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The paper intends to introduce the capriccio as an ar� s� c 
expression in the history of architecture and arrive at the 
digital capriccio as a teaching tool in courses of Theory and 
History of Architecture. A� erward, the prac� cal part of the 
teaching experience will be described where students are 
asked to use so� ware packages and mobile devices apps in 
order to give a response to architectural concepts through 
digital capricci. Students are requested to produce their 
collages, crea� ng a digital composi� on of simulated spaces 
that can be obtained by combining fragments of notable 
buildings or composing together more abstract forms, 
with the aim of express the concept behind an architect, a 
style, or a movement. The experiment follows the theory 
by Walter Benjamin of the “art in the age of mechanical 
reproduc� on,” bringing architecture to the same concept 
of being a simulacrum of the source, and intends to respond 
with innova� ve tools to the call for ac� on in architecture 
teaching. The fi nal part of the paper will simulate an exercise 
held in the class environment bringing to the reader to have 
a similar learning experience than the students.

INTRODUCTION 
The courses in History and Theory of Architecture have several 
diffi  cul� es nowadays. First, the challenge to engage students’ 
eager to new trends on topics related to the past. Second, to 
show them how to develop a cri� cal approach and a global 
vision in order for them to have a deep understanding of the 
progress of architecture all over the centuries and decades. 
Another problema� c aspect is catching their a� en� on among 
all the digital devices they are distracted by.  In the end, the 
ambi� on behind these courses is to not only allow students to 
absorb the main concepts taught but also to make them able 
to select and elaborate a strong visual/conceptual background 
to use in their crea� ve process.

In order to bring the teaching methodology of the History and 
Theory of Architecture to a further step, the authors (both 
professors of history courses and design studio in ins� tu� ons 
based on the American system), introduced the tool of the 
digital collage or capriccio. This visual expression combines the 
vision of the past with a cri� cal thinking of the present and a 
following crea� ve representa� on for the future, giving a new 
approach to the tradi� onal pedagogical base applied in History 
and Theory of Architecture courses.

The fi rst part of the paper will present briefl y the evolu� on of 
capriccio to collage and photomontage to arrive to the digital 
capriccio, in order to bring the reader to a deep understanding 
of why and how this tool is the proper one to be used in History 
of Architecture course  and what its combina� on with mobile 
apps bring to. The second part will describe the prac� cal 
applica� on of the tool in the class environment.

CAPRICCIO
The term capriccio (pl. capricci) appears for the fi rst � me 
in the “Vocabolario della Crusca” (1612) as a “fantasy, 
thought, whim, or inven� on.”1 An ar� s� c expression applies 
to both music and pain� ng. Its pictorial origin has the root 
in Francesco Colonna’s book “Hypnerotomachia Poliphili” 
(1499).2 During the XVIII century, capriccio becomes an ar� s� c 
genre of a pain� ng depic� ng imaginary landscapes mainly 
created by the combina� on of ancient temples, palaces, 
churches, or buildings.

Giovanni Ba�  sta Piranesi, in his engraving, created capricci
in a peculiar style combining archeological fragments in a 
perfect tridimensional se�  ng.3 Other ar� sts such as Canale� o, 
Giovanni Ba�  sta Tiepolo, Gian Paolo Panini, Marco Ricci, 
through pain� ngs, created imaginary scenarios using the 
dreamlike juxtaposi� ons of Roman ruins.4  

Although capricci did not have any didac� c purpose, they 
aimed to be a s� mulus and wanted to enhance the emo� onal 
reac� on of the viewer. One interes� ng aspect, at that � me, 
was the perspec� val tridimensional perfec� on (rightness) 
of the composi� on that brought to the deep illusion of a 
real landscape.5

FROM MANUAL TO ANALOGICAL 
In most recent � mes, the idea of the composi� on of a scenario 
made by fragments that come from diff erent sources became 
more explicit, taking the form of the collage, some� mes with 
more allegorical meaning than in the ini� al capriccio. Picasso 
is recognized as the fi rst ar� st to use this technique, star� ng 
from his “S� ll-Life with Chair Caning” (1912), where the scrap 
piece of the furniture takes vital importance in the artwork.6

If on one side the collage con� nues to be a specifi c technique 
preferred by some ar� sts for its strong materiality (Kurt 
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Schwi� ers, Mimmo Rotella), on another side, this method 
of representa� on/interpreta� on, thanks to technological 
improvement, takes a more sophis� cated direc� on developing 
in the photomontage where the method of produc� on is made 
by the more advanced layering of photo-frames or by the 
simpler pas� ng of photos-fragments. 

