
 Eindhoven University of Technology

MASTER

Envolving (de)sign(s)
architecture and Peircean semiotics

Kooijstra, J.D.

Award date:
2016

Link to publication

Disclaimer
This document contains a student thesis (bachelor's or master's), as authored by a student at Eindhoven University of Technology. Student
theses are made available in the TU/e repository upon obtaining the required degree. The grade received is not published on the document
as presented in the repository. The required complexity or quality of research of student theses may vary by program, and the required
minimum study period may vary in duration.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain

https://research.tue.nl/en/studentTheses/a69714e3-58f3-49be-b610-d85dc57413e5


EVOLVING (DE)SIGN(S)

Architecture and Peircean semiotics



Evolving (De)sign(s) Architecture and Peircean semiotics.

2 3

EVOLVING (DE)SIGN(S)

Architecture and Peircean semiotics.

Author: 

Jorn Kooijstra

Date:

2014-2015

Graduation studio:

‘‘ID: on the representation in architecture’’

Graduation committee:

dr.ir. Gijs Wallis De Vries, ir. Wouter Hilhorst, arch. avb. Sjef van Hoof, ir. Rob Willemse

    

Eindhoven University of Technology



Evolving (De)sign(s) Architecture and Peircean semiotics.

4 5

ABSTRACT

In the present information age, the mnemonic instruments we use 

to store and mediate our (collective) memory are rapidly evolving. 

Letters and images printed on paper are replaced by collections of ones 

and zeroes stored on electronic devices and in the cloud. Information 

is easier to access than ever and the amount we can store has increased 

significantly. The book as the material barrier of information seems 

to become obsolete in the near future. In the belief that our digitized 

memory is safely stored, more and more libraries are closing and 

entire collections are dismantled. However, the question is if this 

trust in digital preservation is not based on an illusion. Through the 

fast changing technologies, some digital information stored only a 

decade ago is already not compatible anymore with the devices we 

use today. The tendency toward digital preservation and the risk 

of oblivion formed the inspiration for the design in the form of a 

book depository, meant as a homage to the book and the experience 

of browsing through the library, as a monument to a culture that is 

slowly disappearing. 

A study into semiotic sign theory of Charles Sanders Peirce formed 

the theoretical basis for the choices made in the architectural language 

of the book depository. Further research into culture of the library, 

allowed me to create a spatial experience in which the architectural 

signs refer to concepts and images related to the book and the library. 

Spatial signs can refer to architectural objects, but can just as well 
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signify objects outside the realm of architecture. To investigate this 

idea inspiration was drawn not only from architecture but also from 

literature and film. A pivotal reference was the literary fiction of Jorge 

Luis Borges, in which imaginative labyrinthine spatial constructs play 

an important role. This experiment led to an architecture in which the 

boundary between reality and fiction is fading as the visitor moves 

from the entry pavilion that frames the view of the booksilo into its 

vertiginous interior.  

Jorn Kooijstra
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1.  INTRODUCTION

I have always been fascinated by how objects of architecture, 

can provoke such diverse and sometimes intense reactions in its 

perceivers. For one person an architectural space can be associated 

with the moment on which he for the first time heard his favorite 

piece of music played life, for another it can be the space in which she 

performed terribly and therefore rather avoids. What is it that makes 

us identify the objects of our perception in such divers ways, what 

exactly are the elements involved in the perception of identity?

To determine that an object has a particular identity, a subject has to 

identify. Considering the two words ‘identity’ and ‘identify’, they seem 

very similar. However, they have a very different meaning. Identity is 

a noun, and refers to the set  of individual characteristics by which an 

object is recognized. Identify is a verb, and refers to a ‘process’, taking 

place in time. For this process to happen, a space in which a subject 

identifies is necessary, and an entity which can be identified. Thus, 

identification implies an ‘interaction’ in space, between a subject and 

an object. Through this interaction we attach meaning to the things 

we perceive. It is the concept of interaction what this essay is about. It 

is questioned how this ‘process of identification’ works and what role 

space, time and meaning play in it. 

If we assume that identity is the set of individual characteristics 

by which an object is recognized, it can be questioned if these 
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1. Peirce, 1902 (p. 88)

characteristics are durable when time passes, or if they change and 

evolve into something else. And do we all perceive the same set or 

does every person recognize objects by different characteristics? Plato 

thought we can recognize something ‘essential’ in the objects in our 

world, a fundamental lasting quality that enables us to identify the 

phenomena we experience. This idea of a lasting static identity is 

discussed in the first chapter of this essay, as it influenced some of the 

key figures in the architectural discourse. 

