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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The human reception of architecture is interpreted through the human body. 

The form of the human body has therefore been used as a model and metaphor 

for architecture since antiquity. The research will be based on the relation of the 

human body and architectural structures and especially how the human body has 

been the inspiration for the exterior form of architectural colossi and buildings.  

The investigation examines the human body in architectural history and 

theory, the role of Platonic and Cartesian philosophy and how through 

phenomenological approach philosophers such as Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and 

theoreticians such as Frascari and Pallasmaa have seen, described and analysed 

the human body and the role of architecture and perception. The references and 

the literature review were considered important for the researcher in order to 

investigate the role of human body and its relation to colossal architecture and 

sculpture. The research employs theoretical ideas of Venturi and others to 

consider the examples of anthropomorphic colossal monuments of Claes 

Oldenburg, the architecture of Frank O. Gehry and the skeletal forms of Santiago 

Calatrava. Therefore, the paradigms of the architectural and artistic practice of 

the selected case studies were chosen based on the use of the human body to 

shape the exterior form of the structures. 

The analysis focuses on the contemporary practice of the phenomenon of 

anthropomorphism in architecture and also identifies the contemporary 
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application in society of the metaphor and imitation of the human body through 

the artistic, architectural and philosophical practice and perspective. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The human body‘s connection and interrelation to architectural praxis 

continues to form a key aspect in theory and action. From Vitruvius to the 

present day the human body‘s relation to architectural structures has been an 

inspiration for the creation of architectural structures, each time with a different 

approach to the body and its connection-relation to the architectural structure. 

The human body is being used as a proportional tool, as a measurement (as seen 

in Le Corbusier‘s Modulor), as the medium to experience the buildings from 

phenomenological perspective, as a source of inspiration on the design of the 

building, as a theological concept in religion (the divine body) as a practice to 

improve the habitation of the body at a more hygienic level (Drake, S. 2008). 

The present study addresses the relation of the human body to the exterior shape 

of buildings as a source of inspiration and as a phenomenologically experienced 

structure and to what extent this anthropomorphic praxis indicates the meaning 

of the building itself and the intentions of the creator. 

During the period of the research, the researcher needed to investigate several 

aspects concerning the field that he was going to examine. In this period, the 

research has covered a wide range of topics concerning philosophy, architectural 

theory and the role of the human body in architectural practice. The investigation 

started with a general review of the human body in architectural history and 

theory. It was considered important to examine also the role of philosophy and 

how the philosophers have seen, described and analysed the human body and the 
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role of architecture from a philosophical/phenomenological perspective. The 

references and the literature review that has been followed until now were 

considered important for the researcher in order to investigate the role of the 

human body and its relation to colossal architecture and sculpture; therefore, the 

paradigms of architectural and artistic practice were chosen based on that fact; 

the architects/artist were chosen also because of their connection to architectural 

and sculptural practice, their influence and publicity in their field and they will 

be examined as case studies on the research. The research will examine as case 

studies selected projects by Claes Oldenburg, Frank O. Gehry and Santiago 

Calatrava where the use of the human body is identified in their artistic and 

architectural structures.  

 The initial idea of the following research came out as a result of the Master‘s 

thesis of this researcher in 2009 in the artistic and architectural application of 

anthropomorphic structures using 3D design and game engine software entitled 

‗Emerging Face‘ (The University of Salford). Initially the idea for this research 

has its roots in ancient Greek mythology, and the tradition on Crete where the 

mount Juktas (Fig.1) located near Heraklion was believed to be the grave of the 

King of Gods, Zeus (Rice, 1998:212). The observation of nature and the parallel 

influence of the myth generated the desire in creating a 3D anthropomorphic 

building based on the exterior structure of the human head (Fig.2). At the 

Olympic Games in Athens in 2004, the experience of the architecture of Santiago 

Calatrava defined the perspective at that time, and it was a source of inspiration 

in the relation of human body and architecture. Other important sources were the 

work of the sculptor Claes Oldenburg and of the architect Frank O. Gehry and 

their use and perception of the human body as a structure. During the process in  
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Figure 1. Mount Juktas in Heraklion, Crete, Greece. 

Figure 2. Politakis, C. (2009) Emerging Face. 
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the current research, the issues of anthropomorphism, imitation, symbolism and 

metaphor and their connection and application to architectural practice in the 

contemporary world drove the researcher to his title‘s hypothesis and metaphoric 

assumption of ‗The Human Body as a Building.‘  

 

1.1 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 

This research aims to analyse and examine the use of the human body as a 

source for architectural/artistic representation and the result of such practice in 

colossal sculpture and architectural praxis. The objectives regarding this research 

are: 

 To complete a literature review in regards to the philosophy of 

anthropomorphism, metaphor and imitation in architectural and artistic (colossal 

sculpture) practice in western societies. 

 To investigate, in regards to the architects/artists that will be examined, 

the role of anthropomorphism in their work and the relation and use of the human 

body according to their perspective and medium.   

  To develop an understanding, and strategies of understanding in 

architectural and artwork analysis and theory, with an attempt to create a 

methodological interpretation of anthropomorphism in architecture. 

 To identify the contemporary application in society of the metaphor and 

imitation of the human body through artistic and architectural practice by means 

of case study examination. 
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1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

The primary research question that the researcher will investigate in relation 

to theme of this thesis is: 

 How is architectural meaning communicated through the metaphor 

and imitation of the human body? 

Some subsidiary questions that occurred during the approach to the research 

were:  

 How could previous western architectural structures and approaches of 

the human body assist us in understanding the contemporary use of the human 

body in architecture and in the work of the selected architects/artists?  

 What was the communication each artist/architect was trying to send 

through his/her project to the viewer and for the user in these case studies?  

 How did each architect/artist of the case studies use metaphors, symbols, 

mimesis, fantasy and emotional/cultural significance as part of their visual 

language? 

 What does the adaptation of mechanisms that create kinetic 

anthropomorphic buildings reveals about them and about the human body? 

 

 

 

 



6 

 

1.3 THE STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

 

The structure of this research thesis will reflect the basic steps of the concept 

and thinking of the researcher on the relation of the human body and architecture 

and colossal sculpture showing the steps that were followed for its completion 

and the approach to the concept of anthropomorphic forms in architecture with 

the examination of the selected case studies. 

Chapter 1 – ‘Introduction’ works as a presentation of the subject-context of 

the study by presenting the research questions and objectives. It also addresses 

methodological remarks and research problems. 

Chapter 2 – ‘Mapping the Background’ relates the current research to 

previous examinations on the role of the human body in architecture. The focus 

of this literature review is mainly on the phenomenological approach of 

architecture, philosophy, anthropomorphism, imitation and metaphors as key 

concepts of understanding the phenomenon. The aim of this survey is to identify 

issues and concepts and to create a basis to approach the ontological-

phenomenological approach to architecture and the relation to the human body 

through these readings.    

Chapter 3 – ‘The Dual Meaning of Anthropomorphism in Architecture’ 

is an attempt to introduce a theoretical approach on the relation of the human 

body and architecture through key aspects of a structure: the visual and the 

ontological-phenomenological. The chapter introduces a concept of thinking 

through the theoretical approach of Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and 
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Steven Izenour as seen in „Learning from Las Vegas: the Forgotten Symbolism of 

Architectural Form‟ (1977). The approach is made on the visual and the 

phenomenological-ontological aspect of the human body in architecture and is 

being related to the readings of the previous chapter. 

Chapter 4 – ‘Fashionable Illusions’ is the first of the three case studies 

examined in this research. The chapter examines the work of Claes Oldenburg 

entitled ‗London Knees 1966‘ as part of his proposed colossal monuments and 

buildings during the 60s. The intention of the researcher is to examine the 

relation of colossal sculpture and architecture through an established artist and 

also the anthropomorphic forms and their meaning through such a relation. The 

first subchapter is an attempt to understand the proposed colossal monuments 

and buildings and relation of the artist to architecture. The second subchapter 

examines the case of the ‗London Knees 1966‘. 

Chapter 5 – ‘The Object as Subject: These are not Binoculars’ is the 

second case study that examines the architectural project of Frank O. Gehry 

entitled Chiat/Day Building in Venice California in the United States of America. 

The main focus on this case is the relation of the architect Frank O. Gehry with 

Claes Oldenburg and Cousje van Bruggen on their collaboration on the façade of 

the structure with the Binoculars as part of it. The first main subchapter examines 

the historical background on the relation of the architect and the artist. The 

second main subchapter examines the Binoculars as a concept in Oldenburg‘s 

work and how it progressed as a concept on their collaboration in the Chiat Day 

Building. The case also works as an approach on the relation of colossal 
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sculpture and architecture and the meaning of the object-subject 

interchangeability in architecture. 

Chapter 6 – ‘Skeletal Apotheosis of the Human Body’ is a case study 

examination of Santiago Calatrava‘s anthropomorphic forms and conceptual 

meanings on the relation of the human body and machine like intentions in 

architectural practice. The case that is being examined in this chapter is the 

building entitled ‗L'Hemisfèric/The Planetarium‘ as part of the ‗Ciutat de les Arts 

i les Ciències‘ (City of Arts and Sciences), situated in Valencia in Spain. The 

first main subchapter examines critically the architectural complex in Valencia. 

The second main subchapter focuses on the ‗L‘Hemisfèric/The Planetarium‘ and 

the human eye as a key feature in the work of the architect and his 

anthropocentric anatomical approach as seen in the specific project. 

Chapter 7 – ‘Conclusions and Contribution to Existing Knowledge’ 

presents the final reflection of this research and contributions to existing 

knowledge with an intention and indication to a further research. 

 

1.4 METHODOLOGICAL REMARKS 

 

In order to proceed with the investigation and to approach the issues of the 

research a specific methodology will be taken, having the form of a philosophical 

and theoretical analysis with an examination of multiple case studies in order the 

phenomenon to be examined in its theoretical and practical level. Therefore the 

research may be most generally characterized as a combination of archival 
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research examination as a form of the literature review and multiple case study 

analysis. 

According to Groat and Wang on their approach to theory and the meaning of 

theorizing,  

‗Theory in general is directly related to research methodology in two 

ways. Firstly, theory in general seeks to describe, explain, and predict. 

Research methodologies, on the other hand, may be viewed as prescribed 

ways to test those descriptions, explanations, or predictions. Second, 

theory in general seeks to develop descriptions, explanations, and 

predictions that hold true in all cases of a behaviour under study, and not 

just in this or that specific case. Research methodologies offer means by 

which this claim to applicability beyond the particular case can be 

affirmed, modified, or rejected.‘ (Groat and Wang, 2002:74) 

The theoretical references regarding the field of research will function as a 

proof of setting and of justification of the arguments as they will be approached 

in the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 chapter. Through the demonstration of the theoretical issues of 

the human body‘s imitation in architecture and the meaning of such application 

in the artworks, the issues will be analysed as philosophical problems in the form 

of explanation and argumentation taking the form of a syllogistic approach 

influenced by Venturi‘s et al. theoretical approach as seen in ‗Learning from Las 

Vegas: the Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form.‘ Through this approach, 

Groat and Wang (2002) for example, schematically (Fig.3) analysed Gottfried 

Semper‘s theoretical architectural meaning in a syllogistic framework of 

arguments in order to lead to a necessary conclusion: 
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Table 1. Semper‘s argument structured in a syllogistic framework (Groat and 

Wang, 2002:320).   

 

Furthermore, the multiple case study examination in this research has an 

important role on the practical application of the theoretical discussion and as 

Groat and Wang mention ‗…a case study…may have a theory-driven focus…‘ 

(Groat and Wang, 2002:255), the validation of the research theme and how the 

analysis of the case studies could contribute to the understanding of the topic. 

The importance of selecting a single or multiple case studies was pointed out 

by Robert K. Yin when he mentions that,  

‗Therefore, the decision to undertake multiple-case studies cannot be 

taken lightly. Every case should serve a specific purpose within the 

overall scope of inquiry. Here, a major insight is to consider multiple 

cases as one would consider multiple experiments – that is, to follow a 

―replication‖ logic. This is far different from a mistaken analogy in the 

past, which incorrectly considered multiple cases to be similar to the 

multiple respondents in a survey (or to the multiple subjects within an 

experiment) – that is, followed a ―sampling‖ logic. The methodological 

A Architecture 

a) Learns form nature, and 

b) Is a means of embodying 

human ideas 

B When it does so, it increases in 

meaning 

and beauty 

C Original architectural 

constructions consisted  

Universally of 4 elements of 

hearth, roof,  

Enclosure, and mound 

A These 4 elements constitute an 

unreflective 

Embodiment of human ideas in 

learning 

from nature and expressed in 

architecture 

T   H   E   R   E   F   O   R   E 

C The four elements (expressed 

truthfully)… 

B …result in an architecture of 

meaning and beauty 
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differences between these two views are revealed by the different 

rationales underlying the replication as opposed logics.‘ (Yin, 2003:47)   

An important issue on the multiple case study examination is the concept of 

analysis that will be approached and the criticism in the creation of a 

generalisation on the subject. Analysis according to the The Oxford Companion 

to Philosophy,  

‗…is the philosophical method, or set of methods, characteristic of much 

twentieth century Anglophone philosophy, of the type which describes 

itself as 'analytic' to express allegiance to rigour and precision, science, 

logical techniques, and—perhaps most distinctively of all—careful 

investigation of language as the best means of investigating concepts.‘ 

(Honderich, 1995:27)  

Or as Robert E. Stake points out, ‗Analysis is a matter of giving meaning to 

first impressions as well to final compilations. Analysis essentially means taking 

something apart.‘ (Stake, 1995:71) 

One of the discussions concerning the case studies analyses and the problem 

that could appear is the creation of a form of generalisation on the subject (Stake 

1995, Yin 2003). Bent Flyvbjerg examined the misunderstandings - 

oversimplifications of case study research by identifying the problem in five 

types, 

‗Misunderstanding 1: General, theoretical (context-independent) 

knowledge is more valuable than concrete, practical (context-dependent) 

knowledge. Misunderstanding 2: One cannot generalize on the basis of 

an individual case; therefore, the case study cannot contribute to scientific 

development. Misunderstanding 3: The case study is most useful for 

generating hypotheses; that is, in the first stage of a total research process, 

whereas other methods are more suitable for hypotheses testing and 

theory building. Misunderstanding 4: The case study contains a bias 

toward verification, that is, a tendency to confirm the researcher‘s 

preconceived notions. Misunderstanding 5: It is often difficult to 
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summarize and develop general propositions and theories on the basis of 

specific case studies.‘ (Flyvbjerg, 2006:221) 

 

1.5 CASE STUDIES EXAMINATION QUESTIONS 

 

In order to proceed with the research it has to be taken into account the 

historiography of architecture, the relation of artistic/architectural theoretical 

influences and practices in the period that the works were designed by Claes 

Oldenburg, Frank O. Gehry and Santiago Calatrava. The researcher would like to 

indicate that this is not a historical survey, rather it is a focus on contemporary 

practice and the case studies work as an example of the phenomenon in 

contemporary architecture. The researcher‘s investigation will try to answer 

some questions regarding the selected works of the above architects/artist that 

will be examined as case studies of architectural/artistic practice in relation to 

anthropomorphic architecture inspired by the approach of Peter J. M. Nas and 

Chantal Brakus on their essay „A note on Anthropomorphic Architecture‟ (Nas 

and Brakus, 2004).
1
  The questions that arise from the observation of their work 

will be:  

 

 What was the ambition of the architect/artist behind the specific work that 

he produced? 

                                                           
1
 Nas, P. J. M. and Brakus, C. (2004) ‗A Note on Anthropomorphic Architecture.‘ Space and 

Culture. 7(260), pp.260-264. [Online] [Accessed on 26
th

 March 2012] Available from: 

http://sac.sagepub.com/content/7/3/260 

http://sac.sagepub.com/content/7/3/260
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 Was there a discernible necessity for the creation of such building and if 

so what was it? 

 Why did he choose the human body as a reference for the creation of the 

specific work and how did he use scale?  

 How was the meaning of anthropomorphism conceived before him and 

why did he choose to present anthropomorphism and the human body? 

 How does he treat (as far as the design process) functionality as reality 

and which are the signs that separate these two concepts? (Separation of 

the aesthetic composition and of function- where they connect and where 

they separate). 

 How is the imitation of the human body constructed as a primary 

concept? 

 Where can anthropomorphism in the work of the architect/artist be found 

as the result of imitation? 

 From which parts of the work could we see its uniqueness as a 

contemporary building? (the use of metaphor semiologically and the 

aesthetic symbols that each architect/artist uses) 

 How does the architect/artist communicate the message of the function 

stylistically? 

 From an aesthetic point of view how does the symbol function in relation 

to the design of the artwork and what does each architect/artist want to 

interpret through the construction in each case study? 

 Was there any didactic meaning behind the creation of each work? 
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 Could we see any resemblance or repetitive notion of anthropomorphism 

in their work and if there is, why was it employed? 

 The images are evidently a constructed reality, and therefore are located 

in the mysterious space between pictorial reality and historical actuality. 

It is a space of imagination where the mind can construct anything, 

including traps for other minds. Is there a sense that each architect/artist 

used his medium in a narrative form in order to shape opinions?     

 Was there any success in the ambitions of each architect/artist through 

their specific work? 

 Were they (each architect/artist) creating history with their work or were 

they just repeating it?     

The case studies examination is placed through chronological order in order 

to show the progression of the issue of the human body aspect in the exterior 

shape of the selected projects. For the case study of Santiago Calatrava the 

researcher visited the project in Valencia during 2012 in order to experience the 

structure and the complex. 
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2. MAPPING THE BACKGROUND 

 

 

2.1 PREFACE 

 

Following the methodological approach and insight made on the previous 

chapter, this chapter‘s aim is to provide an overview of the background on the 

relation of the human body and architectural structures as it was approached in 

western architecture, especially how the human body has been the inspiration for 

the exterior shape of buildings and how it was used as a building itself. In this 

literature review, the researcher will refer as historical examples to architects that 

embedded in their work the human body as a whole or parts of the human body; 

the review also consists of philosophical and architectural theories based on 

anthropomorphism, mimesis, metaphors and phenomenological approaches in 

architecture. The objective of this overview is to identify the historical 

continuum on the relation of the human body and architecture in order to prepare 

the background for the researcher‘s theoretical approach regarding the theme of 

this research and the approach and examination of the case studies that will 

follow. Another important aim of this overview is to approach and problematize, 

through these readings, the relation of the human body and architectural 

structures and the constant appearance of this relation through different 

philosophies, approaches, relations and thinking that frame the hypothesis of this 

research of the human body as a building.  
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The review starts with a discussion on imitation and architecture in regards to 

philosophy. In this section (2.2) the work of a number of philosophers and 

theorists will be discussed beginning with Plato (2.2.1) and the philosophy of 

Descartes (2.2.2) followed by examples of the phenomenological school (2.2.3). 

The following subchapter (2.3) discuss the problem of anthropomorphism and 

the literature related to anthropomorphism (2.3.1) and anthropomorphism in 

architecture (2.3.2). The closing subchapter (2.4) is an approach on metaphors 

and architectural practice.   

 

2.2 IMITATION IN ARCHITECTURAL PRACTICE 

 

2.2.1 PLATONIC PHILOSOPHY 

 

In the book ‗Timaeus‘, Plato‘s description of the human body is a 

cartographical approach with an extended use of metaphors as a result of the 

observation of nature, a metaphysical approach in order to be given an 

explanation of the cosmos. Plato‘s description of the human body locates features 

such as the head, the senses, the liver, the bones etc. An important feature in his 

doctrine is the description of the human head. Plato describes it as the most 

important feature of the human body, the divine part of us, which imitates the 

spherical shape of the universe and has a back and a front side. As Plato 

mentions in ‗Timaeus‘,  

‗…first, then, the gods, imitating the spherical shape of the universe, 

enclosed the two divine courses in a spherical body, that, namely, which 
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we now term the head, being the most divine part of us and the lord of all 

that is in us: to this the gods, when they put together the body, gave all 

the other members to be servants, considering that it partook of every sort 

of motion. in order then that it might not tumble about among the high 

and deep places of the earth, but might be able to get over the one and out 

of the other, they provided the body to be its vehicle and means of 

locomotion; which consequently had length and was furnished with four 

limbs extended and flexible; these God contrived to be instruments of 

locomotion with which it might take hold and find support, and so be able 

to pass through all places, carrying on high the dwelling-place of the most 

sacred and divine part of us. Such was the origin of legs and hands, which 

for this reason were attached to every man; and the gods, deeming the 

front part of man to be more honourable and fit to command than the 

hinder part, made us to move mostly in a forward direction. Wherefore 

man must have his front part unlike and distinguished from the rest of his 

body.‘
2 

 

This partly metaphysical explanation and description of the human body 

gives also the basic philosophical hypothesis of Plato that the body is the 

medium of the soul; the body therefore is created in such a way in order to satisfy 

the prospects of the soul, 

‗…and so in the vessel of the head, they first of all put a face in which 

they inserted organs to minister in all things to the providence of the soul, 

and they appointed this part, which has authority, to be by nature the part 

which is in front.‘
3
 

As Sarah Broadie (2001) observes on the body and soul dualism in Plato‘s 

‗Timaeus‘,   

‗In Plato, then, the question of separability of soul from body is not a 

simple one. In the first place, every embodied soul is separable from its 

current body, since the soul is immortal, whereas any given body will 

wear out. Secondly, every soul is in principle separable from the body 

altogether, since every embodied soul is in principle, or at least by virtue 

of its original nature, able to refine itself to the point where it wants 

                                                           
2
 Plato, (no date) Timaeus. The Internet Classics Archive. [Online] [Accessed on 3rd June 2013] 

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html  

3
 Plato, (no date) Timaeus. The Internet Classics Archive. [Online] [Accessed on 3rd June 2013] 

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html  

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html
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nothing that a body can provide...some embodied souls cannot live 

separate from a body suited to their desires, while others, a minority 

perhaps, can. According to this picture, the body is simply the instrument 

of the soul, a view that Aristotle too would endorse at one stage of his 

career.‘
4
  

An interesting element in the description of Plato in ‗Timaeus‘, for example, 

of the peptic system and the inspiration and expiration process; his descriptions 

are always given with a metaphoric paradigm based on the observation of the 

functions of nature. Specifically,  

‗Now after the superior powers had created all these natures to be food 

for us who are of the inferior nature, they cut various channels through 

the body as through a garden, that it might be watered as from a running 

stream.‘
5
  

As far as the inspiration and expiration process, Plato mentions that,  

‗This process, as we affirm the name-giver named inspiration and 

expiration. And all this movement, active as well as passive, takes place 

in order that the body, being watered and cooled, may receive 

nourishment and life; for when the respiration is going in and out, and the 

fire, which is fast bound within, follows it, and ever and anon moving to 

and fro, enters through the belly and reaches the meat and drink, it 

dissolves them, and dividing them into small portions and guiding them 

through the passages where it goes, pumps them as from a fountain into 

the channels of the veins, and makes the stream of the veins flow through 

the body as through a conduit.‘
6
  

These metaphoric descriptions related to similar functions in nature reveal a 

‗mechanical‘ function similar to the human body. According to Stuart Elliot 

                                                           
4
 Broadie, S. (2001) Soul and Body in Plato and Descartes. Proceedings of the Aristotelian 

Society (hardback), 102 (2001) 295. [Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.newdualism.org/papers/S.Broadie/Soul-and-Body.htm 

5
  Plato, (no date) Timaeus. The Internet Classics Archive. [Online] [Accessed on 3rd June 2013] 

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html 

6
  Plato, (no date) Timaeus. The Internet Classics Archive. [Online] [Accessed on 3rd June 2013] 

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html 

http://www.newdualism.org/papers/S.Broadie/Soul-and-Body.htm
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html
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Guthrie as he mentions on the persistence of anthropomorphism in philosophy 

and science and as for Greek philosophers,  

‗The philosophers also criticize their own images and distinguish 

categories, such as animate and inanimate, society and nature. But they 

do not stop anthropomorphizing. Two types, which may be called 

immediate anthropomorphism and artificialism, stand out. The former 

images the cosmos as a humanlike being, usually containing other 

humanlike beings, who usually constitute a society. The latter images the 

cosmos as an artifact of a humanlike being.‘ (Guthrie, 1993:153) 

 

2.2.2 CARTESIAN PHILOSOPHY 

 

In contrast to Plato, Descartes observed „I am really distinct from my body, 

and I can exist without it.‟ (Descartes, 2008:55). This hypothetical assumption by 

Descartes mentioned in his „6th Meditation,‟ as part of his ‗Meditations on First 

Philosophy,‟ explores an unexplored perspective of the soul. The dualistic 

dichotomy between the corporeal materiality of the human body and the 

incorporeal soul/mind suggests and separates the presence and being of them in 

space/dimension; if there is such separation then the mind exists or could exist in 

separate spaces/dimensions; so on one hand there is a common locative presence 

for body and mind and on the other hand there is also another presence of mind 

in a different level/location. The body then is just the corporeal carrier ‗the thing‘ 

of mind and soul; therefore it is a medium, an extension of mind in a materialistic 

level.  

A further fact that could be mentioned concerning the dualism in the 

existence of ‗ego‘ is based on the observation by Descartes in his „Meditations 
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on First Philosophy‟ and his distinction on the difference between the divisible 

body and the indivisible mind. According to Descartes,  

‗…there is a great difference between a mind and a body in that a body, 

by its very nature, is always divisible. On the other hand, the mind is 

utterly indivisible.‘ (Descartes, 1993:56) 

Descartes here outlines clearly the characteristics of the corporeal body 

explaining that if any part of the body for example a leg, arm etc. cut off this fact 

would not have an effect on the mind but only on the shape of the body; so 

because there is no effect on the mind, this argument separates the corporeal 

body from the incorporeal mind. Descartes, considering the question of „what I 

was‟ proposes his thoughts with the description of the body,  

‗The first was that I have a face, hands, arms, and this whole mechanism 

of limbs, such as we see even in corpses; this I referred to as the body.‘ 

(Descartes, 2008:19) 

Descartes clearly defines the mechanistic and materialistic form of human 

bodies (and animals) by considering also that,  

‗And I can likewise consider the body of a human being as a kind of 

machine made up of bones, nerves, muscles, veins, blood, and skin so 

fitted together that, even if there were no mind within it, it would still 

have all the movements it currently has that do not result from the 

command of the will (and hence the mind).‘ (Descartes, 2008:60) 

And he defines the body by mentioning that,  

‗…by body I mean everything that is capable of being bounded by some 

shape, of existing in a definite place, of filling a space in such a way as to 

exclude the presence of any other body within it; of being perceived by 

touch, sight, hearing, taste, or smell, and also of being moved in various 

ways, not indeed by itself, but by some other thing by which it is 

touched...‘ (Descartes, 2008:19)
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As Sarah Broadie observes on the Cartesian machine-body,  

‗In more philosophical contexts Descartes explicitly distinguishes mind 

from soul, reserving 'soul' for that which animates the body. In this sense 

of 'soul' he either denies that any such principle exists or reduces it to a 

physical configuration. The biological difference between a living body 

and a corpse is the purely physical difference between a machine in 

working order and one that is broken or worn out. So what Descartes is 

left with, in addition to his machine-body—if his or any other body even 

exists, which at the beginning of the Meditations he calls into doubt—is a 

mind whose business is to think and imagine, but not to animate any 

corporeal system. And since it is himself that he finds thinking, and since 

he is unable, no matter how hard he tries, to doubt his own existence as 

this currently thinking thing, Descartes identifies himself with this 

mind…For even though the mind does not require body in the way in 

which an animating principle presumably requires a body if it is to do its 

thing of animating something, the mind may depend on the body in some 

other way, a way in which, so to speak, it is the body that gives life to the 

mind, much as an arrangement of particles gives rise to a magnetic 

field…Hence he can conclude that mind, and perhaps soul in the 

theological sense, is separable from body, which is the basis for proving 

the mind or soul immortal.‘
7
  

But the problem of the separation of the mind and body is that dualism has a 

common ground: the relation of body and mind consist of a synergy,
8
 an action 

of these two ‗natures‘ for the achievement of creation; the relation of these 

‗natures‘ is not separable rather it works cooperatively.  

After the metaphoric description of the human body in relation to the 

functions and the cosmological observation of nature by Plato and the 

mechanized description of human body by Descartes it came as a result to 

                                                           
7
 Broadie, S. (2001) Soul and Body in Plato and Descartes. Proceedings of the Aristotelian 

Society (hardback), 102 (2001) 295. [Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.newdualism.org/papers/S.Broadie/Soul-and-Body.htm 

8
 According to the Oxford Dictionary the word ‗synergy‘ means, ‗…the interaction or 

cooperation of two or more organizations, substances, or other agents to produce a combined 

effect greater than the sum of their separate effects. Origin: mid 19
th

 century: from Greek 

sunergos ‗working together', from sun- 'together' + ergon ‗work‘.‘ Oxford Dictionaries. (no date) 

Synergy. [Online] [Accessed on 4
th

 June 2013] 

http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/synergy?q=synergy 

http://www.newdualism.org/papers/S.Broadie/Soul-and-Body.htm
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consider and to embody these two philosophical theories in regards to 

architectural buildings and architectural theory. How are these two philosophical 

approaches connected to contemporary architecture? When a building has an 

anthropomorphic shape and mechanisms have been added in its structure that 

create movement and not a sense of movement what metaphors can be generated 

from that practice? The duality with regards to anthropomorphic architecture and 

the human body is not the separation of the mind and the body rather the dual 

existence of the human body and its manmade disembodied fragmented 

representation in the structure of anthropomorphic architecture.   

At this stage Le Corbusier‘s architectural theory could contribute into the 

exploration of the hypothesis considering the human body as a building. Le 

Corbusier (1924) mentioned that, „A house is a machine for living in‟ (Le 

Corbusier, 2008:151). Taking Le Corbusier‘s quotation and combining it with 

Plato‘s and Descartes‘s philosophical theories it can be said that: if a 

house/building is a machine, then a house/building equals to corpus; thus a 

house/building=body; as a result then from philosophical perspective, because a 

building=body then the examination of the hypothesis human body as a building 

has a philosophical background that it has to be taken further into account. If the 

building=body=machine then the anthropomorphic shape of buildings could be 

analysed from a philosophical perspective. And it could be formed as a 

syllogistic equation as follows: 

IF  a House/Building = Machine  Then a House/Building = Corpus 

Thus  

A House/Building = Body 
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As a result then from philosophical perspective: 

Because: a Building = Body  Then the examination of the hypothesis 

‗The Human Body as a Building‘ has a philosophical background that has 

to be taken further into account. 

IF  the Building = Body = Machine  Then the anthropomorphic 

shape of buildings could be analysed from a philosophical perspective. 

In her theoretical exploration in ‗Architecture and Modernity: A Critique‘ 

Hilde Heynen (2000) presents several theoretical approaches of mimesis in 

architecture and according to the author,  

‗Mimesis refers to certain patterns of similarity or resemblance. It has to 

do with copying, but a specific form of copying that implies a critical 

moment. The complex figure of thought contained in this concept offers 

an illuminating frame of reference for reflecting on the potentially critical 

character of works of architecture.‘ (Heynen, 2000:7)  

In their essay entitled ‗The Mechanical vs. Divine Body: The rise of modern 

design theory in Europe‘ Alexander Tzonis and Diane Lefaivre examined 

through paradigms the „…conceptual systems of architecture in France between 

1650 and 1800.‟ Tzonis and Lefaivre refer to several metaphorical observations 

and statements that were made regarding the connection of the human body and 

architecture and the use of buildings as instruments; as they mention „The first 

buildings conceived as machines were those which were compared to enlarged 

instruments.‟ (Tzonis, 1975)
9
 

In defence of the propositions by Tzonis and Lefaivre on the machinelike 

buildings, Marco Frascari points out that,  

                                                           
9
 Tzonis, A. (1975) The Mechanical vs. Divine Body. The rise of modern design theory in Europe, 
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‗The analogy, machine-edifice, is a long-standing one, and has always 

been used to judge architecture. Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre 

(1985) have clearly shown that buildings have been praised as well as 

condemned for being machinelike. This long tradition began with 

Vitruvius, who saw the devising of machinery as one of the three 

branches of architecture, vis aedificatio (the devising of edifices), 

gnomonica (the devising of the proportions dictated by natural light), 

machinatio (the devising of machinery) (Vitruvius 1584, 1: ii, 1). 

Technology is the doctrine dealing with the dual nature of machine and 

edifice; it is the theory as well as the practice of architectural production. 

Architecture exemplifies and suggests rather than determines or imposes, 

and technology becomes the expression of pleasure - Alberti's voluptas. 

Technology becomes a reality acting between sensory experiences and 

physical expressions, being the union of the homo faber with the homo 

ludens. Technology is a subjective presence rather than an objective 

procedure to which the client and architect must be subjected.‘ (Frascari, 

1991:115)  

Kostas Terzidis in his essay entitled ‗Digital Culture and Permutation 

Architecture‘
10

 explores the new perspective and approach on design process and 

digital tools. The paradox on the results from the use of digital tools and 

computers lays on the fact that an intellectual entity produces the results of 

human mind and these results are being questioned to be or to have machinelike 

characteristics.
11

 An intellectual machine produces architectural products that are 

not to be considered machines (architectural buildings or structures) themselves?  

It is difficult to understand or accept the results of digital tools in regards to 

architectural structures through the computer, „an intellectual entity‟ according to 
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 Terzidis, K. (2012) ‗Digital Culture and Permutation Architecture.‘ In European Network of 

Heads of Schools of Architecture-European Association for Architectural Education. Rethinking 

the Human in Technology-Driven Architecture, Transactions on Architectural Education No 55, 
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 As Bloomer and Moore (1977) mention, ‗Before Galileo, it was natural to imagine an 

architecture which celebrated the properties of the human body, and easier to believe that this 
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mechanical laws, should not the architecture which served it also obey mechanical laws?‘ 

(Bloomer and Moore, 1977:15)  
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Terzidis, rather it is easier to accept the machine-like design process and not the 

results of such process as machines (talking always on architectural building and 

structures). According to Kostas Terzidis (2012),  

‗As a result of the use and abuse of design tools many have started to 

worry about the direction that design will take place in the next years. As 

one-by-one all design tasks are becoming computational some regards as 

a danger, misfortune, or in-appropriation of what design should be and 

others as a liberation, freedom, and power towards what design should 

be: i.e. conceptualization. According to the second group, the designer 

does not need to worry anymore about the construction documents, 

schedules, databases, modelling, rendering, animation, etc. and can now 

concentrate on what is most important: the concept. But what if that is 

also replaced? What if one day a new piece of software appears that 

allows one to input the building program and it produces valid designs, 

i.e. plan, elevation, sections that work. And, worse, what if they are better 

than the designer would ever do himself or herself.‘ (Terzidis, 2012:60)  

Furthemore, Kostas Terzidis continuous by mentioning that,  

‗The computer is not a tool. It is an intellectual entity and as such can 

simulate human thinking producing inferior, similar, or even superior 

results to those of a human mind. Some people do not like that 

comparison and perhaps there is a merit in that assessment. Then perhaps 

a better way to describe the computer is that of complementary, alien, or 

different. Perhaps it has a different way of thinking, a new way, a strange 

way. I would like to believe that it is complementary in the sense that it 

can address many of the things we cannot, or better, do not have enough 

time to deal with. So you should not treat it as a tool. That is my advice. 

Treat it as something else; a different thing. This brings me to my next 

point; that of the human mind. I am afraid that it is limited. Whether we 

like it, believe it, or accept it is true. Factually true…We are not as smart 

as we think…I would like to know that one day I can break out that 

limited world and do something wrong. Not alone but with help. Well, 

that is what the computer is: a ticket to that world.‘ (Terzidis, 2012:64-

66)   

As John Knesl observes (1988) on the human body ‗development,‘  

‗Our interest in the body is generated by a highly ambivalent 

configuration of forces. On one hand we react to the techniques that have 

been refined to tame, to exploit, and to ―develop‖ the body…The body is 

being tuned as an instrument of production as well as of cultivated 
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consumption. As the techniques instrumentalize the body more and more 

deeply we seem to lose the fullness of experience, of touching the real. 

On the other hand, the refined sensibilities produced by tuning the body 

have developed a longing for ever new, more subtle, and stronger feelings 

and values. Both the very success and also paradoxically, the failure of 

the body techniques spur the development of yet new techniques. 

Whether these will inevitably lead to the disappearance of the body we 

know into the loneliness of direct neural stimulation remains to be seen.‘ 

(Knesl, 1988)  

In the contemporary practice of speed, time and communication with a non-

corporeal perspective, Paul Virilio questions the meaning of a monument and the 

characteristics of architecture:  

‗Architecture is more than an array of techniques designed to shelter us 

from the storm. It is an instrument of measure, a sum total of knowledge 

that, contending with the natural environment, becomes capable of 

organizing society‘s time and space.‘ (Virilio, 1991:22)  
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2.2.3 PHENOMENOLOGY 

 

Roland Barthes semiological approach will be useful in identifying not only a 

symbolic discourse of the city but also a symbolic analysis of the colossal 

monument and its meaning through his semiotic analysis of ‗The Eiffel Tower,‘  

‗Then why do we visit the Eiffel Tower? No doubt in order to participate 

in a dream of which it is (and this is its originality) much more the 

crystallizer than the true object. The Tower is not a usual spectacle; to 

enter the Tower, to scale it, to run around its courses, is, in a manner both 

more elementary and more profound, to accede to a view and to explore 

the interior of an object (though an openwork one), to transform the 

touristic rite into an adventure of sight and of the intelligence. It is this 

double function I should like to speak of briefly, before passing in 

conclusion to the major symbolic function of the Tower, which is its final 

meaning. The Tower looks at Paris. To visit the Tower is to get oneself 

up onto the balcony in order to perceive, comprehend and savour a 

certain essence of Paris. And here again, the Tower is an original 

monument.‘ (Barthes, 1997:7-8)  

Barthes shows how through this architectural/artistic monument the 

significance of topos arises through the meaning that human beings have 

attached to the monument, the meaning through the experience of the 

„paradoxical monument‟ and identifies a twofold provisions of the Eiffel Tower 

(Fig.3),  

‗…the Tower is a paradoxical object: one cannot be shut up within it 

since what defines the Tower is its longilineal form and its open 

structure…the Tower‘s provisions are of two kinds. The first is of a 

technical order; the Tower offers for consumption a certain number of 

performances, or, if one prefers, of paradoxes, and the visitor then 

becomes an engineer by proxy…the Tower as object furnishes its 

observer, provided he insinuates himself into it, a whole series of 

paradoxes, the delectable contraction of an appearance and of its contrary 

reality. The Tower‘s second provision, as an object, is that, despite its 

technical singularity, it constitutes a familiar ‗little world‘…The Tower is 

not a sacred monument, and no taboo can forbid a commonplace life to 
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develop there, but there can be no question, nonetheless, of a trivial 

phenomenon here…Further, by affording its visitor a whole polyphony of 

pleasures, from technological wonder to haute cuisine, including the 

panorama, the Tower ultimately reunites with the essential function of all 

major human sites: autarchy. The Tower can live on itself: one can dream 

there, eat there, observe there, understand there, marvel there, shop there; 

as on an ocean liner (another mythic object that sets children dreaming), 

one can feel oneself cut off from the world and yet the owner of a world.‘ 

(Barthes, 1997:14-17)       

From his phenomenological examination, Cristian Norberg-Schultz perceived 

three methods in the relation of man-made/artificial places and nature, 

‗Man-made places are related to nature in three basic ways. Firstly, man 

wants to make the natural structure more precise. That is, he wants to 

visualize his ―understanding‖ of nature, ―expressing‖ the existential 

foothold he has gained. To achieve this, he builds what he has 

seen…Secondly, man has to complement the given situation, by adding 

what it is ―lacking‖. Finally, he has to symbolize his understanding of 

nature (including himself). Symbolization implies that an experienced 

meaning is ―translated‖ into other medium.‘ (Norberg-Schultz, 1980:17)  

Figure 3. The Eiffel Tower, Aerial view. 
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From Norberg-Schultz‘s phenomenological observation arises the question: Is 

there any narrative concept beneath the symbolized architectural surface of his 

(man‘s) own nature (intentional or unintentional) and what is the message (if 

there is any) of that practice?  Barthes‘s symbolic analyses of the image will be 

useful for the examination of such question from the fact that architectural 

structures are experienced also as visual images through the sketches, designs, 

paintings etc. of the architect. According to Roland Barthes writing about the 

„rhetoric of the image,‟ 

‗…the word image should be linked to the root imitare. Thus, we find 

ourselves immediately at the heart of the most important problem facing 

the semiology of images: can analogical representation (the ‗copy‘) 

produce true systems of signs and not merely simple agglutinations of 

symbols? Is it possible to conceive of an analogical ‗code‘?‘ (Barthes, 

1977:32)  

As Heidegger suggested on the world picture and his phenomenological 

definition of the meaning of ‗world‘ and ‗picture‘ as seen in his essay ‗The Age 

of the World Picture‘  

‗What is a world picture? Obviously a picture of the world. But what does 

―world‖ mean here? What does ―picture‖ mean? ―World‖ serves here as a 

name for what is, in its entirety. The name is not limited to the cosmos, to 

nature. History also belongs to the world. Yet even nature and history, 

and both interpenetrating in their underlying and transcending of one 

another, do not exhaust the world. In this designation the ground of the 

world is meant also, no matter how its relation to the world is 

thought…With the word ―picture‖ we think first of all of a copy of 

something. Accordingly, the world picture would be a painting, so to 

speak, of what is as a whole. But ―world picture‖ means more than this. 

We mean by it the world itself, the world as such, what is, in its entirety, 

just as it is normative and binding for us. ―Picture‖ here does not mean 

some imitation, but rather what sounds forth in the colloquial expression, 

―We get the picture‖ [literally, we are in the picture] concerning 

something. This means the matter stands before us exactly as it stands 

with it for us…Hence world picture, when understood essentially, does 
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not mean a picture of the world but the world conceived and grasped as 

picture.‘ (Heidegger, 1977:129-130)  

And he continues by mentioning that,  

‗However, everywhere that whatever is, is not interpreted in this way, the 

world also cannot enter into a picture; there can be no world picture. The 

fact that whatever is comes into being in and through representedness 

transforms the age in which this occcurs into a new age in contrast with 

the preceding one. The expressions ―world picture of the modern age‖ 

and ―modem world picture‖ both mean the same thing and both assume 

something that never could have been before, namely, a medieval and an 

ancient world picture. The world picture does not change from an earlier 

medieval one into a modern one, but rather the fact that the world 

becomes picture at all is what distinguishes the essence of the modem age 

[der Neuzeit].‘ (Heidegger, 1977:129-130)  

Karsten Harries examines the approach of Martin Heidegger‘s ‗world picture‘ 

(as seen on Heidegger‘s ‗The Age of the World Picture‘ and ‗The Question 

Concerning Technology‘) and the generalised meaning of the phrase ‗world 

picture‘ that leads him, from the perspective of the researcher, to a false 

argument on architecture and representation when he is mentioning that,  

‗Pictures refer to what they represent. Buildings, on the other hand, need 

not to represent anything. We live and work in them. They offer us both 

physical and spiritual shelter. What different expectations Heidegger‘s 

essay would have invited had he called it instead ‗The Age of the World 

Building‘. To understand the world in the image of a building, perhaps a 

house, invites thoughts of God as an architect, who created this world for 

us to enjoy and dwell in. Think of the cosmos of the Timaeus; or of the 

cosmos of the Middle Ages, a divine architecture that places human 

beings near the center. The world is understood here as a well ordered 

whole in which we all have our proper place and vocation. The task of the 

architect might then be to imitate, to the best of his ability, this divine 

model and thus to help us feel more at home in the world. Such world 

would not be a picture. Not every representation is a picture.‘ (Harries, 

2006:84)  

Even though, and the researcher agrees on the perspective of Karsten Harries 

that the buildings need not to represent anything, the human body is always 
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present on the architectural structure of the building and each time no matter 

what the building ‗represents‘ (depending each time on the intentions of the 

creator and client) it will always signify our presence not as a representation of 

general world image but as part of a generalised image of our presence of being 

in the world. The macrocosmic understating through microcosmic interpretation 

is what leads the author to approach the thinking of Plato and that the results of 

such philosophy lead to a direct mimetic thinking and understanding creating a 

pattern of understanding and to apply the ιδέα (idea) of Plato to architectural 

thinking and the meaning of buildings.  Nonetheless the meaning becomes part 

of the building‘s presence in the urban environment as William Whyte argues 

(2006) in his essay entitled „How do Buildings Mean? Some Issues of 

Interpretation in the History of Architecture.‟ The author suggests that the 

architectural meaning and interpretation is,  

‗…analogous to a series of transpositions‘ and ‗rests upon three 

assumptions. The first is that architecture, like all meaningful human 

action, is capable of being understood…The problem is that buildings are 

a particular sort of text: one that bears very little similarity to verbal, 

linguistic, or even artistic texts. As such, the idea that they can be read—

read in the same way that one reads a novel, a portrait, or even an 

archaeological site—simply does not stand up to scrutiny…Second, 

architecture and architectural interpretation involve a wide of variety of 

media and genres. Simply to represent this as text tout court 

misunderstands the multiplicity of texts encountered by an architectural 

historian. Third, and finally, it can be argued that as a structure evolves 

from conception to construction and then to interpretation, both the 

intention of the creator and the meaning comprehended by the interpreter 

may change….‘ (Whyte, 2006:154-155)  

Furthermore William Whyte suggests the special meaning through the 

‗reading‘ of buildings as archi-texts, quoting Lefebvre‘s observation,  
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‗The problem is that buildings are a particular sort of text—one that does 

not yield readily to the process of reading. For one thing, the very 

materiality of architecture differentiates it from other types of text. It was 

for this reason that Lefebvre suggested it might it be useful ―to think of 

architectures as ‗archi-textures.‘‖ At the same time, too, the fact that 

buildings are subject to the laws of gravity, the fact that they have to 

function as well as to appear, means that they do not possess the creative 

freedom of a work of fine art or literature.‘ (Whyte, 2006:169)  

And the author proposes two conclusions on the architectural meanings,  

‗The first is that the evolution of architecture from the initial idea to its 

interpretation by historians and other critics can be likened to a series of 

transpositions. At each stage, the logic of the genre will shape and 

reshape it. The second is that the totality of these transpositions makes up 

the work of architecture: not an artefact that can be simply described, but 

a multifaceted construct capable of multiple interpretations. It is perhaps 

a complex conclusion, but acknowledging complexity is the only proper 

response to a complex problem. As Eco argued, we do commonly 

experience architecture as communication, even while recognizing its 

functionality. The message, however, changes when we experience 

architecture as a plan, as a picture, in text, or as structure. In everyday 

life, and as historians, we are continually translating architecture.‘ 

(Whyte, 2006:177)  

In a rhetoric question on architectural form, William Lethaby in his 

introduction to ‗Architecture Mysticism & Myth‘ (1891) identifies that,  

‗What then, I want to ask, are the ultimate facts behind all architecture 

which has given it form? Mainly three: First, the similar needs and 

desires of men; secondly, on the side of structure the necessities imposed 

by materials, and the physical laws of their erection and combination; and 

thirdly, on the side of style, nature.‘ (Lethaby, 1994:13)  

In his description and approach of a practical method in the artistic forms 

made by humans, he mentions that,  

‗If we trace the artistic forms of things, made by man, to their origin, we 

find a direct imitation of nature. The thought behind a ship is the 

imitation of a fish.‘ (Lethaby, 1994:13) 
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Thus, the things made by man combine the imitation of nature, materials and 

a function, according to Lethaby. Therefore in order to examine the 

anthropomorphic structures in architecture one should consider the alterity that 

generates anthropomorphism in architecture, and according to Andrew Benjamin, 

the identification of the „…presence of difference – or architecture‟s other 

possibility and thus architectural alterity.‟ (Benjamin, 2000:6).  These are the 

peripheral parameters that enable the examination of the hypothesis the human 

body as a building of this research.  

‗Alterity is the possibility of otherness – alterity – within function. 

Alterity cannot be understood except in relation to the interplay of form 

and function. Alterity is neither another form nor is it another function or 

simply another determination of an already given function. Answering the 

question of alterity in architecture has to be approached in terms of the 

disruption of homological relation between form and function‘ 

(Benjamin, 2000:11)  

This attempt of imitation of our own body in the creation of architectural 

structures will try to investigate this research. In his review of findings Yannick 

Joye (2007) presents the main conclusion of his study, „…that nature based 

forms and organizations in architecture are valuable for human emotional and 

cognitive functioning.‟ (Joye, 2007:305). The question that arises is how 

anthropomorphic buildings (such as those that will be examined as case studies) 

affect and project the human experience and perspective of the human body? For 

George Teyssot, on approaching the work of Diller and Scofidio and the human 

body relation to architecture,  

‗The first task architecture ought to assume…is that of defining and 

imagining an environment not just for ―natural‖ bodies but for bodies 

projected outside themselves, absent and ecstatic, by means of their 

technologically extended senses. Far from assimilating the tool with the 
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body according to the mechanistic tradition of Cartesian dualism, we 

must conceive tool and instrument ―like a second port of body, 

incorporated into and extending our corporal powers.‖ It then becomes 

possible and even necessary to logically invert the terms of our 

proposition on the role of architecture. The incorporation of technology is 

not effected by ―imaging‖ a new environment, but by reconfiguring the 

body itself, pushing outward to where its artificial extremities encounter 

―the world.‖‘ (Teyssot, 1994:16) 

 Similarly to William Whyte as seen above, Teyssot refers to the architectural 

text and the architectural meaning but through the readings of the human body. 

As he mentions,  

‗The question should be reformulated thusly: does history and theory (of 

architecture) have to be properly directed towards the formal and 

formalizable status of the world, introducing what could be called a post-

structuralist ―formalism‖? Or, do they have to be directed towards the 

body that, by itself, speaks and writes? As suggested by Charles Levin, 

the ―body‖ is tentatively introduced here as being irreducible to 

formalisation. True, deconstruction of the sign engages us in a discourse 

of the body. However, isn‘t a body here considered as a signifier that 

must be punctuated by phallic inscriptions producing meaning (Lacan‘s 

mirror sage)? In this view, the body could be thought of as the place of 

writing the linguistically structured concept of the symbolic.‘ (Teyssot, 

1994:31)           

As Renato Rizzi mentions from phenomenological/experiential perspective in 

relation to the human body,  

‗To characterize the body requires three different factors: the external 

experience, the internal experience, and the position of the body. In 

addition, the practise of our time seems to be to place internal experience 

outside the body. But the body is also linked to the metaphysical 

experience of light and darkness: our external body lives in light; our 

internal body lives in darkness, which precedes light. How is it possible 

in contemporary thought to forget the notions of position and of 

darkness?‘ (Davidson, 1997:47)   

In order to characterise the human body, as Rizzi mentioned, it is important to 

consider and relate the role of perception. Samuel Todes (2001) identifies three 

stages of perception,  
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‗Perception normally has three stages: (1) In the first stage we prepare our 

self to perceive an object by getting into a proper position or attitude in 

respect to it. For example, we reach toward something so as to be able to 

touch it; we place something in our mouth so as to be able to taste it; we 

sniff to smell; we look and listen for something in order to see and hear it. 

(2) Having prepared our self to perceive it, we next ready the object to be 

perceived. This is done by ―getting at‖ the object in some essentially 

preliminary, tentative, and easily reversible way that allows us with 

comparatively light consequences to go on to perceive the object fully. 

For example, we touch something preparatory to taking hold of it; we 

taste before eating; we get a whiff of something before smelling it by 

taking in a deep breath; we look at or listen to something in order to see 

or hear it. (3) In the third stage we finally perceive the object. We finally 

―get‖ what we have ―gotten at.‖ We finally receive what we have made 

receivable by establishing an affinity between our readied self and our 

correspondingly prepared object.‘ (Todes, 2001:273)  

Moreover Samuel Todes defines the human perception as,  

‗…perception is a systematically achieved outcome of a multistaged 

effort, and sensuous abstraction is founded on the inhibition of this effort. 

