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Abstract. This article examines the representation of shadows in 
orthographic projection in architecture, exploring the semantic relationship 
between shadows and architectural form over time. The term itself, derived 
from the Greek orthos (straight, correct) and graphein (to write, to draw), 
suggests the idea of a right or true drawing, beyond its strictly geometric 
definition. Can a graphic convention as geometrically fixed as the 
conventional cast shadow nonetheless express a particular architectural 
thought? The study focuses on the drawings by Aldo Rossi and Giorgio 
Grassi in the 1970s–1990s as emblematic examples: both employ the same 
convention yet deploy it with different intentions, revealing how shadow 
representation can serve as the vehicle of architectural thinking. 

Orthographic projection refers to the drawing of an orthogonal projection of a volume onto 
a vertical or horizontal plane. Here, we focus on the projections of exterior surfaces, 
elevations and roof plans, which we distinguish from floor plans (horizontal sections), as 
shadows do not play the same role of substituting for spatial experience. Our article is situated 
primarily within the European architectural and pictorial tradition, from antiquity to the 
present. 

Shadows in orthographic projection serve to restore the depth lost through geometric 
abstraction, thereby revealing a constitutive tension between objective measurement and 
qualitative expression. Speaking of representation in architecture inevitably raises a 
fundamental ambiguity: does it refer to the drawing of an architecture, or to the image that 
this architecture presents of itself? Shadow lies precisely at this intersection: at once a 
luminous phenomenon that qualifies built space, revealing reliefs, isolating volumes, and 
making mouldings readable, and a graphic convention that attempts to re‑establish this spatial 
quality within the elevation drawing. 

This raises a central question: can a graphic convention as geometrically fixed as the 
conventional cast shadow, apparently abstract and devoid of sensibility, nonetheless express 
a particular architectural thinking and sensibility? Rossi and Grassi are examined as two 
architects who share the same convention yet deploy it with different intentions, making their 
work an ideal case study for this inquiry. 
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The aesthetics of a representational document thus reflect both the author’s intent and 
their cultural context. The way shadows are represented has evolved in response to the 
geometric and physical understanding of each period, to the available techniques, and to the 
worldview of its authors. We will see that the representation of shadows is linked to schools 
of thought and to trends in architecture. 

As a preamble, we outline a brief history of the representation of shadows based on 
several key periods. This overview nonetheless remains dependent on the surviving traces of 
these representational documents. Architectural drawing has not always been conceived with 
the intention of ensuring its permanence in transmission, which prevents us from having a 
complete and comprehensive understanding of architectural representational practices. 

Through the work of Aldo Rossi and Giorgio Grassi in the 1970s-1990s we examine the 
role of shadow in orthographic drawing at a pivotal period in representational practice. These 
two central figures of the Italian Rationalist legacy employ conventional cast shadows as a 
representational and recurrent device; yet, while both use shadow to clarify form and 
structure, their approaches diverge in intention, revealing distinct theoretical foundations. 

1 Shadow and the history of orthographic representation 

1.1 The antique paradox: Shadow in experience, not in drawing 

The Greek temple was characterised by the clarity of its constitution; its elements are 
intelligible from a certain distance at a glance. “One could say that antiquity displays a kind 
of firmness in asserting the consistency of perceptible forms, and seems to attribute to them 
a sort of absolute value” (p.18)[1]. The columns of a peripteral temple surround the cella at 
a certain distance, ensuring their visibility, accentuated by the shadow cast on the cella. The 
shadow isolates the columns, making them perfectly readable and revealing their fluting. This 
compositional clarity, linked to “chiaroscuro characteristics perceptible from a distanced 
viewpoint” (p.68)[1], persisted until the end of Roman architecture (3rd century AD). 

Yet in Greco‑Roman antiquity, this experiential relationship to shadow remained 
disconnected from its architectural representation. Shadow was already understood as a 
meaningful component of the project, but its graphic dimension remained rudimentary. This 
period is extremely poor in surviving graphic documents, since the media used (papyrus, 
parchment, or ephemeral site tracings) were not suited to endure over time. Moreover, 
architectural drawing was probably not intended to be preserved for posterity; rather, it 
functioned as an ephemeral tool of transmission between the architect and the commissioner, 
or between the architect and the builder [2]. 

