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On Frascari’s Notion of Construal.

Abstract 

Marco Frascari sees drawings as a means of  architectural 

imagining. This thesis firstly reviews his written works and 

explores his notion of  the construal and construction of  

architecture in architectural drawing. Through Frascari’s lens 
the drawn architectural detail is revealed to be a manipulation 

of  meaning, a putting together of  space and materials in a 

meaningful manner occurring through formal and actual 

joints. The thesis argues that these seemingly disparate areas 

have a connection and the architectural detail is viewed as a 

type of  narrative. Construing and constructing of  imaginative 

production is a basis for the understanding of  the role of  

architectural details. 

Secondly Frascari’s idiosyncratic approach to writing and 

drawing is applied to a series of  historical architectural drawing 

sets that come from a period of  New Zealand history little 

described up till now. This thesis examines narratives of  style, 

period and historical change, as well as the changing social 

role of  the architect, draughts person and related fields of  

craft and engineering in New Zealand’s Dominion Period. 

This is not only to examine the impact of  historical processes 

through the study of  architectural details, but also to challenge 

the understanding of  the processes themselves. Microscopic 

observations of  techniques reveal factors previously unobserved 

in the historical passage of  architectural imaginings. 

Frascari’s approach encourages a view of  this archival work in 

terms of  detail: fragment, secret, repetition, scale and emptiness. 

Architectural drawings are selected and examined in terms 

of  these specific aspects of  the architectural detail. All of  the 

drawings are held in the University of  Auckland, Architecture 

Archive. All pertain in terms of  history to the Dominion Period 

(1905 – 1945) in Auckland, New Zealand. Each chapter in the 

thesis explores a different work or series of  works. Each case 
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study offers a point of  departure for critical appraisal of  the 

role that drawing plays in the relationships that exist between an 

architect and their imaginings.



iii

Acknowledgments

I am indebted to my supervisors and friends Sarah Treadwell 

and Michael Linzey for their generosity and encouragement. 

Similarly I would like to acknowledge the friendship and 

support from William Bardebes, Michael Austin, Rachel Carley, 

and Marcus Williams, who were especially important during the 

final stages of  this work.

I am also grateful for the help and service provided by the 

Architecture Archive especially Sarah Cox and Wendy Garvey.

Finally I would like to thank my family for their endless patience 

throughout the poppy making and tantrum throwing.



iv

Table of Contents

Abstract i

Acknowledgements iii

Table of  Contents iv

List of  Figures v

Introduction: On Frascari’s notion of  construal 1

Methodology 2

The argument: imagination and the construal and 
construction of  architecture

5

The narrative and the detail in Frascari’s writing 7

The Auckland Archive: a local context for historical 
imagination

12

Scope of  the thesis 17

Chapter 1: Marco Frascari‘s cosmopoieses and the construction and 
construal of  architecture

31

Chapter 2: Detail as fragment: the incomplete, the possibility of  
connection and an excess of  multiplicities.

57

Chapter 3: Detail as secret or hidden: the Chinese whisper 90

Chapter 4: Detail as repetition: the ritual of  drawing 128

Chapter 5: Scale as the representation of  an idea, the dream of  
architecture and the unravelling of  a surface.

162

Chapter 6: Emptying out and the abstracted detail 194

Conclusion: Frascari and the historical imagination 229

Bibliography 243

Bibliography: the works of  Marco Frascari 255



List of Figures

Figure Illustration Page

1 Chilwell, B. C. & C. Trevithick, New Premises Cnr 

Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, Internal Marketing 

Division New Zealand Government, (1939), Authors 

Own

62

2 Chilwell, B. C. & C. Trevithick, New Premises Cnr 

Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, Internal Marketing 

Division New Zealand Government, (1939), Authors 

Own

67

3 Torn fragment – Untitled, Chilwell, B. C. & C. 

Trevithick, New Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe 

Streets, Internal Marketing Division New Zealand 

Government, (1939), 480 x 130 original copy with 

annotations and hand water colouring

69

4 Sheet No. 7 Elevations: Nelson St, Corner and Fanshawe 

Street, Sections Col. 8 – 15, 41 – 45, 02 -04, 20th Novem-

ber 1939, Scale 1’ = 8’-0”, Chilwell, B. C. & C. Trev-

ithick, New Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, 

Internal Marketing Division New Zealand Government, 

(1939), 1040 x 770 original copy with annotations and 

hand water colouring

82

5 Sheet No. 6 Fourth Floor Plan: Administration, 20th 

November 1939, Scale ⅛” = 1’-0”, Chilwell, B. C. & 

C. Trevithick, New Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe 

Streets, Internal Marketing Division New Zealand Gov-

ernment, (1939), 770 x 570 original copy with annota-

tions and hand water colouring

84

v



vi

6 Sheet No. 11 ½ Section Through Entrance Vestibule, 

20th November 1939, ½” = 1’ – 0”, Chilwell, B. C. & 

C. Trevithick, New Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe 

Streets, Internal Marketing Division New Zealand 

Government, (1939), 980 x 770 original copy with 

annotations and hand water colouring

86

7 Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The South 

British Building, (1927), 5 – 13 Shortland Street. Authors 

own 

94

8 Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The South 

British Building, (1927), 5 – 13 Shortland Street. Authors 

own

102

9 Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The South 

British Building, (1927), 5 – 13 Shortland Street. Authors 

own

104

10 Sheet No. 294A, Detail of  Upper Portion of  Bronze 

Lamps at Entrance, 1” = 1’0” & Scale FS, Grierson, H., 

K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The South British Building, 

(1927), Draffin Collection, DR238, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library.  1090 x 740 ink on linen

106

11 Sheet No. 89 Marble Finish to Ground Floor, March 

1928, Scale ½” = 1’- 0” & FS, Grierson, H., K. Aimer 

and M. Draffin, The South British Building, (1927), 

Draffin Collection, DR238, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 1090 x 740 ink on linen

111

12 Sheet No. 56 Concrete Details: Section Thro’ 

elevator Hall. Ground Floor, January 1928, ½” = 

1’ – 0”, Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The 

South British Building, (1927), Draffin Collection, 

DR238, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland 

Library. 1090 x 740 ink on linen

113



vii

13 Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland Electric Power 

Board Building, (1929), 187-189 Queen Street Auckland. 

Authors own.

132

14 Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland Electric Power 

Board Building, (1929), 187-189 Queen Street Auckland. 

Authors own.

134

15 Sheet No.103 Details of  Suspended Ceiling in Arcade, 

Scale 1½”=1’ or ⅛”=1”, Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, 

Auckland Electric Power Board Building, (1929), 

Auckland Electric Power Board Collection, AE12, 

Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

760 x 560 graphite on butter paper

140

16 Ceiling in Arcade – Ornamental Fibrous Plaster, 

Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland Electric Power 

Board Building, (1929), Auckland Electric Power Board 

Collection, AE12, Architecture Archive, University of  

Auckland Library. 1010 x 290 graphite and coloured 

pencil on butter paper

142

17 Ground Floor Plan, June 1928, Wade, N. & A. M. 

Bartley, Auckland Electric Power Board Building, (1929), 

Auckland Electric Power Board Collection, AE12, 

Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

900 x 670 original copy on paper.

149

18 Sheet No.11 Ground Floor and Columns Under etc, 

15th May 1928, Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland 

Electric Power Board Building, (1929), Auckland Electric 

Power Board Collection, AE12, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 930 x 680 original copy 

on paper.

154

19 Sheet No. 24 Plan of  Arcade, Scale 1’= 4’, Wade, N. & 

A. M. Bartley, Auckland Electric Power Board Building, 

(1929), Auckland Electric Power Board Collection, AE12, 

Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

760 x 420 graphite and coloured pencil on butter paper.

156



viii

20 Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: 

Wellesley Street extension, (1927), Corner of  Elliot and 

Wellesley Streets, Auckland City. Authors own.

168

21 Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: 

Wellesley Street extension, (1927), Corner of  Elliot and 

Wellesley Streets, Auckland City. Authors own.

173

22 Sheet No. 3 North Elevation & South Façade (To Welles-

ley St), 17th December 1927, Scale ⅛”=1’, Lippincott, R. 

A., Smith and Caughey Building: Wellesley Street exten-

sion, (1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, Architecture Ar-

chive, University of  Auckland Library. 1010 x 640 paper, 

original copy with annotations.   

175

23 Sheet No. 4 West Elevation (Elliot St) & East Elevation, 

17th December 1927, Scale ⅛”=1’, Lippincott, R. A., 

Smith and Caughey Building: Wellesley Street extension, 

(1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 1010 x 640 paper, origi-

nal copy with annotations.   

177

24 Sheet No. 25 Part Reflected Plan of  Ceiling Under 

Clerestory South Wall, 17th December 1927, Lippincott, 

R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: Wellesley Street 

extension, (1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, Architec-

ture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 920 x 590 

photocopy

179

25 Sheet No. 7 Half  elevation Typical Bay Elliot Street & 

Half  Elevation Typical Bay Wellesley Street, 17th Decem-

ber 1927, Scale ¾”=1’’, Lippincott, R. A., Smith and 

Caughey Building: Wellesley Street extension, (1927), Lip-

pincott Collection, LP4, Architecture Archive, University 

of  Auckland Library. 1010 x 640 paper, original copy with 

annotations. 

184



ix

26 Sheet No. 8 Section at Entrance, Sectional Plan A-A and 

Sectional Plan B-B, 17th December 1927, Scale ¾”=1’’, 

Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: Welles-

ley Street extension, (1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, 

Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

1010 x 640 paper, original copy with annotations.   

185

27 Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for 

Dingwall Trust, (1934), 87 Queen Street. Photo Authors 

own.

198

28 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. 

Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), 

Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 370 x 480 graphite on 

butter paper

200

29 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. 

Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), 

Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 230 x 480 graphite on 

butter paper

202

30 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. 

Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), 

Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 560 x 480 graphite on 

butter paper

208

31 Sheet No. 4 East and North Elevation, Section Thru 

Entrance Vestibule, 30th August 1934, Scale ⅛”=1’, 

Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for 

Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, 

GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland 

Library, 770 x 560 ink on linen

211



x

32 Sheet No. 85 East and South Elevation Revised for Eight 

Floors, 20th August 1935, Scale ⅛”=1’, Gummer W. J. & 

C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, 

(1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture 

Archive, University of  Auckland Library, 770 x 560 ink 

on linen

212

33 Sheet No. 1. Ground, First, Second, Third and Fourth 

Floor Plan, 20th August 1935, Scale ⅛”=1’, Gummer 

W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall 

Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Archi-

tecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library, 770 x 

560 ink on linen

214

34 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. 

Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), 

Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 450 x 510 graphite on 

butter paper.

216

35 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet (reverse side of  sheet), 

Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for 

Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, 

GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland 

Library. 450 x 510 graphite on butter paper.

218

36 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. 

Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), 

Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 630 x 480 graphite on 

butter paper.

221

37 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. 

Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), 

Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 700 x 480 graphite on 

butter paper.

225



1

Introduction

On Frascari’s Notion of Construal

This thesis sets out to examine and understand concepts in the 

writings of  Marco Frascari on architectural drawings and uses 

them to interrogate a series of  drawings held in the University 

of  Auckland Architectural Archive. The drawings pertain to 

buildings produced in the New Zealand Dominion period 

(1905-1945) specifically the interwar period of  1920’s to the 

1930’s. This work proposes an alternative method to studying 

and exploring architectural work, through the use of  the 

Architecture Archive and making architecture’s drawings and 

their details ‘speak’ through a close analysis. This thesis follows 

closely the work of  Marco Frascari and establishes a role for the 

drawn architectural detail as not only a standard architectural 

drawing type, but also as a manipulation of  meaning occurring 

in both the formal and actual joints in architecture. In this 

light architectural detailing is not a mechanical, passive task of  

combining and joining of  elements, but rather it is a method 

of  creative reasoning, an active process of  construing possible 

material conditions out of  architectural realities.1  Through this 

critical analysis a new account of  the works of  Frascari and his 

relationship to architectural thinking and writing on the detail 

has proposed an alternative way of  considering the drawn 

architectural detail and its ability to do work in the study of  

architectural histories. 

Frascari’s work is devoted to drawing; and is permeated with 

notions of  the narrative in the architectural detail his seminal 

work being ‘The tell-the-tale detail’. Using Frascari’s concepts 

of  the connection between the construal and construction of  

architecture this thesis argues that architectural drawings are 

a specialized form of  narrative and the important mediator 

for architectural imaginings. The drawn architectural detail is 

1  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA: 7, 23-37. Pg. 23. 



established as not only a standard architectural drawing type, 

but also as a manipulation of  meaning and a specialized form 

of  narrative. 

This thesis filters a range of  written statements and positions by 

Frascari and establishes a framework that clarifies the treatments 

of  his subject into five categories of  thought around the concept 

of  the ‘detail’, those of  fragment, secret, repetition, scale and 

emptiness. By advancing this theoretical framework as a method 

applied to the examination of  architectural drawings the 

resulting work is not only about making an analysis of  Frascari’s 

concepts of  construal in architecture, it is principally about the 

fleshing out and extension of  Frascari by way of  the examples 

chosen for discussion.  

Methodology

This thesis sets Frascari’s methods to work and tests their 

capacities as a reading of  contemporary New Zealand 

architectural histories and a study of  the relationship between 

drawings and buildings. Frascari’s methods have posed some 

difficulties, as an Italian, trained under Scarpa and now working 

in North America, his concepts are applied to a Pacific colony 

at the edge of  the world. Frascari’s work focuses predominantly 

on antiquity where he often brings together quite disparate ideas 

to discuss processes in architectural drawing and the focusing 

on tiny often-misplaced details can dismiss other contextual 

information. Using Frascari’s notion of  the construal and 

construction of  architecture this thesis argues that architectural 

drawings are a specialized form of  narrative and an important 

passage for architectural imaginings. Architectural drawings 

for Frascari are representations (that are also the results) of  

constructions, the interpretation of  conceptual ideas with the 

process of  physical construction of  an architectural object. 

Frascari writes of  architectural drawing as being not prescriptive 

but descriptive instructions, mediating between the imaginative 

world of  the architect and the materiality of  architectural 

practice.2 In this light a role for the drawn architectural detail is 

2  Frascari, M. (2007). Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and Steinberg. 

2



to be established, as not only a standard architectural drawing 

type, but also as a manipulation of  meaning that is the putting 

together of  space and materials, a specialized form of  narrative 

that is an important passage for the examination of  architectural 

imaginings. 

This thesis attempts to make a reading of  architectural drawing 

not through the usual scaffolding of  an architectural drawing 

set, a discussion of  orthographic projection, but in terms of  

the drawn architectural detail and the machinations of  the 

architect as evidenced on the paper of  the drawing. The reading 

of  architectural drawings has a history that is not always the 

same and everywhere the same procedure, the process has often 

been seen as a straightforward process of  mentally picking up 

information from a marked surface, but through a detailed 

consideration of  the process taking place, information encoded 

in the marks, sifted through interpretative narratives and 

cultural configurations which have changed from architect to 

architect and from time to time.

This close reading of  historical documents entails an 

engagement and attention to what is at hand and to think 

through the conventions that influence their making and 

reading. Despite their close reading the assumed practical 

nature of  the drawn architectural detail has shown it to be 

more than simply neutral instruments of  production. The 

drawn architectural detail has not situated an ideal architecture 

beyond those documents selected, but has rather attempted 

to reconstruct from available evidence, the chain of  events 

present in the design processes, a critically constructed analysis 

that is a continuation of  the architectural imaginative act 

needed. Focusing on apparent small matters, repetitions, scale, 

secrets and obsessions that are joints, points, facades and 

measurements, the drawn architectural detail has not situated 

an ideal architecture beyond those documents selected, but 

has rather attempted to reconstruct from available evidence, 

the chain of  events present in the design processes. A critically 

In Perez-Gomez, A. and Parcell, S. (Eds.), Chora Volume 5: Intervals in the 
Philosophy of  Architecture (pp. 179 - 200): McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal, Canada. Pg. 180

3
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constructed analysis that is a continuation of  the architectural 

imaginative act itself, a study of  beginnings, of  alternative and 

concurrent architectural representation, making it possible to 

rethink and refine questions of  the efficacy of  the architectural 

drawing in producing architecture. The creativity and energy 

that is used in the construction of  an architectural drawing set 

is confronted, and reveals a constant struggle by the architect 

to give form to the formless, as equally imagination permits 

mystical shapes out of  a practical mould that results in making 

meaning rather than just making sense. 

These propositions are explored through a close and detailed 

study of  both preliminary and finished architectural works with 

particular reference to commercial buildings within Auckland 

City constructed during the Dominion Period (1907-1945), a 

part of  New Zealand’s architectural history little described up to 

now. The nature of  commercial architecture of  this period was 

a move to provide permanence as an indication of  commercial 

stability and the drawing sets reveal not just factual information 

but a series of  intentions that are revealed through the processes 

of  making. The drawings sets selected are some of  the fullest 

accounts of  hand drawn, 1:1 architectural detailing, a time of  

traditional manual drawing for architects that has historically 

defined the practice of  contemporary architecture. Drawn 

architectural works are closely read in order to determine how 

their 20th century audience understood them and what they 

can reveal to us today. Fictionalised narratives grounded in the 

observation of  drawings are used in the close reading based 

on prompts from the methodology of  Frascari. Each chapter 

explores a different work or series of  works and attempts to 

form a new series of  narrative tools. Each case study offers a 

point of  departure for the critical appraisal of  the role that an 

architectural drawing set offers in architecture, the relationships 

that exist between an architect and their imaginings and in the 

drawn architectural detail as a form for creating a narrative. 

The architectural detail has told the story of  their making, 

meaning and their contextual setting, involving both physical 

and imaginary dimensions of  architectural experience, revealing 

the intentions of  the designing architect. 
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The argument: imagination and the construal and 
construction of architecture

For Frascari an analysis of  the art of  architectural detailing is 

a way of  enhancing architectural imagination. Architectural 

details are seen as a type of  narrative that informs the 

construing and constructing of  imaginative production and 

are a basis for the understanding of  the role of  architectural 

imagination.3 Contained in the making of  elements in a 

building and in the dialogue set up by their placement within 

the fabric of  the building, construction and construal unify the 

tangible and the intangible notions of  architecture in a single 

situation.4 This thesis undertakes an intensive examination of  

Frascari’s writings in these terms but extends this to a range of  

writings particular to the field of  architectural drawings and to 

relevant writers in the wider theoretical context.

Rendering a vision visible, architectural drawing as a language 

system requires a set of  conventionalised and structured 

regulations that permit a kind of  communication. Much written 

discourse on architectural drawing is concerned with these 

codes and conventions, including the work of  Robin Evans, 

David Leatherbarrow, Alberto Perez-Gomez and Stan Allen to 

name but a few and each views architectural drawing not just 

as factual information providing the likeness of  the thing to be 

built, but rather a series of  intentions that are revealed through 

the processes of  making.5 

An attempt to find a narrative within architectural drawing 

is viewed through Frascari’s lens as a method for developing 

a construing of  the process that occurs in the designing of  

constructed environments. The use of  narrative theorists, 

3  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA: 7, 23-37. Pg. 23-26

4  Frascari, M. (1985). The role of  details in an urban text. Volumezero, 16-27. 
Pg. 24

5  Evans, R. (1995). The Projective Cast: Architecture and its three geometries. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Leatherbarrow, D. (1993). The roots of  
architectural invention site, enclosure, materials. Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press. Perez-Gomez, A., and Pelletier, L. (1997). Architectural representation and the 
perspective hinge. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Allen, S. (1999). Points + lines: 
diagrams and projects for the city. New York: Princeton Architectural Press.
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including Paul Ricoeur, Mieke Bal and Naomi Schor has 

enabled a detailed examination of  the construction of  meaning 

in a narrative and has also established a means against which 

the interpretation of  a narrative in an architectural drawing set 

may be explored. Authors, Italo Calvino, Jorge Luis Borges and 

Georges Perec, have enabled a view of  the art of  storytelling 

that gathers together fragmented views and details to create 

topographical narratives. 

Historians Omar Calabrese, Angela Ndalianis, Carlo 

Ginzburg, Georges Didi-Huberman and James Elkins have 

directed an investigation of  the processes of  a ‘close reading’, 

where examinations of  the smallest details may challenge an 

established view of  history through the bringing together of  

apparently disparate material, through comparison rather than 

difference. The authors and historians used in this thesis view 

the world in ‘detail’ and have been employed by Frascari in 

his written works including ‘The Angels of  Architecture: The 

Three New Necessary Angels of  Architecture’ (2008). These 

writers are viewed as the three necessary ‘angels of  architecture’ 

that are essential to the construal, construction and teaching 

of  architectural histories, which he suggests foster thinking and 

imagination.6 

The drawn architectural details from the Architecture Archive 

are associated through similarities, repetitions, fragmentation, 

scale, secrets and emptiness, characteristics that pertain to all 

details in the architectural drawing set, making them familiar 

and simultaneously distinguishing them from others. The search 

and the reading of  the drawings makes an attempt to transcend 

differences and foster connections, obsessions and suppressions, 

that have revealed the chain of  events present in the design 

processes and become a critically constructed analysis that is a 

continuation of  the architectural imaginative act itself, 

6  Frascari’s ‘angels of  architecture’ are discussed further in ‘Chapter 1: 
Marco Frascari and the construction and construal of  architecture’. See 
also Frascari, M. (2008, May). The Angels of  Architecture: The Three New 
Necessary Angels of  Architecture. Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from http://
grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/05/angels-of-architecture.html
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and edifying of  the construal and construction of  the architect 

within the body of  the drawing sets. 

This thesis tests Frascari’s notions of  the narrative in the drawn 

architectural detail in the remnants held in an archive of  a once 

Pacific colony at the edge of  the world. This thesis attempts to 

extend Frascari’s argument by examining a particular range 

of  architectural details, identified and defined by the way that 

they inform the design, through repetition, through hiding 

and revealing, through manipulation of  scale, fragmentation, 

abstraction, emptying out and through neurotic obsession. 

The narrative and the detail

The narrative and the detail in Frascari’s writing.

Frascari invites us to think of  architecture in terms of  its 

smallest detail, to develop an understanding of  the whole and 

the inextricable link between drawing and building. In ‘The 

Tell-The-Tale Detail’ (1984), Frascari writes that the tension 

between construction and construing of  architectural objects 

is solved in the architectural details, which he sees as tools for a 

critical reading of  architectural imagination. He writes, 

‘The aim of  this paper is to indicate the role of  details as 
generators, a role traditionally ascribed to the plan, and 
to show that technology, with its double-faced presence 
as ‘technè of  logos’ and ‘logos of  technè’, is the basis for 
the understanding of  the role of  details. That is to say 
the ‘construction’ and the ‘construing’ of  architecture are 
both in the detail. Elusive in a traditional dimensional 
definition, the architectural detail can be defined as the 
union of  construction, the result of  the logos of  technè, 
with construing, the result of  the technè of  logos.’7

For Frascari the exercise of  detailing is a method for creation 

and interpretation, where architecture is seen as a built set of  

images, a readable visual text resulting from and generating an 

analytical activity. Frascari positions the source of  architectural 

meaning in construction, in particular the focus for him is 

between materials or spaces and the drawn architectural detail 

7  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg. 23
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is seen as a connection between the whole and the parts that can 

be invested with an aesthetic value producing poetics that favour 

the nature of  the work and the fabrication of  its pieces. 

‘Details are much more than subordinate elements; they 
can be regarded as the minimal units of signification in 
the architectural production of meanings. These units 
have been singled out in spatial cells or in elements 
of composition, in modules or in measures, in the 
alternating of void and solid, or in the relationship 
between inside and outside.’8

The joint is seen as a generator of construction and meaning 

and the tectonic detail is the site of innovation and invention. 

For Frascari the complex nature of architectural space and 

narrative space are considered analogous.9 Fiction often 

uses space as a physical setting for a plot to enfold where the 

intersection of events, places and characters takes place in 

certain places and at certain times and so in architecture, details 

can give character to a building.

If literary thought can be represented through architectural 

models similarly architectural thought can find expression 

through the ordering mechanisms of literature.10 In one version 

of a narrative the plot is comparable as it grasps together and 

integrates into one whole and complete story multiple and 

scattered events. It can shape the meaning attached to the 

narrative taken as a whole where, Frascari suggests, ‘the detail 

tells the tale’, where ‘architecture is the appropriate selection 

of details in the devising of the tale. A plot with the appropriate 

details becomes a fully developed and successful tale’.11

A building is often described as a narrative involving a 

8  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg. 23

9  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg. 24

10  This is a much traversed area, see: Bal, M. (2001). Louise Bourgeois’ Spider: the 
architecture of  art-writing: Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. Bal, M. (2009). 
Narratology: introduction to the theory of  narrative: Toronto: University of  Toronto 
Press. Gregotti, V. (1987). Della narrazione in architettura / Narration in 
architecture. Casabella, 540 (November), 2 - 3. Gregotti, V. (2010). Architecture, 
means and ends; translated by Lydia G Cochrane: Chicago; London: University of  
Chicago Press. Psarra, S. (2009). Architecture and narrative: the formation of  space and 
cultural meaning: Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon; New York, NY: Routledge.

11  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg. 26
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hypothetical viewer and a journey through space and is seen as 

something to be experienced unfolding in time. Thinking within 

architecture can be seen as a mental activity that is concerned 

with arranging forms, spaces, materials and programmes.12 

Architecture renders itself to be experienced, an activity that 

conceptually organises the parts into a whole and can be seen 

as an unfolding world experienced in sequence.13 In this sense 

the reading of a set of architectural drawings can be analogous 

to the reading of a book, a process and practice that typically 

follows a linear form from conception through to building. 

Architectural drawings are understood in this thesis as providing 

a framework that allows for the integration of many fragments 

(narrative, sensory, perceptual and temporal) while inviting an 

uncharted space between for personal projection.14 

Architectural drawing, viewed as mapping a narrative through 

drawn architectural details provided by the architect, relates 

spatial distances, proportions and placements. A novel’s 

narrative format is often aligned to a spatial hierarchy in order 

to describe room details, narrative fragments, stories and plots 

that are then assembled into a kind of storyboard, organizing 

fragments into a seemingly cohesive body. Cultural theorist 

and critic Mieke Bal writes ‘…a plot is, firstly designed, both 

as the interconnections between episodes and as the overall 

pattern of a narrative. It is the structuring operation deployed 

by narratives that is activated in the reading of narrative.’15 In 

this light a narrative plot can be seen as mediation between 

individual events or incidents and a story taken as a whole, as 

12  Psarra, S. (2009) Architecture and narrative: the formation of  space and cultural 
meaning. Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon; New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg. 67

13  ‘Narrative, either based on successive actions in a story or on spaces 
that are seen sequentially, is at the centre of  creative imagination. There are 
creations, in which fictional and spatial narratives are inseparable from each 
other...’ Psarra, S. (2009) Architecture and narrative: the formation of  space and cultural 
meaning. Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon; New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg. 68-69

14  Cultural theorist and critic Mieke Bal writes that ‘to realize that any text 
is a patchwork of  different strata, bearing traces of  different communities and 
of  the contestations between them, is an essential insight.’ Bal, M. (2009). 
Narratology: introduction to the theory of  narrative. Toronto: University of  Toronto 
Press. Pg. 70

15  Bal, M. (1986). Tell-Tale Theories. Poetics Today, 7(3, Poetics of  Fiction), 
555-564. Pg. 558
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equally the plot may draw a meaningful story from a diversity 

of events or incidents and transform incidents or events into a 

story. 

French philosopher Paul Ricoeur writes in ‘Time and 

Narrative’, that a traditional plot is an operation that draws 

a configuration out of a simple succession, drawing together 

disparate and somehow discordant elements into a concordant 

unity that has a temporal span.16 He goes on to write that 

a narrative must also be more than just an enumeration 

of events in a serial order, it must organise them into an 

intelligible whole uniting contingencies that could be different 

or even non-existent. According to Ricoeur the plot brings 

together factors as varied as agents, goals, means, interactions, 

circumstances and unexpected results, ‘…the concept of the 

plot also allows an even greater extension by including pitiable 

and fearful incidents, sudden reversals, recognitions and violent 

effects within the complex plot.’17 Successions of events are 

transformed through configurational arrangements into one 

meaningful whole assembling events together, which make 

the story followable.18 For Frascari architectural drawing 

is the joint work of the text and the reader and the written 

work is a sketch for reading.19 The reading of a text and its 

16  Ricoeur, P. (1984-1988). Time and narrative: Volume 1; translated by Kathleen 
McLaughlin and David Pellauer. (Vol. 1). Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. 
Pg. 65

17  Ricoeur, P. (1984-1988). Ricoeur, P. (1984-1988). Time and narrative: Volume 1; translated by Kathleen 
McLaughlin and David Pellauer. (Vol. 1). Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. 
Pg. 64

18  Ricoeur suggests that reading has a connection to the plot’s capacity to 
model experience because it takes up the framing act that grasps together the 
details of  actions into the whole of  the plot.  Acts of  reading that accompany 
the narrative’s configuration and its capacity to be followed, could be 
described as a decision of  the productive imagination. The act of  reading is 
the operator that joins mimesis to mimesis, an indicator of  the reconfiguring 
of  the world of  action within the plot. Ricoeur, P. (1984-1988). Time and 
narrative: Volume 1; translated by Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer. (Vol. 1). 
Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. Pg. 77

19  ‘The exercise of  detailing is based on the interpretation of  an architectural 
text, explaining retrospectively, by invention, the elements and joints of  
buildings. Such an interpretation produces a reconstruction of  the evident 
and non-evident connections between the proposed building and its physical 
and cultural contexts.’ Frascari, M. (1989). The Particolareggiamento in the 
Narration of  Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 43(Autumn 1), 
3-12. Pg 3-4
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complicated connections can be seen as an operation that is 

similar to an architectural text and its process of constitution 

as an interpretive instrument in architectures practice.20 The 

architectural drawing sets within the archive consist of holes, 

gaps and zones of indetermination, which challenge the reader’s 

capacity to configure that which the author seems to have left 

out. It is the reader, almost abandoned by the work, who carries 

the burden of the architectural plot.21 In Frascari’s analogy 

of the speaking architecture, ‘architectural details are seen as 

words composing a sentence and as the selection of words and 

styles gives characters to a sentence the selection of details gives 

a character to a building.’22 The detail is seen by Frascari as 

an indirect and direct expression of the structure and use of 

buildings and locates the source of architectural meaning in 

construction, privileging the joint as the site of innovation and 

invention.

For Frascari, ‘…architectural details are minimal units of 

production, unifying the tangible and the intangible. In the 

details are the possibilities of innovation and invention, and it 

is through these that architects can give cohesion to the most 

uncommon and difficult or disorderly environment generated 

by a culture.’23 Frascari suggests that the tension between 

constructions of architectural objects is solved in the

20  ‘It is here in this constitutional process, in its rules, difficulties, traditions 
and deceits that it would be possible to find real grounds common to other 
construction and creative reflection processes, starting with the questioning 
of  the profession and their transformation.’ Gregotti, V. (1983). Mimesis. 
Casabella, 490(April), 12 - 13. Pg. 13

21  Effects produced by a text on a receiver, whether individual or collective, 
are a component of  the present or actual meaning of  the text and the set of  
instructions. In an architectural drawing set the individual reader executes the 
reception in a passive or a creative way ‘…the reception of  a text, an ability to 
communicate and a capacity to refer, what the reader receives is not just the 
sense of  the work, but through its sense of  the work, that is the experience, 
it brings to language and in the last analysis the world and the temporality 
it unfolds in the face of  this experience.’ Ricoeur, P. (1984-1988). Time and 
narrative: Volume 1; translated by Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer. (Vol. 1). 
Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. Pg. 78

22  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA: 7, 23-37. Pg. 24

23  Frascari, M. (1984).   Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA: 7, 23-37. Pg. 23
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architectural detail, which he sees as a means for the critical 

reading of architectural narration.24 

‘Drawings are graphic representations analogously related 
to the built world through a corporeal dimension and 
embodying in themselves the chiasm of  conceiving and 
constructing. Drawings are specific acts of  demonstration 
belonging to an architectural encyclopaedia, which is a 
thesaurus of  angelic images.’25

This thesis sees the drawn architectural detail as not an abstract, 

passive combining and joining of elements that is a composition, 

but rather as a method of creative reasoning, a process of 

possible material realities. The reading of architectural drawing 

sets offers a narration in terms of the un-erasable marks of its 

making that is the concrete material of architecture taking place 

through non-descriptive instruments forcing the narration of 

reality through the fiction of architectural specificity.26 

The Auckland Archive: a local context for historical 
imagination

Periods in the Architecture Archive are continuously punctuated 

by ellipses, false starts, dead ends and incomplete allusions 

that are expected in any conversation. The selected drawn 

architectural details offer construction and deconstruction 

through a variety of  formal, conceptual and physical actions 

on paper, anticipating the conceptual and physical events in the 

building. The drawing sets have been viewed as an apparatus 

that can in addition to informing the facture of  a building, 

encapsulate, orient, ascertain, interpret, model, control or 

secure the gestures, behaviours opinions or discourses of  the 

people involved in the making of  architecture. The relationships 

between the contractor, architect, and the ability to render each 

24  ‘�hatever the air spaces, areas and dimensions involved, it is the precise ‘�hatever the air spaces, areas and dimensions involved, it is the precise 
study and good execution of  details, which confirm architectural greatness. 
The detail tells the tale.’ Labatut, J. (1956). An Approach to Architectural 
Details. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education: 11(Summer, 2), 33-37. Pg. 37

25  Frascari, M. (1989). The Angelic View: Architectural Drawings as 
�onderful Demonstrations. The Fifth Column Magazine, 7(3), 12-15. Pg. 12

26  Gregotti, V. (1987). Della narrazione in architettura / Narration in 
architecture. Casabella, 540(November), 2 - 3. Pg. 3
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of  the components of  a building at a one-to-one scale.

Architectural drawings have always been considered sources 

and material for the historical investigation of  architecture; to 

help reconstruct or analyse the history of  buildings, cities or the 

work of  individual architects. For Frascari an examination of  

historical processes, through the study of  architectural drawing, 

can challenge the understanding of  drawn processes where 

minutely detailed and thorough observations may reveal factors 

previously unobserved .27 In ‘The Silent Architect and the 

Unutterable Nature of  Architecture’ (1998), Frascari argues that 

architectural historians have the imagination of  the historian 

but are not gifted with the architects’ imagination because 

they do not work as with the actual fabric of  buildings, rather 

they work on images of  it.28 In this sense architectural drawing 

is analysed with a ‘monocular vision’ and is seen as ancillary 

components rather than architectural agents.29

‘Historians of  architecture can deal with the lofty 
issues of  architectural theory and theorize about 
architectural practice, but they can neither practice nor 
profess architecture. �hile they have the imagination 
of  the historian, they are not gifted with the architect’s 
imagination. They have an extrinsic point of  view. Their 
architectural definitions, mere verbal representations, are 
not germane inasmuch as they do not work directly on 
the actual fabric of  architecture; they work rather 

27 Frascari, M. (2008, 30th June). Architectural thinking is quite comparable th June). Architectural thinking is quite comparable 
to the drawing of  architecture Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from http://
grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008_06_01_archive.html

28  Frascari, M. (1998). The Silent Architect and the Unutterable Nature 
of  Architecture. In Quantrill, M., and �ebb, B. (Eds.), The culture of  silence: 
architecture’s fifth dimension (pp. 67-94): College Station, Tex.: Texas A&M 
University Press. Pg. 73

29  ‘Cosmospoiesis can be described as ‘world-making’. In ‘�ays of  �ays of  
�orldmaking’ Nelson Goodman observes that a ‘world’ is not merely 
the physical universe, but also a sum of  cultural artefacts, the systems of  
organisation and meanings created by a group of  people at any one time.  
In this way, the formation of  structure and spaces in architecture plays a 
significant role in creating and contributing to cultural worlds. An architectural 
cosmospoiesis is the sum of  the different ways that architects contribute to the 
world order in their architectural conceiving.’ Goodman N. (1978) Ways of  
World Making. Indianapolis: Hacket: Publishing Company. Pg. 6 – 17 Cited in: 
Frascari, M. (2010, 11th June). De Beata Architectura, Places for Thinking. 
Retrieved 6th January, 2011, from http://www.scribd.com/doc/46011350/
Frascari-Lincoln-Ill#source:facebook. Pg. 2
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on images of  it. This procedure paralyses architectural
dreaming with in the discipline of  monocular vision.’30

For Frascari the architectural historian traces lines on 

photographs or paintings to consider the geometry of 

perspectives and in their publications the use and production 

of architectural representations is seen as subsidiary to the built 

form. The analysis of the built and the buildings documentation 

are figured out by reproduction, recognition and similarity for 

the architectural historian, rather than rules of cosmospoiesis, 

i.e. of analogy, opposition and sympathy that Frascari suggests 

are the domain of the architect. Through Frascari’s lens 

the search through the Architecture Archive as a source for 

drawn architectural details becomes a study of beginnings, 

of alternative and concurrent architectural representations 

that make it possible to consider questions of the efficiency of 

indirect perception in producing architecture.31 

An Architecture Archive search is an endless hunt for 

documents, organised by gaps or archival excess with a 

view to making private histories public 32 In one sense all 

archives are fractured and partial and care needs to be taken 

to produce seamless accounts of the histories of architects 

and their imaginings. This discussion is less about enclosure 

and containment and more about the entanglement of inside 

and outside, less about a traditional interior and more about 

following an itinerary.33 A collage of fleeting images assembled 

30  ‘This procedure, as James Elkins has pointed out, fossilizes the art of  
perspective, since they never put themselves on the opposite side and attempt 
a perspectival construction as the great perspectivists of  the past did after 
their perspectival analysis.’ Frascari, M. (1998). The Silent Architect and the 
Unutterable Nature of  Architecture. In Quantrill, M., and �ebb, B. (Eds.), 
The culture of  silence: architecture’s fifth dimension (pp. 67-94): College Station, Tex.: 
Texas A&M University Press. Pg. 73

31  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200 - 212. Pg. 205

32  Architectural historian Beatriz Colomina writes in Privacy and publicity: Privacy and publicity: 
modern architecture as mass media, that modernity coincides with the 
publicity of  the private, a re-drawing of  boundaries. Colomina, B. (1994). 
Privacy and publicity: modern architecture as mass media. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press. Pg. 9

33  Frascari references James Elkins, ‘The Poetics of  Perspective’ (1994) 
and suggests that, ‘...architectural historians consider architecture from the 
same side of  the image as all other observers. The architectural historian’s 
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as the reader moves through, gathering together architectural 

drawings. The saving of scraps and the unnatural nature 

of collecting has lead to the discovery of the concealments, 

fragments, repetitions, emptiness and obsessions. The 

Architecture Archive has puts in reserve; saved, revealing 

orders, classifications, notes and partial conversations, the 

drawers of paper an underlying material base.34 Standing fast 

under a paper rain the archive contains magazines, documents, 

drawing sets, photographs, letters; each assemblage different, 

each division important as the next. Drawing sheets are 

repeated, details are used again and again, and nothing is 

discarded.

Conventional practices of architectural working drawing 

production are grounded in methods of architectural drawing, 

orthographic projections that enable formal compositions. The 

information orchestrated in the drawing set is not exclusively 

visual, notational systems are employed to mediate between 

visuality and materiality engendering a relationship between 

form and matter. Detail drawings within the Architecture 

Archive reveal a built reciprocity between drawing and building, 

the construction process making a life size formwork for the 

activity of drawings. Archived sheets with stains, rips, notes and 

revisions disturbing the surface of the drawn sheets are marks 

made during the construction process. They represent tectonic 

settings, obscured and hidden, that are aspects of the imagined 

building and reveal the pleasure of drawing, imagining and 

building.35 

ekphrasis is solely a means of  establishing authorative instruction.’ Frascari, 
M. (1998). The Silent Architect and the Unutterable Nature of  Architecture. 
In Quantrill, M., and �ebb, B. (Eds.), The culture of  silence: architecture’s fifth 
dimension (pp. 67-94): College Station, Tex.: Texas A&M University Press. Pg. 
74

34  ‘The archive and its guests become mesmerized by private storytelling, the 
story of  motivations, the story of  the search and the story of  results.’ Yaeger 
Kaplan, A. (1990). Reading the Archive: on Texts and Institutions. Yale French 
Studies: 77, 103-116. Pg. 103

35  See Frascari on the body: Frascari, M. (1985). A “measure” in architecture: 
A medical-architectural theory by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto. RES: 
9(Spring), 79 -90. Frascari, M. (1987). A New Corporeality of  Architecture. 
JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 40(Jubilee 2), 22-23. Frascari, M. (1987). 
The body and architecture in the drawings of  Carlo Scarpa. RES, 14, 123 - 
142.



16

The drawn architectural details from the Architecture Archive 

begin to construct intimate connections between artefacts 

and language, images and texts that are between memory 

and history. Close reading connects and disconnects the 

fragments of the archive and results in a confusing proliferation 

of paths, shattered narratives and partial histories. The 

drawn architectural details shift between what appears as a 

problematic unity and the partiality of its own being, making 

visible an origin, site, or even genealogical root and the drawn 

architectural detail becomes subject to a greater enquiry.36 

Accumulated artefacts, material histories and the narrative 

reading of the Auckland University Architecture Archive have the 

potential to present a history that may conventionally privilege 

certain objects and may smooth out elements in order to get 

consistent, rhythmic readings. Searching through the archive 

reveals laden draws, shelves and boxes not as fixed narratives 

but as inconsistent collections of artefacts, assemblages of events 

and the construction of collective identities. A study of the 

archived drawing sets at the level of the detail, describes and 

presents what is simultaneously a ruin of the archival object of 

what the reader can see and what can be assumed, not only 

demonstrates the impact of historical processes but and also 

challenges our understanding of the processes themselves, in the 

belief that microscopic observations will reveal factors previously 

unobserved. The search through the Architecture Archive has 

become an authentication of forms that display a loss of entirety, 

totality and system in favour of instability and change. 

Surfaces of the drawn sheets within the archive are littered with 

clues about the relationship between the building, its makers 

and its users and the reading of these sheets becomes a reading 

of fragments, resisting total re-construction. Drawing sets are 

supplemented by technical calculations, on site improvisations, 

36  ‘The detail yields the paradoxical effect of  putting readers outside areas 
to which they are attracted. Because it is of  a proportion and scale different 
from its context, the detail invites speculation on literary geography, that is, 
on the space both of  texts themselves, in their ink and paper, and of  what 
they represent to a mind’s eye.’ Conley, T. (2003). From Detail to Periphery: 
All French Literature is Francophone. Yale French studies, 103(French and 
Francophone: The Challenge of  Expanding Horizons), 166-176. Pg. 168
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templates, mock-ups and prototypes; a record of the everyday in 

practice, their authorship sometimes questionable and perhaps 

revealing information that the designer may wish to hide.  In 

addition to this is their capacity to reveal an architects’ rigour; 

working drawings, ask the reader to participate in the act of 

making. Looking at sets of construction documents offers more 

than just instructions for the built; they become a series of 

investigations that map an alternative history to the Dominion 

Period of Auckland City. 

Scope of the thesis

The following six chapters examine and test Frascari’s notion 

of  the construal and construction of  the drawn architectural 

detail. The chapters are constructed from detailed readings 

of  Frascari’s own methodology, effectively reclassifying his 

various speculations about architectural detailing as a series 

of  distinctive metaphors or functional categories. These are 

the detail as fragment, the detail as repetition, the detail as 

empty or full, the detail as the hidden or secret and the detail as 

scale. The search for appropriate drawings and sets of  detailed 

drawings in each category has been iterative and intuitive in the 

first instance, guided by aesthetic preferences. The Auckland 

Architecture Archive contains a somewhat disorganised 

collection of  some of  the most valuable documentation of  the 

Dominion Period.

Chapter 1: Marco Frascari‘s cosmopoiesis and the 
construction and construal of architecture

The first chapter addresses Frascari’s own methodology 

as a form of  cosmopoiesis and a kind of  excess. Frascari 

sees joints between materials and spaces as a source of  

architectural meaning that are the construal and construction 

of  architecture.37 Drawn architectural details operate in both 

narrative and architecture according to Frascari and in ‘A Light, 

Six-Sided, Paradoxical Fight’ (2002), he writes,

37  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37.
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‘Built structures and their architectural representation are 
places where geometry, mathematics and construction 
discover their common nature, that is, the capability of  
human imagination to merge architectural objects with 
the telling of  enjoyable tales.’38

From this point of view the close reading of a set of architectural 

drawings offers clues to tales of the past, a kind of historic 

architectural tracing that involves examining structural 

reflection and architectural thoughts that are an analogical 

referent of theoretical structures and architectural details. 

Architectural detail is explicitly and implicitly present in 

Frascari’s writing on architecture, the architectural detail is a 

type of narrative that informs the imaginative production and 

understanding of the role of architectural details. 

This chapter will identify several key terms used in Frascari’s 

notion of the construal and construction of architectural 

drawing, including: ‘The tell-the-tale detail’ that explores 

the role of the detail in architecture.39 ‘An architectural 

strenna’ examines architectural drawing as mediating between 

imaginative work and the materiality of architectural space.40  

‘A medical measure’ discusses architectural details and the 

making of architecture through an analogy of bodily parts.41  

38  Frascari, M. (2002). A Light, Six-Sided, Paradoxical Fight. Nexus Network 
Journal, 4(2), 21 - 37. Pg. 21

39  See: Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Frascari, 
M. (1985). Function and Representation in Architecture. Design Methods and 
Theories, 19(1), 200-212. Frascari, M. (1989). The Particolareggiamento in the 
Narration of  Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 43(Autumn 1), 
3-12.

40  See: Frascari, M. (2002). The �ell-Tempered Drawings of  a reflective 
Architect. The Reflective Practitioner, 2, Unpagenated. Frascari, M. (2007). 
Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and Steinberg. In A. Perez-Gomez, 
and Parcell, S. (Ed.), Chora Volume 5: Intervals in the Philosophy of  Architecture (pp. 
179 - 200): McGill-Queen’s University Press, Montreal, Canada. Frascari, M. 
(2007). A reflection on paper and its virtues within the material and invisible 
factures of  architecture. In M. Frascari, Hale, J., and Starkey, B. (Ed.), From 
models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture (pp. 23-33): London; 
New York: Routledge. Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 
Strenna: Ottawa: Auctoris expensis. Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the 
art of  architectural drawing: slow-food for the architect’s imagination: New York, N.Y.: 
Routledge.

41  See: Frascari, M. (1985). A “measure” in architecture: A medical-
architectural theory by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto. RES, 9(Spring), 79 
-90. Frascari, M. (1987). A New Corporeality of  Architecture. JAE: Journal of  
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‘Sollertia: imagination and the quick thinking architect’ 

discusses architectural drawings and architectural imagination 

as a course of actions based on imagined constructions.42 These 

four terms will be used throughout the rest of the thesis where 

Frascari locates the source of architectural meaning in the 

construction of formal and actual joints between materials and 

space. For Frascari joints are seen as generators of construction 

and therefore meaning and in this light tectonic details become 

the site of innovation and invention; a pretext for generating 

new texts by imposing an order on the whole and located within 

tectonics in an endless set of architectural ideas.

Chapter 2: Detail as fragment: the incomplete, the 
possibility of connection and an excess of multiplicities.

In chapter two I argue that the drawn architectural detail is a 

fragment where the whole is a record of  the process of  drawing, 

a summation of  thoughts and the detail is a selected snatch 

of  the construction and the construal of  the built. The drawn 

architectural fragment dissects small parts of  an experience and 

discloses more about the overall construction and formulates a 

process for working within the archive. This chapter is viewed 

through the narrative writing of  Omar Calabrese, Joseph 

Franks, Georges Didi-Huberman and Italo Calvino who see 

the fragment as an opportunity for reconstruction, connection 

and separation. Using Frascari fragmented architectural detail 

is seen as a means of  connection and detachment offering 

multiple possibilities.

This chapter considers multiple readings that appear from 

a fragmented piece of  the archive. The fragmented detail is 

considered through the narrative lense of  Italo Calvino and 

Architectural Education, 40(Jubilee 2), 22-23. Frascari, M. (1987). The body and 
architecture in the drawings of  Carlo Scarpa. RES, 14, 123 - 142.

42  Frascari, M. (1989). The Angelic View: Architectural Drawings as 
�onderful Demonstrations. The Fifth Column Magazine, 7(3), 12-15. Frascari, 
M. (1990). The Construction Drawings of  a Blind Architect. In M. M. Angelil 
(Ed.), On Architecture, the City, and Technology, Association of  Collegiate Schools of  
Architecture.; ACSA Technology Conference (8th: 1990: University of  Southern 
California) (pp. 52 - 54): �ashington, DC Association of  Collegiate Schools 
of  Architecture. Frascari, M. (1993). The Compass and the Crafty Art of  
Architecture. Modulus, 22, 2-15.
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Frascari’s notions of  phantasia and fragmented architecture, 

offering the possibility of  connections, false paths and narratives 

of  loss. Frascari suggests that architectural works are not the 

result of  a single mentality but are one of  connecting buildings 

and imagination within a homologous structure. This chapter 

makes the connection between the drawn architectural detail 

and what Frascari suggests is a tectonic mosaic by which 

buildings result. Similarly an examination of  a series of  

drawings constructs through assimilation a transformation from 

other parts of  the building and other buildings. Calvino writes 

of  imagined cities,

‘… and I think that, setting out from there, I will put 
together, piece by piece, the perfect city, made of 
fragments mixed with the rest, of instants separated by 
intervals, of signals one sends out, not knowing who 
receives them.’43

Elusive connections between a morselated piece and a single 

sheet from the architecture archive were viewed as a contrary 

operation, which consisted of  sticking pieces back together. 

The drawn fragment within the archive becomes recognised as 

an enabling fiction. The lengthy and often fragmented search 

through the archive is continued on the assumption that a 

unified spatial apprehension is ultimately possible. 

A fragmented detail it is argued is the incomplete and 

offers multiple connections and the promise of  fragments 

to be re-united or salvaged.44 According to Frascari drawn 

fragments provide a resource from which the architect can 

draw for the invention of  new designs, assembling, collecting 

and recombining the fragments in new ways. Breaking up, 

distorting, multiplying, and disarranging oddments and 

leftovers in the mind occurs after the fragmenting process of  

perceiving, learning, forgetting and recalling. This paper attends 

to the drawing archive of  the Auckland University for the 

‘Government �arehousing, New Premises Cnr Nelson and 

43  Calvino, I. (2002). Invisible cities; translated from the Italian by William Weaver. 
London: Vintage. Pg 164

44  Evans, R. (1984). In front of  lines that leave nothing behind: Daniel 
Libeskind Chamber �orks 6-29 October 1983. AA Files, 6(May), 89-96. Pg 92
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Fanshawe Streets’ (1939) by the architects Benjamin Charles 

Chilwell and Cecil Trevithick.

Chapter 3: Detail as hidden or secret: the Chinese Whisper

In chapter three I discuss the drawn architectural detail as 

secret or hidden. Following Frascari’s ideas of  making the 

invisible visible, tracing chiastic relationships between images 

and numbers that become part of  the apparatus of  future 

constructions. The inevitable slippage between drawing and 

building, the gap becomes a secret of  construction, dimensions, 

heights proportions and divisions.45 The secret drawn detail is 

discussed within the archived drawing set of  the South British 

Insurance Building (1927) at 5-13 Shortland Street, Auckland 

City, a reinforced concrete structure with a Neo-classical 

façade and elaborate cornices was constructed on the verge of  

modernity by the architects Hugh Grierson, Kenneth Aimer 

and Malcolm Draffin, 

This chapter considers the architectural detail as a means of 

discussing the writing of architecture. The detail is seen as 

a connection between narrative and interpretation through 

ideas of the secret or hidden. Frascari writes in ‘A reflection on 

paper and its virtues within the material and invisible factures 

of architecture’ (2007), that drawings present themselves to a 

person’s view and purport to be representations of a building-

to-come and thus propose to offer knowledge pertaining to its 

otherwise invisible referents.46 He suggests that this view does 

not progress once the presentation drawing is experienced 

and any further pursuit of the invisible beyond the drawing is 

effectively annulled. Discussions of whether the invisible remains 

invisible or instead become visible belong to the domain of the 

drawing. Frascari argues that the drawing may offer ‘sight’ by 

allowing the invisible to saturate the visible, ‘…the most difficult 

assignment for architects is to conceive by virtuous reflections a 

45  The South British Building (1927), 5 - 13 Shortland Street, Hugh 
Grierson, Kenneth Aimer and Malcolm Draffin architects.

46  Frascari, M. (2007). A reflection on paper and its virtues within the 
material and invisible factures of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and 
Starkey, B. (Eds.). From models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture 
(pp. 23-33). London; New York: Routledge. Pg 31
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construction which has to be extracted from the empty surface 

of a drafting surface – that is the inauguration of a building.’47 

The detail is a clue with which to reconstruct an absented body. 

A detailed reading through a proliferation of paths, fragments, 

shattered narratives and partial histories may reveal the clues 

and the secret may be discovered.  Secrets can also be seen 

as knowledge that is thought little of, dismissed or trivial and 

collections vary with disciplines, Carlo Ginzburg in ‘Morelli, 

Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method’ 

suggests that ‘...the historians’ knowledge...is indirect based on 

signs and scraps of evidence, conjectural’.48 To pursue the secret 

can make the most ordinary sublime and details considered 

trivial and unimportant. The things we see all around us, 

beneath notice, could perhaps furnish the key. For Frascari 

there is no perceivable difference between sacred and mundane 

actions, every architectural conjuring is a manifestation of 

sapience acquired through technique and visualization that 

become exercises in architectural storytelling.49 In this light the 

drawn architectural detail weaves thoughts and images into 

projections that later become hidden in the built.

The detailed sections in this location have produced one of the 

finest moments of Art Deco architectural space in Auckland 

City. The narrative writing of Carlo Ginzburg assists in an 

examination of artefacts through clues and evidence. Using 

Frascari’s writings the selected archival drawings, reduce their 

material density and complexity through excavating a series of 

drawn layers that make the invisible visible. 

