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5. The case studies.  

 

5.1. More intensive investigation of concrete architectural brands with explicit, complex 

strategy for the construction of their architectural imaginary. 

 

Up to now we have presented the structure and the content of the architectural imaginary, as 

well as its relationship with the architectural projects, but in order to be more illustrative we 

need to refer to specific case studies. Those will help us to understand how the way that the 

architects conceive architecture and understand its role in the contemporary Mass Society 

determines the methods that they use in order to practice architecture and the tools that they 

employ. This framework of these instruments, methods, theories determines the conceptual 

background of the architects and consequently the architectural imaginary that they create 

during the constitution of their architectural brand. 

In the following chapters we will investigate four architectural offices, which according to our 

analysis have formed four characteristic architectural brands. We research them because we 

estimate that the achieved branding level is advanced and additionally because they have 

most explicitly presented their opinion on the type of influences that their architecture has 

from the contemporary Mass Society, as well as the necessary strategies that the architects 

have to develop in order to be more competitive. The attentive analysis of their work can help 

us to decodify the relationship between the brand that they have applied and the architectural 

projects that they design. The four architectural offices that we will analyze as case studies 

are OMA/Rem Koolhaas, EMBT/Enric Miralles, MVRDV and Herzog & de Meuron. 

 

The case studies 

 

The Architectural Office of Rem Koolhaas belongs to the category of architectural teams that 

practice conceptual architecture. We may say also that is one of the biggest references at that 

architectural tendency, since a lot of architects that think and practice with similar way are 

Rem Koolhaas’ direct or indirect disciples. In a way, Rem Koolhaas’ influence is such in the 

late 20
th

 and the early 21
th

 century, that it may not be an exaggeration if we say that he has 

invented (or re-unvented) the conceptual architecture. The analysis of OMA will help us to 

understand in depth how strong concepts, ideas, theories and their influence and 

implementation on architectural projects may create a certain complex design mechanism for 

producing architecture.   

At a completely opposite direction, Enric Miralles is one of the most excellent representatives 

of the formalist architects. Architects that give emphasis and importance at the role and the 

significance that the form has at the constitution of architecture. For them, the form is not just 

something superficial, a casual and coincidental expression of architecture (one of the many 

skins that the architecture may have). It is a crucial and decisive architectural factor, a vehicle 
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of notions and values that should consciously be defined and decided. It is mighty symbolical. 

For that reason, for the formalist architects, the form does not have simple aesthetic values. 

On the contrary is part of the DNA of Architecture.  

The repetition of the form at the different projects is not a trick to achieve continuity, it is a 

determinative act directly related to their architectural existence. In this framework, Enric 

Miralles is one of the most serious exponents of the formalist architecture, who has written 

and (more important than that, in the case of the formalists), designed projects with high level 

of form elaboration. It is obvious (as we will see) that during his (unfortunately) short but very 

fructiferous and productive career, he had managed to express, through the forms that he had 

elaborated, a variety of notions and meanings, as well as, he had achieved to elevate his 

architecture to a masterpiece level. For all those reasons, the present thesis had chosen 

Enric Miralles as a case study. 

MVRDV is an architectural office which from the first steps of his professional carrier has 

shown its capacities to produce spatial ideas and to create innovative projects that had 

influenced the architectural community. The office of MVRDV belongs to the conceptual 

architecture and also at the called “Dutch School of Architecture”, related strongly to the 

analysis of the various parameters that define and describe the current social, political, 

economical and cultural condition. The interest for the analysis of the data and the various 

types of information has influenced a lot MVRDV’s architecture and had given to them a 

specific professional profile, some brand’s characteristics that we will try to present at our 

analysis. 

Herzog & de Meuron, on the other hand, work and design their architecture with aim to control 

the perception that their architecture (and the material that they use) creates at the users. We 

have positioned them at the group of the sensational architects, exactly because we consider 

that the “construction” of the users’ perception is their main interest. The use of the materials, 

the textures and the architectural ideas that they employ converge to a specific point: to 

activate the senses of the users/visitors, especially the vision and the touch, and through that 

procedure to attract the attention of the users/visitors and to invite them to enter at that 

peculiar spatial game.  

 

References 

 

For the analysis of those case studies we will use some references, in order to explore all the 

depth of their architectural capacity and to search all the extent of their architectural content. 

We need those references, not only because they are accurate and critical in order to 

understand the analyzed architecture. We need them also because we have to explore how 

those architectural brands are perceived by the others.  

It is important to highlight that the present thesis doesn’t have as an aim to describe how it 

understands and categorizes the present architectural panorama. Aim of the thesis is to 

explain and show how architecture is perceived by architects (or not). It is not important how 
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the values of the brand are created in the mind of their creators. Is important if they are 

perceived, understood and accepted as such by the observers. For that reason, it is highly 

critical to map the perception that the architects have for the analyzed architectural brands. If 

there is a common place in the perception of the brand content that means that, on the one 

hand, the brand’s content is strong and well structured, and on the other hand, the analysis 

that has been made moves to the right direction.  

For all the above, the references have a double role. On the one hand, the thesis wants to 

refer to authors and critics who can help the research through their comments and remarks 

and, on the other hand, to project the perception that the architects and the critics have of the 

analyzed architectural brands. The perception of those architects is important since the 

perception is crucial part of the brand’s theory. In great extent, the brand is what the others 

perceive of it.  

We will dedicate more space to the analysis of Rem Koolhaas, not because the thesis 

believes that he is more important than the others as an architect (they are completely 

different and cannot be compared), but because of the nature of his architectural content. The 

conceptual architecture needs a more analytical procedure in order to explain its content and 

the influence that it has in the creation of its brand. The formalist or the sensational 

architecture [having as a key element the form, the image or the perception received by the 

senses which can be observed easier (related to the conceptual architecture)] can be 

explained with more compact media of information, such as the images and the sketches. 

We have used the OMA / Rem Koolhaas’ and the EMBT / Enric Miralles’ case studies as the 

principle ones, aiming to research in depth their brand’s content and their brand’s strategy. In 

this way we have tried to propose the procedure that can be employed in the future for the 

analysis of such case studies. In this analysis, key role had the projects that have been 

researched in order to find through them the common designed elements that construct the 

brand’s content. For that reason, we have dedicated more space at the aforementioned two 

case studies. The case studies of MVRDV and Herzog & de Meuron were treated (obviously 

for reasons that have to do with the length of the present thesis) differently, focusing directly 

on the brands’ content and giving the necessary information for their better understanding.   

 

5.2. OMA / Rem Koolhaas. 

 

Rem Koolhaas is one of the most influential architects in our contemporary period, with 

capacity to reflect on the Mass Society and its mutations. It is recognized (outside the 

architectural community) as a thinker who tries to approach the spatial problems with a 

broader way. He was interested from the beginning of his professional trajectory in the 

transformation of our society and the impact that the masses have on the social behavior. He 

was fascinated with the popular mass culture and the contemporary Metropolises as a space 
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of congestion and coexistence (as he clearly shown in his first book “Delirious New York”

210
 

and the references at the activities in Coney Island
211

).  

All those impressions from the experiences that he had in New York has been digested 

(cause his great theoretical, critical and reflexive capacity) to a concrete and compact 

theoretical structure which supports all type of activities that has chosen to realize up to now. 

In his writings he researched the impact of the Mass Society in the contemporary 

Metropolises (beginning with his first aforementioned book and continuing with various 

publications
212

) and developed the same subject professionally through his architectural office 

OMA (Office for Metropolitan Architecture). The name of his office is explicit on the influence 

that the Mass Society and the contemporary Metropolises have on his thinking. 

Anything “metropolitan” (with its massive but also cultural connotations) is inside his thinking 

and his architectural projects. But also the notion of congestion and the massiveness as 

factor of our everyday living were (and are) important element in the creation of his projects. 

The present thesis proposes to move through his written and designed work, in order to 

understand the content of his thinking and what values drive his thinking or his projects. 

Those contents will help us to understand better the aims of his architectural office, the values 

for which OMA stands and the tools (theoretical or for the design) to which OMA recurs. In 

other words, in order to see it from the perspective of the present thesis, which the content of 

the OMA’s brand is.  

 

5.2.1. The constant search for innovation. 

 

The present thesis understands Rem Koolhaas (and his architectural office OMA) as an 

active and efficient architectural factor in constant search for innovation. An innovation which 

takes place not only in architecture, but also in an intellectual level, related to the 

contemporary society and the role of architecture in it. For that reason, we will investigate his 

approach to architecture through his projects, as well as his texts and books. Those two 

different expressions of his intellectual anxieties are important to maintain (in our 

consideration for Rem Koolhaas) their relative independency
213

, since they show two different 

sides of the architect and his intentions. 

                                                 
210

 See Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York: a retroactive manifesto for Manhattan, New York: The 
Monacelli Press, 1994. 
211

 Ibid., 29-80. 
212

 Beside others, see: Rem Koolhaas and Bru Mau, S,M,L,XL, New York: Taschen, 1995 and Rem 
Koolhaas, Content, Koln: ed. Taschen, 2004. 
 
213

 As we will see, during the following analysis of Rem Koolhaas (written and designed work), his 
theoretical approach to architecture and his projects are interrelated and for that reason we will try to 
compare them or analyze them in parallel. We will reach, in this way, some useful conclusions with aim 
to highlight better the content of Koolhaas’ brand strategy. So, there will be a comparative analysis. We 
spoke above about their relative independency, since we ought to see also what he managed to 
achieve independently through autonomous procedures, as it is the writing, especially when it is in 
solitary (the case in the most important texts of Rem Koolhaas).  
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We will stay more in the innovative character of Rem Koolhaas since we estimate that it is the 

driving force behind his actions. Rem Koolhaas seems unsatisfied (that is an important factor 

of his brand’s content) from his past achievements (no matter how much impact they had to 

the architectural community). Through new intentions attempts either to describe better what 

he wants to specify or to highlight part of his thinking that, up to now, hasn’t present to the 

architectural community.  

In his design projects we will see continuity in some of his quests (in different scales, fields 

and contents) with tenacity and firmness. In parallel, every time, he tries to enrich the 

previous achievements with something new, which comes additionally, in order (at the same 

time) a) to describe the problem better, b) to move forward in the direction of giving a new 

answer and c) to expand his quest, researching fields that before were unexplored. We 

understand that approach as the mechanism for innovation.   

In his theoretical anxiety we can discover this innovation mechanism, which is enriched by a 

specific strategy: he comes back to the problem every time through a different narrative 

format
214

, changing also a little the subject. Aim of that change is to readjust the subject to the 

reality (at it was perceived then) and to redefine it in such manner that can help him to move 

forward. We can observe the same subject (the relationship of architecture with the mass 

society, giving emphasis to the public realm and the urban space) in Delirious New York and 

afterwards at “bigness” and “generic city” of SMLXL and “junk space” of Content (just to 

mention some stops of the itinerary). Those texts are not reproductions (with simple 

improvements) of the initial positions. There is an evolutionary process that contains 

innovation. 

We cannot speak about innovation without referring to the “patents” that he creates at his 

book “Content”
215

. Under the title: “Universal Modernization Patent” he presents 15 concepts, 

which, according to Rem Koolhaas, are the products of his innovative design procedure and 

deserve to be patented. Between them are: the “Social condenser” (1982) [for the Parc de la 

Villette project in Paris], the “Strategy of the Void II” (1989) [for the Bibliotheque de France in 

Paris], the “Stacked freedoms” (1989) [for Center for Art and Media Technology in Karlsruhe], 

the “Inertness Modified” (1997) [for Universal Headquarters in Burbank/California] and the 

“Skyscraper loop” (2002) [for CCTV building in Peking].  

In all those yellow pages (simulating the official patent sheet) he describes the operative 

concepts that gave birth to the above architectural projects. Rem Koolhaas understands those 

projects (among others) as innovation’s achievements that do not only give answers to 

specific problems arose by the specific competition/commission, but more as a design 

method that can be implemented in various occasions.       

                                                                                                                                            
Rem Koolhaas himself, as we will see in the next chapters, defines as main difference between the 
design procedure and the writing one, that the first is a collective effort and the second a solitary 
approach. That means that the writing should maintain in our analysis an important role, since it is the 
one that can reveal better than the architectural projects, what Rem Koolhaas thinks about architecture, 
the contemporary society and the limits of the architectural interventions in the society.   
214

 Rem Koolhaas explaining his writing techniques he describes: “I try out different genres, different 
tones, clinical – Generic city, or hysterical”. See: Beatriz Colomina and Rem Koolhaas, “The 
architecture of the publication” in Fernando Marquez Cecilia and Richard Levene (eds.), “AMOMA - 
Rem Koolhaas [II] 1996-2007”, El Croquis 134/135, Madrid: El Croquis Editorial (2007), 357.  
215

 See: R. Koolhaas, Content, op. cit., 73-83 & 510-513. 
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5.2.2. OMA / AMO 

 

“We are coming closer to being an office that can intervene anywhere in contemporary 

culture”
216

. 

 

Rem Koolhaas, after coming back to Europe from United States, he established his 

architectural office with Elia Zenghelis, Madelon Vriesendorp and Zoe Zenghelis in 1975. 

Rem Koolhaas knew the other OMA’s founders from before and have made several projects 

together, some of them were included at his first book “Delirious New York”. Elia Zenghelis 

was also his professor in Architectural Association. Together they formed the architectural 

office named Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA). They were soon joined by “restless 

American students”
217

 and afterwards (when their base was in Rotterdam) by dynamic young 

Dutch architects
218

, who will play later an important role in the Dutch (and international) 

architectural community. 

 

OMA / the role of the Metropolitan in Koolhaas’ thinking. 

 

The name of the office: Office for Metropolitan Architecture was not a frivolous decision. 

Whatever metropolitan (the life in the contemporary Metropolis, its massiveness, the 

sensation of freedom, the culture of congestion that it has) was always part of Koolhaas’ 

thinking
219

. That life and culture was the reason for the research he made in the Metropolis 

par excellence, New York
220

. As we will see later, at the chapter where we will comment the 

                                                 
216

 Rem Koolhaas commenting the status of his architectural office. See: Rem Koolhaas and Sarah 
Whiting, “Spot check: A Conversation between Rem Koolhaas and Sarah Whiting”, Assemblage, no. 
40, (December 1999), 55. 
217

 Rafael Moneo makes an accurate description of the OMA’s first years. See: Rafael Moneo, 
Theoretical anxiety and design strategies: in the work of eight contemporary architects, Cambridge 
(Mass.): The MIT Press, 2004, 309.   
218

 A lot of architects have worked in OMA’s office. Some of them because well-known from the offices 
that they have established later. All of them have maintained an intellectual connection with OMA and 
Rem Koolhaas’ architectural thinking. We may say that they belong to the same architectural 
community, influenced by Rem Koolhaas’ thinking. Maybe one of the most well known architects-
disciples who worked at OMA’s office is Winy Maas. Later, younger architects, as Joshua Prince-
Ramus, Ole Scheeren or Bjarke Ingels, before creating their own office have pasted from OMA and 
played an important role. See chapter 5.2.6. for more comments. 
219

 At the first periods of his career, Koolhaas was very fascinated with whatever Metropolitan. It seems 
that now he maintains some distance from that term. In his interview to Beatriz Colomina, we read: “In a 
way, ‘Metropolitan Architecture’ is now increasingly a misnomer for what we do. A silly misnomer. We 
are much more interested in defining what other typologies of city are emerging. Metropolitan is a 
nostalgic word”. See: B. Colomina and R. Koolhaas, “The architecture of the publication”, op. cit., 354. 
220

 “By an unspoken consensus, Manhattan is considered the archetype of the Metropolitan Condition, 
to the point that the two are often interchangeable. Manhattan’s spectacular growth coincided exactly 
with the definition of the concept of Metropolis itself”. See: Rem Koolhaas, “Life in the Metropolis, or, 
The Culture of Congestion”, Architectural Design 47, no 5 (1977), pg.320. 
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book Delirious New York, the research on the evolution and the dynamism of New York has 

as aim to understand the real dimensions of the metropolitan life.  

We can say that the term metropolitan maybe is the main axes on to which he formed his 

architectural thinking. It implies the strong presence of the public domain, the dynamism (and 

the internal contradictions) of the mass society, the big scales, the culture of congestion, the 

urban studies (a mixture of sociology, anthropology, new technologies and cultural studies) 

and, of course, the conflict and the synthesis of the ideas. 

Koolhaas, was not interested in the Metropolis only for sociological or cultural reasons. He 

was interested in the implications that it has to architecture, especially at the big scale. His 

anxiety [to solve, for example, the problem of the fragmentation
221

 that exists in the urban 

scale and the incapacity of the architectural design (the impossibility he says) to control the 

big scale in a coherent ensemble] is obvious in all his first texts, most of them present at his 

second book, SMLXL.  

Maybe his text “Bigness or the problem of the large”
222

 is the best manifestation of his need to 

establish a theory and a design method to intervene architecturally in the big scale. It is 

important to keep the term “architecturally” in mind, although the problem of the fragmented 

space may imply the urban design and the bigger scales. For Rem Koolhaas architecture
223

 

(with the design and theoretical tools that it has) is the medium to operate in the big scale. 

Rem Koolhaas always thinks architecturally and in architectural terms. 

Rem Koolhaas, with the years, he separates professionally from the other OMA’s founders 

and continues his architectural journey with other partners. He had the possibility to establish 

an office with a new name, his own, as they do the majority of the architects, a sign that 

architecture offices have as a center the architect-founder. He preferred to continue with the 

same office’s name, the impersonal Office for Metropolitan Architecture.  

He did so because he understands architecture as a joint venture
224

, a collective endeavor 

where the final product is a fruit of the collective effort and the principal architect plays the role 

of the catalyst: “Its architectural output is a collective endeavor. There, the architect is not a 

person who designs, speculating and searching for ideal schemes as Eisenman does. For 

Koolhaas an architect is a catalyst who, from the design production unit that the studio is, 

contributes to the crystallization of forms and spaces equipped to accommodate the programs 

of modern life. Koolhaas has always been interested in the analysis of production. Remember 

that methodological studies were a fundamental part of the AA’s curriculum in the late sixties. 

                                                 
221

 “The kind of coherence that the metropolis can achieve is not that of a homogeneous, planned 
composition; at the most, it can be a system of fragments”. See: Juan Antonio Cortes, “Delirious and 
More. II. Strategy vs. Architecture” in Fernando Marquez Cecilia and Richard Levene (eds.), “AMOMA - 
Rem Koolhaas [I] 1996-2006”, El Croquis 131/132, Madrid: El Croquis Editorial (2006), 49. Although he 
comments the above, at his large-scale urban projects (as it is Euralille, he tries to achieve coherence. 
222

 See: Rem Koolhaas, “Bigness or the problem of the large” in Rem Koolhaas and Bru Mau, S,M,L,XL, 
New York: Taschen, 1995, 494-516. This emblematic text can be considered as something between an 
attempt to understand the big scale and a manifesto of how the architects can face the problems that 
bigness brings to our discipline.   
223

 See: “BIGNESS is the last bastion of architecture”, Ibid., 516. 
224

 “Koolhaas has always wanted to present his work as the fruit of a joint effort, as an alternative to the 
solitary activity of the artist-architect”. See: R. Moneo, Theoretical anxiety and design strategies, op. cit., 
309. 
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Koolhaas would go a step further, giving prime importance to the structure of his studio and 

combining the tasks of production and design”
225

. 

 

AMO / research and strategies 

 

Around 2000, Rem Koolhaas understands that the current architectural practice has limited 

activities, in comparison with the dynamic character of the architectural thinking, which can 

expand the already existing professional boundaries and can be operative in professional 

fields, which up to now were not claimed by the architects. Rem Koolhaas explains: “More 

and more projects/clients come with demands that imply work in more and more categories. 

Much of it implies ‘architectural thinking’ without necessary the need to build. It’s about 

organization, strategies, identity… We are coming closer to being an office that can intervene 

anywhere in contemporary culture”
226

.  

He created AMO (which doesn’t mean something specifically, it’s a mirror of OMA, although in 

retrospect some have tried to give to AMO a specific meaning) a division inside the OMA 

structure, with an osmotic relationship with the design division of OMA. As aim has to develop 

the operative capacities of the “architectural thinking”, as Rem Koolhaas understands it and 

explains it above. AMO is the OMA’s division with aim to project strategies
227

 instead of 

architectural proposals.  

As the architectural practice is slow, the AMO’s activities can be faster
228

, following the 

rhythm of the new era. Rem Koolhaas, describes in an interview the attempt of AMO, as a 

parallel structure to OMA, to “liberate” the architectural thinking from the architectural practice 

(as if the practice is a plump?) and permit to the “pure” architectural thinking to be more active 

and more penetrating: “We divide the entire field of architecture into two parts: one is actual 

building, mud, the huge effort of realizing a project; the other is virtual – everything related to 

concepts and ‘pure’ architectural thinking. The separation enables us to liberate architectural 

                                                 
225

 Ibid., 315. 
226

 See: R. Koolhaas and S. Whiting, “Spot check: A Conversation between Rem Koolhaas and Sarah 
Whiting”, op. cit., 55. 
227

 “It was not accidental that AMO came up at the year 2000, coinciding with the popularization of 
Internet, when the immaterial, the virtual and the intangible start to acquire importance, like the links, 
the relations… The situation brings at our mind the ‘strategic facilities planning’ of Gensler, with the 
difference that Gensler applies them since 1980’s and Koolhaas starts at the beginning of the new 
century. With different names – ‘Architecture Media Organization’ (AMO) and ‘strategic facilities 
planning’ – their methods have the same aim: to project strategies”. See: Eduard Sancho Pou, 
“Estrategias de Comercialización en la Arquitectura”, PhD Thesis, ETSAB, 2010, 281. [Spanish text 
translated into English by the thesis’ author]. Eduard Sancho Pou analyses Rem Koolhaas and AMO 
with aim to prove that OMA, through its decisions, tries to expand the boundaries into which it can be 
operative. OMA understands that it can be present at professional or research areas which were 
unthinkable for the architects before. From projecting architectural proposals, OMA can expand its 
operative area and can hav as aim to project strategies. It terms of the present thesis, OMA follows an 
expansive brand’s strategy and incorporates activities that before were not part of its operation.   
228

 “In a way that whole issue of slowness had led to the start of AMO. That was based on he 
observation that no matter how quickly you produce architecture, the needs imply such a quick 
response time that architecture is by definition impossible. It’s getting to do projects in a three or six 
month period of work”. See: B. Colomina and R. Koolhaas, “The architecture of the publication”, op. cit., 
370. 
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thinking from architectural practice. That inevitably leads to a further questioning of the need 

for architecture, but now our manner of questioning has changed: first we did it through 

buildings; now we can do it through intellectual activities parallel to building”
229

.  

 

The liberation of architectural thinking 

 

This liberation of architectural thinking can lead to activities, such as the branding
230

, made 

possible with the commission for the design of the European Union’s flag. Part of the AMO’s 

activity is to prepare the field before an OMA’s action. Through AMO, Rem Koolhaas does a 

prior investigation
231

, a way to be prepare when he will have to deal with a new problem and, 

at the same time, to position himself in an area (for example, Asia or Middle East) where 

before has small or no experience. In that direction, AMO participated in research projects 

such as “Great Leap Forward”
232

 (investigating China), “Al Manakh”
233

 (investigating Middle 

East) or “Guide to Shopping”
234

 (investigating the shopping). 

The emergency of AMO and its function is very important in order to understand the brand’s 

character of OMA. Rem Koolhaas, with the creation of the AMO, actually follows a brand’s 

strategy with all the characteristics that we have described in the previous chapters. Various 

activities that couldn’t have been considered as architectural in the past, now can be part of 

an architectural office’s portfolio and can be combined with the classical architectural 

activities, creating a more dynamic, complex and interesting hybrid product.  

 

5.2.3. Texts 

 

                                                 
229

 Jennifer Sigler, “Rem Koolhaas“, Index Magazine [website] (2000) 
<http://www.indexmagazine.com/interviews/rem_koolhaas.shtml>, para. 38, accessed 15 May 2015. 
230

 “The first works that OMA realizes are of ‘branding’, of defining a brand”, as Eduard Sancho Pou 
comments. See: E. Sancho Pou, “Estrategias de Comercialización en la Arquitectura”, op. cit., 281. And 
continues: “The AMO’s idea consists of defining the unity, and at the same time, the diversity of the new 
Europe, through a new flag, which contains all the European flags, and achieves that through the 
invention of a barcode. In this barcode, each citizen has to recognize his country’s flag. Koolhaas 
creates concepts. Does consultancy. Enlarges the field of his professional activities”. Ibid, 282. 
Interesting is the comment of Eduard Sancho Pou about the expansion of the field of Koolhaas’ 
professional activities; a comment quite near to the main argument of the present thesis about the 
expansive character of the brands.  
231

 “Far from being prophet at his homeland, Koolhaas has constructed his most significant projects 
outside his country [Holland]: The Opera House of Oporto, CCTV of Peking, the Public Library of 
Seattle… But in order to understand how to position himself, always there is a prior investigation from 
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School Project on the City 2, New York: Taschen, 2002. 
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We will dedicate an important part of the analysis of Rem Koolhaas, as a case study, to his 

written work, since his influence as an intellectual on the architectural community (and not 

only
235

) is significant. We believe that through the analysis of his written
236

 work we can 

understand the driving forces that exist behind his initiatives, we can highlight the aspects of 

his thinking that are crucial for the evolution of his architecture and we can find the 

interrelation that has been formed between his critical approach to the architecture and the 

society, and the design methods/strategies that he uses in order to elaborate his projects. To 

find, in that way the connections that exist between his written work and his architectural 

production, both of them of high intellectual capacity.  

In this introductory chapter we will not refer in depth to his written work. We will do that in the 

following ones. Here we will do some general comments that can permit us to understand 

(besides other things) how he writes, how important this action is for him personally and his 

architectural office, how he organizes
237

 his books, which are the aims that he has and which 

methodology he uses in order to achieve those specific aims. 

 

From the need for credibility to the divercity of the Koolhaas’ present writing  

 

In an interesting interview that Rem Koolhaas gave to Beatriz Colomina on February 2007 in 

Rotterdam, at the monograph of El Croquis for his office, we find some helpful 

answers/comments. In the first one explains why he started writing, the reasons for writing 

afterwards and the different writing expressions that he uses in order to achieve, in each 

case, his goals. “I first wrote to create a credibility for the kind of architecture I wanted to do. 

Now it has become more diverse. Part of it is to describe architecture’s evolving present… 

part of it – like the Harvard work – is to prepare ourselves to deal with the issues, like the 

Chinise city, that you can feel are imminent in the practice. Part of it I consider like pure 
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 The written work of Rem Koolhaas has an influence on a variety of professional fields. It is well-
known, for example that the success of his first book, Delirious New York, was due to its capacity to 
penetrate to other professional environments, such as the sociologists, the anthropologists, the political 
scientists, the writers, etc.  Some of his later professional collaborations were due to the fact that he is 
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the famous Fashion House, to collaborate with an architect with a more intellectual profile. We will not 
refer to numerous other collaborations with artists and curators as well as to important discussions on 
the contemporary intellectual matters that were led to various books.  
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 On purpose we don’t refer to a theoretical work, since we estimate that it hasn’t the necessary 
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view. Rem Koolhaas’ work is quite near to the subjective texts of Le Corbusier (since there will be a 
reference later to the French-Swiss architect) although Koolhaas’ texts are more elaborative, complex 
and dynamic.  
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 “SMLSL was obviously organized by scale… Delirious New York is organized by blocks. Content is 
organized from West to East. So it’s very clear. And Domus D’autore in a way I like the internet, I 
guess”. See: B. Colomina and R. Koolhaas, “The architecture of the publication”, op. cit., 368. 
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‘writing’, literary, like ‘Generic City’ or ‘Junk Space’. I think that is very confusing to people. I 

try out different genres, different tones, clinical – Generic city, or hysterical – Junk Space”
238

.  

The need for credibility at the first period of his career has led him to write Delirious New York 

and in a way he succeeded to achieve that aim, since that book brought him at the first line of 

architecture. In the present period it seems that writing plays the role of the excuse for a 

research (under the broader initiatives of AMO). As he explains, like in the Harvard work, the 

(collective) writing prepared them to deal with the issues, find the necessary information in 

order to be ready to give the appropriate (written or designed) answer to the relevant theme 

when it will appear. Even in the case of the “pure writing”, as he defines, the need to employ 

different genres or tones shows his preoccupation, not only for the content but also for the 

form of the text. 

 

The writing as an intellectual and individual procedure 

 

We have referred in the previous paragraph to the collective writing, as it is the case of the 

book “The Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping”
239

. Besides it, which has a specific 

academic and research purpose, the writing for Rem Koolhaas is an individual procedure that 

can be distinguished from the collective work of his office. Schematically we may say that 

Rem Koolhaas expresses his thinking through a collective work, which is the production 

(mainly architectural projects) of OMA office and, in parallel, though an individual work, which 

is the writing.  

He argues: “Writing is the increasingly critical part. It’s the sum of the statements you can 

make entirely on your own, for which I’m solely responsible and which I produce in solitary 

conditions, and those two givens are unbelievably important. It’s the non-collective part of our 

thinking… At the same time, such as with Lagos, it is liberating to look at things that have 

nothing to do with me, a surrender to research. Writing can be both maximum and minimum 

ego”
240

. Being the writing “the sum of the statements [he] can make entirely on [his] own” and 

for which he is “solely responsible”, we can understand that whenever we want to find the 

essence of the OMA’s content (speaking about brand’s content in this thesis) and what really 

thinks Rem Koolhaas (outside of the influence of the other members of the OMA’s office) we 

can resort to the Koolhaas’ texts for answers.    

 

Forms of writing and the brand’s strategy 

 

It is crucial to find out which is the motivation for writing each time a text. By finding the 

motivation we can see the goals that he has in his strategy to develop his architectural office. 
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 Ibid., 357. 
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 See: C. J. Chung et al. (eds), The Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping, op. cit., 2002. 
240

 Ibid., 358. 
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In the above mentioned interview Rem Koolhaas explains: “Through Delirious New York I was 

trying to describe a space in which I could later work… In SMLXL there are perhaps two 

different ambitions. One of them was to find a way to give an unbuilt project the same status 

as a building so that all the work we had done until that time could be presented as equal, 

without introducing the notion of success or failure… It was basically a way of establishing the 

‘reality’ of certain projects, regardless of realization. The second was to establish a heavily 

contextual framework to reveal the exact moment within globalization that they were 

produced, to which pressures they responded, by which political moments they were 

triggered. The aim of Content was to put ourselves on the level again. Iconoclasm used 

against our own status, to become a normal office again with good and bad sides. An 

experiment in self-incrimination but also an attempt to return to less elevated levels”
241

.  

We should stay a little more at his explanation for SMLXL. Where he says that aim was to 

present all the projects, built or unbuilt, no matter if they can be considered as success or 

failure. This can reminds us the logic of the narrative in the brand’s strategy, where in an anti-

Curriculum Vitae approach, the brand can accept the failure, can incorporate it, can make 

profit from it. What it seems that is part of the brand’s strategy (the incorporation of all the 

projects, realized or not, the won competitions or the lost ones
242

, with aim to create a 

coherent meaning and to highlight the innovative part of the production) is the principal logic 

behind the choice and the presentation of the projects in the SMLXL book.   

Two more phrases from Rem Koolhaas reminds us the brand’s strategy. The first one is about 

the identity: “You can invent a whole new identity much more easily with a book than with 

architecture. Books are a luxury, a quick way of redefining ourselves by exploring a series of 

new practices and interests. Each book is an experiment”
243

. Since the architectural 

production is a collective work (in order to connect this comment with the above) and in many 

cases it is difficult to control the content of that work), an individual work as it is the writing can 

be easier and more effective to be used in order to re-construct the office’s identity.  

The second one is related to the architectural thinking as an instrument for an expansive 

strategy: “I’d say that my profession ends where architectural thinking ends – architectural 

thinking in terms of thinking about programs and organizational structure. These abstractions 

play a role in many other disciplines, and those disciplines are now defining their 

‘architectures’ as well. There’s a kind of multiplication of architectural activities. I don’t’ feel 

that I’m becoming less of an architect, but more”
244

. Rem Koolhaas understands that 

architecture has specific limits and our practice can expand its boundaries by trying to 

conquests the professional fields, where the architectural thinking can be involved. The 
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 Ibid., 368. 
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 It is characteristic that the famous three competitions of the summer 1989 to which Rem Koolhaas 
had participated [the Zeebrugge Sea Terminal, the Bibliotheque de France in Paris and the Center for 
Art and Media Technology in Karlsruhe] were neither won, nor built. But are considered as very 
important and innovative proposals that had influenced a lot of architects worldwide and are benchmark 
in Rem Koolhaas’ architectural production. 
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 Ibid., 372. 
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 Jennifer Sigler, “Rem Koolhaas“, Index Magazine [website] (2000) 
<http://www.indexmagazine.com/interviews/rem_koolhaas.shtml>, para. 42, accessed 15 May 2015. 
The above comment is respond tot he question of Jennifer Sigler: “Where does your practice begin and 
end? With AMO, you can also be an architect of concepts, right?” 
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architectural thinking through the writing can be a vehicle for the architects to expand their 

professional boundaries. 

 

5.2.3.1. Delirious New York, “the culture of congestion” and Down Town Athletic Club. 

 

“The Skyscraper is the instrument of a new form of unknowable urbanism”
245

. 

 

 

Rem Koolhaas has the experience of writing, even before entering to the architectural studies, 

since he was a journalist. As we have seen, in several periods of his career, he took 

advantage of his capacity to communicate through writing and the last was one of the most 

powerful instruments that he has in order to express his ideas and positions.  

 

“Delirious New York”, the eminenly contemporary Metropolis 

 

His first book was “Delirious New York”, an attempt to research and analyze the life of the 

most important Metropolis, New York, which so much fascinated him. New York was the 

“modern city par excellence”
246

, the expression of “true progress”. His trip to New York and 

his period of studies there, in the postgraduate level, was the cause to live the intensity of the 

metropolitan life, the culture of the mass society, the architecture and the urban environment 

of Manhattan. Obviously, that experience was so strong that gave name to his future office, 

the Office for Metropolis Architecture (OMA). 

