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ON THE PROCESS OF AN ARCHITECTURAL PROJECT AS A 
RESEARCH WORK 

  

Many people are unaware of the steps that an architect takes, or should take, from the 
first idea of a project to its completion. We describe here, in a simple way and point by 
point, the steps that an architect usually takes to build a work, from its genesis to the end 
of its construction. We will break down this process of architectural practice step by step, 
from its beginning to its end, showing, demonstrating that an architectural project is a 
real research work. 

THINK  

As soon as an architect receives a commission, or decides to work on a competition, or 
imagine a project, he must start thinking about it.  To look for and find the most suitable 
solution. 

Because reason is an architect's first and foremost instrument. In case anyone had any 
doubt as to where this project process begins. Far from being the product of an 
occurrence or an outburst, a project is the result of reasoning. Thinking, thinking and 
thinking. It is not possible to draw anything that has not been born in our thoughts before. 

As Sullivan rightly said: "You cannot create without thinking, and you cannot really think 
without creating in your thinking". 

SKETCHES 

And then, as a consequence of these thoughts, some first and elementary drawings, 
sketches or sketches, capable of formalizing, giving spatial form to those architectural 
thoughts, must be produced. These first drawings are so closely linked to these first 
thoughts that I have even written and titled one of my books with the expressive title 
Thinking with my hands. Because those first drawings are just that, drawn thoughts, 
drawn ideas. Because in architecture one always arrives inevitably at the form. 

MAQUETAS  

Models that fit in one hand. The first spatial formalization in three dimensions should be 
a mock-up, a model. In a model you see everything at once, all three dimensions 
simultaneously. At first, a small model. What I have sometimes described as "an idea 
that fits in one hand", trying to convince the students to make, in this first moment, a 
small model that, fitting in the palm of the hand, tries to synthesize the central idea of the 
project. A model that, stripped of details, goes to the heart of the matter and is able to 
capture this central idea, formalized in its three dimensions. 
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PROPOSED DRAFT 

And after the analysis of these models, and following the open research process in our 
architectural practice, we must then produce plans that reflect more accurately than the 
sketches, decisions and changes that occur. On other occasions I have compared this 
moment of the process to "tuning the musical instrument". And I can't help but remain 
convinced that this is a true research process. 

In these plans the themes that support the central theme are already more developed: 
the first structural and constructive decisions and materials. Everything already with 
more adjusted dimensions. 

MODELS 

Larger scale models. Again the models. At this time already at a larger scale where, 
almost being able to put your head in them, and begin to study how the light affects the 
interior. Currently it is very effective, after photographing these interior spaces, to 
manipulate them with computer systems. 

I would like to insist here on how these models, far from being just the final plastic result 
of all the previous work, are an effective instrument of analysis, of continuing the 
research on what has already been done. I have always worked in this way, and I can 
attest to how effective these models are for analyzing these spaces. 

BASIC PROJECT 

Once most of the decisions have been made, the next step is to draw, with even greater 
precision, with measurements, to the appropriate scale, the plans that define the entire 
project. Plans, elevations and sections. With their axes and measurements and their 
definitions, so that anyone can clearly know what happens at each point of the project. 

A first approximation of the structure will already be shown and the exact calculation will 
be given in the execution project. 

There will already be a preview of the installation diagrams for which detailed calculations 
will be provided in the execution project. 

The basic project is the document required by the City Councils to give the first legal 
approval of the project, the construction license. The project must comply with current 
regulations. 

With the basic project, it is possible to make a mock-up that reflects this almost final 
result. 

DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 
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Once the basic project has been approved by the municipal authorities, the next step is 
the development of the execution project. 

And I must insist that, at this stage, once again, the architect continues his research 
work. Far from a merely mechanical development, the architect must then apply himself 
to meticulously define each point of the project. And in this phase of studying every detail, 
the research work continues, and how! 

I would like to give an example here. When we were developing the execution project of 
Zamora, to define in the execution project the construction of the exterior glass box, we 
called an expert in glass issues: José Pablo Calvo, an architect who had worked for 
Cristalera Española and who is perhaps the person who knows the most about glass in 
Spain. After many conversations and visits with him to the 3M R&D laboratory, we came 
up with the solution of structural silicone, which means that no metallic element appears 
on the façade. And so today I can talk about the fact that our glass box is built with air. 
Isn't this whole process a research work? In this case of research on materials and on 
the application of new technologies. 

PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

And when it would seem that everything is already defined, comes a particularly 
interesting phase which is the construction management. In this phase, the architect, 
with his constant visits, not only supervises, but sometimes makes changes that keep 
the research work going. 

And I come back to another example. When we were building the Cala house on the 
outskirts of Madrid, the Raumplan House, the windows, like eyes looking at the distant 
horizon landscape of the beautiful western cornice of the city of Madrid, almost all of 
them changed position, to adjust them to the most precise, exact focus, in relation to the 
views from each of those windows. Isn't that a work of research? Formal research, in this 
case because of the view. 

FINAL 

This point-by-point breakdown of the design process tries to express how important each 
and every moment of a project is. As important is the beginning, the genesis, as the last 
one, the construction management. In all these stages, the architect will find reasons to 
have a lot of fun. For which he will have to work very hard. Because this job of architect, 
the most beautiful job in the world, is also one of the most demanding. 

NB 

This text was prepared as part of "Projecting is Researching". It seemed to me that, 
besides lengthening it unnecessarily, it was more appropriate to publish it isolated as 
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such a process of elaboration of a project. I think it will be more useful to architects who 
are just starting out.  