However, Vitruvius’ treatise (1st century BC) provides evidence of the existence of 
representational documents. As early as the first book of De Architectura (I, 2)[3], he 
identifies three modes of representation: ichnographia (the plan), orthographia (the 
projection of the façade), and scaenographia (perspective, the sketch of the façade with its 
sides shown in perspective). These documents are not merely tools for constructive 
transmission; they participate in the pursuit of ordinatio (order) and dispositio (arrangement), 
with a view toward eurythmia, the harmony of architecture (I, 2) [3]. Vitruvius defines 
orthographia as: “erecta frontis imago, modiceque picta rationibus operis futuri figura,” that 
is, the elevation of the façade, “a figure lightly shaded, with the proportions that the building 
must have” (I, 2) [3]. However, this translation as “lightly shaded” is not unanimously 
accepted; “lightly painted” (I, 2) [4] or “drawn at a reduced scale” (p.16) [5] have also been 
proposed. Vitruvius, moreover, specifies no convention for representing shadows. This could 
suggest either a simple wash of colour applied to emphasise volumes, or a lightly sketched 
drawing with minimal detail. 

In parallel, Greco‑Roman pictorial culture had mastered chiaroscuro. The Greek painter 
Apollodoros (5th century BC), recognised by Pliny the Elder as “the first to render 
physiognomy” (XXXVI, 2) [6], testifies to a form of sciagraphia (an early shadow painting) 
that nevertheless remains confined to the domain of painting and does not appear in 
architectural representation. This dissociation may be explained by the status of drawing in 
antiquity. As S. Ferri has shown, “these are Greek concepts that reached maturity at the end 
of the 5th century thanks to the reflection of the Sophists; they considered the name and the 
named thing as equivalent entities” (p.15) [5]. Drawing did not hold the status of a primary 
instrument for the description of architecture; it intervened as a relay for discourse when 
textual formulation proved insufficient, and not as an autonomous language. 

1.2 From medieval epure to renaissance theorisation 

During the Middle Ages, builders’ concerns were directed primarily toward structural 
challenges rather than representation itself. Nevertheless, traces of elevations gradually 
appear, displaying remarkable precision. The notebook of Villard de Honnecourt (13th 
century), which contains around 250 drawings, attests to this rigor, even if these documents 
remained tools of transmission among master builders and circulated only to a very limited 
extent (Fig. 1) 

Fig. 1. Villard de Honnecourt, Tower of Laon, France, c. 1230, ink on parchment, source 
gallica.bnf.fr / BnF, 19093 f.10r. 

Subsequently, the elevations of Gothic cathedrals (Reims, Strasbourg, Cologne) became 
noteworthy graphic documents. These drawings remain close to technical linework, without 
shadows or effects of depth, yet they sometimes reveal an intention to convey the symbolic 
image of an architecture rising toward the light. This period marks a documentary 
transmission of architectural knowledge that would truly flourish only with the advent of 
printing and engraving in the Renaissance. 

It is in the Italian Renaissance that a new method of overall control emerges, made 
possible primarily through drawing (p.150) [1]. The return to antiquity is accompanied by a 
renewed appreciation for precision. Attention is given to mouldings and to the symbolic 
inscription of the façade. The elevation becomes the site of an aesthetic that goes beyond 
mere constructive purpose; it represents the façade, the surface that presents itself, the one 
that carries the codes of the architectural language of antiquity. 

It is in the fifteenth century that a shift occurs in the relationship to shadows. In De Pictura 
(1435), L. B. Alberti assigns to shadow a role connected to the construction of painting as a 
scientific art. Shadow, in conjunction with light, allows the painter to represent 
three‑dimensionality on a flat surface, simulating relief through chiaroscuro (I, 9)[7]. In De 
Re Aedificatoria, his position on shading in architecture is more critical, adopting the tone of 
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a diatribe against the excesses of naturalistic representation. However, “in the sixth book [on 
ornamentation], Alberti seems to yield to the temptation of granting beauty [concinnitas] a 
privileged status” (p.15) [8], and the compositional aspects linked to devices that are not 
exclusively functional regain a meaning in relation to classical architecture. One may infer 
that Alberti recognises the importance of chiaroscuro in formal investigation, even if he does 
not explicitly define its methods. 

At the same period, Raphael, in his Lettera a Leone X (1519), establishes a fundamental 
distinction between the architect’s modes of drawing: pianta (the plan), parete di fuori (the 
exterior elevation), and parete di dentro (the interior elevation or section). He excludes 
perspective, since it is not the product of accurate measurement and is therefore left to 
painters [9]. How, then, can a three‑dimensional subject be rendered readable on a 
two‑dimensional surface without resorting to the artifices of painting while preserving 
scientific rigour? In practice, Renaissance architects resolved this paradox through graphic 
compromise. Andrea Palladio, in his Quattro Libri dell’Architettura (1570)(Fig. 2), uses light 
hatching to indicate shadows in his orthographic projections, in order to accentuate projecting 
or recessed volumes. This simple device reveals the underlying tension between the demand 
for orthogonal rigour and the choice of a more sensitive code for making the relief of façades 
readable. It is in the following century that this tension would find a more systematic 
resolution with the scientific codification of cast shadows. 

