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Introduction


What is drawing?


Drawing is a frame of the imagination, encouraging the gaze to move beyond the frame of the visible to the invisible, the probable to the improbable. Architects and urban designers use drawings to constitute an important part of the process of the thinking about the fabric of the city, the mental construction of the architecture as it evolves and develops. These images can be engaged with as a physical act of drawing, establishing a sheet of paper as a surface and making marks which have a purpose, a scale, a length, and weight. Or they can be a set of images that have been produced using a computer program as an interface. The art is in the selection, manipulation, and presentation of these images. There is considerable skill in preparing a freehand or a CAD set of drawings; it needs forethought, consideration, and vision.


Architectural representation is establishing a way to convey an impression of the building and cities as they might be, from a hypothetical perspective, suggesting an exciting new world of people and activities, like a film set, to a set of well-worked-out details envisaging how the buildings or spaces within cities might be built or assembled. These interpretations can be quite fantastical and may include computer models that suggest either surreal environments or a photo-realistic sense of place.
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Drawn as part of a student design project (by the European City Studio at Portsmouth School of Architecture in the UK) identifying a city site in Venice, Italy, this CAD map highlights the site location of the train station.
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A sketch by Eric Parry of a proposed scheme in Aldermanbury Square, London, UK. A plan and two elevations simply explain this proposal for a particular building and its relationship to the streets immediately around it.


Architectural drawing is largely about the art of suggestion. Drawings will not explore every scale or aspect of the idea, but they will provide enough information to allow a glimpse into the possibilities for a scheme. Drawing ideas for a city requires many different scales to be used. Sometimes a diagram sketched over a section of a map may suggest the connection of a site with the broader context of a city or a landscape. For another idea, it may be that the materials used in the façade need to be described to connect a building to its context or environment, so a street elevation may be needed to explain how a proposed façade relates to its immediate context in terms of scale, mass, and material.


It is important to be clear about the intention of a drawing. There are many scales and media available, and before starting to engage in producing drawings time should be taken to be establish how a presentation will work, who the drawing is for, and what it is meant to communicate. 
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Architectural visualizations can also be used to convey a much more general overall impression of how a development or indeed an entire city might be.


Drawing the city


Cities are represented by urban designers, planners, architects, politicians, and geographers who all have their own language of expression. Drawing the city requires a substantial range of skills to suggest possible situations, environments, and experiences.


Architecture is part of the city, so an understanding of architectural systems of plan, section, elevation, and measured drawings is necessary to describe the various components. The city is also made up of spaces, places, and streets. These are environments where people interact, where the theater of our existence takes place. So a range of drawings and further subjective representations is needed that can communicate the possibilities that a city offers. A painting, drawing, or picture can be used to create an abstract interpretation, or a set of maps can describe relationships of buildings to space. A model, either physical or computer-generated, adds more information and detail.


Sometimes the drawing is intended to be superaccurate, in a way that can never be achieved through building. The drawing has its own expectations, dictated by the scale and framing of the image.


The drawing has to encompass all possibilities from the abstract idea or concept to the engineered construction detail. It needs to communicate to the visionary, the romantic, and to the makers, the builder, and the stonemason. Its language needs to be diverse and varied.


The idea that the architect or masterplanner must be the great communicator is of great importance. The drawing is the frame; it needs to allow a child to imagine a place to play, a mason to understand how to build, an engineer to develop his or her structural idea. For architects to see a building in all these ways and then re-frame the view, they must first imagine, create three-dimensionally and explore, then allow others to reveal the possibilities: through a process of drawing the “making” is happening. Our language of drawing needs to be mechanical, simple, transparent, and stimulating. The city is represented in drawing as a mechanical interpretation through sketches and CAD images, but also through models, both physical and computergenerated, which allow other interpretations of the city and which help us to understand physical context and urban inter-relationships.
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The shaded area of this site plan indicates the location of a proposed scheme in Rotterdam, the Netherlands. The map allows the scheme to be studied in relation to local features such as bridges and the waterway.
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This image has been generated using a digital map and explains a concept for a mixed-use urban design scheme that connects different parts of the city of Brighton, UK. The white conceptual lines intersect at a project site. 
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This image of a proposed campus concept for Oxford Brookes University, Oxford, UK, was created by Design Engine architects using an aerial photo. The new concept was sketched over the site to suggest how the campus could be reinvented.
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A masterplan proposal for Venice, Italy, by the European City Studio at the Portsmouth School of Architecture in the UK identifies a possible route across the city that ends at a public piazza which is part of a proposed redevelopment (top right).


