
EDUCATING THE EYE IN THE TEACHING OF THE ARCHITECTURAL 
PROJECT 

M.I. Alba Dorado 
University of Málaga (SPAIN) 

Abstract  
Design starts with the analysis of a previous item, but it then becomes simultaneous throughout the 
entire project process. This knowledge involves an initial reflection, which can become quite complex, 
and defines the starting point of the project. This leads us to understand the architectural project as a 
tool for analysis and knowledge, which helps us relate the task of designing with learning. 

Educating the eye therefore becomes the main goal of teaching architectural design. Learning how to 
see is essential. This learning calls on the eye as an instrument of knowledge and analysis of the 
reality to be transformed. An eye with a purpose not just of looking at something for the sake of it, but 
of seeing it, of seeing it to learn and to become aware of the world surrounding us, whether physically, 
emotionally or intellectually. 

In this sense, this paper aims to reflect on the importance of the eye in the creative process of 
architectural projects and define teaching strategies that fundamentally consider educating the eye, so 
that students develop a perceptual ability allowing them to address all kinds of architectural projects 
creatively. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
All creation is based on a watchful eye, which acts as an instrument of knowledge and reflection; an 
active and creative eye that contains a thought. But creation is also in the hands of those who put 
these thoughts down onto paper and materialise them. Therefore, if we accept that designing is 
learning, the goal of teaching architectural design is none other than learning how to learn. This action, 
as J. Quetglas says, “begins by learning how to see, something that never ends” [1].  

Educating the eye therefore becomes the main goal of teaching architectural design. Learning how to 
see is essential. This learning calls on the eye as an instrument of knowledge and analysis of the 
reality to be transformed. An eye with a purpose not just of looking at something for the sake of it, but 
of seeing it, of seeing it to learn and to become aware of the world surrounding us, whether physically, 
emotionally or intellectually. 

In this understanding of reality, our vision is not passive, but active. We approach the world and 
ourselves as a sensitive body and we engage, through the eye, in its apprehension. As Carlos Montes 
states, “perceiving requires selecting, distinguishing and articulating our experience; tackling outside 
information with our expectations, anticipations, prior knowledge and assumptions of meaning” [2]. 
And everything that is visible, according to Berger, “is and has always been for man the main source 
of information about the world. We find our bearings thanks to everything that is visible. Even 
perceptions of other senses are often translated into visual impressions” [3]. 

This form of knowledge, which an architectural project requires, must be perceived not only with the 
eyes, but with the rest of the senses. So that leads us to perceive the reality around us through our 
bodily existence in the world; to get closer, learn about it, contemplate it, listen to it, measure it... with 
our whole body. And there can be a very different understanding of reality simply by looking at things 
with all our senses and not just through our eyes. Hence the need to learn how to fine-tune the 
instruments of vision, because, as Susan Sontag says, “what is important now is to recover our 
senses. We must learn to “see” more, to “hear” more, to “feel” more...” [4]. 

In this sense, the teaching of architectural projects should primarily aim towards educating the eye. 

This paper aims to reflect on the importance of the eye in the creative process of architectural projects 
and define teaching strategies that fundamentally consider educating the eye, so that students 
develop a perceptual ability allowing them to address all kinds of architectural projects creatively. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 
In order to achieve the aforementioned objectives, we propose to reflect in a broad way on how the 
creative process of the architectural project is developed so that, based on these reflections, we can 
propose in a second phase teaching strategies that have as main objective to educate the eye so that 
students learn how to work with an eye that is not subject to a rational knowledge model, which means 
they should never lose the awe of everyday things and shun the conventionality of their knowledge 
and of uncritical acceptance of ideas that others have thought, in order to look at something as if they 
had new eyes and discover different and unsuspected nuances in the reality surrounding them and in 
the unknown. This allows them to reach new levels of perception, from which to build a personal view 
on things. So everything else arises from this seeing and knowing, this looking and admiring. 

