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course of the 1980s, so this volume shows the 
early drafts and the options juggled initially.

Unlike ‘volume zero’ – where the selection 
of pages from the sketchbooks was strictly 
chronological (barring a few exceptions) 
–, volume I and those succeeding it will 
be organized thematically. The chosen 
pages have been classified by sections, 
within each of which they are arranged in 
chronological order. In this way, readers 
have a picture of the evolution of the ideas 
considered and the alternatives analysed.

The first ten sections directly correspond 
with projects and built works, from the 
Sainsbury Centre to the above-mentioned 
Renault Distribution Centre. Then the pages 
selected from the sketchbooks of this period 
are grouped in six sections borrowed from 
the experience of preparing ‘volume zero’; 
these are recurring themes in Foster’s work 
style, which throw light on aspects like his 
design approach or the way his professional 
practice is organized, but also on pastimes of 
his, such as designing furniture and drawing 
vehicles. The book ends with a ‘miscellanea’ 
section that presents pages containing an 
assortment of items, from diagrams and phrases 
to sporting activities and travel itineraries.

Projects and built works

The first illustrated project is the Sainsbury 
Centre for the Visual Arts, located at the 
University of East Anglia in Norwich (England). 
It is officially dated 1974-1978, so was already 
under construction when Foster started 
keeping his sketchbooks for posterity and was 
completed during the period covered by this 
volume. References to this project appear 

This volume is the first of a series offering 
a broad sampling of the content of Norman 
Foster’s sketchbooks which are kept in 
the archive of his foundation. The idea 
is to build a catalogue raisonné of the 
graphic output that the architect has 
poured into his famous ‘black books’.

The publication of these drawings began 
in 2020 with Norman Foster Sketchbooks 
1975-2020, a ‘volume zero’ showing over 
500 pages picked out from the over 1,200 
items that make up the complete collection of 
those sketchbooks. This is explained in detail 
in the final section of the essay ‘Nulla dies 
sine linea’, which comes in ‘volume zero’.

Period and structure

For that long span of four decades and a half, this 
first volume covers the first six years, 1975-1980, 
encompassing a total of 136 sketchbooks. The 
initial date marks the start of the ‘collection’: 
the first one is dated ‘12-75’. This does not 
mean that Foster never used sketchbooks as a 
work method previously, but that from there 
onward, they were preserved and ordered. The 
first two pages of the first archived sketchbook 
(SB0000-01) head the selection of ‘volume 
zero’ (page 42); they reappear in volume I 
because they were the first images illustrating 
one of the projects most studied by Foster 
during the latter half of the 1970s: the family 
residence designed for a plot on the outskirts 
of London which eventually was never built.

The year 1980 closes the decade with 
Foster involved in two projects that would 
be crucial in his career: the Hongkong and 
Shanghai Bank and the Renault Distribution 
Centre. Both were further developed in the 

Jorge Sainz
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a drawing – already mentioned in ‘volume 
zero’ (here on page 99) – where someone 
has marked the drawn solution as “puny”, 
showing that Foster uses his sketchbooks as 
a bulletin board for opinions and a channel 
for communication with his collaborators.

The section on the Lloyd’s headquarters 
in London simply shows pages with texts 
addressing the ideas juggled in the project. 
All the items seem dated the same year, 1978, 
and are taken from only two sketchbooks.

The commission for the Whitney Development 
scheme in New York is also officially dated 
1978, but in the archive are four sketchbooks 
with pages relating to the project, and they 
are dated 1978 and 1979. This was the 
first skyscraper design of Foster Associates, 
for a plot beside Marcel Breuer’s Whitney 
Museum, a reference which systematically 
appears in the sketches. That it was a high-
rise building is reflected in some spreads of 
SB00091, and these are fully reproduced 
here. The project was not carried out either.

What did come to fruition was the Joseph 
clothes boutique in London, officially from 
1978 but appearing in four sketchbooks of 
1979. In this case, the drawings are focused 
on the design of showcases and shelving.

