editorial note

“a major modification of the human organism,
namely its ability to pay attention, occurred when
a major cultural innovation, domestication, was
adopted. ... the house ... should be viewed as
a technical and cognitive instrument, a tool for
thought as well as a technology of shelter.”

— Peter J. Wilson, The Domestication of
the Human Species (Yale, 1988).

When our species domesticated itself — started
living in permanent dwellings rather than
temporary encampments — architecture remade
our sensory world in a revolution never seen
before or since. In Peter J. Wilson’s study of
what we did to ourselves, he argues that
domestication cut off our visual horizon,
shifting our focus to small, bounded spaces in
which we had to “pay attention” to each other
and to tasks in new ways, triggering new social
burdens as well as possibilities for “creating
and expanding.” And thanks to the opportunity
for secrets, transgression and accumulation
afforded by our closed miniature realms, the
dual notions of privacy and hospitality emerged.
Architecture was a deeply mysterious, all-
consuming pursuit, Wilson says, which com-
pletely reconfigured our species and society
“[wlithout people necessarily knowing what
has happened.”

What this book investigates is how the key
functional components of the house - elements
of architecture — accrue outsize psychic and
symbolic clout while constantly evolving
aesthetically, culturally, and technologically, as
a solution to the bedeviling problems that come
along with living in enclosed worlds. Since the
first domestication, elements has always been
tasked with mediating or repelling an aspect of
the outside world. The four classical elements
of nature conceived by Empedocles (5th century
BC) pitted against the four “original” elements
of architecture assumed by Gottfried Semper
(1851):

Empedocles Semper

earth VS. mound (floor)
wind Vs. enclosure (wall)
water vs. roof

fire Vs. hearth (fireplace)
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(In the case of fire, the challenge was to
exploit it domestically while preventing it from
consuming the house, and now from con-
suming/destabilizing our world, entirely...)

With this primal connection to the biggest ever
shift in our species and our relationship to the
world, it should have been no surprise to us
that such an overwhelming amount of material
could be mined from the human experience
with architecture’s component parts. This book
is an effort to construct architecture’s full range
of “options,” unpacking the intelligence, histories,
and wonder embedded in its seemingly banal
parts. As Sigfried Giedion puts it in one of our
touchstones, Mechanization Takes Command
(1948): “The sun is mirrored even in a coffee
spoon.”

Whereas the house today is hell-bent on taking
data from its inhabitants, we look at archit-
ecture as a vast repository of data emanating
centuries of knowledge. Like running a record
player needle over tree rings, what happens
when you “play” the information stored in
elements of architecture...

The book started with Koolhaas's realization
that two architectural historians and theorists
were, independently, focusing their entire study
on specific elements: the corridor (Stephan
Triby) and the ceiling (Manfredo di Robilant).
Their approach immediately felt like an
incredibly exciting and fresh way of looking at
architecture: obsessively focused and “small”
but at the same time limitless across history
and geography. Trliby then introduced us to
the work of Friedrich Mielke, who has spent
60 years cataloguing staircases. With three
elements in sight, it seemed only logical to
expand. Why not 12? Why not 157

As a first foray, in the fall of 2012, OMA’s
Rotterdam office hosted a Harvard GSD
studio on the elements, with 12 students sifting
mountains of data, histories, and anecdotes
for key turning points in a kind of sub-architec-
tural history. It was intense document-based
research, but also became a form of simply
paying attention: every indoor environment
could yield fresh instances of innovative or
generic exploitation of elements. Students were
hands-on too, “assisting” the demolition of a
nearby building, ripping toilets from the floor
(and gagging), stripping off layers of partition




walls, carefully dismantling and reconstructing
false ceiling “sandwiches” to study their quali-
ties IRL. It was a form of three-dimensional
archaeology, figuring out what architecture was
actually made of, since it has to be made of
something.

The GSD students tried to identify (and lionize)
unknown historic innovators, but also track
down archives and surviving experts who'd
devoted their entire lives to individual elements
of architecture and been forgotten or ignored
by the architectural establishment. Along with
Friedrich Mielke, there was Tim Nugent (ramp)
and Charles Brooking (window); there were
historians devoted to door handles, museums
dedicated to the toilet, to the elevator, to the
roof...

