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The automation of “architectural design” or the “architect automat” 

 
In the 1960s and 1970s there emerged a concern with architectural design and increasing 
interest from some architects in experimenting with more rational and scientific processes and 
methods of design. In France in the early 1960s, the director of architecture at the culture 
ministry, Max Querrien, launched a major review and set up commissions to examine the 
reform of architectural education. At that time ideas about urban planning and architecture 
were structured around the concept of “architectural function”, defined by Jean Fayeton in the 
report on education reform submitted to the ministry in November 1967. According to this 
understanding of the “architectural function”, architecture no longer depended on a single 
person or a single profession. Communication with other project stakeholders became crucial 
and the architect needed to become a “specialist in creating space”, able to dialogue with the 
others. 
A number of architects, convinced both of this and that architectural design was a discipline 
in itself, raised questions about professional practice and formed research groups on these 
matters. In 1969, at the Marseille architecture school, Paul Quintrand (architect) and Mario 
Borillo (mathematician) founded the group to apply scientific methods to architecture and 
urban planning (GAMSAU). In 1971 came the centre for methodological research into 
architecture and spatial planning (CERMA), created by Jean-Pierre Péneau in Nantes, and the 
centre for mathematics, methodology and information technology (MMI, later CIMA), 
created by Jean Zeitoun at the Institut de l’Environnement in Paris. Their aim was to focus on 
the methods for designing architectural projects, seeking to formalise the process of 
architectural design. These investigations into the processes and methods of design used the 
work of English-speaking design method theoreticians. Bernard Duprat, later a lecturer at 
ENSA, Lyon, for example, set up an “Alexander group” in Lyon. Paul Quintrand taught there 
one day a month, together with a student assistant, Jean-Charles Nasica. After inventing new 
design processes, these architects turned next to the new science of information technology to 
implement and automate them. 
Even outside the world of architects, it was the right time. In the early 1960s the first 
computers were being marketed for the tertiary sector, the first electronic “drafting machines” 
were invented, and Ivan Sutherland presented his Sketchpad software. Computer-driven 
machine tools arrived and automatic drafting programmes for designing car bodywork (such 
as IBM’s DAC-1 at General Motors in 1961). In France, the automobile, shipbuilding and 
aircraft industries were developing computer-assisted design programmes and in the 
construction sector engineers were thinking about how their profession might be “automated” 
and were beginning to use computer programmes for site management (PERT) and design 
office management. 
A landmark in 1967 was when a student at the Paris École des Beaux-Arts, Jean-Pierre 
Péneau, presented for the first time a degree portfolio comprising both hand-drafted plates and 
automatic drawings using computer-driven procedures produced by a computer services 
company. This finally established the question of the automation of architectural design as 
part of the education of student-architects. This paper explores how it helped normalise and 
codify creative processes. 
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The public free drawing school in Rouen: a teacher’s success. Descamps and his pupils. 

 
Jean-Baptiste Descamps (1714-1791), a poor painter and a poor writer according to Diderot, 
did, however, play a major part in the establishment in France from the 1740s of a network of 
free drawing schools. These part-time schools were intended mainly for all those apprentices 
of the art and crafts community who needed to learn draughtsmanship for practical purposes. 
The basic class in imitative drawing (simply copying) was the largest and justified the 
usefulness of the schools. Within the framework of the academic classical tradition, only the 
higher classes in historical or architectural drawing led on to composition, a codified form of 
invention with little place for imagination. These higher classes produced candidates for 
public careers, few in number compared with those who never went beyond the basic class, 
resulting in a “fine arts mirage” that concealed the true value of these schools. The free 
schools were initiated by royal decree, even though they were directed by local elites, and 
were part of a national policy of reforming apprenticeship in useful (technical) 
draughtsmanship, an art of drawing that had until then been the sole province of the craft 
guilds (compagnonnage). The teaching was not particularly innovative but followed the 
academic lessons given by the royal academies in Paris within the tradition inherited from the 
Renaissance. 
The life of the Rouen free drawing school from its creation in 1740 until the Revolution 
cannot be separated from the personality of its main professor and the network he set up 
across Europe. The success of his school was closely related to his personal commitment as a 
teacher, academician, author, collector and “antiquary”. Recent research on Descamps’s 
correspondence and writings (Aude Henry-Gobet, Gaëtane Maës) has been used for this paper 
describing his work as a “public” professor, albeit at provincial level, which earned him 
European recognition as a member of the academies in Rouen, Paris and Augsburg, and as 
painter to the king. His network of friends included the main movers in changing the teaching 
of drawing: Charles-Nicolas Cochin, Jacques- Philippe Le Bas, Jacques-Germain Soufflot, 
Jean-Jacques Bachelier, Jean-Georges Wille—the immediate circle of Madame de Pompadour 
and her brother, the Marquis de Marigny. Cochin indeed, presenting his Essay on the utility of 
the arts and the manner of extending their instruction to the Rouen academy in 1777, justified 
the usefulness of this forerunner of “public education”. 
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as part of its economic and social policy, as early as the 1740s. 
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