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Form and Meaning  

 

After the monotony of modernism and the mannerist excesses of post-
modernism, a new discussion of the notion of quality is called for. What is 
quality? What makes a good building good?  

 

To be sure, looking for the absolute formula is pointless. Nor will there ever be 
a complete consensus about measuring quality. Quality cannot be produced 
mechanically; it is intrinsically unpredictable. Nevertheless, it obeys certain 
requirements and principles.  

 

Quality is a relative notion. But relative does not mean arbitrary. It means being 
related to something. It is exactly because of its relativity and context 
dependency that we can develop criteria for quality. The possibility of stating 
criteria does not imply that quality can be deducted from rules.  

 

In modernism, tasks tend to become dismissed if they resist complete analysis. 
Modernity cultivated a pathos of control, based on automatic generation and 
context independence. Therefore it is not surprising that in the 20th century 
formal linguistics became a model science. A ‘linguistic turn‘ took place in a 
wide array of disciplines. From philosophy to biology and digital technology, 
the notion of a finite and syntactically defined code caused a paradigmatic shift. 
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The reduction of meaning to rules of form and the doctrine of the arbitrary 
nature of the relation between the sign and the signified brought about an 
unprecedented level of formalisation. This preoccupation with formalism had 
technologically fruitful but aesthetically hazardous consequences.  

 

The semiotics of arbitrariness are abstract semiotics. The form-meaning relation 
is not based on inherent properties of the related elements. No perceivable 
analogies between form and meaning are needed.  In the linguistic context, 
arbitrariness means that the word “chair” does not look like a chair and that the 
word “dog” does not sound like a dog. It says that the relationship between 
form and content is nothing but convention. The opposite of arbitrariness is 
motivation. A motivated relation between form and meaning is created through 
sensorial analogies and synaesthetic correspondances. The most striking 
example of a motivated semiotic relation is the onomatopoetic expression, 
where the sound of the word imitates features of the denoted object.  

 

What is meant by arbitrariness in architectural aesthetics? It means that social 
convention or individual decision are the only base of aesthetic judgement. It 
means that inherent aesthetic qualities do not exist. According to this doctrine, 
everything is equally fit to claim aesthetic value – provided that those in power 
declare it so.  

 

The assumption of this arbitrary correlation between form and content brings 
with it a feeling of freedom and autonomy. A dubious freedom, however. It 
ignores the fact that there are natural constraints, given our physical, sensorial 
and emotional constitution. Operating ‘free‘ of these constraints results in a 
basic lack of sensorial motivation. Being bereaved of sensorial motivation, 
freedom tends to degenerate into alienation.  

 

The arbitrariness dogma was not changed by post-modernism. On the contrary, 
post-modernism pushed it to its extreme. Even the modernist motivation by 
function was removed. That is why post-modernism ended up as a kind of 
mannerism that either exaggerated or just negated the preceding paradigm.  
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From the Linguistic to the Poetic Turn  

 

Technology only creates technology. It never creates art. Formal linguistics is a 
technology. Architecture is an art. Does this mean that insights into the 
working of language have nothing to offer for an understanding of 
architectural quality? Language is the main organising principle of thinking. 
Modern linguistics captures only a part of the intelligence inherent in language 
and language use. Linguistics does not analyse the dimension of quality except 
for the simple and calculable distinction between (grammatically) correct and 
incorrect. However, there are disciplines dealing with the qualities of language 
beyond linguistic correctness. The artistic counterpart of linguistics is poetics.  

 

Modern linguistics provided a functionalist approach. It describes language as 
an algorithm consisting of a finite list of discrete elements and generative rules. 
Any expression generated by this formalism is called well formed. The 
linguistic understanding of language complies with the functionalist 
understanding of architecture as a system of well-formed shapes satisfying a 
finite list of operational requirements. In both cases function is supposed to be 
sufficient for defining good form.  

