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Inspired by stories through nature and context, 
Sandra Vlock has created designs that have 
stood the test of time. Upscale Living mag-

azine spoke to her about what motivates her to 
transition from sketch to real-life masterpieces.

Tell us about yourself. 

I am an East Coast girl from Connecticut. I 
attended Cornell University as an undergraduate 
and studied at the University of Pennsylvania for 
my Masters in Architecture. 

My family’s involvement with all things Yale and 
New Haven was enormously influential through-
out my life. As a kid in the late 1960s, my father, 
as building committee chair for a HUD housing 
project in New Haven, interviewed and selected 
Charles Moore to be the architect. Moore was 
the newly appointed Dean of the Yale School of 
Architecture—well known in California for the 
iconic Sea Ranch; a brilliant synthesis of vernac-
ular architecture, ecology, climate and history. 
‘Chuck’ would become a close family friend, 
childhood mentor, and professional collaborator. 

I would later marry Glenn Arbonies, his junior 
partner at Moore Grover Harper, now Center-
brook Architects. Glenn and I launched our own 
architectural practice in 1990. Our first major 
commission was for the Palmer Museum of Art at 
Penn State in collaboration with Charles Moore.

You initially started out as an Architect of  
Contemporary Architectural Design. Why the 
transition to artist? or was it a natural pro-
gression?

Charles Moore’s influence on how I practice ar-
chitecture is fundamental to my work as an artist. 

Collaboration. Public engagement. The impor-
tance of context, history and landscape. Design 
inspired by nature. Delight and discovery. 

Your designs are certainly eye-catching to 
put it mildly. I believe in creating them, the 
imagery is story-like for you.

The imagery reflects an unstudied version of how 
I see things. The story is inspired by nature and 
context. Often the imagery includes references 
to a particular family or community; telling their 
story. 

Talk us through your design process.

Process is the most important aspect of design. 
I am constantly sketching and keeping a visual 
diary wherever I am. There’s an immediacy and 
richness to the sketch—those first impressions 
and observations are foundational to my work and 
provide the through-thread of the design process; 
from concept to installation.

As an architect, I learned how to listen and find 
the essence of things; creating a strong sense of 
place and choreographing the experience to be 
memorable. This is my thought process now 
designing sculptural installations and functional 
fine art pieces.

Where do you find your inspiration?

From nature and my own imagination.

Do you create prototypes or work directly 
from sketch?

While the sketch is the foundation for everything, 
I’ll make paper mock-ups or maquettes to explore 
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an idea and to refine the details. This is a key part of the process and 
there is always a better way to do something well. I often develop pro-
totypes to scale with various materials so that I can really see potential 
opportunities that the sketch won’t reveal.

Which piece of  art took the longest to produce, and was the most 
labor intensive?

My first Fireball. The 58” diameter mooring buoy sat in my backyard 
for close to 2 years! The commitment to cut away at its hulking steel 
shell was intimidating. Unlike discarding designs on tracing paper, it 
would be hard to dispose of this well-intentioned effort! 

The drawing alone for this large-scale piece was 18 linear feet. What 
took even more time was engineering the design to literally hold 
together and be structurally sound under the weight of the steel. The 
design was hand-drawn on the buoy, using my sketch as a guide, and 
then hand cut using a plasma cutter. 

Since then, I’ve developed techniques to streamline the process of trans-
ferring the design and minimizing production time.

What has been your favorite piece of  art to date? and the most 
popular?

That’s a tough question. I simply enjoy taking something that has a 
merely functional purpose and reimagining it to become functional 
fine art: Fireballs (fire pit), Fire Totems (patio heater), shade structures, 
fire screens, garden gates and architectural screens, …the ‘favorite’ list 
continues!

The Fireballs received a lot of press immediately. However, I’ve been 
designing many other sculptural pieces to elevate outdoor living and 
these are gaining traction. Gathering and social connection have taken 
on renewed importance in our post-COVID-19 environment.

People are seeking new ways to carve out their own fresh-air havens and 
private outdoor space—patio, garden, or fully landscaped backyard. 
Integrating art and architectural elements into the landscape—art that 
you live with—has always been my focus. That time has surely come.

You have a beautiful home with a wonderful transformation story 
to it. How much of  your art have you incorporated into it?

My home, the studio (a repurposed garage), and shared garden space 
are all opportunities to incorporate my work. I have certainly maxed 
out on available wall space to hang framed sketches. My garden is a 
perfect opportunity for various sculptural installations including two 
Fireballs and sweeping 15 linear foot garden screens. 

Do you also have a hand in designing your home?

I purchased my Connecticut home in 1989 with my husband. At the 
time, it was one of the worst houses in town; with perseverance and 
a design vision we transformed this single-gable home into a classic 
dwelling. Built in 1900, the home has 3 bedrooms, 2.5 baths and is 
3,142 square feet. Today it is three-stories featuring an open floor plan 
for the first floor living and dining spaces. The second-floor kitchen is 
bright and spacious, displaying maple cabinets my husband and I chose 
together. The third floor living quarters, with high ceilings, offer natural 
light and space for my two children, two dogs and myself. 

In 2013, my husband passed unexpectedly. The following year, the 
encouragement from my son Adam spurred a second transfiguration 

of the home. My focus is to engage people in a shared experience, and 
I ensured each area of the home would be uniquely redesigned and 
choreographed for activity. In collaboration with Michael J. Houde 
/ Builder, Breakfast Woodworks, and David Weeks Lighting, I com-
pleted construction, the design and build of custom bookshelves and 
the installation of lighting to achieve the structure that stands today: a 
beachy, traditional exterior with Tuscan columns and a modern interior. 

Which is your favorite space in your home?

The ceilings. My home is a sculptural experience with its high spaces 
intersecting cross dormers, and natural light. 

Any exciting projects on the horizon?

I am currently working as architect, artist and client on a fabulous 
project to restore and transform one of the last remaining equestrian 
ranches in the Coachella Valley. The reimagined property is to become 
the Desert Dreams Ranch; a destination for private gatherings and fam-
ily retreats. This really is the whole package: collaboration, architecture, 
and functional/sculptural work of my own design that will be integrat-
ed throughout the property and connect with the natural environment 
of the desert.

www.studiovlock.com