Chapter 4: Detail as repetition: the ritual of drawing

In chapter four I discuss the drawn architectural detail as a 

type of repetitive ritual through the use of the grid. For Frascari 

47  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg. 105

48  Ginzburg, C. (1980). Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and 
Scientific Method. HWJ: History workshop journal: 9, 5-36. Pg 6

49  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 106
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the work involved in a repetitive drawing allows the architect 

time to ‘relax’, to imagine things that are non-existent, retrieve 

memories and contemplate, the moment for new creative 

connections. Obsessive compulsions and rhythmic additions in 

the drawn grid begin to map a set of real preoccupations and 

repetitions, the solution to the same puzzle, taken up over and 

over again, worried, re-worked, refigured as it constructs the 

architecture of the Auckland Electric Power Board Building.50

The individual drawn sheets of the AEPB building and its 

entire archived drawing set find their place within an overall 

architectonic. The architecture is made up of relations, 

movements and passages and the carving of pathways, trajectories 

and vectors. The drawings of the arcade result in a disjunction 

between architectural volume and surface imagery. An atomized 

temporality is suggested through techniques of the interval and 

the repetition of images. In this light the AEPB Building becomes 

a receiver of vectors foliating in every direction, establishing 

movements and circulation and detailed changes of state appear 

within the repetitive detailing of the interior. 

Frascari in ‘The Tell-the-Tale Detail’ (1984), writes that geometry 

is a technique by which the architect transforms appropriate 

drawings with a view to predicting the occurrence of certain 

events.51 In addition to this there is the doodling that happen at 

the boundaries of the drawn sheets that occur, often in repetitive 

acts.52  This time to ‘relax’ allows the architect to imagine things 

that are non-existent, retrieve memories and contemplate: 

the moment for new creative connections between seemingly 

unrelated ideas.53 In architects’ drawings the presence of these 

50  Krauss, R. E. (1993). The optical unconscious. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg. 
20.

51  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA: 7, 23-37. Pg. 27

52  ‘The lure of  doodles, especially in architectural hybrid, also includes the 
frequent co-presence of  drafted lines and freehand tracing on a drawing 
surface – drawings that point to the ease and grace with which a doodler 
makes transition between drawings and doodling during those repetitive 
drawing tasks.’ Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. 
Ottawa: Auctoris expensis. Pg. 45

53  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg. 45
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side pictures (marginalia and doodles), space-filling textures for 

delineation and depictions (scumbling and random hatching) 

have a role in the unconscious perception of architectural 

drawing.54

This chapter will discuss the notion of the repetitive detail 

through the ritual of drawing. Repetition or being repeated 

could be a twice-told tale, an echo, a piece to be learnt by 

heart or (as equally) an old story, perhaps one that is never 

to be repeated again.55 Ritual represents the creation of a 

controlled environment where the variables, (the accidents), of 

ordinary life may be displaced precisely because they are felt 

to be so overwhelmingly present and powerful. ‘Any activities 

whatsoever may be obsessive actions in the wider sense of 

the term if they are elaborated by small additions or given a 

rhythmic character by means of pauses and repetitions.’56 

Architectural drawings disclose normally unnoticed aspects of 

the visual and historical world. The repetitious detail and the 

rituals of drawing will be discussed within the archived drawing 

set of the Auckland Electricity Power Board (AEPB), 187-189 

Queen Street Auckland by the architects N. �ade and A. M. 

Bartley.57 The ritual aspects of  what is largely a lost craft, the 

pre-automated and apparently tedious craft of  repetitively 

hand drawing the same motif  over and over again with pencil 

and ink on sheet after sheet of  paper or a repetitive grid on 

the same sheet of  paper will be considered. Labours unending 

repetition, the specialization of  work, a qualitative separation of 

54  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg. 46

55  Religious historian Jonathan Z. Smith in ‘To take place: toward theory in 
ritual’, writes that, ‘…ritual is, first and foremost a mode of  paying attention. 
It is a process for marking interest.’ Smith, J. Z. (1987). To take place: toward 
theory in ritual. Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. Pg. 103

56  Freud, S., 1856-1939. (1953-1974). The standard edition of the complete 
psychological works of Sigmund Freud / Translated from the German under the general 
editorship of James Strachey, in collaboration with Anna Freud, assisted by Alix Strachey 
and Alan Tyson. Volume 9 (1906-1908). Jensen’s ‘Gradiva’ and Other �orks: 
London: Hogarth Press. Pg. 117

57  Landmark House (1930), (Auckland Electric Power Board Building), 187-Landmark House (1930), (Auckland Electric Power Board Building), 187-
189 Queen Street, Auckland. http://www.historic.org.nz/Register/ListingDetail.
asp?RID=4470&sm
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tasks necessary to the production of a finished product of some 

complexity.58 

Chapter 5: Scale as the representation of an idea, the 
dream of architecture and the unravelling of a surface. 

In chapter five I argue that the drawn architectural detail is a 

form of scaled imagining. The archived drawings of the Smith 

and Caughey Department Store drawn sheets transform from 

elevation to detailed ornamentation in a spill of information. A 

circular procedure of understanding the parts is accomplished 

by considering the whole and understanding the whole is 

achieved by considering the parts. 

Using the work of Robin Evans and Italo Calvino lines are seen 

as edge, trace, contour, trajectory, and vector and architectural 

drawings made of lines become a line, provoking the thought 

that every line could be a world to itself composed also of a 

multitude of lines. The drawn is a tangible speculation that 

experiments with scale as the labour of the hand and eye 

attempts to bring dreams into the built world. In this light the 

reading of one view or component of a building automatically 

refers to another invisible condition outside of immediate 

perception, referencing other realizations of the drawing’s 

characteristics. Through this visual unravelling there are 

elements of distortion, a means of making things fit, revealing 

another layer of  narratives within its surfaces. 

Scaled drawings can be seen as the demonstration of an 

architectural idea where the architect attempts to fix fragmented 

dreams in logical sequences, by building understanding step 

by step. This hoped for logic is expressed in a system of scaling 

and eventually the nature of forms that are too complex to be 

seen at a single glance become clear. The scaled drawn detail 

becomes an act of clarification, of unravelling, a visualization of 

the imagined. The drawn is directed towards future

58  Stewart, S. (2007). Reading a Drawer. In Caicco, G. (Ed.), Architecture, ethics, 
and the personhood of  place (pp. 104 - 115): Lebanon, NH: University Press of  
New England. Pg. 113
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‘non-drawing objects‘, ‘operis futuri figura’, an undreamt future 

and the complicating of a surface. 

‘In Olinda, if  you go out with a magnifying glass and 
hunt carefully, you may find somewhere a point no bigger 
than the head of  a pin which if  you look at it slightly 
enlarged, reveals within itself  the roofs, the antennas, 
the skylights, the gardens, the pools, the streamers across 
streets, the kiosks in the squares, the horse racing track.  
That point does not remain there: a year later you will 
find it the size of  half  a lemon, then as a mushroom, 
then a soup plate. And then it becomes a full – sized city, 
enclosed within the earlier city: a new city that forces its 
way ahead of  the earlier city and presses it toward the 
outside.’59

Calvino’s version of scaling relies on procedures of partial 

seeing, scoping, rescaling and extending. A single work can 

appear at once assured and ordinary, or near and yet strangely 

remote; it may affect vast areas; yet simultaneously seem in 

danger of disappearing. Scale invites the inhabitation of a 

drawing, the anticipation of occupation. It offers a means of 

approaching ideas of the way an object fits together, with itself, 

with its environment and with those who view it. Architectural 

drawings are a medium of thought and can become a primary 

clue to thought processes and ideas. The drawn can become a 

tangible speculation, to draw during conception, experimenting 

with scale, the labour of the hand and eye in an attempt to bring 

dreams into the built world.

Scale, it is argued, is the representation of a dream and the 

complicating of a surface with which architecture comes into 

being. This chapter sees the scaled drawing as a casting forward 

that invites imaginative projection between a drawing, its future 

place and its detail. Scale drawings, it will be argued, are a 

discursive unravelling of the architects’ fantasia. Detail drawings 

not only present ideas of architecture’s past, but also represent 

them through the unbuilt. The drawn scaled detail will be 

discussed in a series of elevational studies within the archived 

drawing set of the Smith and Caughey Building (1927), corner 

59  Calvino, I. (2002). Invisible cities; translated from the Italian by William Weaver. 
London: Vintage. Pg. 129
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of Elliot and �ellesley Streets by the architect Roy Alstan 

Lippincott.60

Chapter 6: Emptying out and the abstracted detail

In chapter six I discuss the drawn architectural detail as 

empty or absent. The archived architectural drawings from 

the Dingwall Trust building offer a place where something 

momentous is about to happen and therefore can also be seen 

as full of or expectant. �ithin this drawing set there is no simple 

process of assembly that can gather together all these empty 

hints to reconstruct the figure itself. Through the narrative 

reading of writer Timothy �alsh The Dingwall Trust Building 

seismic calculations offer a wordless plenitude, a numbered 

saturation that leads to even greater obscurity. The drawings’ 

structured absences become elaborately interrelated and 

logically linked together; they form a dense cipher of variable 

intensities. The imagined building’s density is reduced to a 

single line and a series of numbered calculations. Using Frascari 

the architectural drawn is viewed as an account of numeracy 

and a discipline of experiential explanations and predictions 

through the use of numbers and measures in an architectural 

project.

The seven drawn sheets reveal the power of abstract thought 

rather than the seismic travel of the building, all of which is 

deliberately hidden in the architecture. The drawings become 

empty of meaning as they are hidden later in the construction.  

The detail lies in the practitioners’ work, as abstract thought, 

abstract detail, the dark places of joints hidden from view, a 

matrix with potent emptiness.61  

60  The Smith & Caughey Department Store (1927) corner of  Elliot and 
�ellesley Streets, Auckland City.

61  For Frascari the surface of  a drawing is an essential synaesthetic experience 
of  the architectural ‘cooking up’ of  buildings. He uses the term macaronic as 
a means of  describing the intellectual practice creating extraordinary ways 
of  thinking. ‘Macaronic’ thinking is based on the details and those minimal 
elements, apparently accidental and negligible. These become the node of  an 
infinite system of  relations, a pretext for divagating between the innumerable 
possibilities offered from the world of  knowledge. Frascari, M. (2003). 
Architects, never eat your maccheroni without a proper sauce! A macaronic 
meditation on the anti-Cartesian nature of  architectural imagination. Nordisk 
Arkitekturforskning: 2, 41 - 54. Pg. 44. ‘Macaronic’ thinking appears in earlier 
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Investigating the mapping of a structure originally composed in 

one medium onto another structure or another medium is the 

fundamental undertaking of architectural drawings. Through 

drawing architects are able to create visualizations of raw 

thoughts, they construct or deconstruct through a variety of 

formal, conceptual and physical actions on paper anticipating 

the yet to come events in the building.62 

This chapter attends to the drawing archive of the Auckland 

University for the ‘Building Queen Street For Dingwall 

Trust’ (1934) designed by Gummer & Ford & Partners and in 

particular singled out for closer examination are seven sheets of 

earthquake calculations for the building. At one and the same 

time the seven sheets show complexity, incompleteness and the 

promise of structured emptiness. These drawings tamper with 

the limits of construction, control and safety. They set the scene 

for the fullness of space and empty space, complex, without 

meaning and yet full of it.

The empty drawn detail is represented as a series of woven 

calculated notations across an ordered series of grids. The seven 

sheets suggest an historic emptiness, but full of meaning for both 

architect and engineer. Calculations caught in the margins of 

the drawings become the detail of the practitioner, a draft of 

abstract thought, all of which is deliberately hidden within the 

architecture. The drawn becomes abstract detail, a dark place 

hidden from view, a matrix of potent emptiness.

Conclusion

In making an analysis of Frascari’s notions of the construal 

and construction of architecture, architectural drawings are 

works, were Frascari pursues an interest in macaronic languages and its 
influence on creative criticism, a critique that investigates the basis of  our 
comprehension and representation of  the world. Frascari, M. (1997). The 
Pneumatic Bathroom: with a preface by Ignasi de Solà-Morales. In N. Lahiji, 
N., Friedman, D.S. (Eds.), Plumbing: sounding modern architecture (pp. 163-182): 
New York: Princeton Architectural Press. Pg. 176

62  Frascari, M. (2003). Architects, never eat your maccheroni without a Frascari, M. (2003). Architects, never eat your maccheroni without a 
proper sauce! A macaronic meditation on the anti-Cartesian nature of  
architectural imagination. Nordisk Arkitekturforskning: 2, 41 - 54. Pg. 47
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a means of entering a building through ambiguous imagery 

and unfinished representation. This is not achieved through 

exact visual duplication, but through a combination of past and 

present, a combining of traditional architectural representation.  

In this light, emphasizing the past, architectural drawings can 

project a realization and can have an anticipatory purpose; 

prospective and retrospective temporalities are mediated and 

condensed to present the possibilities of past and future. This 

thesis sees architectural drawings are a textual device and 

open to multiple readings and writings operating on one level 

as a form of projection, an essential accountability toward the 

building, and on the other hand as a means of exploratory 

communicative thought for the architect. 

To investigate the making of architecture is in a sense to 

examine works that have different characteristics, than those 

privileged by the built, an examination of those thinkers and 

makers and how labour falls into a larger context of cultural and 

aesthetic relations. This thesis applies these ideas to a ‘gap’ in 

New Zealand architectural history and offers continued work on 

the Dominion Period and also the application of this method to 

other histories of New Zealand Architecture. 

For New Zealand its recognition as a Dominion (1907-1945), 

were vital years, which have been somewhat, neglected 

architecturally?  New Zealand architectural history has been 

extensively researched from 1841 when it became a colony and 

again 100 years later with the move to modernism in 1936. 63   

However the Architectural history of the Dominion Period of 

New Zealand has very little significant writing. Robin Skinner 

notes that architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner while on 

a visit here in 1958 saw virtually nothing of interest in the 

architecture of the Dominion.64 

63  Clark, J. (2004). Ephemera: The Elusive Canon of  New Zealand Clark, J. (2004). Ephemera: The Elusive Canon of  New Zealand 
Architecture. Fabrications, 14(1 & 2, December), 47 - 58. Pg. 50

64   Robyn Skinner suggests that there has been very little significant 
writing on the Dominion Period and there is little documentation of  this 
period. Skinner, R. (1996). Niki down under: impressions of  Pevsner in New 
Zealand. SAHANZ, Loyalty and Disloyalty in the Architecture of  the British Empire and 
Commonwealth, 102 - 112.
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Commercial architecture of the Dominion period was a move 

to build impressive premises, not solely to provide permanence 

but also an indication of commercial stability where buildings 

were to inspire public confidence. Large structures were dressed 

in styles that included Georgian, Spanish Mission and Stripped 

classical. Many of the drawing sets discussed in this thesis have 

revealed hybrids of construction of load bearing walls and clad 

steel frames that was an economy of means and suggests that 

the importance of achieving stability was not only perceptible 

but also real. In the early years of the Dominion Period the 

construction of ‘institutions’ was not only to convey stability, 

solidity and permanence. 

The close reading of drawings and applying Frascari’s 

concepts as method places architectural drawings beyond the 

conventional and demonstrably narrow reading of architectural 

drawings that is undertaken within the architecture discipline’s 

professional field. This thesis offers a different insight into the 

nature of architectural drawing and its details, an architectural 

examination that does not present a doctrine or an isolated 

meditation, rather one that can depict the very process of 

making in its complexity. The architectural detail has told 

the story of their making, meaning and their contextual 

setting, involving both physical and imaginary dimensions of 

architectural experience, revealing the work of the designing 

architect. 



Chapter 1: Marco Frascari‘s cosmopoieses 
and the construction and construal of 
architecture

Italian architect Marco Frascari (b.1945 -) locates the source 

of  architectural meaning in construction, particularly the 

formal and actual joints that are between materials and space.1 

This chapter will discuss the published and unpublished 

works of  Frascari in terms of  his notion of  the construing and 

constructing of  architecture. For Frascari, ‘…the union of  

the forms of  expression with the forms of  content or, in other 

words, the converging of  constructing and construing,’ the joint 

is a tectonic detail that is a site for innovation, invention, and the 

construal of  architecture.2 Frascari sees narratives in the joint as 

a pretext for generating new texts, the detail or joint can impose 

its order on the whole and, located within tectonics, is an endless 

set of  architectural ideas.3 

Frascari’s extensive publishing record includes over a hundred 

published papers, several books and the regular contribution 

1  Frascari has taught in several esteemed institutions including Harvard 
University, Georgia Tech, and University of  Pennsylvania and is currently the 
director of  the David Azrieli School of  Architecture and Urbanism in Ottawa, 
Canada. ‘Born under the shadow of  the dome of  Alberti’s Sant’Andrea 
Mantua, Italy’. Frascari received his first degree from The Accademia di 
Belle Arti in Venice, and then completed a Dottore in Architettura at the 
Istututo Universitario di Architettura di Venezia (IUAV). He began his 
professional career in Verona while simultaneously teaching at IUAV.  Later 
Dr. Frascari moved to the United States, where he earned a Master of  Science 
in Architecture at the University of  Cincinnati and a Ph.D. in Architecture at 
the University of  Pennsylvania. Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 
2009 Strenna. Ottawa: Auctoris expensis. Pg 124

2  Frascari, M. (1982). Professional Use of  Signs in Architecture. JAE: Journal 
of  Architectural Education, 36(2), 16-22. Pg 16

3  Frascari discusses the detail and the joint; ‘...it is possible to observe that 
any architectural element defined as detail is always joint. Details can be 
‘material joints’, as in the case of  a capital, which is the connection between 
a column shaft and an architrave, or they can be ‘formal joints’, as in the 
case of  a porch, which is a connection between an interior and an exterior 
space. Details are then a direct result of  the multifold reality of  functions of  
architecture.’ Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 
24
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to several ‘blogs’.4  His theoretical work is drawn from a 

phenomenological exploration of  the material nature of  

architecture and reveals areas of  interest ranging from 

architectural imagination, the body and architecture, the 

relationship of  food and architecture and architectural drawing. 

In ‘The Angels of  Architecture: The Three New Necessary 

Angels of  Architecture’ (2008), Frascari writes that there are 

three necessary ‘angels of  architecture’, that are essential to the 

construal and construction and to the teaching of  architectural 

histories, which he suggests foster thinking and imagination, he 

lists them as,

‘The seraphim of  storytelling and pathos (Aby Warburg/
Walter Benjamin/Carlo Ginzburg), the cherubim of  
habitus and architectural conceiving (Pierre Bourdieu/
Erwin Panofsky/Paul Frankl) and the ophanim of  Ethos 
and sense(s)-making (Italo Calvino/George Perec/Carlo 
Gadda).’5

For Frascari the ‘seraphim’ of  storytelling is seen as a means 

of  discovering the ‘cosmopoietic’ dimensions of  architectural 

storytelling in architectural culture.6 The ‘cherubim’ of  habitus 

is viewed as a method for the conceiving a ‘proper’ architecture, 

which are the concepts of  architectural sense making, 

identity construction and occupation through a framework of  

4  http://marcofrascariportfolio.blogspot.com/, http://neurourbanism.blogspot.com/, 
http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/, http://architecturalbrouillion.blogspot.com/, 
http://marcofrascaricosmopoiesis.blogspot.com/, http://qidtum.blogspot.com/, http://
scalefigure.blogspot.com/, http://marcozibaldone.blogspot.com/

5  Frascari, M. (2008, May). The Angels of  Architecture: The Three New 
Necessary Angels of  Architecture. Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from http://
grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/05/angels-of-architecture.html

6  Aby Warburg [1866 – 1929] German art historian and cultural theorist, 
Walter Benjamin [1892 – 1940], literary critic and philosopher who made 
influential contributions to aesthetic theory, and historian Carlo Ginzburg 
[1939 -] a pioneer of  microhistory. ‘The presumed derivation of  the word 
from a Hebrew root meaning ‘to burn’ led to the view that the seraphim 
are specially distinguished by fervour of  love (while the cherubim excel in 
knowledge), and to the symbolic use of  red as the colour appropriate to the 
seraphim in artistic representations. In the system of  the Pseudo-Dionysius, 
the chief  source of  later angelology, the seraphim are the highest, and the 
cherubim the second, of  the nine orders of  angels.’ http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.
auckland.ac.nz/view/Entry/176348?redirectedFrom=seraphim#eid  Frascari, M. 
(2008, May). The Angels of  Architecture: The Three New Necessary Angels 
of  Architecture. Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.
blogspot.com/2008/05/angels-of-architecture.html
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storytelling.7 The ‘ophanim’ of  ethos and sense(s)-making is 

viewed as a crucial condition for the understanding of  both 

individual experience and social interaction through storytelling. 

In this light Frascari’s view of  an architect’s imaginings, are 

gathered from a variety of  ‘angelic’ references, building is 

seen as a text and architecture a language. A tension is created 

between imagining and making architecture and the resulting 

drawings are a built set of  images, a readable visual text 

resulting from and generating interpretive activity that is an 

allegory showing how imagination operates within architecture 

and architectural detailing. 

In ‘Sortes Architectii in 18th Century Veneto’ (1981), Frascari 

examines the construction and a construing of  critical 

knowledge shown in the production of  architectural details. He 

writes,

‘The detail is the unit of  architectural production. 
Through the joint the construction and the construing of  
architecture take place... In the joint the logos of  technè 
and the technè of  logos converge because they share 
the same logos, i.e. they are analogous… a construction 
achieved by the joining of  many different parts which is 
also a construing.’8

The architectural detail is seen as a source of  architectural 

meaning found in the actual joints between materials and 

spaces and architectural details are part of  an architectonic 

system that ‘…through rhetorical procedures of  invention 

– converging of  constructing and construing ‘architects 

“translate” in construction, that is represent, their construing 

of  dwelling in a determined environment.’9 Frascari sees a 

7  Pierre Bourdieu [1930 – 2002] French sociologist, anthropologist and 
philosopher, art historian Erwin Panofsky [1892 – 1968} known for his 
definition of  modern iconography and iconology and architectural historian 
Paul Frankl [1878 – 1962] whose seminal text theorised laws governing Gothic 
and Romanesque architecture. Frascari, M. (2008, May). The Angels of  
Architecture: The Three New Necessary Angels of  Architecture. Retrieved 
11th January, 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/05/angels-
of-architecture.html

8  Frascari, M. (1981). Sortes Architectii in the Eighteenth Century Veneto.   
Retrieved 3rd August 2011, from http://repository.upenn.edu/dissertations/
AAI8207960

9  Frascari, M. (1982). Professional Use of  Signs in Architecture. JAE: Journal 



34

chiasmatic relationship between the construction and construal 

of  architecture, which lies between constructing (building) 

and construing (giving order and intelligibility to the world, 

i.e. constructing meaning). Frascari examines technè of  

logos through the work of  Aristotle and Vitruvius. Aristotle 

distinguishes between sciences (episteme) and (tekhne), the 

former is a knowledge based on mental reflection whereas the 

latter is based on physical making, in other words, in performing 

and producing.10

In ‘Function and Representation in Architecture’ (1985), 

Frascari continues the discussion and argues that the construing 

and constructing of  architecture occurs in two spheres, the 

general and the individual or similarly the abstract and 

the concrete. This process is discussed through Vitruvian 

architectural theory and is viewed as a binomial expression of  

technè of  logos and the logos of  technè.11 He writes 

‘…logos rules the process of  construing and also the 
process of  construction. In other words the logos of  
building design has to take account of  the logos of  the 
materials and of  structures (the function, solidity) and the 
logos of  usages and customs (the organic architecture, 
convenience) in generating an effective architectural 
representation.’12

For Frascari architectural detailing is resolved in manual and 

operative making and also in mental and reflective imagining 

and the terms technè of  logos and the logos of  technè are a 

means for architectural imagination or phantasia.13 The technè 

of  Architectural Education, 36(2), 16-22. Pg. 16

10  [Aristotle, Parts of  Animals 639B; 16 – 640 a.8]. Frascari, M. (1982). Frascari, M. (1982). 
Professional Use of  Signs in Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 
36(2), 16-22. Pg. 17

11  ‘…in architectural artefacts, details retain their identity, and provide the 
place where the union between two spheres of  architectural production is 
achieved.’ Frascari, M. (1985). Function and Representation in Architecture. 
Design Methods and Theories, 19(1), 200-212. Pg 200-201

12  Vitruvius process of  signification is understood and a result of, ‘…a process 
which is technè based on logos…the logos of  wood, stone and structure are 
part of  this process.’ Frascari, M. (1985). Function and Representation in 
Architecture. Design Methods and Theories, 19(1), 200-212. Pg. 203

13  In ‘Elegant Curiosity’ (2008), Frascari examines the terms technè and In ‘Elegant Curiosity’ (2008), Frascari examines the terms technè and 
logos through the work of  Vitruvius, he notes, ‘…Vitruvius’s interest in the 
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of  logos is understood as the production of  a discourse and 

what Frascari calls constructing and the architectural detail or 

the joint is the basic unit or segment of  an architectural text, 

‘…the detail is the unit of  text production.’ Frascari suggests 

that it is through the detail as text production and the detail 

(the knot) that the construction and the construing of  the 

text takes place by means of  a theoretical analogy.’ Frascari 

goes onto to affirm his position through the use of  architect 

Gottfried Semper (1803-1875) who suggests that the origin of  

architecture is in the making of  textile materials, which is based 

on threading and twining operations, (the knot). For Semper the 

knot becomes ‘the oldest technical symbol and the expression 

of  the first cosmogonic ideas which arose among peoples’.14 

For Frascari the joint (the knot – that is the detail), are the 

practical norms of  technology and aesthetics that come together 

in a dialectic antinomy. Architectural details in this light are a 

unit of  construction rendering conceivable the inconceivable 

unions that rely on the demonstration of  their connection. In 

architecture this occurs in the details, (both understanding and 

making), and architectural elements labelled as joints become a 

smaller part in relation to a larger whole.

‘Construction drawings are based on a sapience of  
materialization by which the assembled materiality 
becomes the carrier of  fluid and invisible thoughts. 
Construction drawings must not be understood as mere 
visualizations but as factures because they a ‘things made 
and done’.’15 

The architectural detail is explicitly and implicitly present 

and seen as a type of  narrative that informs the construing 

and constructing of  imaginative production. For Frascari 

every mark, even accidental marks, maps out expressions and 

discipline of  rhetoric led him to use it as an analogical model for structuring 
his theory of  architecture. For Vitruvius, rhetoric foreordained a consequential 
chiastic relationship between technè and logos; in other words, between a 
body of  constructional principles and a body of  poetic principles in the art of  
building.’ Frascari, M. (2008). Elegant Curiosity. Log: 12, 69-79. Pg. 71 

14  Gottfried Semper, Der Stil (Munich, 1878). Pg. 11. Cited in: Der Stil (Munich, 1878). Pg. 11. Cited in:  Frascari, M. 
(1985). The role of  details in an urban text. Volumezero,16-27. Pg. 17

15  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination: New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg. 123
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patterns that reveal the importance to be found in the cognitive 

‘factures’ of  architecture, ‘…recording the physical or mental 

actions corresponding to the multiple and interfacing stages of  

architectural projects.’16 The instrumentality of  architectural 

representation has a capacity to render abstract ideas concrete 

and in this sense drawn architectural details are seen as more 

than a minute attention to a particular item.

This chapter sees architectural drawings in Frascari’s terms, 

as more than simply the result of  an architectural intention 

made graphic, more than a convenient neutral vehicle for 

communication. The studies of  historic documents within 

an archive provide a method for understanding the possible 

functions and meanings in architectural drawing and are a 

means to discover its conception. In this light, the reading of  

architectural drawing is not just a study of  histories but is also 

a challenge to the understanding of  the process itself, a means 

of  exploring architectures’ ideas and dreams. Through four 

key terms, found in Frascari’s work, ‘The tell the tale detail’, 

‘An architectural strenna’, ‘A medical measure’ and ‘Sollertia: 

imagination and the quick thinking architect’, the construal 

and construction of  architectural drawings will be examined 

to enable a detailed reading of  architectural drawings from the 

Dominion Period in Auckland, New Zealand.17

The tell the tale detail

In ‘The true and the Appearance: The Italian Façadism and 

Carlo Scarpa’ (1982), Frascari examines the relationship 

between architecture and text through the work of  Carlo Lodoli 

(1690 – 1761) and Carlo Scarpa (1906–1978) and suggests that 

any architectural product is a text that is a function of  type and 

model.18 He writes,

16  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg 204

17  See; ‘Introduction: On Frascari’s Notion of  Construal’ for a discussion of  
Frascari’s four angels of  architecture in relation to the following five chapters. 
Pg. 18

18  Carlo Lodoli (1690 -1671) was a Veneto architectural theoretician Carlo Lodoli (1690 -1671) was a Veneto architectural theoretician 
and responsible for an architectural treatise and like Frascari believed that 
architecture was essentially about making that is understood through the 
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‘The joints as the real expression of  the art of  building 
are the elements of  the ‘story’ developed by Scarpa’s 
design in which the elements of  the façade are liberated 
by the temporal and causal successions. The result of  
the representation of  the process of  building within 
the process of  visual construction is not symmetry but 
eurhythmy.’19

For Frascari the analysis of  Scarpa’s detailing can only be 

satisfactorily managed by a continuous comparison between 

drawings, the built object and historical and practical references 

generated by any single detail. Frascari draws a link between 

Scarpa’s work and Lodolian theory and presents two outlines, 

one the appropriate function of  architecture and two the 

representation that conveys meaning. For Frascari both Scarpa 

and Lodoli see the function of  architectural detailing as an 

enigma that is solved in construction, the invisible and visible 

nature of  architectural production. 

In ‘The Tell-the-Tale Detail’ (1984), Frascari’s seminal text, 

the detail is discussed as it operates in both narrative and 

architecture.20 Frascari examines the role of  the detail in 

architecture in theoretical terms to understand the approach 

of  detailing in architectural production. Through the work of  

Carlo Scarpa, Frascari defines architectural details as joints, 

materially or otherwise, and examines the understanding of  

the term detail and its use, through and after the mid 19th 

century and views the detail as the union of  construction with 

construing (logos of  technè with technè of  logos). He suggests 

that Scarpa’s work involved several drawings on one sheet that 

inherent nature of  materials and must be seen as a form of  critical knowledge. 
Carlo Scarpa (1906–1978) an Italian architect who resisted the postmodern 
and neo-rationalist influences of  the 1970’s, preferring to elaborate a system 
derived from the materials of  modern architecture used in a craft tradition. 
Frascari, M. (1982). The true and the Appearance: The Italian Façadism and 
Carlo Scarpa. Daidalos: Berlin architectural journal, 6, 37-46. Pg. 40

19  Frascari, M. (1982). The True and the Appearance: The Italian Façadism 
and Carlo Scarpa. Daidalos: Berlin architectural journal, 6, 37-46. Pg. 46

20  Frascari’s writings discuss the detail as a source of  architectural meaning, 
the actual joints between materials and spaces. In particular his seminal text 
(1984) ‘The Tell -The -Tale -Detail’, discusses the detail as it operates in both 
narrative and architecture. This text has been republished in anthologies and 
translated into Spanish, Japanese and Chinese. Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-
the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37.
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provided multiple images of  one detail and by presenting several 

layers of  thought, each image is an analysis that maybe adopted 

and manipulated in any of  a variety of  drawing techniques.21 In 

this light the development of  the built detail cannot be traced to 

a single drawing from which a project can be made, instead the 

built form presents a process of  transformation of  one form of  

representation to another, from drawing to building.

For Frascari a sequence of  marks on paper are analogous to 

the processes of  construing, strategies that realise a process of  

interference and represent several layers of  thought rather than 

a single projection. Frascari argues that the study of  the smallest 

elements can inform a broader understanding of  building and 

detail construction helps determine the character of  a space and 

therefore should be considered from the beginning, privileging 

the joint. The original detail is the generator of  construction 

and therefore meaning. He writes,

‘…the role of  details as generators, a role traditionally 
ascribed to the plan, and to show that technology, with 
its double-faced presence as ‘technè of  logos’ and ‘logos 
of  technè’, is the basis for the understanding of  the 
role of  details. That is to say the ‘construction’ and the 
‘construing’ of  architecture are both in the detail. Elusive 
in a traditional dimensional definition, the architectural 
detail can be defined as the union of  construction, the 
result of  the logos of  technè, with constructing, the result 
of  the technè of  logos.’22

21  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA: 7, 23-37. Pg. 30

22  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg. 23 – 26. 
In a later work Frascari refers to Vitruvius’s use of  the terms technè and 
logos, ‘Vitruvius’s interest in the discipline of  rhetoric led him to use it as an 
analogical model for structuring his theory of  architecture. For Vitruvius, 
rhetoric foreordained a consequential chiastic relationship between technè 
and logos; in other words, between a body of  constructional principles and a 
body of  poetic principles in the art of  building.’ Frascari, M. (2008). Elegant 
Curiosity. Log: 12, 69-79. Pg. 71. (Logos for the Sophists meant discourse, 
while Aristotle applied the term to mean rational discourse. Technè: Sophist 
discussion is of  representation, mimesis, in the arts and to be evaluated as 
a skill or kraft. To Aristotle however technè does not merely imitate but 
completes nature, since it uses natural materials to create objects unknown 
in nature. Mimesis thereby has its own purposes, laws and virtues pursued 
properly and in accordance with its true function). Frascari, M. (1984). The 
Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA: 7, 23-37. Pg. 23-26
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In this light the architectural detail is concerned with the 

production of  the real through the drawn and is based on an 

act of  reasoning or construal. Buildings are seen as texts that 

can be read in their architectural possibilities and that bring 

to light the imaginary nature of  thought, where there is a 

‘total architecture’, the plot, and a detailed architecture, the 

tale.23 From this point of  view architecture becomes the art of  

appropriate selection of  details in the devising of  the tale.24 

For Frascari architectural drawings represent a union of  

different kinds of  realities, where design and drawing are not 

separate but rather a forging of  connections between previously 

unrelated elements, a joining together of  objects and ideas. 

Fragmented architectural detail drawings are viewed through 

Frascari’s lens as not a result of  a single mentality but likened 

instead to a tectonic mosaic where drawings are constructed 

through assimilation and transformation from other parts of  

the building and other buildings; a harmony and congruity 

of  parts to whole that are set within a dream-like world.25 In 

Frascari’s work buildings are not given as a whole, but rather 

as fragments to be construed, a process which describes the 

fantastic relationship between part and whole. Fragmented 

architectural details offer multiple connections and a promise 

of  salvage and connection. From a wider perspective drawn 

fragments may provide a resource on which the architect 

can draw for the invention of  new designs, assembling, 

collecting and recombining with an endless opportunity for 

reconstruction, connection and separation.26 Architectural 

23  Frascari, M. (1989). The Particolareggiamento in the Narration of  
Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 43(Autumn 1), 3-12. Pg 11

24  In ‘The role of  details in an urban text’ (1985), Frascari suggests, through The role of  details in an urban text’ (1985), Frascari suggests, through 
the use of  a syllogism, that all languages are made up of  words and all words 
are symbols, these make up languages and therefore architecture can be 
seen as a language. Frascari, M. (1985). The role of  details in an urban text. 
Volumezero, 16 - 27. Pg 16

25  See Chapter 2: ‘Detail as fragment: the incomplete, the possibility of  
connection and an excess of  multiplicities’, Pg 60

26  In ‘Plans (1)’ (1988), Frascari writes of  the phantasia of  the architectural  ‘Plans (1)’ (1988), Frascari writes of  the phantasia of  the architectural 
drawing, ‘…but plans are enough. They are enough for fantasy and philology. 
Enough (even when the city and the houses are still there), for mysterious 
journeys into the mathematics of  design; for magic journeys into utopia, 
into the global, variable mind of  design. The plans, depending on how you 
look at them, become anagrams, diagrams, routes, numbers, history, music, 
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drawings become an abstraction of  an idea, the best part 

of  which, for Frascari, is when the architectural drawing is 

fragmented by history, ‘chewed by time’ and is presented as an 

incomprehensible collage that must be retraced and interpreted 

through imagination.27

An architectural strenna

In ‘Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and Steinberg’ 

(2007), Frascari writes that architectural drawings, ‘…are 

not prescriptive but descriptive instructions for constructions 

within a horizon, resolving the contrast between an immediate 

intuition of  the imaginative world and a mediated materiality 

of  architectural practice.’28 Architectural drawings are 

representations that are also the results of  constructions, the 

interpretation of  conceptual ideas with the process of  physical 

construction of  an architectural object. From Frascari’s 

perspective architectural drawings render the ‘phantasia’ of  

the architect visible through a language system that requires a 

set of  conventionalised and structured regulations offering a 

readable form of  communication. Much written discourse on 

architectural drawing is concerned with this language and in ‘A 

Light, Six-Sided, Paradoxical Fight’ (2002), Frascari writes of  

architectural representation as,

‘Built structures and their architectural representation are 
places where geometry, mathematics and construction 
discover their common nature, that is, the capability of  
human imagination to merge architectural objects with 
the telling of  enjoyable tales.’29

yantra, a passé-partout for trans-versal visions into the time and space 
architecture.’Frascari, M. (1988). Plans (1). Terrazzo, 1, 96-131. Pg 97. See 
also: Frascari, M. (1988). Plans (3) Ichnography: The Topical Enigma of  
Architectural Plans. Terrazzo, 3(Fall), 125-144.

27  Frascari, M. (1988). Plans (1). Terrazzo, 1, 96-131. Pg 96

28  Frascari, M. (2007). Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and 
Steinberg. In Perez-Gomez, A. and Parcell, S. (Eds.), Chora Volume 5: Intervals 
in the Philosophy of  Architecture (pp. 179-200): McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal, Canada. Pg 180

29  Frascari, M. (2002). A Light, Six-Sided, Paradoxical Fight. Nexus Network 
Journal, 4(2), 21-37. Pg. 21
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For Frascari the importance of  ‘telling tales’ in the making of  

architecture and the imagining of  building structures is the 

translation of  human thought into physical realization. In 

architectural graphic representations marks of  the imaginings 

of  architectural structures, stresses, weighty grids and forces 

of  an abstract nature are substituted for weighty materials. 

Similarly architectural historian Robin Evans suggests that 

in the traditional processes of  architecture there exists a gap 

between drawings and building that requires the ‘suspension 

of  critical disbelief ’ in order for architects to successfully 

undertake a project.30 Evans argues that the impossibility of  

providing in advance a complete determination of  a final work 

is where architectural drawing has distinguishing qualities. The 

‘gap’ provides a space in which creative ideas appear through 

an emergent process that does not assume clearly defined 

procedures or producible outcomes. For Frascari the ‘gap’ exists 

in construction drawings where the, ‘…real signs of  proper 

construction drawings are the magical signs of  architectural 

conversions, the fundamental process of  architectural 

innovation. New architecture is always born in the invention 

of  details.’31 For both Evans and Frascari drawing the ‘gap’ 

is seen as a series of  intentions, successive definitions and the 

beginning of  architectural dreams that, through the use of  a 

variety of  techniques, communicate ideas. The conflated space 

of  orthographic drawing show the dreams of  the architect and 

underpin the drawing set. 

Architectural drawings have the potential to communicate not 

just a future building but also the dreams of  the architect and 

represent the ability to dream of  architectures past, present and 

future. Architectural drawing in Frascari’s terms is based on 

knowledge of  materialization, in which the materiality of  the 

line becomes the ‘carrier of  fluid’, and invisible lines become 

thoughts. Frascari writes,

30  Evans, R. (1997). Translations from drawing to building and other essays. London: 
Architectural Association. Pg. 154

31  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg. 40
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‘The drawing attempts to render visible, invisible as such, 
and thus, strictly speaking, shows nothing, it teaches the 
gaze to proceed beyond the visible image into an infinity 
whereby something new of  the invisible is encountered.  
Thus the true drawing ‘drawing gaze’ never rests or 
settles on the drawing itself, but instead rebounds upon 
the visible into a gaze of  the infinite.’32 

From this point of  view architectural drawings reveal events 

that are present in the visible building but are themselves 

invisible. The drawings and the lines represent a coalescence of  

architectural thought that is not just a sum of  arbitrary marks 

that stand for something else, two lines make a wall, a dashed 

line indicates something hidden; they are an assembly of  marks 

that derive their meanings from describing, in their tracing, the 

events that they represent. For Frascari a linguistic connection 

to phenomenology creates a link between constructing (details 

and meaning) and construing meaning. The imagination of  the 

architect is revealed in all aspects of  architectural drawing. In 

‘The Unfolding of  an Angelic Paradox: the Corporeal Reading 

of  Plans’ (1993), he writes,

‘Metaphorically speaking, the drawing of  a plan 
represents the coalescence of  architectural imagining the 
‘writing’ of  an architectural ‘plot’. If  we presume that 
architectural plotting results from an intangible super-
faculty that arises from the possession of  a metaphysical 
eye able to envision a future building, the enigma of  
the architectural plan is a false problem. However, if  
we consider the extraordinary capacity of  architects to 
imagine a building by tracing the plan of  it, the enigma 
becomes real – it becomes the enigma of  divination.’33

In this light architectural drawings do not simply declare 

information, plans can be read as something more than ‘word-

processing’, they may facilitate interpretation and represent 

architectural invention. Similarly architectural critic David 

Leatherbarrow in ‘Showing What Otherwise Hides Itself: On 

32  Frascari, M. (2007). Foreword In Read, G. (Ed.), The miniature and the 
gigantic in Philadelphia architecture: essays on designing the city to human scale (pp. v-vii). 
Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press. Pg. vii

33  Frascari, M. (1993). The Unfolding of  an Angelic Paradox: the Corporeal 
Reading of  Plans. Practices, b(Spring), 19-25. Pg. 22
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Architectural Representation’ suggests that the purpose of  

architectural drawing is to discover and disclose aspects of  the 

world that are not immediately apparent, an account of  what 

architects visualize in the process of  making. In discussing 

orthographic drawings and the visualization of  architecture, he 

writes,

‘Drawing neither refuses a guide nor accepts one, 
but fashions its own according to the half-light of  its 
propitiatory labour. The stuttering and stammering that 
sometimes serve as the verbal complement to this groping 
is further evidence of  its approximate character, its mix of  
uncertainty and confidence.’34

Like Leatherbarrow, Frascari sees architectural drawing as the 

site of  innovation and invention. While Leatherbarrow sees 

drawing as a place for visualizing an architectural configuration, 

Frascari’s focus is the imagination of  the architect found in 

architectural drawing. In ‘The Particolareggiamento in the 

Narration of  Architecture’ (1989), Frascari points out that there 

is a problem in treating construction in a purely instrumental 

fashion and argues the importance of  the relationship between 

construction and imagination. Acts of  construction produce 

meaning and this is a fundamental part of  architecture, where 

space changes completely with the system of  construction, 

he argues ‘…through an “anatomical” understanding, 

and produced by the exercise of  detailing, and that is re-

invention of  the real, the union of  construction and reason 

in a fantasy.’35 For Frascari drawings are not merely produced 

for construction but drawings tell the story of  the line of  

imagination and the dreams through which the architect travels 

while conceptualizing their work. Drawings open a window of  

34  Professor David Leatherbarrow is Chair of  the Graduate Group in 
Architecture at the University of  Pennsylvania School of  Design, Philadelphia.  
He is primarily known for his contribution to the field of  architectural 
phenomenology. Published works include, (1993) The Roots of  Architectural 
Invention: Site, Enclosure, Materials, (1993) On Weathering: The Life of  
Buildings in Time, (2000) Uncommon Ground: Architecture, Technology, 
and Topography,  (2004) Topographical Stories: Studies in Landscape and 
Architecture, (2005) Surface Architecture, (2008) Architecture Oriented 
Otherwise. Leatherbarrow, D. (1998). Showing What Otherwise Hides Itself: 
On Architectural Representation. Harvard Design Magazine,(Fall), 48-55. Pg. 55

35  Frascari, M. (1989). The Particolareggiamento in the Narration of  
Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 43(Autumn 1), 3-12. Pg. 11
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opportunity through which one speculates on the nature of  the 

spaces to be realised. 

In ‘Lines as Architectural Thinking’ (2009), Frascari suggests 

that drawn architectural lines are material, spatial, cultural and 

temporal occurrences of  an understanding of  architecture. He 

writes ‘…a hesitated set of  architectural lines is a sensible form 

of  drawing, dwelling on pensive borders ceaselessly, where the 

drawings and writing of  lines is an alluring discourse, buzzing 

backward through history and igniting genetic analogies as 

a way to see real nature of  the undisciplined discipline of  

architecture beyond the functional quotidian.’36 Frascari’s 

focus on the importance of  imagination and the making of  

architecture through drawing and making is explored further 

in ‘A reflection on paper and its virtues within the material and 

invisible factures of  architecture’ (2007), where he writes

‘Drawings are seen as images of  the ideas, images of  
different phases of  design, images of  construction 
procedures, images of  realised constructions, as finished 
or transformed time. These drawings are seen as 
simulacra, conceptual or ‘mythological’ models that 
have no correlation or foundation in the physicality of  
drawing on paper, but only a ‘platonic’ relationship with 
architecture.’37

For Frascari the material reactions between papers and ink in 

the making of  drawings are ingredients of  the facture of  any 

architectural image and drawings are not the simulacra of  works 

of  architecture to be built, restored or modified, but they are 

works of  architecture in themselves.38  Paper, he suggests does 

36  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg. 201

37  Frascari refers to the work of  Descartes and suggests, ‘This deceiving 
notion can be traced to Rene Descartes who, on the one had, explains images 
as partial similitudes to their objects and, on the other, explains that images 
are just as ink lines laid down on paper: “un peu d’encre posee ca et la sur du 
papeir”.’ ‘…a touch of  ink laying here and there on paper…’Rene Descartes, 
La Dioptrique 1 De la lumiere; A.T. VI, Pg. 81. Frascari, M. (2007). A 
reflection on paper and its virtues within the material and invisible factures 
of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and Starkey, B. (Eds.), From models 
to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture (pp. 23-33): London; New 
York: Routledge. Pg. 26

38  Frascari, M. (2007). A reflection on paper and its virtues within the 
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not make an automatic transcription of  surface ideas that are 

apparent in the architects mind but rather provides mediation 

between the future building and the actual built.39

In ‘Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-

food for the architect’s imagination’ (2011), Frascari views 

the critical nature and crucial role of  architectural drawings 

as a type of  manual labour and an elucidation for practising 

architecture and proposes a slow, meditative process for 

construing drawings and for drawing constructing thoughts.40 

Using Frascari’s notions of  the labours of  the hand drawn, 

an issue that will be pursued in the later discussion of  the 

detail as an act of  repetition.41 Labours’ unending repetition, 

the specialization of  work, is a qualitative separation of  tasks 

necessary to the production of  a finished product of  some 

complexity. Through the construction of  drawn grids the 

repetitive acts of  the architect, intensities and multiplicities are 

examined. Hand drawing the same motif  over and over again 

with pencil and ink on sheet is seen as the architects’ moments 

for dreaming.

For Frascari the bodily and tactile interface between the paper 

and the drafting media allows for image making, the marking 

and mapping of  sensorial and spatial perceptions. As equally 

as the drawn surface is a place for the drawing of  architecture, 

the drawing surface is a productive space for scholarly work and 

reflection. Architectural drawings can be seen as assemblages 

of  spatial and material constructions that can be decoded, 

according to a series of  shared conventions, into a set of  

material and invisible factures of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and 
Starkey, B. (Eds.), From models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture 
(pp. 23-33): London; New York: Routledge. Pg. 26

39  Frascari, M. (2007). A reflection on paper and its virtues within the 
material and invisible factures of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J. and 
Starkey, B. (Eds.), From models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture 
(pp. 23-33). London; New York: Routledge. Pg. 24

40  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg. 29

41  See Chapter 4 ‘Detail as repetition: the ritual of  drawing’, examines , examines 
the drawn architectural detail as a series of  repetitive acts, hatching, cross-
hatching, scribbling, the monotony of  which, as Frascari suggests, can lead to 
the architects’ brain making new associations and connections. Pg. 131 
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instructions for realizing another artefact. Drawings produce 

new configurations out of  given materials and contend with 

doubt and uncertainty in the attempt of  a perfect fit between 

objects and their representation. 

A medical measure

In ‘A “measure” in architecture: A medical-architectural theory 

by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto’ (1985), Frascari explores 

architectural details and the making of  architecture through an 

analogy with bodily parts, nerves, skin, bones, and cartilage.42 

Frascari sees the clinical observation of  the function of  organs 

and the relationship to their anatomical description as being 

analogous to the construing and constructing of  architecture. 

Using the work of  Simone Stratico (1733-1824), Frascari argues 

that the body is a unique datum for the interpretation of  the 

creative process of  architecture.43 According to Frascari, Stratico 

saw the human body as an appropriate modular methodology 

for the interpretation of  the constructed world equating building 

with living bodies or organs that result in the production or 

manipulation of  a union of  construction and construing in 

which the architect is both subject and object of  their own 

knowledge of  ontology. 

Similarly for Frascari the body’s role of  perception in 

architecture produces a crossing of  body and building. The 

engagement of  the body as it moves through the building and 

the appropriation of  architecture is through touch where the 

human body becomes a basic design reference and generator 

of  measure. In architecture as well as in the study of  the human 

42  Frascari, M. (1985). A “measure” in architecture: A medical-architectural 
theory by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto. RES: 9(Spring), 79 -90. Pg. 84-86

43  Simone Stratico [1733 – 1824] was a scientist, expert in mathematics, 
physics, hydraulics, marine construction and a student of  architecture. Stratico 
completed the three ‘Exercitationes Vitruvianae’, of  Poleni, a comprehensive 
existing edition of  the writings of  Vitruvius. Frascari notes that Stratico’s 
original theoretical work is ‘Saggio dei Principi dai quali dipende il giudizio 
delle opere di architettura civile’ Memorie dell’Imeriale Regio Istituto del 
Refno Lombardo Veneto, vol. 1, 1819: 103-118), in which he insists that 
measure is the core of  architectural theory.’ Frascari, M. (1985). A “measure” 
in architecture: A medical-architectural theory by Simone Stratico Architetto 
Veneto. RES, 9(Spring), 79 -90. Pg. 84-86
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body, both subject and object imply a unity of  beginnings and 

ends that become an interpretation based on an understanding 

of  measure, Cartesian technology, providing prescriptions and 

specifications for changing the environment in an analytical 

procedure.44 

Frascari points out that anatomical studies are akin to 

architectural studies in that the result is the summing up 

of  differences, particulars or details. In ‘The Construction 

Drawings of  a Blind Architect’ (1990), Frascari suggests a sense 

of  touch is needed in any understanding of  the operation of  

architectural imagination. He writes, ‘…technological thought 

finds its poetic expression in these feelings which are then 

demonstrated in a set of  construction drawings, an assimilation 

of  the constructed world.’45 In this sense architecture is 

constructed by humans and interpreted through human form 

and for Frascari the human body is a means for arriving at a 

correct scale that becomes a unit of  architectural production, 

‘since it sets brick upon brick’ and is also the basis for the 

configuration of  cities. 46 

In ‘Monsters of  architecture: Anthropomorphism in 

Architectural Theory’ (1991), Frascari points out that if  the 

human body is a creative expression for the development of  an 

architectural form, then the body is also a tool for activating 

the imagination and applying the meaning and reason that is 

44  This ‘limitation’ according to Frascari causes architects to use other 
disciplines to help solve problems of  architectural production. The metaphor 
used is the body of  the animal as a text, in which the letters come together 
to generate synthesis. Frascari, M. (1982). Professional Use of  Signs in 
Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 36(2), 16-22. Pg. 19

45  Frascari argues that architects who are not interested in the tactile and Frascari argues that architects who are not interested in the tactile and 
invisible dimensions of  architecture become increasingly isolated from both 
the bodily presence and the embodiment of  human habits in edifices. The 
interweaving of  the inside and outside of  architecture, the hidden and secret 
details are only revealed in the detail drawings. The place of  both inside 
and outside shown in a single sheet. Frascari, M. (1990). The Construction 
Drawings of  a Blind Architect. In Angélil M. M. (Ed.), On Architecture, the 
City, and Technology, Association of  Collegiate Schools of  Architecture. ACSA 
Technology Conference (8th: 1990: University of  Southern California) (pp. 
52-54): Washington, DC Association of  Collegiate Schools of  Architecture. Pg. 
53

46  Frascari, M. (1987). The body and architecture in the drawings of  Carlo 
Scarpa. RES, 14, 123-142. Pg. 123
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necessary for architectural production.’47 Frascari suggests that 

we think of  buildings in terms of  the action and structure of  our 

bodily habits in the same way as we think of  our bodies from 

the vantage point of  our dwelling habits. He argues that the 

union of  construction and reason in architectural representation 

is an exercise of  detailing and is guided through embodied 

making by fantasy and memory that confronts the reality of  

an object. For Frascari these relationships are constantly being 

tested on the architect’s drawing board where architectural 

imaginings are tested by drawing out, he writes, 

‘…architectural representations range from survey or 
measured drawings, which interpret the reality of  the 
constructed world, to construction and design drawings, 
which are to be interpreted for the construction of  the 
world. Together with the constructed world itself  these 
drawings constitute the architectural project. The art of  
architecture is based on imaginative representation.’48

In these terms the reading of  conventional drawings relies 

upon the physiology of  sight, but the action of  drawing subjects 

the drawer to a conceptual blindness in the way that the 

information of  architecture is communicated to the sheet. The 

body is projected onto the surface of  the page; the appearance 

is made possible by its figurative dominance. For Frascari 

drawings can be seen as graphic representations analogously 

related to the built world through a corporeal dimension, while 

embodying technology in architecture where the technè of  logos 

and logos of  technè cannot be separated.49

47  For Frascari this book, ‘…is for the melancholic reader who is interested 
in an architectural theory that uses bodily and corporeal tropes as key images 
of  the essence of  architecture. Frascari, M. (1991). Monsters of  Architecture: 
Anthropomorphism in Architectural Theory. Savage, Maryland, Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishers Inc. Pg. 1

48  Frascari, M. (1991). Monsters of  Architecture: Anthropomorphism in Architectural 
Theory. Savage, Maryland, Rowman and Littlefield Publishers Inc. Pg 90

49  ‘Dividing “technology” into its original components of  technè and logos, technè and logos, 
one can set up a mirror relationship between the technè of  logos and the logos 
of  technè. Translating this chiasmatic presence into a language proper to 
architecture, we might say that there is no construction without a construing, 
and no construing without construction. This is exemplified in the process 
of  the making of  architectural details.’ Frascari, M. (1990). A New Angel/
Angle in Architectural Research: The Ideas of  Demonstration. JAE: Journal of  
Architectural Education, 44(1), 11-19. Pg. 18
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In ‘The Resuscitation of  Geomater’ (2008), Frascari writes that 

architectural drawings are ‘…callimetric technographies that 

weave constructional thoughts into images. Scaffolding forms 

an analogical imagination and architectural drawings begin 

in a perceptually delineated relationship between bodies and 

the world.’50 A scale drawing is seen as a consistent specific 

ratio to its object and the making of  architectural drawings is 

a source of  imagination in which scale assists in the making of  

stories that enable understanding through projecting oneself  

into the drawing. Architectural scale is further elaborated in a 

later discussion of  the detail and is viewed in Frascari’s terms as 

not just a production drawing for the built, but also as a means 

of  interpretation and as a means of  understanding the future 

built.51 Scaled drawings become demonstrations of  architectural 

ideas, where the architect attempts to fix fragmented dreams 

in logical sequences, by building understanding step by step. 