The photomontage is an ar� s� c work making use of the 
photography “ a composite photographic image made either 
by pas� ng together individual prints or parts of prints, by 
successively exposing individual images onto a single sheet of 
paper, or by exposing the component images simultaneously 
through superimposed nega� ves.”7

In this way, the capriccio fi nds its modern analogical version 
perfectly ac� ng in the Era of the technical reproduc� on 
described by Walter Benjamin. The moving from pain� ng to 
photograph brings, in fact, from the cult value of art to the 
exhibi� on value of the work designed for reproducibility.8

This new form of visual communica� on, in the same way as the 
capriccio, is based on the re-loca� on of single elements on a 
diff erent background, but far from that perfect perspec� val 
simula� on, it is characterized by the use of diff erent scales and 
the contrast of forms and color.9

Several modern movements (Dadaism, Construc� vism, 
Futurism) made use of the capriccio to communicate their 
innova� ve ideas with the maximum impact.

At the beginning of the XX century, both collage and 
photomontage are introduced in the Bauhaus didac� c 
structure as tools in the teaching methodology. Johannes 
I� en, in his introductory course, promotes the use of the 
collage together with plas� c studies in composi� on in order 
to introduce students to the knowledge of materials. Abstract 
geometric 2D combina� ons of conven� onal materials intend to 
develop the sense of touch and subjec� ve feeling.10 The visual 
experience is instead enhanced in the course of Photography 
by László Moholy-Nagy, where students are invited to explore 
new ar� s� c possibili� es of the media: nega� ve eff ect, double 
exposure, double prin� ng, enlargements, microphotography. 
The result of this prac� ce is evident in some collage by Moholy-
Nagy and by the ar� s� c work of one of his most famous 
student, the ar� st Marianne Brandt.11

This visual composi� on based on photo or directly on paper 
combina� on has demonstrated the ability to adapt also 
to more recent scenarios, as in the case of avant-garde 
architects and ar� sts of the 60s. In 1956 the Exhibi� on 
“This is Tomorrow” opens at the Whitechapel Art Gallery in 

Figure 1. “Roman Capriccio: The Pantheon and another Monuments” (1735), Giovanni Paolo Panini. Source: Indianapolis Museum of Art. 
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London. The exhibi� on was adver� sed by the collage created 
by Richard Hamilton, “Just what is that makes today’s home so 
diff erent, so appealing?” (1956), and it sees the par� cipa� on 
of ar� sts, theorists, and architects such as Edoardo Paolozzi, 
Reyner Banham, Alison and Peter Smithson, James S� rling.12

The famous architecture groups Archigram and Superstudio 
make the photomontage one of their most recurrent way of 
communica� on and conceptualiza� on. 

FROM ANALOGICAL TO DIGITAL 
The renovated interest f or the collage is demonstrated by 
the successful exhibi� on “Cut’n’Paste: From Architectural 
Assemblage to Collage City” (2013) organized at the MoMA. 
The curators present a wide range of experiences star� ng 
from the early photo-collage of Mies van der Rohe arriving at 
contemporary architects.

