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On Drawing by Hand

Eva Prats

Drawing is a way of communicating; it makes our thoughts visi-
ble, so that we, and others, can scrutinise them. As architects,
we draw at the beginning of a project to scope out the work site
to get a grasp of how the project will be used, and to define de-
tails as the plans gradually begin to look like a building. Later,
during the construction phase, we draw again to establish a di-
rect dialogue with the builder. Beyond this, we might also draw
to record how the built project is actually being inhabited. In all
of these steps, we are most interested in the kind of drawing
that helps us explore and settle on ideas; for us, this happens
when we draw by hand. [Us not a question of skill —it's about
keeping the act of drawing as intuitive as possible.

You can explain a project in words, but when you draw these
words, the resulting drawing sets out a precise geomery that
language alone cannot provide; it offers a fixed material option.
When we move on from discussion to drawing, in any project,
the dimensions, proportions and scale (in relation to whatever
surrounds it) all come into play. A drawing visualises a thought,
allowing both you and others to analyse the differences that
might exist between the words and the drawing.

Drawing with measurements has to do with materiality; it
nudges our thoughts ever closer to construction, thoughts that
pave the way for the act of building. This is a special aspect of
architecture: our drawings always refer to a future action, and
we draw with all the responsibility of building. In our studio, we
are not interested in intellectual speculations; we actually test
our thoughts within a built reality. This way, they become com-
plately open to interpretation, as with any other built work.
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Communicating by hand

When we went back to university as teachers, a decade after
graduating, we realised after a few weeks that the communica-
tion in the classroom wasn't quite working. Back when we were
students, we would spend the whole time drawing by hand, but
now the walls of this third-year workshop were covered in print-
outs of digital drawings: is that line supposed to be a pave-
ment? Could you please point out the entrance door? Many of
these lines came straight from the digital files provided to the
students. That is, it was information that had not been assimi-
lated by them; these lines appeared in their drawings but were
not part of their thought process. The students were trying to
explain their ideas about an ongoing project by using drawings
that could not possibly help them find their bea rings.

A university workshop is an opportunity for exchange be-
tween the students, assistants and teachers. To make the
most of this situation, we ask students to draw by hand on
large sheets of paper, as large as the studio tables —this way,
the work becomes more public than if it were just designed on
acomputer screen. When drawing by hand, the information
is there for the eye to see. Fach drawing has a fixed scale, a
fixed size; each one is an open document that can be used for
thinking and reflecting upon. In the classroom, the students’
drawings belong not only to each individual creator, but also to
everyone else there: they are public documents that turn the
studio space into a “market of ideas”, where influences and
contrasts circulate among the designs. A good drawing commu-
nicates the student’s ideas, and it corresponds to the student’s
explanations of their project; it allows everyone in the room to
learn about other possible realities, and about the project that
we are all working on.

For us, one of our goals as teachers is to help our students
gain confidence in drawing as a way of thinking, so that they
understand it as a tool for building up their own personal at-
titude and abilities with regards to the reality that they are
addressing. We invite them to use drawing as a disciplire, so

that their project can take on certain qualities from reality,
while also encouraging them to create a highly persgnal piece
of work. It's more about reflection than producj:ion_; {t’s about
developing personal skills that respond to the intuitions of each
individual. :

Therefore, in the classroom, each drawing has to relate to
the individual ideas of each proposal. When drawing by hand,
the connection between the hand and the mind is faster and
more intuitive. The hand does not ask you for measurements
or directions; you can decide this by proportion, working it out
in relation to something else. You can even draw a doubt, _and if
you realise you're getting bored because you need a new idea to
play with, then maybe it's time to go for a walk.