For Frascari architects construct drawings rather than buildings 

integrating multiple perceptual modes that are seen with the 

eyes and interpreted through an imagined bodily inhabitation.52   

Scale assists in the understanding of  dimensions and their 

construction and the body is a basis for architectural thought 

and the configuration of  constructive elements.

Sollertia: imagination and the quick thinking architect

In ‘A New Angel/Angle in Architectural Research: The Ideas 

of  Demonstration’ (1990), Frascari argues that in a search for 

unknown outcomes, architectural drawings render imaginable 

50  Frascari, M. (2008, 1st March). The Resuscitation of  Geomater. Retrieved 
11th January, 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/03/
resuscitation-of-geomater.html,

51  See Chapter 5: ‘Scale as the representation of  an idea, the dream of  
architecture and the unravelling of  a surface’, Pg. 165

52  Frascari, M. and Emmons, P. (2006). Making visible the invisible: signs of  
air in architectural treatises. In Kenda, B. (Ed.), Aeolian winds and the spirit in 
Renaissance architecture. Academia Eolia revisited. London New York: Routledge. 
Pg 89. For further discussion of  Frascari and the body as a basic measure 
see: Frascari, M. (1985). The Space of  Monsters and the Monsters of  Space 
in Architecture. Espaces et Sociétés, 47(Numéro spécial), 157-166. Frascari, 
M. (1987). A New Corporeality of  Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural 
Education, 40(Jubilee 2), 22-23. Frascari, M. (1987). The body and architecture 
in the drawings of  Carlo Scarpa. RES, 14, 123-142.
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that which is unimaginable.53 Architectural lines create a 

narrative for Frascari that become a course of  actions to 

assemble future and past architecture into representations.54 For 

Frascari the tools of  architecture, are found in ‘sollertia’, a quick 

and dexterous intelligence of  an architect. He writes, ‘…the 

practice of  construction is based on reflective labour (mediatio), 

whereas theoretical demonstrations are based on craftiness 

(sollertia).’55 The ability of  the architect to dream is linked to 

‘wonder’, where the production of  any project is a projection 

of  a dream and every detail enters a text that should be related 

to others and incorporated into the total meaning.56 Architect’s 

dreams are seen as a chiastic relationships between the invisible 

and visible where dreamt of  structures and architectural 

representations share a common nature with geometry and 

mathematics. In ‘Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: 

Eleven in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa’ (1999) he writes,

‘…embodied in tectonic events and parts, numbers hinge 
the past and the future of  buildings and their inhabitants 
into a search for a way of  life with no impairment 
caused by psychic activity – numbers are connected to 
the human’s minds eye and that of  imagination and 
wonder.’57

From this point of  view tectonic aspects controlled by numbers 

relate visible and invisible constructions and tangible matter 

with intangible dreams. Any form of  drawing is a type of  

composition or performance that makes use of  a particular 

sensory conjunction that is between touching seeing and 

dreaming. Looking and feeling the surface of  a drawing, 

designers are in contact respectively with the outward 

appearances and finish of  edifices, and the interior of  their 

53  Frascari, M. (1990). A New Angel/Angle in Architectural Research: The 
Ideas of  Demonstration. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 44(1), 11-19. Pg. 
13-14

54  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg. 200

55  Frascari, M. (1993). The Compass and the Crafty Art of  Architecture. 
Modulus, 22, 2-15. Pg. 7

56  Frascari, M. (1993). Thaumaturgic architecture. Frascari, M. (1993). Thaumaturgic architecture. Intersight, 2, 32-45. Pg. 36

57  Frascari, M. (1999). Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: Eleven 
in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa. Nexus Network Journal, 1, 7-21. Pg. 7
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imagined constructions. Frascari proposes that through 

daydreaming, the reader of  an architectural drawing can enter 

a dream and there is no other procedure that allows for the 

transformation of  the composition of  lines describing the future 

building in an assembly of  meaningful rooms and details.58 

Dreaming is the critical procedure necessary for designing and 

for understanding designs. He writes,

‘The architect, who is converting a building into a 
drawing or a drawing into a building, proceeds by 
alternating schemes and corrections. These conversions 
are not abstractions by successive definitions. The 
architectural imagery embodied in the drawings act as the 
gelling of  architectural expression, the beginning of  the 
architectural dream.’59 

For Frascari the mysteries of  architecture lie in the conversion 

of  an architect’s phantasia, the translation of  drawings in 

buildings and buildings in drawings found in construction 

drawings and the architectural drawings set. Examining tangible 

documents, architects’ sketches, notes, drafts, models, and 

blueprints offers the detection of  machinations and daydreams, 

generating architectural conceiving.60 In ‘Lines as Architectural 

Thinking’ (2009), he suggests that ‘…architectural drawings, 

made to accomplish the exclusive requests of  a specific buildings 

construction should be able to be read for searching answers 

to constructive requirements of  past and future buildings.’61  

In this light architectural drawings go beyond the visible to 

58  Frascari, M. (1998, 14th February). Architecture is the Result of  an 
Infinite Mirroring of  Translations. Retrieved 16th February, 2011, from http://
www.scribd.com/doc/2422812/ARCHITECTURE-IS-THE-RESULT-OF-AN-
INFINITE-MIRRORING-OF-TRANSLATIONS

59  Frascari, M. (2005). A Quasi-Necessary Cacotechnology: a few happy Frascari, M. (2005). A Quasi-Necessary Cacotechnology: a few happy 
thoughts on architectural imagination and facture. Architectural Theory Review, 
10(2), 1-11. Pg. 1

60  ‘…these graphic transactions, between designing and building, were 
the most poetic ones since they were based on magical mimesis. In these 
drawings, the relationships, set between signs on paper and buildings, were 
not of  efficient causality but of  formal causality of  knowledge. Frascari, M. 
(1998). Architecture is the Result of  an Infinite Mirroring of  Translations. 
Retrieved 16th February, 2011, from http://www.scribd.com/doc/2422812/
ARCHITECTURE-IS-THE-RESULT-OF-AN-INFINITE-MIRRORING-OF-
TRANSLATIONS. 

61  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg. 202
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engage the invisible aspects of  architecture and include a 

social context. The phenomenological effects of  light, shadow 

and transparency; sound, smell, heat and cold are shared 

conventions of  interpretation. Architectural drawings can 

also include time as a variable and have the capacity to make 

thematic the measurement and unfolding of  time, interval, 

duration, tempo, acceleration and accumulation. Through 

Frascari’s lens architectural drawings and drawing sets are not 

stable but may undergo variations, giving new possibilities of  

seeing and dreaming. 

The study of  drawing sets within an archive is a means to define 

the size, shape, location and construction of  a building and its 

parts. Frascari suggests that these parts are often considered 

as being, ‘…drafted by many hands, they are considered 

merely protective legal documents that translate a design 

construct into prescription for a construction.’62 Architectural 

phenomenologist David Leatherbarrow in ‘Showing What 

Otherwise Hides Itself: On Architectural Representation’, 

considers construction documents as a guide to the building 

process, he writes, 

‘…sketches and rendering are not as common as other 
types of  drawings, for the most part, the graphic work 
that a practicing architect produces consist of  views 
that specify the measurable aspects of  the constructed 
buildings…’63 

In this light architectural drawings do not record the unworldly, 

mental or physical traces, their facture assumes that every 

line comes into being in the architectural artefact. Frascari 

argues that construction drawings are powerful forms of  

communication that permit a dialogue between the imagination 

of  builders and the imagination of  architects. Construction 

drawings grow and develop in the making of  architecture, 

62  Frascari, M. (2010). Splendor and Miseries of  Architectural Construction 
Drawings. Interstices: A Journal of  Architecture + Related Arts Issue 11: The Traction 
of  Drawing, School of  Architecture and Planning, The University of  Auckland, 
Auckland, New Zealand, 107-113. Pg. 108

63  Leatherbarrow, D. (1998). Showing What Otherwise Hides Itself: On 
Architectural Representation. Harvard Design Magazine (Fall), 48-55. Pg. 51
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rather than being relegated to a predetermined and inflexible 

obligation.64 In ‘A reflection on paper and its virtues within the 

material and invisible factures of  architecture’ (2007), Frascari 

writes of  the importance of  paper in architectural drawing in 

terms of  their connection to architectural imagination, he notes,

‘An architectural mediation on paper is a consideration 
of  an artefact in terms of  its making – considered as a 
record of  its making – considered as a record of  its own 
having-been-made – in that it becomes a way of  casting 
into the future’.65

Buildings outlive their builders, so also do drawings outlive 

their drafters, the implication of  which is that both buildings 

and drawings carry in their facture the constructed possibilities 

of  architecture.66 In Frascari’s terms, buildings should respond 

to the requests of  their own time, but they should also be 

able to adapt to requests that cannot be anticipated or even 

imagined. He argues that through story telling a ‘proper’ 

architectural thinking and ‘proper’ architectural imagination 

can be fostered.67 The telling of  architectural histories is a 

means of  a ‘factual’ knowledge of  the past. Frascari suggests 

that architectural criticism has concentrated on the large-scale 

question instead of  focusing on the genetic processes in the 

architecture, the process of  assembly and interaction and the 

64  Frascari, M. (2010). Splendor and Miseries of  Architectural Construction 
Drawings. Interstices: A Journal of  Architecture + Related Arts Issue 11: The Traction 
of  Drawing, School of  Architecture and Planning, The University of  Auckland, 
Auckland, New Zealand, 107-113. Pg. 108

65  This book explores the role of  imagination in the critical interpretation of  This book explores the role of  imagination in the critical interpretation of  
architectural representations. By challenging the contemporary tendency for 
computer-aided drawings to become ‘models’ for imitation in the construction 
of  buildings the edited book examines methods and meanings in the creation 
and interpretation of  architectural drawings. Models, images, artefacts, and 
critical writings are placed alongside a range of  historical studies considering 
the development of  representational techniques such as perspective, 
orthography and diagramming. Frascari, M. (2007). A reflection on paper and 
its virtues within the material and invisible factures of  architecture. In Frascari, 
M., Hale, J. and Starkey, B. (Eds.). From models to drawings: imagination and 
representation in architecture (pp. 23-33): London; New York: Routledge. Pg. 24

66  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg. 69

67  Frascari, M. (2008, May). The Angels of  Architecture: The Three New 
Necessary Angels of  Architecture. Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from http://
grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/05/angels-of-architecture.html
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interfacing between media and supports.68 In ‘Eleven exercises 

in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food for the architect’s 

imagination’ (2011), Frascari writes,

‘Architectural history and imagination, therefore, have 
to be combined in a virtuous manner to generate novel 
architectural fictions. In other words, the storytelling of  
architecture based on the dynamics of  drawing should 
help architects to shape, fashion, form, mold, arrange, 
put in order in what they represent, imaging, conceive, 
fabricate and devise…’69

Through an understanding of  tectonics, geometry and other 

architectural processes the phantasia of  the architect can be 

integrated into future architectural making. Architectural 

knowledge based on a visual relationship between the images 

presented and the corresponding built work views drawings as 

neutral and passive, constructed purely for the transformation 

of  architectural thought; utilitarian imaginings convenient to 

enact architectural imaginings.70 In this sense architectural 

construction drawings are merely authoritative documents and 

the designer is the only identified agent having the capacity and 

the power of  implementation. The architectural profession for 

Frascari is seen not just as an engagement to be performed as 

a paid service but also as a presentation of  the understanding 

of  a practice and a representation of  an explicit language of  

understanding.71 

Conclusion

Architectural drawing as a medium of  thought offers primary 

clues to thought processes and ideas; the conception and 

68  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg. 204

69  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg. 174

70  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg. 10

71  ‘Architects “translate” in construction, that is represent, their construing of  
dwelling in a determined environment.’ Frascari, M. (1982). Professional Use 
of  Signs in Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 36(2), 16-22. Pg. 
16
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creation of  a mental picture or idea which maybe represented 

in the form of  a drawing or model. An architect’s sketch or 

sketches are approximations of  mental pictures and ideas 

with their own intrinsic qualities and a place or foil for further 

mental speculations and images. The marks that happen in 

the periphery of  the drawn sheet, the scratches that occur at 

the boundaries of  the page in an effort to figure something out 

or to further explain an idea, begin to reveal the chattering of  

architectural imaginings. In ‘The Virtue of  Architecture: A 

2009 Strenna’ (2009), Frascari writes of  architectural drawing 

and storytelling,

‘To believe naively that just thinking of  a building 
will bring a corresponding artefact into existence is a 
misleading concept. The idea of  a building is not a 
building. For a building to exist, someone had to tell 
a graphic story. By analogy, it is possible to state that 
the idea of  a love story is not a love story, in order 
for the story to exist, someone must tell the tale. To 
create the tale is not to know it, but to produce a 
facture. The storyteller does not know who the lovers 
are, but generates their characters by sapiently and 
artfully delineating the story. Architecture is not a 
work. Its quintessence is to know how to formulate a 
facture because architecture makes things (architectura 
artefaciens) rather than accepting things that make 
architecture (architectura artefacta).’72 

For Frascari architectural drawings are stories that can be 

interrupted, appropriated, transformed and unfold histories. 

The tales enable the reader to enter the in between where 

material is not an obstacle and matter is as fluid as turning a 

page in a book. A narrative in the shape of  a detective story 

follows the traces, a detective story of  the interior, of  the split 

wall beneath the skin through the sectional cuts of  the architect 

and will be pursued later in a discussion of  the detail as secret 

or hidden.73 This chase of  the secret allows the leap from 

apparently insignificant facts, which can be observed, to a more 

72  Frascari, M. (2009).   Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg. 16

73  See Chapter 3, ‘The detail as secret or hidden: the Chinese whisper’, , 
where Frascari’s notion of  the implication of  writing of  architectural histories 
is examined through an engagement with a building’s hidden details and the 
use of  a narrative. Pg. 93
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complex reality. Relationships between visible and invisible 

parts of  the built environment and the imagining of  future 

constructions can be found in an understanding of  numbers 

and numerals where numbers can offer detailed examinations 

of  what is passing and future buildings.

Architectural lines are seen as material, numerical, spatial, 

cultural and temporal occurrences of  refined multi-sensorial 

and emotional understandings of  architecture and the only way 

to read architectural drawings is through ‘daydreaming’.74 The 

detail is viewed through Frascari’s prompt as something other 

than being without interstice, without meaning, without purpose 

but rather a system of  reference that enables rather than states 

further making and imitation and is discussed later as an empty 

or abstracted detail.75 Storytelling and histories, in his terms 

foster ‘proper’ architectural thinking and imagination in which 

they are means of  conceiving and making.76 For Frascari,

‘Under this sign of  theory full of  humours, architecture 
might regain the lost power of  constructing jovial, 
mercurial, lunatic and saturnal built environments. 
Phlegmatic, bloody, melancholic and bilious rooms 
composed in a humorous balance will recover the wasted 
wonder of  our constructed world.77

74  ‘Through daydreaming, the reader can enter my dream…this is the only 
real way to read drawings of  architecture. No other procedure allows us to 
transmute the composition of  lines describing a future building in an assembly 
of  meaningful rooms and details. Dreaming is the critical, necessary procedure 
for designing and for understanding design...’ Frascari, M. (1997). The 
Pneumatic Bathroom: with a preface by Ignasi de Solà-Morales. In Lahiji, N., 
and Friedman, D. S. (Eds.), Plumbing: sounding modern architecture (pp. 163-182). 
New York: Princeton Architectural Press. Pg. 177

75  See Chapter 6, ‘Emptying out and the abstracted detail’, is viewed through 
a series of  construction drawings and the drawn detail is seen as empty of  

materiality. Pg. 197 

76  In 2009 Frascari pursues this further with two self-published books, 
‘Zibaldino of  architecture: a primer of  architectural theory drawings or 
architectural image-based thinking / drawings and notes’ and ‘The Virtue of  
Architecture: A 2009 Strenna.’ These books discuss the conception of  building 
which Frascari sees as an anti-Cartesian dialogue that takes place between 
traditional drawing experiences and contemporary digital expertise. Frascari, 
M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: Auctoris 
expensis. Frascari, M. (2009). Zibaldino of  architecture: a primer of  architectural theory 
drawings or architectural image-based thinking / drawings and notes. Ottawa: Auctoris 
expensis.

77  Frascari, M. (2008, 8th April). The Secularization of  Wonder Retrieved 
11th January, 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/04/
secularization-of-wonder.html



Chapter 2: Detail as fragment: the 
incomplete, the possibility of connection  
and an excess of multiplicities.

Frascari views the fragmented architectural detail as a means of  

connection and detachment offering multiple possibilities. ‘In 

The true and the Appearance: The Italian Façadism and Carlo 

Scarpa’ (1982), he writes,

‘…the architectural detail, the fragment in its inclusion or 
exclusion by semantic or referential relationship, is where 
the real union between function and representation takes 
place.’1

Fragmented drawings, pieces of  the architectural set or 

architectural sheet, work within the archive and architectural 

history, when seen as partial, incomplete, the worn out or 

missing pieces become complex fragments offering the promise 

of  both additional experience and loss; their incompleteness 

full of  the possibility of  imagined connections. For Frascari it is 

possible to make drawings that lose sight of  the body as equally 

the architectural hand drawn is in the end an explication of  

the imagination, revealed or suppressed to a vaying extent.. 

A partial image, isolated from its original context, can be 

transformed into a fragment of  a lost narrative, a signifier 

without specific signification. 

Equally, a fragment offers a sense of  nostalgia, and when 

multiple they become a series of  irreconcilable pieces that can 

never be assembled into anything. They become morselated 

bodies hinting at the ability of  the architectural detail to be a 

clue, a piece of  a puzzle that is the architectural whole, whose 

origin is imagined. Morselated drawings may suggest the 

authors hand or offer clues to the construction of  a lost whole. 

Drawn fragments allow for the piecing together of  multiple, 

1  Frascari, M. (1982). The true and the Appearance: The Italian Façadism 
and Carlo Scarpa. Daidalos, Berlin architectural journal, 6, 37-46. Pg 41
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even contradictory narratives of  architectures that have been 

already said and also are records of  the regularity of  producing 

fragmentation. 

Details when fragments of  a series of  complete structures 

that repeat from one drawing set to another can be seen as a 

trace of  the unconscious of  the architect. For Frascari, ‘…each 

detail represents an interim result that cannot be considered 

a final result…the detail often appears incomplete and vague 

in its structuring principle. But, unifying in itself, function 

and representation, the re-use of  a detail, becomes a creative 

catalyst.’2 Fragments even in their completeness assume the 

possibility, theoretical if  not practical, of  a reconstruction of  

an original. Signifying functions of  the fragment can become 

elusive as when the emphasis is placed on the larger whole and 

the detail offers a kind of  wholeness by external association 

or by resembling another whole. If  the emphasis is placed on 

fracturing, the detail ends up as fragmentation, a breaking up 

and a loss of  meaning. 

‘Insistence on the logic of  the simultaneously presented 
images reduces the fracturing and dislocation to a visual 
by-product of  a synthesizing procedure…’ 3

This chapter sees the fragment as a specific condition of  the 

drawn architectural detail. The drawn fragment is viewed as the 

place for the invention of  new designs and the fragmented edge 

is seen as the imagined and historical. Drawn fragments can 

be seen as being made up of  elements that can be dislocated, 

manipulated, cloned and endlessly mutated from one drawing 

set to another, from one set of  plans to a set of  details. 

 Notions of  the drawn fragment, and the fragmentary, offer the 

possibilities of  multiple elaborations, interventions, reworkings 

and conclusions and will be discussed in relation to a particular 

2  Referencing Scarpa, Frascari writes ‘Scarpa would invent details, the precise 
architectural functions of  which would be come clear only after they had been 
used in several different designs…A function of  detail in design becomes clear 
by representation, that is by re-use.’ Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale 
Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 32

3  Evans, R. (1995). The projective cast: architecture and its three geometries. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 59.
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drawing, a morselated corner, a single drawn fragment that fell 

from a drawing set from the Auckland University Archive.

Such fragments, defined by the jagged breakline, can be seen as 

part of  something larger that has been broken off; or something 

that looks as if  it has been broken, and are formal distillations 

of  an imagined or real material fragment. If  separated from 

the sheet (or even if  deliberately separated) some detection is 

required to discover the whole, the reason for its breakage and 

imagination is needed to re-complete the whole. A fragment 

real or imagined, must have a past and be identified as broken; 

detection is required to discover its whole and the reason for 

the fracture. Imagining the whole may also be falsely construed; 

from a limited knowledge of  the past lies the opportunity for 

imagined construction and construal. The partial view can be 

reassembled, cut from the original drawn sheets to make a new 

intuitive or imagined version. Frascari writes in ‘Function and 

Representation in Architecture’ (1985),

‘The architectural sign that is the architectural detail, 
is by nature, both stable and mobile at the same time.  
When called upon for the concrete needs assembly in 
architectural artefacts, details retain their identity, and 
provide the place where the union between the two 
spheres of  architectural production is achieved.’4

In Frascari’s terms function is merged with representation, the 

result of  productive thinking and the construal and construction 

of  architecture. Architectural details take account of  a material 

and structural knowledge that is the making of  things and 

a reconciliation of  the parts to the whole. Fragmentation, 

as a part that implies a whole, can be seen as a method of  

unification or a way to enhance or destroy individuality or 

unity. Architectural historian Robin Evans in his discussion 

of  fragmentation suggests that ‘…a fracture maybe the scene 

of  spent anger or an unrealized desire. It may represent a 

political state, a state of  consciousness, a state of  the world, a 

state of  the body. Or it may represent ruptures in perception, 

memory, knowledge, self, substance, space or time.’5 Similarly 

4  Frascari, M. (1985). Function and Representation in Architecture. Design 
Methods and Theories, 19(1), 200-212. Pg 201

5  Evans, R. (1995). The projective cast: architecture and its three geometries. 



60

Frascari refers to the fractured human figure as a sum of  parts 

and building parts with living bodies, resulting in a union of  

construction and construing in which the human figure is both 

subject and object.6

A fragmented architectural drawing may be without assemblage 

or structure and, therefore appear indestructible and architectural 

drawings in another sense can consist only of  fragments of  

potential objects and therefore are of  nothing at all. Architectural 

fragments come into existence through the process of  

transformation and projection where the surface condition of  the 

drawing is registered as a break and results in a drawn fragment. 

Frascari sees this transformation as an architects ‘phantasia’. In 

‘The Particolareggiamento in the Narration of  Architecture’ 

(1989), he writes ‘…a fantasy results from the union of  the made 

with the real, in devising a possible architecture…through this 

process, architectural expression…is produced in a construction 

which can be revealed through a later construing.’7 For Frascari, 

architecture is seen as a built set of  images, a type of  text that 

results in an interpretative activity that is a dream or fantasy in 

the devising of  possible architectures and a dream is a mode 

of  production in which ‘minute-notions’ can be manipulated 

through dimensional and scale changes, combinations and 

analogies. This morselated dreamt body is the phantasia, 

fragmented by scale and lightening strokes, registered by teeth 

that separate and never connect. 

This chapter sees the drawn fragment in architecture as being 

both intentional and abstract, as systemic and as a form of  loss 

and a form of  hybridity. The fragmented detail will be firstly seen 

through the narrative work of  Italo Calvino and Frascari’s notions 

phantasia. 

Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 101

6  Frascari, M. (1982). Professional Use of  Signs in Architecture. JAE: Journal 
of  Architectural Education, 36(2), 16-22. Pg 18. See also Frascari, M. (1985). A 
“measure” in architecture: A medical-architectural theory by Simone Stratico 
Architetto Veneto. RES, 9(Spring), 79 -90. Pg 88

7  ‘Fantasy’ here takes its original Greek meaning ‘imagination’ which is a 
philosophical procedure dealing with images rather than concepts.’ Frascari, 
M. (1989). The Particolareggiamento in the Narration of  Architecture. JAE: 
Journal of  Architectural Education, 43(Autumn 1), 3-12. Pg 6
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Calvino uses phantasia as an active elaboration of  the narrative 

that is demonstrated with pictures, facsimiles, and images 

that include comparisons and combinations.8 Images become 

increasingly complex and compelling and are played out in the 

narrative where they are distilled and reconstituted into patterns 

of  fragmented visual memories. In Calvino’s ‘Invisible Cities’, he 

uses the fragment as an endless opportunity for reconstruction, 

connection and separation. He writes, 

‘… and I think that, setting out from there, I will put 
together, piece by piece, the perfect city, made of  
fragments mixed with the rest, of  instants separated by 
intervals, of  signals one sends out, not knowing who 
receives them.’9  

Calvino’s narrative hypothesizes new worlds, tangential realities 

and places of  fanciful memories, ‘…a creation of  visual worlds 

that have never existed but which could be recuperated from the 

world’s debris.’10 Frascari’s account of  the fragment is discovered 

in his discussions on the work of  Carlo Scarpa where the 

fragmented detail is understood as a place for exploration and 

invention. For both Frascari and Calvino fragmented architecture 

is seen as the imagined, offering the possibility of  connections, 

false paths and narratives of  loss. Within these literary and 

analytical guides lies a space for exploration, cities of  imagination, 

buildings as stages, details as construction become like paper 

projects in the absence of  ‘real architecture’. 

The fragmented drawn will be tested in the architecture archive 

in the drawing set ‘New Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe 

Streets, Internal Marketing Division New Zealand Government, 

(1939), by the partnership Benjamin Charles Chilwell and Cecil 

Trevithick.11  (fig. 1) 

8  Ricci, F. (2001). Painting with words, writing with pictures: word and image in the 
work of  Italo Calvino. Toronto: University of  Toronto Press. Pg 149

9  Italo Calvino (1923-1985) was an Italian journalist and writer of  short 
stories and novels. Calvino, I. (2002). Invisible cities, translated from the Italian by 
William Weaver. London: Vintage. Pg 164

10  Ricci, F. (2001). Painting with words, writing with pictures: word and image in the 
work of  Italo Calvino. Toronto: University of  Toronto Press. Pg 216

11  The set of  drawings of  interest are those to the ‘New Government 
Warehousing at the corner of  Nelson and Fanshawe streets, Auckland City.’  



62

Figure 1 Chilwell, B. C. & C. Trevithick, New Premises Cnr 

Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, Internal Marketing Division 

New Zealand Government, (1939), Authors Own
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Frascari’s three-dimensional mosaic and Calvino’s 
imaginative reconstruction

In Calvino’s ‘Invisible Cities’, merchant-explorer Marco Polo 

describes to Kublai Kahn all the cities that make up Kahn’s vast 

empire. As Calvino’s narrative unfolds, Kahn realizes that Polo’s 

astonishing reports are actually all tales of  Venice, Polo’s home.  

For Calvino, Venice is an invisible city, not because it cannot be 

seen, but because it does not exist. Venice is not one city, but 

an infinite number of  cites, with an infinite number of  pasts, 

presents, and futures.12 Marco Polo and Kublai Khan conjure 

imaginary destinations out of  thin air.  

The voyage and the maps of  those journeys open paths to 

narratives that show a relationship between image and text, 

the potential of  the cities Polo creates and their surreal nature.  

Calvino’s ‘Invisible cities’ reads as a fragmented geography 

of  tensions between inside and outside, the new and the past, 

the fantastic and the real, the invisible and the unliveable.13 

The reader is given a short glimpse of  each city and finds, 

imagines or invents connections. The city’s architectural space 

is described each time with fragmented details, each of  which 

become a determinant. Crystalline spires and latticed cityscapes, 

maps, pictures and labyrinths form connections and bridge the 

gaps between elaborated landscapes and individual tales.  

The building partially exists and was designed by the partnership Benjamin 
Charles Chilwell and Cecil Trevithick. The title of  the drawing set is ‘New 
Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, Internal Marketing Division 
New Zealand Government, November 20th 1939.’ Chilwell was a practising 
architect in Auckland for 40 years and in 1914 he entered into the partnership 
with Trevithick.  The partnership undertook a wide variety of  domestic, 
commercial and industrial buildings within the Auckland City central business 
district, including Myers Park Kindergarten (1916), Edeans Building (1914), 
Whitcombe and Tombs Limited Building (1916), Rutland Building (1929), 
Nestle Factory (1925-7), Royal Exchange Assurance Building (1920) and the 
Prudential Building (1939). http://www.historic.org.nz/corporate/registersearch/
ProfessionalBio/Professional.aspx?ID=45

12  Daly, E. M. (2006). New Orleans, Invisible City. Daly, E. M. (2006). New Orleans, Invisible City. Nature and Culture, 1(2), 
133-148. Pg 133

13  Chiesa, L. (2006). Italo Calvino and Georges Perec: The multiple and Chiesa, L. (2006). Italo Calvino and Georges Perec: The multiple and 
contrasting emotions of  cities and puzzles. The Romanic Review, 97(3-4), 401 - 
421. Pg 403



64

Calvino’s ‘Invisible cities’ is an incessant reiteration of  the 

idea of  construction, experimentation pervades the text and 

gives way to a space that exceeds the idea of  city. Each city 

has its own internal logic which on the one hand, dynamically 

distances it from other cites and on the other also binds it to 

them with affects of  reiteration and subtraction of  elements. He 

writes,

‘If  I tell you that the city toward which my journey tends 
is discontinuous in space and time, now scattered, now 
more condensed, you must believe the search for it can 
stop. Perhaps while we speak, it is rising, scattered, within 
the confines of  your empire…’

Calvino’s concept of  narrative is image based; he privileges the 

spatial, a descriptive sense - based modelling of  reality rather 

than a narrative infused with temporal demands. The narrative 

promotes a playful description and relationship between the 

word and its signified and Calvino leaves open spaces for the 

possibility of  change and for transformation between invention 

and reality. The small and the large, the local and the global, the 

visible and the invisible in this novel lead to a consideration of  

the relationship between the parts and the whole. 

Like Calvino, Frascari refers to the construction and construal 

of  architecture, ‘…contained in the making of  elements and in 

the dialogue set up among them by their placement in the fabric 

of  the building.’14 For Frascari the possibilities of  innovation 

and invention lie in building elements, the relationship set up 

among materials and their possibilities, and in the manipulation 

of  visual and kinesic relationships among the fragments and 

surfaces, an architecture of  resolution, substitution and design 

of  elements. The architect becomes an inventive narrator of  

space, a storyteller, moving between the constructed and the yet 

to be constructed. He writes,

‘…it is based on a semiotic practice resulting from the 
construing of  the elements of  space in architecture – 
shade, shadows, colour, heat, air, noise, viewing, moving, 

14  Frascari, M. (1985). Carlo Scarpa in Magna Graecia: The Abatellis Palace 
in Palermo. AA Files, 9(Summer), 3-9. Pg 4
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stone, wood, concrete, glass – in a stereographic plurality, 
producing texts which are three-dimensional mosaics 
of  fragments played by the double-faced technology of  
constructing and construing.’15

Frascari‘s interest in the detail is explored through the works 

of  Carlo Scarpa (1906-1978) an Italian architect most well 

known for his obsessive attention to detailing and for an 

understanding that construction embodies significant meaning.  

In ‘The Tell -The -Tale –Detail’ (1984), Frascari saw Scarpa’s 

use of  structural devices to assemble an architectural text and 

his use of  a fragmented detail as a fertile ground for further 

exploration.16 The ‘ziggurat’ motif  used by Scarpa in the 

Brion Cemetery at S. Vito d’Altivole and in the façade of  the 

Banca Popolare di Verona is seen by Frascari as a fertile detail, 

a solution for terminating the layers of  the wall to show the 

virtual joint between the original walls and those added in later 

constructions.17 In his terms architectural detailing is a process, 

which proceeds step by step and Frascari viewed Scarpa’s 

drawings as an alternation between the representable and 

the non-representable and with that consequently the drawn 

surface becomes a collection of  architectural ideas instead of  a 

transparency by which drafted representations deny a reflection 

of  architectural perceptions. Frascari describes Scarpa’s 

approach to detailing as the designing of  joints that revealed a 

union between materials and elements instead of  attempting to 

hide joints or demand dimensional accuracies that could not be 

15  Frascari, M. (1985). The Space of  Monsters and the Monsters of  Space in 
Architecture. Espaces et Sociétés, 47(Numéro spécial), 157 - 166. Pg 165-166

16   ‘Scarpa would invent details the precise architectural functions of  which 
would become clear only after they had been used in several different designs. 
The range of  those architectural functions goes from the immediate to the 
mediate understanding of  the meaning of  the details. This creative use of  
details in design is fully in accordance with Wittgenstein’s understanding of  a 
creative use of  language. The “exact” meaning, that is, the function of  words, 
would only become known by after use.’ Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell -The 
-Tale -Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 32

17  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell -The -Tale -Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 33
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achieved.18 Each of  Scarpa’s designs represents an interim result 

that cannot be considered until the final result. 

Scarpa, Frascari suggests, would invent details, which would ‘…

become clear only after they had been used in several different 

designs.’19 In these terms the fragmented detail becomes the 

unconscious trace of  the architect; the travelling detail is the 

fragment that cannot be suppressed. In ‘Carlo Scarpa in Magna 

Graecia: The Abatellis Palace in Palermo’ (1985), Frascari 

elaborated further, 

‘In this sense buildings are text, which are generated 
by assembling three-dimensional mosaics of  fragments, 
excerpts, citations, passages and quotations and every 
building is an absorption and transformation of  other 
buildings.’20

Frascari’s version of  the fragmented detail, the trait of  the 

architect, offers the possibility of  innovation and invention that 

reside in the buildings’ elements and in manipulations of  the 

visual and kinesic relationships among the various fragments 

and artefacts. Architectural drawing is seen as the product of  

the resolution, substitution and design of  elements, whereas 

technology forms the basis of  an understanding of  the interplay 

of  elements in the composition.21 

Frascari writes that ‘architecture should be seen not as a 

summary of  totalities but rather as an open collection of  

fragments assembled to generate a legible text. It should 

produce a world that is recognizably unreal but ordered, 

where the technology of  architecture reveals the reality being 

18  Frascari, M. (2003). Architectural Synaesthesia: a hypothesis on the 
makeup of  Scarpa’s modernist architectural drawings. SAH: Society of  
Architectural Historians Annual Meeting, Denver, Colorado.  Retrieved 7th 
December, 2010, from http://art3idea.psu.edu/synesthesia/documents/synesthesia_
frascari.html

19  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell -The -Tale -Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 32

20  Frascari refers, ‘…to buildings partly or wholly composed of  elements and 
fragments taken, either literally or conceptually, from buildings produced in 
other times or in other cultures.’ Frascari, M. (1985). Carlo Scarpa in Magna 
Graecia: The Abatellis Palace in Palermo. AA Files, 9(Summer), 3-9. Pg 3

21  Frascari, M. (1985). Carlo Scarpa in Magna Graecia: The Abatellis Palace 
in Palermo. AA Files, 9(Summer), 3-9. Pg 4
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Figure 2 Chilwell, B. C. & C. Trevithick, New Premises Cnr 

Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, Internal Marketing Division 

New Zealand Government, (1939), Authors Own
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simultaneously surveyed and designed within the cultural 

memory.’22  In this sense through the processes of  signification 

buildings seen as texts and fragmentary architecture become a 

kind of  architectural writing where the designation of  things 

and objects uses the medium of  other things and objects and 

three-dimensional mosaics of  fragments can become absorbed 

and transformed into other buildings.

This chapter examines the construed nature of  the drawn 

architectural detail and the narrative it may construct through 

notions of  fragmentation. Following Frascari, architectural 

drawings are seen as a collection of  fragments assembled to 

generate a legible text making a world that is recognizably 

unreal but ordered, where the technology of  architecture 

reveals the reality being simultaneously surveyed and designed 

within a cultural memory. The use of  the words construal 

and construction allows for the drawing together of  diverse 

elements; the narrative allows for the exploration of  the 

‘phantasia’ of  the architect. The fragmented drawn detail 

will be discussed within the archived drawing set of  the ‘New 

Government Warehousing at the corner of  Nelson and 

Fanshawe Streets’, Auckland City. These elusive connections 

between a morselated piece and the dreams of  architecture will 

be pursued in single sheet from the architecture archive. (fig. 2)

A piece of a jigsaw puzzle and a sign of loss 

In a horizontal metal drawer in the silent, soporific Archive the 

bundle of  old drawings, on tracing were roughly ordered. The 

sheets numbered from 1 through to 20 including 30 engineering 

blue prints; at first glance seemed to be complete.  However at 

the bottom of  the drawer was a fragment, a morselated corner, 

a fallen drawn fragment found in the Architecture Archive. The 

fragmented drawing torn from a whole that is not present, its 

edges unrecognizable, the clues to its re-connection lost in the act 

of  becoming a fragment. (fig. 3)

22  Frascari, M. (1985). Carlo Scarpa in Magna Graecia: The Abatellis Palace 
in Palermo. AA Files, 9(Summer), 3-9. Pg 9
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Figure 3 Torn fragment – Untitled, Chilwell, B. C. & C. Trevithick, 

New Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, Internal Marketing 

Division New Zealand Government, (1939), 480 x 130 original copy with 

annotations and hand water colouring
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Defined in terms of  a part whole relationship the fragment was 

derived from and subordinate to an original whole, now operating 

either through a nostalgia for a lost past or a loss of  totality. The 

fallen piece and its frayed edges give only partial information 

for the construction of  the whole. It implies the incomplete, 

offering a multiple of  connections and the perhaps unfulfilled 

promise of  pieces that are to be re-united or salvaged.  Angela 

Ndalianis in her book ‘Neo-Baroque aesthetics and contemporary 

entertainment’ writes of  fragmented gaps within a narrative, 

‘Like ruins, which contain within them the memory of  
past existence, an understanding of  the meaning of  the 
fragment functions as a nostalgic remnant or emblem of  
the past, but also reinvents itself  as a unique whole that 
belongs to its own time.’23 

Architectural texts are a learned commentary to preceding texts 

and in some cases, as in a medieval scholium, the commentary in 

its interfacing with the original text is generating a new text.24 

The fragmented detail and the drawing set from the archive 

become a narrative to be explained. 

Narrative gaps in the drawing set have superficial signs of  unity 

and coherence, torn edges match at points as do draughted 

lines and notes. As equally joints seen as discontinuities appear 

to disrupt the narrative even as drawing conventions and marks 

offer clues to their reattachment. The fallen fragment gathers as 

multiple pieces of  a kind, new fragments found and introduced 

to the whole, interact with others and come together to create 

multiple, yet unified story formations, the presence of  the 

trait of  the architect. Readers entranced by intricate networks 

23  Angela Ndalianis is Associate Professor and Head of  the Cinema Studies 
Program at the University of  Melbourne, Australia. The book explores the 
resemblances between the baroque art and music of  the seventeenth century 
and the media forms of  the late twentieth century. Ndalianis, A. (2004). Neo-
Baroque aesthetics and contemporary entertainment.  Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 
60.

24  Frascari refers to the commentary of  Scarpa’s work as a medieval 
‘scholium’.  A). An explanatory note or comment; spec. an ancient exegetical 
note or comment upon a passage in a Greek or Latin author. B). In certain 
mathematical works (e.g. Newton’s Principia): A note added by the author 
illustrating or further developing some point treated in the text.
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/view/Entry/172516?redirectedFrom=scholi
um. Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell -The -Tale -Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 31

detail to fig 3

detail to fig 3
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of  connections intersecting numerous narratives become 

participants in a game that involves the recognition of  prior 

signs and in the variations introduced to the signs within the 

narrative. 

Literary critic Joseph Frank in ‘The Idea of  Spatial Form’, 

notes that an inquiry into the relationship between the part 

and the whole, the fragment and the complete, offers an 

object of  thought that results in the reader being forced to 

continually fit fragments together.25 The reader keeps allusions 

in the mind until, by reflexive reference, they are linked to 

their complements, the detail and the invisible unity of  a 

dream.26  For Frascari the architects’ task, ‘…is to rearrange 

a shattered world into a meaningful world by the use of  

architectural writing.’27 Reflecting on the demonstrative nature 

of  architectural production, he suggests that architects are 

seers reconstructing and reassembling shattered visual worlds 

through architectural writing, turning construction documents 

into ‘monuments’. Through the drawing set the reader connects 

hints and spatial references gradually becoming aware of  a 

pattern of  relationships. The jigsaw is slowly pieced together. 

Professor of  semiotics Omar Calabrese in ‘Neo-Baroque: a sign 

of  the times’, distinguishes between the detail and the fragment. 

Calabrese sees the ‘Neo-Baroque’ as a valorisation of  forms 

that display a loss of  entirety, totality and system in favour 

of  instability, polydimensionality and change. Calabrese like 

Ndalianis sees the ‘Neo-Baroque’ as a cultural phenomenon that 

enables the search for forms that display a loss of  entirety and 

finding similarities and differences can link the most disparate 

25  Frank, J. (1991). Frank, J. (1991). The idea of  spatial form: New Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press.

26  Literary critic Joseph Frank (1945 – 1991) in ‘The Idea of  Spatial Form’ 
describes a type of  narrative organization characteristic of  modernism that 
de-emphasizes temporality and causality through compositional devices such 
as fragmentation, montage of  disparate elements, and juxtaposition of  parallel 
plot lines. Frank, J. (1991). The idea of  spatial form: New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press. Pg 20.

27  Frascari, M. (1988). The Drafting Knife and Pen. In M. Frascari, and Frascari, M. (1988). The Drafting Knife and Pen. In M. Frascari, and 
Miller, R. (Ed.), Implementing Architecture: Exposing the Paradigm Surrounding the 
Implements and the Implementation of  Architecture. The Architecture Society of  
Atlanta: Nexus Press. Unpagenated. 
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objects, from science to mass communication.28 These are also 

the potential of  reading the detail as fragment. According to 

Calabrese, there are nine defining features of  a Neo-Baroque 

culture: rhythm and repetition; limit and excess; detail and 

fragment; instability and metamorphosis; disorder and chaos; 

node and labyrinth; complexity and dissolution; distortion 

and perversion. Both Ndalianis and Calabrese in attempting 

to examine cultural phenomena that appear to be unrelated 

argue that the detail assumes and depends on its relationship 

to the whole whereas the fragment signifies parts of  the whole 

‘but the whole is in abstentia’.29 The fragment in this sense is 

read as a form that displays a loss of  entirety by different types 

of  divisibility, the cut and the rupture constitute the detail or 

fragment.30

A rupture in material objects, including drawings, offers edges 

that are interrupted, the effect of  breakage in which the edges 

are produced are by a force resulting in irregular boundary lines. 

The mark of  the break or rupture suggests a loss of  meaning 

but the drawn fragment is not literal; there is nothing to be 

broken, no virtual space, no subject matter, no substructure, 

and no geometry. It is a deliberate miscommunication from 

28  Calabrese, O. (1992). Neo-Baroque: a sign of  the times; translated by Charles 
Lambert; with a foreword by Umberto Eco. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press. Pg xi - xiv

29  Both Omar Calabrese in Neo-Baroque: A Sign of  the Times (1987) and Angela 
Ndalianis in Neo-Baroque Aesthetics and Contemporary Entertainment (2006) refer to 
‘post’ modernism in terms of  the ‘neo’ baroque. The interest of  their works 
lies in the cultural phenomena they scrutinize, from TV culture and popular 
literature to avant-garde art and contemporary science. They suggest that 
recent technologies of  the visual and the virtual seem to have ushered in a 
new worldview that is in many ways similar to the preoccupations of  four 
centuries ago. The neo-baroque shares a baroque delight in spectacle and 
sensory experiences. ‘The neo-baroque combines the visual, the auditory, and 
the textual in ways that parallel the dynamism of  seventeenth-century baroque 
form, but that dynamism is expressed in the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries in technologically and culturally different ways.’ Ndalianis, A. 
(2004). Neo-Baroque aesthetics and contemporary entertainment Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press. Pg 5. See also Calabrese O. (1992). Neo-Baroque: a sign of  the times; 
translated by Charles Lambert; with a foreword by Umberto Eco: Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press. Pg 73.

30  ‘Fragment, fraction and fracture, the diversity of  the three terms depends 
on their temporal relationship to one another in terms of  the breakage. The 
fragment is successive, the fraction is the dividing act, and the fracture is not 
necessarily definitive potential for breakage.’ Calabrese, O. (1992). Neo-Baroque: 
a sign of  the times; translated by Charles Lambert, with a foreword by Umberto Eco. 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. Pg 72.
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the draughtsperson through the drawing to the observer. Evans 

sees the fragmentation of  direct communication from the 

draughtsperson through the drawing to the observer as ‘...a loss 

of  politeness, the carryover of  resemblances from earlier works 

residua, and the words surrounding the project extraneous.’31  

The transmitted message is generated not by the individual 

drawings but by their assembly into a set. The fragmented 

image becomes a meaningful configuration; at the same time a 

breaking of  the whole and a loss of  meaning.

A rupture is defined as a break, tear, or split in a surface or 

substance, especially in the skin or other tissue and occurs as 

a breach of  continuity, an interruption and is often an act of  

breaking or bursting. 32 Discontinuities define the condition 

of  the edge of  a rupture; disparate objects and fragments are 

assembled and transitions from one to the other are established. 

This implies continuity; that transition is inherent within 

the joint, a perfect seam in which every detail is secondary 

to the rules of  a larger system. Marc M. Angélil in his 

article ‘Construction Deconstructed: A Relative Reading of  

Architectural Technology’ suggests that,

‘Rupture and break might emphasize the singularity of  
different parts, yet adjacency also allows the possibility 
of  transformation and mutation to occur, thereby 
prohibiting the autonomy of  any transitional order.’33

A rupture may be an intermittent event that can occur 

anywhere, an abrupt discontinuity or the experience of  shock. 

The rupture will then enable the exploration of  a hidden system 

becoming a breach of  the whole body. Ruptures or breaks can 

interrupt continuity and cease the easy reading of  the drawing. 

31  Evans, R. (1984). In front of  lines that leave nothing behind. AA Files, 
6(May), 89-96. Pg 92.

32  http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/view/Entry/168984?rskey=8m046L
&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid

33  Prof. Dr. Marc M Angélil is Professor at the Department of  Architecture 
at the Swiss Federal Institute of  Technology (ETH Zurich), Switzerland.  His 
research activities deal with the contemporary developments in urban design 
and theories of  architectural technology. Angélil, M. M. (1987). Construction 
Deconstructed: A Relative Reading of  Architectural Technology. JAE: Journal 
of  Architectural Education, 40(Spring, 3), 24-31.Pg 26

detail to fig 3
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Angélil suggests that disorder and discontinuity are understood 

as transformations of  idealised form, with the reading of  

ruptures, mutations, or distortions implying departure from a 

stable origin.34 He argues that internal structures, conceived as 

a system of  relationships, could be understood as incomplete 

and disordered which can question the notion of  the 

architectural object as a singular conception. These continuous 

discontinuities can also be found travelling through material 

in a drawing, space maybe splintered, open by incisions and 

lacerations, the reader’s vision is sped through the ruptures that 

have been wreaked in the drawing.  

A rupture marks a point of  exchange, a boundary condition, 

and the place where something is about to or has happened. 

A rupture becomes exposure or breakage it also is the 

point of  change a break between materiality.  It may exist 

where mouldings and remnants of  walls are clearly distinct 

from modern additions and remain evident throughout, an 

articulation between old and new, where the meaning of  

juxtaposition is heightened through the specific nature of  

detailing.

The notion of  rupture enables an understanding of  the building 

in terms of  it construction that may otherwise be hidden. It 

allows the exploration of  concealed systems or demonstrate 

another condition within the building. Ruptures can also 

destabilize the overall structure, where the order is no longer 

stable and complete. Processes of  uncovering, the tearing 

away of  detail walls and the layers of  skin, reveal incomplete 

relationships of  internal structures, systems that are disordered, 

and discontinuous, but may have the potential for completion, 

order and continuity.  Fragmentation of  the drawn, both 

disciplinary and unexpected, given by cuts and ruptures, can 

delineate aspects of  the architectural work, suggesting a process 

34  He writes, ‘…in construction the architectural object which is constituted 
by the arrangement of  an endless number of  parts and systems, is very likely 
to be confronted with a kind of  disorder, i.e., the linking together of  elements 
of  construction that are incongruous and inappropriate.’ Angélil, M. M. 
(1987). Construction Deconstructed: A Relative Reading of  Architectural 
Technology. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 40(Spring, 3), 24-31.Pg 31

detail to fig 3
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of  discovery where knowledge is accrued from directions other 

than disciplinary. 

As Frascari writes in ‘The Drafting Knife and Pen’ (1988), ‘…

the drawing pen is, then, a knife with which architects cut 

through buildings – that is, the tool with which they write 

the story of  their buildings.’35 The rupture appears restlessly 

revealing intricate and difficult construction. With a rupture 

in the drawing a decisive cut of  the section is lost whereas a 

sectional detail cuts through the whole structure. A rupture 

tears at the outer layers and may only reveal the outer layers of  

surface and skin. Rupture will break the carapace and reveal 

the skeleton, the interval, between the walls the place in which 

lie the tools of  that objects invention. For Frascari, 16th century 

architect Rusconi‘s drawings represent the bodies of  buildings 

exposed through successive stages of  dissection as they become 

stripped of  their plastery skin to show a structural frame.36  The 

fragment as the result of  a rupture, offers an imperfect seam, a 

disjunction and the thin edge of  the severed surface reveals the 

autobiographical process of  its making.  The fragment and the 

detail begin to function simultaneously in the reading of  the 

edges of  the scrap and the detailed marks upon it, notions of  

their integrity begin to reveal themselves within the archive and 

the architectural drawing set. Unlike the detail the fragment, 

despite having formed part of  a previous whole, does not need 

to take the presence of  the whole into account, except as loss in 

order to be defined. 

French art historian Georges Didi-Huberman suggests that in 

dealing with the whole one must ‘cut up’, as if  the whole could 

only exist in piecemeal form, on the condition that the parts be 

35  Frascari, M. (1988). The Drafting Knife and Pen. In Frascari, M. and 
Miller, R. (Eds.), Implementing Architecture: Exposing the Paradigm Surrounding the 
Implements and the Implementation of  Architecture. The Architecture Society of  
Atlanta: Nexus Press. Unpagenated.

36  Giovanni Maria Rusconi was a 16th century architect who made a set of  
illustrations for the Vitruvian text De Architectura (“On Architecture”). Anna 
Bedon ‘Il Vitruvio di Giovanni Antonio Rusconi.’ Ricerche di Storia dell’arte (June 
1983), Pg 85. Cited in, Frascari, M. (1988). The Drafting Knife and Pen. In 
Frascari, M. and Miller, R. (Eds.), Implementing Architecture: Exposing the Paradigm 
Surrounding the Implements and the Implementation of  Architecture. The Architecture 
Society of  Atlanta: Nexus Press. Unpagenated.
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totalizable. The detail in this sense presents an, ‘…ideal form 

of  knowledge and of  totality, the ideal knowledge which might 

come with exhaustive description.’37 Architectural detailing can 

be designated a contrary operation which consists of  sticking all 

the pieces back together again, accounting for the fragmented 

details in full, enumerating all the parts of  a whole while the 

cutting up creates the possibility for a complex account and 

leaving nothing as residue. 

Calabrese writes that the fragment becomes transformative 

according to its context.38 The fragment according to Calabrese  

does not express a subject, time or space of  articulation; its 

thresholds are measurable and the fragment is not examined 

as a trace unless it is examined in detail. He goes on to suggest 

that the fragment can exist in a form of  excess, ’…the fragment 

itself  becomes a system whenever the assumption that it belongs 

to a system is renounced.’39 In this case its reference points are 

missing, there are no drawn connections to other parts of  the 

future work and the ‘fragment’ offers nothing beyond itself. It 

is a morsel that refers back to a system that is seemingly absent.  

The fragmented drawn detail becomes a clue that forms part 

of  the unknowable whole, a whole that can be reconstructed by 

starting from the fragment represented by a dream.  

Frascari writes in ‘Telling and Casting’ (2008), ‘…in practicing 

architecture, to dream by drawing is to make visible the 

invisible within the constructed world. The drafted dream is 

the place where the ineffable is restated into a visible fable. 

The drafted dream is tectonic activity and within it takes place 

the construction of  the intangible within a tangible world.’40 

37  Didi-Huberman, G. (1989). The art of  not describing: Vermeer - the detail 
and the patch. History of  the Human Sciences, 2(2), 135-169. Pg 136

38  Calabrese, O. (1992). Calabrese, O. (1992). Neo-Baroque: a sign of  the times; translated by Charles 
Lambert; with a foreword by Umberto Eco. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press. Pg 72

39  Calabrese, O. (1992). Neo-Baroque: a sign of  the times; translated by Charles 
Lambert; with a foreword by Umberto Eco. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press. Pg 74.

40  Frascari, M. (2008, April 11). Telling and Casting. Retrieved Tuesday 11th 
January, 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/04/telling-and-
casting.html
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For Frascari architectural labour and the narration of  a dream 

are seen as acts of  forecasting, a translation of  dreams and the 

architect, a dreamer, exists within their own mental images. The 

viewer attempts to conduct the fragmented morsel back to its 

imaginary system.

The drawn fragment, seen as a shard, a ruin or a trace of  a 

past or future space, may also become part of  a world and 

wholeness to which it may no longer have any relation. The 

fragmented morsel may have no connection to the drawn set. 

Is it possible to restore the fragment as an imagined assembly 

of  matter within a shifting complexity? The detail and the 

fragment each involve notions of  proximity and division and 

suggest an ideal form of  knowledge and totality, the knowledge 

that comes from exhaustive description. The fragment relates 

back to a whole only to question its status, offering absence, an 

enigma, and an effaced memory. The drawn fragment, where 

part of  the detail is missing through becoming a fragment, offers 

ambiguity, multiplicity and boundlessness. Complexity and 

chaos are concepts that become disordered, unstable, random 

and irreducible.

