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STOOL BOX 1/2

STOOL BOX 2/2

BOLD STANDING DESK BOXES
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BOOK STANDING DESK BOX

ITALIC STANDING DESK BOX

The table and stool boxes come in C Flute (approximate-
ly 5/32 inch) corrugated cardboard . The small cabinets 
in E Flute (approximately 1/16 inch) and the medium 
cabinets in B Flute (approximately 1/8 inch). The stand-
ing desks are all in B Flute. The decisions regarding the 
thicknesses were determined after testing each struc-
ture with different flutes. 

DRAWER BOX

DRAWER BOX
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To make sure all of my instructions are clear and easy to 
follow, I found 8 people from MCAD for my user-test.  
I scaled the designs of each box to 10% and printed 
them on cardstock. I folded those paper boxes and 
taped them with washi tape. Each time I met a tester,  
I brought the entire set and provided them with a knife, 
a cutting mat and a glue stick. I observed them cut-
ting and folding the paper boxes and I recorded their 
feedback. I adjusted the design based on the feedback 
before I printed out the next set of paper boxes for the 
next tester. 

User-test with paper mock-ups

Paper mock-ups for user-test
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I chose primary-based colors for the identity of this proj-
ect because the brightness of the colors invite people 
to interact with the boxes. Some parts of the tables and 
stools are in yellow for the clarity of the instructions 
(people follow colors faster than shapes, so it is easier 
to tell pieces apart by color). Once people are comfort-
able with assembling the pieces, they can flip the parts 
inside out and turn them into pure white furniture, like a 
double-sided jacket.

While I kept the overall design of this project simple, I 
introduced some playfulness on the tape of the shipping 
boxes. For example, if you put two hardcover books 
in the center of the table, you can play ping pong with 
your friends; if you open the stool, you can store your 
supplies inside; the “Italic” standing desk can also be a 
music stand, as the illustrations suggest. 

Tape for the Book standing desk box

Tape for the Italic standing desk box
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Tape for Bold standing desk boxes

Tape for table boxes

Tape for stool boxes
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TABLE AND STOOL
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TABLE AND STOOLS
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TABLE AND STOOLS
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TABLE AND BOOK STANDING DESK TABLE AND ITALIC STANDING DESK TABLE AND BOLD STANDING DESK
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The exhibition takes place in two parts: one is a studio 
space with furniture converted from the shipping boxes, 
the other is a stack of sealed boxes. The visitors are wel-
come to assemble and disassemble the furniture. They 
are also invited to move around the unopened boxes and 
read the instructions. My vision is that when a person 
moves to a new studio space, after ordering various art 
supplies and equipment online, the shipping boxes for 
those materials can be converted to the furniture they 
need. Another scenario is when people order something 
online and check out, they have the option to choose 
which box they want as the container of the merchan-
dise. Although it adds another step for the customer, 
this method prevents people from getting the same 
parts of a table and having to recycle them like regular 
shipping boxes. 

Gallery didactics
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Gallery installation Gallery installation
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Gallery installation Gallery installation
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Gallery installation

conclusion
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In his book Meaningful: The Story of Ideas That Fly, 
Bernadette Jiwa says, “our purpose is not to make the 
best planes with the perfect wings; it’s to make things 
that enable people to be better versions of themselves 
and to show them their wings.”43 Giving people ideas for 
reconstructing a box, I want to spark the sense that any 
place can be a makerspace. By folding and collapsing, a 
small space can retain various usages and a recyclable 
box can be a textbook that teaches people the connec-
tion between design and engineering. In the future, I will 
continue using interdisciplinary approaches to design 
ways to implement experiential learning.

43. Bernadette Jiwa, Meaningful: The Story of Ideas That Fly (Australia: Perceptive Press, 2015), 10.



98

“Great design turns abstract ideas into warm and forgiv-
ing objects that work for people,” said Jet Bussemaker, 
Dutch Minister for Education, Culture and Science, at 
WDCD (What Design Can Do) in 2014.44 I hope my work 
serves as a starting point where everyone gets excited 
to share their specialties, where every corner in the 
world becomes a classroom, and where everyone  
learns as comfortably as they feel when they sleep on  
a pizza bed. 

44. Bas van Lier and Billy Nolan, 31 Brilliant Ideas For A Better World (Amsterdam: What Design Can Do, 2015), 58-59.

“our purpose is not to make the best 
planes with the perfect wings; it’s to 
make things that enable people to be 
better versions of themselves and to 
show them their wings.”

Sherry Muyuan He, PIZZA BED



Sherry Muyuan He, PIZZA BED
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