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Abstract 
The Bologna Declaration has introduced changes in universities that have required a reorganization of 
study programs in most Architecture Schools in Spain. Many programs have favoured an education 
that focuses on professionalism in an attempt to conciliate academic and professional life. This is 
certainly a valid option; however, it also detracts from a humanistic understanding of the discipline that 
has always been integral to it. Historical theory and the interpretation of the past have been a 
fundamental asset in architectural education, as well as an essential tool in the pedagogy of design. 
We believe that they may play an even more important part today, in a moment where the immediate 
availability of a vast amount of architectural imagery can make it particularly difficult for students to 
discern the deeper structures of design. Thus, it is our role to develop a methodology that shows the 
students of the XXI century the close relation that exists between the design principles of historical 
architecture and contemporary project strategies. 

The Bologna Declaration ECTS methodology brings us an invaluable opportunity by opening new 
possibilities in the teaching of Classical History where lectures (T1) can be combined with seminars 
(T2) and studio hours (T3). This approach leaves behind traditional lecture-only courses, favouring a 
course structure where the concepts explained in Theory classes can be further examined by reading, 
and commenting on fundamental texts either contemporary, or from the studied period, and finally 
applied to the graphical analysis and reconstruction of seminal built works of that era. This is the 
strategy developed in the 2nd-year course 'Renaissance Architecture', taught at the University of 
Zaragoza (Spain). In it, the students have to delve into the social and cultural changes that took place 
in the Renaissance, analyzing some of its most relevant texts following the criteria taught in the 
theoretical lectures, and then applying this knowledge to the dissection of the strategies used by these 
authors in some of their buildings from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The purpose of this 
threefold approach is to help students understand how the design of these buildings responds to the 
fundamental values of the architecture of the studied period. Thus, they analyze, for instance, the 
application of Vitruvius' 'modulus' and Brunelleschi's ‘campata’, as shown in the latter's designs for the 
Ospedale degli Innocenti (Florence, 1419-46), or the basilica of San Lorenzo (Florence, 1425), or the 
role that Alberti's De Re Aedificatoria (1450) had on the proliferation of round-plan churches in the 
early fifteenth century, such as Bramante's Tempietto di San Pietro in Montorio (Rome, 1502). 
Furthermore, once they have unveiled the inner rules of these design tools, the students are able to 
pose hypotheses on how the architect may have solved the conflicts entailed by applying a theoretical 
strategy to the real building, or even suggest their own solutions. 

This paper presents the methodology of the course, as well as some of the work produced by 
students, framing it within the topic ‘Higher Education Area: The Bologna Declaration and ECTS 
Experiences’. Its goal is to underline the success that an integrated teaching of Theory, History, and 
Design may have in helping students understand design strategies -and consequently, develop their 
own- in what should be an encompassing understanding of Architecture, both as a discipline and also 
as a profession. 
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1 INTRODUCTION: ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY AND THEORY EDUCATION IN 
EUROPE 

In Spanish universities, architecture studies are characterized by combining technical courses linked 
to building technologies and humanistic courses focused on History and/of Design. In the case of the 
University of Zaragoza, mandatory courses on History and Theory of Architecture are 9% of the total 
contents of the degree: that is, 24 out of the 300 ECTS that students complete throughout their 5-year 
degree (60 ECTS/year) [1].  

Proceedings of EDULEARN17 Conference 
3rd-5th July 2017, Barcelona, Spain

ISBN: 978-84-697-3777-4
8366



 

This percentage varies in the different Spanish schools of architecture. In the Polytechnic University of 
Madrid, for instance, it rises to 11,7%, 11% in the Polytechnic University of Barcelona, or 10% in 
Valencia. In Seville, it drops to 8,5% in current study programs. According to the data provided by the  
‘Libro Blanco de la Arquitectura’ ('White Book of Architecture') [2], in European Schools of Architecture 
this percentage rises up to 17% in Belgium, and 14,8% in the United Kingdom. Meanwhile, in 
countries such as Austria, this percentage drops abruptly to 4,4 %, as shown in “Table 1”.  