The fallen morsel 

The fragment from the Auckland Architecture archive is 

presented to the viewer as an act performed by a subject. It 

is a coloured slip of  paper, which is divided both horizontally 

and vertically; the edges are not defined but interrupted. 

Forces produced the boundary lines and they mark the point 

of  exchange, the boundary condition, the verge and a place 

where something happened. A detailed study of  these edges of  

the fragment may enable a hypothetical re-construction of  the 

part’s relationship to the whole. 

Wearing away of  a drawn sheet can be seen as a sign either of  

its reconstitution, as building, or a worn out mode of  drawing. 

The fractured corner partially describes a section through 

a future building, revealing two broken floors and hints at a 

third. The edge of  the torn sheet, where it might be reattached 

to the body of  the original work, is frayed and irregular. The 

sectional detail is fragmented and broken away. It becomes an 

detail to fig 3

detail to fig 3
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examination of  a fragmented edge. The fragment invokes the 

absence of  the whole providing the hint or clue by which the 

archival hunt continues. 

As the archived fallen morsel becomes isolated from its original 

context it can be transformed into the fragment of  a lost 

narrative, a signifier without specific signification. It’s potential 

for breaking up, distorting, multiplying, and disarranging 

could become a systematic criticism of  place carried out by 

using the instruments of  visual communication. The drawn 

fragment offers detachment, a broken edge that equally refers 

to a nostalgic fragmentation or a trace, a clue with which to 

reconstruct an absented body. According to its context the 

fragment becomes transformative. It does not express a subject, 

time or space of  articulation; its thresholds are not measurable. 

Its thresholds are quantitative, an infinitesimal edge and at the 

same time an absolute line. The fragmented detail becomes 

transformative as the place for invention; the travelling trace 

of  the architect unfolds as each iteration of  the drawn detail 

is used. In this sense the drawn fragment becomes inarticulate 

unless viewed as the historical and imagined. 

The fragmented scrap shows a section of  part of  a future 

building cut through columns 4 -13 from in the archive 

indicating vertical columns that are numbered 23, 33 and 43. A 

lemon grading and case making room are shown on the second 

floor. To the right an insulated butter patting room and store 

has tiled walls rendered in a soft pink. Noted on the fragmented 

scrap is a guide for complete recipes to the ‘Insulated Patted 

Butter Store refer sheets Nos. 2 and 13.’ To the right ice blue 

glazing opens the view into an office for testing. A small note 

orders, ‘Omit Tiles and Finish in Plaster’ lies beneath the 

‘Dining Room for Men’ on the third floor. A single line cuts 

diagonally across the fragment showing the slope of  the Nelson 

Street footpath. 

Is this a method for grading the lemons, a partial recipe for 

lemon butter? A series of  thresholds between inside and outside 

are revealed in the torn sheet. The representation suggests the 

edges of  rooms, the beginnings and endings not quite clear. 

Cut spaces, at one and at the same time of  entrance and exit, a 

detail to fig 3
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cleaving place of  adherence and separation appear across the 

fragmented drawing surface. 

The drawn fragment then becomes contained and focused 

on under a specific set of  circumstances, which the reader 

organizes by referring to an implied situation. Individual 

reference by the reader is temporarily suspended until the 

entire pattern of  internal references can be apprehended as 

a unit.41 The graphic energy of  dissociated and disrupted 

forms in the drawing become more visible than the buildings 

represented in the fragment. The edges of  the fragmented 

scrap,  diminished by time, are augmented by ink and coloured 

wash.  Fragmentation becomes a destructive urge that has been 

filtered into representation and kept manageable. Evans writes 

that fragmentation assumes the possibility of  reconstructing an 

original that has been broken, the fragment can be considered 

an accident from which one then reconstructs a whole, ‘…

of  putting together the busted vase...a delight in smashing 

things up or sadness in surveying the shattered scene. Yet 

fragmentation has to be figurative because only things with a 

constitution can be broken.’42 In this light the appearance of  

fragmentation in a drawn detail could be a signal of  a wider 

obstruction. 

The morselated drawn scrap appears to be broken up into 

fragments, each of  which may not be read as a ‘type’, even if  in 

its original unified state it could have been called typical. The 

building has been designed as a large recipe; grade and colour 

the lemons, pat the butter, filter the honey. Each part of  the 

recipe is allocated to a different floor, ground floor butter patting 

and tempering, first floor lemon preparation and colouring, 

second floor general store, third floor packing and grading and 

honey melting and processing on the fourth floor. Can this 

recipe be repeated endlessly? Is this order? Frascari writes in 

41  Frank, J. (1991). The idea of  spatial form. New Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press. Pg 13-15.

42  Robin Evans investigates the work of  Daniel Libeskind and his 1983 
‘Chamber Works’ in terms of  fragmented drawings. Evans, R. (1984). In front 
of  lines that leave nothing behind: Daniel Libeskind Chamber Works 6 - 29 
October 1983. AA Files, 6(May), 89-96. Pg 92  
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‘Cooking an Architectural Happy Cosmospoiesis’ (2005), ‘…the 

crossing over of  dishes’ and buildings’ sources in an all signifying 

system, from table settings to site settings, becomes a way to 

identify a possible cosmospoiesis.’43 For Frascari, architects as 

creators of  images and cooks can relate to their future buildings 

and dishes through a long series of  intermediary steps, that 

begin with the mastery of  the reuse of  left overs. The lemon 

curd recipe and the edges of  the fragment offer two conditions, 

one is compared to the original unified thing and the other 

belongs to the surface or edge formed by the break or tear. 

The break or tear can be smooth with the cut of  a knife, rough 

but regular with the saw, coarse and brittle with broken stone, 

feathery as when a cloth is torn. Certain habituality is suggested 

in this missing totality, of  things that have been ruptured, where 

parts are lifted off  and connected in an incongruous manner.  

The incomplete.  

In one reading the torn fragment of  the butter-patting factory 

presents a vague sense of  lost completeness or a vestige 

of  something, a recipe to be pieced together. Equally the 

appearances of  leftover parts, lemon colouring, honey melting, 

evoke not a missing whole so much as a world of  fragments, 

material elements and their connections, that extend beyond 

conventional reading. These fractional drawings hint at the 

architectural detail’s ability to function as a clue, as the piece 

of  the puzzle that tells us about a larger whole. The torn 

fragment is notated with recognizable fragments, of  machines, 

instruments, structure, occupation, food, limbs and diagrams; a 

composition of  figurative elements in space. 

The fragment and the detail have a mutual dependence, where 

both are distinct parts referring to the same totality. Literary 

critic Naomi Schor writes in ‘Reading in Detail: aesthetics 

and the feminine’, that the detail and the fragment are in an 

hierarchical relationship, because it is the equal distribution 

and high density of  purposeful details that ensures the integrity 

43  Frascari, M. (2005). Cooking an Architectural Happy Cosmopoiesis. Built 
Environment, 31(1), 31 - 37. Pg 31
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of  the fragment. It is in the virtuality of  the fragment that the 

detail finds its purpose, ‘…in an aesthetic of  an essentially 

archaeological order, where any totality is but a temporary 

assemblage of  potential fragments the detail is the guarantor 

of  certainty.’44 A suggested wholeness is offered in the drawn 

set through a multitude of  detail drawings. A piecing together 

of  the imagined building is completed through the gathering 

of  drawn fragments in a search for connections that might 

lead to the operations of  the imagined building in a recipe for 

construction. The drawing set reveals stores, labelled entrances 

and a large warehouse in the middle of  the city, streets for 

rolling lemons and sectional cuts rendered in soft pink yellow 

and green. 

The morselated body, the wasted, used for another 
purpose. 

The torn fragment appears to belong to the proposed Sheet No. 

7, ‘New Premises - Internal Marketing Division, New Zealand 

Government’ at the corner of  Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, 

Auckland City. (fig. 4) The sheet describes three elevations 

of  the proposed building, three sections and, to the left, one 

partial section where a piece has been torn from the drawing. 

The street elevations have a strong horizontal emphasis, broad 

horizontal bands of  column-less fenestration. Sections show 

openings, cart docks and numbered columns of  the warehouse 

while the entrance and offices are detailed elsewhere. 

John Stacpoole and Peter Beavan write that the 1920 – 1940’s 

were considered as a transitional period in New Zealand 

architecture. Heavy investments in primary industries, new 

roads and new land development were reflected in designs of  

progressiveness appropriate to the new government agenda.45 

Architects developed pronounced horizontal windows and 

plaster bands, contrasted with verticals such as stairs and towers 

44  Literary critic and theorist Naomi Schor (1943 – 2001) is a scholar of  
French Literature and critical theory.  Schor, N. (1987). Reading in detail: 
aesthetics and the feminine. New York: Methuen. Pg 28

45  Stacpoole, J., and Beaven, P. (1972). Stacpoole, J., and Beaven, P. (1972). Architecture 1820-1970. Wellington: 
Reed. Pg 73 – 74.
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Figure 4  Sheet No. 7 Elevations: Nelson St, Corner and Fanshawe Street, Sections 

Col. 8 – 15, 41 – 45, 02 -04, 20th November 1939, Scale 1’ = 8’-0”, Chilwell, B. C. & 

C. Trevithick, New Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, Internal Marketing 

Division New Zealand Government, (1939), 1040 x 770 original copy with annotations 

and hand water colouring
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in response to these new government initiatives.46 

The fragmented nature of  the drawn set and the building 

could be a parallel expression of  a fragmented agricultural 

country reconstituting itself  as a modern nation state or as a 

fragment, a ‘waste-product’ of  this historical process. Here the 

torn slip lies somewhere between the simultaneous narration 

of  fragmentation and that of  contemporary life, it may have 

incomplete content or it maybe an idle idea that repeats itself. 

The fallen fragment offers a moment between the history of  the 

fragment in its own right and the discourse on the morselated 

piece; the interpretation of  the fragment using its own language. 

Hilde Heynen writes in ‘Architecture and Modernity: a critique’, 

that her view of  modernity is characterised by irreconcilable 

fissures and insoluble contradictions, by divisions and 

fragmentation and by the collapse of  an integrated experience 

of  life.47

The collected sheets reveal rooms of  tasty delights including a 

butter patting, lemon colouring and lemon grading room and 

honey melting cabinets, a continuation of  the recipe. Deliveries 

of  ‘Honey’ and ‘Butter’ marked in raised relief, two inches from 

the wall surface are signalled on Nelson and Fanshawe Street. 

The title, ‘Internal Marketing’ and ‘Stores’ are also marked 

46  The ‘New Premises - Internal Marketing Division’ was one of  a number of  
major government office buildings built in New Zealand during the 1930–40’s 
and showed a development of  public works and government administration, 
particularly during the first labour government from 1939-49 under the 
leadership of  Michael Joseph Savage. ‘The onset of  the economic depression 
of  the late 1920’s and early 1930’s and the deprivation and suffering that 
many people, especially the unemployed and the elderly, experienced put 
tremendous pressures on members of  Parliament. Savage was distressed 
by the hardship he encountered, and in 1931 was admitted to Auckland 
Hospital with mysterious abdominal pains; they were to recur throughout the 
1930’s. From 1933 he traversed New Zealand repeatedly with an intensity 
and evangelical fervour previously unknown in New Zealand politics. In the 
months leading up to the 1935 election Savage came to personify the Labour 
Party’s commonsense humanitarian approach. He spoke with sincerity, 
eloquence and power, convincing many voters that he and his colleagues not 
only understood their problems but also could be trusted to solve them. Savage 
refused to indulge in recrimination and divisive politics but sought to unite 
as many people as possible behind a common dream of  a better and fairer 
society. With the addition of  two Ratana MPs elected in Maori seats, Labour 
came to power at the 1935 election with 55 of  the 80 seats in Parliament.’ 
http://www.dnzb.govt.nz/dnzb

47  Heynen, H. (1999). Heynen, H. (1999). Architecture and modernity: a critique. Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press. Pg 13.
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Figure 5 Sheet No. 6 Fourth Floor Plan: Administration, 20th November 1939, Scale 

⅛” = 1’-0”, Chilwell, B. C. & C. Trevithick, New Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe 

Streets, Internal Marketing Division New Zealand Government, (1939), 770 x 570 original 

copy with annotations and hand water colouring
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on the elevations of  the building.  Plans shift from a terraced 

entrance detail in sweeping arcs to a large warehouse. (fig. 5) 

The plans are colour coded in blue and red, the rendering 

of  the warehouse and front entrance shift in code and scale. 

Sectional details of  the stairwell reveal a honeyed entrance to 

the offices of  the building. 

The drawing set consists of  twenty hand coloured sheets. (fig.6) 

The faded fragile paper shows details picked out in faded 

greens and reds. The set also contains thirty-one blueprints of  

reinforcing details to the building. Within the archived set are 

also several unnumbered sheets and fragmented slips of  paper 

torn from the whole in the process of  archiving, investigating 

and age. The building partially exists, the raised reliefs marking 

delivery entrances, the stairwell and garden have been removed 

in subsequent alterations.

The drawing set, ‘New Premises Internal Marketing Division’ 

can be viewed not as whole picture or as an artefact but as an 

incomplete representation of  specific sorts of  thinking, showing 

changes in the structure of  thought.48 The viewer begins to 

notice narrative gaps and perhaps a sense of  fragmentation 

because of  the superficial signs of  unity and coherence that are 

shared across the drawing set. The reader, although initially 

disorientated when confronted with the fragmented corner 

and its narrative gaps present in its disconnection, come to an 

understanding of  the part within the context of  the whole and 

discovers a kind of  order, the kind of  order that is necessary 

when following a recipe or piecing together a jigsaw puzzle. 

Evans writes, ‘…the portrayal of  an object in its totality requires 

the destruction of  its picture’s unity; conversely, the destruction 

of  a picture’s unity may, by inference, or shared intuition 

create the sense of  a probable totality beyond the picture.’49 Its 

rendered objects are transparent and give suggestive instances 

of  notation and discontinuity. 

48  Hewitt, M. (1985). Representational Forms and Modes of  Conception: An   Hewitt, M. (1985). Representational Forms and Modes of  Conception: An 
Approach to the History of  Architectural Drawing. JAE: Journal of  Architectural 
Education, 39(2), 2-9. Pg 4

49  Evans, R. (1995). The Projective Cast: Architecture and its three geometries. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 62
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Figure 6  Sheet No. 11 ½ Section Through Entrance Vestibule, 20th 

November 1939, ½” = 1’ – 0”, Chilwell, B. C. & C. Trevithick, New 

Premises Cnr Nelson and Fanshawe Streets, Internal Marketing Division 

New Zealand Government, (1939), 980 x 770 original copy with 

annotations and hand water colouring
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The drawn fragment is the remains of  an otherwise destroyed 

whole where the whole is a future built construction; an event 

or an experience and the drawings are the remnants. Points of  

facture are pre-ordained by the rules governing their making 

and small parts of  the experience are extracted to enable the 

construction. Evans suggests,

‘In the uncompleted there is always possibility. In an 
event cut off  from its origins there is promise.’50

The fragment takes the form of  a crumbling parchment, a 

corner of  a larger work. It gestures toward a whole that is 

absent, and in isolation, it resists notions of  unity or resolution.  

It also suggests a new entity, the story of  a different work that 

can lay claim to its own completeness through the combination 

of  a number of  individual narrative fragments. The torn 

fragment becomes linked to a sectional cut of  the warehouse; 

shifts in scale, colour and detail are made in the drawing set to 

accommodate the warehouse, the terraced entrance and the 

office suites.

Conclusion

Architectural drawings can be seen as a complete whole in the 

sense of  being a record of  the process of  drawing itself, as a 

summation of  thoughts. Architectural drawings can also be 

viewed as fragmentary because they can only ever be selections 

or snatches of  the construction and the construal of  the built.  

The drawn fragment that dissect small parts of  an experience 

begin to disclose more about overall construction.

A design is often developed by the same technique as in 

the production of  the drawing.  Architectural drawing is a 

continuous interference process on which the design process is 

based and transformed in a sequence of  marks on paper that 

are analogue for the slow processes of  construction and the 

obsessive nature of  construal. The fragmented architectural 

50  Evans, R. (1984). In front of  lines that leave nothing behind: Daniel 
Libeskind Chamber Works 6 - 29 October 1983. AA Files, 6(May), 89-96. Pg 
96
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drawings make an analysis three dimensionally on a two 

dimensional surface of  any joint of  the imagined construction, 

any joint of  the object, as a prediction of  the role of  each detail 

in generating the whole text. Frascari writes, ‘…an architectural 

whole is seen as a phenomenon composed by details unified 

by a ‘device’ a structuring principle.’51 The drawing set is seen 

as more than Cartesian descriptive geometry; rather they are 

descriptions of  the future perception in relationship to the 

making of  the architectural object. The drawings do not define 

future architectural pieces as a simple sum of  lines, surfaces 

and volumes. They represent the process of  transformation of  

the details from one system of  representation to another, from 

drawing to building. Fragmented drawings present components 

that are not visible but that are the result and the projections 

of  construction and construing, which are never fully rendered, 

only fragments and parts of  them are. 

The drawn fragment becomes recognised as an enabling fiction. 

The knowledge of  the whole is essential to an understanding 

of  any part as equally the parts can describe the whole.  In this 

drawing set the knowledge is obtained only after the book has 

been read and the recipes learnt, when are all the references 

are fitted into their proper places and grasped as a unity. The 

lengthy and often fragmented search through the archive is 

continued on the assumption that a unified spatial apprehension 

of  a dreamt work is ultimately possible. The fragmentation 

of  a drawn surface, through a multitude of  reflections, offers 

the idea of  space and its detailing as a realm of  all possible 

combinations, between broken and reaching completion, visual 

interconnections and the arrangement of  objects generating the 

potential for multiple meanings.

The drawn fragment provides a resource upon which the 

architect or reader can draw for the invention of  new designs, 

assembling, collecting and recombining the fragments in new 

ways. The detailed drawing becomes the materialization of  a 

continually changing process, the movements, rhythms, 

51  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell -The -Tale -Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 31



89

and partially comprehended ruminations of  the mind: the 

operations of  thought. 

The drawn fragment can be read as a means of  endless 

multiplicity, as a manipulation of  words or details and all the 

variables with their connotations and tones. A fragmented 

drawing can point to the inability of  ever finding an ending or 

the ability to leave the past behind. Calvino writes of  his novels 

in a sense that they are unfinished or left as fragments, like the 

ruins of  ambitious projects that nevertheless retain traces of  the 

splendour and meticulous care with which they were conceived. 

‘…a network of  relationships that the writer cannot 
restrain himself  from following, multiplying the details so 
that his descriptions and digressions become infinite.’52

52 Calvino, I. (1993). Six memos for the next millennium: New York: Vintage Books. 
Pg 106-107
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Chapter 3. The detail as secret or hidden: 
the Chinese whisper

This chapter considers the architectural detail as a means of  

discussing the writing of  architecture. Frascari sees a narrative 

tension between the construal and construction of  architecture, 

when the narrative allows for the exploration of  the imaginary 

machinations of  the architect.1 Drawn architectural details 

are seen as a connection between narrative and interpretation 

activated through ideas of  the secret or hidden. This follows 

Frascari, who writes that through drawings, 

‘…architects must make visible that which is invisible in 
the conceiving and constructing of  architecture. Through 
drawings, the architects’ objective is the definition 
of  quantities and functional denotation in order to 
determine the qualities and connotations of  past, present 
and future buildings.’2  

In this sense the hidden or secret can be understood as 

something kept from common knowledge or observation, 

concealed or disguised, hidden from sight, which is inherent 

in all architectural drawing sets. This chapter will discuss the 

implication of  the writing of  architectural histories that arise 

from an engagement with buildings hidden details through the 

use of  a narrative.

In Frascari’s terms this secret conjunction between the body and 

soul of  architecture is related to an etymological chiasm, the 

technè of  logos and the logos of  technè. He says, ‘…through 

embodiment, architecture becomes a perspicuous representation 

of  a becoming, dealing with a therapeutic dimension.  In 

other words, architecture is a representation dealing with 

1  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 23-26

2  Frascari, M. (1988). The Drafting Knife and Pen. In Frascari, M. and 
Miller, R. (Eds.), Implementing Architecture: Exposing the Paradigm Surrounding the 
Implements and the Implementation of  Architecture. The Architecture Society of  
Atlanta: Nexus Press. Unpagenated.



the reconciliation of  the art of  living well with the art of  

constructing well…’3 Architectural details are not secretive, yet 

their secret nature is the way that they secrete the bond between 

soul and body. The secret is that each detail enacts a societal 

relationship. Each drawing contains an image of  the larger 

workings of  the world. Architect Daniel Libeskind writes in 

‘The proof  of  thing invisible’;

‘Architecture’s reality is as old as the substance of  the 
things hoped for. It is the proof  of  things invisible. 
Contrary to public opinion the flesh of  architecture is 
not cladding, insulation and structure, but the substance 
of  the individual society and history; a figuration of  the 
inorganic and organic, the body and soul and that which 
is visible beyond.’ 4

Libeskind suggests that architecture reveals the hidden / visible 

condition of  society / history. In this sense architecture is secret, 

but it is not secretive and the detail can become figurative. A 

secret can be understood as something kept from common 

knowledge or observation, concealed or disguised, hidden from 

sight.5 It could be kept from the public eye, or known only by 

selected people, a place removed or remote, or as easily, of  a 

door, a chamber or a passage. Literary critic Hélène Cixous 

writes of  the secret,

3  Frascari, M. (1987). A New Corporeality of  Architecture. JAE: Journal of  
Architectural Education, 40(Jubilee 2), 22-23. Pg 23

4  In this piece Libeskind writes of  the mystical nature of  things present 
but not seen and the potential strength of  architecture as a communicative 
device. He writes of  ideas of  architecture crystallizing into solid form through 
drawing, ‘All this is accomplished through technique such as drawing wherein 
an exiled line falls to the ground. Two parallel lines signify a wall; precisely the 
wall which between the lines and is not a line. Whether this wall imprisons and 
releases depends on whether one is saint or a prisoner.  It is doubly illegible; 
twice over. In attempting to surmount the inner poles of  this contradiction, 
architecture becomes like the plow turning time up, revealing its invisible 
layers on the surface.’ Libeskind, D. (2007). Proof  of  things invisible (1997). In 
Sykes, K.  (Ed.), The architecture reader: essential writings from Vitruvius to the present 
(pp. 264 - 268): New York: G. Braziller. Pg 266 + 268

5  Kept from knowledge or observation; hidden, concealed. Predicatively (esp. 
in to keep secret): Kept from public knowledge, or from the knowledge of  
persons specified; not allowed to be known, or only by selected persons. http://
www.oed.com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/view/Entry/174537?rskey=SKkvIO&result=1&i
sAdvanced=false#eid
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‘But then secret from whom? Secret, hidden from whom? 
A secret announced but not revealed. Instantaneous. 
Written so as not to be read. But so as to have been 
written. Who will know?’6

Not all that is hidden is secret and conversely not everything 

about what is plain in sight is revealed in its fullness. To have a 

secret is only important if  someone else knows you have one. 

But in some way knowledge of  the secret must be there, like 

a concealed joint or a negative detail and perhaps, there must 

also be an admiration for the joiner. As Frascari points out, 

‘…the architectural enigma, a callida junctura (ingenious joint), 

unites artefacts and meaning which are not easily related.’7 

The enigma of  making tangible that which is intangible, 

an intentionally obscure joining of  ideas and materials, can 

become a transformation of  the construal and construction 

of  architecture and to pursue these secrets that may not be 

secretive can make the most ordinary sublime. Secrets can be of  

concealed things, displaced or unknown features from everyday 

observations, details considered trivial and unimportant, of  

things seen, beneath notice that could perhaps furnish the key.8

A secret detail can be tortuous, to keep or to discover and the 

more complicated it is the more likely it will be lost or, like a 

Chinese Whisper, change shape. A search for a detail as a key to 

a secret is a story of  secretion and detection. There is an interior 

in a detective novel, but can there be a detective story of  the 

interior, of  the hidden mechanisms by which an architectural 

space is constructed as interior or liminal, where architectural 

spaces can border both the inside and out at the same time? 

Frascari writes ‘…this means to examine the operations and the 

outcomes by which representations are generated, grown and 

delivered into the heterogeneous compilation of  delineations 

6  Cixous, H. (2005). Stigmata: escaping texts; with a foreword by Jacques Derrida. 
London: Routledge. Pg 88

7  Frascari continues, ‘…this union is an inversion of  the normal process of  
signification: it is the joining of  the Vitruvian quod significant (the signified) and 
quod significatur (the signifier) in a fantasia, a divination of  a possible built future.’ 
Frascari, M. (1987). Some Monstri Sacri of  Italian Architecture. AA Files, 
14(Spring), 42-47. Pg 42

8  Ginzburg, C. (1980). Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and 
Scientific Method. HWJ: History workshop journal, 9, 5-36. Pg 10
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and depictions that makes a project of  architecture.’9 An 

examination of  alternative and concurrent architectural 

representations is a means of  considering the clues and traces of  

architectural drawing in producing architecture. In the reading 

of  architectural drawing sets, with limits and boundaries, the 

secreted and hidden spaces of  a building are made manifest. 

Thresholds are formed between the private universe of  the 

interior and the outside world. In this chapter, hidden thresholds 

that occupy the intersection between body, language and within 

the building, invisible skeletons are discovered and discussed in 

terms of  a series of  detail drawings to the marbled foyer of  a 

building sited on the verge of  modernity.

The hunt for the secret machinations of  the architect begins 

within the Architecture Archive with two sectional drawings 

of  the interior foyer for The South British Building (1927) at 

5 - 13 Shortland Street, Auckland.10 (fig. 7) For Frascari, ‘…

hunters would have been the ‘first to tell a story’ because 

they were able to read the tracks left by their prey, a coherent 

sequence of  events. This knowledge is characterized by the 

ability to construct from apparently insignificant experimental 

data a complex reality that could not be observed directly.’11 

This chapter explores the experimental data and the working 

drawings of  the South British Building. 

The South British Building is a reinforced concrete structure 

with a Neo-Classical façade and elaborate cornices; constructed 

on the verge of  modernity by the architects Hugh Grierson, 

Kenneth Aimer and Malcolm Draffin. Plans sections, elevations 

and details are listed in the drawing set. They reveal interiors 

marked with liners, casing, covers, and objective traces of  the 

occupants. 

9  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food for 
the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 87

10  The South British Building (1927), 5 - 13 Shortland Street, Hugh 
Grierson, Kenneth Aimer and Malcolm Draffin architects.

11 Frascari, M. (2008, 30th June). Architectural thinking is quite comparable 
to the drawing of  architecture Retrieved Tuesday 11th January, 2011, from 
http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008_06_01_archive.html



Figure 7 Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The 

South British Building, (1927), 5 – 13 Shortland Street. 

Authors own 
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The detective story that follows these traces, the narrative of  

the remainder of  this chapter, is a detective story of  the interior, 

of  the split wall beneath the skin through the sectional cuts 

of  the architect. The telling of  truths and the hunt within the 

story, the revealing details have been those that have broken the 

frame and shown the incoherence of  architecture. They are the 

‘missing acts’ of  Caprettini’s scientific detective work. He writes, 

‘…the transmission of  truth in a detective story is 
achieved through details, apparently trivial fragments, 
odd things on which our attention concentrates only with 
hesitation. In fact other details and, most of  all, by the 
storey’s general aspects, distract us. The most revealing 
details are but those, which break the frame, showing its 
incoherence. They are its “missing acts”.’12

Through their daily construction of the built environment 

Frascari sees architects using various chiastic relationships 

between the visible and the invisible. Images and numbers 

become part of the apparatus of future constructions, ‘…as 

images of the idea, images of different phases of design, images 

of construction procedures, images of realized constructions, 

as finished or transformed by time.’13 Tectonic aspects of 

architectural drawing are controlled by numbers and images 

and are used by architects to relate visible construction with 

invisible constructs.14 The reader becomes an interpreter of such 

tectonic aspects, such tracks Frascari continues, ‘…the play of 

lines presents the invisible aspects of architecture, representing 

in a unique way what can never be seen when the walls are 

erected; this play is spatial and temporal phenomenon, not some

12  Gian Paola Caprettini [1948 -] is an Italian semiologist and teacher who is 
the author of  several books on semiology and cinema. Caprettini writes of  the 
detail and the detective story. Caprettini, G. P. (1983). Pierce, Holmes, Popper. 
In Eco, U. and Sebeok, T. A. (Eds.), The Sign of  three: Dupin, Holmes, Peirce 
(Advances in Semiotics) (pp. 135 - 153): Indiana University Press. Pg 139

13  Frascari, M. (2007). A reflection on paper and its virtues within the 
material and invisible factures of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and 
Starkey, B. (Eds.), From models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture 
(pp. 23-33): London; New York: Routledge. Pg 26

14  Frascari, M. (1999). Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: Eleven 
in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa. Nexus Network Journal, 1, 7 - 21. Pg 7
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non-spatial and temporal phenomenon, not some non-spatial 

and non-temporal phantasm.’15

In these terms the secret could be inconsequential knowledge 

that is dismissed or trivial. Following and revealing clues 

the secret of  the drawing set maybe discovered. The reader 

becomes an interpreter of  tracks, a narrative sequence that 

needs an observer, a chase of  the part for the whole, the cause 

for the effect. Should the secret be kept? Will the answer be 

found, murmured in the ear, a small snippet, this Chinese 

whisper? A whisper from ear to ear; each stage a reflection of  

its predecessor, each pass a higher distraction, will the final 

secret be measured against the original.16 Frascari writes, 

‘…by relying on numeracy in their constructional alchemy, 

architects deal with the relationships between the detectable 

and the undetectable of  present, past and future structures.’17 

If  a building is a tale, what now remains to be told, what is 

still hidden in the collection, brought to a standstill within the 

archive? Literary critic Susan Stewart in ‘On longing: narratives 

of  the miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, the collection’, 

remarks that,

‘...time is not something to be restored to an origin; rather 
all time is made simultaneous or synchronous within the 
collection’s world.’18

15  Frascari, M. (2008, 30th June). Architectural thinking is quite comparable Frascari, M. (2008, 30th June). Architectural thinking is quite comparable 
to the drawing of  architecture Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from
http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008_06_01_archive.html 

16  The Chinese Whisper, an English parlour game in which a message   The Chinese Whisper, an English parlour game in which a message The Chinese Whisper, an English parlour game in which a message 
is whispered from ear to ear round a circle and its final recipient has to 
pronounce what is usually nonsense for it to be measured against the original.  
At each stage the whispered message becomes distorted. Mary Margaret 
McCabe suggests that, ‘...the Chinese Whispers effect encloses the work, so 
that the dialogue appears distanced from the reader, remote and separate 
in that it is transmitted through a series of  people of  which we are not 
members...’ Each stage reflects on the conditions of  its predecessor; each stage 
of  the dialogue is of  a higher order of  abstraction than its predecessor. Gill, 
C., and McCabe, M. M. (Eds.) (1996). Form and argument in late Plato: Oxford: 
Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University Press. Pg 7

17  Frascari, M. (1999). Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: Eleven 
in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa. Nexus Network Journal, 1, 7 - 21. Pg 18

18  Stewart, S. (1993).   Stewart, S. (1993). On longing: narratives of  the miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, 
the collection: Durham: Duke University Press. Pg 151
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The past becomes of  service to the archive and the drawing 

set that lends authenticity to the past. Will this story of  the 

secret detail be read or classified, documented, and established 

as a truth? What is in the archive? Is it a history of  trouble, of  

secrets, of  plots, of  the clandestine, half-truths, the unstable 

limit of  public and private? Finally what are the ethics of  the 

concealment, and the revealing of  such concealment? What of  

the methodological implications for the writing of  architectural 

histories that may arise from an engagement with a building’s 

hidden details? Does the secret narrative of  construction 

revealed in the archival drawings impact upon the particular 

buildings, upon the received histories of  the South British 

Insurance Building? Jacques Derrida in his writings on the 

archive suggests that,

‘The last door opens, of  course, at the last sentence of  
the book. A remarkable and necessary location decisively 
precisely where nothing is decided. If  not by chance that 
this last door takes the form of  a promise, the promise of  
a secret kept secret.’19

The chapter will discuss the hidden aspects of  the construal 

of  architecture. In order to investigate the hidden firstly a 

comparison between Frascari’s notion of  invisible construal 

and Carlo Ginsburg’s use of  the secret in a narrative will 

be undertaken. Ginzburg identifies the study of  genetic 

representations as a procedure based on clues, an evidentiary 

paradigm, a reading of  representations based on traces.20 In 

Frascari’s terms drawings are understood as a mirroring play of  

signs to be interpreted by questions of  authorship and author-

guided imagination.21 For both Frascari and Ginzburg it is an 

examination of  artefacts through clues and evidence that results 

in a phenomenological understanding based on an accidental 

hunting of  lines and traces.

19  Derrida, J. (1996).   Derrida, J. (1996). Archive fever: a Freudian impression: translated by Eric 
Prenowitz: Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. Pg 69

20  Ginzburg, C. (1980). Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and 
Scientific Method. HWJ: History workshop journal, 9, 5 - 36. Pg 6

21  Frascari, M. (2008, May). The Angels of  Architecture: The Three New 
Necessary Angels of  Architecture. Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from
 http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/05/angels-of-architecture.html
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Secondly the scene will be set by a dramatological metaphor, 

for the description of  the drawing set, the specific drawings of  

interest and the archive’s ability to represent reasons behind this 

undertaking. Finally the secret drawings and the dreams of  the 

architect in two sectional drawings will be examined, the tale 

will end with a drawn whisper. 

Frascari and Ginzburg: making the invisible, visible.

In ‘A Reflection on paper and its virtues within the material 

and invisible factures of  architecture’ (2007), Frascari writes 

that drawings present themselves to the reader and offer 

representations of  a dream of  architecture. He writes;

‘The presentation drawings present themselves to a 
person’s view and purport to be representations of  a 
building-to come and thus propose to offer knowledge 
pertaining to its otherwise invisible referents. This view 
does not progress beyond the drawing is effectively 
annulled. Any discussion of  whether the invisible remains 
invisible or instead becomes visible belongs to the domain 
of  the presentation drawing. The function of  this drawing 
is to divide the invisible into that part which is reduced to 
the visible and another part which is invisible…’22

For Frascari architectural drawings offer knowledge of  the 

imagined building and the view of  what is visible or invisible 

belongs to the drawings and the drawing set. The drawing set 

presents the invisible and is also reduced to the visible. In this 

sense the drawing set offers ‘sight’ by allowing the invisible to 

saturate the visible and is seen by Frascari as an assemblage in 

a visible design of  invisible configurations, ‘…in a set of  lines, 

marks, and strokes become the potentiality of  a construction, 

which cannot be fully expressed, but is present in the thinking 

generated by architectural factures.’23 

22  Frascari, M. (2007). A Reflection on paper and its virtues within the 
material and invisible factures of  architecture. In Hale, J., Starkey, B., and 
Frascari, M. (Eds.) From models to drawings: imagination and representation in 
architecture (pp. 23-33): London; New York: Routledge. Pg 31

23  Frascari, M. (2009). Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna: Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 105
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Frascari suggests that, ‘drawings summons insight’ by allowing 

the invisible to flood the visible without reducing the invisible to 

the visible lines of  a drawing.24  He points out that architectural 

drawings become graphic manifestations of  the visible to 

the invisible by relying on seemingly disparate disciplines 

including cartography, surveying, sun and shadow casting. This 

interpretive mapping makes manifest what is hidden in the 

ordinary experience of  the structure of  the everyday.25 

Historian Carlo Ginzburg in his article ‘Morelli, Freud and 

Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method’ discusses how 

people see the world, how knowledge is acquired and organised, 

how information is framed, and the way social structures 

influence that knowledge.26  He investigates the relationship 

between formal and informal knowledge, in an historical 

epistemology. 

‘It’s a matter of  kinds of  knowledge which tend to be 
unspoken, whose rules, as we have said, do not easily lend 
themselves to being formally articulated or even spoken 
aloud. Nobody learns how to be a connoisseur or a 
diagnostician simply by applying the rules.’27

In this paper Ginzburg discusses informal knowledge, 

knowledge that is based on everyday experiences and careful 

observation, which allows the observer to understand 

more than can be directly seen. Ginzburg draws a parallel 

between Morelli’s method of  classification, Freud’s detailed 

analysis of  symptoms and the work of  Arthur Conan Doyle’s 

fictional character Sherlock Holmes.28 Ginzburg analyzes 

24  Frascari, M. (2007). Introduction: models and drawings - the invisible Frascari, M. (2007). Introduction: models and drawings - the invisible 
nature of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and Starkey, B. (Eds.) From 
models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture (pp. 1-7). London; 
New York: Routledge. Pg 7

25  Frascari, M. (2007). Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and Frascari, M. (2007). Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and 
Steinberg. In Perez-Gomez, A., and Parcell, S. (Eds.), Chora Volume 5: Intervals 
in the Philosophy of  Architecture (pp. 179 - 200): McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal, Canada. Pg 194

26  Ginzburg, C. (1980). Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and 
Scientific Method. HWJ: History workshop journal, 9, 5-36.

27  Ginzburg, C. (1980). Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and 
Scientific Method. HWJ: History workshop journal, 9, 5-36. Pg 28

28  Giovanni Morelli (1816 – 1891) was an Italian art critic and art historian 
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the Morellian method and suggests that a historian operates 

in the manner of  a detective. Frascari, addressing a similar 

audience in ‘Professional Use of  Signs in Architecture (1982) 

sees construction as the result of  the architect’s manipulation 

of  the signs of  the environment expressed through the setting 

of  procedures, ‘…which are presented through chemical, 

mechanical and other kinds of  prescriptive documents such as 

construction drawings and specification writings.’29

For both Frascari and Ginzburg discovering clues unnoticed by 

others, the unconscious traces, serve as fingerprints to the scene of  

the crime. Like the detective work of  Sherlock Holmes, identities 

can be expressed in the details that are least attended to; the 

interpretation of  clues unnoticed by others. A diagnosis on the 

basis of  symptoms or signs often irrelevant to the eye, involves 

the taking of  marginal or irrelevant details as clues. The result in 

both cases is that a detail is a clue with which to reconstruct an 

absented body, and attempting to follow these clues requires a 

‘detailed reading’. In a confusing proliferation of  paths, fragments, 

shattered narratives and partial histories by following and revealing 

clues the secret maybe discovered. For both Frascari and Ginzburg 

it is details that provide the key to another reality, inaccessible by 

other methods.

This chapter examines the construed nature of  the drawn 

architectural detail and the narrative it may construct through 

notions of  the secret and hidden. Following Frascari’s ideas of  

making the invisible visible the secret drawn detail will be discussed 

within the archived drawing set of  the South British Building, 

tracing chiastic relationships between images and numbers that 

become part of  the apparatus of  future constructions.

who proposed a new method for the correct attribution of  old masters. He 
developed a technique of  scholarship, identifying the characteristic “hands” 
of  painters through scrutiny of  diagnostic minor details that revealed artists’ 
scarcely conscious shorthand and conventions for portraying, for example, 
ears. The ‘Morellian’ method is based on clues offered by trifling details 
rather than identities of  composition and subject matter. Ginzburg, C. (1980). 
Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method. HWJ: 
History workshop journal: 9, 5-36. Pg 7

29  Frascari, M. (1982). Professional Use of  Signs in Architecture. JAE: Journal 
of  Architectural Education, 36(2), 16-22. Pg 22
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The construction: setting the scene

The South British Building (1927), 5 - 13 Shortland Street, 

Auckland, is an eight-storey office tower in downtown Auckland 

designed by the architects Grierson, Aimer and Draffin.30 It was 

designed to be the head office for the South British Insurance 

Company.31  The detail drawings selected for discussion are 

those to the foyer that revels in decorative Art Deco, sweeping 

curves and sunbursts. Marble wraps around corner details, 

abuts the openings of  doors and traces a path of  opulence 

up and down the staircases. (fig. 8). Geometric granite on the 

patterned floors, ornate plaster ceilings and Belgian blue and 

Verona yellow marble wall cladding grace the entrance way. 

Large Kauri doors slide into cavities to open the entrance to the 

street.32

The almost complete drawing set of  the building is archived 

in the Architecture Archive at the University of  Auckland. 

Like any set of  drawings within the archive the South British 

Building has revealed an essentially secret nature. Missing 

sheets, additional sheets, notes and the fragmentary nature of  

collections reveal hidden histories of  any construction. The 

history of  the building and its collection creates a site for secrets, 

omissions and concealments. The South British Building was 

30  Peter Shaw describes the building as refl ecting American prototypes of    Peter Shaw describes the building as reflecting American prototypes of  
the ‘Chicago Style’ of  the 1920’s. Shaw, P. (2003). A history of  New Zealand 
architecture; photographs by Robin Morrison and Paul McCredie: Auckland, N.Z.: 
Hodder Moa Beckett. Pg 108

31  Construction was completed in 1927. At the time it was one of  the Construction was completed in 1927. At the time it was one of  the 
tallest structures in Auckland. (It marked a shift from smaller, single tenancy 
offices that had been occupied since the mid 19th century). The South British 
Insurance Company occupied the ground and first floors, the boardroom on 
the 7th floor. Other businesses tenanted out the remaining levels. The eight-
storey building reflected the then, more prominent financial institutions. It also 
reflected significant changes that were going on in commercial architecture 
and business practice during the late 19th century and early 20th century. 

32  The site for this secret is The South British Building (1927) in Shortland   The site for this secret is The South British Building (1927) in Shortland The site for this secret is The South British Building (1927) in Shortland 
Street, Auckland City. Further up the street built a year later is an almost 
identical building by Bloomfield and Hunt’s, The Yorkshire House (1928) later 
titled The General Building. Both these buildings were of  reinforced concrete 
structures and they exhibit a similar division of  their façades. The three 
divisions, the base, shaft and the capital for tall office buildings; Shaw describes 
both as having Neo Classical detailed facades and elaborate cornices. Shaw, P. 
(2003). A history of  New Zealand architecture; photographs by Robin Morrison and Paul 
McCredie: Auckland, N.Z.: Hodder Moa Beckett. Pg 108
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Figure 8 Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The 

South British Building, (1927), 5 – 13 Shortland Street. 

Authors own
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one of  the tallest structures in Auckland and presented to the 

street a solid, reliable, and conservative façade.33 The building 

marked a shift in the real estate market at the time from smaller, 

single tenancy offices that were popular in the mid nineteenth 

century to the more corporate structures that dominated in the 

20th century.34

The interiors of  the building and specifically the beautifully 

crafted ground floor and elevator foyer include some of  the 

finest Art Deco ornamentation in the city centre. Art Deco, 

with its decorative forms and design influences, expressed in 

fractioned, crystalline, faceted forms were displayed in the foyer 

of  the South British Insurance Building. Stepped forms and 

sweeping curves used in radiator grilles, sun bursts resulted in 

an opulent design. Marble wraps its self  around corner details, 

abuts the gaps for doors and windows and traces its way down 

staircases.  Geometric patterned floors, ornate ceilings and 

Belgian Blue and Verona Yellow marble clad the entrance. 

Large wooden doors that slide into cavities close the entrance to 

the street. (fig. 9)

The interior is marked with liners, casings, covers, and traces; 

architectural signs of  concealment that are revealed in the 

drawing set for the foyer. The detective story that follows these 

traces is a detective story of  the interior, of  a split wall beneath 

33  The South British Insurance Offices maintained a British connection on 
the interior of  the building accentuated by the use of  English stone cladding 
and the re-use of  a statue of  Britannia on the exterior, which previously 
surmounted the Blackett’s Building. The statue and the firm both moved up 
the road to the new residences. The building reflected the prosperity of  one 
of  the city’s most prominent financial institutions of  the time. The company 
transferred its headquarters into the new building from its smaller chambers 
in the Blackett’s Building (1878-1879). The original home the South British 
Insurance was on the corner of  Shortland Street and Queen Streets. Built 
of  brick with ornate plasterwork this three-storey building housed one of  
the most prosperous insurance companies who later shifted next door. The 
company was founded in 1872 and expanded its international operations 
significantly in the early 1900’s.  http://www.historic.org.nz/TheRegister/
RegisterSearch/RegisterResults.aspx?RID=121

34  ‘The mid-century surge in ‘industrial’ employment was driven by 
construction as well as manufacturing. This was a period not only of  rapid 
expansion of  manufacturing for both local and export markets, but also of  
state-led expansion of  the housing stock and massive public works construction 
projects in hydroelectricity, highways and airports.’ Bertram, G. (2009). The 
New Zealand Economy 1900-2000. In Byrnes, G. (Ed.), The New Oxford History 
of  New Zealand. Oxford University Press. Pg 543
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Figure 9 Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The 

South British Building, (1927), 5 – 13 Shortland Street. 

Authors own
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the skin. The hunt for the secret begins with two drawings; 

perhaps one will reveal a dangerous and ugly reality behind 

the surface of  architecture. A surgeon’s sectional cut through 

the centre line of  the wall is drawn showing architecture as 

appearance without substance, a simulacrum of  engineering, 

terracotta, brick, concrete and steel. Is this the secret, structure 

and ornament, or perhaps a multiplicity of  boundaries and 

paths? As Frascari has discussed, ‘…the bodies of  buildings are 

exposed through successive stages of  dissection as they become 

stripped of  their plastery skins to show the structural skeleton.’35 

Employing the strategy of  the detective questions must be 

asked. Are the drawings read to isolate superfluous details or to 

embellish the story? The telling of  truths, the hunt within the 

story for hidden secrets, details, apparently trivial fragments, 

and odd things hold attention. The distraction of  other 

details reveals details that have broken the frame and shown 

incoherence.

The archive: scene of the crime

The drawing set of  the South British Building consists of  

around 250 drawings. The titles begin with the basement floor 

and its foundations ’Sheet No. 1, Foundation & Basement Plans, 

Scale ⅛” – 1’0”, Grierson, Aimer & Draffin Architects, July 

1927’, and end at ’Sheet No. 294B, Detail of  Lower Portion 

of  Bronze Lamps at Entrance, Scale Full size, Grierson, Aimer 

& Draffin Architects, July 1927’. (fig. 10) The first 10 sheets on 

linen are of  plans, the next 5 reveal the internal and external 

elevations, and from there the story leads to reinforcing, steel 

schedules and window schedules. The tale ends with shop 

counters, nameplates, lead light grilles and bronze lamps. The 

set is incomplete, some sheets are missing and other drawings 

have no titles. 

In the tale there is a relationship to discovery that may 

add character to the secret detail. The more increasingly 

35  Frascari, M. (1988). The Drafting Knife and Pen. In Frascari, M., and 
Miller, R. (Eds.), Implementing Architecture: Exposing the Paradigm Surrounding the 
Implements and the Implementation of  Architecture. The Architecture Society of  
Atlanta: Nexus Press. Unpagenated
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Figure 10  Sheet No. 294A, Detail of  Upper Portion of  Bronze 

Lamps at Entrance, 1” = 1’0” & Scale FS, Grierson, H., K. Aimer 

and M. Draffin, The South British Building, (1927), Draffin 

Collection, DR238, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland 

Library.  1090 x 740 ink on linen
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complicated a building becomes, the more the secret changes 

and may become lost. In the South British Building the 

drawings reveal a suppressed relationship, a point of  tension 

between the support and construction of  a wall and its façade.  

An archive is a gathering together of  signs; a place for the saving 

of  scraps and the unnatural nature of  collecting lends itself  

to the discovery of  a concealment. It puts in reserve; it saves, 

revealing orders, classification, notes and partial conversations. 

The drawers of  paper provide an underlying material base, 

missing pieces of  an old narrative, a forgotten trace. The 

intention of  the archive to document the visible, inaccessible, 

secret or private. Or to newly translate or illuminate? The 

incomplete set of  the South British Building also holds drawings 

on scraps of  paper, notes on corners of  torn sheets, copies 

of  originals and 1:1 sketches of  proposed detailing. The very 

beginning of  the tale is almost foiled by the apparent order, but 

miscellaneous scraps lead to the search for secrets. Collating the 

drawing set, the search for sheets related to the entrance of  the 

building, its layout and construction reveal the pieces that are 

missing.

The archive becomes an endless search for documents. For 

some it is organised by the gap in the archive, and others are 

organised by archival excess. Architectural historian Beatriz 

Colomina suggests that modernity coincides with the publicity 

of  the private, a re-drawing of  boundaries.36 What if  the 

archive is affected by this transformation? As Colomina argues 

private history is made public and out of  the archive history is 

produced, but, while writing history, care is taken to produce a 

seamless account of  the archive. Even though all archives are 

fractured and partial? Histories of  an architect and the archive 

that contains them become less about enclosure than about 

the entanglement of  inside and outside, less about a traditional 

interior than about following an itinerary (no matter how many 

times redrawn, no matter how linear), the enclosure resulting 

from the collage of  fleeting images assembled as the reader 

36  Colomina, B. (1994).   Colomina, B. (1994). Privacy and publicity: modern architecture as mass media: 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 9
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moves through too much material, too many images, too many 

stimuli. 

Alice Yaeger Kaplan in her article ‘Reading the Archive: on 

Texts and Institutions’ writes that the archive is dominated by 

private storytelling. Kaplan argues that detectives, researchers 

and visitors become entranced by the private storytelling, 

reasons, pursuits, motivations and the story of  answers.37 She 

points out that writing on an archive becomes the gathering 

together of  fragments to construct wholes, to investigate secrets 

and intrigues that are marked by the removal of  traces. The 

writing is in, on and around the gaps and about those gaps. 

‘There should also be pieces missing, something left 
to find. The best finds in the archive are the results of  
association and accident...’38

For Frascari, Kaplan and Ginzburg the search is a story of  

detection. There is an interior in a detective novel, but can 

there be a detective story of  the interior itself, of  the hidden 

mechanisms by which a space is constructed as interior? Does 

the detective tamper with limits and boundaries where the 

space of  the building is halfway between the private universe of  

the interior and the outside world? As it is in the South British 

Building the search occupies the intersection between body and 

language, where the building and its list of  inhabitants including 

architects, lawyers and insurance brokers who provide its clients 

with safety, assurance and guidance. Jacques Derrida in ‘Archive 

fever: a Freudian impression’ asks,

‘Why detain you with these worn out stories? Why these 
investments in paper, in ink, in characters? Why mobilize 
so much space and so much work, so much typographic 
composition? Does this merit printing? Aren’t these 
stories to be had everywhere?’39

37  Yaeger Kaplan, A. (1990). Reading the Archive: on Texts and Institutions. Yaeger Kaplan, A. (1990). Reading the Archive: on Texts and Institutions. 
Yale French Studies: 77, 103-116. Pg 103

38  Yaeger Kaplan, A. (1990). Reading the Archive: on Texts and Institutions. Yaeger Kaplan, A. (1990). Reading the Archive: on Texts and Institutions. 
Yale French Studies: 77, 103-116. Pg 103

39  Derrida, J. (1996). Derrida, J. (1996). Archive fever: a Freudian impression; translated by Eric 
Prenowitz: Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. Pg 8
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In the South British Building the scene is both visible and 

invisible, the secret is whispered or come across by chance. 

Without the discovery of  another’s traces, a running dimension, 

a few quick remarks, a site measurement, perhaps the questions 

would never have been asked, the notes taken seriously to 

another set of  drawings that define the complicated layout of  

the marble interior of  The South British Building. Frascari 

writes, 

‘…an architectural text, structure, uses in the act 
of  production the model, which deals with what is 
measurable.  Although at the same time the need for 
measure is detectable also in the type, but is this case 
the measure is more intended as relation between the 
parts than as real distance between them…the carrier of  
information about the rule of  construction…’ 40

Measurements compute quantities of  materials and are models 

for what is measurable. They are also a measure intended as 

a relationship between parts and are carriers of  information. 

Why linger with these lost or worn out stories, the content of  

the archive and that which is archiveable, to pursue this Chinese 

Whisper? Is completion sought, the whole building in the 

drawing set as do we seek the hidden? What does this mean for 

architecture?

‘Is this not what he has already murmured in remarks, 
entrusted to letters, consigned in a thousand signs...
classed, put in order, interpreted with unprecedented 
vigilance and jubilations.’41

The world of  the archive is descriptive and yet it erases its 

context of  origin. Pieces of  the built and its excesses are 

destroyed but the collection maintains its partial integrity and 

boundaries. Once the building is completely severed from 

its origin, it is impossible to generate a new series, ‘to start 

again within a context that is framed by the selectivity of  the 

40  Frascari, M. (1981). Architecture as Text: Semiotic Unfolding.   Frascari, M. (1981). Architecture as Text: Semiotic Unfolding. Op..Cit, 
51(May), 1311-1318. Pg 1318

41  Derrida, J. (1996). Derrida, J. (1996). Archive fever: a Freudian impression; translated by Eric 
Prenowitz: Chicago: University of  Chicago Press. Pg 47
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collector.’42 The building, the tale and the collection are brought 

to a standstill within the archive by the trouble of  secrets, plots, 

the clandestine, half-truths, the unstable limit of  public and 

private and finally the translation of  the concealment.

The drawing set: the trail

The hint of  the hidden begins with, ‘Sheet No. 89, Marble 

Finish to Ground Floor, Scale ½” – 1’0” & FS, Grierson, 

Aimer & Draffin Architects, March 1927’, which must be read 

in conjunction with ‘Sheet No. 55. Setting Out of  Ground 

Floor Plan, Scale ½” – 1’0”, December 1927, ‘Sheet No. 56, 

Concrete Details Section through Elevator Hall, Ground Floor, 

Scale ½” – 1’0”, January 1927’ and ‘Sheet No. 57 Concrete 

Details Section Ground Floor, Scale ½” – 1’0”, December 

1927’.  Sheet No. 89 describes the marble finish through the 

foyer with sectional elevations.(fig. 11). The surface of  the sheet 

is annotated in this drawing, its attachment to the terracotta 

and brick walls are detailed to the right and the veins of  the 

marble sketched on the elevations creep across the page. A web 

of  numbers, dimensions and marginal commentaries float over 

its surface, necessary supplements to the conventional. At the 

top right hand corner of  the sheet is a hand written running 

dimension in pencil, repeated twice in the same hand with 

a running check of  dimensions to ensure the stonework fits 

the floor to ceiling measurements, the architect reverted to a 

marginal note. 

