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THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF ARCHITECTURE 
AND OTHER WRITINGS
Gottfried Semper
Cambridge University Press, 2010

Chapter. The Four Elements of 
Architecture, A Contribution to the 
Comparative Study of Architecture, 
1851. Excerpt. The Four Elements

In this excerpt, Semper details his 
theory on the origin of the wall 
through the agency of anthropology. 
He divides architecture into four 
distinct essential elements: the moral, 
the roof, the enclosure, and the mound. 
Semper writes of early settlement 
routines; the social order developed 
around the hearth and the technical 
abilities that were coordinated 
from this, including skills that lead 
to the weaving of walls. Semper 
goes on to list the reasons why solid 
walls were constructed, such as for 
security, whilst maintaining that 
‘carpets remained the original means 
of separating space’. He notes that 
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in later years, as textile walls were 
being supplemented with modern 
plaster, stone, and cladding techniques, 
they often still included unconscious 
imitations of woven cloth, journeying 
back to humans’ first carpet walls.
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THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF ARCHITECTURE 
AND OTHER WRITINGS
Gottfried Semper 
Cambridge University Press, 2010

Chapter. Style in the Technical and 
Tectonic Arts or Practical Aesthetics, 
A Handbook for Technicians, 
Artists and Patrons of Art, 1860. 
Excerpt. The Textile Art, Considered in 
Itself and in Relation to Architecture

In this excerpt, Semper outlines 
a range of technical skills in textile 
arts, suggesting what he feels ‘merits 
primary consideration’. The text 
divides into subtopics that investigate: 
Bands and Threads, Spun Yarn, Twisted 
Yarn, The Knot, The Loop Stitch, 
Plaiting, Felt, Weaving, The Stitch, 
and, Dyeing and Printing. The excerpt 
finishes with a section of writing that 
draws a line between architecture and 
dressing, stating ‘that the beginning 
of building coincides with the 
beginning of textiles’. Semper reviews 
his theory on the principle of dressing 
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and adornment, referencing monumental 
architecture and festive acts, 
introducing examples of monuments, 
temples, and tombs.
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TENTS, ARCHITECTURE OF THE NOMADS
Torvald Faegre, 1979

Excerpt. The Tent and the Nomad

In this excerpt, Faegre outlines 
nomadic tribal perceptions of lifestyle 
and shelter, explaining that ‘the 
tent does not erect a clear boundary 
between inside and outside’. He goes 
on to detail the careful organisation 
and layout of the nomadic tent, writing 
of the strict positioning of each valued 
possession and tool, reflecting the 
tent’s social organisation and rules.
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ON WEAVING
Anni Albers, 1965

Excerpt. Designing as Visual 
Organization

In this excerpt, Albers explores the 
process of design, believing that 
‘designing is or should be methodical 
planning, whether of simple or 
intricately organized forms’. She takes 
us through the considerations that 
a designer might confront, referencing 
a specific task in hand, to design a wall 
covering for a museum. Albers details 
the factors that may influence 
decisions, suggesting the need for 
limitations and an order of priorities. 
These factors, such as material and 
colour choices, are listed before Albers 
reaches the point of structural design. 
At this stage, she writes that the 
designer must be aware of contemporary 
moods whilst maintaining a certain 
timelessness to the work; the designer 
must consider the element of, as Albers 
writes, ‘calculated obsolescence’.
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PRIVACY AND PUBLICITY, MODERN 
ARCHITECTURE AS MASS MEDIA
Beatriz Colomina, 1994

Excerpt. Interior 

In this excerpt, Colomina writes about 
the story of the interior, focusing on 
the work of Adolf Loos. She details 
his speculation on the use of windows, 
his interior layouts, and how the 
user of the space is guided by his 
design decisions. Colomina goes on 
to study his reasonings, practices 
and contemplations, at one point 
associating these methods with 
how a fashion designer might work: 
‘the spaces of Loos’s interiors cover 
the occupants as clothes cover the 
body’. Colomina makes it clear that 
Loos primarily designs interiors for 
comfort, and observes his almost 
contradictory approach to designing 
exteriors, quoting Loos, ‘The house 
does not have to tell anything to 
the exterior; instead, all its richness 
must be manifest in the interior’.
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Adolf Loos, FLAT FOR HANS BRUMMEL, Pilsen, 1929. Bedroom with a sofa set 

against the window.
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Adolf Loos, HOUSE FOR THE VIENNA WERKBUNDSIEDLUNG, Vienna, 1930–1932. 

Living room on two levels with a sofa “against” the window and suspended 

in space.
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HOUSE FOR THE VIENNA WERKBUNDSIEDLUNG. Corner Study in the gallery, 

photo 1932
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Adolf Loos, MOLLER HOUSE, Vienna, 1928. The raised sitting area 

off the living room
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ADOLF LOOS’S FLAT, Lina Loos’s bedroom
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RUFER HOUSE, elevations
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MIES VAN DER ROHE, THE MUSEUM OF 
MODERN ART, NEW YORK
Philip C. Johnson, 1947

Excerpt. 1922: Two Glass Skyscrapers, 
Mies van der Rohe

In this short excerpt, Rohe outlines the 
nature of skyscrapers in architecture. 
The text briefly lists their structural 
qualities and presence on a city, 
writing that ‘the use of glass imposes 
new solutions’. Rohe then details the 
decisions taken for his Friedrichstrasse 
skyscraper project in Berlin, and notes 
the results of his experiments carried 
out using real glass models.
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Project: GLASS SKYSCRAPER, 1920–21
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ARCHITECTURE / BODY / FASHION
Taro Igarashi 

Excerpt. The membranes of Frank Gehry

In this excerpt, Igarashi writes on 
the work and practice of architect 
Frank Gehry, drawing lines of 
similarity between his way of forming 
paper to model architecture, and the 
way of forming fabric to model 
clothes. Igarashi goes on to recount 
his experience of visiting one of 
Gehry’s buildings and recounts his 
thoughts at noticing its papier-mâché 
resemblance, describing how the 
building’s covering relates to clothing.
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THE STRUCTURE OF SENSATION 
Yayoi Motohashi-Maki-Mantila 

Excerpt. Introduction, “A Piece of 
Cloth” & Conclusion: The Last House

In this excerpt, Mantila draws on 
the similarities between fashion and 
architecture, as visual enjoyments, 
as expressions of culture and identity, 
and how they are both ‘only complete 
with the presence of a user’. Mantila 
heavily focuses on the work of Japanese 
fashion designer Issey Miyake, listing 
noteworthy concepts, using the latest 
technology to build innovative fabrics, 
for which he is famed. Mantila presents 
concise examples from Japanese 
designers of works that blur the line 
between architecture and fashion, 
and more specifically to clothing as 
shelter. Mantila writes that the works 
‘encompass our primordial desires 
related to skin and sensation’. 
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Issey Miyake, JUMPING, view of the exhibition ISSEY MIYAKE MAKING 

THINGS, Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain, Paris, 1998 
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