Sensuous abstractions must therefore be deficient in whatever 

intelligibility comes to experience from the completion of normal 

perception…Perception…is essentially and distinctively our knowledge 

of the existence of existing things. Perception is perception of existing 

things as existing as what they are. This knowledge of the existence of 

things comes, however, only with the completion of perception and must 

therefore be lacking in all experience of sensuous abstractions.‘ (Todes, 

2001:274-275)  

By translating perception to architectural meaning, man creates ‗objects‘ to 

his ‗subject‘. The change of perception and position though converts the subject 

(man) into object (man). Similarly the building is being transformed from object 

to subject in accordance to the position of the subject (man). The existence of the 

building and man himself as subject vanishes and is being transformed 

conceptually and schematically into a unified subject: man (subject) + building 

(object) = subject. The object (building) defines its subject (man) as an 

ontological (meaning-substance) ‗copy‘ of the subject (man). The object 

(building) therefore acquires its ontological shape (meaning) through the 
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imitation of the subject (man). The building therefore has or acquires an 

intentional anthropomorphic structure (existential) and essence that it is better 

understood through the perception and position of the human body.
12

 As Merleau 

Ponty mentions in the chapter ‗Experience and Objective Thought: The Problem 

of the Body‘ on the ‗Phenomenology of Perception‘,  

‗When I look at the lamp on my table, I attribute to it not only the 

qualities visible from where I am, but also those which the chimney, the 

walls, the table can ‗see‘; but back of my lamp is nothing but the face 

which it ‗shows‘ to the chimney. I can therefore see an object in so far as 

objects form a system or a world, and in so far as each one treats the 

others round it as spectators of its hidden aspects and as guarantee of the 

permanence of those aspects. Any seeing of an object by me is 

instantaneously reiterated among all those objects in the world which are 

apprehended as co-existent, because each of them is all that the others 

‗see‘ of it. Our previous formula must therefore be modified; the house 

itself is not the house seen from nowhere, but the house seen from 

everywhere…the synthesis of horizons is no more than a presumptive 

synthesis, operating with certainty and precision only in the immediate 

vicinity of the object…Obsessed with being, and forgetful of the 

perspectivism of my experience, I henceforth treat it as an object and 

deduce it from a relationship between objects. I regard my body, which is 

my point of view upon the world, as one of the objects of that world…if 

the objects which surround the house or which are found in it remained 

what they are in perceptual experience, that is, acts of seeing conditioned 

by a certain perspective, the house would not be posited as an 

autonomous being. Thus the positing of one single object, in the full 

sense, demands the compositive bringing into being of all these 

experiences in one act of manifold creation.‘ (Merleau-Ponty, 2005:79-

82)  

 

 

 

                                                           
12

 For instance Bloomer and Moore (1977) mention on children‘s drawings that, ‗In children‘s 

drawings of houses…there is generally a door like a mouth, windows like eyes, and a roof like a 

forehead, with symmetrical enhancements in front…This house façade is not…a billboard, a 

simple sign, but rather the complex intimation of much more within…the house front speaks 

about what lies behind it, and what it might be like to be inside.‘ (Bloomer and Moore, 1977:1-2). 
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2.3 ANTHROPOMORPHISM:  

IN A FOREST OF STRUCTURED HUMAN BODIES 

 

2.3.1 THE PROBLEM OF ANTHROPOMORPHISM 

 

According to the Oxford Dictionary anthropomorphism is „the attribution of 

human characteristics or behaviour to a god, animal, or 

object.‟
13

Anthropomorphism as a term derives linguistically from the Greek 

language and specifically from the combination of the Greek word άνθρωπος 

(anthropos) meaning ‗human‘ and the Greek word μορφή (morphe) meaning 

shape or form. For Epley, Waytz and Cacioppo (2007) from a psychological 

perspective,  

‗…anthropomorphism involves more than simply attributing life to the 

nonliving (i.e., animism). Anthropomorphism involves going beyond 

behavioural descriptions of imagined or observable actions (e.g., the dog 

is affectionate) to represent an agent‘s mental or physical characteristics 

using humanlike descriptors (e.g., the dog loves me). At its core, 

anthropomorphism entails attributing humanlike properties, 

characteristics, or mental states to real or imagined nonhuman agents and 

objects. The attributes involved in the perception of mind…are therefore 

central to anthropomorphism but are not exhaustive. Anthropomorphism 

also entails attributing humanlike emotional states (Leyens et al., 2003), 

behavioral characteristics, or humanlike forms to nonhuman agents. 

Xenophanes (6th century B.C., as cited in Lesher, 1992), for instance, 

was the first to use ―anthropomorphism‖ when describing the similarities 

between religious agents and their believers, noting that Greek gods were 

invariably fair skinned and blue-eyed whereas African gods were 

invariably dark skinned and dark-eyed…Anthropomorphism is therefore 

a process of inference about unobservable characteristics of a nonhuman 

agent, rather than descriptive reports of a nonhuman agent‘s observable 

or imagined behavior.‘ (Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo, 2007:865)  

                                                           
13

 Oxford Dictionaries. (no date) Anthropomorphism. [Online] [Accessed on 4
th

 June 2013] 

http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/anthropomorphism?q=anthropomorphism 

http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/anthropomorphism?q=anthropomorphism
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Epley, Waytz and Cacioppo identify three factors that determine the 

anthropomorphic process from a psychological perspective. According to the 

authors,  

‗The extent to which people anthropomorphize should therefore be 

determined by the three major parts of the inductive process: (a) the 

likelihood of activating, either chronically or situationally, knowledge 

about humans when making inferences about nonhuman agents; (b) the 

likelihood of correcting or adjusting anthropomorphic representations to 

accommodate nonanthropomorphic knowledge about nonhuman agents; 

and (c) the likelihood of applying activated and possibly corrected 

anthropomorphic representations to nonhuman agents.‘ (Epley, Waytz, 

and Cacioppo, 2007:865)  

Stuart Elliott Guthrie‘s approach (1993) on anthropomorphism is through 

religion with examples of perception, arts philosophy and science and he 

mentions in his preface of his book ‗Faces in the Clouds‘ that, „I hold that 

religion is best understood as anthropomorphism and that anthropomorphism 

results from a strategy of perception.‟
14

 The author‘s explanation of 

anthropomorphism is that it resembles animism and as he mentions,  

                                                           
14

 On his critique and review in Stuart Elliot Guthrie‘s book ‗Faces in the Clouds‘, Edward A. 

Yonan points out that, ‗Guthrie‘s definitional claim is embedded in his theory which ‗should 

correspond to observation, should be simple, and should be general‘ (FIC, p. 201). These 

theoretical criteria of (1) observability, (2) simplicity, and (3) generality justify his definitional 

claim that religion is what religion does: religion is anthropomorphism because 

anthropomorphizing is the only thing all religions share. If anthropomorphizing rests on a 

persistent and knowable mistake, then (4) error should be added to Guthrie‘s theoretical criteria. 

A Pascal-like bet should also be added as (5) a probability criterion to Guthrie‘s other four 

because it provides an explanatory and argumentative strategy for claiming that ‗If we are 

mistaken about anthropomorphism, we lose little, while if we are right, we gain much‘ (FIC, p. 

6). Are there areas of religion that are non-anthropomorphic? If so, criteria (1) and (3) would be 

open to serious criticism. If not, Guthrie wins his formal bet in claiming that religion is nothing 

but anthropomorphism. He advances a good guess that anthropomorphism is always familiar, 

pervasive, powerful, spontaneous, and even compellingly evident because it generates models of 

the nonhuman world in humanlike terms. In any case Faces in the Clouds is so rich and 

comprehensive in detail and argument that it will surely inspire considerable debate in several 

disciplines for many years to come.‘ (Yonan, 1995:31-34) 
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‗My explanation of anthropomorphism closely resembles that for 

animism. Both phenomena stem from the search for organization and 

significance, and both consist in overestimating them. Scanning the world 

for what most concerns us—living things and especially humans—we 

find many apparent cases. Some of these prove illusory. When they do, 

we are animating (attributing life to the nonliving) or anthropomorphizing 

(attributing human characteristics to the nonhuman). Central among 

human characteristics is symbolic interaction. Animism and 

anthropomorphism are on a continuum and may coexist: in verbally 

urging a balky computer, we both animate (give it life) and 

anthropomorphize (give it language).‘ (Guthrie, 1993:63)  

The author comes to identify three factors or problems on the approach of 

anthropomorphism making an interesting observation that,  

‗Three factors contribute to this disparity between acknowledgment and 

analysis. First, most writers see anthropomorphism as a trivial mistake 

with a pair of standard explanations: the easiest accounts of the world are 

those from the most familiar models, ourselves; and we find it comforting 

to humanize the world. Second, both secular rationalists and theologians 

find anthropomorphism embarrassing. Secular thinkers, especially 

scientists, see it as an unfortunate and persistent flaw in human thought. 

Theologians see it as a discomfiting sign that conceptions of God may be 

limited by, or even founded on, conceptions of ourselves. Third, many 

writers see anthropomorphism as an aberration with little relation to other 

perception and representation. If it is aberrant, understanding it might 

produce nothing broader and so would be of doubtful value. 

Anthropomorphism then is something simply to be detected and rooted 

out, ad hoc.‘ (Guthrie, 1993:64)  

He continues by observing that,  

‗None of these reasons for the scant analysis of anthropomorphism, 

however, withstands scrutiny. First, the standard explanations of 

anthropomorphism as comforting and familiar are inadequate, because 

anthropomorphism often is far from comforting and because our self-

understandings themselves are problematic, not self-evident. Second, 

anthropomorphism is neither peculiar nor unreasonable. Rather, it is a 

plausible, though in hindsight mistaken, interpretation of things and 

events. It is inevitable in ordinary perception and cognition: at once 

spontaneous, reasonable, and deeply rooted…To say that a given 

perception or representation is anthropomorphic is to say that it claims 

more organization than actually is present, not that the underlying 

interpretive process is either aberrant or flawed. Third and last, 

anthropomorphism is normal, not aberrant, because it results from a 
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strategy universal in human perception. Hence it helps us understand 

perceptual and cognitive phenomena including religion.‘ (Guthrie, 

1993:64-65)  

For Lewis Mumford animism stands as an obstacle of evolution, as he stated 

in 1934 in his book ‗Technics and Civilization‘, that  

‗…the most ineffective kind of machine is the realistic mechanical 

imitation of a man or another animal... for thousands of years animism 

has stood in the way of this development…Since the world seemed, in 

essence, animistic, and since these "external" powers threatened man, the 

only method of escape that his own will-to· power could follow was 

either the discipline of the self or the conquest of other men: the way of 

religion or the way of war.‘ (Mumford, 1934:32-33)  

For Joseph Aggassi the problem of anthropomorphism in science is 

anthropocentrism, „…the idea that the universe is created for the benefit of man 

and, therefore, may be judged from the viewpoint of its utility to man…‟
15

 and 

that it is related to parochialism as he mentions,  

‗Parochialism is the projection of our present knowledge of our limited 

environment into the whole universe. Parochialism is also the idea the 

worm in the apple has, that the whole world is an apple. And, of course, 

anthropomorphism may be viewed as a version of parochialism in the 

sense that we are very close to ourselves, and having some notions of our 

human traits, we generalize and project them into the universe at large.‘
16

 

The problem as Joseph Aggassi states is that it is difficult to condemn 

anthropomorphism because in regards to parochialism it is difficult to consider 

ourselves as parochial rather it is easier to identify in what extent the ideas of our 

                                                           
15

 Aggassi, J. (no date) Anthropomorphism in Science. [Online] [Accessed on 3rd June 2013] 

Available from: http://www.tau.ac.il/~agass/joseph-papers/anthro.pdf, p.1. 

16
 Aggassi, J. (no date) Anthropomorphism in Science. [Online] [Accessed on 3rd June 2013] 

Available from: http://www.tau.ac.il/~agass/joseph-papers/anthro.pdf, p.2. 

http://www.tau.ac.il/~agass/joseph-papers/anthro.pdf
http://www.tau.ac.il/~agass/joseph-papers/anthro.pdf
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predecessors were parochial in our perspective. As Joseph Aggassi suggests on 

anthropomorphism in science,  

‗Is anthropomorphism still alive? One aspect of anthropomorphism is 

parochialism, and it is typical of parochialism that its holders don't 

consider themselves parochial. That is to say, we never know how 

parochial we are. We only know how parochial our predecessors were in 

comparison with us. It is quite possible that we still hold various versions 

of anthropomorphism that may be rejected by our successors if they are to 

get rid of our errors and parochial limitations…What is condemnable 

about anthropomorphism is mainly its parochialism. Now it is very hard 

to draw a very clear line between parochial and non-parochial 

anthropomorphisms, because the main feature of anthropomorphism is its 

use of analogy from human phenomena to nonhuman phenomena and the 

idea of analogy is often very vague.‘ (Aggassi, 1968:87-91)  

And the author concludes that,  

‗Once we realize that anthropomorphism often takes the familiar and the 

comfortably acceptable to be true, we see that anthropomorphism may be 

objectionable even in the social sciences. Still, it is hard to speak against 

anthropomorphism in human sciences; we do better to speak against 

parochialism.‘ (Aggassi, 1968:87-91)  

 

2.3.2 ANTHROPOMORPHISM IN ARCHITECTURE 

 

Arata Isozaki and Akira Asada (1997) identify two main categories on the 

relation of the human body and architecture through the historic continuum of 

architectural practice in western culture; theomorphism and anthropomorphism. 

As they mention,  

‗With respect to architecture and the body, two major principles have 

predominated: theomorphism and anthropomorphism. The former 

suggests that God‘s body be the archetype of architecture, as seen in 

plans of cathedrals modelled on Corpus Christi. The latter chooses the 
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human body as the prototype, such as in Le Corbusier‘s Modulor, which 

is based on the size and proportions of the human body. Although there is 

a clear break between the two – the shift from the body embedded in the 

cosmological order to the body as the subject placed at the center of 

Cartesian space – they reveal a certain similarity. When the human was 

created as the image of God, God‘s body had already been imagined from 

the human body. That is to say, the two models are mutually referential 

and isomorphic. Theo-anthropomorphism assumed a dominant role in 

both classicism and modernism. It is commonly thought that modernism 

abolished anthropomorphism. In fact anthropomorphism persisted in 

modernism, as exemplified by Le Corbusier. What is the way out of the 

closure of theo-anthropomorphism? Is it that which awaits outside simple 

amorphism, or demiurgomorphism, as an uncanny double of theo-

anthropomorphism?‘ (Isozaki and Asada, 1997:39)   

Though this observation consists of two approaches that, from the 

researcher‘s point of view and as it will be examined in the next chapter, even 

though the human body was approached as the model of the Body of Christ for 

the plans of cathedrals the sense of anthropomorphism is still enabled on the 

capacity of the building. Theo-anthropomorphism works as a secondary emphatic 

theological essence on the meaning of the building that enforces the existing 

phenomenological sense of anthropomorphism of the building itself. Therefore 

the theomorphism of, for instance, the work of Francesco di Giorgio (Fig.4-5) to 

the façade or the church plan indicates the sense of anthropomorphism at first 

and then as an emphatic remark the theo-anthropomorphic essence of the 

architectural structure.
17

  

 

                                                           
17

 On examining the body in Renaissance fortress, Simon Pepper observes that, ‗Francesco di 

Giorgio sought to achieve a meaningful overall framework for the city fortress using 

anthropomorphic analogies and images. If ―literal‖ anthropomorphism was always likely to prove 

unhelpful to the practical fortress designer, geometry was a different proposition. Accurate 

surveying and well-planned lines of defensive fire were essential to the new art of siege warfare.‘ 

(Pepper, 2002:119) 
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Figure 4. Francesco di Giorgio Martini, The Body in the façade of 

the church, Rykwert, p.63. 

Figure 5. Francesco di 

Giorgio Martini, Source: 

Scanned from The 

Evolution of Designs: 

Biological Analogy in 

Architecture and the 

Applied Arts by Philip 

Steadman. 
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In regards to anthropomorphism in architecture and in search of the relation 

of the human body, corporeality and architecture Marco Frascari points out that,  

‗Dino Formaggio, a leading professor of aesthetics, stated in an interview: 

"I believe that an architectural revolution could only take place because 

of a new conception of corporeality. It is no more the Renaissance idea of 

body, neither the Modulor-body of Le Corbusier" (Formaggio 1986, 17). 

By placing the idea of corporeality as the central point of his theory of 

aesthetic, Formaggio is proposing a new architectural anthropomorphism: 

the image embodied in the solution of the architectural puzzle is no 

longer metaphorical. Rather, it is based on an understanding of 

metonymic relations between built and human bodies…Architects can no 

longer do without the identification of the human body and its elements in 

the architectural body. This new anthropomorphic practice of the 

topology between body and building avoids the facile road of 

isomorphism, isotopy, and metaphoric representations of the past. 

Instead, using the body as a designated element for architectural 

metonymies, new kinds of instrumental and theoretical representations 

can be reached. Through embodiment, architecture becomes a 

perspicuous representation…technology is the richest resource for the 

architectural production of meaning because it deals with both the 

construction (the logos of techne) and the construing (the techne of logos) 

of a piece of architecture. Despite the present limitations on the use of the 

body in architectural projects, the process of embodiment takes place in 

both the constructed world and in the drawings that are necessary to 

accomplish the construction.‘ (Frascari, 1991:3-4)   

Nonetheless the approach of anthropomorphism in architecture and the 

relation to the human body on this research is not interpreted through the 

animistic theological investigation of the phenomenon; rather the interest focuses 

on the exterior form of intentional (from the creators part) anthropomorphic 

architectural structures as visual objects and the phenomenological and 

ontological aspect of the architectural structures and the human body. As Carl 

DiSalvo and Francine Gemperle (2003) observed on the relation and the use of 

anthropomorphic forms in product design in opposition to anthropomorphism 

within the social sciences they forgo the judgement or not of the use of 
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anthropomorphic forms and they approach the phenomenon as an accepted fact 

within design by identifying four uses.
18

 As they mention,  

‗We identified four primary uses of anthropomorphic form in design of 

products. The uses address the designer‘s question of why to use 

anthropomorphic form – they answer what design problems might be 

solved by the use of anthropomorphic form. The four primary uses are 1) 

Keeping Things The Same, 2) Explaining The Unknown, 3) Reflecting 

Product Attributes, and 4) Reflecting Human Values. These uses are not 

mutually exclusive, neither are they always instantiated with the same 

magnitude – some anthropomorphic forms may be weaker in their usage 

than others. Most anthropomorphic product forms that we have found 

apply more than one of these uses.‘ (DiSalvo, A. and Gemperle, F. 2003)  

As they continue, they identify two main qualities of anthropomorphism in 

design (seduction and fulfilment),  

‗These qualities address how anthropomorphic form is used and the 

experience of interacting with anthropomorphic forms…Seductive 

anthropomorphic form uses the power of anthropomorphic form to lead 

users to consumption, either through purchase or use. We use the term 

―seduce‖ because these products may or may not fulfil on their 

promises…Fulfilling anthropomorphism uses the power of 

anthropomorphic form to lead users to a meaningful understanding of the 

product‘s purpose and a more appropriate engagement with it. Fulfilling 

anthropomorphism leverages our relationship to human form to inform 

and guide users…The argument that anthropomorphic form creates 

inappropriate expectations and relationships with products is an ethical as 

well as a usability issue. If anthropomorphic form can be used to project 

human values, it is important to reflect on what those values are. When 

we use human-like forms to perform a task we are making a statement 

about humans, even if a robot is performing the task. For example, 

creating a servant class of humanoid robots would necessarily reference a 

history of human exploitation. The ethical and social implications of such 

references cannot be ignored in the research and design of new products.‘ 

(DiSalvo and Gemperle, 2003) 
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 DiSalvo, A. and Gemperle, F. (2003) From Seduction to Fulfilment: The Use of 

Anthropomorphic Form in Design.‟ [Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~kiesler/anthropomorphism-org/pdf/Seduction.pdf  

http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~kiesler/anthropomorphism-org/pdf/Seduction.pdf
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In an extent examination on anthropomorphism and the relation of the human 

body and architecture Scott Drake (2008) observes in his book ‗A Well-

Composed Body: Anthropomorphism in Architecture‘ that,  

‗In physical terms, any building designed for human habitation responds 

to the form of the body, taking account of its size and shape, its manner 

of movement, and its modes of interaction with the world. In this way, the 

body provides one of the major determinants of architectural form. But 

the body‘s relation to architecture also arises from the frequent 

comparisons made between bodies and buildings. To say that a building 

is ‗like‘ a body is to encourage an understanding of built form as not 

merely responding to, but also taking on, aspects of human form. From 

this common rhetorical strategy emerges anthropomorphism, through 

which a building may transcend the material conditions of its use to 

become an artefact of culture. The body thus provides one of the major 

sources of both architectural form and meaning, and for this reason has 

been frequently referred to throughout architectural theory.‘ (Drake, 

2008:5)  

A general overview of the relation between human body and architecture it is 

given in the work of George Hersey ‗The Monumental Impulse‘ (1999). Hersey 

gives a general overview of architecture‘s biological roots but he does not make 

a close examination of the themes; the chapters, especially the sixth chapter 

concerning the relation between human body and architecture, are a brief 

analysis of few paradigms such as the Colossus of Rhodes (Fig.6) and the Statue 

of Liberty (Fig.7). Similarly, G. Feuerstein‘s ‗Biomorphic Architecture‘ is an 

interesting book to begin a research in such field but with little detailed analysis. 

Further to the research of the relation of human body and architectural forms, 

there are two paradigms of colossal structures. The ‗Colossus of Rhodes‘ by 

Chares of Lindos built in the 3rd century BC portrayed the god Helios as it is 

depicted in Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach baroque engravings. As 

Feuerstein mentions,  
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Figure 7. Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi The Statue of Liberty-Liberty 

Enlightening the World (1870-1886), New York. 

Figure 6. Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach The Colossus of 

Rhodes (1721). 
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‗…the borders between architecture and sculpture have long been 

removed, but when the functional aspect recedes, but the figurative aspect 

is dominant, then we are inclined to talk of accessible sculptures.‘ 

(Feuerstein, 2002:73)  

In his book, ‗The Monumental Impulse‘ Hersey mentions the Statue of 

Liberty by Bartholdi as a reference to the Colossus of Rhodes (Hersey, 

1999:107). In both colossal structures human body and figure is a symbol with 

different approaches each time.  These two paradigms mentioned above reflect 

an attempt and provide a link between sculpture and architecture and the use of 

human body as an inspiration. This link (between sculpture and architecture) 

according to Achille Bonito Oliva (1996:16-17) can be seen on the work of the 

architect Carlo Aymonino. On his project entitled ‗The Colossus‘ (1982-84), 

Carlo Aymonino works on the re-establishing of Nero‘s colossal sculpture 

inspired by Antonio Canova‘s drawings. Another link between architecture and 

sculpture and the representation of human body as an architectural structure can 

be seen in the work of Ico Parisi. In his ‗Architettura Dopo‘ (1985) two human 

legs were sketched as a pair of skyscrapers for Manhattan (Fig.8) confronting 

with an organic shape „…the rationality of Manhattan‟s skyscrapers…‟ 

(Feuerstein, 2002:79). Santiago Calatarava‘s anthropomorphic structure in the 

‗Planetarium‘ in the ‗City of Arts and Sciences‘ in Valencia, Spain (1996) is a 

disembodied human eye with an eyelid movement (Feuerstein, 2002:53). 

Calatrava on his specific work creates a mechanical expression of the human eye 

transformed into a building. The human body and its architectural structure in a 

colossal approach can be seen in the project of Nigel Coates ‗Body Zone‘ (1998). 

This dual anthropomorphic structure according to Coates, 
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‗…was a fascinating challenge to reverse the respective scales of the 

body and the city. The Body Zone is a kind of cityscape in its own right, a 

giant model of a man and woman…It‘s the body seen and experienced on 

the scale of an urban monument.‘ (Glancey, 1999:52) 

In addition to the relation of the human body and architecture and the 

anthropomorphic essence of the buildings Fernando Pérez Oyarzun in his essay 

entitled ‗The Mirror and the Cloak: Adjustment and Maladjustment in the 

Architectural Body‘ mentions two fundamentals that appear in the ‗architectural 

body‘ as it is being related to the human body, „the mirror and the cloak, a body 

for the body.‟ (Oyarzun, 1997:220). This relation is connected to Gottfried 

Semper‘s ‗Four Elements of Architecture‘
19

 and the idea of architecture as a 

                                                           
19

 Semper, G. (1989) The Four Elements of Architecture and other Writings. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Figure 8. Ico Parisi, Architettura Dopo (1985) as published 

in Feuerstein, p.79. 
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surface.
20

 As David Leatherbarrow and Mohsen Mostafavi (2002) mention on the 

symbolic surfaces,  

‗Surface forms and applied colours symbolised human events. Like 

mimesis in the theatre, which entails the masking of the actor‘s feelings 

to make way for the characterisation of his role, architectural mimesis 

masks the materials so that symbolic content can emerge. Semper 

believed that monumental architecture had originated in commemorative 

drama, ―where the masking or denial of reality is fundamental to the 

religious or secular event.‖ A textile pattern on an architectural surface 

thus has its mimetic referent the interweaving of people in dance and 

other communal activities, as much as the weaving of reeds and grasses. 

Wall building is therefore symbolic of the building of community.‘ 

(Leatherbarrow and Mostafavi, 2002:91)   

For Pérez Ovarzum the expression of anthropomorphism, as it is expressed 

through buildings, forms an inevitable layered „body over a body‟,  

‗Seen as a mirror, the building appears before the human body that looks 

at it and simultaneously sees itself in it. The building thus plays the role 

of another standing in front of us another that aspires simultaneously to 

equivalence and autonomy. It wishes to be equal in composition, in 

beauty, even in vitality…The human body appears, in this context, as the 

supreme paradigm of architecture, and frequently geometry is summoned 

to mediate between the reality of anatomy and that of the constructed 

body. All attempts to conceive of architecture along anthropomorphic 

lines, from the most literal to the most abstract, from singular elements 

(for example, referring only to columns) to whole buildings, reconstruct 

this confrontational encounter of the subject face-to-face with a mirror. 

Architecture thus becomes a scene inhabited by constructed characters, a 

place inhabited by architecture itself, awaiting exploration by an 

indiscreet spectator. If the building is thought as a cloak, we are drawn 

into an experience as close as the body itself and therefore equally 

difficult to perceive. The building becomes a kind of body over a body, 

almost a second skin, that qualifies, shelters, serves as intermediary.‘ 

(Oyarzun, 1997:220)  

                                                           
20

 See also (Rykwert, 1982:122-130). 
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Pérez Oyarzun on the one hand relates the human body to the building with 

the metaphor of the mirror and the cloak and on the other hand the architectural 

body appears as distant from the human body when he mentions that,  

‗The architectural body presents itself to us with the same relationship of 

closeness and distance with which we relate to our own bodies, whose 

radical condition it represents. The architectural body is not simply an 

image that imitates our bodies. Rather, buildings reveal and uncover an 

understanding of our bodies in their nearness and in their strangeness, in 

their vitality and in their contexture.‘ (Oyarzun, 1997:227) 

This relation of closeness and distance between architectural body and human 

body could be related (by excluding the inhabitation of the body) to the closeness 

and distance between the artistic ‗body‘ and human body relation and the anti-

anthropomorphism or ‗hidden anthropomorphism‘ of minimalism in modern art 

as it was approach by Michael Fried in ‗Art and Objecthood‘. Referring to Tony 

Smith‘s answers for his 1962 six-foot cube ‗Die‘ (Fig.9),  

‗Q: Why didn‘t you make it larger so that it would loom over the 

observer? A: I was not making a monument. Q: Then why didn‘t you 

make it smaller so that the observer could see over the top? A: I was not 

making an object.‘ (Fried, 1998:155-156)  

As Michael Fried also observes on minimalism (literalism as he refers to),  

‗I am suggesting, then, that a kind of latent or hidden naturalism, indeed 

anthropomorphism, lies at the core of literalist theory and practice. The 

concept of presence all but says as much, though rarely so nakedly as in 

Tony Smith‘s statement, ―I didn‘t think of them [i.e., the sculptures he 

‗always‘ made] as sculptures but as presences of a sort.‖ The latency or 

hiddenness of the anthropomorphism has been such that the literalists 

themselves…have felt free to characterise the modernist art they 

oppose…By the same token, however, what is wrong with literalist work 

is not that it is anthropomorphic but that the meaning and, equally, the 

hiddenness of its anthropomorphism are incurably theatrical.‘ (Fried, 

1998:157)  
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This encrypted anthropomorphic essence of Michael Fried‘s approach on 

minimalism is what forces J. M. Bernstein (1999) to examine his work as seen in 

‗Art and Objecthood‘ and ‗Shape as Form: Frank Stella‘s New Paintings‘. As the 

author mentions,  

‗Anti-anthropomorphism requires the establishment of works which are 

all but indistinguishable from mere things. What constitutes authentic 

objecthood is a work‘s independence, separateness, from 

anthropomorphic conditions of meaning and appearing.‘ (Bernstein, 

1999:233)  

Figure 9. Tony Smith, Die (1962) photo Copyright © Museum of Modern Art, 

New York. 
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By criticising Michael Fried‘s anthropomorphism J. M. Bernstein indicates 

that,  

‗Minimalism reveals the truth of artistic scepticism: no human fullness is 

given with anthropomorphism as such. The idea of an emerging aporia of 

the sensible better captures the complex of forces working on art, from 

within and without, than do Fried‘s categories. Unlike his categories, a 

tendential aporia of the sensible overlaps in an almost one-to-one relation 

with the problem of anthropomorphism: antianthropomorphism is the 

systematic intention of prising off from the visible any intrinsic human 

intelligibility. Because anti-anthropomorphism can be connected with 

either a search for trans-subjective objectivity or anti-subjective 

technicism, it makes a claim to rationality. Because that claim to 

rationality found purchase for itself within many forms of social 

reproduction, its sceptical movement affects all the major subsystems of 

social life. The disintegration of the visible world as an autonomous 

source of meaning flows directly into the practices of modern art. 

Because Fried‘s categories are so emphatically disjunctive, they must 

remain insensitive to the incremental exhaustion of artistic materials, to 

the encroaching sense that art‘s capacity for visual statement is draining 

away.‘ (Bernstein, 1999:236)  

  Solà-Morales in his essay ‗Absent Bodies‘ makes an interesting observation 

on anthropomorphism and the reading of George Bataille‘s ‗Architecture‘ that, 

‗For him, architecture is anthropomorphic insofar as it constitutes itself 

by imitating any one of the prevailing bodily behaviours according to 

dominant social norms, not limited to situations one might describe as 

borderline, unproductive, or chaotic, where the function of architecture is 

to repress…Structures that imitated the body derive from the 

conventionalisation of their references, from the acritical acceptance of 

behaviours. But their expression can also be traced to a psychological 

concept of form and style directly related to the body. From the 

physiognomic classifications of Giacomo dell Porta and Charles Le Brun 

to the more directly architectonic formulations of Quartemère de Quincy 

and Humbert de Superville, the theoretical tools with which architecture‘s 

anthropomorphic content can be read and appropriated derive from a 

theory of character applied to architectonic forms. This architecture, used 

by individuals and institutions in power, embodies an ideological order 

that makes visible the hierarchy of the given institution and makes that 

hierarchy appear to be natural. Still more questionable is its relationship 

with the body or the bodies that these architectures imitate.‘ (Solà-

Morales, 1997:51)  
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In Discussion 1 (session) of the ‗Anybody‘ volume, Ignasi de Solà-Morales 

makes an interesting comment also on the problem of the human body in 

architecture and is making a rhetorical/phenomenological question on the 

experience of the human body and its metaphorical translation to the experience 

of architecture. As Solà-Morales indicates,  

‗When the architecture of buildings or, to simplify, of bodies, emphasizes 

the skin, the skeleton, the organs, etc., it is looking for a body that in 

some way, as a whole, finished totality, is probably problematic. Also, 

when we look at buildings as bodies, we explore the skin or the structure 

or the organs or the character, which is to say, a happy or sad building. 

All of these are different areas. My concern is that there is no ideal body 

to reference. Thus, are there experiences of the body that translate 

metaphorically to experiences of architecture?‘ (Davidson, 1997:51)  

Solà-Morales‘s question refers to the phenomenological ‗conceptual‘ 

anthropomorphism as it will be reviewed in the next chapter, an 

anthropomorphism that appears as the prime element on every architectural 

structure. Furthermore, according to Antony Vidler (1992),  

‗The idea of an architectural monument as an embodiment and abstract 

representation of human body, its reliance on the anthropomorphic 

analogy for proportional and figurative authority, was, we are led to 

believe, abandoned with the collapse of the classical tradition and the 

birth of technologically dependent architecture.‘ (Vidler, 1992:69)  

This statement of abandoning the implementation and embodiment of human 

form in architectural structure the researcher believes is false if we look at the 

architectural paradigms mentioned above and the case studies that will follow on 

this research. Influenced by phenomenological thought Marco Frascari (2002) in 

his prologue of his essay ‗A Tradition of Architectural Figures: A Search for Vita 

Beata‘ criticizes „the architectural bodies without qualities‟ of contemporary 

architects that, ‗The imagery they produce and their architectural imagining 
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reflect body-looks not body-images.‘ (Frascari, 2002:259-261) And Frascari 

continues by mentioning that, 

‗The fashionable practices of many contemporary architects produce 

architectural bodies without qualities. These buildings are miserable 

figures without proper body images. These patched-together atrocities are 

lifeless forms bringing together fragmentary body parts in a kind of 

anatomical Lego game. The wanting results of these designs in effect 

create architectural corpses that, on the one hand, become pathetic 

expressions as Mary Shelley‘s ogre or, on the other hand, the vaudeville 

fiend as Mel Brooks‘s updated version of the Frankenstein‘s tale. The 

prevailing way of thinking that these deceptively nimble designers use are 

entwining wreckages of building-remains on their glinting workstations 

seems better suited for the pathologist‘s dissecting table than the drawing 

tables of discerning and discriminating architects… Construing 

architecture through body-image ensures that the imaginal force of 

human bodies is impressed, received, and vividly transmitted into the 

built environment. This compelling approach predominantly takes part of 

the elaboration of the corporeal images evoked by mimes and dancers, 

especially when counterpoised to culturally specific images of everyday 

people.‘ (Frascari, 2002:259-261)  

The problematic on the phenomenological approach of Marco Frascari is 

what constitutes a proper body image as a result of the tendency to imitate our 

own body and the values that the creator (architect at this point) embodies to the 

architectural structure as a visual object apart from the mere architectural 

functions of the structure. I suppose that at this part of the review Martin 

Heidegger‘s phenomenological thoughts indicates a philosophical perspective on 

dwelling. According to Heidegger,  

‗The nature of building is letting dwell. Building accomplishes its nature 

in the raising of locations by the joining of their spaces. Only if we are 

capable of dwelling, only then can we build.‘ (Heidegger, 2001:157) 

In a phenomenological perspective, Juhani Pallasmaa explores the 

characteristics of architecture. In his bodily identification in architecture, 

Pallasmaa mentions that,  
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‗…an architect internalizes a building in his body; movement, balance, 

distance and scale are felt unconsciously through the body as tension in 

the muscular system and in the positions of the skeleton and inner organs. 

As the work interacts with the body of the observer the experience 

mirrors these bodily sensations of the maker. Consequently, architecture 

is communication from the body of the architect directly to the body of 

the inhabitant…When we are experiencing a structure, we unconsciously 

mimic its configuration with bones and muscles; the structures of a 

building are unconsciously imitated and comprehended through the 

skeletal system unknowingly, as we perform the task of the column or the 

vault with our body. The brick wants to become a vault, as Louis Kahn 

has said, but this metamorphosis takes place through the mimesis of our 

own body.‘ (Pallasmaa, 2006:36)  

Furthermore, Christopher Hight on his book Architectural Principles in the 

age of Cybernetics (2008) gives an explanation on the relationship between 

building and body. According to Hight,  

‗The relationship between building and body provides the ground (topos) 

that sets humanity apart in an architectonically closed and symbolically 

ordered space from the world of nature.‘ (Hight, 2009:21-22)  

With that, Hight refers to the antithesis between human structures (that create 

topos) and nature. Hight also mentions that for phenomenologists and post-

structuralists,  

‗…the body is the natural model for architecture, which became a model 

for nature, which was, in turn, a model for the body...‘ (Hight, 2009:37)  
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2.4 METAPHORS IN ARCHITECTURAL PRACTICE 

 

The understanding of the 

meaning of an architectural 

structure has to be related to the 

metaphors that are being generated 

through its form and function from 

our experience and perception. An 

approach to the relation of human 

bodies and buildings was given by 

Joseph Rykwert in his book ‗The 

Dancing Column: On Order in 

Architecture‘ and especially his ‗double metaphor‘ in regards to the column 

(Fig.10). According to Joseph Rykwert,  

‗The column-and-beam element is, in itself, a constituent of the man-

made, of the artificial world. It is also part of an all-encompassing 

metaphor that makes human shelter an embodying, an in-corporation. The 

tenacity of that image, which cannot quite be reduced to a plain, 

―conceptual‖ statement of any particular clarity or interest, should only be 

superficially surprising…Metaphor is generally understood as a figure of 

speech limited to two terms only: this is like that. But the metaphor with 

which I have been concerned is more extended – a double one – in that it 

involves three terms: a body is like a building and the building in turn is 

like the world. That metaphor returns in a more global similitude: the 

whole world is itself understood as a kind of body…The condition for 

any person finding himself in the manmade world must therefore be that 

buildings should be like bodies in the first place and in the second, like 

whole worlds.‘ (Rykwert, 1999:373-374) 

This anthropocentric approach of Rykwert reveals and connects the research 

to the relation of the human body and architecture. In addition Juhani Pallasmaa 

Figure 10. Francesco di Giorgio Martini, 

Face on Cornice, Rykwert, p.57. 
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approaches the metaphors in architectural structures from phenomenological 

perspective by mentioning that,  

‗Artistic images of various aspects of the world are metaphoric 

representations which momentarily become part of our mental landscape. 

In fact, in the encounter of a work of art, a double projection and bonding 

takes place: we project aspects of ourselves on the work, and the work 

becomes part of us. The metaphor evokes guides, strengthens and 

maintains our thoughts, emotions and associations. Architectural 

structures are simultaneously utilitarian constructions for specific 

purposes, and spatial and material images of our being-in-the-world. 

They are lived metaphors, that mediate between the world and the human 

realm of life, immensity and intimacy, past and present. In order to give 

structure and meaning to our existential experience, the art of architecture 

projects externalised mental structures and images which we occupy and 

live in. Architectural metaphors are usually neither consciously conceived 

nor intellectually identified, as they guide and condition our actions and 

emotions through unconscious and embodied channels. Architectural 

metaphors are grounded in the very faculties of our being-in-the-world, 

and they are grasped by our existential and embodied sense rather than 

the intellect.‘ (Pallasmaa, 2011:67-68)  

Though, from the researcher‘s point of view, this characterisation by 

Pallasmaa of the architectural metaphors is also being enforced through the 

‗visual aspect‘ of the architectural structure as a visual and three dimensional 

object within the urban landscapes and also from the ontological aspect of the 

architectural structures to enclose the human body as it will be approached on the 

next chapter. As he mentions about the „task of architecture‟,  

‗The timeless task of architecture is to create embodied and lived 

existential metaphors that concretise and structure our being in the world. 

Architecture reflects, materialises and eternalises ideas and images of 

ideal life. Buildings and towns enable us to structure, understand and 

remember the shapeless flow of reality and, ultimately, to recognise and 

remember who we are…All experience implies the acts of recollecting, 

remembering and comparing…Architecture is the art of reconciliation 

between ourselves and the world, and this mediation takes place through 

the senses.‘ (Pallasmaa, 2005:71-72) 
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The phrase ‗The human Body as a Building‘ on the title of this research 

enables and generates a metaphor on the relation of the human body and 

architecture. And it has to be defined from its language/grammatical perspective 

as a linguistic metaphorical hypothesis on the one hand and on the other as an 

architectural hypothesis of the human body as a building from architectural 

perspective as a visual and phenomenologically observed object. The researcher 

will find guidance on how metaphors work by referencing the work of George 

Lakoff and Andrew Johnson. In their book for instance ‗Metaphors We Live By‘ 

in 1980, according to the writers,  

‗Metaphor is for most people a device of the poetic imagination and the 

rhetorical flourish—a matter of extraordinary rather than ordinary 

language. Moreover, metaphor is typically viewed as characteristic of 

language alone, a matter of words rather than thought or action…Our 

concepts structure what we perceive, how we get around in the world, and 

how we relate to other people. Our conceptual system thus plays a central 

role in defining our everyday realities. If we are right in suggesting that 

our conceptual system is largely metaphorical, then the way we think, 

what we experience, and what we do every day is very much a matter of 

metaphor. But our conceptual system is not something we are normally 

aware of. In most of the little things we do every day, we simply think 

and act more or less automatically along certain lines. Just what these 

lines are is by no means obvious. One way to find out is by looking at 

language. Since communication is based on the same conceptual system 

that we use in thinking and acting, language is an important source of 

evidence for what that system is like.‘ (Lakoff and Johnson, 2003:4)  

On the importance of metaphors on their relation to ‗reality‘ and ‗truth‘ as the 

authors mention that,  

‗Metaphors may create realities for us, especially social realities. A 

metaphor may thus be a guide for future action. Such actions will, of 

course, fit the metaphor. This will, in turn, reinforce the power of the 

metaphor to make experience coherent. In this sense metaphors can be 

self-fulfilling prophecies… The acceptance of the metaphor, which forces 

us to focus only on those aspects of our experience that it highlights, 

leads us to view the entailments of the metaphor as being true. Such 
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"truths" may be true, of course, only relative to the reality defined by the 

metaphor… Though questions of truth do arise for new metaphors, the 

more important questions are those of appropriate action. In most cases, 

what is at issue is not the truth or falsity of a metaphor but the perceptions 

and inferences that follow from it and the actions that are sanctioned by 

it…Metaphors…are conceptual in nature…The typical philosophical 

conclusion is that metaphors cannot directly state truths, and, if they can 

state truths at all, it is only indirectly, via some non-metaphorical "literal" 

paraphrase…truth is always relative to a conceptual system that is defined 

in large part by metaphor… In a culture where the myth of objectivism is 

very much alive and truth is always absolute truth, the people who get to 

impose their metaphors on the culture get to define what we consider to 

be true—absolutely and objectively true.‘ (Lakoff and Johnson, 

2003:157-160)  

Going further against the tradition of objectivism in western culture as the 

authors state, 

‗We see metaphor as essential to human understanding and as a 

mechanism for creating new meaning and new realities in our lives…The 

meaning of a sentence is given in terms of a conceptual structure. As we 

have seen, most of the conceptual structure of a natural language is 

metaphorical in nature. The conceptual structure is grounded in physical 

and cultural experience, as are the conventional metaphors. Meaning, 

therefore, is never dis-embodied or objective and is always grounded in 

the acquisition and use of a conceptual system. Moreover, truth is always 

given relative to a conceptual system and the metaphors that structure it. 

Truth is therefore not absolute or objective but is based on understanding. 

Thus sentences do not have inherent, objectively given meanings, and 

communication cannot be merely the transmission of such meanings.‘ 

(Lakoff and Johnson, 2003:196-197)  

The metaphor is an important tool according to Lakoff and Johnson because 

‗…it unites reason and imagination. Reason, at the very least, involves 

categorization, entailment, and inference. Imagination, in one of its many 

aspects, involves seeing one kind of thing in terms of another kind of 

thing—what we have called metaphorical thought. Metaphor is thus 

imaginative rationality. Given our understanding of poetic metaphor in 

terms of metaphorical entailments and inferences, we can see that the 

products of the poetic imagination are, for the same reason, partially 

rational in nature. Metaphor is one of our most important tools for trying 

to comprehend partially what cannot be comprehended totally: our 

feelings, aesthetic experiences, moral practices, and spiritual awareness. 

These endeavours of the imagination are not devoid of rationality; since 
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they use metaphor, they employ an imaginative rationality.‘ (Lakoff and 

Johnson, 2003:193-4)  

It is like that through an anthropomorphic building (its exterior shape at first 

as a visual object and as a public structure and then its interior) the experience is 

manifesting a monumental mirror of a new reality. In their book „Philosophy in 

the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and its Challenge to Western Thought‟, George 

Lakoff and Marc Johnson approach the issues of embodiment, metaphor, 

language and thought. John F. Sowa summarises their book in his review in three 

sentences. As he explains, ‗The mind is inherently embodied. Thought is mostly 

unconscious. Abstract concepts are largely metaphorical.‘ (Sowa, 1999:631). 

The key element on Lakoff and Johnson‘s approach as far as the metaphoric 

meaning of the phrase ‗The Human Body as a Building‘ is being given by the 

authors in their description of the metaphor through ‗primary metaphors‘ and  

‗complex metaphors‘ as seen in their analysis of, for example, the complex 

metaphor ‗A Purposeful Life Is A Journey‘. As the authors suggest,  

‗Primary metaphors are like atoms that can be put together to form 

molecules. A great many of these complex molecular metaphors are 

stable conventionalized, entrenched, fixed for long periods of time. They 

form a huge part of our conceptual system and affect how we think and 

what we care about almost every waking moment. Beyond that, they 

structure our dreams…and form the bases of new metaphorical 

combinations, both poetic and ordinary…It is important to bear in mind 

that conceptual metaphors go beyond the conceptual; they have 

consequences for material culture. For example, the metaphor A 

Purposeful Life Is A Journey defines the meaning of an extremely 

important cultural document, the Curriculum Vitae (from the Latin, "the 

course of life"). The CV indicates where we have been on the journey and 

whether we are on schedule...If you have any doubt that you think 

metaphorically or that a culture's metaphors affect your life, take a good 

look at the details of this metaphor and at how your life and the lives of 

those around you are affected by it every day. As you do so, recall that 

there are cultures around the world in which this metaphor does not exist; 

in those cultures people just live their lives, and the very idea of being 
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without direction or missing the boat, of being held back or getting 

bogged down in life, would make no sense.‘ (Lakoff and Johnson, 

1999:60-63) 

The example of Lakoff & Johnson shows that, through these primary and 

complex metaphors generated by the phrase ‗the human body as a building‘ on 

this research, has lead the researcher to form and approach the equation, as seen 

previously, that will be enriched as well in the next chapters as part of the 

research on the relation to the human body and architecture. Therefore the 

metaphoric essence of architectural structures with relation to the human body 

(as for this research) consists of complex metaphors in relation to several factors 

that form the complexity of the building from the title that it is being given to its 

form, schema, intentions of the creator, function, the human body, etc. Charles 

Forceville in his essay entitled ‗Metaphor in Pictures and Multimodal 

Representations‘ explores the use and occurrence of metaphors not only in 

language but identifies them, as Lakoff and Johnson previously, to other forms of 

expression and communication. As Forceville mentions,  

‗Clearly, if metaphors are essential to thinking…it makes sense that they 

should occur not only in language but also in static and moving pictures, 

sounds, music, gestures, even in touch and smell – and in their various 

permutations. It is a shortcoming of conceptual metaphor theory (CMT), 

however, that it has hitherto largely ignored nonverbal metaphors such as 

those just mentioned. Studying them is necessary to test and refine CMT, 

which is currently hampered by the fact that most of the evidence 

adduced to prove the existence of conceptual metaphors comes from 

language alone. If the study of metaphor…is a key strategy for the 

delineation of cognitive models…then all possible manifestations of the 

trope must be studied to avoid the risk that important aspects of its nature 

are misunderstood because of the concentration on a single mode of 

expression…McLuhan‘s old adage that the medium is the message holds 

for metaphorical messages no less than for any other kind.‘ (Forceville, 

2008:463)  



63 

 

By exploring the ‗pictorial metaphor‘ as he call it Forceville identifies in 

contrast to the verbal metaphor that, 

‗Pictorial metaphor (or visual metaphor) is the most examined nonverbal 

mode of metaphor…although as yet no unified theory exists. Pictorial 

metaphors are monomodal: their target and source are entirely rendered in 

visual terms, just as their verbal sisters have a target and source entirely 

rendered in language. For anything to be a metaphor, pictorial or 

otherwise, the following three questions should be capable of being 

answered: (1) What are its two domains? (2) What is its target domain, 

and what its source domain? (3) Which feature or (structured) cluster of 

features can or must be mapped from source to target?…In order to 

discuss a certain phenomenon as a specimen of nonverbal metaphor, by 

contrast, one must perform the mental gymnastics of representing in 

language that a CONCEPTUAL METAPHOR has a nonlinguistic 

manifestation, while the choice of label codetermines possible 

interpretations of the metaphor.‘ (Forceville, 2008:464)  

Consequently the complexity of architectural structures lies not only on their 

functional, structural, mechanical, technological applications but also on their 

meaning and conceptual metaphoric manifestations as visual objects and 

phenomenologically experienced structures as the next chapter will try to 

approach.   
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3. THE DUAL MEANING OF ANTHROPOMORPHISM IN 

ARCHITECTURE: A METAPHORICAL PROCESS 

 

 

In the dialogue between sculpture and architecture, and between built and un-

built architecture, questions arise about the use of stereotypical figures and 

objects. What meaning underlies in the monumental and colossal practices in 

Claes Oldenburg‘s, Frank O. Gehry‘s and Santiago Calatrava‘s architecture and 

sculpture as they will be examined in the following chapter with the use of the 

human body or parts of the human body? From an architectural perspective what 

is the meaning of such ‗objects‘ and how does such ‗architecture‘ embody 

meaning in the relation between man and the mechanized world? This chapter 

approaches the human body in architecture from a phenomenological perspective 

and is attempting to build a theoretical and methodological approach on the 

relation of human body and architecture by using/paraphrasing the semiological 

architectural analysis of Robert Venturi, Scott Brown and Steven Izenour (1977) 

as seen in their book „Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of 

Architectural Form‟. The methodology approached (or the creation of a method 

of understanding and approaching the architectural structure/but more precisely 

the visual/exterior part of architectural form and the ontology of a building) tries 

to investigate the hypothesis of this research ‗The Human Body as a Building‘ 

and vice versa through a different approach from Venturi et.al theoretical 

perspective as a primary source of understanding architecture with a 
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phenomenological approach to the human body and the relation to architecture, 

ontologically and visually. 

The relation of architecture to the other arts on the one hand and its 

uniqueness to combine them all in one piece is what forces Richard Williams 

(2007) to claim on his essay ‗Architecture and Visual Culture‘ that,  

‗The architect is a special kind of artist who works in three dimensions, 

but unlike the sculptor, he – and this is still an overwhelmingly masculine 

profession – works to enclose space as well as simply making objects in 

space. It includes elements of the other arts, but it is superior to them 

because it is a synthesis of them all.‘ (Williams, 2007:103-104)  

But when the human body appears as the main substance of the artwork 

(artistic, sculptural or architectural) this separation immediately collapses 

because it is not so important to focus on the separation of disciplines. As 

Karsten Harries (2009) observes in the introduction to his essay entitled „Theory 

as Ornament‟ regarding the contribution of Venturi et.al with their approach in 

‗Learning from Las Vegas,‟  

‗…architecture theory today is not just theory about architecture; it has 

become part of architecture. The boom enjoyed by theory in today‘s 

architecture world is intimately connected with this blurring of the 

boundary that once separated the theory and the practice of architecture. 

Such blurring is a phenomenon that theorizing about architecture has to 

recognize, question, and try to understand if it is to do justice to the place 

and practice of architecture in today‘s world… A philosopher may well 

find this development both pleasing and puzzling: how are we to 

understand the fact that just when philosophy would appear to be 

becoming ever more peripheral in our modern world, architects are 

embracing it with a fervor never seen before?... A historian would have to 

recognize the contribution made by Learning from Las Vegas to this 

development. There can be no question that it helped reorient the 

discussion of architecture away from traditional aesthetic concerns and 

toward issues of communication.‘ (Harries, 2009:79-80)  

And Karsten Harries as a conclusion in his approach mentions that,  
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‗As a result, theorizing has taken an aesthetic turn. The way some of 

today‘s most talked about architects have transformed theory into a 

strange kind of ornament suggests once again that architecture has lost it 

way. And such a loss of way, as Aristotle and Ludwig Wittgenstein knew, 

inevitably awakens more theory—theory that needs to consider carefully 

the road travelled, to inquire into turns taken and rejected and also into 

the destination, in order to help us decide where to go now. Such theory 

will also have to return to the question of the relationship between 

building and word and address it in a way that will resist the currently 

fashionable ornamentalization of theory. Theory is needed today to 

prevent architecture (and also theory itself) from becoming, as Venturi 

and Scott Brown put it, ―the victim of theory.‖ Pointing in so many 

different directions, Learning from Las Vegas continues to furnish such 

theorizing with an ambiguous—and, for that very reason, challenging—

point of departure.‘ (Karsten Harries, 2009:94) 

For the examination of the topic key references based on the concept of 

anthropomorphism in architecture will be taken from the book by Scott Drake ‗A 

Well-Composed Body, Anthropomorphism in Architecture‘ (2008), where the 

author examines a wide period of architectural theory since Vitruvius up to 

contemporary practice with the examination of phenomenological and 

hermeneutical concepts. According to the author,  

‗To say that a building is like a body is to encourage forms of architecture 

that can be understood through the body, leading in turn to ways of 

understanding the body through architecture.‘  (Drake, 2008:1)  

A second important reference will be Marco Frascari‘s ‗Monsters of 

Architecture: Anthropomorphism in Architectural Theory‘ (1991). According to 

Marco Frascari,  

‗Just as we think architecture with our bodies, we think our bodies 

through architecture. The rhetoric embodied in the above sentence 

displays a monstrous chiasm that implies a radical anthropomorphism in 

the concerns of architectural representation. This anthropomorphism can 

be understood as the ascription of human characteristics and attributes to 

buildings and edifices and it has long been part of architectural theory.‘ 

(Frascari, 1991:1)  
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But on the one hand we have the anthropomorphic approach of the creator 

and on the other the anthropomorphic perception of the viewer. A further 

approach to the relation of human bodies and buildings was given by Joseph 

Rykwert in his book ‗The Dancing Column: On Order in Architecture‘ (1999). 