The pragmatist philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce, approaches the 

subject of identity from a rather opposite point of view. In contrast 

with Plato, a Peircean perspective on identity, regards the perception 

of the objects by considering their practical consequences. Thus 

Peirce writes:

‘consider what effects which might conceivably have practical 

bearings we conceive the object of our conception to have. Then, 

our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of 

the object’. 1

If we approach identity from this point of view, that what makes an 

object what it is, is dependent on context and the goals we try to 

achieve. A piece of paper can be a tool to express our ideas in language 

or drawings, though when we want to start a fire that piece of paper 

becomes something else. The idea of identity as a dynamic and 

context dependent concept, is discussed chapter three. Furthermore 

it is questioned how this understanding of identity can be used to 

communicate meaning through architecture. In the fourth chapter it 

is explored how Peirce’s semiotic sign theory can be understood, as it 

might be a useful tool in the representation of architectural identity. 

In the fifth chapter it is explained how the semiotic theory is used to 

form the basis for the design of a book depository, and in the sixth 

chapter the final design is described. In the last chapter the conclusion 

is presented. 
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2.UNIVERSALIT Y

Since people and the societies people live in are diverse and change 

constantly, there seems to be something  wrong with the idea that we 

all can perceive something durable and lasting in the identity of the 

objects of our perception. According to Ciano Aydin, this concept 

of an independent static identity, originates out of one of the most 

profound convictions in philosophical thinking, the idea that on the 

basis of every phenomenon we perceive, something essential can be 

recognized.2 The essentialist view is based on the premise that these 

essences represent the totality of the reality, and that these are not 

dependent on one’s perspective. According to Jencks, architecture 

has always had the tendency to reflect our worldview.3 As essentialist 

ideas have for a long time been an inherent part of man’s thinking, 

assuming that Jencks is right, architecture is influenced by them. To 

be able to understand how essentialism affected architecture, in the 

first paragraph the ideas of Plato are discussed in relation to some key 

figures in the architectural discourse. The second paragraph describes 

how developments in science  in the 17th century changed man’s view 

of the world. Furthermore, it will be discussed how it influenced 

developments in architectural thinking.

2. Aydin, 2007 (p. 36)

3. Jencks, 1995 (p. 9)
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4. Plato, n. d. (p. 33)

5. Zeyl, 2014

2.1   HARMONIC ORDER

‘Desiring, then, that all things should be good and, so far as it 

might be, nothing imperfect, the god took over all that is visible 

– not at rest, but in discordant and unordered motion – and 

brought it from disorder into order, since he judged that order 

was in every way better’.4

Essentialist thinking started about 2400 years ago with the philosophy 

of Plato (427-347 v. Chr.). Plato was impressed by the ability of the 

human mind to imagine concepts that we never encounter in the 

physical world. For example, we can imagine the perfect circle or a 

perfectly straight line, although we never perceive them as such.  This 

led Plato to believe that the origin if these concepts had to be found 

somewhere else. Plato therefore distinguished two worlds, a changing 

physical world and an unchanging intelligible world of pure forms. 

The physical and changing world is formed by a force that Plato called 

the ‘Demiurge’, literally translated a ‘craftsman’. As Zeyl explains, ‘the 

Demiurge created the world of matter imitating the world of pure forms, 

imposing mathematical order on a preexisting chaos to generate the 

ordered universe (kosmos).5

As the kosmos is shaped by the imposition of pure forms and 

mathematical order, nature therefore represents this intelligible 

world. We as humans can identify these forms in the physical world, 

as according to Plato we all were once part of the world of pure 

forms.6 In this dualistic view of the world and our perception of it, 

knowledge and meaning does not descend from our experience, but 

is preliminary to it.  We identify the objects we perceive, on the basis 

of ideal concepts that are pre-established in a world of rationality and 

ideal ideas. Not only shapes, such as circles, squares and straight lines, 

but also the idea of beauty, justice and even the human subject itself 

stems from it. 

Based on the premise that the world is a harmonious mathematical 

construct, man believed that in order to take part in that harmony, the 

things we create should be based on the same mathematical laws.7 This 

perspective on the creative act led the roman architect Vitruvius to 

see in the human figure the perfect representation of ideal harmonic 

proportions. As a proof of the harmony and perfection of the human 

body, he demonstrated how a well-built man fits with extended 

hands and feet precisely into the most perfect geometrical figures, 

namely the circle and square (fig. 1).8 Vitruvius was convinced that 

buildings based on these proportions, would be universally regarded 

as appealing and beautiful. Thus he wrote:

‘Therefore, since nature has designed the human body so that 

6. Melsen, 1983 (pp. 30-31)

7. Padovan, 1999 (p. xii)

8. Witkower, 1973 (p. 14)
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fig. 1: Vitruvian man, by Leonardo da VInci. The 
drawing is based on the work of Vitruvius. 

fig. 2: Villa Rotonda, by Paladio. The design is 
based on geometric proportional systems. 

its members are duly proportioned to the frame as a whole, it 

appears that the ancients had good reason for their rule, that 

in perfect buildings, the different members must be in exact 

symmetrical relations to the whole general scheme’ 9

Nearly 1500 years later, these ideas of Plato and Vitruvius came to 

good use for Renaissance architects like Palladio and Alberti (fig. 2). 

