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Summary 

This paper intends to formulate and discuss some unavoidable questions about the 
use of drawings, modeIs and other tools by architects and other people concerned with 
architectural projects. These questions are presented as provocative affirmations: 

Every tool is an obstacle. Every tool is a trap. There is no complete tool. Fast 
tools shorten the time for reflection. Better tools don't automatically produce better 
architecture. Every real building betrays previous drawings, models, etc. 

The article shows that the choice of tools and the manner of their application are 
not without consequences, that - independently from the work situation - tools must be 
considered from a critical standpoint and with particular attention to complementarities 
between different tools. We identify the development, discussion and evaluation of 
concrete spatial qualities as the most difficult stake involved in such indirect working 
methods. 

Resume 

Nous tentons ici de formuler et de discuter quelques questions incontournables, 
qui se posent aux architectes et aux autres personnes concernCes par des projets archi- 
tecturaux lorsqu'ils utilisent des dessins, des maquettes ou d'autres outils. Ces ques- 
tions sont prCsentCes sous forme &affirmations provocatives: chaque outil est un obs- 
tacle; chaque outil est un pikge; il n'y a pas d'outil complet; des outils rapides raccour- 
cissent le temps de rCflCxion; de meilleurs outils ne produisent pas forcement une 
meilleure architecture; un bkiment rCel trahit tout dessin, maquette ou autre figuration 
prkalable. 

L'article montre que le choix des outils et la f a ~ o n  de les appliquer ne sont pas 
innocents, qu'indkpendamment de la situation de travail les outils doivent Ctre consi- 
der& avec un recul critique et avec une attention particulikre pour les complCmentaritCs 
entre plusieurs outils. Nous identifions finalement le dCveloppement, la discussion et 
1'Cvaluation de qualitCs spatiales concrktes comme l'enjeu le plus difficile de telles 
mCthodes de travail indirectes. 

1 .  Introduction 

Nowadays anyone concerned by the development, discussion and evaluation of an 
architectural project immediately gets involved in the use of drawings, scale-models 
and other tools and with questions such as that of how can we choose the appropriate 
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tools, apply them, and interpret them, etc. Each person is confronted with these prob- 
lems in his own way, according to personal interest and abilities, but also according to 
the particular circumstances and to the specific intentions or requirements of the project 
studied. Every project is different, and this makes it impossible to choose and to apply 
tools by relying on some simple general rules. It thus seems essential to formulate and 
to understand some general, but unavoidable questions that have to be answered by 
everyone when choosing and using tools. 

We shall start the discussion by presenting six provocative affirmations. The list 
of affirmations introduced here is not to be considered absolute or exhaustive. The fol- 
lowing paragraphs will exemplify these affirmations and try to discuss the reasons and 
consequences of the problems and questions that arise. In the conclusion we suggest 
two hypotheses for further research on the use of drawings, scale-models and other 
tools for the development, discussion and evaluation of architectural projects. 

2 .  Six affirmations 

1)  Every tool is an obstacle 

The tool always comes between the real building and the people concerned. It 
always hinders the person from dealing directly with the building. 

2 )  Every tool is a trap 

The architect prefers to work with the tools he likes and masters. But every tool 
can lead him in a direction that might not be primarily architectural. Thus the tool 
becomes more biographical or literal than operational. The use of drawings might 
inspire him to apply laws of composition that would be interesting in relation to 
drawings or paintings. The use of scale models may allow him to develop sculptural 
characteristics. But later on, once they have become a building, the painting or the 
sculpture will loose some of their purity. 

3)  There is no complete tool 

Every tool is selective. It reveals particular aspects of a building, but it masks 
others. It is not possible to explore the "true" nature of a building by using only one 
tool. 

4) Fast tools shorten the time for rejlexion 

Time plays a very important role in the development, but also in the discussion 
and in the study of an architectural project. Computers allow very fast work. But while 
using this tool, the rapidity of production and transformation does not say much about 
the aspects of the project that the architect has really mastered. 
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5)  Better tools don't automatically produce better architecture 

Every tool is able to influence the production and discussion of architectural pro- 
jects. But the blind acceptation of new tools stands more for a naive and superficial 
idea of progress than for a solid development of new architectural concepts. 

6 )  Every real building betrays previous drawings, models etc. 