“Architectural thinkers Colin Rowe and Fred Koe� er’s Collage 
City (1978), an urban manifesto for the medium, provides a 
backdrop through which to reframe contemporary uses. As an 
architectural tool, this wide-ranging medium mixes high and 
popular references and off ers a dynamic, inven� ve connec� on 
to cultural context.”13

The collec� on of works, including collages by Rem Koolhaas, 

Jesse Reiser - Nanako Umemoto, Emilio Tuñón - Luis M. 
Mansilla, Gordon Kipping, demonstrates the fl exibility of the 
method of representa� on and its ability to adapt to ICT. The 
capriccio, started with the tradi� onal technique of pain� ng 
and engraving in the XVIII century, modifi ed by the analogical 
phase of the photography in the XX century, moves forward 
in the era of digital computer tools of the XXI century, quickly 
adap� ng and making use of graphic so� ware.14

The architect Enric Miralles made the digital photomontage 
not only a fundamental element in his prac� ce but also 
an essen� al tool in his didac� c experimenta� on.15 In his 
architecture course at the Staedelschule of Frankfurt, a� er the 
comple� on of the design process, the students were asked 
to replace the en� re projects or fragments of it in a diff erent 
loca� on. For Enric Miralles, this process could bring to a more 
personalized architecture and avoid stereotypical models.16

DIGITAL CAPRICCIO AND MOBILE APPS IN COURSES 
OF HISTORY OF ARCHITECTURE 
Contemporary teaching in History and Theory of Architecture 
is claiming for profound changes. Students born between 1990 
and 2000 have dis� nc� ve personali� es and strong abili� es 
to acquire informa� on but are hard to focus and reluctant 

to read.17 The old debate on integra� ng studio with history 
teaching or leaving the two methods independent, in place 
since the crea� on of the schools of architecture, cannot be 
discussed anymore.18 Several teaching experiences making 
use of crea� ve interac� ve methods of cri� cal understanding 
(interpreta� ve model making, virtual reality, design ac� vity) 
have demonstrated to be necessary best prac� ces in the 
teaching of History and Theory of Architecture to new 
genera� ons. The crea� on of digital collage by the students 
can be one fundamental tool as already demonstrated by 
the experience of Guido Cimadomo at the Escuela Técnica 
Superior de Arquitectura of Málaga (Spain) that developed 
this kind of exercise “to encourage students to refl ect on the 
construc� on process (…) and to be aware of the composi� onal 
elements of a church.”19 In an architectural world dominated by 
renderings, complexity is alienated by the atmosphere, dream, 
emo� on, and fi c� on, while in the collage, the stra� fi ca� on 
leaves s� ll margin for abstrac� on, cri� cal thinking, intellect, 
de-contextualiza� on.20

Moreover, the digital capriccio, together with CAD techniques 
and parametric/algorithmic so� ware, seems to be the natural 
evolu� on of the sketching method tradi� onally used in courses 
of History of Architecture, transla� ng the disegno in new tools 
adapted to the IT revolu� on.21

The addi� onal combina� on of the digital capriccio with 
mobile apps represents a profound innova� on in the fi eld, 
making mobile phones and social media an integral part of the 
teaching-learning process. The capriccio reaches its en� rely 
contemporary expression adding the instantaneity of the 
sharing to fragmenta� on and juxtaposi� on.22

In a learning body more and more globalized, characterized 
by diversity and mul� ethnicity, with en� rely diff erent cultural 
backgrounds, the crea� on of a common ground based on the 
use of mobile apps and the ac� ve par� cipa� on in social media 
represents an effi  cient pla� orm of two ways teaching/learning 
between instructor and students that bring to an immersive 
cri� cal understanding of the history of architecture and its 
conceptual applica� on in the crea� ve realm.

The shi�  to digital devices and mobile apps also creates a new 
category of value iden� fi ed in the power of instantly producing 
and immediately sharing, something the new genera� on of 
architects has to be familiar with.

HISTORY AND THEORY OF ARCHITEC TURE AT THE 
AMERICAN UNIVERSITY IN DUBAI
The pedagogical example presented in this text is part of the 
academic ac� vity of the authors at the American University 
in Dubai (AUD), within the Department of Architecture of the 
School of Architecture, Art, and Design.23 Since the AUD is an 
ins� tu� on with an American voca� on and has the accredita� on 
of the North American Na� onal Architectural Accredi� ng 

Figure 2. “Our Unnerving City” (1926), Marianne Brandt. Source: Galerie 
Berinson.
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Board (NAAB), the en� re degree of Architecture follows the 
guidelines of the architectural educa� on system in America.24

The authors have taught several subjects within the area of 
theory and history at the AUD, specifi cally “History and Theory 
of Architecture II/III” and “Theory of Architecture.” However, 
this example is the result of coordinated teaching experience 
between the sec� ons of both professors of the course of 
“History and Theory of Architecture III” during the Spring 
semester of the 2018-19 academic year.