Fig. 2. (Left) Andrea Palladio, Elevation of the courtyard of Palazzo Iseppo da Porto Festa in 
Vicenza, 1570, Wood engraving in I quattro libri dell'architettura, Venice, Appresso Dominico de' 
Franceschi, 1771, Book II, p. 8 [p. 82 of the scan], Getty Research Institute. 

Fig. 3. (Right) Ottavio Bertotti Scamozzi, Elevation of the courtyard of Palazzo Iseppo da Porto Festa 
in Vicenza, 1783, Copper engraving in Les bâtiments et les desseins de André Palladio, Vol. I, pl. 
VIII. Vicenza, 1796. Copper engraving. Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg.

1.3 The scientific rigor of Neoclassicism 

Although Palladio already employed light hatching in his representations, it is in the 
eighteenth century that the depiction of shadows attains a new degree of rigour. The edition 
of the Quattro Libri published by Ottavio Bertotti Scamozzi (1776–1783) attests to this (Fig. 
3). Scamozzi adds shadows to clarify the relationship between columns and balustrades in 
the courtyard of the Palazzo Porto, making the structure more legible than in Palladio’s 
original version. Shadow is no longer merely a suggestive device: it becomes an analytical 
tool in the service of measurement and spatial understanding. 

This codification becomes widespread in the academic context. Around 1747–1749, with 
architects such as Giroux and then Julien‑David Le Roy, the systematic use of 45‑degree 

shadows becomes standard in Parisian competitions, before spreading to Rome in the 1750s. 
The convention of a light source coming from the left, more practical for right‑handed 
drawing practitioners, ultimately establishes a stable graphic code, almost automatic for all 
official elevations. 

This standardisation responds to an ambition for rational clarity. Jean‑Nicolas‑Louis 
Durand, in his Précis des leçons d’architecture taught at the École Polytechnique, pushes 
this logic to its conclusion: clear plans and elevations, modular grids, tightly controlled 
shadows, all serving economic and constructive rationality. For Durand, shadow becomes a 
neutral sign to accentuate relief, rather than a place of pictorial expression. 

But the Neoclassical period also makes shadow a philosophical vector. Étienne‑Louis 
Boullée, in his Essai sur l’art, places the shadow–light at the centre of architectural effect, 
seeking to produce wonder or astonishment through the distribution of masses and contrasts. 
Claude‑Nicolas Ledoux, in his projects for the Saline of Arc‑et‑Senans or his Ville idéale, 
uses chiaroscuro to exalt the power of simple volumes (spheres, cubes, cylinders) in almost 
theatrical mises‑en‑scène. In his work, light and shadow contribute to the moral character of 
buildings. 

Thus, the representation of shadows in the Neoclassical period oscillates between two 
poles: on the one hand, a stable graphic code (45°, light from the left) serving geometric 
legibility; on the other, a visual rhetoric in which shadow becomes a protagonist of 
architecture, capable of eliciting the sublime. 

1.4  Reaction and disappearance from 1800 to the Neo-rationalism 

Around 1800, with the reaction against the painterly use of shadows, embodied by architects 
such as Jean‑Nicolas‑Louis Durand, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, and Charles Percier, 
architectural representation became more sober and precise. In the absence of shadows, the 
graphic treatment of materials and decorative elements became essential for conveying visual 
information. In the 20th century, this division reappears between the styles of the École des 
Beaux-Arts in Paris and the École Polytechnique. While the former encouraged a painterly 
style, the latter adhered to a more technical representational principle. Technical and sober 
representation prevailed in the 1900s with the Reformarchitektur (p.81)[10], and later with 
the Modern Movement, as shadows disappeared from facades due to smooth, undecorated 
surfaces. 