The word Delirious in the name of the book is not used simply as an attempt to express the 

dynamic character of New York. Rem Koolhaas does an explicit reference to Dali’s approach 

to the art and the society, “a tribute to the methods of scientific enquiry based on paranoid-

critical activity”
247

 of the Catalan artist. Anyway, it is an adjective that characterized perfectly 

at the 80’ the global Metropolis of economy and art. Until 2003, when Rem Koolhaas himself 

declares the end of that condition: “Delirious no more”
248

. 
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 R. Koolhaas, Delirious New York, op. cit., 70. 
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 “What Koolhaas tells us in his book, what he discovered in New York, is that it is precisely in New 
York – the modern city par excellence, built simply under the pressure of the economy, subjected to the 
forces of unbridled capitalism – that the forms of true progress appear and manifest themselves in all 
their splendor”. See: R. Moneo, Theoretical anxiety and design strategies, op. cit., 309. 
247

 See: Roberto Gargiani, Rem Koolhaas / OMA: The construction of Merveilles, Lausanne: EPDF 
Press, 2008, 82. 
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 Rem Koolhaas at the Wired magazine writes an article with the title: “Delirious no more”, explaining 
how he perceives New York after de 9/11. “New York becomes a city (re)captured by Washington. 
Through the alchemy of 9/11, the authoritarian morphs imperceptibly into the totalitarian. A competition 
for rebuilding Ground Zero is held, not to restore the city's vitality or shift its center of gravity, but to 
create a monument at a scale that monuments have never existed (except under Stalin)”. Rem 
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The book had a quick and important influence on the architectural community

249
 and generally 

on the public. From the first paragraphs Rem Koolhaas makes it clear that the aim of that 

book was to be a retroactive manifesto for Manhattan: “How to write a manifesto - on a form 

of urbanism for what remains of the 20th century - in an age disgusted with them? The fatal 

weakness of manifestos is their inherent lack of evidence. Manhattan's problem is the 

opposite: it is a mountain range of evidence without manifesto. This book was conceived at 

the intersection of these two observations: it is a retroactive manifesto for Manhattan. 

Manhattan is the 20th century's Rosetta Stone”
250

.  

The book’s structure is based on a simulacrum of the Manhattan’s grid
251

. The book’s 

chapters have between themselves the same relationship that the Manhattan’s blocks were 

designed to have. From his first book, Rem Koolhaas managed to prove his writing’s 

capacities, with strong observations, research abilities, analytical efficiency, dynamic narration 

and a writing tone that captivates and creates the desire to continue to the next chapter. 

Interesting is the opinion of Juan Antonio Cortes: “This research is most probably still his most 

important theoretical work. Subsequent essays have derived from it, particularly the equally 

clarifying ‘Bigness’. Neither the literary brilliance of Delirious New York, nor its focus – quite 

explicit in the title – overshadow the architectural transcendence of the observations it 

contains”
252

.   

 

The culture of congestion 

 

Rem Koolhaas, with this book, wasn’t interested exclusively in the architecture and the urban 

planning of New York. He was interested broadly in the urban culture of that city and what 

type of life the mass society can generate. We know that Koolhaas generally researches 

various aspects of the metropolitan life and not only architecture, but in the case of the 

“Delirious New York” that preference to analyze the general expression of the society was in 

purpose: Rafael Moneo argues, “Mass culture, stronger in New York than anywhere else in 

the world, is what Koolhaas is interested in, It’s this, Koolhaas says, that must be explored 

and investigated if we are to find the criteria and set the foundations for producing 

architecture… The thing is to explore the impact of mass culture on the city and 

architecture”
253

. For Rafael Moneo this interest of Rem Koolhaas in the mass culture is an 

                                                                                                                                            
Koolhaas, “Delirious no more”, Wired [website], (June 2003) 
<http://archive.wired.com/wired/archive/11.06/i_ny.html> para. 20, Accessed 15 May 2015. 
And continuous: “New York will be marked by a massive representation of hurt that projects only the 
overbearing self-pity of the powerful. Instead of the confident beginning of the next chapter, it captures 
the stumped fundamentalism of the superpower. Call it closure”. Ibid., para. 22. 
249

 According to Rem Koolhaas his book “Delirious New York” sold 25,000 copies. See: B. Colomina 
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 See: R. Moneo, Theoretical anxiety and design strategies, op. cit., 310. 



132 

 
expression of a populism

254
, which, in some cases, finds an expression at the Koolhaas’ 

writing. 

The density of Manhattan and the mass culture of New York lead to the “culture of 

congestion”. This “culture of congestion” is the most important notion that exists in the 

“Delirious New York” and it is crucial if we want to understand the main aims of this Rem 

Koolhaas’ book. Already, prior to the publication of that book, Rem Koolhaas, in an article
255

 

where he was asked to explain New York and the importance that it has for him, he makes a 

note writing that a forthcoming book (obviously “Delirious New York”) will have as a subject 

that “culture of congestion”.  

In that article, Rem Koolhaas writes: “Manhattan represents the apotheosis of the ideal of 

density per se, both of population and of infrastructure; its architecture promotes a state of 

congestion on all possible levels, and exploits this congestion to inspire and support particular 

forms of social intercourse that together form an unique culture of congestion”
256

. For Rem 

Koolhaas the “culture of congestion”, despite the negative connotation that the congestion 

has as a term, is a synonym of the metropolitan culture
257

. After this book, the “culture of 

congestion” was turned to be a principle for Rem Koolhaas and his architectural office, a term 

that will appear several times (directly or indirectly) at his writings and at his architectural 

projects. We may say that it is part of his brand’s content and its imaginary. 

The above mentioned article was published in 1977. A year later, the book “Delirious New 

York” was published and there the notion of the “culture of congestion” occupies a privilege 

position: “Manhattanism is the one urbanistic ideology that has fed, from its conception, on 

the splendors and miseries of the metropolitan condition – hyper-density – without once losing 

faith In it as the basis for a desirable modern culture. Manhattan's architecture is a paradigm 

for the exploitation of congestion. The retroactive formulation of Manhattan's program is a 

polemical operation. It reveals a number of strategies, theorems and breakthroughs that not 

only give logic and pattern to the city's past performance, but whose continuing validity is itself 

an argument for a second coming of Manhattanlsm, this time as an explicit doctrine that can 

transcend the island of Its origins to claim its place among contemporary urbanisms. With 

Manhattan as example, this book is a blueprint for a ‘Culture of congestion’”
258

.  

 

Architectural principles. The “lobotomy” and the “vertical schism” 
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 See: “this populism of Koolhaas, this desire to link up with mass culture” and “Koolhaas’s populism is 
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In this context, Rem Koolhaas organizes the book in that way in order to present some 

principles (we can call the axioms) that can be applied afterwards to architecture. As we will 

see, some of them have been used afterwards in his architecture. Those principles can be 

divided in two categories. The first is related to the generation of the form (where we have 

terms like “extrusion”, “process”, automatic architecture”) and the second category has to do 

with the relationships among enclose and floors (here we have terms like “critical mass”, 

“lobotomy”, “automonument” and “vertical schism”)
259

.  

In this chapter we will refer just to one of them, which we consider very important in order to 

understand Rem Koolhaas’ architecture. It is the “lobotomy”, a term used in order to express 

(through that metaphor
260

) the separation between interior and exterior architecture. From the 

modern architecture we know the maxim: “form follows function”. According to the analysis of 

Rem Koolhaas this maxim isn’t valid in the architecture of Manhattan (the skyscrapers). As 

we will see also in the next chapter, this separation exists also at the contemporary 

architecture which is characterized by its size. We will see in the text: “Bigness or the problem 

of large” that, as the building acquires a significantly big dimension, this modern correlation 

between the function of the interior and form of the exterior ceases to exist.  

Rem Koolhaas in the book “Delirious New York” writes: “Buildings have both an Interior and 

an exterior. In Western architecture there has been the humanistic assumption that it is 

desirable to establish a moral relationship between the two, whereby the exterior makes 

certain revelations about the Interior that the interior corroborates. The "honest" facade 

speaks about the activities it conceals. But mathematically, the interior volume of three-

dimensional objects increases in cubed leaps and the containing envelope only by squared 

increments: less and less surface has to represent more and more interior activity. Beyond a 

certain critical mass the relationship is stressed beyond the breaking point; this “break” is the 

symptom of Automonumentality. In the deliberate discrepancy between container and 

contained New York's makers discover an area of unprecedented freedom. They exploit and 

formalize it in the architectural equivalent of a lobotomy – the surgical severance of the 

connection between the frontal lobes and the rest of the brain to relieve some mental 

disorders by disconnecting thought processes from emotions. The architectural equivalent 
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 “It is here that Koolhaas formulates two types of principles, or “axioms”, that he would later apply to 
his own architecture. The first has to do with the generation of the volumetric form – ‘extrusion’, 
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separates exterior and interior architecture. In this way the Monolith spares the outside world 

the agonies of the continuous changes raging inside it. It hides everyday life”
261

. 

As we will see, the “lobotomy” and the “theoretical envelope”
262

 will influence later in big 

extent on OMA’s work
263

. Something similar is happening with another term used in that book, 

the “vertical schism”. The “vertical schism” is another aspect of lobotomy, this time between 

the floors of the building. Rem Koolhaas has noted and explained this deliberate 

disconnection between the floors and has used this observation later (manipulating it) at his 

future projects. The “lobotomy” and the “vertical schism” together consist a double 

disconnection
264

, something frequently present at the Manhattan’s architecture. 

 

The skyscraper, the “free section” and the case of Downtown Athletic Club 

 

We can’t conclude this chapter, dedicated to the “Delirious New York” book without 

mentioning the skyscraper (the symbol and instrument, at the same time, of New York). This 

principal architectural factor of New York not only has made a great impression to Rem 

Koolhaas because of its presence, but also has been very didactic (as a function) for his 

future architecture. As Rem Koolhaas writes: “New York’s instruments are not necessary 

architectural masterpieces, but apparatuses for reinventing the city life. They create both the 

density that astronomically expands the repertoire of programs, events and overlappings and 

a smoothness that urban life has never known before”
265

.  

Rafael Moneo, analyzing the architecture of Rem Koolhaas makes interesting comments to 

which extent Koolhaas was influenced by the skyscraper as an architectural typology, the role 

of the “free section” (the use of the modern “free plan”, this time “displaced” at the section) 

and the liberation of the form from the skyscraper’s program: “The notion of the floor plan 

generating the building’s architecture disappears altogether. In the skyscraper, what matters 

is the structure of the building and the position of the vertical communication shaft. Overall 

structure on one hand, and position of stairwell and elevation shaft on the other, define the 

available space, which is the open to most diverse uses. Structure and shaft prevail… The 

form of the building is freed from the program. The architect doesn’t consider the program in 

defining the building’s form. In this project Koolhaas discovered the principle of the ‘free 

section’, which would be a source of inspiration in his future work as an architect”
266

. 
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The skyscraper that has acquired a symbolic role in this first book of Rem Koolhaas is the 

Downtown Athletic Club
267

. Koolhaas has presented several skyscrapers and this one not 

even had the most engaging analysis. But as we will see, it appears in several texts as a 

reference and seems to be a good paradigm for Rem Koolhaas, in order (through it) to 

present his thoughts for architecture. Maybe because of its characteristic section or its 

attractive appearance. Is indicative the comment of Rafael Moneo: “His [of Rem Koolhaas] 

analysis of the Downtown Athletic Club became his design method. In the future he would 

undertake large-scale buildings on the basis of the section. The form of the building – 

including its image, is condition as icon – would be implicit in the section”
268

.   

 

In order to sum up, the “Delirious New York” is a benchmark in the whole work (written or 

designed) of Rem Koolhaas, not only because he achieved to convert his fascination for New 

York and its mass culture into thorough analysis of the contemporary Metropolitan city, but 

also because he detected and organized, into a comprehensive ensemble, lessons from the 

Manhattan’s architecture (and its symbol, the skyscraper) that can be useful for the 

architectural thinking and the architectural design.  

The conversion of the “culture of congestion” into his principle (which will dominate his future 

architectural activity) and the axioms that has created through the analysis of the Manhattan’s 

architecture (e.g. “lobotomy”, “extrusion”, “automatic architecture”, “theoretical envelope”, etc), 

suggesting to the world architectural community to search for possible implementations, are 

elements which give an importance to that book. “Delirious New York” has permitted him to 

create a toolbox
269

 which contains theoretical schemes, metaphors, typologies, concepts and 

design methods, which has been used in his future professional trajectory.        

 

5.2.3.2. SMLXL, Bigness and Generic City. 

 

“SMLXL” is a very important book for Rem Koolhaas, since it is his first major attempt to 

communicate his architecture. After “Delirious New York”, which implicitly contains his ideas 

for architecture but describes the life in New York and does not present his projects (if we 

exclude the last pages, where he had tried – unsuccessfully – to connect some of his projects 

with the content of “Delirious New York”), at the “SMLXL” book he tries explicitly to present his 

architecture and his office’ production.  
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“SMLXL” and the importance of the scale 

 

That book, although extremely voluminous, rigid and expensive for the ordinary architects had 

reserved for Rem Koolhaas an enthusiastic acceptance
270

 on behalf of the architectural 

community. If the project of La Villette is the first architectural production that gave recognition 

to Rem Koolhaas in a global level, “SMLXL” is the book that had diffused his ideas in all over 

the world. “SMLXL” has established Rem Koolhaas as an intellectual architect and thinker 

and gave credibility to his future architectural activities. The book has a clear organization 

(which gave name at the book itself), on the base of the scale, from the smaller to the largest 

project, incorporating in-between texts which explain Rem Koolhaas’ architectural approach. 

Rafael Moneo, at his analysis for “SMLXL” gives emphasis at Koolhaas’ capacity to 

manipulate the scale and express his opinion that, from now and on, this manipulation of 

scale will be very important for the architects in order to exercise their profession in the 

contemporary world: “His book S,M,L,XL addresses his interest in scale while serving as a 

framework through which to present and organize his work. At the heart of his interest in scale 

is the importance he gives to the use that architecture is to serve. Scale is therefore a 

category that leads from the private to the public. It’s what makes it possible for architecture 

to satisfy the needs that arise in the sphere of the individual and address the spatial 

requirements of masses. Through skillful manipulation of scale, architecture puts itself at the 

service of a society defined by mass culture, thereby recuperating the usefulness it had in the 

past… Certainly more than his fellow architects, caught up as they are in an academic 

discussion about forms and icons, ignoring the fact that it’s the dimensions of architecture that 

dictate and set the conditions of a project”
271

.  

We will refer to some of the projects contained in that book in the next chapters, in the 

present one, we will focus on two texts (“Bigness” and “The Generic City”) which we estimate 

that are emblematic and very useful in order to: firstly, understand Rem Koolhaas’ 

architectural thinking and secondly, the ambitions and the intentions that he has. 

 

Bigness 

 

“Beyond a certain scale, architecture acquires the properties of Bigness. Bigness is ultimate 

architecture”
272

. 
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“Bigness or the problem of Large”

273
 (as it is its complete name) is not a simple text which has 

as an aim to justify the existence of the large scale in that book. It is a manifesto
274

 written by 

Rem Koolhaas that has as an aim to explain why architecture should move forwards, towards 

the discussion and the design of the large scale. For Juan Antonio Cortes it is “a manifesto 

that embodies design strategies”
275

. And continues: “It could be said that in ‘Bigness’, 

Koolhaas crossbreeds two of the most important manifestos of the 20
th
 century, Le 

Corbusier’s ‘Five points for a new architecture’, enunciated in 1927, and Robert Venturi’s 

‘Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture’, published in 1966. Here, Koolhaas launches 

his own manifesto, the ‘Theory of Bigness’ – already latent in Delirious New York – based on 

the five ‘theorems’, according to which, ‘only Bigness instigates the regime of complexity’”
276

.  

As Koolhaas says, the size embodies an ideological program
277

 and the bigness needs an 

ideological base in order to be operative. Koolhaas has detected that there is a lack of 

ideological base at the extreme big scale and wants to offer it, through a text-manifesto. The 

“Bigness” acquires an additional importance, since there is a lack of theoretical work which 

refers to the big scale and a lack of thinkers that can act as catalyst and providers of new 

ideas. This lack has been noticed
278

 by Rem Koolhaas and, it seems, that he had forced 

himself to write this text in order to activate a fruitful conversation in the architectural 

community in that scale. We have to admit that, although the text was written in 1995, twenty 

years later, still there is a lack of thinking in this crucial scale.   

According to Rem Koolhaas, if a construction is becoming bigger and bigger, it is transformed 

to “Bigness”, as Koolhaas conceives it, and absorbs (as a concept) the architecture. The 

“Bigness” as a construction, because of its size, has the effects of the “lobotomy”, as we have 

seen it in the chapter for the “Delirious New York”. The exterior architecture loses its 

connection with the interior architecture; the form
279

 of the “Bigness” has no relationship with 

the function of the interior. In a way the whole loses its unity and the “Bigness” is, we may 

say, the co-existence of fragmented space. The “Bigness” as it grows, gets competitive to the 

city, it becomes the city. The already known design methods are not any more useful. The 

urban planning can’t be used in a contemporary city conquered by the “Bigness”. 
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“Bigness” and its theorems 

 

For Koolhaas, “Bigness” was latent in “Delirious New York”. The “Theory of Bigness” was 

latent in his first book. The Manhattan’s buildings were the “bigger” that prepared the field for 

the “Bigness”. Koolhaas’ “Bigness” is based on five theorems. We choose to refer to 3 of 

them as more characteristics: 

(no1) “Such a mass can no longer be controlled by a single architectural gesture, or even by 

any combination of architectural gestures. This impossibility triggers the autonomy of its parts, 

but that is not the same as fragmentation: the parts remain committee to the whole”
280

. 

(no3) “In Bigness, the distance between core and envelope increases to the point where the 

façade can no longer reveal what happens inside. The humanist expectation of “honesty” is 

doomed: interior and exterior architectures become separate projects, one dealing with the 

instability of programmatic and iconographic needs, the other – agent of disinformation – 

offering the city the apparent stability of an object. Where architecture reveals, Bigness 

perplexes”
281

.  

(no5) “Together, all these breaks – with scale, with architecture composition, with tradition, 

with transparency, with ethics – imply the final, most radical break: Bigness is no longer part 

of any urban tissue. It exists; at most, it coexists”
282

. 

Through those theorems Koolhaas wants obviously to explain to the architectural community 

that a new architectural methodology for design is required is the era of “Bigness”. The 

classical architectural gestures are not enough anymore. It should be conceived the extent of 

the change, the role of “Bigness” in the new urban environment and new strategies
283

 should 

be invented in order the architect to be able to deal with the new reality. Rem Koolhaas 

explains that should be used design strategies such as “The programmatic hybridizations / 

proximities / frictions / overlaps / superpositions that are possible in Bigness – in fact, the 

entire apparatus of montage [that were] invented at the beginning of the century to organize 

relationships between independent parts”
284

. 

 

The hyper-enlargement of architecture and the city 
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In order to perceive the dynamism of “Bigness”, we should understand its relationship to 

architecture. “Bigness” is the hyper-enlargement of architecture
285

, but that doesn’t mean that 

the “Bigness” has the same attributes with the up-to-now architecture. The interior distances 

between the parts lead to new architectural interventions, less rigid, less absolute and more 

flexible. The “Bigness” is characterized by “artificiality and complexity”, by “contamination 

rather than purity and quantity rather than quality”. In any case, according to Koolhaas, 

“Bigness” is “the last bastion of architecture – a contraction, a hyper-architecture”. 

Also is important to understand the relationship of “Bigness” with the city and the urbanism. 

Rem Koolhaas is quite explicit in his text for that relationship: “If Bigness transforms 

architecture, its accumulation generates a new kind of city… The street has become residue, 

organizational device, mere segment of the continuous metropolitan plane where the 

remnants of the past face the equipments of the new in an uneasy standoff”
286

. “Bigness no 

longer needs the city: it competes with the city; it represents the city; it preempts the city; or 

better still, it is the city. If urbanism generates potential and architecture exploits it, Bigness 

enlists the generosity of urbanism against the meanness of architecture. Bigness = urbanism 

vs. architecture”
287

. 

 

“Generic City” and identity 

 

The other important text in “SMLXL” is “The Generic City”
288

. The Generic
289

 City exists at the 

opposite site of the historical cities. It is a city without identity, without history. In order to be 

accurate, it is a city that denies history and identity. Through “The Generic City” Koolhaas 

intends to describe the possibilities that the new cities (now mostly in Asia
290

) have and the 

dynamism that they can acquire, having as primary advantage that they are built from the 

zero and organized solely on a functional level, instead of historical, social and cultural ones. 

Rem Koolhaas starts his text with a provocative way: “What are the disadvantages of identity, 

and conversely, what are the advantages of blankness? What if this seemingly accidental – 

and usually regretted – homogenization were an intentional process, a conscious movement 

away from difference towards similarity? What if we are witnessing a global liberation 

movement” ‘down with character!’ What is left after identity is stripped? The Generic?”
291

. 
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Some critics have characterized the tone that Rem Koolhaas uses in this text, semi-ironical, 

semi-provocative and semi-critical. There are times that we cannot be sure if he really means 

it or he is using his characteristic irony in order to deconstruct the commented theme. 

Although that is a reality, we can be pretty sure that he is really in favor of the generic space, 

not so much because he is against or jealous to the history (feeling competitive with whatever 

exists from the past), but more because he feels that the past (the history, the identity, etc) 

imposes so many restrictions that the current society could not be developed in the extent 

that its abilities can permit.  

On the other hand, the history and the identity, in the “hands” of the mass society, will seem 

small and limited for being used by so many. “To the extent that identity is derived from 

physical substance, from the historic, from context, from the real, we somehow cannot 

imagine anything contemporary – made by us – contributes to it. But the fact that human 

growth is exponential implies that the past will at some point become too ‘small’ to be 

inhabited and shared by those alive. We ourselves exhaust it”
292

. And in order to become 

clearer, he adds: “Identity is like a mousetrap in which more and more mice have to share the 

original bait, and which, on closer inspection, may have been empty for centuries. The 

stronger identity, the more it imprisons, the most it resists expansion, interpretation, renewal, 

contradiction. Identity becomes like a lighthouse – fixed, overdetermined: it can change its 

position or the pattern it emits only at the cost of destabilizing navigation”
293

.    

“The Generic City” can be conceived also as “a synthetic, poetic interpretation of the 

phenomenon of human congestion on the earth’s surface”. In this context, Rem Koolhaas 

“seems like Baudelaire’s flaneur, but on a planetary scale at the end of the 20
th
 century”

294
. 

We will come back to the text’s content. Let us refer in this point to the text’s structure. On 

contrary to the classical structure of “Bigness” (in paragraphs), “the Generic City” is hyper-

organized in sections and subsections, making obvious the argumentation through the text’s 

structure. This well organized structure helps Koolhaas to empower his arguments, since the 

structure permits to the reader to interrelates the various contents of the texts and create a 

web-like net of interconnections.  

 “The Generic City” is not only against history and identity, but also to (whatever represents) 

the city’ centers. “The Generic City is the city liberated from the captivity of center, from the 

straitjacket of identity. The Generic City breaks with this destructive cycle of dependency; it is 

nothing but a reflection of present need and present ability. It is the city without history. It is 

big enough for everybody. It is easy. It does not need maintenance. If it gets too small it just 

expands. If it gets old it just self-destructs and renews. It is equally exciting – or unexciting – 

everywhere. It is ‘superficial’ – like a Hollywood studio lot, it can produce a new identity every 

Monday morning”
295

.  

 

                                                 
292

 Ibid., 1248. 
293

 Ibid., 1248. 
294

 The approach of Roberto Gargiani to “the Generic City”. See: R. Gargiani, Rem Koolhaas / OMA, op. 
cit., 230. 
295

 Ibid., 1249-1250. 



141 

 
The influence on Koolhaas’ architecture 

 

We think that the last reference is characteristic of what is the Generic City according to Rem 

Koolhaas. In an interview with Beatriz Colomina, he was asked what generic is and he had 

replied: “It’s complicated story, but I am really nauseated by the current overproduction of 

icons, at the expense of all other potentials. I really think the current idolatry of architecture 

causes an accumulation of bad faith. We have to find a way, short of totally withdrawing, of 

reinventing plausibility for architecture, so we have been designing a whole range of 

unbelievably simple, uninflected, radically neutral buildings”
296

. From the above reply we can 

understand that his text “Generic City” is not just an intellectual exercise. On the contrary, is 

part of Koolhaas’ architectural quest and has influenced directly his architectural 

production
297

. 

Anna Klingmann, at her book “Brandscapes: architecture in the experience economy”, 

analyzes the work of Rem Koolhaas (from the point of view of the brand theory) and pays 

more attention to the generic, commenting: “Just like his modernist predecessors, Koolhaas 

marrows the parameters of each project down to its most generic functions to eliminate any 

prevailing ideologies from it: After all, ‘what is a university library today but a surface on which 

to locate books and computers and a path to bring the public to them?... What is an Opera 

House but a facility for the company to manufacture performances and a place for the public 

to assemble and watch them?’”
298

. And continues: “The most specific condition is distilled 

from the most generic to the point where the common is defined anew, and the fundamentally 

unoriginal is converted into something inherently original. The generic and the specific are 

played off against each other to the point where neither one is dominant. This attitude of ironic 

affirmation correlates with Koolhaas’s critical transformation of the generic to yield something 

highly specific”
299

.  

As we can see, the Koolhaas’ approach to the generic doesn’t stop at a theoretical level, but 

penetrates and influence his design strategy (generic vs specific) and his projected 

architecture. Anna Klingmann gives as an interesting example of how the generic exists in his 

design strategies. It is the Universal Headquarters: “OMA’s design proposal for MCA’s 

headquarters and its 420-acre Universal Studios lot in Los Angeles (1997) presents another 

interesting interplay of what is deemed to be reproducible (that is, generic in nature) and what 

is irreproducible (specific), where a reciprocal relationship is created between the simple 

stacking of ‘generic office floors’ and the formal differentiation of ‘specific functions’. While the 

generic office floors are left essentially undersigned, they offer a convenient backdrop for the 

spatially differentiated volumes retaining functions designated as specific. Koolhaas’s game is 
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at once humorous and ironic: while the generic allegedly legitimizes the specific, the 

commonplace is elevated as a singular event pointing to a new definition of the original”
300

.  

 

The characteristics of the Generic City 

 

Coming back to the text’s content, we have to add that Rem Koolhaas does not limit himself 

at the opposition between generic city and history or idenity, but moves forwards offering us 

(in various parts of the text) the characteristics of the Generic City. According to Koolhaas, the 

Generic City has contradiction, lack of authenticity and diversity. Is sedated, multicultural, 

multiracial, flexible, unpredictable, congested, functional, efficient and fractal. It is, at the 

same time, hyperglobal and hyperlocal, primordial and futuristic. With one phrase: it is open to 

all possibilities. 

“The Generic City” should interest the present thesis for one more reason. The generic
301

 

(without identity) can be conceived as the opposite of the brand (which principle value is its 

idenity). So, the text of Rem Koolhaas can be useful for one more reason, since through the 

multifaceted analysis that he does, he can give us theoretical tools to develop (by reversing 

his ones) the analysis of the brand. The theory of the generic can be the mirror of the brand’s 

theory. 

We would like to close this chapter with the way that Koolhaas closes his own text. Koolhaas 

describes a film set in the Hollywood, where a film (for the Bible) it was shooted. The scene 

was crowded. [The crowd is again the real protagonist, as it happens with Koolhaas after 

having embraced the Culture of Congestion]. “People shout. [...]. The charning mass 

becomes oceanic. Waves break. Now switch off the sound – silence, a welcome relief – and 

reverse the film. The now mute but still visibly agitated men and women stumble backward; 

the viewer no longer registers only humans but begins to note between them. The center 

empties: the last shadows evacuate the rectangle of the picture frame, probably complaining, 

but fortunately we don’t hear them. Silence is now reinforced by emptiness: the image shows 

empty stalls, some debris that was tramped underfoot. Relief... it’s over. That is the story of 

the city. The city is no longer. We can leave the theater now...”
302

.    

 

5.2.3.3. Content and Junkspace. 

 

The “Content”
303

 is one of Rem Koolhaas’ last publications. We incorporate it in our analysis, 

since we believe that it can give us another perspective of Rem Koolhaas’ activity (written and 

designed), and more than that, a sense of his brand’s strategy. This publication has the form 
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of a magazine

304
. Its whole design, the effect that it produces with the analogy between the 

texts and the images, additionally to the quality of the glossy pages, refers to the aesthetics of 

the commercial magazines. We believe that Rem Koolhaas had aimed to refer to this type of 

publications, since he wanted, through this attempt, to reach the mass architectural 

community through a compact and cheap
305

 publication.  

 

“Content”: From the West to the East 

 

If “Delirious New York” was organized on the base of a simulation of the Manhattan’s grid and 

the chapters have between themselves the relationship that the Manhattan’s blocks have; and 

“SMLXL” is organized from the smaller in size project to the largest; the “Content” has its clear 

organization: From West to East
306

. The economic expansion of the Asian countries has 

shifted the interests of the corporations, of the funds and, of courses, of the construction’s 

professionals towards the East. Perhaps Rem Koolhaas wanted to symbolize, through the 

structure of his book-magazine, that movement of employees, capitals and thinkers towards 

the East.  

The choice of the magazine’s aesthetics perhaps it has also a symbolic dimension: The 

magazine, symbol of the ephemeral, can represent effectively the ephemeral character of 

some of the contents that were presented in this book-magazine. It has passed almost a 

decade since its first edition and some of the contents already seem old (most of them 

political and economical): the reference to George W. Bush, to Martha Stewart, to Big 

Brother, etc. We have seen in a previous chapter the role that AMO has in the OMA’s 

structure. The “Content” is a book, not only under the influence of AMO’s activity, but perhaps 

made exactly in order to highlight the AMO’s activity. Since AMO deals with research, most of 

the time related to themes that are current at the time of their elaboration, it is obvious that if 

we see them in retrospective we will perceived some of them as something old and expired. 

The decision of a magazine’s aesthetics has influenced also the structure of the book. There 

is an alternance of advertisements, interviews, infographics, texts-comments and architectural 

projects. Some of the advertisements are real (Lagos, Cucci, Prada, Volkswagen, Boffi, Dutch 

government, etc) and some others are fake, a simulacrum of advertisement (ebay, Taschen 

publications with various “Harvard projects on the city”, etc). Two “interviews”
307

 (incidentally?) 

are with architectural personalities (Toyo Ito and Oscar Niemeyer) from developed or 

emergent economically countries. Two more with a more thematic focus: with Luis 
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Fernandez-Galiano

308
 and with Beatriz Colomina and Martha Stewart

309
. Finally, the most 

attractive interview: with Denise Scott Brown and Robert Venturi
310

, made by Rem Koolhaas 

and Hans Urlich Obrist
311

.  

The infographics are necessary in order to give visually information that otherwise would have 

been difficult to be comprehensive: some infographics about density, population growth, 

people’s flows, GDP growth or transactions
312

, a collage of successive events
313

 on a time-

base and a mapping of political activities
314

. The texts-comments are either themes that at 

first glance are not related to architecture
315

 or are themes of architectural interests which 

have a political, economical or demographic point of view
316

. The architectural projects are 

from various periods of Koolhaas’ professional career and of different scales
317

. Interesting is 

the idea, at the end of the book, using the format of the rent advertisements that exist in 

magazines and newspapers, to present all the OMA/AMO’s projects since SMLXL
318

. In order 

to reinforce conceptually the periodic character of the magazine, they have designed and 

presented 36 covers
319

 for future issues of the “Content Magazine”. 

 

An anti-SMLXL publication 

 

The fact that the decision to create a book-magazine was central is evident from the first 

pages: “I’m not sure if this is a book or a magazine” a cartoon says, in order another to 

respond: “Actually, I find the tension between the two super-interesting”
320

. The magazine 

format was on purpose chosen by the OMA/AMO, because all those properties that the 

magazine has (cheap, updated, ephemeral, dense, multifaceted, etc) represent the character 

that the OMA/AMO wants to give to this publication and to its content.  
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 Ibid., 240-251. 
314
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the text we can find hidden correlations. See: “Black Metropolis: Life and Death in Bronzeville”. Ibid., 
172-180. 
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458-459). 
317

 From the “New Seoul International Airport” (Ibid., 432-433) to “CCTV” (Ibid., 482-491). 
318

 Ibid., 516-540. 
319

 Ibid., 542-543. Rem Koolhaas in the “Content” writes: “Because the relationship [between OMA and 
AMO] is fluid and unstable, it is presented as a magazine – a freeze frame of one particular moment. 
Like a magazine, it may be resurrected when there is more to report…”. Ibid., 20.  
320

 Ibid., 12-13. 



145 

 
Brendan McGetrick in the Editor’s letter writes: “Content is a product of the moment. Inspired 

by the ceaseless fluctuations of the early 21
st
 century, it, inevitably, bears the marks of 

globalism and the market, ideological siblings that, over the past twenty years, undercut the 

stability of every facet of contemporary life. This book is born of that instability. It is not 

timeless; it’s almost out of date already. It uses volatility as a license to be immediate, 

informal, blunt; it embraces instability as a new source of freedom. Content is a follow-up to 

SMLXL, an inventory of seven years of OMA’s tireless labor. In many ways it is structured 

according to what its predecessor is not – dense, cheap, disposable… The relentless internal 

logic that propelled SMLXL is here counteracted by the incorporation of critical, external 

voices. Subjects are not arranged according to size, but by geographical proximity: the 

trajectory moves ever eastward, beginning in San Franscisco, ending to Tokyo”
321

. It is 

obvious that this publication has as an aim to create an anti-SMLXL publication. Something 

that can be completely opposite to its predecessor.  

 

A publication that reflects the OMA’s imaginary 

 

Brendan McGetrick ends his Editor’s letter with the characteristic phrase: “Content is, beyond 

all, a tribute to what are perhaps OMA-AMO’s greatest virtues – its courage, its dogged, 

almost existential pursuit of discomfort, its commitment to engaging the world by inviting itself 

to places where it has no authority, places where it doesn’t ‘belong’”. The last phrase can be 

considered as an announcement of what is OMA’s imaginary, the “virtues” in order to use 

McGetrick’s expression. Those are the qualities that OMA wants to have or, to say in other 

way, what OMA wants the others to believe that it has. In the first text from McGrtrick’s 

editor’s letter, which we use above, if we re-read it we can find words-notions that can 

characterize the OMA’s imaginary: immediate, informal, blunt, with critical approach and with 

intention to use the current social, economical and political instability as a new source of 

freedom. 

