
While architectural drawings have always been at the centre of attention of architectural historians, the role of textual 
documents produced in the construction of buildings and their interrelationships with drawings remains under-
investigated. This may well be because drawings and accompanying construction documents are often preserved 
separately in the archives and because architectural history has tended to focus on design while questions of the 
building process are dealt with by construction history.
The development of drawings, specifications, building contracts, bills of quantities and other construction documents 
depends on local building practices and law and their histories differ across Europe, but these documents can be 
considered to share some common characteristics. They describe and define the building prior to its realization. They 
are, to varying extents, instructions to workmen but also serve as legal documents. They are not the sole preserve of the 
architectural profession, but are the product of complex co-operation, conflict and negotiation between a wide range of 
actors and institutions. As such they may formally act as limitations but also have a constitutive role in the production 
of architecture.
We think that historical research of legal and regulatory documents in architecture has implications beyond procurement 
and construction history. In this session we would like to bring together a range of researchers to open up a discussion 
about the different meanings and values these documents hold and how they might be interpreted, critiqued, or used 
in architectural history and theory. We are particularly interested in what kinds of histories are made available through 
their exploration and how these documents might offer openings for questions in architectural history and theory that 
might otherwise remain under-explored. These questions might include:
How has architecture been encoded in the building process, either in individual documents or through their 
interrelationships?; How might we read these documents not merely for themselves or for their technical contents, 
but as historical accounts of specific processes and relationships involved in the making of architecture?; What are the 
interrelationships between text and drawing, and is it possible to discern a developing notation system between them 
that is typical of architecture and building?; What functions have these texts and drawings served during the building 
process, is there any continuity in their development, and can we speak of a specific form of architectural discourse that 
might emerge from this kind of study?

The Use and Development of Builder’s Specifications and Building Contracts in the Planning 
Process in the Low Countries before 1650
Gabri van Tussenbroek — City of Amsterdam/Utrecht University, The Netherlands
In my contribution I will focus on the question which appointments were written down in a contract or building 
specifications, before building started. The main goal is to gain insight in the question which elements of the building 
process were of importance to the patron and to the contractor as well, to lay down in a contract.
In this process, different steps can be discerned, that find their reflection in fixed agreements. The first step deals 
with the design of the building project. Concerning this point, in the contract can be referred to other buildings, 
drawings and models, and to building style and architectural treatises. The second step focuses on the organisation of 
the building project, whether the building contractor is responsible for the realisation of the whole building, or just for 
a part of it. On top of that, the building contractor could be responsible for the complete building organisation, or just 
for a part of it, like carpentry, masonry or other specialities.
The third step deals with the question who is responsible for the supply of building materials; the commissioner, or the 
contractor? Other matters that are of interest are the durance of the building project, the payment, quality inspection, 
overrunning the budget, sanctions, circumstances beyond one’s control, unforeseen etc.

Texts in an Oral World: The Case of Building Contracts in Early Eighteenth-Century Montreal
Pierre-Édouard Latouche — Université du Québec à Montréal, Canada
Architectural historians have traditionally used written construction documents to study the built environment. They have 
rarely reflected on the difficulties seventeenth- and eighteenth-century builders faced in engaging this documentation; 
after all, the increase in the use of writing on building sites was not matched by a rise in literacy among craftsmen. How 
did masons, stonecutters, carpenters, and joiners actually use these documents? Did they have access to public scribes? 
Were workers with basic literacy skills designated to read and write for their colleagues? Were those who could sign 
reproducing a signature only learned by heart? Did drawings communicate building specifications for those workers 
who could not read, even if the crudest plan or elevation often contained signatures and annotations? Do surviving 
papers reveal the tensions that existed between the craftsmen’s world, still largely oral in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, and the growing importance of texts in all aspects of daily life? If so, what can we learn from these materials?
This presentation will attempt to answer these questions by examining building contracts written in Montreal in 
the early eighteenth century. It will investigate these legal documents as examples of the increasing importance of 
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paperwork in everyday life, one that parallels the decline of traditional oral culture and the rise of reading and writing 
in modern societies. The use of building contracts will also be studied in the context of the growing anonymity of urban 
life, and the emergence of new bureaucratic and legal demands by burgeoning public administrations.

Building Specifications as a Source for the Study of Standardisation and Professionalization of 
Architecture in Rural Villages: The Example of Nineteenth-Century West-Flanders
Jeroen Cornilly — KU Leuven, Belgium
Throughout the nineteenth century in Belgium public architecture became increasingly encoded in legislation. The 
construction of numerous public buildings strongly altered the appearance not only of cities, but also of villages. The 
design of these public buildings was to a large extent entrusted to ‘official architects’, being the municipal architects 
in the cities and the provincial architects for the rural communities. Although communities were not legally obliged 
to put up the works for public tender, this procedure became more and more the rule in the course of the nineteenth 
century. Hence, for all these projects building specifications were made. The contractors of public works in villages 
were mainly artisans (masons, carpenters), generally without any training in architecture. However, within the Belgian 
context where the profession of architect was only in 1939 officially recognised, these artisans also acted as designers of 
buildings. Building specifications and plans can be regarded as their most direct contact with ‘professionally’ designed 
architecture and should maybe be interpreted as an aspect of training through practice of these artisans. This paper will 
focus on building specifications for nineteenth century public buildings in West-Flanders, and especially in relation to 
processes of standardisation and professionalization. Recent research has proven that within a city context, building and 
regulatory documents were in the course of the nineteenth century object of standardisation. The question is whether 
similar tendencies occurred for projects in villages, and if so along which mechanism this happened and whether this 
affected the architecture in these villages. Secondly it will be questioned how building specifications (and other legal 
documents) can help us to understand the process of growing professionalization of building and architectural design 
in rural areas.

Elisabeth Benjamin’s ‘Book of Words’: East Wall and the Rise of Proprietary Specification in the 
1930s
Katie Lloyd Thomas — Newcastle University, U.K.
A survey of architectural specifications since the eighteenth century reveals many general changes in how documents 
are configured, and also variations at the detailed level of the kinds of description of building materials and products – 
from simply naming a material, to describing the method of its fabrication, to prescribing it through its performances 
(as in contemporary specifications).  These differences are not only important evidence of developments in the industrial 
context of building they also have constitutive effects on how a building is imagined and realised.
This paper looks at the emergence of the widespread use of ‘proprietary specificiation’ – to use John Gelder’s term  - in 
1930s modernist architecture in Britain.  Although the naming of a specific manufactured material (‘Ratcliff Crown 
Glass’) appears as early as 1769  and becomes more common in the 19th century , its proliferation in the UK belongs to 
the early decades of the 20th century, associated particularly with technologically innovative architecture.  Today, manufac-
turers can pay to have their products appear as default choices in the standardised specifications used by most practices.
Elisabeth Benjamin’s modernist brick and reinforced concrete house ‘East Wall’ (1936-7) for Ripolin paint company 
executive Arnold Osario is a case in point.  Benjamin’s job files are packed with trade literature for the latest paints, 
plasters, self-loading ‘Baby Robot’ boilers and electric clocks, many of which were shown at the Olympia Building 
Exhibition, London in 1936.  Much of the correspondence between Benjamin and Osario concerns the details of 
proprietary specification, and some clauses in the final document were authored by him.  This paper asks what the shift 
from specifying how to build, to the endless selection of products might mean for architectural design and explores this  
new constellation of parties and relationships – clients and architects as ‘shoppers’, manufacturers as ‘specifiers’ – in 
the production of architecture.
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