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A NEW AGE OF DISCOVERY &y corDON GRICE

Drawing is an ancient pursuit. People have been drawing for at least twenty thousand years. The cave drawings in
France and Spain are that old. Some drawings in Australia are thought to be even older. Architecture, depending on
how you define it, has not been around quite so long—maybe a few thousand years (remember, these drawings are
on the walls of caves—nobody knew how to build anything, but they knew how to draw). It was only about five hun-

dred years ago that architecture and drawing finally converged, and architectural drawing was born.

The fifteenth century was an extraordinary time. Humanity's knowledge of itself and the universe it inhabited began
to expand at an incredible rate. Among the many intellectual achievements of the age can be counted the introduc-
tion of orthographic architectural drawing (that is, floor plans, building elevations, and so on, traditionally ascribed to
Leon Battista Alberti, ca. 1435) and resolution of the rules of linear perspective (Filippo Brunelleschi, ca. 1415). At last,
architects could sketch out scaled representations of their proposed creations, illusions of form and space itself that
could be understood by anyone, before they were built, and even draw realistic views. Not coincidentally, the great
expansion of the fifteenth century also had a physical component: the beginning of the age of navigation, the dis-
covery of unknown continents, and extension of the boundaries of the familiar world.

Now, five hundred years later, we find ourselves in a new age of discovery, one whose theme is not expansion but
contraction. To discover the origins of our vast universe, we study the behavior of subatomic particles. The sum of
our knowledge has been codified into binary digits and shrunk onto microchips. A simple office computer can hold
within it all the rules of architectural drawing—orthographic and perspective. We may be the last generation that
knows or understands these elegant rules. All we need to do now is push the buttons.

With the contraction and reduction of all that is familiar, there is a corresponding sense of contraction of the world in
which we live. Renaissance navigators sailed into the vast unknown. Today, you can speak to someone half a world
away by picking up a cell phone and hitting “auto dial.” Sending documents? A courier will have them there in a few
days at most. Can't wait? Send a fax. Send an e-mail. More than any other factors, the twin phenomena of the
digital revolution and the shrinking world have affected the art of architectural illustration. In the pages that follow,
you will find ample evidence of this. Some examples are obvious, others quite subtle, but the change is profound
and ongoing.




DIGITAL VERSUS MANUAL, MOUSEPAD VERSUS SKETCHPAD
Digital used to mean “with the use of the fingers.” | have a “digital piano"” at my house. What other kind is there?

Digital is now a way of reducing every conceivable thought or activity to a binary code of ones and zeroes (digits).
Qualities can now be constructed as quantities. The formulas for these conversions are very complicated, and pow-
erful computers are required. Without the intervention of a sound human mind, however, the resuit is not always

pleasing. In the art world, we were a lot better off with the old definition of digital.

In technical illustration, especially architectural illustration, precision and accuracy are valued to a degree. Thus, a tech-
nology that promises precision at the touch of a button, not to mention speed, versatility, and an unbelievable world of
choices and options, is bound to be seen as a blessing. However, as Willem van den Hoed points out in his essay, aes-
thetic considerations are paramount. Here, the human mind—the analog, not digital, computer—still has the advantage.

Digital drawings are not always “gee-whiz" drawings. On the pages of this book, there are many more examples of
the use of computers in drawing than even a trained eye can discemn. The following is a short list of the many ways

in which computers are commonly used in generating architectural drawings:
1. Digital model (DM), hand-rendered,;
2. DM, rendered with a rendering program (off-the-shelf or custom):
3. DM, rendered with a paint program;
4. Hand-done rough, scanned and digitally rendered;
5. Digitally drawn, not using a modeling program, rendered digitally, manually, or both;

6. Digital or manual rough drawing or model, rendered manually and manipulated with

a digital paint program; and
7. Animations and pans that may employ any of the preceding configurations.

Of all these scenarios, only the second is referred to universally as “computer drawing” and is instantly recognizable
as such. In fact, most architectural drawing today uses computer technology at some stage. If you do not believe
that computer drafting has taken over, check the size of the drafting supply section of your local art store——if it still

has cne.

INTERNATIONAL PRACTICE: DRAWING WITHOUT BORDERS

It sometimes seems as though all the new buildings in the world are designed to look more or less the same. Possibly
they are, but the designers who create them are, at the same time, becoming more knowledgeable about the cultures
and conditions that prevail in a seemingly infinite number of places. Buildings may appear to have been designed
according to a single set of principles, but those principles often have been derived from and modified to accommo-
date an incalculable number of local requirements and preferences. In his essay, Angelo DeCastro writes that
sensitivity to local conditions and tastes—as well as a good knowledge of politics, geography, language, customs, and
regulations—is as important for the illustrator as for the beleaguered architect. Contextual sensitivity is the province
of artist and architect alike.

David Xiaoping Xu, of Nanjing, China, offers a comprehensive and fascinating description of how the practice of archi-
tectural illustration in China differs from that in North America_ Since writing this piece, Xiaoping has come to live and
work in North America—a testimony to Xiaoping's own adventurous spirit, but owing equally to digital tech-
nology and the shrinking-world phenomena. | met Xiaoping in Memphis, Tennessee. Our correspondence began on
the Internet. He is now a local call.

As you look through the wealth of images in this book, think of how much and how little has changed in the past
five centuries. What is probably most striking is the incredible variety in style and content. Hand-drawn images
straight out of the Middle Ages may appear side-by-side with fantastic, non-objective computer drawings. There are
perspectives of buildings located around the corner from you and others situated half a world away. | think Alberti
and Brunelleschi would be impressed. Architectural illustrators are the contemporary custodians of the perspective
legacy, and it appears to be in good hands.
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AKERS DESIGN RENDER 314 MAIN STREET GREAT BARRINGTON, MASSACHUSETTS 01230 413.528.9018 TEL  413.528.9145 FAX

HTTP://WWW.AKERSDESIGNRENDER.COM
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Akers Design Render offers a range of rendering and design consulting services. The studio is located in the Berkshires
of Southwestern Massachusetts, two and a half hours from both New York and Boston, and forty-five minutes from
the Albany airport. James Akers worked for ten years as a designer with a number of top firms before becoming a full-
time renderer in 1989. He is a registered architect with advanced degrees in architecture and real-estate development.

In addition to traditional rendering in watercolor and pencil, Akers has become increasingly involved in collaborating
with architects and designers to develop their ideas in quick, in-house sketches and renderings. His work has been hon-
ored with awards in both architecture and illustration, and has been featured prominently in the annual shows of both
the American Society of Architectural Perspectivists and the New York Society of Renderers.
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