Rem Koolhaas in his first text in “Content”, referring to the slowness that characterizes the 

architecture, writes: “Yet the word ‘architecture’ is still pronounced with certain reverence 

(outside of the profession). It embodies the lingering hope – or the vague memory of a hope – 

that shape, form, coherence could be imposed on the violent surf of information that washes 

over us daily. Maybe, architecture doesn’t have to be stupid after all. Liberated from the 

obligation to construct, it can become a way of thinking about anything – a discipline that 

represents relationships, proportions, connections, effects, the diagram of everything. The 

random sequence of commissions on which each architect depends is the opposite of an 

agenda. The birth – shortly after SMLXL of OMA’s mirror image AMO enabled us to create 

knowledge independent of chance and to pursue our own interests in parallel to those of our 

clients”
322

. 
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If, for one reason the thesis should be interested in “Content”, it would be for the above 

Koolhaas’ text. We believe that he describes with thoroughness the current architectural 

condition and the need to expand beyond the traditional boundaries of our profession. He 

proposes at the architectural community (in parallel with its professional activity) to “become a 

way of thinking about everything”, to become a “discipline that represents relationships, 

proportions, connections, effects”, to become (as he says in a text which we have already 

commented) “pure thinking”.  

This is, according to the thesis’ point of view, an expansive architectural strategy. Rem 

Koolhaas believes (and it is true) that “the random sequence of commissions on which each 

architect depends is the opposite of the agenda”. The nature of our profession obliges the 

architect to respond to the diverse problems of the clients, without maintaining, an agenda, 

that means a set of interests with which he works. The lack of an agenda is characteristic of 

the services’ strategy. The agenda is part of the brand’s strategy, since it gives identity and 

continuation. Maybe the agenda is the term that Rem Koolhaas uses to describe part of his 

brand’s content. 

 

Universal Modernization Patents 

 

Most of the critics have stayed at one specific content of that book-magazine: the Universal 

Modernization Patents. Rem Koolhaas uses the typical patent’s form that the corporations (or 

the individuals), through their research division, use to register the patent of a new product. 

This decision is interesting, from the point of view of the present thesis: to simulate the 

concept of OMA’s project as something that can be patented, in order to protect the 

intellectual property of the inventor and to associate legally the invention with the specific 

inventor.  

That means that according to Rem Koolhaas some of the concepts used in his past projects 

are inventions, each one has a specific modus operandi that can be described and used in 

similar circumstances by the architectural community. This strong association (even if it is 

used metaphorically or as a semi-joke) of an architectural office with its design methods or 

concepts shows that for Rem Koolhaas those methods and comments are very important and 

are at the heart of their design strategy. We can understand that this position is quite near to 

the creation of a brand’s strategy and the need to protect its intellectual property which is its 

identity, the core of its brand’s content.  

Rem Koolhaas and OMA present a series of 15 patents
323

 that can be organized in 3 

categories: “the void”, “the stratification of floors” and “the structure of the skyscraper”
324

. 

Each patent has the reference of the “inventor” (in all cases there is the name of Rem 
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 Ibid., 73-83 and 510-513. 
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 Roberto Gargiani in his analysis organizes the 15 patents in three categories: a) at the first category 
the patents “address the possibilities of the dimension of the void in urban and territorial planning and in 
the design of public buildings”, b) at the second one the patents “permit suppression of the stratification 
of floor slabs” and c) at the third, the patents refer to “specifications for the structural foundations of the 
skyscraper of the 21

st
 century”. See: R. Gargiani, Rem Koolhaas / OMA, op. cit., 322-323. 
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Koolhaas together with the respective collaborators), where it was initially applied and a brief 

abstract, with the description of how the concept/invention it is applied and how it solves the 

problem. Together with the above, a diagram
325

 shows the operation of that invention.  

The series begins with the patent: “Social Condenser”
326

 which we can use as an example. It 

is the patent that derives from the Parc de la Villette Competition, in Paris. In the patent’s 

abstract Rem Koolhaas describes: “Take the section of the typical skyscraper and put it on its 

side; now declare each floor a different program; distribute recurrent obligations 

mathematically across the site in intervals dictated by need; design one (or more) symbolic 

elements (1,2,3) to acknowledge ‘eternal’ human values. Instead of treating ‘park’ as the 

opposite of the city – a programmatic non-entity, this approach demonstrates that the park 

can sustain program with superior ease”. The description has the form of instructions, which 

basically lead to the application of a Koolhaas’ architectural method. In this case, the 

displacement, which we have seen in the 4
th
 chapter. The use of the skyscraper’s section as 

an example for the design of the plan. A paradigm from a specific scale (architecture) is used 

in another scale (urban design). 

 

“Junkspace”: the result of space’s deterioration 

 

One of the most important texts (and quite different from the others) of Rem Koolhaas is 

“Junkspace”, which is published in “Content”
327

 (in 2004). A first version of Junkspace was 

published at “Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping”
328

 (in 2002), showing its direct 

relationship with the shopping, although it refers generally to the current social, political and 

cultural condition. It is a text that shows the intellectual capacities of Rem Koolhaas and his 

certainty that the architectural thinking can and should participate in the general discussion. 

The “pure thinking” of Rem Koolhaas maybe finds its expression (one more time
329

) in this 

text.   

The text is written in a hysterical
330

 tone, as Rem Koolhaas himself has admitted. It is a 

unique text, at least according to its form. It isn’t organized in paragraphs; it has a continuous, 

flowing logic, simulating perhaps the automatic writing of the surrealists. Comparing with the 

previously analyzed “Generic City”, the “Junkspace” has a different structure. “Generic City” is 

hyper-organized in sections and subsections, numerically organized in order to make evident 

the different parts that compose the whole text. “Junkspace” maintains that continuum to 

which we have referred above. The text is the aggregation of small phrases which are not 

related between them. We can visually detect those phrases, even without actually reading 
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the text. Rem Koolhaas dissociates them constantly with the three dots “…”, maximizing the 

conceptual distance that separates them. They were written in order to make small 

autonomous comments and all together to give an impression of what the author wants to 

present, instead of organizing them in a stable structure.  

It seems, consequently, that the text has as an aim to create an impression of what is 

junkspace (as a collage of images, each one representing one facet of a multifaceted object) 

instead of constructing an argumentation. In this structure acquire importance specific words 

which represent terms/concepts instead of giving importance to the meaning produced by the 

correlation of phrases. As it is obvious, we can only speak about a subjective perception of 

the text’s content, since the form of the text gives to the reader the privilege to evaluate and 

prioritize the importance of one phase at the expense of the others.       

It is not a manifesto (as possibly is “Delirious New York” and “Generic city”). It is perhaps a 

collage of critical positions. The junkspace is the continuous downgrade of space, in the 

hierarchy of spatial qualities that Rem Koolhaas has in his mind. A deterioration that leaves 

the space without qualities. Rem Koolhaas argues: “Because its costs money, is no longer 

free, conditioned space becomes inevitably conditional space; sooner or later all conditional 

space turns into Junkspace”
331

. Rem Koolhaas doesn’t make reference to specific situations 

that are related to his experience (although there are some interesting analyses
332

 from 

theoreticians that find between the lines notions that can be associated with Koolhaas’ 

projects). He prefers (with some exceptions) to make some generic comments and, in this 

way, allows the reader to acquire a greater degree of autonomy.    
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 R. Koolhaas, Content, op. cit., 162-163. 
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We have referred to the subjective reading of that text and to the importance that the 

terms/concepts had acquired at the expense of the broader meaning. In this framework we 

find interesting the attempt of Roberto Gargiani to restructure the texts and to give his own 

version, using as benchmark the terms/concepts, which he puts into quotation marks: 

“In 2000 Koolhaas published the first version of Junkspace, in which he aimed at defining the 

qualities of that space, until then indescribable for him, which represented the essence of the 

Typical Plan, of Bigness, of the Generic City and, above all, of shopping. The concept of 

Junkspace negates the fundamental criteria of architectural composition, as it is the absence 

of ‘classical space’ based on the typical processes of the artistic avant-gardes of the period 

after World War II: ‘it substitutes accumulation for hierarchy, addition for composition’; it is not 

designed but generated by ‘cooperation’, enlivened by a ‘creative proliferation’. It is the sum 

of the ‘in-between spaces’, giving rise to ‘a colossal security blanket that covers the earth’; it 

is, as in shopping centers, airports or the Strip of Las Vegas, a substance that spreads and 

devours the identity of any type of building. 

‘Continuity’ is the ‘essence’ of Junkspace, made possible by the transformation of ‘walls’ into 

‘partitions’, by ‘transparency’, by reduction of the visibility of the ‘structure’ and its ‘limits’, by a 

mosaic of temporary, light facing panels. As had already emerged from Koolhaas’s 

considerations on the Typical Plan and the Deep Plan, the fundamental technical factor for 

the realization of Junkspace is air conditioning, which ‘has launched the endless building’”
333

.  

 

5.2.4. Projects. 

 

The written work of Rem Koolhaas isn’t enough at the moment to understand his presence in 

Architecture and his influence on the architectural community. He may have started to be 

well-known and influential at the last years of the 70’s and at the decade of 80’s through his 

texts and his interventional theoretical activity, but he became really influential when he 

managed to combine the effective writing with the architectural projects
334

 (firstly unbuilt, 

within the context of competitions, and afterwards constructed) that had succeeded to 

materialize all of his visions in compacts and comprehensive architectural proposals. It is 

indispensable to review some of his projects in the next chapters, in order to understand him 

and his office’ content. 

One project that explicitly represents the influence of the notion of congestion (and his 

experience in New York) on his architectural work was his submission in the competition for 

the City Hall of the Hague (The Netherlands, 1986). Impressed by the enormous space 

requested by the architectural program of that competition, had tried through his proposal to 

reconcile the need for a massive building with the small scale of the Dutch city, by dissecting 

the overall volume in various smaller, connected them in the lower floors.  
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 Ibid., 320. 
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 It is a common place that the competition of The Parc of la Villete was the first time when the 
architectural project of Rem Koolhaas has a more important role in comparison to the theoretical 
content that supports it. It may be the first time that Koolhaas reached equilibrium between design 
procedures and theoretical framework, in favor of the firsts.   
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The interest for the Mass Society and its transformations made him to investigate this theme 

in three consecutive competitions during a short period of 6 months. Those competitions 

were: The Zeebruge Sea Terminal (Zeebruge, Belgium, 1989), The National Library of France 

(Paris, 1989) and The ZKM Center for Art and Media Technologie in Karlsruhe (Germany, 

1989). The thesis refers to them because it estimates that they have been conceived in the 

most creative part of his professional trajectory. A period that determined his future projects 

and his way of thinking on Architecture.  

In these 3 projects we have to add another one (not architectural but urban/landscape), his 

participation at the competition of the Park of La Villete in Paris (France, 1983)
335

 that has 

been designed few year earlier. In the above 5 projects the thesis estimates that has been 

reflected his approach to architecture and his distinctive way of reading the architecture, the 

city and the contemporary society. In his most recent projects, there are some interesting 

proposals [like the Dutch Embassy in Berlin, CCTV, the Opera of Porto, the Library of Seattle, 

between others] where we can see that the theme of the masses was treated satisfactorily 

(especially in the projects in Asia), but the thesis considers that in the 5 aforementioned 

projects there is a concentration of innovation and capacity for reflection. Maybe because he 

made them during a period where his office was smaller and he was implicated in them more. 

Characteristic is the lecture that he gave in the COAC in 1992 (lecture taped in a video that 

exists in the library of ETSAB) where there was obvious his affection with those proposals 

and the investigation of that theme. 

 

Architectural methodology  

 

Before moving to the analysis of individual projects, it will be useful, in a more general level, 

to research the architectural methodology and the strategies that Rem Koolhaas and his 

architectural office follow. Rem Koolhaas is a conceptual architect and for that it is expected 

to use concepts during the creative part of his design. What characterizes him is that he 

doesn’t use pure concepts but ones that have been produced through a procedure of 

elaboration. For example, he redefines existing concepts, he displaces them, he creates 

tense situation through the coexistence of two, frequently opposite concepts. We will refer 

more to the “displacement” method afterwards, since we estimate that it is an important 

method for the understanding of Rem Koolhaas’ approach.  

Let us before refer to one more method which is the creation of a conceptual indeterminacy. 

He believes that the indeterminacy is very productive and it is created through the 

coexistence of two opposite concepts. Rem Koolhaas explains: “I would say that projects like 

La Villette or the City Hall in The Hague were to some extent one-sided dialogues with the 

Simthsons. Specially about dealing with the indeterminancy. I tried to find, to resolve what 

they – or Team X – always left unresolved, named how can you combine actual 
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indeterminacy with architectural specificity”

336
. Through the conceptual polarities and the 

interaction between those concepts, Koolhaas believes that he can produce a tense 

environment with dynamic character. 

The displacement
337

 is the use of one concept that already exists in a specific architectural 

category and in specific circumstances at another architectural category and other 

circumstances, by displacing it. We would use two examples that we can find at the text
338

 of 

Juan Antonio Cortes for Rem Koolhaas’ monograph at Croquis. The first one is the 

displacement that takes place at the OMA’s architectural project for the Universal 

Headquarters in Los Angeles (1996-1999). The diagram (in section) that generated the 

building it is conceived from corresponding diagrams of subways. The concept is displaced 

from the urban scale to the architectural scale and, at the same time, from the plan to the 

section.  

Juan Antonio Cortes describes it further: “Explaining the project, OMA/AMO pointed out that 

on this organizational scale, architecture comes to the sphere of urban planning and, ‘the 

building is an infrastructure that organizes the coexistence of different elements. A diagram of 

its resonates more with subway maps than with building plans’. I addition, the organization 

diagram or diagrams in question are section diagrams. In other words, there is a double 

‘displacement’: a leap in scale – from architectural to urban – and a change of position, 

turning the horizontal plan into the vertical plan”
339

.    

The second example of “displacement” takes place at the OMA’s proposal for the La Villette 

Park (1982-83). The section of a skyscraper generates the idea for the plan of La Villette 

project. Again, we have a double displacement, from an architectural building we move to an 

urban design proposal and from a vertical plan we move to a horizontal plan. Juan Antonio 

Cortes explains: “The idea of the La Villette Park project is to take the typical skyscraper 

section, e.g., the Downdown Athletic Club, and lay it on the ground, in this case passing from 

the vertical to the horizontal plane and applying metropolitan architectural device to a park. 

However, a section is a planar representation of a 3-D structure, and the black lines of the 

section of a skyscraper actually correspond to floors and ceilings that make each floor 

independent from the others. By conceptually laying the section on the ground, on the other 

hand, the lines do not represent plans with a material thickness anymore, but rather are 

immaterial lines that do not spatially separate what is on each side, making the programme of 
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each belt ‘different and autonomous, but modified and ‘polluted’ through the proximity of all 

others’”
340

. 

 

The section 

 

As we have seen, the section (as a representation medium, but also as a way of thinking) is 

very important at the architecture of Rem Koolhaas, either because the section is the point of 

departure for a “displacement” (La Villette proposal) or because the section
341

 is itself the 

architectural plan where the main idea is been revealed (Bibliotheque de France in Paris, 

Center for Art and Media Technology in Karlsruhe, Zeebrugge Sea Terminal, Two libraries at 

the Jussieu University, House in Bordeaux, Whitney Museum Extension, Universal 

Headquarters Building, Hotel and Convention Center in Agadir, Cordoba Congress Center, 

the Prada project in Soho and, of course, The Seattle Public Library, besides others).  

The special interest in the section can be considered as part of Koolhaas’ brand’s content. 

Rafael Moneo explains the role of the section at Koolhaas’ architecture with accuracy: “If Le 

Corbusier taught us how to think of architecture in terms of the ‘free plan’, Koolhaas has 

incorporated the concept of the ‘free section’ into the architectural culture of the end of the 

twentieth century. Koolhaas has helped us think of architecture vertically, just as he seems to 

vindicate the density of the metropolis. Buildings are not structured by superposing horizontal 

levels. They are thought of from the section, though it is not for the section to define their 

forms. Buildings find their forms by addressing scale, by addressing the role they are to play 

in the city”
342

.  

 

Design strategies 

 

Koolhaas’ architecture is based on the operative design strategies that he had elaborated. In 

order to make a comparison, if the formalist architects (e.g. Miralles) have elaborated their 

form in that way in order to be defined by specific (geometrical) standards and to have the 

ability to be reproduced by the architects of their offices, with the same way, we can say that 

Koolhaas has elaborated (as the other conceptual architects too) a set of conceptual 

strategies that can be used in various cases and can be associated with his office. As for the 

formalists, the form is their trademark and the core of their brand’s content, for Koolhaas his 

brand’s content and his trademark is the set of conceptual strategies that it has.  
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Juan Antonio Cortes has made an excellent work at his text “Delirious and More. II. Strategy 

vs. Architecture”
343

, where he presents and analyses various Koolhaas’ operative strategies. 

Some of them, already recognized by Rem Koolhaas, as we have seen, at his book 

“Content”, where he presented them with the form of the “Universal Modernization Patents”. 

Some of those operative strategies are: “Congestion without matter”
344

 [La Villette Park] 

“Strategies of Void” [New City of Melun-Senart, Bibliotheque de France, Hotel and Convention 

Center in Agadir, Cordoba Congress Center, Zeebrugge Sea Terminal], Strategy of the Poché 

[Casa da Musica], Gravitational strategies [House of Bordeaux, Villa dall’Ava], Montage
345

 

strategies [City Hall in The Hague, Seattle Public Library, Oporto Opera House], etc. We 

should repeat it, since it is important for the thesis, that those strategies are fundamental for 

the Koolhaas’ brand’s strategy. The above operative strategies are the architectural tools for 

the creation of the Koolhaas’ brand.  

Those diverse design strategies seem to have been elaborated from the first period of his 

professional career (since, as we can see, exist in some early OMA’s projects) and coexist 

during his large career, finding implementation in various projects and in various periods. 

Those strategies of course have been developed further during the consequent years and 

they have been more sophisticated, but they maintain their character, helping us to argue that 

those are the basic elements that can assure the continuity of the Kollhaas’ brand, together 

with other Koolhaas’ characteristics, which we have explained already (e.g. his diachronic 

interest for the section, the public space, the mass culture, etc) or we will develop further at 

the last chapter.  

Characteristic of the Koolhaas’ work is that in certain periods all the architectural proposals 

that he had elaborated belong in the same research. That has to do with the “agenda” that 

Rem Koolhaas has referred in a text of the “Content”. For example, the tree architectural 

competitions designed at the summer of 1989 (Bibliotheque de France in Paris, Center for Art 

and Media Technology in Karlsruhe, Zeebrugge Sea Terminal) belong in the same research, 

have similar approaches and for that reason should be studies together. For that reason, 

several critics have mentioned that those three competitions are three proposals but one 

project. So in the work of Rem Koolhaas, if we want to be accurate, there are several 

architectural proposals, some of them grouped in specific projects. The project in the Rem 

Koolhaas’ vocabulary is not equal to the architectural project, but more related to research 

that is going on during a specific period.  

 

Before we move on to the analysis of specific projects, let record two comments from two 

architects who have analyzed exhaustively the production of Rem Koolhaas and can help up 

to create a comprehensive perception of his work. Juan Antonio Cortes, after an intense 

analysis of Rem Koolhaas, at the end of his second text at the Croquis’ monograph for OMA, 

he sum up: “I believe that the widespread interest in the works of Rem Koolhaas OMA is 
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primarily on account of two inherent aspects: their critical approach to some of the most 

relevant problems of the contemporary city and culture, and the fact that they do so precisely 

by focusing on the issues that are more genuinely architectural. What their projects embody is 

this two-way tension – out from and in towards our discipline, expanding our field of focus 

beyond it, while at the same time, centering on its most substantial aspects – a tension that 

ensures the very survival of architecture”
346

.  

And Rafael Moneo writes: “If we consider Koolhaas’s description of the American city, his 

interest in hitting upon the right scale, his contribution to a new design methodology based on 

the notion of free section, and his ambitious recovery of buildings’ iconic character, we can 

understand why his architecture is so positively assessed these days”
347

.  

Through the review of the next projects, aim of the thesis is to find out common contents, 

tools and design strategies that can verify a sort of common base that remains stable and 

ensure continuity. In other words, to find out those (theoretical or design) elements which are 

characteristic of Rem Koolhaas’ approach to architecture and society and, therefore, 

constitute a base of his office’ brand
348

. Those are nothing more than elements that give 

character and identity to his work, that permit us to interconnect his written and designed work 

in various periods of his activity and facilitate the identification of his work
349

. Those elements 

are the content of OMA’s brand. And in those elements are based the created OMA’s 

imaginary.  

We will analyze the City Hall in The Hague, as the first OMA’s major architectural proposal in 

Europe after the return of Rem Koolhaas from New York. The three competition that took 

place at the summer of 1989 (the Bibliotheque de France in Paris, the Center for Art and 

Media Technology in Karlsruhe and the Zeebrugge Sea Terminal), since they are innovative 

proposals that show the intentions of Rem Koolhaas to create new conceptual strategies and 

can give information for the OMA’s brand content. Finally, we will see three important projects 

from his more recent period (after 2000), such as the Seattle Public Library, the Oporto Opera 

House and the Prada Epicenter projects. Those three last projects can be very helpful in our 

attempt to identify the elements of Koolhaas’ brand that verify the continuity of his 

architectural, combined with innovative design methods.    
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5.2.4.1. Town Hall of The Hague. 

 

In 1986 Rem Koolhaas and OMA participate to the competition of the Town Hall for the city of 

The Hague. Most of the architectural critics have coincided that it is perhaps the first project of 

Rem Koolhaas, after coming back to Europe, where he managed to express his architectural 

thinking for a public building to such an extent and so clearly that it had influenced 

significantly the architectural community. Indeed, this project is the implementation of his 

American
350

 adventure in Europe (not only it formal terms, mainly in intellectual level) and all 

those lessons that he had from his presence in Manhattan and the research for the “Delirious 

New York”. The project is a reference to the American Modernity (and the American 

professional pragmatism), as well as to the congestion and all the connotations that it has at 

the analysis of Koolhaas.  

The project that Koolhaas has proposed is a variation of the New York skyscraper’s model
351

 

and, in order to be more accurate, his intention was to express the skyline of the American 

Metropolis. Although from the above we may suppose that the project is a mere copy of the 

American model, in the reality it is not so. Rem Koolhaas has proved that he had “digested” 

the American model and he had achieved to adjust it to the European reality. The vehicle to 

do so was the manipulation of the scale. The European scale is completely different to the 

one imposed on Manhattan and Rem Koolhaas knows that. For that, as we will analyze later, 

Rem Koolhaas had fragmented the mass in specific volumes that can simulate the already 

existing buildings (or the ones that we may expect to be built in the future) and can insert to 

the project the scale of that Dutch city. From a high base various volumes emerge with 

austere forms. Those volumes enter in a dialogue with the urban environment of The Hague. 

The program was not sufficiently described at the guidelines of the competition and that had 

helped Rem Koolhaas to elaborate the program and to propone new functions. This 

manipulation of the program has helped him to move the project to the direction that he 

wanted: A hybrid (in terms of function) building that through its articulation can work as an 

urban catalyst in the urban environment of The Hague. Rem Koolhaas took advantage of the 

programmatic “instability” that he had found at the competition guidelines. In the future we will 

see that even at the cases where the program is well organized, he provoke a programmatic 

instability (a strategy that he uses) in order to create a more dynamic program and 

consequently a more dynamic space.  
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The big abstract solid that exists in the first phase will be divided

352
 into three parallel bands 

that will remind us two other architectural proposals of that period: an office building in 

Churchill-plein (1984) and a two apartments building with the name “De Brink (1984) 

designed for Groningen. This brings us in mind (we will refer to it in the next chapter) what the 

critics that analyze Rem Koolhaas’ work had explained: Rem Koolhaas works in various 

proposals (almost simultaneously) which belong to one certain project, one agenda. That 

“many architectural proposals, one project” is very typical of Rem Koolhaas’ way of work, we 

see it in proposals around 1988
353

 and we will see it also in the future, in periods that have 

produced strongly interrelated proposals in a common base.  

The above mentioned division of the initial volume into three bands and the consequent 

subdivision of each band into various stepped volumes can be understood as Rem Koolhaas’ 

principle strategy to construct a complex that can maintain an interior cohesion and at the 

same time can be read as various volumes with the appropriate scale in order to enter in a 

dialogue with the urban context of the site. Roberto Gargiani has characterized that as “the 

sculptural process with which the towers are liberated from the mass”
354

. Rafael Moneo uses 

the same design method in order to praise the Koolhaas’ talent for the “plastic manipulation of 

form”
355

. Although Rem Koolhaas has not associated his architecture with a particular form 

that can be recognized as his signature, has significant abilities at the plastic elaboration of 

the volumes, fact that we will analyze in the following chapters and do characterize his 

architectural brand. That volumetric configuration can remind us the architecture of Ungers, 

his professor at Cornell University and may be consider as an important influence from him. 

An direct influence to the volumetric configuration of that project and at the future ones could 

have been the fact that he has used (and still does) as material for the working models the 

synthetic material “Styrofoam” (the one that they use in the construction for insulation). It is a 

material that it is easy to work and gives a certain aesthetic result. This specific material, we 

may argue, that has a certain influence on the Koolhaas’ aesthetics and the evolution of the 

produced forms
356

.   

The dynamic final synthesis (that simulates the Manhattan’s skyline) is also a result of the 

diverse program that should fit in this ensemble. There co-exist various municipal offices, an 

exhibition gallery, a library, several public and private offices, etc. The city council room with 
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the form of a sphere (as a reference to Ledoux, Boullee, Leonidov, Rossi and Isozaki

357
) 

makes even more complex the final outcome. Besides of the program (which is important for 

the understanding of all Koolhaas’ projects), we should pay attention to the structure of that 

building. And that, because it is another characteristic of Koolhaas’ architecture. The structure 

is based on a skeleton, organized in a squared grid, typical of the architecture that Koolhaas’ 

has in mind designing this project. 

Finally, we should make two more comments. The first has to do with the idea of the “free 

section”. Rem Koolhaas in his first important project for a public building wants to investigate 

the potentialities of the “free section” as he has discovered it in the American skyscraper. The 

longitudinal section of the Town Hall of The Hague is characteristic in order to understand 

how Koolhaas conceives the “free section” and how it can be developed in such a way in 

order to express the internal cohesion and the dynamic character of a building that can 

contain in an equilibrium a diversity of uses. The second comment has to do with the public 

character of the building. We have seen that the public domain for Rem Koolhaas is a very 

important element of his thinking and that has been expressed through several of his texts. 

He had managed to design a space with a strong public character in La Villette competition, 

but the Town Hall of The Hague is one of his first attempts to express it in a building. The 

relationship of the building with the city and the urban tissue, as well as the design of the 

ground floor and the public spaces that he had created are evidences of his interest for the 

public and his intention to incorporate this factor to his current and future design protocol. 

 

5.2.4.2. Bibliotheque de France (Paris) / Center for Art and Media (Karlsruhe) / Sea 

Terminal (Zeebrugge). 

 

At the summer of 1989 Rem Koolhaas and his architectural office, OMA, worked in three 

competitions, the Bibliotheque de France in Paris, the Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe 

and the Sea Terminal in Zeebrugge. Although no one of them was realized, are very 

important architectural works for Rem Koolhaas because he manages to transform them into 

one research project. That research has as aim to investigate new formulas of design and 

also to implement some of the operative strategies that he has already in mind from the 

period that he was in New York. Maybe those three architectural proposals should be 

considered as one project and should also be recognized as the real beginning of OMA. In 

those proposals it is the seed for the OMA’s future projects, it is the core of its identity. 

A lot of critics and architects that have analyzed thoroughly the work of Rem Koolhaas have 

recognized that those projects are very important and critical for the OMA’s future. Juan 

Antonio Cortes explains: “After a series of US and European projects, this concept of the 

‘culture of congestion’ took shape in designs for Europe like the La Villette Park competition in 

Paris (1982-83), the Hague City Hall (1986-87), and above all, three competition projects in 

1989 – the Zeebrugge Sea Terminal, the Bibliotheque de France in Paris and the Center for 

Art and media Technology in Karlsruhe –, which are decisive in the career of Rem 
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Koolhaas/OMA. Although none of them was actually built, they signaled a point where 

European architecture tackled the large-scale problem, the skyscraper genre, and the 

beginning of a new attitude by the author towards the invention of form: [as Koolhaas 

comments] ‘In architecture, invention is rare. 1989 was in fact the year in which I ceased to 

define myself in terms of what I was against. 1989 marked the beginning of a period of 

invention that enabled me to free myself of weaknesses, and especially the highly equivocal 

attitude I had to form’”
358

. 

Rafael Moneo with the eyes of a practicing architect and his capacity to reach the essence of 

a project, he argues: “The series of autonomous, generalist, and global projects in which Rem 

Koolhaas applies his reading of New York City culminates in two projects: one, his entry to 

the 1989 competition for the Bibliotheque de France; the other, an actual commission in the 

same year for the Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe. On different scales, they are 

developments of one same project. What matters is the architectural structure, and hence the 

confidence in buildings of a universalist nature, indifferent to program and place”
359

. 

In the following lines, we will try to research some of the points that Rafael Moneo and Juan 

Antonio Cortes have highlighted at their comments and to present the most important design 

decisions that will be crucial for the future projects of OMA and will shape the content of its 

brand. 

 

Bibliotheque de France in Paris 

 

The first architectural proposal that we will investigate is the Bibliotheque de France in Paris. 

“a machine for storing culture in which different pieces are accommodated in a predefined 

chassis”
360

, as it has been characterized. The designed building is based on the logic of a 

strong structure which can permit the flexibility of the interior space and will help inside the 

building to be unfolded autonomous spaces that have been characterized by their peculiar 

shape. The contradiction between the horizontal spaces formed by the stacked floors and the 

autonomous shapes that freely are localized in the interior has as aim to visualize the 

programmatic contradiction between the functions that are located in the respective spaces: 

in the ordinary spaces between the stacked floors are stored the books and in the spaces with 

the free forms are hosted special activities. The project corresponds to the strategy of the void 

on the building scale.  

As Rem Koolhaas explains: “It became clear, looking at the section, that if you conceive the 

major elements of the building as voids, you are allowed much greater potential. The floor 

could come around, turn up, become a wall, then a ceiling, turn around on itself, become 

another wall and then the floor again. In other words, you could have a void space that makes 
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a loop-the-loop…”

361
. We can see that for Rem Koolhaas it was very important to implement 

and to test in a project the strategy of the voids (already latent in “Delirious New York”). And 

as we can perceive, he understands the potentiality of that strategy and for that reason we will 

see to use it in various projects later. As it will be obvious at the end of this chapter, all the 

three projects presented here have a relationship (with one or another form) with the void, as 

a key element of its design.   

The strategy of void in this project has been combined with the strategy of poche, that Ecole 

des Beaux-Arts method to represent in plans the projects as if they have been excavated 

from a solid stone. In this project, Koolhaas seems as if he excavates from the prism in order 

to create the voids, the empty spaces, where there can be located the free peculiar shapes. 

Juan Antonio Cortes explains: “The competition project for the Bibliotheque de France in 

Paris (1989) corresponds to the strategy of the void on the building scale. It is on of Rem 

Koolhaas OMA’s most interesting designs, although it did not win the competition. The 

building is conceived ‘as solid block of information, a repository of all forms of memory… In 

this block, the major public spaces are defined as absences of building, voids carved out from 

the information solid (the mass of the repository)’. This procedure may be regarded as a 

modern version of the technique, used in the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, known as poche…”
362

. 

This project can be perceived also as the result of an internal (in the building) conflict between 

the generic and the specific
363

. The generic are the spaces created by the stacked floors and 

the specific are the individual shapes that are “swinging” metaphorically inside the generic 

mass. We should comment that the Koolhaas’ project has a strong structure, as part of the 

strategy (implemented in the three competitions designed the summer of 1989) to base his 

design on it. We will see in the future projects that the structure is very important for OMA’s 

architecture (and form part of OMA’s brand content). In this project (as it happens also in the 

other two) the exterior form is austere (far away from a formalist experimentation), but it 

hasn’t resulted accidentally. Rem Koolhaas has been praised for his ability to endow his 

projects with a high class plasticity
364

 that triggers the architectural eye. The final aesthetic 
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result is obvious also at the representation

365
 of his architecture, especially the models of that 

period.   

 

Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe 

 

The Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe (“The ‘Electronic Bauhaus’ in Karlsruhe”, as it has 

been called) is another project based on a strong structure
366

. Two parallel walls
367

 form a 

structural and programmatic zone, positioned at the periphery of the building (in 3 out of the 4 

sides).That zone hosts offices and stock rooms and, at the same time, ensure the stability of 

the building and its structural capacity. In this way, there is liberated the central space of the 

building, where are located the stages and the exhibition rooms. In that central space, Rem 

Koolhaas locates (in section) a series of floors, which can have different height, depending 

the uses that have to host, following the example of the stacked floors that he had research in 

“Delirious New York”. This time, the new system (“Stacked Freedoms” has been called) has a 

different morphology: “a stack of extremely diaphanous floors with variable heights; a stack of 

events that strives to generate density by including the various programme in a single 

container, but is in any case subjected to the spatial segregation inherent to stacked floors”
368

   

The whole program had been concentrated in a single container, which has as an aim to 

project towards the city an austere image. In the same logic with The Bibliotheque de France 

in Paris, the building is a prism with rigorous appearance, on contrary to the interior, where a 

complex world has been revealed. This segregation between the interior and the exterior it 

reminds us the “lobotomy” analyzed in “Delirious New York”, where the form has nothing to do 

with the uses inside. Rem Koolhaas explains: “To generate density, exploit proximity, provoke 

tension, maximize friction, organize in-betweens, promote filtering, sponsor identity and 

stimulate blurring, the entire program is incorporated is a single container, 43 x 43 x 58 

meters”
369

.    