A design template for the book, provided by
Irma Boom, helped tame the material at a point
when it was threatening to run riot, introducing
a narrative system of captions, quotations,
‘mini essays,” and essays. Images became
black and white, with worthy exceptions,
avoiding a cacophony of color palettes. But the
main impact of the design template was to
radically open up the book-making process:
using the template, chapters could be built and
refined simultaneously in real time by a host of
contributors and editors, like a wiki. An iterative
process ad infinitum...

Koolhaas's commission to curate the Venice
Architecture Biennale upped the ante and
provided a target. The idea grew to make the
main exhibition in the Central Pavilion a
reflection and extrapolation of the still-growing
book (ca. 2,000 pages at this mid-point and
counting). A second Harvard studio pulled
focus on the material — without reducing it — as
we started to corral dozens of collaborating
writers, editors, historians, archivists, scientists,
and bemused building industry insiders into

he project...

LXXI

Deuteronomy 1570
Genesis 82, 998, 1520, 1522, 2252
Matthew Proverbs 53, 558, 1082
Solomon 9-10, 13-14, 22, 53, 112

bicycle 607, 870, 1066, 1707,1779, 1781, 2230

bidet 1586, 1624, 1631, 1675, 1682-1683

Bidet, Mr. 1682

Bieber, Justin 1241

Big Ben 483

Bilbao 914, 962, 1167

biometrics 546, 652-654, 688, 694

birdcage 2179

bitumen 492, 1565

Blade Runner (film) 1028-1029

Blaisse, Petra 820-821

Blanc, Patrick 1036, 1038, 1051

bleachers 464, 2312-2313

blinds 173, 702, 709, 770, 775, 815,
832, 1008, 1041, 1045, 2178, 2291

Blohm, Gustav 1930

Blokhin, Boris 938

Blondel, Francois 202, 392, 901,
1730-1731, 1764, 1824, 1862,
1892-1893, 1974

Bloomberg, Michael 1763, 2080, 2117

Bluetooth 653, 1710, 2234

Bluout, Abel 134

blue foam 397, 402, 418, 448

Bo, Zhang 518-520

boarding school 2275

Bock, Christian 2187

Bodiansky, Victor 1192, 1194-1195

Boeri, Stefano 1039, 1227

Bofill, Ricardo 942, 1190-1191, 1247

Bogota, Colombia 1106

Boijmans van Beuningen Museum,

Rotterdam 736

Bolivia 1106, 1168

Bollerey, Franziska 1736, 1764

Bolomor cave 1413-1416

Bonatz, Paul 500, 892-893

Borchardt, Ludwig 2248

border 105, 203, 582, 687, 1126, 1187,
1189, 1199, 1783

Bosch, Hieronymus 1395, 1396

Bosco Verticale, Milan1227

Boston Public Library 222

Boswell Reid, David 258, 260, 269,
271, 1462

botanical garden 999,1037

botany 396, 999, 1036

Botta, Mario 914-915, 942

Boucher, Frangois 1587

Boulée, Etienne-Louis 168, 272, 866

bourdaloue 1587

bourgeois 775, 1080, 1121, 1123, 1172,
1228, 1291, 1303, 1590, 1605, 1662, 1734,
1812, 1858, 1868, 1878, 1971, 1971

Bracciolini, Poggio 2254

Bracq, Paul 845

Bramah, Joseph 1600

Bramante, Donato 485, 1959, 1961

Brand, Stewart 1642, 1719

Brandenburg (gate) 580, 582

Brandenburg Willy Brandt (airport) 681

Brazil 195, 367, 1059, 1090, 1110-1111,
1167, 1254, 1675, 1686, 2106, 2266,
2330-2331
Brasilia 1745, 2266, 2330-2331