The Egg House is a concept design devised 
for an ‘away place’ in the French Alps. The 
drawings show a residential ‘pod’ raised over the 
ground and surrounded by a structural frame 
that might remind one of Richard Buckminster 
Fuller’s geodesic domes, a reference appearing 
at around the same time on other pages, which 
are included in the miscellany at the end of the 
book. The drawings of this scheme are mostly 
found in two sketchbooks of 1979, and in a 
unique spread of 1980; there were many loose 
sheets inserted in the former, which tells us that 

in 7 sketchbooks from 1977 and 1978, and 
indeed the drawings tend to be diagrams 
explaining a practically finished work.

The next section is devoted to the family 
house project that Foster was developing 
(surely with the participation of his partner 
and wife at the time, Wendy) for a plot in 
Hampstead, outside London. The official 
dating for this project is 1975-1979, but in 
the archive there are references to the house 
throughout the period covered by the volume, in 
32 sketchbooks, two of which are dated 1980. 
Foster evidently gave special attention to the 
design of his family residence, considering many 
options for its layout, structural frame, and 
entrance. The project was never carried out.

Unlike it, the project for the IBM Technical 
Park in Greenford only appears in seven 
sketchbooks. These are marked 1977 and 
1978 although the building is officially from 
1975-1980, highlighting something the essay 
in ‘volume zero’ pointed out: that the pages 
of the sketchbooks are only a small part, 
the tip of the iceberg, of the huge graphic 
output of Foster, who for each and every 
project does not only consign his thoughts 
to ‘black books’, but also produces a vast 
quantity of sketches, drawings and details, 
not to mention his omnipresent models.

The following section is focused on the 
Hammersmith Centre project of 1977-1979, in 
London. In this case, the sixteen sketchbooks 
bearing references to it cover exactly the 
years stated, which means that a good part 
of the conception and development of the 
urban renewal project was captured on 
those pages. The only exception is SB00121, 
dated 1980, which features four pages of 
text about the final decision not to carry 
out the project. In this section, too, appears 
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with a degree of precision that even has 
him arranging work stations and organizing 
books and magazines in his professional 
archive. The third, ‘Lectures and exhibitions,’ 
zooms in on the task of disseminating the 
work of Foster Associates, which translates 
into the careful design of exhibitions and 
the meticulous preparation of lectures, in 
story boards, on the practice output. This is 
followed by the section ‘Book design’, which 
groups together pages from sketchbooks given 
over to the planning of publications, a theme 
Foster has always paid special attention to.

Besides architecture projects, a creative 
activity Foster is particularly drawn to is 
designing objects, furniture above all. His 
detailed conceptions are evidence of a 
permanent concern for comfort in everyday life.

Foster himself has on several occasions 
acknowledged that in the middle of a 
design process, there are moments when he 
unwinds and draws for the sheer pleasure 
of it, as an evasion. And among the things 
he most enjoys drawing are vehicles, 
especially aircraft but also automobiles 
and strange inventions involving caterpillar 
traction. Some of these drawings have 
found their place in the section ‘Vehicles’.

The selection of sketches in this volume 
ends with a ‘Miscellanea,’ a section presenting 
curious pages that reflect not so much 
the design method or thought process of 
Norman Foster the architect, as the way 
he is as a person. Here we find pages 
depicting his passion for flight, with or 
without an engine, as well as items related 
to sports and travel, among other themes.

Like ‘volume zero’, this tome ends 
with an ‘Index’ offering basic data on 
each of the illustrations: sketchbook 

the black books also served as folders in which 
to store similar ideas put down elsewhere.

And so we come to the longest section 
of the volume: the one on the Hongkong 
and Shanghai Bank. This project began in 
1979 and the building was completed in 
1986, meaning that what went into the 
archive in this period were early drafts 
and preliminary ideas, much centred on 
the requirement to leave the old building 
untouched until the new one was finished. 
In a period of just two years, the project 
made its way into 42 sketchbooks, some of 
them wholly devoted to the theme, and the 
rest slightly different from the usual black 
books, smaller and more like travel journals. 
The selection presented here ends with an 
option which was considered and eventually 
ruled out, a full page entirely crossed off.