About this book


This book has been organized into sections that reflect the broad categories of drawing the city used both professionally and in teaching students how to consider and analyze urban environments.


The first section is entitled The City in Context and describes the key influences in the evolution of representation techniques. There are particular points historically that have affected the expression and style of drawings of our cities. Some are practical, recording what exists; others visionary, predicting a future.


The second section, The City as Object, examines the idea that the city is something that exists and can be treated as a subject of study for observational drawing. There is a subjectivity to this, depending on how we draw and express the existing. The city is drawn by artists and tourists, sometimes to just record what is there and to understand it as a physical place. It influences our experiences, memories, and social interactions. This can be expressed as drawing, but also as physical models that show us cities as they exist in three dimensions.


The City as Data is concerned with representing the city as a measured, scientifically defined environment. Some of these measurements analyze it as a series of routes or spaces. Using physical and CAD models to describe the city, and maps which record layers of information, the data informs our understanding of the city as a measured environment. A series of tools is introduced to suggest ways to measure the city. The measurement and interpretation of the data that describe the city are both quantitative and qualitative and such data require both scientific and artistic interpretation.


The City Imagined deals with the range of techniques used to describe future environments, cities that are imagined as either evolving places or completely new cities that have been started from nothing and been portrayed with paintings, drawings, and CAD models. These cities are dreams, visions of a future, some of which become a reality or may have informed the development of masterplans that have been implemented.


The last section presents a series of case study masterplanning projects from architects and urban designers around the world who are using the most contemporary techniques and methods of representation to suggest exciting new places and cityscapes.


This book has within it some inspiring representations of the city, from historic precedents to complex computer simulations. There are examples of how to create certain sorts of urban drawings and also tips on how to employ certain techniques of visualization. The key to successful representation for urban design is to use many techniques. The city is complex, and careful thought is needed to decide when to use which type of expression at the concept, development, or presentation stage of design.
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This pencil sketch was based on an aerial photo of Venice, Italy, and highlights a journey across the city from St. Mark’s Square to the Rialto Market.
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A city can be described with a series of quick sketches to show the shifting scale of buildings and spaces as the location of the viewer changes. This series of sketches describes a route for a student project.
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Physical models are an invaluable medium for exploring and describing proposed urban environments.
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Introduction


The city is a discourse and this discourse is truly a language: the city speaks to its inhabitants, we speak to our city, the city where we are, simply by living in it, by wandering through it, by looking at it.


Roland Barthes, “Semiology and the Urban,” in Rethinking Architecture: A Reader in Cultural Theory, Neil Leach (ed.), 1997, pp. 306–7


Cities have been represented visually since their very beginnings. The methods of their representation have adapted as the worlds around them have evolved. The sense of describing our cities as places where we live, work, and exist is an important aspect of cultural and social expression.


These descriptions have been illustrated in our literature and poetry and also our painting and art. The techniques used to express cities began with simple carvings and drawings, which were based on crafts and skills that evolved from building and making. These developed to include photography and modelmaking and, in the twenty-first century, the use of computer software to evoke imagined worlds that can be explored three-dimensionally. The range of expressions has adapted to allow urban environments to be designed in new ways. The technology of representation is challenging the physical possibilities of our knowledge to construct buildings.


