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In this collection of idiosyncratic
lessons, architect and teacher Pier
Paolo Tamburelli engages with the
very foundations of architecture,
proposing a series of new and
open-ended perspectives on how
we build the world. Developed for
the ‘Grundkurs’, or ‘basic course’,
at Vienna Technical University,
Tamburelli’s lessons are presented
through the annotated sketches
that form the basis of his lectures
— variously rough and precise,
sarcastic and sincere, and always
uniquely expressive. This volume is a
sourcebook of architectural ideas that
form an accessible and discursive
introduction to the discipline — one
which pauses on the road to grand
theories to learn from the intuitive
processes of notetaking, drawing,
and association.

Tamburelli’s lessons are based
around a series of dialectic couples,
including Roof/Wall, Shelter/Memory,
and Language/Action. The pairs are
experimental and often provocative,
offering a framework to be used to
climb in the direction of architecture.
Tamburelli trusts in the capacity of
images to suspend the restraints of
more rigorous theoretical approaches,
embraces the flexible wisdom of

the note, and relishes the intrigue of
the cryptic messages we leave for
ourselves. Reproduced here in their
entirety, these eight lessons offer
countless routes towards, through,
and around architecture, providing
newcomers and experts alike with an
intimate and refreshing encounter with
a millennia-old discipline.

With an introduction by the author
and an afterword by Mark Lee, Chair
of the Department of Architecture at
Harvard GSD.
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Devil's Tower Becomes Architecture Because it is
Precisely Chosen by the Aliens: An Introduction
to the Grundkurs / Pier Paolo Tamburelli

This book collects sketches | made for eight lectures | gave at Vienna Technical
University (TU Wien) in the 2021 winter semester. The lectures were part of
the so-called Grundkurs or “basic course” that architecture students at the TU
Wien take in the first semester of their first year. The course is meant as a first
encounter with the discipline. Its fundamental question is nothing less than:
“What is Architecture about?”

The Grundkurs was the first course | taught when | joined the faculty of the TU
in September 2021. Although students still called it the Grundkurs, by that time
it had changed its official designation to Grundlagen des Entwerfens: that is,
“Foundations of Design,” or maybe “Fundamentals of Design,” if not “Basics of
Design.” In homage to the peculiar strain of Viennese madness known as “log-
ical positivism,” I've retained the old name here (for all its shortcomings, the
jargon of logical positivism is better than the jargon of bureaucracy). Grundkurs
indeed sounds very much like Grundnorm (the hypothetical rule that, accord-
ing to Kelsen’s Pure Theory of Law, provides the foundation of an entire legal
system) and suggests a similar purity of intent in addressing Architecture with
a capital A, and addressing it all at once. Loyalty to the Grundkurs—at least to
its name—signals a sincere desire not to skirt around the question, not to avoid
the naivety required to ask: “What is Architecture about?”

| suspect the Grundkurs was the brainchild of Rob Krier, who held the chair of
“Gestaltungslehre und Entwerfen” before Andras Palffy and me. And | suspect
that much of the substantial supply of architectural primers Krier has produced
over his lifetime is related to the Grundkurs. In a way the very undidactic
nature of my Grundkurs is a reaction to that fascinatingly unbearable set of
instructions on how to design square and circular pillars, square and circular
houses, square and circular squares, square and circular cities. While | cannot
subscribe to the idea of a wholesale theory of architecture, starting with pillars
and ending with regional planning, | do admire Krier’s courage and | have cer-
tainly been inspired by the narrative potential of his sketches. Probably also
the deliberately ugly, punk tone of some of my drawings is a reaction to Krier’s,
although | shouldn’t blame others for the way | draw, as | don’t know how to do
it any differently.

While | do not wish to avoid the question “What is Architecture about?” | must
admit that | have no answer for it: | cannot provide a complete theory of archi-
tecture, and even less a brief, introductory version of it. As a consequence,
my approach to the Grundkurs has been rather open-ended and deliberately
non-exhaustive. The eight lessons simply list eight sets of alternatives that |
believe expose some of the fundamental problems of contemporary architec-
ture. Each lesson addresses a dialectic couple: Roof / Wall, Shelter / Memory,
Design / Analysis, Language / Action, Architecture / City, Profession / Art,
Figure / Ground, Eclecticism / Classicism. All the lessons are organized as
presentations made of fifty slides—I used a standard PowerPoint format—with
each slide composed as a diptych. The image on the left always refers to the
first semantic area (so Roof, Shelter, Design...), while the image on the right
always refers to the second one (Wall, Memory, Analysis...); a few slides include
just one image. Some pictures resurface time and again in different contexts
and with different meanings. Readers will notice that | tend to have a greater
sympathy for the terms in the second column (for art more than profession,
for ground more than figure, and so forth), but this preference never develops
into a real “theory,” neither is there an attempt at achieving much consistency
(someone more committed to ground, for instance, should probably also prefer
the profession to art, but...) The couples are “dialectical,” so there is somehow a
thesis and an antithesis but no hint at a synthesis, to deploy a vaguely Hegelian
terminology for a moment. Long live the great Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, but
the theoretical ambition here is not so high. That is why, for instance, “archi-
tecture” appears as one of the alternative terms that are supposed to explain
architecture itself. This conceptual sloppiness is, to a certain extent, deliberate,
for the Grundkurs is nothing more than an introduction, a clumsy sleepwalking