3 RESULTS 
The development of this research will allow us to define aspects related to a teaching of the 
architecture project that consider educating the eye as an essential task. This way, whilst drawing, 
representing, interpreting, building scale models, and ultimately, designing, students learn how to work 
with an eye that will serve as an instrument of knowledge and analysis of the reality to be transformed. 
An eye that focusses on the reality around them in a conscious and attentive way in order to provide 
the information to work with when it comes to designing, both from an objective and rational outside 
world and an intimate and personal world. A creative eye, capable of creating and transforming reality. 
An eye that involves the action of thinking. But above all, an eye that acts in coordination with hands 
that work as instruments of knowledge, that move between the world of matter and thought, and that 
allow this world of ideas to be unearthed, spilling thoughts onto paper, specifying them and fixing them 
until turning them into something that can be built. In the teaching of architectural design, it would be 
necessary to foster this action as a way of doing and thinking. 

Therefore, in the student learning process, it is necessary for them to learn how to expand their vision, 
to see more and in a different fashion, and “to multiply their instruments of vision and widen their 
limits” [5], with a view to all of this making them transcend the appearance of things, and dismiss the 
superficial, in order to build what they are in essence. Well, this is what is worked on when designing. 
And staying on the surface level of what things appear to be, a detailed description of a sequence of 
events, objects or situations, gives shape to a partial, relative and superficial eye that puts us in a poor 
position when it comes to designing. 

In this sense, it is necessary that students learn how to work with an eye that is not subject to a 
rational knowledge model, which means they should never lose the awe of everyday things and shun 
the conventionality of their knowledge and of uncritical acceptance of ideas that others have thought, 
in order to look at something as if they had new eyes and discover different and unsuspected nuances 
in the reality surrounding them and in the unknown. This allows them to reach new levels of 
perception, from which to build a personal view on things. So everything else arises from this seeing 
and knowing, this looking and admiring. 

It is also necessary that students learn how to steer clear of anything that tends to confuse the eye, 
preventing an open and clear vision of reality. They should adopt the eye that Le Corbusier shows us 
in one of his most famous photographs, in which he is wearing his glasses on his forehead, so that 
nothing obscures his line of vision, making it flow “above the tumult and confusion” [6] to, as he says, 
“distinguish within the complexities of the line-up of events and to raise your head above the general 
hubbub that is, has been and always will be of a chaotic and cartoonish appearance, not despairing 
more than those who are afraid of SEEING clearly” [7]. 
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Figure 1. Le Corbusier 

They must learn to work with a selective eye, against the over-information or massive invasion of 
images that reality brings and which meddle with the reflection needed to interpret reality, making it 
possible to select only essential information that should be the sole focus of attention when designing, 
whilst ignoring any other information that may be distracting. To do this, it is necessary to have an eye 
capable of creating the tension that Walter Benjamin talks regarding the production of Baudelaire, 
between a very acute sensitivity and a highly concentrated observation. An eye that goes beyond 
mere recognition, that adopts this prolonged and intense attention, that lets you fully discover what 
you are looking at and, therefore, achieve true vision. 

All creative action, and included in this is the action of designing, defines a way of approaching the 
world which helps us discover it and, at the same time, discover ourselves within it. When we design, 
we are also designing ourselves, we are studying, we are unveiling ourselves within that architecture. 
Designing is a totally personal matter which can reflect our way of understanding and seeing reality 
through our eyes. Perhaps that’s why working in architecture does not come by fate, but by working on 
ourselves and our own interpretation that we have of reality and how we see things. 

If you see, you build and transform reality, but the eye is always accompanied by the hands. It is 
sometimes said that the being or existence of things is something that we grant them, as if they did not 
exist until we observe, name, draw or discuss them. Through hands and, with them, through drawing, 
as a tool for reflection and exploration, we come to the essence of what things are, to know and, at the 
same time, to build the reality around us and which is hidden or concealed behind a world of 
appearances. Perhaps that is why drawing and writing use the same medium, “to let the unwritten 
world be expressed through us” [8].  