Sheet No. 89 must be read in conjunction with sheet No. 56, 

‘Concrete Details Section through Elevator Hall, Ground 

Floor.’ Sheet No. 56 reveals the structure beneath the marble 

interior with longitudinal sections through the entrance to the 

elevators. Legends describing the materiality of  the entrance, 

brick and terracotta walling are placed at the centre and 

re-enforcing details run across the width of  the sheet with 

delineated gaps for doors and windows. In the top margins lie 

three amended beam details. Architecture’s evidence of  a secret 

42  Stewart, S. (1993). Stewart, S. (1993). On longing: narratives of  the miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, 
the collection: Durham: Duke University Press. Pg 151 - 152

detail to fig 11

detail to fig 11
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Figure 11  Sheet No. 89 Marble Finish to Ground Floor, March 1928, 

Scale ½” = 1’- 0” & FS, Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, The 

South British Building, (1927), Draffin Collection, DR238, Architecture 

Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 1090 x 740 ink on linen
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lies in the structure of  the entrance. Beneath the rich marble 

façades and the drawn hatchings of  support and reinforcing, this 

secret remains hidden and is revealed only in the search through 

the archive and the preserved drawings; but it also could be 

discovered in the knowledge of  craft. 

There are no fixed viewpoints to the sheets; instead each is 

a complete collection of  views. Each drawing, coherent in 

itself, appears fragmented as a result of  the effort to show the 

architectural totality. Sheet No. 56 is a conventional section; 

the stone cladding is shown as stones even though they are 

in fact the only representations of  marble in this drawing of  

concrete brick and steel. (fig.12.) Sheet No. 89 is a conventional 

elevation, the treads and risers are shown as a single line surface 

profile. The portrayal of  the foyer requires the destruction 

of  its pictures through line work, and at the same time, the 

destruction of  the pictures unity suggests a probable totality. 

Frascari writes that drawings on paper,

 ‘…do not involve an automatic transcription onto a 
surface of  ideas that are already clear in the architect’s 
mind, i.e. a merely figural delineation. But rather, it 
provides a way to mediate and sublimate architectural 
factures of  future edification.’43  

In Frascari’s terms drawings render hidden objects transparent; 

technical drawings and their multiplicity overlaid add to a 

unified picture, a collapse of  pictorial depth into a shallow 

stratum that is skin deep.

These are details that connect and disconnect; a textured web 

of  connections; fragments that articulate detachment and draw 

attention to the rough edges of  a natural break or the clean 

slice of  a surgical cut. The partial details on the sheet refer to 

a collection of  fragmentation, a trace. Sheet No. 89, where the 

fragment invokes the absence of  the whole and provides the 

hint or clue by which the archival hunt continues. The detail 

43  Frascari, M. (2007). A reflection on paper and its virtues within the 
material and invisible factures of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and 
Starkey, B. (Eds.), From models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture 
(pp. 23-33): London; New York: Routledge. Pg 24

detail to fig 11

detail to fig 11
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Figure 12  Sheet No. 56 Concrete Details: Section Thro’ elevator Hall. Ground 

Floor, January 1928, ½” = 1’ – 0”, Grierson, H., K. Aimer and M. Draffin, 

The South British Building, (1927), Draffin Collection, DR238, Architecture 

Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 1090 x 740 ink on linen
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becomes a clue with which to reconstruct an absented body, 

ending in a confusing path of  fragments, shattered narratives 

and partial histories.

Sheet No. 89 displays the marble finish through the foyer with 

sectional elevations. The surface finish of  Verona Yellow and 

Blue Belgian Marble is notated in this drawing, its attachment 

to the terracotta and brick walls detailed to the right, the 

veins of  the marble sketched on the elevations creep across 

the page. Sheet No. 56 shows longitudinal sections through 

the entrance to the elevators. Legends describe the materiality 

of  the entrance, brick and terracotta walling are placed at the 

centre, re-enforcing details run across the width of  the sheet with 

delineated gaps for doors and windows. In the top margins lie 

three amended beam details.  

The secret lies in the structure of  the entrance beneath the rich 

marble façades, the crossed hatchings of  support and reinforcing. 

The structure of  the entrance hall is revealed early in the drawing 

set. Sheet No. 56 is later to be hidden in the tale of  the building 

by another drawing Sheet No. 89. Frascari writes, ‘…since to 

draw is to enter into participation with both the inscriptions and 

the scribing that mark the surface of  the drawing.’44 The drawings 

reveal a suppressed relationship, the point of  tension between the 

support and construction of  a wall and the façade. 

Drawing Sheets Nos. 56 + 89

To the left of  sheet No. 89, a vertical row of  elevations shows 

the stairs and entrance from Shortland Street, marble layouts, 

handrails and steps. The centre of  the sheet is dominated by 

sectional elevations through the entrance to the office and to the 

right a detailed section of  the marble facing of  the foyer. At the 

top right hand corner of  sheet No. 89 lies a running dimension; 

a running measurement. What is being added so carefully to the 

total length of, 11’ 11”1/12’? Note it is added up twice. Frascari 

44  Frascari, M. (2007). Introduction: models and drawings - the invisible 
nature of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and Starkey, B. (Eds.), From 
models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture (pp. 1-7): London; 
New York: Routledge. Pg 4

detail to fig 12
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writes ‘…architecture does not permit this categorical exactness, 

because there are always mitigating factors such as play in the 

joints and the density of  materials.’45 The running count hovers 

in the interstices, outside the frame, not in the shape of  the 

geometrical, apparently meaningless notes but an afterthought 

filling in the spaces left over on the page from two different stories. 

Sheet No. 56, is divided by three rows of  rectangular 

geometries; these are further divided by blocks of  diagonal 

hatching; they mark structure, the sheet and the building. They 

reveal the layers and supports beneath the marble facades 

of  the foyer and prepare the layout of  the terracotta and 

brick surfacing. Dotted grids show placement of  reinforcing, 

sectional cuts through concrete pillars and blank spaces reveal 

openings. Dashed lines at the centre of  the drawing, the grids of  

reinforcing become the presence of  what is not plainly present. 

Through the use of  notes and marks the non-present is made 

present. 

The internal elevations of  sheet No.56 show the outline of  

facades, the horizontal and vertical divisions of  the interior, 

the positions of  the slabs, of  the floors and the walls. These 

drawings are of  neither the inside nor the outside but of  the 

membrane between them, between the representation of  

structure and habitation and the mask as wall. This inhabitation 

creates a tension on that limit and tampers with it. Two 

faces revealed with the unravelling of  a drawing set enact a 

sectional discovery, the two faces of  the wall, filling in the space 

between. The dialectics of  inside and outside are activated, 

the mysterious, the secret, the something hidden, the image of  

concealment where one layer lies beneath another; the space 

behind exerts the draw of  all secrets and forbidden spaces, 

irresistibly asking to be unveiled and revealed.

Frascari writes ‘…tolerance in architecture can be macroscopic, 

such as the dimensioning and construction of  a building, 

but it can also be present in other phases of  the architectural 

45  Frascari, M., and Ghirardini, �. V. (1998). Contra Divinam Proportionem. Frascari, M., and Ghirardini, �. V. (1998). Contra Divinam Proportionem. 
Nexus Network Journal: 2, 65-74. Pg 69

detail to fig 12
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process. It is basic to the stage of  critical construing – that is, to 

the stage of  architectural invention.’46  Within the archive the 

scene is both visible and invisible. Notations on sheet No. 89, in 

another hand, have been come across by chance; the trace of  a 

running measurement, details of  lost discussions or the tracks 

of  construction. The notes taken seriously led to another set 

of  drawings that define the complicated layout of  the marble 

interior. This drawn construction reveals an interior, dissolves 

walls, and unravels surfaces in the drawing of  textural facings. 

The two sheets show a splitting which unpeels and reveals layers 

behind and in front of  the space of  construction. It is a thread 

and narrative where masons build their secrets.47  Located in a 

trail of  memory, notes and architecture, referenced in a running 

measurement the secrets of  drawing are exposed.  

For Frascari, ‘approximate measures are tangible and tamable, 

whereas uncompromising measures are elusive.’48 To the left of  

the sheet that may contain the secret, ‘South British Building: 

Marble finish to Ground Floor, No. 89. March 1928’, is a 

vertical row of  small vignettes, showing the entrance from 

Shortland Street, marble layouts, handrails and steps. The 

centre of  the sheet is dominated by sectional elevations through 

the entrance to the office. To the right of  the sheet is a detailed 

section of  the marble facing of  the foyer. This sheet is noted 

‘This drawing to be read in conjunction with Nos. 56 – 57 

and all terracotta walling and rough concrete to be built to 

conform to finish’. A web of  numbers, dimensions and marginal 

commentaries float over its surface, necessary supplements to 

46  Frascari, M. (1986). Tolerance or Play: conventional criticism or critical 
conventionalism in light of  the Italian retreat from the Modern Movement. 
Midgard, 1(1), 7-10. Pg 10

47  Masonry construction of  the composite wall was said to contain a ‘secret 
or a potential substitute secret’ which unknown demands speculation.  A 
Masonic gap, not just in the walls but also in the drawing set, a gap between 
layers of  skin, which replaces flesh with the ‘Master’s hand’... This story of  the 
loss of  the secrets of  the Master Mason causes a double skinned construction 
founded on secrecy and a speculative, theoretical, knowledge as the ‘attempts 
to find secrets from dead bodies, [require] substitute ‘secrets’ in the absence of  
real ones.  Curl, J. S. (1993). The art and architecture of  Freemasonry: an introductory 
study. Woodstock, N.Y.: Overlook Press. Pg 53. Evans, R. (1995). The projective 
cast: architecture and its three geometries. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 498

48  Frascari, M., and Ghirardini, �. V. (1998). Contra Divinam Proportionem. Frascari, M., and Ghirardini, �. V. (1998). Contra Divinam Proportionem. 
Nexus Network Journal: 2, 65-74. Pg 69

detail to fig 11

detail to fig 11
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the conventional drawing; dimensions of  stones, heights and 

proportions of  handrails, divisions of  stereometry and in the 

right a running dimension in pencil. 

Sheet No. 56, ‘South British building: Concrete Details: Section 

Through Elevator Hall Ground Floor, January 1928’, is divided 

by three rows of  rectangular geometries; these are further 

divided by blocks of  diagonal hatching, the marks structure 

the sheet and the building. They reveal the layers and supports 

beneath the marble facades of  the foyer. Sheet No. 56 prepares 

the layout of  the terracotta and brick surfacing, dotted grids 

show placement of  reinforcing, sectional cuts through concrete 

pillars and empty holes reveal openings. These become like 

pieces of  flesh, the splitting of  the wall, like flayed layers of  

a cadaver. Dashed lines at the centre of  the drawing and the 

grids of  reinforcing become the presence of  what is not plainly 

present. Through the use of  notes and marks the non-present is 

made present. 

The section: not all that cannot be seen is secret.

The hunt for the secret has revealed two drawings; perhaps 

one will reveal a dangerous and ugly reality behind the surface 

of architecture. These sectional drawings, sheet Nos. 56 + 

89, occupy and reveal themselves as a gap because of missing 

material, in a moment of spatial similarity, as a negotiation and 

as tension. They locate the section in a kind of murky density 

whose detail resides in outline, dimensional thickness and spacing, 

revealing abstract arrangement of surfaces.49 Frascari writes, ‘A 

section presents the inner and outer spaces simultaneously and 

reveals the many temporal sequences of architectural perception. 

The building is represented in its entirety but there is no likeness 

between a sectional representations and the original, the section 

produces it poetically.’50

49  Guillerme, J., V�rin, H., and Sartarelli, S. (1989). The Archaeology of    Guillerme, J., V�rin, H., and Sartarelli, S. (1989). The Archaeology of  Guillerme, J., V�rin, H., and Sartarelli, S. (1989). The Archaeology of  
Section. Perspecta: 25, 226-257. Pg 256

50  Frascari, M. (1990). The Construction Drawings of  a Blind Architect. Frascari, M. (1990). The Construction Drawings of  a Blind Architect. 
In Angélil, M. M.  (Ed.), On Architecture, the City, and Technology, Association of  
Collegiate Schools of  Architecture.; ACSA Technology Conference (8th: 1990: University 
of  Southern California) (pp. 52 - 54): Washington, DC Association of  Collegiate 
Schools of  Architecture. Pg 53

detail to fig 12
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Interior space frames the section and provides and defines 

the spatial limits. It defines and describes the relationship of  

interior to exterior and the spatial relationships within the 

interior. Sheet No. 89 describes the marble finish to the ground 

floor interior. Surfaces of  the sectional plane are rendered as 

elevational rather than sectional, as the plane of  section does 

not pictorially cut into the structure and materiality of  the 

building. Space represented is between the section place, the 

space of  the surgeon’s knife. Between the sheets liminal spaces 

become manifest, the ‘infra-thin’, the space between two things, 

a threshold, a gap that is virtually imperceptible but absolute.51 

The space around the section, the plane and surface of  the 

plate, allows for the building’s invisible completion, enabling 

visual access into the interior. The section invests in aspects of  

invisibility in its rendering, enabling the disclosure of  interior 

space and surface.

Sheet No. 89 filters abstract space, as the section plane 

references obscurity, its cutline operating to ‘hide’ and cover 

the image of  the space beneath it. There is no longer a seam 

between the illusion of  space and flatness. The sectional 

surface appears as a layer which covers the continuity of  the 

space behind it; where the surface becomes a filter which 

simultaneously separates form and is also part of  the spatial 

image. Sheet No. 89 offers surfaces beneath which lies a matrix 

of  supports. Sheet No. 59 reveals construction and surfaces 

pierced by gaps. 

Sections run the length of  the sheets and show the complex 

structure and also control the composition and aesthetic of  

the drawing. They deal with support, gaps, voids, surface and 

foundations. Sections bring to light properties of  the buildings 

nature and composition that would otherwise remain unnoticed, 

hidden upon first consideration of  the constructed interior. 

51  Liminal spaces in a manner akin to Duchamp’s ‘infra-thin’, ‘... infra-thin   Liminal spaces in a manner akin to Duchamp’s ‘infra-thin’, ‘... infra-thin 
indicates liminal changes in a body or object, barely perceptible differences, or 
forms of  separation. Infra-thin then points to a condition of  liminality, that is 
something on the threshold (between inside and outside; the interface between 
two types of  thing; a gap or shift that is virtually imperceptible but absolute; a 
separation or passage from one state or condition or dimension to another...’  
Ades, D., Cox, N., and Hopkins, D. (1999). Marcel Duchamp. London: Thames 
and Hudson. Pg 183
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Frascari sees the reading of  architectural drawing as a decoding 

and interpretation of  its symbolic information in order to 

understand the depicted entity as a whole. He writes ‘…many 

hand crafted drawings are persuasive choreographic notations 

of  architectural thinking, since they articulate the tangible and 

intangible relationships existing between parts composing a 

construction.’52 The drawings combine both engineering and 

architectural practices and deny a clear reading; the images 

flicker, they offer views that are both inside and outside. The 

double skin of  masonry makes a gap; no longer a homogenous 

wall of  stone; these two skins frame a gap that institutes a 

certain construction enabling a split of  the interior of  a wall 

rather than solidity.  

Layering locates the reader within the sectional gap made 

through the twin walls of  masonry, an alien space. The drawings 

enable the discovery of  a secret, the secret of  construction. 

The section locates the interior in the space of  the page that 

occupies no room and an insidious flatness; objectifying space 

through thinness and illusion; constructing space within an 

appearance of  containment which obliges the frame to appear 

to contain interiority three-dimensionally, the pictorial space 

and a flat page. For Frascari, ‘…hinged between decoration and 

tectonic expression, between local and traditional systems of  

construction and modern manufacturing, between reality and 

dream, in these buildings and drawings takes place…manifest 

for magic realism.’53 The two sheets are delineated by exterior 

and interior elevations; the section is presented by two modes of  

interiority, the interiority of  the wall and the interiority of  the 

room. Orthographically perpendicular they become folded by 

a conceptual hinge, whose fold becomes a corner, a meeting of  

aligned scales, geometries and dimensions. The two sheets offer 

the building as both object and container. The visible marks of  

the running dimension reveal the only apparent difference.  

52  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg 205

53  Frascari, M. (2002). The Well-Tempered Drawings of  a reflective 
Architect. The Reflective Practitioner, 2, Unpagenated.
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The two dimensional pages require a visually imagined 

occupation. The interior surfaces are rendered in sheet No. 

89, walls and their finishes; openings, lanterns, handrails and 

surface are privileged. Decoration and profile are privileged over 

explicit notions of  interior and exterior; the confined definition 

of  space, and the interrelation of  internal spaces privileged in 

the orthographic section. 

What information is brought across from sheet No. 56? The 

stereometry of  the stair treads and risers that logically ought to 

have been given to the masons on sheet No. 89. These shapes 

were lost due to conventions of  drawing getting in the way 

of  architectural communications. The representational space 

of  construction depicted in section drawings resides in the 

‘cut’ where the visual cutting of  the building demonstrates the 

joining of  diverse materials. In sheet No. 89 there are no cuts, 

the depiction of  materials implies construction and structure 

through the relationships of  materials and decor. The profile of  

decorative space, pencil notes, shared with the absent section, 

alludes to the absent section and missing drawings. The outline 

profile traces the impression of  a departed body, the invisible 

absent body of  the section pressing invisibly against the edge 

of  the interior elevation. Frascari writes that stereometry is the, 

‘…drafting of  architectural planes by the means of  multiple 

lines designating lines of  the walls become real architectural 

representations by crisscrossing over each other.’54 Like Frascari, 

architectural historian Robin Evans argues that stereometry lies 

on the edge of  technical drawing, neither here nor there, ‘...

the art of  stonecutting could easily be dismissed, since it had no 

central importance to any. It flourished only where definitions 

blurred…’55 For both Frascari and Evans stereometry becomes 

a simultaneous reading of  the interior and exterior of  a volume, 

a drawn construction that hides an interior and, through its 

representation, walls are dissolved and skin is peeled away. 

54  Frascari, M. (2008, March 01). The Teaching of  Descriptive Geometry. Frascari, M. (2008, March 01). The Teaching of  Descriptive Geometry. 
Retrieved Tuesday 11th January, 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.
com/2008/03/teaching-of-descriptive-geometry.html. Frascari, M. (1989). A Heroic 
and Admirable Machine:  The Theatre of  the Architecture of  Carlo Scarpa, 
Architetto Veneto. Poetics Today, 10(Spring, 1), 103 - 126.

55  Evans, R. (1995). The Projective Cast: Architecture and its three geometries. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 179
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The foyer of  the South British Building and its Belgian Blue and 

Verona Yellow Marble interiors, where each stone has it unique 

and individual specification cut and dressed as a prefabricated 

item, when reassembled on site magically combines into a 

perfectly unified form. Each trait or trace is unfolded and 

registered flat the curved and cut stone. To reveal the cuts the 

wall is undressed, unveiled in the trait, the geometrical figure 

must come first, only to disappear.

Smaller scale sections are used in the revealing of  intersections 

of  what seem to be pathways, the stairs and changes in 

height. Descriptions of  materials in the drawing are divided 

between the two sheets. Here sections are not obliged to show 

materiality, to disclose material composition within the building 

structure; instead these are actively obscured in the later section. 

Sections, which do not describe materiality, are said to describe 

dimensions. The line fluctuates between readings of  solid 

and void, it is a gap which, ‘as lack’, might validate sectional 

representation; the foyer with its interior disposition visible and 

easily represented but its internal structure remaining hidden.56 

To illustrate the joining together of  various parts, it crosses from 

outside to outside, across an internal space describing this ‘lack’ 

as material and as a join.

Issues of  alignment occur as they do between interior and 

exterior, between the interior surface of  terra-cotta brick 

and the marble outer surface. Sections are drawn showing 

the interior of  the object; it ascribes the description of  the 

interior of  the building to the design section where the spaces 

occupied by the structural elements are usually only outlines.  

Profiling between inside and outside, the outline’s trace caresses 

the undulations that form the space of  the interior and the 

boundary to exteriority. A section can be seen as an image of  

the surface. However strong the effort of  scratching on the 

section in question; the dissecting instrument and the drawn 

56  ‘The term ‘lack’ or manqué in Lacanian mythology refers to ‘a presence 
made of  absence’, Jacques Lacan, Écrits: A selection, translated by A. 
Sheridan, New York: Norton, (1977). Pg 65. Cited in: Guillerme, J., and V�rin, 
H., and Sartarelli, S. (1989). The Archaeology of  Section. Perspecta, 25: 226-
257. Pg 226
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sheet; will reveal an abstract arrangement of  surfaces.57  The 

sectional drawing occupies or reveals itself  as a gap, as a 

moment of  spatial similarity, as a negotiation and as tension.  

The sections of  sheet No. 89 are deliberately partial, disguising 

knowledge and lack, the section is the revelation of  a substitute 

secret space of  speculation, and a substitute for the materiality 

of  the building. The secret is again lost unknowingly surviving 

in the horizontal and vertical weave of  construction lines across 

the drawing sheet, which constructs the elevation from the plan. 

Drawing on top of  itself, dissecting itself, defacing itself, the 

architect draws sections in an attempt to revive the body and 

find its secret, constructing and desiring its secret. The drawing 

of  the secret suggests the secret, reveals that one may exist, 

without the archive the secret may have been lost.

The sheets construct a building membrane and an evasive 

slipperiness and secrecy in the coverings of  the substituted. The 

‘cut through by’ section and its instituted desire for knowledge 

reveals the hope of  intercession, the point of  connections, 

joining and construction, with the promise of  secrecy and 

discretion.

Assembling the fabric of  the building has meant looking closely 

at the existing materials. Leatherbarrow suggests architectural 

drawing enables disclosure of  aspects of  the world that are not 

immediately apparent and never will be. Elements that would 

normally escape attention, ‘...access to depths assume x-ray 

vision, much more searching than the vision in prosaic everyday 

optics...’58 The secret depth of  things and the spaces between 

them, the nature of  a drawn wall and its temporal thickness 

and narrative are abbreviated in an architectural drawing. For 

Frascari, ‘…plans [and sections] present the entire building by 

simplifying its reality, yet at the same time, they manifest a more 

complete view of  the buildings interacting parts by showing 

57  Guillerme, J., and V�rin, H., and Sartarelli, S. (1989). The Archaeology of    Guillerme, J., and V�rin, H., and Sartarelli, S. (1989). The Archaeology of   V�rin, H., and Sartarelli, S. (1989). The Archaeology of  
Section: Perspecta, 25: 226-257. Pg 256

58  Leatherbarrow, D. (1998). Showing What Otherwise Hides Itself: On   Leatherbarrow, D. (1998). Showing What Otherwise Hides Itself: On 
Architectural Representation. Harvard Design Magazine (Fall): 48-55. Pg 52
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more of  what is visible.59 The simultaneity of  plans and sections 

present are never known in lived experience. The drawing set 

has stopped time allowing for prolonged critical attention. 

Sheet No. 89 employs a sectional lattice through which an 

illusionistically deeper space is seen. It filters the space; as 

the section plane references obscurity its cutline operates to 

‘hide’ and cover the image of  the space beneath it. There is no 

longer a seam between the illusion of  space and flatness, the 

sectional surface appears as a layer which covers the continuity 

of  the space behind it; where the surface becomes a filter 

which simultaneously separates form and part of  the spatial 

image. Sheet No. 89 offers surfaces that are opulent and cool 

with dark almost black Belgian Blue marble. Beneath this rich 

layer lies a matrix of  supports; sheet No. 56 shows dangerous 

surfaces pierced by gaps for doors and windows. Sections run 

the length of  the sheets and show the complex structure and 

also control the composition and aesthetics of  the drawing. 

They deal with support, gaps, voids, surface and foundations. 

The sections bring to light properties of  the buildings nature 

and composition that would otherwise remain unnoticed upon 

first consideration of  the constructed interior. The drawings 

combine both engineering and architectural practices and deny 

a clear reading, the images flicker, they offer views that are both 

inside and outside.  

Through the drawings the wall becomes stripped bare, the 

characters and function are dependent on its transparent 

covered state, and the reading becomes veiled and unveiled.  

The layering locates the reader within the sectional gap 

made through the twin walls of  masonry, an alien space. The 

drawings enable the discovery of  a secret. The section locates 

the interior ‘in’ the space of  the page, which occupies no room 

and an insidious flatness. Objectifying space through thinness 

and illusion; constructing space within an appearance of  

containment obliges the frame to appear to contain interiority 

three dimensionally, the pictorial space and a flat page. The 

59  Frascari, M. (1988). Plans (3) Ichnography: The Topical Enigma of  
Architectural Plans. Terrazzo, 3(Fall), 125-144. Pg 125
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three-dimensional imagined model needs a two-dimensional 

plan and section to reveal certain secrets. The two-dimensional 

pages defy a literal three-dimensional occupation reliant on 

instead on visual imaginings and anticipation of  occupation, a 

visually imagined occupation.

Ginzburg suggests that a conjectural inquiry can be compared 

to following the threads in a piece of  weaving.60  To check 

the coherence of  patterns the eye is cast along different lines, 

horizontally and vertically. Architecture’s spatial divide between 

weaving, remains a gap and physically, architecture builds 

distinction between here and there; spatially it defines limits by 

erecting enclosures and visible barriers. Frascari like Ginzburg 

employs a woven metaphor writing, ‘…being at the same time 

sublime and subliminal, this anamnesis weaves the fabric of  

architectural theory within the marble loom of  construction.’61 

In drawing it is the weaving and construal of  lines that construct 

the imagined.

The drawing sheets of  the South British building show planarity 

and transparency simultaneously. Both are constructed from 

planar surfaces (the facets in the drawing are comparable to 

the place like slabs of  the floors and walls in the building); and 

both appear transparent. Simultaneity can be seen as related to 

the understanding of  comparison where simultaneity generally 

means the representation of  several views of  the same object 

in one image. Here several views of  several sides are shown 

at once. For the South British Building, the walls become 

transparent, several sides of  the building as well as its internal 

structure, inside and outside are revealed at the same time. 

For Frascari, ‘…in architectural drawings, the drafted lines in 

their interfacing between support and their material facture 

reveal cosmopoietic events that are present in the visible 

60  Ginzburg, C. (1980). Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and 
Scientific Method. HWJ: History workshop journal, 9: 5 - 36. Pg 23

61  Frascari, M. (2005). A Quasi-Necessary Cacotechnology: a few happy Frascari, M. (2005). A Quasi-Necessary Cacotechnology: a few happy 
thoughts on architectural imagination and facture. Architectural Theory Review, 
10(2), 1- 11. Pg 2
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buildings, but are in themselves invisible.’62 This construction 

that hides an interior is in need of  representation, dissolving 

walls, and unravelling skin in the construction of  interior 

textural facings or elevation. The two sheets show a splitting 

which unpeels and reveals layers behind and in front of  the 

space of  construction. It is thread and narrative, where Mason’s 

build their secrets. Located in a trail of  memory, notes and 

architecture, referenced in a running measurement the secrets 

of  building are exposed. 

Conclusion: the whispered drawing

The running measurements suggest the existence of  other 

drawings that are not retained within the archived set, a 

drawing whose explicit transparency signals an interpretation of  

the architectural section drawn in terms of  selective invisibilities. 

Measurements, dimensions, levels and systems reveal the 

complexity of  the construal of  construction. Measurements are 

given to objects that as yet have none. Frascari in ‘Tolerance or 

Play: conventional criticism or critical conventionalism in light 

of  the Italian retreat from the Modern Movement’ (1986) writes 

of  the relationship between measurement and architectural 

drawings that,  

‘…the dimensional agreement among the building 
elements. It is the same structural device that allows doors 
to open or walls to settle. In a critical attitude the role of  
play is to encourage invention; it is the playful dialectic 
between the reality of  a technological present and the 
contemporary or past images of  architecture, presenting 
particular solutions founded in the interpretation 
of  a convention.’63

The whispers of  the South British Building have become the 

tracery of  dimensions and dimension lines, which project from 

the walls and surfaces of  the building itself. With the running 

check of  dimensions to ensure the stonework fits the floor to 

62  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg 210

63  Frascari, M. (1986). Tolerance or Play: conventional criticism or critical 
conventionalism in light of  the Italian retreat from the Modern Movement. 
Midgard, 1(1), 7-10. Pg 10
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ceiling measurements. The architect has reverted to a marginal 

note; whispers rather than clear statements; doubts rather than 

instructions, a sign of  both the authorised and unauthorised. 

For Frascari, ‘…in metrical terms, every constructive part 

of  building has its geometric order: masonry, in decimeters; 

wood carpentry, in centimeters; metal works, in millimeters. 

Every part is exactly approximate. The same is true of  the 

parts conceived by the imagination.’64 The inevitable slippage 

between drawing and building, the gap becomes a secret of  

construction, dimensions of  stones, heights and proportions of  

handrails, divisions of  stereometry. The detailed stereometry 

in this location has produced one of  the finest moments of  

architectural space in Auckland City.

The representational space of  construction depicted in section 

drawings, resides in the ‘cut’ where the visual cutting of  the 

building demonstrates the joining of  diverse materials. In sheet 

No. 89 there are no blood cuts; the depiction of  materials 

implies construction and structure through the relationships 

of  materials and decor. The profile of  decorative space, pencil 

notes, shared with the absent section, alludes to the absent 

section and missing drawings. The outline profile traces the 

impression of  a departed body, the invisible absent body of  

the section pressing invisibly against the edge of  the interior 

elevation.

The search for the secrets of  The South British Building 

and sheet No. 89, offers some acceptance that there can be 

science only if  the measurable is in the exactness of  the lengths 

discussed and their precision. The lightness of  the foyer is in 

contrast to the weight of  the marble. The length, the span and 

height are balanced against concerns for optimization relative 

to the building. The running measurement is repeated twice 

and reveals the concern with the compatibility of  marble to 

the space of  the foyer.  As Frascari points out, ‘…architectural 

proportion – these numerical expressions are the resources for 

the architect’s conceiving imagination as well as for the builder’s 

64  Frascari, M., and Ghirardini, �. V. (1998). Contra Divinam Proportionem. Frascari, M., and Ghirardini, �. V. (1998). Contra Divinam Proportionem. 
Nexus Network Journal, 2, 65-74. Pg 68 - 69
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constructive imaginations. Even in their approximation, they are 

very precise tools in the sense that they determine the substance 

of  a design and govern how the design is materially realized.’65 

The selected archival drawing, through reading by means of  

Frascari’s writings, has become an attempt to reduce its material 

density and complexity through excavating a series of  drawn 

layers that make the invisible visible. Here the drawing and the 

drawing set become constructed from the inside out, writing 

from the invisible inside. It reveals a moment of  separation; 

an instant of  opening that must remain closed. And then in 

what could be a dazzling moment of  blood, a spilling of  the 

building’s soul, a frightening sudden appearance of  what can 

only be interior, the inside comes out and there is an inside.

‘...Where? Between two books, between a book and a 
work; in a sort of  inner margin, between my belly’s skin 
and my trousers waistband......The waistband is going to 
keep the secret.’66

65  Frascari, M., and Ghirardini, �. V. (1998). Contra Divinam Proportionem. Frascari, M., and Ghirardini, �. V. (1998). Contra Divinam Proportionem. 
Nexus Network Journal: 2, 65-74. Pg 68

66  Cixous, H. (2005).   Cixous, H. (2005). Stigmata: escaping texts; with a foreword by Jacques Derrida. 
Published: London: Routledge. Pg 87-89



Chapter 4. Detail as repetition: the rituals of 
drawing

Frascari in ‘The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna’ (2009) 

suggests that repetition in drawing allows the architect time to 

‘relax’, to imagine things that are nonexistent, retrieve memories 

and contemplate, the moment for new creative connections 

between seemingly unrelated ideas. Physical demands of  the 

repetitive act of  drawing fix the drawer in place  (in front of  the 

picture plane) and fixes them in time (in the present moment).   

He writes,

 ‘…instead of  focusing on immediate specificity – such 
as the tectonic configuration of  a window detail – when 
taking time in cross-hatching…the daydreaming mind 
of  an architect is free to engage in abstract thought and 
imaginative ramblings.’1 

This chapter will discuss the notion of  the repetitive detail 

through the construction of  the drawn grid. Repetition or being 

repeated is a twice-told tale, an echo, a piece to be learnt by 

heart or as equally an old story, perhaps one that once written is 

never to be repeated again.

Grids assist the direct transference of  elements from drawing 

to drawing while demonstrating the structural character of  

the drawing itself. The visible organisation of  the drawn grid 

becomes directly relevant to the physical dimensions of  the 

made object, displaying structure and framework by making 

sense of  the surface.2 

A characteristic of  ritual like Frascari’s cross hatching, is 

conscientiousness toward detail, as equally ritual can be seen 

1  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 45

2  Elderfield, J. (Winter, 1971). Drawing as Suspended Narrative. Leonardo, 4(1), 
13-22. Pg 18
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as a blind and thoughtless habit often involving repetition. The 

redundancy in repeating oneself  so that something will stick in 

the mind is matched equally by the pleasure of  falling back on 

repetition as comfort or the illusion of  progress. Rituals done 

and not done could be considered ordinary, everyday activities 

that are elaborated and made ‘rhythmic’ by additions and 

repetition. Any activities whatsoever may become obsessive 

actions in the wider sense of  the term if  they are elaborated 

by small additions or given a rhythmic character by means of  

pauses and repetitions. 

Psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud [1856 – 1939] makes a 

distinction between what are obsessive acts and those of  ritual 

observances: ‘little preoccupations, performances, restrictions 

and arrangements in certain activities of  everyday life which 

have to carried out always in the same or in a methodically 

varied way … elaborated by petty modifications … [and] little 

details … [accompanied by the] tendency to displacement … 

[which] turns apparently trivial matters into those of  great 

and urgent import.’3 Architectural phenomenologist David 

Leatherbarrow writes that architectural drawings abbreviate the 

time of  the architectural experience and also give purpose to the 

temporal emphasis of  different drawing types.4 He writes,

‘… making a drawing is like following the steps of  a 
dance, one that involves some sliding, some jumping and 
some pausing. The elements and figures developed in the 
turns of  such a dance – solid and straight lines, dotted 
lines, points, and enclosures – can be repeated across 
the spread of  a piece of  paper, near one another or at a 
distance, at the same size or not; but in each graphic turn 
there is a tacit premise that the criss-crossing and circling 

3  ‘Ceremonies consist of  making small adjustments to particular everyday 
actions, small additions or restrictions or arrangements, which have always to 
be carried out in the same or in a methodically varied manner. Any deviation 
creates an intolerable anxiety, conscientiousness to detail, the anxiety that 
follows upon its neglect, an interruption badly tolerated, ceremonies, the 
minutiae of  rituals, some foolish and senseless, obsessional neurosis, travesties, 
half  comic and half  tragic.’ Freud, S., 1856-1939. (1953-1974). The standard 
edition of  the complete psychological works of  Sigmund Freud / Translated from the German 
under the general editorship of  James Strachey, in collaboration with Anna Freud, assisted by 
Alix Strachey and Alan Tyson.  Volume 9 (1906-1908). Jensen’s ‘Gradiva’ and Other 
Works: London: Hogarth Press. Pg 111-19.

4  Leatherbarrow, D. (1998). Showing What Otherwise Hides Itself: On 
Architectural Representation. Harvard Design Magazine, (Fall), 48-55. Pg 52.
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that occur on the page anticipated what will occur on the 
building’s surfaces; once the design has been built.5

Labour’s unending repetition, the specialization of  work found 

in drawing, a qualitative separation of  tasks necessary to the 

production of  a finished product of  some complexity.6 Ritual 

also implies a kind of  stillness or indifference to the time taken 

in attending to it.7 For Frascari the nature of  a ritual drawing 

suggests that each piece is in its exact place. He writes, ‘…

in drafting, the elicited sensation perceived by architects are 

emotional and noetic, and the result is achieved when the lines 

rest in an emotional balance. As long as the searched for result 

is not achieved, the drawings cannot rest…’8 Errors and doubt 

that can creep into a drawing, however insignificant, become an 

encroachment upon the ideal order. Cunningly introducing an 

occasional inversion, a discrepancy, confusion, or a warp,  will 

require other methods to accomplish the work of  the drawing. 

In one sense words and notes can save the labour of  repetitive 

drawing. Materiality is doubly rendered in word and image and 

therefore notation becomes a form of  architectural repetition. 

Graphically using a grid permits many design considerations 

to be addressed in building the grid’s structure. Alignments 

between masses and voids visually connect or separate them. 

Passive compositions, where intervals between elements are 

regular, create a field of  texture that is in stasis.

In The Tell-the-Tale Detail (1984), Frascari suggested that 

geometry is a technique for describing the built world, a 

conceptual framework into which the designer, the builder and 

the user can fit their empirical experience. Geometry shows how 

5  Leatherbarrow, D. (1998). Showing What Otherwise Hides Itself: On 
Architectural Representation. Harvard Design Magazine, (Fall), 48-55. Pg 55.

6  Stewart, S. (2007). Reading a Drawer. In Caicco, G.  (Ed.), Architecture, ethics, 
and the personhood of  place (pp. 104 - 115): Lebanon, NH: University Press of  
New England. Pg 111-112.

7  Macarthur, J. (2007). The picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities. 
New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 156.

8  Frascari, M. (2003). Architects, never eat your maccheroni without a proper 
sauce! A macaronic meditation on the anti-Cartesian nature of  architectural 
imagination. Nordisk Arkitekturforskning, 2, 41-54. Pg 48
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to derive a shape from another shape by transformation and 

further wrote that,

‘It provides us with a linguistic or conceptual structure 
for the construction and the construing of  a building. 
The geometrical structures embodied in the architectural 
details do not state facts but rather provide a structure for 
stating facts with a ‘scale’.’9 

The intensities and multiplicities of  gridding a surface interfere 

with programmed spatial relations of  surface effects. Against 

this dynamic plane of  spatial models repetitions are deployed, 

like small cryptic signals, the oscillations of  which gradually 

increase in frequency until all is a steady tolerable hum. Frascari 

points out that, ‘…labour intensive, slow architectural lines 

belong to the aging cellar of  a refined multi-sensorial and 

emotional understanding of  architecture.’10 

The repetitious detail and the rituals of  drawing will be 

discussed within the archived drawing set of  the Auckland 

Electricity Power Board (AEPB), 187-189 Queen Street 

Auckland .11 (fig. 13) The ritual aspects of  what is largely a 

lost craft, the pre-automated and apparently tedious craft of  

repetitively hand drawing the same motif  over and over again 

with pencil and ink on sheet after sheet of  paper or a repetitive 

grid on the same sheet of  paper will be considered.

The AEPB Building is an eight-storey Art Deco tower with a 

corner turret. It was built as the main office for the Auckland 

Electricity Power Board (AEPB) in 1929 and was designed by 

the partnership of  Wade and Bartley.12 The building has been 

9  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA,7, 23-37. Pg 27.

10  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg 201

11  Landmark House (1930), (Auckland Electric Power Board Building), 187-Landmark House (1930), (Auckland Electric Power Board Building), 187-
189 Queen Street, Auckland. http://www.historic.org.nz/Register/ListingDetail.
asp?RID=4470&sm

12 ‘Alva Bartley was the son of  Edward Bartley, a prominent Auckland 
architect. He trained in his father’s office until he enlisted for military service. 
After the war he remained in London to study at the Architectural Association. 
He also became an Associate of  the Royal Institute of  British Architects. Wade 
and Bartley established a partnership about 1920 and it lasted until the late 
1930’s. Their major works include the Public Library and Borough Council 
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Figure 13 Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland 

Electric Power Board Building, (1929), 187-189 

Queen Street Auckland. Authors own.
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described as a ‘self  consciously modern building’, a ‘miniature 

skyscraper’.13 The main offices were on the upper floors of  the 

building. A ninth floor was added to the building in 1933. The 

AEPB moved out of  the premises in 1968 and the building has 

undergone a number of  changes including substantial internal 

alterations in 1980. The building was refurbished as offices 

and retail space in 2000 but some of  the original features in 

the lobby were conserved. In 1929 the building was one of  the 

tallest structures in Auckland and the first building to be floodlit. 

The AEPB Building, caught on the verge of  modernity, 

demonstrates the contribution of  publicly owned utilities in the 

early 20th century and the emergence of  electricity as a major 

energy supply in economic terms.  The troubled drawing set, 

as sheets are missing, torn or inconclusive, reveal the drawn 

architectural detail, shapes that proliferate throughout the 

surfaces of  the drawn sheets as so repetitive that it, in one sense, 

cannot remain a detail. 

If  there were a historical meaning to the ritual dance of  its 

decorated surfaces, it would be to celebrate the emergence of  

electricity as a major energy supply.14 The reception of  new 

technologies in the 20th century, was displayed in the eight-storey 

Art Deco tower, ‘an advert for the AEPB’, a public body and 

the sole provider of  electricity in the isthmus.15 Electricity had 

recently superseded gas and coal as a major source of  power 

and this appears to be celebrated in the AEPB. Rhythms of  

fenestration in the building appear to accelerate skywards, a 

pulse of  electricity registering in the rhythm of  the structural 

grid and repeating patterns of  its facade. (fig 14).

offices, Dargaville (1922), the Commercial Hotel (now De Bretts, 1927), A and 
G Price Ltd, Quay Street (1927), Pascoes Jewellers, Karangahape Road, the 
former Auckland Electric Power Board building (1930) and the 1YA Studio 
building (now Television New Zealand, 1934), all in Auckland.’ New Zealand 
Historic Placed Trust (2011, 26th August). Retrieved from http://www.historic.
org.nz/corporate/registersearch/ProfessionalBio/Professional.aspx?ID=15

13  Shaw, P. (1991).   Shaw, P. (1991). New Zealand Architecture: from Polynesian Beginnings to 1990; 
Photographs by Robin Morrison. Hodder & Stoughton Ltd, New Zealand. Pg 108.

14  Leach, A. (2002). Electricity, Writing, Architecture. Mosaic: a journal for the 
interdisciplinary study of  literature, 35(4), 35-50.

15   New Zealand Historic Places Trust. (2011, 17th July), Retrieved from,
http://www.historic.org.nz/TheRegister/RegisterSearch/RegisterResults.aspx?RID=4470
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Figure 14 Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland 

Electric Power Board Building, (1929), 187-189 

Queen Street Auckland. Authors own.
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This chapter will address the rituals of  repetitive drawing, the 

seemingly monotonous acts of  repetitively hand drawing through 

consideration of  a repetitive detailed grid found in two drawn 

details of  the reflected ceiling plan to the AEPB Building. The 

discussion will begin with religious historian Jonathan Z. Smith’s 

notions of  repetition that are often involved in space, drawing 

and narrative which he suggests are modes of  paying attention. 

This will then be discussed with Frascari’s ideas of  construal and 

construction in particular, connections will be drawn between 

Smith’s view of  rituals and Frascari’s moments of  drawn 

repetition as times for reflection and further imaginative thought. 

The drawn detail will be viewed through the grid as a means 

of  enabling repetition and speculation of  the author’s absent 

wavering hand. These labours of  drawing are to be tested in 

proliferating ornamentation, repeated clearances and tolerances, 

grids and geometries of  the AEPB Building. 

Repeated narratives, and the drawn detail as ritual

Freud writes that rituals and ceremonies consist of  making small 

adjustments to particular everyday actions, small additions or 

restrictions or arrangements, which have always to be carried 

out in the same or in a methodically varied manner with any 

deviation creating an intolerable anxiety. ‘People who carry 

out obsessive actions or ceremonials belong to the same class 

as those who suffer from obsessive thinking, obsessive ideas, 

obsessive impulses and the like.  Any activities whatsoever may 

become obsessive actions in the wider sense of  the term if  they 

are elaborated by small additions or given a rhythmic character 

by means of  pauses and repetitions.’16 The neurotic ceremonies, 

rituals, the minutiae of  rituals that appear in obsessional 

neurosis may also be recognized in the repetitive drawn 

detailing of  a building at the turn of  modernity.

16  ‘These activities give the impression of  being mere formalities, and they 
seem quite meaningless to us.  Nor do they appear otherwise to the patient 
himself; yet he is incapable of  giving them up, for any deviation from the 
ceremonial is visited by intolerable anxiety, which obliges him at once to make 
his omission good.’ Freud, S., 1856-1939. (1953-1974). The standard edition of  
the complete psychological works of  Sigmund Freud / Translated from the German under 
the general editorship of  James Strachey, in collaboration with Anna Freud, assisted by Alix 
Strachey and Alan Tyson.  Volume 9 (1906-1908). Jensen’s ‘Gradiva’ and Other 
Works: London: Hogarth Press. Pg 118
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Smith in his book, ‘To take place: toward theory in ritual’, writes 

that, ‘ritual is, first and foremost a mode of  paying attention. It 

is a process for marking interest.’17 He goes on to add that ritual 

is also an assertion of  difference. Ritual represents the creation 

of  a controlled environment where the variables (the accidents) 

of  ordinary life may be displaced precisely because they are felt 

to be so overwhelmingly present and powerful. Smith writes 

that a characteristic of  ritual is conscientiousness toward detail 

and equally the repetitive ritual can be a blind and thoughtless 

habit.18 The rituals done and not done could be considered 

ordinary, everyday activities that are elaborated and made 

‘rhythmic’ by additions and repetition.

In a narrative, repetition is seen as an important part of  the 

construction of  a character. Cultural theorist and critic Mieke 

Bal in ‘Narratology: introduction to the theory of  narrative’, 

writes that in the course of  a narrative, characteristics are 

repeated often and only when our attention has been focused 

on the construction of  an image of  a character do we realise 

that the characteristic recurs constantly throughout the rest of  

the narrative. ‘The repetition of  a previously described events 

usually serve to change, or add, to the emphasis on the meaning 

of  that event. The same event is presented as more, or less, 

pleasant, innocent, or important and different.’19 Repetitions 

through the use of  the same detail or character in stories appear 

similar because they are based on the same pattern or scenario.  

Through the establishment of  a grid of  drawings, in which 

repetition becomes abstract and may loose its individual status, 

17   Jonathan Z. Smith at the time of  writing this book was the Robert O. 
Anderson Distinguished Service Professor of  the Humanities at the University 
of  Chicago. He has written several books including Imagining Religion: From 
Babylon to Jonestown and Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of  Early Christianities 
and the Religions of  Late Antiquity’. In Smith’s book To take place: toward theory in 
ritual, he discusses the importance of  place, in particular, constructed ritual 
environments, to a proper understanding of  the ways in which ‘empty’ actions 
become rituals. Smith, J. Z. (1987). To take place: toward theory in ritual. Chicago: 
University of  Chicago Press. Pg 103.

18   Smith, J. Z. (1987). To take place: toward theory in ritual. Chicago: University 
of  Chicago Press. Pg 109.

19  Bal, M. (2009). Narratology: introduction to the theory of  narrative. Toronto: 
University of  Toronto Press. Pg 126
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repetitive occurrences can be examined. Occurrences can be 

treated as a sample and repeated samples in the drawing set can 

be seen as offering geometries that affect the spatial relations 

of  surface effects. 20 Repetitions are arranged against a plane 

of  spatial models the vibrations of  which gradually increase 

in frequency, until all is a continual drone through the use of  

intensities and multiplicities. The story of  a ritual dance of  

electricity is read throughout the drawn set.

Frascari in ‘The Tell-the-Tale Detail’ (1984) writes that 

geometry is a technique by which the designer, the builder and 

the user of  a house, transform appropriate signs with a view 

to predicting the occurrence of  certain events.21 Geometry 

provides a structure for describing the built, a means of  how 

to derive a shape from another shape by transformation.  

Geometrical structures offer a way of  making comparisons 

that relate to visually perceive architectural details. Gridded 

drawings offer one form of  geometrical repetition when spread 

across the surface of  the page. Repetition also occurs in the 

doodling that happen at the boundaries of  the drawn sheets.  

The monotony of  hatching, cross- hatching, scribbling found 

in sheets of  architectural drawings can encourage the brain 

making new associations and connections as Frascari writes, 

‘The lure of  doodles, especially in an architectural hybrid, 
also includes the frequent co-presence of  drafted lines 
and freehand tracing on a drawing surface – drawings 
that point to the ease and grace with which a doodler 
makes transition between drawings and doodling during 
those repetitive drawing tasks.’22

In architects’ drawings, the presence of  side pictures (marginalia 

and doodles), space-fillers, textures for delineation and 

depictions (scumbling, random hatching, etc.) play a major role 

in the unconscious perception of  architectural drawing. Frascari 

20  Calabrese, O. (1992). Neo-Baroque: a sign of  the times; translated by Charles 
Lambert; with a foreword by Umberto Eco. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press. Pg 30

21  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 27

22  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 45
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says that in this time taken to ‘relax’, ‘…architects are able to 

imagine things that actually are nonexistent, retrieve memories, 

contemplate ‘what if ’ scenarios, and come up with, for instance, 

a new detail for a window element.’ 23 In ‘Introduction: models 

and drawings - the invisible nature of  architecture’, Frascari 

elaborates this further through a discussion of  the difference 

between analogue and digital drawing. He suggests that digital 

drawing can be achieved at the press of  a button, which 

denies the architect time to imagine. He writes, ‘…the digital 

production of  models and drawings is faster and more precise, 

but they often result in relatively meaningless documents if  they 

are considered from the point of  view of  analogical ‘thinking 

within architecture’.24 In Frascari’s terms electronic imaging in 

fact foils architectural imagining and furthers a kind of  logical 

thinking without allowing time for thinking within architecture. 

Digital drawing enables the erasure of  lines and thoughts in a 

moment; the hand drawn permits errors and stutters to remain, 

to overlay and to provoke. Undefined procedures and the 

unpredictable outcomes of  the hand allow time to be spent with 

the surface of  the drawing. The repetition of  mark making is a 

time for wandering.25

23  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 45 - 46

24  Frascari, M. (2007). ‘Introduction: models and drawings - the invisible 
nature of  architecture’. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and Starkey, B. (Eds.) From 
models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture. (pp. 1-7): London; 
New York: Routledge. Pg 2 

25  Frascari suggests that, ‘…between the action of  the hand, and the hand’s 
relationship to the rest of  the body, another form of  architectural vision 
is available. Drafting and measuring tools are extensions of  the architect’s 
bodies. Indeed, architects used to sense the world through pencils, squares 
and many other drafting tools (when this capability was developed properly). 
Most of  these tools, even in their modern versions, have now disappeared from 
schools, laboratories, and design studios and have being replaced with the 
most general of  appliances: personal computers and other related electronic 
gadgets. Architects to draw and conjure up their buildings used to work with 
several of  these tools as media of  architectural perception, sensory prostheses 
proffering architectural projections.’ Some suggest that with the proliferation 
and maturation of  digital technologies, drawing is now ‘done and dusted’.  
Others maintain that is there still a place to be savoured and explored between 
traditional drawing experiences and contemporary digital expertise during 
the conception of  buildings. Frascari, M. (2008, 7th October). Mano Oculata: 
A thought about touch and vision Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from http://
grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008_10_01_archive.html. Frascari, M. (2008). 
Graspable Physical Instruments and Gazeable Documents. Retrieved 11th 
January, 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/04/graspable-
physical-instruments-and.html
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The drawing set: a repetitive archive

The archive stands fast under a paper rain; magazines, 

documents, drawing sets, photographs, letters, each assemblage 

different, each division as important as the next. Drawing 

sheets are repeated; details are used again and again. In an 

architectural office, drawings are produced more than once 

and by more than one hand, over time the sheets are copied, 

altered and presented as the work of  a single architect. In any 

architectural drawings there is an impossibility of  providing 

in advance a complete determination of  a final work, 

measurements shift, materials change and careful attention is 

paid to the removal of  all of  these discussion but for the final 

layer of  lines. Partial collections, fragments as well as complete 

drawing sets end in the archive. 

The archival set for the AEPB Building is a large collection 

within a larger collection with a number of  details ranging 

from, hand drawn, ruled and contract, from a free hand sketch 

in the architect’s hand, a 1:1 sketch, to a finished contract 

sheet notated, titled and inked on blue linen. Each detail in 

the drawing set may go through several iterations or be copied 

several times before arriving on the final drawing. The changes 

to the details are often discussed on edges and peripheries of  the 

sheets and later seen in the finished drawings. The drawing set 

is both expansive in the repetitive amendments of  details and 

is also a container for the details in terms of  a desired complete 

building.

The drawing set contains 289 numbered drawings beginning 

with ‘The Auckland Electric Power Board: Foundation and 

Survey Plan’ and ending with ‘The Auckland Electric Power 

Board: Details of  Furniture in Board Room’. The titles begin at 

the basement floor and its foundations, and end at fittings and 

fixtures. Arranged in sequence the first seven sheets are of  the 

floor plans; the next four depict external elevations and sections 

and from there the story leads to reinforcing, steel and window 

schedules. The tale ends abruptly with boardroom furniture, 

rubber floor coverings and details of  the lift cage. 
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Figure 15 Sheet No.103 Details of  Suspended Ceiling in Arcade, 

Scale 1½”=1’ or ⅛”=1”, Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland 

Electric Power Board Building, (1929), Auckland Electric Power Board 

Collection, AE12, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland 

Library. 760 x 560 graphite on butter paper



141

Grids and repeated patterns are evident throughout the drawing 

set in both drawing and building organization. Repetition 

lies in the sheets used to describe the entrance arcade to the 

AEPB Building where surfaces are divided and ornamented 

with repeated starbursts, octagonal and circular geometries. 

Repeated geometries in the ceiling are reflected in the poché of  

the arcade floor and are echoed in the detailing of  the elevator 

and entrance doors. Sheet No. 103 titled ‘The Auckland Electric 

Power Board – Details of  Suspended Ceiling in Arcade, Scale 

1½” = 1 Foot, or ⅛ Inch = 1 Inch’ has been selected for closer 

examination because of  its visual repetition and the labours 

evident in repeating the same shape over a length of  butter 

paper. (Notes to the construction set are referred to from this 

drawing ‘profiles of  fibrous plaster also ornament to be obtained 

from full size details. For full set out of  ceiling see drawing No. 

102). (fig. 15). Included in the discussion is an un-numbered 

sheet that describes the geometries of  the arcade, ‘Ceiling in 

Arcade – Ornamental Fibrous Plaster’ as this relates to Sheet 

No. 103. The previous sheet, Drawing No. 102 is missing from 

the set which denies a complete reading of  the layout to the 

vestibule of  the AEPB Building.

The repeated drawing: ‘Ornamental Fibrous Plaster - 
The Arcade Ceiling’ 

This oblong unnumbered sheet, measuring approximately 

800mm x 200mm, is a reverse ceiling plan titled ‘Ceiling in 

Arcade – Ornamental Fibrous Plaster’. (fig. 16). A long, slender, 

yellowing sheet with carefully laid out geometries. Notes and 

evidence of  a discussion are marked to the right on this working 

drawing. The transparency and fragility of  the butter paper is in 

contrast to the tale it tells of  the weighty ceiling and its outline. 