Table 1.  Percentage of compulsory courses on History and Theory of Architecture in Degrees of 
Architecture at European Schools of Architecture. 

Country Compulsory courses on  
History and Theory of Architecture (%) 

Germany 8,6% 

United Kingdom 14,8% 

France 10,8% 

Italy 8,2% 

Belgium 14,4% 

Portugal 13,3% 

Austria 4,4% 

Notwithstanding the variations depending on countries and schools, the percentage devoted to 
courses on Theory and History of Architecture is a small one in all of them. Thus, many study 
programs focus on the practical side of the discipline. These programs foster those study courses 
directly related to the practice of architecture in an attempt to relate academic and professional life. 
While this may certainly seem a sound option, especially in the current situation of the profession, 
where competitiveness requires of new graduates both a proactive attitude and the expert handling of 
technical skills, it also has some drawbacks. On the one hand, it narrows down the vision of the 
profession to a traditional understanding of the practice of architecture. However, the present and 
future of architecture veer towards the diversification and where architects will forcefully have 
specialize in the many aspects and field related to the discipline. Also, it detracts from a humanistic 
approach to architecture that has been an integral aspect of architecture education throughout its 
history. The History and Theory (or should we say theories) of architecture, and the interpretation of 
the past have been a fundamental part of architectural education for centuries, providing students both 
with a vision of the evolution of building techniques and styles, as well as with an insight in the 
principles that guided the architects that produced them. Thus, theory and history provided 
prospective architects with a vast catalogue of works to learn from, and with a reasoned knowledge of 
their past, but also with a set of strategies and criteria to develop their own that made them an 
essential tool in the pedagogy of architectural design.  

However, we believe that their usefulness is not circumscribed to the past, but that, on the contrary, 
they may have an even more important part today, in a moment where the immediate availability of a 
vast architectural imagery can make it particularly difficult for students to grasp the deeper structures 
of design. Therefore, we understand that one of our roles as educators on History and Theory of 
Architecture is developing a methodology that shows the students of the XXI century the close relation 
that can be established between the design principles of historical architecture and modern project 
strategies. 

2 DESIGNING A STUDY PROGRAM [I]: COURSES ON HISTORY AND THEORY 
IN THE DEGREE OF ARCHITECTURE AT ZARAGOZA UNIVERSITY 

The study program of the School of Engineering and Architecture of the University of Zaragoza [1], 
approved in 2013, includes four mandatory courses on History and Theory of Architecture, which are 
taught in the first four years of the degree. 
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The degree's verification report [1] proposes a course structure where the contents of these 
consecutive courses provide the student with a chronological overview of the History of Architecture 
from Antiquity (Prehistoric Architecture and earliest settlements) to present times. In this itinerary, 
students are introduced to the historic-cultural specificities of the contexts that produce the different 
architectural works they study, which constitute an ample selection of seminal examples. The aim of 
these courses is to offer a diachronically organized vision that helps the student approach the specific 
concepts, forms, and vocabulary of architecture's history and theory, as well as its most significant 
works, authors, and movements, all of them framed within the time and place they belong to. “Table 2” 
shows the chronological structure proposed in the degree's report: 

Table 2.  Main Topics of the Courses on History and Theory of Architecture, Zaragoza University. 