The contents shown in the course follow the tradi� onal 
teaching content of contemporary architecture and have a 
short span that begins with the Industrial Revolu� on in the early 
19th century and con� nues un� l the fi rst decades of the 21st 
century. Due to this temporal distance, the content is structured 
into broad themes that encompass one or more movements 
or architectural concepts along with par� cular lessons for the 
great masters of the architecture of the last century.

The course “History and Theory of Architecture III” is divided 
into two parts that are diff erent in terms of methodology 
but complementary in terms of content. The theore� cal 
part and the prac� cal one were divided in turn into classes 
whose material was prepared exclusively by the teacher and 

others that required prior prepara� on also by the student. 
Similarly, the prac� cal part was also divided into two types 
of exercises. One of them was a group research work on a 
subject that, in agreement with the teachers, expanded part 
of the general content of the course. Moreover, the other of 
them, whose experience is the main subject of this text, was 
the original produc� on of digital collage that complemented 
and summarized the theore� cal part.

The fi nal objec� ve of the collage was the graphic representa� on 
of a key concept of a theme or architect analyzed during the 
theore� cal part. To that end, the student had to compose a 
fi c� onal space (interior or exterior) obtained by combining 
fragments of diverse origin and nature. For this, each student 
could help himself with whatever fragments he considered 
appropriate, as long as the fi nal result was consistent with the 
chosen concept.

In order to further synchronize the theory and prac� ce part, 
it was proposed to carry out two types of collages, depending 
on the theore� cal content. When the lesson included several 
essen� al topics or concepts, the students had to produce a 
collage during the following week. Thus, the students had 
some � me for refl ec� on both to understand the content and 
to select the fi nal concept to represent.

Figure 3: Weekly collage � � led “Factory Van Nelle” done by the students Mobeen Ahmed and Mansoor Alharbi.
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On the other hand, when the lesson included a clear and robust 
theme or concept, students were asked to produce a collage 
on that issue during the last part of the class (making use of 
the last 20 minutes). In this case, only the use of their mobile 
phones was allowed to make the composi� on. Correctly, they 
could only use two (free) applica� ons to manipulate the base 
images: Photoshop Mix and Photoshop Express. As expected, 
unlike the previous collage, the delivery of this exercise was 
digital and open. Therefore, each student should use their 
personal Instagram profi le to publish their collage before the 
end of the class, always correctly labeled with a series of pre-
established hashtags.

DIGITAL CAPRICCIO AND MOBILE APPS
Both experiences with the digital collage not only threw 
surprising proposals but also provided a powerful s� mulus 
for the students that increased their commitment to the 
course. However, in this text, it has been decided to develop 
only the in-class assignment, since the update of the collage 
tool through the simple applica� ons of the mobile phone, 
and its use within the teaching of the History and Theory of 
Architecture, is more novel and a� rac� ve as a pedagogical 
methodology. Besides, this experience is more powerful to call 
for ac� on as the topic of the conference requested.

To show the simplicity and immediacy of this type of exercise, 
the authors have chosen to describe the process of composing a 
collage using the applica� ons men� oned above. Therefore, the 
reader is proposed to download both applica� ons, Photoshop Mix 
and Photoshop Express, and follow the steps described below.25

The fi rst step is the iden� fi ca� on of a single concept to work 
with. Since this experience lacks the theore� cal part to 
complement, it is proposed to use a simple and open theme so 
that the reader can experience the exercise: the crea� on of a 
composi� on that suggests the fl uidity and opening of common 
interior space in the work of Mies van der Rohe.26

Once the subject is determined, the next step is the general 
prepara� on of the image. At this � me, it is recommended to 
make a quick mental outline of the fi nal image and, in this case, 
Mies’ own collages can serve as a role model. For this reason, 
an example of composi� on can be a frontal perspec� ve of an 
interior space in whose depth diff erent objects accumulate 
and have a longitudinal and con� nuous opening as the 
background of the scene. It is recommended to start at the 
background of the scene to help structure and scale the rest 
of it. Therefore, the next step is to go to the internet and 
download a background image to the phone.