Breteche 1080, 1098-1099, 1574, 1576

Breuer, Marcel 52, 934, 941, 947, 1049

Breughel, Pieter, the elder
1582-1583, 2253

brise soleil 768, 785, 935-936, 966,
1003, 1198, 1200

brick 33,60, 91, 95, 110, 116-119,
134-136, 145, 148, 149, 246, 307, 421,
474, 492-493, 495, 616, 728, 768, 780,
886, 914-915, 921, 943, 960, 965, 967,
1054, 1439, 1453, 1458-1459, 1470-1471,
1478-1479, 1504,1564-1565, 1622,
1643, 1909, 2252, 2293

British Council for Offices 191

bronze 170, 173, 467, 470, 554, 598, 632,
639, 707, 925, 1143, 1255, 1257, 1444,
1602, 1899, 2030, 2136, 2140-2141,
2181, 2270, 2285

Bronze Age 2030, 2140

Brooklyn Museum 167

brothel 773

Brunelleschi, Filippo 246, 899, 1351

brutalist 919,1034, 1036, 1074-1075, 1204

Buber, Martin 1185

Buckingham Palace, London
261, 1600-1601

Buddhism 30, 441, 447, 570, 1570

Buenos Aires, Argentina 1150

Building Information Modeling

(BIM) 211, 371-375, 818-819, 2219

bunker 2293-2295, 2298-2299, 2333

Bunshaft, Gordon 333, 924-925, 941,
1026

Burg Hochosterwitz 546, 584-591

Burj Khalifa, Dubai 1347, 1670-1671,
2125, 2183

Burnham, Daniel H. 137-138, 140, 2159

Burov, Andrei 938

buttress 465-466, 469-470, 516, 571

Butz, Albert 1498

Buzard, James 665

Baumler, Werner 1744, 1791,
1892-1893

béton brut 915

Cairo 125, 742, 1107, 1273

Caixa Forum, Madrid 1038

Calatrava, Santiago 1046

California 106, 153, 186, 234, 236, 288,
303, 347, 479, 534, 651, 754, 847, 934,
942, 945, 970-971, 988, 992, 1026, 1041,
1043, 1086, 1134, 1380, 1514, 1705

calligraphy 396, 401, 441

Calvin, John 1301

Cambridge, Mass. 635, 772, 776, 872

Camouflage 267, 602, 695, 1110, 1586

Campin, Robert 1445

Camus, Albert 735

Candela, Felix 505, 509-510, 513, 516, 538

Candilis, Georges 1185, 1192,
1194-1195, 1247

canopy 18, 239, 285, 507, 509, 1474,
1477

Canterbury Cathedral 485, 1560, 1568

cantilever 400-401, 413, 416-417,
424-425, 428-429, 436, 440-441, 773,
776, 880, 1075, 1078, 1088, 1090-1091,
1119, 1141, 1171, 1175, 1189, 1204,
1236, 1387

capitalism 91, 401, 626, 765, 772, 848,
858, 978, 1026, 1142, 1246, 1301, 2037

Capitol Building, Washington DC
300, 478-479, 538-539, 549, 1299

Capitoline hill, Rome 1429, 2254-2255,
898-899, 1941

capsule 299, 950, 979, 1186, 1189, 1577,
1617, 1720, 2125, 2131

Capsule Declaration 1617, 1720



carbon footprint 524, 1007,
1038-1039, 1687

Del Carlo, Arnold 753

carpet 12, 18-19, 22, 25, 29, 33-34,
58-59, 61, 64, 72-74, 82-83, 235, 239,
265, 1255, 1289, 1351-1352, 1354, 1393,
1508, 2075, 2303, 2305

Carrier, Willis 325, 380-381, 1492,
1513, 1532-1533

Carroll, Lewis 566, 694

Carson, Rachel 1035

castles (castle) 54-55, 447, 464-465,
467-468, 470, 491, 498, 545-546, 585,
590, 592-593, 596-598, 724, 728,
1088-1089, 1256, 1276, 1302, 1305,
1391, 1403, 1434-1435, 1440, 1446,
1448, 1451, 1560, 1566, 1573-1577,
1580, 1600, 1720, 1771, 1773,
1778-1779, 1781, 1784, 1833, 1840,
1843, 1925, 1959, 1971
Akita, Japan 1573
Aydon, Scotland 574
Chirk, Wales 574
Conisbrough Castle, England