History and Theory 1  
(Composición Arquitectónica 1) 

- Greek Architecture 
- Roman Architecture 
- Early Christian Architecture 
- Islamic Architecture 
- Romanesque and Gothic Architecture 

History and Theory 2 
(Composición Arquitectónica 2) 

- Renaissance 
- Baroque 
- Neoclassicism 
- Fin de siècle 

History and Theory 3 
(Composición Arquitectónica 3) 

- Avant-Garde 
- Modern Movement 

History and Theory 4 
 (Composición Arquitectónica 4) 
- The Crisis of Modernity 
- Postmodernity 
- Contemporary Architecture 

3 DESIGNING A STUDY PROGRAM [II]: HISTORY AND THEORY OF 
ARCHITECTURE 2. COMPETENCIES AND LEARNING RESULTS 

Besides providing with some guidelines on the contents of the different courses on History and Theory 
of Architecture taught in the degree [1], the study program also specifies which are the skills that the 
students must develop through them, as well as the learning results that must be achieved.  

3.1 Competencies 
The competencies established in the degree's report describe the skills the students should have 
developed when they complete their architecture studies. They consist of a set of goals designed to 
guide the teaching, providing with the criteria that allow educators to discern that which is relevant for 
learning, and consequently, orient student evaluation. The degree's verification report establishes 
different types of competencies: ‘basic and general’, ‘transversal’, and ‘specific’. The first two are 
those competencies that the students must develop throughout the whole 300 ECTS comprised by the 
degree, while specific competencies are those provided by the different areas of knowledge in which it 
is divided. In our case, they refer to those acquired in the 24 ECTS of Architectural and Theory 
courses. Thus, the verification report establishes the following ones for History and Theory 2 
(Composición Arquitectónica 2): 

CE35OB - Skill to: catalog the built and urban heritage, and plan its preservation. 

CE40OB - Skill to: Make interventions, preserve, restore and retrofit the built heritage. 

CE41OB - Skill to: Practice on architectural criticism. 

CE47OB - Develop an appropriate knowledge and understanding of: the general theories of 
architectural form, composition and types.    

CE48OB - Develop an appropriate knowledge and understanding of: the general History of 
architecture.   
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CE50OB - Develop an appropriate knowledge and understanding of: The methods of study of social 
needs, life quality, inhabitability, and basic housing programs.   

CE52OB - Develop an appropriate knowledge and understanding of: The architectural, urban and 
landscape traditions of Western culture, as well as their technical, climatologic, economic, 
social and ideological foundations, the theory and aesthetics of fine and applied arts.  

CE53OB - Develop an appropriate knowledge and understanding of: The relationship between cultural 
patterns and the social responsibilities of architects.  

CE54OB - Develop an appropriate knowledge and understanding of: The principles of vernacular 
architecture.  

CE55OB - Develop an appropriate knowledge and understanding of:  Urban sociology, theory, 
economics, and history. 

3.2 Learning Results (LR) 
Learning results are the way to develop these competencies. That is: if students achieve the proposed 
results, they are assumed to have developed the competencies described above, as required by the 
study program. Thus, defining those learning results implies designing tasks that the student should 
accomplish successfully in order to demonstrate that he has developed the desired skills. A correct 
design of learning results is crucial, because it guides the student through those areas that the 
educator considers key for the development of skills, and forces the latter to ponder carefully which 
contents are worth teaching and evaluating. The learning results the students are expected to 
accomplish throughout the History and Theory courses are the following ones: 

LR 1. A clear, diachronic, sequential vision of the History of Architecture, as well as knowledge of the 
mechanics of architectural composition that integrate architectural design.  

LR 2. Synthesizing, through examples, the typological, constructive and morphologic features that 
characterize the periods of the History of Architecture studied in the course: From the 
Renaissance to the XIX Century (Composición Arquitectónica 2). 

LR 3. The ability to identify the key works studied, locating them in the period they belong in a 
reasoned way, justifying their relationship with the history of the place where they have been 
built. 

LR 4. The skill to develop, via the knowledge of the Theory and History of architecture, of an engaged 
and educated approach to architectural design, providing a critical vision of the works or trends 
studied in the course.  

LR 5. The skill to provide grounded and convincing commentaries on architectural works, using the 
knowledge acquired throughout the course as a tool to develop the ability to interpret the most 
relevant designs of Architecture's History, understanding those as the products of the materials, 
construction systems and technologies that were used to build them, and a specific cultural 
moment. 