The representation of la belle façade thus disappears; it must also be noted that after Art 
Nouveau the drawing of the façade loses some of its representative interest. The façade 
becomes functional and is very often the result of an assemblage of volumes that is more 
effectively shown in axonometric drawings (as in De Stijl period, for example). During the 
modern period, smooth façades do not lend themselves to the use of shadowing in orthogonal 
drawings, and elevations generally remain technical. To convey materiality and volumetric 
articulation, designers rely instead on perspective drawings, where shadows, and sometimes 
colors, reappear in visualizations with a certain romantic resonance. One can think, for 
example, of Wright’s representations (the Fallingwater house, the project for the Maisieri 
Foundation in Venice). With the loss of classical values, one can likewise observe a less 
systematic use of shadow in orthographic representations, and façades in general no longer 
define, as they did in classicism, the very essence of the architectural project. This 
disappearance also coincided with the rise of the late-nineteenth-century hygienist 
movement, which progressively reframed sunlight as a sanitary and urbanistic imperative. 
Smooth white façades became the very signs of a healthy architecture, and shadow itself 
came to be avoided as part of an aesthetic of cleanliness, associated with dust, damp and 
decay. As Colomina and Wigley put it, « darkness is a form of dirt » (p.10)[11]. 
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Shadows on orthographic representations regains a distinctive and almost symbolic 
significance in the 1970s with the graphic work of the neo‑rationalists, and in particular 
within the Italian Tendenza movement. It is precisely the use of this very convention, the 45-
degree cast shadow, that makes Rossi and Grassi's approaches relevant. 

2 Giorgio Grassi and Aldo Rossi: Two approaches to shadow in 
orthographic representation (between the 1970s and 1990s) 
Among the architects inheriting the legacy of the Italian Rationalist school, Tendenza 
emerges as an “approximate and thaumaturgic term, a para‑ideological and meta‑historical 
label masking a highly articulated, diverse, complex, and contradictory reality” [12]. In an 
attempt to distance themselves from the classification of postmodernists, we encounter Aldo 
Rossi (1931-1997) and Giorgio Grassi (1935), both students of Ernesto Nathan Rogers, 
whose representational methods have profoundly influenced generations of architects. The 
projection of shadows onto their façades is systematic and part of a process that is not limited 
to orthogonal drawings. In both cases, we find a plastic exploration of light and dark in their 
perspective studies. The shaded areas reveal Grassi's constant elements (elementi costanti) 
[13] and Rossi's archetypal forms, making the volumes and their compositional rules clear 
and readable, in the same way as in the compositional intent of the Greek temple. These types 
of drawings serve as tools for projection for both Rossi and Grassi, as we will explore further. 
Nevertheless, their compositional ideas emerge from distinct conceptual approaches.

2.1 The metaphysical shadow of Aldo Rossi 

In L’Architettura della città, Rossi explains that the urban fact constitutes a unicum whose 
definition is essential despite the inherent difficulty of the undertaking. “Take any urban fact, 
a building, a street, a district, and describe it, […] difficulties will arise […] which will also 
depend on the ambiguity of our language […]” (p.25)[14]. Beyond the production of 
technical yet expressive drawings like plans, sections, and elevations, necessary for 
understanding a project, Rossi’s work includes various quaderni, filled with project sketches 
and reflective texts, mostly in ink, as well as a series of drawings and representations using 
mixed media, such as collage and ink, through which he re‑elaborates previously completed 
projects as if they were autonomous works of arts. 

If the notebooks and technical drawings reveal the architect’s canonical expressive tools 
for reflecting on, communicating, and realizing a project, these later elaborations foreground 
a central question for Rossi: the descriptive and narrative dimension of the architectural 
project. 

When Rossi talks about the Palazzo della Ragione in Padua in L’architettura della città 
(p.22)[15], he questions the very idea we hold of a building: its memory as a collective 
construct. He distinguishes between an ancient building and a more contemporary one, 
which, in his view, cannot yet be grounded in memory, having been built too recently; at 
best, it can be commented upon in terms of its style or other contingent characteristics. 
Through the later elaborations of his projects Rossi constructs a form of narrative around his 
architectural works, a narrative that contributes to the very formation of their memory. 

The Segrate Monument, built between 1965 and 1967, is further represented by Rossi 
through a series of mixed‑media collages (ink and collage) produced in 1967. One of these 
works, titled Il triangolo in architettura. Studio per il monumento di Segrate (Fig. 4), is 
composed of four horizontal strips: three of equal width depicting two top orthographic views 
and a plan, and a fourth strip, twice as wide, showing the front of the staircase and the plan 
of the column at a scale double that of the others. We are confronted with a non‑canonical 

mode of representation, precisely because it does not allow us to grasp the project in its 
entirety; notably, the lateral elevation is absent. Rather, in this graphic elaboration, Rossi’s 
preoccupations with unique and archetypal forms become readable. These forms are already 
positioned, and through the way they are represented, they assert or withdraw themselves in 
the eye of the observer. On the two central strips, the chiaroscuro effect, generated by 
45‑degree shadows, allows the relationships between the elements to be clearly understood. 
In the elevation of the staircase, the shadow falls from the upper right, whereas in the top 
view, rotated so that the staircase lies at the top, the shadow falls from the lower right. This 
inversion produces diametrically opposed shadow effects in relation to the staircase. On the 
lateral strips, shadows disappear entirely, replaced by ochre poché representing the roof in 
transparency. The ochre poché in the top view makes the underlying structure readable, and 
in the plan, it indicates the projection of the roof. These pochés areas are applied only 
partially, following the drawing’s structural lines; it would be worthwhile to devote further 
study to this technique, which reveals absent aspects of the project and compensates for the 
lack of certain drawings (in this case, the lateral elevation) through graphic devices such as 
poché and dashed lines. 