The project in Karlsruhe can be perceived as a designed manifesto with aim to give form to 

the architectural ideas of Rem Koolhaas. In it we see the dynamic relationship between the 
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solids and the voids (important for Koolhaas architecture, especially that period), the 

superposed floors that generate differentiated spaces between themselves, the role of the 

new technology
370

 that permit the construction of these types of buildings, the reference to the 

modernity (which was at the end of the 80’ and during the 90’ a preferential reference for Rem 

Koolhaas with identifications and discrepancies) and the freedom of the section (as he had 

learned from “Delirious New York”) where the dynamism of the contemporary architecture can 

be expressed, instead of the “free plan” where the dynamism of the modern architecture has 

been expressed in the past. Of course, we should refer to his interest for the textures and the 

surfaces (in the models and the real architecture) which is also part of the Koolhaas’ 

architecture and is present also in this project. The architecture of Rem Koolhaas that period 

wanted also to express the universal values. For that reason, his architecture in this project 

doesn’t carries “vernacularism” but intents to express an architectural idiom that can be 

accepted globally. Maybe that has to do with the Contemporary Art that this building ought to 

host.    

We can’t understand the project and its rigid form if we don’t perceive its relationship with the 

surroundings and the city. Rem Koolhaas at the project description explains: “It is on an 

extremely emblematic site, surrounded by tracks of a railroad station, a baroque city fairly 

intact, and a periphery with much weaker architectural identity. Our scheme is to be either the 

last building of the periphery or the first building of the center”
371

. It is obvious that the position 

of the building in the specific site had influenced, on the one hand, the form of architecture 

itself and, on the other hand, the role that it has been designed to have as a mediator in the 

urban level. Moreover, Rem Koolhaas is extremely interested in the city and the urban context 

and we can see that this interest has been applied in the present project too. 

 

Sea Terminal in Zeebrugge 

 

The Sea Terminal in Zeebrugge (the “working Babel” as Rem Koolhaas called it) is the third 

and perhaps most interesting project (although less well-known compared to the first two) 

designed that productive and intense summer of 1989 at the Koolhaas’ office. The Koolhaas’ 

team has faced the difficulty to design a project which has, at the same time, to respond to a 

complex and dense program, and to a series of movements (towards different directions) that 

should pass from the project’s site. In this degree of architectural difficulty, the most probable 

would have been an architect to respond with a fragmented proposal, where each piece 

would have been shaped by the various forces that interact in that site. Rem Koolhaas has 

the courage and the will to give a different answer (more difficult architecturally): To design 

one building, with iconic character, which predominate over every force that acts in the site.  
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Rafael Moneo makes the following reflection: “It is hard to define this building, because very 

disparate uses and functions converge in it. One could say it illustrates a coming century’s 

diversity and contradiction. A building where trains and roads coincide, and which by 

resembling a lighthouse also alludes to maritime traffic. A building that is neither a sphere nor 

a cylinder – maybe we should call it a ‘spheroid’ – and that, by the way it is anchored to the 

ground, challenges the vertical order of conventional constructions”
372

. Rafael Moneo with his 

analytical capacity could illustrate perfectly the complex character of this building, express 

how innovated it is and how important architectural paradigm it can be for the analysis of the 

contemporary architecture. 

Through the Sea Terminal in Zeebrugge, Rem Koolhhas found the opportunity to address the 

theme of congestion
373

, an important theme for him, since the research he had made in 

Manhattan for the “Delirious New York”. Then he had described the culture of congestion. In 

this project had to face the problem of congestion with architectural terms. The project was 

ambitious because it was complex, programmatically and architecturally speaking. One more 

time we see here the treatment of a free section and the role of the void, which permits to the 

different interior spaces to communicate and interact through that void. Again the section is 

the best representation medium in order to understand the project. The structure here one 

more time plays an important role, with aim to ensure the stability of the shell, which protects 

and at the same time unifies the various interior spaces.  

Characteristic is that fact that Koolhaas decides to reveal the structure at the base (with the 

visible triangulation of the structural elements, as he do also at the Bibliotheque de France in 

Paris). He does so perhaps for two reasons: a) to show the structural capacity of the 

building
374

, something that he does not permit in the upper part of the building, where he 

prefers to show a more unified form (reinforcing with that way the iconic character of the 

building), and b) to split the building into two parts, the lower with the traffic and the upper with 

the various uses. The base of the building is therefore the most unstable part (visually 

speaking) and the most active area. The same happens (referring to the base) in the other 

two competitions that we analyze in this chapter.  

We have mentioned already the iconic character of the building. We should stay a little more 

in this theme, since it may interest our thesis. Rafael Moneo helps us with his analysis: “Apart 

from the use he makes of his principles – congestion, free section, etc. – what’s attractive in 

this project is the architect’s courage in giving importance to iconography. Although the 

project was not carried out, one can imagine the building’s presence when seen from a ship. 

Lit at night, the dome undoubtedly speaks of the city of Zeebrugge’s endeavor to be a 

crossroads for a strong and mighty Europe. The architectural project on this occasion is 

identified with the sociopolitical project, and the architect offers to the society the form that 

faithfully represents it. Rarely has contemporary architecture served an idea so loyally. Rarely 

has an architect of our times offered such a direct iconographic representation of a program. 
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It is this aspect of the project that I believe should be emphasized, much more than those 

stylistic allusions…”
375

. Rem Koolhaas with this project does a strategy of branding. Years 

before the Guggenheim effect and with a different way, Koolhaas designs an iconic building 

that can be associated (as an image) with the city, the city can be identified with it and 

through its image the city can project itself to the world.  

We have to make one more point, which we have seen also in the previous projects in this 

chapter. The design of that project leads to a segregation between skin and interior
376

, 

making obvious that the form in the exterior is autonomous from the inside uses. In this 

project, compared with the previous, maybe this design choice is clearer as a necessity. The 

intention to design an iconic building imposes on the project the decision to create a unified 

form, which from the exterior would be perceived as one. After that decision, in a complex 

programmatic building, the segregation between the inside and the outside seems one-way 

choice. In that direction Juan Antonio Cortes comments: “It could be said that in this project, 

Koolhaas frees up the orthodox modern bind between programmatic content and geometric 

form, while also establishing an ambiguous relationship between geometric form and image, 

enriching the meaningful presence of the building and questioning the formal independence of 

the architecture from the semantics”
377

. This dissociation between programmatic content and 

geometric form we will see to be reappeared in Koolhaas’ future projects, such as the 

Congrexpo Building in Lille, the Oporto Opera House and the Seattle Public Library.  

 

5.2.4.3. The Seattle Public Library (Seattle) / Oporto Opera House (Oporto) / Prada 

Epicenters. 

 

Seattle Public Library 

 

The Seattle Public Library is one of the most significant works of Rem Koolhaas / OMA from 

2000 and afterwards. It has a great impact on the architectural community, because he 

combined the research for a new typology for the Libraries with the elaboration of the form. 

This research for the new typology has to do, in great extent, with the role of the public, the 

use of the new technologies and the redefinition of the library’s program.  

Rem Koolhaas starts his analysis from the following reflection: “The last decade has revealed 

an accelerated erosion of the Public Domain – replaced by increasingly sophisticated and 

entertaining forms of the Private. The essence of the Public is that it is free. Increasingly 

public space has been replaced by accommodations of quasi-public substance that while 

                                                 
375

 Ibid., 336-338. 
376

 “The competition project for the Zeebrugge Sea Terminal is a paradigmatic case of segregation 
between skin and interior: a unitary form, independent from the interior, contains a large programmatic 
complexity, a diversity of elements that generate a density of movements and leisure activities. The 
expression used by Koolhaas, ‘Working Babel’, is particularly apt”. See: J. A. Cortes, “Delirious and 
More. I. The lessons of the skyscraper”, op. cit., 15. 
377

 Ibid., 15. 



164 

 
suggesting an open invite, actually make you pay. The library stands exposed as outdated 

and moralistic at the moment that it has become the last repository of the free and the 

public”
378

. “The Library has been transformed from a space to read into a social center with 

multiple responsibilities. Each library today houses a proliferation of adjunct conditions that 

creates a conceptual imbalance: since its formal has never been fundamentally adjusted to 

accommodate its new role, the Library is like a host organism overwhelmed by its 

parasites”
379

.  

We should remind that the public domain and the public space are two important themes in 

Koolhaas’ thinking that gave birth to various texts and also generated the principa l ideas in 

several of his major architectural projects. In order to use the thesis terminology, the interest 

for the public domain (and the public space, as a consequence) is at the heart of Koolhaas’ 

brand content and his brand’s imaginary. At the Seattle Public Library the reinforcement of the 

public
380

 has been facilitated through the use of the new technologies and principally (as we 

will see later) through the rethinking of the library program: “Our ambition is to redefine the 

library as an institution no longer exclusively dedicated to the book, but as an information 

store where all potent forms of media – new and old – are presented equally and legibly. In an 

age where information can be accessed anywhere, it is the simultaneity of all media and 

(more importantly) the curatorship of their contents that will make the library vital”
381

.  

The second step was the redefinition of the program in such a way that can create some new 

hybrid uses and reinforce the already existed in the direction that the new program can attract 

the public to participate in the library’s activities. Rem Koolhaas explains: “Our first operation 

was to ‘comb’ and consolidate the library’s apparently ungovernable proliferation of programs 

and media. By combining like with like, we identified programmatic clusters – five of stability, 

and four of instability. Each platform is a programmatic cluster that is architecturally defined 

and equipped for maximum, dedicated performance. Because each platform is designed for a 

unique purpose, their size, flexibility, circulation, palette, structure, and MEP vary. The spaces 

in between the platforms function as trading floors where librarians inform and stimulate, 

where the interface between the different platforms is organized – spaces for work, 

interaction, and play”
382

.  

The five programmatic clusters of “stability” are: the headquarters, the stock of books, the 

assembly area, the space for the staffs and the parking. The four programmatic clusters of 
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“instability” are: the reading room, the mixing chamber, the “living room” and the area for the 

children. The programmatic clusters have been transformed by Rem Koolhaas to platforms 

and the superposition of them (alternately) lead to the famous programmatic diagram. A 

diagram
383

 in section
384

 that shows the potential interrelations of the platforms and gives the 

programmatic structure of the building. From that diagram emerges the building: “By 

genetically modifying the superposition of floors in the typical American high rise, a building 

emerges that is at the same time sensitive (the geometry provides shade or unusual qualities 

of daylight where desirable), contextual (each side reacts differently to specific urban 

conditions or desired views), iconic”
385

. 

The importance of the programmatic structure of the Library has been highlighted by Anna 

Klingmann, in her book “Brandscapes”: “The programmatic rendition of the Seattle Library 

plays a crucial role in the overall design concept. While attempting to facilitate as much 

flexibility as possible, Koolhaas places great emphasis on the clear spatial definition of the 

different functions of the library in order to formulate singular experiences and to provide a 

sense of orientation to the user. The building is divided into distinct functional compartments, 

combining similar agendas into five ‘themes’. Five platforms were created to serve as 

programmatic clusters of the themes… Alternating between these five floating planes 

distributed over the library’s eleven floors, public attractors were inserted incorporating spec ial 

programs related to work, interaction, and play. The program of the library is thus expanded 

to become an artificial constructed ‘urban event space’ – which, not unlike the contemporary 

shopping mall, provides a staged experiential sequence across different departments while 

also allowing a plurality of choices on behalf of the ‘shopper’”
386

. As we see, the strength of 

this project is its capacity to activate the role of the individual and to construct “urban event 

spaces” that can reinforce the role of the public
387

 in the Library. 

We have seen in previous chapters the role that has in the architectural thinking of Rem 

Koolhaas the dipole “indeterminacy and specificity”
388

. The first creates a conceptual 

ambiguity that permits the incorporation of the specific and, at the same time, it opens the 

architectural project to various potential opportunities. It is a flexible condition that permits the 

new, the unexpected, the random. Those two terms have been translated in the Seattle Public 

Library to instability and stability. The indeterminacy now appears as instability and the 

specificity as stability. Although from theory to project or from project to project the terms 
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change, the concepts remains the same and ensure a type of continuity at the design and the 

architectural thinking that had generated it.  

The last comment will be dedicated to the iconic character of that building. At the project 

description Rem Koolhaas explains that from the programmatic diagram has emerged a 

building that, at the same time, is sensitive, contextual and iconic. The iconic character of the 

building is due to the exterior form which has been resulted from the programmatic diagram. 

This strong interrelation of the iconic character of the building with the programmatic diagram 

can help us to understand how powerful tool is a programmatic diagram and in what extent 

that type of diagrams can define various aspects of the building, some of them at a symbolic 

level. Also, we have to mention that in the Koolhaas’ architecture, in several cases, the design 

has leaded to an iconic building, which means that it is a tendency, part of the Koolhaas’ 

brand. We will see that tendency in various projects, one of them: The Oporto Opera House.   

 

Oporto Opera House 

 

The Oporto Opera House is mainly known for its anecdotic story. According to the Rem 

Koolhaas’ description
389

, the competition has been completed in two weeks and was based in 

an already existing project, a house in Netherlands. The “displacement”
390

 from a house to an 

Opera House was possible due to the character of the main space in each project: in the first 

case, the living room and in the second, the concert hall. Both of them have a rigid 

rectangular space, better known as “shoebox”. The “displacement” based on two common 

formalistic observations, has permitted the whole shape of the house to be transformed to the 

new project, extremely differentiated in scale, public character and function. Rem Koolhaas 

seems to accept the controversy: “The office was shocked at the cynicism. There was 

disbelief that what had been tailored for one very specific condition could be suddenly used 

for a completely difficult purpose”
391

. The thesis is not willing to enter in this controversy. The 

sources of inspiration may vary and we know that the recycling
392

 of architecture can be a 

legitimate activity. Especially now, that we have seen that Rem Koolhaas frequently uses the 

strategy of “displacement”, this decision may be expected as a possibility. 

For the thesis more interesting is the procedure and the chain of decisions that had leaded to 

the specific architectural result. As we have mentioned, according the narrative
393

 of Rem 

Koolhaas starts the design of the project from a principal decision: what type of concert hall 

he wanted. Although he had tried various possibilities he had concluded to the classical 

shape: the shoebox for its acoustically perfect performance. “This century has seen an 
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architecturally frantic attempt to escape from the tyranny of the notorious ‘shoe-box’ shaped 

concert hall. However, after researching the acoustic quality of existing concert halls we had 

to conclude together with our acoustic specialist that the best halls in the world have a shoe 

box shape. This left us with the questions: Where to innovate in a case of traditional typology 

like the concert hall?”
394

. 

It seems that the answer that he gave to his anxiety for innovation
395

 is: in all over the space, 

outside of the concert hall. If you can’t innovate in something, you can take advantage of the 

conditions around it. Vehicle for that is the public character that he wants to give to that space 

(the space outside the concert hall but inside the shell of the building) and his aim to use it at 

the space which will connect the building with the public character of the city.  

Rem Koolhaas explains: “Most cultural institutions serve only part of a population. A majority 

knows their exterior shape, only a minority knows what happens inside. OMA addressed the 

relationship between the Concert Hall and the public inside as well as outside by considering 

the building as a solid mass from which were eliminated the two shoe-box-shaped concert 

halls and all other public program creating a hollowed out block. The building reveals its 

contents to the city without being didactic; at the same time the city is exposed to the public 

inside in a way that has never happened before. The ‘remaining spaces’ between the 

exposed public functions consist of secondary serving spaces as foyers, a restaurant, 

terraces, technical spaces and vertical transport. A continuous public route connects all public 

functions and ‘remaining spaces’ located around the Grand Auditorium by means of stairs, 

platforms and escalators: the building becomes an architectural adventure. The loop creates 

the possibility to use the building for festivals with simultaneous performances; the House of 

Music”
396

. 

OMA in this project uses the strategy of the poche. The technique of excavating
397

 the mass 

of a prism in order to create spaces in it. That strategy, besides the fact that is loyal to the 

principle idea of this project, it is useful for the office, since it create interrelations with other 

projects that have used the same strategy. We notice a disassociation
398

 between the 

simplicity of the interior shapes (we refer to the two main concert halls) and the more 
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expressive and complex exterior form. This contrasting difference of the inside and the 

outside reminds us the “lobotomy” which we have analyzed in the “Delirious New York”.  

Characteristic of this project is the fact that the building can be differently perceived according 

to the side from which you observe it. The multiplicity of the images that it produces and the 

difficulty to understand the whole appears frequently at the Koolhaas’ architectural production 

this period. We can refer to the Prada Transformer or the CCTV building in Peking, besides 

others. Significant role in this project plays the iconic character of the building, a tendency that 

Rem Koolhaas follows quite frequently, every time he wants to strengthen the relationship of 

the building with the urban public space. Finally, important is the role of the public spaces 

outside of the concert hall which permit to Rem Koolhaas to give life to the building, create 

interesting spaces and impose a more public character to a normally more introverted opera 

house. The two last subjects (the iconic building and its public character) seem important for 

Rem Koolhaas, since, as we see, he repeats them in his current professional period.  

 

Prada Epicenters 

 

The “Prada Epicenters” project, a series of three stores of the famous Italian fashion brand 

(the fashion industry’s epitome) in United States (at Soha – New York, San Francisco and Los 

Angeles) is the only one of the three projects that we present in this chapter that is a private 

commission. For that condition, it is important to analyze it, in order to investigate the 

interaction that exists between the brand’s identity of a private firm and the office of Rem 

Koolhaas. Given that the subject of the present thesis is the architectural brand, it will be 

interesting to see how an (architectural) brand “designs” another brand. We say so, since, as 

we will see, the project of Rem Koolhaas does not limit itself at the mere design of the store’s 

interior space, but, with that occasion, OMA/AMO “designs” the identity of the firm. Through a 

previous to the design research, AMO had intended to analyze the Prada’s content (the 

imaginary we may say of the firm), in order to propose (at the phase of the design) 

architectural elements or activities in the brand’s store that either reinforce the strong 

characteristics of the Italian brand or to renew the weaker characteristics giving a sense of 

renewal
399

.  

We have to mention also that the collaboration of OMA with Prada doesn’t stop at the design 

of the three Prada Epicenters but has been expanded to the design of a temporary 

(transported) pavilion, the “Transformer”, which hosts a variety of activities with aim to 

promote the Italian firm in all over the world. Besides the architectural collaboration of OMA 
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with Prada, AMO continues the cooperation with Prada at the design of the Prada 

catalogue
400

 Fall / Winter 2009, where AMO with the use only of photographs and of the 

graphic design tools, in parallel with the promotion of the Prada’s production, reveals the 

brand’s characteristics of Prada (simplicity yet luxurious, elegance, exclusivity, attention to 

detail, etc). In this catalogue, AMO has proved its capacity to do pure research (at the 

direction of “pure” thinking of Rem Koolhaas), far away from the research field that it is used 

to be active: the architectural (spatial) research.  

Before analyzing the Koolhaas’ projects, it would be useful to see what Prada was searching 

from its collaboration with OMA. We know that Prada has collaborated already with a few 

well-known architects: Herzog & de Meuron, Kazuyo Sejima, etc. Anna Klingmann at her 

excellent book “Brandscapes: architecture in the experience economy” reveals what Prada 

wants to succeed with the lunch of the “Prada Epicenters”: “Prada was the first to launch an 

entire ‘epicenter store’ program in order to explore different ways of reinventing the Prada 

retail experience, by commissioning such prominent name as Rem Koolhaas, Kazuyo Sejima, 

and Herzog & de Meuron. The scale and the strategic location of these epicenters enable the 

brand to represent what it calls ‘the Prada Universe’, a space in which shopping and culture 

come together in an effort to merge the nonstop evolution of fashion with a stick identity”
401

.  

It seems that Prada has appraised the intellectual capacity of Rem Koolhaas and for that 

reason Prada has proposed to Rem Koolhaas to design the most emblematic “Prada 

Epicenter”, the one at Soho. New York is the most demanding market of the fashion design 

industry, quite more intellectual than the Parisian one. In its attempt to innovate, Prada could 

not have a better choice from the first-line architects than the one of OMA. 

In his book for Prada, at the introduction, Koolhaas couldn’t have been clearer: “But 

expansion can also be used for a strategy of permanent redefinition of the brand. By 

introducing two kinds of stores – typical and the unique – the epicenter store becomes a 

device that renews the brand by counteracting and destabilizing any received notion of what 

Prada is, does, or will become. The epicenter store functions as a conceptual window: a 

medium to broadcast future directions that positively changes the larger mass of typical 

stores”
402

. Aim is the redefinition of the brand and its renewal, obviously maintaining the main 

characteristics of the band’s content, for which it is well-known and preferred. 

In the same book, he dedicates the first 115 pages in order to present the research
403

 he had 

made and to record the conclusions to which he had ended. He had concluded in key 

concepts
404

, which will help him to design the new stores and at the same time they can be 

strategies that can improve the content of Prada as a brand. Five of them are: 

 Variety: “Shops should not be identical”. “Prada can be big in small spaces. Nike can only be 

big in large spaces”.  
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Exclusivity: “Space is a marketing tool. A band can convey a sense of exclusivity by the 

perception of its store in the host city”. 

Changeability: “60% of the business identity remains constant while 40% changes 

continually”. 

Service: “Maintaining the intimacy of a small company”. 

Non-commercial: “The introduction of non-commercial typologies. Cultural events could be 

hosted in stores. Activities other than shopping could take place after store hours”
405

.  

Based on the understanding of Prada through those key concepts, Koolhaas makes the 

rhetorical question: “In a world where everything is shopping… and shopping is everything… 

what is luxury?”
406

, obviously relating Prada with luxury, since it is its major brand 

characteristic. He answers that question with the following equation: “Luxury = attention
407

, 

‘rough’
408

, intelligence
409

, ‘waste’
410

, stability
411

”. Those five terms that define luxury (or better 

says the new luxury) are crucial in order to understand how Koolhaas perceives the luxury 

brands and to which conclusions he had ended through AMO’s research. Those five terms 

can be conceived also as proposals for the improvement of the Prada’s brand
412

.  

In parallel to those five terms that describe the “term-umbrella”: the luxury, Koolhaas adds two 

more terms-concepts which believes that can improve the Prada’s brand: Enrichment and 

Expansion. For Koolhaas Enrichment is “maximizing diversity while producing new forms of 

intimacy; richness = invention”
413

. On the other hand, Expansion is “A growth strategy of 

improved services, diversified activities and extended ties. The real and the virtual can be 
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smooth, art is rough. Typical is smooth, invention is rough. In the future, luxury must be rough”. Ibid., 
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 “’Waste’: In a real estate context where every square meter counts, the ultimate luxury is wasted 
space. Space that is not ‘productive’ – not shopping – affords contemplation, privacy, mobility, and 
luxury”. Ibid., 68. 
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412
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applied to give customers a wider range of conveniences, products and information”

414
. With 

the above seven concepts Koolhaas proposes to Prada to reconstruct his brand’s strategy in 

order to be more efficient. 

One more interesting proposal that he makes is the alliances with other brands (co-branding). 

Those alliances actually create hybrid common products or actions that can expand the field 

of Prada’s influence. Koolhaas writes: “Alliances broaden Prada’s activities into realms 

beyond fashion. Co-branding leads to new products (Prada + Nokia), new culture (Prada + 

Guggenheim) and new forms of Bigness (Prada + Metropolitan Transit Authority)”
415

. 

Anna Klingmann, by analyzing the Koolhaas’ research on Prada’s brand content makes an 

interesting comment on Koolhaas role, as an architect that has been involed in a commercial 

project. She believes that Koolhaas, due to his education and his intellectual capacities, he 

managed to get involved in the consumer culture and at the same time to maintain the 

necessary distance in order to be able to observe the structure of that culture and criticize it.  

She writes: “By combining architecture with an inherently commercial project, Koolhaas 

inverts the popular preconception of architects as demanding and difficult, imbued with an 

artistic aura, and always striving for originality. Like a pop artist, he plays on the keynotes of a 

postindustrial consumer culture while at the same time contesting its structures and 

intentions. It is the precision with which he – more than any other architect of his generation – 

investigates the position of architecture within popular culture that has fundamentally changed 

many of the ideological and aesthetic representations of critical architectural practice”
416

. This 

brings to mind the metaphor that Koolhaas had used of the architect as a surfer: “We are a bit 

a surfer on the waves: he doesn’t control them, but he knows them, he knows how to make 

use of them and also how to go against the current”
417

.  

Koolhaas, indeed, was capable to make use of his analysis of the popular culture and the 

consumers’ behavior and to propose new things in the existing framework (sometimes with a 

critical position to the mainstream). Far away from moral positions and dogmas, he managed 

(in his theoretical texts and with his projects) to equilibrate and to reconcile “the cultural 

ambitions of architecture with the pleasures of popular taste”
418

.  

Having said the above, let focus on one of the three “Prada Epicenters”, the one in Soho, 

given that it is the most representative of the Koolhaas’ intentions. Main Koolhaas aim is to 

create a space where, in parallel to the classical use of a store (present the products, come in 

contact with them and test them), the space can be conceived as an extension of the public 
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popular taste”. See: A. Klingmann, Brandscapes: architecture in the experience economy, op. cit., 117.  
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space of the New York’s streets and as such, can hosts several cultural activities

419
 in the 

hours that the store is not in use. There was a designed saturation of the shop spaces and 

the city, in a way, penetrates in the Prada store. Rem Koolhaas explains his intentions in the 

interview with Jennifer Sigler: “We want to make a Prada store in Soho that is still a store, but 

that can squeeze all its commercial elements into a single zone and free the rest of the space 

for public events. We thought that one unique thing Prada could offer would be a degree of 

generosity toward the public – that there doesn’t always have to be heavy-handed 

commercial presence”
420

.   

The architectural element that has been used in order to realize the above intention was the 

oversized wave-like staircase
421

. Rem Koolhaas describes it: “As a means to naturally 

connect to the large basement area and guide customers to the more invisible parts of the 

store, the floor steps downwards in its entire width and rises subsequently to re-connect to the 

ground level, creating a big ‘wave’. The oversized stair made of zebra wood is used as an 

informal display space, where people can try on shoes and browse through bags and other 

accessories. On the push of a button, an event platform rotates out of the opposite part of the 

wave, turning the stair into an auditorium for performances, film projections, and lectures”
422

.  

Through his design, Koolhaas has as an aim to invite the citizens to interact and participate in 

a series of events of cultural content.  He designs a space that can correspond to two uses, 

the first as an exhibition space for the Prada’s products and the second as a communal 

space
423

 where the consumers are transformed into spectators. The private store is 

transformed (in the hours that the store is not open for shopping purposes) into a public 

space, which with “generosity” (in order to remember a Koolhaas’ expression) Prada has 

offered to the city. We do not use by chance the verb “transform” since it seems that it is the 

key concept of the whole Prada project. We have referred at the transportable construction 

with the name “Transformer” that OMA/Koolhaas have designed for Prada as an exhibition 
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 Juan Antonio Cortes comments: “Effectively, the series of proposals and buildings by Rem 
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 Sigler, Jennifer, “Rem Koolhaas“, Index Magazine [website] (2000) 
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 Project description in: F. Marquez Cecilia and R. Levene (eds.), “AMOMA - Rem Koolhaas [I] 1996-
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 Anna Klingmann speaks about the inversion of the act of consumption and as a result the creation 
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Brandscapes: architecture in the experience economy, op. cit., 117. 
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space, which in parallel can be transformed into performance space, into a small theater, etc 

and can host a series of cultural activities. 

At the Prada Epicenter in Soho, Koolhaas (as normally does) redefines the program of the 

project. The Epicenters are actually big stores for Prada. Instead of enlarging the existing 

program of the normal Prada’s store, offering the same uses in a bigger space, he redesigns 

the program, proposing new uses, such as: a clinic, a library, a trading floor. Aim is to offer a 

new experience for the Prada’s clients, giving in parallel the message (with the alternative 

uses: performances, exhibitions, etc) that the brand is clever enough to have a social 

responsibility and is open to the society.  

Anna Klingmann understands it as an attempt to infuse the store’s commercial functions with 

a series of trendy experimental themes: “The new Prada epicenters designed by Rem 

Koolhaas, for example, offer a diversification of the shopping experience by infusing their 

commercial function with a series of trendy experiential themes, such as a ‘clinic’ (an 

environment for specialized personal care and service); an ‘archive’ (an inventory of current 

and past collections); a ‘trading floor’ (new technology applications and e-commerce); a 

‘library’ (zones of information dedicated to the evolution of the fashion system); and a ‘street’ 

(a public space for multiple activities, liberated from the pressure to buy). At a time when 

commercial activity has invaded all public spaces and cultural institutions, this concept offers 

a redefinition of exclusivity: the possibility for public street life to reclaim the territory of 

shopping”
424

.   

In this project we meet again several design elements or design factors that Rem Koolhaas 

uses in his architecture. The texture and the surface, the use of the technology, the emphasis 

to the section as a representation medium that shows the principle idea of the project, the 

hybrid concepts that lead to hybrid spaces, the influential role of the public, the omnipresence 

of the city, the strategic vision, the redefinition of the program, etc. From all of them, we must 

pay more attention to the last one, the program, since with the program Koolhaas achieves to 

give new content to the Prada’s store and the Prada’s brand to be perceived by the 

citizens/clients differently. For the several terms that he uses in order to describe the program 

of the Prada Epicenter in Soho, we should stay at two of them: the “street”
425

 and the 

“stage”
426

. The first one represents the city, the public domain that profits from Koolhaas’ 

design. The second represents all the cultural activities that can take place in the Prada 

Epicenter and can give an alternative character to the designed space.  

 

5.2.5. Koolhaas’ brand content. 
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 Rem Koolhaas in his book for Prada refers to the “street” with the following phrases: “For keeping a 
space open when all others are occupied… To eventually return the public back to the public… A public 
area for ‘other’ activities – where customers can visit Prada without the obligation to buy”. R. Koolhaas, 
Prada: projects for Prada, op. cit., 91. 
426

 For the “stage” Koolhaas writes: “For capturing the excitement of the runway shows… An area which 
incorporates visitors in an intensified display”. R. Koolhaas, Prada: projects for Prada, op. cit., 93. 
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Rem Koolhaas is interested in the brands and how they function, as much as in the 

development of his office as an architectural brand. Characteristic is his intention to create a 

construction brand, with the association of OMA (as the architectural section) and Arup (as 

the structural section). Although his intention didn’t thrive, we can see his interest in the 

brands on the restructuring of his office and its organization chart with OMA and AMO.  

His last book “Content”
427

 is explicit on the theme of the brands in architecture through the 

way that Rem Koolhaas presents each of the projects exposed there. In a way, the same 

interest had been revealed in the book that prepared with the Harvard University on the 

subject of Shopping (Harvard Design School: Guide to shopping
428

). This book presents an 

interesting approach of the brands (the commercial ones, related to specific products) and 

how those are creating space
429

.  

 

Rem Koolhaas and the brands 

 

We may validly argue that Rem Koolhaas is familiar with the notion of branding and the 

crucial role that the brands have in the contemporary world. We can suspect that, through the 

analysis of several of his decisions, either to undergo specific type of research through AMO 

platform (or academic institutions
430

), or collaborate with various brands
431

 in the field of 

fashion (Prada) or in the field of the entertainment (Universal Studios).  

The above reference to the Prada projects is an opportunity to comment the relationship that 

Koolhaas has with the commercial world. Anna Klingmann at her book “Brandscapes: 

architecture in the experience economy” is correct when she comments that Koolhaas 
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succeeds through his architecture to “express the narrowing gap between commercial culture 

and the cultural production”
432

.  

If the “good” architecture is principally a cultural production the question that Koolhaas had 

faced was how he could joint it with the commercial world. We may say that Koolhaas had 

brought in the architectural community the term “commercial culture”, an already existed term 

that refers to a culture related with shopping that can be researched (see Harvard Guide to 

Shopping). In this way the shopping has been “culturalized” and Koolhaas had succeeded to 

establish a common base with cultural characteristics, on which architecture and shopping 

can be related. 

We argue that, although, without him referring to brands, he seems to be against to the 

dominant operative model of capitalism, at least as it is applied in the field of architecture. And 

that, since in various occasions he has been opposed strongly to the model of the superstar 

architects, refusing that characterization for him. [Maybe he wants to keep the remote 

connection with the reality that a thinker has (or, at least, to pretend that he has it)]. Of course 

architectural brand and superstar architecture is not the same
433

. But undeniably those terms 

coexist (or are partly overlapped) in some cases, as it is at the heights of Rem Koolhaas. 

 

Rem Koolhaas and city-branding. 

 

Obviously Rem Koolhaas, being interested in the Metropolises (and their congestion), 

frequently reflects on the competition of the cities, as a method for branding them. In “Generic 

City
434

”, one of the most influential texts that he wrote, he analyzes the function of the 

contemporary Metropolises and their features. There we read:  

“Harbor X is not enlarged to serve a hinterland of frantic consumers but to kill/reduce the 

chances that harbor Y will survive the 21st century. On a single island, southern metropolis Z, 

still in its infancy, is “given” a new subway system to make established metropolis W in the 

north look clumsy, congested, and ancient. Life in V is smoothed to make life in U eventually 

unbearable.”
435

  

In this text, Koolhaas explains the role that architecture and infrastructure play in the cities’ 

competition and how they (although, sometimes not necessary) can be, as images, crucial 

                                                 
432

 Anna Klingmann comments: “OMA’s projects, each in their own way, express the narrowing gap 
between commercial culture and cultural production accelerated by the experience economy of late 
capitalism. More implicitly, they also seem to challenge the notion of architecture as a self-fulfilled 
cultural object, now eroded by commodification. In this regard, it could be argued that Koolhaas asserts 
an implicit critique of prevailing modes of consumption. By masquerading and inverting commercial 
mechanisms to realize cultural projects, Koolhaas inverts programmatic hybrids that lie outside both 
territories, yet seem to be contingent on both. In this way, critical distance is created from the very 
economy that seemed to foreclose it”. See: A. Klingmann, Brandscapes: architecture in the experience 
economy, op. cit., 123-124. 
433

 The truth is that a superstar architect has a brand that nourishes through the design strategies that 
he follows. On the contrary an architect may have an architectural brand without being superstar 
architect.  
434

 See R. Koolhaas, “Generic City”, op. cit., 1238-1264. 
435

 Ibid., 1264. 



176 

 
part of the city branding strategies or have a strong symbolic role. In that field, we can 

observe a clear relationship between the Koolhaas’ architecture and the procedures of 

branding. As we have seen, at his project for Zeebrugge Sea Terminal (1989), that design of 

the project was strongly related with the Koolhaas’ aim to give a strong brand character
436

 

(through his project) to the city of Zeebrugge. 