1403,1434

Kwidzyn, Poland 1560, 1576
Langley, England 1575
Miramare, Italy 1088
Nijo, Japan 1276
Papiol, Spain 1088
Portchester, England 1575
West Wickham, England 1577

cartesian 1, 302, 1716

cartography 457

Caryatides 1119

Casa Mila 1084

Casa de la Marina, Barcelona 1045

Casa del Fascio, Como 967, 1043,
1145-1146

casbah 767, 1191

casement window 712-713, 715

casino 347, 981, 1024, 1949, 2100, 2229

Castello d'Albertis, Genova 251

Cat 1225

Catal Hiiyiik 78

catholic 23, 83, 260, 715, 1293, 1295,
1301, 1571, 1580, 1908, 1912, 1929,
2277, 2293, 2295

cattle 438, 701, 1366, 2254, 2256

Caucasus 1075

Cavendish-Scott-Bentinck, William
(5th Duke of Portland) 1311, 1313

CCTV 300, 346, 547, 654

cellular 107, 146, 221, 376, 972, 979, 981,
1050, 1081, 1230, 1255, 1281

cement 95, 110-111, 148. 224, 252, 307,
465, 468, 474, 492-495, 501, 509, 511,
534, 624, 891, 926, 931, 971, 1338, 1432,
1708, 2156

Central Park, New York City 750, 858,
1034, 1652

central heating 146, 271, 381, 488,
494-497, 499, 1299, 1432, 1440, 1480,
1496-1497, 1510, 1514

Centre Georges Pompidou 366,
1027, 1050, 1514, 2069, 2272

Cesariano, Cesare 64, 112, 203, 392, 394

cesspool 1714, 1571, 1584, 1590

Cezanne 492

chamber pot 1574, 1586-1587

de Chambray, Roland Freart 897

Chamberlin, Powell & Bon 1034

Chan, Jackie 528

chariot latrine 1572

Charles Brooking Collection 712

Chateau 54, 461, 1118-1119, 1451,
1575-1576, 1587, 1784, 1835, 1910,
1936, 1942, 1950, 1952, 1960-1961
de Pierrefonds 1587
de Tonquedec, Brittany 1575
Gaillard 1576

Chaucer, Geoffrey 7, 56, 82-83

Cheers (TV show) 565

Cherry Hill 1281, 1297-1299

chess 24, 1041, 2225, 2235

Chicago 40, 49, 82, 91, 134-141, 146,
148, 170, 202-203, 208, 236, 253-255,
271, 278, 308, 312, 330, 332, 353, 484,
639, 662, 664, 703, 708, 747, 759, 761,
869, 956-957, 1022-1023, 1045, 1051,
1066, 1079, 1091, 1229-1230, 1232,
1347, 1480, 2038, 2044, 2076, 2117,
2159, 2256, 2262

Chicago Daily Tribune 136, 138, 140,
148, 253, 312, 353, 380, 761

chicken 318, 1225, 1246, 1311, 1496

Chile 306, 358, 797, 939, 2125, 2130-2131

chimney 149, 478, 485, 490-491, 495,
499, 959, 1288, 1404, 1408-1411,
1424-1425, 1428, 1430, 1434,
1437-1439, 1450, 1452-1459,
1466-1467, 1469-1473, 1475-1477,
1481, 1489, 1494, 1504-1506, 1511,
1513, 1526, 1539, 1549, 1550, 1585

chimney sweeps 1466

China 82-83, 91, 102, 111, 115, 117, 121,
128-129, 164, 195, 203, 306-307, 309,
389, 393, 396, 405, 417, 451, 455,
457-458, 460, 478, 481, 483-485, 487,
492, 519-521, 523-524, 527, 536-537,
549, 560, 573-574, 576, 611, 615,
618-619, 743, 778-779, 788, 792, 794,
858, 864, 873, 878, 918-919, 949, 1029,
1038, 1066, 1112-1114, 1259, 1268,
1270, 1278, 1380, 1413, 1422, 1433,
1485, 1551, 1561, 1571, 1614, 1644-1645,
1686-1687, 1719, 1785, 1789, 1923,
2002, 2006, 2037, 2048-2049, 2070,
2073, 2075, 2092, 2114, 2130, 2229,
2235, 2279, 2281, 2285, 2289