 

Poetics offers a less predictable but richer model of quality. It does not provide 
algorithms for good form. It explains why certain strategies proved successful 
in the past, it raises our awareness of subtle qualities, and it helps to develop 
strategies for finding qualities beyond the conventional.  

 

What creates poetic quality? We suggest an ordering of the multitude of criteria 
into six categories: motivation, density, resonance, balance, simplicity and 
lucky coincidence.  

 

Motivation, to repeat, is the opposite of arbitrariness. In architecture, an 
arbitrary relationship between form and function comes about through making 
choices by mere convention or crude decision. Motivated form is the alternative 
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to habit and personal whim. It means to anchor a given decision in a net of non-
necessary but far-reaching relations. A field of subtle relations opens as soon as 
our sensorial, emotional and intellectual needs are brought into play. Each of 
our senses constitutes an intelligence in its own. The need of harmonising these 
intelligences is matched by our sense of synaesthesia and multi-sensorial 
harmony. All sense impressions have emotional connotations. The perception 
of our environment feeds our moods. Emotions trigger memories and 
expectations. A basic layer of meaning is created by the evaluative function of 
the emotions and by the co-presence of past, present and future in experience. 
A motivated decision results from awareness of this multi-layered and far-
reaching network of connotations.  

 

Density results from motivating decisions in more than one respect. An 
expression is dense if it exploits the fact that seemingly independent elements 
and layers can be brought into contact in such a way that fields of mutual 
influence emerge. Density epitomises poetic quality. In language it is what 
demarcates poetry from prose. The difference between the ideals of poetry and 
prose is the following. In prose, the open meaning potential of the elements is 
narrowed down to serve precisely one chosen function. In poetry, the broad 
potential of ambiguities, connotations and sound qualities is deliberately 
brought into play and put to work. In architecture, density results from making 
perspicuous use of contingent qualities. Take colour, for example. Colour is a 
property that all material elements of a building possess without bearing 
relation to their function in the narrow sense. Nevertheless, colour is a striking 
sensorial quality we cannot help to notice. Making use of this redundant 
quality is a powerful source of architectural expression. In order to contribute 
to the density of the expression, colour must be used in such a way that it 
relates to and reacts with other sense qualities. The choice of a colour reacts 
with colours and shapes in the surrounding and tends to resonate also with 
non-visual qualities such as texture, volume and rhythm.  

 

Resonance means that independent elements of different kinds or levels are 
brought into harmonic response through various kinds of overt or hidden 
analogies. The most literal example is the vibration of a string that brings about 
overtones and undertones in the surrounding wooden encasement, which itself 
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is not mechanically affected. This response depends on the vibrational potential 
of the given material and shape. In poetry, the notion of resonance can be used 
for the phenomenon that one predominant element triggers latent analogies in 
the meaning and sound potential of surrounding elements, which otherwise 
would remain unnoticed. In architecture, this phenomenon lies at the base of 
the impression of unity in complexity. In order to bring forth this impression, 
an array of analogies between sense perceptions, levels of symbolic meaning 
and perceivable function has to be enacted.  

 

Balance is the organising principle for stabilising complexity without reducing 
it. Establishing balance allows dealing with properties that are in tension or 
even contradiction. Through balancing value, proportion and weight, a 
collection of elements is turned into a whole. A balanced whole is not yet a 
guarantee for quality, however. The shadow side of balance is boredom. The 
difference between boring and interesting balance lies in the measure of the 
extremes that are tamed. An example of interesting balance is the building that 
rigorously follows its autonomous grammar of form, yet reacts sensitively to 
features of the environment. Another example of interesting balance can be 
found wherever the problem of big size is mastered in architecture. Big size 
asks for monumental form. As a quality, monumental form results from 
balancing tensions and oppositions that a building of smaller size would not be 
capable of deploying. By organising big sizes, monumental form inevitably 
evokes the impression of power. It touches a social and psychological 
dimension. Does it elevate the mood or humiliate the user? Good monumental 
architecture raises the spirits and addresses the dignity of the user. Bad 
monumentalism results from an impression management that symbolises 
power and greatness at the expense of the average user. Characteristically, the 
architecture respecting the dignity of the user is the one that transforms the 
brute force of big size into a powerful play of checks and balances.   