Therefore, we arrive, via successive approaches, at an understanding of the complex nature of reality, 
through an analysis in which eyes and hands form an integrated system. “By drawing, the artist 
represents reality, analyses it, decomposes it, and measures it, in order to discover its laws” [9]. The 
sketch, at the beginning of any project, is one of the most effective tools to see and discover the place, 
but also to think about and check the different project options. That initial gesture with which Siza 
begins a project comes to mind:  

I still remember the frustration of my first years of school and profession, when after a 
supposedly exhaustive (static) analysis of a problem, there followed the lonely encounter with a 
blank piece of paper. From then on, I have always tried to “see the site” and make a drawing, 
before calculating the square metres of the area to be built. From the first confrontation between 
one and another gesture, the process of designing begins [10]. 

Our hands act like tools of the intellect, like instruments of knowledge that move between the world of 
matter and of thought, and they obtain information for us whilst representing, drawing, building scale 
models... We learn how to see alongside the successive achievements of representation. The sketch 
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is the main instrument of knowledge of the project. Hence the impossibility of drawing the unknown 
clearly. For the architect, as Álvaro Siza states: 

Drawing is an extremely important exercise as a way of learning how to see. But not only for the 
architect but also for the painter, the photographer and, ultimately, for everyone who wants to 
learn how to see. The sketch helps to penetrate the life of things, to learn how to see them, to 
learn how to know how to see [11].   

 
Figure 2. Self-portrait of Álvaro Siza. 

We learn how to see while working with our hands. Drawing requires a watchful eye, an eye that 
monitors and explains, that observes and draws, and that seeks out the knowledge to extract the 
necessary data from the context that will later become part of the project. So it is interesting for 
drawing to have a long drafting phase that is free of ties, which seeks out information from many 
different fronts, belonging not only to the field of architecture, but also from other artistic fields, both 
from real and imaginary worlds, and that also leads us to establish a cultural, ideological and personal 
position from which to face its realisation. 

All creative activity is centred around an eye that can see, an eye capable of extracting the necessary 
information when designing from the reality surrounding us, an eye that contains a thought, but also 
around hands capable of translating those thoughts on to paper and materialising them, giving shape 
to sketches, drawings, scale models, collages…, through which to consider and develop the 
architectural project.  

Drawing, making scale models, sketching... a way of “doing” that becomes a way of “thinking” in which 
hands and thought are united during the project. This is why the value of the sketch lies in its role as 
an instrument of reflection. “The sketch, in words of Siza, is a way of releasing the spirit and relating 
directly with thought and its opening up to the outside. Also, as a reflection of the inner self and its 
relationship with the outside, both ours and of ‘others’” [12]. The sketch takes on a leading role in the 
creative process of architectural design as a thought-provoking element. Hence the paramount 
importance of promoting, from the teaching of architectural design, the significance of the sketch for its 
effectiveness in conveying and expressing a way of thinking. And “learning how to draw for an 
architectural project involves all the faculties of perception and action” [13]. Designing leads us to think 
graphically, to materialise our ideas through drawing, to work with them, think about them and, again, 
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draw them another time. Therefore, the project cannot arise from the simple application of static and 
firmly-established knowledge, but through a dialectical process between thought and action, eye and 
hands, which always remains open. Drawing, writing, making scale models... in other words, working 
with your hands in a conscious way, leads us to develop a thought process in which eyes and hands 
work together. 

 
Figure 3. Drawing by Alberto Campo Baeza. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The teaching of architectural design should consider educating the eye as an essential task. This way, 
whilst drawing, representing, interpreting, building scale models, and ultimately, designing, students 
learn how to work with an eye that will serve as an instrument of knowledge and analysis of the reality 
to be transformed. An eye that focusses on the reality around them in a conscious and attentive way in 
order to provide the information to work with when it comes to designing, both from an objective and 
rational outside world and an intimate and personal world. A creative eye, capable of creating and 
transforming reality. An eye that involves the action of thinking. But above all, an eye that acts in 
coordination with hands that work as instruments of knowledge, that move between the world of 
matter and thought, and that allow this world of ideas to be unearthed, spilling thoughts onto paper, 
specifying them and fixing them until turning them into something that can be built. In the teaching of 
architectural design, it would be necessary to foster this action as a way of doing and thinking. 
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