As in Christianity it was believed the human figure embodied the 

image of god, and that the proportions of his body were produced 

by divine will, architecture had to embrace and express this cosmic 

order. As a consequence, the proportions of the human body were 

again taken as a base for dimensioning architectural elements, ‘each 

part of the building, inside as well as outside, integrated into one and 

the same system of mathematical ratios’, as Wittkower stated; ‘this may 

be called the basic axiom of Renaissance architects’.10

In sum, space in a Platonic view of the world was seen as a harmonic 

structured whole that, for the creation of universally appealing 

buildings, had to be imitated. The renaissance was characterized 

by a revival of these ideas, also referred to as ‘Neoplatonism’,  and 

architects again used mathematical proportions to shape their 

buildings. Meaning seemed to be innate and transcend time, as it was 

believed that the perception of beauty or other objects was unlocked 

by unchangeable mathematical proportions or unchangeable essences. 

9. Vitruvius, n.d. (p. 73)

10. Witkower, 1973 (p. 101)
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Thus, the meaning and identity of the objects in our world was pre-

existent, universal and independent of experience. This view of the 

world as a harmonic structured whole started to change drastically in 

the 17th century. 

2.2 UNVERSAL TRUTHS 

‘Nothing in the universe is contingent, but all things are 

conditioned to exist and operate in a particular manner by the 

necessity of the divine nature.’ 11

The 17th century was marked by a big shift in the spatial paradigm. 

Through the writings of Descartes (1596-1650) and Newton (1642-

1727), man started to think of nature as completely governed by 

mechanical laws, as a deterministic, mechanistic machine. Space 

and the movement of the bodies in it, were metaphorically compared 

with the workings of a clock. As Mc Grath stated, ‘instead of being 

unpredictable, nature was from then on viewed as an inert, reliable and 

ordered mechanism, which could be controlled and regulated’.12 Objects 

in nature or space were no longer thought to carry hidden essences, 

but were now seen as being composed of matter in motion.13

As the human body forms an inherent part of nature, a consequence 

11. Spinoza, 1677 (p. 68)

12. Mc Grath, 2001 (p. 26)

13. Doormalen, De Regt, Schouten, 2010 (p. 61)

was that it was also understood as a material machinelike object. 

However, this created a problem, as in matter there was no place for the 

mind or the soul. Descartes therefore distinguished the thinking thing 

(res cogitans) and the physical thing (res extensa), mind as opposed to 

matter.14 Others less willing to accept Descartes’ dualism, have sought 

to interpret all human behavior, both mental and physical, in purely 

mechanical terms. According to Abel, this led in some exteme cases 

‘to a view of human society and the individuals within it as subjects for 

manipulation and control, just the way a machine is controlled’.15

In architecture this mechanistic tendency led in the first part of the 

20th century to the believe, that architecture could also work as an 

object for manipulation, as an instrument or a machine which could 

be used to influence man’s behavior. One of the leading figures in the 

architectural discourse at the time was Le Corbusier, who famously 

spoke of the ‘house as a machine for living’.16 According to Le Corbusier, 

architects had to base their designs upon fixed ideas or types, clear 

in meaning and therefore easy to comprehend for the rational mind, 

as these were regarded as the instruments with which the architect 

could establish universal solutions to universal problems of dwelling. 

As Casey observes, the goal was a ‘standardized environment based on 

a standardized conception of human beings’.17

14. Heisenberg, 1958 (p. 113)

15. Abel, 2004 (p. 62)

16. Le Corbusier, 1936 (p. 136)

17. Casey, 2010 (p. 379)
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‘A standard is established on sure bases, not capriciously but 

with the surety of something intentional and of a logic controlled 

by analysis and experiment. All men have the same organism 

the same functions. All men have the same needs’.18

This raises the question, what kind of standard one should use to 

shape architectural elements. Le Corbusier thought, just as Vitruvius, 

that he could find the answer to this question in the proportions of 

the human body. He thought of the human body as a paradigm of 

natural order and specifically as the key to his system of proportions, 

namely ‘the modulor’ (fig. 3). Le Corbusier believed that the modulor 

satisfied both the demand of beauty, as it is derived from the golden 

section, and functional demands. For Le Corbursier the modulor was 

a universal instrument, which could be used all over the world to 

obtain beauty and rationality in the proporitons of the objects man 

would produce.19 

A mechanistic worldview thought of space as a static container, 

represented by a Euclidean geometry, in which the movement of 

material objects was governed by mechanical laws. Man searched for 

universality and tried to describe the behavior of the objects in the 

world through universal laws, applicable on all scales. These laws were 

considered as the final descriptions, not only in physics but also in 

architecture. As the human body was described in essential terms, the 

18. Le Corbusier, 1936 (p. 136)

19. Rasmussen, 1959 (p. 118)

fig. 3: Le Corbusier’s modulor. 
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needs and perception of architectural space was thought of as the same 