 

Architectural imaginary 

  

The architectural imaginary related to OMA is being created by the conceptual framework of 

OMA and is responsible for the production of its architectural projects. OMA’s architectural 

imaginary is the message that the office emits through its projects with aim to “color”, to 

characterize the content of its interventions. As we have seen in the chapter 4.4.2., Rem 

Koolhass (and his office OMA) develops conceptual architecture and his strategy for the 

development of his professional work is related to the creation of an architectural brand based 

on concepts and reflections/analysis of the society.  

Reading his texts and studying his architectural projects we see that he personally, OMA in 

general and AMO with more intense, are implicated in the analysis of the Mass Society, the 

intervention in the contemporary Metropolises, the investigation of the potentiality of the public 

space and the design of new forms of congestion, new forms of massive coexistence. This 

field of notions and concepts shapes the imaginary of the OMA office and is reflected on its 

architectural projects.  

For example, the fascination that Rem Koolhaas has to the dynamic (almost frenetic) public 

activities that the masses may have in the public spaces (a fascination acquired by his New 

York experience and been verified through some of his subsequent texts
437

) has 

diachronically produce a specific type of public space that is characteristic of OMA’s work. 

The type of life created and promoted to those types of spaces is part of the imaginary that 

the OMA’s produces.   
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 We may say that his project has the same intentions with the Guggenheim Museum of Frank Gehry 
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through his project for the Prada Epicenter in New York (Soho). With the occasion of referring to the 
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had made to the relationship of public/private and the historic perception that she had given for this 
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Rem Koolhaas, being more interested in notions and concepts than forms; designs 

architecture on a theoretical background related to the contemporary mutations of the city. On 

that background, the analysis of the situation through diagrams and flows (which show the 

tendencies and the possibilities) comes in order to give the first concept, the first intention.  

The architectural imaginary (that the office of OMA constructs) influences directly the 

produced architectural projects. OMA’s architectural design, quite indifferent about the form 

(considered more as a formalist exaggeration in order to demonstrate the design skills of the 

architect), is more conceptual and more diagrammatic. This fact, in relationship to the 

intellectual, influential and mediatic profile of Rem Koolhaas gives to his office (at least, in the 

last phase of his trajectory) the image (imaginary) of an architectural office-brand intellectually 

qualified, implicated to the expression of the Mass Society’s dynamism and interested in the 

creation of new (innovative) responses to the contemporary challenges, through imposing 

architectural forms. 

 

The intellectual character of Koolhaas’ work and his strategic vision 

 

From the research that we have made at the written work of Rem Koolhaas and at the OMA’s 

architectural projects, we can discover at the Koolhaas’ brand various attributes that influence 

his work and the imaginary that his brand has produced. Rem Koolhaas understands 

architecture as an intellectual
438

 work, where the concepts play a crucial role. He believes that 

aim of the architect is to move forward, offering new innovative
439

 projects. With this attitude, 

the architecture can be repositioned in the current professional field and the architects can 

expand
440

 their professional activities in areas where before didn’t have access.  
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Mau, S,M,L,XL, op. cit., 667-668. Best example is, according to the thesis, the Center for Media and Art 
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ends where architectural thinking ends – architectural thinking in terms of thinking about programs and 
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His architecture (and that has been reflected to his brand) is critical, ambiguous and 

sometimes ironical or cynical
441

. It is rational, ambitious and dynamic. Some of his projects 

but more his writings have resulted sometimes provocative. He had created and imposed a 

strategic vision for the research and uses the architectural research (see AMO) as a vehicle, 

through which he and his architectural office can accumulate knowledge for the future.  

He was always in favor of the modernization of the society, although he has a critical position 

towards the modernism (as an architectural movement). The modernization
442

 is, for him, a 

useful tool for achieving a universal vision and creating architecture, which will be global
443

 

and unlinked to specific conditions of the place. His ambivalent relationship with Le 

Corbusier
444

, sometimes cleverly copying him, sometimes mining his positions, is an 

interesting theme for a future investigation, since it can offer to the architectural community 

                                                                                                                                            
are now defining their ‘architectures’ as well. There’s a kind of multiplication of architectural activities. I 
don’t’ feel that I’m becoming less of an architect, but more”. See: Sigler, Jennifer, “Rem Koolhaas“, 
Index Magazine [website] (2000) <http://www.indexmagazine.com/interviews/rem_koolhaas.shtml>, 
accessed 15 May 2015. 
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structure that can absorb an interminable series of meanings”. See: R. Moneo, Theoretical anxiety and 
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Michael Sorkin, Joan Ockman, Richard Ingersoll and Deyan Sudjic published in Arquitectura Viva no 
83, 3-4 2002”. See: J. A. Cortes, “Delirious and More. III. Theory / Practice”, op. cit., 15. 
442

 Koolhaas at his book “Delirious New York” he expresses his admiration to the Modernity, as it has 
been expressed in New York. Several years later, in a conversation with Alejandro Zaera he reflects on 
modernity (having in mind the lessons from Manhattan): “The only way in which modernity could even 
be recuperated was by insisting in a very progressive way about its other side: its popularity, its 
vulgarity, its hedonism”. Alejandro Zaera, “Finding Freedoms: Conversations with Rem Koolhaas” in 
Fernando Marquez Cecilia and Richard Levene (eds.), “OMA/Rem Koolhaas 1987-1992”, El Croquis 
53, Madrid: El Croquis Editorial (1992), 18. 
443

 Rafael Moneo explains the global and universal character of Koolhaas’ architecture: “Koolhaas 
wants his architecture to be global, universal, unlinked to specific conditions of place… The place 
doesn’t matter. A universal vision prevails over the architect’s individuality… Koolhaas considers that 
what he produces, or what the industry known as OMA offers the market, is useful anywhere in the 
world. It is a trademark more than the work of an architect/artist. Industrial production addresses his 
desire for architecture that is indifferent to time, form, and, ultimately, person”. R. Moneo, Theoretical 
anxiety and design strategies, op. cit., 316. 
444

 At Sea Terminal at Zeebrugge and at the Biblitheque de France we see the triangulation of the 
structural elements that, in accordance with the teachings of the modern architecture, alludes to the 
importance of structure in all construction.  
For Agadir, Maroco: “This is a difficult project that, I repeat, resorts to Corbusiam mechanisms with a 
brilliance that is rare”. Ibid., 344.  
For Villa dall’Ava, Paris: “In a appropriation exercise that is quite like that of painters when they use 
others’ work as reference, Koolhaas seems to want this project to be a commentary on the excesses of 
Corbusian architecture”. Ibid., 350. 
For the Villa dall’Ava again: “Le Corbusier always appears as the ultimate reference, but is manipulated 
in a personal and malevolent way. The pilotis, the fenetre en longueur, the toit-jardin are now the 
property of Koolhaas. In the course of translation, he has appropriated them completely”. Ibid., 353. 
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useful information for the structure of the Koolhaas’ architectural thinking and the inf luences 

that he has.  

 

Public domain / public space 

 

The public domain is very important in his thinking and his architectural production. In all of 

his projects, he tries to favor the public space (especially the open one), as an attempt to 

permit future activities that the current program hasn’t included. In this sense, the character of 

his architecture is highly political
445

.  

His interest for the public had leaded him to pay attention to the city, the urban life and, as a 

consequence, to the role of the urban design and thinking in his architecture. He is the one 

who had promoted (with various initiatives) the entrance of the urban studies in the 

architectural education. In several of his texts he had underlined “the urban dimension of 

architecture”
446

 and had made the city a “compulsory reference”
447

 in his public interventions.   

Even in the cases of private buildings (see the Prada Epicenters) he tries to open them to the 

public, to give to the public a more active role and to simulate public space in order those 

spaces to be better accepted by the individuals. It seems that his architecture has been 

designed in such a way in order to provoke an ambivalent attitude to the users [e.g. at the 

Prada Epicenters they are at the same time clients (purchasing a product) and spectator 

(watching a performance at the Prada’s amphitheater)].  

This relationship that has with the public had made some critics to accuse him for populism. 

In any case, it is part of his thinking and his architecture. The last image that we perceive from 

his text “The Generic City” where the city has been compared with a crowded film set and the 

narrative that he offers to us in those last lines are typical of Koolhaas’ approach to 

architecture and the urbanism and are part of his imaginary. 

 

The program 

                                                 
445

 Juan Antonio Cortes at his analysis for the work of Rem Koolhaas, in the article “Delirious and More. 
I. The lessons of the skyscraper”, uses a phrase from Frederic Jameson which refers to the political 
character of Koolhaas’ architecture: “Koolhaas’s buildings seem to wish to stand as a mimesis of the 
whole macrocosm itself, I think that’s why these buildings can carry certain kinds of political messages, 
or can include, if you like, political and social models, because they do have the ambition to grapple 
with the totality of the social itself”. Ibid., 31. 
446

 Juan Antonio Cortes highlights the importance that has the urban context in the work of Rem 
Koolhaas: “One of the basic goals of Rem Koolhaas since the start of his career in 1970 has been to 
defend the urban dimension of architecture, to consider architecture as part of the urban infrastructure 
and events. He has made this clear in his texts as well as in his planned and built works which, within 
the possibilities afforded by each case, strive to make room for the diversified dimensions of the urban 
experience and the complexity of metropolitan life”. Ibid., 9. 
447

 Rafael Moneo also comments the role of the city at Koolhaas’ architectural thinking: “Rem Koolhaas 
was quick to become the disciple of an Ungers preoccupied with explaining the urban form… Koolhaas 
benefited from his teachings, learning to make the city a compulsory reference in any architectural 
intervention and to be aware of the importance of the culture of the modern movement in recent 
architecture”. See: R. Moneo, Theoretical anxiety and design strategies, op. cit., 308-309. 
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Rem Koolhaas gives emphasis to the program, since he believes that it is a tool for 

transforming architecture and through that, the society. For him, the program can “foster the 

construction of imprecise, open buildings”
448

, something that can give to those buildings a 

dynamic character.  

The right elaboration of the necessary program can be considered also as his way to attend 

the needs of the clients. In order to be more exact, Koolhaas doesn’t simply provide practical 

solutions at the programmatic level. He develops architectural concepts for the project. 

Koolhaas is a “producer of concepts”, those concepts that “mediate between program and 

form”
449

. The results of that conviction are attractive programmatic hybrids that trigger the 

architectural thinking of his contemporaries.  

The manipulation of the program is always part of his brand. This manipulation (that can be 

displayed by those easily recognizable dynamic programmatic and highly efficient diagrams) 

is following his architecture during his entire career, although it has leaded to various forms 

(compare Universal Studios Headquarters with Seattle Library or Oporto Opera House).  

 

Design strategies 

 

Typical of his architecture is the operative design strategies which vary according to the need 

of the specific program. The concept’s redefinition
450

, the montage, the conceptual 

displacement, the strategies of void, the congestion without matter, the poche strategy, the 

                                                 
448

 Rafael Moneo considers that the elaboration of the program at Koolhaas’ architecture is of strategic 
importance. He believes: “For Koolhaas program is much more diffuse and much less directly related to 
the architecture that is to be built. Program is an entire category that fosters the construction of 
imprecise, open buildings. What Koolhaas tries to avoid is an overdependence on program. He sums 
up the contradiction between program and architecture by calling for ‘a maximum of program and a 
minimum of architecture’”. See: R. Moneo, Theoretical anxiety and design strategies, op. cit., 314.  
The last phrase that Moneo uses is from: R. Koolhaas and B. Mau, S,M,L,XL, op. cit., 199. 
449

 Juan Antonio Cortes makes a thorough analysis of the role of the concepts at Koolhaas’ architecture. 
For Cortes the Koolhaas’ concepts have as principal aim to mediate between programme and form: 
“Two of the most striking aspects of Rem Koolhaas OMA have been the attention they pay to resolving 
complex programmes and the virtuosity that they display in doing so. Their work does not just consist of 
providing a practical solution to certain programmatic requirements. They also develop an architectural 
concept for the project. Instead of the expected functionalist immediacy between the building’s 
functional programme and its form, Koolhaas emphasises the design of a concept that mediates 
between programme and form: ‘I think that we are more and more producers of concepts, not executors 
of program’. These concepts, usually visualized as diagrams, take the form of design strategies, acting 
as open mechanisms that generate the project and enable work to proceed in a constantly changing 
environment. A good example is the OMA/AMO proposal for the Universal H Q in Los Angeles (1996-
1999), with its characteristic section diagrams”. See: J. A. Cortes, “Delirious and More. II. Strategy vs. 
Architecture”, op. cit., 33. 
450

 “Like Le Corbusier, Koolhaas’s work combines the invention and the displacement of concepts. In an 
interview, he points out that ‘redefinition’ is possibly a more interesting concept that experimentation (or 
invention)”. See: J. A. Cortes, “Delirious and More. I. The lessons of the skyscraper”, op. cit., 11. 
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gravitational strategies, the folding/unfolding

451
 are some of them that can appear, in one or 

another form, in various phases of his professional career, creating a type of genealogies.  

This set of strategies are in the core of his brand, since as they are repeated, permit to the 

projects to be recognizable as his own projects. Their repetition secures the continuity of his 

production and the cohesion of his architectural brand; as in the case of the formalist, the 

repetition of the form permits their brands’ cohesion. 

 

Structure and form 

 

Typical for Koolhaas’ architecture and characteristic of OMA’s brand is the domination of the 

“structure” on the “form”. The structure was always the starting point. [We can see it from the 

three competition designed at the summer of 1989 up to the Oporto Opera House and the 

Seattle Library]. The form is the consequence (through the mediation, sometimes, of the 

programmatic diagrams), but it was never abandoned.  

For that reason, we have seen a lot of his buildings to have iconic character. An iconic 

character that it is not due to a form manipulation but to conceptual procedures that have 

given them those iconic forms [see Seattle Library, the Zeebrugge Sea Terminal or the 

Nederland’s Embassy in Berlin, with the spiral trajectory]. Although not formalist
452

 at all, Rem 

Koolhaas has a plastic talent
453

, according to Rafael Moneo, which is based on a well intuition 

                                                 
451

 The thesis believes that for that design strategy, a source of inspiration should have been the way 
that the section of Downtown Athletic Club, (New York, 1931, designed by Starrett and van Vleck) 
works. Its flexibility and the capacity to contain a variety of functions is quite near to what Rem 
Koolhaas attempts to achieve with his project “Two libraries at the Jussieu University” (Paris, France, 
1992).  
Characteristic is, when Rem Koolhaas, at his book Content, dedicates 15 pages, each one to one 
patent (wanting to underline that during his architectural course has offered at least 15 new 
methods/strategies to create architecture), dedicates one page for a patent that he denominates 
“Inside-out city” (what we call folding/unfolding strategy), mentioning that its “initial application” took 
place at the Jussieu Libraries. At that patent-page Rem Koolhaas explains: “Deforming the floor not in 
plan but in section potentially turns the seemingly inevitable separation of different floors into a 
continuous experience, while ending at the same time the regimes of spatial orthogonality that have 
dominated architecture. Yet, by combining this new architecture with the traditional discipline of the 
structural grid, it can be imagined, supported, stacked instead of being condemned to a life as a blob; 
become communal instead of autarkic”. Rem Koolhaas, Content, op. cit., 79.  
For the same project Juan Antonio Cortes writes: “This project was also one of the characteristic 
‘displacements’ of his architecture: the building is literally an exercise in 3D cutting and unfolding of the 
floor slabs of a free plan structure… The stacked floors crossed by a grid of pillars from Dom-ino 
diagram turn into a conveyor belt that folds and unfolds in space, in an attempt to blur the boundaries 
between horizontal occupation and the change of level”. J. A. Cortes, “Delirious and More. I. The 
lessons of the skyscraper”, op. cit., 21. 
452

 “Koolhaas avoids any form or style. His projects focus on the uses, the content and the flows. The 
architecture is not a personal style; it is a method, a system”. See: E. Sancho Pou, “Estrategias de 
Comercialización en la Arquitectura”, op. cit., 278. 
453

 Rafael Moneo comments on the Koolhaas’ plastic manipulation of form: “When we look at these 
images [Moneo means the photos of his proposal’s models], therefore, the thing to celebrate is his 
plastic talent. Curiously Koolhaas, who in theory rejects any architecture based on visual aspects, 
presents himself in this project as a master of the plastic manipulation of form”. See: See: R. Moneo, 
Theoretical anxiety and design strategies, op. cit., 326. 
Although Koolhaas is not interested in the forms as the formalist architects do, he has an “idée fixe” that 
starts from a specific form and generates the “architectural structure” in several of his projects. We refer 
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of form. Maybe that intuition had leaded him to pay special attention to the textures and the 

surfaces. An interest that also follows him during his career and is key element of his brand’s 

content [from the Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe to the Prada Epicenters and the 

research OMA has made on the textures and the surfaces].  

Maybe influenced by his theories and especially the “lobotomy”, presented in “Delirious New 

York”, we can recognize a certain tendency of independency of the building’s skin from the 

interior uses. That segregation between the skin and the interior is more found in very big 

buildings (maybe conceived as an opportunity to implement the “theory of Bigness”, where 

that segregation was parts of his theorems).  

To that we have to add his care for the section
454

 (maybe also as a result of his theoretical 

concerns expressed at “Delirious New York”). The section is the most characteristic 

architectural representation medium, onto which Rem Koolhaas’ projects can be better 

understood. It is not a coincidence that most of the programmatic diagrams are represented in 

section. 

 

Attitudes 

 

Above and beyond all those characteristics that are part of Koolhaas’ brand, his brand is 

strong exactly because of his attitudes. The use in many cases expansive strategies (either 

they are on the field of the commissions or on theoretical activities, such as “SMLXL” and 

“Content”) make us to perceive a brand’s strategy that is well designed and at the same level 

with those sophisticated brands that dominate the contemporary market.  

The classification of OMA as a brand can be justified also by one more attitude: Its capacity to 

create a narrative, through which to incorporate its failures. We have seen that in the brands’ 

strategy the brand is capable to incorporate and use their failures, instead of hiding them (e.g. 

Apple and Steve Jobs’ difficult period, as source of inspiration). OMA has achieved to do so 

with its failures (e.g. the lost competitions). Some of the most emblematic projects (which 

have been analyzed again and again) are lost competitions (e.g. Bibliotheque de France, 

                                                                                                                                            
to the helix. Juan Antonio Cortes explains: “The broken continuity of floors and ramps of the Kunsthal, 
the colossal helicoidal ramp of the car park at the Zeebrugge Sea Terminal, the Bibliotheque d’etude 
inside the Bibliotheque de France, the freely continuous folding that constitutes the Jussieu 
Bibliotheque and now, the rectangular Book Spiral of the Seattle Library and the gentle spiral slope of 
the stacks area in the House of the book in Beijing, they are all versions of the helix”. See: J. A. Cortes, 
“Delirious and More. I. The lessons of the skyscraper”, op. cit., 29. Koolhaas himself, at the Zeebrugge 
Sea Terminal, he refers to the Tower of Babel. 
454

 Juan Antonio Cortes makes an apposite remark on the role of the “free section” in Koolhaas’ 
architecture: “While modern architecture (Le Corbusier, Mies) ‘invented’ the horizontal continuity of 
space and the free plan, many of Rem Koolhaas’ projects are designed on the basis of an impossibility 
– the total freedom of the section, and thus bring into play a dialectics that is ultimately irresolvable: the 
one generated between the necessary vertical segregation in space and the elevator or escalator 
connection. This type of dialectics – that reflect the complexity of a largely contradictory reality – are a 
leit motiv of Koolhaas’ ideas and design activities, the underlying concepts of which are based on these 
polarities that cannot be reduced to a single term that resolves them in a synthesis. They are also 
largely responsible for the intense vitality of his projects and buildings”. Ibid., 19. 



183 

 
Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe, the Two Librariesn at the Jussieu University, MoMA 

competition) or failed projects (e.g. Universal Studios Headquarters).           

 

5.2.6. Koolhaas’ disciples. 

 

A way someone to detect the identity content of a creator, a teacher or a leader (in other 

words, to detect his brand content) [or, at least, the principle elements of that content] is to 

analyze his disciples. Creating a team (that means, for a leader or a teacher, having 

followers) signifies to share common values and opinions about the methods and the means 

to respond to the challenges. The teacher/leader with his disciples, as it is well known, create 

a common intellectual (or/and formal) platform, on which they share all those common 

elements that constitute their team. The teacher/leader, as a parental figure, is responsible to 

configure and specify those elements, which the disciples are meant to accept and follow (of 

course with the obvious and expected adaptations).  

Through the analysis of the disciples and finding out their common principles, is possible to 

verify the hypothesis of what are the principles that constitute the identity/brand of the 

teacher/leader. In this direction, at the present chapter we search (briefly) at the profiles of 

some Koolhaas’ disciples in order to test/verify if the aforementioned OMA/Koolhaas’ brand 

content continues to exist at his disciples’ work. As we had mentioned above, the thesis 

believes that those brand contents detected also at the disciples’ profile, being common 

values, should be also at the center of the Koolhaas’ brand content. And that because, as a 

parental figure, he was the one who create and transmitted them to the disciples.  

It is really challenging to try to relate Koolhaas’ architecture with the one of his disciples, and 

for that reason a lot of architects or journalists have tried to research that field. At the Wall 

Street Journal
455

 we can read and interesting article of Fred A. Bernstein with the title: 

“Architect Rem Koolhaas's Protégés
456

” and the subtitle: “The Dutch architect has mentored 

dozens of talented designers at his Rotterdam studio, OMA. Here, a portfolio of seven of his 

protégés—who have grown to become his top competitors”.  

The journalist tries to evaluate the impact of Rem Koolhaas on his disciples and come to the 

conclusion that: “Under his tutelage, designers learn to privilege approach over style. Rather 

than work with drawings, like most traditional architecture firms, OMA employees first 

"Diagram" a building—identify the structure's basic components and how they fit together—

and then proceed to build it. It's an analytical method that results in buildings that are 

                                                 
455

 It is interesting to research the relationship of Koolhaas with his disciples through the eyes of non-
architects, especially those who are related to journalism. They can provide a distant view of the real 
situation. Moreover, the Wall Street Journal, as a respected and prestigious newspaper, is the one that 
tries to inform qualified readers with intervention capacities on the field of economy, architecture and 
real estate, as well as, is a newspaper that has a specific perception of the reality which explains and 
presents, more driven by the economy and the world of the businesses.    
456

 See Fred A. Bernstein, “Architect Rem Koolhaas's Protégés”, Wall Street Journal, 23 Jan. 2014, 
<http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702303933104579304953101958612>, accessed 15 May 

2015. 

http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702303933104579304953101958612
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sometimes ungainly but never unexciting and reject the signature styles associated with many 

other renowned architects.
457

”.  

At his article he presents and analyzes seven architects that have been working at OMA’s 

office in the past, have acquired the office methodology and perception on architecture and 

have afterwards established their own office. The seven architects are: Ole Scheeren, 

Fernando Romero, Joshua Prince-Ramus, Matthias Hollwich, Bjarke Ingels
458

, Amale 

Andraos
459

 and Dan Wood.  

Through his article, Fred A. Bernstein established an interrelation between the Rem 

Koolhaas’ methodology of design (and the overall result of his production, written or 

architectural, built or not) and the work of his disciples. Through that interrelation we can see 

what type of architectural tools (first tested and used at OMA’s office) has been used 

afterward by his disciples, to what extent the theory created by Koolhaas has influenced the 

seven architects and how much the Koolhaas’ vision on the city and the Metropolis has been 

shared by them. Finally, the role of the procedure
460

 (for example the research
461

 undertaken 

previously or during the design and the interaction that the research and the design have 

between them) has been highlighted through that article.   

 

Arquitectonica 

 

One of the first architects who have worked with Rem Koolhaas, during the initial period of 

OMA was Laurinda Spear
462

. She afterwards has created an architectural office based in 

Maimi, (together with her partner Bernardo Fort-Brescia), under the name Arquitectonica
463

. It 

is a less well-known architectural firm, but it is interesting to make some comparisons with 

Koolhaas’ architecture, since Arquitectonica’s principle, Laurinda Spear was one of them who 

formed OMA at its initial phase.  

                                                 
457

 Ibid., para. 1. 
458

 Ibid., para. 9, “He competed against Koolhaas for the chance to develop the 52-acre Miami Beach 
Convention Center site, a competition he described as ‘oedipal’”. In another point of the article, 
obviously remembering his participation at OMA’s office, Bjarke Ingels explains that: “spending time 
with your early role model is a major source of discovery—as well as disappointment’. Both things, he 
says, were ‘crucial’ in the decision to start his own practice.” 
459

 Ibid., para. 10, Andraos explains that: “I don't think I really thought like an architect, or was even 
certain I wanted to become one, until I worked with Rem”, in order to justify that his presence at OMA’s 
office was crucial for the determination of his understanding and positioning in architecture. He argues 
that the project Conference center in Libreville, Gabon, that had designed with his partner Dan Wood “is 
as complex as anything ever conceived by Koolhaas”, in order to explains from which background they 
have acquire the importance of complexity in their architecture.  
460

 Ibid., para. 2, “Matthias Hollwich, who arrived in Rotterdam in 1996, describes an environment in 
which no idea, no matter how outlandish, was discounted and where each key decision ‘would be 
postponed as long as possible, because it always meant the loss of other possibilities’. At OMA, ‘the 
only certainty is that there is no certainty. And one cannot even be sure of that’.” 
461

 Ibid., para.2,  Matthias Hollwich has explained, for example, that he continues the OMA’s tradition of 
“open-ended inquires” during his design procedure. 
462

 “The three (Madelon Vriesendorp, Elia Zengelis and Rem Koolhaas) founded the Office for 
Metropolitan Architecture [OMA], and they were soon joined by restless American students, among 
them Laurida Spear. Spear would later play a key role in Architectonica, one of the first groups of 
architects to be drawn to the principles of Koolhaas”. R. Moneo, Theoretical anxiety and design 
strategies, op. cit., 309. 
463

 More information can be found at their website: Laurinda Spear and Bernardo Fort-Brescia, 
“Arquitectonica”, Arquitectonica [website],<http://arquitectonica.com/>, accessed 15 May 2015.  

http://arquitectonica.com/
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Although Arquitectonica has a much more commercial profile now, in comparison with OMA, 

the two offices are quite near in projects of bigger scale, especially some masterplans. Maybe 

that happens because OMA had given more emphasis at that scale and had developed it 

more at its initial phase (when Laurinda Spear was with them), as a vehicle with which OMA 

can demonstrate its vision for the urban and the congestion. If this is the case, it is logical 

Laurida Spear to maintain more common things with OMA at the design protocol at the urban 

scale than at other scales.   

Six projects of Arquitectonica may be helpful in order to make this comparison. Dijon 

Redevelopment District Masterplan (Dijon, France), Coney Island Urban Revitalization Plan 

(Brooklyn, New York), Bentley Bay Condominium (Miami, Florida), Biscayne Landing 

Masterplan (Miami, Florida) and Bubny Intermodal Center (Prague, Czech Republic) and 

Canyon Ranch Hotel, Spa and Residences (Miami, Florida). At those proposals we can see 

three of the main tools of (urban) design that OMA uses and can show the extent of influence 

that OMA may have upon the design strategy of Arquitectonica.  

The first is the programming. That means a comprehensive programmatic structure that can 

support the viability of the project and can facilitate a diverse and multifunctional urban 

environment. The second is the emphasis that has been given to the public space (indoor or 

outdoor) and more generally speaking to the public sphere or public realm that so much 

important is for Koolhaas’ thinking. This construction actually of the public from scratch is very 

characteristic also at the masterplans of Arquitectonica and the present thesis supports that it 

must have came from the first period of OMA’s work.  

Finally, the third element that the thesis considers as a conjunction between Arquitectonica’s 

projects (especially the ones mentioned above) and OMA’s production is the plasticity of the 

volumes. As we have seen, OMA’s proposal for the Town Hall of Hague may be one of the 

OMA’s first projects that try to implement (through the architectural design) Koolhaas’ theories 

for the urban space and to express the influence that everything Metropolitan (and especially 

New York) has on Koolhaas’ production (theoretical or of design). In the OMA’s proposal for 

the Town Hall of Hague the plasticity of the volumes (although not formalist at all) has 

important role. The fragmentation of the initial volume was used in order to ensure that the 

project will express the right scale (something very important for Koolhass’ intentions), as well 

as to interconnect with the existing environment or the city landscape that it was expected to 

come. As important is the plasticity of the volumes at Koolhaas’ early project so important 

also is at the aforementioned projects of Arquitectonica. 

 

5.3. EMBT / Enric Miralles. 

 

In parallel with Rem Koolhaas, we choose Enric Miralles for the case study of an architect 

with formalist tendencies. Miralles is suitable, not only because he is extremely capable in the 

creation of the forms (something that makes him a prominent representative of the formalist 

architecture), but more for his ability to express and communicate his way of thinking and 

working (an ability possibly acquired from his intensive and diverse academic presence in 
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various Schools of Architecture internationally), something that can facilitate us with the 

necessary information. His ability to express and communicate, is not so much through his 

texts (mainly we have his Doctorate Thesis as a source of information) which are relatively 

few and sometimes ambiguous, but more from his oral testimonies during academic 

procedures (lectures, etc) and mainly through his architectural work.   

In the following chapters firstly we will make reference to the influences that he had from 

architects and principally from writers, painters, thinkers and philosopher. We know that he 

had a strong education with knowledge of his contemporary international cultural environment 

and the cultural content of the 20
th
 century. Those influences appear in some of his writings or 

the project descriptions that he makes. Also a number of recent theoretician who have 

analyzed his work have revealed (with a certain speculation) influences especially during the 

procedure of his forms’ creation which show that Miralles was attentive at the cultural 

movements of his time, interested in whatever can activate his intellectual curiosity and willing 

to test and incorporate whatever new may help him to advance intellectually and 

architectonically.     

Being a formalist architect, the form and the geometry that condition his architecture play an 

important role and for that reason we will intent to investigate them in depth. In parallel, we 

will investigate the way that he conceives architecture and the position of his architecture in 

the contemporary architectural panorama. And that because Miralles is not a mere producer 

of forms. His is not interested in the forms per se. The forms are his way to express 

architecture, with final aim to intervene culturally in the site. He is particularly interested in the 

local memory and he always intents to interrelate the site (as a geometry but also as a 

landscape – a cultural construction with all the connotations that it has) to his architecture.   

Having in mind that the form at Miralles’ architectural production is not an end in itself, crucial 

for the understanding of his architecture is to study various projects which will reveal the real 

essence of his architecture, the aims that he has, how he react to the context etc. Through 

those studies we will comprehend the procedures that condition his architecture, its operating 

modes and the role of the creativity in his studio. We will find out interesting notions that seem 

to have a significant presence in his architecture and his architectural thinking, as the 

discontinuity, the complexity, the dialectical procedures, the interpretation, the repetition, etc. 

All of them will help us to see the Miralles’ architecture in its real intellectual dimensions and 

the exact role that the form plays on Miralles’ architectural universe as an expression, but also 

as a medium to recompose the project’s fragments in a new unity.  

All the path that we will follow in Miralles’ universe will help us to investigate how his 

architecture and himself can be related to the subject of our thesis: the architectural branding. 

How a so sensitive, fragile and strongly cultural figure such as Miralles, can be associated 

with a more commercial content as the one of branding? From the beginning of the present 

thesis we have tried to explain that we wanted to see how the branding can be implemented 

in architecture, a professional filed that has strongly cultural content. For that reason, the 

branding has been interpreted in the current architectural framework and does not have the 

broader connotations that we may meet in the competition of the commercial brands. We 

have explained that in architecture the brands use a part of the branding operating tools, 

conformed to the particular characteristics of architecture. We have seen at the chapter 2.5.6, 
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where we have compared the services’ strategy and the brand’s strategies applied in 

architecture, the particular restrictions that condition the brand’s strategy when it is applied in 

architecture.  

Taking the above as a fact, we estimate that Miralles can be researched as a brand, since we 

believe that some of his design procedures and the results of his design correspond to the 

content of the architectural brands. We will be especially interested in the identity of Miralles’ 

architecture, as it is revealed by his projects and in the imaginary that he created. Besides of 

the spatial fragmentation that he produces at his architectural projects and the spatial 

discontinuity that we observe on them, the architectural production of his office carefully 

maintains a continuity: in the used forms, in his approach of architecture, in the architectural 

imaginary that he repeats in each of his projects, in the proved sensitivity towards the cultural, 

historical and social context of the site, and finally in the coherence at the use of 

representational media, in order to express (besides other things) the calculated ambiguity 

and the unfinished character of his projects, which aim has to open possibilities and invite the 

observer to be implicated mentally. That continuity (with all of its above mentioned aspects) is 

characteristic of the architectural brands. We strongly believe that if the Miralles’ architectural 

production will be examined in the framework of the architectural branding that we propose 

and with the use of the analytical tools that we invoke, Miralles can be conceived as one of 

the most significant architectural brands. 

Finally, in the case of Koolhaas we had referred to his disciples with aim to find out the 

common elements that they share and through them to understand better Koolhaas’ 

architecture. In the case of Miralles we have decided not to do so, for a specific reason. The 

work of Miralles’ office is so much connected with his personality that it is very difficult to find 

common elements with other architectural offices, besides of some similarities that their forms 

have with the forms of Miralles. Since the form is the key factor in a formalist architecture, 

some formal similarities (except if they are very strong) are not enough to establish reliable 

connections. We know that there are some architects based on Barcelona, former students of 

Enric Miralles in the School of Architecture in Barcelona, who afterwards have worked with 

him in his architectural offices. Through their common trajectory they shared with Miralles 

architectural interests and they became sensitive in the same causes that Miralles was. Some 

of them have established their own architectural offices, the most well-known maybe is Josep 

Mias, and they follow some of the principles that Miralles has. Of course, under this point of 

view they can be considered as Miralles’ disciples; but in our analysis (as happened in the 

case of Koolhaas) we have specific criteria with which we study the disciple’s architecture in 

order to establish useful connections with the influential architect that we research and 

through those connections to understand more his architecture. Since Miralles has a personal 

relationship with his design and his architectural perception is conditioned by his personal 

readings and his personal sensitivities, the mere similarity in the architectural form between 

Miralles and his disciples will not add something to the present thesis.    