 

Simplicity is not simple to achieve. It is only when simplicity encompasses 
richness that it counts as a quality. Simplicity becomes rich when strong 
oppositions, heterogeneous needs and contradictory desires are reconciled in 
an economic and straightforward way. When this manifests we experience the 
click of evidence that happens when a quantity of good features makes a leap 
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into a higher level of quality. Our sense of perfection responds much more to 
the seemingly effortless harmonisation of the unruly than to compliance to pre-
established rules of architectural correctness.  

 

Lucky coincidences have to happen in order to bring the multitude of contingent, 
functional and non-functional qualities of spaces and elements into resonance. 
Architecturally interesting solutions have the paradoxical quality of being both 
obvious and surprising. Qualities such as these cannot be enforced, they have 
to be found. But there are conditions which favour the finding. The probability 
of finding is not independent of the designer‘s state of mind. Creative architects 
have at their disposal the powerful combination of obsessive sensitivity to 
detail and a bold openness to grand vistas. Sophisticated sensuality, secure 
judgement, a strong sense of curiosity and, not to forget, an ample amount of 
patience create a mental space where lucky coincidences feel welcome. Since 
architectural quality cannot be brought forth by deductive rules, the main 
burden is on ad-hoc solutions. Ad-hoc solutions exploit local coincidences and 
contingencies. By giving the local and the global an equal say, solutions can be 
found which are both highly individual and highly motivated. Solutions such 
as these are unpredictable, yet evident in retrospect.  

 

 

 

Vision  

 

What is the vision of architecture that is implicit in these poetic principles? Is it 
a vision that refers to forms, buildings, places, cities, enjoyed objects or is it a 
vision referring to the personal experience of architectural space?  

 

The first, the objectifying vision has been predominant for a long time. It seems 
to be in accordance with the scientific view of the world. Even in science, 
however, this objective view is no longer so evident. Scientific realism is said to 
be based on experience. Yet, if experience is the primal reality, objects supposed 
to exist independently of being experienced are derivative and thus a construct. 



F&F, Poetics  7/15 

 

The second, explicitly subjective vision starts with the personal perspective 
staging the experience. In this context, the notion of quality primarily refers to 
the capacity and sensitivity of the person undergoing the experience. In 
addition to the physical needs and cognitive intelligence, which are covered by 
the objectifying vision as well, the subjective vision addresses the emotional, 
social and sensorial intelligence.  

 

According to the objectifying view, architectural quality has to be sought in the 
utility and the symbolic function of a building. The aesthetics serves primarily 
the symbolic function of representation. According to the subjective view, the 
quality of architecture lies in the quality of the life it is supposed to serve. The 
ideal in the first case is the perfect fulfilment of a list of objectifiable and well-
defined criteria. The ideal in the latter case is that the user finds more desires 
fulfilled than she or he was conscious of having. In the first view, aesthetics is 
ethically neutral. In the second, aesthetics and ethics are thoroughly 
intertwined.  

 

In order to make these claims concrete let us make use of a simple example. 
Imagine the entrance of a house. In the objective view, it is just a door: a 
material object into which the differences between entrance and exit are 
absorbed. From the subjective perspective, the directions of entering and 
leaving remain irreducibly different. In this perspective, coming is not just the 
logical reversion of leaving, It is interesting to note that the English language 
does not even provide a directionally neutral word for entrance/exit.  

 

The irreducibility of the difference of direction is general for human experience. 
Just think back to your childhood and your way to school. Going to school and 
returning home are emotionally different to an extent that the child experiences 
the way to school almost as a different street from the way back home.  