for all. It is not surprising that the final outcome of this thinking was 

‘a one type fits all’ architecture, ignoring diverse contextual aspects 

of location and specific needs of users. A mechanistic worldview 

in architecture led, as Jencks provokingly stated, to ’battery-hatch 

housing and concentration camp planning’.20

As we will see in the next chapter, we now know that the perception of 

the objects we encounter in the world is a complex process, in which 

many variables are involved. We cannot simply extract a proportion 

out of nature and expect that it will gain universal appeal in all contexts 

and scales. This does not mean that architecture based on certain 

proportional systems can’t be perceived as aesthetically valuable or 

in another way meaningful, but the reason why we think so does not 

have to be based on essentialist assumptions.

20. Jencks, 1995 (p.33)

fig. 4: The Sarcelles, an expample of modernistic urban planning. 
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3.EMERGENCE OF MEANING

As we saw in the previous chapter, essentialist theories can lead to 

an architecture which ignores the variables in the environmental 

contexts we build in, and the diversity of people that inhabit it. We 

also saw that there is a link between how the world was understood 

and how architecture was practiced. This raises the question, how 

we now think about the space we inhabit and the theories we use to 

understand our perception of it. Therefore, in the first paragraph a 

pragmatic approach for the description of space is explored. In the 

second paragraph, it is discussed how architecture can be understood 

as a form of communication.
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21. Einstein, 1921 (p. 228)

22. Norberg-Schulz, 1971 (p. 10)

3.1   MODELS OF SPACE

‘When mathematical proportions refer to reality they are not 

certain; when they are certain, they do not refer to reality.’ 21

Through developments in science at the end of the 19th century 

and the beginning of the 20th century, the idea of the universe as 

a ‘deterministic’ whole started to change. New discoveries in the 

field of quantum mechanics proved that our universe at the smallest 

scale does not work according to classical Newtonian mechanics, 

but behaves indeterministic. In the same period Einstein developed 

his famous theory of relativity, through which the idea of space 

represented as a Euclidean system started to collapse. Space was from 

then on represented through non-Euclidean geometries. As Norberg-

Schulz stated, ‘it was demonstrated that such geometries give a clearer 

approximation of physical space, and still more important, it was 

recognized that any geometry is a human construct or model rather 

than something found in nature’.22

Whereas, the classical scientific models which explained space were 

believed to be a realistic representation of it, just as a model of a 

building can represent an actual building, a pragmatist approach 

to these models, considers them in a more abstract sense. From 

this point of view, theories are not about reality, they are as Carnap 

stated, ‘language tools for organizing the observational phenomena 

of experience in some sort of pattern that will function efficiently in 

predicting new observables’.23 If through new discoveries a certain 

model is proven to work more efficiently in explaining a phenomena, 

old models can be adapted or replaced by new models. 

In this perspective knowledge and meaning of the world evolves and is 

dynamic, it is through interaction with the world that new models can 

develop. It all starts with experience; sight, sound, smell, taste, touch 

and the reasoning mind, they are all having their part in identifying 

the meaning of the objects we encounter in space. As Gaines observes, 

‘all of science has been a progression of enhanced abilities to perceive and 

discover new facts and details that inspire new levels of understanding’.24 

Gaines further explains this idea by considering the example of human 

sight. Human sight has a limited range of view, though a microscope 

or telescope can extend our range of view and uncover new levels 

of previously invisible phenomena. People expand their knowledge 

through perceiving objects at new levels that reveal differences and 

contrasts compared with existing knowledge, through relating new 

experiences with previous experiences new knowledge or meaning 

can emerge. In the process of identification of the phenomena that 

we encounter in the world, the mind or brain is necessary to organize 

information and establish connections between objects, ideas and 

events.25

23. Carnap, 1995 (p. 255)

24. Gaines, 2006 (p. 174)

25. Gaines, 2006 (p. 174)
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As experiences, goals and information attained by individuals during 

their lives differ, the meaning of perceived objects varies. For example, 

the perception of a piano evokes a different set of associations for a 

pianist then it does for a mover. Also the models generated for social 

practices are heavily dependent on the culture a person was and is 

a part of, in some we greet through giving another person a hand, 

in others we bow. We do not perceive a world that is common to all 

of us, but different worlds which are a product of our goals and past 

experiences.

3.2 ARCHITECTURE AS COMMUNICATION

This idea that that meaning of objects in the world is not absolute, but 

mediated by (among other media) culture, language and experience, 

inspired architects and architectural theorists in the second half of 

the 20th century to abandon modernist beliefs in universal truths. 