Creases mark the centre of  the arrangement as the sheet has 

been folded, shapes repeat across its flatness. In ‘A Light, Six-

Sided, Paradoxical Fight’ (2002), Frascari writes that lightness 

offers or opens a way for making use of  a critical approach 

within the realm of  the ‘architectural project’. He writes

‘The essence of  the paradox of  lightness is in the precise 
and determined transformation of  large complicated 
wholes through the discreet – almost silent – manipulation 

detail to fig. 4

detail to fig. 4

detail to fig. 16
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Figure 16 Ceiling in Arcade – Ornamental Fibrous Plaster, Wade, 

N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland Electric Power Board Building, (1929), 

Auckland Electric Power Board Collection, AE12, Architecture 

Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 1010 x 290 graphite and 

coloured pencil on butter paper
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of  strategic unexpected details, sophisticated elements and 
detectable joints in the construction of  wonder.’26

The length and breadth of  the drawing is marked by a 

geometric grid with mathematically arranged sequences that 

are underscored with an octagonal repetition across the lateral 

spread of  the sheet. The geometrical surface is patterned with 

biaxial symmetry, a careful control and three rows by twenty-

two columns of  octagons. The regularly spaced set of  horizontal 

and vertical lines implies invisible or partial grids that are 

divided again by six yellow vertical lines 11’8” apart with the 

furthest marking the cavity door and the entrance to the arcade. 

Through the very centre of  the ceiling runs a row of  seven 

red circles, marking the even placement and position of  each 

droplight. The drawing’s underlying grid becomes a lattice, 

an armature of  organization and structure for the rhythmic 

repetition of  geometries.

A reflected ceiling plan where the image is reflected into an 

imaginary mirror placed on the floor plan below, commonly 

indicates ceiling elements. It shows the placement and types of  

lighting fixtures, as well as the ceiling configuration accentuating 

axial symmetries, the overall symmetries creating repetitions 

with each room and each situation having its mirrored 

counterpart. In the reflected ceiling plan uniformity is restricted 

to parts where it can be immediately apprehended, symmetry 

prevails, repetition flourishes and becomes a systematic division 

of  circulation space. The reflected ceiling plan, much like 

a partial developed surface drawing does not show the wall 

thickness, it is an internal reflection. Architectural historian 

Robin Evans suggests that the ‘use of  the developed surface 

induces facile, specious, superficial architecture that sucks 

as much of  the world as it is able into flatness’.27 Flatness is 

26  ‘Wonder solves aporiae such as the lifting of  a heavy load with a small 
force; in other words, the transformations of  something heavy into something 
light. The lever is a wonderful machine that solves this aporia by moving 
heavy weights, joining and massing ponderous bodies and other petrifying 
tasks.’ Frascari, M. (2002). A Light, Six-Sided, Paradoxical Fight. Nexus Network 
Journal, 4(2), 21-37. Pg 22

27  Evans, R. (1997).   Evans, R. (1997). Translations from drawing to building and other essays. London: 
Architectural Association. Pg 210.

detail to fig. 16

detail to fig. 16

detail to fig. 16
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sought where there is no illusion of  depth. With no corporeal 

operation, no body image is necessary to construct and construe 

the produced associations. 

The ceiling plan becomes a reflection of  horizontal footprint 

only to be viewed in perspective. As ritual acts of  drawing, 

reflections and ceilings, the narrative scale of  the drawings 

ranges from the general to the specific. The drawings of  

the arcade ceiling suggest a plan without traces, a perfect 

reflection, a perfect plan with grids for perfect control. In 

terms of  Frascari it is, ‘…the assembling in a visible drawing 

of  invisible configurations concretizing in a set of  lines, marks 

and strokes, the potentiality of  a construction, which cannot 

be fully expressed but it is present in our thinking.’28 The 

seamless regularity of  the drawn mathematical order offers 

frontality, suppression of  depth, in the oblique grid laid over 

a rectilinear, in a meshing of  two systems of  coordinates. The 

diagonal lines of  the octagons, oblique lines suggesting a certain 

recession, on the other a series of  horizontal and vertical lines 

implies a contradictory statement of  frontality. Hatched lines 

with both systems of  coordinates provide for the orientation of  

the figures simultaneously in an extended space on a surface; 

their overlapping and overlaying builds up to a fluctuating 

configuration in this slight drawing.29

A grid can signal the surfaceness of  the object and similarly 

work to cohere or fracture that surface..30 Used primarily as a 

tool for measurement or proportioning the grid is also a frame. 

Borders of  the frame, like a viewfinder, select a sample of  

information that the gridded divisions allow to be transferred 

at any scale, placing data in separate but juxtaposed squares. 

28  Frascari, M. (2002). The Well-Tempered Drawings of  a reflective 
Architect. The Reflective Practitioner, 2. Unpagenated

29  Rowe, C. (1982). The mathematics of  the ideal villa and other essays. Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 163.

30  Art historian John Elderfi eld suggests that a grid traditionally has two main Art historian John Elderfield suggests that a grid traditionally has two main 
functions as a measuring device and as a transfer device. John Elderfield is an 
art historian and was chief  curator of  painting and sculpture at the Museum 
of  Modern Art, New York. He has written books on Henri Matisse, Kurt 
Schwitters and others. Elderfield, J. (1972). Grids. Artforum, (May), 52-59. Pg 
53.

detail to fig. 16

detail to fig. 16

detail to fig. 16
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The grid implies that the work consists of  two things, the 

regular framework and the information put into the framework. 

Creeping from the left of  the drawn sheet is a series of  darker 

marks, filling the gaps between the carefully laid out geometries, 

inching from left to right. To read as Frascari is to notice the, 

‘…small calligraphically scribbled marks that, by varying the 

direction and shape, add more effective depth of  perception…

daydreaming may appear during the rendering of  the surface of  

a façade with whirling, scribbling, or cross-hatching shadow.’31 

The grids and geometries in the AEPB drawing are slowly 

picked out by these darker scratches and further divided with 

vertical and horizontal marks. Both are over scored in turn with 

sketches of  shields, patterns appear to creep from the left of  the 

drawing literal representations of  whelks, winkles and limpets, 

like barnacles moving slowly across the hull of  a boat.

The drawing of  the ‘Ceiling in Arcade – Ornamental Fibrous 

Plaster’,  is noted as existing between walls of  marble linings 

whose total distance apart is 11’-10⅝” between marble linings. 

The final length, 67’2” or 67’1”, an unsure measurement of  an 

inch as the dimension is notated twice. Perhaps a tolerance is 

allowed between the weighty walls, or like other marks across 

the sheet, measurements having changed or shifted during 

construction and the site, checked lengths and changes are 

indicated with the word ‘now’. 

At the far right hand end of  the sheet is a rough sketch of  an 

open hexagon, awkward, unbalanced geometry, the mark of  

the absent draftsman contained in the double tracing each of  

its six sides with a final note scrawled nearby, a new change, ‘5” 

concrete wall instead of  4½” block’. The oddly shaped hexagon 

disturbs the careful layout of  the grid with the irregular marks 

that the hand was not able to order. The hexagon becomes 

a stutter at the edge of  the sheet, shifting from the geometric 

analysis implied by the grid and disrupting the description of  

reality.32 A noted discussion occurs at the edge of  the sheet, 

31  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 44

32  Clark, J. (1995). Smudges, Smears and Adventitious Marks. Interstices: a 
journal of  architecture and related arts, 4, 1-8. Pg 2.

detail to fig. 16

detail to fig. 16

detail to fig. 16
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the presence of  drafted and free hand lines, indicative of  the 

architect moving between drawing and doodling during a 

repetitive task. In ‘Lines as Architectural Thinking’ (2009), 

Frascari writes,

 ‘A hesitated set of  architectural lines is a sensible form 
of  drawing, dwelling on pensive borders ceaselessly, 
where the drafting and writing of  lines is an alluring 
discourse, buzzing backward through history and igniting 
genetic analogies as a way to see the real nature of  the 
undisciplined discipline of  architecture beyond the 
functional quotidian.’33 

The stutter refers not to the building projected but to the actions 

and efforts of  making and the configuring of  architectural 

knowledge. The incomplete sheet of  repetitive geometries 

requires the reader to fill the gaps.

Sheet No. 103, ‘The Auckland Electric Power Board – Details 

of  Suspended Ceiling in Arcade’ reveals a complex and 

composed range of  interlocking intentions. The drawing is an 

assembly of  elements, cornices, detailed plasterwork, framing, 

proportion and scale and the individual architectural fragments 

are composed to form a complete frame and further describe 

the detailing of  the gridded sheet. Fibrous plaster ornamental 

details, structure, and the suspended ceiling are quartered across 

the surface of  blue linen. This drawing describes the structural 

layout of  the ‘Ceiling in Arcade - Ornamental Fibrous Plaster 

Ceiling’ that runs through the arcade of  the AEPB building. 

Plan lines on paper, generated by geometry, poché indicating 

columns and walls, solid and dotted lines, the plan makes it 

possible to see some things more clearly by suppressing other 

things. Something is gained something lost in the partial 

abstract representation; the total picture of  the project is 

impossible to present. The arcade, the entrance path of  the 

building, amplifies the flow of  people who in turn activate the 

structure in a flow that sweeps across the grid. In a connection 

and anticipation the arcade can be seen as efficient but it also 

33  Frascari, M. (2009). Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory 
Review, 14(3), 200-212. Pg 201

detail to fig.15

detail to fig. 15

detail to fig. 15
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has a ritual importance that can be seen in the architecture 

of  performance. The making of  a drawn line, the repetition 

of  geometries becomes a line that is reflected in the ceiling, 

surfaces become electrified and the arcade becomes a device of  

movement between the street and the rear of  the building.  

Geometries that partially cover the untitled layout of  the 

ceiling are read in conjunction with Sheet No. 103, ‘The 

Auckland Electric Power Board – Details of  Suspended Ceiling 

in Arcade, Scale 1½” = 1 Foot or ⅛ Inch = 1 Inch’. The 

barnacles that crept across the layout of  the ceiling become an 

elaborate carapace, a deceptively hardened shell that covers the 

skeleton of  the framing above it in a suggestion of  growth and 

proliferation. The scratches in the drawing ‘Ceiling in Arcade 

– Ornamental Fibrous Plaster’ have become plaster swirls 

and floral references encircling the centres of  each octagon. 

The top half  of  the sheet shows the ceiling plan, one half, the 

decorative shell, each octagon notated as ‘repeat ornament 

in all positions’. The other half  shows the position of  joists 

and their hanging rods. The split drawing enables a biological 

growth of  the repetition and a offers a detailed relationship 

to the ‘Ornamental Fibrous Plaster’. There are notes to the 

construction set detailed in this sheet, ‘profiles of  fibrous plaster 

also ornament to be obtained from full size details. For full set 

out of  ceiling see drawing No. 102.’ Sheet No. 103 is divided 

in half  by a broken line noted as the centre of  the arcade. The 

drawing is then quartered with sectional drawings A and B 

below the ceilings layout displaying four sectional views of  the 

construction to the ceiling.

Through these two plans run two sectional marks ‘Section A-A’ 

and ‘Section B-B’ drawn below the two halves of  the ceiling. 

The sections flay and lay bare the ceiling, with its ornamental 

coverings removed, like a frame without a skin. Clearances and 

gaps between are revealed, ‘four inches for concrete, cutaway 

joists giving clearances over margins and clearance over square 

coffers’. The gaps between boundaries and margins, the place 

where things come together, the edges of  things come close to 

touching, both the visible and the invisible. The sections reveal 

spacing, clearance, materiality and tolerances indicating a note 

on its construction; ‘Note this drawing gives an indication of  

detail to fig. 15

detail to fig. 15

detail to fig. 15
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main framing only battens and dwangings to be fixed where 

necessary’; the ceiling under construction being the final 

negotiation of  fixings. 

These modular units become a repetition of  a standard unit, 

where its basic form is unaltered and the form itself  becomes 

a grammar for the total work. Geometric barnacles clinging to 

the latticed ceilings, cells within cells, gridded lines; a rhythmic 

surface, a play of  repetition and difference, fluctuations of  tone 

and modulating densities and intensities of  the pencil pressure. 

For Frascari, ‘…labour-intensive, slow architectural lines 

belong to the aging foundation of  a refined multisensorial and 

emotional understanding of  architecture. Hesitation in creating 

a set of  architectural lines is a sensible and sensitive form of  

drawing, dwelling on pensive borders ceaselessly, where the 

drawings and writing of  lines buzz an alluring discourse…’ 34  

For Frascari a hesitated set of  lines is likened to a ‘holding back’ 

in doubt or having difficulty in doing or making something. 

A lingering drafting presence and the drawing of  hesitations 

enables architectural drawing to be used as a means to find and 

discover.

Sheet No. 103, ‘The Auckland Electric Power Board – Details 

of  Suspended Ceiling in Arcade’ and ‘Ceiling in Arcade – 

Ornamental Fibrous Plaster’ begin to describe the arcade and 

entrance to the AEPB building. This partial sheet reveals a 

section through the arcade indicating marble layouts, sections, 

details of  the cornice and coffers and describes the trajectory 

of  people, as they are propelled round and through the arcade. 

(fig. 17). The arcade and moving traffic are swept around the 

display windows of  the entrance to shops, stair, elevators, service 

entrances. Geometrically gridded floors and ceilings coalesce to 

form a network of  circulation space.

34  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 40

detail to fig. 15

detail to fig. 17

detail to fig. 15
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Figure 17 Ground Floor Plan, June 1928, Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, 

Auckland Electric Power Board Building, (1929), Auckland Electric 

Power Board Collection, AE12, Architecture Archive, University of  

Auckland Library. 900 x 670 original copy on paper.
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Grids: acts of repetition 

Words and notes can save the labour of  repetitive drawing.  

Digital production of  architectural drawings can be efficient and 

accurate, eliminating manual repetition and at the same time 

promoting repetition. For Frascari digital imaging is aggressive 

and ‘atrociously’ hasty and denies the time to linger over the 

surface of  a drawn sheet.35 Any activity that is elaborated by 

small additions, rhythms, pauses and repetitions might be 

considered obsessive actions. 

Grids as transformers, regular and expansive offer continuous 

immediacy of  a purely optical spread and also represent the 

desire for objectivity and extreme clarity. The grid enforces 

linearity and is projected as though seen from no vantage point 

at all. Grids are not only spatial but also a visual structure that 

rejects a narrative or sequential reading. The absolute stasis of  

the grid, its lack of  hierarchy, of  centre and its anti–referential 

nature is impervious to time and incident. It can extend in all 

directions, to infinity; boundaries imposed upon it are cropped 

from an infinitely larger fabric.36 In this sense the grid operates 

from the work outward, compelling our acknowledgement of  

a world beyond the frame. The smallest detail or the entire 

building can be mapped to an ever-repeating grid. Scale 

supporting the shift with ease. 

Grids and axes, transparent paper and precise measurements 

pervade this drawing set. Repeated geometric grids are laid 

out in the drawing set and the grid becomes the primary linear 

surface organisation. The serial potentials of  an extendable 

grid is revealed within the field and the module and become a 

level of  organisation, ‘…the grid is an attribute of  the module 

35  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 39

36  Elderfield, J. (1972). Grids. Artforum (May), 52-59. Krauss, R. E. (1979). 
Grids. October, 9(Summer), 50-64. Krauss, R. E. (1992). The Grid, the True 
Cross, the Abstract Structure. In Lavin, M. A. (Ed.), Piero della Francesca and His 
Legacy. National Gallery of  Art, Washington. Krauss, R. E. (1993). The Optical 
Unconscious. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Krauss, R. E. (1994). The Grid, 
The /Cloud/ and the Detail. In Mertins, D. (Ed.), The Presence of  Mies. New 
York Princeton Architectural Press. Krauss, R. E. (1999). Bachelors. Published: 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.
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consisting of  units of  fixed dimension arranged in a horizontal-

vertical pattern (whether presented upright or diagonally), 

and the orthogonal grid is created when the modular units are 

themselves rectilinear…the lines are a method of  dividing a pre-

existing surface: a subtractive, not cumulative, system.’37 This 

organisation does not function as the invisible servicing of  the 

work, or an underlying composition, but as a factual display. In 

architectural drawing grids can be subdivided, cut and shifted in 

various ways, accentuating immobility; the definite extension of  

the grid gestures to the infinite, trimmed and fitted in an arcade, 

it is a combination of  sameness and stability.  

In architectural drawing, a grid permits the efficient lay out 

of  information because many design considerations have 

been addressed in constructing the grid. The grid organises 

this relationship of  alignments and hierarchies into an 

intelligible order that is repeatable and understandable by 

others; alignments between masses and voids visually connect 

or separate. The architectural drawing set utilizes the grid in 

a number of  ways; drawing manuals go to great lengths to 

discuss the use of  a variety of  grids in architectural drawing.38 

By breaking space within the compositional field, passive 

compositions, where intervals between elements are regular, 

create a field of  texture that are in stasis. The grid organises this 

relationship of  alignments and hierarchies into an intelligible 

order that is repeatable and understandable by others. This 

visual ordering is further accentuated by changes in lines, weight 

and scale. A grid consists of  a distinct set of  alignment – based 

relationships that act as guides for distributing elements across 

a format. Every grid contains the same basic parts, no matter 

how complex the grid becomes. Each part can be combined as 

needed or omitted from the overall structure at the designer’s 

discretion, depending on how they interpret the informational 

requirements of  the material.39

37  Elderfield, J. (1972). Grids. Artforum: (May), 52-59. Pg 54

38  Leatherbarrow, D. (1998). Showing What Otherwise Hides Itself: On 
Architectural Representation. Harvard Design Magazine (Fall), 48-55.

39  Samara, T. (2003). Making and breaking the grid: a graphic design layout workshop. 
Gloucester, MA: Rockport Publishers. Pg 24
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The grid might be understood to condemn artists not to 

originality but to repetition. Structurally, logically, the grid can 

only be repeated. With an act of  repetition or replication, the 

life of  the grid in the unfolding progression of  work will be 

one of  still more repetition. The grid follows the surface of  the 

sheet, doubles it; it is a representation of  the surface mapped out 

through its mesh it creates an image of  a woven infrastructure. 

Frascari writes in ‘The Angelic View: Architectural Drawings as 

Wonderful Demonstrations’ (1989), that ‘…in a net, every point 

is connected with every other point.  These connections are 

not designed but they are design-able.’40 Through its network 

of  coordinates the grid organizes a metaphor for the plan 

geometry of  the field and through its repetition it configures 

the spread of  lateral continuity. The use of  text and notation, 

through repetition, can be summarized within the grid, texts 

which repeat and by repeating represent. The ground, though 

revealed by the grid, is split or riven within by a process of  

repetition and representation, it is always already divided and 

multiple.41 The architectural grid organizes this relationship 

of  alignments and hierarchies into an intelligible order that is 

repeatable and understandable. 

A grid consists of  a distinct set of  alignments and contains the 

same basic parts, no matter how complex. Each part fulfils 

a specific function and parts can be combined as needed or 

omitted from the overall structure at the designer’s discretion 

depending on how the informational requirements of  the 

material are interpreted.42 Art critic Rosalind Krauss writes 

in ‘Grids’ one of  her well known and influential articles of  

the importance of  the grid in modernist work. She writes, ‘...

in the flatness that results from its co-ordinates, the grid is the 

means of  crowding out the real and replacing them with the 

lateral spread of  a single surface. In the overall regularity of  its 

organization it is the result of  imitation, but of  aesthetic decree. 

40  Frascari, M. (1989). The Angelic View: Architectural Drawings as 
Wonderful Demonstrations. The Fifth Column Magazine, 7(3), 12-15. Pg 15

41  Krauss, R. (1985). Krauss, R. (1985). The originality of  the avant-garde and other modernist myths. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 161.

42  Samara, T. (2003). Samara, T. (2003). Making and breaking the grid: a graphic design layout workshop. 
Gloucester, MA: Rockport Publishers. Pg 24.

detail to fig.16
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The grid is a way of  abrogating the claims of  natural objects 

to have an order particular to themselves. The grid declares 

the space of  art to be at once autonomous and autotelic.’43 

Structured by the grid the drawing ‘Ceiling in Arcade – 

Ornamental Fibrous Plaster’, does not only map the space 

of  the room it also maps the surface of  the sheet itself. The 

physical qualities of  the surface are mapped onto the aesthetic 

dimensions of  that same surface. The physical and the aesthetic 

are demonstrated to be on the same plane and are later detailed 

in sheet No. 103. 

Octagonal decorative shapes are used on the verandah fascias, 

through the entrance door details, the poché of  the floor tile 

patterns, elevator door details to the ventilation panels. An 

interlacing of  horizontal and vertical gridding, created by 

gridded lines, establishes primarily a shallow space of  patterns 

and lines. Frascari writes in ‘The Teaching of  Descriptive 

Geometry’ (2008), that ‘…by means of  such representation, 

geometrical problems in three dimensions may be solved in the 

plane.’44 Units of  fixed dimensions arranged in a horizontal 

/ vertical patterns, whether presented upright or diagonally 

become the structure of  the grid and an attribute of  the module 

and rectilinear modular units create the orthogonal grid. Lines 

are a method of  dividing an existing and imagined surface, a 

subtractive not cumulative system, ‘...its use has been to display 

the surfaceness of  a painting or to organise a surface of  a 

painting as to allow the dispersion of  pictorial elements within is 

framework.’45 

The AEPB drawing set is laid out in a repeated geometric 

grid, which becomes a linear surface organization, used 

to dissolve the surfaces and to produce a uniform textural 

43  Krauss suggests that ‘…surfacing in pre-War cubist painting and   Krauss suggests that ‘…surfacing in pre-War cubist painting and 
subsequently becoming ever more stringent and manifest, the grid announces, 
among other things, modern art’s will to silence, its hostility to literature, to 
narrative, to discourse.’ Krauss, R. E. (1979). Grids. October: 9 (Summer), 50-
64. Pg 50.

44 Frascari, M. (2008, March 01). The Teaching of  Descriptive Geometry.   
Retrieved Tuesday 11th January 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.
com/2008/03/teaching-of-descriptive-geometry.html. .

45  Elderfi eld, J. (1972). Grids. Elderfield, J. (1972). Grids. Artforum: (May), 52-59. Pg 54.

detail to fig. 18
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Figure 18 Sheet No.11 Ground Floor and Columns Under etc, 15th 

May 1928, Wade, N. & A. M. Bartley, Auckland Electric Power 

Board Building, (1929), Auckland Electric Power Board Collection, 

AE12, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 930 x 

680 original copy on paper.
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block. (fig. 18) The field and the module within reveal serial 

potential as an extendable grid, a level of  organization that 

precludes the breaking of  the system. Vertical and horizontal 

axes intersect the grids system of  coordinates, a compositional 

design matrix for controlling placement. The use of  vertical 

and horizontal lines acts as an under structure to control the 

layout of  the page, uniform spacing underlies and regulates 

the entire page composition. The alignment of  the ceiling, in 

the AEPB building is echoed in other parts of  the foyer; grids 

and geometries are placed in the floor patterning and the 

octagonal shapes are used in the doors of  the elevator. (fig 19)

This organization does not function as the invisible servicing of  

the work, or an underlying composition, but as a factual display. 

The grid services the literal object on which it is drawn, the grid 

system supports ‘the flatness and delimitation of  flatness’, its 

minimal condition. 4646 Grids  are subdivided, cut and shifted in 

various ways trimmed and fitted in an arcade and the definite 

extension of  the grid gestures to the infinite in a combination of  

sameness and stability. 

Rhythm, synthesis and construction are suggested by the grid 

in the AEPB building, a rhythmic network of  modular grids 

that repeat across the single planar surface. Krauss writes that 

the distillations of  the perspective lattice into the planar web 

of  the regulating lines has ‘...the fullness and extension of  

illusionistic space.’47  This contraction to flatness is an aspect 

of  the grid, whose own paper thin two-dimensionality seems 

to describe nothing so perfectly as the material facts of  that 

surface itself. The grid alters the pictorial event and redefines 

it in terms of  the planar surface. The contraction to flatness 

reveals the grid’s paper thin two-dimensionality and ability to 

describe the material fact of  the surface itself. In ‘A reflection on 

paper and its virtues within the material and invisible factures 

of  architecture’ (2007), Frascari writes, ‘…an architectural 

mediation on paper is a consideration of  an artefact in terms of  

its making – considered as a record of  its making – considered 

46  Elderfi eld, J. (1972). Grids.   Elderfield, J. (1972). Grids. Artforum: (May), 52-59. Pg 53.

47  Krauss, R. E. (1992). The grid, the true cross, the abstract structure. In   Krauss, R. E. (1992). The grid, the true cross, the abstract structure. In 
Lavin, M. A. (Ed.), Piero della Francesca and His Legacy. National Gallery of  Art, 
Washington. Pg 304.

detail to fig. 19

detail to fig. 19

detail to fig. 19
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Figure 19 Sheet No. 24 Plan of  Arcade, Scale 1’= 4’, Wade, N. & A. M. 

Bartley, Auckland Electric Power Board Building, (1929), Auckland Electric 

Power Board Collection, AE12, Architecture Archive, University of  

Auckland Library. 760 x 420 graphite and coloured pencil on butter paper.



157

as a record of  its own having-been-made – in that it becomes 

a way of  casting into the future.’48 The grid’s power lies in its 

capacity to figure forth the material ground of  the pictorial 

object, simultaneously inscribing and depicting it, so that the 

image of  the pictorial surface emerges out of  the organization 

of  pictorial matter. 

The absent hand and the indifference of time

Labour’s unending repetition is a condition of  the specialization 

of  work found in drawing, a qualitative separation of  tasks 

that are necessary to the production of  a finished product of  

some complexity. Products of  work manifested as forms in 

time, the gridded drawings of  the AEPB Building become the 

consequences of  repetitive labours. The repetitive labours and 

rituals associated with these drawings imply a kind of  stillness or 

an indifference to the time taken in attending to them. 

Frascari in ‘The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna’ (2009), 

writes that the monotony of  hatching permits an experience 

that allows the brain to wander and wonder, an opportunity 

for daydreaming through the rendering of  surfaces. ‘The kind 

of  thinking we rely on when we don’t really want to think,’ a 

moment of  procrastination.49 He writes that this moment is 

a crucial moment to achieve creativity, a thought process that 

allows that brain to make new associations and abstract thought.

‘When looking at drawings, we sometimes cannot 
perceive what does exist, and sometimes we perceive 
things that do not exist.  In the graphic fillers can be 
hidden – intentionally or unintentionally – stimuli too 
weak to be consciously detected that can nevertheless 
powerfully affect our understanding of  the architecture in 
the drawings.’50

48  Frascari, M. (2007). A refl ection on paper and its virtues within the Frascari, M. (2007). A reflection on paper and its virtues within the 
material and invisible factures of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and 
Starkey, B. (Eds.), From models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture 
(pp. 23-33): London; New York: Routledge. Pg 24

49  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 44

50  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 46

detail to fig. 15

detail to fig. 15

detail to fig. 15
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The monotony of  the hatching, cross hatching, the rendering of  

surfaces with scribbles and shadows allows for the connection 

of  seemingly unrelated ideas.51 Emphasis is on the working of  

the mind not the product that is the drawing, ‘the slow time of  

viewing and thinking as working.’52 

The author’s imagination is still present on the page of  the 

AEPB drawing found in the note to the side, in the margins and 

vacant space, the architects daydreams. Drawn grids become, as 

Krauss suggests, anonymous, they speak of  the work itself.53 The 

grids offer stillness, allowing for reflection, suggesting a pleasure 

in thinking. The fluctuations of  tone in the draughtperson’s 

hand, modulating intensities. Frascari says it is ‘in these 

representations, the interaction between the different marks and 

graphic traces sorts the essential edifying qualities by structuring 

powerful depictions that are selective rather than exhaustive, 

associative rather than dissociative.’54

Traces of  the delineators remain in the archived drawing set. 

The drawing ‘Ceiling Arcade – Ornamental Plaster’ reveals 

a remnant of  the identity of  the author. Ordered repetition 

in a grid tend to deny the recognition of  the author’s hand 

and the sheet can become part of  a forgotten experience. In 

the drawn sheet there is a glimpse of  the author’s hand, at 

the far right hand end of  the sheet a rough sketch of  an open 

hexagon, awkward, unbalanced geometry reveals the mark 

of  the draftsman, the hand double tracing each of  its six sides 

with a final note scrawled nearby, a new change, 5 inches 

concrete wall instead of  4½ inch block. The irregular hand 

instigates a discussion of  shapes forming an oddly shaped 

51  Frascari, M. (2011). Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 153

52  Zegher, C. d. (2005). Abstract. In Zegher, C. d. and Teicher, H.  (Eds.), 3 x 
abstraction: new methods of  drawing: Hilma af  Klint, Emma Kunz and Agnes Martin (pp. 
23-40). New York: The Drawing Centre; New Haven, Conn.: Yale University 
Press.

53  Zegher, C. d. (2005). Abstract. In Zegher, C. d. and Teicher, H.  (Eds.), 3 
x abstraction: new methods of  drawing: Hilma af  Klint, Emma Kunz and Agnes Martin. 
New York: The Drawing Centre; New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press. 
Pg 37

54  Frascari, M. (2009). Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna: Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 52

detail to fig. 15
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hexagon that disturbs the careful layout of  the grid; the hand 

is not able to replicate the ruled ordered shapes. The hexagon 

becomes an uttering at the edge of  the sheet, shifting from the 

geometric analysis and disrupting the description of  reality.55 

Frascari writes that,‘…these critical meditations are the actions 

taking place between the construction of  the lines and their 

architectural construing…hand drawings leave physical residues 

and pentimenti that carry inspiration and reflections…the real 

sequence of  a proper architectural conceiving’.56  Surfaces are 

constantly in agitation, erasure, retracing and reconsideration 

leaves a physical residue of  the author’s inspiration and 

reflection. The drawing surface offers both improvement 

through slow and steady mediations and advancement by 

accidental hints.

The ritual and repetition of  drawing, the obsessive compulsion 

and abstinence, things done and things not done are ordinary, 

everyday activities that are elaborated and made ‘rhythmic’ by 

additions and repetition in the drawing.57 he grid begins to map 

a set of  real preoccupations and repetitions, the solution to the 

same puzzle, taken up over and over again, worried, re-worked, 

refigured as it constructs the architecture of  the Auckland 

Electric Power Board Building.58

Drawing ‘Arcade ceiling – Ornamental Fibrous Plaster’ and 

its opposing floor plan, figures forth the material ground of  

the pictorial object, simultaneously inscribing and depicting 

it. It is the image of  an absolute beginning. Robin Evans 

in ‘Translations from drawing to building and other essays’ 

suggests that an architectural symmetry, is reflective symmetry, 

also called mirror symmetry, is remarkably persuasive and 

almost impossible to eradicate from modern buildings.59 

55  Clark, J. (1995). Smudges, Smears and Adventitious Marks. Interstices: a 
journal of  architecture and related arts: 4, 1-8. Pg 2.

56  Frascari, M. (2011). Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 91

57  Smith, J. Z. (1987). Smith, J. Z. (1987). To take place: toward theory in ritual. Chicago: University 
of  Chicago Press. Pg 111.

58  Krauss, R. E. (1993). The optical unconscious. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg 20.

59  Evans, R. (1997). Translations from drawing to building and other essays. London: 

Authors own
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An overwhelmingly repetitive order shapes its components, 

producing repetition, all surface and not depth, masking out 

and suppressing what is beneath. The grid follows the ceiling 

surface and doubles it as a representation of  the surface, 

mapped. Through its mesh it creates an image of  the woven 

infrastructure of  the ceiling or the ceiling structure above 

it. Through a network of  coordinates the grid organizes a 

metaphor for the plane of  geometry. With its repetition it 

configures the spread of  lateral continuity. It could be argued, 

looking through the drawings of  the arcade that the grid does 

not reveal the surface, laying it bare at last; rather it veils it 

through a repetition. 

The drawing of  the arcade this results in a disjunction between 

architectural volume and the surface imagery. An atomized 

temporality is suggested through techniques of  the interval 

and the repetition of  images. Through the use of  a grid things 

acquire fixity, they acquire parts and hence boundaries. For 

Frascari, architectural drawing is, ‘…hinged between decoration 

and tectonic expression, between local and traditional system 

of  construction and modern manufacturing, between reality 

and dream…manifests for magic realism.’60 These parts and 

boundaries then allow us to see the individual shape and like 

the repeated tracks of  animals making boundaries, the foyer 

marks all entries and the repeated paths of  the occupants are 

reflected in the ceiling. The AEPB Building becomes a receiver 

of  vectors foliating in every direction, establishing movements 

and circulation and detailed changes of  state appear within the 

repetitive detailing of  the interior. These repetitive symmetries 

and geometries appear from the labours of  drawing. 

The individual drawn sheets of  the AEPB building and its 

entire archived drawing set find their place within an overall 

architectonic that can be perceived after the entire work has 

been read, set apart from the inherent processes of  unfolding 

and projection, as an integral, richly woven but still structure. 

Architectural Association. Pg 238.

60  Frascari, M. (2002). The Well-Tempered Drawings of  a reflective 
Architect. The Reflective Practitioner, 2. Unpagenated

Authors own
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The architecture is made up of  relations, movements and 

passages and the carving of  pathways, trajectories, vectors and 

transverse movements. The ceiling, walls and floor become 

part of  the performance. Transparency, iridescence, opacity, 

reflection and translucence caught in the tiles, mirrors, glass 

and metal details are combined in an optical machine that 

intensifies, multiplies and interferes with programmed spatial 

relations in a flux of  surface effects. 

‘In the end, drawing is rooted in the dematerialized space 
of  the image, privileging more the worlds of  shadows 
than the world of  appearances, confirming the possibility 
and use of  a language that, albeit in a fragile way, leaves 
open an interstitial passage through which the imaginary 
may realize itself  as an image. The metaphoric page has 
inevitably the terror of  beginning with nothing new that 
is the inaugural point of  constituting a communication. 
Drawing always seems to register the endless repetition of  
remaking; it constitutes the space of  anxiety.’61

61  Zegher, C. d. (Ed.). (2003). The stage of  drawing--gesture and act: selected from the 
Tate collection by Avis Newman; curated by Catherine de Zegher; organized by The Drawing 
Centre, Tate. London: Tate Pub.; New York : Drawing Centre. Pg 223-234



Chapter 5. Scale as the representation of 
an idea, the dream of architecture and the 
unravelling of a surface.

This chapter is an investigation into the issue of  the drawn scale 

and fragmented phantasia. The chapter follows Italo Calvino’s 

notions of  the instability of  scale with the representations of  

phantasia and Frascari’s ideas of  the construal and construction 

of  architecture. Frascari sees the scaled drawn detail as not just 

a production drawing but also as a means of  interpretation and 

as a means to understand the future built.

‘In this graphic representation of  a designed or surveyed 
building the details play the predominant role. They are 
composed in different scales in the attempt to single out 
the dialogue among the parts in the making of  the text of  
the building.’1

From one approach scale indicates the relationship between 

an architectural drawing, its proportion and a future building. 

Scale measurement makes drawings that differ in size or 

dimension but not in the basic form of  the physical thing 

that they represent. Drawing sheets can differ and can be 

drawn at a given scale. Out of  the possible architectural 

scales of  representation a choice is made in relation to the 

size of  the drawings and an estimate made on the weight of  

measurement. Architectural projects are prepared off  site 

and are then scaled up at some point in order to be built, a 

translation of  proportional drawings into a building. Once the 

ratio of  enlargement has been decided the  sheets of  a drawn 

architectural set can be scaled up. Any part of  the drawing 

can be scaled proportional to the project drawing in plan, 

elevation and section. For the architect the final dimensions, the 

size of  the imagined building, is established at the beginning. 

Architectural drawings are supplemented by numerical 

1  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA: 7, 23-37. Pg 24
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measurements, and by ratios that enable a calculation of  other 

measurements arithmetically. 

This chapter will demonstrate that for Frascari scaled drawings 

can also be viewed as the demonstrations of  an architectural 

idea; the architect attempts to fix fragmented dreams in logical 

sequences, by building understanding step by step. This hoped 

for logic is expressed in a system of  scaling and eventually the 

nature of  forms that are too complex to be seen at a single 

glance become clear. Scaled drawn details become an act of  

clarification, of  unravelling, a visualization of  the imagined. 

Frascari argues that the drawn is directed towards future ‘non-

drawing objects’, ‘operis futuri figura’, an undreamt future and 

the complicating of  a surface; he writes, 

‘The dream is a rhetorical procedure that sets the 
labyrinth of  imagination where architects wonder about 
the material and hypothetical possibilities of  things…
Architectural drawing is a facture combining action with 
thinking, the act of  drawing gives architects the pause, in 
a dream-like state, to think about what they are drawings, 
which is pending in the drawing facture.’2

In Frascari’s terms the drawn is a tangible speculation that 

experiments with scale even as the labour of  the hand and eye 

attempts to bring dreams into the built world. A drawn detail 

can be at a miniscule scale or at a 1:1 detail, the dimensions of  

a future building.3 Focusing on a single object may change the 

sense of  scale and require imaginative scale shifting to show 

the relationship between the drawn and its link to ideas. Italo 

Calvino writes in ‘Invisible Cities’,

2  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food for 
the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 152–153.

3  ‘...three essential building blocks come together when an architect draws: 
the observation of the representation, the memory of all other representation 
and people, and the architects; imagination which searches for meaning’. 
Frascari, M. (2007). Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and Steinberg. 
In A. Perez-Gomez, and Parcell, Stephen. (Ed.), Chora Volume 5: Intervals in 
the Philosophy of Architecture (pp. 179 - 200): McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal, Canada. Pg 196 
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‘In Olinda, if  you go out with a magnifying glass and 
hunt carefully, you may find somewhere a point no bigger 
than the head of  a pin which if  you look at it slightly 
enlarged, reveals within itself  the roofs, the antennas, 
the skylights, the gardens, the pools, the streamers across 
streets, the kiosks in the squares, the horse racing track. 
That point does not remain there: a year later you will 
find it the size of  half  a lemon, then as a mushroom, 
then a soup plate. And then it becomes a full – sized city, 
enclosed within the earlier city: a new city that forces its 
way ahead of  the earlier city and presses it toward the 
outside.’4 

Calvino’s version of  scaling relies on procedures of  partial 

seeing, scoping, rescaling and extending. This suggests that 

a single work can appear at once assured and ordinary, or 

near and yet strangely remote; it may affect vast areas; yet 

simultaneously seem in danger of  disappearing.5 Scale, it is 

argued, is the representation of  a dream and the complicating 

of  a surface with which architecture comes into being. 

Architectural drawings represent more than their architectural 

subjects and are proportionate to the future building, they 

are also elements in the history of  architecture as well as an 

intriguing, if  shadowy window to the imagination.6 Drawing 

may not only present ideas of  architectures past but also 

represent them through the un-built. Frascari writes in ‘Eleven 

exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food for the 

architect’s imagination (2011), 

‘Body-images establish a potential architecture by 
delineating the relation of  the visible and material icons 
of  construction to the immaterial and invisible signs of  
architecture. These sketched scale figures reveal the noëtic 

4  Calvino, I. (2002). Invisible cities; translated from the Italian by William Weaver. 
London: Vintage. Pg 129

5  Rugoff, R., and Stewart, S. (1997). At the threshold of  the visible: miniscule and 
small-scale art 1964-1996 / essays by guest curator Ralph Rugoff  and Susan Stewart. 
New York: Independent Curators Incorporated. Pg 14

6  Hewitt, M. (1985). Representational Forms and Modes of  Conception: An 
Approach to the History of  Architectural Drawing. JAE: Journal of  Architectural 
Education, 39(2), 2-9. Pg 9
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geometry, an intelligible geometry of  tangible matter, 
underpinning architectural detailing...’.7 

The Latin word ‘scalae’ means a ladder or a flight of  stairs.8 In 

a more modern application, scale could signify a series of  marks 

made at regular intervals along a line, like rungs on a ladder, 

and later a device or system for measuring. In cartography and 

in architecture, a scale is a line divided into equal parts and 

placed at the bottom of  a map, a drawing, or a plan to serve 

as a common measurement for all parts of  a building or for 

all distances, as equally scale is also an instrument separated 

from the page, between paper and building. Rather than scaled 

drawing limiting accuracy, scale makes the comprehension of  

drawn worlds possible. A drawing is scaled for its destination 

toward a fitting understanding, assuming numerous worlds, 

describing an environment less, or smaller than our size, so that 

we may comprehend a future place.

A scale drawing could be seen as a miniature with a consistent 

specific ratio to the imagined object. The scale of  architectural 

drawing consists of  equal parts of  measure and proportion 

where a unit of  measure is chosen and a ratio established 

between idea, representation and future apparent size. Scale 

invites the inhabitation of  a drawing, the anticipation of  

occupation and is a means to imagining measure through 

projecting oneself  into the drawing. The ability to project a 

miniature self  into the drawings allows the architect to occupy 

the building, what literary critic Susan Stewart calls ‘the 

architects’ scalar imagination.’9 As the imagined miniature 

self  (a tiny self  with measures deriving from the human body) 

inhabits a drawing, the minuscule body of  the architect is the 

measure, walking across the surface of  the drawing. For Frascari 

the relationship of  the idea to a physical scale relies on internal 

7  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food for 
the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 152–153. Pg 81

8  Scalae – a flight of  steps, stairs, staircase, ladder, scaling-ladder. Vitruvius, 
Pollio, (Marcus). (1960). Vitruvius: the ten books on architecture / Translated by Morris 
Hicky Morgan. With illustrations and original designs prepared under the direction of  
Herbert Langford Warren. New York: Dover Publications. Book 5, Chapter 6. 

9  Stewart, S. (1993). On longing: narratives of  the miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, 
the collection. Durham: Duke University Press. Pg 94
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systems of  comparisons, the notions of  hierarchy of  details and 

the work of  comparisons and selection of  detail and example.

‘Architectural drawing is not limited to envisioning the 
future construction of  a building, but is also an implicit 
way of  thinking about bodies interacting with other 
bodies (built and human). This manner of  architectural 
imaging follows from corporeal experiences constructed 
and construed in a corpus of  body images.’10

Scale can affect the exchange between viewer and idea. Small 

details may force us to draw closer in order to scrutinize for 

the more closely the reader examines minute details the less 

we notice the gap in size that separates us. The act of  paying 

attention is itself  a kind of  magnifying or diminishing glass, the 

exchange between the viewer and the objective idea. 

Imagination is required to project a change of  scale. The 

approach and the scaling of  an idea can reveal the clarity 

needed for the idea to move into the built world. Frascari 

notes in ‘Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: 

slow-food for the architect’s imagination’ (2011), ‘…in tracing, 

marking and measuring lines, architects refine their abilities of  

architectural perceptions and by these ministering actions they 

evolve thoughtful processes of  imagination.’11 Scale becomes 

a stair providing the means for ascending and descending 

between the great and the small and the compartments of  the 

imagination. The climbing of  stairs to view the representation 

of  the idea more closely reveals the lines of  the future place. 

Scale offers a means of  approaching ideas on the way a thing 

fits together, with itself, with its environment and with those 

who view it. The distance from which a building is viewed 

affects perception of  the whole and of  its scale. As a building 

is approached from a great distance the resolution is increased 

with progressive revelation. The precise appearance of  a 

building’s form and mass can change depending on a particular 

approach. As proximity to the building increases, the perception 

10  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 81

11  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 19
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of  the form and mass of  a building becomes progressively 

strained as more detail becomes apparent.12

This chapter attempts to view Frascari and Calvino’s theory 

of  the dreams of  architecture and the unravelling of  surfaces 

through a study of  the drawings of  a series of  scaled drawings 

from the ‘Smith and Caughey Building (1927) designed by 

Roy Alstan Lippincott. (fig. 20) In particular singled out for 

closer examination are four sheets of  elevations and elevational 

details. The drawings, it is suggested become a kind of  text, 

a visual representation of  the author’s dream, a partial set of  

fragmented sheets with a taking apart and putting together 

required to see the dream in its entirety.

It is argued that scaled detail drawings are a discursive 

unravelling, a moving from the dream of  the architect to the 

dream of  the critic, scale manoeuvring between representation 

and misrepresentation and unruliness, the materiality of  the 

drawing set enabling the exchange. This chapter will discuss 

the drawn scale as three aspects: the representation of  an idea, 

the dream of  architecture and the unravelling of  a surface. 

Firstly Frascari’s notion of  scale through construction and 

construal will be read alongside Italo Calvino’s ‘Invisible Cities’ 

particularly in connection with phantasia and the complicating 

of  a surface. Secondly a discussion of  the archived set and 

the scaled representation of  dreams that are in the Smith and 

Caughey Building, Queen Street, Auckland. The scaled drawn 

detail as the dreams of  the architect.

12  Lucretius (ca. 99BC – ca. 55BC) was a Roman Poet and philosopher.  
His only know work is a poem laying out the beliefs of  Epicureanism ‘On 
the nature of  things’ [De rerum natura]. He writes that a square tower seen 
at a distance seems to be round. A mile away the tower is seen to be round 
and so it is to the viewer, because the sharp edges of  the tower image have 
been rubbed off  in transit through the air! The tower is both square and not 
square, depending on where you are. Titus Lucretius Carus (1968) Lucretius 
The Way Things Are: The De Rerum Natura of  Titus Lucretius Carus; Translated by 
Rolfe Humphries, Introduction by Burton Fledman, Notes by George K. Strodach. Indiana 
University Press. Bloomington. Pg 245
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Figure 20 Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: 

Wellesley Street extension, (1927), Corner of  Elliot and 

Wellesley Streets, Auckland City. Authors own.
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An architect’s phantasia and the instability of scale: 
Frascari and Calvino

In ‘The Tell-the-Tale Detail’ (1984), Frascari suggests that the 

term ‘detail’ is defined as ‘…the delineation to full size or a 

large scale of  any portion of  an architectural design.’13 For 

him visually perceived architectural details can be related and 

compared within a scaled drawing. A visual matching of  lines, 

marks on paper, becomes a transformation from one system of  

representation to another. Scaled drawings are a transformation 

of  appropriate signs with a view to the imagining of  certain 

architectural events.14 Frascari suggests that, ‘…scale is 

simultaneously an instrument for the hand to make drawing and 

for the mind to imagine building.’15 Imagination is required to 

project a change of  scale and it occurs through its relationship 

to a stable entity. Similarly the approach and the scaling of  an 

idea can reveal the clarity needed for the idea to move into the 

built world. 

Frascari notes that a scaled detail is often regarded not as a joint 

but instead as a production drawing, the delineation to a full size 

or larger scale of  any portion of  an architectural design.16 In 

this sense drawn details are just a means of  controlling the work 

of  contractors and other on site labourers. He suggests that the 

act of  drawing facilitates interpretation, ‘…to see a drawing, as 

a representation of  something is no longer to take it, or to be 

disposed to take it for that thing: it is rather to understand that 

thing by it.’17 Frascari writes, 

13  G. O. Garney, The American Glossary of  Architectural Terms (Chicago, 
1887). Cited in: Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. 
Pg 26

14  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 30

15  Emmons, P. (2007). Drawn to Scale: The imaginative inhabitation of  
architectural drawings. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and Starkey, B. (Eds.), From 
models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture (pp. 64-78): London; 
New York: Routledge. Pg 64

16  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 26

17  Frascari, M. (1993). The Unfolding of  an Angelic Paradox: the Corporeal 
Reading of  Plans. Practice, b(Spring), 19-25. Pg 22
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‘Collocation is the composing by place, that is, the 
functional placement of  the details. The function in this 
case not only is limited to the practical and structural 
dimensions but it embodies, as well, historical and 
aesthetic dimensions. The placing of  details, then, is 
deeply related to the other two requirements: numbers 
and analogies. The detail in this manner is not defined by 
scale, but, rather, the scale is the tool for controlling it.’18

In ‘A “measure” in architecture: A medical-architectural 

theory by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto’ (1985), Frascari 

elaborated further, ‘through notions of  scale architecture is an 

art that shows the workings of  its own becoming. In architecture 

the process of  knowing is in making as well as doing, that is, 

discovering the right scale through a productive act, an act in 

which measure is inherent.’19  Frascari makes a comparison 

between the technè required by the architect for the design 

and construction of  a building and the process of  medical 

theory and healing. He writes that in architecture as well as 

in medicine the human body, as both subject and object of  

knowledge, allows for and implies a unity of  origins and ends. 

Planning in both architecture and medicine is a hermeneutical 

activity based on a conception of  measure.20 As a scale figure, 

the body is present in the imaging of  architecture not just means 

of  measure but also bodies interacting with other bodies, an 

evocation of  the constructive nature of  the spatial container.21 

Frascari writes that relating design parameters to the body 

through geometries of  circles and squares has been a core of  

Western architectural ideas and practices.22

18  ‘Collocation: ‘The action of  setting in a place or position, esp. of  placing 
together with, or side by side with, something else; disposition or arrangement 
with, or in relation to, others; the state of  being so placed. Frequently applied 
to the arrangement of  words in a sentence, of  sounds, etc.’http://www.oed.com.
ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/view/Entry/36400?redirectedFrom=collocation#eid. Frascari, 
M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 27

19  Frascari, M. (1985). A “measure” in architecture: A medical-architectural 
theory by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto. RES, 9(Spring), 79-90. Pg 81

20  Frascari, M. (1985). A “measure” in architecture: A medical-architectural 
theory by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto. RES, 9(Spring), 79-90. Pg 88

21  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 81-82

22  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 84
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In his book ‘Invisible Cities’ Calvino’s version of  scaling 

relies on procedures of  partial seeing scoping, rescaling and 

extending. ‘Invisible Cities’ speaks of  hidden and fictional cities 

and is a description of  surfaces, a map of  tensions between 

inside and outside, the new and the past, the fantastic and 

the real, the invisible and the unliveable. Cities are laid out 

according to diagrammatic schemes, cities of  multiplicity that 

are then woven together to form a clear map.23 Conversations 

between Kublai Khan and Marco Polo revolve around maps, 

Khan wishing to read the maps and Polo wishing to escape from 

pre-mapped stories of  one who has visited and experienced. 

The result is a complex intersection of  spaces mapped, told and 

or experienced. The cities are described as assemblages, and the 

reader imagines or invents other connections. Calvino does not 

create architecture but makes space for playful, ludic thought 

about architecture. Shifting between miniaturization and large 

dimensions, between high and low, the cities become a motif  of  

invention. 

Calvino’s cities indicate the real in the form of  architecture 

but are resistant to rigid structuring. The layout of  the cities 

appears as a result of  chance and layering and reader is given 

a short glimpse and must imagine or invent connections. The 

cities architectural space is described each time with details 

which become determinants and has its one internal logic that 

on the one dynamically distances it from other cites but also 

binds it to them with effects of  reiteration and subtraction of  

elements.24 Calvino’s invisible cities is an incessant reiteration 

of  the idea of  construction, an experimentation that pervades 

the text that gives way to space, the tension lies in the attempt to 

render visible, readable and desirable the often-chaotic space of  

the city, where space is an inventive narrator.25 In ‘The role of  

23  Chiesa, L. (2006). Italo Calvino and Georges Perec: The multiple and 
contrasting emotions of  cites and puzzles. The Romanic Review, 97(3/4), 401-
421. Pg 403

24  Chiesa, L. (2006). Italo Calvino and Georges Perec: The multiple and 
contrasting emotions of  cites and puzzles. The Romanic Review, 97(3/4), 401-
421. Pg 408

25  Chiesa, L. (2006). Italo Calvino and Georges Perec: The multiple and 
contrasting emotions of  cites and puzzles. The Romanic Review, 97(3/4), 401-
421. Pg 403
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details in an urban text’ (1985), Frascari writes of  the city as a 

kind of  text that is a reflection of  detailing,

‘The resemblance between cities and texts originates in 
the idea that the careful handling of  details generates 
cultural texts…following a modern theoretical analogy, 
the city becomes the sum of  artefacts which are the joints 
or details of  architectural expression.’26

For Frascari a scale drawing could be seen as a miniature, 

with a consistent specific ratio to the imagined object, the 

scale of  architectural drawing consists of  equal parts measure 

and proportion where a unit of  measure is chosen and a ratio 

established between idea, representation and future apparent 

size.  Detail in design, accuracy in representation, and devices of  

distance allow the viewer or reader to separate them from the field 

of  view. Scale is established by means of  a set of  correspondences 

to the familiar. Exaggeration is not simply a matter of  change in 

scale, for the change in scale and quantity is significant only in 

relation to a corresponding change in quality and complexity.27 

This chapter, following Frascari and Calvino sees the scaled 

drawing as a casting forward that invites imaginative projection 

between a drawing, its future place and its detail. Scale drawings 

it will be argued are a discursive unravelling of  the architects’ 

fantasia. The use of  the words construal and construction allows 

for the drawing together of  disparate elements, the narrative 

between the two permits an exploration of  the imaginary 

machinations of  the architect. The drawn scaled detail will be 

discussed in a series of  elevational studies within the archived 

drawing set of  the Smith and Caughey Department Store (1927).28

26  Frascari, M. (1985). The role of  details in an urban text. Volumezero: 16-27. 
Pg 16

27  Stewart, S. (1993). On longing: narratives of  the miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, 
the collection. Durham: Duke University Press. Pg 89

28  The Smith & Caughey Department Store (1927) corner of  Elliot and 
Wellesley Streets, Auckland City.
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Figure 21 Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: 

Wellesley Street extension, (1927), Corner of  Elliot and 

Wellesley Streets, Auckland City. Authors own.
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Smith and Caughey Department Store (1927) 

The Smith & Caughey Department Store is a seven storied 

building designed by Roy Alstan Lippincott in 1927. 29 (fig. 21) 

The department store reads as an ornate monolithic mass on 

the corner of  Elliot and Wellesley Streets, Auckland City and 

underwent a number of  alterations from 1927 to 1940. The 

changes were all designed by Lippincott including a remodelling 

of  the Queen Street façade in 1940 and the addition of  a 

lightwell to the store in 1932.30  

Lippincott’s drawings of  the Smith and Caughey Department 

Store offer an imagined building, richly decorated with pressed 

cement panels and plaster facings.31 Large arched windows 

reach like ladders from the ground to the sky and recessed 

transoms set in cast iron, dominate street front elevations. 