 

Besides this emotional difference between coming and going, a second 
difference is particularly related to the door. It concerns the social and ritual 
aspect of the transition between public and private. A door stages the daily 
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“rites de passage”. Thresholds are existentially risky situations. In our social life 
we attenuate the harsh transition by means of ever so minimal expressions of 
welcome and farewell. A good entrance participates in this ritual work.  

 

An entrance displays the vision of the life that the building is supposed to 
house. In particular, it betrays the architect‘s notion of what it means to be a 
person.  

 

In order to treat you as a person, the entrance must fulfil requirements beyond 
the functionality of opening and closing. It has to embody a gesture. In the way 
it receives you it negotiates the status you are allowed to have in the building. It 
tells you what to expect inside. In order to articulate this, a differentiated 
language for addressing a differentiated person is required.  

 

In the critical situation of transgressing a threshold, a respectful welcome is a 
basic need. You want to be assured that your dignity is not at risk. An 
architectural language rich enough to address the complexity of interpersonal 
politeness has to be resourceful. It first has to deal with physical properties and 
utility. Beyond that it has to deal with the fact that we are sentient beings. Each 
sentient being is a sphere of experience centred in mental presence.  

 

We define a person as a sphere of experience. Experience is more than 
information. It is unanalysed and immediate. It is the working mode of 
awareness. A sphere of experience is a whole, but a whole stuffed with 
complexity and contradiction. It unites a bunch of modalities of perception 
coming from the different sense organs. It encompasses a wide array of 
simultaneous sensations, feelings, thoughts and imaginations. The emotional 
colouring is diverse and multi-layered as well as full of instabilities and 
conflict. The presence of mind stages what is immediately present including 
memories and expectations. All these phenomena shift constantly between 
background and foreground of awareness. 
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Vitruvius Revisited   

 

In order to give the subjective vision of architecture a more general expression, 
let us try to reformulate the classical principles of architectural quality as stated 
by Vitruvius: firmitas (firmness), utilitas (utility) and venustas (beauty).  

 

  

Valerio Olgiati, Yellow house in Flims (2000), photographs: archive Olgiati  

 

In the objective view, firmness refers to the structural stability of the material 
object. In the subjective view, firmness refers to the needs served by stable 
structure and to the emotional interpretation of something standing firmly. 
Given our vulnerable physical constitution, a stable shelter is an existential 
need. Therefore, we have an instinctive perception of signs of stability in our 
environment. Architectural design has the choice of just materially satisfying 
the stability requirements or of making it a point also to give the firmness an 
aesthetic expression. This feature can be addressed by either stressing or 
challenging gravity. Technically, both options are equally available today. A 
motivated decision of making a building ‘heavy‘ or ‘light‘ makes use of the 
opportunities to create resonances with the environment. An environment 
particularly prone to resonate with our need of shelter and protection are the 
high mountains. Valerio Olgiati‘s Yellow House in Flims, Switzerland, 
exemplifies how strong a motive the display of firmness can be made in this 
environment. From the outside the architecture uncompromisingly states 
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solidity and security, from the inside it offers a situation of ascetic seclusion 
and retreat. The needs served this way by far surpass shelter and protection. 
The architecture reminds us of our capacity to enjoy self-chosen isolation and to 
benefit from states of meditative seclusion.  