Architects as well as artists started to consider the elements in their 

work as instruments for the communication of meaning, as a sort 

of language or code, using the past as their source of inspiration. 

Through combining elements with an already established meaning, 

new meaning could emerge.26 Some architects used a rather literal and 

direct use of the language of the past (fig. 5), others a more ambiguous 

application of the existing codes of a spatial context (fig. 6), and in 

some cases an almost new language was created (fig. 7). 

26. Barret, 1997 (p. 26)

fig. 5: City Hall in Zaandam, by Sjoerd Soeters. 
Rerfering to the typical ‘Zaanse huisjes’. 

fig. 6: National Assembly in Dhaka, by Louis Kahn. 
Refering to old temples, through the configuration 
of the openings in the facade. 

fig. 7: Gugenheim museum in Bilbao, by Frank 
Gehry. 
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But what is the best use of language in our architectural expression? 

Should we copy, be ambiguous in or references, or create a completely 

new language? When we consider the examples, the building of 

Soeters uses is a known language. It repeats an image of the past, 

leaving not much open to the imagination. When seeing the building 

it is at once clear what it tries to communicate. The building of Kahn 

uses references in an ambiguous way, I only became aware of the 

references by reading about it. Thereby, the language Kahn uses is 

more abstract in its shapes, though locally rooted through materiality 

and configuration. The Gehry building is something new and not 

directly referable to existing images of the past, it is an image that can 

represent a new meaning. 

Personally the work of Kahn has much more appeal to me than the 

other two examples, though I know that I’m influenced by my past 

experiences. I have read about the building, I saw a movie about it 

made by the son of the architect, and I talked with people about the 

work of Louis Kahn. All these experiences shaped the meaning the 

building represents for me, more importantly all experiences with 

the building were positive. Maybe it is because of its ambiguity in 

expression that people are so intrigued by it, a more open reading of 

buildings seems to provoke a sense of mystery and wonder. 

The semiotician Umberto Eco suggests that a the reading of a work 

of art should have some ambiguity and complexity in the meaning 

it communicates. A ‘productive’ ambiguity’, as Eco calls it, awakens 

one’s attention and induces one to try interpret it, but at the same 

time suggests directions in which one might go in order to decode it’.27 

Jencks also argues for an architecture that implies some complexity 

in its language, as through complexity new levels of organization 

and meaning can emerge. Jencks describes complexity as the point in 

between order and chaos, order is what we know and disorder what we 

do not, at the point in between lies poetry. 28

If we would see architecture as a form of communication, we should 

study its language and the tools to decipher it. The language of 

architecture can in a very direct manner refer to the meaning it tries to 

communicate, but it also can signify less literal and more ambiguous 

meanings. Dependent on the goals a work of architecture tries to 

achieve in the perception of its users, both methods can be useful 

tools for the communication of meaning. In some cases it is necessary 

to communicate a meaning directly, if we want to signify the entrance 

of a space for example, in others a more atmospheric message would 

be useful, think of a church for example. Semiotics, the study of signs, 

forms a model which explains the process by which we identify and 

attach meaning to the objects we encounter. It explains how both direct 

messages and more ambiguous ones can be communicated. Moreover, 

it explains how meaning comes into existence and evolves over time. In 

the next chapter the semiotic theory of Peirce is explored. If we know 

how signs work, we might use this as elements for the communication 

of meaning or identity in a work of architecture. 

27. Ceasar, 2013

28. Jencks, 1995 (pp. 34-41)
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4.SEMIOTICS OF SPACE

In the previous chapter we saw how architectural elements can be 

understood as a language, as a code or system of signs that enables 

architecture to communicate meaning. A deeper understanding of 

our perception is necessary to be able to apply this theory in a work 

of architecture. In this chapter the sign theory of Charles Sanders 

Peirce is explored. Through examples both related and unrelated to 

architecture it is investigated how we perceive the phenomenas we 

encounter as mediated through a system of signs. 
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4.1 INSTRUMENTS OF MEDIATION

Let us start with defining the concept of space in a semiotic perspective, 

how does the semiotic sign system work as a model explaining the 

phenomena we perceive in it? As mentioned before, the emergence 

of meaning and knowledge starts with experience; sight, sound, 

smell, taste, touch and the reasoning mind, all make the perception 

of the objects in space possible. Without being able to experience, 

the objects in space would have no existence or identity. As Gaines 

stated, ‘space is the background to a priori perception of the world’.29 

For the perception of space as a system of signs, Peirce describes three 

fundamental universal categories. Houser explains these categories as 

follows; ‘firstness is that which is as it is independently of anything else. 

