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ARCHITECTURE, we like to believe, is an
clevated art form that shapes the world as it
pleases. Four Walls and a Roof challenges this
notion, presenting a candid account of what
it is really like to work as an archirect.

Drawing on his own tragicomic experiences
in the field, Reinier de Graaf reveals the world
of contemporary architecture in vivid snap-
shots: from suburban New York to the
rubble of northern Iraq, from the corridors
of wealth in London, Moscow, and Dubai to
garbage-strewn wastelands that represent the
demolished hopes of postwar social housing.
We meert oligarchs determined to translate
ambitions into concrete and steel, developers
for whom architecture is mere investment,
and the layers of politicians, bureaucrats,
consultants, and mysterious hangers-on
who lie between any architectural idea
and the chance of its execution.

Four Walls and a Roof tells the story of a
profession buffeted by external forces that
determine—at least as much as individual
inspiration—what architects design. Perhaps
the most important myth debunked is success
itself. To achieve anything, architects must
serve the powers they strive to critique, finding
themselves in a perpetual conflict of interest.
logether, architects, developers, politicians,

~ and consultants form an improvised world of

! contest and compromise that none alone can
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It is life that is right and the architect who is wrong.
—Le Corbusier (toward the end of his life)
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Preface

Why this book? Most architects are lousy theorists; I am no exception.
Whenever we offer theories, they should be mistrusted. We go where our
work leads us and develop thoughts along the way. Revelations about the
larger things in life, if they come at all, are incidental by-products of our
(often banal) labor.

That doesn’t mean, however, that what architects have to say is without
value. Architectures utter dependence on outside forces provides it with
intimate knowledge of those forces. Professional experiences give archi-
tects eyes and ears, even if they mostly insist on using their hands. Re-
corded and collated, these experiences amount to a revealing X-ray of the
present.

These forty-four essays offer snapshots of a world usually invisible
to outsiders. They voice doubts and talk of failed efforts and aborted
attempts—of things that we thought would happen, but that never did.
Their profound incoherence is a reflection of the world they describe;
they are a personal record of the twenty-first century so far—a mix of tragi-
comic anecdotes from the field and larger reflections on the nature of our
work. What does it mean to be an architect right now?

Roughly half the essays were written for prior publication without
ever considering their placement in a book; the other half were
written with this book solely in mind. The relations among the essays
are therefore partially intentional and partially accidental. Four Walls
and a Roof can be read like a book or browsed like a website—consumed
in stages or even incompletely. Each of its seven parts addresses a myth
looming over the profession of architecture: its presumed authority
(Part I), its reliance on individual inspiration (Part II), its commitment
to good causes (Part III), its control of its own professional practices
(Part IV), its independence from external powers (part V), its mastery
of the large scale (Part V1), and, finally, its unrelenting devotion to pro-
gress (Part VII).



Perhaps the overriding myth debunked by this book is that of the
architect as a hero. Serving the same powers that it strives to critique,
architecture is condemned to a perpetual conflict of interest. Together, ar-
chitects, clients, politicians, and consultants make up an embroiled world
in which it is forever unclear who calls the shots.
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“This is a terrific book. It combines reflections on design, history,
politics, and economics in an illuminating manner, offering a
kaleidoscopic portrait of the state of architecture and its recent
history. The writing is consistently delightful, always irreverent,
and at times exceedingly funny.”

—BERNARDO zACKA, Stanford University and University of Cambridge

“The title of this book, provided by an innocent inquirer, has provoked
Reinier de Graaf into a shrewd, lucid, and engaging survey of the
architecture and building scene. He seems to have been everywhere
and listened to everyone who is—or has been—active and influential
in building and planning. You will not find a better guide to the
planning, building, and architecture of the past half century!"

—JOSEPH RYKWERT, University of Pennsylvania

“Reinier de Graaf is ruthlessly honest about what it is like to work at
architecture and wickedly cynical about how power works in our
current economy. He uses his vantage point from a top architectural
firm not to crow success but rather to push us architects, for better
or worse, to keep fighting the good fight. Reading Four Walls and a
Roof will make you laugh, cry, and so identify."

—PEGGY DEAMER, Yale School of Architecture

“This book is a frightfully funny and addictive read—and probably not
only for architects. For us architects, it is also a profoundly annoying
account of our profession, debunking its pretensions, reveling in its
ironies and paradoxes. The persistence with which it makes my hair
stand up must mean something: De Graaf is real rather than a cynic.
Let me annoy him for a change: Reinier, you are a brilliant writer.”

—PATRIK SCHUMACHER, Zaha Hadid Architects
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