
AI Cook Book for Architectural Form Studies 

Using Language as a Design Tool

Aim:

This document should give students a basic idea how to use AI prompting for idea and form finding
processes in Architectural Design. The document was created for the Architectural CGI course at the I-O-
A in 2026. The document was created with chatgpt 5.5 thinking based on ideas by Armin Hess.

1. Basic Prompt Structure
A strong architectural design prompt should describe:

Building type / hypothetical program:

Spatial principle:

Formal operations:

Spatial sequence:

Light strategy:

Structural or material logic:

Level of abstraction:

Representation mode:

Negative constraints:

Critical review task:

Basic Template

Develop an abstract massing study for a small hypothetical building.

The starting point is [spatial principle].

The form is generated through [formal operations].

The spatial effect should be [intended atmosphere or experience].

Movement through the building follows [spatial sequence].

Light enters through [light strategy].

The representation should remain reduced, like a [working model material].

Avoid [stylistic clichés, photorealism, decorative details].

At the end, evaluate whether the spatial principle is clearly readable.

Example

Develop an abstract form study for a small house of waiting.

The spatial principle is compression and release.

The form is generated from three massive volumes, a cut-in entrance,
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a low threshold space, and a taller side-lit main room.

Describe the result as a grey cardboard working model.

No facade design, no window aesthetics, no photorealistic materiality,

no iconic or futuristic form.

At the end, evaluate whether the spatial principle is clearly readable.

2. Spatial Principles
Use these terms as starting points for a design idea.

Term Design Question Prompt Fragment

Layering
How can space and light
emerge between layers?

“The form is generated from overlapping,
slightly shifted layers.”

Stacking
How is mass organized
vertically?

“Several volumes are stacked, but not perfectly
aligned.”

Folding
How can a surface become
space?

“A continuous plane folds into floor, wall, and
roof.”

Hollowing
out

How can interior space be
carved from mass?

“A solid body is opened through cuts and
voids.”

Cutting
How can access, light, or
orientation be created?

“A deep vertical cut marks the entrance and
brings light inside.”

Compression
Where does space become
narrow, low, or dark?

“The entrance is deliberately low and narrow.”

Release Where does space open up?
“After the compressed threshold, the space
opens into a high, bright room.”

Threshold
How is transition spatially
staged?

“The design focuses on the transition from
outside to inside.”

Porosity
How permeable is the building
mass?

“The mass becomes porous through small
openings, courts, and passages.”

Core and
shell

What is fixed, what is flexible or
protective?

“A solid core is surrounded by a lighter, shifted
outer shell.”

Frame What is being framed?
“The architecture frames a view, a movement,
or a light condition.”

Topography
Can the building become
landscape?

“The building is developed as an artificial
walkable topography.”
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3. Formal Operations
Students should learn to prompt with operations, not only with adjectives.

Additive Operations

add

stack

layer

cluster

accumulate

extend

attach

overlap

repeat

rhythmize

modulate

aggregate

Prompt Examples

Develop the form not as one single object, but as an additive composition of 

five simple volumes.

The volumes should appear like blocks in a working model: visibly joined, not 

smoothly merged.

Subtractive Operations

cut out

hollow out

carve

incise

subtract

perforate

remove

undercut

open a courtyard

cut a light shaft

cut an entrance notch
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Prompt Example

Begin with a compact rectangular mass and develop the architecture only 

through subtractive operations:

entrance cut, courtyard, light shaft, and carved interior void.

Transformative Operations

shift

rotate

tilt

scale

stretch

compress

fold

bend

twist

offset

mirror

step

terrace

Prompt Example

The basic form remains simple, but is spatially differentiated through slight 

shifting and stepping of the volumes.

Relational Operations

contrast

connect

separate

frame

enclose

open

mediate

center

decenter

screen

align

oppose

balance
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Prompt Example

The design should connect two contrasting spaces:

a heavy, introverted room and a light, open room.