Secondness is that which is as it is relative to something else. Thirdness is 

that which is as it is as mediate between two others’.30 Peirce considers 

these categories as ‘modes of being’, and we can ‘observe them in the 

elements of whatever it is at any time before the mind in any way’.31 In 

all the things we perceive or describe, these can be objects such as 

human beings, music or architectural elements, these categories have 

to be presupposed.

When we apply these categories to the perception of space, firstness 

is when we consider the qualities of space such as they are. An 

29. Gaines, 2006 (p. 173)

30. Houser, 1992 (p. xix-xli)

31. Peirce, 1932 (CP 1.23)

independent quality of space could be a tune without considering 

other tunes or silence, a pure redness or the sensation of love. If we 

think of a quality or feeling in relation to something else, we are 

already considering it in terms of relating that quality to something 

else. Firstness is replaced by secondness, as the existence of an object 

of our perception is dependent on other qualities with which we 

can contrast it. We can only distinguish red because there are other 

colors such as green. Just as we can only experience a tune because 

of the differences and contrast between several notes. It is because of 

interaction and contrast between qualities that we can distinguish the 

objects in the space which are presented to us. Lastly, the category of 

thirdness is necessary to enable us to connect experiences to previous 

ones. Because every thought also makes a connection between two 

things, Peirce describes thirdness as equivalent to thought.32 As Gorlee 

stated, ‘logical thought creates order, law , and regularity as opposed to 

(and out of ) chaos, randomness and chance, that is firstness f lowing 

over into secondness’.33 Our interaction with the objects in the world 

around us, lead to certain patterns in our behavior. We organize these 

patterns or laws in general conceptions, such as round, window or 

wall. These conceptions form hypotheses, which enable us to interpret 

and to anticipate on what we encounter. A conception such as house, 

can evoke several laws which are compatible with the identification 

of an object as a house. General laws enable us to predict how an 

object in a particular condition will work, thirdness is thus a form of 

32. Peirce, 1932 (CP 1.42)

33. Gorlee, 2009 (p. 211)
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mediation.

Thus meaning and knowledge about objects in the world is not directly 

generated, but is mediated. When an object has become an existence 

in our perception we need instruments to reflect on it. Also when 

we want to communicate meaning or knowledge, we need means to 

do so. In most cases these instruments are spoken or written words, 

though they just as well can be a pointing finger, a piece of music or 

architectural objects. Peirce names these instruments signs, we cannot 

think without signs and without signs no meaning can be generated. 

So when is a sign a sign? A sign is a sign when it can be interpreted. 

Signs mediate between a subject and the reality a subject is extracting 

meaning and knowledge from. This mediated process of identification 

is considered by Peirce as a triadic process. There are three aspects in 

this process to consider, each relates to one of Peirce’s categories of 

firstness, secondness and thirdness. Firstly the object in reality that 

represents the sign, the representanum. Secondly, what the sign stands 

for, called the referent or object. And thirdly the interpretant, this is 

the result of the triadic process, the sense or meaning that is produced 

in a subject through the representanum and the referent (fig. 8). The 

produced meaning through a sign, can in turn also be interpreted 

as a new sign and develop into a new interpretant. This process of 

identification can therefore be seen as an endless process, as every 

produced meaning can again be interpreted as a new representanum. 

This endless process Peirce describes with the term ‘semiosis’.  For 

example, when a certain sensation would make me conclude that I see 
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fig. 8: Triadic process of semiosis.

fig. 9: Endless process of semiosis.
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34. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.244)

an image of the National Assembly, the actual image of the building 

can be considered as the representanum. The object of the sign can 

be considered as the concept or knowledge of the building in my 

mind to which the image refers. And thirdly, the interpretant is the 

result, the actual idea of the building, that could emerge through both 

representanum and object. This interpretant ‘National Assembly’ 

can be the representanum for the production of a new meaning, 

for example the interpretant ‘Louis Kahn’ (fig. 9). This process of 

semiosis, will endlessly repeat itself.

4.2 THE SIGN IN ITSELF

Based on the three categories of firstness, secondness and thirdness, 

Peirce describes three ways the representanum, can exist. This division 

depends upon in what respect the representanum signifies. A sign can 

signify in virtue of qualities, existential facts or conventions and laws 

(fig. 9). Peirce calls a sign a qualisign when a sign signifies based on a 

quality. He describes this type of sign as follows:

‘A qualisign is a quality which is a Sign. It cannot actually act 

as a sign until it is embodied; but the embodiment has nothing 

to do with its character as a sign’.34

An example of a qualisign can be given by imagining an architect, 

let’s call him Nathaniel, who wants to decide what kind of material 

fig. 10: Sign relations representanum
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he wants to use in one of his designs. Nathaniel orders a sample to be 

able to do so. The sample can be considered as a qualisign. Although 

there are many elements that enable the sample to work  as a sign, it 

can be placed on a wooden board, it can have a round or rectangular 

shape, it is only the material itself that is relevant to its ability to act as 

a sign. Or imagine a person who wants to tune his piano. This person 

can ask another pianist to play on his piano the note he wants  to tune, 

as he will be able to tune his own piano. Again, there are many aspects 

to the sign, but it is only the tune that matters to the sign’s ability to 

work as a sign. 