LR 6. The capacity to understand, interpret and analyze academic literature (on the Theory and 
History of Architecture), as well as the ability to develop structured and suitably reasoned 
reflections of their own.  

LR 7. The rigorous and measured use of the specific language and terminology of the architectural 
discipline.  

LR 8. The ability to handle specific bibliography.   

4 CURRICULUM DESIGN 
In this context, the Bologna Declaration ECTS methodology brings us an invaluable opportunity by 
opening new possibilities in the teaching of Architecture History 
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Unlike traditional History courses in Europe, where teaching is mainly conducted through lectures, and 
evaluation takes the form of written exams and/or papers, Bologna offers an opportunity to diversify 
teaching activities, as well as student tasks. The new system allows combining lectures (A1) with 
seminars (A2) and studio hours (A3). Thus, leaving behind traditional lecture-only courses, this 
approach favours course structures where the concepts explained in Theory classes can be further 
examined by through reading and commenting on fundamental texts either from or on the studied 
period, and finally applied to the graphical analysis and reconstruction of significant works of 
architecture. Such a strategy is the one we have developed in the 2nd-year course taught at the 
University of Zaragoza (Spain). In it, the students deal with the social and cultural changes that took 
place in the Renaissance in a threefold study process where the criteria taught in the theoretical 
lectures are applied subsequently to a) the analysis of relevant texts by the main authors of the period, 
and b) the dissection of the strategies used by those very authors in several buildings from the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This approach helps the students understand how the design of 
these buildings responds to the fundamental values of architecture in the studied period, bridging the 
traditional gap between Theory, History and Practice of architecture. The course is organized around 
these three approaches, consisting of a structure subdivided in three main academic activities: 

Activity 1. Lectures on History of Architecture (A1). These consist of 15 weekly lectures with focusing 
on the historical development of architecture in the studied period. Prior to the beginning of the 
course, the students are provided with a guide via the MOODLE platform of the University of 
Zaragoza comprising the whole lecture program. This guide lists the most relevant architecture 
works of each theory lecture, as well as the general bibliography and the specific bibliography 
corresponding to each of the sections. The guide is intended to provide students with an overall 
view of the contents of the course, so that they can frame each week's contents within the 
general structure. The teaching method also involves a constant use of cross-references, which 
the students are encouraged to use as well in order to develop both an organized, but also rich 
and critical understanding of the History of architecture. Consequently, the guide becomes a 
basic reference for the individual study of the course, helping the students to build their own 
approach with the bibliography provided.  

Activity 2. Seminars on Theory of Architecture (A2). Throughout the course, there are 4 seminar 
sessions where the students present, in teams, texts on Theory of Architecture corresponding to 
the different periods of study. Each team is assigned a text, which they have to read and 
summarize in a presentation they display to a study group consisting of one sixth of the class. 
After the ensuing debate, where the professors also clarify certain aspects and answer the 
students' questions, the presentations are made available to the whole group in order to 
facilitate their study. Midterm and final exams typically include a question regarding one or 
several among those texts. 

Activity 3. Studio for the graphic analysis of architecture works (A3). Throughout the term, the 
students develop three graphic assignments where they carry out graphic analyses of 
architectural works. As is the case with the other activities, the focus of the analysis varies 
depending on the specific course they are taking. 

One of the aims of all those activities is fostering a richer understanding of both architectural and 
design practice, the discipline of architecture, and the role it can play in society by showing the 
interrelation between architectural theory and design. It also aims at providing the student with 
conceptual tools that help him develop his/her own design strategies, teaching him to look for the 
deeper structures behind architecture design, regardless of the architectural style that covers them. 
With this philosophy, the History and Theory studio becomes a counterpart to Architectural Design 
studio where students can practice their analytical and representational skills on a different type of 
exercise. Ultimately, it helps them develop designs grounded on an ample and rigorous knowledge of 
basic concepts of the discipline that transcend -but can be studied in- the different historical periods. 
Thus, it forces them to develop a critical glance at the architectural artifact, stemming from a deeper 
understanding of it, its inner working, and also its cultural significance.  