 

5.3.1. Miralles’ influences 
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Miralles is a cultured architect, who has studied a lot beyond architecture and has been 

influenced by those cultural environments. Miralles has entered in the architectural scene, in 

the decade of the 80’ (firstly in the Spanish one and afterwards in the international 

architectural community) with his “peculiar” architecture, that didn’t remind anything of the 

main architectural streams of that period. His architecture didn’t make explicit reference to the 

Catalan “Architectural School”, neither to the modern movement. It didn’t have anything to do 

with the postmodern tendency (which was very present that decade in the international 

architecture community), since the postmodern architects made formal explicit references to 

historical periods and Miralles didn’t. Miralles architecture was not obvious and for that 

reason, in order to find out his references and by whom he was influenced is necessary a 

very deep and thorough analysis.   

Although in an architectural level, seamed that his architecture was cut off from its 

contemporary tendencies and for that reason wasn’t nourished by them, the reality is that his 

architecture is full of references (explicit or implicit) that mark and direct his projects. Although 

some references are architectural (but not, as we will see, of the famous architects of that 

period, in order to be easily detected them), the majority of those references are from 

literature and arts. In our attempt to find and highlight them, important help is an essay written 

by Enric Granell
464

, Professor of Architectural history in ETSAB. In his essay he explains that 

in the work of Miralees we should highlight three novel aspects that we haven’t seen them 

combined previously: the use of creation’s mechanisms that do not use tools form the plastic 

disciplines but more from the writing, a peculiar relationship between memory and 

imagination, and the negation of the spatial idea (the idea that is directly and strictly 

associated with spatial qualities) as an engine for the architectural creation
465

. 

We will stay more at the first aspect, the use of creation’s mechanisms that do not use tools 

form the plastic disciplines but more from the writing. According to Enric Granell, in the 

Miralles’ architecture we can see a type of “alleged automatic architecture that would have its 

origins in the surrealist automatic writing or in the writings of Joyce, in which writings, one 

word leads to another without any need to justify an argument or idea”
466

. Enric Granell sees 

in Miralles’ architecture a strong influence from the surrealistic movement and an architectural 

quality that is related to Miralles’ tendency to be always in an intellectual motion, in which the 

one idea brings him to another, through an automatic design procedure that is not predefined 

and which direction is not known in advance.  

His intellectual procedures (quite near, according to Granell, to the surrealistic automatic 

writing) bring him to a state of a continuous design motion, always open to grasp an idea and 

to try its potentiality. Maybe that design procedure has leaded him to two of his most well-

known characteristics: a) the endless production of variations and b) the fact that he never 

recognized his projects as finished, settled; even when they are constructed he perceived 

                                                 
464

 We will refer mainly to his article for the Central office of the Circulo de Lectores de Mardid (a 
Miralles’ project), contained in the DC PAPERS magazine, where he presents the architectural and 
cultural references of Miralles and explains the way with which he had incorporated them in his work 
and the method that he had elaborated in order to develop his architecture. See:  Enric Granell, 
“Singladura de instantes. Nueva Sede Cultural del Círculo de Lectores en Madrid (1990-1992)”, DC 
PAPERS, revista de crítica y teoría de la arquitectura 17-18 (2009), 155-162. 
465

 Ibid., 157. [translation form Spanish into English by the thesis’ author]. 
466

 Ibid., 157. 
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them as not concluded. It is obvious that he is fascinated with the design as a procedure, as 

an eternal search for new spaces and new spatial solutions to concrete problems. In all of his 

projects he produces a series of variations and finally declines in favor of one of them, 

according to some criteria that he established at that moment. Up to then, the design doesn’t 

have a specific direction, a linear trajectory, as it is, for example at the cases of the 

conceptual architects. Instead, Miralles’ trajectory can be described more as the one of a 

fish
467

, moving from one point to another (always curved as his architecture), having been 

attracted by something new and having forgotten the reason why he was in the previous 

position. We will refer more to that distraction’s mechanism later; let us make a comment also 

for the second characteristic of Miralles’ work: the eternal state of the unfinished
468

. This 

situation can be seen in his drawings and models, that always leave space to change and, 

more than that, in his sketches that are undefined, incomplete, deliberately ambiguous. It 

seems that his projects are conceived by him as cases for intellectual activity, always there to 

puzzle him. They are always on the desk and he comes back to investigate their possible 

evolution, every time seen from another perspective, as he matures intellectually and 

architecturally.      

In order to return to the distraction as a quality of the architectural thinking of Miralles, Enric 

Granell goes back to the Miralles’ first proposal for Doctorate Thesis in ETSAB, with the title 

“When the cathedrals were white”, where we can read him to explain that his thesis “it is 

written to say that anything can distract me, if I have to speak for the content that I will 

present... That is almost the principle rule of the game”
469

. His thesis, to which we will refer 

later since it is a useful source to understand his influences, it was an (implicit and maybe 

unconscious) attempt to present his way of thinking and the distraction as one of its principal 

factors. An attempt to explain it and to justify it, principally to himself. Miralles as a restless 

mind, he is interested in everything, whatever intellectual (or formal that has intellectual 

implications) can attract him and can distract him from his previous focus. For him the 

distraction is not a disadvantage, something that impedes him to evolve. It is an opportunity to 

find new incentives to develop his design, to enrich it with new contents. It can be conceived 

as a creative mechanism. 

Enric Granell, in order to explain Miralles’ tendency to the distraction and his attempt even to 

theorize it (through his Doctorate Thesis), he associates it with the Situationists. Granell 

writes: “A conception as the above [the distraction as a creative mechanism] presupposes - 

coinciding with the Pataphysics
470

 - the absence of general ideas and the definition of a world 

as a casual assembly of particular solutions. A thinking in motion with an idea as engine: The 

Situationist’s movement as the only possible human activity for a creative life. We can 

associate all of those mechanisms discovered by the vanguards with a common denominator: 

                                                 
467

 Another remark from Enric Granell. 
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 At Granell’s article we read: “The unfinished work, as an exercise for something that has not yet 
reached its definitive moment and never be, we find it continuously at Miralles. One could speak without 
doubt for Piranesi and his Carceri”. Ibid., 157. 
469

 Ibid., 157. 
470

 Pataphysics was a French cultural movement during the second half of the 20
th
 century, related to 

the Surrealism. It promoted the perception that do not exist general ideas that can give solutions to 
various problems. Each situation, each case is special, not related to the others and need to be treated 
autonomously. For that, its followers believed that there exist only particular ideas that can serve to 
particular situations. Pataphysics was invented and promoted by the French writer Alfred Jarry. 
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the discontinuous”

471
. For Granell, Miralles’ tendency to the distraction is an influence from 

the Situationists. We have to specify here, that this influence is in the intellectual level, that 

means at the way that the Situationists (especially Guy Debord
472

, who was a major 

influence) perceive the built environment and they moved inside the cities, as well as it is 

related to their curiosity for everything that attract their attention; and not in the political level, 

which we estimate that has small influence on Miralles. We should stay at one more point of 

Granell’s comment: the discontinuous perception of space from the vanguard movements 

(characteristic are the Situationists’ map of the city, which is perceived as fragmented, 

broken, discontinuous) that can be found also at Miralles’ architecture. Miralles’ architecture is 

fragmented and interconnected with the movements that he proposes. It is complex since he 

tried to express the complexity that exists in our contemporary society. There are various 

examples at the architectural work of Miralles that can explain the discontinuity in his 

architecture. Maybe the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh is the most expressive one. 

Besides of the above, Granell makes reference to other influences
473

 that, according to him, 

Miralles had. Granell (who was fellow student with Miralles at the School of Architecture in 

Barcelona and afterwards professor at the same School, together with Miralles, so he knows 

him well) mentions André Breton, Claude Levi-Strauss, as well as Benoit Mandelbrot. He 

refers also to Michelangelo, Borromini and Piranesi. From the most recent architects, Granell 

considers that Sigurd Lewerentz (Finnish architect) is an important influence, especially his 

architecture at Saint Peter in Kiplan, where his attempt to create an architecture that doesn’t 

obey to the classic architectural structure, as they knew it up to then, has inspired Miralles to 

design an equivalent architecture as we have seen it in his projects at Alicante and Huesca. 

Finally, another influence seems to be the curved walls of the University of Virginia designed 

by Thomas Jefferson.   

Miralles with his design seems to question the architecture, to put it in tension. He questions 

the architecture in order to see how far it can go, which are its possibilities. This rough 

relationship that we imagine that he may have with the architecture, may be the reason why 

he prefers to make references to architects that have made ruptures with their architecture. 

He frequently mentions Le Corbusier, Borromini, Michelangelo or Julio Romano. 

Granell explains that Miralles at his Doctorate thesis mentioned Raimond Queneau
474

 and 

especially one of his books “Bâtons, chiffres et lettres”, published at 1950 as an important 

influence for his thinking, as well as another book from the same French novelist and poet: 

“Cent mille milliards de poèmes”. For Granell, Miralles was influenced by Queneau in a 

sensitive part of his design: the endless marking
475

 of the space (garabato interminable). This 

continuous marking of the ground when he designs his architecture, as if he comes back 
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 Ibid., 157. 
472

 Ibid., 162. 
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 Enric Granell, at the above mentioned article he refers to André Breton, Claude Levi-Strauss and 
Piranesi at page 157, to Benoit Mandelbrot at page 158, to Michelangelo and Borromini at page 162, 
and finally to Singurd Lewerentz and Thomas Jefferson at page 162.  
474

 For more information about the influence of Raimond Queneau on Enric Miralles, at the same article 
of Enric Granell. Ibid., 157.  
475

 What took Miralles from Queneau is the notion of endless marking (garabato interminable), the 
continuous marking of the ground. Granells supports that Miralles borrowed from Queneau: “the idea of 
endless marking, twisting his architecture over and over, distracting himself in every turn, and designing 
again and again the profile of architecture”. Ibid., 158. 







191 

 
again and again in order to reinforce his presence, had gave as a result the specific plans that 

we can contemplate and, more than that, the form of his architecture as we can perceive it 

when it is built.  

But a more extensive reference Granell makes to Rene Magritte
476

. During the analysis that 

Granell does for Miralles’ work at the central offices of the Circulo de Lectores de Mardid, he 

compares the form that Miralles had given to the seats at the auditorium with the figures at a 

painting of Magritte: “Le balcon de Manet”
477

 (1949). The comparison of those two images (a 

photograph from the auditorium and a picture of the painting) transmits us a certain similarity. 

This example, the formal influence of Rene Magritte on Miralles, is not the only one. We can 

mention several, exactly because Miralles was extremely attentive to all types of visual 

stimulus that inspired him to research on the form and to develop his own formal expression. 

In order to refer to some of them, it will be necessary an effort of an independent study that 

can’t be incorporated to the present thesis. We just refer to that one in order to highlight the 

cultural and intellectual capacity of Miralles that permits him to discover forms from the past 

and to re-configure them, incorporating them in his own architecture.  

This example brings us back to the second novel aspect of Miralles’ architecture (according to 

Enric Granell): the peculiar relationship between the imagination and the memory. The art, 

that can be conceived as a cultural, collective memory can trigger the imagination of a 

sensitive individual to imagine new forms with starting point the already existed form, part of 

the collective memory. And Miralles was a sensitive and skilful architect that had the capacity 

to connect the memory with the imagination and, with that explosive relationship, he achieved 

to create new forms. And more than that, he achieved to introduce us to that intellectual 

game, in which the forms can be transformed but maintain their capacity to refer to its 

ancestors. He achieved, through his forms, to make us communicants of the forms’ cultural 

content and their historical references. The study of Miralles’ work doesn’t only permit us to 

learn architecture; more than that, permits us to discover the complexity of the forms’ creation 

and the multiple influences that they carry.         

Referring to the memory, we don’t speak only for the cultural content of our civilization
478

, but 

also for the historical memory. Maybe this type of memory is stronger, especially if you refer 

to those historical memories that are recent and shared by all the citizens. We may see a 

historical reference at the Gas Natural Headquarters, at the expressive, formally speaking, 

cantilever between the two volumes that shape the tall part of the building. A lot of architects 

who had analyzed this project compare the form of the cantilever with the form of a destroyed 

                                                 
476

 Ibid., 160.  
477

 The painting of Magritte, as it is also obvious from its title, is a redesign (a study) of a previous 
painting of Edouard Manet, with the title of “Le balcon” (1869). At the same time, the painting of Manet 
is a study of the well-known painting of Francisco Goya, with the title “Las majas en el balcon” (1808-
1812). It is interesting that re-configuration of the forms from Goya to Manet and from him to Magritte 
and finally Miralles. This continuous re-configuration carries a great cultural and intellectual significance 
and surely has fascinated Miralles. 
478

 The cultural reference is not only at the level of a single piece of art which may have an influence on 
the artist-designer. The whole cultural content of a civilization may be an influence. That surely happens 
to Miralles, as we can see at his project for the Park at the Diagonal Mar. He explicitly has referred to 
the Chinese culture and more specifically to the Chinese garden. See: EMBT (Enric Miralles, Benedetta 
Tagliabue), Work in progress, Barcelona: Collegi d’ Arquitectes de Catalunya, 2004, 30-34. 
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building

479
 in Madrid, during the Spanish Civil War, photographed by Llado. We will never 

know for sure if it is a coincidence or a direct influence. What we surely know, form the 

writings and the speeches of Miralles, is that the historical memory plays an important role at 

his work.    

 As we have said already, the Doctorate Thesis of Enric Miralles, with title: “View things from 

left to right (without glasses)”, can be seen as a source of information for the influences that 

he has, firstly on his architectural thinking and afterwards on his architectural design. Rafael 

Moneo was the president of the thesis’ jury and at an extensive article
480

 that he wrote for the 

architectural magazine “DC PAPERS” (dedicated to Miralles) he describes the procedure and 

the difficulties that the thesis had at that time, but also he presents the Thesis content. 

Moneo’s article is a very important contribution at the research of Enric Miralles, since he 

explains Miralles’ personality and his incentives. Moneo writes: “Nowadays, I see the thesis 

as a statement of principles, of what architecture was to Enric at the time when he was writ-

ing”
481

. 

The thesis was elaborated in a period when Miralles was searching for new positions, his own 

ones, onto which he could base his architecture. A period when he worked in other 

architectural offices has ended and in this new phase of his architectural career, in which he 

had to design his autonomous trajectory, he knew that he had to elaborate solid positions. He 

understood the Doctorate Thesis as an opportunity to elaborate them in the framework of a 

theoretical work
482

. As Moneo explains: “The fact is that in 1987 Enric thought his career 

needed to be developed independently of those who had been his mentors. And it was time to 

find a way to approach architecture from positions that could be qualified as his own and 

personal. This can already be seen in his thesis, as his own contribution, the notion of 

“annotating”, a notion he explains in the text and that becomes more explicit in the first four 

pages of the notebook of illustrations”
483

. 

In his article Moneo presents the influences that Miralles had and the references that he 

made, either in his text, or in the illustrated part of his Thesis. Moneo remembers that the 

drawings of Le Corbusier and De la Sota
484

 has an aesthetic influence on the Miralles’ 

drawing, which was incorporated in the Thesis as an attempt to explain, through his designed 
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 The relationship of Miralles with the ruins is another interesting subject of analysis, though we know 
that during the design of a new project, he tries to imagine how the forms of his project will be 
transformed if it will be a ruin in the future. Especially, he investigated the ground floor and the points 
where his building touches the ground. Normally the ruins are those points and, for this reason, are very 
important. Maybe this interest to see which maybe the effect of his architecture in the condition of ruins 
has to do: a) with his more general interest of the relationship of his architecture with the ground, b) with 
the consideration that the formation of the ground is a crucial part of his architecture and c) with his 
special interest for the plans as the representation medium where better the architecture can be 
designed and understood.   
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 Rafael Moneo, “View things from left to right (without glasses)”, DC PAPERS, revista de crítica y 
teoría de la arquitectura 17-18 (2009), 336-340. 
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success. 
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 Ibid., 337. 
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 Moneo argues that: “To think that the drawings of Le Corbusier, or even De la Sota, served as 
models for these drawings is somewhat unavoidable”. Ibid., 337. 
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work, his theoretical approach. Satie

485
 and Piranesi

486
 were two major influences, as well as 

the illustrations of Blake, Flaxman, Ingres, Cozens, Schinkel and Fuseli
487

, which were also 

present. From the architects, significant seems the influence on the Thesis from Benjamin 

Franklin and Thomas Jefferson
488

, as well as Louis Kahn
489

. Important influences that should 

be recorded were: Ingres and Valéry. Picabia and Barthes. Klee and Eluard
490

. Crucial is the 

presence of George Perec. An endless list
491

 of thinkers, philosophers, writers, painters, 

photographers, etc is mentioned in Moneo’s article, showing that Miralles was a truly cultured 

architect, with deep knowledge of the cultural environment of his time and of the previous 

periods. All those artists and intellectuals have marked his architectural thinking and of course 

his personality. Those would be Miralles’ companions at his future architectural adventures. 

Surely his thesis is an opportunity for all of us to understand better Miralles. Having in mind all 

that constellation of influences, we may approach better his architectural work and the content 

of his identity.  

Having presented the Miralles’ Thesis with the sensitivity that is characteristic of his 

personality, Moneo concludes in his article: “I now see Enric’s work with the help of his thesis. 

His architecture is, in effect, linear, fragmented, many times without embodiment and always 

more conscience of the design and lines than volume or of space. Both the Igualada 

Cemetery and the Parliament in Edinburgh are works that can be drawn. Or put another way, 

the result of “building” one of those designs of his that Enric called annotations in his thesis. 

Something that would also explain the interest his work gives to materials. The form itself, as 

such, has no value. It is the textures, the tactile condition of the materials that counts. And it is 

the movement that the use of memory leads us to what enables Enric’s work to be seen as 

the work of someone who loves reading. Eager to collect in the texts the clues that allow him 

to thread together an architectural story line. If things are seen like that, the thesis takes on a 

great interest and becomes an indispensable source for the study of what Enric’s work was. 

The old saying “God writes straight through crooked lines” becomes valid once again when 
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you think of what was Enric’s controversial text “Things seen from left to right,” a thwarted 

thesis at first, and crucial and indispensable, in my opinion, for any future critical study of his 

work”
492

. 

 

5.3.2. Operating modes and the creation of the form. 

 

As we have explained, the principal factor of Miralles’ architecture is its form. His architecture 

is identified mainly by his expressive form, for that reason it plays an important role at the 

creation of the Miralles’ imaginary and occupies a significant place in his brand’s content. We 

may say (exaggerating of course) that his form almost is equivalent to his imaginary. With that 

exaggeration we want to express how decisive can be the forms as we perceive them through 

our visual mechanism. How dominating can be the impact that the forms may have on our 

mind. As we know, the visual perception is the main mechanism that we have as human 

being to understand our environment. The view is more direct and determinant that any other 

sense. This leading role of the view is much more intensified in our contemporary society for 

cultural reasons. The image and the visual stimuli are the ones that permit us to understand 

our environment in the era of the continuous movement and the high velocity. The swiftness 

with that the human being can capture and elaborate mentally the visual information is the 

cause that has made the visual perception the principal form to receive information. In that 

context, in order to come back to architecture and the comparison between formalist and 

conceptual architecture, the first has an advantage compared to the second, at least for the 

first phase, when the impact of the form is more direct. You need to read and think in order to 

evaluate the possible importance of a concept. And that needs time.    

The significance of the form in Miralles’ architecture is undisputed. In order to research the 

way that it influence his projects and how it determines the content of his architecture, we 

have to see with which mechanism it is created. With which methodology Miralles generates 

his forms. In parallel we have to see which factors define his architecture and which his 

operating modes are. The present chapter is dedicated to them. We will not refer in this 

chapter to the cultural and social references that Miralles do through his projects, since we 

have seen them in the previous chapter. We assume that the reading of this chapter and the 

following ones will be done having in mind the entire context described in the previous 

chapter. 

Let start from the design procedure that Miralles employs. In a conversation with Alejandro 

Zaera Polo (that incorporates in his above mentioned article Enric Granell), Miralles explains 

how he works: “I think that one of the things that characterize the way I work is that I have 

never an idea a priori of space which I'm intending to construct, I always work starting from 

the plans, never from sections or from three-dimensional configurations. Since those early 

records, I'm drawing plans at different levels, which are those that in the end will automatically 

construct the sections. The three-dimensional form is produced only at the end of the 

process, never before the production of those horizontal sections (which are the plans). This 
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work of coherent superposition is the one that finally gives meaning to the project. The 

necessary physical record of the various levels is also a problem of material’s density with 

which you work. It is the moment when you begin to evaluate the material with which you 

work: the density of the ground, the density of the air, the awareness of being 3 meters above 

the ground or 15... This way of working is more abstract, more conceptual than to work on 

section: a section has an archaic character, where you design the profile of things, as if we 

were still working with the classical order, the base, the capital... I am interested more in this 

process of productive accumulation than the design of the profile or the stylistic reading, 

whatever could be the choice of one style or other...”
493

. 

We estimate that this comment from Miralles is of high importance, in our attempt to 

understand his design methodology. First of all, Miralles explains that he doesn’t have a priori 

a specific idea of how the final space should be. On contrary to the majority of the formalist 

architects, who imagine a specific three-dimensional form and they work during the 

elaboration of the project with aim to specify it, Miralles starts a complex procedure with 

undefined outcome, where the criterion is to define the spatial conditions that should exist in 

the site in order his architecture to start to obtain form under the forces of the aforementioned 

conditions. On contrary to the direct trajectory that other formalist architects follow (it is direct, 

since they have visualized the final form in their mind that exists in “front” of them), Miralles 

seams that move blindly, registering circular movements
494

 until he reaches a mature state 

where the project acquires a certain formation. Enric Granell has compared the Miralles’ 

design procedure with the movement of the fish, which is constantly changing direction. For 

Granell, the design procedure that follows Miralles has to do with his distraction (we have 

referred to it in the previous chapter), his endless curiosity to research and try whatever
495

 it 

appears in his design desk as an opportunity to improve his project. Bringing together the 

distraction with the preference of Miralles not to have an a priori form in his mind, we may 

presume that his design procedure may be an excuse in order to continue to get distracted, in 

order to delay the crucial moment of the decision, in case that something more exciting may 

appear.  

Miralles explains in the above reference that he insists on designing on the plans, leaving the 

three-dimensional form and the section to be an outcome of the plans. This is a very 

important remark that helps us to understand the kind of form that he produces. It is not a 

form that creates iconic buildings. It is more a form that gives qualities to the site, gives a 

character and an identity to the space. It is not a form that aims to attract quickly and easily 

the first impression. It is more a form that intents to narrate a story, to explain a situation. That 

fact brings the Miralles’ form more near to the creation of the imaginary, as we have 

commented in the previous chapters. The character of the form makes it easier for Miralles to 

create his imaginary. In parallel, the Miralles’ persistence to the plans permits us to associate 
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 Enric Granell, “Singladura de instantes”, op. cit., 158.  
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 Maybe the architectural procedure has to do also with the final form that his architecture acquires. 
The initial undefined, circular procedure may have given shape to his preferential forms, the curves 
wrapped in themselves.  
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 That may appear from an association of ideas (one idea brings the other in a continuous 
displacement), from his imagination or by coincidence. We have mentioned already the relationship of 
imagination and memory in the work of Miralles and we will refer again later.   
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it with another typical perseverance of Miralles: the endless

496
 marking of the ground

497
 

(garabato interminable) or of space, as he continues to design plans in different levels. Since 

the marking of the ground is an activity that takes place in a horizontal level, we can 

understand the work on plans (in different level) as the continuity of the grabato interminable.  

The simultaneous work in various plans brings us in front of another design method that 

Miralles employs: the superposition and the juxtaposition of plans. That design strategy has 

as a result the dynamic character of his architecture and permits his to control better the final 

result. The outcome is a complex organism that allows the internal connection between its 

parts. The fragmented and discontinuous space that his architecture usually has, through the 

design strategy of the superposition and juxtaposition of plans, finds a way to establish an 

internal dialogue. Furthermore, the simultaneous work on the plans and their superposition 

are responsible for the creation of his functional sections. 

Interesting is also the Miralles’ remark that the work on plans is an abstract and conceptual 

procedure that he prefers, instead of the work in section. It may sound strange the fact that a 

formalist architect considers that, at least during the first phases, his design is abstract and 

conceptual. But in the case of Miralles it shouldn’t. Since the architecture (at the initial phase) 

is elaborated on plans, is two-dimensional, doesn’t have depth and for that reason, it doesn’t 

contain some important qualities that it has in other conditions. The design method that 

Miralles follows is the one that gives the abstract character at the produced architecture. This 

abstraction is also revealed at his publications. The careful selection of the representation 

media (mainly plans) and the way that they are produced, proves that indeed Miralles prefers 

to elaborate his projects, at the beginning, in an abstract level.   

In this point we should make a comment on the importance of the plans in Miralles’ 

architecture. On contrary to the section, which was the principle representation medium for 

Koolhaas, where the Dutch architect reflects his thinking and his concepts, Miralles prefers 

the plan. It is the representation medium that permits him to explain better his architecture 

and to elaborate his ideas, shaping his forms in a procedure that only can be realized, as we 

have seen, in a horizontal level. For that reason maybe is more common to meet plans in his 

publications than sections and façades. The perspectives are ever fewer, on purpose 

abstract, in order to leave the impression that the project is open to various possibilities. 

With the use of the above design methods, his architecture is characterized by the 

complexity. The labyrinthine situations are frequently present in his projects. For example, we 

can speak about the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh, the project at Bremerhaven Port in 

Bremen (where the project reflects the complexity of the urban structure around the port) or 

the Cemetery in Venice. The complexity is fundamental at the work of Miralles, since it can 

express the perception that Miralles has for the society and the architecture. 
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 Referring to the continuous work on plans that Miralles realizes, Enric Granell comments: “He didn’t 
know where to stop, didn’t want to stop. ‘What interests me – he explained – is a type of incorporation, 
of an infinite integration’”. Ibid., 158. 
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 The ground is important for Miralles, for that reason he starts his study from it. His famous collages 
that imitate the technique of a famous painter and photographer, Hockney, is not only an interesting and 
expressive aesthetic representation medium. It is also a way to record the reality, to bring it in his office. 
Based on its representation, Miralles will start to form the ground, to reshape it, with aim to prepare it to 
receive his construction. The ground is part of his architecture, is part of his forms.   
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His projects are more influenced by the fractals than by the Cartesian logic. Miralles cannot 

be expressed by an architecture as a box. He searches the opportunity to dismantle his 

architecture in order to reveal the importance of its parts and the established relationship 

between them. For that reason all those formal mechanisms that he has created. They help 

him to control the final outcome, to produce an architecture more near to his expectations. In 

parallel, he is very interested in the material aspect of architecture. He respects the gravity, 

works with it, in order to the final production to be seen as the result of the natural laws. 

Part of the operating modes that he has established is the dialogue with the place. His 

architecture is not autonomous, a building-object that rejects any relationship with the cultural, 

social and historical environment that surrounds it. On the contrary, Miralles wants his 

projects to be nourished by its environment, to find stimuli in the context in order to 

incorporate them in his projects. He wants to create a stable dialogue with the pre-existing 

environment in order to be adapted in the place (physically and metaphorically). This dialectic 

process has as a prerequisite to abandon the strong a priori ideas that will be imposed in the 

place. This predisposition, as a consequence, we can associate with what Miralles himself 

had explained in the above quotation, referring to the fact that “he has never an idea a priori 

of space which he is intending to construct”.  

Another operating mode is the use of variations and possible versions during the design of a 

project. Characteristics are the numerous variations that he had designed for the Scottish 

Parliament in Edinburgh. Through the variations, Miralles tries to find the adequate 

relationship between the fragmented parts of the projects and the equilibrium that it should 

have, either inside the project or with its surroundings. The design strategy to create a series 

of variations may be also an excuse. In his intention to find the optimum solution he delays 

the project, creating new versions. Those versions are his constant reactions to the stimuli 

that he receives either from the project’s environment or from other sources (his readings, his 

imagination
498

 or his memory). The delay may have to do with Miralles need to keep alive his 

projects. He never considers his architecture as completed, even when it is constructed. In 

the case of the unbuilt projects or the projects that are in the phase of the development, this 

need to feel that the projects are open to all the possible influences is crucial for Miralles. 

In the above mentioned conversation with Alejandro Zaera Polo, Miralles explains: “When I 

insist in the idea of the variation is because I want the elements to have the possibility to 

incorporate this variety of material conditions. I never work aiming to the reduction, but I intent 

to reveal the multiplicities, the singularities. The work of the variations in a project is much 

more necessary, because, at the end, that wall is not simply a wall, has to be part of a more 

complex system”
499

. From the above quotation we can understand that for Miralles the 

variation is related to the multiplicity. Through the variations that he produces in his projects, 

he has the aim to ensure that they will not follow a procedure that leads to the reduction of 

their content, but, on the contrary, will be endowed with a greater degree of multiplicity.     
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 The relationship between imagination and memory is important in Miralles’ architecture. Enric 
Granell comments that: “If anything defines the binomial imagination/memory in Miralles is that 
easiness to remember and forget almost instantly, in order not to follow the thread that anyone would 
have followed, in order to mix and match what the others would have taken for reckless”. Ibid., 158. 
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The variations can be considered, in a way, part of a broader concept that Miralles uses with 

frequency: the repetition. The variations can be perceived as repetition with small 

transformations of some of its parts. The repetition is a design strategy that Miralles employs 

in various projects, such as the Santa Caterina Market in Barcelona, the Scottish Parliament 

in Edinburgh, the Igualada Cementery or the Park of Diagonal Mar again in Barcelona. We 

estimate that through the repetition he aims to give coherency to his projects. The repetition 

may be a bigger part of the project or some small elements on the façade, with the purpose to 

organize it and to give scale to the project (various scales that coexist in a project enriches 

the final aesthetic result). The repetition of a specific figure, a motif, [which is probably 

predesigned and it has the characteristic form of Miralles’ architecture (that can be easily 

identified with him)] it is a kind of marking, of stamping, of leaving his sign in the produced 

architecture. In order to use the terminology of the present thesis, it is an act of branding, 

associating the architecture that produces with his brand through the use of a designed 

element that will be obviously related to him, because of its identifiable form.       

 

5.3.3. The geometry. 

 

In order to understand Miralles’ architecture it is crucial to highlight that behind his forms (in 

the plans and the sections as well as in the details) there lays a hyper-defined geometry. 

Thanks to it the form maintains its persistence and can be characterized as the main element 

of Miralles’ identity (we may say Miralles’ brand). The standardization of forms, which means 

the imposition of specific geometrical rules that define the forms and make possible the 

accurate production of the “right” forms, is a principal objective of every architectural office 

that bases its architecture on its expressive forms (in other words, the offices of the formalist 

architects). The standardization of the forms is a type of branding, with its classical 

signification: to mark something in order to specify it as yours. We suppose that Miralles’ 

office has also established such standardization of forms and for that it has maintained a 

continuity and coherence on them (especially at the last period, where the formal maturity has 

been achieved). We believe that it will be important to research the geometry of Miralles’ 

forms and its qualities, since with this attempt we can claim that has been established a 

mechanism which ensures the continuity of the main factor of Miralles’ identity, the form. 

Michael Young an architect who is particularly interested in the geometry in architecture and 

use of the geometry in the new technologies for the representation of architecture has made 

an important study for the geometry of Miralles’ architecture with aim to show how the 

advanced technology can help in the definition or the creation of complex forms. For the 

needs of an article in the Cornell Journal of Architecture
500

 he studies the forms of the 

Olympic Archery Range (1989-1992), a project designed by Enric Miralles with Carme Pinos. 

His first reading of the ground plan concludes to the definition of the three principles curves 
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 Michael Young wrote his article: “Digital Remediation” in the 9
th
 edition of the Cornel Journal of 

Architecture, which has as theme “Mathematics”. His article can be found in the internet. See: Michael 
Young, “Digital Remediation”, The Cornell Journal of Architecture [website], 2013 
<http://cornelljournalofarchitecture.cornell.edu/read.html?id=74>, accessed 15 May 2015. 
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that dominate the project: “The first curve is the plan representation of the retaining wall 

dividing earth from space. The second curve is the primary wall enclosure dividing interior 

from exterior. The third curve is the landscape line dividing hardscape from softscape”
501

. [see 

illustrations that have been made by Michael Young and accompany the present text].  

His first reaction will be to measure them, that means to establish a geometrical mechanism 

that can define with accuracy the existing curve and can serve for a future possible 

reproduction. The first geometrical mechanism that he uses is the classical one, the 

measurement with the record of lengths and angles. As he explains: “In the analysis shown 

here, the first act is to measure these curves. The notation is a mapping of translations and 

rotations regulated through length and angle. These dimensions are all that is required for the 

full measured description of the first two of the three curves, the retaining wall, and the 

enclosure wall. But the third curve, the landscape curve, resists the reduction to line and arc 

and will require a shift in geometric notation. This shift is a move to the notations of tangency, 

difficult in a manual mediation, fundamental in a digital mediation”
502

. From the analysis of 

Michael Young we can understand that Enric Miralles in this project uses two different types 

of curves, the first, a more geometrically defined one (in classical terms), which can be 

analyzed (and for that redesigned and reproduced) with the classical geometry (measuring 

lengths and angles) [those curves are related with the building, that means with the part of the 

project which is more artificial]; and the second type of curves, the more free ones, that can 

be defines with a more advanced geometrical measurement, with the use of the tangents and 

the digital technology. The second one, although more difficult can be also defined. At the 

end, he proposes a homogenized methodology (see the last illustration, no 3), a common 

notation, with the use of lines and tangents, that can define geometrically all type of used 

curves. 

The article of Michael Young is very interesting, since he studies with the use of a strict 

methodology (the geometry) the Miralles’ curves and concludes that his architecture can be 

geometrically defined, something which we suspected simply by seeing the plans (we refer to 

the first two curves that are created by lines and parts of cycles). That architecture can be 

standardized, organized by rules that can be applied at the design of the office’s project. Of 

course someone may claim that the studied project (the Olympic Archery Range) is one of the 

Miralles’ projects with a relative simple geometry, on contrary to the more recent ones. In that 

objection we can respond that his more recent projects can also be defined geometrically with 

the classical methodology that Michael Young describes for the analysis of the first curves 

and even the more advanced forms can be defined (that means that they can be subject to 

specific predefined rules), as again Michael Young explains in his article, with the use of the 

digital mediation.       
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5.3.4. Projects. 