 

     Axel Schultes and Charlotte Frank, 
crematorium Baumschulenweg in Berlin-Treptow (1998), courtesy of Werner 
Huthmacher/ artur 

 

Utility seems to be simple to define. It refers to the list of functions the building 
is supposed to serve. At closer inspection, however, the list of functions turns 
out to be never ending. What defines the functions is what the users want. 
Since everybody affected by the building is a user, the number of users remains 
unlimited until the building is demolished and finally removed. Moreover, the 
wants affected by buildings are not restricted to bodily needs and physical 
comfort. Buildings serve innumerable emotional needs and mental inclinations 
as well. By giving serious consideration to this wider array of wants, the 
subjective approach enlarges the conventional notion of function. For seeing 
clearly that this wider concept of functionality is far from being a dispensable 
luxury, consider Axel Schultes‘ crematorium in Berlin. If the tangible needs 
were all that matters, the function of a crematorium would be the clean and 
efficient disposal of corpses. In fact, the architectural challenge lies totally on 
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the emotional and ceremonial aspect. The most important function is that of 
giving a dignified frame to the emotions of loss and sorrow. The crematorium 
houses the social event of the farewell ritual. For this end, the symbolism of the 
architecture has to be appropriate in the fist place. The dignity of the farewell 
relates not only to the ritual procedure and depth of individual emotion but to 
the display also of the social status of the deceased. The amount of people 
mourning shows the size of the gap caused by the death. The requirement that 
the hall has to host big as well as small and even embarrassing small crowds of 
mourners confronts the architect with seemingly contradictory assignments. 
Schultes solves this difficulty with surprising evidence. The forest of columns 
that fills the hall provides the right symbolism for the occasion while at the 
same time solving the tricky social problem. The loosely arranged pillars 
discretely blur the precise amount of visitors. This solution exemplifies the 
poetic quality of deploying the meaning potential of the constituents in such a 
way that one element can serve elegantly more than one function on more than 
one level.  

 

  

Kathryn Findlay: pool house (2000), courtesy of James Harris  

 

Vitruvius‘ choice of the word “venustas” for beauty is interesting. Instead of 
using the less anthropomorphic expression “pulchritudo”, Vitruvius‘ choice 
explicitly refers to Venus as the epitome of female beauty. Even though this 
choice should not be over-interpreted, it opens the view to two interesting 
aspects. The first is that architecture has indeed a bodily presence. It relates to 
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us as bodily beings and is experienced by us as posture and gesture. The 
second aspect is that our sense of bodily beauty is thoroughly synaesthetic. In 
particular, the distance sense of vision anticipates the immediate experience of 
touch. Both aspects assume special relevance where architecture is experienced 
by the naked body as, e.g., in spaces dedicated to bathing and swimming. In 
this case, a total lack of erotic connotations makes us miss something. A too 
direct symbolism, on the other hand, causes embarrassment. The erotic sense 
cannot be addressed by explicit denotation, but must be alluded to be by means 
of resonance and subtle cues. What poetic strategies can accomplish in this 
regard is exemplified by the pool house by Kathryn Findlay. When looking at 
the building from outside, one is struck by the soft rim and bowed edge of the 
thatched roof that resonates in a non-trivial harmonic with the old house and 
the garden architecture. Then the eye wanders up to the top of the roof with 
irises planted in front of a skylight. The startling contrast of the dry and 
roundish, almost fur-like thatch and the crystalline transparent and rectangle 
glass box on top creates a riddle as to the use of the building. From inside, the 
skylight tops a tent-like ceiling over the pool. It is here where the rounded 
shapes as seen from the outside take on a new connotation. The soft, smooth 
and wet inside triggers a faint but powerful erotic association. A too blunt 
analogy to the female body, however, is avoided by the inversion of the 
temperature of the colours. The warm colouring of the outside contrasts with a 
cool blue and white inside. Furthermore, the weighty roof structure rests on a 
structure honed to a minimum, emphasised by a glazing screen almost reduced 
nothing by the absence of frames. At night, the effect is to see an object which 
seems to float effortlessly over a luminous body of water, creating a sensation 
on weightlessness, defying gravity, and perhaps implying the ultimate 
sensation of all, of bodily and spiritual release. 