“Table 3” presents the correspondence between the learning results described above and the 
proposed academic activities: 
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Table 3.  Correspondence between learning results and academic activities. 

 History 
Lectures 

(A1) 

Theory 
Seminars 

(A2) 

Graphic Analysis 
Studio 

(A3) 
LR 1 x x x 
LR 2 x  x 
LR 3 x   
LR 4 x x  
LR 5 x x x 
LR 6 x x x 
LR 7   x 
LR 8  x  

5 RENAISSANCE ARCHITECTURE SECTION. A CASE STUDY 
In the case of Renaissance Architecture, taught in History and Theory 2 (2nd year course), this 
methodology is applied in the following way: On the one hand, ‘Activity 1’, corresponding to the History 
lectures, is organized according to a monographic structure. Following Giorgio Vasari's ideas [3], the 
course consists of a series of lectures where it is the 'life and work' of a selection of illustrious 
architects which guides an itinerary that stops in the most relevant architecture works of each studied 
period. Among others, this activity presents the students with the greatest architectural achievements 
and innovations by Filippo Brunelleschi, Leon Battista Alberti, Donato Bramante, Michelangelo 
Buonarroti, and Andrea Palladio, the core figures of the Quattrocento and the Cinquecento in Italy. 
The bibliographical basis for the course are a series of works that analyze their life and work, such as 
the texts by Italian scholars Giulio Carlo Argán [4] and Andrea Bruschi [5], or English historian James 
Ackerman [6], all of them written in the XX Century.  

In parallel, the ‘Activity 2’ focuses on the analysis of texts written by the aforementioned architects 
throughout the XV and XVI centuries. The aim of the seminars is helping students understand the 
underlying relationship that links the theories of architecture bred in the Renaissance and the 
architectural works produced during that period. In order to do so, the students are required to read 
those texts that have become essential to understand the evolution of the theory of architecture in 
those years, such as Vitruvius's Ten books on Architecture (23-27 a.C.), Alberti's eponymous The Ten 
books of Architecture (1452), Filarete's Treatise on Architecture (1464), and Francesco di Giorgio's 
Treatise on Architecture (1470), which portray the diffusion, understanding, impact and evolution of 
Vitruvian Tradition in the Quattrocento. The subsequent analysis of texts such as Sebastiano Serlio's 
The five books of Architecture (1537), Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola's Five Orders of Architecture 
(1562), or Palladio's The Four Books on Architecture (1570), provide the students with an overview of 
the evolution of treatises toward a greater dogmatism in the following century [7]. These readings 
show the students the way in which the classical orders were understood throughout the Renaissance, 
the role of the theory of proportions when designing churches and villas, or the fact that the graphical 
representation of these theories had greater relevance in the Cinquecento than in the Quattrocento, 
among other issues. But also, seminar classes help students understand the difference between 
primary and secondary sources; that is, in this case, between the actual content of the texts written in 
the XV and XVI century, and the interpretations of these texts done in the XX century.  