Fig. 4. (Left) Aldo Rossi, Il triangolo in architettura. Studio per il monumento di Segrate, 1967,        
© The Estate of Aldo Rossi. 

Fig. 5. (Right) Sistemazione della piazza del Municipio e monumento ai Partigiani a Segrate, 1965, Il 
triangolo in architettura / Il monumento di Segrate, 1967, Mixed media on tracing paper, 65x29 cm.  
© The Estate of Aldo Rossi. Courtesy: FFMAAM | Fondo Francesco Moschini A.A.M. Architettura 
Arte Moderna ph. Gabriel Vaduva | Archivio FFMAAM.

Returning to the question of shadows, in another graphic work (collage + ink) dedicated 
to the Segrate Monument (Fig. 5), also produced in 1967, Rossi presents the orthographic 
projection of the monument on the horizontal plane. The drawing is oriented, as in the strips, 
with the staircase at the top, and the 45‑degree shadows cast by a light source positioned in 
the upper right. The placement of the monument within the frame is calibrated according to 
the shadows, resulting in the monument being intentionally off‑centre on the page. The cast 
shadows are rendered in ink, whereas the projected shadows on the ground are of a different 
nature and executed using a collage technique applied onto blue paper. Across this ensemble 
of works (calling them “drawings” would be reductive), the objects and their arrangement 
remain constant; it is the graphic device of the shadow that changes, thereby altering the 
relationships between the parts. This modus operandi is one of the defining aspects of Rossi’s 
persistent investigation into the ways in which an urban fact can be described and, 
consequently, re‑described. 
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Boullée explicitly claims to have discovered the architecture of shadows and thus to have 
discovered the architecture of light; and to me he made it clear that light and shadow are 
nothing other than the additional dimensions of chronological time, the fusion of atmospheric 
and chronological time, which reveal architecture, consume it, and offer an image of it that 
is fleeting, and yet so enduring (p.73)[15]. 

If we now turn to the graphic composition of Rossi’s long elevations (Fig. 6), the shadows 
make it possible to read the formal variations to be clearly discerned. The applied shadow 
isolates the volumes and exalts the events that stand out against the monotony of the 
underlying grid. As Lampariello observes, “Rossi generally investigates the artistic potential 
of the elevation drawing, in which the position of architectural parts on different planes can 
be inferred through the presence of shadows” [16]. This manner of arranging architectural 
elements as if they were objects placed at a certain distance from a backdrop wall renders the 
elements themselves autonomous. Such a distance is necessary for producing shadows and 
for making the individual parts readable, just as we observed on the Greek temple. 
We can make use of the references offered by the existing city as if placing them upon a 
smooth and boundless surface, and gradually allow architectures to participate in new 
events. Painters have understood this value of the city: De Chirico’s Castello di Ferrara and 
Sironi’s water towers on the outskirts of Milan constitute an equivalent urban landscape of 
planes and precise objects, through which we glimpse the repetition and growth of the city 
by pieces [17]. 

Fig. 6. Facade of the headquarter of the Regione Umbria, also known as Broletto, Perugia, 1983, 
© The Estate of Aldo Rossi. ©MAXXI Museo nazionale delle arti del XXI secolo, Rome. MAXXI 
Architettura Collection, Aldo Rossi archive. 

Rossi thus draws inspiration from Metaphysical painting, in order to isolate forms and 
recombine them. In Sironi’s urban periphery, the architecture of modest buildings and austere 
factories is exalted by the chiaroscuro contrast produced by the shadow, which brings their 
pieces into evidence. In Rossi’s ink sketches, the darkening of the contours of forms is 
systematic, intended as a means of grasping their expressive and compositional potential. 
From this perspective, the darkening applied to façades through the 45‑degree shadow 
appears as a culmination of his reflections: it allows the sequential articulation of pieces, of 
events, as he calls them, to be made explicit. Each time the dark overtakes the drawing, it 
does not merely exalt the light form by contrast; rather, it signals that something within this 
obscurity happens: collective spaces, broletti, and so on. “[…]in the project for the 
Gallaratese neighbourhood [1967-73], it is easy to recognise the pieces of which it is 
composed: the street, the portico, the balcony, the stairway, the monumental column, the 
partition wall, and so on” (p.121)[18]. 