The final project included in this volume 
is the Renault Distribution Centre in 
Swindon (England). Because it was started 
in 1980, the pages selected to represent 
it come from a single sketchbook, and the 
drawings concentrate on early options 
for the famous ‘umbrella’ frame with the 
roof suspended from slender poles.

Thematic sections

From here onward, the sections include pages 
tackling varied themes. The first, ‘Visual 
thinking’, features schemes with texts and 
diagrams graphically expressing Foster’s design 
approaches as well as his graphic capacity to 
freeze his thoughts in a series of mental maps. 
The second, ‘Practice organisation’, shows 
pages reflecting the attention that Foster pays 
to the structure of his architecture office, 
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number and page, size in inches and 
millimetres, and graphic technique.

Forma mentis

In sum, this volume I of the catalogue raisonné 
of Norman Foster’s sketchbooks is intended 
as the first set of a series bound to contribute 
significantly to enriching his legacy for the 
future, given that it provides insights not only 
into his undertakings as an architect, but 
also into his personality as an individual, that 
is, the many facets of his forma mentis.
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Jorge Sainz (Madrid, 1955) is a translator, 
has a Ph.D. in Architecture, and is a Senior 
Lecturer in Architectural Composition at the 
Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura 
(ETSAM), Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 
(UPM), where he has headed the Architectural 
Composition Department (2012-2021) and 
teaches the subjects ‘An Introduction to 
Architecture’ and ‘Degree Diploma Project’.

As a translator from 1979 to the present, 
his work includes the Spanish versions of 
such influential books as Sigfried Giedion’s 
Space, Time and Architecture, Christian 
Norberg-Schulz’s Intentions in Architecture, 
Renato De Fusco’s Storia dell’architettura 
contemporanea, Luciano Patetta’s Storia 
dell’architettura: antologia critica, Rem 
Koolhaas’ Delirious New York, Kenneth 
Frampton’s Modern Architecture: A Critical 
History, William Curtis’ Modern Architecture 
since 1900, Franz Schulze’s Mies van der Rohe: 
A Critical Biography, Anthony Vidler’s The 
Writing of the Walls, Panayotis Tournikiotis’ The 
Historiography of Modern Architecture, and 
Paul Goldberger’s Why Architecture Matters, 
and a number of other books by authors like 
Alan Colquhoun, Francesco Fariello, Moisei 
Ginzburg, Louis Kahn, Wolfgang Lotz, and 
Paolo Portoghesi.

As a scholar, his publications include the 
books El dibujo de arquitectura: teoría e 

historia de un lenguaje gráfico (Nerea, 1990; 
Reverté, 2005), based on his Ph.D. thesis 
on architectural drawing, and Infografía y 
arquitectura: dibujo y proyecto asistidos por 
ordenador (Nerea, 1992; co-author Fernando 
Valderrama), the first Spanish-language 
insight into computer-aided drawing and 
design applied to architecture; his is also the 
chapter on ‘Twentieth-century architecture 
and urban planning’ in volume 4, ‘El mundo 
contemporáneo’, of Historia del Arte, edited by 
Juan Antonio Ramírez (Alianza, 1997 and 2018).

From 1988 to 1999 he was part of the 
staff of the architectural magazines AV 
Monografías and Arquitectura Viva, edited by 
Luis Fernández-Galiano, in which he authored 
numerous essays and book reviews. 

Since 2004 he has been in charge of 
three architecture book series for Editorial 
Reverté (Barcelona): ‘Estudios Universitarios 
de Arquitectura’, ‘Manuales Universitarios de 
Edificación’, and ‘Documentos de Composición 
Arquitectónica’, editing books by authors 
like Peter Blundell Jones, Jan Gehl, Henry-
Russell Hitchcock, Leon Krier, Manuel 
Martín Hernández, Josep Maria Montaner, 
Takeshi Nakagawa, Alan Powers, Steen Eiler 
Rasmussen, Colin Rowe, and Enrico Tedeschi.
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