in the direction of architecture. And this is also why this bunch of notes remains
so proudly unsystematic and often succumbs to the temptation of the anecdote,
unable to resist visual affinities, once again at the expenses of conceptual rigor.

This “prevalence of the visual” corresponds to two assumptions, one related
to architecture as a discipline and the other related to a possible pedagogy
of architecture at this particular moment in time. The first assumption is that
architecture is a figurative art and that architecture’s fundamental experiences
are visual experiences. This means that the first thing to learn in architecture is
how fo see, to educate the eye, to learn how to look at buildings and to look at
paintings in order to acquire that capacity for educated seeing that Michelan-
gelo aptly described as “having the compass in the eyes” (le seste negli occhi).
The second assumption is that, in an image-based society, students would
probably be attracted and convinced more by the beauty of images than by the
rigor of an argument. So, my idea for the Grundkurs is that, first of all, students
should see pictures, should become familiar with a set of canonical works and
then, on the basis of these images, could start addressing all the problems that
are associated with them.

The list of topics addressed in the eight lessons is certainly not conclu-
sive (and by the way | also prepared a few other lessons, for example on
Private / Public and on Necessity / Representation, that were never present-
ed to the students and consequently are not published here). The selection of
topics simply outlines a possible approach to architecture and attempts to
address the question “What is Architecture about?” by also asking “Why is
Architecture relevant in our culture?” | tried to give the students an idea of
architecture as cultural production—an idea of design as an intellectual oper-
ation—and to define a context in which to situate this practice. The lessons
are built around confrontations between opposing design solutions to the
rather limited range of intellectual problems that architecture can tackle. They
try to show how these different formal configurations depend on (and expose)
different world views, different values. They try to show why architecture
matters, why we attribute meaning to it, why and how it is possible to detect
a project for an entire civilization in the way Leonidov assembles an inverted
cone and a sphere or in the manner the head of a horse is squeezed into the
pediment of the Parthenon.

The images used for the lessons are either scans from books in my office or
materials found through banal online searches. While preparing the lessons,
| redrew all the images from the screen of my laptop: the point of the sketches
was just to identify and memorize the images and to gain the time, while making
them, to think about something to say. Next to these scribbles | put notes, drew
arrows, copied quotes, added bibliographical references. These short texts are
generally in English (a rather basic English), with occasional quotes in Italian
or German. They are generally written in block capitals, to be easily read while
lecturing. The notes are not meant as a structured essay—and this is also the
reason why they are not transcribed in this book, which is, after all, a book of
sketches, and not a draft of an accomplished theory. Sometimes the oppositions
suggested in the notes are very crude (see for instance the brutal pairing of
“column / hero, column / tragedy” with “wall / comedy, wall / community”). Some
may sound silly, others are by now unfathomable to me as well, such as “Devil’s
Tower becomes architecture because it is precisely chosen by the aliens.”

The drawings are not particularly nice. They are also not so architectural, and
they are rather different from the ones | do while actually designing buildings.
In fact, the design sketches | make in the office are even more casual: | draw
with whatever pen on whatever paper comes to hand—usually the back of re-
cycled sheets. In the case of the Grundkurs notes, the pen and the paper are
always the same: a black marker, neither thick nor thin, and two notebooks
with slightly more proper paper. This otherwise unrequired nicety became nec-
essary in order to maintain the continuity in format and expose the narrative

that runs through the different lessons. This continuity (together with the not
entirely unintentional silliness of some drawings) ends up turning the drawings
into a sort of comic strip. And | must admit that although | do not read many
comics, and am definitely no comic nerd, | like them, and have even made
comics (at school as a teenager and even more recently, but fortunately never
dared to publish them).