Those later works are also presented to the students, in some cases due to their operative value. 
Rudolph Wittkower's scholarship [8], for instance, becomes a fundamental tool when developing the 
work methodology for this integration of History and Theory of architecture. The interpretation of 
Palladio's villas in the Veneto that he offered in his seminal Architectural Principals in the Age of 
Humanism, for instance is the main methodological source when presenting the students with the task 
of developing the graphic analysis of other Renaissance works. These analyses, developed in the 
‘Activity 3’, typically deal with the application of these concepts and values to works developed by the 
same Renaissance authors, and can take different routes. A usual exercise consists of analyzing the 
underlying proportional and modular systems of different buildings, such as Brunelleschi's Ospedale 
degli Innocenti (Florence, 1419-46) “Figure 1”, or the basilica of San Lorenzo (Florence, 1425) “Figure 
2”, both allegedly designed according to his concept of ‘campata’ -itself a derivative of Vitruvius' 
'modulus'. In those exercises, the student have to verify its application, by making different hypotheses 
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on the module used by the architect, basing their study on the available graphic information, and then 
reconstruct their own set of plans. In this process, the students are confronted by the possible 
deviations of the final building, as well as with the inaccuracies of the available plans, which they have 
to ponder in order to come up with the best fitting hypothesis. Adding to this, they also have to solve 
the problems of applying an abstract modular system to a built design with other specific formal 
requirements, which forces them to design imaginative solutions for those places where different 
systems collide.  

 
Figure 1. A3-Graphic Analysis of Brunelleschi’s Ospedale degli Innocenti (Florence, 1419-46). 

Students: Jorge Gabal and Jesús Sánchez. Course 2015-16. 
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Figure 2. A3-Graphic Analysis of Brunelleschi’s Santo Spirito Basilica in Florence.  

Students: Sonia Pérez and Manuel García Lechuz. Course 2014-15. 

Other exercises focus on the role that Alberti's De Re Aedificatoria (1450) had on the proliferation of 
round-plan churches in the early fifteenth century such as Donato Bramante's Tempietto di San Pietro 
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in Montorio (Rome, 1502), and  later baroque sacred architecture. In those exercises, the students are 
requested to study the range of central symmetries and the different geometrical shapes used in the 
design of centralized structures such as Francesco Borromini's Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza (Rome, 1642-
1660), or Guarino Guarini’s Capella della Santa Sindone (Turin, 1668-94) “Figure 3”. All those 
exercises require students to develop the ability to recognize geometrical patterns and formulate 
sound hypotheses through a both deductive and inductive reasoning stemming from the knowledge of 
the architecture of the period as explained in the theoretical lessons, and the design principles 
contained in the texts. The complex shapes of these structures also require them to develop their 
ability to think three-dimensionally, and sharpen their representational skills, making this exercises a 
particularly powerful tool in the pedagogy of architectural design. 

 
Figure 3. A3-Graphic Analysis of Borromini's Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza (Rome, 1642-1660) and Guarini’s 

Capella della Santa Sindone (Turin, 1668-94). 
Students: Vanessa Codrea and Alicia Borja. Course 2015-16. 

6 CONCLUSION 
Through these series of exercises, developed conjointly with the theoretical lectures, students find out 
that there are timeless design criteria and strategies that can be equally applied both to today's 
architecture and to the development of their own design tools. Similarly, they learn to look at 
Renaissance architecture not just as an ornamental style based in the Classical Orders, but as a 

8374



 

system with structural values such as a set of spatial relationships built upon the rigorous handling of 
Euclidean geometry. At the same time, the analysis of buildings designed by different authors teaches 
them the ways in which a similar architectural problem can be interpreted and solved by architects 
with different design approaches. In Brunelleschi's architecture, for instance, the 'modulus' is an 
essential issue, whereas in Palladio's religious architecture it is a secondary concern. By focusing on 
analyzing these issues and posing their own solutions graphically, the students come to realize the 
relevance that drawing had in this historical period, and how the design of floor plans and elevations 
was often understood as two different tasks.   

In the end, the main purpose of this work methodology is helping the students understand history, 
theory, and design, as interrelated aspects of the same discipline. We believe that a coordinated 
teaching methodology that encompasses all three is essential, on the one hand, for the education of 
future architects, whose understanding of the processes of design benefit from a broader 
understanding of the architectural artifact as a historical subject. In the context of the teaching of 
Theory and History of Architecture, it is also, as we have verified, a powerful tool to trigger the 
students' interest in the knowledge of the past, both by itself and as a source of architectural 
knowledge. 
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