Uncertainty: a visible process

Qur thoughts are not linear: they leap backwgrds and forwards,
and our drawings have to adapt to this. Drawing shoutq help us
think, rather than cutting out possibilities. When multiple op-
tions arise, the act of drawing should let us waver. If you draw
without erasing anything, you can just keep adding more and_
more layers of tracing paper, so that the whole process remains
visible. _
When there are tentative drawings strewn all over the table, it
allows various different ideas about the same thing to come to
gether. One sheet of tracing paper on top of another allows dis
tinct visions of the same topic to overlap; our thought process at
taches and adds further layers of rough ideas and possibilities.
There is no single absolute option, but rather a range of drgwn
opinions. Our doubts are placed on the work table as a device to
help things move forward.
Sometimes we pause for a moment, and we feel the need
to go back and work out how we've got to that point. Among the
layers of paper, we can follow the trail of the marks that have
been made, and perhaps find an even better idea burizd a few
layers underneath.

On Drawing by Hand
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Choosing the right tools

Both in our studio and when teaching at university, we mostly
document our work by hand, depending on the task. Drawing
on the computer is very useful when we have to share informa-
tion with external collaborators. In the studio, our construction
documents contain both hand and digital drawings. They are
different tools; you choose when to use each one. It's important
to select the most suitable tool for each step in the process.

Using the computer is good for productivity, but when mull-
ing over ideas, we shouldn’t concern ourselves factors such as
time and production. It's important to look after and give time
to our thoughts, to value the development phase of the project,
and work through it with the right tools. It's about paying atten-
tion to the processes themselves, and being aware that differ-
ent methods influence our way of thinking.

Pencil hand drawing seems to be dying out in architecture
schools today. That's why, in our courses, we re-introduce it
as a good research companion. It allows for intuition, doubt,
vagueness; it means some parts can remain unfinished, and it
allows a particular state of thoughts to be shared with others.

Constructing a drawing

Today, as we have seen in both our studio and at the university,
many young architects have only been trained to draw on com-
puters. As a result, they have missed out on the key exercise
of constructing a drawing as you gradually piece together your
thoughts about a project, taking into account the different
information about the different scales that are needed to de-
fine a building. This approach has perhaps fallen out of favour
because the computer screen is not big enough to show all the
relevant information at once, nor to navigate as in a huge piece
of paper; it is a space that can turn into your own vast field of
thoughts.

This observation is undoubtedly linked to the fact thgt, during
our student years, we worked at Enric Miralles’ stud!o. There,
drawing by hand on large sheets of paper was a meticulous
task, and everyone could see the drawings being constructed
by others, over many hours.

At the university or in our studio, we want to get across al'l
those things that were vital to us during our own years of train-
ing. That's why, today, we think that drawing by han_d s a good
experience that should be brought back to academia. It’s pot
about making polished, final drawings for presentation: it's
about the process of defining a project by means of hand draw-
ings that reflect one's thoughts, making them visible tc others,
ready to be communicated.

On Drawing by Hand
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Drawing without Erasing
Ricardo Flores

Not so long ago, a journalist interviewed us for the British mag-
azine Architecture Today, and the resulting article was called
“Dirty Drawings”. This suggestive title might bring to mind a
range of different things, but it was in fact a direct translation
of dibujos sucios, an expression we use in our studio to refer

to the kind of drawings that buzz with ideas, with many lines
drawn by many hands. That is, they're not clean: they're covered
in clouds of smudgy graphite. These are not polished draw-
ings to be presented —they come from our reflections on the
projects, but they are still very useful because they show our
concerns, our doubts and all our comings-and-goings in drawn
form. Normally, these drawings are not made public: they are
created in the studio at certain moments, like when you'rein
the middle of something, or when you start a discussion with a
colleague or collaborator, and everybody's drawing on the same
piece of paper, and in this sense, they are the direct visual rep-
resentation of conversations and exchanges like this. Some-
times, they are simply scanned and archived: they comprise a
more private, intimate material to show and talk about later on.
This is why that journalist was so interested in them.