According to Joseph Rykwert,  

‗The condition for any person finding himself in the manmade world 

must therefore be that buildings should be like bodies in the first place 

and in the second, like whole worlds.‘ (Rykwert, 1999:373)  

Joseph Rykwert continues by mentioning that,  

‗The condition, perhaps the only necessary condition under which 

architecture may be produced at all has always depended on that double 

metaphor, since architecture is the essential parlar figurato (the speaking 

figure) of building.‘ (Rykwert, 1999:374)   

It is important therefore to rethink
21

 the problem (or question, criticism) 

because it is not only in the constructional part of the building or as a result of 

such practice in the aesthetics of the final structure. By this phrase the 

researcher‘s intention is to problematize the relation of the human body‘s 

scaleless and seamless structure by means that such practical application could 

create a different kind of systemic con-structural thinking and practice. But from 

a theoretical perspective this only enables a practice, based on the same concept 

                                                           
21

 A first approach of the concept that it is being examined in this chapter was presented and 

published  at the international conference entitled „SCALELESS - SEAMLESS Performing a Less 

Fragmented Architectural Education and Practice.‟ Politakis, C. (2012) ‗Fashionable Illusions.‘ 

In European Network of Heads of Schools of Architecture-European Association for 

Architectural Education. Scaleless-Seamless: Performing a less Fragmented Architectural 

Education and Rractice. Transactions on Architectural Education No 59, Münster, Münster 

School of Architecture,  15-17 November 2012. Voyatzaki, M. & Spyridonidis, C. pp.425-434. 

[Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.enhsa.net/Publications/AR2012.pdf 
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of the human; the innovation to a metaphorical ‗static‘ catastasis. Does the 

scaleless and seamless create structures that imitate further the structures of 

nature, based on the innovation of the surface (the skin of the building)? On the 

one hand, as of the perspective of at least the exterior shape of the human body‘s 

structure or other natural systemic organisms, the whole structure is (or it seems 

to have appeared as) a synthesis of seamless and scaleless notation; on the other 

hand this practice in architecture forces the mind and architectural/artistic 

practice to a more mimetic praxis that is inevitable in human nature. The 

paradigm of sculpture as a scaleless and seamless synthesis in the artistic practice 

of the colossal sculptures as seen in Oldenburg‘s work and in Gehry‘s and 

Calatrava‘s  architectural work for instance could be taken as a paradigm and 

guide for further thinking. As Juhani Pallasmaa (2005) indicates on the 

materiality and time,  

‗The flatness of today's standard construction is strengthened by a 

weakened sense of materiality. Natural materials - stone, brick and wood 

- allow our vision to penetrate their surfaces and enable us to become 

convinced of the veracity of matter. Natural materials express their age 

and history, as well as the story of their origins and their history of human 

use. All matter exists in the continuum of time; the patina of wear adds 

the enriching experience of time to the materials of construction. But the 

machine-made materials of today- scaleless sheets of glass, enamelled 

metals and synthetic plastics - tend to present their unyielding surfaces to 

the eye without conveying their material essence or age. Buildings of this 

technological age usually deliberately aim at ageless perfection, and they 

do not incorporate the dimension of time, or the unavoidable and 

mentally significant processes of aging. This fear of the traces of wear 

and age is related to our fear of death. Transparency and sensations of 

weightlessness and flotation are central themes in modern art and 

architecture. In recent decades, a new architectural imagery has emerged, 

which employs reflection, gradations of transparency, overlay and 

juxtaposition to create a sense of spatial thickness, as well as subtle and 

changing sensations of movement and light. This new sensibility 

promises an architecture that can turn the relative immateriality and 

weightlessness of recent technological construction into a positive 

experience of space, place and meaning.‘ (Pallasmaa, 2005:31-32)  
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This type of phenomenological speaking sometimes it could be evidenced in 

a quit specific context. In his quite sentimental description regarding the 9/11 

attack (Fig.11); in the essay ‗Metaphors of Terror‘ (2001), George Lakoff 

presents a metaphoric description of the falling towers. According to his 

description,  

‗The devastation that hit those towers that morning hit me. Buildings are 

metaphorically people. We see features—eyes, nose, and mouth—in their 

windows. I now realize that the image of the plane going into South 

Tower was for me an image of a bullet going through someone's head, the 

flame pouring from the other side blood spurting out. It was an 

assassination. The tower falling was a body falling. The bodies falling 

were me, relatives, friends.‘ 
22 

 

                                                           
22

 Lakoff, G. (2001) Metaphors of Terror. [Online] [Accessed on 3rd June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.cse.buffalo.edu/~rapaport/575/F01/lakoff.on.terrorism.html  

 

Figure 11. Photo: Reuters Combination photo of United Airlines Flight 175 

hitting the south tower of the World Trade Center in New York, September 11, 

2001. 

 

http://www.cse.buffalo.edu/~rapaport/575/F01/lakoff.on.terrorism.html
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The first impression and more direct through the approach of Lakoff is that of 

the ‗sense of anthropomorphism‘ that rebirth through the results of an extreme 

tragic situation and its results. The ‗sense of anthropomorphism‘, in this 

description, was within their capacity that included real humans; so the 

experience was not the exterior form but the meaning of use by the very human 

beings. Thus, a building is a medium of meaning, a medium of generated 

metaphors through its exterior and interior structure, through its purpose of 

function, through the conceptual thought of the creator, through the socio-

political structures that was constructed and the socio-political structures that 

faces and will face through the period of time. According to Alberto Perez-

Gomez (1983),  

‗Perception is our primary form of knowing and does not exist apart from 

the a priori of the body‘s structure and its engagement in the world. This 

―owned body‖ as Merleau Ponty would say, is the locus of all 

formulations about the world; it not only occupies space and time but 

consists of spatiality and temporality. The body has a dimension. Though 

notion it polarises external reality and becomes our instrument of 

meaning; its experience is therefore ―geo-metrical‖. The extension of this 

―geometry of experience‖ in Husserl‘s phrase, beyond the body‘s (and the 

mind‘s) spatiality constitutes the thrust of architectural design, the 

creation of an order resonant with the body‘s own.‘ (Perez-Gomez, 

1983:3)  

A second thought on Lakoff‘s notation is the relation of the subject-object. 

Within his description automatically the subject – object relation in architecture, 

as a result of the sentimentality of the tragic fact, forms a phenomenological 

approach of the subject – object relation in architecture. The subject (man) and 

object (building) have come to be united into a subject itself. The two towers are 

no longer seen as an architectural object rather the object itself has been 

transformed into an architectural and existential subject at once. Therefore the 
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metaphoric description of Lakoff reveals an existing notion of buildings that they 

are in fact human bodies of some kind but the interesting part is that they are or 

becoming subjects rather than objects or they are existing subjects/human bodies 

as much as an individual‘s human body is; this indicates from phenomenological 

perspective that in a way it is not a matter of perspective rather it is a matter of 

meaning. As Mark L. Johnson indicates in his essay „Architecture and the 

Embodied Mind‟ (2001) about the meaning in architecture and the relation to our 

own body as a result of such an action expressed by Lakoff,  

‗How could an attack on these buildings be an attack on America as a 

whole? How could the destruction of these two buildings have changed 

America at such a deep level and so irreversibly? Part of the answer, I 

believe, lies in the way that human meaning is grounded in our 

embodiment and in the way that we make sense of our experience via 

metaphor and other imaginative devices. Architecture, as a form of 

symbolic interaction and expression, depends on these embodied 

dimensions of meaning and understanding. Consequently, an attack on a 

material structure- a building- can be an attack on our understanding of 

life at a very deep emotional level.‘ (Johnson, 2001:76) 

Art, as John Dewey (1934) pointed out in his book „Art as Experience‟, has 

meaning that works as a form of continuation that enriches our experiences so it 

is not a disengagement from everyday life. As he mentions,  

‗To say that in general that a work of art is or is not representative is 

meaningless. For the word has many meanings. An affirmation of 

representative quality may be false in one sense and true in another. If 

literal reproduction is signified by ―representative‖ then the work of art is 

not of that nature, for such a view ignores the uniqueness of the work due 

to the personal medium through which scenes and events have 

passed…But representation may also mean that the work of art tells 

something to those who enjoy it about the nature of their own experience 

of the world: that it presents the world in a new experience which they 

undergo. A similar ambiguity attends the question of meaning in a work 

of art. Words are symbols which represent objects and actions in the 

sense of standing for them; in that sense they have meaning. A signboard 

has meaning when it says so many miles to such and such place, with an 
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arrow pointing the direction. But meaning in these two cases has a purely 

external reference; it stands for something by pointing to it. Meaning does 

not belong to the word and signboard of its own intrinsic right. They have 

meaning in the sense in which an algebraic formula or a cipher code has 

it. But there are other meanings that present themselves directly as 

possessions of objects which are experienced. Here there is no need for a 

code or convention of interpretation; the meaning is as inherent in 

immediate experience as is that of a flower garden.‘ (Dewey, 1980:83)  

And Dewey continues in the denial of meaning to a work of art that,  

‗Denial of meaning to a work of art thus has two radically different 

significations. It may signify that a work of art has not the kind of 

meaning that belongs to signs and symbols in mathematics-a contentions 

that is just. Or it may signify that the work of art is without meaning as 

nonsense is without it. The work of art certainly does not have that which 

is had by flags when used to signal another ship. But it does have that 

possessed by flags when they are used to decorate the deck of a ship for a 

dance…Unfortunately, however, the case is not so simple. The denial of 

meaning of art usually rests upon the assumption that the kind of value 

(and meaning) that a work of art possesses is so unique that it is without 

community or connection with the contents of other modes of experience 

than the aesthetic…The problem in hand may be approached by drawing 

a distinction between expression and statement. Science states meanings; 

art expresses them.‘ (Dewey, 1980:83-84)  

Therefore, based on Lakoff‘s observation, Mark L. Johnson enforces the 

‗sense of anthropomorphic meaning‘ that lies beneath the surface of every 

architectural structure, and it could be related to the philosophical thinking of 

Jean-Paul Sartre as it was reviewed in the writings of Anthony Vidler in his text 

entitled ‗Architecture Dismembered‘ as part of his book ‗The Architectural 

Uncanny, Essays in the Modern Unhomely.‘ As Anthony Vidler writes,  

‗..Sartre‘s proposition with regard to the body: the body is indicated 

firstly by an instrumental complex, and secondarily by a threat posed 

within this context: I live my body in danger as regards menacing 

machines as well as manageable instruments. My body is everywhere: the 

bomb which destroys my house also damages my body insofar as the 

house was already an indication of my body...This is why my body 

always extends across the tool which it utilizes: it is at the end of the cane 

on which I lean against the earth; it is at the end of the telescope which 
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shows me the stars; it is on the chair, on the whole house; for it is my 

adaptation to these tools.‘ (Vidler, 1992:81) 

Previously in his text ‗Architecture Dismembered‘ Anthony Vidler makes an 

observation that,  

‗The history of the bodily analogy in architecture, from Vitruvius to the 

present, might be described in one sense as the progressive distancing of 

the body from the building, a gradual extension of the anthropomorphic 

analogy into wider and wider domains leading insensibly but inexorably 

to the final ―loss‖ of the body as an authoritative foundation for 

architecture.‘ (Vidler, 1992:70) 

And Vidler also identifies that,  

‗Three moments in this successive transformation of bodily projection 

seem especially important for contemporary theory: these might be 

described concisely as (1) the notion that a building is a body of some 

kind; (2) the idea that the building embodies states of the body or, more 

importantly, states of mind based on bodily sensation; and (3) the sense 

that the environment as a whole is endowed with bodily or at least 

organic characteristics.‘ (Vidler, 1992:70) 

Through the ‗unconventional‘ architecture of Oldenburg and the architecture 

of Frank O. Gehry and Santiago Calatrava, as they will be examined in the next 

chapters as case studies, the human body is being presented as the main medium 

or ‗object‘ for the construction of architectural meanings. This also indicates that 

the human body or ‗a sense of anthropomorphism‘ appears in every aspect of 

architecture as a meaning or depiction, not in a sense that only human 

characteristics are given to an architectural structure, rather the building itself 

projects the sense of the human body and it is in fact the human body. Therefore 

the researcher would have to partly disagree with the phrase of Scott Drake 

mentioned above when he is suggesting, „To say that a building is like a body is 

to encourage forms of architecture that can be understood through the body, 
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leading in turn to ways of understanding the body through architecture‟ (Drake 

2008:1) because we seem to forget as Lakoff, Johnson and Sartre indicated, that 

the capacity of a building as an extension of the human body‘s limits transforms 

it into a body itself; so rather than saying ‗like a human body‘ the hypothesis of 

‗The Human Body as a Building‘ as seen on the title of the research, appears as 

to have both a metaphoric and literal essence. Hence, in the categorisation of 

Anthony Vidler on the transformation of bodily projection it could be added a 

4th moment or element that despite the intentions of the architect or according to 

Vidler „…the progressive distancing of the body from the building…‟ (Vidler, 

1992:70), there will always be ‗a sense of anthropomorphism‘ in buildings (or a 

sense of the human body and the sense that the building is a human body). Based 

on these readings mentioned above and from philosophical and 

phenomenological perspective the researcher suggests that the human body or 

anthropomorphism in architecture also appears and depends each time on the 

relation of the building and the society and this can be proved in relation to the 

use or the evolution of the identity of the building through the historic 

continuum. If we take the example of the ‗Twin Towers‘ in New York, the first 

impression before the collapse was that of „…the progressive distancing of the 

body from the building…‟ (Vidler, 1992:70), to use the words of Anthony Vidler; 

but after the tragedy, as Lakoff mentioned, the building transformed 

automatically into a human body or bodies applying to it a conceptual 

anthropomorphism. As Juhani Pallasmaa indicates,  

‗It is similarly inconceivable that we could think of purely cerebral 

architecture that would not be a projection of the human body and its 

movement through space. The art of architecture is also engaged with 

metaphysical and existential questions concerning man‘s being in the 
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world. The making of architecture calls for clear thinking, but this is a 

specific embodied mode of thought that takes place though the senses and 

the body and through the specific medium of architecture. Architecture 

elaborates and communicates thoughts of man‘s incarnate confrontation 

with the world through ‗plastic emotions‘. In my view, the task of 

architecture is ‗to make visible how the world touches us‘, as Merleau-

Ponty said of the paintings of Cèzanne.‘ (Pallasmaa, 2005:45-46)  

 

3.1 LEARNING FROM THE HUMAN BODY: THE FORGOTTEN 

SYMBOLISM OF ARCHITECTURAL FORM
23

 

 

In the sphere of architectural structures, it is the relation of architectural 

practice and the poetics of the image (of the subject-object-human-building) that 

this case study analysed above from phenomenological perspective. Maybe, at 

this point, the approach of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour (1977) in their book 

„Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form‟ as a 

postmodern analysis, would be interesting to use here; but more as a 

phenomenological approach of a semiological analysis in the retrospect and the 

experience of ‗Learning from the Human Body‘. An interesting suggestion on the 

research of signs in architecture comes from the studio notes of Robert Venturi, 

Denice Scott Brown and Steven Izenour when they indicate that,  

‗The time has arrived for a scholar to write a doctoral dissertation on 

signs. He or she would need literary as well as artistic acumen, because 

the same reason that makes sign Pop Art (the need for high-speed 

communication with maximum meaning) makes them Pop literature as 

well…‘ (Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour, 1977:80-81)  

                                                           
23

 Paraphrasing the 1977 title of Venturi et al. „Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgotten 

Symbolism of Architectural Form.‟ (Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour, 1977). 
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Though, the suggestion of the authors was taken, in regards to this research, 

for the human body signs in architectural structures and is been used as a form of 

approaching and understanding the semiological, phenomenological and 

ontological meaning of anthropomorphism in architecture and architectural 

structures rather than the association to the signage of the Las Vegas strip as the 

authors suggested.  The approach is focused on the one hand on the visual aspect 

of human body signs and on the other hand on the anthropomorphic meaning 

within the architectural structures. The intention of the researcher is not to take 

literally the method of approach of Venturi et al. on a comparative quest to form 

the differences of modern and post-modern architecture or to categorise 

commercial buildings as ‗ducks‘ and ‗decorated sheds‘. As Dell Upton (2009) 

observes,  

‗Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour never intended to cast 

aside cultural hierarchies, only to remodel them. Just before the first 

edition of Learning from Las Vegas was published, Scott Brown took 

pains to emphasize ―the agony in our acceptance of pop,‖ declaring that 

―we are part of a high art, not a folk or popular art, tradition.‖ In Learning 

from Las Vegas, Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour claimed high-art 

status through an intricate, even convoluted, polemical game built around 

outsider and insider positions. They attacked modernists‘ insider 

aesthetics by appealing to outsiders‘ tastes, while their own declared 

immersion in popular aesthetics positioned them as the true insiders and 

their modernist targets as clueless outsiders. Thus they seized the high 

ground of high-art architecture by a surprise attack along the low road, 

using their pop-culture raw materials skeptically, instrumentally, and 

ironically to define a new path for high art as the pop artists whom they 

admired had done…But Learning from Las Vegas is not a study of 

roadside architecture per se. It was embedded in a particular mid-century 

architectural discussion, as architects and historians reassessed pre-war 

modernism. Venturi and his colleagues used the labels ―duck‖ and 

―decorated shed‖ to enter into an attack on ―orthodox Modern 

architecture‖ that had been going on since the early 1950s. In fact, the 

first work seriously to confront the modernist assumptions that Learning 

from Las Vegas questioned so acerbically was not found along American 

commercial strips but in Marseilles, at Chandigarh, and at Ronchamp.‘ 

(Upton, 2009:148)  
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The intention of the researcher is to adapt by paraphrasing their method in 

order to understand and approach the hypothesis of this research of ‗The Human 

Body as a Building‘.   

The ‗Las Vegas Signs‘ description of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour, 

could be approached (paraphrasing the authors) by the phrase „Human Body 

Signs‟ of the anthropomorphism as it will be approached in the next chapters in 

regards to the work of Claes Oldenburg, Frank O. Gehry and Santiago Calatrava 

(it could be used also as a method of approach for the anthropomorphic buildings 

and the relation of the human body and architectural structures in other case 

studies); by using the phrase „Learning from the Human Body‟ the researcher 

refers to the anthropomorphic and architectural structures and the human body 

signage as seen in the work of Claes Oldenburg, Frank O. Gehry and Santiago 

Calatrava as examples in the urban landscape of structured human-like bodies. 

As the authors wrote about the signs in Las Vegas,  

‗Signs inflect toward the highway even more than buildings. The big sign 

– independent of the building and more or less sculptural or pictorial – 

inflects by its position, perpendicular to and at the edge of the highway, 

by its scale, and sometimes by its shape.‘  (Venturi, Scott Brown and 

Izenour, 1977:51)  

Therefore it would be interesting to add to this sentence of the authors before 

each of the word ‗sign‘ the word ‗human body (sign)‘ for a different approach 

and understanding of anthropomorphic architectural structures.  

As an example:  

Human body signs inflect toward the highway even more than buildings. 

The big human body sign – independent of the building and more or less 
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sculptural or pictorial – inflects by its position, perpendicular to and at the 

edge of the highway, by its scale, and sometimes by its shape.  

So the use of the phrase ‗human body sign(s)‘ interprets metaphorically and 

literally, by paraphrasing intentionally the author‘s sentence, the hypothesis of 

‗the human body as a building‘ in architectural meaning. This alone does not 

state an example of understanding of the buildings but through the previous 

investigation enforces the hypothesis and enables meaning on the relation of the 

human body and architectural structures and how from this relation architecture 

is constituted. As John McMorrough (2009) mentions regarding signs in the 

work of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour as seen in „Learning from Las Vegas: 

The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form‟,  

‗As discussed by Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour in the book, of the 

meaning valences of the ―sign,‖ the primary version is that of the artefact, 

that is, literally, as a notice, direction, warning, or advertisement 

displayed or posted in public view (e.g., a traffic sign or the sign for a 

casino). The second sign is the sign as a conventional or arbitrary mark, 

figure, or symbol used to indicate the thing it represents. The sign 

operates not only as a recurrent figure but also as the thematic unity 

subsuming these various strands of thought. For the moment, let us 

assume that ―sign‖ refers to actual signs—elements that indicate identity 

and direction—and that the meaning of these observations hinges on how 

signs operate, how they look, how they act, and how they are made. 

(McMorrough, 199:130)  

Though, the human body signs, in this research, are focused on the relation of 

the exterior form, the visual-signage structure of architecture, and the ontological 

and phenomenological meaning of architectural structures. As John McMorrough 

observes, on the approach of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenourl, there are three 

sign types in ‗Learning from Las Vegas‘,  

‗What follows is an attempt to determine how the sign functions in this 

constellation of material surrounding Learning from Las Vegas—part 
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symbol and part literal manifestation. The attributes representing 

differing trajectories come together as a new whole wrought from the 

extended learning from Las Vegas project. Now we can describe the signs 

around Las Vegas as actual signs in the subject of the study, with the idea 

of context changing the meanings of the signs and arguments associated 

with them. These sign types are three in number: the marquee (pop art 

and populism), the graphic (and the influence of New Haven and its 

graphical bias), and the billboard (as Venturi‘s privileged expression of 

―sign‖ and its relation to the question of architectural form at the time), 

all of which propose a final question on the particular ―sign-ness‖ of 

Learning from Las Vegas itself.‘ (McMorrough, 2009:132) 

In order to adapt this method of approach and thinking (mentioned above) in 

architecture (or anthropomorphism in architecture) and the relation to the human 

body it has to be considered the comparative method of Venturi, Scott Brown 

and Izenour with their use of ‗The Duck‘ and ‗The Decorated Shed‘ (Fig.12-15). 

In an attempt of the authors to identify their two main manifestations as they 

explain,  

‗We shall survey this contradiction in its two main manifestations:  

1. Where the architectural systems of space, structure, and program are 

submerged and distorted by an overall symbolic form. This kind of 

building-becoming-sculpture we call the duck in honour of the duck-

shaped drive-in, ―The Long Island Duckling,‖ illustrated in God‘s Own 

Junkyard by Peter Blake. 

2. Where systems of space and structure are directly at the service of 

program, and ornament is applied independently of them. This we call the 

decorated shed. 

The duck is the special building that is a symbol; the decorated shed is the 

conventional shelter that applies symbols.‘ (Venturi, Scott Brown and 

Izenour, 1977:87) 
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Figure 12. ―Long Island Duckling‖ from 

God‘s Own Junkyard, Venturi et al. p.88 

(1977). 

 

Figure 13. Duck, Venturi et al. p.88 

(1977). 

 

Figure 14. Road scene from God‘s Own 

Junkyard, Venturi et al. p.89 (1977). 

 

Figure 15. Decorated Shed, Venturi 

et al. p.89 (1977). 
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As the authors observed on modern architecture as opposed to their view of 

symbolism in architecture,  

‗By limiting itself to strident articulations of the pure architectural 

elements of space, structure, and program, Modern architecture‘s 

expression has become a dry expressionism, empty and boring – and in 

the end irresponsible. Ironically, the Modern architecture of today, while 

rejecting explicit symbolism and frivolous appliqué ornament, has 

distorted the whole building into one big ornament. In substituting 

―articulation‖ for decoration, it has become a duck.‘ (Venturi, Scott 

Brown and Izenour, 1977:203) 

As Aaron Vinegar (2008) observes on the ‗Duck‘ and ‗the Decorated Shed‘,  

‗This dialectic between expression and inexpression is taken up with a 

vengeance in the by now infamous contrast—what Venturi and Scott 

Brown call an ―indiscreet comparison‖—between the Duck and 

Decorated Shed in Learning from Las Vegas. And it is this comparison 

that enacts the sceptical dilemma about knowing other minds.‘ (Vinegar, 

2008:50)  

And the author continues by mentioning that,  

‗The two photographs reproduced from Peter Blake‘s God‘s Own 

Junkyard, and the diagrams below them that illustrate the comparison, 

demonstrate that there is no hard and fast separation between the Duck 

and the Decorated Shed. The ―Long Island Duckling‖ is also 

―conventional,‖ insofar as the photograph includes the adjacent signs 

indicating that the Duckling sells game hens and turkeys as well as 

broiled and roasted ducks. Moreover, we can see what look like two 

sheds behind the duck, and so we could interpret the Duck as a 

conventional ―sign‖ in its own right that is applied to the sheds in back. 

Although the free-standing Duck is described as a ―building-becoming-

sculpture,‖ at various points in Learning from Las Vegas the authors also 

emphasize the sculptural qualities of the big neon signs in Las Vegas… 

What is even more telling of the skeptical dilemma is that the Duck and 

Decorated Shed diagrams render both types of building with a ―face‖: the 

two windows and central door strike one as schematic eyes and nose. 

There could be no better testament that skepticism about other minds is 

central to these images than the inclusion of eyes, the supposed windows 

to the soul and the canonical location and bearer of expressiveness in 

figural art and natural human interactions. This is reminiscent of a 

striking passage in The World Viewed where Cavell describes ―a mood 

of nothing but eyes, dissociated from feeling.‖ Notice, however, that the 
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dark, thicker line used to render the windows/eyes on the Duck makes 

them look more expressive than the ones on the Decorated Shed. And the 

overall ―facedness‖ of both the Duck and the Decorated Shed is 

remarkably close to Cavell‘s claim that in material-object skepticism, 

―the body . . . becomes a thing with senses, mostly eyes, disconnected 

from the motive power of the body.‖‘ (Vinegar, 2008:52-53)  

For Vinegar,  

‗The Duck is a fantasy of the self-qua-architecture caught between an 

overexposure that is the distorted counterpart to Benjamin‘s glass house 

with its ―moral exhibitionism‖ and a concomitant suffocating privacy. 

The Duck reaches a pitch of expression that is somehow at an 

inappropriate level for its environment.‘ (Vinegar, 2008:64)  

On the contrary the decorated shed for the author,  

‗…would seem to enact a certain hyperbolic inexpressiveness—what 

Cavell terms a ―screened unknowingness.‖ He characterizes this 

―melodrama of unknowingness‖ as ―one of splitting the other, as between 

outside and inside‖…It is significant that in all the Decorated Shed 

diagrams, either the speech balloons are literally untethered from their 

―source,‖ the architecture itself, or the sign is conspicuously ―applied‖ to 

the false facade of the shed; they are placed either slightly in front of or 

farther away from the shed like structures. Carrier notes that it is 

paramount that the ―things‖ or characters in the fictional cartoon scenes 

never acknowledge the speech balloons as speech balloons because that 

would call attention to the opacity that supposedly makes it difficult to 

register other minds.‘ (Vinegar, 2008:67-68)  

Nonetheless this is also an interesting notion/indication of the mass 

communicational system that Venturi et.al approached as Francesco Protto 

observes on the decorated shed,  

‗Inspired by the complexity of Las Vegas casinos‘ signs, Venturi‘s 

decorated shed represents a fundamental step towards the 

bidimensionalisation of the architectural structure, which loses its space-

time dimension to conform to the faster and faster rhythms of 

information. Part of Venturi‘s analysis on the strip, in Learning from Las 

Vegas, was in fact focused on visual messages being able to impose 

themselves on the observer‘s attention at an average speed of 60 

kilometres an hour.‘ (Protto, 2003:17)  
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But for this research it is interesting to interpret these notations of mass 

communication-identity in relation to the human body and architecture.  

Based on the example of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour and adapting it to 

anthropomorphism in architecture and the relation of the human body and 

architectural structures it could be said that two main categories appear in 

anthropomorphic architecture and buildings (as a visual sign and ontological 

approach) inspired by the comparative method of Venturi, Scott Brown and 

Izenour: 

1. Firstly the visible/schematic (or ‗open‘) anthropomorphism in 

architecture {(The Human Body (Duck)} (Fig.16) 

and 

2. Secondly the conceptual (or ‗closed‘) anthropomorphism in architecture 

{(The Human Body (Shed)} (Fig.17) 

Or more in addition to the Human Body Signs (as mentioned above and the 

writings of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour paraphrasing ‗Learning from Las 

Vegas‘) it could be said by using the phrase ‗Learning from the Human Body‘ 

that two categories of Human Body Signs appear: 

1. The Human Body Signs (the visible or ‗open‘) (Fig. 16) 

and 

2. The Human Body Signs (conceptual or ‗closed‘) (Fig.17) 
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Figure 16. Politakis, C. (2012). 

Figure 17. Politakis, C. (2012) 
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     Though as it was mentioned above the sense of anthropomorphism is always 

in relation to architectural structures and the visual interpretation of 

anthropomorphism could be approached within the two categories. Though the 

visual anthropomorphism [the human body signs (open)] depends on how the 

audience perceives the architectural object each time and why the artist/architect 

used the human body to his/her design.  In conclusion there will always be ‗a 

sense of anthropomorphism‘ in architectural structures because whenever man 

tries to ‗enclose‘ his own body into a structure that he constructs, this notion 

inevitably relate his action to his own body. Therefore anthropomorphism will 

always be related to architecture whether it is visible or conceptual (whether the 

Human Body Signs are ‗visible/open‘ or ‗conceptual/closed‘ to man‘s perception 

of architecture).  

The phenomenological analysis of architectural structures through this 

method categorises the architectural structures in relation to the human body and 

man himself. If we add at this point to the equation of the previous chapter that 

every building, regardless the exterior and interior form and the imitation of the 

human body or the invisible or visible human forms in its structure, it is in fact a 

human body-or bodies or that it has the sense of anthropomorphism then:   

IF  a House/Building = Machine  Then a House/Building = Corpus 

Thus  

A House/Building = Body 

As a result then from philosophical perspective: 
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Because: a Building = Body  Then the examination of the hypothesis 

‗The Human Body as a Building‘ has a philosophical background that has 

to be taken further into account. 

IF  the Building = Body = Machine  Then the anthropomorphic 

shape of buildings could be analysed from a philosophical perspective. 

Then  Building = Human Body = Machine = Building and vice versa. 

Based on the data of the equation this leads to the fact that the human body is 

present on the structure of a building as a conceptual meaning, as a 

phenomenological interpretation, or as a conscious expressionistic application. 

The researcher‘s intention is to propose, through the investigation of the relation 

of the human body and architectural structures, that the human body should be 

the main factor for thought, investigation and research in an art form that 

encloses the human body and its functions. Through this methodological attempt 

is understood the intentions of human beings and also creates a categorisation on 

understanding the anthropomorphic values in architectural forms. As Anthony 

Vidler quotes Frederick Kiesler,  

‗The house is neither a machine nor a work of art. The house is a living 

organism…the skin of the human body.‘ (Vidler, 2006:134)    
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3.2 EVERYTHING CAN BECOME ARCHITECTURE EVEN THE 

HUMAN BODY 

 

Adapting the form of every object in a scale to enclose the human body could 

transform it into an architectural structure. The problem is when that happens to 

our own body what meaning underlies our perspective of our own body and what 

such perspective show when this adaptation comes through the discipline of 

architecture? An interesting aspect is that it is difficult to accept the 

anthropomorphic-robotic-cyborg or gadget building in architecture than other 

disciplines such as art, robotics, etc. And probably is because in architectural 

structures the human-like is sensed through the conceptual anthropomorphism of 

the capacity (because of the scale) and not only through the visual notation as for 

robotics, visual arts etc. Though this anthropomorphism in architecture will keep 

appearing in the historic continuum through different forms than the past (as far 

as the visual result) and it seems inevitable; the understanding and approach 

though it would be different each time to the human body. The research suggests 

that we humans are adapting and approaching to the architectural structure a new 

modernism of the 21st century. This time in architecture not only through the 

creative process of digital tools, but through the very own structure of the 

buildings that show the mechanisation of our very own body into a unified 

monad structures in architecture that are becoming the ornament - the machine - 

the building - the new subject - the new bodies - the evolution of human bodies - 

the evolution of anthropomorphism in architecture - the new modernism; all 

together expressed in a monad of meaning - unified to the single architectural 
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structure (as seen for instance in the work of Santiago Calatrava examined in this 

research).  

The medium, as McLuhan (1964) noted, is the extension of our identity and 

through these identities we are becoming (whatever we can or whatever we 

choose to if that is offered by technology, culture  and  the choices or options we 

have and we take within these ‗boundaries‘). From the extreme to the normal, 

buildings have the sense of anthropomorphism from the simplest to the more 

complex notions; during war we fire at them, we bombard them we use them as 

shelters and these actions reveals a phenomenological anthropomorphic essence. 

We mourn not the building rather the people that were killed within it. We polish 

the windows of the house because we want it polished as we polish our body. 

The obvious is difficult to understand or the intention to approach it immediately 

transform the level of its complexity or it makes it more complex than might be; 

the building covers us, contains us and expands us, it limits us but it is unlimited 

to the city‘s structure. The case studies of Oldenburg, Gehry and Calatrava in the 

following chapters are a combination of the obvious or encrypted body-like 

figure and the conceptual anthropomorphism. As Juhani Pallasmaa indicates 

from a phenomenological perspective,  

‗The sense of self, strengthened by art and architecture, allows us to 

engage fully in the mental dimensions of dream, imagination and desire. 

Buildings and cities provide the horizon for the understanding and 

confronting of the human existential condition. Instead of creating mere 

objects of visual seduction, architecture relates, mediates and projects 

meanings. The ultimate meaning of any building is beyond architecture; it 

directs our consciousness back to the world and towards our own sense of 

self and being. Significant architecture makes us experience ourselves as 

complete embodied and spiritual beings. In fact, this is the great function 

of all meaningful art. In the experience of art, a peculiar exchange takes 

place; I lend my emotions and associations to the space and the space 
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lends me its aura, which entices and emancipates my perceptions and 

thoughts. An architectural work is not experienced as a series of isolated 

retinal pictures, but in its fully integrated material, embodied and spiritual 

essence. It offers pleasurable shapes and surfaces moulded for the touch 

of the eye and other senses, but it also incorporates and integrates 

physical and mental structures, giving our existential experience a 

strengthened coherence and significance.‘ (Pallasmaa, 2005:11-12)  

The need to consciously anthropomorphise in architecture is the need to 

create a metaphoric narrative concept/form to the building to communicate with 

the public. But this act creates an irony or there is a pleonasmos/redundancy (a 

visual at least pleonastic praxis, if we take that the building has a sense of 

anthropomorphism phenomenologically through its capacity then the use of the 

human body or the inscription metaphorically to its exterior form as seen in the 

architects in this research creates a visual and conceptual pleonasmos/pleonastic 

notion) of such an action because at the same time the building has the sense of 

anthropomorphism from the day it is being constructed as it was explained from 

phenomenological perspective. With the conscious anthropomorphism (and the 

researcher means the conscious anthropomorphism by the architect or/and artist) 

the architect creates a paradox because he/she wants to bring a more direct or 

indirect, conscious or unconscious message to the public (depending upon the 

purpose of the building each time); so mimesis becomes a tool to communicate a 

message with a metaphoric meaning that is being communicated through the 

building. So the symbolism becomes a form of unconscious or conscious 

encrypted metaphoric narrative in architecture in order to communicate through 

the building the purposes of the user and to symbolise (metaphorically) the 

expressionistic ekphrasis of the architect or the capabilities of the human body 

like structures inspired by the inner or outer architectural values of the human 

body.   
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The building creates a metaphoric urban narrative, a narrative through 

mimesis and this has to be related to the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle by 

arguing that there is no difference between mimesis and narration in regards to 

the object. Mimesis shows rather than tells. But through the symbolic meaning of 

the structure comes the narrative ‗translation‘ as a need of understanding through 

language the mimetic function of the building – (subject – object) and also 

because each of the buildings in this research also followed by their title 

(L‟Emispheric/The Planetarium, London Knees, Chiat Day Building/Binoculars 

that immediately generates through the title of its project a narrative notion on 

the capacity and the conceptual meaning of the building). Thus through the 

experiential procedure the object as a result of the mimetic action acquires a 

narrative form of meaning. For example: the structure is being built and entitled 

and the explanation of it comes as a narrative action of the meaning of each 

object. So when something is being built then follows the narrative explanation 

of the creator and the narrative explanation of the theorist. Not in the sense of 

narrating a story rather the meaning of the object transforms itself into a narrative 

on the human condition. So everything is narrative or has a narrative value? 

When Venturi et al. (1977) suggests the ‗Duck‘ and the ‗Decorated Shed‘ the 

meaning of the symbol (or the narrative essence of the object) is translated and 

categorised in two values: the visual and the verbal. But the interpretation of both 

comes in the end for the explanation of the object to a narrative meaning of 

understanding. When I am writing my thesis I understand/interpret the ‗narrative‘ 

values of the objects and I am writing down this understanding/interpretation. 

The metaphors that the buildings create (as Venturi et.al suggests) have a 

narrative value that seeks understanding. So the metaphors generated by the 
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buildings are descriptive narrations of thought done/depicted in a visual object. 

When someone seeks meaning, he/she seeks narration-understanding. Not always 

fictional but also rational. The question of why, immediately seeks a narrative 

explanation in order to understand the why or the hypothesis generated. The form 

of the building has a narrative notion within it that seeks interpretation. The 

building therefore is a visual narration of its time. A research therefore is a 

narration of the meaning of the object. Narration is to tell - and Venturi et.al 

seeks through symbolism a narration of the human through his objects (his 

architecture). The approach here is to paraphrase his method and adapt it to the 

human body. When the researcher asks on the meaning of the human body in 

architectural praxis he seeks the narrative notion of the human body through its 

manifestation as an object in the architectural and artistic praxis. When 

Oldenburg proposes his knees and with Gehry and van Bruggen the Binoculars in 

the Chiat Day Building the metaphoric action creates a narration on the catastasis 

of the human body. When Calatrava seeks the anatomical-skeletal architecture of 

the human body and apply it to a building he transforms the single structure into 

a visual narration of the potentials of the human body embodying meaning to the 

structure and to the human body through the cerebral application of skeletal 

architectural forms. In regards to anthropomorphism there is the relation of the 

creator and then the message through this notion to the receiver. So it is a matter 

of meaning on how we approach the architectural building (as subject as it was 

described previously) and how it was approached (as an object) by the artist and 

the architects in this research.  
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4. FASHIONABLE ILLUSIONS
24

 

 

 

4.1 PREFACE 

 

The work that will be examined in this first of the case studies of the research 

is the work of the Swedish born American artist and sculptor Claes Oldenburg. 

This chapter is a case study examination of his proposed colossal monuments 

with a particular focus on his London practice during the 1960s. The research 

will focus on a particular proposal of the artist where he proposed the colossal 

monument entitled London Knees 1966 [Proposed Colossal Monument in the 

Form of Knees, on the Victoria Embankment, London]. The London Knees 1966 

proposal consists of several drawings, photo collages, photographs, notes and 

sculptures which, from the researcher‘s view and approach, reflect the relation of 

the human body and architecture from the artistic perspective of Claes 

Oldenburg. The chapter examines the approach of the artist to architectural 

structures and consumer society influenced by the pop art movement of the 

                                                           
24

 The chapter was partly presented and published at the international conference „Scaleless-

Seamless? Preforming a less Fragmented Architecture and Education.' Politakis, C. (2012) 

‗Fashionable Illusions.‘ In European Network of Heads of Schools of Architecture-European 

Association for Architectural Education. Scaleless-Seamless: Performimg a less Fragmented 

Architectural Education and Rractice. Transactions on Architectural Education No 59, Münster, 

Münster School of Aarchitecture, 15-17 November 2012. Voyatzaki, M. & Spyridonidis, C. 

pp.425-434. [Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.enhsa.net/Publications/AR2012.pdf 

 

http://www.enhsa.net/Publications/AR2012.pdf
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1960s, and how from these aspects the artist combined the artistic and 

architectural perspective of the human body.  

 

4.2 THE ARTIST 

 

The international 

acclaimed artist and 

sculptor Claes Thure 

Oldenburg was born in 

Stockholm in Sweden on 

the 28
th

 of January 1929 

the son of a Swedish 

diplomat stationed in the 

US, New York and 

Chicago where Claes 

Oldenburg attended the 

Chicago Latin School. In 1946 he left Chicago to attend Yale to study literature 

and art where during the last year at Yale he studied art „…with courses in art 

history and studio work in figure drawing and composition...‟ (Rose, 1970:21). 

Upon completing his studies Claes Oldenburg started practising his craft as an 

artist during his return period (1950-1956) in Chicago where he showed his work 

in several exhibitions (Rose, 1970:23-24). In 1956 he moved to New York to 

escape the provincial profile of an artist located in Chicago (Rose, 1970:23) and 

Figure 18. Claes Oldenburg, Floor-Burger (Giant 

Hamburger), 1962, in Rose, (1970) p.142. 
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in the late 50s he abandons the figure painting and according to Barbara Haskell 

(1971),  

‗Until early 1959 Oldenburg was a figure painter, using the human figure 

in recognisable form as a vehicle for his aesthetic statements. But 

immediately before his exhibition at the Judson gallery, he abandoned the 

use of the figure and began using objects to convey his thoughts and 

feelings.‘ (Haskell, 1971:8)  

Claes Oldenburg‘s practice in art expands in a period of over fifty years 

covering e time different mediums including paintings, drawings, installations, 

performances, sculptures, public art, photo collages, architectural projects etc 

(Diagram 1). The international establishment of the work of Claes Oldenburg and 

acceptance of the artist can be seen from his numerous exhibitions worldwide, 

his public art, awards and honours. Through this exposure in the public eye of his 

work the importance is clear on how with such practice the artist saw, 

approached and critiqued the importance of, as far as this research concerns, the 

relation of the human body and architecture through artistic practice.  
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Diagram 1. Claes Oldenburg‘s selected projects 

Title/Date Figure Location Dimensions 

Blue Shirt, Striped Tie, 1961 

 

Unknown 36 x 20 in. (91.4 x 

50.8 cm) 

 

 

 

Upside-Down City, 1962 

 

Walker Art Center, 

Minneapolis 

 

9 feet 10 in. x 5 feet 

x 5 feet (3 x 1.52 x 

1.52 m) 

 

 

 

 

Floor Cake, 1962 

 

The Museum of 

Modern Art, New 

York 

4 feet 10⅜ in. x 9 

feet 6¼ in. x 4 feet 

10⅜ in. (1.48 x 2.9 x 

1.48 m) 

 

Floor Burger , 1962 

 

Art Gallery of 

Ontario, Toronto 

4 feet 4 in. (1.32 m) 

high; 7 feet (2.13 m) 

in diameter 

 

Bedroom Ensemble, Replica I, 1969 

Version of a 1963 original 

 

Museum für Moderne 

Kunst, Frankfurt 

Approximately 17 x 

21 feet (5.18 x 6.4 

m) 

 

 

 

Soft Switches, 1964 

 

Museum of Art, 

Kansas City, 

Missouri 

47 x 47 x 3⅝ in. 

(119.4 x 119.4 x 9.1 

cm) 

 

 

 

Wedding Souvenir, 1966 

 

Executed at Beryl‘s 

Studio, Santa 

Monica, California 

5¾ x 6½ x 2½  in. 

(14.6 x 16.5 x 6.4 

cm) 

 

  

London Knees 1966, 1968 

 

Walker Art Center, 

Minneapolis 

Knees: 15 x 6  x 5½ 

in. each (38.1 x 15.2 

x 14 cm; Stand: 1 x 

16 x 10½ in. (2.5 x 

40.6 x 26.7 cm); 

Prints: 16 x 10½ in. 

each (40.6 x 26.7 

cm); Case (closed): 

11½ x 17 x 7½ in. 

(29.2 x 43.2 x 19.1 

cm) 

       



96 

 

Lipstick (Ascending) on Caterpillar  

Tracks, 1969-1974 

 

 

Samuel F. B. Morse 

College, Yale 

University, New 

Haven Connecticut  

 

23 ft. x 6 in. x 24 ft. 

10½ in. x 10 ft. 11 

in. (7.16 x 7.58 x 

3.33 m)  

 

 

 

Batcolumn, 1977 

 

Harold Washington 

Social Security 

Center, 600 West 

Madison Street, 

Chicago  

96 ft. 8 in. x 9 ft. 9 

in. (29.46 x 2.97 m) 

diameter, on base 4 

x 10 ft. (1.22 x 3.05 

m) diameter 

 

Flashlight, 1981 

 

University of Nevada 38 ft. 6 in. x 10 ft. 6 

in. (11.73 x 3.2 m) 

diameter  

 

 

 

 

Split Button, 1981 

 

Levy Park, 

University of 

Pennsylvania, 

Philadelphia 

16 ft. (4.88 m) 

diameter x 10 3/16 

in. (0.26 m) thick. 

Height when sited: 4 

ft. 11 in. (1.5 m) 

 

Screwarch, 1983 

 

Museum Boymans-

van Beuningen, 

Rotterdam, The 

Netherlands 

12 ft. 8 in. x 21 ft. 6 

in. x 7 ft. 10 in. 

(3.86 x 6.55 x 2.39 

m) 

 

 

Balancing Tools, 1984 

 

Vitra International 

AG, Weil am Rhein, 

Germany 

26 ft. 3 in. x 29 ft. 6 

in. x 19 ft. 10 in. (8 

x 9 x 6.05 m) 

Spoonbridge and Cherry, 1988 

 

Minneapolis 

Sculpture Garden, 

Walker Art Center, 

Minneapolis 

29 ft. x 6 in. x 51 ft. 

6 in. x 13 ft. 6 in. (9 

x 15.7 x 4.1 m) 

Bicyclette Ensevelie  

(Buried Bicycle), 1990 

 

Parc de La Villette, 

Paris 

Four parts. Wheel: 9 

ft. 2¼ in. x 53 ft. 4 

3/16 in. x 10 ft. 4 in. 

(2.8 x 16.26 x 3.15 

m); handlebar and 

bell: 23 ft. 8¼ in. x 

20 ft. 4 7/8 in. x 15 

ft. 6 5/8 in. (7.22 x 

6.22 x 4.74 m); seat: 

11 ft. 3 13/16 in. x 

23 ft. 9 in. x 13 ft. 7 

in. (3.45 x 7.24 x 

4.14 m); pedal: 16 

ft. 3 11/16 in. x 20 

ft. 1 5/16 in. x 6 ft. 
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10 11/16 in (4.97 x 

6.13 x 2.1 m); in an 

area approximately 

150 ft. 11 in. x 71 ft. 

2 5/16 in. (46 x 21.7 

m)  

 

Binoculars,  

Chiat/Day Building, 1991 

 

340 Main Street, 

Venice, California 

45 x 44 x 18 ft. 

(13.72 x 13.41 x 

5.49 m) 

Free Stamp, 1991 

 

Willard Park, 

Cleveland, Ohio  

28 ft. 9 5/8 in. x 26 

ft. x 49 ft. (8.78 x 

7.92 x 14.94 m) 

Bottle of Notes, 1993 

 

Central Gardens, 

Middlesbrough, 

England 

30 x 16 x 10 ft. 

(9.14 x 4.88 x 3.05 

m) 
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4.3 UNDERSTANDING THE PROPOSED COLOSSAL MONUMENTS 

AND BUILDINGS  

 

From June 1956 when Claes Oldenburg moved to New York, until November 

1961
25

  he worked part time as Barbara Rose (1971) indicates,  

‗…shelving books in the libraries of the Cooper Union Museum and Art 

School. His work at Cooper Union gave him the opportunity to examine 

the many original drawings in the museum‘s collection. As he shelved 

books, he gave himself what amounted to a cram course in art history, 

browsed through volumes on old New York, and studied early 

encyclopaedias and illustrated texts on art…on his way to work, he often 

made quick sketches of the daily life of the slums he passed. Like the 

painters of the Ash Can School early in the century, Oldenburg found this 

area full of vitality and raw excitement.‘ (Rose, 1971:24)  

During this period of Oldenburg working in the library at the Cooper Union 

was when the artist came across a group of images that inspired him and was the 

starting point for his series entitled ‗Proposed Colossal Monuments‘; a series that 

combined notes, drawings, sculptures, photo-collages etc. The two groups of 

images that were the starting point for his series between the years 1965-1969 

were drawings of Etienne-Louis Boullιe, Jean-Jacques Lequeu and Claude-

Nicolas Ledoux and from the creative and installation process of the Statue of 

Liberty; as Jo Applin (2011) points out in the introduction of her article entitled 

„Strange Encounters: Claes Oldenburg‟s Proposed Colossal Monuments‟ for 

New York and London,‟  

‗The first group of images Oldenburg lit upon in the Cooper Union 

library were drawings by eighteenth-century architects Etienne-Louis 

Boullée, Jean-Jacques Lequeu and Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, whose 

                                                           
25

 See also (Haskell, 1971:132). 
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fantastical paper architecture – such as Lequeu‘s proposed stable shaped 

like a cow or Boullιe‘s monumental sphere, the Cenotaph for Newton – 

captured the young artist‘s imagination. The second set of images 

Oldenburg saw recorded the making, shipping and installation of the 

Statue of Liberty. The photographs documented the construction of the 

statue in its earliest stages as small wood and plaster maquettes, and in its 

final form, when it was photographed towering absurdly over its designer 

Frederic-Auguste Bartholdi‘s Paris workshop, supported by a wooden 

scaffold. Oldenburg recalls how impressed he was by these 

representations of this iconic, immutable monument as precarious and in 

transition. The Statue of Liberty in the incarnations revealed by these 

photographs is an object trussed-up as cargo ready for transatlantic travel, 

an imminent migrant to America.‘ (Applin, 2011:839)
 
 

In a taped interview that Claes Oldenburg gave to the poet and editor Paul 

Carroll on August 22
nd

 1968 in the first question on „…how the project of 

drawings of proposed monument and buildings originated…‟ the artist answered 

that,  

‗Monuments became a significant subject for me in the spring of 1965. 

After a year of travel in Europe and in the U.S, away from New York, I 

set up in a new studio on East 14th Street. The new studio was huge-a 

block long- and that scale, combined with my recollections of travelling, 

had given me an inclination to landscape representation. I couldn‘t adjust 

this to what I‘d been doing before until I hit on the idea of placing my 

favourite objects in a landscape – a combination of still-life and 

landscape scales. By rendering atmosphere and the use of perspective, I 

made the objects seem colossal.‘ (Oldenburg, 1969:11)  

From this phrase Oldenburg gives important marks on how he perceives his 

proposals for monuments with an emphasis to certain characteristics of scale, 

urban landscape, travelling experiences and objects. The ‗construction‘ of such 

monumental proposals for each city that the artist visits indicates the inscribed 

symbolism of each of the proposed monuments and a ‗social criticism‘ 

differentiating his monument from the perspective of Le Corbusier (1924) who 

considered the monument talking on „Ordonnance‟ in architecture that,  
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‗An object placed in the center of a room often ruins the room since it 

prevents your placing yourself in the center of the room and having the 

axial view; a monument in the center of a square often ruins the square 

and the buildings around it – often, but not always; every such case has 

its own logic. Ordonnance is the hierarchy of axes, thus the hierarchy of 

goals and the classification of intentions.‘ (Le Corbusier, 2008:223-224)    

As Barbara Haskell (1971) mentions on the symbolism of Oldenburg‘s work 

and his role as an artist,  

‗For Oldenburg, the artist is someone who is involved with creating 

appropriate symbols for our time, someone who like Ezra Pound‘s artist, 

is an antenna of society recording the contemporary world. Art, he 

believes, is still an area of metaphysics that can explain and see the whole 

and has not relegated itself to analysing and fragmenting. It is that area in 

which it is still possible to make broad universal statements about the 

human condition.‘ (Haskell, 1971:10)  

At an early stage of the development of his proposals for colossal monuments 

he proposed his „obstacle monument‘ (Haskell, 1971:13-14) entitled ‗Monument 

to Immigration‟ a critical and sarcastic social comment on immigration,  

‗A ―natural‖ monument in his terms, the reef would cause passing ships 

to crash and sink. This, his first ―obstacle monument,‖ would cause 

general disruption and result in a growing mass debris. For the artist who 

was himself an immigrant, Monument to Immigration disabuses the 

idealistic expectations of newcomers: according to him, America proved 

to be a disappointment for many. With his proposal, Oldenburg carried 

the idea of the monument, normally one of celebration, into the realm of 

social criticism.‘ (Rosenthal, 1995:256)  

This reaction and radical ‗obstacle proposal‘ in immigration of Oldenburg is 

part of other proposals such as the ‗War Memorial‟ and ‗The Fallen Hat (for 

Adlai Stevenson)‟. As Barbara Rose (1970) mentions on the sources that 

influence the proposals of Claes Oldenburg,  

‗Frequent plane travel gave him the idea representing objects out of scale 

and from odd perspectives, especially from a bird‘s eye view. ―The world 
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itself is now an object from the point of view of space travellers. That‘s 

the final object, I mean for us,‖ Oldenburg writes. He has also explained 

that: ―The first suggestion of a monument came some years ago as I was 

riding in from the airport. I thought: how nice it would be to have a large 

rabbit about the size of a skyscraper in midtown. It would cheer people up 

seeing its ears from the suburbs‖; but the fact that the Playboy Club later 

made its headquarters nearby the particular site he had chosen 

unfortunately made constructing a giant rabbit at that spot impossible. 