Drawings, models etc. are prefigurations of a building. Too often however, 
architects try to make a building into a faithful and ultimate representation of a draw- 
ing done before. Such an attitude makes it nearly impossible to develop the spatial 
qualities of a project. Interesting concepts finally become disappointing because they 
have not really been translated into a built reality. 

3 .  Dealing with disadvantages 

The first three affirmations reveal the generally noted disadvantages of mediation 
methods: using drawings, models and other tools to develop an architectural project 
means having to face an unsatisfactory situation; however, developing a building di- 
rectly, i.e. without media, is "too enormous a task". It is clear that small traditional 
constructions have been built without the use of plans, sections, etc. However we 
should consider such examples to be reinterpretations of existing buildings, with 
minor modifications of the model. Today this way of working may still be possible 
for small constructions; but for medium and large buildings it is impossible to master 
the project without the use of drawings, models or other tools. Changes would be too 
expensive. 

The progressive development of a vast range of tools has allowed a number of 
important steps towards a new architectural imagination. They have allowed the archi- 
tect to conceive his project in a new way. Central perspectives dating from the 15th 
century are a well-known example. But, at the same time, as a consequence of the 
extensive development of tools architects have gradually lost the possibility of directly 
experiencing what they are producing. They have to invest a growing amount of en- 
ergy into simply understanding their project and its architectural reality. 

Clients and users often have to give their opinion about elements that cannot be 
understood without a talent for interpretation. Today, plans and sections are conven- 
tional tools for architects and other professionals involved in the construction of 
buildings. However other people are not used to these particular tools, and they have 
great difficulties in understanding them. They are not familiar either with the two- 
dimensional abstraction of a three-dimensional reality or with the use of different 
scales. 

Some tools are used to produce an object that is as similar as possible to the 
future building. They aim at providing a perfect simulation of the building. Users and 
clients have less difficulties in interpreting such simulations. Architects appreciate the 
possibility of more "realistic" demonstrations of the project. But the problem is that 
with simulations users tend to forget that they are using an indirect method and this 
stops them from dealing with its further disadvantages. Indeed, perspectives, photo- 
montages, videos, "virtual reality", etc., but also simulations using full-scale mod- 
elling, may produce interesting - and even attractive - illusions of reality, but they are 
still fundamentally artificial. They may be manipulated and they have to be interpreted: 
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perspectives, photomontage etc. often don't use realistic points of view; they are made 
prettier by lovely trees and peaceful human beings. Full-scale models have a temporary 
character; they cannot be inhabited, they don't show the real relation with the environ- 
ment and they are not appropriate for evaluating the impact of natural light. 

If one forgets to think about its artificial character, every tool may become a trap: 
the architect who is satisfied with the strictly symmetric plan of his project, and the 
client or user seduced by an attractive view of his future home, share the same prob- 
lem: While looking at the drawing, they both see only the formal satisfaction or the 
personal dreams it may evoke. Neither can see it in relation to the architectural reality 
it figures. They have both been trapped. 

Such traps are inherent to any tool. One has to have knowledge of the means 
chosen: What is being shown and what is being masked? To compare the systems of 
distribution in two different apartments, it will be adequate to compare plans drawn to 
the same scale. However, full-scale modelling would be more useful for comparison of 
the particular qualities of their inside spaces. 

The conscious use of several tools helps complete the selective approach with 
one tool by complementary approaches. These will bring a more and more realistic 
understanding of the project: a plurality of aspects can be included. The development of 
a project through the simultaneous and successive use of several tools requires a con- 
scious and pertinent choice of given aspects that function as "motors" of an architec- 
tural project. Young architects must learn to use several tools separately, but they 
must also master methods using complementary tools. When communicating with 
clients and users, the architect carries an added responsibility: He must teach other 
people to use tools adequately. 

4 .  Dealing with Prejudices 

Affirmations 4, 5 and 6 question part of the contemporary obsession with tools 
and in particular with new tools. 

Much of the enthusiasm for new tools has grown from the possibility of 
working faster. The use of T-squares and set-squares or transparent-paper provides 
examples of this sort of evolution. Camillo Sitte, the famous city-planner, recognized 
very early their dangers: the tool simplifies the application of some of the geometric 
rules an architect uses. He will use these rules more and more, because he can work 
faster than if he didn't use them. Finally the rule becomes self-evident, and the architect 
even stops asking himself why and what for he is using this rule: nearly every 
contemporary building uses right angle, symmetry, repetition, addition, etc. 