 

In our analysis we will refer to four projects. The first one (the Cementery in Igualada) belongs 

to the first period of his career, during which he worked with Carme Pinos.  The three projects 

that follow, belong to the second period, the more mature one (according to our position), 

when he worked with Benedetta Tagliabue, establishing EMBT architectural office. The three 

projects are: the Santa Caterina Market, the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh and the Park in 

Diagonal Mar. 

We will intent, with our analysis to show the continuity and the coherency of Miralles’ 

architecture, using mechanisms and techniques that can be found in all of his projects. The 

role of the form and its importance can be better expressed by the images, for that reason, 

the text can only be understood with the graphical information that the reader can perceive 

from the illustrations that accompany the text. Besides of the images that correspond to the 

analyzed projects, separate pages composed with chosen images are used in order to 

highlight parts of Miralles’ design strategy that can be expressed easier and more effectively 

with the images. We refer, for example, to the Miralles’ graphic documentation that create a 

pre-design phase at the beginning of the projects, when Miralles tries to understand the site 

and its context and to create a principle idea onto which to base his design. Other are the 

design implications by the use of the “endless marking”
503

 or his work in plans and their 

superposition in order to create the project. To them we can add the surfaces and the textures 

as crucial elements of Miralles’ architecture that serve as identification’s elements and are 

directly related to Miralles’ imaginary. Or the predefined figures that compose the façades and 

their repetition as part of the Miralles’ architectural ritual. In that category we should also add 

the pages that compare various projects (besides the four ones that analytically will explain 

later) and show the continuity of the forms in Miralles’ architecture. Or, finally, the famous 

collages (as an implementation of Hockney’s technique in architecture) which do not only 

express the perception that Miralles has of the site, but also are his first attempt to understand 

the physical presence of the ground and start to manipulate
504

 it. All these pages should be 

perceived as a graphic documentation, which, through the visual elaboration that it employs 

and the comparisons that it presents, intents to express concepts, methods or techniques, 

which are difficult to be explained in the form of a text, but are very explicit through the 

images. As it can be seen, in that graphic documentation we use various projects, besides of 

the four ones that more analytically will explain in the following chapter, so we have a broader 

base onto which we can demonstrate our arguments. 
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 As we translate in English the term “garabato interminable”, which Enric Granell proposes in order to 
explain the design procedure that Miralles follows in order to define space and to appropriate it and in 
parallel to start specifying the form. 
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 We know that Miralles had a special relationship with the ground and always was the starting point of 
his projects. Before designing his first ambiguous and undefined forms that represent the future 
buildings, before even his famous “endless marking”, he starts with the ground: reshaping it, 
reorganizing it, in order to prepare it to accept his constructions.  
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We should remind that we have seen already one more project from Miralles. At the chapter 

4.6, where we have analyzed the Gas Natural Headquarters in Barcelona. We should 

incorporate it in our study and it must be re-read, this time, under the logic of the analysis of 

Miralles’ architecture. Having in mind the information that we have collected from the study of 

the Miralles’ influences and the analysis of his operating modes, combined with the 

information from the following chapters where the projects will be described, we will conclude 

in the final chapter, where we will try to combine all the gathered information and to highlight 

the most important elements of Miralles’ identity, his created imaginary and the content of his 

architectural brand. 

 

5.3.4.1. Cemetery of Igualada. 

 

The Igualada Cemetery belongs to the first professional period of Enric Miralles, when he 

worked with Carme Pinos. The project has started in 1985 and was executed in phases up to 

1996 when a part of the project was built. Even then the project was not completely finished 

and still there is a part of the initial project that is pending of the construction. This continuous 

delay of the project has left in the mind of Miralles the sensation of the unfinished. This reality 

may have converted Igualada Cemetery in the ideal project for him. We have referred to the 

necessity that Miralles had to delay the phase of the design, to have the project on his design 

desk, open to opportunities and possible changes. This necessity was fulfilled in the case of 

the Igualada Cemetery, this time because of the circumstances.  

Igualada Cemetery is characterized as the most poetic project of Enric Miralles. The nature of 

the project (a cemetery), its place (in the nature, outside of the restrictions of the city) and is 

architectural design has converted it in one of the most poetic projects
505

 in the contemporary 

architecture. It is a project quite near to what Miralles would like to be his architecture, for that 

reason it is very representative of him. It is a project, because of its thematic, that permits the 

references to other architects or artists. And Miralles was a cultured architect capable to make 

constant references with his architecture and to convert this project in a palimpsest, full of 

hidden meanings. Besides all the above, his architecture is designed more on the base of a 

narration. A story created in his mind is the tread that allow him to move in the site and 

construct a scenography which will receive the act of that story. The site inspires him to 

create a narration and his architecture is the scene where that narration will be played. We 

will let Mirrales narrate the story of Igualada Cemetery:       
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 We will just refer to an example that shows Miralles’ capacity to work with a poetic content. The main 
path that he had designed in the cemetery is called the “river of life”. The surface of the path is 
designed with the incorporation of wooden straight-lined elements that are located in such a way to 
seam as they have been drifted by the water of a river. The wooden elements may symbolize the dead 
people that have been drifted by the “river of life”… 
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“A cemetery is not a tomb. It is, rather, a relationship with the landscape and with forgetting: 

imprints like abstract signs, an abstraction that begins with walking and with tracing the best 

path one’s steps. Walking produces a furrow that is a path of coming and going: the tombs 

will be in its interior and trees will make the space dense, like characters inhabiting the 

shadows of the walls produced by the cut in the earth. A modest pavement, in cement and 

wood, gathers dust and fallen dried leaves. The chapel is found where the entry path widens 

in a clearing and the descent toward the tombs begins. One begins to forget the brutal 

industrial surroundings and concentrates on the natural topography of this place, the valley 

formed by a small stream. The construction uses a system on small prefabricated concrete 

pieces assembled on site, while the path uses material unearthed by the excavation. It has 

always seemed that we were working in a place where this project already existed; it seems 

complete to me from the very first breaking of the earth. The memories are deposited in the 

fissures of the tombs, the vegetation fills the empty spaces of the embankment, and the 

shadows begin to act as a clock”
506

. 

We make a more extensive quotation from Miralles’ text “Mixed Talks”, because we felt that it 

is necessary to leave space at Miralles to explain its project. And the Igualada Cementery is a 

good opportunity for it. Miralles is not an architect (as possibly is Koolhaas) which can be 

analyzed with strict cold rational manner. Is an architect, we estimate, that in order to be 

understood, should be left to narrate the project as he had imagined it. The above mentioned 

quotation may allow us to understand him through the use of the words that he chooses and 

the sensitivity that characterizes his approach.  

In order to come back at the description of the project, we should mention that, according to 

Miralles  and because of the delay that the project has suffered, it was considered by him as a 

“place of apprenticeship”
507

 for future projects, such as the Olympic Archery Ranges and the 

Huelca Sports Center. And actually we can see some similarities in the designed forms. The 

Igualada Cemetery, although from the first phase of his professional career, has some 

characteristics which are typical of Miralles’ architecture that we will see in his future projects. 

Such as the repetition of specific elements on the façades with a predesigned form, the 

design of the project based on the plans, rather than on the sections, certain forms in the 

plans (or the sections) that are characteristic of Miralles’ architecture (based on specific 

geometry), the representation means that he uses (based mainly on lines, without the 

intention to express the volumes) in order to explain his project and the design strategy that 

he elaborates in order to interrelate the autonomous architectural elements in a coherent 

composition (e.g. at the Open Plaza).  

A special reference should be made for the design of the chapel area. The right manipulation 

of the ground (another characteristic design strategy that Miralles uses frequently) permits the 

construction of a chapel in harmony with its environment. His design shows Miralles capacity 

to use together lines and curves creating a coherent result.    
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5.3.4.2. Santa Caterina Market 

 

The Santa Caterina Market as an architectural project introduces the subject of designing in a 

historic city center. At the 4
th
 century the actual site of the Market was a big necropolis. In the 

medieval time the site was converted into a monastery and in 1848 it became the first 

covered market of Barcelona. It is situated in the historic center of Catalan capital, a fact that 

complicates any project. In April 1997 Miralles and his office won the architectural competition 

and from then it has started an eight-years complex design procedure until the completion of 

the construction in 2005. Obviously Miralles felt during the competition that its subject was the 

appropriate (because of his architectural idiosyncrasy) to unfold his architectural abilities. An 

architect who was working always with references and with respect to the context of the 

place, sensitive to the historic value of the Barcelona’s city center, was able to read the 

cultural palimpsest that exists in the site and to incorporate all the necessary information in a 

new architectural project. A cultured and sensitive architect as Enric Miralles has the mental 

capacity and the architectural tools to cope with such a difficult and complex task. 

His first reading of the site has to do with the character of that place: “Ciutat Vella, unlike 

other quarters of Barcelona, is a city in itself… This city within a city seems to be the main 

feature of historical centers”
508

. In that historic center where coexist the architectural remains 

of various periods, Miralles identifies each historic period as a level which interconnects the 

elements that it contains, but also, at the same time, through the superposition of those 

layers, we can have a dialogue between elements of different periods that all together form 

the context of the place. The superposition of those historic levels, although complex and 

difficult to be understood, it constitutes an opportunity for the architectural design. Miralles, 

referring to it, explains: “The superposition of the different moments in time presents the show 

of possibilities. It gives a chance to the variations game. To go beyond the most elemental 

point which defines the minimal conditions is really hard. However the flow of constant 

variations over a place give us the way to work”
509

. For Miralles, the superposition of 

moments in time leads to the architectural strategy of variations that he uses in several of his 

projects. That strategy will help him to incorporate a big number of elements that exist in the 

different “strata” of that compact multileveled construction, which is the historic context of the 

place. 

In this project he had also to make another decision: how he will act in a place where already 

exist elements from the past and in them the competition’s program asks to incorporate new 

ones. The main question was how the new and the old will coexist. Miralles’ response to that 

question was: “Supporting the demolition as the only way to ‘solve’ the things is another 

mistake. On the contrary. The key is using and using again. It is like thinking and rethinking 

things. Architecture is just a way of thinking about reality”
510

. Miralles proposes the maximum 
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use of the preexisting elements (literally, in functional terms, or metaphorically) and brilliantly 

connects the act of the reuse with the rethinking of place.  “Our project”, argues, “proposes a 

model that allows to adapt to the place complexity”
511

. “We propose a model in which it is not 

so easy to distinguish between rehabilitation and new construction”
512

, Miralles concludes. 

One of the elements that has been reused and incorporated to the project was the façade of 

the old market, which has a Palladian compositional system
513

. 

That hybrid
514

 result (of rehabilitation and new construction) had achieved an equilibrium at 

the last phase of the design. In the front part of the site the new market was located and at 

the back, the social housing, part of the competition’s program, permits to create a firm 

structure that establishes a dialogue with its built environment. The big ceiling is 

unequivocally the protagonist of the project. Its unifying character, the intense folds that it has, 

together with its characteristic shape (typical of Miralles’ geometry) in section attracts the 

interests of its visitors (from outside, from beneath or even from above, in the case of the 

neighbors). The parts of the archeological remains that are visually accessible from inside the 

Market, add one more level of history in the place. In parallel, Miralles uses some 

characteristic elements of his design, in order to make inevitable the association of this 

project with his office’ production. The fragmentation observed in various parts of the project, 

the forms that he elaborates (in various scales), the repetition of the characteristic windows of 

the social housing, the textures are some of them. If the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh, 

that we will see in the next chapter, is perhaps his more significant project (because of its 

symbolic content), the Santa Caterina Market is the one where he demonstrates his ability to 

work in a complex historic place. 

 

5.3.4.3. Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh 

 

The Parliament in Edinburgh is perhaps the most emblematic project of Enric Miralles. It is a 

fruit of his mature professional period, full of significances (something that expresses his 

architectural identity) and materialized with forms that are characteristic of Miralles’ office. We 

believe that this project can reveal the essence of Miralles’ architecture and for that reason it 

can be very helpful in our analysis. 

Miralles had participated in a restricted architectural competition in 1998 with subject the 

Scottish Parliament, which, after several phases, had concluded to Miralles’ proposal as 

winning project. In that architectural competition Miralles has submitted a “relatively undefined 
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See: Josep M. Rovira, “Enric Miralles: Tendersi come un arco. Mercado Santa Caterina en Barcelona, 
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historical site. More about that at the project description: F. Marquez Cecilia and R. Levene (eds.), 
“Enric Miralles-Benedetta Tagliabue, 1996-2000”, op. cit., 33. 
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design”

515
, revealing the open character that Miralles wanted to give to his proposal at the 

initial phase. As we will see later, the project continued to be undefined for the first 9 months 

of his gestation either because of Miralles’s indetermination, or because the continuous 

changes in the content of the program had obliged his office to keep the project in a creative 

ambiguity. The project will suffer afterwards a series of architectural changes. But Miralles 

initial “undefined design” (which has as a result the creation of “enigmatic buildings”) was also 

part of his architectural strategy that characterizes other projects and has as an aim to keep 

his projects open to possible influences. 

In the phase of the competition Miralles presented a series of sketches which revealed two 

references that will be important for the project: the Scottish castles and the naval 

construction. Both of them (together with the Scottish landscape, which also was present in 

the Miralles’ proposal) are the main references, onto which Miralles will base his project. In 

parallel to them, Miralles used a metaphor: “the assembly of people sitting on the ground, 

protected by a ceiling”. “The Parliament sits in the land…”
516

 is the project’s motto. And he 

explains: “The Parliament is a form in people’s mind. It is a place in mind. That place should 

be expressed in the site. We have the feeling that the building should be land, built out of 

land. To carve in the land the form of gathering people together”
517

.  

The ground will acquire in the project a greater signification. It will be related to the Scottish 

landscape and through that to the Scottish identity.  Carles Serra Hartmann explains that: 

“Miralles opted to shift the issue of national identity to the landscape, and to find there the 

natural metaphors with which to project. Through this natural symbolism Miralles conceives 

national identity as a product of the earth”
518

. From then, whenever Miralles had to refer to the 

national identity, he involved the landscape as the symbol par excellence of the Scottish 

identity: “From the outset we have worked with the intuition that individual identification with 

the land carries consciousness and sentiments”
519

, for that reason “The parliament should be 

able to reflect the land which it represents”
520

. As we see Miralles didn’t give to the project any 

folkloric character. He based his proposal on the sentimental value that has for the Scottish 

people the landscape. He didn’t make either reference to any type of hierarchies that can 

insinuate social division of classes in the body of the Scottish society.   

Together with the metaphor (landscape = Scottish identity) Miralles offered “images” that can 

be used as source of inspiration for the forms that may acquire the project. As always 

happens in Miralles’ architecture, those “images” carry strong signification. The image of the 

“upturned boats” (a reference to the naval construction which can be identified with the 

Scottish history and their way of living) follows the project up to the end and, indeed, the 

ceiling of the Parliament evokes to upturned boats. In the heart of the project was the hall of 

the assembly. From the beginning, in the mind of Miralles the hall should have the form of an 
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 Very important information has been gathered from the article of Carles Serra Hartmann in the 
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open arc, part of the European tradition. In order to give to it a stronger connection with the 

project’s principal idea, the hall will be partially in the ground/landscape and also (in plan) part 

of a broader amphitheater that can be used by the citizens as another type of unofficial 

assembly. For Miralles this gesture (the amphitheater) as an offer to the Scottish citizenship 

has such an importance that has dedicated a great part of his rhetoric. He used to say that: 

“The natural amphitheater will be the first form in the land”
521

 and that it was “not just an 

‘image’ but a physical representation of a participatory attitude to sit together –gathering”
522

. 

In order to associate the official assembly of the parliament with the potential one of the 

citizens, he designed the hall in such a way so we can see that: “The seats of the parliament 

are a fragment of the large amphitheater where citizens can sit on the landscape”
523

. 

According to Carles Serra Hartmann, Miralles had four principal aims: “The turn of the city 

towards the landscape, the insertion of the building to the context, the absence of an 

imposing façade and the informal, not hierarchical relationship between the volumes”
524

. With 

his design he managed to fulfill those aims and to create an attractive building that was 

inserted in the urban context and has established a dialogue with the landscape. In order to 

achieve that, Miralles has created (faithful to his frequent architectural strategy) a series of 

variations, where during the development of the project, new compositional elements were 

incorporated, some changes has occurred in pre-existing ones and some others have 

suffered some significant transformations. With those variations he managed, in the same 

time, to incorporate changes that came from outside (e.g. changes in the program) and others 

that came of his necessity to try new possible configurations. The final outcome was the result 

of those variations and has concluded when the transformations were consolidated.  

The building of the Scottish Parliament, with the adequate materials and the right scale, had 

succeeded to establish the intimate relationship with the land and the people that Miralles has 

as principle aim. He also succeeded the equilibrium
525

 that Miralles has always wanted to 

find, especially in this sensitive project that represents a complete nation. In parallel, Miralles 

has incorporated in this project all the elements that identify his architecture with his office, in 

other words, with his brand. The imaginary of a harmonic building in dialogue with the society 

and its environment (not only physical, but also social, cultural and historical) is present. The 

insertion to the landscape and the fragmented and discontinuous composition also 

characterize the Miralles’ architectural approach. The repetition of specific well-designed 

elements in the façades, the use of certain materials and above all, the identifiable forms (with 

that geometric precision that we find at his projects) are some of the design elements that are 

strongly related to the production of his office. The Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh is a 

representative project of Miralles’ architecture and, because of its symbolic importance, it can 

possibly be characterized as his most significant work.   
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5.3.4.4. Park of Diagonal Mar 

 

We have mentioned in the chapter 4.7.1., where we have analyzed the evolution of city of 

Barcelona and its implications at the urban space, the area of Forum 2004, where a big urban 

redevelopment took place around 2004. In this area Enric Miralles was called to create a 

public park. It is the return of an open public space to the city and its citizens on behalf of the 

private-public consortium which had undertaken the work of the redevelopment of that area, 

where Diagonal Avenue meets the sea. The above mentioned consortium has implemented 

an American-style urban planning, with result the land value to rise and to change the social 

structure of the area. For the development of that area, the consortium has the obligation, as 

a return, to offer a qualitative urban open public space. Enric Miralles had resumed the 

difficult task to design it.  

From the beginning Miralles has some constraints. One of them was four blocks of housing 

buildings at the periphery of the plot. The existence of the sea in the one part of the park and 

the high-speed Avenue of Diagonal in the other, has raised the issue of scale. Miralles 

explains that the park, in order to confront with the two major forces of the site (the Avenue 

and the sea) had to react with a design that will have bigger scale than the one employed in 

ordinary city parks. Miralles added one more aim: the design of the park to favor the 

interaction
526

 with the city. For that special attention he had paid at the areas of the park that 

osculates with the city, especially in the upper part, were the park meets the Diagonal 

Avenue.  

In order to organize that complex situation, he had to find a design strategy capable to 

incorporate areas of the plot with different character. Faithful to his design habit, he offered a 

metaphor: “the plant”. In the project description he explains that the park: “ it is ordered by 

following a series of paths which, similar to the branches of a tree, spread out in all 

directions”
527

. Those paths are fundamental for the design of the project and they are the 

ones that attract the focus of the design attention, together with the small plazas in various 

parts of the park.  The rest of the park hosts a series of recreation’s areas, which have a 

relatively loose design character.  

As happens in all of the Miralles’ projects, in the present also, the design elements that are 

associated with his design identity prevail. The forms (from the profile of the seats to the plan 

of the bridge) maintain a coherence (geometrically speaking). Pre-designed elements are 

repeated in various parts of the park (e.g. at the wall that separates the ground from the pool). 

The textures of some of the principal elements of the park remind other Miralles’ projects (e.g. 
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the wooden banister of the bridge). The design of the metallic pergolas refers visually to other 

Miralles’ constructions (e.g. the pergolas of Icaria Avenue). All of these prove, one more time, 

how important the design identity in the work of Miralles is. 

 

5.3.5. Miralles’ brand content 

 

We have mentioned already that the principle factor of Miralles’ design identity is his forms. 

Carles Serra Hartmann when he describes the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh he uses the 

Catalan phrase “la cobra marca de la casa”
528

, which means the “curve-brand” of the Miralles’ 

office. In another part of his text he speaks about “la cobra mirallesca”
529

, which means the 

“Miralles’ curve”. In various references appear a series of comments where the authors 

discuss the character of Miralles’ forms (with focus on his curves). We have seen that those 

forms can be analyzed geometrically and can be defined with accuracy, in order to the formal 

identification of the projects to be almost complete.  If the main quality of the brand is to be 

identifiable in all of its products, then the forms in the Miralles’ projects are the main factor 

which ensures the coherency of the projects, the continuity in the Miralles’ production and the 

perception of Miralles’ office as an architectural brand. The term brand (“marca”) has been 

already used by Carles Serra Hartmann to characterize Miralles’ office. As we have see, in all 

formalist architects the key factor of their brand is their characteristic form. 

If we accept the brand character of Miralles’ office, then it will be crucial to see how those 

forms are produced and which their signification is. In the chapter 5.3.2. (Operating modes 

and the creation of the form) we have mentioned that Miralles almost exclusively works on the 

plans
530

 at the initial phase of his design and this design custom has been associated with his 

intention to organize (to form) the ground of the project’s site through its “endless marking” 

(garabato interminable). This repeated register on the ground can be the origin of his forms. 

The repetition of the forms in his projects probably is not for his convenience, but is the result 

of the same activity in the initial phase of all projects (the repeated register on the ground).  

Other important feature of his design strategy is the series of variations that he elaborates in 

all of his projects. Miralles has theorized them explaining in Santa Caterina Market that the 

variations are the result of the existence of various readings of the place which have been 

superposed and each time one reading is activated, causes the transformation of some 

elements or the emersion of new ones. The variations should be considered as typical 

element of his design identity, since they are the ones that define the design procedure. For 

all of these reasons, should be perceived as key factor of his architectural brand. Another key 
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factor is the repetition of forms or characteristic elements in various scales. We meet the 

same forms in different projects (on their plans), as well as the repetition of pre-designed 

elements on the façades. The repetition of those figures, besides of the compositional need to 

organize the façade and to give scale at the building, principally is the last and most obvious 

action in order to mark, to leave his signature at his architecture, in order to be identified with 

his office’ production.   

The state of the unfinished or of the undefined is also characteristic of his architecture. In the 

initial phase of his projects the first formal indications and the images that he offers are in 

purpose undefined in order to leave open all possibilities of evolution. On those undefined 

images everyone can project his personal interpretation. The aesthetics that this condition 

produces is obviously part of his brand identity. The sensation of the unfinished has to do with 

his need to keep his projects on his design desk, even if they have been constructed. Being 

the projects open for further elaboration permits his to come back to them, to revise them, to 

try possible forms of evolution.  

His architecture produces fragmentation and discontinuity in the space. This discontinuity may 

be explained by the influence of the situationists, but more probable is the cause of the 

distraction. His necessity to try all possibilities, the fact that he is attracted by various stimuli 

and his disposition to incorporate new design elements (that his imagination
531

 has produced 

or his memory has recalled) has leaded him, on the one hand to the use of the variations that 

we have referred above, and on the other hand to a type of distraction. The distraction doesn’t 

leave space for a strong idea that will be imposed on the project; that will create direct design 

procedures. On the contrary creates curved trajectories, permits small responses to particular 

problems that Miralles finds during the development of his projects. Probably those small 

responses are the result of the dialogue that he has in his mind when he says: “I would rather 

change the word ‘idea’ with the word ‘dialogue’, the conversation is more important than the 

idea”
532

.        

Miralles’ influences
533

 from the world of the art and the culture have permitted him to make 

sensitive observations. Those observations together with his curiosity and his receptivity had 

leaded him sometimes to poetic projects (e.g. Igualada Cemetery) and other times to the 

creation of an utopian sensation
534

, revealed by his drawing or the constructed reality. This 

qualitative feature of his architecture must be recognized as important part of his architectural 

imaginary.   
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His architecture is the product of his calculated spontaneity. The spontaneous character of his 

architecture has to do with his capacity to respond to the stimuli that he finds during the 

design procedure. His spontaneity is calculated because he knows how to be accurate at his 

responses. In a way, it seems that his spontaneity is controlled, at least on the design level. 

That spontaneity leads, according to our observations, to a certain complexity in his 

architecture. Finally, his architecture can be characterized by a density of spatial events. His 

architecture contains those events, narrates them and invites new ones to take place in it. 

 

5.4. MVRDV 

 

The architectural office of MVRDV
535

 is an important active architectural organization, 

especially at the field of conceptual architecture. It has started his professional trajectory in 

the decade of 90’, entering to the architectural scene
536

 with force and with an intensity
537

 of 

ideas and new spatial concepts that we haven’t seen in the previous periods. Through their 

projects they have shown a positive and optimist
538

 attitude towards life and the future (and of 

course, architecture). 

The MVRDV in 1991 has presented us the “Berlin Voids”, in 1993 the “Villa VPRO”, in 1994 

the “Wozoco’s apartments for elderly people”, in 1995 the “Double house at Utrecht” and the 

“Housing Silo in Amsterdam (Silodam)”, in 1997 the “Hageneiland Housing at Ypenburg” and 

the “Buga 2001 + Plant City”, as well as the “Dutch Pavilion for the Expo 2000” and in 1998 

the “Flight Forum”. In 7 years has presented us 9 great projects, based on strong concepts 

that each one had gone towards different directions, exploring the capacities of architecture 

with different approaches. That richness of architecture and the density that it has (in such 

small period) is worth mentioning and has great impact on the contemporary architecture, 

especially the period that it has been produced. 
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The MVRDV office (that has as principle architects and main forces the three founding 

architects: Winy Maas, Jacob van Rijs and Natalie de Vries), besides of being characterized 

by its conceptual approach to architecture, it works with the logic of combination [in the 

programmatic level of its proposals as well as in the field of the architectural activities, as we 

saw in the chapters 3.5.1. and 3.5.2.]. For example we can refer to MVRDV’s architectural 

projects of the Dutch Pavilion for the Expo 2000 in Hannover (Germany, 1997-2000)
539

, as 

well as the project for the LNV, New Office of the Ministry of Agriculture (The Hague, The 

Netherlands, 2000)
540

. In both cases, the architectural proposal was based on the logic of 

superposition of different architectural functions, the coexistence of which (sometimes with 

unexpected hierarchy) had a strong impact to the observer. 

In this point we have to mention that Winy Maas (as well as other MVRDV’s participants) had 

worked in the OMA office and has been influenced by Koolhaas’ approach to architecture. It is 

obvious that the two offices are working towards the same direction, with conceptual 

proposals and analysis of the field (and the society). Although the urban context is not so 

important in the works of MVRDV
541

 (as it is crucial in the OMA’s approach), the concept in 

the MVRDV’s case acquires a more central role in their design strategy. We will refer more on 

the importance of the concept in MVRDV’s architecture later. In this point it will be useful to 

mention the role that the landscape has at MVRDV’s work. 

 The landscape, in comparison to the urban context, acquires a more critical role. In most of 

the researches that they have made, either previous to the architectural design, or 

independently, in academic environment or for publication reasons, the landscape (without its 

aesthetic content) is more a territory that has qualities which the architecture can take 

advantage of, during its incorporation to the landscape. 

 

5.4.1. The conceptual character of MVRDV’s architecture 

 

We have positioned MVRDV’s work at the conceptual architecture, since the concept plays an 

important role at the design procedure and at the content of their architecture. We have 

spoken about the concept and how that can influence the architecture during the analysis of 

Koolhaas. At the MVRDV’s work the concept has similar qualities with Koolhaas’ elaborated 

concepts, but mainly is characterized by their direct and pure form. The concept, we may say, 

at MVRDV’s work has an unmediated relationship with the final form, the final image that we 

have from the project. If Koolhaas has the tendency to elaborate the programmatic section 

(for example at Seattle Library) creating afterwards a skin to cover it, MVRDV’s proposal for 

Expo 2000 in Hannover translates directly the programmatic diagram to architectural section, 

maintaining (and reinforcing) with this way the clarity of the concept.   
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To that direction we may bring some more examples. At the project “Double house at Utrecht” 

the main concept expressed at the section, with the penetration of one house into the other 

(as the fingers of the two hands) is directly expressed at the complex’ façade, without any 

attempt to camouflage or hide it. Something similar happens also at the project “Housing in 

Sanchinarro”, where the façade is the simple expression of the concept. Or at the project 

“Hageneiland Housing at Ypenburg”, where the concept of the pure “archetype” form of the 

house is expressed directly in the final design, giving diversity only through the use of 

different materials at the surfaces of each block. 

The concepts at the MVRDV’s work have to do also with the design strategies that they use 

and the forms that follow them. A characteristic example in the first period of MVRDV’s 

architecture is the use of the folding/unfolding strategy, which may simulates the landscape 

(flat at the Dutch condition
542

 and for that reason manipulated in order to create space). We 

can observe the use of that design technique at several of MVRDV’s projects: The “Sloterpark 

Swimming Pool” (Amsterdam, 1994), the “Net 3 Campus” (Hilversum, 1993-2001), “Villa 

VPRO” (Hilversum, 1993-1997) or “Leidschenveen Town Centre” (Leidschenveen, 1997), 

beside others. In most of the MVRDV’s projects during its first period we notice that they have 

resorted to the folding/unfolding strategy.  

The “programming” technique (the redefinition of the existing program, proposing new 

relations between the parts of the program or proposing new types of program) is another 

design strategy that MVRDV uses frequently in order to develop its architectural proposals. It 

is strongly related to the conceptual character of its profile that can be considered as principal 

characteristic of MVRDV’s brand content.   

 

5.4.2. Architectural research and information (data) 

 

Another important part of the MVRDV’s production is the research executed from the 

beginning of their career. Almost every research has as a result a book, as a main vehicle for 

the diffusion of their ideas. As we can see (and that is quite Dutch) the research is not made 

only for deepening the knowledge and for finding new information, capable to inspire, but also 

is a medium to communicate what they have found, to highlight their interest and to 

diffuse/promote (almost propagate) their presence in the global architectural community.  

In Spain drew attention their book “Costa Iberica: Upbeat to the Leisure City”
543

, since 

MVRDV has conducted research for the present and the future of the Spanish coast, 

including some interesting but, at the same time, radical and groundbreaking proposals. 
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Maybe the most import books that highlight MVRDV’s interest to research and explore the 

possibility to intervene in space at different scales and with a diversity of tools are: “FARMAX. 

Excursions on density”
544

, “Metacity, datatown”
545

 and “KM3: Excursion on capacities”
546

.  

In those books, the parametric design is explored (not at a form-creating direction, but rather 

at a program-organizing one), a research is conducted at the contact point between 

landscape and programming and, of course, there are presented all the research preceded 

the project design in various previous architectural proposals. For this type of approach, 

important role has the process
547

 and the use of the data. Perhaps all that research was 

necessary in order the MVRDV group to acquire knowledge in order to develop one of the 

most interesting research/proposals that they have produced, Le Gran Paris
548

 which is 

condensed successfully into a video
549

 broadly distributed through internet.    

Anna Klingmann, referring to “Metacity, datatown” comments: “An early example of this 

approach to architecture”, referring to the role of the process and the use of the data, “is 

MVRDV’s video installation Metacity/Datatown, depicting ‘a city that wants to be described by 

information; a city that knows no given topography, no prescribed ideology, no representation, 

no context. Only pure, huge data’. Based on the assumption that regions around the world will 

eventually develop into meta-cities, Metacity/Datatown demonstrated how the technique of 

data gathering can be taken to an extreme to forecast utopian planning scenarios”
550

.  

And she continues: “Taking market research to an extreme of assumed quantities, the 

concept of ‘datascapes’ is reduced to an imaginary set of data and perceived partly as a 

technique for political design-making process, partly as a game, and partly as a research 

instrument to provoke controversial discussions. Ultimately, this approach represents a very 

cynical view of market forces, as illustrated in MVRDV’s exhibition catalogue featuring skiers 

on top of mountain slopes formed out of fabricated information”
551

. 

As it is obvious from the comments of Anna Klingmann, the architectural research of MVRDV 

is directly related to the use of the data and the information in general. The process of using 

those data with the help of the contemporary computers has influenced directly the produced 

forms and the “architecture” that we see at their books. Although that architectural production 

is more resent (compare to the first period of his office), a clear connection with the past is the 

same interest and use of the program. It is characteristic that MVRDV has based in the past 

and still base his architecture on the program and on the “programming” techniques, giving 
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emphasis on the users, the functions and how those are interconnected. This architectural 

approach has influenced also their communication media. The drawings that explain the 

“programming” of each of their proposals are characteristic for their aesthetic and for their 

importance, since they occupy significant part of their publications. 

In order to close this chapter, the thesis finds interesting the comment of Anna Klingmann 

related to the use of data by MVRDV. Especially in the point where she explains which are 

the implications on the produced forms. She argues: “The first movement, a younger 

generation of architects from Holland, spearheaded by Rem Koolhaas and widely known as 

the Dutch urbanists, bases their designs strictly on the extrapolation of data. One example of 

this way of working is provided by the Dutch office MVRDV, who relate the design of their 

architecture to statistical demand analysis, and calculate all quantifiable forces likely to exert 

an influence on an architectural object ‘as if there were no such thing as a characteristic 

property’”.  

“Eliminating any notion of taste, architecture thus becomes a compliant entity that is entirely 

subject to the impact of existing restrictions. The result is a ‘neutral container’ that may or may 

not be fluid in shape but more importantly remains elastic in the sense that it is not bound by 

any ideology, and is therefore free to adapt to market demands. Economic or regulatory 

constraints are no longer viewed as impediments to artistic invention but, to the contrary, are 

seen as essential information for the production of an architectural project. Form generation is 

‘automatized’ by the input of variables that in turn inform computerized algorithms, which 

transform the data into three-dimensional envelopes. As architecture is stripped of all 

symbolic and formal significations, pragmatism becomes its paradigmatic criterion”
552

. 