The message of Oldenburg‘s monuments is the same as that of his 

sculpture: humour is the only weapon for survival.‘ (Rose, 1970:103)  

Claes Oldenburg chose to name his colossal proposal „monuments‟ because  

‗It was a familiar word to signify something very large. Later when I 

looked up the definition, I realized that ―monument‖ meant memorial of 

some kind. At the beginning, I didn‘t think of it that way.‘ (Oldenburg, 

1969:15) 

An important factor in Claes Oldenburg‘s proposals is that there are 

references to a specific place and time marking them as a symbol and identity of 

the city, a memory. As Barbara Rose (1970) writes about his monuments,  

‗Unlike Surrealist fantasies, Oldenburg‘s monuments always refer to 

specific places, and often to specific times. They are grotesque caricatures 

of some realities of contemporary culture that we would perhaps prefer 

not to face. ―Is a monument always a memory of something?‖ Oldenburg 

asks. ―No, it‘s not. A monument can be anything. Why isn‘t this 

hamburger a monument? Isn‘t it big enough? A monument is a symbol. I 

think of a monument as being symbolic and for the people and therefore 

rhetorical, not honest, not personal.‖…Besides their contemporary 

references, Oldenburg‘s monuments are also travesties of the triumphal 

apotheoses with which Renaissance and Baroque artists celebrated the 

more coherent cultural values of their age. In a very pointed manner, they 

ask what this civilisation has to celebrate. Moreover, they constitute an 

acutely focused criticism of contemporary architecture and have therefore 

evoked the violent distaste of many architects.‘ (Rose, 1970:103-104)  

On the way to a ‗paradoxical‘ way of approaching the monument by 

distancing himself from the figurative approach Claes Oldenburg created in the 

60s  two proposed memorial monuments to John F. Kennedy in 1965 and 1968, 

one for the Documenta in Kassel, Germany and the other entitled „Proposed 
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Underground Memorial and Tomb for President John F. Kennedy‟ (Fig.19).  

According to Claes Oldenburg in his interview to Paul Carroll,  

‗I‘ve proposed two monuments to Kennedy. One was a construction 

proposed for Documenta-the art exhibit held in 1968 in Kassel, Germany. 

I‘d come to feel that the scene showing the path of the motorcade and the 

spot of the assassination had been photographed and dwelt on so often 

that it had become a monument in itself. So I wanted to literally 

reconstruct the scene itself-the roadway, the bridge, and the buildings-and 

then a real motorcade drive through it twice a day.‘ (Oldenburg, 1969:31-

32) 

And for his second memorial entitled „Proposed Underground Memorial and 

Tomb for President John F. Kennedy‟ Oldenburg continues by saying that,  

‗It‘s an underground monument. The corpse of the public figure is sealed 

in a plastic shape in the position of a well-known photograph of the 

subject. This shape is the suspended by a thin wire inside a colossal 

version of the same shape. The figure hangs upside-down and rotates with 

the movement of the earth.‘ (Oldenburg, 1969:31-32) 

Previously on a question of Paul Carroll about his intentions to „…depict only 

objects instead of people as in such classical monuments as the statue of Moses 

which Michelangelo made for the tomb of Pope Julius II…‟ the artist answered 

that,  

‗I guess that reflects a principle of all my work: I never show a human 

being or whole body; instead, I depict objects related to the person or part 

of the body. You could say the spectator himself supplies the whole body 

in question. Usually the object is something the spectator could wear, use, 

eat or relate his body to.‘ (Oldenburg, 1969:30-31) 
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Figure 19. Claes Oldenburg, Proposed Underground 

Memorial and Tomb for President John F. Kennedy, 

1965, in Haskell, (1971) p.50. 

 

Figure 20. Claes Oldenburg, Statue 

of Liberty, Upside Down, 

Underground-Marked “Tomb” 

(notebook page), 1965, in Haskell, 

(1971) p.50. 
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For the example of the ‗Proposed Underground Memorial and Tomb for 

President John F. Kennedy‘ Claes Oldenburg deconstructed the cultural 

stereotypes of the monument related to a person by inverting not only the 

monument but the whole idea that represents and making it invisible forming an 

attack to the continuum of these short of monuments. As Sergiusz Michalski 

(1998) indicates on the 60s political public monuments,  

‗In the mid-1960s, the widespread feeling that the status of the political 

public monument had been rendered meaningless resulted in a new art 

form: monuments which tried to attain invisibility as a way of 

engendering reflection on the limitations of monumental imagery. This 

end was to be attained within the framework of a comprehensive and 

retraceable artistic process. Cultural stereotypes and public instinct had 

until that time considered visibility as an essential prerequisite for the 

existence of public monuments, conceived as they were to rise 

prominently above the ground, proudly erect (hence the many phallic 

associations), sometimes even – like the omnipotent Statue of Liberty – 

towering on the horizon. An invisible monument implied the negation of 

2,500 years of visual experience. As a result, the introduction of this new 

category seemed a prelude to the final abolition of the monument is its 

traditional guise.‘ (Michalski, 1998:172)  

One of the influences of Claes Oldenburg as it was mentioned previously, 

was the Statue of Liberty and this could be seen in his „Statue of Liberty, Upside 

Down, Underground-Marked “Tomb” (Fig.20). Michalski mentions about the 

political monument of the 60s and Claes Oldenburg in particular, concerning this 

research that,  

‗In the 1960s, it was the turn of the leading Pop artist Claes Oldenburg to 

take up and modify Apollinaire‘s genial idea. Oldenburg‘s Proposed 

Underground Memorial and Tomb for President John F. Kennedy (1965) 

envisaged a gigantic statue of the murdered President placed upside-down 

in the ground. The statue was to have the same dimensions as the Statue 

of Liberty. Seen in retrospect, Oldenburg‘s project was not devoid of a 

certain ambiguity: there is no doubt that he envisaged a memorial 

approach, but he used the project as a preparatory stage for a series of 

artistic objects whose aim was to abolish the notion of the political 
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monument as such. As regards the commemorative framework, 

Oldenburg referred deftly both to the popular iconography and intiinsic 

meaning of the Statue of Liberty. The events in Dallas were interpreted as 

turning the American Dream on its head. In short, they constituted its 

subterranean negative.‘  (Michalski, 1998:173-174)  

According to Michalski, as he refers to Oldenburg‘s proposals for colossal 

monuments [with an exception of the earth-hole proposal such as the 

Underground Memorial and Tomb for President John F. Kennedy (1965) or the 

Placid Civic Monument (1967)],  

‗Later, he proposed and realized totally independent object (Lipstick, 

Clothespin). Whereas the buried and inverted Kennedy monument did its 

best to negate the Statue of Liberty through a truly antipodean procedure, 

the sculptures of the latter series proclaimed the need to establish a new 

category of public sculpture that transcended the traditional definition of 

the political monument.‘ (Michalski, 1998:174) 

It seems that the practice and the interest of artists and architects to create 

monuments has been criticized or problematized and was questioned why it is 

important for them to have an interest on such a practice. Dan Graham‘s 

questioning of this intention is interesting when he mentions that, „It is difficult to 

comprehend why so many artists seem interested in monuments.‟ (Graham, 

1967:32). In her book „The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist 

Myths‟ Rosalind Krauss (1986) criticises the 60s and 70s sculpture by writing 

that,  

‗Of course, with the passing of time these sweeping operations got a little 

harder to perform. As the 1960s began to lengthen into the 1970s and 

―sculpture‖ began to be piles of thread waste on the floor, or sawed 

redwood timbers rolled into the gallery, or tons of earth excavated from 

the desert, or stockades of logs surrounded by firepits, the word sculpture 

became harder to pronounce-but not really that much harder. The 

historian/critic simply performed a more extended sleight-of-hand and 

began to construct his genealogies out of the data of millennia burial 

mounds-anything at all could be hauled into court to bear witness to this 
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work‘s connection to history and thereby to legitimize its status as 

sculpture. Of course Stonehenge and the Toltec ballcourts were just 

exactly not sculpture, and so their role as historicist precedent becomes 

somewhat suspect n this particular demonstration. But never mind. The 

Trick can still be done by calling upon a variety of primitivizing work 

from the earlier part of the century-Brancusi‘s Endless Column will do-to 

mediate between extreme past and present. But in doing all of this, the 

very term we had thought we were saving-sculpture-has begun to be 

somewhat obscured. We had thought to use a universal category to 

authenticate a group of particulars, but the category has now been forced 

to cover such heterogeneity that it is, itself, in danger of collapsing. And 

so we stare at the pit in the earth and think we both do and don‘t know 

what sculpture is.‘ (Krauss, 1986:279)  

And the author continues in defence of the relation of the monument and 

sculpture and how these two meanings coexist,  

‗Yes I would submit that we know very well what sculpture is. And one 

of the things we know is that it is a historically bounded category and not 

a universal one. As is true of any other convention, sculpture has its own 

internal logic, its own set of rules, which, though they can be applied to a 

variety of situations, are not themselves open to very much change. The 

logic of sculpture, it would seem, is inseparable from the logic of the 

monument. By virtue of this logic a sculpture is a commemorative 

representation. It sits in a particular place and speaks in symbolic tongue 

about the meaning or use of that place.‘ (Krauss, 1986:279) 

Therefore according to Krauss there is an inseparable relation between 

sculpture and monument but this does not give an answer to the question on why 

there was an importance in creating monuments at the time of Claes Oldenburg 

and the relationship at that time between art and architecture. It would be helpful 

to analyse this question by referencing the article of Julian Rose (2012). As the 

author indicates,  

‗Why did ―monument‖ assume such an importance at the moment? One 

set of possible answers is offered by Claes Oldenburg‘s Proposals for 

Monuments and Building, from 1965 to 1969. This body of Oldenburg‘s 

work stands out because of his willingness to recognize the monument‘s 

productive potential even as he approached it critically and ironically, 

particularly its simultaneous (and profound) relevance for both art  and 
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architecture at a time when new, and often bitterly disputed, relationships 

were developing between the two fields. When the monument did appear 

in the discourses surrounding both the art and architecture of this time, it 

was usually as a focus for opposition. Most contemporary artists related 

to the monument through rejection (as in Tony Smith‘s denial) or even 

negation (as in Gordon Matta-Clark‘s famous series of ―Non-Uments‖). 

(Rose, 2012:114)  

Claes Oldenburg appears to have a keen interest on the relation among 

sculpture-architecture-monument wanted with some of his proposal to 

„…reintroduce the idea of the monument as obstacle or disruption in the city...‟ 

(Oldenburg, 1969:25). This could be seen in one of his colossal proposals for 

monuments entitled „Proposal for a Skyscraper for Michigan Avenue, Chicago, 

in the Form of Lorado Taft‟s Sculpture 1968‟ inspired by the Lorado Taft‘s 

Statue of Death located in Chicago Illinois, USA. An interesting parameter on 

the vision of the specific proposal is the metaphoric critique of the artist of a 

‗machine made megalithic structure‘ in relation and resemblance to the statue of 

death.  According to Oldenburg,  

‗…I have felt that the Hanckock building in Chicago might be such a 

building-that is, at first, when I tended to be romantic about it. In its 

incomplete, uninhabited stage, the Hancock building reminded me of 

graveyard monuments. Like the visionary architecture I‘ve mentioned, it 

looked awesome, strange. It followed me about. But once I‘d lived across 

the street from the Hancock building for a week or so, and looked at it a 

lot and met the architect, Bruce Graham, much of the romantic 

impression wore off, though I still see it as a remarkable building. When 

Bruce Graham took me up to the top, it reminded me of a vacant lot 100 

stories high…What really fascinates and strikes me as radical about the 

Hancock building is that it isn‘t intended to make Chicagoans feel proud 

by providing a symbol of the city and its culture…The radical thing about 

the Hancock building is that it‘s machine-made: its height, shape, 

everything was determined on the basis of how the computer solved the 

function the building is supposed to provide in space allotted. Take the 

slope of the building: it isn‘t the result of the architect‘s romantic dream 

or an attempt to make the structure look like an obelisk. The Hancock 

building looks the way it does because its shape is the most practical way 

the computer solved all the various problems.‘ (Oldenburg, 1969:23-24) 
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Oldenburg seems to play with meanings of nostalgia and critique to the scale 

of tradition and evolution when in the description of his proposal notes writes 

that,  

‗The Lorado Taft Statue of Death…has a shape like the Hancock 

Building, and the Hancock Building resembles the black slab against 

which the sculpture stands. I liked the contrast between such a romantic 

idea (almost comical) of a building and the machine-made cool of the Big 

John. On the other hand, The Hancock building, which I saw mostly 

before it was inhabited, is, in fact, a highly romantic funereal structure, an 

accidental result not calculated by the computer and, strangely enough, 

makes good company with The Taft. They seem to link up across 

Chicago history; both radiate Midwest nostalgia and a sentiment which 

will not go away, no matter what. Taft‘s sculpture signifies tradition. 

While I like the Hancock, I feel resentful of its scale-it follows you 

around and has obliterated the building I grew up by…‘ (Haskell, 

1971:68)  

The metaphoric and symbolic meaning of the monument in Claes 

Oldenburg‘s proposals it is not apparent rather it is an expansion of the city‘s 

meaning and relation to the urban environment from a personal view and esoteric 

expression of experience as seen above from the paradigm of the ‗Proposal for a 

Skyscraper for Michigan Avenue, Chicago, in the Form of Lorado Taft‟s 

Sculpture 1968.‟ (Fig.21-22).
26

 It seems that the proposed monuments of 

Oldenburg link art and architecture but in a sense of creating a dichotomy 

between these disciplines and an inner connection with the monument relating it 

each time to one or the other discipline : art ↔ monument ↔ architecture. As 

Julian Rose (2012) mentions,  

‗Oldenburg recognised that the monument was a kind of no-man‘s-land 

between art and architecture, intimately connected to both but claimed by 

neither. By occupying this liminal zone rather than staking a claim to 
                                                           
26

 As Robert Harbison points out, „…Claes Oldenburg makes colossi which are both impersonal 

and highly dramatic, the detritus of persons.‟ (Harbison, 1991:56) 
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Figure 21. Claes Oldenburg, Snapshot of 

Lorado Taft‘s Sculpture “Death” (notebook 

page), April 1968, in Haskell, B. p.68. 

Figure 22. Claes Oldenburg, Proposed for a Skyscrapper for 

Michigan Avenue, Chicago in the form of Lorado Taft‟s 

Sculpture “death” 1968, in Haskell, B. p.68-69. 
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contested disciplinary territory. Oldenburg gained a unique vantage point 

from which to reflect on both disciplines and sidestepped the problem of 

having to choose between them. His proposed monuments make 

meaningful contributions to our understanding of both the sculpture and 

architecture of their period. In the face of contemporary discourses that 

suppressed the object as secondary, transparent, or even obsolete, 

Oldenburg‘s monuments radically reassert the validity of objects, 

granting them a new degree of autonomy and opacity. While Minimalism 

and post-Minimalism appealed to phenomenology to propose new models 

of experience as a shared field mutually constituted by subject and object, 

Oldenburg‘s monuments implied an alternate model of experience, more 

complex and less stable, predicated on the new independence of the 

object.‘ (Rose, 2012:115) 

And continues by adding that,  

‗And at a time when self-conscious borrowing from early-twentieth-

century avant-garde movements by advanced 1960s practices added new 

urgency to discussions of historical narrative, Oldenburg used the 

monument‘s inherent connection to history to explore alternative models 

of temporality, opening up new possibilities for relating to historical 

practices and reflecting critically on the present.‘ (Rose, 2012:115) 

Another paradigm associated to the collection of Oldenburg‘s proposals for 

monuments and buildings is the „Building in the Form of an English Extension 

Plug‟ (Fig.23). Is seems that the Oldenburgian approach to the mimesis of a 

conventional object relates his action to the nowadays biomorphic architecture 

and mimicry of the inner structures of organism with paradigms of Santiago 

Calatrava, Zaha Hadid, Kas Oosterhuis and others. The resemblance it is not 

obvious though, because of the different approach to the meaning of architectural 

structures; though there is a resemblance on the construction of scale: Oldenburg 

expands the scale of the object but nowadays the expansion of the scale is being 

made on the nature of microcosmic structures to macrocosmic level. The process 

becomes in the end the same because the need to scale the selected source up to 

the level it will become inhabitable makes the result of such an action to the 
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creation of a scaled structure inhabitable but of course with a different result. The 

final object though (built or unbuilt) appears as to have the same metaphor to 

adapt the needs of a scale to our measures or to a scale beyond (a colossal 

interpretation because even in the architects like Hadid or Oosterhuis the scale is 

being modified from their source of inspiration whether it is a biological 

organism, a cell or the design and structure of the lights of a car for example). 

The paradigm of the „English Extension Plug‟ (Fig.24) is important because it is 

the first of a series to function as a building showing the interest of Claes 

Oldenburg in architecture as he himself states,  

‗My work is architecture…Nothing is as important as the scale and the 

relation of different volumes…planes, lines…my personal architecture.‘ 

(Celant, 1999:21)  

Oldenburg created a mounted plug in 1966 (Fig.24-25) and a drawing of it in 

1967 (Fig.23). According to his notes on the creation of the „English Extension 

Plug‟ showing his intentions,  

‗The English Extension plug was the first object expanded to the function 

of a building. In each country, the electrical culture is different, and in 

England there is a great variety in plugs. This one is big even as a plug 

and so architectural to begin with, following it to the conclusion of a 

building is easy. A functional part in a plug becomes a functional part in a 

building. An object and a building in the modern style change places 

easily. The English plug-building was identified as a crematorium 

because it had that look. I next visited Sweden and there found an ornate 

extension plug which looked like both a castle and a church. I sited it on 

top of a hill. The church connection lies close to the three-way plug 

because of the cross vault structure of both objects and folk identification 

of religious power and electricity.‘ (Haskell, 1971:42-43)  
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Figure 23. Claes Oldenburg, Building 

in the form of an English Extension 

Plug, 1967, in Haskell, B. p.42-43. 

  

Figure 24. Claes Oldenburg, 

English Extension Plug, 

Mounted, 1966, in Haskell, B. 

p.42-43. 

 

Figure 25. Oldenburg examining the casting of an English Light 

Switch in a mannequin factory, 1966, in Oldenburg, (1991) p.65. 
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The artist conceptualises his proposals through explanations in his notes. As 

Germano Celant mentions in his essay „Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van 

Bruggen: Urban Marvels‟,  

‗Drawing his proposals on paper and explaining them in words, 

Oldenburg never conceals the insecurity and irreconcilability of artistic 

existence in the face of social responsibility-namely, the job of producing 

symbolic objects such as buildings and monuments for urban geography. 

Nonetheless, he does not seek mutual approval or a mutually 

complementary situation; hence the ideal city becomes a place for 

recognising the existence of not only the exceptional but also the 

quotidian. The quotidian is the present in which we live: it is neither 

tradition nor innovation, country nor utopia, antiquity nor future. It is 

something that is determined because it exists, in and of itself. Hence, 

accepting the quotidian means assuming one‘s own historicity. It means 

giving due consideration to existing in the moment, in the present.‘ 

(Celant, 1999:21) 

Claes Oldenburg appears to understand the technical constrains of his 

proposals when he comes to realise his projects. In 1965 he proposed a colossal 

monument as a war memorial for the war heroes. The proposed monument was 

entitled „Proposed Colossal Monument for the Intersection of Canal Street and 

Broadway, New York: Block of Concrete Inscribed With the Names of War 

Heroes‟ (Fig.26). With such a colossal monument Oldenburg at first abolishes 

the ‗function‘ of the city and the urban landscape of modernistic New York by 

using a colossal rectangle and blocking a crossroad of the city. With this political 

and expressionistic drawing he criticises the modernistic landscape by using a 

basic component of the geometry that the city was constructed and it was formed 

as a structural synthesis as it was seen for example in Piet Mondrian‘s  painting 

entitled „Broadway Boogie-Woogie‟ in 1943. As Claes Oldenburg mentions 

about his proposed colossal monument and his honest understanding on how this 

project could be realised,  
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‗At first, the monuments were playful, personal fantasies; then the 

monuments seemed to become more real and public. I remember Gene 

Baro, the poet, asking me in an interview we did in 1966: Did I have any 

idea of what type of materials would be used if one of the monuments 

were actually to be built? I hadn‘t thought too much about it. Earlier that 

year, three students of architecture at Cornell made an appraisal of the 

War Memorial. Their estimates shocked me: they figured that it would 

weigh 5,000,000 lbs., if concrete were used; and that the memorial would 

sink through the surface the way a pat of butter melts in a baked potato, 

crushing the subway. Then they drew up plans for rerouting the subways. 

It was the artist‘s reverie imposed on nature with a vengeance-absurd 

fact, the best kind of all. I also became aware that practicing architects 

had taken some interest in the monuments. An invitation came from MIT 

to talk about projects; I felt honoured but rather terrified of being caught 

out of my element. My monument proposals in relation to tradition began 

to interest me.‘ (Oldenburg, 1969:24-25) 

And Claes Oldenburg continues on the relation of architecture and sculpture 

and how he interprets monuments during the 60s,  

‗A friend who is a student of architecture at Yale told me that the kind of 

objects I choose are the closest thing to symbols available in our time. 

Architects find it difficult to design monuments today, he said, because 

they can‘t find appropriate symbols. Didn‘t Lewis Mumford say that 

there‘s no such thing as a monument in the modern world? The old 

symbol of the hero has disappeared. Also, architects face the problem that 

whatever is built today is expected to provide some practical civic 

service-a place to take the baby buggy. My proposals, in keeping with 

older traditions, do not provide such service. On the contrary, many of 

my monuments reintroduce the idea of the monument as obstacle or 

disruption in the city. Many monuments, of course, are exactly that: the 

Arc de Triomphe, for one, is an aggressive obstacle in that traffic must be 

rerouted around it. So is my War Memorial: I wanted it to be like a 

wound in the city. Studies have indicated, in fact, that the intersection of 

Canal and Broadway, where the memorial would be, is the perfect spot to 

drop the H-bomb in order to create maximum damage and fallout 

throughout the New York area.‘ (Oldenburg, 1969:24-25) 
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Figure 26. Claes Oldenburg, Proposed Colossal Monument for the Intersection 

of Canal Street and Broadway, New York: Block of Concrete Inscribed with the 

Names of War Heroes, 1965, in Haskell, B. p.16. 
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4.4 THE HUMAN BODY AS AN OBJECT 

 

 

Anthropomorphism, in the broadest sense of the terminology, plays an 

important role in the general artistic work of Claes Oldenburg (whether this 

appears in his constructed work, architectural, sculptural built or un-built).  It 

appears rather easy or simplified in a sense to approach an artwork by using the 

term ‗anthropomorphic‘ because of the fact that every action (or the result of an 

action in architecture, sculpture, engineering, painting, design etc.) made by 

humans is for them and by them and therefore convenient for humans to identify 

that every aspect of human action is self-centred to our very own ‗being‘ and 

seems or appears as ‗anthropomorphic‘. In a collection of reviews and writings 

during the period 1964-1966 Donald Judd, analysing and approaching the work 

of Claes Oldenburg, makes some interesting notes on the relation of 

anthropomorphic meaning and the work of Claes Oldenburg.  Analysing the soft 

sculptures of Oldenburg and in particular the „Soft Light Switches‟ (Fig.27-28) 

Donald Judd mentions in his „Reviews and Writings (1964-1966)‟ that,  

‗Ordinarily the figures and objects depicted in a painting or sculpture 

have a shape or contain shapes that are emotive. Oldenburg makes one of 

those subordinate shapes the whole form. Real anthropomorphism is 

subverted by the grossly anthropomorphic shapes, manmade, not shapes 

of natural things or people. The preferences of a person or millions are 

unavoidably incorporated in the things made, either through choice ot 

acquiescence. Nothing made is completely objective, purely practical or 

merely present. And of course everything after it‘s made is variously felt. 

Part of the switch‘s anthropomorphism is that it‘s changing – as if 

melting and sliding in time. The hard objects are as grossly hard and 

geometric as there are soft.‘ (Judd, 2012:152)  
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And Donald Judd continues on the relation of anthropomorphic forms in 

Claes Oldenburg‘s work,  

‗The trees, figures, food, or furniture in a painting have a shape or contain 

shapes that are emotive. Oldenburg has taken this anthropomorphism to 

an extreme and made the emotive form, with him basic and 

biopsychological, the same as the shape of an object, and by blatancy 

subverted the idea of the natural presence of human qualities in all things. 

And further, Oldenburg avoids trees and people. All of Oldenburg‘s 

grossly anthropomorphized objects are manmade which right away is an 

empirical matter. Someone or many made these things and incorporated 

their preferences.‘ (Judd, 2012:153-154)  

It is important therefore to rethink/re-criticize the pop art influence (with an 

example of Oldenburg‘s practice for this case study) in relation to art – 

architecture – design – technology - new media - fashion and mass 

communication. Because, the problem (or question, criticism) is not only on the 

final outcome of the artist but what such practice indicates about the human 

catastasis at the time the proposal was created and how this could be translated 

nowadays. In this dialogue between sculpture and architecture, and between built 

Figure 27. Claes Oldenburg, Soft 

Light Switches-“Ghost Version” II, 

1964-1971, in Judd, D. p.150. 

 

Figure 28. Claes Oldenburg, Soft 

Light Switches 1/2, 1964, in Judd, D. 

p.151. 

 



118 

 

and un-built architecture, questions arise about the use of stereotypical figures 

and objects. What meaning (or metaphors) underlies in the monumental and 

colossal practices in Oldenburg‘s sculpture and practice with the use of the 

human body or parts of the human body? From architectural perspective what is 

the meaning of such ‗objects‘ and how does such ‗architecture‘ embody meaning 

in the relation between man and the mechanized world? The „London Knees 

1966‟ art project of Oldenburg,  appears as a collection of sculpture, drawings, 

photo collages, photographs and notes that the artist created during a period of 

two years 1966-1968 for the city of London. According to the artist on how he 

perceived his idea of the knees (Fig.29-32) and how he developed it, it is clear 

from his notes as it appeared in Barbara Haskell‘s book entitled „Claes 

Oldenburg: Object into Monument‟ (1971) that,  

‗I proposed two knee monuments for the Thames. One to stand at the 

wide part of the river near the sea-a single knee; the other is the Colossal 

Knees on the Victoria Embankment, placed in the spot to echo the four 

chimneys of the Battersea Power Plant-an upended table effect across the 

river. London became a sort of canvas, you see. Proposing monuments is 

like composing with a city. The knees Monument stands on the edge of 

the river. It would be very high, higher than Saint Paul‘s, and it would be 

interesting to see the effect of the sun on it. One could tell time by it-by 

the position of the shadow on the Knees. They take the colour of the time 

of day. Chicago has its Hancock skyscraper, London has its knees. Low 

clouds writhe about the unseen tops of each‘ (Haskell, 1971:34)  

The „London Knees 1966‟ artistic project of Oldenburg was selected as a case 

study because of this rare intention of the artist to directly simulate a part of the 

human body by objectifying it not through an ordinary object of everyday-

consumer culture for example a light switch, a knife, a hamburger etc., that it is 

related as an extension of the human body but through an ‗obvious‘ 
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anthropomorphic extension part of the general human body figure. As the artist 

continues on his process on how he tends to objectify the human body,  

‗One of the ways I objectify the body is to select a part and isolate it. In 

Los Angeles it was the nose,‘
27

 ‗and on the trip to Sweden and England it 

was the knees (with the ear running a close second). What I look at is 

what I make-the curtain went up on the knees. I think also, after nine 

hours of flying, they hurt the most. In little English cars, too, that tends to 

be the point of concentration, aggravated on one occasion, I remember, 

by the flu. Ordinarily the knees are little sensed and more seen. Parts of 

the body go in and out of fashion-ten years ago knees made people laugh. 

I have a set of photos from Life magazine showing knees as cherubic 

faces. In fact, they are not only voyeuristic but, of all the parts of the 

body, the most significantly architectural.‘ (Haskell, 1971:34) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
27

 See also Claes Oldenburg‘s „Design for a Tunnel Entrance in the Form of a Nose 1968‟ 

(Haskell, 1971:82-83). 

Figure 29. Claes Oldenburg, Notebook Page: 

Cooling Towers, London, 1966, in Oldenburg (1991) 

p.62. 
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Figure 30. Claes Oldenburg, Artist‘s 

Catalogue: Monuments/42, Proposed 

Colossal Monument for Thames 

Estuary: Knee. 1966, in Oldenburg 

(1969) pp.75-76. 

 

Figure 31. Claes Oldenburg, Artist‘s 

Catalogue: Monuments/43, Proposed 

Colossal Monument for Thames 

Estuary: Knee. 1966, in Oldenburg 

(1969) pp.77-78. 

 

Figure 32. Claes Oldenburg, Proposed Colossal Monument in the Form of 

Knees, on the Victoria Embankment, London, 1969, in Oldenburg (1991) 

pp.68-69. 
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Of course the intentions of Claes Oldenburg to select the knees of the human 

body in order to objectify it and to transform it into a proposed monument has its 

influence in the fashionable objectification of the human body by the fashion 

industry during the 60s with the reappearance of the mini-skirt in women‘s mass-

fashion. On the re-appearance of the miniskirt during the 60s as a ‗high‘ fashion 

women trend Robert Ross (2008) indicates that,  

‗In terms of high fashion, the miniskirt – a woman‘s skirt with the hem 

way above the knee – was introduced by Mary Quant in 1960. Quant was 

a British designer, at that stage about twenty-five years old. Her designs 

contributed to and reflected the broader shift in clothing codes which for 

the first time celebrated – indeed almost demanded – young female 

sexuality and sexual availability, aided by the introduction of 

contraceptive pills, in what was then known as the ―Swinging Sixties‖ 

and was centred both around London and in various parts of the United 

States, especially California. Admittedly, the effect was somewhat 

mitigated by the wearing of elasticated panty-hose under the miniskirt. 

Nevertheless, the general effect was seen as freedom, and certainly 

entailed the liberation from the stuffier aspects of Western middle-class 

life. It was only slowly that it came to be realized that women‘s liberation 

also entailed women‘s control over their own sexuality, with 

consequences for the way in which they decided to present themselves.‘ 

(Ross, 2008:148)  

In fact the interesting thing in regards to the miniskirt is its historical relation 

to the Greco-Roman ‗tunic‘ as seen in the clothing of the slaves and especially 

the relation to male slaves where the tunic was short and the thighs exposed as 

Goldman (2001) writes on her essay ‗Reconstructing Roman Clothing.‘ 

According to the author,  

‗A tunic for a slave was probably made a coarse cloth and fastened with a 

cheap pin or even a thorn at the top. It was bloused so that the thighs were 

exposed for men, but it fell full length to the ankle for women. For any 

man performing heavy physical work, perhaps only the sections at the left 

shoulder would have been fastened to allow for more right-arm freedom, 

or the right arm could have been taken out the garment, leaving the 

shoulder bare.‘ (Goldman, 2001:222-223)  
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So it is quite interesting this sort of reinterpretation of a slavery male costume 

to become the ‗revolutionary‘ enslaver of the female gender through the ‗high‘ 

fashion during the 60s. This relation is interesting in the examination of the 

„London Knees 1966‟ artistic project of Oldenburg because the metaphor of such 

a practice relates the results of a similar object-cloth (the miniskirt and the tunic). 

Driven by the metaphoric meaning of such an action the researcher would have 

to criticize as the artist did that a short of (unconscious or conscious) helotism 

appeared with such a fashionable act; a mass male slavery cloth turned ironically 

into a mass slavery ‗sexual‘ exhibitionistic and ‗revolutionary‘ cloth: a short of 

an amalgam of enslavement through revolution with the mechanization of the 

human body and in this case the female body. As Mary Quant (2012) herself 

writes in her autobiography on the meaning of the miniskirt during the 60s and 

how this meaning is being translated nowadays,  

‗What does the mini-skirt mean? I am always asked this and I often feel 

like I am in charge of some obstreperous child who ought to speak for 

herself. The sixties mini was the most self-indulgent, optimistic ‗look at 

me, isn‘t life wonderful‘ fashion ever devised. It expressed the sixties, the 

emancipation of women, the Pill and rock‘n‘roll. It was young, liberated 

and exuberant. It was called the youth quake. It was the beginning of 

women‘s lib. The mini 2012 says: ‗Isn‘t it wonderful to be a woman? We 

are bigger, better, brighter and stronger and we love being female.‘ It 

suggests ‗I am in charge‘. It looks like ‗job done‘ for women‘s lib. And 

the hey day for big girls – the grown-ups.‘ (Quant, 2012:275)  

The result of such an auxesis in the use of the mini-skirt among women 

during the 60s in London, as for the analysis of the work of Claes Oldenburg that 

it is being analysed in this chapter, lead the artist to reveal the specific body 

detail or the fashionable female body motif that appeared or brought upon the 

perspective of the viewer. Because in the end the mini-skirt as a result of the 
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fashion industry objectified this particular part of the female body; and this is 

mainly the influence of the artist, the objectification of the monad‘s very own 

human body into a mass production of objectified human bodies and objectified 

sexuality; Claes Oldenburg depicts this fashionable ‗enslavement‘, this miniskirt-

mania and repetitiveness of the product and its result as a visual experience in a 

similar repetitiveness expressed with drawings, models photographs, photo-

collages etc., of the female knees as the obstacle of the 60s London era. And he 

is doing so by objectifying not the medium itself (the mini-skirt in this case) he 

doesn‘t create a colossal mini-skirt for instance; rather he objectifies the results 

that the medium offered to women. An interesting approach on the miniskirt and 

the symbolic forms was given by Jean Baudrillard on his writings about the May 

‘68. In her essay entitled „Jean Baudrillard and May ‟68: An Acoustic 

Archaeology,‟ Andrea Loselle (2004) discourse on the media of the 60s makes an 

interesting note citing Jean Baudrillard,  

‗Thus certain period phenomena for Baudrillard, because they tap into the 

symbolic, appear more positively memorable than others. Years later, he 

recalls the miniskirt: ―The miniskirt was perhaps the last episode in the 

history of fashion that was more than an effect of fashion: it was a sort of 

event in the history of morals (moeurs) to the extent that the rape of 

appearance came to replace taboo (tha anterior fashion). There was in 

effect a true erotic effect, an irruption of the erotic in the real.‖…A more 

streamlined appearance is bound up with a scripted, playful movement 

that defines the ‗60s female body in miniskirt and in other presumably 

liberated costumes: the ―new look‖ of the bikini, the modern housewife‘s 

elegant, little frock, the striptease artist‘s nostalgic props…‘ (Losselle, 

2004:121-122)   

And the author continues citing Baudrillard‘s „La pratique sociale de la 

technique‟ where he discusses the gadget woman that,  
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‗…illustrates his discussion of the gadget‘s futurist ideology with a 

reproduction of an advertisement form Elle: La Femme-Gadget or 

Gadget-Woman (―at last the liberated woman‖). She is a diminutive 

figure in minidress and tights with one hand firmly attached to a vacuum 

cleaner. Over her tower the latest home appliances and gadgets stacked in 

open cubes. The smaller the clothes, the more innocently doll-like the 

woman, the more questionable her usefulness as she becomes 

paradoxically the personification of the gadget.‘ (Losselle, 2004:121-122)   

An important factor is that Oldenburg‘s objects do not show a specific person 

as Marc Rosenthal observes,  

‗Oldenburg‘s tendency was almost never to show a specific person, in 

contrast to Andy Warhol, but to recall an individual or accession by the 

use of related object, as he had done with Stevenson. About objects in 

general, he explained that they would ―read like a list of the deities or 

things on which our contemporary mythological thinking has been 

projected. We do invest religious emotions in our objects. Look at how 

beautifully objects are depicted in ads in Sunday newspapers….it‘s all 

very emotional. Objects are body images, after all, created by humans, 

filled with human emotions, objects of worship.‖‘ (Rosenthal, 1995:260)   

This tendency of Oldenburg not to show a specific person but instead to 

create a generalised type of knees enforces this mechanization of the human body 

as mentioned above because it creates a typological mark on the human body 

excluding the personality or individualism into a massive typological 

generalisation of the female body by using the exposed knees as the symbol of 

the typological consumerism of that era. This action by Oldenburg, not to show a 

specific person to his project, demonstrates the difficulty to personalise a symbol 

through a person or the general view of knees because this fact is impossible to 

make through the different types of female knees, so the safest and more accurate 

way was for him to propose a monument for the city from the very influential 

mediator and simulator of the human body, the mannequin; to create therefore an 

object from the object in order to become (the human body) an object as a 
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monument. As the artist informs us through his notes on his method to approach 

the knees,  

‗The problem became how to isolate and decide upon which object/knee. 

There seemed to be three solutions in technique: the photograph, the cast, 

of what was already cast – the mannequin. I had assembled newspaper 

photos on knees hoping to find a typical vision of the knee. In addition, at 

my request, Eric Ayers photographed the backs of the knees of his wife 

and daughter. A project of knee photography was also launched in the 

school. All in all, a knee talent contest. Meanwhile, I had abandoned the 

idea of casting from the knee because it is a restless part, and I wanted a 

very clear cast of a knock - need stance – this being most architectural. I 

obtained the names of mannequin makers on the city and went to several 

places spelling out my specific request. Up and down Oxford Street I 

studied both real knees and the knees of mannequins. I discovered that 

the most popular mannequin now is stylised at that part and shows 

nothing of the true knee form (usually thought ugly). These are known as 

―realistic‖, because of their scale rather than their detail. A mannequin 

seller told me that now this ―real‖ size was in, which has caused the 

retirement of the slightly oversized and anatomically detailed mannequin. 

He showed me a specimen of the old, which I promptly bought. Back at 

the room in Alecto‘s Kensington Studio, I trimmed off the parts not 

needed, i.e., all but a single knock – kneed – stanced knee. After several 

days contemplation of this object, I decided to have it doubled in reverse 

to serve as the other knee, rather than look for another mannequin knee. 

This was done by recarving from the original.‘ (Haskell, 1971:35)  

  Writing on typology in architecture and in particular the typology of the 

human body in architectural structures, Claes Olenburg is referring to the human 

body and he uses it as a typological element that defined the characteristics of 

architectural structures from the Parthenon to the gothic cathedrals, from the 

classical metope and classical column (the Kion) be it Corinthian, Doric or 

Ionian to Renaissance. The researcher does not use the term ‗typology‘ in 

architecture to define the types of buildings rather the term is being used here as 

a reference in the use of the human body as part of the exterior structure of a 

building used as an ornament or a constructive element of the building or a 
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building itself. As Le Corbusier (1927) suggested about the man being a type, as 

seen in Anthony‘s Vidler „The Third Typology‟,  

‗The French language has provided the useful definition, thanks to the 

double sense of the word type. A deformation of meaning has led to the 

equivalence in popular language: a man = a type; and from the point that 

the type becomes a man, we grasp the possibility of a considerable 

extension of the type. Because the man-type is a complex form of a 

unique physical type, to which can be applied a sufficient standardization.  

According to the same rules one will establish for this physical type an 

equipment of standard habitation:  doors, windows, stairs, the heights of 

rooms, etc.‘ (Vidler, 1977:290)  

Therefore the woman-type of the 60s formed the knee-type that Oldenburg 

depicted in his work.  Oldenburg‘s anthropomorphism in the ‗London Knees 

1966‘ proposal shows the approach of the artist also on the exterior architecture 

of the human body type and the poetics of the image of the body as it was formed 

through the knees and the architectural form magnified to the extent of the knees 

as bridge pillars, the knees as columns for a cathedral, the knees as a comparison 

to a chimney in London (Fig.33). These actions of the artist indicates the ‗sense 

of anthropomorphism‘ in every building and architectural structure. Observing 

for example his drawing entitled „Knees as Columns, Cathedral Façade, Etc.‟ 

(Fig.34), it shows the intentions of the artist to re-interpret, re-transform and re-

use the types of columns (the Kion) and place it into his time and place (London) 

by forming the popular into the classical heritage. The human body is not sensed 

within the column (the Kion) in Oldenburg in contrast to, for example John 

Shute‘s
28

 illustrations of order in columns or Jacques-François Blondel‘s 

approach on human faces and capitals. As Joseph Rykwert indicates on Blondel‘s 

approach to the column,  

                                                           
28

  See also (Rykwert, 1996:27-34).  
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‗More compelling than the analogy between the torso and the shaft of the 

column was the much more obvious (and consequently most elaborated) 

affinity between the head and the capital. Caput-capitulum-capittelum is 

an archaic bit of Latin etymology and is inextricably woven onto the 

vocabulary of the orders; the analogy between the whole column as body, 

and the cornice as head, is also occasionally if less frequently made. It is 

therefore odd, but not unexpected, to see it reappear as a kind of critical 

touchstone in the lectures of Jacques-François Blondel, an exact 

contemporary of John Wood, who was one of the last representatives of 

the ancient tradition, the ultimate theorist of the ancient regime.‘ 

(Rykwert, 1996:34-35) 

And Rykwert continues on Blondel by saying that,  

‗Blodnel had delivered a course of lectures to the Academy of 

Architecture every year and (following precedent) proposed to issue them 

as a treatise, though he died before the enterprise was quite complete. He 

illustrates the detail to which I refer in the course of a general discussion 

of the parallel between body and column, which he very much takes for 

granted. For Blondel it is not just the best, it is the essential aid to 

teaching the orders, since the body analogy provides the postulant 

architect with the one true mnemonic guarantee: only by memorizing the 

close parallel with the body can he remember accurately the different 

parts if the various orders. Moreover (and this seems to Blondel to follow 

closely from the mnemonic guarantee) the face: capital, face: cornice 

analogy may be used as a critical instrument.‘ (Rykwert, 1996:34-35)    

Figure 33. Oldenburg comparing a mannequin knee to 

a chimney in London, 1966, in Oldenburg (1991) p.63. 
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Rather in Claes Oldenburg the human body is seen and transformed as a 

column without a capital projecting and revealing and not sensing the human 

body; exposing the exposed part of the human body. The Caryatid or the 

Corinthian column and its capital reappears with Oldenburg but as a form and 

result of a new ‗model‘ through the exhibitionism of the female knees in the 60s 

London. Oldenburg‘s visual critique differs from the classical approach to the 

popular, but he also transforms the classical to an up-to-date model, it brings it to 

the specific time of the 60s presenting the mass model of exhibitionism as a 

decorative and structural part a building (through his gestures/notions in the 

photographic process for example); the knees are products of the fashionable 

factory of ‗beauty‘, the knees are the colossal reminiscent of a fashion as it 

appears on his colossal proposal. The metaphors and sarcasm is a critique of the 

ephemeral catastasis. He transforms the visual mass exhibitionism into a colossal 

religious emblem of the city, he transform the visual experience of the then 

fashionable miniskirt exhibitionism into a visual object monument of lust, sexism 

and mass production. He basically transforms the human body into an object that 

inevitably was transformed into an object through the fashion trend of that 

particular time. According to Mark Rosenthal,  

‗Along with his general interest in, among other things, obelisks, 

columns, and ―monolithic, male-oriented forms,‖ Oldenburg was also 

attracted to Constantin Brancusi‘s series of Endless Columns, which were 

inspirational, too, for his contemporaries identified with Minimalism. 

They took as a model Brancusi‘s dramatic, abstract vertical format, but 

Oldenburg manipulated the expectations and associations inherent in the 

Column by making representational likeness of cigarettes, scissors, 

toothbrushes, screws, clothespins, and trowels (and knees, my comment). 

Typical in his comment about the trowel: ―the form is a generalised 

penetrator.‖ If these objects loosely refer to a phallus, his drainpipe might 

arguably be interpreted as the full genitalia, given the following: ―When I 

refer to Brancusi‘s drainpipes…I mean no harm….Only to assert…the
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Figure 34. Claes 

Oldenburg,  

Knee Bridge over the 

Thames, 1966  

Knee Buoy in the 

Thames, 1966  

Knees as Columns, 

Cathedral Façade, 

Etc., 1966  

in Oldenburg (1991) 

p.67. 
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 inescapability of identification, impossibility of a clean well-lighted 

mind.‖ In Oldenburg‘s hands a cigar is not a cigar, nor is a banana simply 

a banana, and the viewer is therefore compelled to think along the same 

lines. What Oldenburg does not say, but what seems apparent, is that each 

of these objects is essentially a self-portrait. Regarding subject matter in 

general, he proclaimed: ―what I see is not the thing itself but – myself – in 

its from.‖ (Rosenthal, 1995:258-259) 

     This relation of architecture to the human body as seen in the philosophical 

meaning of the column, brings the researcher to the minimalistic work of Robert 

Morris and his approach to the column as seen in his artwork ‗Column‘ (1960), 

‗Two Columns‘ (1961, no. 1) and ‗L-Beams‘ (1965, nos. 2-3). According to the 

exhibition catalogue about his project mentioned above entitled „Robert Morris: 

The Mind/Body Problem‟ (Fig.35) of the Guggenheim Museum in Soho,  

‗It was in 1960 that Morris rejected the enterprise of painting and built his 

first sculptural object, entitled Column, which he then adapted as a 

performance at the Living Theatre in New York. For the event, he 

positioned an unadorned, grey-painted rectangular column in the center of 

the stage. There it stood erect for three and a half minutes, after which 

time he toppled it with a string from offstage, and it remained prone for 

another three and  half minutes. Clearly a ―performer‖, the column 

concentrated into two positions standing and lying down-the multitude of 

possible dance gestures, just as it literalized the way dance is meant to fill 

empty tune. That the column was understood as a surrogate of the 

dancer‘s body was reinforced by Morris‘s intention that, although 

stripped of all ―expression‖, the object should seem to move of its 

own…The anthropomorphism that marked this first ― abstract‖ sculpture 

continued to characterise the objects that Morris made in the years of his 

developing Minimalism: Two Columns (1961, mo. 1) the L-Beams 

(1965, nos, 2-3), all of which allude to the original Living Theatre 

performance‘s emphasis on the positioning of bodies in space.‘ (Morris, 

1994:90)  

Similarly to Oldenburg, Morris‘s sculptural and performance project indicates 

also the architectural relation of the human body and building structures with an 

emphasis to the anthropomorphic values (and the column as for this example) 

within the capacity of architectural forms. As Rosalind E. Krauss indicates on the 
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model-type-man relation in Morris‘s work as seen in his performance of the 

„Column‟ and the relativeness to Oldenburg‘s sculpture,  

‗The ―performer‖ he chose and constructed was a hollow column which 

appeared alone on the stage…The column was a basis of Morris‘s 

subsequent thinking about sculpture. But one is struck by the parallels 

between it and work of Oldenburg no matter how differently shaped. In 

being an actor, it is anthropomorphised-made into a kind of model of the 

self-at the same time that, being an object, it is made completely 

inexpressive of deadpan. And like the soft toilet, it strikes out at the 

viewer‘s conventional assumptions about how his experience is formed. 

The column does this with stunning simplicity.‘ (Krauss, 1981:236-237)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 35. Robert Morris, The Mind/Body 

Problem, Exhibition Catalogue, Book Cover 

(1994). 
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Similar to Morris, Oldenburg freezes the model-type-women-everyday 

performers exhibitionistic appeal and transform the already-made fashionable 

object into a static fragmented body-memorial. And this transformation appears 

in the off scale knees, a characteristic of Oldenburg to magnify his object in a 

monstrous scale. Talking on the scale of Oldenburg‘s proposals and comparing it 

to Morris‘s artwork and the relation to architecture Julian Rose (2012) observes 

that,  

‗This contingency ultimately encompasses not only the subject‘s 

relationship to the object but the object‘s relationship to architecture as 

well. Minimalist sculpture was essentially limited to installation inside 

empty gallery spaces because any juxtaposition between rectilinear, 

vaguely building-shaped Minimalist sculptures and actual architectural 

forms would yield problematic ambiguities of scale. For example, Morris 

laments that Minimalist work cannot be shown outside, and attempts to 

describe an appropriate outdoor viewing space: ―architecturally designed 

sculpture courts are not the answer, nor is the placement of work outside 

cubic architectural forms. Ideally, it is a space without background and 

reference.‖ Oldenburg on the other hand, delights in confusions between 

object and architecture; the lipstick appeals to him in large part because 

its cylindrical form looks architectural when superimposed on the 

background of a city plaza.‘ (Rose, 2012:128-129)  

And Rose continuous on the different approach of the two artist pointing out 

that,  

‗The contrast between Morris‘s anxiety and Oldenburg‘s delight 

regarding this building-object confusion also implies something more 

fundamental about how each understands the identity of the object. 

Specificity was a cornerstone of the Minimalist discourse of experience; 

the work‘s meaning was held to be constituted only in the singular time 

and place of interaction between a particular viewer and particular object. 

Judd after all, in his famous essay on Minimalism, dubbed these works 

―specific objects.‖ Such specificity was anathema to Oldenburg, whose 

objects possessed an essential fluidity. He celebrated formal slippages 

and pseudomorphisms.‘ (Rose, 2012:129)   
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It is quite interesting though, that through these cerebral forms of objects of 

the society and their pseudomorphism as Rose indicated above, Oldenburg 

revealed  and proposed the unified meaning of architectural thinking into a single 

(monad) object (beyond the specific objects of Minimalism), the architectural 

building as a monument-ornament-building at the same time, a holistic symbolic 

structure of extended metaphors (creating in parallel a short of ‗branding‘ of the 

knees; branding the outcome of fashion as it appeared through the mini-skirt by 

presenting the knees as forms for creating watches, columns, pillars, bridges, 

buoys, monuments etc.). It is as Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour mentioned,  

‗When Modern architects righteously abandoned ornament on buildings, 

they unconsciously designed buildings that were ornament.‘ (Venturi, 

Scott Brown and Izenour, 1977:163)    

Even though the „London Knees 1966‟ proposal is an unbuilt project and has 

no indication of the possibility of such practice to become a future proposed 

building (which appears as an indication of proposed bridge pillars, columns for 

a cathedral or a colossal sculptural monument as mentioned before). The 

conceptual background of Oldenburg‘s project has an obvious iconographic 

notation, because of the selected schematic part of the human body, on the 

relation of the human body and architecture and on how the human body, forms 

part of a building‘s structure through an off-scale representation of the Human 

Knees adapting to it the narrative notion of classical architectural elements. Such 

as the column as Joseph Rykwert observed in the „Dancing Column: On Order in 

Architecture‟ that in times was used to characterise the identity of the building 

and its society to a typological meaning through the inscribed human form. As 

Giulio Carlo Argan (1963) points out on architectural typology,  
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‗There is an obvious analogy between architectural typology and 

iconography: typology may not be a determining factor of the creative 

process, but it is always in evidence much as iconography is in figurative 

arts, though its presence is not always obvious. How does an architectural 

―type‖ appear? Those critics who would admit that ―types‖ have a certain 

importance are those who explain architectural forms in relation to a 

symbolism or to a ritual pattern connected with them. This kind of 

criticism has not resolved (and cannot resolve) a crucial problem: does 

symbolic content exist before the creation of the ―type‖ and determine it-

or it is just a subsequent deduction?‘ (Argan, 1996:243)  

And the author points out two aspects that the artist has,  

‗It will, therefore, be clear that the position of the artist vis-à-vis history 

has two aspects, the aspect of typology and that of formal definition. That 

of typology is not problematic: the artist assumes certain data, taking as a 

premise of all his work a group of common notions or a heritage of 

images with all their more or less explicit content and their ideological 

overtones. This aspect may be compared to the iconographic and 

compositional treatment of themes in figurative art. The aspect of formal 

definition, on the other hand, implies a reference to definite formal values 

of the past on which the artist explicitly arrives at a judgement. This 

judgement, however, must itself imply a typology since, whenever a 

value judgement on given works of art is passed, a judgement must also 

be passed about the way in which the artist, in creating them, had dealt 

with the relevant typological scheme.‘ (Argan, 1996:245)   

On a discourse to define typology in architecture and architectural objects 

Rafael Moneo‘s thinking is relative to this research in Oldenburg‘s case to 

redefine the architectural object through the fashionable illusions of his time. 

Because Oldenburg through his voyeuristic action, absorbs the urban semiology 

of the landscape of London and transforms it and reveals it as an artistic and 

architectural interpretation by redefining the monument, the pillars, the column 

and the human body itself into single objects in the urban landscape. This praxis 

is related and understood in Rafael Moneo‘s approach of ‗type‘ in architecture as 

seen in his essay entitled „On Typology‟,  
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‗The very act of naming the architectural object is also a process that 

from the nature of language is forced to typify. The identification of an 

architectural element like ―column,‖ or of a whole building-―courthouse‖- 

implies an entire class of similar objects with common characteristics. 

This means that language also implicitly acknowledges the concept of 

type. What then is type? It can most simply be defined as a concept which 

describes a group of objects characterised by the same formal structure. It 

is neither a spatial diagram nor the average of a serial list. It is 

fundamentally based on the possibility of grouping objects by certain 

inherent structural similarities. It might even be said that type means the 

act of thinking in groups.‘ (Moneo, 1978:23)  

This act of thinking in groups as mentioned by Moneo is being expressed by 

Oldenburg by using a complex method (a chain of interrelated ‗types‘ and 

typology) to create monumental architectural and artistic ‗thinking groups‘ 

depicted in the form of proposals as a result of the mini skirt fashionable 

‗thinking group‘. In his sort of conclusion at the end of his essay he is being 

sceptical that,  

‗To understand the question of type is to understand the nature of the 

architectural object today. It is a question that cannot be avoided. The 

architectural object can no longer be considered as a single, isolated event 

because it is bounded by the world that surrounds it as well as by history. 

