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Architectural 
Drawings: The 
Archive of an 
Architect
Sławomir Wojtkiewicz

Architecture has five life cycles. At first, it is the record of 
an architect’s thought conveyed on paper in the form of 
a sketch. At this stage, it takes the appearance of dashes 
and smears not yet ready to be built and still seeking their 
proper form. On paper, a remarkable labor unfolds where 
the record of images is constantly coordinated by hand 
and tool. At this point, the drawing’s scale and volume 
remain undetermined, and as a result, the record reflects 
the very essence of its subject – the morphology of archi-
tecture. The architect then strives to determine the de-
sign’s meaning and the “genetic profile” (structure) that 
will carry over to the subsequent stage.

The next stage is situated in virtual space. With the dig-
italization of the architect’s tools, this statement is par-
ticularly true for the contemporary architect. In the com-
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puter’s domain – the domain of CD, BIM and 3D systems, 
what unfolds is a precise survey of space and an empirical 
(premised on quantitative and qualitative systems) study 
of balance, function, technology and form. Virtual space 
transforms the drawings into a counterfeit architecture 
that can be tested and will ultimately produce the desired 
effect. Its value is rooted in research – it allows the archi-
tect to assess and monitor the design’s shortcomings and 
to sharpen the “idiom” latent in the drawing. In contem-
porary architecture, virtual space is also where the de-
sign’s technical record emerges. Architecture as technical 
documentation provides the basis for the building plan. 
Yet in actual space, architecture signifies communication 
within space. It is assimilated into space, changes space, 
and confers its identification. In life processes, architec-
ture functions as a link for the socio-historical composi-
tion of a specific society or site. It sets the cultural code 
of the space.

Where does the architectural drawing end up? What is 
its function within the architectural life cycle? Where do 
these drawings live once they have been realized in space? 
Will they be filed away in the architect’s personal archive? 
What of their status as art objects worthy of exhibition in 
the public sphere?

My fascination with architectural drawings represent-
ing architecture and its inherent themes is driven by my 
strong belief in this format’s function as architecture’s 
foundation as a professional trade, and my equal faith 
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in the message this practice transmits. This article will 
therefore focus on the second life of the architectural 
drawing process – the record’s effect, documentation, 
archiving, commentary, explication, and presentation of 
ideas. As Maria Misiągiewicz has written, “the drawing, 
by portraying the architectural object, makes that object 
accessible. This state is defined by its directness, immedi-
acy, and specificity – coinciding with the visual absence 
of the thing itself.”1 

My intention is to begin to uncover the meaning of drawn 
architecture as the emergence of an idea and the archi-
tectural idiom. By reading drawings as the transmission 
of architectural thought, we might better understand the 
structure of the architectural product and the creative 
process it stems from.
 
Arti del disegno
As in both science and art, architecture begins with 
a drawing that will ultimately provide a basis for docu-
menting the realized end product. The drawing – an ar-
chitectural record – with its morphology and behavior at 
the stage of construction attains the status of art. Drawn 
architecture serves a utilitarian function vis-à-vis built 
architecture, but it also implies a specific conception of 
architecture.2 Situating architecture within the arts has 
its precedents in the Renaissance, when the artist-crafts-
man transformed into the artist-intellectual.3 Philosoph-

1	 M.	Misiągiewicz,	O prezentacji idei architektonicznej,	Krakow	2003,	p.	3.	
2	 Ibid,	p.	43.
3	 W.Tatarkiewicz,	Dzieje sześciu pojęć,	Warsaw	2012,	p.	261.
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ical approaches impacted the scope of the architectural 
drawing as a record of the architect-artist’s archive of 
work. This gave rise to a new way of looking at the rela-
tionship between the conception of a work and its practi-
cal and technical realization. Architecture’s multidimen-
sional creative process and its resonance within social 
space translated to a specific perception of the architec-
tural drawing. The drawing’s historical function as an ar-
chitectural aid evolved into the function of an aesthetic, 
scientific and artistic message whose status extends be-
yond the work’s moment of realization.