4. Spatial Sequence Vocabulary
Use verbs and sequences to describe architecture as experience, not only as object.

approach

enter

cross

slow down

compress

turn

redirect

conceal

reveal

expand

rise

descend

frame

pause

linger

exit

Prompt Example

Describe the design as a spatial sequence:

approach → low threshold → narrow intermediate space → bright main room → 
framed view.

Alternative:

Describe the architecture not as an object, but as a sequence of movements 

and spatial conditions.

5. Mass, Void and Body
Useful terms for describing the character of the form.
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monolithic

fragmented

compact

porous

massive

lightweight

closed

permeable

introverted

extroverted

directional

centralized

linear

radial

stepped

carved

hollowed

cut open

floating

anchored

embedded

attached

suspended

Prompt Examples

Develop a compact, monolithic body that is opened only through a few precise 

cuts.

Avoid a free sculptural form. The mass should consist of simple, readable 

volumes.

The design should distinguish between a heavy base and a lighter upper 

structure.

6. Openings and Light
Openings should not be treated as decoration. They should have a spatial task.

light slot

light slit

light shaft

skylight
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side light

grazing light

backlight

indirect light

filtered light

central light void

dark threshold space

bright main room

directed view

framed view

perforated shell

deep reveal

carved opening

Prompt Fragments

Openings should not appear as facade windows, but as precise light 

operations:

slot, slit, shaft, courtyard.

Describe how light makes the form readable:

dark entrance, lateral light slit, bright inner void.

Avoid decorative windows. Every opening must have a spatial function.

7. Structure and Construction
Even an abstract working model should have a basic constructive logic.

structural core

frame structure

plate structure

column grid

walls as slabs

ribs

shell

truss

folded plate

stacked bodies

cantilevered slab

base and upper body

shell and core

modular grid
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Prompt Examples

The form should emerge from a simple constructive logic:

structural core, cantilevered plates, and lightweight shell.

Describe the study so that it could be built as a cardboard model:

plates, cuts, folds, and joints.

Avoid forms that are only digitally plausible.

Every formal gesture should be explainable as a physical working model.

8. Scale and Abstraction
Use these terms to keep the output reduced.

working model

massing model

volume study

section model

concept model

parti model

structure model

spatial model

material study

1:200

1:100

1:50

grey cardboard

white cardboard

plywood model

plaster model

clay model

foam model

wire model

Prompt Fragment

Describe the form as an abstract working model at 1:200 scale,

without details, without facade material, and without realistic surroundings.
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Useful Negative Prompt

No photorealistic visualization.

No people.

No cars.

No furniture.

No decorative facade.

No spectacular rendering style.

No finished architectural image.

9. Design Intention
Atmospheric words are useful only when they are translated into spatial means.

Weak Vocabulary

poetic

exciting

modern

dynamic

organic

iconic

minimalist

beautiful

futuristic

These words are not forbidden, but they are too vague if used alone.

Stronger Vocabulary

introverted through few openings

calm through horizontal layering

monumental through a heavy base

fragile through thin frames

ambiguous through a hidden entrance

orienting through a central light axis

open through a porous ground floor

protected through a surrounding wall

Weak Prompt

The building should be poetic.
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Stronger Prompt

The poetic effect should emerge from a dark, low entrance

and a surprisingly bright inner courtyard.

Key principle:

Adjectives must be translated into spatial operations.

10. Prompt Types for the Design Process

A. Vocabulary Prompt

Create an architectural vocabulary field for the spatial principle 

[layering].

Organize it into:

1. formal operations

2. spatial effects

3. light strategies

4. possible movement sequences

5. structural logics

6. typical clichés to avoid

B. Variation Prompt

Develop three different abstract massing strategies for a small hypothetical 

building

based on the principle [compression and release].

Describe each strategy through:

volume composition,

voids,

entrance,

light strategy,

spatial sequence,

and modelability.