The next type of sign is a sign that signifies in virtue of an existential 

fact and is named a sinsign. This type of sign is related to Peirce’s 

secondness. Peirce describes the sinsign as follows:

‘A sinsign is an actual existent thing or event which is a sign. 

It can only be so through its qualities; so that it involves a 

qualisign, or rather several qualisigns. But these qualisigns are 

of a peculiar kind and only form a sign through being actually 

embodied’.35

Imagine Nathaniel again. Based on the samples he ordered, he picked 

a particular kind of concrete to use in one of his buildings. In the 

concrete front façade of that building he wants to create a shape by 

opening up the façade at a certain location. For the ability of the 

35. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.245)

sign, the shape is this case, to ‘exist’ and be experienced as a sign, 

it is dependent on the qualities of concrete and what is not concrete 

(the opening). Or imagine the pianist playing a tune. To be able to 

experience the tune as a tune, different notes have to be presupposed. 

The tune’s existence as a sign is dependent on ‘several’ notes, in other 

words qualities. 

Whereas, the qualisign works as a sign through only a singular quality, 

concrete signifies concrete and tone signifies tone, the sinsign works 

as a sign through several qualities. The shape in the façade can be 

signified through the qualities concrete and what is not concrete, and 

the tune through the qualities of tone and another tone. Thus, for a 

sign to be characterized as sinsign, qualisigns have to be presupposed.  

The last type of sign implies qualisigns and sinsigns, and is called a 

legisign. Peirce describes this type of sign as follows:

‘A legisign is a law that is a sign. This law is usually established 

by men. It is not a single object, but a general type (…). Thus 

every legisign requires sinsigns, such as peculiar occurrences 

that are regarded as significant. Nor would the (sinsign) be 

significant if it were not for the Law which renders it so’.36

Let us return to our example. After experimenting with openings 

of several dimensions and shapes, Nathaniel decides to create a big 

36. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.246)
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circular opening in his front façade. For the ability to identify the 

shape as circular, ergo the capacity of the sign to be ‘recognized’ as a 

circle, the notion of a circle has to be present in our mind. By law we 

know how to identify round shapes  as circles. We are able through 

thought to recognize them as such. The same applies to the recognition 

of a certain tune, being able recognize a tune as composed by e.g. 

Debussy, is reliant on previous experiences and predicates given to an 

experience. 

Now we are able to understand how a legisign is composed of sinsigns, 

as to being able to recognize the round shape in the façade as circular, 

the experience of several sinsigns is necessary to establish the law 

which makes it so.  It is important to understand the difference 

between the sinsign and the legisign. A sinsign is in no way dependent 

on previous experiences, as being able to experience a round shape as 

a round shape is not reliant on what predicate is assigned to it. If we 

would have called the round shape rectangular, it would not in any 

way change the experience of a round shape as such. In contrast, the 

legisign does rely on previous experiences and thought, as through an 

established law the sign is able to signify the predicate ‘circle’.

4.3 SIGN RELATION TO REALITY

The sign mediates between the external reality, the representanum, 

and the existing stream of thought of a subject. The meaningful effect 

of this mediation Peirce calls the interpretant. It is the conceptual 

image that is generated through the object-representanum relation. 
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fig. 10: Sign relation to reality.
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With the three categories of firstness, secondness and thirdness, 

Peirce decribes three relations the sign can have with its interpretant 

(fig. 11). The relation can involve a rheme (firstness), a dicisign 

(secondness) or an argument (thirdness). The rheme relation Peirce 

described as follows:

‘An Icon is a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes 

merely by virtue of characters of its own, and which it possesses, 

just the Same, whether any such Object actually exists or not’.37 

When we consider our example of Nathaniel’s front façade again, the 

feeling (firstness) which the concrete generates when experiencing the 

concrete sample, or the concrete of the façade in itself, is an qualisign-

icon relation. The sinsign can be an icon when the round shape in 

the façade is experienced in a maquette or a picture. In both cases 

the sinsign resembles the actual building’s façade features through 

sameness in experience.  The iconic relation with a legisign as its 

object, can be illustrated by how the front façade signifies a particular 

building style, as a style is culturally determined and requires a law by 

which a style can be classified. 