Figure 4. Collage done the class � me for the lesson about “Mies van der Rohe” by the student Nadine Ammar (@nadine_7038).
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A� er the image is downloaded, the reader must access the 
Photoshop Mix applica� on and start a new project. Since the 
Instagram format is square, it is suggested to create a custom 
canvas with that shape. Once the blank canvas is opened, the 
background image is added as a new layer. The image usually 
conforms to the whole dimension of the canvas by default, but 
as a longitudinal window is required, it can be trimmed using 
a rectangular shape, and its appearance and opacity can also 
be adjusted. Then, the fi nal image can be scaled and moved to 
its fi nal place on the canvas.

The next step is to add a series of elements that give 
perspec� ve to the composi� on and allow the viewer to 
perceive the fl uidity and openness of the space sought. For 
example, it can be added a wall with some perspec� ve. Once 
again, if graphic material is not available on the phone, the 
reader must go to the internet to download a texture to work 
with. In this case, once downloaded, it must be opened with 
Photoshop Express since the Photoshop Mix does not contain 
the command for its transforma� on into perspec� ve. Again, 
the image is inserted as a new layer on the canvas without 
resizing it. Having added perspec� ve to the image, the white 
background has also been added by the app, so it must be 
trimmed before being used in the scene. A simple way to do 
this is by using the auto crop mode of Photoshop Mix. A� er 

that, the reader only has to adjust the appearance and scale 
and then, place the wall in rela� on to the background and 
the general scene.

Henceforth, as many elements as desired could be added 
to the scene. To do this, and especially to con� nue with the 
collage described in this text, it would be enough to repeat 
the same ac� ons and commands performed so far with the 
diff erent items that the reader desire to add to the scene as a 
pain� ng, a sculpture, or a person.

Finally, the scene should be saved on the phone and published 
on the Instagram profi le with a specifi c hashtag. In the case of 
the subject History and Theory of Architecture III, the hashtag 
chosen for this exercise was #MiesCollage. The reader can 
decide to apply the same hashtag of the exercise done in class 
by the students and fi nd his collage published together with 
the work of them. 

CONCLUSIONS
The method has s� ll to be tested and improved, and 
the feedback coming from the conference session will 
be supportive in order to advance. However, certain 
considera� ons are already possible by analyzing the result 
contained in the Course Evalua� on Files. 

Figure 5. Diff erent steps to build a digital collage using the mobile apps. 
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The comparison between the recent teaching experiences 
led by the authors and the previous three years of teaching 
in History and Theory of Architecture III proves the ini� al 
success of the method. On a scale from 1 to 5, students 
involved in the digital capriccio experience think they are 
be� er at cri� cal thinking as a consequence of the course, with 
an average of 4,17, in comparison to a result of 3,57 for the 
previous years characterized by the use of tradi� onal methods 
and assignments. Par� cipa� on increased from  3,88 to 4,38.
Mo� va� on moved from an average of 3,46 to 4,4.  Although 
the method was completely new for the students and never 
experimented before in this type of course, the ques� on 
“the instructor chose assignments that were appropriate for 
this course” obtained an average of 4,53 against a previous 
score of 4,07. Overall the course always overpasses the 
department average.

These encouraging data and the posi� ve comments of the 
students make the authors think about future methods of 
assessing the course, based on specifi c surveys, that can help 
for farther developments. Not only the percep� on of the 
students has to be considered but also the eff ec� ve benefi t 
and improvements of the learning body. 

Figure 6. Students composing a digital capriccio during class � me.
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