 

5.4.3. Projects 

 

MVRDV was one of the first architectural offices that had showed capacity for reinventing the 

architectural program and use it as a medium for broader changes. The new forms that they 

have proposed were direct derivatives of the previous experimentation on the architectural 

program. Innovated projects they have presented in the area of Housing, with the most well-

known: The Hageneiland Housing in Ypenburg
553

 (The Hague, The Netherlands, 2001), 

Housing Silo in Amsterdam / Westerdoksdijk
554

 [Silodam] (Amsterdam, 1995-2003), 

WoZoCo’s Apartments for Elderly People in Amsterdam
555

 (1994-1997) and the Housing in 

Sanchinarro
556

 (Madrid, Spain, 2001-2007). In those we have to add the innovated Double 

House in Utrecht
557

 (The Netherlands, 1995-1997).  
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At the The Hageneiland Housing in Ypenburg (The Hague, The Netherlands, 2001), the 

simple form of the independent buildings that remind us, due to their simple section, the 

archetypical house, gives emphasis at the essence of the concept, which is the re-

organization of the communal life through re-structuring the uses. We estimate that this 

project is characteristic in order to understand the supremacy of the concept upon the form 

and how MVRDV had limited the role of the form to a mere archetypical shape in order to give 

emphasis and importance at the concept. 

Their housing project “The Hageneiland Housing in Ypenburg” is very characteristic, 

according to our point of view, in order to understand the way that MVRDV’s office is working 

and how it is interrelated to its brand. Anna Klingmann writes for that project: “In a similar 

fashion, MVRDV designed a tract of standardized houses for Hageneiland, a residential area 

in the new suburb of Ypenburg just outside The Hague, which feature several variations for 

the most basic elements of the house: pitched roof, front door, bricks, and roof tiles. Each 

house consists of the same components and dimensions but is clad with different surfaces, 

giving residents the choice of wooden shingles, zinc, aluminum, and earthenware tiles, all in 

vibrant colors”.  

“By adapting a basic archetypal form as a sign (to fulfill tight budget restrictions), yet 

introducing a variety of customized finishes in the appearance of the exterior surfaces, 

MVRDV came up with a series of subversive prototypes that comment ironically both on 

middle-class suburbia and on average consumer taste. In considering their reduction of 

customization to an image and their use of a more conventional archetype, one wonders if 

Hageneiland is MVRDV’s satirical response to the decadence of contemporary consumer 

culture, a well-intended joke, or a response to an architecturally elitist debate? Whatever the 

case might be, MVRDV produced a line of houses that at least in concept applies the 

principles of branding to architecture. The notion of customization, of catering to different 

consumer tasks, however, remains on the level of commentary – as a surreal expression – 

rather than a serious intent”
558

. 

The Housing Silo in Amsterdam / Westerdoksdijk [Silodam] (Amsterdam, 1995-2003) is a 

benchmark at MVRDV’s work, showing its capacity to organize and structure the program in 

diagrammatic level, as well as, to form the section using as driving force a new established 

relationship between the different uses. The use of the program is of such efficiency that only 

can be compared to the ‘programmatic section’ of Rem Koolhaas’ Seattle Library. 

At the Housing in Sanchinarro (Madrid, Spain, 2001-2007), the plan that has became section 

is the driving concept behind this project that draws the first attention. But that type of 

concepts (almost a finding) could not be realized without a well-calculated programmatic 

restructuring of the section, which reveals its composition at the façade, making the final 

outcome as complex as such a concept requires. 

 

5.4.4. MVRDV’s brand content. 
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Referring to the MVRDV’s books, we cannot escape from ascertain that they are very good 

examples which show the logic of participating in different architectural activities (basically 

master programs and workshops
559

) and combining them with the office’s professional 

activity. At the credits of the books
560

 we see that those researches have been made in 

cooperation between MVRDV office, Delft University-Faculty of Architecture and Berlage 

Institute.  

Through those co-operations and publications, the MVRDV has managed to create a 

professional profile that shows interest for the innovation, the research and the investigation 

of the space (in different scales), indifferently if the result of those investigations are difficult or 

cannot be applied. With other words, through those activities parallel to architectural 

production, MVRDV had managed to create and project onto the society a specific profile 

which shows that its architectural office is not a practice based on the intuition and arbitrary 

decisions, but, on the contrary, is an office which gives emphasis on an architectural design 

that is rested on a previous rigid and rigorous spatial research. 

MVRDV’s interest for the research has to do not only with the investigation related to 

architecture and space, in general, but also in policies such as the management of water or 

the impact of tourism on the economy and the regional development. The interest of an 

architectural group to investigate subjects that are not directly related to architecture and 

space generates an “area” of reflection between architecture and other sciences and 

proposes a new profile for architects that are interested and have the knowledge to work at 

the interface (the in-between) of architecture with other professional areas. 

From the above we can see that MVRDV’s strategy for research and the use of that as key 

element for the development of their work is very important for understanding MVRDV’s brand 

content. Their tendency to use the research in order to broader the horizons of architecture 

and to amplify the profile of the contemporary architects is in the heart of their architectural 

thinking. MVRDV (together with some more architectural offices which also move on the 

conceptual direction) had managed to claim (and in some cases to achieve it) professional 

areas that were, up to then, out of reach for the architects.  

In a period when the architectural profession comes up against the attacks from other 

professional groups (which claim part of professional activity that was traditionally ours), 

professional strategies (such the ones from MVRDV) which have as spearhead the research, 

are actually expansive strategies. Those expansive strategies give perspectives to 

architecture and new fields for developing our aptitudes.   

Anna Klingmann, at her book “Brandscapes: architecture in the experience economy”, more 

critical with MVRDV, argues: “Clearly, MVRDV still views their clients as rational decision 
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makers, and carefully insulates their work from the emotional connotations of branding that 

strive for distinctiveness, relevance, memorability, and depth. Thus, even as the combination 

of data pertaining to infrastructure, density, dimensions, construction, and material produces a 

certain level of differentiation, it remains purely on a superficial level and – unlike a brand – is 

not responsive to people’s desire to express their individual identities and lifestyles”.
561

  

Although, under her specific point of view, Anna Klingmann seems to be accurate at her 

judgment, it is very difficult to compare an architectural office with an experienced and well 

organized (in terms of brand designing) company. On the other hand (and this is a success), 

MVRDV, as Anna Klingmann accepts, manages to control its image and the impact that 

MVRDV’s production has on the local community (which is its potential customers) and, of 

course, the (global) architectural community.   

From the theoretical, architectural and research work of MVRDV, we can derive their interest 

for the constitution of an architectural brand. Their extroverted and communicational strategy 

and its content can show us that the correlation of various architectural (and non-

architectural) activities with their professional work is enlisted to a broader brand strategy that 

influences their own architectural work. MVRDV’s brand is based on a conceptual level. 

MVRDV’s architectural imaginary is related to its capacity to control information and use the 

research as a base for the development of their architectural projects.  

The perception of architecture as a scientific area capable to be researched gives to their 

office the image (imaginary) of an architectural office-brand intellectually qualified, with 

capacity for innovation and inventiveness in the level of the architectural program. It is an 

experimental architectural brand that doesn’t stop to question significant tools of the 

architectural design and to incorporate the new technology (not in order to create 

exaggerated forms, but, on the contrary, to analyze information and data). An expansive 

architectural brand that has an optimistic attitude towards the future of architecture
562

. 

 

5.5. Herzog & de Meuron 

 

Herzog and De Meuron is an architectural firm with successful trajectory in architecture 

(including a Prizker Award), which belongs to the group of the sensational architects that we 

have analyzed in previous chapter. We use this architectural office as a case study, because 

we estimate that we can find some useful sources to support that the brand strategy can be 

used and actually is used by this architectural category to develop their professional career. 

Rafael Moneo argues: “The work of Herzog & de Meuron seems to be inspired and guided by 

a search for origins. (…) The return to origins leads to the simplification of form, (…) leads to 

questions about the nature and potential of materials. (…) Are architectures that explore the 
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formal potential of materials. (…) I would therefore say that their work is first and foremost a 

celebration of matter, where form is but the vehicle that makes this possible”
563

. 

With those few comments Rafael Moneo describes perfectly the essence of the work of 

Herzog and de Meuron. The role of the material is highlighted as key factor for their design. 

And permits us to make some comments, based on his own ones. We have spoken about the 

conceptual architects and the formalist ones, and it will be important to see how the 

sensational architects (as the thesis would like to call them) are located in the panorama. 

Rafael Moneo permits us to understand that, if the conceptual architects have the concept as 

driving force and the formalist have the form, then the sensational architects should have the 

material and its use as a design element onto which they can base their architectural 

approach. In the case of the Herzog & de Meuron, the form, as Rafael Moneo comments, is 

nothing more than “the vehicle that makes the celebration of matter possible”.   

 

5.5.1. The role of the senses 

 

It is well-known that the architecture could not be understood just through the eyes and the 

majority of the senses participate at the perception of space. But it is also well-known that, in 

the contemporary, visual society (where the majority of the information that we perceive come 

through the architectural media and the internet), the vision is the principal (surely the 

prevalent if not the only) sense that gives us the necessary information to understand space. 

Against this mainstream opinion, those architects (who give importance to those elements of 

architecture that thrill the senses), have important role for our research, exactly because with 

their design methods can easily create a brand related to their architecture. 

At this point we should refer at the term of the “impression”, since that is directly related to the 

essence of the sensational architecture. We will see the role of the materials and the 

influence that they have on the human senses, at the work of Herzog & de Meuron. As we will 

see at the projects (the materials do have a principal role at the development of the 

sensational architecture). But it is not the only. Impression can not only create the materials at 

the microscale, but the space (existed and manipulated or new one) at the architectural scale, 

under specific conditions. I refer, for example, to the Entrance Hall, with its magnificent height, 

of the Tate Modern (an existing space, redesigned, converted from the turbines hall of an old 

power station to the main entrance and a space for temporary exhibitions and performances. 

Or to the ground floor of the Museum of CaixaForum in Madrid. The impression, in those two 

cases, it is created through the impact that the designed space has on the observer. 

 

 

5.5.2. Materials, textures and Herzog & de Meuron’s architecture 
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The chosen materials, the natural colors that they contains, the contrasts of light and shadow 

that they create, their roughness, the reflections, even the use of materials with more 

symbolic qualities
564

 are some basic elements that distinct them from the other architects 

(constitute a type of brand) and consist a decisive tool for their design.  

The use of the material and the various textures at the Herzog & de Meuron’s architecture 

makes Rafael Moneo to distinguish those architects from the formalist architects. He writes: 

“The importance given to matter and materials in their work [of Herzog and de Meuron] – with 

the attendant importance of these in construction, through technique – comes with a 

deliberate suppression of image, a conscious abandonment of iconographic references”
565

. 

The suppression of image distances them from the formalist architecture. They acquire more 

conceptual characteristics, since some of their choices are conceptual ones. But we can’t 

categorize them as conceptual architects since the sensational characteristics prevail. 

The form is directly related to the material. The form can be understood, in these cases, only 

through the materials. As we read in the analysis of Rafael Moneo for the work of Herzog and 

de Meuron: “They [Herzog and de Meuron] do everything in their power to make materials 

express themselves as what they are, and in doing so they chance upon new proposals, new 

ways of using the materials. Materials are what make forms emerge. In Ricola, the flat nature 

of the wooden panels is what ultimately brings about the texture of the wall, and it is here that 

the construction manifests itself as an architectural form”
566

. 

 

5.5.3. Projects 

 

Just some projects from their office will make evident the argument that the architecture 

produced by Herzog & de Meuron’s office belongs to the sensational architecture. The 

Dominus winery (1995-1998), with the distinctive use of the stones at the façade, makes clear 

that the texture of the façade is important part of their design concept.  

The Museum of CaixaForum in Madrid (2001-2008), with the socking impression that the 

project makes through the uprooting of the existing building gives a new landmark at the 

Spanish capital, full of stimulations for the visitors’ senses. The building’s suspension in a 

higher level, through the peculiar and low space under the building, in the ground level (which 

makes the entrance), reinforces the dynamic character of the building. In that direction 

contributes also the impressive rust of the metallic façade at the higher part of the building.  

We may say the same for their project at the Catalan capital, Barcelona, with the project of 

the Forum 2004 main Building (2000-2004), where the hard and rough surface of its façade, 

in combination with its peculiar color (gives the name to the new Natural Science Museum: 
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Museu Blau), attracts the attention of the visitors and maybe is the more characteristic part of 

its design. 

The shapes that they use in order to organize their plans (rectangle or triangle) are austere 

and well-articulated, something that brings them nearer to the conceptual architecture, since 

they are not particularly interested in the creation of a form with peculiar characteristics. 

Rafael Moneo, commenting the architectural work of Herzog and de Meuron (a comment that 

can be used for other sensational architects too) at the point of the use of austere shapes, he 

explains: “The essence of architecture lies in making materials talk, and for this it needs only 

the most elemental volumes”
567

. 

 

5.5.4. Herzog & de Meuron’s brand content. 

 

What becomes obvious from the use of the material in the sensational architects is the fact 

that their architecture acquires value when it is constructed. The ideas that create the projects 

(and are related to the effect that the building can have at the human senses) can be 

understood mainly when the project, constructed, can be visited and experienced by the 

observer, or, at least, can be photographed under the sun. 

Herzog and de Meuron do not have as primary objective to leave out their personal signature. 

Raphael Moneo, commenting the work of Herzog and de Meuron, asserts: “The rejection of 

iconography also carried with it the rejection of any architecture that could be interpreted as a 

mere venting of the individual. Hence, we find no personal gestures in the work of Herzog & 

de Meuron. It does not have a formal stamp of [any] kind. (..) In times of democratic 

massification, architecture [of Herzog and de Meuron] ceases to be a property of the 

individual, it ceases to be personal, to become instead a mere object of reflection and a 

harmless, inert frame for action”
568

.  

The architectural imaginary, in this case, is directly related to the impression that the building 

creates at the observer. Since there is not a personal gesture at the work of Herzog and de 

Meuron, we cannot find a design element that it is repeated, in order to create continuity and 

a direct interrelation between the architect and his architectural production.  

The thesis argues that, under these circumstances, the architectural imaginary doesn’t lose 

its role. It doesn’t lose its role in the brand’s strategy, since there can be found a method (a 

design strategy) that is repeated in various projects and constitutes their imaginary. This 

method is the particular use of the material, no matter if they use different material in each 

project. In order to be clearer, Herzog & de Meuron may use a different material as primary 

one in each project (for example, wood at the Ricola Warehouse, and concrete at the Forum 

2004 central building), the common thing is the common strategy that he employs in order to 

use the material. For example, the use of the material for the creation of rhythm and the effect 

that this rhythm gives, in the case of the Ricola Warehouse projects (1987) and in various 

other projects of Herzog and de Meuron.  
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For Herzog & de Meuron, the method for the use of the material is the main element of the 

imaginary that can connect their various projects. The architectural form (which also interests 

the present thesis) is, as we have seen already, related to the material. The emerge of the 

material as principal factor of the architecture leads (in a lot of cases) to the equation of the 

form with the use of the material and the construction principles. According to Rafael Moneo: 

“[The buildings of Herzog and de Meuron] are architectures that explore the formal potential 

of materials, without such explorations necessarily calling for a structure. I would therefore 

say that their work is first and foremost a celebration of matter, where form is but the vehicle 

that makes this possible”
569

.             
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6. Epilogue / Conclusion. 

 

We have started our theoretical journey with the presentation of the current condition of our 

society, well-known as Mass Society. The thesis used as a theoretical background the work of 

a political scientist and social ontologist, Panagiotis Kondylis, who defines our society as a 

mass-democratic one, and explains with thoroughness its structure and how it functions. In 

this framework, the role of the architect, a massive profession by itself, seems that needs 

reconsideration. Already, in the last years it gives the impression of an introverted, weak, 

defensive and contracting architectural community.  

The thesis understands that the possible way out from that dead end would be the 

implementation of extroverted, expansive strategies that will aim to reposition the role and the 

professional profile of the architects. Which can those strategies be? 

 

Brand’s strategies in architecture 

 

In order to be an extrovert profession, it should at least be open to the outer world and be 

attentive to the examples that exist out there and may give ideas for possible solutions. There 

is not any need to reinvent everything from scratch. Having that in mind the thesis started to 

investigate the possible strategies the other professions apply in order to progress. There is 

obviously a variety of strategies that can attract our attention.  

The thesis showed a particular interest to the brand’s strategies. Since those strategies have 

already been used by architectural offices, we made the decision to investigate them, to 

search their potentiality and their limits, to find out their content
570

 and the functional structure 

that they have. Even more than that, research how they can possibly be applied to 

architecture. From the beginning of the research the principal aim of the thesis was clear:  

Aim of the thesis was to investigate the methods used by the architectural offices for the 

creation of a brand and how those have an influence on the form of the architecture and the 

content of the architectural projects. The important role that the brand’s theory played the last 

years in the formation of the contemporary society was an additional reason for the research 

of the brand’s strategy and a motivation to investigate how that influences architecture.  

We have highlighted that the brand’s strategy had a significant impact on the city (especially 

the last two decades), on its promotion and on architecture in general, emphasizing on the 

architecture that has been designed for the contemporary Metropolises. The brand strategy is 

implemented in various scales and for that reason can take various forms. The brand’s 

strategy has implementation not only on architecture (architectural branding), but also on the 

city (city branding), the region (regional branding) and on a country level (nation branding). 
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The thesis has tried to emphasize on the basic characteristics of those strategies 

(implemented in the different scales with which we are involved as professionals) and to show 

that the methodology is common and the tools are similar.  

It has revealed that the brand’s strategy has a transversal potentiality (in the various spatial 

scales), a fact that makes it as a very powerful strategy. We briefly pass from the different 

forms of brand’s implementation in the various scales in order to highlight its content. 

However we tried to self-limit its extent, since the main focus of the thesis is (and should be) 

the implementation of the brand at the architectural scale, and essentially, how that 

implementation has specific consequences at the architectural design procedure and the 

outcome of the architectural projects.     

 

The architectural imaginary 

 

As we have experienced, under the influence of the Mass Society some architectural offices 

gradually, recently, adopted the brand’s theory and applied its strategy in the formation of 

their offices. This has as a consequence the development of a specific approach towards 

architecture, which determines the architectural project. The construction of an architectural 

brand requires the definition of a conceptual framework which we call architectural imaginary 

that needs to be projected onto the architectural brand. That imaginary defines the perception 

that the others have of the specific architectural brand and also conditions the architectural 

projects.  

As it happens to the brand’s imaginary in general, it is quite difficult to describe it with words 

or, at least, it requires a great effort. The reason is that, since the imaginary is at the heart of 

the brand’s strategy, it is the most precious component of its conceptual structure: it is 

compact and intangible, difficult to be defined. Although it is true that it is difficult to be easily 

specified, it doesn’t mean that it is not recognized. On the contrary, it is the most recognizable 

element. Actually, the architectural imaginary, that is applied transversally and interconnects 

the different architectural projects of an office, is the one that assures the continuity (in time) 

of the common elements that characterize the architectural office and the one that ensures 

the qualitative level of the office’s production.  

It is a thread (un hilo conductor as it is more known it the Spanish environment) that 

interconnects the different architectural production of the same office and gives a meaning at 

its architectural narration. It is the essence of the office’s production. It is the one that contains 

undiluted the deeper intentions. Having such characteristics, it is the impression (the last 

taste) that remains to the observer after the review of the office’s production and the critical 

element that will help him to correlate a brand new project
571

 to the production of the specific 
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office. The architectural imaginary, as we have seen, is more connected with the form, if the 

office follows the formalist approach or is more related to the concept, if we refer to a 

conceptual architectural office. 

 

Case studies 

 

We have aimed to focus this investigation on the content of the architectural imaginary and 

the interface between the latter and the architectural projects. For that reason it was 

necessary to implicate some case studies originated from the architectural offices which have 

converted their practice to an architectural brand. The comparative study of those 

architectural offices/brands and their architectural production (basically architectural projects 

and secondary architectural events and activities) could allow us to better define and update 

the content of the architectural imaginary and the criteria that have been used for the 

development of the architectural projects. 

Before moving to the case studies, it is crucial to comment on the importance of interrelating 

the architectural brand (and its imaginary) with the architectural form (whether it is created by 

a formalist architecture or by a conceptual one), the physical substance of architecture and 

the essential architectural production. There was the risk the thesis would remain at a 

superficial level at its attempt to understand and explain the implementation of the brand’s 

strategy in architecture. To present and comment on some tactical movements that the 

architectural offices may have executed in order to have a better positioning in the market of 

architecture. If we had followed that approach, we would have stayed in a secondary (of 

importance) level at our analysis, working more on the area of the architectural marketing, 

which has little to do with the essence of architecture: the architectural projects.  

Since our initial goal was to find out how the brand’s strategy influences the architectural 

production, what impact it has on the architectural project, it was important to conduct the 

analysis with such a manner in order to make that impact evident. For that reason a more 

thorough analysis of the architectural offices was necessary. There was the necessity to 

investigate their trajectory, their projects in various period of their carrier, their theoretical 

background. That necessity was the main reason to dedicate a significant part of the thesis’ 

content to four case studies that will allow us to deepen our investigation and to have more 

evidences in order to highlight the above mentioned interrelation (between the architectural 

brand/architectural imaginary and the produced architectural form, the physical presence of 

architecture, the direct consequence of the architectural production). 

As we have mentioned above, the thesis felt the necessity to focus on specific case-studies. It 

has chosen OMA/Rem Koolhaas and MVRDV, as representatives of the conceptual 

architecture, and Enric Miralles, as representative of the formalist one and Herzog & de 

Meuron, as representative of the sensational architecture.  

                                                                                                                                            
imaginary that lays under the architectural project and interconnected it with the rest of the office’s 
production.    
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The thesis investigates Rem Koolhaas’ approach to architecture through his texts and his 

architectural projects in various periods of his active career. We have (tried to) demonstrate 

that his office had created a strong architectural brand with critical and intellectual 

characteristics, giving emphasis to the public and the role of the urban and the metropolitan. 

He has a strategic vision and an iconic disposition. The role of the firm structure of his 

architecture had a specific influence on the produced form.  

The strong influence from the modern tradition (not so much in the formal level rather than in 

the conceptual one) and his disposition to be rational configured his architectural approach. 

The famous “programming” and his tendency to find opportunities to research whatever laid 

within his professional grasp are characteristics of his professional identity. Recently through 

AMO this led to architectural innovation, profoundly correlated to his architectural brand. In 

the conceptual field, if one architectural brand is applying a coherent expansive strategy, 

surely this is the one of OMA/Rem Koolhaas.  

On the other hand, Enric Miralles is a prominent figure of the formalist architecture. His 

architecture (built or just projected), rather than his ambiguous texts, is the key element to 

understand his architectural content and how it is applied (unequivocal) to his design. The 

hyper-defined geometry of his form (which permits the continuation in its evolution), the 

persistency in the variation as a method and the symbolic role of the elements’ repetition are 

the main factors (as the thesis considers) for understanding his architecture and his brand’s 

content. The calculated spontaneity of his forms and its complexity, as well as the density of 

spatial events define the essence of his architecture.  

It seems, following different paths, that both Rem Koolhaas and Enric Miralles focused, 

through their architecture, on a particular cultural market and they sought to leave their 

signature to the contemporary society through their own brands.  

The third case study is the architectural office of MVRDV. This Dutch office made a significant 

impression with its first projects, exactly because those projects had an innovative character 

based on the use of the architectural concepts. The MVRDV architects belong to the 

conceptual architecture, but they use the concepts with a different way (than, for example, 

Koolhaas). We may say that they use the concept with a more direct approach, interrelate it 

strongly with the produced form. MVRDV is interested strongly in the architectural research 

and elaborates various forms of information (recently big-data) in order to reach some 

conclusions on the way that architecture should operate in various circumstances.  

The fourth case study is the architectural office of Herzog & de Meuron. The thesis 

characterizes them as sensational architects, that means architects that pay attention at the 

impact that their architecture has on the human perception. In their case, the use of the 

material, the construction methods, as well as the characteristics of the space (eg the 

dimensions or the way that the light enters in the space) play an important role in the 

construction of the human perception. They are very attentive on how their architecture is 

being perceived by the senses of the users/visitors and they elaborate various design 

strategies in order to augment the number of the stimuli that the users/visitors receive from 

their architecture.   
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Changes and new conditions: the influences on the thesis 

     

At the beginning of the development of the thesis a big change had occurred: The economic 

crisis that had affected the whole European continent and the North America, has a specific 

effect in Spain and Greece, besides other peripheral countries (as they used to call them, 

without respect, since they imply that the countries of the core are the important ones).  

Since the effect of the crisis had “epicenter” the “European periphery
572

”, all of us
573

, in Spain 

and Greece, we had at first hand, a personal experience of how a severe crisis can affect our 

everyday life and more than that; our expectations for the future and our perception of the 

world. Since the theme of the present thesis isn’t related to the history of architecture 

(something already concluded in the past and fixed) but has to do with the present and has an 

economic dimension, it is obvious that some crucial perspectives and opinions that we had at 

the beginning (some of them related also to the thesis) have been altered, some certainties 

have changed.  

As a result, some opinions that we had related to the subject of the branding has changed 

slightly and a consequence is that some changes had happened to the thesis’ content and 

structure. Those opinions are not related to the core of the subject itself, with the hardcore of 

the thesis [We still strongly believe that the strategies of branding are valid (in the market and 

in the architectural community respectively)], but are more related to the implementation that 

it may have in the future. All the previous crises of the capitalist system have shown that, 

although the capitalistic system hasn’t changed as a model, smaller (or greater) changes in 

the function of the system have occurred, in order to adapt to the respective conditions.  

So, we may not know with certainty (until adequate time would have passed and our lives 

come back to normal rhythms) how the brands will function in the new condition, which 

changes will occur and which of the facts that we had up to now will continue as such or will 

have undergone significant changes. It seems that it (the economic system and the function 

of the brands inside it) reacts as a living organism that has the capacity to adapt at the 

changing environment. For that reason, the prediction of how the society (and the 

architectural community) will respond to the current situation is uncertain
574

. 

                                                 
572

 Interesting this paradox, that the periphery is the epicenter. 
573

 I hope that the reader of the present thesis will permit the personal point of view of the author 
described in this point. It is impossible to remove the personal perspective from an analysis. On the 
contrary, it is sometimes welcomed since always contains a piece of truth. But a thesis cannot stop 
there. It should search for a balance between the personal perspective and the objective consideration 
of the whole. In the next footnote there is an attempt to present the whole picture and through that to 
reach a conclusion whether the brands can show a resistance to the presently mutating environment. 
574

 Although, as we have said, it is yet early to postulate definitely on how the crisis has influenced and 
changed the brand’s strategy and the brand’s content itself, as we write these lines, in the middle of 
2015, a slight and uncertain economic recovery it seems to take place in North America and a fragile 
economic stability to appear at the European Union. In parallel, the Asia, with main forces China and 
India, continues to grow (with deceleration, the reality is), leaving behind the imported (because of the 
globalized nature of the economy) crisis from the west. In this moment, where the whole picture shows 
signs of stability and recovery, the brands have demonstrated strength and ability of resistance, 
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In other words, we can describe the steps that brought us to the current situation and which 

role the brand’s strategies played for the development of the market (and inside it, the 

profession of the architects), but we may not predict how exactly the market and our 

profession will work in the next decades, after the current crisis has passed. The architectural 

profession hasn’t given its definitive response on how it wants to react.  

If it wasn’t for the crisis, if the thesis would have concluded in 2008 for example, we may have 

expected that the condition which existed at the pre-crisis world would have been extended in 

the future, and maybe the conclusions of this thesis could have been used as a road map for 

the architects. This statement cannot be made with certainty now. But the thesis considers 

that the uncertainty is not a weakness. On the contrary, it can be its strength because, having 

given in advance the framework in which the system functions, the uncertainty leaves open all 

the possibilities and permits the observer to re-position himself, to appropriate the content and 

the structure of the brand’s strategy and mutate them in order to be more adaptable at the 

future.  

For that reason, when in the thesis some models and processes of the brand’s strategy were 

described and there wasn’t a high probability that this condition may continue in the near 

future, it was clearly noted. In some cases, the thesis dared to make some predictions on how 

the model may evolve, as for example, when the thesis described and analyzed the 

‘Barcelonan model’, based on the knowledge acquired during the research and some 

intuitions of how the model may react in the current situation (taking under consideration 

some first reactions that have started to appear).  

It seems that the brand’s strategy, implemented in various scales of space, has shown a 

notable resistance against the forces of the crisis in the smaller scale (in the scale of 

architecture and urban design with the architectural branding) and has shown some 

weakness in the bigger scale (city branding). In the urban scale (because of consecutive 

wrong decisions or by convenience, avoiding more serious complex reading of the reality) the 

city branding has been related to the “star-architects” and to the creation of powerful and, 

simultaneously, superficial images; has been connected to a type of city-“celebration”, 

something that can be fine for a period of affluence but cannot stand in a crisis 

environment
575

.  

On the contrary, the implementation of the brand’s strategy in the architectural scale has 

shown resistance in the changes. Maybe because it has been used with a more critical 

                                                                                                                                            
adaptation to the circumstances, by changing part of its content and its strategy in order to maintain its 
position in the changing economic environment.  
Maybe for us, the citizens of the western world, the last years have shown a deterioration of the 
(economic) condition, but the overall picture in a global level is different. The economic development is 
still a reality in Asia and in various countries of the world and the brands have shown a capacity and 
intelligence in order to move their focus on them. So, it seems that in the near and the medium-term 
future the brands will show the same conditions and capacity of influence as the ones that have been 
presented in the thesis.        
575

 The critical position taken by the thesis regarding the city branding should not be considered as an 
overall opposition to the potential capacities of the city branding. In the development of that part in the 
main thesis the usefulness of such a tool and the possible implementation of that in the future, has been 
explained. The critical position is directed mainly to the wrong implementation of the city branding is 
some cases in the past. 
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attitude and it was more connected, not so much with the creation of a superficial image, but 

more with the essence of architecture
576

, the production of space.   

 

Possible future evolutions 

 

The thesis estimates that an important role for the continuity or not of the brand’s model as it 

is now (or the need for smaller or greater adjustments in it) will be played the way that the 

imaginary (its content and its function) will be evolved in the future. If, from the society, the 

imaginary would be considered as a simple bubble, a superficiality, something useless, 

without importance and necessity (as it maybe have started to be considered for the city-

branding model) then surely a new strategy for the promotion of the products will be invented 

and followed. If, on the other hand, the imaginary may be transformed in such way in order to 

follow the needs and the new necessities of the society, then the current model, with some 

(greater or smaller) adjustments will continue and maybe will be strengthen, acquiring greater 

solidity. 

We may not forget (as it has been commented in the chapter dedicated to the city-branding 

and previously, in the present chapter), that the brand’s model is a global one and the current 

severe crisis has affecting just the “old” advanced economies (such as USA and Europe). The 

brand’s model (and the rivalries that it includes) continues to work properly at the emerging 

economies (such as Asia and Middle East and in smaller extend Brazil and Russia). We see it 

also in architecture, in which economic areas the architectural offices, which follow the 

brand’s strategy, continue to compete
577

.  

Taking that into account, it becomes even more difficult to predict how the model will evolve, 

in the future, in a global level. It seems that, from the majority of the architectural offices which 

uses the brand’s strategy, instead of readjusting the current model in order to adapt to the 

new situation, the first reaction was to continue with the same model and to implement it at 

the countries that do not suffer the crisis. The reaction was simply to change the focus.  

On the contrary, some other architectural offices (we can include Elemental in Chile at them) 

have adjusted the model in order to implement it, either in an already difficult economic 

environment or in a changing (because of the crisis) environment. They came up with bright 

results, exactly because they have worked with respect towards the society and the 

individuals.  

                                                 
576

 Maybe because the production of architecture, the building, is nearer to the product, the production 
of the brand. So, it is easier (and safer) to transfer knowledge and techniques from the second to the 
first. As the brand gives an added value to each product by the construction of an imaginary, the same 
does the architectural brand, giving an added value to each architectural project by the construction of 
its architectural imaginary. The creation of the brand, the imaginary, is something intangible that offers 
an added value, which is implemented in something tangible, the product. The city-branding doesn’t 
have a physical production; it is more an abstract creation that makes any implementation difficult, by 
definition. We have seen that (especially in services) there can be an implementation of the brand’s 
strategies in something intangible, but that contains some constraints and difficulties which seem that 
haven’t been taking into account in some city-branding intentions, and for that reason they have failed.   
577

 The shift to the east is evident at OMA office. The decision was so strong that conditions the 
structure of one of their recent books. See: Rem Koolhaas, Content, Koln: ed. Taschen, 2004.  
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If the thesis has to risk an overall comment on the evolution of the brand’s strategy in 

architecture, it would be the following: taking into account the fact that, on the one hand, the 

brand’s strategy continues to work in the economic areas which do not face the crisis and, on 

the other hand, there are signs of reaction for the readjustment of the model in the areas that 

have suffered the crisis, it seems that this model has the capacity to be implemented in the 

future in various situations. The success of that implementation will depend on the abilities 

and the sensibilities of the one who will implement it.          

 

The thesis’ journey 

 

The thesis’ journey has started from the ambiguity, trying to give answers to questions that 

the author has and were related to the understanding of architecture and its function in the 

contemporary society. Through a procedure of gradual specification of the research area and 

the methodological tools, the thesis tried to draw the framework into which the thesis should 

be developed.  

The anxiety that was present from the first moment, related to the question of how the 

architecture can move forward from the current immobile situation, it still exists until the end. 

There were no certainties from the beginning. At the end the uncertainties were multiplied. 

Anyway, there was not any objective to conclude to certainties, even more to “construct” 

them. The aim was to research the possibilities for the architecture to move towards specific 

directions that intuitionally the thesis has defined.  

The research and the analysis tried to light up the areas that were important for the thesis and 

to describe them with clarity, as much as possible. The thesis tried to find information and 

examples (and the case studies in that direction were important) in order to show that the 

proposed strategies (already tested in other professional fields) can be applied to 

architecture, with a potential the final outcome to be successful if they were implemented with 

seriousness and respect to the actual production of architecture: the architectural project.  

From the beginning the aim was to maintain an optimistic approach. This is the reason behind 

the choice to use as implementation medium, the “expansive strategies”. The strategies by 

definition contain a movement, a tendency to move forward from the current situation to a 

better one. Their expansive character involves an extroverted attitude, vehicle of optimism. 

That optimism has been maintained until the end, even though, in some cases it may have 

been considered erroneously that the optimism has been replaced by reticence or 

disappointment.          
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