Dirty drawings

Our dirty drawings are done quickly, freehand, using soft-lead
pencils. We draw on tracing paper, placed on top of a comput-
er-drawn plan. By using tracing paper, you can focus on a spe-
cific point of the base drawing, rather than on the whole plan.
This way, you can test things out quickly, to get things moving
forward. “How do all these parts connect together? People
will be at the bar, going up the steps, walking and crossing the
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space. This whole experience should be connected.” You draw
from one end to the other: people walking or looking around or
asking for information, or perhaps they're sitting and waiting
on a bench. All of this should be a continuous sequence, like in
the street, where so many things are going on simultansously.
Your hand knows how to includs the tension that exists from
one end of this street to the other: when your pencil moves, you
are thinking, and your pencil comes with you. “Maybe a bench
should go here?" You and your pencil put your thoughts dowr_w
on the paper. This drawing explains how all these elements, i.e.
the bar, the steps, the corridor, the seats... should work togeth-

17
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er as one. We want people to meet by chance, and get to know
each other; these kinds of situations are what make places like
this so appealing.” You can see the drawings getting freer as
the drawer’s mind fires up. You draw and redraw without eras-
ing anything, leaving several options on the overlapping sheets
of tracing paper. This way, the drawings soon become a pile of
variations and distortions of a flexible geometry that increas-
ingly adapts to the place and to your ideas. At a certain point,
you realise that you like one of these iterations so you stop and
redraw it with greater precision in terms of intention, geometry,
dimensions and proportions. All of this material can usually be
found spread over tables: it is the result of the architect’s day-
to-day work.

The Desk

An architect’s desk is an interesting place; it is home to our par-
tial or complete models and the books we're into. We need to
be surrounded by books, and their physical quality, so that we
can look at them when stuck on a problem or when we're tired
of drawing. Opening a book is a good way to let your mind drift
away for a while and enter into someone else’s world, where
you can think over the issues with a project by looking at other
people’s beautiful drawings. We let our eyes and minds wan-
der over all the pages of the book, and this is why its physical
condition is so important: it’s like a faithful companion, ever by
your side. After looking at a book for a while, we get back to our
own tasks. This is why, on our desks, there are books, process
drawings, some sketches, tracing paper and some handy work
tools: set squares, pencils, cleaning brushes, a rubber, a sharp-
ener, coloured pencils, a scale ruler for measuring, templates,
masking tape and many graphite pencils. It’s not unlike a build-
ing site; the builders keep their own tools close to hand, and
they use them all the time.
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We can draw with set squares, or we can use a parallel ruler for
moving and drawing perpendicular lines. This ruler makes us
work within orthogonal geometry, of parallel and perpandicular
lines, while the set squares let us move across the paper with
greater freedom. It is important to think about how the tools
define the process, how they define a certain way of drawing, a
way of constructing the document. To stop the paper from mov-
ing, we always use masking tape, and we also use it to secure,
temporarily, some things to the table. The lamp is important
too, as it directs the attention to specific points of the drawing.
Accompanying us, stuck to the walls, are drawings, old
sketches or photographs of the site. An architect’s desk is
surrounded by their own imaginary, and these drawings are an

Drawing without Erasing
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extension of their ideas. Also, in some way, their books, models
and photos are fragments of their mind. When you sit down and
start working, these elements are activated: the pieces of pa-
per and set squares begin to move, and you get drawing.

Overlapping papers

There is another kind of document that records the process,

in layers: one drawing is superimposed upon the previous one,
and a complex document is thus created, an amalgamation of
overlapping papers. We print out digital documents as a base to
work upon, and then we lay a sheet of tracing paper on top and
start drawing on it. The digital base gives a kind of certainty, a
set structure to be developed and modified. However, when a
sheet of tracing paper is placed on top of it, the image below
fades somewhat, and cannot be seen so clearly: this method
gives you the freedom to come up with new ideas, because it
Creates a certain distance. This is a good way to work because
you reflect upon or critique the layer underneath, while also
actively turning it into something new.