It extends its life to other objects by virtue of its specific architectural 

condition, thereby establishing a chain of related events in which it is 

possible to find common formal structures, If architectural objects allow 

us to speak about both their singleness and their shared features, then the 

concept of type is of value, although the old definitions must be modified 

to accommodate an idea of type that can incorporate even the present 

state, where, in fact, subtle mechanism of relationship are observable and 

suggest typological explanations.‘ (Moneo, 1978:44) 

On the typological aspect of Claes Oldenburg‘s „London Knees 1966‟ 

proposal it is interesting to observe his relation to the work and writings of 

Venturi as a historic continuum or a gradual transition to the establishment of the 
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single object as an architectural symbol of the ‗gadget-building‘, the metastasis 

from pop art to post-modernism.
29

 As Jean Baudrillard indicates on gadgets,  

‗If we ask, apropos of the objects that surround us, what is structural and 

what is astructural about them, or if we ask to what extent they are 

technical objects and to what extent accessories, gadgets or merely formal 

markers, we shall conclude – our highly neo-technical environment 

notwithstanding – that we live in a largely rhetorical and allegorical 

atmosphere. Indeed, it is the baroque, with its predilection for the 

allegorical, its new discursive individualism based on redundant forms 

and tricked-up materials, and its demiurgic formalism, that is the true 

inaugurating moment of the modern age. The baroque clearly 

foreshadows on the artistic plane all the themes and myths of our 

technological civilization, right down to its paroxysmic formalism of 

detail and movement. Once this point is reached, the technical balance of 

objects is upset. Too many accessory functions are introduced from the 

point of view of which the object answers no need other than the need to 

function; it answers, in other words, to the functional superstition 

according to which for any operation there is – there must be – a 

corresponding object, and if none exists then one must be invented.‘ 

(Baudrillard, 1996:121-122)   

On an approach to Oldenburg‘s practice related to architectural structures, 

Katherine Smith (2009) in her article entitled „A Symbolic Situation: Claes 

Oldenburg and Robert Venturi at the Allen Memorial Art Museum, Oberlin 

College‟ approached his large-scale sculpture entitled „Three-Way Plug‟ (Cube 

Tap) in 1970 installed at the Oberlin College‘s Allen Art Building (the Allen 

Memorial Art Museum today in the United States) where,  

‗In 1973 Oberlin College commissioned the architectural firm of Venturi 

and Rauch (today Venturi, Scott Brown and Associates) to undertake the 

extension. Planning for the new building started within months of the 

commission. Three-Way Plug had to be moved for construction, but it 

                                                           
29

 As Harrison points out, ‗To the extent that realist art rests on the mimetic assumption that it is a 

reflection of the world in its ―external‖ and ―objective‖ form, it implies agreement with the 

―spectatorial and intellectualist epistemology‖ of Cartesianism. Sontag endorsed, instead, a 

phenomenological view of human consciousness. This holds that the world cannot be known in 

any objective form, but, rather, in a manner that arises from the intentional mind-world relation.‘ 

(Harrison, 2001:43). 
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maintained a conspicuous presence in Venturi‘s early thinking about the 

design and reinforced ideas about architectural symbolism that he had 

been developing with Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour.‘ (Smith, 

2009:46)   

In her essay Katherine Smith shows the interest of Venturi in Claes 

Oldenburg‘s approach to sculpture and architecture and the relation of these two 

disciplines and the symbolic meaning and metaphors generated by the practices 

of Oldenburg that Venturi adapted to his approach in architecture. As Katherine 

Smith observes on this link between Oldenburg‘s practice and Venturi‘s 

thinking,  

‗Venturi‘s sketch provides tangible evidence that Oldenburg‘s Three-

Way Plug at Oberlin helped advance his concept of an architect-designed 

building topped by a symbolic sculpture, or sculptural element. It is also a 

prime example of a more general influence of Oldenburg‘s art on the 

architects. It is clear from Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour‘s projects 

and publications of the late 1960s and early 1970s that they already 

recognized the significance of Oldenburg‘s work to contemporary 

architecture and urban design. They first mentioned his work in the 

architecture studios that preceded the publication of Learning from Las 

Vegas: Learning from Las Vegas (1968) and Learning from Levittown 

(1970), both taught at Yale. In the notes for the Levittown studio, for 

example, the architects used Oldenburg‘s art to illustrate a research 

project, and they directed their students to ―do for housing what 

Oldenburg did for hamburgers‖ explaining that ―Oldenburg has 

essentially made us look at hamburgers in another way because he has 

portrayed them in an unusual way: big, lacquered, and in an art gallery. 

Does he hate them or love them and should we? Probably he feels some 

of both, but that doesn‘t matter—at least, not yet. The first thing is the 

shift in vision and understanding which an Oldenburg can induce, and the 

re-interpretation and reclassification of our cultural artefacts which he 

provides.‖‘ (Smith, 2009:52)  

For Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour Oldenburg‘s sculptures are comparable 

to the Las Vegas signs and the semiological analysis of the „Caesar‟s Palace‟ 

where the authors relate the artist‘s sculpture by saying that,  
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‗Although not so high as the Dunes Hotel sign next door or the Shell sign 

on the other side, its base is enriched by Roman centurions, lacquered like 

Oldenburg hamburgers, who peer over the acres of cars and across their 

desert empire to the mountains beyond.‘  (Venturi, Scott Brown, and 

Izenour, 1977:51)  

Katherine Smith continues on this influence or comparison by saying that,  

‗By 1977, the year the Allen Memorial Art Museum was dedicated, the 

architects‘ scholarly comparisons of Oldenburg‘s sculptures to Las Vegas 

signage were beginning to extend well beyond mentions of surface shine 

and grand scale. In fact, a number of projects began to include the type of 

design Venturi jotted down in the sketch for Oberlin, a sculptural element 

on top of a rather uninflected box. In 1977 and 1978, the firm designed 

three buildings (a science museum, a regional center, and a jazz club) that 

integrated sculptural symbolism, plain shelter, and applied decoration, 

which Venturi described around the time of the projects as ―decorated 

shed[s] with . . . duck[s] on top,‖ making them hybrid examples of the 

symbols in Learning from Las Vegas. More recently, architectural 

historian David Brownlee has elaborated on this design concept, noting 

that these buildings are not exactly a fusion of the two primary modes of 

symbolism Venturi and his co-authors identified in commercial 

architecture, not least because the sculptural elements in all examples 

were purely symbolic. ―Not ducks, precisely,‖ Brownlee stipulates, ―these 

examples of superior roadside architecture were more like highly 

physiognomic and explicit billboards.‖‘ (Smith, 2009:53)  

Through his „London Knees 1966‟ proposal Oldenburg signalled the human 

body through the magnitude of its scale creating an anthropomorphic urban 

landscape in the artificial human made landscape of the city (London in this 

particular project); it is as quoting Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour, when they 

are writing that,  

‗…learning from popular culture does not remove the architect from his 

or her status in high culture. But it may alter high culture to make it more 

sympathetic to current needs and issues…we feel that people‘s 

architecture as the people want it (and not as some architect decides Man 

needs it) does not stand much chance against urban renewal until it hangs 

in the academy and therefore is acceptable to the decision makers…Irony 

may be the tool with which to confront and combine divergent values in 

architecture for a pluralist society…the interpretation and evaluation of 

symbolic content in architecture is an ambiguous process. The didactic 
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symbolism of Chartres may represent to some the subtleties of medieval 

theology and to others the depths of medieval superstition or 

manipulation. Manipulation is not the monopoly of crass commercialism. 

And manipulation works both ways: Commercial interests and the 

billboard lobby manipulate, but so do cultural lobbies and design review 

boards, when they use their intimidating prestige to promote antisign 

legislation and beautification.‘ (Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour, 

1977:161-162)  

Gloria Steinem (1965) writing on pop culture in the 60s observes that,  

‗Pop Culture-although big, mercurial, and slippery to define-is really an 

umbrella term that covers anything currently in fashion, all or most of 

whose ingredients are familiar to the public-at-large. The new dances are 

a perfect example... Pop Art itself may mean little to the average man, but 

its vocabulary...is always familiar.‘ (Steinem, 1965:73) 

So in the practice of Oldenburg there is a pleonasm according to Steinem: the 

characterisation is peculiar: from a fashion trend the artist created another one. 

So there are two parameters: the fashion as it appears in society and the fashion 

that it is being used by the artist to create pop art. As a result there is a hidden 

irony and this is the problematic part of the pop art movement as for the 

substance of the final art result by saying: show me what I see every day and 

experience it like you never did. But it is still there (the art work or in this case 

the Knees of Oldenburg) recognizable, familiar at first as a visual object and then 

unfamiliar by its appearance or function as a visual experience, creating a 

different narrative than the object created by the popular trend fashion of his 

time. In a first examination of Claes Oldenburg‘s artistic work and project 

„Proposals for Monuments and Buildings‟ during the period 1965-1969 it is the 

use of repetitiveness of the object in different states and conditions. The 

repetitiveness of the „Knees‟ does not only appear as of the object of knees but 

also through a series of  drawings, photo collages, cast material, postcards, 
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suitcase etc. So it is not only ‗limited‘ to the object but the repetitiveness appears 

as an obsessive act to the very artistic medium of expression each time, marking 

the relation of the artist to the pop art movement during the 60s. In an interview 

entitled „The Transformation of Daddy Warbucks: An Interview with Claes 

Oldenburg‟ that Claes Oldenburg gave in 1964 in Robert Pincus-Witten, he was 

asked on his relation to the pop art-movement and how he found himself 

connected into the pop art movement,  

‗RPW: Your work is associated with a movement called pop art, or new 

realism, or neo-Dada, in which the autonomy of the object is once more 

emphasized. Where do you place yourself in this movement? Or don‘t 

you consider yourself an artist related to this movement? CO: Well, of 

course, my motives are very complex. Often they‘re contradictory, and so 

my approach to the object or to anything is bound to be a complicated 

one. For example, you have people that approach the object by trying to 

isolate it from human sentiment, such as George Brecht. He also does 

happenings in which there is no personal interference. George simply 

announces that the sun will rise, and it does. Then you have another 

group of artist who are interested in the object as a receptacle of human 

sentiments. I would say that I‘m interested in both. In my work the 

altered object is always in juxtaposition with the unaltered object. I‘m 

interested in the play between the two - just as I have the event or 

situation, in relation to an artificial one. My idea is that I want to present 

a complete picture of perception, which I think is a mixture of things as 

they are and things as they are imagined to be.‘ (Pincus-Witten. 

2012:123-124)  

In the „System of Objects‟ Jean Baudrillard examines the difference of the 

model from the series by citing the work of Vance Packard (Packard, 1960:55). 

As Baudrillard mentions on the serial object,  

‗Of all the servitudes visited upon the serial object, the most obvious 

concerns its durability and its technical quality. The imperatives of 

personalization and production combined cause a proliferation of 

accessory features to the detriment of strict use value. The first effect of 

all the innovations and all the vagaries of fashion is to render objects 

more shoddy and ephemeral. Vance Packard points up this tendency, 

listing ‗three different ways that products can be made obsolescent‘: 
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Obsolescence of function. In this situation an existing product becomes 

outmoded when a product is introduced that performs the function better. 

Obsolescence of quality. Here, when it is planned, a product breaks down 

or wears out at a given time, usually not too distant. Obsolescence of 

desirability. In this situation a product that is still sound in terms of 

quality or performance becomes ‗worn out‘ in our minds because a 

styling or other change makes it seem less desirable. The first type of 

obsolescence – the functional type – is certainly laudable…‘ (Baudrillard, 

1996:156)  

As a result in this survey, the London Knees is an indication of the 

mechanization of the human body to a series of models to a unified body of 

human bodies in development; the development of a model-type of reference. It 

is not a proposed monument referring to a past (or present at the time it was 

created) memory but works as an up to date model for further thinking on our 

‗being in our world‘ and how we see our own body by offering a visual critique. 

Through this critique his monumental proposal forces the researcher to wonder 

that in our world our own body is part of a transformable catastasis through the 

innovations and the evolution of society. Mass is mass again and will stay as 

mass in the sense of unity; Mass characterisation is obsolete. And mass has no 

restrictions to gender because as Oldenburg clearly shows he picked a part of the 

human body that it is common in human beings by using as his model a 

mannequin of no identity or gender (not a model of some real person) that 

reveals also the mechanization of our body into a leaving object into an 

objectified reality that we create. Is it good or bad? None of this matters because 

it is irrelevant. It is an anthropological observation that pop art is product of pop 

culture. Mass culture creates mass art or mass meaning visually critiqued onto 

one object as for Oldenburg‘s London Knees proposals. But in the end 

Oldenburg did not propose a one piece monument. It expands it into every aspect 

of the city: as a colossal monumental sculpture, as miniature of showcase 
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experience (through his travelling case that created as a collection of these 

experiences) through a column in a building as part of an architectural structure 

or as a related part of a chimney in London. All these experiences through a 

traveling case of the tourist as seen in his „Notebook Page: Study for London 

Knees Box‟ in 1966 (Fig.36) and his final travelling case (Fig.37-38) as seen in 

the „London Knees 1966‟ in 1968 (Oldenburg, 1991:60-62). As K. Michael Hays 

(2010) points out on analogy and the city,  

‗The City is the object of architecture‘s desire prior to any predication, 

which nevertheless enables and constrains every possible architectural 

creation and can be known through its architectural effects. While the 

City cannot be deduced from any single example of architecture, and 

every possible analogue of the City is necessarily partial and often 

contradictory, there is nevertheless no architecture that is not determined 

and legitimated by the City, which is the very structure of architecture‘s 

tradition.‘ (Hays, 2010:33) 

Oldenburg addresses a popular ‗object‘ (that of our own body), as a popular 

object, but focused on the new popularity of the exposed female knees. So the 

60s popular fashion became ‗naturally‘ the popular at the time and gradually 

acceptable now. So what that indicates about the human body? That we are now 

facing the new fashions that will be acceptable in the future. Take the cell phone 

for instance, or the mechanisation of the human body in architecture, athleticism, 

beauty surgery etc. Implants have become a fashion (then used to be only for 

medical reasons not for just aesthetic exaggeration), they have been critiqued or 

worshiped, explored by others in art (cyberpunk cinema, net art, new media art, 

cybernetic art, bio-art etc.) or the researcher would say in our time that these art 

trends are our pop art, the pop art of 21st century; pop art is recognizable but also 

creates a future recognized trend that it is yet to be happened. Such is the practice 
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Figure 36. Claes Oldenburg, 

Notebook Page: Study for London 

Knees Box, London, 1966, in 

Oldenburg (1991) p.61.  

 

Figure 37. Claes Oldenburg, 

London Knees 1966 (detail), 1968, 

Cast latex painted with coloured 

polyurethane, with cast acrylic 

stand, in Oldenburg (1991) p.59.  

 

Figure 38. Claes Oldenburg, London Knees 1966, (1968). Cast 

latex painted with coloured polyurethane, felt, with cast acrylic, 

twenty-one offset lithographs on paper, cloth covered traveling 

case, in Oldenburg (1991) p.60.  
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of Oldenburg with his specific work if we look at it and bring it to our time. The 

‗Oldenburgian‘ artists nowadays are playing around with the popular 

technologies, interactivity, new technologies etc., that will become ‗natural‘ in 

the future (or have become in an extent ‗natural‘); in our time they seem exotic, 

sometimes provocative and experimental; sometimes massive tools or 

fashionable trends (see the use of Lozano-Hemmer
30

 with the cell phone or the 

practice of Stelarc
31

) that in the future these new narratives as we see them now 

they will become physical/logical narratives in the future. And by 

physical/logical the researcher means the notion that inevitably will turn from a 

fashion trend or an avant-garde ‗paralogism‘ to a common reality. The irony in 

every pop artwork is that each time the product of art starts to become a different 

product (than the one it criticises or the critique that offers to human culture) for 

a different use with a different price than the one from which the artist was 

inspired. So the pop art object (sculpture, painting etc.,) is creating a parallel 

reality to the source it was inspired from. And this parallel reality is obvious in 

the „London Knees 1966‟. It gives us historically a critique to a trend but 

immediately through time it transforms itself and becomes a trend by its own, 

separating itself from the source (or the artist himself becomes a trend, eg. 

Warhol); pop art starts from the products of society and becomes itself a product 

through time (for ideas, realities, a product itself, a visual, acoustic product etc.) 

Repetitiveness as it was mentioned above is one of the core proposals of pop 

propaganda as seen in Oldenburg‘s artwork in this case study.  

                                                           
30

 Lozano-Hemmer, R. (2012) Open Air. [Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/open_air.php 

31
 Stelarc, (1980) Third Hand. [Online] [Accessed on 3

rd
 June 2013] Available from: 

http://stelarc.org/?catID=20265 

http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/open_air.php
http://stelarc.org/?catID=20265
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But pop-art also tries to give us a pop truth or to create a pop understanding, a 

pop intellectualism. What Oldenburg reveals with this project is that the 

magnitude of fashion and its enforcement to people and how they see their own 

body enforces in parallel an evolution on how we see our own body. Pop-art will 

always be familiar to the audience and automatically will be unfamiliar on the 

way that criticizes and unfolds the relation to man and its objects. Oldenburg 

criticizes and erotically infiltrates a ‗fashionable illusion‘ of his time, of the time 

that something that it is common nowadays it was revolutionary on the day it was 

created. And it is this new movement that this mass trend created that Oldenburg 

was inspired from. This movement of exhibitionism led the artist to objectify 

again on his own demand now the female human body. But he objectified 

something (the female knees at this point) that was already objectified by a 

current trend. As Robert Harbison (1998) in his book „Thirteen Way: Theoretical 

Investigations in Architecture‟ observes,  

‗Claes Oldenburg‘s modern colossi, architectural in scale but not in 

function, are always painfully literal and incomplete: the tunnel entrance 

in the form of a nose connects the slope of the nose bridge with a cliff 

face, not with chin, cheekbones, and eye sockets. It is fairly plausible to 

match up the outline of a nose and a larger topographical incline, yet such 

assimilation is estranging as well. Another Oldenburg proposal, the huge 

wading leg chopped off above the knee and stranded in lower Thames, 

provokes other reflections. When has one ever seen a knee in isolation 

except in fragments of classical sculpture? It is a hallucination which 

focuses our attention unnaturally on an already overfamiliar feature of the 

world. A complete antique colossus would be easier to digest; even 

though it placed us differently, perhaps lower down, in the scale of 

creation, it would spring from coherent inflated vision. Oldenburg‘s 

constructions, even when confined to small squares of paper, suggest 

alarming if amusing rents in the fabric of perception and reality.‘ 

(Harbison, 1998:46) 
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 So why is that? What does this reveal and how it makes this different from 

the core mannequin knee exhibitionistic trend that it created in the first place? It 

seems that Oldenburg is moving on to the same direction of fashion to create 

another one. It seems that the primary product (the knee exhibitionism as a result 

of the miniskirt) created the multiples of another product (the London knees 

obsession in Oldenburg‘s work). Are there any similarities? Yes there are with 

the two products the primary (exposed female knees as a result of the miniskirt) 

and the secondary (the artist‘s project). And another interesting gesture to follow, 

made by the artist, is the colour. The choice of the colour was ivory as he 

mentions,  

‗As to colour, one direction favoured the colours of daylight playing on 

the colossal versions at different times of the day; another involved 

contrasting a hot red and a cold blue knee. I finally decided on the ivory 

colour of the Elgin Marbles, which seemed a very Londonish hue. The 

private, feministic character that the disconnected London Knees 1966 

possess was accentuated by discreet felt coverings like those used for 

silverware, and a plain box container carrying overtones of a magician 

sawing his assistant in half.‘ (Oldenburg, 1991:60)
32

  

But with the use of the ivory colour Oldenburg does something clever that 

shows his intention to critically explore this fashion trend. With the ivory colour 

everything becomes equal, unified into a mass with no discrimination on the one 

hand but also without personality of taste. The human body is being transformed 

into a flat common mass object, because in the end, from all these exhibited 

knees that he might have seen only the impression of a general non categorised 

                                                           
32

 The approach to the colour has also its roots to the false sensation of Neoclassicism that the 

colourless or white (white-ivory) was the pure colour of the ancient Greek beauty etc. Even 

though research has shown that the Elgin Marbles were coloured. (Pavey, 2008:209-211). Also 

see: Discovery Communications. (2013) Elgin Marbles Carry Blue Paint Traces. [Online] 

[Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: http://news.discovery.com/history/elgin-marbles-

parthenon.htm  

http://news.discovery.com/history/elgin-marbles-parthenon.htm
http://news.discovery.com/history/elgin-marbles-parthenon.htm
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knee would have stuck to his mind; not the one he personally liked but the one 

that was being used in a mannequin as the general model for all women to look/ 

fantasize that they will become eventually the mannequin. Nowadays the pop-art 

medium are the new technologies; the fragmented human body parts of 

Oldenburg are remnants of an old fashion and Oldenburg as a ‗tourist‘ is an art 

collector of visual urban experiences of the cities and depict this experience as 

pop art monumental proposals. 

In the end whose body is that the artist showing as a column, pillar, 

monument, buoy, architectural element in general etc.? On the one hand it is a 

remnant of our own body. On the other hand it is the mannequin‘s body or a 

body itself. It is as Marco Frascari suggests a ‗monstrous body‘, a left over object 

standing. The London Knees projects the proposed beauty of fashion and the 

artist is simply just showing it to us. There you go you can have it as your ideal 

body part, like the Doric, Corinthian Ionian columns or the new Caryatids of the 

60s; the female knees standing as the Caryatids of the 60s or a Corinthian 

column, but with no nostalgia of the past as the art historian Linda Nochlin 

(1994) analyses the painting of Henry Fuseli (Fig.39) „The Artist Overwhelmed 

by the Grandeur of Antique Ruins‟ (1778-79).
33

 This gesture by Claes Oldenbrug 

also shows the relation of the human body and architecture, the anthropomorphic 

part of every architectural structure not as a decorative part but as the esoteric 

anthropomorphism that it is being hidden within every architectural structure as  

                                                           
33

 As Linda Nochlin mentions on the body fragment as a metaphor of modernity analysing the 

work of Fuseli, ‗Modernity…is figured as irrevocable loss, poignant regret for lost totality, a 

vanished wholeness. So devastated is the artist by this loss that he cannot even see; he is 

represented as self-blinded…The artist is not merely ‗overwhelmed‘ but is in mourning, 

mourning a terrible loss, a lost state of felicity and totality which must now inevitably be 

displaced into the past…‘ (Nochlin, 1994:7-8) 
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Figure 39. Henry Fuseli, The Artist Overwhelmed by the Grandeur of Antique 

Ruins, 1778-79, in Nochlin, (1994) p.6. 

 



149 

 

Joseph Rykwert showed in „The Dancing Column: On Order in Architecture‟. So 

if we take Joseph Rykwert 's approach, Oldenburg‘s work reveals another aspect 

that of the column as the whole human body-the column as being the human 

body (not a decorative part of a building) and as a result the architectural 

structure as a human body. To summarize it in a phrase: the human body as a 

building and the building as a human body.   

His work reveals also an overwhelming metaphoric description of the 60s 

catastasis that fashion brought. But it also reveals the deep relation of human and 

the manmade constructions. Every building has at first the anthropomorphic 

meaning within it in all aspects of man‘s actions and then it appears as part of 

every movement or personal expressionism of the architect, technology, 

materials, concept, function etc. In the case of Oldenburg the human body is the 

object and product of the society or it is being transformed as part of each 

society. But whose body again we are talking about? Oldenburg refers to the 

mass female body (the female knees) as it was transformed visually to an object 

by fashion. This leads the researcher to rethink the primary equation/hypothesis 

(as formed in the previous chapters) of this current research.
34

 Each of the human 

bodies is different, but the human body as a meaning is the same for all of us, but 

the form of the mass human body is a goal. Or the individual human body has 

become a target for the mass human body in order to be created a pop-body each 

time different because the data for each period are changing as human 

progresses. So the question or the result is that the pop-body is in constant 

progress, there is no frame to be attached to it but it belongs to part of the 

                                                           
34

 See 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 chapter. 
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historical references that are being attached to it and we respond to these 

attachments. So what comes next: The fashion of technology? The fashion that 

fashion creates? The future bodies that art is presenting? The experimental body? 

One thing is for certain, that the human body is in constant experiment by our 

own very being in the world, a product of our products, and the heroes in 

Oldenburg‘s monuments appear as the objects of the industrial world, a uniform. 

As Claes Oldenburg mentions, „A city is all words – a newspaper, an alphabet.‟ 

(Rottner,  2012:196). 
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5. THE OBJECT AS SUBJECT: THESE ARE NOT 

BINOCULARS
35

 

 

 

5.1 PREFACE 

 

This chapter works as a continuation of the previous chapter by linking and 

examining as a case study the collaboration of the architect Frank O. Gehry with 

the sculptor and artist Claes Oldenburg and Cousje van Bruggen. The work that 

will be examined as a second case study of this research is their collaborative 

project for the Chiat Day Building/Binoculars in Venice California in the United 

States of America, built during the period 1985-1991. The building, with 

Binoculars as one of the components of the main entrance and façade of the 

architectural structure marks one of their collaborations; the case study will 

approach the construction and the Binoculars element of the façade as a 

combination of architecture and colossal sculpture, as a single building in total 

and also as a structure marked from the appearance of a colossal design object. It 

will focus, as part of the theme of this research, on the relation of the human 

body and architectural structures through the approach of two disciplines 

(architecture and sculpture) and how from their structure the creators combined 

                                                           
35

 Paraphrasing Rene Magritte‘s phrase „Ceci n'est pas une pipe‟ („This is not a pipe‟) as seen in 

„The Treachery of Images‟ (La trahison des images, 1928–29).  
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the architectural and artistic perspective of the human body and anthropomorphic 

forms with a reference to Oldenburg‘s background on his earlier works during 

the 60s and the 70s and in particular his ‗Buildings‘ (1969) in the form of 

binoculars as seen in his ‗Notes in Hand‟ in 1971 and also the „Design for a 

Theatre Library in Venice‟ in 1984.    

 

5.2 THE ARCHITECT  

 

The architect Frank Owen Gehry (Frank Owen Goldberg) was born on the 

28
th

 of February 1929 in Toronto, Canada. In 1947 he and his family were 

relocated in Los Angeles where he received his undergraduate degree in 

architecture from the University of Southern California.  

‗After brief studies in urban planning at Harvard University‘s Graduate 

School of Design and a year in Paris working for André Rémondet, 

Gehry returned to California and opened a small office in Santa Monica 

in 1962.‘
 36

  

Writing on the personal aspect of Gehry‘s psychology at that time and on the 

importance on the relation to his friend and psychologist Milton Wexler through 

whom Gehry „…got to know more artists who in turn introduced him to their 

own friends and patrons…‟ (Hines, 1986:19), as Thomas S. Hines observes,  

‗Throughout the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, the vicissitudes of life 

continued to shape and reflect the changing contours of Gehry‘s 

work…Of almost equal importance in these years of personal and artistic 

ferment was his friend, the psychologist, Milton Wexler, many of whose 

                                                           
36

 See, Hines, T. S. (1986) ‗Heavy Metal: The Education of F.O.G.‘ In Gehry, F. O. The 

Architecture of Frank Gehry. Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, New York: Rizzoli, pp. 10-23. 

And also, Ragheb, J. F. ed. (2001) Frank Gehry, Architect. New York: Guggenheim Museum, p. 

365. 
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patients were painters, sculptors, writers, actors and other creative 

artists…Slowly he learned to sublimate the anger, pain and fear of 

existing in a crazy, hostile world to architectural statements about those 

tensions. Frequently via irony and sometimes dark humour, there crept 

onto his work elements of light and hope. Reflecting his favoured 

aesthetic of ―buildings under construction,‖ his work would frequently 

suggest ―unfinished business‖ or the poignant incompleteness of all 

human existence. It would also, paradoxically, suggest arrested 

decadence in a world continually dying and being born.‘ (Hines, 1986:19)   

Frank O. Gehry‘s architectural practice expands over fifty years with 

worldwide projects (Diagram 2). His career and international establishment could 

be seen also through his recognition from academia (from his honourable 

mentions and honours for instance). It is important therefore, because of the 

direct and indirect relation to the public realm and the importance of his work 

and of the critique inevitably from theoreticians, academics etc. to examine how 

the architect saw the human body and what this approach indicates on the 

hypotheses of this research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40. Frank O. Gehry, National-Nederlanden Office Building 

(„Fred and Ginger‟), Prague, 1993-95, in Jencks, (1995) p.48. 
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Diagram 2. Frank O. Gehry‘s selected projects 

Title/Date Figure Location Area 

Bixby Green Garden Grove, 

1968-69 

 

California Five acres. 

 

 

 

 

Santa Monica Place,  

1972-80 

 

Santa 

Monica, 

California 

585,000 square feet. 

 

 

 

Gehry Residence, 1977-78;  

1991-94 

 

Santa 

Monica, 

California 

3,400 square feet. 

 

 

Loyola University Law School,  

1978- 

 

 

 

Los 

Angeles, 

California 

Phase I: 45,250 square 

feet. Phase II: 8,800 

square feet. Phase III: 

55,000 square feet. Phase 

IV: 34,600 square feet. 

Phase V: 325,000 square 

feet. Phase VI: -   

 

California Aerospace Museum  

and Theatre, 1982-84 

 

Los 

Angeles, 

California 

28,000 square feet. 

 

 

 

 

Chiat/Day Building, 

1985-1991 
 

Venice, 

California 

75,000 square feet. 

 

 

 

Vitra International Furniture  

Manufacturing Facility and Design  

Museum, 1987-89 

  

Weil am 

Rhein, 

Germany 

98,000 square feet. 

  

 

 

 

Vila Olimpica, 1989-92 

 

Barcelona, 

Spain 

150.000 square feet; fish 

sculpture: 160 feet long 

by 100 feet tall.  

 

 

Walt Disney Concert Hall and Hotel, 

1989- 

 

Los 

Angeles, 

California 

200,000 square feet. 

 

 

 

Guggenheim Museum, 1991-97 

 

Bilbao, 

Spain 

265,000 square feet. 

 

 

National-Nederlanden Office 

 Building, 1992-96 

 

Prague, 

Czech 

Republic 

58,000 square feet 
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5.3 THE COLLABORATION: THE ARCHITECT AND THE 

SCULPTOR 

 

From the researcher‘s perspective it is important to look on the relation of 

Frank Gehry to art and architecture and his relation to Claes Oldenburg and 

Coosje van Bruggen prior to the examination of the Chiat Day Building in 

Venice, California. The relation of art and architecture seems to play an 

important role in Frank Gehry‘s approach to architecture when the architect 

mentions in 1976 that,  

‗My approach to architecture is different. I search out the work of artists, 

and use art as a means of inspiration. I try to rid myself and the other 

members of the firm, of the burden of culture and look for new ways to 

approach the work. I want to be open-ended. There are no rules, no right 

or wrong. I‘m confused as to what‘s ugly and what‘s pretty.‘ (Bletter, 

1986:25)  

From this perspective the architect tries to free his mind by abandoning any 

formalistic rules and re-approaching the architectural structure. Francesco Dal Co 

(1998) in his approach to Gehry‘s work and the relation of the avant-garde and 

contemporary art, mentions that,  

‗It is no coincidence that since the period of the historical avant-gardes an 

essential component of contemporary art has been surrealistically 

operating in two different directions. On the one hand, it salvages (from 

the wreckage) what has been repressed, worn out, utilised, random 

elements to be reinserted in the cyclical pattern of novelty, material for 

languages that embrace their own parodies. On the other, it claims that 

action, once things have been reduced ―to image, stripped of all 

symbolism, mere facts stripped of any justification,‖ is the sole realm of 

artistic value and judgement. Creation is expressed as desire for form 

(once again, both ironic and melancholic, simultaneously) and 

renunciation of content; it works to extract the fantastic from the banal, 

because, to paraphrase the way Roy Lichtenstein put it decades after the 
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experiments of Schwitters, ―Pop Art is based, first of all, on the use of 

things that are usually scorned.‖‘ (Dal Co and Forster, 1998:40-41) 

The first connection of Frank O. Gehry with Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van 

Bruggen started in 1982 as van Bruggen mentions in her essay „Leaps to the 

Unknown‟. (Bruggen, 1986:123). According to van Bruggen on their visit to 

Frank Gehry‘s office in August 1983,  

‗…Oldenburg and I went to Los Angeles to spend two weeks in Gehry‘s 

office in Venice. We studied his past projects, realised and unrealised 

(like the project for the Beverly Hills Civic Center), and visited the sites 

of as many current projects as we could, including the Aerospace 

Museum, on which construction had just started, and the nearly finished 

campus of the Loyola Law School. As we visited the different sites we 

came to understand Gehry‘s desire to make ―a stronger sculptural 

statement of the shell,‖ a concept which converged with Oldenburg‘s idea 

of enlarging stereotypical objects to an architectural scale. Both wanted 

people to be able to relate directly to the exterior regardless of the 

building‘s function. Once settled in the office, we set ourselves problems 

that would take Gehry‘s architectural approach into account: from 

example, we thought of a row of jars and boxes on a shelf (of the kind we 

had seen in his carpentry shop), a concept that would have a diffused 

organisation and that could also deal with abstractions as representational 

objects. Another example of such an overall plan is a miniature golf 

course, which implies a consistency of apparently dissimilar things…We 

discovered that Gehry‘s working method is more open than that of most 

architects, and allows for continuous change. As not everything is built at 

once, there is always opportunity to adjust and change. As most 

everything is built at once, there is always opportunity to adjust and 

change. He has the tolerance to be able to set one plastic form next to 

another disparate one; this fact seemed to open up a way in which we 

could all work on an equal basis. We became more and more aware of the 

potential of working jointly on a project and all three of us were willing, 

as Frank put it, ―to leap into the unknown,‖ because we trusted that if we 

fell we would always catch one another.‘ (Bruggen, 1986:128-129) 

The first attempt to a real collaboration came in 1984 while they were invited 

to a one-week session with the students of the Politecnico di Milano organised by 

Germano Celant through a combination of art, theatre and architecture (Bruggen, 

1986:129). An unbuilt project with the collaboration of Frank Gehry, Claes 
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Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen started the same year for the proposal of the 

„Camp Good Times‟ in Santa Monica Mountains, California (Fig.41-42) by 

approaching again the objects not as „…anti-objects, but as monuments and 

buildings in the city.‟ (Celant, 1995:373). As Oldenburg mentions,  

‗The main reason for the colossal objects is the obvious one – to expand 

and intensify the presence of the vessel – the object. Perhaps I am more a 

still life painter – using the city as a tablecloth.‘ (Celant, 1995:373) 

The unbuilt project was a commission for a camp for children with cancer 

and consisted of several buildings for example a porch roof as an inverted ship‘s 

hull, a kitchen as the shape of a milk can, a frozen wave dining room, an ancient 

Ravenna chapel etc. Here the objects constitute a way of optimism, as Frank 

Gehry mentions in his notes,  

‗There was a lot of discussion about aesthetics, and we talked in the early 

days about what constituted an appropriate image. Should this be just an 

ordinary camp? Ordinary camps are very rustic and raw and we wondered 

if there was a need here to be different. We agonised about that in the 

very beginning. We were told, and we agreed, and finally felt strongly 

that one needn‘t talk down to this situation. One should really deal with 

the future and be optimistic; make it a good place as you would for any 

normal kids‘ camp.‘ (Gehry, 1986:138-139)    

As Coosje van Bruggen describes the process of their approach and how they 

saw the objects-building for the „Camp Good Times‟,  

‗We did not want to create a stereotypical camp or a slice of Disneyland, 

but rather to offer the children new experiences they might not otherwise 

have an opportunity to enjoy…We could scatter the buildings over the 

area, disparate elements that would be unified because of the theme. This 

was the kind of disorganised order Frank often spoke of in connection 

with the natural development of the city: ―The way I perceive urban 

experiences is in a fragmentary form which I try to express in the 

combination of more or less unrelated objects…which have a 

fundamental but not obvious relationship.‖ This concept was close to 

Oldenburg‘s and my thinking, as well…We set about a planning a 
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Figure 42. Gehry, Oldenburg 

and van Bruggen, Model of 

dining hall for Camp Good 

Times seen from the side. The 

kitchen is in the shape of a 

milk can, the hall‘s roof a 

series of frozen wave forms, 

in Gehry (1986) p.139. 

 

Figure 41. Gehry, Oldenburg and van Bruggen, Model of the dining hall, entry 

side, Camp Good Times. The porch roof is like the skeleton of an inverted ship‘s 

hull, in Gehry (1986) p.138. 
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schematic overall image of the camp. It would be a non-plan reminiscent 

of the debris left by a wave, but would still be a beautiful organisation of 

objects in the grass.‘ (Bruggen, 1986:134-140) 

This unrealised project of the one week sessions in Milan, led eventually to 

the architectural performance entitled „Il Corso del Coltello‟ (The Course of the 

Knife) in Venice in 1985 (Fig.43-47) with Gehry playing the part of Frankie P. 

Toronto a personification of Frank Gehry by „…presenting his theory of 

“disorganised order” in architecture derived from the cutting and slicing effects 

of a Swiss Army Knive.‟ (Oldenburg, 1995:422). Through his performance and 

architectural criticism in parallel, Frank Gehry according to Kurt W. Forster, 

‗Playing the joker in the stacked deck of 1980s architecture was Gehry‘s 

way of deprecating the pomposity of so much contemporary design. Up 

to that time, few of his buildings had taken shape in the way he imagined 

them, but they gave clear signs of the divergent direction he had chosen. 

When he assumed the guise of Frankie P. Toronto in Venice, Gehry 

enacted a parody of the architect as destructive genius. The knife was the 

weapon, destruction his purpose. Entering a small temple and slicing his 

way out of it, he brought about the collapse of architecture‘s sanctum 

sanctorum. Critics reacted strongly, many of the, negatively, to Gehry‘s 

travesty of classical and modern vocabularies. He parodied the 

hodgepodge of columns, capitals, pediments, and ornaments of 

postmodernists, but went beyond merely ridiculing them when he 

proffered an altogether different idea of his own that proved equally alien 

to modern architecture and infinitely more startling: the fish.‘ (Dal Co 

and Forster, 1998:11)  

On talking about the relation of sculpture as architecture and how Frank 

Gehry himself started to see his work becoming sculptural and his relation to the 

fish as means of a postmodern criticism and as a pre-historic symbol. As Gehry 

mentions in his commentaries,  

‗My early work was rectilinear because you take baby steps. I guess the 

work has become a kind of sculpture as architecture. It started with the 

Barcelona fish. And that was again intuitive. Why did I draw the fish in 

the first place? I did it because of the postmodern game. I said, ―Okay, if 
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you‘re going to go back, fish are three hundred thousand years before 

man, so why don‘t you go back to fish?‖ So I started drawing fish. And 

then they started to have a life of their own. I started to really look at fish. 

I began going to the library and looking at pictures of all the fish that 

were there, learning how the scales work. I looked at fish in ponds – the 

sense of movement fascinated me. The Greeks did it, and Rodin did it. 

I‘m a strict modernist in the sense of believing in purity, that you 

shouldn‘t decorate. And yet buildings need decoration, because they need 

scaling elements. They need to be human scale, in my opinion. They 

can‘t just be faceless things. That‘s how some modernism failed. When it 

started getting used by the developers, it became faceless. It became a 

language that self-destructed. What was missing was human scale.‘ 

(Friedman, 1999:49)  

And this relation to human body-human scale and architecture is relevant to 

the collaboration of Gehry, Oldenburg and van Bruggen as seen in the „Camp 

Good Times,‟ „Il Corso del Coltello,‟ and the „Chiat Day Bulding/Binoculars,‟ 

showing different aspects of the man-made objects. As Claes Oldenburg 

phenomenologically mentions,  

‗Man-made things do look like human beings, symmetrical, visage-like, 

body-like. Man wants his own image or simply doesn‘t know any other 

way.‘  (Celant, 1999:33)    

 

 

 

 

 



161 

 

Figure 43. Claes  Oldenburg, ‗Knife Ship in Three Stages‘ 1984, in Celant 

(1999) p.305. 

 



162 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 44. Frank Gehry costumed as 

Frankie P. Toronto for ‗Il Corso del 

Coltello,‘ Venice Biennale, Italy, 1985, 

in Dal Co and Forster (1998) p.10. 

 

Figure 45. Frankie P. Toronto Costume – Enlarged Version, 1986, in 

Oldenburg (1995) p.449. 
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Figure 46. Claes  Oldenburg, Dr. Coltello with 

his two Knife dogs in ‗Il Corso del Coltello,‘ 

Campo dell‘Arsenale, Venice September 6-8, 

1985, in Oldenburg (1995) p.419. 

 

Figure 47. Claes  Oldenburg, Props 

and Costumes for „Il Corso del 

Coltello,‟ 1986, in Oldenburg (1995) 

p.417. 
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5.4 BUILDING IDENTITIES   

 

It is important from the researcher‘s point of view to approach the binoculars 

of the Chiat/Day Building in relation to the artistic background and the related art 

projects of Claes Oldenburg from the late 60s and early 70s period of the artist to 

the 80s in order to understand the concept of the object as it was seen then as an 

art project and how it was approached as part of the architectural structure of the 

Chiat/Day Building by Frank Gehry. The choice of the specific project is 

interesting and is related to the specific research because it shows the intentions 

of the architect and in contrast the perception and explanation of the public 

(Jencks, 1995:48). The Binoculars as a design element or object it seems to play 

an important role in the work of Claes Oldenburg. One of the first instances that 

the Binoculars as a design object came to the artist‘s mind is back in the late 60s 

where Oldenburg was creating his ‗London Knees, 1966‘ as part of his Proposals 

for Colossal Monuments. As Oldenburg mentions in his notes, for his interest in 

similar ‗double‘ objects relating his interest to binoculars and the human knees as 

they were examined in the previous chapter (Fig.48),
 37

   

‗Kilns, seen while flying into London. These, along the chimneys of the 

Battersea Power Station, suggested the Colossal Knees along the Thames. 

Earlier in 1966 I had done the Swedish Light Switches in Stockholm – 

round buttons, side by side. Similar ―double‖ objects began to attract my 

attention thereafter: binoculars and salt and pepper shakers, for example.‘ 

(Haskell, 1971:35)  

                                                           
37

 See also subchapter 4.4 (Fig.29). 
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The erotic and humorous element on his first approach to the Binoculars 

‗theme‘ as an object and as a potential architectural structure is apparent. 

Oldenburg does not make an exemption to gender because of his humoristic 

approach on the one hand and the critique to human society on the other hand. 

According to the artist,  

‗The important thing about humour is that it opens people. They relax 

their guard and you can get your serious intentions across. If I were as 

didactic in my work as I really am, I would bore people to death. But, 

because I can put my message in a colourful, engaging form, my message 

isn‘t heavy.‘ (Haskell, 1971:8)   

In 1969 he drew several colossal buildings in the form of binoculars 

(referencing the human pelvic region, Fig.49-50) entitled „Buildings in the form 

Figure 48. Claes Oldenburg, Notebook Page: Cooling Towers, 

London, 1966, (detail) in Haskell (1971) p.35. 
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of binoculars, pelvic region characters‟ (Los Angeles, 1969). According to his 

description, that shows also his interest in architecture and the relation to the 

human body (opposing also the erotic element),  

‗Architecture, human structure and typography using the characters H, M 

and W. The whole pattern makes an F. The tiny strokes along the horizon 

line are people, indicating the scale. Smoke rises from the left ‗tower‘, 

top center.‘ (Oldenburg, 1971:39)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49. Claes Oldenburg, Buildings, 1969, in Oldenburg 

(1971) p.39. (detail). 
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Figure 50. Claes  Oldenburg, Buildings, 1969, in Oldenburg (1971) p.39.  
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By analysing his drawing (Fig.50) and trying to understand the concept it 

could be said that it is a combination of the formal form (the recognizable) and 

the non-formal form (the expressive); a combination of the architectural elements 

of the exterior human body form of the pelvic human body region (by using 

different types of binoculars in relation to the different human body types), their 

relation and adaptation to it to the constructed typographical elements (language 

therefore and the medium of communication) and the use of the alphabetical and 

typographical characters H (for Humans perhaps?), M (for man?), W (woman?). 

These elements with the use of one drawing of the female genitals and a 

photograph of the human pelvic region are forming, as the artist informs us in his 

note, the F letter driving the researcher to make an assumption that the F (for the 

f word) symbolizes and includes to the whole structure the erotic significance of 

the different types. As Rottner indicates,  

‗Oldenburg‘s art is situated at the intersection between the perceptual 

question of how we see (always aware that there is no transparency of 

vision) and the ontological mystery of what reality is really like.‘ 

(Rottner, 2012:182-183)  

It is quite interesting to relate his approach to binoculars as an object, by 

viewing his approach to the objects during the 60s. In an interesting approach on 

the characteristics of Claes Oldenburg‘s work during the 60s in an investigation 

of his soft sculptures-soft objects Nagja Rottner observes that,  

‗Form, in the soft object, is made up of elements both formal (the 

recognizable image of a burger) and nonformal (the expressivity of the 

matter out of which the form was constructed). Hence, content if the 

active staging of the interaction of both formal/conceptual and 

nonformal/nonconceptual forces; the object simultaneously invites an 

intellectual reaction to the form (of a burger, a cake, or a cone) and 

provokes an intangible, emotional response to the material‘s pillowy, 
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sagging appearance, which in turn is linked inevitably to representational 

content, which links back to form, and so on and so forth. Soft sculpture 

has frequently been viewed as anthropomorphic because it evokes the 

image of the human body (or parts of it), and creates an uncanny feeling 

of dead organicity come ―alive‖. However, by the same token, the ―body‖ 

is objectified and encapsulated in the image of the commodity object in a 

grotesque and humorous way that defies linguistic description.‘ (Rottner, 

2012:180-181)  

And Rottner continues on the form in Claes Oldenburg by writing that,  

‗Oldenburg rejected both simple discursivity and a simple 

phenomenology of viewing in favour of a circular experience of internal 

tension and structural ambiguity enacted in the viewer‘s perception of the 

work. Form, for Oldenburg, is not the limit of meaning, but the gateway 

to an unconstrained realm of signification beyond the grasp of standard 

analysis. He values participatory response to his art and incorporates the 

contingencies of perceptual experience – now conceived as a vehicle 

itself of becoming, relaying a form of knowledge that resists 

classification.‘ (Rottner, 2012:180-181) 

Therefore, Oldenburg‘s „Buildings‟ in the form of binoculars have  multi-

referential aspects on how the human form could be constructed, how the human 

body reflects the anthropomorphic values of the architectural structures and 

basically how the human body type-typology is reflected in the object and in 

return from the object to us as a medium of communication. The „Buildings‟ 

appear to have a circular relation and connection to the viewer, a mirror image – 

from the human body – to the object – to the human body again and on. An 

interesting element on his drawing is the relativity and magnitude of the scale of 

the Binoculars seen as skyscrapers. According to Rottner, by examining his soft 

sculptures as an example of his approach to scale,  

‗…scale in Oldenburg‘s soft objects is polycentric, relative, and 

relational, albeit with a twist. He programmatically confuses subject – 

centered and object – centered perspectives, alternately focusing on his 

experience of space from the point of view of his body and the ―body‖ of 

the commodity object. Supersizing the Floor series was, in part, a 
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response to the changing architectural landscape of Midtown 

skyscrapers…, and the more residential areas of the Lower East Side, 

which he noted on his daily commute to the gallery during the month of 

August – the time of production of the Floor series….Furthermore, the 

scale of the Floor Burger was created on the scale of the Steinway pianos 

on display in a large showroom, located in the same building as the 

gallery, which, in turn, became a reflection of the towering height of 

Midtown architecture. A phenomenological, embodied perspective (the 

artist walking, for example, looking at skyscrapers) and an object – 

centered perspective (the artist looking at space from the vantage point of 

the piano and its relation of scale to the showroom) both inform the soft 

object‘s gross enlargement of scale. Oldenburg expressed his concern 

with the mutability of projective vision poignantly: ―Scale is relative. I‘m 

fascinated with vision, the relation of the tangible to the visible….And 

that is why I get involved in these perspective things where I construct 

things according to my own perspective.‖ According to the rules of the 

one-point perspective, the object very far away is very small, and the one 

right in front of us is very large. If we ―undo‖ this learned geometricity 

and set aside the rules of ―real‖ reality, the object far away becomes 

gargantuan.‘ (Rottner, 2012:182-183)  

Therefore this undo perspective approach (the notion to embody the 

perspective of the object) indicates also and transforms the object into subject, 

the human body into building and vice versa.  

But the approach to the human body and the manmade objects in Oldenburg‘s 

work is far from animistic; rather it is phenomenologically experienced through 

observation and the expressionistic relation of man and his objects. It is 

important to quote Stuart Guthrie‘s approach to anthropomorphism in arts as 

seen in his book ‗Faces in the Clouds: A New Theory of Religion‟ where 

according to the author,  

‗Anthropomorphism pervades not only the spontaneous perceptions and 

utterances of daily life but also the more self-conscious productions of 

writers, artists, and scientists. These groups have varying attitudes toward 

anthropomorphism, however. While scientists try to suppress it, creative 

writers and visual artists develop and use it. Anthropomorphism 

permeates the arts for the same reason it does other thought and action: 

we strive for meaning by scanning and shaping the world with 

meaningful forms, and of these the human form is preeminent. As with 
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animism in art, one might object that anthropomorphism in art differs 

from naive anthropomorphism in that it is calculated to exploit some 

tendency in its audience. Thus it is intentional and contrived, not 

spontaneous. However, although artists certainly calculate and 

manipulate, their representations still originate in the same unconscious 

perceptual process as in other people. As with animism, artists often 

deliberately use anthropomorphism, but first they experience it.‘ (Guthrie, 

1993:122)  

In regards to the intention of the artists to anthropomorphise Guthrie argues 

that it is the pursuit of finding meaning through the notion of anthropomorphism 

by referring also to Gombrich‘s approach. As he explains,  

‗Visual artists anthropomorphize as pervasively as writers, and for the 

same reason: they pursue meaning, of which the human form provides the 

most. As do writers, artists pursue meaning largely intuitively. Gombrich 

notes that for artists ―the question is not whether nature ‗really looks‘ like 

[their] pictorial devices‖ but whether these devices suggest aspects of 

nature important to humans. Art reflects ―this tendency of ours to look for 

meaning rather than to take in the real appearance of the world.‖ 

Portraying that real appearance, Gombrich points out, is neither possible 

nor necessary. No painting of eyes, for example, can include their motion. 

Yet even rudimentary eyes trigger a response, in us as in other animals 

such as birds, which avoid butterflies with eye markings on their wings. 

The illusion is "not one of visual reality, it is one of meaning: the eyes 

appear to give the image sight." The artist simulates not reality, but only 

those aspects of it that are important to us. ―If it is really part of our 

biological heritage that certain perceptual configurations can 'trigger' 

specific reactions, it is clear that these reactions are adjusted to our 

survival in the real world, not to our contemplation of pictures . . . in 

other words the response to meaning guides [perception].‖‘ (Guthrie, 

1993:122)  

Hence the question is, and what this case study explores, what is the meaning 

of such anthropomorphism suggested by the collaboration of Frank Gehry and 

Claes Oldenburg as seen in the Chiat/Day Building? What aspects of the 

simulation of the human body the architectural structure points out and why/if 

these are important to us? As Aaron Betsky mentions on the building designs of 

Frank Gehry,  
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‗As part of the chaotic field of modern metropolis, they only represent the 

act of making, and are thus vulnerable to continual growth and decay. As 

ephemeral markers they designate the self-effacing path architecture takes 

as it articulates everyday life in the age of modernisation. The end point 

of architecture and art, they suggest, is not one of reductive abstraction, 

but one of merging architecture and the physical world. In this process, 

the architect‘s role becomes one of asserting how perception, knowing, 

and making interact to deform and re-form reality.‘ (Betsky, A 1990, p. 