Ching, Francis D.K. 553, 694, 887,
1066, 1764

Chipperfield, David 639

choir 124, 465-466, 469-470, 1275, 1795, 1832

cholera 1561, 1590, 1592, 1596, 1687, 1703

Christ, Jesus 19, 477, 480, 558, 570-571,
1444-1445, 1911, 1929, 1940, 2093

Christianity 19, 481, 570, 1425, 1444,
1580

Christmas 797, 1139, 1525-1526, 1740,
1777

Christo and Jeanne Claude 1018-1019

Chrysler Building 664, 923, 962, 1259,1347

Chuin, Tung 485, 538

church 14,16-17,19 21, 24, 48, 63, 65,
168, 211, 221, 223, 239, 259, 322, 354,
458-465, 468-469, 472, 474, 477,
480-481, 556, 567, 597, 706, 763, 871,
898, 935, 955, 1031, 1136, 1275, 1293,
1295, 1460, 1568, 1580, 1767, 1787,
1789, 1840, 1863, 1870, 1887-1888,
1925, 1927, 1940-1941, 2271, 2277,
2295, 2299

Church of the Holy Sepulchre 477

Churchill, Winston 1160

chute 1345, 1574-1575, 1588, 1729, 1752, 2256

To survive this book, a brief reading
note from the editors:

* larger-sized texts, in color, are annotations by
Rem Koolhaas and Irma Boom, extrapolating
and personalizing key historic moments;
together with occasional color images and
regular translucent overlays, they offer an
alternative, faster route through the book...

* this book is something between an incom-
plete encyclopedia — a seemingly objective
depository of found material - and an para-
noiac’s scrapbook decoding the motivations
and rules hidden everywhere in our built
environment. We try to drag everything into
the light, while ultimately exposing how little
we can know...

¢ it's not “The” elements of architecture, just
elements of architecture. Historical architectural
treatises, which typically used the elements as
the means of grasping architecture as a har-
monious whole, each claimed a definitive list.
This book makes no such claim. There could
even be a sequel...

° we tended towards elements that might be
considered scenography rather than structure,
suggesting architecture as a (flimsy) stage-set,
rather than a serene unified entity and order
(so, no column).

* the book encompasses elements from their
most desultory to most exultant manifestations.
We look at “firsts” (Giedion) and “mosts”
(Banham), groundbreaking innovation and
common practices when it comes to the
development of elements.

° most chapters are highly selective
chronologies, from the first Paleolithic
innovation to the latest digital manifestation...

* of particular interest to us are roads not taken
during this timescale: innovations that failed or
were actively suppressed (the multi-directional
elevator), regional intelligence that barely survived
the homogenization wrought by modernity (the
mashrabiya)... elemental practices that could
have created a radically different “normal.”
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© the book maintains an almost autistic focus
on the elements as isolated components.
Meeting points between them — assemblages,
overlaps, compositions — are generally not
considered (with the exception of fagade,
arguably a composite element consisting of
wall, window, door, balcony, roof).

* we embrace the fact that, unlike in the trea-
tises of old, no unifying theory emerges. The
reader “must be calm and must read without
haste; he must not be ever interposing his own
personality and his own special ‘culture’; and
he must not expect as the ultimate results of his
study of these pages that he will be presented
with a set of new formulae.” (Nietzsche, “On the
Future of Our Educational Institutions,” 1872).

* For us, this book reveals how architecture
stubbornly remains an open system, subject to
an infinity of cultural variations, utterly depen-
dent on accumulations of shared knowledge
and shared delivery systems; iterative, a mess,
a collage of compromises, corrections on
corrections, stimulated and curtailed by insti-
tutes, laws, and corporations which can only
ever scramble to ascertain it, let alone control
it...

* Maybe this book is the growing realization
of a secret: that architecture’s parts are worth

more than their sum.

— james westcott & stephan petermann
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