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There are many ways in which we as architects use technology, but what is the proper 

role of technology in architectural design and our built environment? Advancements in 

technology have been used since the beginning of time to make our lives more comfortable. 

How this manifested into our built environment is similar in that, advancements in technology 

in available materials, communication, and comfortability have led to the cultures and cultural 

changes that we have studied in throughout our history of architecture studies.  

 The advancements in material technology has seen many changes sense the 1750’s, the 

production of glass, iron, steel, and ferro concrete are some of the major building technologies 

that have been created and widely used in buildings. The use of Iron in buildings was originally 

looked down upon before the industrial revolution because it was an uncommon for the new 

material to be used in buildings. However, during the industrial revolution many realized that 

the use of iron in buildings would make them more affordable, 

easier and faster to erect the factories. This did affect the culture 

because it put more emphasis on machine made things as apposed 

to hand crafted items that only someone who is skilled in their craft 

could do. Ultimately this is what sparked the Arts and Crafts 

movement. John Ruskin and Richard Morris believed that if we are 

too dependent on technology to do everything for us, then 

eventually we will no longer have people who can think for 

themselves, and design work would be taken over by machines, and 

thought that machines were bad and that we should avoid 

technology completely. Another material that was widely used and 

sparked controversy was the heavy use of glass. As we can see in the 

Crystal Palace by Joseph Paxton, sparked controversy because of the 

heavy amounts of glass and iron used in this building. As a result of 

the Crystal Palace being successful in its use of these materials, 

architects began to use them more often. These two extreme points 

of view, one being that we should not use technology and machines 

at all and stick with tradition building and design practices and the 

other being that innovation is good and we should use machines for everything, are the 

beginning of the controversy over how we should use technology in architecture, from the 

design through to the finished building.  

  

 

 

Figure 1 The Red House, Philip Webb 

Figure 2 Crystal Palace, Joseph Paxton 1 
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Another technology advancement that impacted how we as architects 

use technology is the advancements in communication. Before we could mass 

produce books in order to see what other people are doing in the world as it 

pertains to architecture, you would have to go to the building and physically 

experience it. Then, we were able to produce large books and as technology 

became more advanced the books also became more readily available and 

easier to get your hands on. An example of this, is in the early American 

architecture it was almost if you had a book on architecture you could design a 

building because they gave proportioning systems and every other little detail 

as the Europeans were doing architecture. As photography came to 

prominence architects such as Thomas Ustick Walter realized that they could 

better document their work if they take pictures of their drawings in stead of 

giving their final nicely rendered drawings to the construction people to 

destroy, they could just give them a photograph. The use of 

photography also helped with the wide spread sharing of ideas and it 

was after the gilded age when this became a big thing. When we see 

styles such as the Art Nouveau spread throughout Europe, yet 

each place put their own spin on the style. the difference 

between Barcelona and Brussels Art Nouveau is very 

different. In Brussels the whiplash curve was 

used very often, while in Barcelona the broken 

ceramic tiles and crazy geometries by Gaudi 

became prominent, yet both are still 

considered Art Nouveau. Then, when the modernist theories were 

created during World War One these theories and drawings were able 

to be widely shared though the whole world much easier and much 

cheaper. Therefore, we see the expressionist theories really shine with 

Art Nouveau and then latter other theories like the De Stjil, Russian 

Constructivism, and futurism came to fruition during the modernist period in the 

1920s and 1930s with the Bauhaus, Nues Bauen, and the Duetscher Werkbund.   

 Both advancements in materials and advancements in communication lead to a more 
comfortable built environment. The advancements in material, like terracotta and other 

fireproofing materials help us to feel safer in buildings and for most 
knowing that you are safe is one of the best ways to feel comfortable. The 
reason why the industrial revolution was so big was because buildings 
were going up fast, because of steel. In most of the buildings that were 

constructed, there were large iron machines that would 

figure 3 Monticello, Thomas 
Jefferson  

Figure 4 Thomas Ustick Walter 
rendering   

Figure 5 Casa Batallo, 
Antoni Gaudi   

Figure 6 Hotel Tassel, 
Victor Horta    

Figure 7 Expressionism  

Figure 8 Futurism  

Figure 9 Russian 
Constructivism  

Figure10 terracotta 
Fireproofing, Jenney  
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make things just as people use to make by hand. The things that were once handmade could 
now be made much faster and at a lower cost. This is where technology 
comes in, technology should be used as a tool in order to make something 
fast and more affordable, however technology should not be used to design. 
We as architects should use our own brains and create our own designs, not 
let technology dictate our designs. There should be real thought to 

everything that we do. Yes, technology can help 
to get our ideas across but should not be 
something that we become dependent on. 
When we look back at the Modernist movement 
and compare that to the Arts and Crafts 
movement or the Art Nouveau there is a 
significant difference in the way that technology 
was being used. In the Arts and Crafts movement 

John Ruskin and Richard Morris Richard thought that everything should be designed and made 
by hand and use traditional methods of construction along with vernacular materials. While, in 
the Art Nouveau they took the ideas of Ruskin and Morris yet used technology in the 

construction so that there could be more expressive and organic 
forms both on the interior as well as the exterior. In modernism they 
almost completely abandoned traditional construction methods and 
traditional design principles, like what is taught at the Ecole, for 
something that makes everything look the same, but uses new and 
more advanced building technologies. The advancements in 
communication methods also had a part to play in how the culture 
shifted during the modernist movement. The ideas and theories were 

more wide spread that people had to see the modernist theories because they were 
everywhere from buildings, to advertisements.  

 The role that technology should play in architecture is that we should use technology to 

our advantage, but not become so reliant on technology in architecture that we as designers 

have no control over it, we should use it as a tool just like our pencils to design. When it comes 

to technology in construction practices, we should use new technology to our advantage but 

not completely abandon traditional construction practices. We should use 

new building materials to our advantage but not compromise aesthetic 

qualities of the place. We should design buildings to fit in to the location 

and use vernacular materials so that our buildings don’t stand out like a 

sore thumb and the people who live there will accept it and therefore like it 

and not want to destroy it. At the end of the day we are designing for 

people with complex emotions and thinking and we should take this the 

communities needs and wants into consideration when we are designing 

out buildings. 

figure 11 Morris wall 
paper  

figure 12 early factory machines   

figure13 modernist skyscrapers, 
Mies Van Der Rhoe  

figure 14 Le corbusier's city 
plan of Paris  