During the Renaissance, painting, sculpture and archi-
tecture were all embraced under the banner of arti del 
disegno – the art of drawing. This reflected the belief 
that the three artistic disciplines had one feature in com-
mon: disegno, described by Vasari as “the father” of all 
three. Cennino Cennini used the term disegno in 1390 in 
his treatise on painting, entitled Il libro dell’arte. Leone 
Battista Alberti also invoked the term in his treatise on 
architecture.4 The concept of disegno became a crucial 
term for the Renaissance-era approach to architecture 
as a multilayered process of designing, building, and ar-
chiving buildings. Even today, the Italian word disegno 
refers to drawing, but also to intention and design.5 This 
particular definition of the architectural drawing paved 
the way for the role of the image, according to which the 
artist, as Misiągiewicz writes, “depicts the existing world 

4	 W.Tatarkiewicz,	Historia estetyki,	vol. 3: Estetyka nowożytna,	Warsaw	1966,	p.	61.
5	 E.	Colabella,	Generative Artist Behind Machine,	GA2014,	Proceeding	of	XVII	Generative	

Art	Conference,	Milan	2014,	pp.	108–120
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of forms and invented forms.”6 If we cease to think of the 
act of drawing as an imitative representation of reality, it 
becomes a decisive analytical stage in the process of for-
mulating design. In this light, drawn architecture figures 
as a generative component of art. It functions both auton-
omously and in tandem with built architecture.

By analyzing the work of those active in this field in the 
late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, we can 
easily discern impressive archives of architectural ideas 
in the form of drawings, prints, and models. Architectural 
drawings offer a record of the creative processes of sem-
inal contemporary architects. Today, the rich analytical 
context for these drawings makes apparent the inherent 
value of these works of art and the designers behind them.
 
Morphopedia
Founded by Pritzker Prize laureate Thom Mayne, the de-
sign studio Morphosis makes an excellent example of the 
specific significance of artistic documentation. Today, 
buildings designed by the studio are paradigms of gen-
erative and parametric architecture. The complexity of 
a definition of architecture premised on multiple crite-
ria correlates with a global design movement while being 
closely affiliated with the American school of contempo-
rary architecture. In most major American cities, sites de-
signed by Morphosis enjoy special status and shape the 
public perception of space. Buildings like Cooper Union, 
the Perot Museum of Nature and Science, and the Wayne 

6	 M.	Misiągiewicz,	O prezentacji…,	p.	45.
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Lyman Morse United States Courthouse are but a few ex-
amples of Morphosis projects that have changed how we 
think of the field.

The buildings do not call attention to themselves. Sure, 
they may broadcast a certain scale, form, space and func-
tion, but all else goes unsaid, and the average passerby 
will have no knowledge of the building’s designer. In 
this context, Thom Mayne’s archive of work has special 
relevance. Mayne takes seriously the work of recording 
a design’s morphic structure. His designs are, without 
exception, meticulously documented and narrated from 
the very first sketch to the computer simulations, subse-
quent design drafts, and the documentation of the actu-
al construction. As a result, each building comes with an 
expansive protohistory. Documenting the design process 
imparts a mood that can be deemed the philosophical cre-
do of Mayne’s creative process. This experience is allot-
ted its own space on the Morphopedia website,7 where all 
of Mayne’s designs are enumerated in alphabetical order 
and all design phases are accounted for. Morphopedia is 
a high-resolution personal archive and Morphosis portfo-
lio. As a resource available to the general public, it lends 
the spatial effects of Morphosis a distinct identity and ar-
chitectural status (Figures 1,2).

“First Architecture” Sketches
The work of recently departed British architect Zaha Hadid 
has a similar tone. In Hadid’s case, drawing and painting 

7	 T.	Mayne,	Architecture,	http://www.morphopedia.com	(5.18.2017).
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are the precursors of architecture. We should recall that 
in the 1980s, when Hadid’s work had not moved beyond 
the sphere of experiments and unrealized sketches, visual 
art figured as a credo for perfecting her competence. This 
was a necessary intermediary phase preceding architec-
tural practice. At each step, Hadid insisted on her concep-
tual affiliation with Soviet constructivism. She regularly 
invoked the work of Malevich, Tatlin and Rodchenko, and 
her designs from the 1980s and ‘90s can be read in this 
light. In this case, the drawing as an abstract material re-
cord is embedded in the architectural design code.