Before the Renaissance, architectural drawings weren’t used in the way that we understand them today. For example, Gothic architecture was a process that prioritized construction rather than representation. The knowledge was with the master mason who moved from place to place executing his understanding of geometry and tested engineering, informing material assembly. By contrast, the idea of visualization today has developed to the stage that we can construct simulated realities of our cities on computers before we start to build the real environment.


This section of the book will introduce the important references and ideas of representation that have informed the practice of masterplanning and urban design, from painters and engravers to planners and visionaries. Their methods and techniques will be described as important precedents and provide a background for a contemporary interpretation. Each reference explores the importance of the technique of illustration to the idea or design of a city or place.
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A perspective plan of Venice, Italy, and the lagoon from the Isolario (Book of Islands) di Benedetto Bordone, 1528. The map reflects a type that was popular in Italy in the sixteenth century, and which includes new perspective and surveying techniques.


Early views of the city


The earliest views of the city in the medieval period used combinations of views and journeys around the city in a form of abstract mapping and they exaggerated certain features according to their importance. The creation of a map, which wasn’t to scale, told a story of important features and buildings that existed within the city or town boundaries. It suggested a set of experiences concentrated around significant locations within the town or village. Such maps are some of the simplest, yet most alluring, representations of the town or city.


Early maps recorded the city as text to be read by visitors to describe a realm or the boundaries of a city; they celebrated the culture of a place, its monuments, spaces, and buildings. Early medieval maps were akin to diagrams, describing memories within a defined local area, as that was the extent of the map makers’ knowledge. Early English city maps were imagined interpretations of buildings describing an emblematic place. Routes were reduced to an imagined straight line; there was no sense of scale or physical space. The concept of the physical world was about a local understanding.


In the sixteenth century, surveying techniques allowed an accuracy of measurement. In the 1540s, scale maps were developed and at the same time perspective techniques were being employed by artists in Europe, which changed the whole sense of spatial representation.
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A figure-ground study of Rome by Giambattista Nolli (1748). Built areas are shown as shaded while civic spaces, such as Piazza Navona, and public buildings, such as churches, are left white.


The bird’s-eye view that perspective allowed meant that the landscape and topography of a city could be described. The advent of more accurate measuring and surveying equipment and techniques shifted the idea of representation from the abstract, the imagined, to the more precise and measured.


Maps became tools that allowed for the manipulation and reimagination of physical space. Many early maps used orthographic perspective or the bird’s-eye view as a way of exaggerating aspects of the urban scene and providing a three-dimensional view. Maps are important cultural indicators and represent points in time when particular boundaries and physical relationships existed. If we want to understand the development of a city we compare historical maps to find out how the physical landscape has changed and various pieces of a city have retained their cultural significance through time.


The map is an important device to record a piece of a town or city. In 1748 Giambattista Nolli (1701–56) created a map of Rome which described the city as a figure-ground representation where the buildings are shaded and the spaces are left as gaps in between. This allows the city to be read as a series of spaces and forms. Nolli clearly records any public spaces that are enclosed, the interiors of churches, and colonnades. The figure-ground technique provided a unique map of Rome describing its public spaces.


The Renaissance and perspective


In Renaissance Italy, Leon Battista Alberti (1404–72) used painting as a metaphor for a window on the world and saw the painting as an intersection between a viewed point and the viewer of the image. In his treatise on architecture of 1537 (later published as The Five Books of Architecture), Sebastiano Serlio (1475–1554) recognizes a series of urban settings for his theatrical productions. He uses the newly developed method of perspective to explore the ideas of the Noble, the Comic, and the Satyric. These images describe streets. Each of his street scenes illustrates a different character of the city within the street. The comic scene is chaotic, the noble scene dignified, the satyric scene—as the satyr is half animal, half human—is a hybrid environment, half urban, half rural: the street merging with nature. These drawings were revolutionary in that they created a new system that offered an illusion of depth on a surface but also ordered an image from a single viewpoint. Geometry was introduced to give structure to the representation of space, whether inside buildings or outside in the city. The subjectivity of the viewer remained, as the position of the artist still determined what was drawn, but there was more of a sense of truth and order to perspective.
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