
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Design & Innovation  
Thomas Heatherwick / Heatherwick Studio  
 

Teaching Resource 

2001 Flora Street  Dallas, TX 75201 Tel 214.242.5100 Fax 214.242.5155  NasherSculptureCenter.org 

 



2 

 

INDEX 

 
ABOUT THIS RESOURCE         3 

THOMAS HEATHERWICK         4 

HEATHERWICK STUDIO         5  

CASE STUDY: ROLLING BRIDGE        6 

CASE STUDY: EXTRUSIONS         8 

CASE STUDY: LONDON BUS        10 

THINK LIKE A DESIGNER         12 

DESIGN CHALLENGES         13 

FURTHER RESOURCES         15 

TEKS            16 

 

 

 

 

 

ABOUT THIS RESOURCE 
Developed in conjunction with Nasher Sculpture Center®s Provocations: The Architecture and 

Design of Heatherwick Studio , the first exhibition in North America to present the work of 

Heatherwick and his studio, this guide offers both classroom - and gallery-based teaching 

strategies for learners of all ages. 

 

Some information in this guide has been adapted from Thomas Heatherwick: Making, a 

retrospective publication that details the process and ¯provocations° behind Heatherwick®s 

many innovative projects.  You can find more information on Making and other Thomas 

Heatherwick resources in the bibliography section of this guide.  

 

Provocations will be on view at the Nasher Sculpture Center from September 13, 2014 ² 

January 4, 2015, before travelling to the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles and Cooper -Hewitt, 

National Design Museum in New York.   
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British designer Thomas Heatherwick has been hailed as a genius, and praised by esteemed 

designer Sir Terence Conran as ̄ the next  Leonardo da Vinci° for the uniquely inventive nature 

of his work.  Heatherwick®s practice encompasses projects ranging in scale from very small to 

monumental, from products to public sculpture to architecture.   

 

Heatherwick®s interest in design grew out of a childhood curiosity about 

¯ideas, structures and problems being solved.°  Growing up in what he 

described as ¯an old, shambly, rambling house,° Heatherwick turned his 

bedroom into a workshop, taking apart old electronic and mechanical 

objects such as typewriters, television sets, cameras and calculators to 

learn what they were made of and how they functioned.  He read books 

about architecture and engineering and pored over drawings of whimsical 

contraptions dreamed up by comic artist Heath Robinson.   
 

Heatherwick went on to study design at London®s Royal College of Arts. 

While there, he developed an approach to problem solving that he  

described as ¯thinking through making,° letting experimentation with 

materials determine his final product rather than working towards a 

preconceived idea. 

 

  

Thomas Heatherwick   

"When I was younger, 

sometimes I'd worry: 

maybe I'll never have a 

good idea again. And 

then I'd stop, walk out 

into the world and see 

things that could be 

better.ó 
²Thomas Heatherwick 

T̄est pieces° from 

Thomas Heatherwick®s 

time as a student  

Thomas Heatherwick 
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PROVOCATIONS 
In 1994, Thomas Heatherwick set up a studio in order to take on larger projects. Today, 

Heatherwick Studio employs a team of140 people with expertise in fields including 

engineering, architecture, sculpture, photography and product design. The studio®s approach to 

projects stems from the  open-ended design philosophy Thomas Heatherwick developed as a 

student. Rather than imagining a finished concept, the team generates a key question, or 

p̄rovocation,° that encourages them to break the project down to its essence and experiment 

with differ ent ideas.  

 

NOTABLE PROJECTS 

¶ Seed Cathedral ² Built as the UK Pavilion for the 2010 World Expo in Shanghai, this 

structure showcased the Millennium Seed Bank of Kew Gardens.  The pavilion was 

made up of 60,000 acrylic rods, each tipped with one or more seeds, that extended 

from the ¯hairy° exterior surface to an interior visitor space. 

¶ Olympic Cauldron ² For the 2012 London Olympics, the studio designed a cauldron 

made of 204 ¯petals° laid out in a circular pattern on the ground.  When lit by the 

Olympic Torch, the petals ignited and came together to form a single flame, s ymbolizing 

the unifying pow er of the Olympic Games.  

¶ Spun Chair ² Inspired by the industrial process of metal spinning, used to make 

lampshades and drums, the studio created a rocking chair with perfect rotational 

symmetry.  