How do you construct a drawing that encoampasses the mul-
tiple dimensions of a project? We normally start by printing and
carefully laying out on the table all the drawings that relate to
the particular area of the project that we want to work on, so we
can bring together all the relevant information. This document
is made from fragments of floor plans, stuck on top of each
other, with one or more elevations. So this base is the starting
point, and then we might draw, for example, a section to clarity
how a certain part of the project works, at the same time that
we study how each level might be affected by that section. You
might need several floor plans of the project to build up the
cross-section, so you order the different plans and align them
on top. This is when the set square and parallel ruler come into
their own: with them, you can project the plans onto the section
below it. The section and the fragments of the floor plan inform
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each other, and you end up with a new drawing made up of
complementary pieces. Left on the tracing paper is a fragment
of the reality of this project; the rest gradually fades away.

In the drawing process, we put all our knowledge and ideas
down on paper, everything we know. Therefore, by the end,
these papers are documents that register exactly what we were
thinking at that time. This document records everything, not
only the drawing, but also numbers, texts, all of it. Whatever is
in your head gets “thrown™ onto the paper, and then these doc-
uments become a container of the time, the conversations and

Drawing without Erasing
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concerns involved in the evolution of a project. They might be
formed by many tiny fragments, each an attempt to understand
the problem: a fagade on the bottom, with a fragment of a floor
plan on top, and then a section to the left becauss you need to
know how it all works together... I you have all the information
in front of you, you understand the whole problem. Then, you
can modify the plan; for example, you might raise or add a step,
gnd you can easily adjust all the drawings in line with this ad-
Justment. You can control the whole thing.
When you draw the various dimensions of a problem all

together, your eyes move from one drawing to the next, and

you connect them in your mind. That's when the space begins
to feel real, and you can work on it. This is a relational way of
thinking that relies on the direct connection between eye and
hand: the drawing is the result of the impulse and intuition of
fchese two together. Therefore, this approach is less effective

if some parts of the drawing are on a different table or screen,
because this disrupts the thought process and the solutions

do not articulate the different parts of the project. Drawing by
hand is a direct reflection of what we are thinking, soitisim-
possible to draw only in plan or only in section. That is, the hand
moves as our head moves, and the drawing reflects the com-
plexity of our thinking: we link together the multiple dimensions
of the reality before us.

The size of the paper

These documents are made up of fragments of computer draw-
ings under several layers of tracing paper, i.e. everything that
we deem necessary for studying a certain part of the project.
The document is so big that some of the paper might have

to be tucked under the table to be able to keep drawing. Itis
large, but you do need it all; you must not limit your inquiries
to‘the size of the paper. If you have big sheets of paper and big
printouts, you can draw by moving right or left, in plan and in

section. You don’t know where your thoughts will take you, so
you should give yourself the freedom to move around the paper,
without having to hold back. If you only have an A3 sheet, the
development of your thinking will be restricted, and that’s a
shame.

The final document might end up having many layers of
paper, because you had to do more and more tests. It’s great
to build up a document brimming with your interests, one that
starts to grow and incorporate other aspects: not only sections
or floor plans, but there might also be a diagonal view of the
space. If and when there is too much information, you can al-
ways put a blank piece of paper under the last sheet of tracing
paper, only the part that you need to focus on, and hide what
is further beneath; this way, you can concentrate on one part,
and start rethinking the space. You then have a new part of the
plan, a new reality that emerges from that day’s design work.
Then you label it with the date, the scale and all the information
that you think is important to register.

It’s interesting to see how this document can charge over
time: first comes the computer-drawn base, composed of
several printouts folded and stuck logether to form a precise
amalgam of the fragment being studied; then there's a big
drawing by hand on tracing paper, which is just a selection of
the computer drawing. Next comes a new version on top of it,
with a new idea or new perspective on the problem, and so on.
After each revision, the drawing becomes richer, but for even
greater clarity we can slip blank pieces of paper in between
and hide some older lines of thought. Thanks to the size of the
paper, we can fit in more drawings and studies of the part of the
project that we are dealing with at that moment. It becomes a
complex document with many layers of paper, featuring multi-
ple studies that contain all your reflections on the project. Even
$0, you might need to go back to this document at some point,
because you've suddenly had a brainwave...
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