Bronze panels separate floors and are repeated up the height 

of  the building. Pilasters soar upwards and protrude above a 

parapet line giving a vertical emphasis. Ornamentation appears 

as leaves and rosettes of  different types contained within 

geometric frames, blossoming pilasters and balconettes, spiral 

and lozenge patterns decorate colonnettes. (fig. 22).  

29  Le Vaillant, L., and Basset, D. (Eds.). (2004). From Gown To Town, [Auckland, 
N.Z.]. AGM Publishing, University of  Auckland Buildings Exhibitions.

30  The building went through a number of  alterations between 1927 to 
1940 all designed by Lippincott: Smith + Caughey Ltd Wellesley St Extension 
(1927 – 29), Smith + Caughey Lightwell (1932) and Smith + Caughey Queen 
Street Façade Remodelling (1940). Bruce, M. A. (1984). Roy Alstan Lippincott: an 
American connection Thesis (BArch)--University of  Auckland Pg 74

31  Roy Alstan Lippincott (1885-1969) was involved with the ‘Chicago School’ 
of  architects including Herman V. von Holst, Marion Mahoney and Walter 
Burley Griffin who were in turn were greatly influenced by Louis Sullivan and 
Frank Lloyd Wright. The Chicago School of  architects had parallels with the 
European Modernism movement. They were amongst the first to promote 
the new technologies of  steel-frame construction in commercial buildings. 
Other buildings designed by Lippincott during his time in Auckland (1921 
- 1939) were Auckland University College Arts (1921) Massey University 
Science building, Palmerston North (1929-31), Farmers Trading Company 
Tearooms (1934-36) and St Peter’s Preparatory School, Cambridge (1936-37). 
Lippincott was an Associate of  the New Zealand Institute of  Architects and he 
was actively involved in both Auckland Branch and National Council Affairs, 
particularly in the field of  architectural education. http://www.historic.org.nz/
corporate/registersearch/ProfessionalBio/Professional.aspx?ID=123
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Figure 22 Sheet No. 3 North Elevation & South Façade (To Wellesley St), 17th 

December 1927, Scale ⅛”=1’, Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: 

Wellesley Street extension, (1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 1010 x 640 paper, original copy with annotations.
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The building’s two street elevations show eight bays on Wellesley 

Street, six on Elliot Street and cover the six floors of  the 

department store.32 Terminal bays on each elevation are simpler 

than the rest and decoration intensifies towards the top of  the 

drawing. (fig. 23)  

Ornamentation appears as leaves and rosettes of  different types 

contained within geometric frames, blossoming pilasters and 

balconettes, spiral and lozenge patterns decorate colonnettes. 

The upward momentum is slowed at the 5th floor by a small 

row of  flower boxes. Two floors above this they merge to form 

a single range of  double height arch-topped windows that tease 

apart the spaces of  the page. The drawing has become a kind of  

text, a visual representation of  the author’s dream, a partial set 

of  fragmented sheets, the taking apart and putting together of  

which is required to understand the dream in its entirety.

The archived set and the representation of an idea

The Smith & Caughey archived drawing set consists of  a 

number of  hand drawn, ruled and contract drawings. The 

drawing set does not precisely represent the building as it is 

today, sheets from the façade remodelling are missing and only 

a single sketch showing the lightwell remains. The titles begin at 

the foundations and end with fibrous plaster details.

The archived set consists of  working drawings; the first 22 sheets 

are on fragile, faded paper, weathered, yellowing and torn at the 

edges. The rest of  the set is a series of  more recent photocopied 

sheets, where patches of  the drawings have been lost in the 

duplicating process. The set is incomplete, sheets are missing 

and some drawings have no titles. The surviving notation of  the 

future building and the delicate marks of  detail have become 

blurred edges, smudges lost in the attempt to be copied. Frascari 

writes in ‘The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna’ (2009), 

‘…every pen trait, brush strike, pencil line, charcoal mark, wash 

run, smudge, erasure, pentimenti and blur elicits an emotional 

32  Shaw, P. (1991). New Zealand Architecture: from Polynesian Beginnings to 1990; 
Photographs by Robin Morrison. Hodder & Stoughton Ltd, New Zealand. Pg 111

detail to fig 23
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Figure 23 Sheet No. 4 West Elevation (Elliot St) & East Elevation, 17th December 1927, 

Scale ⅛”=1’, Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: Wellesley Street extension, 

(1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

1010 x 640 paper, original copy with annotations
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response, and consequently takes a role in defining the function 

and meaning of  a drawing.33

The drawing set consists of  53 drawings, 37 numbered and 

16 unnumbered sheets. The set consists of  working drawings, 

copies of  the original linen sheets, instructions to be sent to 

various skilled workers, masons, builders, and the representation 

of  the future building. The set begins with ‘Ground Floor 

Plans’ and ‘Foundation Plans’, and moves through elevations, 

elevational details and reinforcing details. The archived set 

contains a number of  photocopied sheets, which begins with 

‘Sheet No. 23.’ (fig. 24) The drawing depicts the plans, sections 

and details of  a kitchen within the future building. The set ends 

with ‘Sheet No. 133: Supplementary Full Size Details of  Fibrous 

Plaster Work to Lounge Sixth Floor.’ 

Through the process of  being photocopied the drawn sheets 

are blurred and almost indecipherable. The figurative structures 

of  the drawings have become empty; the drawn detail sits at 

a point between visibility and acceptability and disrupts the 

reading of  the image. As a document for the future built, the 

drawing set is made cloudy; the working of  time and use effaces 

the materiality of  the drawing. In ‘The Drafting Knife and Pen’ 

(1988), Frascari writes, ‘…the drawing pen then is the knife with 

which architects cut through building – that is the tool with 

which they write the story of  their building.’34 Architectural 

drawings as demonstrations and notations, legible structures 

in which one might read stories of  architecture have become 

inconsistent through representation. 

French art historian Georges Didi-Huberman notes that, ‘…

the relationship between the figure and its own ‘figuration’ 

is never a simple one: this relationship – the process at work, 

33  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 57

34  Frascari, M. (1988). The Drafting Knife and Pen. In Frascari, M., and 
R. Miller (Eds.), Implementing Architecture: Exposing the Paradigm Surrounding the 
Implements and the Implementation of  Architecture. The Architecture Society of  
Atlanta: Nexus Press. Unpagenated.
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Figure 24 Sheet No. 25 Part Reflected Plan of  Ceiling Under Clerestory South Wall, 17th 

December 1927, Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: Wellesley Street extension, 

(1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

920 x 590 photocopy
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rather – consists in fact of  a tangles skein of  paradoxes’.35 For 

Frascari architectural drawings hold similar qualities, they 

are, ‘ambiguously paradoxical and paradoxically ambiguous, 

architectural drawings are ontophanies, graphic manifestations of  

the essence connecting the visible to the invisible.’36

The marks that are lost threaten the full clear representation 

of  the imminent object. The loss of  marks in the drawing set 

makes the images unstable and the image’s own coherence 

is undermined, scale shifts into smaller details, from rough 

proportioning, to refining and trimming, repeated by subsequent 

enlargements, progressively focusing on parts of  the dream.37 

According to Frascari in (2009) The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 

Strenna, ‘…architectural drawing is wholly based on a sapience 

of  materialization, in which the materiality of  the lines becomes 

the carrier of  fluid, and invisible lines become thoughts.’38 

Visually unravelling, blurring, the gaps shift and slip between 

line, blur and erasure, the loss of  resolution in repetition and 

reproduction.39 

Stewart in ‘On longing: narratives of  the miniature, the 

gigantic, the souvenir, the collection’, writes that the book offers 

35  Art Historian George Didi-Huberman is the author of  several books 
including (1995) Fra Angelico: Dissemblance and Figuration, (2002) L’image survivante: 
Histoire de l’art et temps des fantômes selon Aby Warburg, (2003) Invention of  Hysteria: 
Charcot and the Photographic Iconography of  the Salpêtri&eagrave;re. Didi-Huberman, 
G. (1989). The art of  not describing: Vermeer - the detail and the patch. 
History of  the Human Sciences, 2(2), 135-169. Pg 161

36  Frascari, M. (2007). Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and 
Steinberg. In Perez-Gomez, A., and Parcell, S. (Eds.), Chora Volume 5: Intervals 
in the Philosophy of  Architecture (pp. 179-200): McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal, Canada. Pg 180

37 Justine Clark writes,‘Within the representational structure of  drawing 
are voids – gaps in the representational logic – these are the points where 
lisibility and visibility are disrupted, “where depictions fail or are blocked as 
a collection of  legible signs, where depiction mount a measure of  resistance 
to the whole mimetic project.’ Clark, J. (1995). Smudges, Smears and 
Adventitious Marks. Interstices: a journal of  architecture and related arts, 4, 1-8. Pg 1

38 Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 54

39  Georges Didi-Huberman writes that the patch can be seen as that part 
of  a painting which ostensibly interrupts, here or there, the continuity of  the 
representational system of  the picture. It is a result of  not seeing well, to look 
at something hidden. Didi-Huberman, G. (1989). The art of  not describing: 
Vermeer - the detail and the patch. History of  the Human Sciences: 2(2), 135-169. 
Pg 164–165
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metaphors of  containment, of  exteriority and interiority, of  

surface and depth, of  covering and exposure, of  taking apart 

and putting together. ‘The book sits below me closed and 

unread; it is an object, a set of  surfaces. But opened, it seems 

revealed; its physical aspects give way to abstraction and a nexus 

of  new temporalities.’40  The opening of  the book parallels the 

opening of  the archive; the drawing set becomes the site of  the 

phantasia, its construction and record in the archive enabling 

the exploration of  future spaces and a glimpse of  the architect’s 

imaginings. For Frascari the ingenious joint is an architectural 

enigma, a union of  a process of  signification in a ‘phantasia’, 

the outcome of  which is a poetic monster mediating between 

the factual and the real.41 This chapter will examine two of  the 

sheets describing the details to the elevations of  the Smith & 

Caughey Ltd, Wellesley Street Extension, ‘Sheet No. 7: Half  

Elevation Typical Bay Elliot Street, and Half  Elevation Typical 

Bay Wellesley Street’ and ‘Sheet No. 8: Section at Entrance, 

Sectional Plan A-A and Sectional Plan B-B’ as a means of  

unravelling the architects’ dreams.

The drawn sheets and the dream of architecture

Sheets Nos. 3 and 4 ‘Smith & Caughey Limited, Wellesley Street 

Extension’ reveal the four elevations of  Lippincott’s dream. The 

building’s two street elevations show eight bays of  windows on 

Wellesley Street, six on Elliot Street and cover six floors of  the 

department store.42 The upward momentum is slowed at the 

fifth floor by a small row of  flower boxes. Two floors above this 

they merge to form a single range of  double height arch-topped 

windows that visually tease apart the spaces of  the page. 

40  Stewart, S. (1993). On longing: narratives of  the miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, 
the collection. Durham: Duke University Press. Pg 37

41  Frascari sees the word ‘fantasia’ not as fantasy but as overcoming of  the 
disjunction between our experience of  objects and the way objects stimulate 
us in immediate or mediated sensations. Frascari, M. (1987). Some Monstri 
Sacri of  Italian Architecture. AA Files, 14(Spring), 42-47. Pg 42. ‘A ‘fantasy’ 
also results from the union of  the made with the real, in devising a possible 
architecture.’ Frascari, M. (1989). The Particolareggiamento in the Narration 
of  Architecture. JAE: Journal of  Architectural Education, 43(Autumn 1), 3-12. Pg 6

42  Shaw, P. (1991). New Zealand Architecture: from Polynesian Beginnings to 1990; 
Photographs by Robin Morrison. Hodder & Stoughton Ltd, New Zealand. Pg 111
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The east and north elevations are drawn with a reliance on 

outline and flattening of  surface. In the west and south elevations 

the line work becomes more complicated, depth is implied with 

darker hatching, the poché suggesting an embossed ornate 

surface. Moments of  drawn ornamentation begin to add depth to 

the sheets surface, and become a suggestion of  the dream of  skin.

The flatness of  the department store drawings, the elevations 

and their detailing reveal the structural elements, the supports, 

connectors and alongside the perceptual understanding of  the 

building as a system of  closure and openness, solid, void, surface 

and transparency. Elevational drawings offer the meeting and 

crossing of  ideas, the steps, the required scale shifts and the 

scaling of  a ladder to get closer to the representational image. 

In ‘The Unfolding of  an Angelic Paradox: the Corporeal 

Reading of  Plans’ (1993), Frascari writes that all the lines in 

architecture derive from the lines used in a loom.43  He goes 

on to suggest that ‘…the architects phantasia are woven into 

shape from these lines, just as threads form a piece of  cloth, 

the loom can be seen as a metaphor for the architectural plan, 

as equally scaffolding could serve as a metaphor for raising the 

architectural elevation.’44 The ink ruled marks on paper become 

an expression of  imaginings and are a statement supplying 

the general picture. The large-scale of  the building prompts 

elaboration so as to grasp the potential of  the small part the 

detail soon follows. 

Graphic elements involved in architectural drawings, 

plans, sections and elevations, are visual representation. An 

upright proper drawing, the elevation is a scaled image of  

a projected building showing a source of  proportional play 

where surfaces become places for geometry. In the Smith & 

Caughey Department Store elevational proportion is attended 

to with soaring verticals ending in a rhythmic placement of  

horizontal arches. This flattened projection can be thought of  

43  Frascari, M. (1993). The Unfolding of  an Angelic Paradox: the Corporeal 
Reading of  Plans. Practices, b(Spring), 19-25. Pg 23-24

44  Frascari suggests that scaffolding is not independent but an integral part 
of  the façade. Frascari, M. (1985) A ‘measure’ in architecture: A medical-
architectural theory by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto. RES, 9 (Spring): 
79-90.
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as a mask, a portrait, or a permeable screen suppressing the 

three-dimensional. A place of  strangeness and comfort, the 

elevation is part of  the performance of  architecture. Like the 

mask elevations tend to transform and omit as much as they 

represent, and, like the elevation, there is that which is denied 

and revealed.45 A site for negotiating between the inside and 

outside, the elevation is a picturing of  architecture, a recording 

of  materiality, and a play of  ornamentation, proportion and 

elevation. Vitruvius wrote that, 

‘An elevation is a picture of  the front of  a building, set 
upright and properly drawn in the proportions of  the 
contemplated work.’46 

The elevation is the construction or building of  the front image, 

a picture or representation of  the operis futuri, the future work.  

It suggests that the drawing should be worked on an upright 

wall like an inscription, a board, or like ink on paper. Implied 

depths in the two dimensions of  an elevational drawing interact 

with the perception of  real depth to give a flicker between the 

present drawing and the imaginary future work. The Smith & 

Caughey Department Store elevations implied depth is made 

up of  flat surfaces modulated within a thin layer. Surfaces are 

picked out and elaborated with added lines; hatched lines give 

a suggestion of  depth and a hint at the elaborate surfaces of  

the imagined building, as Frascari suggests in ‘The Virtue of  

Architecture: A 2009 Strenna’ (2009), ‘…through such a process 

to concretize a set of  lines, marks, and strokes the potentiality 

of  a construction…present in the thinking generated by 

architectural factures.’47. The drawn limits of  the scale of  an 

45  Hill, J. (2006). Immaterial architecture. Abingdon [England]: Routledge. Pg 
13-14

46  [orthographia autem est erecta frontis imago modiceque picta rationibus operis futuri 
figura. item scaenographia est frontis et laterum abscedentium adumbratio ad circinique 
centrum omnium linearum responsus.] Vitruvius, Pollio, (Marcus) (1960) Vitruvius: 
the ten books on architecture / Translated by Morris Hicky Morgan. With illus. and 
original designs prepared under the direction of  Herbert Langford Warren. New York, 
Dover Publications. Book 1, Chapter 2. Marcus Vitruvius Pollio (born c. 
80–70 BC, died after c. 15 BC) was a Roman writer, architect and engineer. 
He is best known as the author of  the multi-volume work De Archtiectura (“On 
Architecture”).

47  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
Auctoris expensis. Pg 106
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Figure 25 Sheet No. 7 Half  elevation Typical Bay Elliot Street & Half  Elevation Typical Bay 

Wellesley Street, 17th December 1927, Scale ¾”=1’’, Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey 

Building: Wellesley Street extension, (1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, Architecture 

Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 1010 x 640 paper, original copy with annotations.
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Figure 26 Sheet No. 8 Section at Entrance, Sectional Plan A-A and Sectional Plan B-B, 

17th December 1927, Scale ¾”=1’’, Lippincott, R. A., Smith and Caughey Building: 

Wellesley Street extension, (1927), Lippincott Collection, LP4, Architecture Archive, 

University of  Auckland Library. 1010 x 640 paper, original copy with annotations.
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image are rendered useless, unable to maintain the visibility of  

the detail and appear as a loss of  resolution, Sheets Nos. 3 and 

4 ‘Smith & Caughey Limited, Wellesley Street Extension shift to 

Sheets Nos. 7 and 8 ‘Half  Elevation Typical Bay Elliot Street, 

and Half  Elevation Typical Bay Wellesley Street’ and ‘Section 

at Entrance, Sectional Plan A-A and Sectional Plan B-B a 

smaller scale. (fig 25 & 26) The scaled drawing offers notions of  

casting forward, of  projection; they invite imaginative projection 

between a drawing, its future place and its detail. For Frascari,

‘A dream is a mode of  production - in which images can 
be manipulated through combinations of  dimensional 
and scale changes, and analogies, resulting in the creation 
of  new forms and understandings.’48

The combining of   different materials to generate meaning, 

the dream as a narration of  the possibilities of   connections 

between artefacts is a way of  thinking using images. With lines 

stopping and starting the architects’ phantasia is projected. 

In the elevations line weights aid the suggestion of  depth, the 

heavier the delineation of  an element the farther forward it 

appears, and the lighter delineation of  an element the further 

it appears to recede. Tonal values of  ink and texture are used 

to enhance the depth of  materials, textures and shadows of  

the future work. The scaled department store elevations depict 

this convergence of  dreams, real space and time through a 

fragmented series of  distinct but related views.  

Pen and ink, the hand-produced drawing of  the department 

store, hinders the representation of  scale and size. The ‘dream 

detail’ is compromised by the physical size of  the drawing 

instrument and the ability of  the human eye to perceive it. 

Thicknesses between lines diminish and line weights become 

heavier, rendering an indecipherable blackness and moving 

beyond the limits of  bodily skill to see and draw detail. The 

edge of  skill necessitates the making of  a new drawing, altering 

detail through instruments of  removal and relocation, the 

48 Frascari, M. (1993). A Wonder of  the City Beautiful Suburbia: The 
Mirabilis Suburbis of  Coral Gables, Miami. In Quantrill, M. and Webb, B. 
(Eds.), Urban forms, suburban dreams (pp. 91-101). College Station: Texas A&M 

University Press. Pg 100
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architect shifting between drawings of  differing scales. The 

detail of  dreams promises a relocation, rescaling and removal, 

allowing movement between incomprehensible miniatures, 

failing vision and the thickness between lines. 

The unravelling of a surface: elevational details 

In ‘A “measure” in architecture: A medical-architectural theory 

by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto’ (1985), Frascari writes of  

orthography as the representation of  the façade (imago frontis), 

complete with structural and formal detailing and presented 

in layers of  the construction, crossing from outside to inside, 

to outside again (opera futuri figura).49 In sheets Sheet No. 7 and 

8 the effect of  concealed details, the invisible on the visible, 

is represented in a drawing. Graphic devices are seen in the 

Vitruvian sense as tools for analysing the relationships among 

the parts, and a means for thinking and inventing within 

architecture.

Vitruvius writes that orthography depends on order, where 

order consists of  arrangement, eurhythmy, symmetry, propriety 

and economy. Order gives due measure to the members of  a 

work considered separately, and to their symmetrical agreement 

to the proportions of  the whole, things in their proper places. 

Frascari writes in ‘The Lume Materiale in the Architecture of  

Venice’ (1988), that ‘…in these materials are present the cosmos 

and the cosmesis of  the constructed world, the bare structure 

and it pleasurable reclothing, the skeleton of  an edifice and its 

necessary decorative flesh.’50 In these terms elevations are then a 

picture of  the front of  a building (imago frontis) through which 

49  Simone Stratico [1733–1824] was a Venetian physician who proceeded 
from the animate study of  bodies to the inanimate study of  buildings. 
Stratico’s best know work was a contribution to Excercitationes Vitruvianae, 
a comprehensive edition of  the writings of  Vitruvius. Using the work 
of  Vitruvius, Stratico ‘…clarified this procedure in an explanation of  
representation that uses numbers and lines, that is drawings.’ Stratico claims 
that these modes of  drawing (orthography scenography) are not specification 
drawings but are used as Vitruvius intended as means to ‘think and invent’. 
Frascari, M. (1985). A “measure” in architecture: A medical-architectural 
theory by Simone Stratico Architetto Veneto. RES, 9(Spring), 79-90. Pg 87

50  Frascari, M. (1988). The Lume Materiale in the Architecture of  Venice. 
Perspecta, 24, 136-145. Pg 143
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outlines are gathered for the plane surface of  a future work 

(opera futuri figura).51 The elevation is the site for recording 

openings, passages between interior and exterior and the 

recording of  materiality, a play of  ornamentation, proportion 

and elevation. Elevations are part of  the orthographic set. There 

are no cuts in an elevation, the drawing conveys a structure’s 

form and massing, doors, window openings, steps and columns 

(their type, size and location), material, texture and context, are 

presented in such a manner that it is very nearly that which can 

be seen in any thoroughfare; the first indication of  the buildings 

character. Vitruvius suggests that the propriety of  a drawing is 

constructed with the correct application of  detail. 52 

‘An elevation is a picture of  the front of  a building, 
set upright and properly drawn in the proportions of  
the contemplated work. Perspective is the method of  
sketching a front with the sides withdrawing into the 
background, the lines all meeting in the centre of  a 
circle’.53    

The implied depth that can be found in the two dimensions 

of  an elevational drawing interacts with the perception of  real 

depth and the flat surface of  the drawing is modulated within 

a thin layer.54 The elevation is an attempt to make virtual space 

and real space at one and the same time and in the same place. 

‘...orthography is the demonstration of  the vertical raising of  

the building. This demonstration is embodied in the structure 

51  Vitruvius Pollio (Marcus) (1960) Vitruvius: the ten books on architecture / 
Translated by Morris Hicky Morgan. With illus. and original designs prepared under 
the direction of  Herbert Langford Warren. New York, Dover Publications. Book 1, 
Chapter 2

52  Propriety is that perfection of  style which comes when a work is 
authoritatively constructed on approved principles. It arises from prescription 
(Greek θεματισμῷ), from usage, or from nature. Vitruvius Pollio (Marcus) 
(1960). Vitruvius: the ten books on architecture / Translated by Morris Hicky Morgan. 
With illus. and original designs prepared under the direction of  Herbert Langford Warren. 
New York, Dover Publications. Book 1, Chapter 2

53  [orthographia autem est erecta frontis imago modiceque picta rationibus operis futuri 
figura. item scaenographia est frontis et laterum abscedentium adumbratio ad circinique 
centrum omnium linearum responsus.] Vitruvius Pollio (Marcus) (1960). Vitruvius: the 
ten books on architecture / Translated by Morris Hicky Morgan. With illus. and original 
designs prepared under the direction of  Herbert Langford Warren. New York, Dover 
Publications. Book 1, Chapter 2.

54  Evans, R. (1995). Seeing through Paper The Projective Cast: Architecture and its 
three geometries (pp. 107-122): Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.
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of  the scaffolding…indexical signs that allow us to reconstruct 

how the scaffolding interacted with the edifice…’55 For Frascari 

a circular procedure of  understanding the parts is accomplished 

by considering the whole and understanding the whole is 

achieved by considering the parts. Imaginative representation 

showing the building in its constructive character offers an 

understanding of  the thickness of  walls, the stereometry of  

building parts and the projection of  building elements.

Sheets Nos. 7 and 8 contain scaled elevational details of  

the Smith & Caughey Department Store while sheets Nos. 

3 and 4 paint an account of  the overall design. The scaled 

elevational details draw nearer to the operis futuri figura. Sheet 

No. 7, shows the ‘Half  Elevation Typical Bay Elliot Street’ and 

‘Half  Elevation Typical Bay Wellesley Street’, with these flat 

inscriptions lying horizontally across the paper. Window arches 

shift in size from Elliot Street to Wellesley Street, the radius 

of  the arch deepens in scale to fit within the compositional 

arrangement of  the building and this is demonstrated on the 

drawing. To the right of  the sheet the half  detail of  the terminal 

bays rises between ornate concrete colonnettes, and a section 

reveals a flower box beneath each window. Threads, lines of  

ink, appear stretched, teased over the surface of  the page, places 

of  earlier complication have become unravelled and lighter in 

weight. Flowers and tendrils are caught in geometric patterning 

and swirling column shafts frame the arched windows. 

Sheet No. 8 paints the reasoning of  the design, evidence of  

phantasia, in the lower two floors of  the Smith & Caughey 

Department Store. Plate glass windows dominate the centre of  

the sheet and woven across the surface are small sectional details 

of  points of  juncture. Bronze pilasters and grilles echo the 

verticality of  the upper floors. 

55  Frascari, M. (1991). Monsters of  Architecture: Anthropomorphism in Architectural 
Theory. Savage, Maryland, Rowman and Littlefield Publishers Inc. Pg 95-96
‘… orthography is the vertical marking of  the building embodied in the 
interfacing of  the structure of  scaffoldings and the wall to be erected.’ 
Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: Auctoris 
expensis. Pg 75
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Lines stop and start, a deeper space is projected off  the sheet.  

Imagined walls, their weight and consistency on the sheet 

surface become the imaginary scaled-down face of  the operis 

futuri to which the lines of  the drawing correspond. For Frascari, 

‘…ichnography results from rigid rotations and translations 

performed on the face of  the board on which the lineaments 

of  a buildings are traced...         is an idea born form the  

considering (cogitatio) of  all parts found though a technè (inventio 

reperta).’56 From the flat plane of  the drawing surface lines 

transfer from paper to stone and the wall becomes a petrified 

drawing inscribed or embossed to a lesser degree.57 Connections 

between darker points become more visible in Sheets Nos. 3 and 

4, where the architect’s phantasia appears with measured clarity.  

Sheets Nos. 7 and 8 draw nearer and begin to consider the 

overall proportions of  the future place. The scaled detail is the 

information required for the translation from the representation 

of  the idea to the built. Through the search for clarity one 

draws closer, acts of  scale become acts of  scrutiny and in this 

examination, the retracing of  architect‘s movements between 

eye and hand become clearer.

Robin Evans writes in his article ‘In front of  lines that leave 

nothing behind’, that lines can divide one territory from 

another, enclosing areas, joining points and marking paths 

which are the work of  a line, its functions, the things it does 

other than just being a line. 58 Lines can become edge, trace, 

contour, trajectory, and vector. Drawings made of  lines become 

a line, provoking the thought that every line could be a world 

to itself  composed also of  a multitude of  lines. For Frascari 

in ‘The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna’ (2009), in a 

drawing, ‘… a single line considered in an abstract condition 

can possibly have several correct denotational and connotational 

interpretations without leading to contradiction.’59 In this 

56  Frascari, M. (1988). Plans (3) Ichnography: The Topical Enigma of  
Architectural Plans. Terrazzo, 3(Fall), 125-144. Pg 127

57  Evans, R. (1997). Translations from drawing to building and other essays. London: 
Architectural Association. Pg 151-169.

58  Evans, R. (1984). In front of  lines that leave nothing behind: Daniel 
Libeskind Chamber Works 6-29 October 1983. AA Files, 6(May), 89-96. Pg 91

59  Frascari, M. (2009). The Virtue of  Architecture: A 2009 Strenna. Ottawa: 
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sense reading of  one view or component of  a building 

automatically refers to another invisible condition outside of  

immediate perception, referencing other realizations of  the 

drawing’s characteristics. An attempt to translate surfaces of  

the building, whilst maintaining sufficient identity with the 

sheet of  paper, happens with scale and proportional ratios, a 

visual teasing apart of  drawn objects to understand or reduce 

their complexity. Through this visual unravelling there could be 

elements of  distortion, a means of  making things fit, revealing 

another layer of  narratives within its surfaces. 

In Sheets Nos. 3 and 4, the sheet’s visual field is occupied 

by an imagined architectonic structure, perforated with 

openings, arches and windows, becoming a kind of  screen 

that simultaneously organises the two-dimensional surface and 

divides the implied depth of  the pictorial space. The delicacy 

of  the line work shifts from the elevation to the detail and 

the sharply defined lines form a web of  shapes. Sheets Nos. 

7 and 8, in seeking the scaled detail the visual elements have 

become flimsy and delicate. The delicacy is there in order to 

resolve difficulty and to decide on a meaning that can be seen. 

Didi-Huberman writes that the detail is linked to a greater 

or lesser extent to the act of  drawing a line, this being the act 

that constitutes stable differences, the act of  making graphic 

decisions and distinctions.60  Intimacy involves a degree of  

aggressive dissection, as you get closer things must be divided 

into parts and pulled to pieces. Didi-Huberman writes,

‘To detail involves the division of  something into pieces.  
Therefore detailing designates the exactly symmetrical, 
even antithetical operation which consists of  sticking all 
the pieces back together again, or at least accounting for 
them in full. It entails enumerating all the parts of  the 
whole as if  the cutting up had merely served to create 
the conditions of  possibility for an account so complete 
as to leave nothing in way of  a residue – sum total. So a 
paradoxical triple operation is at stake here, one which 

Auctoris expensis. Pg 41

60  Didi-Huberman, G. (1989). The art of  not describing: Vermeer - the detail 
and the patch. History of  the Human Sciences: 2(2), 135-169. Pg 152
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only gets you nearer something the better to cut it up, and 
which only cuts it up better to deal with the whole.’61

With a visual matching of  lines, the marks on paper become a 

transformation from one system of  representation to another. 

They are a transformation of  appropriate signs with a view to 

the imagining of  certain architectural events.62  For Emmons 

‘...scale is simultaneously an instrument for the hand to make 

drawing and for the mind to imagine building,’  and for Frascari 

architectural drawing is directed towards future non-drawn 

objects where the architect attempts to fix fragmented thought 

in a logical sequence or scale by building knowledge step by 

step.63 Eventually the nature of  forms that are too complex 

to be seen at a single glance become clear. The scaling of  the 

ladder to get closer to the dream becomes an act of  clarification, 

a visualization of  the perceived or imagined. Frascari writes

‘Architectural drawings are not created as an end in 
themselves. They are produced to demonstrate architectural 
concepts, to determine tectonic procedures and to regulate 
functional uses…most importantly, they are the essential 
scaffold to form a transformative imagination since 
architecture begins not in thought but in the perceptual 
relationship between our bodies and the world.’64

Scaled drawn details always are immaterial, the visual teasing of  

line and thought results in presentation without representation. 

The sheet begins to confront us with its material opacity. Didi-

Huberman suggests, ‘…it thus connotes both structures and the 

tearing away of  parts of  structures, or their partial collapse.’65 

He goes on to add that one seeks out the detail in order to 

find it, the detail is a piece of  the visible which was hiding and 

61  Didi-Huberman, G. (1989). The art of  not describing: Vermeer - the detail 
and the patch. History of  the Human Sciences: 2(2), 135-169. Pg 136

62  Frascari, M. (1984). The Tell-the-Tale Detail. VIA, 7, 23-37. Pg 30

63  Emmons, P. (2007). Drawn to Scale: The imaginative inhabitation of  
architectural drawings. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and Starkey, B. (Eds.), From 
models to drawings: imagination and representation in architecture (pp. 64-78): London; 
New York: Routledge. Pg 64

64  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 58

65  Didi-Huberman, G. (1989). The art of  not describing: Vermeer - the detail 
and the patch. History of  the Human Sciences, 2(2), 135-169. Pg 161

detail to fig 26
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which, once uncovered displays itself  discreetly and allows itself  

to be definitively identified, ‘where the detail is the last word on 

the subject of  the visible.’66 Similarly for Frascari rhythms of  

scaling rely on procedures for partial seeing, scoping, rescaling, 

extending and reducing material features. ‘…a conscious 

tracing of  drawings. Architects perform a constructive vision 

that operates within genetically rhythmic processes unique to 

architecture. In this cadenced milieu, architects tell graphic 

tales that mark places by discovering, drawing, and building 

horizons.’67

In unravelling veiled implications for future work, scale becomes 

the weaving and unravelling of  practiced fingers. The creator of  

the dream unravels tangled skeins to weave intricate drawings. 

One hopes that none of  the fine threads will break.

‘…or he speaks of  Arachne’s fingers, expert at winding 
or unravelling wool, turning the spindle, plying the 
needle in embroidery, fingers that at certain point we see 
lengthening into slender spiders’ legs and beginning to 
weave a web…’68 

66  Didi-Huberman, G. (1989). The art of  not describing: Vermeer - the detail 
and the patch. History of  the Human Sciences: 2(2), 135-169. Pg 165

67  Frascari, M. (2007). Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and 
Steinberg. In Perez-Gomez, A., and Parcell, S. (Eds.), Chora Volume 5: Intervals 
in the Philosophy of  Architecture (pp. 179-200). McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal, Canada. Pg 181

68  Calvino, I. (1993). Six memos for the next millennium. New York: Vintage 
Books. Pg 10

detail to fig 25



Chapter 6: Emptying out and the abstracted 
detail

This chapter considers the drawn detail as a means of  archiving 

the interior, not in terms of  the familiar fullness or comfort but 

rather through the idea of  emptiness. Frascari suggests that 

the empty drawn detail can be seen as a drawing of  nothing, 

holding nothing, an empty white sheet with an absence of  

materiality. In ‘The Well-Tempered Drawings of  a reflective 

Architect’ (2002), he writes,

‘The most difficult assignment for architects is to draw 
by virtuous reflections a construction that is to extract 
from the empty surface of  the paper the inauguration 
of  a building...well-tempered drawings that elaborate 
the relationships between the mundane, the sacred, the 
dream and the solid stuff  in a transhistorical condition.’1

From this point of  view architectural drawings assemble in a 

set of  lines, marks and strokes, the potentially of  construction, 

that is a conjuring of  tectonic structures. Blank sheets of  paper, 

the beginning of  a drawing set, can be seen as undifferentiated 

absences containing an infinity of  absences that can be 

fragmented endlessly, like layers of  paper, of  drawings yet to 

be and their layers of  permutations. The drawn architectural 

detail can be seen as a mark of  matter and construal, the joining 

of  surfaces, the marking of  place, position and a desire of  the 

architect for precision and unity. In this chapter the empty 

drawn detail is understood as a drawing of  an intervening space, 

ordinarily empty, metonymically referencing the built through 

a series of  numbers and calculations and as a relatively small or 

narrow space, between things and parts of  a body. 

1  Using the work of  Italian architect Mario Ridolfi (1904 – 1984) Frascari 
explores the link between drawing and building, he writes, ‘For Ridolfi, it is 
clear that it is one thing to apprehend directly an image as an image, and 
another things to shape ideas regarding the nature of  images in general 
cognitive representation of  constructive processes.’ Frascari, M. (2002). The 
Well-Tempered Drawings of  a reflective Architect. The Reflective Practitioner: 2, 
Unpagenated.
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This chapter will consider the drawn architectural detail as 

full or empty of  context and temporarily without reference, 

until used in a particular place or moment of  exchange. 

In ‘Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: Eleven 

in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa’ (1999), Frascari writes, ‘…

an act of  architectural divination, this continuous projection 

of  built signs, an infinite semiosis, is carried out, through a 

phenomenological cast of  numerical embodiments and human 

measurements.’2 For Frascari the detail becomes a ‘fruitful 

signifier’, a method for rendering the unimaginable imaginable 

and representational symbols construct an imaginary physical 

reality. An empty or full drawing in this sense does not signify a 

lack of  marks, an empty white sheet, but a signifier of  absence 

rather than presence. An absence of  a distinct set of  signs, 

drawn architectural convention, found in modern practice, 

coded tropes that refer directly to the exterior and the built. 

From this point of  view language and text become concealed 

and undiscloseable. This chapter will view architectural 

drawings not as an empty signifier but as meaningful in terms 

of  absence and an absence of  understanding on the part of  the 

reader.

Writer Timothy Walsh in ‘The Dark Matter of  Words: Absence, 

Unknowing and Emptiness in Literature’ writes of  emptiness in 

terms of  textual gaps, narrative lacunae and strategic vagueness 

in literature. He writes,

‘The parallels between the aesthetic function of  
absence in literature, art, and music suggest that there 
is something fundamental about the manipulation of  
silence, darkness, ellipsis, and other forms of  absence 
within human constructions… Just as architects exploit 
the potential of  empty space by enclosing it, writers, 
composers, and artists have likewise developed special 
strategies for harnessing emptiness, for domesticating 
Nothing…’3

2  Frascari, M. (1999). Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: Eleven in 
the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa. Nexus Network Journal: 1, 7-21. Pg 9

3  Timothy Walsh is a senior advisor at the Cross-College Advising Service at 
the University of  Wisconsin at Madison. Timothy Walsh’s poems, short stories 
and essays have appeared in numerous literary magazines and journals.  He 
earned his PhD in English at the University of  Wisconsin-Madison, where 
he taught for a number of  years and now works as a senior advisor. Walsh, 
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In Walsh’s terms, emptiness, absence, indeterminacy and 

uncertainty can have productive roles within the overall design 

of  a work, and by inference the architect in an attempt to 

capture or enclose space must confine it so that it can be more 

easily seen. Walsh through the analysis of  various literary 

devices and tropes involved in generating a sense of  absence, 

demonstrates how structured forms offer intricate patterns and 

networks of  uncertainty and that this structure can increase 

exponentially through a deft orchestration of  absence. 

Walsh argues that it is through the use of  absences such 

as silence, shadow, blankness and void that the limits of  

human consciousness and language are encoded in aesthetic 

constructs.4 For Frascari architectural drawings hold similar 

qualities. He writes in ‘Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete 

and Steinberg’ (2007), that the ‘… accurately imprecise nature 

of  drawing manifests itself  in a stubborn struggle between the 

celebration of  form and the diffusion of  parts, between a will 

to represent and the evanescence of  representations, between 

a search for certainties and an awareness of  their relativity…’5 

For Frascari architectural representations are a nexus linking 

architectural objects; a survey that takes place sitting at a 

drafting board intersecting architectural intentionality with 

conscious and unconscious courses of  action, the intuition 

of  the imaginative world and the mediate materiality of  

architectural practice. What lies beyond the threshold, the 

perceptual limits where some part has been lost or obliterated, 

is it a missing link in a chain or argument, an interstice in an 

artistic work? Walsh writes of  absence,

T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in literature. 
Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 15

4  Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 5

5  Frascari, M. (2007). Horizons at the Drafting Table: Filarete and Steinberg. 
In Perez-Gomez, A. and Parcell, S. (Eds.), Chora Volume 5: Intervals in the 
Philosophy of  Architecture (pp. 179-200): McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal, Canada. Pg 188
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‘…many other things are known directly through what 
they leave behind, by their lingering effects on whatever 
remains in their absence…’6

For Walsh a study of  absences offers connections between the 

domain of  words and the realm of  worlds that suggest the blank 

spaces left by the author can impress themselves upon the most 

fleeting of  sensations to the grandest artistic endeavours. Seen 

through this lens drawn architectural details have a similar 

potential to offer another means for mapping dreams than 

the conventional use of  the plan, section and elevation that 

become the orthographic set. A drawn image or device may 

require the ability to speak of  the unspeakable, or name the 

unnameable, declare the unknowable. Drawing in this sense 

becomes a descriptor of  an intangible or indescribable thought; 

a precise unknown structured through absence and evidenced in 

structuring. The usual scaffoldings of  an architectural drawing, 

plan, section and elevation are removed or dismantled in favour 

of  a less obviously material image but one that is as equally 

powerful and communicative. Empty drawings may offer an 

unstable condition where the drawn notation denies a room’s 

emptiness showing instead its purpose and potential, drawn 

conditions may shift between empty and full, motionless and 

restlessness. 

In one sense a drawn work’s absence, means there is nothing 

to look at and may engender uncertainty. Frascari writes in 

‘Introduction: models and drawings - the invisible nature of  

architecture’ (2007), that ‘…the drawing attempts to render 

visible the invisible as such, and thus, strictly speaking, shows 

nothing. It teaches the gaze to proceed beyond the visible 

image into an infinity whereby something new of  the invisible 

is encountered.’7 From this point of  view the proper response 

to an uncertain drawing may be a conscious deferral, non-

commitment or indecision. Empty drawings may place burdens 

6  Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 3

7  Frascari, M. (2007). Introduction: models and drawings - the invisible nature 
of  architecture. In Frascari, M., Hale, J., and Starkey, B. (Eds.) From models to 
drawings: imagination and representation in architecture (pp. 1-7): London; New York: 
Routledge. Pg 7
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Figure 27 Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen 

Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), 87 Queen Street. 

Photo Authors own.
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on the reader compelling them to carry questions forward 

or project them back in an unresolved state. A discussion of  

silence, the ineffable or nothingness may require another type of  

language by the architect that is bent to another use, makeshift 

absences may represent the juncture between the word and the 

wordless or the imagined and the constructed. 

This chapter attempts to model Frascari and Walsh’s theory 

of  the empty detail with a study of  ‘Building Queen Street 

For Dingwall Trust’ (1934) designed by Gummer & Ford 

& Partners.8 (fig. 27) In particular singled out for closer 

examination are seven sheets of  seismic moment distribution 

calculations for the building. At one and the same time the seven 

sheets show complexity, incompleteness and a modern kind of  

promise of  structured emptiness. These drawings interfere with 

the limits of  construction, control and safety. They set the scene 

for the fullness of  space and empty space, complex, without 

meaning and full of  it. (fig. 28) Frascari writes in ‘A reflection on 

paper and its virtues within the material and invisible factures of  

architecture’ (2007),

‘…foreshadowed by the badly inadequate character of  
the signs with which we attempt the impossible venture 
of  ineffably representing that which cannot be desired, 
i.e. the beautifully vague traces of  architectural factures 
that we can only grasp through a speculum in aenigmate, 
i.e. through a (Claude)-glass darkly – realizing a true 
architectural recto-verso transitus.’9

For Frascari the act of  drawing on paper a figural delineation, 

does not make for an automatic transcription of  surface ideas 

that are the dreams of  the architect but the act is rather a means 

of  mediating between architectural factures and the future built. 

In this sense the drawn detail of  the Dingwall Trust building’s 

8  Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust 
(1934), 87-93 Queen Street, Auckland City. 

9  ‘…a speculum in aenigmate’ [from the mirror in a dark manner], recto-
verso transitus [passage of  a straight line].’ Frascari, M. (2007). A reflection on 
paper and its virtues within the material and invisible factures of  architecture. 
In Frascari, M., Hale, J. and Starkey, B. (Eds.), From models to drawings: 
imagination and representation in architecture (pp. 23-33). London; New York: 

Routledge. Pg 32
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Figure 28 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, 

Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford 

Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

370 x 480 graphite on butter paper
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resistance to an earthquake is represented as a series of  woven 

calculated notations across an ordered series of  grids and is 

empty of  the conventions of  architecture. The seven sheets 

suggest an historic emptiness in the absence of  conventional 

notation that is yet full for the modern architect and engineer. 

The calculations become a detail of  the practitioner, a draft of  

abstract thought, which is deliberately introduced and hidden 

within the architecture which is not there. The drawing becomes 

abstract detail, hidden from view, a matrix of  potent emptiness. 

Frascari writes,

‘Their numerical plays of  assimilation, conception, 
discretion and building measures, elements and details are 
neither objective nor subjective constructs but alchemic 
distillation of  bits and pieces of  material, dream stuff  and 
memory. By means of  tectonic numbers, architects relate 
visible edifices with invisible edification.’10

For Frascari the architectural drawn, viewed as an account of  

numeracy, is also a discipline of  experiential explanations and 

predictions through the use of  numbers and measures in an 

architectural project. 

Seven drawn sheets from the Architecture Archive will be 

addressed through notions of  emptiness and abstraction. 

The discussion will begin with the use of  emptiness as almost 

a literary device that Timothy Walsh calls the dark matter 

of  words: absence, unknowing and emptiness. This use of  

emptiness will be formulated in a narrative in conjunction with 

Frascari’s notions of  construal and construction, particularly in 

connections to fullness and the nourishment of  food. Secondly 

there will be a discussion of  the fullness and emptiness of  

drawings in general that are collected within the archive. The 

drawn detail will then be considered in its abstracted condition 

as part of  history, a seismic moment in the calculations of  the 

Dingwall Trust building. (fig. 29).

10  Frascari, M. (1999). Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: Eleven 
in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa. Nexus Network Journal: 1, 7-21. Pg 18
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Figure 29 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, 

Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford 

Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

230 x 480 graphite on butter paper
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The construal and construction of emptiness: 
Frascari and Walsh

Frascari in ‘Architects, never eat your maccheroni without a 

proper sauce! A macaronic meditation on the anti-Cartesian 

nature of  architectural imagination’ (2003), writes of  the 

transformative nature of  foodstuffs into food and compares this 

with the processes of  transforming drawings into architecture.11 

He suggests the act of  drawing ‘things’ into drawings mirrors 

the transformation of  architectural objects into architecture 

and both are analogous to the transformation of  foodstuffs into 

food. Frascari draws a comparison between the art of  living and 

eating well with the art of  cooking and building well. He writes,

‘The final cause is that for which the building and dish 
are made: the desire to satisfy a patron, to become famous 
and rich or well fed.’12

For Frascari the concern that architects’ and cooks’ have with 

matter and its transformation through visible, measurable and 

tangible qualities is a relationship of  thought into fact and often 

that which cannot be described. Similarly Walsh describes 

writing on the void or emptiness as ‘an attempt to transport 

the reader precisely toward a place that cannot be described 

in language, a discussion of  things that cannot be named.’13 

In this sense the empty drawings in the Archive may not only 

delineate a known entity but could also gesture toward an area 

of  inquiry that may be tentative and problematic, the drawn 

detail revealing that the architect may not know exactly what it 

is they are dealing with, nevertheless knowing it is there. 

The result in both cases, is being replete, full in fact. But 

what of  the empty meal and is that analogous to empty 

11  Frascari, M. (2003). Architects, never eat your maccheroni without a 
proper sauce! A macaronic meditation on the anti-Cartesian nature of  

architectural imagination. Nordisk Arkitekturforskning: 2, 41-54. Pg 42

12  Frascari, M. (2003). Architects, never eat your maccheroni without a 
proper sauce! A macaronic meditation on the anti-Cartesian nature of  
architectural imagination. Nordisk Arkitekturforskning: 2, 41-54. Pg 46

13  Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 77
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architecture? Frascari suggests that the drawing surface is the 

essential synaesthetic experience of  the architectural cooking 

up of  buildings. He uses the term ‘macaronic’ as a means of  

describing the intellectual practice of  creating extraordinary 

ways of  thinking, ‘…macaronic thinking is based on the 

details and those minimal elements, apparently accidental 

and negligible that become the node of  an infinite system of  

relations, a pretest for divagating between the innumerable 

possibilities offered from the world of  knowledge.’14 The union 

of  dreams and materiality in tectonic events, drawn details 

and fabricated devices become demonstrations of  constructed 

events in a construction. In this light investigating the mapping 

of  a structure, originally composed in one medium onto 

another structure or another medium, can be seen as one 

of  the fundamental undertakings of  architectural drawing. 

Through drawing architects are able to create visualizations 

of  raw thoughts. For Frascari ‘…macaronic architecture – 

arising from the interfacing of  preprandium vita activa (cooking as 

making) with postprandium vita contemplativa (digesting as casting 

the future).’15 Architectural detail drawings enable construction 

and deconstruction through a variety of  formal, conceptual 

and physical actions on paper, anticipating the conceptual and 

physical events in the building in a manner that is analogous to 

the one by which cooks relate the process taking place in a pot 

or in the oven with the upcoming experience in the mouth.16 In 

this sense drawings become a never-ending alternation between 

the representable and the non-representable. In ‘Honestamente 

14  ‘Macaronic derives from the Italian work macaroni (from which macaroon 
also comes). According to Teofilo Folengo [Italian Macaronic Poet 1491 
–1544]: this poetic art is called ‘macaronic’ from macaones, which are a 
certain dough made up of  flour, cheese, and butter, thick, coarse, and rustic. 
Thus, macaronic poems must have nothing but fat, coarseness and gross words 
in them.’ Frascari, M. (2003). Architects, never eat your maccheroni without 
a proper sauce! A macaronic meditation on the anti-Cartesian nature of  
architectural imagination. Nordisk Arkitekturforskning: 2, 41 - 54. Pg 44 See also 
Frascari, M. (1997). The Pneumatic Bathroom: with a preface by Ignasi de 
Solà-Morales. In Lahiji, N., and Friedman, D.S. (Eds.), Plumbing: sounding modern 
architecture (pp. 163-182). New York: Princeton Architectural Press. Pg 176

15  Frascari, M. (2008). The Macaronic Dream of  Casa Girasole. Retrieved 
16th February, 2011, from http://www.scribd.com/doc/2291148/villa-girasole-a-
macaronic-dream-by-marco-frascari

16  Frascari, M. (2003). Architects, never eat your maccheroni without a 
proper sauce! A macaronic meditation on the anti-Cartesian nature of  
architectural imagination. Nordisk Arkitekturforskning: 2, 41-54. Pg 47
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Bella: Alvise Cornaro’s Temperate View of  Lady Architecture 

and Her Maids, Phronesis and Sophrosine’ (2008), Frascari 

writes,

‘Metaphorically speaking, the amalgamation of  what 
it is, was… where the meal is eaten, its planning and 
cooking are compared with past and future experiences 
of  planning the eating of  other meals. From this point 
of  view, meals and buildings belong to the activity of  
world-making; a cosmospoietic living totality, where 
any individual becomes ‘copula mundi,’ i.e. the locus of  
the connection between mind and matter, spirit and 
substance, food for thought and for the body.’17

For Frascari ‘macaronic’ thinking and macaronic languages 

offer a critique that investigates the basis of  our comprehension 

and representation of  the world. In ‘Eleven exercises in the 

art of  architectural drawing: slow-food for the architect’s 

imagination’ (2011), Frascari elaborates further on this theme 

and writes that architectural ‘desires’ can be seen as a rich 

vessel ‘…simmering with architectural factures rather than a 

transparent vessel within which, in a futile stillness the lines 

precipitate into “graphic dregs”.’18 Architectural drawing is seen 

as a technique for revealing qualities that are anti-Cartesian 

and become a graphic process that allows for the exploration of  

specific events, an alternation between what is representable and 

what is not representable, the intentions of  which are a creative 

process that results in the making of  a building or a dish.19 

In literature a structured absence and the intentional use of  

elliptical language calls attention to something missing in a 

specific and recognizable way. Structured absences can refer to 

17  ‘...copula mundi,’[a connection or link to the world]. Frascari, M. (2008, ‘...copula mundi,’[a connection or link to the world]. Frascari, M. (2008, a connection or link to the world]. Frascari, M. (2008, Frascari, M. (2008, 
17th March). Honestamente Bella: Alvise Cornaro’s Temperate View of  Lady 
Architecture and Her Maids, Phronesis and Sophrosine. Retrieved Wednesday, 
12th January 2011, from http://www.scribd.com/doc/2303231/Honestamente-Bella-
an-essay-on-happiness-and-Alvise-Cornaro. Pg 7

18  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 31

19  ‘Cosmopoietic cooking and building defamiliarize the known world and 
make it strange; to that extent, the resulting artefacts inspire a consciousness 
that makes us realize how arbitrary and conventional relations actually are.’ 
Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food for the 
architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 70
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the innumerable things that are said and unsaid and those that 

are implicated. Walsh, in referring to literature suggests that a 

word is only a ‘significant shape’ like an ‘empty doorframe’ that 

facilitates communication only because of  the ‘freight’ we send 

through such an opening that is not itself  part of  the frame.’20 

The lack of  sign or a signal is encountered and perceived 

as absence, an attempt to discuss the things that cannot be 

named, invisible and undetectable.21 The architectural drawing 

set may at times have a need for other types of  drawings, the 

traditional nature of  convention being unable to describe the 

complex nature of  architecture. The additional forces that 

may exist within the built world, shifting ground, weather, 

atmosphere, light and other ephemeral forces that can and 

must be calculated. These absences may inevitably result from 

the ordered nature of  the drawn language, the conventions 

of  architectural form and structure. Drawing thus can offer 

a structured absence, an intentional use of  language to call 

attention to something that is missing. Frascari writes in 

‘Architecture and Wonder: Hybrid Architectural Drawings’ 

(2008),

‘Architecture is constantly in itself  a result of  hybrid 
factures, i.e., the building of  architecture results 
from amalgams of  high technology, low technology, 
sophisticated and naïve structures, complicated and 
simple systems, and refined and elemental construction 
events.’22

Drawings seen in this light become a calculated alternation 

between the representable and the non-representable, the 

result of  tactics dealing with contraction and miniaturization, 

20  Walsh, T. (1998). Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 79

21  ‘In real acts of  architectural drawing that which is marked, inked, or 
pencilled, brushed or chalked comes into being through any Cartesian rations 
process of  mathemes even when Cartesian plans of  representation are used to 
trace the image. Architectural drawing is, in other words, wholly based on a 
sapience of  material manifestations with which tangible lines became carriers 
of  fluid and invisible links that guide intangible thoughts.’ Frascari, M. (2009). 
Lines as Architectural Thinking. Architectural Theory Review: 14 (3), 200-212. Pg 
202

22  Frascari, M. (2008, 12th March). Architecture and Wonder: Hybrid 
Architectural Drawings. Retrieved Tuesday 11th, 2011, from http://
grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/03/architecture-and-wonderhybrid.html
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conversion and suppression, accommodating more by 

offering less. In architectural drawing abstract geometry 

deals with abstract concepts such as limits, differentiation and 

integration, studies of  shapes and space, in particular groups of  

transformation that act on spaces that Frascari defines through 

the compass as a crafty machine for graphic machinations.23 

The compass aids descriptive geometry in which problems can 

be solved by the use of  a ruler and a measurement. Descriptive 

geometry is understood by Frascari in ‘The Teaching of  

Descriptive Geometry’ (2008), as a ‘…well tempered drafting of  

architectural planes by the means of  multiple lines designating 

the lines of  walls which become real architectural representation 

by crisscrossing over each other.’24 Geometry is a method of  

drawing that enables the analysis and generation of  objects in 

three-dimensional space. In this type of  geometry the problems 

are questions concerning graphic projections and sections, 

Frascari writes,

‘The compass leads to the basic steps necessary to 
produce graphic simulations which help to overpower 
the uncertainty always surrounding the construction of  a 
building.’25

Frascari sees geometry and mathematics as a source of  wonder 

where ‘…geometry was the tool with which the magic of  

wonder was pursued.’26 Geometry in architecture can explain 

the interactions of  material with light, the projection of  shadows 

and the distortions of  surfaces.(fig. 30) In ‘On the Mantic 

23  Frascari, M. (1993). The Compass and the Crafty Art of  Architecture. 
Modulus: 22, 2-15. Pg 5

24  ‘Descriptive geometry is generally considered an applied mathematical 
discipline dealing with the practical performance of  the process of  
representation as well as with the analysis and generation of  objects in three-
dimensional space by methods of  drawing.’ Frascari, M. (2008, 1st March). 
The Teaching of  Descriptive Geometry. Retrieved Tuesday 11th January, 2011, 
from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/03/teachingofdescriptivegeometry.
html

25  Frascari, M. (1993). The Compass and the Crafty Art of  Architecture. 
Modulus: 22, 2-15. Pg 5

26  Frascari, M. and Braham, W. (1994) On the Mantic Paradigm in 
Architecture: The Projective Evocation of  Future Edifices. Theory and Criticism 
Session, Poetics in Praxis: 82nd ACSA Annual Meeting, Montreal Quebec, 261-
266. Pg 262
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Figure 30 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street 

for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  

Auckland Library. 560 x 480 graphite on butter paper
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Paradigm in Architecture: The Projective Evocation of  Future 

Edifices’ (1994), Frascari writes,

‘Architecture is based on geometric actions of  production 
which are used to evoke future constructions. They 
are both a class of  geometric procedures and acts of  
imagination, the one making the others visible.27

Architects can imagine a plan and section simply by observing 

and existing building, they can also reconstruct them from a 

ruined building and ultimately envision those of  a building that 

doesn’t yet exist, a graphic trace of  the invisible. For Frascari, 

‘…descriptive geometry is a sapient playing of  constructive 

designations, motivated by certain pleasure in elegance and 

economy and its results are well tempered drawings, an 

essential part of  the architectural processes of  constructing 

and construing architectural meaning and edifies.’28 Geometry 

of  the Euclidian kind can be seen as an attempt to remove 

everything unnecessary in order that the essential may emerge, 

a tension between clarity and multiplicity, and the interaction 

between form and content. Yet the construal and construction 

of  imagined architectural design can require images of  mental 

discipline and mathematical consideration beyond the Euclidian 

kind, an abstract accounting for form that organises and tests 

concepts of  inclusion and exclusion. 