49)  

The next appearance of the Binoculars as an object related to architecture and 

the human body appears as a proposal of Claes Oldenburg in the 1984 „Design 

for a Theatre Library in Venice‟ (Fig.51) as part of his collaboration with Frank 

O‘Gehry and Cooseje van Bruggen for the imaginary project for Coltello Island 

(Bruggen, 1986:123-141). The drawing, in this sketch of Oldenbrug, presents the 

colossal binoculars painted in a red tone with its shadows reflecting two abstract-

like human figures. This praxis shows the intention of the artist to reveal again 

the poetic anthropomorphic meaning hidden in the manmade objects relating the 

exterior architectural form of the human body to the architectural values of the 

shape of the Binoculars and present them as a potential architectural structure; 

relating the exterior form (the image) of an obstacle to the exterior (the image) of 

a specific part of the human body. On talking about their collaboration with 

Frank Gehry on the imaginary project for Coltello Island in 1984 Coosje van 

Bruggen mentions that,  

‗Although this project for Coltello Island was imaginary, working jointly 

on it raised for Gehry, Oldenburg and me the question of how to relate 

sculptural architecture to a representational object that strongly 

determines the exterior shell of a building. First we concentrated on the 

theatre complex. To house the library, Oldenburg suggested a brick 

façade shaped like a pair of binoculars. Gehry and I proposed a theatre 

whose rear wal would serve as a drive-in movie for gondolas. The theatre 

complex would be constructed on a platform over a concrete pilings. This 

base – a sort of floating table – would be about four and a half feet high, 
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which meant that a foot and half height would be under the surface of the 

water in the shallow lagoon. The first difficulties we encountered had to 

do with the way the two parts would meet: in a collision, with the 

binoculars intruding the room; in a clear cut; or, in a gradual transition 

from the object into architecture, or vice versa. In that brief time we were 

unable to find a satisfying balance. The façade seemed only to solidify 

historical overtones relating to the towers of the Arsenale and other 

vertical structures in Venice, while the heater made a clean break with 

those. The binocular façade seemed too traditional and self-contained, 

resisting an amalgamation with another disparate, fragmentary shape, 

such as the theatre, which would be more open to relationships.‘ (van 

Bruggen, 1986:133)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 51. Claes Oldenburg, Design for a Theater 

Library for Venice in the Form of Binoculars, 1984, in 

Celant (1999) p.317.  
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As Frank Gehry points out in his notes on the collaboration with Oldenburg 

and van Bruggen and the early plans of the Chiat/Day Building in Venice, 

California that was started as the ‗Main Street Project‘ between 1975-1985 

(Fig.52-55), so basically marking the first phase of the project,  

‗Main street is a project that we developed ourselves, Greg Walsh and I, 

and we found a partner in the arrangement who would take over the 

whole thing – the Chiat/Day advertising agency. They are known for their 

inventive work – the Nike ads, beautiful billboards and their Apple 

computer television spots. They‘re a very sophisticated firm and they 

wanted a building that would speak to art and to an environment that their 

staff would work well in. It is a difficult site, underground parking, access 

near the beach, the context of Venice that absorbs everything. Initially, 

we made three elements facing Main Street: one is a curved, boatlike 

shape; the center element is brick, like a cross shape, frowing out of 

something in the Sirmai-Peterson House; and the third shape is an 

abstraction of tree forms, columns that we were playing with at Rebecca‘s 

Restaurant. We are very excited about working on the interior systems as 

we haven‘t had a chance to do that kind of thing since The Rouse 

Company and Mid-Atlantic Toyota. In talking about the building with Jay 

Chiat, he discussed wanting an art program in his building. A couple of 

years earlier, Claes Oldenburg, Coosje van Bruggen and I had worked 

with a binocular form in Venice, Italy. It grew out of an earlier idea of 

Claes‘s to have a huge binocular tower out in the lagoon. I had the 

maquette for the binocular tower sitting on my desk, and I pushed it in 

front of the central shape as I was describing to Jay Chiat the sculptural 

qualities the center needed. It worked. Claes and Coosje came out to 

study it and felt very comfortable with it there. So we‘re now working on 

the redesign of it, to incorporate the binocular form into the entrance 

building, making it a functional, usable space. It takes us back to the 

things we were working on in Camp Good Times, and continues the 

process of working together.‘ (Gehry, 1986:152-153)  

Therefore if the analysis is limited on the binoculars as a direct simulation of 

the object of the binoculars then the investigation could limit itself to the analysis 

of post-modernity in architecture because then it is limited to the shape of an 

apparatus, a tool that it is being magnified to its scale. On a critique to the avant-

garde and short of aphoristic approach in Frank Gehry‘s buildings Charles Siegel 

(2008) indicates that,  
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‗Though they have no deliberate symbolic content, Gehry‘s buildings 

inadvertently symbolize the fact that our culture is devoted to 

sensationalism and to novelty, no matter what the expense in human 

terms.‘ (Siegel, 2008:28)  

Nonetheless, the background of the process on the binoculars is not limited to 

the statement that these are only binoculars and these are the simplest 

abstractions of the trees or a boat like façade in the Chiat/Day Building. Because 

the origin of the binoculars goes back almost 20 years before its completion as 

Chiat/Day Building to Oldenburg‘s „Notes in Hand‟ and his proposal for 

skyscrapers and the design for a theatre library in Venice. According to Frank 

Gehry,  

‗A number of artist friends have influenced my work…Claes Oldenburg 

and Coosje van Bruggen are important to me. Claes is shy and difficult to 

get to know on his own. I think he‘s brilliant. Coosje talks more, and she 

is catalytic to a conversation between us. Claes‘s work is about the figure, 

basically. When he did the binoculars, and he got that rolling surface and 

it was easy to build, I got excited. But I didn‘t necessarily take that idea 

from him, because I was looking at Sluter, I was looking at Vermeer, I 

was looking at Bellini, and at Greek sculpture. I try things on, like I used 

to when I was a kid. I do it all the time. I get to know it. I assimilate it, 

and then it comes out some other way – translated.‘ (Friedman, 1999:45)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 52. Map showing site: principal façade of the 

Main Street, in  Dal Co and Forster (1998) p.318. 
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Figure 53-54. Frank O. Gehry, ‘Design process models, scale 

unknown. Gehry experimented with a variety of forms before 

serendipitously arriving at the binoculars as the central element in his 

façade.‘ (In the left bottom model) ‗..the central element is a blank 

façade,‘ (while at the bottom write figure) ‗…it has been augmented by 

a container of nails,‘ in Ragheb, ed. (2001) pp.96-97 

 

Figure 53. 

 

Figure 54. 

 

Figure 55. Frank O. Gehry, Sketch for Main Street façade, in Dal Co and Forster 

(1998) p.319. 
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On this quest for a new form through a ready-made object for the center 

element of the façade, this notion relates Gehry‘s work to the theoretical 

approach of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour in „Learning from Las Vegas: the 

Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form‟ (1977) and to the Pop influence of 

Oldenburg. In his analysis of the Chiat/Day building Hal Foster observes on the 

direction that Frank Gehry took during the mid and late 80s and specifically 

about the Chiat/Day Building that,  

‗On the other there are projects that simply go Pop, such as his Chiat Day 

Building (1985-91, in Venice), where, under the influence of Claes 

Oldenburg, Gehry designed a monumental pair of binoculars as the 

entrance to this large advertising agency. This object may suit the client, 

but it manipulates the rest of us, and reduces architecture to a 3-D 

billboard. Thereafter the Pop dimension remains strong in his work, even 

when disguised as a symbolic use of otherwise abstract materials, colours, 

and forms; and it is no surprise when Gehry begins to design for the 

Disney Corporation in the late 1980s. What is at stake here is the 

difference between a vernacular use of chain link in a house, or of a 

cardboard in a chair, and a Pop use of giant binoculars as an entrance, or 

of a higher jet attached to a façade (as in his Aerospace Hall, 1982-1984, 

in L.A). Equally at stake is the difference between a material rethinking 

of form and space, which may or may not be sculptural (here Gehry is 

influence by Richard Serra), and a symbolic use of a readymade image or 

commodity object (here again he is influenced by Oldenburg). The first 

option can bring elite design in touch with common culture, and renew 

stale architectural forms with fresh social expressions. The second tends 

to ingratiate architecture, on the model of the advertisement, to a public 

projected as a mass consumer. It is this dialectic that Gehry surfed into 

the early 1990s, and it propelled his jump from LA architect to the 

international designer. His finessing of architectural labels also allowed 

this leap: for all that Gehry first extended modern structures and then 

dallied with postmodern symbols, he is not saddled with the stigmas of 

either tag.‘ (Foster, 2002:32-33)  

The important factors in the Chiat/Day Building (Fig.56-60) and as for this 

research is the second option of Foster who mentions the architectural structure 

as a model projected to the mass consumer and the two fold role of the building 

to service the client on the one hand and to manipulate the viewer on the other 
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hand; metaphorically to ‗attack‘ the human body. It is very interesting to observe 

the course of the object through Oldenburg‘s practice, as seen previously, to the 

implementation of the object as part of a professional building as for its use. 

Throughout its course, the object was used as a metaphor of the human body and 

as a built architectural structure it served as a medium of communicating the 

purposes of the business. As Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen 

mentioned on their notes on their collaboration with Frank Gehry,  

‗While the binoculars could be seen as part of the tradition of mimetic 

architecture in Los Angeles, we wanted to avoid the casual construction 

usually associated with such buildings; the binoculars was constructed in 

a precise technique using plaster over metal frame to look as well made 

as the architecture of which it was a part. The colour, a deep blue grey, 

emphasizes the mass of the image and sets it off from the other parts of 

the façade. That the building stands not far from the ocean contributed to 

the appropriateness of the subject. For its occupants it seemed a fitting 

symbol of their visionary powers.‘ (Celant, 1999:316)  

Therefore it is not only the ‗Decorated Shed‘ or the ‗Duck‘ of Venturi et al. 

(1977) projected through the façade of the building rather it is the combination of 

both to a single object as Foster observes when he is suggesting that,  

‗As Gehry has privileged neither structure nor ornament, he seemed to 

transcend this opposition, but it is more accurate to say that he collapsed 

it, and often combined the formal duck with the decorated shed. One 

upshot is that his architecture is not really ―sculptural‖ (as is so often 

said), for it breaks down into distinct fronts and backs more often than it 

reads in the round. Another upshot is that his interiors are difficult to 

decipher from his exteriors and vice versa, whether ones reads them 

structurally as with the modern duck, or ornamentally as with the 

postmodern shed.‘ (Foster, 2002:33)  
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Figure 56. Frank O. Gehry, Preliminary 

design sketches of Main Street Elevation, in 

Ragheb, ed. (2001) pp.96-97. 

 

Figure 57. Model of Chiat/Day building with 

maquette of the binoculars from the Venice 

project added in the center, 1986, in Celant, 

ed. (1999) p.316. 

 

Figure 58. Frank O. Gehry, Claes Oldenburg 

and Coosje van Bruggen, Fabrication of the 

binoculars in two stages, in Celant, ed. (1999) p. 

318. 
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It is not the billboard that states the purpose of the building or the purpose of 

its occupiers rather it is the manipulation of the public by creating a message 

through the object (and its symbolic form to the human body) that the structure 

communicates the meaning and vision of the agency (at the time it was built) to 

the public. The content of the object as it was used forces the researcher to 

observe that it expresses, through the background of the process of the decision 

to use the binoculars as part of the façade, a populist method in the game of the 

identity of the advertising agency. As Frank Gehry mentions,  

‗I‘m interested in Pop Art. However, that‘s not what moves my work, 

even though it is often misunderstood as that. When I was using chain 

link, people thought that was what I was doing. But it wasn‘t. The chain 

link for me was about denial. There was so much chain link being 

absorbed by the culture, and there was so much denial about it. I couldn‘t 

believe it. That‘s the populism in my work, as opposed to the art. What‘s 

wrong with chain link? I hate it, but can we make it beautiful? I said, 

―Maybe, if you make it beautiful, if you‘re going to use it in huge 

quantities, you can use it beautifully.‖‘ (Friedman, 1999:49)  

Though Charles Jencks on writing about the Chiat/Day Building indicates 

that,  

‗Frank is at his best as in the Chiat Day conversion of a warehouse, when 

he is playing dialectically against something else. The spatial layering 

and the use of contrast in this conversion is very important as well – 

especially the shiny set against very daily materials. Frank enjoys playing 

with our senses, teasing them into wondering where reality stops and 

starts; in Chiat Day he has created a wonderful village which houses an 

extraordinary amount of art collected by the client. But one never knows 

where Frank is stopping and an artist is starting. He blurs categories, 

crosses boundaries and thus the building becomes the most 

heteromorphic and ‗dialogical‘ I can think of. You cannot tell what is 

what, as in any convivial city which minxes function and types.‘ (Jencks, 

1995:60)  

The pop background of the object transforms itself by the use of it by the 

architect and the artist into a game of impression of externalised meaning. So the 
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building is being presented as a state of advertisement (it becomes a symbol) to 

advertise the occupants „visionary powers‟ as Oldenburg and van Bruggen 

claimed (Celant, 1999:316) of an advertising agency in order for them to 

advertise (project/communicate) their identity to the public; thus the ‗hidden‘ 

bodies in the binoculars are becoming the identity of the building. But the 

Binoculars are not seen and connected to the human body from a first approach 

rather apply on them only the function of the idea (ιδέα) of the binoculars and 

their ability as a tool to bring forward to our view objects with a populist 

metaphoric meaning to the vision of the occupier. As George Lakoff and Marc 

Johnson indicate on metaphor and truth,  

‗…truth is always relative to a conceptual system that is defined in large 

part by metaphor. Most of our metaphors have evolved in our culture 

over a long period, but many are imposed upon us by people in power—

political leaders, religious leaders, business leaders, advertisers, the 

media, etc. In a culture where the myth of objectivism is very much alive 

and truth is always absolute truth, the people who get to impose their 

metaphors on the culture get to define what we consider to be true—

absolutely and objectively true. It is for this reason that we see it as 

important to give an account of truth that is free of the myth of 

objectivism (according to which truth is always absolute truth). Since we 

see truth as based on understanding and see metaphor as a principal 

vehicle of understanding, we think that an account of how metaphors can 

be true will reveal the way in which truth depends upon understanding.‘ 

(Lakoff and Johnson, 2003:160) 

The use of the Binoculars in the notes of Oldenburg in 1969 was given with 

the title „Buildings in the form of binoculars, pelvic region characters‟ and this 

notion enables a complete reversal and correlation of the shape of the object to 

the shape of the human body. This relation is being determined with a 

metaphoric and literal meaning: the binoculars=human body=binoculars=identity 

(of the occupier). This complete reversal and correlation is coming from the 
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intentions of the artist to adapt to the Binoculars a different meaning, commercial 

this time (as for the Chiat/Day building) by showing the adaption of the object to 

different states and conditions. But this adaptation is not only a matter of 

sculptural form or based only in a matter of a moment (as seen in the notes of 

Gehry above on how he came to the idea of putting the binoculars on the 

maquette). The whole process is a matter of time/moment and experience but it 

shows also how the form of the Binoculars was chosen because of its sculptural 

form as an element of the façade from Gehry and then how it seemed as a fitting 

symbol for the purposes of the advertising agency. Of course it is up to the 

creator‘s choice to change and adapt in every catastasis but this also shows the 

ability of pop art to adapt and be commercialised in every aspect of 

consumerism. The pop artwork is being identified as pop object and acquires the 

same values as a consuming product and becomes finally a consuming product. 

Frank Gehry, Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen are reflecting the 

symbolic values of Venturi et al. as seen in „Learning from Las Vegas: the 

Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form‟ (1977) by focusing their approach 

on the human body (the consumer‘s body as a goal) and by using a surrealistic 

and encrypted approach of the human body through their Binoculars in order to 

draw the attention of the viewer; and Binoculars are a symbol of ‗The Visual.‘ 

Hence Oldenburg‘s Pop art of the late 60s - early 70s became eventually a literal 

advertising object of the 80s, even if Gehry suggests that,  

‗I have this anti-commercialism about me – I work with clients and get 

involved with their commercial needs, but it plays against my grain when 

it comes to my own situation. I‘m not into style; I‘m against style.‘ 

(Giovannini, 1986:73)   



183 

 

 

Figure 59. Binoculars, Chiat/Day Building, 1991, in Celant, ed. (1999) 

p. 319. 
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As Jean-Louis Cohen (2001) observes on writing about the strategies that 

Frank Gehry pursuit in Los Angeles,  

‗The first of these strategies was to distort conventional or prosaic 

architectural types, which became subject to a process of 

decomposition…The second strategy concerned the placement of 

buildings and dominant elements with regard to public space. It is clear 

from certain of Gehry‘s projects that he has internalised the principles of 

picturesque composition, but others, such as the Edgemar Development 

(1984-88) in Santa Monica or the Chiat Day Building (1985-91) in 

Venice, were based on another principle: the tangential – not frontal – 

view of buildings from the street. In these projects, the most important 

signs are placed in accordance with how they would be seen by someone 

driving past in a car…the third strategy Gehry pursued in his Los Angeles 

projects was an attempt to overturn the terms of the relationship between 

building and city. Here the architectural entity aimed to be a summary of 

the city, as if to echo Leon Battista Alberti‘s suggestion in De re 

aedificatoria (first published in 1485) that the house be a small town and 

the town a small house.‘ (Cohen, 2001:324-325)  

One of the important factors or 

strategies in the Los Angeles 

projects of Frank Gehry is the 

second strategy as for the case 

study of the Chiat Day Buildings 

and is quite related to the 

‗frontality‘ of Arnheim on how 

the building is made visible. Though, Jean-Louis Cohen describes the strategy 

„…tangential – not frontal…‟ (Cohen, 2001:324), it seems as if the word only 

changes rather than the meaning, which in the end is the visual communication 

and the strategy to monopolise the eye through the car driver‘s perspective, 

media publicity etc. As Arnheim (1977) describes the buildings frontality,  

Figure 60. Chiat/Day Building, 1991, in Dal 

Co and Forster (1998) p. 318. 
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‗A work of architecture…is an object that never has and never will be 

seen in its entirety by anybody. It is a mental image synthesised with 

greater or lesser success from partial views. How easy or difficult it is to 

obtain that image depends on the shapes used by the architect…In 

evaluating the visual properties of a building, one is inclined to 

distinguish between those that belong to the building itself and others by 

which the building seems explicitly to acknowledge and accommodate 

the beholder…When the building takes into account man‘s ability to see, 

it does so in order to display and explain not only its practical functions 

but also the three-dimensional nature of its shapes and their expressive 

qualities…By assuming a frontal position a building or any of its parts 

adopts the stance of a good servant paying full attention to his master‘s 

wishes. Frontality establishes a kind of eye contact. But eye contact is a 

two-way matter; not only is the building receptive to the master‘s orders, 

it also looks him straight in the face with an almost aggressive initiative. 

A frontally faced building is always a little like the locomotive 

frightening the audience of Louis Lumière‘s first films with its head-on 

approach. There is truly a confrontation. Frontality, then, displays a 

principal aspect of the building fully, indeed, allows this one aspect to 

monopolise the scene.‘ (Arnheim, 1977:111-134)            

The Binoculars object on the façade of the Chiat/Day building, as opposed to 

the early 1969 drawing, does not refer to a specific sex, male or female; rather it 

is a symbol and targets the global consumer‘s body that makes a reference to. On 

writing on the relation of architecture and advertising by an examination of the 

Chiat/Day Building Elisabeth Hornbeck (1999) observes that,  

‗The architecture of Frank O. Gehry defines Santa Monica and Venice 

like that of no other single architect. From the Santa Monica Place to the 

Edgemar Center on Main Street, as well as several smaller businesses and 

residences in Venice, Gehry has created a corridor of distinctive high-art 

design along Los Angeles‘ westernmost edge. Apple Computer‘s 

advertising campaign tries to capitalize on that association, using both the 

architect and his buildings to promote its product. One building to be 

exact: the well-known ―Binocular Building,‖ designed and built from 

1986 to 1991 by Frank O. Gehry Associates. The building is owned by 

Omnicom, parent company of the building‘s original occupant, TBWA 

Chiat/Day, the advertising agency responsible for Apple‘s ―Think 

Different‖ ad campaign. Divided into three radically different exteriors 

designed to suggest a ship on the north end and a tree on the south end 

(or, as suggested by Gebhard and Winter, ―a rusting steel ruin‖), 

separated by a pair of three-storey high binoculars, the building stops 

traffic along this colourful section of Main Street.2 For most of 1998, its 
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north side sported a large banner with a head shot of Gehry in front of his 

new Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, captioned by Apple‘s new 

slogan, ―Think Different.‖ The ad serves as a sort of signature to Gehry‘s 

work, as well as an advertisement for the architect; because of TBWA 

Chiat/Day‘s status as a client of Gehry the banner advertises TBWA 

Chiat/Day as well. Unlike Apple‘s other outdoor advertisements, which 

can be seen around town, this ad is not located on a billboard. Instead, 

Gehry‘s building itself becomes the billboard, the carrier for this 

commercial message, inserting it in a public space which is otherwise 

relatively free of outdoor advertising. To my knowledge, this is the first 

time that an example of high-art architecture has been used for this 

purpose, and I am concerned about its implications.‘ (Hornbeck, 1999:52)   

And Hornbeck continues by saying that,  

‗Gehry‘s works insert architectural discourse into the realm of the 

everyday, and into the communal identity of their neighborhoods. The 

Deconstructionist style of architecture practiced by Gehry presents radical 

spaces and facades that challenge the notions of what architecture ―should 

be,‖ notions that have been established and reinforced both by classical 

humanist architecture and by the avant-garde architecture of Modernism 

in this century. In De-Con architecture, human beings are no longer the 

―measure of all things‖ standing at the center of the space (both real and 

imagined) because, at a basic level, there is no center any more. The 

human subject— no longer specifically male or specifically European—is 

cast in a new relationship to her or his surroundings. Some like this and 

some do not, but in either case, Gehry‘s imperative to ―think different‖ 

goes far beyond choosing between two not-so-dissimilar consumer 

products like the Apple versus the PC. Gehry‘s Edgemar Center, for 

example, invites creative use of that space in ways not seen in most 

minimalls. And in Los Angeles, whenever a minimall is not a minimall, 

we have something to be thankful for.‘ (Hornbeck, 1999:55)  

Thus, inevitably as Horbeck (1999) and Abel (2004) suggest, the pop element 

of the building does not appear only through the use of a readymade object but 

also from the personification of the architect as a pop image through the „Think 

Different‟ advertisement of a computer company (Fig.61). According to Abel,  

‗The Chiat/Day building earned the architect public as well as 

professional notoriety. But this time Gehry was to architecture what Andy 

Warhol had been to painting, hovering somewhere between art and 

commerce and arousing just as much controversy.‘ (Abel, 2004:101) 
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Figure 61. Frank Gehry in Apple Computer‘s ―Think Different‖ ad, 

1998. Photo by Hornbeck, E., (1999) p.53. 
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The surrealistic approach of the Binoculars in Chiat/Day Building in the 

collaboration of Gehry and Oldenburg is closely related to Magritte‘s phrase 

‗C‟est nest past un pipe‟ (This is not a pipe) as seen in his artwork ‗The 

Treachery of Images‟ (La trahison des images, 1928–29) because the 

architectural representation of the Chiat/Day Binoculars are projected to the 

viewer as a colossal representation of a recognised object without any significant 

anthropomorphic relation at first glance, as seen for example in the previous 

representations of the object in Oldenburg‘s „Buildings‟ in 1969 and the „Design 

for a Theatre Library in Venice‟ in 1984; though this relation to the human body 

still exists as an encrypted metaphor through the giant binoculars because of the 

communicating purposes and the historical approach of Oldenburg to the object. 

Of course the statement of the architect and artist is that these are binoculars in 

the Chiat Buildng. As Andrew Benjamin mentions in his book „Art, Mimesis and 

the Avant-Garde‟ on his approach to „representation titles‟ and the complex 

relation of representation and titles and the becoming object,  

‗The question of titles is an element of the larger problem of naming. 

What is demanded and expected of a title, however, is different from the 

demands and expectations made of name. None the less while the naming 

relation is more rigorous than the one at work within the title, it is still the 

case that the title does in some sense still name. The painting is entitled to 

a name which then comes to be its title. (The legal and moral aspect of 

titles and entitlement should not be overlooked.) The title designates the 

frame in at least two senses. Firstly it allows it to be named within any 

discussion; be that discussion legal, aesthetic, referential, or even the 

opening moves within an interpretation. In this sense the title names the 

frame; the tableau. It is not, as yet, intended to name what is framed. This 

will be the second designation… It is however in relation to the 

becoming-object that the question of representation and titles becomes 

more complicated. The reason for this is straightforward. What is at   

stake here is that if the object of interpretation is the site of interpretation 

as well as the site of the continual possibility of reinterpretation, then it 

follows that the title—any title—can always be read as designating the 

actuality of interpretation in addition to this inherent possibility within 
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any actual interpretation (where the actual is defined as the present, that is 

the locus of the task of interpretation and from which it comes to be 

enacted). This split within presence, between actual and primordial 

presence, must be noted. Primordial presence is the mode of being proper 

to that which was described above as the ‗inherent possibility‘ within the 

actual for subsequent and hence future interpretations. The relationship 

between the actual and the primordial is not that of an either/or, since the 

trace of one works with a determining sense within the other.‘ (Benjamin, 

1991:76-77)  

According to the Oxford Dictionary the literal/verbal definition of the 

binoculars is of „an optical instrument with a lens for each eye, used for viewing 

distant objects.‟
38

 In a semiological analysis of Magritte‘s phrase „This is not a 

pipe‟ Floyd Merrell observes that,  

‗…the evocation ―This is not a pipe‖ underneath Magritte‘s lifelike 

painting can force awareness of second-degree de-generacy at the same 

time that it plays havoc with our comfortable ways with words. The 

caption forcibly brings to our attention the fact that the lifelike painting , 

if masquerading as ―real‖, is actually false to itself; it commits the sin of a 

second degree de-generate sign passing itself off as a genuine article. The 

ordinary function of a label is to say what something is. However,  in 

Magritte‘s painting, it says that the thing is not, and in addition what the 

painting itself, as an image of something, is not, thus apparently negating 

even the caption‘s right to proper sign hood. Indeed, Magritte‘s work 

seems to suggest what Hegel might have written about negation, the most 

misjudged, misunderstood, and maligned function of semiosis, had been 

less stodgy (Wilden 1987, 245). That is, Hegel‘s negation negates the 

other but not itself, in contrast to ―This is not a pipe‖, the inherent 

negativity of which it carries within itself. The entirety of Magritte‘s 

painting is (as icon) and is not (as symbol) that which it signifies; it is and 

is not a signifier an indicator (index) of something else, and it is and is 

not a re-presentation for someone in some respect or capacity. That 

someone, presumably the onlooker experiencing Magritte‘s work, is, at 

the juncture when the painting begins to oscillate between the is and the 

is not, himself a sign. As merely a sign in the presence of, and before 

interacting with, the sign, he is no more than an unfulfilled possibility. 

And until he determines what the sign is (at least for him) and interprets 

it, he, like the sign, is marked by negation. That is to say, insofar as he is 

set apart from the sign, he is not a genuine sign, and if he interacts with 

the de-generate sign, merging into it while it merges into him, neither he 
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nor the sign bears genuineness: both are hardly more than negation. They 

are actually no-signs, but they may become – or better, will have become 

– somewhere along the semiosic stream, full-blown signs.‘ (Merrell, 

1995:130-131) 

The negation in the Binoculars as a phrase does not exist like in Magritte‘s 

phrase but it appears from the perspective of the creator from the previous 

relation of the binoculars to the human body. If we analyse the approach to the 

building with a reference to Merrell‘s approach as seen above with the use of 

affirmation (because the creator presents the object as Binoculars) instead of 

negation (as for Magritte‘s phrase) it appears that the analysis leads to a specific 

result:  From the perspective of the creator the binoculars is false to itself and 

they are always in relation to the signifier, thus the human body as a metaphor: 

the occupier‘s body (metaphor of vision)  and the consumer‘s body. In contrast to 

Magritte‘s negation, Oldenburg‘s Binoculars use affirmation to communicate the 

message to the viewer and the relativeness to Magritte‘s surrealism discontinuous 

in the drawings of Oldenburg as seen in his „Buildings‟ in 1969 and the „Design 

for a Theatre Library in Venice‟ in 1984; because as for Magritte the pipe refers 

to the relation of the Platonic idea (ιδέα) of the object but on the contrast the 

Binoculars in the Chiat/Day Building the idea (ιδέα) reflects the advertising 

values of the agency, the building, the architect and the sculptor.  

As Frankie P. Toronto (Fig.62) in the performance entitled „Il corso del 

coltello‟ (The course of the Knife) in 1985 Frank Gehry said that,  

‗Buildings become people. Before people, there were other creatures‘ 

(Dal Co and Forster, 1998:11)  
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Figure 62. Frankie P. Toronto in Il Corso del  Coltello, in Oldenburg (1995) 

p.422-423. 
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Through his phenomenological observation (as expressed as Frankie P. 

Toronto) Frank Gehry suggests the ‗sense of anthropomorphism‘ in architectural 

structures and as for this case study the human body signs in his Chiat/Day 

Building are being projected both as visible/open and conceptual/closed human 

body signs as seen in the previous chapter. There is an interior/ internal metaphor 

of ‗vision‘ for the user/occupier through the use of each of the cylinders of the 

Binoculars as a small conference rooms and an exterior/external metaphor 

through the meaning of binoculars as an obstacle of ‗vision‘ to the viewer. On 

writing about the relation of inside and outside Rudolf Arnheim in his example 

about the Statue of Liberty makes an interesting perceptual observation on the 

disconcerting experience of seeing the ‗Statue of Liberty‟
39 from the inside and 

how it is being perceived form the outside. As Rudolf Arnheim mentions,  

‗Physically the shapes of the outside and inside of that huge piece of 

sculpture, which is made of a thin sheet of metal supported by an 

armature, are identical. Perceptually, however, the inner surface presents 

a puzzling accumulation of concavities and convexities, without 

apprehensible meaning and surely without any resemblance to the human 

body…It would take careful analysis to establish the cause of the 

discrepancy. Possibly the shapes of the Statue of Liberty make so little 

sense from the inside because they are equally chaotic from the outside, 

with the incoherence camouflaged by the recognisable subject matter. A 

mold of human face tends to be a less disconcerting shape from the 

inside, although it may be as unrecognisable as a photographic negative. 

But other perceptual factors must also be at play.‘ (Arnheim, 1977:101-

102)  

Though, the symbolic meaning in the Binoculars as skyscrapers in 

Oldenburg‘s buildings in 1969 is obvious through the relation to the pelvic 

region, the human‘s main erotic zone; the human body is related and reconnected 
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subchapter 4.3. 
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to an object thus appearing as an object. In the binoculars of the Chiat/Day 

building this connection is related not only to the objectified human body but 

also as a medium of visual communication to the identity of the agency (creating 

a metaphoric discrepancy of meaning and of perception, as far as the shape of the 

binoculars paraphrasing Arnheim) that the building represents: to connect the 

audience subconsciously in order to attract and relate to the services of the 

agency. So the binoculars are the mediators to the audience and they are 

representing the human body itself, the binoculars in Chiat/Day building 

becomes a metamorphosis of the object from the artistic perspective of the late 

60s to the reality of practical function of the symbol as it is related to the 

audience-viewer in late 80s and early 90s. Because the ‗real‘ function of 

binoculars as an instrument is to bring closer – bring forward to our eyes distant 

objects. But as it is common in Oldenburg‘s work the object is not related 

anymore to its primal function rather it becomes a mediator to identify the topos 

that it is being placed in, and here the place is the building as part of the broader 

area of California. According to Nadja Rottner on writing about the ‗Third 

Object‘ in regards to Oldenburg‘s soft sculptures,  

‗Oldenburg‘s conception of art is that of a third reality where the art 

object becomes the physical interlocutor between mediated perception 

(formalist art) and unmediated reality (the experience of the viewer and 

of the artist, and with the sculptural object actively staging this 

drama…He seeks to combat what he calls the ―clichés‖ and ―stereotypes‖ 

of the media landscape. The soft works were fashioned after 

advertisements in the print media, rather than drawn from reality. 

Treating the media landscape as the new nature, he sets mediated images 

alongside acts chance and improvisation, and hence imbues them with a 

new, physical and emotive force in an art of restoration.‘ (Rottner, 

2012:183-184)  



194 

 

As Oldenburg himself conceives the ‗third object‘ as quoted in Nadja 

Rottner,  

‗It [the brain-body duality] is a bizarre distinction; since [the] brain is also 

nature. [I]t is hard to think of anything that is not nature, it is a problem of 

language – referring traditionally to separate things, I use them [the brain 

and the body] consciously in the work as [a] dynamic, [between the] 

representation of conceptual versus [the] representation of [the] 

natural/physical. [M]y work is not philosophical, I do not represent unity, 

my object is the third object….[I]f I would resolve it my work would not 

have a dynamic….[M]y work is the confrontation between brain and 

body, nature and the interpretation of nature/handling nature.‘ (Rottner, 

2012:185)  

Consequently in the end it comes to the result that the Binoculars in the 

Chiat/Day Building appears as a visual communication tool and a subconscious 

artifice of advertising strategy to present to the public that „we think different,‟ 

we bring distant objects or distant/difficult thoughts and action closer to you, the 

audience, a representation of the philosophy/ideology of the client. In a 

conversation with Peter Arnell and Ted Bickford in January 1985 prior to the 

construction of the Chiat/Day Building, Frank Gehry, on talking about painting 

and architecture and his method (the individual expression) that led him  

‗…to explore opening up the structure and using the raw wood techniques 

and developing buildings that look like they just happened‘, mentions 

that, ‗But to me it seems we‘re in a culture made up of fast food and 

advertising and throw-away and running for airplanes and catching cabs-

frenetic. So I think there‘s a possibility that those ideas about buildings 

are more expressive of our culture than something finished is. On the 

other hand, because of all the freneticism, people may really need 

something more relaxed-less taxing, more in repose. I‘m not against that 

but sometimes it leads to complacency-and you know where that leads. 

We need a balance…I think all of us are, finally, just commenting in our 

own way about what‘s going on in our cone of vision. I tend to have this 

particular way of looking at it…I don‘t look at the soft stuff, the pretty 

staff. It puts me of because it seems unreal. I have this socialistic or 

liberal attitude about people and politics: I think of the starving kids and 

that do-gooder stuff I was raised on. So a pretty little salon with the 
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beautiful colours seems like a chocolate sundae to me. It‘s too pretty. It‘s 

not dealing with reality. I see reality as harsher; people bite each other. 

My take on things comes from that point of view.‘ (Arnell and Bickford 

1985:xiii-xiv)  

Pop art makes pop intellectualism as it was mentioned in the previous chapter 

and with pop symbols the project becomes popular to its audience (and also as a 

reference to the place from the trees and the boat like metaphors in the façade). 

As Francesco Protto indicates by examining ‗Cambell‟s Soup Can‟ by Andy 

Warhol,  

‗The Pop Art movement investigated advertising mechanism. It took 

them to pieces, dissected them and finally reassembled them. It developed 

them – absorbing the sublime into the subliminal – and then returned 

them to the sender.‘ (Protto, 2003:6)  

Through the building, the message of the binoculars is subconscious but 

through the poster of Gehry with the slogan „Think different‟ the message is 

straightforward (Hornbeck, 1999:52-53). So even though the advertising agency 

left the building, the building automatically transferred its previous principles 

and values and adapts them to the future use of the building and the future 

occupier by creating and connecting every occupier to the principles that the 

building was constructed with. The relevance to the human body is now 

‗different‘ as for the occupier and related to the new functions. The old 

symbolism is being transformed again – started in 1969, continued in 1984 and 

then in 1991 as Chiat/Day Building – but now these symbolic functions or 

features have passed to the next business occupier (making it Google‘s visual 

symbol, metaphorical or literal, since one of the company‘s significant 
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characteristic and the connection to the user is the ‗searching‘ function over the 

internet).
40

 As Jean Baudrillard (2003) mentions on the absolute advertising,  

‗Today what we are experiencing is the absorption of all virtual modes of 

expression onto that of advertising. All original cultural forms, all 

determined languages are absorbed in advertising because it has no depth, 

it is instantaneous and instantaneously forgotten…Currently, the most 

interesting aspect of advertising is its disappearance, its dilution as a 

specific form, or even as a medium. Advertising is no longer (was it 

ever?) a means of communication or of information…or else it is 

overtaken by the madness specific to overdeveloped systems, that of 

voting for itself at each moment, and thus of parodying itself. If at a given 

moment, commodity was its own publicity (there was no other), today 

publicity has become its own commodity. It is confused with itself (and 

the eroticism with which it ridiculously cloaks itself is nothing but the 

autoerotic index of a system that does nothing but designate itself – 

whence the absurdity of seeing in it an ‗alienation‘ of the female body).‘ 

(Protto, 2003:104-107)     

So through the Chiat/Day building the message is a reference through its 

façade to the location of the building firstly (through the trees and boat like 

elements) and secondly through the binoculars (as an element of the façade) to 

the occupier that represents its vision to the clients. So these are new binoculars 

in the Chiat/Day building, binoculars of new bodies in contrast to the binoculars 

like skyscrapers back in 1969 or in 1984 for the design for a theatre. The scale is 

different and the binoculars in 1969 were the single object with all the meaning-

symbolism of the building as an ornament and architectural structure by itself. In 

the Chiat/Day building they have become a strategically (conscious by the 

creator and unconscious by the viewer) medium of advertisement. As Baudrillard 

mentions in an interview that he gave to Francesco Protto,  
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‗Today we live in a world of advertisements, when even architecture 

builds itself on an advertising model and, for this reason most of all, 

attracts attention. Later, to seduce, it must become a proper sign. 

However, nowadays, it is just like all the other advertising signs: they are 

signals, therefore they have to attract attention. Then, they may either 

work or not and there is an entire strategy for that. But seduction is 

something else. It is necessary that the sign itself becomes a ‗sign‘, 

constitutes itself as something special in order to become an accomplice 

and help the viewer to read it as something exceptional. All the signs that 

can be found in the city, the advertising signals, are not accomplices: we 

see them, we read them but, once deciphered, they just create automatism 

and nothing else. The true sign – to give back to word its own nobility – 

is something else. It is an extraordinary event: this way, the sign becomes 

and assumes a particular meaning. This is seduction, and is something 

very different from attention. Unfortunately, today, in our urban signals, 

the two things become confused in a kind of amalgam of manipulation. 

Architecture has in part escaped from this mechanism, at least I hope so – 

but it has also become for the most part ‗advertised‘. It has renounced 

becoming a pure object of seduction to become not only a functional 

object, a thing that, in one way or another, it has always been, but also to 

have, most of all, an advertised existence, to be fashionable. Often, 

objects from great designers – therefore the signed objects – are 

recognisable simply from the sign being identically repeated from one 

object to another. And this is a way to let the object show itself: to make 

it visible, as a typical in advertising. At this point, audience and advertiser 

should be differentiated, in order to understand whether these objects can 

be considered as public ones. They should still hold a symbolic and 

collective function and therefore mean something for the community.  

This is difficult to predict because it is the masses themselves who create 

the meaning of something – in the end, the meaning as such does not 

exist, it is the one who receives it that creates her/his own meaning. But 

the masses are massive, neutral and impersonal, and will not succeed in 

creating any meaning: on the contrary they will destroy it. And the object, 

in the middle, will have to protect itself. Certainly, the game is not simple 

one, but the die in cast, and architects will always have to fight against 

the masses‘ indifference towards the object.‘ (Protto, 2003:143-144)  

It is the loss of the poetic matter of art through the business of the 

construction of professional architectural buildings to create a new poetic of the 

binoculars, a new poetic of the image and a new narrative. The metaphoric 

communicational verbalism of the structure (as van Bruggen approached it and 

related the binoculars to the occupant‘s vision of the then Chiat/Day agency, as 

mentioned previously) continues through the building its purpose as a means of 
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interrelating the occupier and the audience by the medium of the body (encrypted 

in the binoculars) and by relating the binoculars to the ‗vision‘ of the occupier 

each time. As Alberto Pérez-Gómez observes from a phenomenological 

perspective, in his essay entitled „Dwelling on Heidegger: Architecture as 

Mimetic Techno-Poiesis‟ on his approach to Heidegger‘s essay „Building 

Dwelling Thinking‟ and the notion of architects after modernism to approach the 

status of architecture,  

‗…as something different from "mere" pragmatic building or irrelevant 

bourgeois decoration.‘  ‗This is no mere literary fantasy, architecture had 

fallen into crisis, closely following the initial crisis of the European 

sciences as diagnosed by Husserl, and the last steps of being's occultation 

as described by Heidegger. Ever since, architects have been struggling 

with the very survival of the discipline as a legitimate endeavour, distinct 

from pragmatic shelter (engineering and technology), and from a mere 

anesthetization of shelter to comply with fashion and the dictates of 

consumerism or commercialism. Architecture orients, indeed, but its 

mode of orientation, i.e. what it says, is inseparable from itself. It orients 

the body in action, framing the actions, traditionally formalized rituals 

that allow humans to participate in the totality, the wholeness of culture. 

Precisely because of its status as the frame for human presence, 

constituting the space of intersubjectivity where we appear for the other 

and therefore appear as ourselves, architecture is intricately related to 

problems of being in the world…‘
41 

 

The monumental object (the Binoculars of the Chiat/Day Building) adapts 

and reflects every ‗professional identity‘ that occupies the specific architectural 

structure. Therefore the building holds its monumental purposes similar to the 

proposals for colossal monuments of Oldenburg. The Chiat/Day Binoculars 

works as a  memory to the act, role and the purpose it was build, to communicate 

the message of the advert company that was built for and the companies they are 
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going to use it for the same reason, creating a chain of tradition that connects the 

building to the advertising industry or its communication aspect to the 

professional use of the building and its relation to the place (California); and it 

keeps serving its purpose not as a literal 3D billboard that states the functions of 

the occupier but as a metaphoric indication of identity. As Jean Baudrillard 

indicates on the phases of the image,  

‗Representation stems from the principle of the equivalence of the sign 

and of the real (even if this equivalence is utopian it is a fundamental 

axiom). Simulation on the contrary, stems from the utopia of the principle 

of equivalence, from the radical negation of the sign as value, from the 

sign as the reversion and death sentence if every reference. Whereas 

representation attempts to absorb simulation by interpreting it as a false 

representation, simulation envelops the whole edifice of representation 

itself as simulacrum. Such would be the successive phases of the image: 

it is the reflection of a profound reality; it masks and denatures a 

profound reality; it masks the absence of a profound reality; it has no 

relation to any reality whatsoever: it is its own pure simularcrum. In the 

first case, the image is a good appearance – representation is of the 

sacramental order. In the second, it is an evil appearance – it is of the 

order of maleficence. In the third, it plays at being an appearance – it is of 

the order of sorcery. In the fourth, it is no longer of the order of 

appearances, but of simulation.‘ (Baudrillard, 1994:6) 

As a result, the structure through its façade forms a complex 

anthropomorphic approach (a simulation according to Baudrillard) on the 

relation of man and his objects with an emphasis on the creation of the identity of 

a professional occupier in order to capture the viewer‘s eye through a colossal 

encrypted human body simulation, thus relating architecture to the advertised and 

consumer‘s human body. Therefore the Binoculars of the Chiat Day building 

abolish the function of ‗real‘ binoculars, they encrypt the human body [the 

occupier‘s body firstly and then through the metaphoric meaning of the 

encrypted human body the consumer‘s body, male or female - the regional 
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(through the actuality of the boat and tree like elements of the façade) and global 

(through the recognisable figure of the binoculars) – human body which is the 

goal], they metaphorically relate the vision of the occupier through the 

characteristics of an apparatus and the magnitude of its scale and finally they are 

becoming a visual communication tool or an architectural 3D logo for every 

professional occupier of the Chiat/Day Building. Through this symbolic meaning 

of the Binoculars and through the research for this case study the researcher 

comes to a conclusion that it is being expressed the complexity and contradiction 

through this architectural form based on the one hand in historicism, the 

impressiveness of the architectural structure of binoculars, the essence of the 

moment, the quest to new architectural forms and on the other hand it appears as 

a methodologically studied visual communication praxis embodied with 

humanistic-referential elements of bodily essence based on advertisement, 

promotion and the strengthening of the identity of the then (Chiat/Day) occupier 

and of the future occupiers, becoming Google‘s symbol for ‗searching‘.    
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6. SKELETAL APOTHEOSIS OF THE HUMAN BODY 

 

 

6.1 PREFACE 

 

This chapter of the research follows and examines the work of the Spanish 

born architect, artist and engineer Santiago Calatrava. It is a case study 

examination of his built architectural project entitled Ciutat de les Arts i les 

Ciències(City of Arts and Sciences anglicised), situated in Valencia in Spain. The 

architectural complex consist of several buildings and areas that form the 

Valencian entertainment park and these are: L'Hemisfèric (The Planetarium), El 

Museu de les Ciències Príncipe Felipe (Prince Felipe Science Museum), 

L'Umbracle (The Umbracle), L'Oceanogràfic (The Oceonographic), Palau de les 

Arts Reina Sofia (The Queen Sofía Palace of the Arts), The Assut de l'Or Bridge 

(The Dam of the Gold Bridge), L'Àgora (The Agora). 

The chapter will focus on a specific building of the architectural/cultural and 

entertainment complex which, from the part of the researcher‘s approach, reflects 

the theme of this research and is closely related to the relation of the human body 

and architecture and the anthropomorphic forms. It explores Santiago Calatrava‘s 

approach to architectural design and the combination of the ‗mechanical‘ and the 

‗human‘ aspect on his work and in particular with a focus and examination of the  

L'Hemisfèric/The Planetarium, an architectural structure that resembles the 

human eye. In the final section of the chapter the L'Hemisfèric/The Planetarium 
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of Santiago Calatrava will be approached based on the theory of Venturi et.al 

(1977) as seen in „Learning from Las Vegas: the Forgotten Symbolism of 

Architectural Form.‟ 

 

6.2 A SHORT BIOGRAPHY 

 

The internationally acclaimed engineer, architect and artist Santiago 

Calatrava was born in Benimamet (Benimámet) an urban district in the northwest 

part of Valencia, in Spain on July 28th 1951. His interest in art can be seen from 

his early years where he attended Art School in Valencia between 1968-1969. 

After his training in a technical high school he then finished his studies with a 

degree in architecture from the Escuela Tecnica Superior de Arquitectura, part of 

the Technical University of Valencia in Spain (Universitat Politècnica de 

València) and took a postgraduate course in urbanism
42

. Further to his studies 

from 1975 to 1981 he pursued a post graduate degree in civil engineering by 

enrolling at the ETH (Federal Institute of Technology) in Zürich. There, he 

obtained his PhD with his thesis entitled ‗On the Foldability of Space Frames,‟ 

„…a subject…‟ that according to Dennis Sharp „…he often returns to…‟ (Sharp, 

1994:9) and worked also as an assistant in the Institute for Building and 

Construction and in the Institute for Aerodynamics and Lightweight Construction 

at the ETH in Zürich (Sharp, 1994:94). From 1981 Santiago Calatrava has been 

practising engineering, architecture and art with his settle in Zürich, Switzerland. 
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Over the past decades Santiago Calatrava, according to the overview in 

Molinari‘s book, has „…sustained a level of productivity that is, to say the least, 

furious: 190 projects, approximately 60 of which have been built or are under 

construction,‟ (Molinari, 1998).  

Calatrava‘s work expands over 30 years of practice with international 

architectural projects (Diagram 3). The international importance and acceptance 

of the Spanish architect can be seen from the numerous honours, honorary 

doctorates and awards worldwide for his work as an engineer, architect and artist 

(Tzonis, 2004:400-407). This practice makes the selection, of such an 

internationally recognised architect, engineer and artist, a very important case 

because it shows the international acceptance or critique, inevitably of his work 

from academicians, theoreticians, clients and what this acceptance means as an 

impact or consequence (if there is any) from the viewpoint/perspective of the 

researcher‘s case study in his work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 63. Santiago Calatrava, 

Montjuic Communications Tower in 

Barcelona, Spain (1989-1992). 
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Diagram 3. Santiago Calatrava‘s selected projects 

Title/Date Figure Location Dimensions 

Stadelhofen Railway Station, 

1983-90 

 

Zurich, 

Switzerland 

Station: length 300 m. 

width 30 m. height 5 m.  

 

 

 

Alamillo Bridge, 1987-92 

 

 

Seville, 

Spain 

250 m length. 142 m. 

high pylon inclination 

58º 

 

 

 

 

Montjuic Telecommunications  

Tower, 1989-92 

 

Barcelona, 

Spain 

136 m high 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tenerife Concert Hall, 1991-03 

 

Tenerife, 

Canary 

Islands, 

Spain 

 

154 m x 100 m rectangle 

site  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kuwait Pavillion, 1991-92 

 

Seville, 

Spain 

525 square meter piazza 

with seventeen scimitar-

shaped ribs, each 25 

meters in length. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Planetarium, 1991-96  

 

 

Valencia, 

Spain 

 

110 m. length 55.5 m. 

wide. 

 

 

 

 

Prince Felipe Science Museum,  

1991-96  

  

Valencia, 

Spain 

 

241 m. length 104 m. 

wide. 
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Sondika Airport Control Tower,  

1993-96 

 

Bilbao, 

Spain 

Tower base: length 44.1 

m. width 25.4 m. height 

4.4. m. Tower deck: 

length 15.4 m. width 13 

m. radius 6.5 m. height 

37.4 m. Control room 

radius 5.5 m. height 3.5 

m. Tower height 43.4 m. 

 

 

 

Milwaukee Art Museum, 1994-01 

 

Wisconsin, 

USA 

Plan: length 149 m. 

width 43 m. height 11.3 

m. Mobile roof: open 

span 60 m. mast height 

above bridge deck 44 m. 

inclination 48º. Bridge: 

length 87.5 m. max span 

73 m. width 4.2 m. mast 

height above deck 50 m. 

inclination 48º. 

 

Valencia Opera House, 1996-04 

 

Valencia, 

Spain 

Ground level: length 

90.5 m. width 66 m. 

stage tower height 60 m. 

Main deck: length 144.5 

m. width 88 m. height 

25.5 m. Side enclosures: 

length 172 m. width 

88.5 m. apex height 60 

m. Roof arch: length 

202.5 m. max. width 

apex height 69 m. 

 

Puente de la Mujer, 1998-01 

 

Buenos 

Aires, 

Argentina 

Length 170 m. width 

6.20 m. height 103.5 m 
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6.3 THE ART AND SCIENCES COMPLEX 

 

In 1991 Santiago Calatrava won the competition for the construction of a 

telecommunications tower in the dry bed of the Turia river in Valencia, Spain. 

He also received the commission to develop and construct a project in the same 

area called nowadays City of Arts and Sciences (Fig.64), a cultural and 

entertainment complex along the former Turia riverbed.  

After a change of government in the mid 90‘s (1996) the construction of a 

telecommunications tower was cancelled and it was replaced by the Palau de les 

Arts Reina Sofia (The Queen Sofía Palace of the Arts) a centre for music and the 

performing arts.
43

 The current Opera House is an oval shaped structure based on 

a personal expressionistic approach by Calatrava to the shape of the eye in a two 

faced projection in horizontal placement. The main arch that covers the surface 

of the structure is a repetitive and self-reference pattern of the architect‘s work 

that was used in earlier works for example, the entrance canopy of the Wohlen 

Highschool in Switzerland (1983-1988), the Satolas Lyon Airport Station in 

France (1989-1994) and the Tenerife Opera House in Canary Islands (1991-

2003). One of the main buildings of the complex (next to the L'Hemisfèric (The 

Planetarium) that will be analysed in the next subchapter) is the El Museu de les 

Ciències Príncipe Felipe (Prince Felipe Science Museum) a grand pavilion that 

works as an interactive science museum with a design based on the skeletal 

approaches of Santiago Calatrava. The Art and Sciences complex continuous 

with a suspension bridge by Calatrava, entitled The Assut de l'Or Bridge (The 
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Dam of the Gold Bridge), followed by multifunctional space, the L‟Agora (The 

Agora), designed also by Calatrava. The City of Art and Sciences Complex ends 

with a marine park L'Oceanogràfic (The Oceanographic) designed by the 

architect Félix Candela.       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 64. Aerial photo of the Valencia‘s City of Arts and Sciences. The 

Oceanogràfic is out of view. 
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According to Tischhauser and Moos (1998) about the history of the project,  

‗In an attempt to maintain the city of Valencia‘s cultural standing 

alongside Seville and Barcelona, the Government of Valencia wished to 

establish a nationally important museum. The east-west oriented site 

chosen for this large complex is located on the southern banks of the 

dried-up bed of the River Turia, midway between the old city and the 

coastal district of Nazaret. To the south, it is bordered by the Camino de 

las Moreras. This challenging and audacious architectural ensemble 

brings new focus to an incoherent and under-developed area, while 

linking and providing a marker for the outer areas of the city.‘ 

(Tischauser and Moos, 1998:151)  

The Turia river diversion in the 1950s had created an interesting and winding 

path that crosses the city,
44

 with the complex built by Calatrava, the architect 

who according to Alexander Tzonis, 

‗Once more was faced with a challenging task: to design within the 

context of a peripheral, and, at the time, hopeless area.‘ (Tzonis, 

1999:168)  

The critique about the work in the specific place of the region of Valencia 

was not all the time in favour of Calatrava or the Valencian Government that 

decided to develop the specific area and commercialise it with such an 

architectural, cultural and entertainment complex. From a geographical 

(landscape), anthropological, sociological, regionalist discourse and perspective, 

David L. Prytherch‘s research about the surroundings of Valencia in Spain 

(L‟Horta de València) cannot go unnoticed. According to the author in his paper 

entitled „Elegy to an Iconographic Place: Reconstructing the 
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Regionalism/Landscape Dialectic in L‟Horta de València‟
45

 he writes about the 

City of Art and Sciences,  

‗Emblematic are the dramatic new landscapes promoted by regional 

government amongst what were croplands a decade ago. The Ciutat de les 

Arts i de les Ciències (City of the Arts and Sciences, in 

Valenciano/Catalan) is a massive cultural-entertainment complex which 

includes a science museum/center, a planetarium/IMAX theater, an opera 

hall, and an aquarium. Each facility, with the exception of the 

planetarium L‘Hemisfèric, has been touted as the largest in Europe at the 

time of its construction. Planned and paid for by Valencian regional 

government, the complex has risen in the past decade from former 

industrial sites and croplands along the now-dry channel of the Turia 

River. The construction of this dramatic cityscape… has utterly 

transformed the area between the city center and port, providing the focal 

point for new residential and commercial development marketed with its 

image and name. The project has played a central role in reorienting the 

city‘s economy and urban landscape towards cultural entertainment and 

tourism, which culminated recently with the America‘s Cup sailing race 

in 2007. Valencia, once considered a city defined by L‘Horta, now looks 

spatially and economically towards the Mediterranean. Indeed, the Ciutat 

de les Arts i de les Ciències physically displaced portions of the ancient 

L‘Horta de la Punta: its foundations are rooted in fertile croplands once 

watered by the ancient Na Rovella irrigation canal.‘ (Prytherch, 2009:75-

77)  

This artificial landscape of the City of Art and Sciences thus created a new 

perspective in the landscape (Fig.65), which is the direct constructed human 

like/anthropomorphic body landscape. The human eye as it appears in 

L„Hemispheric of Calatrava is part of the new cityscape in Valencia. It forms the 

new iconography in the eyes of the visitors and the locals and becomes an 

example of the new regionalist politics.  