No style references.

No rendering aesthetics.

No photorealistic description.

10



C. Refinement Prompt

Analyze the following design prompt.

Which terms are too vague?

Which spatial parameters are missing?

Which words are likely to produce generic or clichéd AI outputs?

Then rewrite the prompt in a more precise architectural way.

D. Critique Prompt

Critique the following form study from the perspective of an architecture 

teacher.

Evaluate only:

1. clarity of the spatial principle

2. coherence between form and spatial sequence

3. light strategy

4. modelability as a working model

5. unnecessary formal gestures

Give three concrete changes.

E. Reduction Prompt

Reduce the following design proposal to its strongest spatial idea.

Remove all decorative, stylistic, or iconic elements.

Rewrite it as a simple volume study made from no more than five elements.

F. Blender Translation Prompt

Translate the described form study into simple Blender modelling steps.

Use only basic primitives, boolean cuts, extrusions, arrays, and simple 

materials.

The goal is an abstract working model, not a finished rendering.
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11. Words to Use Carefully
The following words often produce generic AI results when used without precision:

futuristic

iconic

parametric

organic

flowing

visionary

award-winning

stunning

cinematic

beautiful

ultra-realistic

luxury

minimalist

sustainable

innovative

dynamic

They are not banned, but they must be specified.

Weak

parametric pavilion

Better

A pavilion generated from a repeated rib system with gradually changing 

spacing,

producing a compressed entrance and an open central bay.

Weak

organic building

Better

A compact building whose edges are softened only where circulation bends 

around an inner courtyard.

Avoid freeform blob geometry.
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Weak

sustainable architecture

Better

A compact massing study with deep reveals, shaded south-facing openings,

a thick thermal envelope, and a central ventilation void.

12. Recommended Student Workflow

Step 1 — Define the Principle

Choose one spatial principle:

layering

folding

hollowing out

cutting

compression and release

threshold

porosity

core and shell

frame

topography

Step 2 — Build a Vocabulary Field

Ask the LLM to generate architectural vocabulary around the principle.

Step 3 — Generate Three Strategies

Ask for three abstract massing strategies, not one finished design.

Step 4 — Select and Refine

Choose the most promising strategy and sharpen the prompt.
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Focus on:

volume

void

threshold

movement

light

structure

modelability

Step 5 — Ask for Critique

Use the LLM as a critic, not only as a generator.

Step 6 — Translate into a Working Model

Model the result in Blender or as a physical model.

Representation rules:

neutral material

reduced geometry

no facade design

no photorealism

no people

no decorative entourage

clear mass and void

clear spatial sequence

13. Example of a Strong Student Prompt

Develop an abstract massing study for a small building of waiting.

The spatial principle is compression and release.

The form begins as a compact, monolithic rectangular mass.

A narrow, low cut forms the entrance.

Inside, a taller void is carved out of the mass.

A lateral light slit brings indirect light into this main room.

The path should consist of four moments:

approach → low threshold → dark intermediate space → bright inner room.
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Describe the form as a grey cardboard working model at 1:100 scale.

No facade design.

No window aesthetics.

No furniture.

No people.

No photorealistic rendering.

No iconic or futuristic shape.

At the end, evaluate whether the spatial principle is clear enough

and suggest two changes that would strengthen it.

14. Short Version for Pin-Up Wall

Good Prompting Means

Use operations instead of style words.

Describe space, not just appearance.

Define mass, void, light, and movement.

Ask for alternatives before choosing.

Use critique prompts.

Reduce the result to a working model.

Document every important iteration.

Avoid

beautiful

futuristic

iconic

cinematic

parametric

organic

minimalist

spectacular

unless you explain how these qualities are produced spatially.

Better Prompt Logic

vague intention → spatial principle → formal operation → sequence → light → 
critique → reduction → model

Final principle:
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Prompting is not decoration. Prompting is part of the design act.
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