Comics at least provide some relief from the unavoidable confrontation with
the ltalian tradition of teaching by means of sketches, as Carlo Aymonino and
Enzo Mari did. Unlike Aymonino’s drawings, mine are never en plein air, never
from real life; they do not correspond to travels, to romances, to girlfriends;
they were all made at the kitchen table in front of a PowerPoint presentation,
when the kids were in bed or at least should have been. They are rather
detached, conventional, and independent of personal life; they simply serve
as examples to build up the alternatives highlighted in the lessons. The
only similarity with Aymonino are a few long quotes from classical authors,
dropped in here and there to fix a few anchoring points for the argument
and simulate some sort of intellectual decency. And in contrast to Mari, my
drawings are far less “designed.” Mari’s pages are incredibly composed:
text is always impeccably readable and fills the space among figures in a
perfectly balanced manner. He addresses the readers directly, burying them
under a frozen lava of unremitting and yet perfectly composed, moralizing
accusations. My drawings are far less committed and far less aggressive. Their
tone is objective/cynical, sometimes sarcastic. Maybe in the end the Grund-
kurs simply tries to guess “What Architecture is not about.”
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What is Architecture About? Eight Notes on the
Grundkurs / Mark Lee

1. On the Grundkurs

The Grundkurs in architecture draws an outline of the foundations, rules, history,
language, pace, process, and position of the discipline. Most importantly, it de-
marcates the first set of disciplinary boundaries.

Defining architecture entails making decisions on what architecture is and is
not about. On one level, it is an act of disciplinary apartheid, building new walls
(and consequently new slums) to separate what’s in from what’s out. On another
level, this act of segregation promotes something that is often imperative in the
formative stages of an education—a form of disciplinary autonomy.

Pier Paolo Tamburelli's Grundkurs draws the discipline’s boundaries through
eight lessons summarized as eight chapters in this book. Though there are
examples from the fine arts, film, and design, its primary focus is always archi-
tecture. It defines clear and solid boundaries while offering limited external
points of reference. In doing so, it serves notice that the aim here is to produce
architecture, not sociology.

Disciplinary autonomy does not mean martial law: it does not have to last forever
and does not equate to xenophobia. Imposed at the outset of one’s education,
it ensures much greater freedom down the road: “a dictatorship at the door and
a democracy inside,” is how Andy Warhol described this in relation to Studio 54.

2. On foundations

Francois Truffaut wrote that the entire career of a director is already present
in his first 150 feet of film. Jean-Luc Godard said that you need “a beginning,
middle, and end, but not necessarily in that order.”

The Grundkurs is critical as it signifies the beginning of an architectural edu-
cation, when the foundations of a life-long vocation are laid. Out of these first
encounters with the discipline emerge the values and the ethos that the archi-
tect has to wrestle with, pin down, as they continue to evolve and transform in
line with the trajectory of their practice.

Although the Grundkurs is situated at the beginning, there is a history of institu-
tions where it is foregrounded as the apotheosis of the entire curriculum, from
the Bauhaus in Germany to IIT in Chicago to Cooper Union in New York. The
importance placed on the Grundkurs in these model pedagogical programs
acknowledges that the question “What is Architecture about?” is one that
recurs throughout an entire career.

Former professional basketball sharpshooter and coach Chuck Person said of
his coaching technique: “I teach footwork, | teach the foundation. Most mis-
takes are made in the beginning. You can fix the middle, you can fix the top,
but once you get started, it’s hard to fix down low.”

3. Onrules

The art critic Dave Hickey dedicated his career to confronting both the pleas-
ures and the misery inflicted by rules.

“l can remember being buoyed up, as a youth, by reading about Jackson Pollock
in a magazine and seeing photographs of him painting. | was heartened by the
stupid little rule through which Pollock civilized his violence. It’s okay to drip
paint, Jackson said. The magazine seemed to acquiesce: Yeah, Jackson’s
right, it seemed to say, grudgingly, Dripping paint is now within the rules. Even
s0, | had the right to be shocked a few years later when | enrolled in a uni-
versity and discovered that Pollock’s joyous permission had been translated
into a prohibitive, institutional edict: /t’s bad not to drip! The art coaches said. /t
means you got no soul! Yikes!”
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Norman Foster,
Stansted Airport, 1991

Antonio Averlino or
Filarete, Adam, ca. 1465

Edgard Degas, The Star, or
Dancer on stage, 1878

Ferdinand Dutert, Galerie des
Machines, Paris, 1889

Centre George Pompidou under
construction, Paris, ca. 1975

Gordon Matta Clark, Conical
Intersect, Paris, 1975

Temple of Hera Il, Paestum,
5th century BC

National Gallery under
construction, Berlin, ca. 1965

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,
National Gallery, Berlin, 1968
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Giovan Battista Piranesi, Ruins
of the Forum of Augustus,
Vedute di Roma, 1755

Hans Weiditz, Romulus
and Remus, ca. 1530

Andrea di Bonaiuto, Way of
Salvation, Spanish Chapel,
Santa Maria Novella, Florence,
ca. 1365-67

Giovan Battista Piranesi,
Foundations of the Theatre
of Marcellus, Antichita
Romane, 1756