‗The project has been used to symbolize Valencian modernity and 

resituate the region vis à vis global flows of tourists and investment 

capital…Regional government… has used its image to justify its 
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legitimacy to the Valencian electorate… The planning and promotion of 

the Ciutat de les Arts i de les Ciències by autonomous regional 

government may be the most massive and most expensive example of 

these new regionalist politics of landscape displacement to be found in 

any European region today… The continued remaking of European 

landscape has always been inextricably related to the remaking of 

European regionalism. As go regionalist landscapes like L‘Horta so do 

the particular discourses of regional difference associated with them. 

Whether or not the croplands of L‘Horta de València continue to offer a 

place – material or symbolic – to cultivate discourses of Valencian 

difference remains uncertain.‘ (Prytherch, 2009:77-79)  

The Planetarium as part of Valencia‘s City of Arts and Sciences presents 

another perspective of the ‗conquest‘ and ‗mechanization‘ of the land by human 

beings according to Prytherch; and such a choice has been given by commission, 

therefore it reflects and enforces visually and spatially (within the context of the 

built area and in general the ‗conquest‘ of natural environment) the artificial 

Figure 65. The restructuring of a regionalist landscape, seen from above in 1996. 

The construction of the Ciutat de les Arts i les Ciències and adjacent 

neighbourhoods can be seen in the center of the image. Source: Ajuntament de 

Valencia, in Prytherch (2009) p.76. 
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environment constructed by man and his actions. And this fact has been 

reinforced also by the use of the human body in the structures of Santiago 

Calatrava.  

In a further examination of science cities concepts in England, Cathy 

Garner‘s article „…explores the thinking which lies behind the designation and 

the potential implications for these cities‟ (Birmingham, Bristol, Manchester, 

Newcastle upon Tyne, Nottingham and York - as „science cities‟) „and their 

residents.‟
46

 Referencing the work of Peter Hall about science cities, Cathy 

Garner writes that,  

‗The overall conclusion is that success is rooted in ‗real‘ places: places 

that resemble huge and complex human ecosystems which contain a 

disproportionate number of the world's most creative individuals. 

However, it is unlikely that planning to create such an innovative milieu 

can be successful.‘ (Garner, 2006)
 

And continues about the creative communities and the paradigm of the City 

of Arts and Sciences by saying that,  

‗While it is undoubtedly important for functionality to be a prime concern 

in producing buildings to conduct scientific research, the greatest value to 

the city will be if ‗science quarters‘ can be porous and connected to city 

life in general. The City of Arts and Science in Valencia is, for example, 

fast becoming one of Spain's top tourist attractions. This futuristic 

complex designed by Santiago Calatrava is an urban space which is open 

to all to walk through and explore free of charge. The aim is to fire the 

enthusiasm of people young and old to come and explore an environment 

described as being as much about ‗edutainment‘ as education and to 

stimulate involvement with science.‘ (Garner, 2006)   
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Santiago Calatrava‘s City of Arts and Sciences could be seen as an urban 

sculptural/architectural and engineering place where the creator‘s works, 

architectural and engineering structures, are exhibited and could be seen also as 

visual/sculptural/architectural projections and structures symbolising the human 

presence in the city in a mass collection of ornaments. Again another 

critique/investigation about the work of Santiago Calatrava that is interesting as 

far as the relation of his projects and ‗national identity‘ is the article of Jilly 

Traganou entitled „National Narratives in the Opening and Closing Ceremonies 

of the Athens 2004 Olympic Games.‟
47

 Even though this case study is about the 

L‟Hemispheric (the Planetarium) in the City of Arts and Sciences in Valencia it is 

quite interesting to have another perspective on how a public structure of the 

architect Santiago Calatrava and in particular the transformation of the Athens 

Olympic Stadium was seen as part of the representation of a city and a nation. 

The most interesting part of the specific article that it is related to this case study 

examination is where the author refers to the „…role of the stadium in expressing 

ideology is particularly powerful‟ and its use as a „mass ornament.‟ (Traganou, 

2010:239). With the words of Jilly Traganou, 

‗As history has shown, a stadium, with its mammoth size and surrounding 

discourse of grandeur, is a perfect setting of national propaganda. In the 

particular case of the Athens Olympic Stadium, Calatrava with the 

assistance of the Greek media gave to the Greeks the illusion that his 

work resurrected the lofty ideals of Hellenism and embodied these ideals 

into a contemporary, highly technological construct that became symbolic 

of Greece‘s entrance to the 21st century. ―We want to have a roof which 

will be the symbol of beauty and elegance, and this roof will have to 
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reflect the spirit of this country‖ (Triantis, 2003), Calatrava declared in an 

interview he gave to journalist Yannis Triantis, hinting to Greece‘s 

architectural heritage from the Parthenon and Agia Sofia to the present. 

There was no more powerful moment of the stadium‘s capacity to express 

its grandeur than the opening ceremony.‘ (Traganou, 2010:239-240)  

This desire of projecting values through symbols is closely related to the 

approach of Michael Hays (2010). Talking about the late avant-garde in his book 

„Architecture‟s Desire: Reading the Late Avant-Garde‟ Hays is referring to 

Lacan and how desire forms our actions. According to Hays,  

‗We are in the matrix of desire (we have been all along). In the Lacanian 

system, desire is ―the force of cohesion which holds the elements of pure 

singularity together in a coherent set,‖ where ―the elements of pure 

singularity‖ are understood as nothing less than the most basic signifying 

units of the unconscious.‘ (Hays, 2010:16) 

And as a supposition Hays paraphrasing Lacan suggests that,  

‗…desire is the machine that runs the entire psychic system. Desire is the 

constant production, connection, and reconnection of signifiers, of 

architectural quanta, of the pulsating flows of pure interpretation.‘ (Hays, 

2010:16) 

 As ‗desire‘ insists in existing as an obsession to seek an object (referring to 

the late avant-garde on his book) Hays indicates also that,  

‗…for desire desires itself in its object. It determines itself by negating its 

object, then becomes the object abolished through its own self-

appropriation…And we can feel the full significance of the advent of 

desire at this particular moment in architecture‘s history by recognising 

that architectural desire arises as a kind of absolute alterity exactly when 

the possibility of architecture‘s nonexistence is glimpsed on the horizon. 

In other words, the question of how architecture exceeds itself is the other 

side of imagining architecture‘s end. Thus the late avant-garde is the form 

architecture assumes when it is threatened with its own dissolution.‘ 

(Hays, 2010:17)  
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Alterity in the changing of meaning, as discussed by Benjamin (2000), seems 

to play an important role on how to adapt and perceive its time the products of 

creativity. And that is very obvious in Calatrava‘s statement as Traganou shows 

in her article entitled ‗National and Post-national Dynamics in the Olympic 

Design: The case of the Athens 2004 Olympic Games‟.
48

 As the author of the 

article observes about the Athens Olympic Complex and especially the renovation 

of the roof of the Olympic Stadium in Athens and her critique in Calatrava‘s 

rhetoric,  

‗The project, both in its plan and morphology, is dominated by the shape 

of an arch, which Calatrava explained as an athletic metaphor: ―like the 

way an athlete throws the javelin, or a long jumper jumps.‖ Following 

local criticism that the work was inappropriate within the landscape of 

Attica, however, Calatrava changed his rhetoric, describing the work in 

terms of Greece‘s architectural legacy. He referenced the Acropolis of 

Athens and the Byzantine church Aghia Sophia to convince the public 

that his project was continuous with the Greek tradition.‘ (Traganou, 

2009:79)  

An important issue in this case study that it is been examined in this research, 

is the role of the colour and the architectural forms in Calatrava‘s work, in 

particular the case study of the L‘Hemispheric in Valencia. It is interesting at this 

point to examine how for instance the colour was used in the paradigm of the 

Athens Olympic Stadium (Fig.66) as seen in Traganou‘s (2009) article. As the 

author continues,  

‗The way in which the choice of colour for Calatrava‘s roof was 

explained to the public also is indicative of such intentions. Calatrava 

initially announced that the roof glass would be tinted blue in homage to 

the colour of the Greek sky and sea. In subsequent interviews, Calatrava 

pushed his argument even further, interpreting his choice of colours as a 
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direct reference to the Greek flag, thus providing his strong nationalistic 

nuances. Yet despite these explanations, Calatrava‘s architectural 

language has almost always been based on arched forms, an approach that 

he applies worldwide, regardless of regional architectural languages.‘ 

(Traganou, 2009:79-80)  

This critique, by Prytherch and Traganou on two different projects by 

Santiago Calatrava as seen above, is not being used from the researcher as a 

comparison between these projects, but it is quite interesting as it shows an 

important resemblance in his work. It is also significant to the words of Rafael 

Moneo on the typology of architecture and structures and the connection of the 

single object to the world it surrounds and by its history as he describes it 

(Moneo, 1978:44).  

 

 

 

Figure 66. Olympiako Stadio Athinas ‗Spyros Louis‘, Athens 2004. 
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Prytherch and Traganou also problematized on the aspect of nationalism-

regionalism-universalism through the practice of Santiago Calatrava and how his 

projects were used as regional-national-universal products. It is very interesting 

at this point to refer to the philosophical question that Andrew Benjamin raises in 

his book „Art Mimesis and the Avant-Garde‟. At the beginning of his chapter 

entitled „Pluralism, the Cosmopolitan and the Avant-Garde‟ the author mentions,  

‗At present one of the major philosophical questions to be answered 

concerns the nature of the present. It is precisely in terms of this question 

that it becomes possible to situate the plurality of contemporary artistic 

production. Any attempt to delimit or define the nature of the present is 

constrained to provide, either implicitly or explicitly, the criteria whereby 

such acts can be justified. Description and definition seem to demand 

legitimation. The problem that marks this present is the crisis of 

legitimation.‘ (Benjamin, 1991:127-136)  

And continuous by pointing two ways to respond to this fact,  

‗One is to search for new forms of legitimation. Within the world of art 

this often takes the form of a recourse to tradition; to nationalism and, 

perhaps perversely, via appeals to universality. In opposition to this 

nostalgia there is the possibility of an affirmation of the present. In the 

place of tradition would stand a thinking of the avant-garde; in the place 

of nationalism there would be the cosmopolitan, and finally the place of 

universality would cede to pluralism.‘ (Benjamin, 1991:127-136)  

Earlier than Benjamin, but quite related in regards to his universality – 

pluralism, Siegfried Kracauer‘s (1975) essay on the „mass ornament‟ seems 

interesting.
49

 As it was suggested by the author,  

‗The human figure used in this mass ornament has begun its exodus from 

the organic splendor and individual constituency (Gestalthaftigkeit) and 

entered the realm of anonymity into which it exteriorizes itself when it 
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stands in truth and when the knowledge radiating from its human source 

dissolves the contours of the visible natural form.‘ (Kracauer, 1975:73)  

Calatrava‘s ‗Eye‘ structure in the City of Arts and Sciences works as a 

fragmented disembodied human body both global and individual. Siegfried 

Kracauer states that the „mass ornament‟ is a complex of human remnants,  

‗Nature is deprived of its substance in the mass ornament, and this 

indicates the condition under which only those aspects of nature can 

assert themselves which do not resist illumination through reason. (This 

is why the trees, ponds and mountains of old Chinese landscapes were 

painted as spare ornamental signs.) The organic center is removed and the 

remaining parts are composed according to laws yielding knowledge 

about truth, however temporally conditioned such knowledge might be--

and not according to laws of nature. Also, only remnants of the human 

complex enter into the mass ornament. Their selection and compilation in 

the aesthetic medium result from a principle which represents form-

bursting reason in a purer way than those other principles which preserve 

humanity as an organic unity. Viewed from the perspective of reason, the 

mass ornament stands revealed as mythological cult wrapped in 

abstractness.‘ (Kracauer, 1975:73) 

 

6.4 APPROACHING THE ‘EYE’: ‘PENETRATING’ THE HUMAN 

BODY, AN ARTIFICIAL PRAXIS 

 

The ‗eye‘ and in particular the human eye seems to play an important role in 

Santiago Calatrava‘s work. Searching his general work it is remarkable that there 

is a sort of obsession concerning the image and structure of the human eye. As 

Dennis Sharp (1994) points out,  

‗Santiago Calatrava designs within the continuity of Continental 

traditions in which the eye rules the mind‘. As Gombrich and others have 

been at pains to state this is one of the unique contributions an artist can 

make to culture. It is, of course, part of the Renaissance tradition of the 
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architect seeking to order and control the visible universe. The depiction 

of this world would be achieved by graphic representation.‘ (Sharp, 

1994:13)  

Looking back to his work it can be seen this particular interest of Calatrava in 

the human eye. From his drawings and notes it can be found an explanation as a 

means of conceptualising a future project by using drawing, sketches, sculptures 

and technical drawing. His sketchbook is a useful source on how he thinks about 

a concept, and in particular for this research, the human eye. An example of his 

study for the Planetarium in Valencia could be seen in his ‗Secret Sketchbook‘ 

(Zardini, 1996). In a note in his studies on the human eye Santiago Calatrava 

writes about the Planetarium (Fig.67),  

‗The planetarium of Valencia‘s city of science the idea of the eye for the 

introspection of the world interior vision idea of perception from inside.‘ 

(Zardini, 1996:21)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 67. Santiago Calatrava, in Zardini (1996) p.21. 
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As Deitz Paula (2001) writes in her article about „Calatrava‟s Creativity‟
50

  

‗Among his multiple watercolours of Rodinesque human figures and 

Picassoesque bulls is a startling image of an eye, usually blue, under a 

heavy brow, with a piercing gaze. In merging this idealized eye with 

another image, of a bird in flight, he produced a sculpture in polished 

brass, The Bird, from which he derives one of his major architectural 

silhouettes. Like the sculpture itself, seen from the side, the arch of the 

steel brow overreaching the models (and eventually the buildings 

themselves) appears like a protective carapace over the complexity of 

interior truss work. Seen straight on, the arch separates into a winged V 

formation that conveys both the tension and levity of frozen flight. The 

iris of the eye, conveyed in the sculpture by a brass ball that rolls back 

and forth on the polished black granite base, can also be seen as the inner 

sphere, say, of the planetarium revealed behind a grid wall that opens and 

closes like an eyelid. If as Calatrava believes, the eye is the architect's 

most accurate tool, then the gaze is reciprocal, with the building 

configured as a seeing organism. Inside the buildings, slender supporting 

columns under canopies of steel tubing recover for him the primeval 

notion of sheltering trees, and a full-scale mockup in the cortile gives the 

impression of a delicate forest. He has brought movement to architecture 

with his electronically controlled openings, like the glass clamshell that 

parts at street level to swallow up visitors into the whale like interior of 

the underground Emergency Services Centre in St Gallen, Switzerland.‘ 

(Deitz, 2001:24) 

The artistic side of Santiago Calatrava is obvious and clear by his drawings 

and sculptures where it can be seen his thinking, philosophy and approach to a 

design problem. As Dennis Sharp indicates on how Calatrava prepares his 

designs by including paintings, drawings and sculptures,51  

‗Calatrava‘s approach to design problems is also traditional; almost every 

scheme will start from an analysis of the complexity of the problems 

posed by the brief, often developing as sketches in front of the client or 

during a brainstorming session with a group of consultants. From this 

basis an agreement is reached on a method of approach and the design is 
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usually developed in a series of sketch books where design variants are 

explored in water colour drawings.‘ (Sharp, 1996:8) 

From his drawings and sculptures (Fig.68) and also from his practice, as the 

researcher indicates in the following paragraph, Santiago Calatrava shows his 

expressionistic intentions and obsessions to his future architectural, engineering 

and design concepts, making very clear his intention to build a human eye when 

he states that,  

‗Sculpture plays a most important role in my architectural investigations. 

In particular as a means to study nature and extract out of nature ways of 

giving appropriate form to buildings. This can be seen in my long-time 

obsession to make a building like an eye, which through several trials in 

sculpture led to many aspects forming the basis of the solution of Lyon 

Airport Stadium.‘ (Tischhauser and Moos, 1998:6-7)  

As Antony Tischauser mentions (about the concept of the human like ‗eye‘ 

structure in Valencia), a first appearance as a similar structure but in a smaller 

scale than L‘Hemispheric, could be seen at the Emergency Services Center 

(Fig.69) in St. Gallen in Switzerland (1988-1998),  

‗This roof, part of the Science Centre Complex in Valencia was preceded 

by a similar but smaller project in the control of light for the police 

headquarters in the Swiss town of St Gallen.‘ (Sharp, 1996:17)  

Of course the use of the human eye as a design solution but in a different 

form and from a different perspective could be seen as a whole structure in some 

of his buildings or as part of the structure, such as for instance in the Ernsting 

Warehouse (1983-85) in Germany (Fig.70), the Wohlen High School (1983-88) 

in Switzerland, the Zurich University Law Faculty (1989-2004) in Switzerland, 

the Lyon Airport Station (1989-94) in France, the Montjuic Communications 

Tower in Barcelona, Spain (1989-1992), the Tenerife Concert Hall (1991-2003) 
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Figure 68. Santiago Calatrava, in Zardini (1996) p.16. 

 

Figure 70. Santiago 

Calatrava, Ernstings 

Warehouse (1983-

1985), Folding doors 

in operation, in 

Tzonis (1999) p.38. 

 

Figure 69. Santiago Calatrava, 

Emergency Services Center in 

St. Gallen in Switzerland, view 

of project with surrounding 

urban context, in Tzonis (2004) 

p.166. 
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in Spain or the Valencia Opera House (1996-2004) in Spain. With his own words 

Santiago Calatrava makes it clear about his ‗idea (ιδέα) about the eye,  

‗I am fascinated by the idea of the eye and, after much contemplation, I 

developed a mechanical eye and built a model which opened and closed 

in the same way as an eyelid. An interpretation of this idea has been 

applied to the doors of a warehouse we built for Ernstings Warehouse 

[1983-1985] as part of their distribution network in Coesfeld, Germany.‘ 

(Sharp, 1996:10) 

The example of the L‟Hemispheric reinforces the aspect that throughout the 

history of architecture the human body could be ‗lived‘ in a large scaled 

fragment of our own body. In writing about Antony Gormley‘s sculpture work 

W. J. T. Mitchell (2007)
52

  in his article „Architecture as Sculpture as Drawing: 

Antony Gormley‟s Paragone‟ refers to Henri Lefevre‘s „the production of space‟ 

and William Blake‘s three portraits of the artist „as ways of world-making‟ and 

the role and relationship between architecture, sculpture and painting. As W. J. 

T. Mitchel indicates,  

‗Three images of the artist engaged in what Henri Lefebvre calls the 

‗production of space‘: conceived space, the space of the designer or 

architect; lived, practised, constructed space, the realm of the builder and 

shaper of materials, the sculptor; perceived or ‗secreted‘ space, the 

immersive environment, reproduced blindly and instinctively, like 

automatic drawing or painting. Of course a blink of the eye allows all 

three figures to change places: the architect is a draughtsman, drawing the 

outlines of the world in space, sketching a shape to be sculpted in matter; 

the sculptor is an architect and draughtsman, drawing his form in metal 

and shaping a world with his hammer; the painter-draughtsman gives 

birth to a world with fluids drawn from her own body, caught at the 

moment of parturition when the drawing is still going on, the wound of 

the birth trauma is still bleeding, the embryonic world not yet separated 

from its creator. Virtual, actual and visceral worlds delineated in firm, 
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wiry, bounding lines engraved in a copper plate, signed ‗William Blake, 

sculpsit.‘‘ (Mitchel, 2007) 

 Calatrava‘s extended work, built and unbuilt, has a common characteristic. 

The use of the human body, not only as a source of inspiration for the 

construction of a bridge or a train station or even a tower but also for the exterior 

shape of his buildings, indicates in his work that the space, the ‗living space‘ or 

more precisely the ‗constructed/artificial space‘ by man is for and by him. Such 

an anthropocentric approach is a statement of the conscious and unconscious 

(deliberate of course as for Calatrava‘s work), an indication that whatever man 

builds because it is constructed by him and for him it has to have as a source of 

inspiration the hidden architecture of his own body, be it as figurative, mimetic, 

abstract, skeletal etc. As Calatrava himself refers to the importance of the human 

figure,  

‗Well you see first the, the sense of the movement, the sense of the 

proportion and more than anything else that we are all human so indeed 

and so it became as I say a canonic pattern for architecture.‘
53 

  

Calatrava in his work is very keen on acquiring inspiration from the human 

body in general, as a type of this ‗inner architectural structure‘. It is obvious from 

his own words that this inspiration comes as a source for the exterior form of his 

architectural structures. According to Santiago Calatrava,  

‗Another topic that is also very important in architecture is anatomy and 

the idea of reading in the human body structures, or appreciating in the 

human body, a sense of architecture. Whatever we do, the magnitude or 

the dimension of a thing is always related to our bodies. Architecture, in a 

very natural way, is purely related to humans, because it is done for --and 
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by-- people. This makes anatomy a very powerful source of inspiration.‘ 

(Kausel and Pedletton-Jullian, 2002:91)  

But this notion by Santiago Calatrava is also a self - or -a global testimony of 

„man‟s being in the centre of man‟s world‟. A sort of self-evident realization to 

eulogise our own catastasis of „being in the world‟. The structure of the 

L‟Hemispheric/The Planetarium by Calatrava (Fig.71) is more important, and 

that it is why it was chosen as a case study, because it is the closest to its 

‗realistic‘ shape, if we take the Platonic philosophy of „ιδέα‟ (idea) of mimesis, 

that this shape is ‗ours‘ or ‗his‘, meaning the architects (primary or secondary in 

relation to Plato‘s thought) figure for the human eye. The source of inspiration is 

obviously in this structure, the eye of the human. An ‗Eye‘ that is to say, the „Eye 

of Wisdom‟ as Nas and Bracus indicate,  

Figure 71. Santiago Calatrava, L‟Hemispheric/The Planetariumm, 2012 

Photo by the author. 
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‗Not only the measurements and movements of the human body inspired 

this architect, the external and internal shapes of the human body are also 

incorporated in his architecture. One of the most striking examples of 

Calatrava‘s anthropomorphic architecture can be found in Valencia, 

Spain. ―L‘Hemisfèric,‖ also known as the ―Eye of Wisdom,‖ provides a 

home for the planetarium, film theatre, and auditorium. It is situated in 

the middle of a vast pond, and the reflection of the building in the water 

creates the complete image of an eye. The planetarium globe is placed in 

the middle of an elliptical shaped building constructed of concrete, glass, 

and steel, and can be seen as the ―pupil‖ of the big ―eye‖.‘ (Nas and 

Brakus, 2004:262)  

But this specific structure by Calatrava drives us away from the animistic 

anthropomorphic perception of objects; it is a self-evident, self-approved 

structure. There is no need to imagine that this structure is a large scaled human 

eye. What needs to be considered is what this research has noted before; that 

whenever man‘s actions transform the physical (as we know it nowadays) shape 

of the human body then inevitably this kind of action generates reaction (not in a 

negative way but more sceptical) on how we perceive our own body. And this 

epanaleptic transformation of the human body, this characteristic notion of the 

architect Santiago Calatrava, appears as a structure of a megalithic remnant of 

our own body. This action inevitably is a source for creating metaphors about our 

physical being in the world and the metaphors that are generated from an 

intentionally anthropomorphic building. To begin one can say that this structure 

(the L‘Hemispheric) is part of a complex as was mentioned above for cultural, 

entertainment educational purposes with a commercial and profitable way. The 

structure of the eye, as part of the human body and as an inspiration to it, covers 

also the practices for which this complex was built; the human body as a medium 

for education, culture, science and investigation, research and action, thought and 

commercialisation. It appears to be as a complex of ‗eulogy‘ of human beings 
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and their achievements. What seems most like a physical fact in Calatrava‘s 

structure is to ‗humanise‘ whatever aspect that the human (perception) perceives 

or understands based on the limits of his knowledge. Anthropomorphism seems 

natural in a human-like world. With the specific project of Calatrava we no 

longer see or name anthropomorphic structures, shapes etc., we experience them.  

At the time that the Planetarium was built by Calatrava it strengthened the 

regionalism (of Valencia) with a global ‗meaning‘ as an image, as it was 

mentioned previously, with the use of a global symbol and a basic body organ, 

the human eye, even if this organ is presented schematically, as a personal 

expression by the architect. Because this is not the eye of the Spanish people, or 

the eye of the citizens in Valencia or even the Valencia‘s Government; rather it is 

a global metaphor of the human values of knowledge, observation, the human 

body structure and human beings themselves. It seems that Calatrava has 

‗franchised‘ (unconsciously or consciously) the formula of the skeletal human 

like bodily structures that could be presented, used or even adapt/linked in every 

concept and metaphoric relation to different places and concepts; because what is 

most common in every place is the relation of the human body and the place 

(environment) each time. As Santiago Calatrava mentions about his intentions as 

seen in Sutherland Lyall‘s (1991) introduction,  

‗It is my intention to produce buildings that are built for their 

environment and which seek a relationship with their surroundings. The 

aim is to reach once again an understanding between engineering and 

architecture in the sense of the creation of static, formal and plastic 

possibilities of the respective materials. Behind all this stands the search 

for a unity between the art of architecture and the art of engineering.‘ 

(Calatrava, 1991)  
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So the human body as shaped in Calatrava‘s work could be seen as „today‟s 

signature architecture‟ borrowing Palasmaa‘s phrase (Palasmaa, 2011:20) not as 

a means of control but as a product of identification of the image of the human 

body. The universality of Santiago Calatrava‘s architecture is related to that of 

the human body. That is why in nowadays this global metaphor that the building 

represents reflects the Spanish, European and global crisis. As Lisa Abend 

(2012)
54

 observes in her article „White Elephants on Parade: The Unloved New 

Castles in Spain‟,  

‗In 2011, regional president Francisco Camps announced that the 

complex had brought in some 40 million tourists since it opened, and the 

complex has indeed become the most readily identifiable sign of the city. 

But visibility alone does not mean success, especially in times of 

economic crisis. The Valencia project came in four times over its original 

budget, and its final unit was not completed until 2005.‘ (Abend, 2012)  

Whether the L‟Hemispheric is mimetic or not is not so important. The fact 

that it is a mechanical structure is the most concerning aspect of the project. It is 

the metaphoric meaning that such a practice generates about our own body and 

about the body of objects. The L‟Hemispheric/Planetarium in Valencia thus 

could be seen as a primitive architectural symbol of the changing face of objects 

into subjects and of the future of man as a Cartesian practice of ‗subjects without 

objects‘ entering a holistic ‗subjective‘ reality (Fig.72). And by referring to 

‗subjective,‘ from a phenomenological perspective, the researcher means the 

‗subject‘ as the centre of the practices of the society, as we are forcing ourselves 

to lead our society full off ‗subjects‘ but without ‗objects‘. An interesting 
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Figure 72. Complex at night, showing the canopy in opened and half-closed 

positions, in Tzonis (1999) pp.170-171.   
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question came from the audience when the researcher presented the paper in 

2011 at the International Conference „Rethinking the Human in Technology-

Driven Architecture‟ organised by the European Network of Heads of Schools of 

Architecture/European Association for Architectural Education55. After the 

presentation, the researcher was asked the following question by a person in the 

audience: „So do you propose that man should build anthropomorphic 

buildings?‟ And the answer of the researcher was no, because such an action is 

self-evident, such process is self-presented; it is presented by the actions and by 

the implementations of humans. And man would have to turn his view into 

practices besides the architectural thought, for instance the application of such 

practice to related subjects like art, technology, robotics, philosophy, sociology, 

anthropology etc. As Linnda R. Caporael and Cecilia M. Heyes (1996) write on 

why we anthropomorphize as far as the relation of humans and animals in their 

article entitled „Why Anthropomorphize? Folk Psychology and Other Stories‟
56

 

they mention that,  
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‗Attributing human characteristics-specifically mental states-to 

nonhuman entities is pervasive among humans. All cultures have 

metaphors relating humans, animals, and other entities. Anthropomorphic 

thinking is characteristic of children, who also show developmental shifts 

in its use (Inagaki, 1989; Inagaki &: Sugiyama, 1988). 

Anthropomorphism has properties of scale, persisting for the few seconds 

that a car fails to start or the dog "looks guilty," or for centuries, in 

various beliefs about a diffuse causal agency in the universe and the 

human attributes of trees; rivers, and animals. People implore cars to 

start, dance to cause the rain, and threaten computers.‘ (Caporael and 

Heyes, 2001:60)  

From a different perspective, Juhani Palasmaa in a phenomenological 

thinking and analysis refers to the meaning of the image and imagination in his 

book ‗The Embodied Image‘ in 2011. As he mentions about Merleau-Ponty, „The 

painter “takes his body with him” says [Paul] Valéry. Indeed we cannot imagine 

how a mind could paint,‟ Merleau-Ponty argues.‟ (Palasmaa, 2011:35). And 

Palasmaa continues by mentioning that,  

‗It is even more unthinkable that a mind, detached from embodiment, 

could conceive architecture because of the indisputable role of the body 

in the very constitution of architecture: architecture takes place in the 

flesh of the world and in the carnal and lived human reality. With the 

exemption of the deformed and disturbed mind, and certain pathological 

hallucinations, human thoughts take place in the same flesh of the world 

which is also occupied by our bodily being. Thus, thinking is not 

primarily abstract or alienated from lived reality; it articulates, 

compresses, distils and amalgamates live experiences. As jean-Paul Sartre 

argues: ‗[U]nderstanding is not a quality coming to human reality from 

the outside; it is its characteristic way of existing.‘ The processes of 

thought are fundamentally open-ended in the way that life processes in 

general are open-ended and self-regulating.‘ (Palasmaa, 2011:35)     

But if we focus on the L‟Hemispheric it can be seen as a paradox on the very 

structure of the eye. The eye as realistic as it can be proposed by the architect, 

suggests an expressionistic skeleton of its structure. Calatrava proposes to the 

viewer a stylistically unknown eye reminiscent of his existence. The building 

reveals a reference to the shape of the human eye mimicking the mechanical 
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kinesis of the eyelid. 

The disembodied 

human eye is structured 

with a skeletal 

synthesis adapted to the 

architectural and 

mechanical practices 

with a 

personal/expressionistic 

approach to its 

‗realistic‘ structure. The skeletal synthesis of the eye by Calatrava with the 

adaptive kinesis reveals a surrealistic approach to the eye‘s structure, an 

approach that presents a part of the human body as a colossal remnant of the 

human existence (as mentioned previously). Calatrava reveals the inner 

architecture of the human eye and transforms it as the external shape of the 

building. Furthermore as far as the colour of the structure it might be said that the 

extended use of white colour (mimicking the white colour of the human skeleton) 

that dominates the building, reveals and underlines the skeletal structure of the 

building (Fig.73). As Sutherland Lyall mentions in his introduction of the 

catalogue „Santiago Calatrava, Dynamic Equilibrium/Recent Projects,‟  

‗Calatrava‘s buildings are not highly coloured. It has simply been a 

matter of using materials as they are, occasionally modifying the colour 

of concrete with different sands and aggregates and using one kind of 

metal in preference to another. These are, however, inextricably tied up 

with his preoccupation with light. He says, ―For many years I have been 

working with materials which have their own natural colour. So the 

choice of colour has been inextricably determined by the choice of 

material. Rather than playing around with choices of colour, my 

Figure 73. Santiago Calatrava, L‟Hemispheric/The 

Planetariumm,(detail) 2012 Photo by the author. 
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experiments have been with light and shade and their effect on the pattern 

and texture of surfaces.‖‘ (Calatrava, 1991)   

With this kind of practice in the L‟Hemispheric (Fig.74), Calatrava is creating 

a paradox of the eye‘s structure, creating an infinite chain of structures within the 

structure; inhabiting an inner layer of the human body that has always been 

secluded from our perspective, transforming the inner structure and revealing it 

as the outer structure of the building (the skin) and of the human body itself. In 

the introduction of „Santiago Calatrava Secret Sketchbook‟ Pierluigi Nicolin 

mentions,  

‗If Eisenman tries to decipher reality allegorically, Calatrava‘s place is 

with the symbolic understanding of the mystics. It is well known that the 

essence of mysticism lies in a strongly symbolic expression of its own 

content and that by virtue of its iconic character it presents itself as a 

structure open to a broad understanding, whereas philosophy is forced to 

read architectural structure allegorically, depriving it for the most part of 

its specific import in order to bring it closer to truth and general 

formulas.‘ Nicolin continuous, ‗The concrete form of symbols necessarily 

becomes the result of an interaction with history: we can recognise a 

close bond between symbols and becoming. The concrete form of the 

symbols chosen by the ―mystic‖ would thus be the result of the 

interaction between the tradition he looks to, his personal creative 

attitude, and the historical conditions in which he acts. We can include 

some of Calatrava‘s works in this definition by virtue of the difficulty 

encountered if one attempts to position them neutrally with respect to 

certain international trends based on general formal modules.‘ (Zardini, 

1996:9) 

The problem, which Calatrava‘s work explores, is that whenever a creator is 

trying to imitate/project or approach the human body from its physical shape and 

function this notion inevitably generates philosophical, sociological and 

anthropological questions and metaphors upon perhaps the most popular and 

intimate object; our own body. This notion of mimesis of the human body 

appears as a single architectural structure in Calatrava‘s work (even if it appears 
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Figure 74. Detail view of Planetarium, in Tzonis (2004) pp.216-217. 
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as a surrealistic, expressionistic or experimental artistic approach to the human 

body). An interesting point was set by Alexander Tzonis (1999) about 

Calatrava‘s designs and the author suggests „three levels‟ that his designs work,  

‗Calatrava‘s designs work on three levels. First, they solve problems by 

providing optimal schemes. These solutions, in turn, represent the core 

beliefs and desires that explain the designs. And finally, Calatrava‘s 

design solutions encourage us to question where these beliefs and desires 

come from and why they are essential to humanity. Calatrava responds to 

all three issues…The offspring of this process is a new type of 

contemporary practice of design artefact: an amalgam of sculpture and 

tool, a new broader definition of technology, and a new type of 

contemporary practice for architects, engineers, and artists.‘ (Tzonis, 

1999:10)  

And Tzonis continues, referring to the „three levels‟ of the structures of 

Calatrava, by stating,  

‗As with any structure, Calatrava‘s projects operate on three levels 

simultaneously: as constructions, or how stable they are and how well 

they resist disintegration; as containers (also referred to as vessels or 

conduits), or how successfully they accommodate people and their 

activities; and as envelopes, or how adequately they cover a place.‘ 

(Tzonis, 1999:12)  

At this point the researcher would have to disagree with Alexander Tzonis 

and his approach that the work of Santiago Calatrava is not mimetic when he 

writes that,  

‗His forms, however, are not mimetic. ―His is not an ―organic style.‖ His 

schemes rather draw on nature, taking cues from the way the skeleton, the 

circulatory system, and the skin of organism-especially the human body-

function and flourish.‘ (Tzonis, 1999:12)  

The researcher would have to go back to the Platonic philosophy and the 

Platonic ‗ιδέα‘ (idea) of the metaphor of the ‗bed‘ in order to ‗prove‘ the mimetic 

notion in his work. In Calatrava‘s work the mimetic ‗idea‘ appears in the two 
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levels of the ‗idea‘ by Plato,  both as of the ‗carpenter‘s‘ in the Platonic thought 

but also as of the ‗artist‘s‘ as it was developed in book ‗X‘ of the Republic of 

Plato (Plato; Bloom,1968:278-282/596a-599e). Though whether it is mimetic or 

not is not so important. The fact that it is a mechanical structure of the human 

eye is the most concerning aspect of the project. It is the metaphoric meaning 

that such practice generates about our own body and about the ‗body‘ of objects. 

Furthermore, it indicates a narrative exploration similar to a narrative ancient 

Greek metope, or perhaps nowadays the contemporary use of projections or the 

use of screens on the outer 

surfaces of buildings 

(Fig.75). Through 

technological advancement 

the projection of the 

mechanization of the 

human body through cyber 

culture, robotics and 

computer based practices 

has many manifestations. An interesting part of this specific work by Calatrava is 

the absence of gender/identity with the use of an organ common to all human 

genres, for that makes it a global mark. As Juhani Palasmma (1996) mentions,  

‗It is similarly inconceivable that we could think of purely cerebral 

architecture that would not be a projection of the human body and its 

movement through space. The art of architecture is also engaged with 

metaphysical and existential questions concerning man‘s being in the 

world.‘ (Palasmaa, 1996:45)  

 

Figure 75. British company Seeper recently brought 

New York traffic to a standstill with animated 

projections dissolving the facades of the IAC 

building. 
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It seems that the Cartesian philosophy, that proposed the dichotomy and the 

existence of the Dual relation of body and mind, to be proposed here with 

Calatrava.  The project is an extensive metaphor of the perception of man and the 

investigation of the cosmos.  

An interesting relation of Calatrava‘s L‘Hemispheric/Planetarium in Valencia 

could be seen in Etienne-Louis Boullée‘s monumental proposal entitled 

‗Cenotaph to Newton‘ (1784, Fig.76). As Richard Sennett writes in his book 

‗Flesh and Stone‘,  

‗Boullee‘s most famous project before the Revolution was a monument to 

be dedicated to Isaac Newton, a vast building shaped around a spherical 

chamber; the chamber meant to serve, like a modern planetarium, as an 

image of the heavens. In imagining this great spherical chamber, Boullee 

wrote, he wished to evoke the majestic emptiness of nature which he 

believed Newton had discovered. Boullee‘s planetarium would do so by 

making use of a novel system of lighting: ―The lighting of this 

monument, which should resemble that on a clear night, is provided by 

the planets and the stars that decorate the vault of the sky.‖ To 

accomplish this effect, he proposed that the planetarium's dome would be 

pierced by ―funnel-like openings .... The daylight outside filters through 

these apertures into the gloom of the interior and outlines all the objects 

in the vault with bright, sparkling light.‖ The viewer enters the building 

from an outside passage far below the sphere, then walks up steps to enter 

at the very bottom of the chamber; having glimpsed the heavens, the 

viewer descends steps and files Out at the other side of the building. ―We 

see only a continuous surface which has neither beginning nor end,‖ he 

wrote ―and the more we look at it, the larger it appears.‖‘ (Sennett, 

1996:293-294) 
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Figure 76. Etienne-Louis Boullée‘s Cenotaph to Newton exterior 

perspective and section, night view, in Rykwert (1982) p.63. 
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Similar to Boullée‘s project of the construction of a planetarium as a 

metaphor of the cosmos, Calatrava‘s structure (Fig.77), even if it has a 

resemblance to Etienne-Louis Boullée‘s proposal, Calatrava‘s cosmos in the 

structure of L‘Hemispheric is a metaphor to the man‘s perception of the cosmos; 

the ‗Eye‘ is a simulation for the perception of man.  The structure with the 

skeletal exterior surface as the skin covers the inner pupil of the eye, where 

within this spherical geometric shape the audience participates in a series of 

projections in an IMAX screen. By such an action Santiago Calatrava creates 

infinite structures within a structure. This notion is a study and proposition to the 

‗infinite‘ inner structures of our own body as a source of inspiration. And the 

researcher says infinite because the Eye‘s structure works as a simulation to our 

own body. One of the interesting things in this structure is the use of hydraulic 

mechanisms to resemble the kinesis of the human eye. This mechanization of our 

own body relates to cyborgs, cyber culture, robotics and it is as Dennis Sharp 

point out that, „The philosophy of Calatrava is to create structures that seek to 

express our time‟ (Sharp, 1996:6).  

 

Figure 77. Section, in Tzonis (1999) pp.172-173. 
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It is quite interesting at this point the opinion/critique of Charles Jencks as 

quoted in the book ‗The Global Architect: Firms, Fame and Urban Form‘ by 

Donald McNeil,  

‗…Charles Jencks, while sympathetic in his search for a ‗structural 

expressionism‘, suggest that ‗something in him‘, meaning Calatrava, 

‗always pushes beyond this basic poetry, exaggerating a cantilever a bit 

too far, tapering a concrete section just a little too elegantly, repeating a 

structural unit once too often.‘ (McNeil, 2009:95)   

But this repetitiveness of structural units it is part of a natural organism, such 

as the human body. For certain in the work of Calatrava, as Jencks observes, a 

repeated structural unit for the creation of an expressionistic approach of the 

human body parts as autonomous and fragmented/disembodied units in urban 

space can be observed. But the realistic representation of the structure of the 

human body is not the case issue because our very own body is constituted by a 

specific physical structure that cannot be reconstructed (at least not yet). The 

physical dimensions of human beings is surely being developed through time but 

still they remain in a physical or artificial (plastic surgery, prosthetics, robotics 

etc.) scale based on the schematic nature of the human body (at least for now). 

The issue as far as the scale in Calatrava‘s gigantic dichotomy and fragmentation 

of the human body is that it leads the researcher beyond the practical function of 

the L‘Hemispheric as a building, to the meaning of the image of the specific 

building as part of the society (regional or universal).  As Amerigo Marra writes 

about Charles Jencks‘s theoretical observations in biomorphic structures and 

‗organi-tech‘ architecture,  

‗According to Jencks, the biomorphic has been marginalized throughout 

architectural history: ―Curves, undulations, and natural forms were 
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mostly confined to ashtrays, doorknobs, and an occasional acoustic form, 

where they could be justified rationally and economically.‖ In 

cyberculture, however, modernist architecture‘s aesthetics of 

―reductivism, mechanism, and functional determinism‖ is gradually being 

undermined by the cultural dynamics of the Information Age, together 

with the currents identified by Jencks: the new life sciences of chaos and 

complexity, the mainstreaming of the ecology movement, and, on the 

level of structural engineering, the ability to build curved forms made 

possible by automated production and new materials.‘ (Marra, 1999:62)  

As Amerigo Marra continues in, 

‗…an erogenous transformation of the body‘s penetralia...the theme 

parking of visceral landscapes in the ―Body Wars‖ ride at Walt Disney 

World‘s Epcot Center – a simulated trip through the body, in pursuit of a 

splinter – may be an early, surreptitious beta-test for everyday existence 

in buildings that breathe and give off blood heat: soft machines for living 

that will return us, in a delicious irony, to the body even as we depart the 

flesh, for cyberspace.‘ (Marra, 1999:66)    

The structure of the L‘Hemispheric by Santiago Calatrava has and works as a 

sort of realisation of the post-modern avant-garde notions for the mechanisation 

and for the adaptive kinesis in a structure as it was expressed by the avant-garde 

English Archigram in the 60s,  

‗Possibly because it was so implausible, Walking City became one of 

Archigram‘s best-known images. Despite its fastidious surface detailing, 

it is hard to interpret literally: Could a big aircraft undercarriage support a 

building? Could a landscape bear the load? Could Walking City paddle in 

the sea, as other versions of the picture suggested? Even read 

metaphorically, questions proliferated: Did Walking City come in peace? 

Nonetheless, it was a bold memorandum of forgotten modernist 

ambitions: to make collective dwellings, transcend national boundaries, 

build machines for living in, extend human dominion, alter everyday 

perception, bring people into contact with the elements, and simply to 

excite the public about the future.‘ (Sadler, 2005:39)  

In the work of Calatrava the adaptive static kinesis of a humanoid structure 

takes its form as a primitive indication of the mechanization of the human body 

by man himself (Fig.78). There is also a notion to a specific crisis. The crisis of 
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Figure 78. Principle of the moving ‗eyelid,‘ in Tischhauser and Moos (1998) 

p.163. 
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the subject, as Arie Graafland (2006) mentions by quoting Michael Hays in his 

essay „Looking into the folds.‟ According to Arie Graafland, 

‗The subject, Hays writes, is no longer viewed as an originating agent of 

meaning, but as a variable and dispersed entity whose very identity and 

place are constituted in social practise. Objects and social processes are 

seen as having a material existence independent of, and at times 

threatening to, the unity of the individual self. What Hays argues is that 

an analogous perceptual shift, which he calls posthumanism, can be 

detected within modern architecture – in particular the architecture of 

Meyer and Hilberseimer. It is a shift away from the humanist concept of 

subjectivity to the so-called ‗death‘ of the subject that refers to the 

transformation of the romantic ideal of individuality into 

‗structurality‘…It is the notion that humans stand as triumphant subjects 

among inert object, a concept long gone.‘ (Graafland, 2006:139)  

The practice of Calatrava, the researcher suggests, shows a different crisis 

than Hays and similarly Graafland indicated. In our current situation with the 

extended use of technology, robotics and cyber culture pragmatics the researcher 

believes that this has changed. The subject (man) and the object (the ‗building‘ in 

architecture) have turned into the same situation, the same catastasis. The object 

(the ‗building‘ in architecture) is a subject as the man is a subject. Seen from a 

phenomenological and ontological perspective the object is not an object 

anymore, is a subject itself or has become a subject in an analogous relation to 

human.  

‗A current problem is that in the world of criticism some people are 

developing moral criteria about engineering. The laws of statics say that 

there are things you shouldn‘t do. But why is it not permissible when it is 

possible? If you ask me why I designed pillars in the shape of my hand, 

for example, I would say because it is possible. Engineering is the art of 

the possible.‘ (Sharp, 1996:12)  

This scientific, engineering practice even if it is a personal statement has a 

truth, but it also appears as a naïve practice on the persistence in evolution 
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without boundaries; as if it refers, somehow, to the evolution of repetitiveness in 

practice and thought. It is a repetition of the thinking, philosophy and practices of 

Guarini, to P.L Nervi, Ernst Haeckel, Antonio Gaudi, Viollet-le-Duc, Le 

Corbusier, Robert Mailart (Giedion, 1967). As Stanislaus von Moos (1998) 

proposes in his essay entitled „Structure Empathy and Civic Art,‟  

‗Admittedly, bio-morphism in engineering is an atavistic given, at least to 

the extent that mechanical tools and machinery are extensions of animal 

or human limbs, by which the physical effects of bodily movements are 

amplified and multiplied. What varies in the world of technics is the 

degree to which bio-morphic analogy is understood by the individual 

designer, even going beyond the strictly utilitarian. It is a question of 

empathy. Empathy, too, is the power by which the sculptor endows a 

piece of stone or clay (or even concrete or steel) with the power to 

symbolize bodily operations or even psychic energy. As to Calatrava, his 

bio-morphism needs to be related to his extravagant inclination towards 

figurative drama and allegory. Not by coincidence, Calatrava‘s works in 

Valencia, his city, reflect such inclinations more immediately than most 

others.‘ (Tischhauser and Moos, 1998:340)    

Paraphrasing the words of Graafland, mentioned above, about the so called 

‗death of the subject,‘ it could be argued that a humanistic and phenomenological 

approach should turn its perspective and shift away from the so called ‗death of 

the subject‘ to the phrase ‗death of the object‘. This can be seen for example, the 

researcher believes, in Tzonis‘s analysis of the Planetarium in Valencia. As he 

analyses and describes the project,  

‗The ―lid‖ referring to the eyelid of the Planetarium, ‗incorporates a 

system of slats mounted on pivoting central stems. As the mobile 

structures slowly open out, they reveal the interior of the sphere, 

simultaneously giving it a light and floating appearance and strengthening 

the dream atmosphere rather than the naturalistic imitation. Once the 

sphere is revealed, the image of a globe emerges, invoking its symbolic 

identification with the universe. The eye, the primary point of entry of 

knowledge, then becomes both receptor and that which is perceived-at 

once subject and object.‘ (Tzonis, 1999:168)  
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As Graafland mentions with critical and sceptical thought about architecture,  

‗One of the main questions to be solved is not the traditional 

philosophical question of how it is that something new can be said to 

come into being; but, perhaps more importantly today, the question arises 

of the nature of the relationship itself as that which generates a different 

condition or thing. In other words, are we dealing with ‗another‘ or ‗new‘ 

architecture, or it is mainly repetition on another plane of what is already 

present?...In architecture we still have to define the relations to historical 

and contemporary practices.‘ (Graafland, 2006:142)  

The case of Calatrava in the L‘Hemispheric is one of this cases that 

Graagland mentions; it is very important what Calatrava proposes, not only in 

relation to the human body itself, but in the form of the architectural form and 

structure itself. The structure is the epitome of a structure as a monad of meaning 

in relation to the human body.  The Eye works like a building without a façade 

and it can be seen from the architectural and free hand drawings and it can be 

experienced by being there. Referring to ‗transgression‘ in Calatrava‘s work, 

Philip Jodidio observes that,  

‗…Calatrava‘s taste for ―transgression‖ or innovation pushes him equally 

to design unusual bridges and unexpected stations. ―Take the case of the 

new TGV Station in Liége,‖ he continuous. ―We reinvented the façade 

completely. Or rather there is no façade. That is my opinion is a 

fundamental transgression. In the place of a traditional façade there will 

only be large openings signalled by metal awnings overhanging the 

square in front of the station…The plan thus becomes the façade.‖‘ 

(Jodidio, 1998:22-24)  

The façade, if we assume there is any in the case of the Planetarium in 

Valencia, is defined and it is incumbent upon the organisation of the space. The 

use of water (pools) in the perimeter of the structure forces the visitor to walk 

around the structure and investigate/experience it. The impression of a structure 

without a façade is obvious with the use of an entrance by the stairs that lead 
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underneath and guide you to the centre of the structure that is the pupil of the eye 

(the visitor meets there the restaurant, small gift shop etc.).  

Coming back to the mechanisation of the human body and the relation to the 

Archigram‘s practice, philosophy and thinking (as mentioned previously), the 

Eye could be seen as a primitive practice of kinesis and of kinetic 

anthropomorphic buildings. Moreover it gives an example on the image of the 

architecture of Santiago Calatrava and also his image and our image of the body. 

The structure works in dual meanings: As a three dimensional human eye and 

also as the reflection of the structure in the water (depending on the light as a 

reflected image of the structure). As Alexander Tzonis poetically expressed,  

‗The eye association becomes even more striking as the graceful, 

hypnotic movements of the structure are mirrored in shallow reflecting 

pools - reminders of the site‘s fluvial past -  surrounding the complex.‘ 

(Tzonis, 1999:168)      

The structure of Calatrava transforms basically the experience of our own 

body not as a mere representation of it but as a means of understanding the 

concept and experience of our own body through our actions and with the key 

element of the Eye as an important organ and an important object,  

‗His working method, as he himself often points out, is a species of 

experimentalism wherein design is deliberately problematized to the point 

where it becomes self-same as artistic research thus opening up 

interesting new perspectives from which to address the complexity of 

contemporary reality, not through a rigid typological schematism but 

through the creation of exemplary constructions capable of functioning as 

recognizable territorial signs.‘ (Molinari, 1998:8-9)  

It is as Anthony Gormley states, in his presentation „Body Space and Body 

Time: Living in Sculpture‟ in 2011, on how he conceives the human body in his 

creative practice. As he mentions,  
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‗What is an experiment? To see if experience can produce understanding. 

Understanding is not necessarily knowledge. Understanding comes from 

tuning into our body, rather than the hermeneutics that human beings 

have got so good at - the translation of experience into language. My 

return to the body is not about representation, it is an attempt to engage 

the total sensorium of consciousness. This transition from body as 

representation to body as space is a translation from representation to 

reflexivity.‘ (Gormley, 2011) 

And continuous about the labelling of an object, 

‗The labelling of an object cuts us off from the ability to key into our 

own, intimate, fragile and therefore precious response. Sculpture can be a 

catalyst for first-hand experience; experience of the object and through it 

of being itself.  What is a catalyst? An inert chemical that induces a 

reaction. That is what I would like the work, both classical and 

contemporary, to do here. The emergent behaviours necessary for this 

kind of engagement have to be developed and the behaviours enforced by 

the plinth have to be reformed.  I am delighted to hear that people are 

lying on the floor next to the blockworks, trying to physically understand 

them by putting themselves into those positions. Art is no longer about 

power and privilege, but participation.‘ (Gormley, 2011)  

Santiago Calatrava does the same, but because of his background in 

engineering and architecture he adds to the structure the -live in- experience, the 

disembodied experience of living in a machine, like a body part, an organ. It 

offers to the visitor the illusion of experience of his personal vision of the inner 

architectural structure of a ‗human like‘ eye. In his attempt the experience is 

perceived in a gigantic fossil of personal imagination and perception, 

‗…the roof becomes at once symbol and subtle membrane between earth 

and sky, a striving toward the light, a progressive dissolution of apparent 

structure.‘ (Molinari, 1998:76)  

But the interesting thing is that with this extensive use of the human body, 

and in particular the human eye in L‟Hemispheric, the structure becomes global; 

for (because) the human body/or the skeleton, the anatomy (of the human 

body/the object), is a global structure/object that stands in the perception of man 
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in a same level. Another key factor of such practice that enforces the global mark 

characteristic is the use of an organ that does not classify a gender. For that 

Calatrava‘s structure works as a ‗mass ornament,‘ as it was mentioned above 

referencing Kracauer, and similarly to Andrew Benjamin‘s ‗universality-

pluralism,‘  

‗Pluralism involves the recognition that judgement has to take place 

despite the absence of universal criteria for judgement. (The 

contemporary problem of judgement is announced within this paradox. 