 

 

 

Two Kinds of Precision 

 

The given examples derive their quality from the precision with which the 
alchemy between the functional, personal and environmental conditions is 
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orchestrated. The poetic precision needed for this orchestration differs from the 
precision achieved by calculation. It does not maximise a single function but 
optimises the joint effect of an ensemble of heterogeneous, if not 
incommensurable, factors. The non-arbitrary relation between form and 
function must be non-trivial in the sense of non-derivable. When the right cord 
is struck, the sensitive maker will notice it with the same feeling of surprise and 
evidence that later will intrigue those who appreciate the quality.  

 

A good poem is no less precise than a good theory. The difference lies in the 
kind of satisfaction that the outcome is supposed to provide. A theory has to be 
precise in order to establish congruency between measured and predicted data. 
A poem is precise when making optimal use of the potential of language to 
mediate between the inner and the outer world. The satisfaction good 
architecture provides goes further than the fulfilment of a given set of 
conditions. Architecture is good when we find more needs and desires satisfied 
than we have been aware of having. The mark of quality lies in the 
presupposition of a very demanding, sensitive and intelligent user.  

 

The two forms of precision imply that there is an interpretation of the keyword 
“intelligent building” not yet addressed in the current discussion. A building 
can behave intelligently not only in the sense of making optimal use of things 
like solar input, temperature differences in the environment, air and energy 
flows, but also in the sense of using the sensorial and ritual potential of 
architecture optimally. In the first sense, the criteria of intelligence lie in 
ecological and economic efficiency. In the latter case, the hallmark of 
intelligence lies in the degree to which the user is addressed as an intelligent 
and sensitive person.  

 

 

 

Regeneration  

 



F&F, Poetics  14/15 

The principles exposed above cannot be used as a directly applicable 
programme, but they are meant to be programmatic. They are supposed to add 
to a momentum of paradigmatic change, which already is rumouring in the 
underground. A clarification of the damage done in the past and an explicit yet 
fairly general formulation of goals for the period to come might accelerate a rise 
of consciousness which allows us to leave the behind the post-post-modernist 
mood of stagnation. We can only let go of the old when at least an outline of the 
new is visible at the horizon. In fact, we are not advocating a new catalogue of 
good form but a difference in tone. The only thing we truly deem outdated is 
cynicism - the safe post-modernist escape route for aesthetic and ethical 
challenges.  

 

When the trees in the fall let go of the leaves, the buds for the next spring are 
already there. Similarly, the tendencies we named are already in existence, they 
just have not yet got a name. We hope that the next, or rather, the present era 
will be known in history as a period of regeneration. Regeneration does not 
mean looking back nostalgically to old grammars of form. Luckily, if we try to 
cope with the fast development of designing and building technologies, no time 
will be left for nostalgia. New standards of quality together with wholly new 
scenarios of the process of architectural design and building will evolve if we 
play free of prejudice with the evolving technology. Instead of being 
overwhelmed and restrained by them, the now available technical options, 
together with the mentioned poetic strategies, should increase the freshness 
and expand the limits of imagination.  

 

Regeneration in a wider perspective also should imply the end of the sterile 
antithesis of culture versus nature, the dichotomy echoing the equally fruitless 
mind/body dualism. If nature is that which grows and evolves by itself, culture 
is certainly not simply its opposite, something wilfully and arbitrarily 
constructed. We are part of nature as well as of cultural evolution, participating 
in both in an active and a passive way.  

 

As a spontaneous, organic process of recovery, regeneration is largely a self-
organising process. Like any creative activity, it is not equal to mechanical 
reproduction, nor is it something wilfully constructed. However, it is 
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influenced, supported and protected by being seen and given space to happen. 
In the Zen-tradition, the most fruitful attitude, for every-day chores as well as 
for major enterprises, is called the beginner‘s mind. As easy as this may sound, 
this attitude is a hard thing to acquire. It requires a child-like open mind, but 
also demands training, patience and humility. Yet, it is not out of reach of any 
dedicated human being. If anything, a new century asks for a new beginning 
with a beginner‘s mind.  

 