In this context, the exhibition of drawings and images 
from Hadid’s personal archive organized at London’s Ser-
pentine Sackler Gallery in February of 2017 was a major 
event. In practice, the show was an homage to the archi-
tect, who had recently passed away.8 It looked beyond her 
built architecture to various proposals for archiving her 
work and recording her architectural ideas in the form of 
images, drawings, and designs. Her drawings and prints 
are well known, although her private notebooks filled with 
design sketches are quite rare and were shown for the first 
time in this exhibition. In Hadid’s own words: “I was very 
fascinated by abstraction and how it really could lead to 
abstracting plans, moving away from certain dogmas by 
which architecture, and that project really liberated me in 
a sense. It freed me from these rules.”9

8	 Serpentine	Sackler	Gallery, Zaha Hadid – early painting and drawings,	http://www.
serpentinegalleries.org	(5.18.2017).

9	 Z.	Hadid,	Zaha Hadid on Kazimir Malevich – Secret Knowledge,	11.20.2015,	https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=yye33DucQvw	(5.18.2017).
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The exhibition shows art made by Zaha Hadid between 
1950 and 2016. This timeframe makes the show particu-
larly valuable, for Hadid rarely exhibited this stage of her 
artistic process and had focused her public engagement 
on the architecture itself. On the gallery walls, we find 
acrylic paintings that comment abstractly on so many of 
her designs. We also find calligraphic sketches of buildings 
she designed. Most compelling, however, are her personal 
notes. These consist of notebooks filled with sketches and 
records of her thoughts on “first architecture.” They tes-
tify to a complex search for meaning and reveal intercon-
nections between projects designed in specific periods. 
Today, Hadid is an acclaimed figure in the architectural 
world. We must remember, however, that her first build-
ing came to fruition as late as 1993. The project was a fire 
station in Germany. Until it was built, the artist’s main 
form of expression consisted of drawings, sketches, and 
documentation, all of which were only sparingly shared 
with the public. Until 1993, Hadid’s body of work consist-
ed of a series of unrealized designs. Paradoxically, howev-
er, the most meaningful material in the exhibition comes 
from the years 1970-1990. This section of the show fea-
tures her vast private archive of drawings and prints. Of 
note, the exhibition space of the Serpentine Sackler Gal-
lery was renovated in 2013 according to Hadid’s design.

Drawing and painting have proven to be the foundation 
of Hadid’s architectural practice. For her, as for Mor-
phosis, drawing and calligraphy were methods for vi-
sualizing ideas. The drawing, absent from a building’s 
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daily life, ultimately plays a decisive role as exploratory 
material in the architect’s research process. For Had-
id, painting was also a design tool, and the abstraction 
of matter was a way to determine the building’s form 
and relationship with its environment. Looking back on 
her work today, the notebooks, filled with drawings and 
painterly variations on architecture, allow us to unrav-
el the incredible architectural vision that Hadid worked 
so tirelessly to realize. It is crucial to observe that the 
rich legacy of Hadid’s architectural work hangs together 
by its signature effect of levity, or weightlessness. This 
is largely connected to her fascination with technology 
during the design process. She was fascinated with the 
digitalization of architecture, just as she was drawn to 
the contours and lines of the architectural drawing as 
abstract and plastic material, unhindered by technolog-
ical, material, and economical constraints. Today, the 
personal archive of Hadid’s drawings may provide a key 
for interpreting her architectural output. The relation-
ship between them is every bit as solid as the links be-
tween the theme of mathematical equilibrium and her 
archival work and buildings. Hadid’s mathematical tal-
ent and education informed her strong anticipatory pe-
riod of expression. Technology and innovation were al-
ways instrumental to the design practice of Zaha Hadid 
Architects. So many prints grew directly out of the po-
tential latent in digital tools and generative art. The ex-
hibition succeeds in foregrounding this. With the help of 
Google Arts & Culture, Hadid’s drawings were convert-
ed into virtual reality experiences, which offered visitors 
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a dynamic and moving glance into Hadid’s architectural 
ideas (figures 3,4).