Statue of Ramses, Abu Simbel,
Reconstruction, 1964—68

Renzo Piano, Richard Rogers,
Centre George Pompidou,
Paris, 1977

Akira Kurosawa, Ran, 1985

Lilly Reich and Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe, Café Samt &
Seide, Berlin, 1927

Roman Theatre, Orange,
1st century AD



LANGUAGE /ACTION

Ludovico Quaroni, Mario Ridolfi,
Proposal for Termini Railway
Station, Rome, 1947

Adolf Loos, Proposal
for the Chicago Tribune
Headquarters, 1922

Fra Giovanni Giocondo,
Project for St. Peter’s, 1506

Claude Nicolas Ledoux,
Plan of Oikema, or House
of Pleasure, 1780

Oswald Mathias Ungers,
Axonometry of Regional
Library, Karlsruhe, 1991

Etienne Louis Boullée, View
of Newton Cenotaph, 1764

Boris lofan, Proposal for
Palace of the Soviets, 1937
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Eugenio Montuori,
Model of Termini Railway
Station, Rome, 1947

Jodo Batista Vilanova Artigas,
FAU-USP, Séo Paulo, 1969

Donato Bramante, Project
for St. Peter’s, 1506

Oswald Mathias Ungers,
Plan of Regional Library,
Karlsruhe, 1991

Claude Nicolas Ledoux,
View of Oikema, or House
of Pleasure, 1780

Etienne Louis Boullée, Section
of Newton Cenotaph, 1764

Etienne Louis Boullée, Proposal
for National Library, 1785

Raphael, School of Athens,
ca. 1509-11

Hagia Sophia, Istanbul
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Giotto, Resurrection of Drusiana,
Peruzzi Chapel, Santa Croce,
Florence, ca. 1320

Gunnar Erik Asplund, Public
Library, Stockholm, 1940

Alvaro Siza, Bonjour
Tristesse, Berlin, 1984

Johann Bernhard Fischer
von Erlach, City for Alexander
the Great on Mount Athos,
Entwurff einer historischen
Architektur, 1721
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Plan of Hagia Sophia, Istanbul

Finding and Recognition of the
true Cross, San Francesco,
Arezzo, 1452—66

David Hockney, American
Collectors, 1968

Giotto, Resurrection of Drusiana,
Peruzzi Chapel, Santa Croce,
Florence, ca. 1320

Sigurd Lewerentz, Resurrection
Chapel, Woodland Cemetery,
Stockholm, 1940

Sigurd Lewerentz, Plan of
Resurrection Chapel, Woodland
Cemetery, Stockholm, 1940

Sigurd Lewerentz, Situation
Plan of Resurrection Chapel,
Woodland Cemetery,
Stockholm, 1940

Olympia, View of Ruins



ECLECTICISM / CLASSICISM

Villa Adriana, Tivoli,
ca. 118-134 AD

Villa Adriana, Tivoli,
ca. 118-134 AD

Salvador Dali’s House,
Portlligat, Spain, 1930

Hans Hollein, Travel Agency,
Vienna, 1976-78

Christian Jank, Eduard
Riedel, Georg von Dollmann,
Neuschwanstein Castle,
Bavaria, 1869

Carlo Mollino, Teatro
Regio, Turin, 1973

Leon Krier, Atlantis, 1986
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Jacopo Barozzi da Vignola,
Palazzo dei Banchi,
Bologna, 1565-68

Jacopo Barozzi da Vignola,
Sant’Andrea alla via Flaminia,
Rome, 1550

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,
Villa Tugendhat, Brno, 1930

Castel del Monte, ca.1240

Castel del Monte, ca.1240

John Nash, Royal Pavilion,
Brighton, 1827

ECLECTICISM / CLASSICISM

Leon Krier, Atlantis, 1986

Boris lofan, Moscow State
University, Main Building, 1947

Carlo Mollino, Teatro
Regio, Turin, 1973

Paul Klee, Main roads
and side roads, 1929

Werner Tibke, Early
Bourgeois Revolution in
Germany, Cyclorama, Bad
Frankenhausen, 1976-87

Salvador Dali, The Colossus
of Rhodes, 1954
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Karl Friedrich Schinkel,
Zeltzimmer, Charlottenhof,
Potsdam, ca. 1826

Giorgio Grassi, Biblioteca
Comunale, Milan, 1990

Anthony Mann, The Fall of the
Roman Empire, 1964

llya Repin, Reply of the
Zaporozhian Cossacks,
1880-91

Cartoon of Bolshevik
leaders writing a letter to
Lord Curzon, 1923

Vladimir Tatlin, Monument to the
Third International, 1919-20

Werner Tubke, Early
Bourgeois Revolution in
Germany, Cyclorama, Bad
Frankenhausen, 1976-87

Gerhard Richter, Cow, 1964

Werner Tiibke presenting a
1:10 version of his painting
to Erich Honecker
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