Any attempt to resolve it will necessitate recourse to an ontology that can 

sustain paradox.) The two fundamental elements of universality at work 

here are unity and the essence. Pluralism does not deny the existence of 

unities. It is rather that it calls into question the possibility of grounding 

unity in terms of an essence. A unity—be it a nation or an object of 

interpretation—becomes the site of the belonging together of 

differences.‘ (Benjamin, 1991:134-135) 

As Andrew Benjamin continues regarding ‗unity‘ as an object,  

‗In the case of the object of interpretation this means accepting the object 

as that which sustains the possibility—be it actual or potential—of 

conflicts of interpretation. Within such conflicts a great deal can be at 

stake. This can only be investigated by bringing out and analysing the 

presuppositions at play within any one specific interpretation. The object 

of interpretation can never be redeemed and hence unified within the 

domain of one exclusive interpretive pronouncement. There can be no 

truth about the object because the object contains no single truth about 

itself. The consequence of this is that it is only by removing truth from its 

position of conceptual dominance and bringing the practice of 

interpretation to the fore that a progressive, plural art criticism will 

become possible. It is precisely in terms of this possibility that the 

political dimension within such criticism is to be identified. Pluralism 

accepts the reality of the many and in so doing is concerned to establish 

criteria of judgement that do justice to the many. The future of judgement 

takes place without the One.‘ (Benjamin, 1991:134-135) 

In Santiago Calatrava‘s Planetarium the obvious becomes ‗real‘ so it is not a 

problem of realising and identifying that this is an Eye. So this practice does not 

work in an animistic way but rather the obvious; it becomes the reason to 
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understand and analyse it from a different perspective; ‗what meaning underlies 

within such a skeletal, mechanical and architectural practice?‘ (Fig.79) The 

researcher would have to disagree with Karsten Harries where in his essay 

entitled „The task of Art in the age of the world picture‟ he points out that,  

‗Pictures refer to what they represent. Buildings, on the other hand, need 

not represent anything. We live and work in them. They offer us both 

physical and spiritual shelter. What different expectations Heidegger‘s 

essay would have invited had he called it instead ‗The age of the World 

Building. To understand the world in the image of a building, perhaps a 

house, invites thoughts of God as an architect, who created this world for 

us to enjoy and dwell in. Think of the Cosmos in Timaeus; or of the 

cosmos in the Middle Ages a divine architecture that places human 

beings near the center. The world is understood here as a well ordered 

whole in which we all have our proper place and vocation. The task of the 

architect might then be to imitate, to the best of his ability, this divine 

model and thus to help us feel more at home in the world. Such work 

would not be a picture. Not every representation is a picture…‘ (Harries, 

2006:84) 

From phenomenological perspective though, this practice enables the 

researcher to perceive the meaning of the building; the meaning that lies beneath 

the surface, the poetics not of space this time as Bachelard suggests, but the 

poetics of the object.  With the case study examination of the L‘Hemispheric this 

becomes evident. It comes clear from the interview of Calatrava about his work 

in the ‗John Tusa Interview.‘ In his interview Santiago Calatrava makes a point 

about his work in general,  

‗My contribution in particular is very modest isn't it, because when I 

speak about my contribution I have to go down you know into pure 

functional scheme saying look my contribution has been to build a station 

in this place, or to make a bridge in this place, just to create a link or just 

to bring people there. This is the real contribution in terms, in real terms. 

Now you see this station and this bridge are different than the other 

bridges, you know, who people may maybe say they are ugly. What is the 

difference then? The difference it is probably the belief that even those 

very modest buildings you know can carry something more. They can 
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Figure 79. Planetarium of the Valencia Science Center, in Tzonis (1999) pp.168-

169. 
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carry a symbolic value, you know. They can be just white painted, you 

know, and then people get surprised you know so sometimes it's the 

colour, you know. Sometimes it's the particular use of the structure you 

know, maybe letting become the building a little bit higher or to have a 

little bit wider. People will say it has wings or it looks like a cathedral. 

Doesn't matter you know. It's just simply higher or it, you know or it's a 

little bit wider, and you also understand through this game that people can 

understand the symbolic value of architecture, so architecture can carry 

values you see of symbolic nature.‘
57

  

And he continues about the building and the need of having meaningful, 

metaphoric or poetic structures by saying that,  

‗We need that urgently. Nobody reads, you know, you know a book just 

because the prosaic aspect of the book. They read it also because they're 

poetic and because all the symbols and the meaning who are behind it, 

and architecture is not different, or somebody looks in a, in a painting of 

Picasso or whatever, another painter, you see what I mean, and try to find 

the meaning behind it because they are meaningful, yes indeed, and 

architecture is in my opinion is an art and can carry those meanings. The 

thing it is are we conscious about that and beyond that also even I would 

say you see that the pure dialogue between the person and the 

architectural fact when it started to became a symbol or a sign it's a purely 

spiritual dialogue, and if we look many of the things who means very 

much to us they are, because they carry also a symbolism who means for 

us something very particular and that we can identify with the object.‘
58

 

In the sphere of architectural structures, it is the relation of the architectural 

practice and the poetics of the image (of the subject-object-human-building) that 

this case study analysed above from phenomenological perspective. Maybe the 

approach of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour in their book „Learning from Las 

Vegas: the Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form‟ (1997) as a postmodern 

analysis, would be interesting to use here; but more as a phenomenological 

approach of a semiological analysis in the retrospect and the experience of 
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 BBC. (no date) The John Tusa Interviews, [Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available 

from: http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio3/johntusainterview/calatrava_transcript.shtml 
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„Learning from the Human Body‘ (paraphrasing the title of Venturi‘s et al. book). 

The „Las Vegas Signs‟ description of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour 

(1977:51), it could be approached (paraphrasing the authors) by the phrase 

„Human Body Signs‟ of the anthropomorphism as seen in the work of Calatrava 

in this case study for example (it could be used also as a method of approach for 

the anthropomorphic buildings and the relation of the human body and 

architectural structures and in other case studies); by using the phrase „Learning 

from the Human Body‟ the researcher refers to the skeletal anthropomorphic and 

architectural structures of Santiago Calatrava in the urban landscape of structured 

human-like bodies.
59

  

Therefore the City of Calatrava and specifically the L‟Hemispheric/the 

Planetarium that it is being examined here as a case study it is an indication of 

the mechanistic interpretation of the human body and also a mechanistic reality 

of the post human catastasis and of human condition and thought. This research 

does not use technophobia but instead is being sceptical on how such 

technological evolution and bondage appears hand in hand as an extension of 

human experience and human consciousness. In the first sentences, as an 

introduction of his article entitled ‗Familiar and Foreign Bodies: A 

Phenomenological Exploration of the Human-Technology‟ the author Michael 

                                                           
59

 A first approach was given previously in subchapter 3.1 by paraphrasing the sentence of 

Venturi et al., „Signs inflect toward the highway even more than buildings. The big sign – 

independent of the building and more or less sculptural or pictorial – inflects by its position, 

perpendicular to and at the edge of the highway, by its scale, and sometimes by its shape.‟ 

(Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour, 1977:51). The example of paraphrasing this phrase provides 

an interesting approach on the relation of the human body and architecture, and in this case for 

example, the anthropomorphic work of Santiago Calatrava.  As an example: Human body signs 

inflect toward the highway even more than buildings. The big human body sign – independent 

of the building and more or less sculptural or pictorial – inflects by its position, perpendicular to 

and at the edge of the highway, by its scale, and sometimes by its shape.  
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Jackson (2002) makes an interesting phenomenological observation.
60

 According 

to Jackson,  

‗Most current debates about new technologies attempt to decide whether 

the innovations are good or bad, or how they may be regulated. The 

discourse is thus either ethical or governmental. But in focusing on how 

the effects of new technologies may be evaluated and managed, these 

debates often leave unexplored the more immediately empirical issue of 

how we actually experience and interact with technologies, and how our 

attitudes towards them are linked to perennial human anxieties about the 

strange, the new, and the other.‘ (Jackson, 2002:333-346)  

The ‗City‘ of Santiago Calatrava, and as a focus to the human eye as it 

appears in L‟Hemispheric, is an exhibition of the global knowledge and practice 

of man. By this mechanisation of the human body, as it seen in the structures of 

the architect, is proposed a notion to a future evolution that is inevitable to 

human societies. It is like with his ‗Eye‘ Santiago Calatrava creates a metaphor 

to the ‗archetypal machine‘ or the ‗megamachine‘ of Lewis Mumford (Mumford, 

1967), a parable of the human organ (the eye) as part of the mechanical quality of 

the human body in relation to the human vision, observation, staring and 

perception. Consequently, it could be said that the meaning beneath the structure 

of the ‗L‘Hemispheric‘ relies as a metaphor to our nature, the nature of human 

beings. 
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7. FINAL REFLECTIONS 

 

 

7.1 CONTRIBUTION TO EXISTING KNOWLEDGE 

  

This research thesis has undertaken an examination on the relation of the 

human body and the exterior form of buildings, the role of anthropomorphism in 

architecture and the impact-metaphors generated by such application through the 

case study examination of established architects and artists and also the relation 

of colossal sculpture and architecture. From the researcher‘s point of view the 

specific research contributed on the basis of these themes in several ways that 

will now be presented in the following paragraphs of this chapter.  

Although in this dissertation the researcher has not added issues of scale and 

the relation of scale and visual perspective, the current contribution to knowledge 

is to establish a connection between contemporary architecture and the long-

standing tradition of anthropomorphic architecture. In an age often thought to be 

dominated by the digital and the abstract it can be seen that an architecture which 

relates to images of the human body is still worth exploring. Within this study 

issues relating to micro or macro scale have not been approached and the 

intention of the researcher was not to create a historical survey in relation to the 

human body and architecture.    
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A first conclusion is that every architectural structure is anthropomorphic in a 

conceptual-ontological sense. Therefore to add anthropomorphic characteristics 

to the exterior structure of the building is an act of pleonasm/redundancy; or it is 

an emphasis to its anthropomorphic content. The problem of anthropomorphism 

in architecture is the magnitude of scale as a necessity to magnify the object in 

order to enclose the subject. This action creates immediately a metaphoric 

meaning on the catastasis of the object (building) and of the subject (man).  

Venturi‘s et al. categorisation in ducks and decorated sheds could be analysed 

in relation to the human body in order to identify and categorise through visual 

representation in architecture how the human body is being approached in each 

case and to identify the intentions of the creator (designer, architect, artist etc.). 

This paraphrase of Venturi‘s et al. approach conducted in the third chapter 

expands its application outside of the symbolism of Las Vegas and applies it to a 

more broad aspect of architectural symbolism in relation to the human body and 

anthropomorphic forms in architecture.  

The meaning/sense of anthropomorphism in architecture reflects also the 

relation of the building and the society each time and this can be proved in 

relation to the use or evolution of the identity of the building in the historic 

continuum. Depending on the design of the building (though it is dangerous to 

generalise) in relation to the human body (philosophically and schematically) the 

anthropomorphic characteristics could have two aspects in a building and this is 

where the approach of Venturi et al. could contribute:  
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 Firstly the visible/schematic (or ‗open‘) anthropomorphism in 

architecture {(The Human Body (Duck)} or The Human Body Signs 

(the visible or ‗open‘)  

and  

 Secondly the conceptual (or ‗closed‘) anthropomorphism in 

architecture {(The Human Body (Shed)} or The Human Body Signs 

(conceptual or ‗closed‘).  

This method of approach could contribute to an understanding of the human 

body‘s symbolic relation to architecture (its exterior form and its ontology) and 

the reflection to society. This dualistic interpretation could contribute more on 

the relation of the human body and architecture (as a visual symbolism) 

specifically in the work of Calatrava where the architect intentionally is 

interested in the relation of the human body and architectural forms and as a 

source of inspiration and source of design solution in his projects. It could be 

used also to identify the relation of the human body and mechanistic functions 

and to a more specific research in Calatrava‘s work on the relation of man and 

machine, the human body and mechanical humanlike structures, robotics, cyber 

culture etc. 

When the architect plays with or creates symbols and in particular the human 

body (fragmented or not) he plays consciously towards a purpose; the purpose is 

not the symbol itself but the very consciousness of man himself. Whether this 

praxis appears to be innocent it is not, nothing is innocent in the eyes of the 

creator. The purpose will reveal itself when time shows the results. The human 
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body becomes a symbol because it is the closest and most familiar ―object‖ in 

every person. Like Oldenburg‘s ‗London Knees‘ at the time it was created, the 

project revealed a truth about a fashionable tendency in London that women 

revealed that specific part of their legs as a result of the miniskirt. But now this 

has become not a fashion but part of contemporary western societies. Calatrava 

revealed another aspect, that of the mechanisation of our own body through 

architecture. And this is something we are faced with nowadays; criticism 

whether it is ethical or unethical to clone, create humanlike robots, prosthetics, 

plastic surgery, implants etc. It is a matter of time that every ‗fashion‘ becomes 

an acceptable reality.  

In architecture the human body is the core of the problem. The human body 

was treated, is treated and will be treated as the source to expand its limits. The 

subject (human body) transformed into an object (building) which in turn is 

transformed into the subject (building). This mimicking process expands the 

human notion and existence in time and space. Nowadays it is crucial to analyse 

a building and its structure and meaning by seeing the sociological, 

anthropological, technological and design advancements in order to understand 

the meaning beneath the surface. The research has no intention to predict rather 

to investigate through these case studies the human body.  

Through the case study of Oldenburg‘s London Knees the human body 

through fashion becomes for the artist a symbol of the city. It also addresses the 

conceptual and commercial mechanisation of the human body through fashion. 

The second case study revealed the historiography of the Binoculars in 

Oldenburg and how this object has being transformed through the practice of 
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Gehry with the collaboration of Oldenburg and van Bruggen into a strategically 

symbolic object of building identities in commercial architecture. It also revealed 

through the case study the historic connection of a project, how it was conceived 

by Oldenburg and was transformed with the collaboration with Gehry 

conceptually and structurally to become a continuous symbol of the identity of 

the occupier each time. The case study showed that if we focus on the binoculars 

as a direct simulation of the object of the binoculars then the investigation could 

stop because we are limited to the shape of an obstacle, a tool that it is being 

magnified to the scale of its ordinary use. But the background of the process on 

the binoculars is not limited to this statement that these are only binoculars and 

these are the simplest abstractions of the trees, sea and a recognisable object. 

Because the origin of the binoculars goes back almost 20 years from the time it 

was built to Oldenburg‘s ‗Notes in Hand‘ and his proposal for skyscrapers and it 

is related to the human body structure and application to buildings. The study 

showed how the object of the Binoculars is related to the human body and how it 

was used as a symbol to connect and built the identity or profile of the occupier 

and how this could follow the identity of every occupier of the specific building. 

As for the categorisation of the Chiat/Day building with the use of the Binoculars 

as a visual reference and simulation to the human body is the conceptual (or 

‗closed‘) anthropomorphism in architecture {(The Human Body (Shade) as a 

structure.  

The case of Calatrava is examined as an example of how the human body 

could become a global symbol of human thought; it also revealed the 

mechanisation of the building as (up to this moment) a primitive step to the 
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creation of the gadget/cyborg building. As for Calatrava‘s structure the whole 

structure is a single object that carries the visible/schematic (or ‗open‘) 

anthropomorphism in architecture {(The Human Body (Duck)} meaning as a 

single autonomous structure (it could be said that the unbuilt ‗London Knees‘ 

proposal of Oldenburg carries the same philosophy in regards to this approach 

but as it was mentioned on the related chapter there was no intense to make it 

inhabitable). Also the main difference in the approach of Calatrava is that he is 

interested in the inner structure of the human body - the skeletal structure (even if 

is an expressionistic approach as it was mentioned in the additional chapter 

instead of Oldenburg who is interested in the visual architectural structure of the 

human body and especially on the project that was examined, the female knees).   

The hypothesis of the research ‗The human body as a building‘ becomes 

clearer because buildings are based consciously and unconsciously in our bodily 

hypostasis and mimetic praxis. Therefore to enclose is to create an 

anthropomorphic meaning. So the building becomes/is the human body and the 

human body becomes/is the building. 

Through the case studies it came as a result that, in his effort to work on the 

structures of his own body or his general shape/figure, man transforms himself 

from subject to object. This sort of mimetic praxis (the mimesis of the very 

image of our body and its transformation, the anthropomorphic values of 

architecture) is a self-centred action of understanding or approaching the human 

body. Imitation in architecture becomes a self-centred anthropocentric action to 

project a narrative meaning of our own catastasis. And it is limited (limited as far 

as the source, man himself) to an unlimited scenarios of the body and the 
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meaning of the body. The study shows that there is a sense of a general 

conceptual anthropomorphism in every structure that encloses the human body 

and this general category of anthropomorphism could be divided in to two 

general categories of visual representation  (as far as the final exterior design that 

the architect, artist or designer will choose to use) by paraphrasing Venturi et al. 

This could lead to a further examination of anthropomorphism in architecture by 

subdividing these two categories to other subcategories. For example on the 

visible/schematic (or ‗open‘) anthropomorphism in architecture {(The Human 

Body (Duck)} or The Human Body Signs (the visible or ‗open‘) as it was 

characterised the example of the unified structures that have these characteristics 

could be explored by examining the role of new materials, robotics in 

architecture, kinetic surfaces etc. in relation to the human body. Because, the 

case study of Calatrava shows the oxymoron of the static kinesis in architecture 

and the adaptation of kinetic parts to the structure. Another question or 

problematization could be the relation to the cyber culture theories etc. and new 

technologies and the relation to architecture.     

 

7.2 FURTHER RESEARCH DEVELOPMENT 

 

This research addressed the metaphoric hypothesis of the human body as a 

building on a general perspective in the relation of the human body and 

anthropomorphism in architecture through the examination of cases that used the 

human body as a source for the exterior design of their structures.  
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In a further examination of the topic it would be interesting to investigate 

further the use of anthropomorphism in contemporary practice and the relation of 

art and architecture. The persistence of anthropomorphism in contemporary art 

practice could be seen in the project of Charles Jencks „Northamberlandia: The 

Lady of the North‟ (2005-2012)
61

 near Newcastle, England, on the creation of a 

human-like/anthropomorphic landscape where it could be useful to investigate 

the intentional anthropomorphism in contrast to the animistic values of 

landscape. A critical relation on the human body, architecture and colossal 

sculpture could be approached in the work of Anthony Gormley and how the 

artist critically approaches the human body in relation to architectural values as 

an example in his works ‗Breathing Room‘ (2006-2012)
62

 and ‗Habitat‘ (2010).
63

 

In contrast to Anthony Gormley‘s sculpture the zoomorphic kinetic work of Theo 

Jansen
64

 or the ‗How to Build a Bionic Man‘ project
65

 would be interesting in 

                                                           
61

 Jencks, C. (2012) „Northamberlandia: The Lady of the North.‟ [Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 

2013] Available from: http://www.charlesjencks.com/#!projects-northumberlandia 

Hardman, R. (2011) ‗From A Slag Heap To A Green Goddess: How An Aristocrat Is Turning A 

Wasteland Into The Largest Human Sculpture Ever Made.‘ Daily Mail. [Online] 16
th

 June 

[Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

2004063/How-Charles-Jencks-turning-wasteland-Northumberlandia.html  

Northumberlandia. (2013) About the Lady. [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.northumberlandia.com/ 

62
 Gormley, A. (2006-2012) Breathing Room. [Online] [Accessed on 3

rd
 June 2013] Available 

from: http://www.antonygormley.com/sculpture/item-view/id/252#p0 

63
 Gormley, A. (2010) Habitat. [Online] [Accessed on 3

rd
 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.antonygormley.com/sculpture/item-view/id/268#p0 

64
 Jansen, T. (2007) Theo Jansen: My creations, a new form of life. [Online] [Accessed on 3

rd
 

June 2013] Available from: http://www.ted.com/talks/theo_jansen_creates_new_creatures.html 

65
 Science Museum. (2013) Bionic Man. [Online] [Accessed on 3

rd
 June 2013] Available from: 

http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/visitmuseum/bionicman.aspx  

Channel 4. (2013) How to Build a Bionic Man. [Online] [Accessed on 3
rd

 June 2013] Available 

from: http://www.channel4.com/programmes/how-to-build-a-bionic-man 

http://www.charlesjencks.com/#!projects-northumberlandia
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2004063/How-Charles-Jencks-turning-wasteland-Northumberlandia.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2004063/How-Charles-Jencks-turning-wasteland-Northumberlandia.html
http://www.northumberlandia.com/
http://www.antonygormley.com/sculpture/item-view/id/252#p0
http://www.antonygormley.com/sculpture/item-view/id/268#p0
http://www.ted.com/talks/theo_jansen_creates_new_creatures.html
http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/visitmuseum/bionicman.aspx
http://www.channel4.com/programmes/how-to-build-a-bionic-man


261 

 

investigating the implications if there are any of mimetic praxis and how these 

reflect to architecture. An example of visual and conceptual forms appears also 

in the practice of the artist named JR. In an example of his practice in work 

entitled ‗Women are Heroes‘ (2008-2010) the artist covers buildings or wagons 

of trains for instance with huge size prints of people‘s characteristics creating a 

visual socio-anthropomorphic ‗architecture‘ through a gesture that popularises 

the meaning of anthropomorphism in architecture.
66

 This example for instance 

could relate this research and expand it through the investigation of visual 

anthropology and visual communication on the context of the problems of 

inhabiting/enclosing the human body through case studies examinations of the 

places that the artist applies his collective practice.  

These practices are indications of the ‗sense of anthropomorphism‘ in 

architecture, landscape and sculpture and of the way that new forms of 

anthropomorphism could be approached through artistic, architectural, 

philosophical/phenomenological perspective and with a different approach on the 

relation of human, nature and artificial world.  
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The human reception of architecture is interpreted through the human body. The 
form of the human body has therefore been used as a model and metaphor for archi-
tecture since antiquity. This research is based on the relation of the human body and 
architectural structures and especially how the human body has been the inspiration 
for the exterior form of architectural structures. 

According to Santiago Calatrava (2002, p. 91) ‘Another topic that is also very impor-
tant in architecture is anatomy and the idea of reading in the human body structures, or 
appreciating in the human body, a sense of architecture. Whatever we do, the magnitude 
or the dimension of a thing is always related to our bodies. Architecture, in a very natu-
ral way, is purely related to humans, because it is done for --and by-- people. This makes 
anatomy a very powerful source of inspiration.’ This paper explores Santiago Calatrava’s 
approach to architectural design and the combination of the ‘mechanical’ and the 
‘human’ aspect on his work. The case that this paper examines is the Planetarium of 
Valencia’s City of Science (1996). The building reveals a reference to the shape of the 
human eye mimicking the mechanical kinesis of the eyelid. The disembodied human 
eye is structured with a skeletal synthesis adapted to the architectural and mechanical 
practices with a personal/expressionistic approach to its ‘realistic’ structure. The skel-
etal synthesis of the eye by Calatrava with the adaptive kinesis reveals a surrealistic 
approach to the eye’s structure, an approach that presents a part of the human body 
as a colossal remnant of the human existence. Calatrava reveals the inner architecture 
of the human eye and transforms it as the external shape of the building.  Further-
more as far as the colour of the structure it might be said that the extended use of 
white colour (mimicking the white colour of the human skeleton) that dominates the 
building, reveals and underlines the skeletal architectural structure. With this prac-
tice, Calatrava is creating a paradox of the eye’s structure, creating an in�nite chain of 
structures within the structure; inhabiting an inner layer of the human body that has 
always been secluded from our perspective, transforming the inner structure and re-
vealing it as the outer structure of the building and of the human body itself. 

The problem which Calatrava’s work explores is that whenever a creator is trying 
to imitate/project or approach the human body from its physical shape and func-
tion this notion inevitably generates philosophical, sociological and anthropological 
questions and metaphors upon perhaps the most popular and intimate object; our 
own body. This notion of mimesis of the human body appears as a single architectur-
al structure in Calatrava’s work (even if it appears as a surrealistic, expressionistic or 
experimental artistic approach to the human body). Furthermore, it indicates a nar-
rative exploration similar to a narrative ancient Greek metope, or perhaps nowadays 
the fashionable projections or the use of screens on the outer surfaces of buildings. 
Through technological advancement the projection of the mechanization of the hu-
man body through cyber culture, robotics and computer based practices has many 
manifestations. An interesting part of this speci�c work by Calatrava is the absence of 
gender/identity with the use of an organ common to all human genres, for that makes 
it a global mark. As Juhani Palasmma mention’s (1996, p. 45) ‘It is similarly inconceiv-
able that we could think of purely cerebral architecture that would not be a projection of 
the human body and its movement through space. The art of architecture is also engaged 
with metaphysical and existential questions concerning man’s being in the world.’ 
Christopher Hight on his book ‘Architectural Principles in the age of Cybernetics’ (2008) 
gives an explanation on the relationship between building and body. According to 
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Fig. 1
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Fig. 2
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Hight (2008, pp. 21-22) ‘The relationship between building and body provides the ground 
(topos) that sets humanity apart in an architectonically closed and symbolically ordered 
space from the world of nature.‘ With that, Hight refers to the antithesis between hu-
man structures (that create topos) and nature. Hight also mentions that for phenom-
enologists and post-structuralists ‘the body is the natural model for architecture, which 
became a model for nature, which was, in turn, a model for the body...‘ (2008, p. 37). The 
use of the human body as an architectural structure or building therefore creates met-
aphors on the meaning of such practice and to what might such practice refer.

In their book for instance ‘Metaphors We Live By’ by Laco�, G & Johnson, M (1980, 
p. 3) ‘…metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and ac-
tion’. Going further against the tradition of objectivism in western culture as the au-
thors state: ‘We see metaphor as essential to human understanding and as a mechanism 
for creating new meaning and new realities in our lives’ (1980, pp. 195-196). Metaphors 
are an important tool according to Laco� and Johnson in order ‘to comprehend par-
tially what cannot be comprehended totally: our feelings, aesthetic experiences, moral 
practices and spiritual awareness’ (1980, p. 192). An anthropomorphic building (its ex-
terior shape at �rst as a visual object and as a public structure and then its interior) 
manifests a monumental mirror of a new reality.

At this point the researcher would like to add that the initial idea of the research 
came as a result in 2009 in the artistic and architectural application of anthropomor-
phic structures using 3D design and game engine software. Initially the idea for this 
research has its roots in ancient Greek mythology, and the tradition on Crete where 
the Mount Juktas located near Heraklion was believed to be the grave of the King of 
Gods, Zeus (Rice, 1998, p. 212). The observation of nature and the parallel in�uence 
of the myth generated the desire to create a 3D anthropomorphic building based on 
the exterior structure of the human head. With the interactive installation, entitled 
‘Emerging Face’ the user explores a 3D environment de�ned with three main places: 

Fig. 3

01_THE_ArxanseXT2 [image online] Available at: <http://www.archanes.gr/wow/photos.asp?id=2> 
[Accessed 10 October 2011].
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Fig. 4

Politakis, C., 2009, Emerging Face. [image online] Available at: <http://www.architizer.com/en_us/
projects/pictures/emerging-face-2009/24110/206887/> [Accessed 10 October 2011].

Fig. 4

Politakis, C., 2009, Emerging Face. [image online] Available at: <http://www.architizer.com/en_us/
projects/pictures/emerging-face-2009/24110/206888/> [Accessed 10 October 2011].
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the city, nature (symbolized with the use of the mountains) and the human head as a 
building between these two places.  

In this dialogue between sculpture and architecture, questions arise about the 
‘use’ of bodily structures and mechanized/kinetic bodily in�uenced structures in ar-
chitecture. From an architectural perspective what the meaning of such a bodily rep-
resentation is and how such architectural practice embodies meaning in the relation 
between man and the mechanized world? Does this practice di�er from the use of in-
formation technology driven architecture?

In ‘Timaeus’, Plato’s description of the human body is a cartographical approach with 
an extended use of metaphors because of the observation of nature. Also common in 
‘Timaeus’ is a metaphysical approach, used in order to be given an explanation of the 
cosmos. Plato’s description of the human body locates features such as the head, the 
senses, the liver, the bones etc. An important feature in his doctrine is the description 
of the human head. Plato describes it as the most important feature of the human 
body, the divine part of us, which imitates the spherical shape of the universe and has 
a back and a front side. As Plato mentions in ‘Timaeus;, ‘�rst, then, the gods, imitating 
the spherical shape of the universe, enclosed the two divine courses in a spherical body, 
that, namely, which we now term the head, being the most divine part of us and the lord 
of all that is in us: to this the gods, when they put together the body, gave all the other 
members to be servants, considering that it partook of every sort of motion. in order then 

Fig. 6

Politakis, C., 2009, Emerging Face. [image online] Available at: <http://www.architizer.com/en_us/
projects/pictures/emerging-face-2009/24110/206897/> [Accessed 10 October 2011].
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that it might not tumble about among the high and deep places of the earth, but might be 
able to get over the one and out of the other, they provided the body to be its vehicle and 
means of locomotion; which consequently had length and was furnished with four limbs 
extended and �exible; these god contrived to be instruments of locomotion with which it 
might take hold and �nd support, and so be able to pass through all places, carrying on 
high the dwelling-place of the most sacred and divine part of us. Such was the origin of 
legs and hands, which for this reason were attached to every man; and the gods, deeming 
the front part of man to be more honourable and �t to command than the hinder part, 
made us to move mostly in a forward direction. Wherefore man must have his front part 
unlike and distinguished from the rest of his body’ (Plato, Timaeus). 

This partly metaphysical explanation and description of the human body gives 
also the basic philosophical hypothesis of Plato that the body is the medium of the 
soul; the body therefore is created in such a way in order to satisfy the prospects of 
the soul ‘and so in the vessel of the head, they �rst of all put a face in which they inserted 
organs to minister in all things to the providence of the soul, and they appointed this part, 
which has authority, to be by nature the part which is in front’ (Plato, Timaeus). An inter-
esting fact is the description of Plato in ‘Timaeus’ for example of the peptic system and 
the inspiration and expiration process; his descriptions are always given with a meta-
phoric paradigm based on the observation of the functions of nature. Speci�cally ‘Now 
after the superior powers had created all these natures to be food for us who are of the 
inferior nature, they cut various channels through the body as through a garden, that it 
might be watered as from a running stream’. As far as inspiration and expiration Plato 
mentions ‘This process, as we a�rm the name-giver named inspiration and expiration. 
And all this movement, active as well as passive, takes place in order that the body, being 
watered and cooled, may receive nourishment and life; for when the respiration is going 
in and out, and the �re, which is fast bound within, follows it, and ever and anon moving 
to and fro, enters through the belly and reaches the meat and drink, it dissolves them, and 
dividing them into small portions and guiding them through the passages where it goes, 
pumps them as from a fountain into the channels of the veins, and makes the stream of 
the veins �ow through the body as through a conduit’ (Plato, Timaeus). These metaphoric 
descriptions related to similar functions in nature reveal a ‘mechanical’ function similar 
to the human body. 

In contrast to Plato, Descartes observed: ‘I am really distinct from my body, and I can ex-
ist without it’. This hypothetical assumption by Descartes mentioned on his 6th Medita-
tion explores an unexplored perspective of the soul. The dualistic dichotomy between 
the corporeal materiality of the human body and the incorporeal soul/mind suggests 
and separates the presence and being of them in space/dimension; if there is such 
separation then the mind exists or could exist in separate spaces/dimensions; so on 
one hand there is a common locative presence for body and mind and on the other 
hand there is also another presence of mind in a di�erent level/location. The body 
then is just the corporeal carrier ‘the thing’ of mind and soul; therefore it is a medium, 
an extension of mind in a materialistic level. 

A further fact that could be mentioned concerning the dualism in the existence 
of ‘ego’ is based on the observation by Descartes and his distinction on the di�erence 
between the divisible body and the indivisible mind. According to Descartes ‘there is 
a great di�erence between the mind and the body, inasmuch as the body is by its very na-



454 ENHSA - EAAE no 55  Rethinking the Human in Technology Driven Architecture

ture always divisible, while the mind is utterly indivisible’. Descartes here outlines clearly 
the characteristics of the corporeal body explaining that if any part of the body for 
example a leg, arm etc. cut o� this fact would not have an e�ect on the mind but only 
on the shape of the body; so because there is no e�ect on the mind ‘nothing has there-
by been taken away from the mind’, this argument separates the corporeal body from 
the incorporeal mind. Descartes, considering the question of ‘what I was’ proposes his 
thoughts with the description of the body. ‘Well, the �rst thought to come to mind was 
that I had a face, hands, arms and the whole mechanical structure of limbs which can be 
seen in a corpse, and which I called the body’. Descartes clearly de�nes the mechanistic 
and materialistic form of human bodies (and animals) by considering also that ‘as a 
kind of machine equipped with and made up by bones, nerves, muscles, veins, blood and 
skin perform all the same movements as it now does in those cases where movement is 
not under control of the will or, consequently, of the mind.’ And he continues ‘by a body I 
understand whatever has a determinable shape and a de�nable location and can occupy 
a space in such a way as to exclude any other body’. 

After the metaphoric description of the human body in relation to the functions, 
the cosmological observation of nature by Plato, and the mechanized description of 
the human body by Descartes, the researcher has sought to embody these two philo-
sophical theories in regards to architectural buildings and architectural theory. How 
are these two philosophical approaches connected to architecture? When a building 
has an anthropomorphic shape and mechanisms have been added in its structure 
that creates movement, and not merely a sense of movement, what metaphors can 
be generated from that practice? The duality with regards to anthropomorphic archi-
tecture and the human body is not the separation of the mind and the body; rather it 
is the dual existence of the human body and its manmade disembodied fragmented 
representation in the structure of anthropomorphic architecture.

The mechanized architectural representation of the human body in Calatrava’s work 
and the ‘mechanized’ IT driven architectural design raises a philosophical and theo-
retical question: Are we at a time that we are ‘adapting’ Le Corbusier’s theory to a 
di�erent mechanization of architectural practice and inhabitation involving IT tech-
nologies and our bodies? Creating a living ‘digital’ unconventional and conventional 
architecture?

In their article ‘The Mechanical vs. Divine Body: The rise of Modern Design Theory in 
Europe’ Alexander Tzonis et al., (1975) examined through paradigms the ‘conceptual 
systems of architecture in France between 1650 and 1800’. In their article they are refer-
ring to several metaphorical observations and statements that were made regarding 
the connection of human body and architecture and the use of buildings as instru-
ments; as they mention ‘The �rst buildings conceived as machines were those which were 
compared to enlarged instruments’.

At this stage Le Corbusier’s architectural theory could contribute to the explora-
tion of the hypothesis considering the human body as a building. Le Corbusier men-
tioned that, ‘A house is a machine for living in’. Taking Le Corbusier’s idea and combin-
ing it with Plato’s and Descartes’s philosophical theories it can be said that: 
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In conclusion, both practices (the ‘digital’ unconventional and conventional architecture) 
through the paradigms that were previously examined generate metaphors, and there-
fore new realities which according to Laco� & Johnson are notions of mechanization not 
only of the architectural structures and practice but also of the human body itself.  
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( (IF → a House/Building = Machine → Then a House/Building = Corpus
Thus ↓

A House/Building = Body
As a result then from philosophical perspective:

Because: a Building = Body → Then the examination of the hypothesis 
‘human body as a building’ has a philosophical background 

that has to be taken further into account.
IF → the Building = Body = Machine → Then the anthropomorphic 

shape of buildings could be analysed from a philosophical perspective.
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Claes Oldenburg and the human body

The relation of architecture to the other arts on the one hand and its uniqueness to 
combine them all in one piece is what forces Richard Williams to claim on his essay 
‘Architecture and Visual Culture’ that ‘The architect is a special kind of artist who works 
in three dimensions, but unlike the sculptor, he – and this is still an overwhelmingly mas-
culine profession – works to enclose space as well as simply making objects in space. It in-
cludes elements of the other arts, but it is superior to them because it is a synthesis of them 
all.’1 But when the human body appears as the main substance of the artwork (artistic, 
sculptural or architectural) this separation immediately collapses because it is not so 
important to focus on the separation of disciplines. 

In a question of the poet and editor Paul Carroll to Claes Oldenburg about his inten-
tion to ‘depict only objects instead of people as in such classical monuments’ the artist an-
swered that ‘I never show a human being or whole body; instead, I depict objects related 
to the person or part of the body. You could say the spectator himself supplies the whole 
body in question. Usually the object is something the spectator could wear, use, eat or 
relate his body to.’ 2 Even though, according to Barbara Haskell ‘Oldenburg avoids the 
direct representation of the human figure because of the limitations it imposes’ 3, in his 
proposed colossal monument ‘London Knees 1966’ (Fig.1)4 Oldenburg objectified the 
female knees as a result of their fashionable exposure due to the miniskirt as it ap-
peared in London during the 60s by using three methods ‘the photograph, the cast, or 
what was already cast-the mannequin.’ 5 Even though at this stage of his practice the 
proposed colossal monument is an un-built project, it shows the intentions of the art-
ist to criticise the fashionable mass production of knee exhibitionism by transform-
ing the female human body into an object just as the society transformed it through 
fashion.

Oldenburg does not make an exemption to gender because of his humoristic ap-
proach on the one hand and the criticism to human society on the other hand. ‘The 
important thing about humor is that it opens people. They relax their guard and you can 
get your serious intentions across. If I were as didactic in my work as I really am, I would 
bore people to death. But, because I can put my message in a colourful, engaging form, 
my message isn’t heavy.’ 6 In 1969 (Fig. 2)7 he drew several colossal buildings in the form 
of binoculars (referencing the human pelvic region) entitled ‘Buildings in the form of 
binoculars, pelvic region characters’ (Los Angeles, 1969). According to his description, 
that shows also his interest in architecture and the relation to the human body (op-
posing also the erotic element), ‘Architecture, human structure and typography using 
the characters H, M and W. The whole pattern makes an F. The tiny strokes along the hori-
zon line are people, indicating the scale. Smoke rises from the left ‘tower’, top center.’ 8 The 
theme of binoculars as an architectural proposal appears also as a concept in 1984 
for the ‘Design for a Theatre Library for Venice in the Form of Binoculars and Knife Ship 
in Three Stages’ (Fig. 3)9 and as a constructed architectural component of the Chiat/
Day Building designed by Frank O. Gehry (Fig. 4)10. According to Claes Oldenburg and 
Coosje van Bruggen, (the façade of the building was conceived with the use of three 
elements: the white ship like wall, the binoculars and the abstract tree forms), ‘While 
looking at a model of the building façade, which was conceived in three parts, Frank had 
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Fig. 1

Claes Oldenburg ‘London Knees 
1966’.

Fig. 2

Claes Oldenburg ‘Buildings’ (1969).

Fig. 3

Oldenburg & van Bruggen Design for a Theater 
Library in Venice (1984).

Fig. 4 

Binoculars, Chiat/Day Building (1991).



428 ENHSA - EAAE no 59   SCALELESS - SEAMLESS   Performing a less fragmented architectural education and practice

decided that the central element needed something with more sculptural qualities. On an 
impulse he had taken the maquette that had been made for the theatre library on Coltello 
Island in the form of a pair of binoculars, which had stood on his desk, and put it in front of 
the building, where it seemed to function surprisingly well…The binoculars was conceived 
as a set of two identical rooms connected to a larger conference room in the main build-
ing…While the binoculars could be seen as part of the tradition of mimetic architecture 
in Los Angeles, we wanted to avoid the casual construction usually associated with such 
buildings; the binoculars was constructed in a precise technique using plaster over a metal 
frame to look as well as the architecture of which it was part. The colour, a deep blue grey, 
emphasizes the mass of the image and sets it off from the other parts of the façade. That 
the building stands not far from the ocean contributed to the appropriateness of the sub-
ject. For its occupants it seemed a fitting symbol of their visionary powers.’ 11

The dual meaning of anthropomorphism in architecture

In this dialogue between sculpture and architecture, and between built and un-built 
architecture, questions arise about the use of stereotypical figures and objects. What 
meaning underlies in the monumental and colossal practices in Oldenburg’s sculp-
ture with the use of the human body or parts of the human body? From architectural 
perspective what is the meaning of such (scaleless/seamless) ‘objects’ and how does 
such ‘architecture’ embody meaning in the relation between man and the mechanized 
world?

For the examination of the topic key references based on the concept of anthropo-
morphism in architecture will be the book of Scott Drake ‘A Well-Composed Body, 
Anthropomorphism in Architecture’ (2008), where the author examines a wide period 
of architectural theory since Vitruvius till contemporary practice with the examina-
tion of phenomenological and hermeneutical concepts. According to the author, ‘To 
say that a building is like a body is to encourage forms of architecture that can be un-
derstood through the body, leading in turn to ways of understanding the body through 
architecture.’12 

A second important reference will be Marco Frascari’s ‘Monsters of Architecture: An-
thropomorphism in Architectural Theory’ (1991). According to Frascari, ‘Just as we think 
architecture with our bodies, we think our bodies through architecture. The rhetoric em-
bodied in the above sentence displays a monstrous chiasm that implies a radical anthro-
pomorphism in the concerns of architectural representation. This anthropomorphism 
can be understood as the ascription of human characteristics and attributes to buildings 
and edifices and it has long been part of architectural theory.’ 13 A further approach to 
the relation of human bodies and buildings was given by Joseph Rykwert in his book 
‘The Dancing Column’ (1999). According to Joseph Rykwert, ‘The condition for any per-
son finding himself in the manmade world must therefore be that buildings should be like 
bodies in the first place and in the second, like whole worlds.’ And continues, ’The condi-
tion, perhaps the only necessary condition under which architecture may be produced at 
all has always depended on that double metaphor, since architecture is the essential par-
lar figurato (the speaking figure) of building.’ 14 It is important therefore to rethink/re-
criticise the scaleless and seamless in architecture. Because, the problem (or question, 
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criticism) it is not only in the constructional part of the building or as a result of such 
practice in the aesthetics of the final structure. And by this phrase the researcher’s in-
tention is to problematize on the relation of the human body’s scaleless and seam-
less structure by means that such practical application could create a different kind of 
systemic con-structural thinking and practice. But from a theoretical perspective this 
only enables a practice, based on the same concept of the human; the innovation to a 
metaphorical ‘static’ catastasis. Does the scaleless and seamless create structures that 
imitate further the structures of nature, based on the innovation of the surface (the 
skin of the building)? On the one hand, as of the perspective of at least the exterior 
shape of the human body’s structure or other natural systemic organisms, the whole 
structure is (or it seems to be appeared as) a synthesis of seamless and scaleless nota-
tion; on the other hand this practice in architecture forces the mind and architectural/
artistic practice to a more mimetic praxis that is inevitable in human nature. The para-
digm of sculpture as a scaleless and seamless synthesis in the artistic practice of the 
colossal sculptures as seen in Oldenburg’s work for instance could be taken as a para-
digm and guide for further thinking.

In his quite sentimental description regarding the 9/11 attack, in the essay ‘Metaphors 
of Terror’ (2001), George Lacoff presents a metaphoric description of the falling towers. 
According to his description, ‘The devastation that hit those towers that morning hit me. 
Buildings are metaphorically people. We see features—eyes, nose, and mouth—in their 
windows. I now realize that the image of the plane going into South Tower was for me an 
image of a bullet going through someone’s head, the flame pouring from the other side 
blood spurting out. It was an assassination. The tower falling was a body falling. The bod-
ies falling were me, relatives, friends.’ 15 The ‘sense of anthropomorphism’, in this descrip-
tion, was within their capacity that included real humans; so the experience was not 
the exterior form but the meaning of use by the very human beings. Thus, a building 
is a medium of meaning, a medium of generated metaphors through its exterior and 
interior structure, through its purpose of function, through the conceptual thought 
of the creator, through the socio-political structures that was constructed and the 
socio-political structures that faces and will face through the period of time. As Mark 
L. Johnson indicates about the meaning in architecture and the relation to our own 
body as a result of such an action expressed by Lacoff, ‘How could the destruction of 
these two buildings have changed America at such a deep level and so irreversibly? Part 
of the answer, I believe, lies in the way that human meaning is grounded in our embodi-
ment and in the way that we make sense of our experience via metaphor and other im-
aginative devices. Architecture, as a form of symbolic interaction and expression, depends 
on these embodied dimensions of meaning and understanding. Consequently, an attack 
on a material structure- a building- can be an attack on our understanding of life at a 
very deep emotional level.’ 16 Based on Lacoff’s observation, Mark L. Johnson enforces 
the ‘sense of anthropomorphic meaning’ that lies beneath the surface of every archi-
tectural structure, and it could be related to the philosophical thinking of Jean-Paul 
Sartre as it was reviewed in the writings of Anthony Vidler in his text entitled ‘Architec-
ture Dismembered’ as part of his book ‘The Architectural Uncanny, Essays in the Modern 
Unhomely.’ As Anthony Vidler writes about ‘Sartre’s proposition with regard to the body: 
the body is indicated firstly by an instrumental complex, and secondarily by a threat posed 
within this context: I live my body in danger as regards menacing machines as well as 
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manageable instruments. My body is everywhere: the bomb which destroys my house also 
damages my body insofar as the house was already an indication of my body [my empha-
sis]. This is why my body always extends across the tool which it utilizes: it is at the end of 
the cane on which I lean against the earth; it is at the end of the telescope which shows me 
the stars; it is on the chair, on the whole house; for it is my adaptation to these tools.’ 17 Pre-
viously in his text ‘Architecture Dismembered’ Anthony Vidler makes an observation 
that, ‘The history of the bodily analogy in architecture, from Vitruvius to the present, might 
be described in one sense as the progressive distancing of the body from the building, a 
gradual extension of the anthropomorphic analogy into wider and wider domains leading 
insensibly but inexorably to the final “loss” of the body as an authoritative foundation for 
architecture. And he also identifies that, ‘Three moments in this successive transformation 
of bodily projection seem especially important for contemporary theory: these might be 
described concisely as (1) the notion that a building is a body of some kind; (2) the idea 
that the building embodies states of the body or, more importantly, states of mind based 
on bodily sensation; and (3) the sense that the environment as a whole is endowed with 
bodily or at least organic characteristics.’ 18

Through the ‘unconventional’ architecture of Oldenburg, as seen in the case stud-
ies, the human body is being presented as the main medium or ‘object’ for the con-
struction of architectural structures. This also indicates that the human body or ‘a 
sense of anthropomorphism’ appears in every aspect of architectural buildings as a 
meaning or depiction, not in a sense that only human characteristics are given to an 
architectural structure, rather the building itself projects the sense of the human body 
and it is in fact the human body. So in the categorisation of Vidler on the transforma-
tion of bodily projection it could be added a 4th moment or element that despite the 
intentions of the architect or ‘the progressive distancing of the body from the building’ 
according to Vidler, there will always be ‘a sense of anthropomorphism’ in buildings (or 
a sense of the human body and the sense that the building is a human body). Based 
on these readings mentioned above and from philosophical and phenomenological 
perspective the researcher suggests that the human body or anthropomorphism in 
architecture also appears and depends each time on the relation of the building and 
the society and this can be proved in relation to the use or the evolution of the identi-
ty of the building through the historic continuum. If we take the example of the ‘Twin 
Towers’ in New York the first impression before the collapse was that of ‘the progressive 
distancing of the body from the building’ to use the words of Anthony Vidler; but after 
the tragedy, as Lacoff mentioned, the building transformed automatically into a hu-
man body or bodies applying to it a conceptual anthropomorphism. 

In the sphere of architectural structures, it is the relation of the architectural practice 
and the poetics of the image (of the subject-object-human-building) that this case 
study analysed above from phenomenological perspective. Maybe, at this point, the 
approach of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour in their book ‘Learning from Las Vegas’19 
as a postmodern analysis, would be interesting to use here; but more as a phenom-
enological approach of a semiological analysis in the retrospect and the experience of 
‘Learning from the Human Body’ (paraphrasing the title of the book ‘Learning from Las 
Vegas’). The ‘Las Vegas Signs’ description of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour, it could 
be approached (paraphrasing the authors) by the phrase ‘Human Body Signs’ of the an-
thropomorphism as seen in the work of Oldenburg in this case study for example (it 
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could be used also as a method of approach for the anthropomorphic buildings and 
the relation of the human body and architectural structures and in other case stud-
ies); by using the phrase ‘Learning from the Human Body’ the researcher refers to the 
anthropomorphic and architectural structures of Claes Oldenburg as an example in 
the urban landscape of structured human-like bodies. As the authors wrote about the 
signs in Las Vegas ‘Signs inflect toward the highway even more than buildings. The big 
sign – independent of the building and more or less sculptural or pictorial – inflects by its 
position, perpendicular to and at the edge of the highway, by its scale, and sometimes by 
its shape.’ 20 Therefore it would be interesting to add to this sentence of the authors be-
fore each of the word ‘sign’ the word ‘human body (sign)’ for a different approach and 
understanding of anthropomorphic architectural structures. Example:
‘Human body signs inflect toward the highway even more than buildings. The big human 
body sign – independent of the building and more or less sculptural or pictorial – inflects 
by its position, perpendicular to and at the edge of the highway, by its scale, and some-
times by its shape.’

In order to adapt this method of approach and thinking (mentioned above) in archi-
tecture (or anthropomorphism in architecture) and the relation to the human body 
it has to be considered the comparative method of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour 
with their use of ‘The Duck’ and ‘The Decorated Shed’ (Fig. 5,6,7,8)21. In an attempt of the 
authors to identify their two main manifestations as they explain, ‘We shall survey this 
contradiction in its two main manifestations: 
 1. Where the architectural systems of space, structure, and program are submerged and 

distorted by an overall symbolic form. This kind of building-becoming-sculpture we 
call the duck in honor of the duck-shaped drive-in, “The Long Island Duckling,” illustrat-
ed in God’s Own Junkyard by Peter Blake.

 2. Where systems of space and structure are directly at the service of program, and orna-
ment is applied independently of them. This will call the decorated shed.

The duck is the special building that is a symbol; the decorated shed is the conventional 
shelter that applies symbols.’ 22

Based on the example of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour and adapting it to anthro-
pomorphism in architecture and the relation of the human body and architectural 
structures it could be said that two main categories appear in anthropomorphic ar-
chitecture and buildings inspired by the comparative method of Venturi, Scott Brown 
and Izenour:
 1. Firstly the visible/schematic (or ‘open’) anthropomorphism in architecture {(The 

Human Body (Duck)} (Fig. 9).
 2. Secondly the conceptual (or ‘closed’) anthropomorphism in architecture {(The Hu-

man Body (Shade)} (Fig.10).

Or more in addition to the Human Body Sings (as mentioned above and the writings 
of Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour paraphrasing ‘Learning from Las Vegas’) it could be 
said by using the phrase ‘Learning from the Human Body’, that two categories of Hu-
man Body Signs appear:



432 ENHSA - EAAE no 59   SCALELESS - SEAMLESS   Performing a less fragmented architectural education and practice

 1. The Human Body Signs (the visible or ‘open’) (Fig. 9).
  2. The Human Body Signs (conceptual or ‘closed’) (Fig. 10).

In conclusion there will always be ‘a sense of anthropomorphism’ in architectural 
structures because whenever man tries to ‘enclose’ his own body into a structure that 
he constructs, this notion inevitably relate his action to his own body. Therefore an-
thropomorphism will always be related to architecture whether it is visible or concep-
tual (whether the Human Body Signs are ‘visible/open’ or ‘conceptual/closed’ to man’s 
perception of architecture). 

Fig. 7 

Road scene from God’s Own Junkyard.

Fig. 5

“Long Island Duckling” from God’s Own 
Junkyard

Fig. 8 

Decorated Shed.

Fig. 6 

Duck.
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Fig. 10 

Charalampos Politakis (2012).

Fig. 9 

Charalampos Politakis (2012).

Notes
 1 chapter> see Williams, R., “Architecture and Visual Culture”, in: Exploring Visual Culture: Defini-

tions, Concepts, Contexts, Rampley, M. (ed.), Edinburgh University Press, 2007, pp. 103-104.

 2 book> see Oldenburg, C., Claes Oldenburg Proposals for Monuments and Buildings 1965-1969, 
Big Table Publishing Company, 1969. 

 3 book> see Haskell, B., Claes Oldenburg: Object into Monument, The Ward Ritchie Press, 1971.

 4 ibid., pp. 35-36. 

 5 ibid., p. 35. 

 6 ibid., p. 8. 

 7 book> see Oldenburg, C., Notes in Hand, Petersburg Press, 1971, p. 39.
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 8 book> see Oldenburg, C., Notes in Hand, Petersburg Press, 1971.

 9 book> see Celant, G. (ed.), Claes Oldenburg, Coosje van Bruggen, Skira Editore S.p.A., 1999, 
p. 317.

 10 Ibid., pp. 318-319.

 11 ibid., p. 316.

 12 book> see Drake, S., A Well-Composed Body-Anthropomorphism in Architecture, VDM Verlag Dr 
Müller, 2008. 

 13 book> see Frascari, M., Monsters of Architecture: Anthropomorphism in Architectural Theory, 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, INC, 1991.

 14 book> see Rykwert, J., The Dancing Column: On Order in Architecture, MIT Press, 1999.

 15 website link> see Lacoff, G., Metaphors of Terror, 2001, accessed 19/10/2012,  <http://www.
cse.buffalo.edu/~rapaport/575/F01/lakoff.on.terrorism.html>.

 16 paper in journal> see Johnson, M. L., “Architecture and the Embodied Mind” OASE issue 58, 
2002, p. 76.

 17 book> see Vidler, A., The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, MIT Press, 1992.

 18 ibid., p. 70. 

 19 book> see Venturi, R., Scott Brown, D., Izenour, S., Learning from Las Vegas: the forgotten sym-
bolism of architectural form, MIT Press, 1977.

 20 ibid., p. 51. 

 21 ibid., pp. 88-89.

 22 ibid., p. 87. 
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