***
The archives of various artists yield no shortage of exam-
ples of the second life of architecture. Aside from the work 
of Zaha Hadid and Thom Mayne outlined above, there are 
several other leading architects whose idioms are bolstered 
by archiving images and drawings. Take, for instance, the 
watercolors of Steven Holl, who produced graphic work 
alongside all of his projects, or the expressive prints of Dan-
iel Libeskind or Peter Eisenman. In each case, the drawing 
precedes the architectural material to which it is inextrica-
bly bound. Artistic expression, often diametrically opposed 
to realization, is nonetheless the record of thought and ideas 
and a legible score for the design of architectural space.

In the various disciplines of art and science, we often hear 
the claim that drawing, as a visual form of expression, 
draws to light the process of form coming into being.10 By 
its most basic definition, drawing invokes painting and 
printmaking. With sculpture, and architecture even more 
so, the literality of the drawing is rarely plain to the eye. 
Drawing operates in the background. It foreshadows ar-
chitecture and then documents and facilitates the design 
process. After all, architecture’s very essence lies in the 
spatial configuration of matter. In his theoretical writing, 
Bruno Zevi describes architecture as the art of forming 
space.11 This sentiment resonates with ideas expressed by 

10	 M.	Misiągiewicz,	O prezentacji…,	p.	55.
11	 B.	Zevi,	Architecture as Spaces. How to look at Architecture,	New	York	1974,	p.	37.
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other architects and critics who situate architecture with-
in the visual arts.

The role of the architect consists of modeling matter, 
form as idea, and the meaning behind the nature of place. 
“There is no such thing as matter without form,” writes 
Juliusz Żórawsk, and the product of man’s yearning to in-
tuit the nature of forms gives way to a yearning to confer 
form to buildings.12

Architectural drawing offers an irreplaceable kind of in-
formation, for it complements the direct reception of the 
art. Architects rarely have the opportunity so prevalent 
in other fields of art to exhibit their work in solo shows or 
museum collections.

The material included in this article is sourced straight 
from the archives of its authors. However true it may be 
that architecture culminates in the act of construction,13 

architects also value documenting all stages of the cre-
ative process. The first stages – preserved in the form of 
sketches, drawings, notes, images, and models, ultimately 
become an integral piece of the work as a whole, although 
they retain their archival status and may often be private 
or inaccessible. By publishing this material, we can bring 
new perspectives to architecture as it circulates in the 
world. We can discover it anew. This material is, at the 
end, the record of a thought process we might refer to as 

12	 J.	Żórawski,	O budowie formy architektonicznej,	Warsaw	1962,	p.	21.
13	 R.	Ingerden,	O dziele architektury,	[in:]	Studia z estetyki,	vol.	2,	Warsaw	1958,	pp.	115–160.
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the “idiom” – the special property of meaningful and ex-
cellent architecture. 

I will therefore end by suggesting the following conclu-
sions:

1. The archive of the architect – architectural drawing 
enables a morphological perspective on built architec-
ture, and thereby offers a key for how to study and under-
stand it.

2. Architecture conveyed through the generative drawing 
and image is the pathway to understanding the grammar 
of the architectural expression by way of the immaterial 
and abstract perception of architectural drawing as art.

3. Architects’ informational drawings allow us to inter-
pret their actual buildings in new light.

4. Architecture exists in two worlds: the built and the 
drawn, both of which are subject to separate laws, while 
most of the connections and influences shared between 
them suggest that we should treat them as one whole. 
This allows us for deeper perspectives on the study of the 
structure of architectural form as a science, art, theory, 
and practice. 

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose 
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