If in his sketches, Rossi redraws forms and recomposes them through an analogical 
process, his orthographic drawings assume a dual significance: on the one hand, they serve 

as a kind of crystallization of his compositional investigations; on the other, they constitute 
a possible dimension for experimentation, as we observed in the case of the Segrate 
Monument.  

2.2 Giorgio Grassi and the shadow as a measure 

Grassi, for his part, considers drawing first and foremost as “a medium appropriate to 
construction” [19]. His purpose is to render “the project visible, measurable, and in some way 
verifiable in its various phases, to anticipate its solutions” [19] through drawing or any other 
representational technique. Although in the introduction to the essay Parere sul disegno 
Grassi asserts the autonomous status that drawing may at times assume with respect to the 
project it represents, in his own practice he acknowledges having established a set of drawing 
rules that allow him to remain as close as possible to the reality of the object to be built. 
These rules, he maintains, are applicable both by himself and by others, as is typical in the 
architectural office, to any project. 
Having said this, I believe that the drawings I produce, and that may be of interest for this 
survey, can be broadly divided into two groups: 1)scaled and unscaled drawings, 
preparatory sketches, often in colour, which constitute specific moments and successive 
phases in the design process: alternative solutions, tests, superimpositions, and so on (these 
drawings correspond precisely to what I mentioned above); 2)the so‑called oleographic 
plates […].These coloured plates are intended to anticipate, in the most realistic manner, the 
architectural result; they are deliberately a banal surrogate of the architecture they prefigure 
(“avec les Beaux Arts aucune concurrence!”) [19]. 

The materiality thus becomes readable and reproducible through the technique, always 
the same, of the oleographic presentation boards. In his elevations, the 45‑degree shadow is 
always present; if we follow Grassi’s reasoning, it does not represent an abstraction or a tool 
for studying forms, as it does for Rossi. Rather, it constitutes an instrument of measurement: 
to apprehend at a glance the distances between the foreground bodies and those set behind 
them, and to understand the consistency of the spaces left between architectural elements, as 
for example in porticoes (see the drawing of the façade of the student housing in Chieti, 
1976–79, Fig.7). 

Fig. 7. Giorgio Grassi, Facade of the student housing in Chieti, 1967-79, © MAXXI Museo nazionale 
delle arti del XXI secolo, Rome. MAXXI Architettura Collection, Giorgio Grassi archive. 

As an architect grounded in rationalist thought, Grassi conceives architecture as a process 
that follows a logical order of decisions. In La costruzione logica dell’architettura, he states 
that the rationalist approach has often coincided with a certain idea of classicism in method; 
this claim, according to him, allows him in some way to detach himself from the historical 
sphere in order to analyse each constructive and architectural experience in an autonomous 
manner. 
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The demand for certainty, generality, constant elements, norms constitutes precisely the 
theoretical obligations required by deductive thought. It is precisely because of the 
characteristic restraint it imposes upon itself and which transcribes its method (as opposed 
to the hypothetical possibility of apprehending reality in all its complexity, etc.), that the 
rationalist approach has on many occasions coincided with a certain idea of classicism. 
These considerations, which are entirely general and whose usefulness one may legitimately 
doubt in the absence of concrete examples, nonetheless lead, in my view, to detaching our 
discourse from the historical sphere (p.28-29)[13]. 

Within the framework of our reflection on the role of shadows in orthographic drawings 
and on ways of designing, this remind us the Greek temple and to the autonomy of forms, 
forms which, for Grassi, insofar as they are types within rationalist architecture, are subjected 
to an order that defines their position (formal theory). 

For Grassi, it is indeed possible to study and establish rules that determine the position of 
architectural elements, whether they are solid or volumetric in nature. This search for rules, 
for constants, for the meanings of forms, lies at the foundation of his compositional method. 
In this sense, drawing is a medium of verification that allows him to engage in formal 
investigation. 

Fig. 8. Giorgio Grassi, Transversal section of Nou Campus Library, Valencia, 1990, © MAXXI 
Museo nazionale delle arti del XXI secolo, Rome. MAXXI Architettura Collection, Giorgio Grassi 
archive. 

Fig. 9. Giorgio Grassi, Main façade of Nou Campus Library, Valencia, 1990, © MAXXI Museo 
nazionale delle arti del XXI secolo, Rome. MAXXI Architettura Collection, Giorgio Grassi archive. 