òThinking and experimenting 

together, we have found that 

we tend to guide ourselves 

towards ideas by finding a few 

key questions.ó  
² Thomas Heatherwick 

Heatherwick  Studio  

Olympic Cauldron, open and closed Spun chair 

Seed Cathedral, exterior and interior 
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Provocation: Can an opening bridge open without breaking? 
 

 

 
Property developers from Paddington Basin in London commissioned Heatherwick Studio to 

design a pedestrian bridge that would span an inlet in the neighborhood. This bridge would 

need to be safe for  pedestrians to walk on, but also allow boats to pass through. 

 

Most opening bridges ¯break° in the middle to 

allow boats through.  (This reminded 

Heatherwick of a bone fracture  ² ouch!)  

Heatherwick Studio considered how the bridge 

might ¯get out of the way° rather than splitting 

in the middle.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Study: Rolling Bridge  

Tower Bridge, London, opening by ¯breaking° 

Rolling Bridge in action 
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Heatherwick®s team wanted to make a bridge that would impress people with its theatrical 

opening and closing rather than what it looked like when standing still.  They ultimately 

designed a structure inspired by the tail of an animatronic dinosaur from the film Jurassic Park, 

which used a steel mechanism to bend fluidly.  

 

The bridge is made up of eight 

sections. Hydraulic rams between 

each section push upwards on the 

handrail, causing it to fold. As the 

handrail folds, the sections roll into 

a freestanding sculptural object that 

looks nothing like a bridge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DESIGN CHALLENGE 
Can you recreate the Rolling Bridge just by looking at its final form?  

¶ Using cardstock, scissors, and measuring tools, try to create a model of Rolling Bridge. 

¶ Consider: How many sections make up the bridge? How can you find the correct angle 

for the wedge -shaped handrails? 

How could you span a canal twice as wide without  enlarging the sections of the Rolling Bridge?  

¶ To see how Heatherwick Studio solved this problem, look for the ¯large span rolling 

bridge° on the last page of this guide.   

òI suppose the 

question is, Is my 

studioõs work playful 

or is everyone elseõs 

work too serious?ó  
²Thomas Heatherwick 

Rolling Bridge with exposed hydraulics 
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Provocation: Can you squeeze a chair out of a machine, the way 

you squeeze toothpaste out of a tube? 
 

Extrusion is a process used to create objects that may vary in length, but will always have the 

same shape if cut into a cross-section. To create an extrusion, a material is pushed or drawn 

through a die, a type of cut -out template.   

When watching aluminum being extruded at a factory, Thomas Heatherwick was surprised that 

the process did not produce perfect  results every time.  He became interested in the  sculptural 

qualities of the warped and imperfect extruded metal.  

Later, Heatherwick became interested in creating furniture using this process. He found an 

aerospace company with a large extruding machine built for making rocket parts and created a 

die to be used with this machine that would  create benches instead. 

In theory, with unlimited materials and power, Heatherwick could use thi s machine to create a 

bench that wrapped around the entire world!  

  òWeõve extruded lengths specifically for different clientsñand I really 

like the stopping -and -starting bits, where you see how 10,000 tons 

of pressure forces the aluminum to contort ó ð Thomas Heatherwick 

Case Study: Extrusions   

Extrusion machine with die for bench  Extruded aluminum bench with warped end, Heatherwick Studio  
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EVERYDAY EXTRUSIONS 

Many things you see every day are created 

using the process of extrusion.  For each of 

the items below, draw the shape of the die 

that was used to create it.  

 

Aluminum 

window frame  

Drinking straw 

Windshield wiper  

PVC pipe 

Fusilli pasta Cupcake icing 

DESIGN CHALLENGE 

Can you create your own extrusion machine 

out of materials found in your home or 

classroom? 

¶ Your machine should have two parts: 

a die that will shape the material  and a 

press to guide the material as you 

push it through the die.  

¶ Consider using cardboard, wood or 

plastic to create a die.  For your press, 

you might use a plastic baggie or a 

cardboard tube. 

¶ Experiment with pushing the mater ial 

through your extrusion machine.  

What happens when you twist or turn 

the machine as you go? 

¶ Using frosting, clay or dough, try to re -

create the shape of Heatherwick®s 

extruded bench (pictured on page 8). 

¶ Imagine a piece of furniture you would 

like in your room.  Use your extrusion 

machine to create a model of this 

item.   

 

 

Extruded aluminum bench, Heatherwick Studio  