This chapter examines the construed nature of  the drawn 

architectural detail and the narrative it may construct through 

notions of  fullness and emptiness as well as the changing 

roles of  the architect, draughtsperson and engineer. Following 

Frascari, the construction of  a drawing of  architectural forces 

is seen as a construal of  architecture; the interpretation of  

algebraic ideas with the real process of  physical construction 

and deformation of  an architectural object. The use of  the 

words construal and construction allows for the drawing 

27  Frascari, M. and Braham, W. (1994) On the Mantic Paradigm in 
Architecture: The Projective Evocation of  Future Edifices. Theory and Criticism 
Session, Poetics in Praxis: 82nd ACSA Annual Meeting, Montreal Quebec, 261-
266. Pg 263

28  Frascari, M. (2008, 1st March). The Teaching of  Descriptive Geometry. 
Retrieved Tuesday 11th January, 2011, from http://grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.
com/2008/03/teaching-of-descriptive-geometry.html
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together of  disparate elements, the narrative allows for the 

exploration of  the imaginary machinations of  the architect. 

The empty drawn detail will be discussed within the archived 

drawing set of  the Dingwall Trust building (1936). (fig. 31) These 

questions are to be tested in an ordered set of  seismic moment 

distribution calculation grids across seven sheets of  fragile faded 

butter paper.

The empty drawing and an empty archive

The Dingwall Trust building in Auckland City was designed in 

1934 and completed in 1936. It was one of  the first multi-storey 

buildings to be designed under new earthquake regulations 

following the 1931 Napier earthquake and was an important 

in the development of  highrise architecture in New Zealand.29 

Designed by Gummer and Ford and Partners, the commercial 

building was intended to provide income to support the 

Dingwall Orphanage Trust. The eight-storey building was 

initially designed as five stories and signalled a shift from the 

skyscraper Gothic and art deco to a more ‘modern’ design that 

can be related to the New Zealand Dominion period, apparent 

in the reduction of  ornament and the introduction of  large 

expanses of  glass.30 The building also showed a shift to modern 

semiotics of  seismology. (fig. 32)

Gummer and Ford were one of  the most prominent 

architectural firms in Auckland, starting in 1923 and finishing 

in 1961.31 They are responsible for some of  the architectural 

landmarks of  Auckland city, including the New Zealand 

Insurance Building (1914), the Guardian Trust Building (1921), 

the Dilworth Building, (1926), the Auckland Railway Station 

29  Gatley,  J. (Ed.). (2008). Long live the modern: New Zealand’s new architecture, 
1904-1984. Auckland, N.Z.: Auckland University Press. Pg 20

30  ‘Designed Under New Code’, Evening Post, Volume CXVIII, 10th October 
1934, Pg 18, Retrieved from National Library of  New Zealand, http://
paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/cgi-bin/paperspast?a=d&cl=se

31  Shaw, P. (1991). New Zealand Architecture: from Polynesian Beginnings to 1990; 
Photographs by Robin Morrison. Hodder & Stoughton Ltd, New Zealand. Pg 111. 
Lochhead, Ian J.  ‘Gummer, William Henry - Biography’, Retrieved from the 
Dictionary of  New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the Encyclopaedia of  New 
Zealand, updated 1-Sep-10, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4g24/1
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Figure 31 Sheet No. 4 East and North Elevation, Section Thru Entrance Vestibule, 30th August 1934, Scale ⅛”=1’, 

Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, 

Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library, 770 x 560 ink on linen
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Figure 32 Sheet No. 85 East and South Elevation Revised for Eight Floors, 20th August 1935, Scale ⅛”=1’, 

Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, 

GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library, 770 x 560 ink on linen
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(1926), and the Domain Wintergardens (1928). Architects 

Gummer and Ford were experienced in the new building 

requirements for construction of  multi-storey buildings, which 

were introduced after the 1931 Napier earthquake.32 The 

Dingwall Trust building, constructed in 1936, was one of  the 

first multi-storey buildings to be designed under these new 

regulations.

The archived drawing set of  the Dingwall Trust Building 

consists of  155 drawings three of  which are undated. The 

archive also holds drawings of  alterations to the building from 

1936 through to 1972 over which time there were more than 

twelve alterations to the interior of  the building. The drawing 

set, like other drawing sets from this period in the archive 

begins with plans of  the eight floors of  the building and ends in 

verandah and window details.(fig. 33) 

Of  specific interest for this chapter are seven un-named and 

un-numbered drawings showing earthquake calculations 

relating to the structural frames within the building. Three of  

the sheets show numerical notation ordered in 3 columns by 9 

rows one of  which is noted with the words ‘disregard’ and ‘see 

revised corner’. Two of  the sheets show notation in 9 rows by 7 

columns. Around the periphery of  the sheets are sketches and 

notes to the overall outline of  the building, checked sums and 

reinforcing details showing the calculations and thoughts of  

the architect. Two of  the sheets contain notes referring to the 

Earthquake moments. One writes of  the, ‘ 400,00 lbs to 1 inch, 

East to West Earthquake Moments – Column Bent, filtered to 

conform with no intermediate columns’. (fig. 34)  While another 

note writes to a Mr Dickson, ‘Mr Dickson, this is for E/q 

moments in Flexible Bent States, moment sheet for this is in my 

calculation book and it would necessitate tearing out a page to 

let you have it. Will bring it up with me when I come up.  Rigid 

32  ‘In 1926 Ford wrote the first treatise on earthquake and building 
construction in the English language.’ Ford Charles, R., [1880-1972]. (1926). 
Earthquakes and building construction: Auckland: Whitcombe & Tombs. Retrieved 
from http://www.historic.org.nz/corporate/registersearch/ProfessionalBio/Professional.
aspx?ID=92

detail to fig 34

detail to fig 35

detail to fig 34
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Figure 33 Sheet No. 1. Ground, First, Second, Third and Fourth Floor Plan, 20th August 1935, Scale ⅛”=1’, 

Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, 

GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library, 770 x 560 ink on linen
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Bent figures are also in my calculation book. JB.’33 (fig. 35) The 

final drawings reveal an orthogonal grid with an overlay of  

twisted movement, the columns bent under a shifting ground. 

The drawn sheets show structural calculations to the buildings 

eight stories.

This structural analysis is calculated through the Hardy Cross 

method where statically indeterminate frames are designed 

through series of  approximations, each of  which is successively 

nearer the exact solution.34 Building frames consisting of  

more than one storey are loaded with vertical and eccentric 

loads; the shears in each storey must balance independently 

of  the other storeys. After the first moment distribution there 

is a residual unbalanced shear in all storeys and each storey is 

then treated separately and correction moments are applied 

to the stanchions. The final correcting moments are found by 

multiplying the results obtained by a different factor for each 

storey.35 Each storey must balance in shear, independently of  

other storeys. After the first moment distribution there is be a 

residual unbalanced shear in all storeys. Relationships between 

the inflexible moments of  connection and the bending of  

materials are reflected in the drawings; a physical conception 

implying the deformation of  a structure under various 

conditions and its ability to be conceptually visualised.

The seven sheets’ ruled surfaces of  abstract geometry appear 

to connect nothing with nothing; their source lies not in 

geometry or measurement but in the taut warp of  drawn 

threads. Graphite on the frail sheets of  butterpaper appear 

33  ‘Ford and Gummer’s practice became one of  the most successful in 
New Zealand between the two world wars. Ford was essentially the business 
manager and organiser and Gummer the main source of  architectural ideas. 
The practice trained an architect, F. Gordon Wilson, and employed an 
engineer, John Booth, both of  whom later became junior partners.’ Lowe, P. 
‘Ford, Charles Reginald - Biography’, from the Dictionary of  New Zealand 
Biography. Te Ara - the Encyclopaedia of  New Zealand, updated 1-Sep-10.  
URL: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4f19/1

34  Fisher Cassie, W. (1947). Structural Analysis: The solution of  statically 
indeterminate structures. London: Longman, Green and Co Ltd. Pg 139. 
Urquhart, L. C. (1934). Civil Engineering Handbook. New York and London: 
McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc. Pg 460

35  Fisher Cassie, W. (1947). Structural Analysis: The solution of  statically 
indeterminate structures. London: Longman, Green and Co Ltd. Pg 165

detail to fig 34
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Figure 34 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, 

Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, 

GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 450 x 510 graphite 

on butter paper.



217

disconnected and abstracted from the main drawing set; a 

complexity of  intertwining grids and numerical calculations 

alter and shift over the seven sheets surfaces. Caught in the right 

light the sheets swell and expand in the reflected light of  the 

graphite. The overlapping weave of  numbers appear almost 

three-dimensional. Frascari writes in ‘Architectural Traces of  an 

Admirable Cipher: Eleven in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa’ (1999), 

of  architectural numeracy and their relationship to the visible 

construction and invisible constructs,

‘Seen and understood as mere syntactical expressions, 
numbers determine arithmetical links among the parts 
and the elements of  construction or between drawings 
and buildings.  They do not carry semantic value in 
themselves, and if  meanings are achieved this is done 
though metaphorical allusions.36

This suggests that numbers are meaningless or a metaphorical 

allusion to units of  dimensions or measures and become 

a figurative gauge, a projective measure that organises the 

composition of  tectonic elements. The seven drawn numerical 

sheets from the Architecture Archive at this moment in history 

become a metaphorical allusion to an abstract condition, the 

marks on the surface destroying its virtual flatness and yet still 

offering a kind of  third dimension, a strictly pictorial, optical 

third dimension. Abstracting engineering from architecture 

came to dominate the new modernist aesthetic. Translated into 

numbers that cover the sheets are moments of  cognition, the 

sheets become drawn relationships, an abstract mosaic of  the 

fragments of  an abstract grid. Art critic Rosalind Krauss writes 

in ‘The Optical Unconscious’,

‘The set of  concepts that grids it surface not only 
organized the facts within it but determines what, by their 
lights, will even count as facts.’37

36  Frascari, M. (1999). Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: Eleven 
in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa. Nexus Network Journal: 1, 7-21. Pg 8

37  Krauss, R. E. (1993). The optical unconscious. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 
Pg 13

detail to fig 29
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Figure 35 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet (reverse side of  

sheet), Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street 

for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, 

GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

450 x 510 graphite on butter paper.
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The numerical aspects of  the gridded sheets, from the 

Archive, in this light, organise the instrumental aspects of  

the imagined building giving an account of  its suspected 

movement. For a new generation of  architects and engineers 

these images of  mathemes were soon to become the complete 

picture of  architectural design, organised by its own frame, 

an abstract accounting of  form. Technical cultures and the 

execution of  architectonic cultures require detailed drawings 

of  future projects. Control of  the detail means a control of  the 

composition of  parts, a process of  assembling elements. Frascari 

writes that the appropriate use of  composition is indispensable 

to the relationship between architect, builder and client. ‘…the 

architect cannot be the builder. Instead, his task is to control 

the making of  buildings by means of  well-constructed graphic 

compositions.’38 The drawn abstracted frame of  The Dingwall 

Trust building orders its own exclusions and inclusions and 

submits these to the test of  its concepts. They become the work 

of  an undreamt construction. The sheets reveal the seamless 

regularity of  an articulated grid, the marks of  the abstract 

drawn infrastructure scoring and crossing its surface. The 

drawings visually suggest the potential intensification of  a blank 

grid and a new order of  vacancy.39

The abstract geometries and algebras of  a new age are devoid 

of  a fixed referent, its interpretation changing through time 

and cultural space. Abstract calculations ignore the mass of  

the imagined building and retain the form, which is supposed 

to be invariable after the disappearance of  the matter, ‘…we 

need to withdraw from a body that which constitutes it, that by 

which it exists and speculate on a sort of  phantom.’40 Reduced 

38  Frascari, M. (2003). Foreword: Lege feliciter. In Quantrill, M, and Corona-
Martinez, Alfonso. (Eds.), The Architectural Project Number Six: Studies in Architecture 
and Culture (pp. vii-xii). College Station, TX, USA: Texas A & M University 
Press. Pg viii

39  Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature: Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 108

40  Art historian Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby specializes in 18th-century through 
early 20th-century French art and visual and material culture, particularly in 
relation to colonial politics. She is author of  (2010) ‘Colossal Engineering the 
Suez Canal, Statue of  Liberty, Eiffel Tower and Panama Canal’ and (2002) 
‘Extremities. Painting Empire in Post-Revolutionary France’. Grigsby, D., G. 
(2003). Geometry / Labor = Volume / Mass?*. October, 106(Fall), 3-34. Pg 4

detail to fig 29



220

to a ‘pure’ form, the reader is left to imagine exterior contour, 

the ideal envelope that contains the volume. Lines depict the 

suture of  two surfaces whose actual thickness disappears in the 

abstraction. Points of  intersection, the place of  encounter of  

surfaces, become a detail, the marking of  place or position, a 

desire for precision and unity. The drawings focus on abstract 

volumes, surface lines and points, the space designated by 

paper-thin threads. Geometry is an analysis of  abstract entities 

best conceived in ideal space and best explored on paper, and 

yet calculations measure not just shape but volume, mass and 

the physical force of  immaterialities like wind, heat or cold.41 

For Frascari in ‘Light, Six-Sided, Paradoxical Fight’ (2002), ‘…

the resulting topological chiasm is not merely a verification 

method; but also becomes its generative method…forces of  an 

abstract nature can be substituted for concrete and ponderous 

materials.’42

The seven sheets in the Architecture archive show the numerical 

calculation of  moments, woven tracks of  numbers across 

ordered grids. Their associated floors and columns are difficult 

to discern amongst the tightly packed order of  numbers; 

additive and subtractive moments extend from each row, the 

assumed steady ground, planned for shifting movement. Krauss 

writes, ‘…then it’s language…it’s the text that’s the refusal of  

vision.’43 Similarly for Walsh, ‘…an aesthetic of  absence may 

seem to reduce the complexities of  form to formula, but the 

art of  leaving things out does not proceed according to any 

recipe, and there is no guarantee of  success.’44 These modern 

architectural texts are seen as displays of  reason, rationalized, 

coded and abstracted. Abstracted intersections are markers of  a 

point of  connection, a transparent representation of  surfaces of  

The Dingwall Trust building. Notes, sketches and calculations 

41  Grigsby, D., G. (2003). Geometry / Labour = Volume / Mass?*. October, 
106(Fall), 3-34. Pg 13

42  Frascari, M. (2002). Light, Six-Sided, Paradoxical Fight. Nexus Network 
Journal: 4(2), 21-37. Pg 29

43  Krauss, R. E. (1993). The Optical Unconscious: Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 
Pg 22

44  Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature: Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 25.

detail to fig 36
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Figure 36 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, 

Building Queen Street for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford 

Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  Auckland Library. 

630 x 480 graphite on butter paper.
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become undeniable presences upon the page. The calculations 

seem to sit conspicuously against the more formal/pictorial 

order of  other architectural drawings within the archived set yet 

the drawn detail lies in the activity, an historical emptiness for 

both architect and engineer. (fig. 36)

The empty drawing and a woven figure

The seven drawn sheets provide the theoretical or mathematical 

structure of  the building’s movement in an applied rotational 

moment, the details of  the work of  architects in a previous 

age. Each calculation marks a point within the structure, the 

sums establishing constraints for future spaces, surfaces and 

constructions. Each point appears as a self  contained unit with 

four sums that differ across each point. The four calculations 

radiate off  each point, a registration of  the uncertainty of  the 

land that lies beneath it. The architectural plan and section 

define the topography of  the woven calculations, spinning in 

a gridded web, the activation of  a surface condition. Frascari 

writes that ‘…drawings weave texts and textiles by presenting a 

structuring texture; they are the webs and warps of  fabrics that 

allow for infinite variation in colour, pattern and material. It is 

the loom that structures the textile.’45 The drawn woven sheets 

of  the Dingwall Trust building show detailing combinations, 

changing functions and each point is endlessly renewed, 

repeated and recalculated. Once established the calculated 

notation imitates an imagined structure; the drawings become 

tangible indicators of  absence and carry the making of  

architecture, its rationalization, as an abstract representation of  

thought. The Dingwall Trust building’s abstract geometries are 

images, mathematical considerations of  imagined architectural 

design; an abstracting accounting of  form organised by a frame 

that tests concepts of  inclusion and exclusion.  

The seven sheets of  drawn notations from the Architecture 

archive become signifiers of  the lack of  their own signifying 

finality. They are expressed and collapse into an illegible 

45  Frascari, M. (2011). Eleven exercises in the art of  architectural drawing: slow-food 
for the architect’s imagination. New York, N.Y.: Routledge. Pg 106

detail to fig 36

detail to fig 36
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singularity. Marks of  the architect appear as repetitions and 

retracing of  elements across different points. Each point 

becomes the telescopic fall of  one element into another, a 

calculated set of  equations. Notes become a continuous physical 

conception where the deformations of  the structure under 

various conditions is imposed and visualised. A metonymic 

series with obsessive repetition in the story of  the building’s 

construction, the architect shapes the suspected movement, the 

buildings mobility and the structure emerges from the woven 

surface like springs of  a mattress. The reader attempts to fill the 

emptiness. 

From one perspective the seven drawings appear as vacuous 

nets that hold nothing and yet there is ‘blood’ at the edge of  the 

sheet, a marker of  the bodily and that which resists abstraction. 

Filling the empty terrain of  the drawn sheets are numbers and 

words that become shape. The calculated drawings represent 

the pressures and forces woven into the structure of  the building.  

Numbers are the representation of  movement not visually 

present but there. The drawn sheets offer surfaces that are 

continually coming into being but with no inside or outside. A 

representation of  abstract thought marking possible points of  

movement, the imagined moment between complete collapse 

and construction. Drawings of  emptiness and fullness become 

a means of  conveying the unspeakable, the elusive parts of  the 

construction and life of  a building which is part its potential for 

catastrophic failure. Walsh suggests that writers struggle to order 

wordless feelings when words can signify nothing;

‘…what lies beneath the thin crust of  words, reading so 
that the words themselves crumble and drop away, leaving 
only those dim and shadowy promptings that hammered 
and lashed the words together in the first place.’46

Similarly for Frascari architectural drawing is seen as a type 

of  narrative, he writes, ‘…that storytelling is entranced in the 

rhythm of  labour – such as weaving or spinning – who most 

46  Walsh, T. (1998). Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 66

detail to fig 37

detail to fig 37

detail to fig 36
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naturally assimilates the story.’47 The gridded drawings become 

an architectural signifier within a delicate framework, at once 

a diagram of  the hypothetical structures of  the site of  a fictive 

archaeology, a material support for the buildings functions. 

The visionary moments directly present in language become 

impressions of  something now absent. The sheets can be likened 

to figurative footprints in the snow, a shape pressing forcefully 

against the page like a signet stamped into wax that leaves only 

an impression of  substance. (fig. 37)

The drawn emptiness of  the seven sheets offers potential and 

vacuity, ghostly voids, embodying emptiness. The drawings 

propose emptiness as an unstable condition, the potential of  

the movement of  the building and its structure. Recoded in a 

series of  gridded numbers is the oscillating condition of  the 

drawn structure, a moving restlessness. The drawing appears as 

apparently empty, it is other than empty and it is the scene of  

emergent construction. It offers complexity, incompleteness and 

emptiness. Seeing what is not there is a form of  speculation and 

forms of  speculation appear in and depend on the weaving, on 

the size and frequency of  alternately filled and empty space that 

create surfaces and textures.

The seven drawings offer an imprint of  materiality, and 

represent each column within the future structure; they remain 

empty of  architectural drawing convention and yet full of  

future strength. Each point is calibrated and reiterated to 

become a procedure of  inscription and repetition rather than 

an identifiable figure. Both full and empty, the drawn images are 

placed places that are displaceable and replaceable. The empty 

space is read as a solid intervening space, without meaning 

without purpose, a system of  references that enable rather than 

state further making and imitation, full or empty of  context, 

temporarily without reference until it is used in a particular 

place or moment of  exchange. The seven sheets drawn notation 

marks the intersection between space and that of  engineering. 

Walsh writes, 

47  Frascari, M. (2008, May). The Angels of  Architecture: The Three New 
Necessary Angels of  Architecture.   Retrieved 11th January, 2011, from http://
grimoirearchitecture.blogspot.com/2008/05/angels-of-architecture.html

detail to fig 36
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Figure 37 Unnumbered Engineering Sheet, Gummer W. J. & C. R. Ford, Building Queen Street 

for Dingwall Trust, (1934), Gummer & Ford Collection, GF6, Architecture Archive, University of  

Auckland Library. 700 x 480 graphite on butter paper.
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‘…a pattern of  interwoven filaments thoroughly 
permeated with absences that while nothing in 
themselves, are nevertheless circumscribed and made 
visible by what is there…’48

The seven drawn sheets weave the structure together through 

a series of  numbers rotated around a point. Points mark the 

moment of  connection of  surfaces, materials, movement and 

solidity. They are the sites for further text and detail. Drawn 

structures are mapped across a network of  lines and ideas 

and represent repeated tracks of  many movements across the 

same terrain. Like weaving, whose embodiment is a rhythmic 

movement, the same back and forth rhythm may result in any 

construction under an earthquake force, perhaps then to invent 

making and weaving is also to invent idea and movement. 

The architect operates within a field of  forces defined by 

the materiality chosen. The architect not only calls upon 

mechanical application of  external forces but also on judgement 

and dexterity. Frascari writes in ‘A Light, Six-Sided, Paradoxical 

Fight’ (2002), that ‘…built structures and their architectural 

representations are places where geometry, mathematics 

and construction discover their common nature, that is, the 

capability of  human imagination to merge architectural objects 

with the telling of  enjoyable tales.’49 In this sense a type of  

narrative is created in the drawings of  The Dingwall Trust 

building, every movement, like every line on a page, has the 

possibility to grow rhythmically not just from the possibility of  

the movement of  the earth but out of  the drawn floors above 

and beneath laying the groundwork for the next. Unknown 

potentialities are offered in the numbered saturation of  the page 

and marks appear to move away from the edge of  disclosure, 

one step ahead of  the reader. 

The seven drawn sheets promise nothing. They offer lifeless 

blocks of  numbered calculations, which seem to have formerly 

48  Walsh, T. (1998). Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 35

49  Frascari, M. (2002). A Light, Six-Sided, Paradoxical Fight. Nexus Network 
Journal, 4(2), 21-37. Pg 21



227

been attached to a context. They mark the absence of  their 

former presence, in so far as absences are inevitably structured, 

structured absences that signal something is shaped by 

discernible parameters that shift from instance to instance.

The emptiness of  the drawn sheets becomes legible in an 

ambiguous way. They have been decoded and recoded as 

something else and refilled with something else. Imaginary 

movements and an imaginary aura of  public safety are offered 

in the drawings, an invisible subject, a ground supposedly settled 

but always ready to fracture and fail; a text of  inscriptions, a 

network of  written calculations, forewarning movement and 

caught on a sheet of  paper. Reading these historical texts 

requires its own explanation, its own application. 

Architectural drawings from the Dingwall Trust building offer 

a place where something momentous is about to happen and 

therefore can also be seen as full of  or expectant. Within this 

drawing set there is no simple process of  assembly that can 

gather together all these empty hints to reconstruct the figure 

itself. For Frascari in ‘A realm of  architectural delight: the 

gastronomical analogy as a novel tactic to achieve sustainability’ 

(2008), ‘…a set of  architectural drawings is completely different 

from a building but its purpose is to taste in advance the 

architecture of  a future building…this speculation leads to 

further comparison by considering how one risotto is sufficient 

to taste several potential salamis and many future outputs can 

be judged how through one single sampling.’50 The imagined 

building’s density is reduced to a single line and a series 

of  numbered calculations; variable intensities of  imagined 

construal that is required for the dreams of  architecture. 

Frascari writes,

‘These design precepts, based on tectonic metonymies, set 
interaction between pragmatic frameworks and semantic 
dimensions through syntactic prescriptions.  In other 
words, numbers, properly considered become bearers of  

50  Frascari, M. (2008). A realm of  architectural delight: the gastronomical 
analogy as a novel tactic to achieve sustainability. Retrieved 16th February 
2011, from http://www.scribd.com/doc/2405359/A-realm-of-architectural-delight-by-
Marco-Frascari.

detail to fig 36

detail to fig 36
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meaning in a wonderfully rich but discrete architecture.  
This is an architecture of  substitution, where numerical 
hypotheses are replaced by a tectonic play of  building 
elements related to numerical hypostasis.’51

The seven frail woven sheets weave the architects’ phantasia in 

a series of  calculated order, the surfaces littered with clues about 

the relationship between the building, its makers and its users. 

Conversations, additional calculations and small sketches are 

scattered on the periphery of  the drawing sheets. Conventional 

practices of  working drawing production are grounded in 

methods of  architectural drawing, orthographic projections that 

enable formal compositions. Often the information orchestrated 

is not exclusively visual, it employs notational systems that 

mediate between visuality and materiality engendering a 

relationship between form and matter. Reading of  these sheets 

has often become a reading of  fragments, resisting total re-

construction where drawing sets are supplemented by technical 

calculations, on site improvisations, templates, mock-ups, 

prototypes; a record of  the everyday in practice.Walsh writes,

‘Fair is foul and foul is fair, one might say, and so our 
somethings run in and out of  our nothings rather as 
warp and woof  whose patterned entanglement weaves a 
seamless cloth of  the frailest of  yarns – over and under, 
under and over, the somethings above and the nothings 
under, but each as substantial as its twin.52

The construed nature of  the drawn architectural detail offers 

an empty narrative as an imagined empty shifting ground. 

They are not stable but may undergo variations and give new 

possibilities of  seeing. An initial review of  the drawings, to 

try to find out how they are constructed one level, refuses to 

make manifest the meaning that lies behind them. The reader 

must look elsewhere for the things that the drawings might yet 

suggest, might lead to, might provoke, for what is full in them 

rather than what is empty or latent.

51  Frascari, M. (1999). Architectural Traces of  an Admirable Cipher: Eleven 
in the Opus of  Carlo Scarpa. Nexus Network Journal: 1, 7-21. Pg 8 - 9

52  Walsh, T. (1998). Walsh, T. (1998). The dark matter of  words: absence, unknowing, and emptiness in 
literature. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. Pg 162



Conclusion: Frascari and the historical 
imagination

Through Frascari’s lens this thesis considers architectural 

drawing as more than simply the result of  an architectural 

intention made graphic and more than a convenient neutral 

vehicle for communication. The instrumentality of  architectural 

representation has a capacity to render abstract ideas concrete 

and is seen as a pivotal activity to the creative exploration 

that informs discovery and enables the envisagement and 

development of  perceptions and ideas. 

This thesis deepens the knowledge of  Frascari’s writings by 

filtering a range of  written statements and positions, establishing 

a theoretical framework that clarifies the writer’s episodic 

treatments of  his subject into nameable categories of  thought 

around the concept of  the ‘detail’, those of  fragment, secret, 

repetition, scale and emptiness. That theoretical framework 

is used as a method that can be applied to the examination 

of  architectural drawings. The resulting research of  the thesis 

is not simply about obtaining an understanding of  Frascari’s 

work; it is principally about the fleshing out and extension of  

Frascari’s work by way of  the examples chosen for discussion. 

The close reading of  drawings (applying Frascari’s thoughts as 

method) is not a self-evident aspect of  Frascari’s writings and 

this work establishes a means to look afresh at architectural 

drawing and tests how far that means can go in taking us 

beyond the conventional and demonstrably narrow reading of  

architectural drawings that is undertaken within the architecture 

disciplines’ professional field. In doing so the thesis not only 

adds to knowledge within the professional field but also to the 

broader theoretical field of  the discipline touching upon both 

the technical and historical understanding of  architectural 

drawings. 

Frascari criticizes architectural historians for not being gifted 

with an architect’s imagination because they do not work with 

the actual fabric of  buildings, rather they work on images of  

229
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it.1 For Frascari, the architectural historian sees the drawn 

as a trace that is subsidiary to the built form. The analysis 

of the built and the buildings documentation are figured 

out by reproduction and recognition, rather than rules of 

‘cosmospoiesis’. Frascari exploits the narrative aspects of  history 

as myth producing a distinctive theory of  construction as 

construal in line with history as myth, history as memory, and 

history as everyday life. This thesis has brought to light a less 

discussed period of  New Zealand architecture, more specifically 

the imagination of  the draughtsperson as well as the architect 

and the historian. The everyday experience of  the draughting 

office that is boredom, excitement, routine and drama. 

Frascari’s thought as method has brought a different view into 

the drawings of  the Auckland Archive and revealed through 

them the unique imaginations of  the draughtsperson in the lost 

offices of  the 1920’s and 1930’s.

The history of  the Dominion Period is seen as a collection of  

small additional (re) marks, unlike traditional readings that 

focus on construction that are larger matters in the placement 

of  history. Despite their assumed practical nature the drawn 

architectural detail and its close reading has shown them 

to be more than simply neutral instruments of  production. 

A ‘detailed’ account of  the ‘inter-war’ period has revealed 

narratives and descriptions of  the particulars of  practitioners 

as a draft of  their abstract thought, deliberately introduced and 

hidden within the architecture. The narrative reading (at once 

‘accurate’ and perverse) has enabled acts of  interpretation, each 

chapter attempting to form a new series of  narratives as tools to 

establish a means against which the drawn is explored.

Close reading and studies of  the drawn architectural detail 

have revealed stylistic and historical associations that have not 

always corresponded to the stylistic associations of  the buildings 

in which they are used. They have articulated mass, established 

scale or denied it, explained structural behaviours or expressions 

1  Frascari, M. (1998). The Silent Architect and the Unutterable Nature 
of  Architecture. In Quantrill, M., and Webb, B. (Eds.), The culture of  silence: 
architecture’s fifth dimension (pp. 67-94): College Station, Tex.: Texas A&M 
University Press. Pg. 73



231

of  assemblages and shown the controlling of  dimensions that 

are the imagination of  the architect, the drawn architectural 

detail has shifted attention away from the architectural object 

and focused it instead on its maker, the subject.2 

For New Zealand its recognition as a Dominion (1907-1945), 

were vital years over which time New Zealand gained its 

independence.3 The crown reserved power over the constitution, 

land, commerce and foreign affairs; in all else the colonists 

would govern themselves.4 Commercial architecture of  this 

period was a move to build impressive premises, not solely to 

provide permanence but also an indication of  commercial 

stability that were buildings to inspire public confidence. Many 

large commercial buildings were designed in this period, which 

showed that New Zealand architects were aware of  the high-rise 

structures, which were by now a feature of  the American and 

English urban environments.5 

Many of  the drawing sets discussed in this thesis have revealed 

hybrids of  construction of  load bearing walls and clad steel 

2  Deamer, P. (2000). Detail: the subject of  the object. Paper presented at the School 
of  Architecture and Planning, The University of  Auckland. Unpublished.

3  The ‘Imperial Government’ of  Great Britain was to arrange for the self-
governing colonies to be administered separately from the other dependencies 
thereby raising the status from colony to dominion. The Dominion Status 
was a line drawn between Imperial and Colonial authority. For a reading of  
the politics of  this 38 year period refer: McIntyre, W. D. (2007). Dominion of  
New Zealand: Statesmen and Status 1907-1945. Wellington [N.Z.]: New Zealand 
Institute of  International Affairs. See also ‘Chapter 7 The Most Loyal 
Dominion Loses Its Way’, 1914-1935, Pg 97–117. Brooking, T. (2004) The 
History of  New Zealand. Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press.

4  Dominions evolved toward full sovereign independence but at variable 
speeds for different members, eventually the Dominion Status was dropped 
by New Zealand to remove any ambiguity about status that came from the 
diplomatic missions with the rising super-powers among the wartime allies of  
1945. David McIntyre in ‘Dominion of  New Zealand: Statesmen and Status 
1907-1945’, suggests that the virtue of  the dominion status was never defined 
and yet it became the aegis for quite dramatic change McIntyre, W. D. (2007). 
Dominion of  New Zealand: Statesmen and Status 1907-1945. Wellington [N.Z.]: 
New Zealand Institute of  International Affairs. Pg 20

5  Of  those that remain many have been adapted for modern use. ‘They lie in 
the transition between the Victorian and the Modern; they are not loved by 
the layman for the richness of  their decoration, nor are they thought valuable 
by architects because they don’t quite mark the beginning of  the modern 
movement…but they do stand as landmarks of  our social and architectural 
history.’ Cochran, C. (1980). A Plea for the Twenties and Thirties. New Zealand 
Architect, 3, 22-23. Pg 22
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frames that was an economy of  means and suggests that the 

importance of  achieving stability was not only perceptible 

but also real. In the early years of  the Dominion Period the 

construction of  ‘institutions’ was not only to convey stability, 

solidity and permanence but also to reinforce Queen Street as a 

commercial retail, transportation and entertainment centre of  

Auckland. 

The visual information of  the construction drawings examined 

are prepared by an architectural team for use by construction 

contractors. Based on an understanding of  materialization, 

the physical lines of  a drawing become carriers of  fluid and 

invisible lines are lines of  thoughts to be transformed into 

brick and mortar. The construction drawings used within this 

thesis have revealed not just factual information providing the 

likeness of  the thing to be built but rather a series of  intentions 

that are revealed through the processes of  making, a dialogue 

between the builder, the imagination of  the architect and 

draughtsperson. This thesis has made a narrative reading of  

five of  Auckland cities high-rise buildings of  the inter-war 

period where construction was intended to meet the needs of  

a consolidated and expanding government bureaucracy in the 

late 1930’s. It was closely linked with increasing government 

administration in the 1930’s and 1940’s including that of  the 

first Labour administration (1935-1938), which was mandated 

to introduce greater government regulation over a wide range 

of  activities flowing the Great Depression of  the early 1930’s.6 

From 1914-1930 public buildings in New Zealand reflected an 

international tendency, large structures were dressed in styles 

informed by practices of  the past. The interwar period following 

World War I was considered a transitional period where 

prevalent stylistic investigations included Georgian, Spanish 

Mission and Stripped Classical for public buildings. Steel frames 

became a widely used construction technique. The reading of  

6  The development of  public works and government administration in the 
1930’s and 1940’s, and particularly during the First Labour Government 
of  1935-1949, introduced policies to improve working conditions for the 
public service. New Zealand Historic Places Trust, Retrieved 1st December 
2009, from, http://www.historic.org.nz/TheRegister/RegisterSearch/RegisterResults.
aspx?RID=7631&m=advanced
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the drawing sets from this period can be perceived as appealing 

to what might be considered a romantic period of  manual 

drawing that existed before the adoption of  the computer in 

architectural production. Classical rendering was by far the 

most popular for commercial premises and seen as synonymous 

with solid business.7 

In 1930 the depression struck and the Art Deco Style rose to 

popularity quickly and faded equally rapidly. It brought with 

it a vocabulary including chevrons, sunbursts, ziggurats and 

cogwheels, also the vivid use of  colours such as cobalt blue, 

orange and silver. New materials were also introduced such as 

chrome plating, neon lighting, plastic, and pigmented structural 

glass such as Virtolite.8 The purpose of  these drawings show 

not only how the building was constructed but also the 

individual draughting style of  the architect. The instructions for 

construction, imaginings and notes, from architect to the drawn, 

the shape of  a conversation constantly in flux, always defined by 

a particular temporality and history.9 

The chapters have explored the intentions, inventions and 

abstractions that have driven the architectural and has delved 

into the lost imaginations of  interwar draughts men and 

women. These too were capable of  conceptual and material 

thought, different from the thought of  the historian or the 

7  It formed the basis of  architectural training and was according to Hodgson 
commonly demanded by clients. He suggests this sort of  classicism allowed 
for an extraordinary amount of  variation and adaption. The classical style 
could be used for restrained decorative touches, it could be applied according 
to exacting set of  rules laid down by 18th century architectural theory and it 
could be piled onto a modern design without ‘luxuriance’. Hodgson, T. (1990). 
Looking at the architecture of  New Zealand; [edited by Anna Rogers. Wellington, 
N.Z.: Grantham House. Pg 26

8  News of  architectural innovation had taken a long time to filter down to 
New Zealand, but the turn of  the century brought a number of  journals from 
Great Britain, USA and Australia carrying information about the work of  
the Chicago School. Many students were aware of  modern developments in 
architecture overseas from reading the Architectural Review and Pencil Points.  

9  Edward R. Ford describes, the modernist detail as the non-detail, which 
is to say it did not aim to express the technique of  construction, but rather 
to promote the effect of  plastic composition that did no seek to distract with 
attention grabbing detail. Modernisms concern for both monolithic and heroic 
in its compositional unity and weightless in its machine like disengagement 
from the ground yielded an aesthetic of  effortlessness. Ford, E. R. (1990). The 
Details of  Modern Architecture. Volume 1. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg viii
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architects of  the European metropolis. The thesis identifies 

five imaginative concepts under which the draughtsperson’s 

construal and construction maybe organised.

Fragmentation

Fragmentation is used in a systematic way to discuss Frascari’s 

ideas of  incompleteness and brokenness within the archive, 

within architectural drawings, in the dreams of  the architect, 

archivist and draughtsperson. The knowledge of  the whole 

is essential to an understanding of  any part as equally the 

parts can describe the whole. In this drawing set knowledge is 

obtained only after the book has been read, the recipes learnt 

and when are all the references are fitted into their proper 

places and grasped as a unity. Lengthy and often fragmented 

searches through the archive are continued on the assumption 

that a unified spatial apprehension of  a dreamt work is 

ultimately possible. The fragmentation of  a drawn surface, 

through a multitude of  reflections, offers the idea of  space and 

its detailing as a realm of  possible combinations, a potential for 

multiple meanings.

The drawing set offers more than a Cartesian descriptive 

geometry; but rather a description of  the future perception in 

relation to the making of  the architectural object. The drawings 

do not define future architectural pieces as a simple sum of  

lines, surfaces and volumes. They represent the process of  

transformation of  the details from one system of  representation 

to another, from drawing to building. Fragmented drawings of  

the ‘New Government Warehousing at the corner of  Nelson 

and Fanshawe Streets’, Auckland City present components 

that are not visible but are the result and the projection of  

construction and construing, which are never fully rendered, 

only fragments and parts of  them are. 

Secrecy

Secrecy has enabled Frascari’s notions of  the hidden and its 

disclosure through real or imagined dimensionality. Stories 

and unfolded histories are interrupted, appropriated and 

transformed. This tale has enabled the reader to enter the ‘in 

between’ where material is not an obstacle and matter is as fluid 
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as turning a page in a book. The pursuit of  the secret allows 

for the leap from an apparently insignificant fact, which can be 

observed, to a more complex reality which, (directly at least), 

could not. 

Dimensions and proportions as committed to writing, not to 

hand-made pictures and geometrical sequences of  proportional 

measurements become a reliable way to record and transmit 

precise architectural data. Apart from the risks of  folds, holes, 

smudges, or blots of  the drawing set, the scales of  variances 

and measured tolerances remain constant. These margins 

are inherent in all construction drawings. The drawn is not 

necessarily clear in the drawing set of  the South British 

Building; the text that lies between the imagined building of  the 

architect, the draughtsperson and the executor of  the architect’s 

intention is sometimes clouded. 

Repetition

Boredom, rituals and repetitions are recurring themes offered 

in Frascari’s view of  everyday events in an architectural office. 

The ritual and repetition of  drawing, the obsessive compulsion 

and abstinence, things done and things not done are ordinary, 

everyday activities that are elaborated and made ‘rhythmic’ by 

additions and repetition in drawing.10  A partially completed 

drawing of  a grid becomes a framework of  organization 

and structure. Rhythmic repetitions of  geometries enabling 

an understanding without it having to be fully complete; 

the draughtsperson only partially completing their labours. 

Rhythms of  marks made in graphite frame and give an internal 

coherence to the drawn sheet. 

On the space of  paper, architects create rooms for thoughts; 

while they plan for order and disorder. The anxiety of  

the drawing’s incompleteness is mitigated by an inevitable 

musicality of  its marks. An essential rhythm is recognized as the 

hand marks out contact with the surface dividing, separating, 

binding, and measuring, marks defining a schema of  space 

10    Smith, J. Z. (1987). To take place: toward theory in ritual. Chicago: University 
of  Chicago Press. Pg. 111.
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in which the body can exist, the grid placating the anxiety of  

matter.. The grid begins to map a set of  real preoccupations and 

repetitions, the solution to the same puzzle, taken up over and 

over again, worried, re-worked, refigured as it constructs the 

architecture of  the Auckland Electric Power Board Building.11

Scaling

Under which changing viewpoints, rising and falling from an 

architectural drawing set are explored. For the archivist the 

reading becomes a discursive unravelling, a move from the 

dream of  the architect, to the dreams of  the reader, where scale 

as representation shifts to misrepresentation and unruliness. 

Out of  meticulous investigation by architects and draughting 

staff  architectural detail emerges. The practical procedures of  

drawing up projects are also mechanisms by which Frascari says 

architectural ideas are shaped to scale, an initial image later 

to be a definitive form. The archived drawings of  the Smith 

and Caughey Department Store are directed towards a future 

non-drawn object, the drawings an attempt to fix fragmented 

phantasia in a logical sequence by building knowledge step by 

step. This hoped for figure is the scale. The scaling of  a ladder 

to get closer to the dream becomes an act of  clarification, a 

visualization of  the perceived or imagined. 

Notions of  graduation of  form in the drawings (nuances of  

size and degrees of  presence) become internal streams, orders 

and disorders, visual puzzles, flows and synchronization of  

moves. To ‘scale up’ or ‘scale down’, successive repetition and 

redundancy compose a type of  rhythm. The rhythm becomes 

an ordered variation in a series of  moves performed with 

different intensities and speeds, creating a knowing through 

scaling, a lending of  the body. The use of  geometry, line 

drawings and other representational conventions, the signs of  

architecture, the modelling of  the scene are held together for a 

moment before being teased apart, the surviving notation is the 

scene of  a lost visualization, the production of  a drawing and 

the representation of  a dream. 

11  �rauss, R. E. (1993).   �rauss, R. E. (1993). The optical unconscious. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. Pg. 
20.
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Emptiness

Abstraction, futurity, and the death of  the draughting office 

are further themes of  Frascari’s ouvre that are examined in 

seven drawn sheets that offer a wordless plenitude. A numbered 

saturation that leads to an even greater obscurity, the more 

there are, the more difficult it becomes. Structural absences, 

interwoven and knotted, produce an extremely bewildering and 

provocative effect, an almost impossible object. The drawings’ 

structured absences become elaborately interrelated and 

logically linked together; they form a dense cipher of  variable 

intensities.

The drawn architectural detail is seen as a relationship of  

conclusions dealing with ideas and ciphers that represent a 

material totality. The framing of  emptiness becomes something 

and something nothing, when the notation is pressed into 

service of  embodying whatever it cannot discursively know or 

represent. The seven calculated sheets of  the Dingwall Trust 

building reveal the building represented as not just a series of  

plans and sections of  concrete and steel but as a more intricate 

and difficult construction and process of  abstract thought. 

It becomes a plan and section through an object of  ideas 

and fears. Here the drawn sheets frame nothing and form a 

proposed skeleton; the frame formed of  its drawn meshes. 

The drawings unravel and weave; they repeat tirelessly the 

same gesture, the power of  abstract thought rather than the 

travel of  the building, all of  which is deliberately hidden in 

the architecture. The drawings become empty of  meaning as 

they are hidden later in the construction. The detail lies in the 

practitioners’ work, as abstract thought, abstract detail, the 

dark places of  joins hidden from view, a matrix with potent 

emptiness.

Implications for future work

Frascari’s methodology has established a role for the drawn 

architectural detail as not only a standard architectural drawing 

type, but also as a manipulation of  meaning occurring in both 

the formal and actual joints in architecture. Architectural 

detailing is not a mechanical, passive task of  combining and 
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joining of  elements in a composition, but rather it is a method 

of  creative reasoning, an active process of  construing possible 

material conditions out of  architectural realities. Historical and 

theoretical approaches have been combined to architectural 

subjects outside the conventional categories of  ‘style’ and 

‘period’, seeking to question and extend knowledge at what 

might be considered the ‘limits’ of  architectural thinking. The 

historical understanding of  architectural drawing as a technique 

of  practice and as an array of  conceptual practices aids in 

deepening our knowledge of  the practice and substantiates 

the complexities and subtleties evident in the reflex of  reading 

drawings. 

This thesis has made a reading of  architectural drawing not 

through the usual scaffolding of  an architectural drawing set, 

a discussion of  orthographic projection, but in terms of  the 

drawn architectural detail and the machinations of  the architect 

as evidenced on the paper of  the drawing. The reading of  

architectural drawings has a history that is not always the same 

and everywhere the same procedure, the process has often 

been seen as a straightforward process of  mentally picking up 

information from a marked surface, but through a detailed 

consideration of  the process taking place, information encoded 

in the marks, sifted through interpretative narratives and 

cultural configurations which have changed from architect to 

architect and from time to time. The drawing set is a whole 

apparatus that informs the facture of  a building, encapsulating, 

orientating, ascertaining, interpreting, modelling, controlling 

and securing the gestures, behaviours, opinions or discourses 

of  the people involved in the making of  architecture. Often 

characterised as a lesser activity than the main production, the 

act of  drawing for architects remains a fundamental means to 

translate, document, record and analyse the world. 

The close reading of  historical documents has entailed an 

engagement and attention to what is at hand and to think 

through the conventions that influence making and reading. 

Foscusing on apparent small matters, repetitions, scale, secrets 

and obsessions that are joints, points, facades and measurements 

have not situated an ideal architecture beyond those documents 

selected, but has rather attempted to reconstruct from available 
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evidence, the chain of  events present in the design processes, 

a critically constructed analysis that is a continuation of  the 

architectural imaginative act itself. The study of  beginnings, of  

alternative and concurrent architectural representation, makes 

it possible to rethink and refine questions of  the efficacy of  the 

architectural drawing in producing architecture. The creativity 

and energy that are used in the construction of  an architectural 

drawing set is confronted, and reveals a constant struggle by the 

architect to give form to the formless, as equally imagination 

permits mystical shapes out of  a practical mould that results in 

making meaning rather than just making sense. 

Architectural drawings are seen as a means of  entering 

a building through ambiguous imagery and unfinished 

representation. This is not achieved through exact visual 

duplication, but through a combination of  past and present, 

a combining of  traditional architectural representation. 

Emphasizing the past, architectural drawings project a 

realization and have an anticipatory purpose; prospective 

and retrospective temporalities are mediated and condensed 

to present the possibilities of  past and future. Architectural 

drawings are seen as a textual device and open to multiple 

readings and writings operating on one level as a form of  

projection, an essential accountability toward the building, and 

on the other hand as a means of  exploratory communicative 

thought for the architect. 

Architectural drawing potentially offers itself  as an interrogative 

apparatus that has the capacity to critically engage with the 

production of  architecture. Detail drawings become a record 

of  the shifting thoughts of  the architect, machinations that 

are both scientific and explicative and are revealed in the 

representations of  the dreams of  architecture. Connections 

drawn between the architects’ initial conception and ingenuity, 

reveal architectural detail drawings as more than just an intrinsic 

part of  the process of  tectonics, more than a subordinate 

element; they are minimal units in the architectural production 

of  meaning. These units have been singled out in spatial cells or 

in elements of  composition, in modules or in measures, in the 

alternating of  void and solid and in the relationship between 

inside and outside; revealing the architects’ phantasia during the 
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design process, choosing among the minutiae of  construction 

and inhabitation, selecting the pertinent materials, products and 

details and offering clues that fuel the architect’s imagination.

A close reading of  visual images and the scrutiny of  every mark 

or sign can be seen as a basis or principle of  understanding, 

offering many ways to interpret, to make abstracts and outlines, 

to paraphrase and abbreviate and to condense, each one is 

dependent possibility of  a logically prior close reading.12 A 

straightforward process of  mentally picking up information 

from a marked surface, revealing encoded information in the 

marks. These must be sifted through interpretative schemes 

belonging to cultural configurations which change from region 

to region and from time to time. Through the processes of  

close reading this thesis has become a search for clues, for links 

between disparate objects and a search for connections when 

there is no evidence for them. The closeness of  the reading and 

its notation has in one sense circled back on the reader and 

questioned reading itself. The reader becomes lost in the detail, 

a rambling conversation, a kind of  fiction that does not move 

in any single direction. To write on the detail is to get lost in the 

detail. 

The time involved in the making of  a drawing set, the labours 

involved, the iterations, thoughts, learning and the final linen 

productions have been viewed as more than a minute attention 

to particular items, a place where two materials meet that create 

a problem of  seams and boundaries. Resolving these points 

of  confrontation occupied untold hours and yields as many 

solutions. Drawn architectural details can emanate a kind of  

drudgery, a fastidious labour of  repeated paths, meliorated by 

moments of  freer invention. A uniform working tension that 

happens in any repetitive task that is the other attention the kind 

that is given to odd details special concentration, body hunched 

fingers cramped. 

12  ‘…but intimacy involves a degree of  what is undoubtedly a perverse   ‘…but intimacy involves a degree of  what is undoubtedly a perverse 
form of  violence: you get closer only so as to cut things up, divide them into 
parts and pull them to pieces.’ Didi-Huberman, G. (1989). The art of  not 
describing: Vermeer - the detail and the patch. History of  the Human Sciences, 
2(2), 135-169. Pg 136
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The perplexing and difficult nature of  architectural drawing 

and its ability to be consuming and obsessive, reduces the scale 

of  observation to the level of  personal encounters or individual 

life histories. It does so not to demonstrate the impact of  

historical processes through the study of  buildings, but rather to 

challenge our understanding of  the processes themselves, in the 

belief  that microscopic observation will reveal factors previously 

unobserved. The pencil marks have in one sense defined limits 

and extensions that are connected to the process of  architectural 

imagination and the future constructed space. But the 

architectural drawing is also a way to represent a project in its 

formative stage, it is a way to give form to ideas and intentions 

to resolve questions and problems that arise concerning the 

project.

The technical work of  the architect, a material form of  labour 

found in the articulation of  details, their relation to structural 

elements and the composition are a constant interaction 

among the various persons involved as they make successive 

adjustments to order empirical elements according to need.13 

The often-insurmountable problem in assessing architectural 

drawings is that of  hand, not just the accomplished works of  

the draughtsman, but also the architect and their acts of  tracing 

inscribing lines, of  pulling and dragging.14 The architects carry 

out their communal or diverse styles of  making in drawing 

by way of  a sequence of  operations based on composition 

and decomposition, weighting, ordering, deletion and 

supplementation and deformation. Notes and thoughts that are 

often lost or not recorded in the digital age. A question of  that is 

lost and what is archived in the digital age needs to be asked? Is 

there a hidden resemblance between the emptiness of  the 

13  Gregotti, V., (2010).   Gregotti, V., (2010). Architecture means and ends; translated by Lydia G Cochrane: 
Chicago; London: University of  Chicago Press. Pg 97

14  ‘To read in detail is, however tacitly, to invest the detail with a truth-  ‘To read in detail is, however tacitly, to invest the detail with a truth-
bearing function, and yet as Reading in Detail repeatedly shows, the truth-
value of  the detail is anything but assured. As the guarantor of  meaning, the 
detail is for that reason constantly threatened by falsification and misprision.  
Reading in Detail is thus both a defence of  the detail and an illustration of  its 
lures. Naomi Schor (1987) Reading in detail: aesthetics and the feminine. New York: 
Methuen. Pg 7
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current crop of  city buildings and a corresponding emptiness of  

their drawing archive?

This thesis has offered a different insight into the nature 

of  architectural drawing and its details, an architectural 

examination that does not present a doctrine or an isolated 

meditation, rather one that can depict the very process of  

making in all of  its complexity. The architectural detail has 

told the story of  their making, meaning and their contextual 

setting, involving both physical and imaginary dimensions 

of  architectural experience, revealing the intentions of  the 

designing architect and the labours of  the draughtsperson. 
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