An example that seems particularly relevant for the purposes of this article, which 
addresses questions of shadow in design and in the conception of elevations, is the case of 
the Valencia Library (1990). The transversal section (Fig.8) of the library is interesting, as it 
allows us to understand the main façade (Fig.9). The building is organized around a central 
atrium, in which balconies on each floor distribute circulation toward the collections. From 
the collection areas, one moves into the double‑height peripheral study rooms. The 
administrative offices and staff rooms are located on each floor along the front façade. 
Circulation, therefore peripheral, is conceived on two levels: one system serving the double-
height study rooms and another serving the simple-height offices. To unify this dual 
articulation on the main façade, a void is carved out in front of the office zone, creating a 

wall‑like screen. This screen becomes the principal façade and is placed at a sufficient 
distance to retain legibility relative to the recessed plane behind it, where the office openings, 
otherwise incompatible with the prefigured order, are located. By working with the distances 
generated through shadow, Grassi was able to maintain, even on the main façade, the 
double‑height order that characterizes the lateral elevations of the study rooms, thereby 
ensuring coherence and a certain monumentality in the library’s principal front. 

In Grassi’s graphic production we also find ink sketches and drawings executed with 
black marker, through which chiaroscuro effects are created that allow him to study the 
constant elements and their relationships. As in Rossi, shadow in these sketches assumes a 
compositional research value, one that follows the rules Grassi himself develops throughout 
his writings. 
Every particular question of architecture thus becomes an opportunity to restate a concept, 
to affirm a result, to render it more general and evident, and at the same time to reveal all of 
its evocative richness. A predetermined lexicon is certainly a necessary convention, tied to 
the very notion of collective work (p.126)[20]. 

Just as in his search for a predetermined lexicon that responds to collective rules, this 
notion is not contradicted in Grassi’s elevations. Every representation of materiality, just like 
the application of shadow, is deployed through a language that approximates reality as closely 
as possible, in order to measure and relate architectural elements within a compositional logic 
that approaches the constructive dimension of the project.  

3 Convention and Sensibility: Contemporary Perspectives 
In both Rossi and Grassi, the 45-degree cast shadow functions as a tool of composition and 
architectural assertion. It isolates volumes, reveals constant elements, and inscribes the 
project within a lineage connected to classical tradition. Yet, as this study has shown, the 
same convention serves fundamentally different intentions: for Rossi, shadow inscribes 
architecture within narrative time; for Grassi, it functions as measure and constructive 
rationality. A fixed graphic convention can thus express distinct architectural sensibilities 
through the intentionality with which it is deployed. But what remains of these practices 
today? 

The evolution of representational techniques has profoundly altered this relationship. 
Beginning in the 1960s, techniques such as coloured vinyl, Pantone markers or collage made 
it possible to represent shadows on elevations. Since the 1990s, the widespread use of 3D 
modelling has profoundly transformed this practice. Shadows are now generated 
automatically, and the plastic exploration of the project takes place directly within the digital 
model. The shadow, once a deliberate affirmation of architectural thinking, tends to disappear 
in favour of evanescent visual environments and the representation of materiality. 

Yet contemporary ecological concerns reintroduce the sensory experience of architecture 
as a central issue. Light once again becomes an essential physical parameter, a source of heat 
that must be managed and a generator of temporal experience. This return to what Augustin 
Berque calls concreteness, an engagement with the real that accepts a degree of uncertainty, 
restores to shadow its phenomenal dimension, beyond its role as a mere graphic convention 
[21]. At the same time, the growing importance of bio and geo-sourced materials requires 
architectural drawings to convey a tangible materiality. Cast shadows, which reveal relief 
and texture, may thus regain a new relevance, no longer only as a reading code, but as an 
index of a relationship with the milieu. 

One can also observe, in reaction to the “cold” 3D renderings of the 2000s, a renewed 
interest in hand drawing within architectural representation. This contemporary sketching 
practice often relies on digital documents that it reinterprets through gesture. Such 
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forms which, for Grassi, insofar as they are types within rationalist architecture, are subjected 
to an order that defines their position (formal theory). 

For Grassi, it is indeed possible to study and establish rules that determine the position of 
architectural elements, whether they are solid or volumetric in nature. This search for rules, 
for constants, for the meanings of forms, lies at the foundation of his compositional method. 
In this sense, drawing is a medium of verification that allows him to engage in formal 
investigation. 

Fig. 8. Giorgio Grassi, Transversal section of Nou Campus Library, Valencia, 1990, © MAXXI 
Museo nazionale delle arti del XXI secolo, Rome. MAXXI Architettura Collection, Giorgio Grassi 
archive. 

