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At the dawn of the 19th century, the invention of new materials, structures, and machinery gradually 
began to transform the relationship between architecture and architectural tradition, a time coinciding 
with the establishment of national patent systems. Although it is hard to imagine the innovative, tech-
nical, and creative aspects of architecture without patents, it has only been in recent years that they 
have received increased academic attention in the history of architecture and construction. The ongo-
ing research project “Architecture & Patents” at the Chair of Construction Heritage and Preservation, 
Prof. Dr. Silke Langenberg, ETH Zurich, investigates the role of patents within the extensive building 
stock of the ETH Domain from 1855 to the present day (langenberg.arch.ethz.ch/intro-en/architektur-
patent/?lang=en). Within the framework of the project and to provide an academic platform for ex-
changing on the topic of architecture and patents in a wider sense, an international conference is 
planned for June 2025. The following topics are suggestions – alternative questions are welcome and 
encouraged. 

Selection and Focus: In most cases, the studies of patents are tethered to individual patent appli-
cants and the re-tracing of invention genealogies based on company initiatives. Or they are limited in 
their focus on various patents of similar character. The conference encourages a critical examination 
of the selective mechanisms behind the commonality between patent histories: 

– What is the relationship between the patents of one market participant and others? 
– What is the function of patenting in each specific case? Does patenting serve as a protective 

instrument of invention, or is the establishment of a brand identity equally important in this le-
gal procedure? 

– What insights can be gained through comparative approaches? 

Fascination with Patents: In his seminal book, “Mechanization Takes Command” (1948), Sigfried 
Giedion analyses inventions and technologies adopting a cultural-historical perspective on the conse-
quences of mechanisation. Neither questioning patents as an historical source, an economic actor, 
nor the context of its historical significance, Giedion's approach of an “anonymous” history coins pa-
tents as “objective witnesses.” Much later, within the context of the 14th Venice Biennale of Architec-
ture, Rem Koolhaas, in his function as architect and editor of “Elements of Architecture” (2014), shifts 
the focus onto the very “elements” constituting architecture. Whereas patents appear as markers of 
innovative steps, their actual or historical relevance is never fully assessed. Taking a closer look at 
cultural-historical approaches on patents (such as those of Giedion and Koolhaas) would open up the 
discipline to the following questions: 

– Which relations between patents and their physical manifestations are examined within these 
approaches, and which are not? 

– How can we contextualise the fascination and impact that the patent – merely a dry legal doc-
ument – has exerted historically? What characterises its “aura” in the “Age of Mechanical Re-
production”? 

Patents and the History of Knowledge: Histories of patents lead to histories of knowledge and sci-
ence. By crystallizing constructive know-how and officiating innovation in materials, the invention of 
machines, and building technologies alongside other areas relevant to construction, patents allow 
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architecture to be analysed through sequences of developments. In “Prior Art” (2024), Peter H. Chris-
tensen has recently examined historical power structures within the intellectual property sector and 
drawn attention to globalized and post-colonial trade and distribution techniques for building materials 
and construction methods. 

– On the basis of patents, which transfers of knowledge could then be traced within architec-
tural history? Are there personal or collective contributions to the architectural practice that 
are undocumented in the legal documents? 

Mass and Void: The number of patents granted internationally has been steadily increasing since the 
1860s. The 1980s then brought about an almost exponential growth in worldwide patent applications. 
Thus, researchers are often faced with the challenge of either having to adequately evaluate an enor-
mous amount of data, or finding ways to gain access to historical patents that may, for example, not 
be available in digitised form and in relevant databases. 

– What are methodological responses to the inevitable voids in patent research? 
– How can such gaps in the historical narrative be addressed? Can they possibly be made nar-

ratively productive through disclosure rather than concealing them through omission? 

The Patent as Construction Heritage: Institutional heritage preservation has long since inventoried a 
building stock in which patents are already of major importance. This includes building systems since 
classical modernism (initially in timber construction, later, for example, also in the prefabrication of 
large panels), but also individual façade elements, colours, building services, construction processes, 
etc. If patents are aimed at reproducibility, monument protection concentrates on the specific and in-
dividual. Contributions that address patents from the perspective of heritage studies are very wel-
come: 

– What is the heritage value of the intangible property 'patent'? To what extent can patents and 
patent history be of relevance to the discipline of heritage preservation? 

– What does the appreciation of the patent as a design-inherent value mean for the preserva-
tion and handling of the resulting objects? 

Digital Architecture: While the patent system was relevant in virtually all branches of the industry, dig-
italisation opened a gap in patent protection. Computer programs, for example, are not patentable 
unless relating to a technical system such as a control system. Although digitalisation has played an 
increasingly important role in the construction industry since the 1970s at the latest, patent specifica-
tions only indirectly reflect this shift. The ongoing discourse on the patentability of so-called “com-
puter-implemented inventions” (CIE) continues to demonstrate the problematic nature of digital intel-
lectual property to this day.  

– Can the relevance of software for “digital architecture” be methodically explored through pa-
tents? 

– To what extent does the combination of software and technical components give rise to a 
separate patent category?  

– What alternative protection strategies for digital intellectual property can be identified? What 
roles could these play in recent architectural history? 

To submit a proposal to the conference, please send an abstract of 500 words max. with a short CV 
(one PDF file) to the following address by January 20, 2025: patents@arch.ethz.ch. Acceptance noti-
fications will follow by the end of January 2025. A selection of contributions is planned to be pub-
lished after the conference. For any questions, please contact: patents@arch.ethz.ch  
www.patents.arch.ethz.ch 