Computers have the same reputation: that of being quicker than traditional tools. 
But in reality we discover that a normal drawing takes longer to do by computer than 
with traditional tools. One reason why this new tool cannot become really more effi- 
cient than older ones is that it asks for a degree of precision which often doesn't suit 
the aspects either studied or mastered. Computers offer facilities for changes, but the 
problem is to remain conscious of the consequences of the changes. 

Computers have given birth to many ideas about the possibility of entirely mas- 
tering the creative process by relying on sufficiently expert systems. In reality, they 
are mainly faster for duplications, repetitive additions, symmetric copies, etc., i.e. they 
allow you to repeat the things you have already done or defined before. But as prob- 
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lems in architecture are always changing, to repeat a "good" solution does not mean to 
achieve an improvement. 

Nowadays computers are also used to produce new visionary worlds. It is per- 
fectly possible to calculate the geometric development of a snail-house. But this does 
not answer the question if whether this sort of shelter is appropriate for human hous- 
ing, whether it is interesting in relation to its site or whether it is easy to build. There 
is no guarantee that the new facilities ~ffered by modem tools will make it possible to 
conquer new and pertinent architectural possibilities. 

A building never corresponds exactly to what tools were able to show previously. 
The most difficult aspect to anticipate is the direct experience of space. Architectural 
space is immaterial. For this reason it is very difficult to pre-figure. For several cen- 
turies, the majority of theoretical and historical books have made us familiar with 
drawings and pictures as major tools for the presentation and discussion of architectural 
projects. They easily show the organization of the solid parts, such as the different 
sequences of columns, but it is very difficult to use these tools in demonstrations and 
debates about architectural space. 

To explore and to evaluate architectural space, there is no better way than to live 
in it, to inhabit it. The introduction of computer-animation opens new possibilities for 
exploring and for manipulating space. The interaction with movements of the human 
body is possible in virtual environments. Nevertheless the filters (glasses and gloves), 
the limitations of the "simulation" (time, selected "reality") and of the concrete 
physical environment (the lab) create conditions that are clearly different from those of 
real buildings, but also from those of a full-scale model: They don't offer the same 
accessibility, the same liberty of perception and action, the same quality of sharing a 
room with other people, etc. By contrast, they allow new and particular experiences of 
space: In virtual environments you can reproduce the feeling of flying, you are allowed 
to "walk through walls", etc. 

Only full-scale models provide an immediate, concrete and everyday experience of 
space. Certainly, this tool is as selective as other tools, and it doesn't show the entire 
reality of the future building. But functional and dimensional aspects can be verified 
and compared more easily than with other tools. The particular contribution of the full- 
scale abstraction is that it allows a perception, understanding and discussion of the 
principles used to organize architectural space; furthermore it makes possible an evalu- 
ation of their consequences on the local quality of space. 

5 .  Conclusion 
The examples and reflections presented could be completed by many others. Try- 

ing to formulate a provisional conclusion, we may say that, failing to formulate gen- 
eral rules for the use of tools, we have identified two main problems, which could be a 
starting point for more detailed studies. 

The first problem is that of how to fully exploit the intermediate position that 
tools occupy between the future building and the people interested. While using the 
possibilities indirectly offered by tools in the development, the discussion and the 
evaluation of an architectural project, we constantly need to maintain a critical stance 
towards them. We have to find and develop the complementarity between the different 
tools chosen according to the aspects of a project that we want to study. When teach- 
ing or working at a project involving user participation we must constantly return to 
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explanations and discussions on the choice of tools and the manner in which to use 
them. 

The second problem concerns the expansive development of media and their in- 
fluence on the field of architecture. The growing productivity, multiplicity and sophis- 
tication of media compel us to identify clearly one quality that is essential to architec- 
tural work and distinguishes it fundamentally from the world of the media: architecture 
requires and allows a direct, un-mediated, immediate experience of the real. The tools 
chosen, the media and methods used, must help us develop this particular quality. 
Visits to existing buildings, but also experiences of full-scale modelling, increase 
consciousness of the direct experiences of space. They are vital references for the 
development of new concepts of architectural space, but also for any discussion 
concerning the particular and local qualities of an architectural space. 

We believe that the challenge faced by research into the use of tools by architects 
is situated at the crossways of these two questions. 


	
	
	
	
	
	
	




