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This project puts architectural theory into practice by asking 
second year architecture students to make a book cover for 
a contemporary theory book. The idea is to visualize written 
essays and architectural thought by having architecture stu-
dents design, plan and build a book cover selected from a list of 
sixty books. From a pedagogical point of view it was important 
to create a seminar where each student has the opportunity to 
explore, express, and conclude by physical means while read-
ing and learning. Connecting reason and knowledge with formal 
expression is the fundamental challenge for this assignment.

Reading an architectural theory and making a book cover that 
reflects on the content of the book engages and inspires archi-
tecture students that often become a passive listener or obser-
vant in theory seminars. The instructor gave only ten lectures 
throughout the semester. This allows more time for other assign-
ments, such as the book cover project, making it possible to fos-
ter a deeper exploration of knowledge and critical thinking for 
the emerging architect.

More than a decade ago I discovered a book cover assignment 
created by associate professor Margarita McGrath. She devel-
oped this idea while teaching a professional practice seminar 
at the School of Architecture + Design, Virginia Tech. In the last 
four years I have slightly altered the pedagogical principles of 
her concept. The assignment was in part influenced by three 
books reflecting on a similar didactic approach. In the book ‘The 
Thinking Hand’ Juhani Pallasmaa has written extensively about 
haptic and tactile properties. Those are the primary pedagogical 
objectives for the book cover assignment, but the assignment 
was also influenced by questioning how to visualize fundamental 
observations in science such as the theory of quantum mechan-
ics as discussed by Tor Nørretranders in the book ‘Indivisibility’. 
Furthermore, I was inspired by Marco Frascari referencing Robin 
Evans and his observation that “architects do not build, but 
merely draw” in the book ‘Eleven Exercises in the art of archi-
tectural drawing’ with the excellent subtitle ‘Slow food for the 
architect’s imagination’.

The field of architectural theory is challenged by new emerging 
technologies and research itself has shifted. Libraries are physi-
cal rooms with knowledge being accessible horizontally. Books 
are ordered by categories and therefore presented in a cer-
tain order. When doing research online, architecture students 
embrace a world that is vertical. The order of knowledge is by 
subject and accessible one at a time, presented similar to a deck 
of cards or to stacked newspapers. There is no taxonomy. This 
limits research when one seeks to compare knowledge. From a 
scholarly point of view the online knowledge can be extremely 
powerful when one knows what subject to seek out, but how 
does the 2nd year architecture students navigate this approach? 
It would be interesting to completely redevelop a seminar like 
architectural theory and embrace the horizontal and vertical 
approach at the same time. The book cover assignment could 
be developed towards a more virtual approach if technology 
could make computers more haptic. We need architects that are 
integrative thinkers when designing - that embrace knowledge, 
skills, and craftsmanship at the same time.

NOTES

1.	 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Thinking Hand, Wiley, 2009.

2.	 Tor Nørretranders, Indivisibility, Gyldendal, 1985.

3.	 Marco Frascari, Eleven Exercises, Routledge, 2011.
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Books and 
Book Covers in
Architectural Theory 

History/Theory – The Ethical Imperative  

This project puts architectural theory into practice by 
asking second year architecture students to make a book 
cover for a contemporary theory book. The idea is to visu-
alize written essays and architectural thought by having 
architecture students design, plan and build a book cover 
selected from a list of sixty books. From a pedagogical 
point of view it was important to create a seminar where 
each student has the opportunity to explore, express, and 
conclude by physical means while reading and learning. 
Connecting reason and knowledge with formal expression 
is the fundamental challenge for this assignment.

Reading an architectural theory and making a book cover 
that reflects on the content of the book engages and 
inspires architecture students that often become a passive 
listener or observant in theory seminars. The instructor 
gave only ten lectures throughout the semester. This 
allows more time for other assignments, such as the book 
cover project, making it possible to foster a deeper explo-
ration of knowledge and critical thinking for the emerging 
architect.

More than a decade ago I discovered a book cover assign-
ment created by associate professor Margarita McGrath. 
She developed this idea while teaching a professional 
practice seminar at the School of Architecture + Design, 
Virginia Tech. In the last four years I have slightly altered 
the pedagogical principles of her concept. The assignment 
was in part influenced by three books reflecting on a simi-
lar didactic approach. In the book ‘The Thinking Hand’ 
Juhani Pallasmaa has written extensively about haptic and 
tactile properties. Those are the primary pedagogical 
objectives for the book cover assignment, but the assign-
ment was also influenced by questioning how to visualize 
fundamental observations in science such as the theory of 
quantum mechanics as discussed by Tor Nørretranders in 
the book ‘Indivisibility’. Furthermore, I was inspired by 
Marco Frascari referencing Robin Evans and his observa-
tion that “architects do not build, but merely draw” in the 
book ‘Eleven Exercises in the art of architectural drawing’ 
with the excellent subtitle ‘Slow food for the architect’s 
imagination’.

The field of architectural theory is challenged by new 
emerging technologies and research itself has shifted. 
Libraries are physical rooms with knowledge being acces-
sible horizontally. Books are ordered by categories and 
therefore presented in a certain order. When doing 
research online, architecture students embrace a world 
that is vertical. The order of knowledge is by subject and 
accessible one at a time, presented similar to a deck of 
cards or to stacked newspapers. There is no taxonomy. 
This limits research when one seeks to compare knowl-
edge. From a scholarly point of view the online knowledge 
can be extremely powerful when one knows what subject 
to seek out, but how does the 2nd year architecture 
students navigate this approach? It would be interesting to 
completely redevelop a seminar like architectural theory 
and embrace the horizontal and vertical approach at the 
same time. The book cover assignment could be devel-
oped towards a more virtual approach if technology could 
make computers more haptic. We need architects that are 
integrative thinkers when designing - that embrace knowl-
edge, skills, and craftsmanship at the same time.  

Regin Schwaen, MAA 
Associate Professor of Architecture
Department of Architecture & Landscape Architecture
North Dakota State University

Extract of texts written by 2nd year architecture students 
presenting book covers and the content they represent in 
the 2017 architectural theory seminar:

Amanda Hill and Mary Biegert 

S, M, L, XL was created by Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau. 
This six-pound book is filled with organized pieces of work 
from architecture, art, and different writings. The small, 
medium, large and extra-large is the way the main chapters 
of the book are devised. Something of this nature was not 
a common way to look at these masterpieces, making it 
stand out amongst the other architecture books. He uses 
S, M, L, XL as an analogy of how we buy and make clothes 
to fit each person based on their size, and how that can be 
applied to architecture. Rem Koolhaas made sure to only 
include buildings that he found interesting and important. 
For the cover of our book we wanted to incorporate the title 
using various shirt tags, to represent this interesting way 
of organization. Underneath the shirt tags is a collage of 
comics and works by Rem Koolhaas, allowing for a 
preview of what is inside the book.

Anne Argenziano 

Ornament and Crime is an anthology of thirty-six essays 
written by Adolph Loos that range in subject from plumb-
ing to fashion. Loos supports people doing their own thing, 
but appreciates the functional. Ornamentation, to him, is a 
crime. My book cover reflects these opinions that Loos 
had. It is functional and free of ornament. The first essay I 
read from the anthology was “Men’s Fashion,” and it gave 
me the idea of “clothing” the book. I chose to use an artifi-
cial leather because it is sturdy and does not ask for embel-
lishment. It acts as protection without adding too much 
bulk or drawing attention.         