Fig. 9. Giorgio Grassi, Main façade of Nou Campus Library, Valencia, 1990, © MAXXI Museo 
nazionale delle arti del XXI secolo, Rome. MAXXI Architettura Collection, Giorgio Grassi archive. 

An example that seems particularly relevant for the purposes of this article, which 
addresses questions of shadow in design and in the conception of elevations, is the case of 
the Valencia Library (1990). The transversal section (Fig.8) of the library is interesting, as it 
allows us to understand the main façade (Fig.9). The building is organized around a central 
atrium, in which balconies on each floor distribute circulation toward the collections. From 
the collection areas, one moves into the double‑height peripheral study rooms. The 
administrative offices and staff rooms are located on each floor along the front façade. 
Circulation, therefore peripheral, is conceived on two levels: one system serving the double-
height study rooms and another serving the simple-height offices. To unify this dual 
articulation on the main façade, a void is carved out in front of the office zone, creating a 

wall‑like screen. This screen becomes the principal façade and is placed at a sufficient 
distance to retain legibility relative to the recessed plane behind it, where the office openings, 
otherwise incompatible with the prefigured order, are located. By working with the distances 
generated through shadow, Grassi was able to maintain, even on the main façade, the 
double‑height order that characterizes the lateral elevations of the study rooms, thereby 
ensuring coherence and a certain monumentality in the library’s principal front. 

In Grassi’s graphic production we also find ink sketches and drawings executed with 
black marker, through which chiaroscuro effects are created that allow him to study the 
constant elements and their relationships. As in Rossi, shadow in these sketches assumes a 
compositional research value, one that follows the rules Grassi himself develops throughout 
his writings. 
Every particular question of architecture thus becomes an opportunity to restate a concept, 
to affirm a result, to render it more general and evident, and at the same time to reveal all of 
its evocative richness. A predetermined lexicon is certainly a necessary convention, tied to 
the very notion of collective work (p.126)[20]. 

Just as in his search for a predetermined lexicon that responds to collective rules, this 
notion is not contradicted in Grassi’s elevations. Every representation of materiality, just like 
the application of shadow, is deployed through a language that approximates reality as closely 
as possible, in order to measure and relate architectural elements within a compositional logic 
that approaches the constructive dimension of the project.  

3 Convention and Sensibility: Contemporary Perspectives 
In both Rossi and Grassi, the 45-degree cast shadow functions as a tool of composition and 
architectural assertion. It isolates volumes, reveals constant elements, and inscribes the 
project within a lineage connected to classical tradition. Yet, as this study has shown, the 
same convention serves fundamentally different intentions: for Rossi, shadow inscribes 
architecture within narrative time; for Grassi, it functions as measure and constructive 
rationality. A fixed graphic convention can thus express distinct architectural sensibilities 
through the intentionality with which it is deployed. But what remains of these practices 
today? 

The evolution of representational techniques has profoundly altered this relationship. 
Beginning in the 1960s, techniques such as coloured vinyl, Pantone markers or collage made 
it possible to represent shadows on elevations. Since the 1990s, the widespread use of 3D 
modelling has profoundly transformed this practice. Shadows are now generated 
automatically, and the plastic exploration of the project takes place directly within the digital 
model. The shadow, once a deliberate affirmation of architectural thinking, tends to disappear 
in favour of evanescent visual environments and the representation of materiality. 

Yet contemporary ecological concerns reintroduce the sensory experience of architecture 
as a central issue. Light once again becomes an essential physical parameter, a source of heat 
that must be managed and a generator of temporal experience. This return to what Augustin 
Berque calls concreteness, an engagement with the real that accepts a degree of uncertainty, 
restores to shadow its phenomenal dimension, beyond its role as a mere graphic convention 
[21]. At the same time, the growing importance of bio and geo-sourced materials requires 
architectural drawings to convey a tangible materiality. Cast shadows, which reveal relief 
and texture, may thus regain a new relevance, no longer only as a reading code, but as an 
index of a relationship with the milieu. 

One can also observe, in reaction to the “cold” 3D renderings of the 2000s, a renewed 
interest in hand drawing within architectural representation. This contemporary sketching 
practice often relies on digital documents that it reinterprets through gesture. Such 
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hybridisation between technological means and sensitive expression echoes the historical 
tension explored throughout this article between rational codes and visual rhetoric. 

Since the time of the Greek temples, cast shadows have been associated with the need to 
order, hierarchise and clarify forms. Today, as digital tools make it possible to simulate the 
temporal experience of light, and as hand drawing regains expressive value, orthographic 
projection may once again become the site of an exploration in which shadow contributes to 
a form of poetic concreteness. The objective would no longer be to depict with exactitude, 
but to evoke the sensory experience of the inhabited environment. 
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