The next representanum-object relation to consider is the indexical 

relation. Peirce describes this relation as follows:

37. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.247)

38. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.248)

‘An Index is a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes by 

virtue of being really affected by that Object’.38

Whereas the iconic sign can be a qualisign, a sinsign and a legisign, 

the indexical sign can only be a sinsign or a legisign. It cannot be 

qualisign, as qualities are whatever they are independently of anything 

else. Indexical means in reference to something, thus the indexical sign 

refers to its object through a (causal) relation. The relation requires 

that the object and the representanum have some quality in common, 

therefore it also involves a sort of icon. The indexical sign relates 

to Peirce’s secondness, therefore the index implies an existential or 

physical connection between the representanum and the object. This 

can be very direct (sinsign), like a knock on the door, or more indirect 

(legisign), like indicating something by pointing to it. 

Let us return to our example again. Nathaniel’s building is finished 

and he decides to visit it. When he arrives it is cloudy, he has not seen 

the sun all day. Very subtle, under the big round opening in the front 

façade, the entrance is situated which leads to a big entrance hall. 

After Nathaniel entered the building, he walks around for a while in 

the entrance hall. Suddenly he sees in the middle of the hall a big 

oval shape of light on the floor, he realizes that the sun is shining.  

Now the experience of the big oval shape of light is a sinsign, as it 

requires the qualities light and shadow to exist. Though this sinsign 

can also become indexical sign, as the light also signifies that the  sun 

is shining. 
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After some months Nathaniel returns to his building, to talk to some 

of the people who have used the building in the meanwhile. He first 

wants to talk to the directrix of the facility, and asks someone where 

he can find her. The person tells him that he can find her in her office, 

which is located on the second floor, on the right side of the big round 

opening. In this example the round shape is used as a sign, to indicate 

the location of the directrix. Would Nathaniel’s goal be to orientate 

himself in the building, the round shape can work as a sinsign-index, 

which indicates where to find a certain location in the building. In the 

same sense, a lot of elements in the building can be used by the users 

for orientation. 

The last type of representanum-object relation to consider is the 

symbolic sign. Peirce describes this type of sign as follows:

‘A Symbol is a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes by 

virtue of a law, usually an association of general ideas, which 

operates to cause the Symbol to be interpreted as referring to 

that Object’.39

The symbol is related to Peirce’s thirdness and therefore convention 

and law are dominant in this relation. The symbol can work as a sign 

through (culturally) developed laws, which constitute the relation 

between representanum and the object. Nouns can be seen as symbolic 

signs. Though a symbolic sign relation requires a legisign as its object, 

39. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.29)

a sign can be a legisign without being symbolic. Take for example the 

word ‘circle’, would the object of the sign be a round circular shape, 

then it is a symbolic sign. However, would we consider the word ‘her’, 

a legisign, and the object is ‘the directrix’, then it is a legisign-index.   

4.4 SIGN RELATION TO EFFECT

The sign mediates between the external reality, the representanum, 

and the existing stream of thought of a subject. The meaningful effect 

of this mediation Peirce calls the interpretant. It is the conceptual 

image that is generated through the object-representanum relation. 

With the three categories of firstness, secondness and thirdness, 

Peirce decribes three relations the sign can have with its interpretant 

(fig. 11). The relation can involve a rheme (firstness), a dicisign 

(secondness) or an argument (thirdness). The rheme relation Peirce 

described as follows:

‘A Rheme is a Sign which, for its Interpretant, is a Sign of 

qualitative Possibility, that is, is understood as representing 

such and such a kind of possible Object’.40

The rheme implies firstness, and therefore can be characterized as 

possibility or potentiality. A rheme sign simply is and cannot be true 

nor false. The representanum refers only to the quality or qualities of 

it in itself. The feeling of concrete or wood is a rheme (qualisign-icon-

40. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.250)
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fig. 10: Sign relation to reality.

rheme). The noun ‘circle’ without any context, is also rheme (legisign-

symbol-rheme). Or imagine Nathaniel who wants to explain a person 

who never saw his building in reality or on pictures, what his building 

looks like. Nathaniel can try to do so by drawing a simplified icon to 

give this person an idea. For that person the interpretant relation can 

be seen as a rheme, as it refers only in a vague sense to the real object 

it wants to signify, namely Nathaniel’s building (sinsign-icon-rheme). 

The second type of interpretant relation is that of the dicisign, this 

sign works on the level of secondness and is described by Peirce as 

follows:

‘A Dicisign is a Sign, which, for its Interpretant, is a Sign of 

actual existence’.41

As the dicisign implies secondness and therefore relates to 

existentiality. It cannot be an icon, as an icon does not allow difference 

or interaction. A dicisign in contrast to a rheme, is either true or false. 

For an dicisign to work as a sign, it necessarily involves as part of it a 

rheme. A dicisign can be illustrated again by the example of Nathaniel 

who sees a big oval shape in the entrance hall, indicating that the sun 

is shining (sinsign-index-dicisign). Or consider the term ‘her’ in our 

previous example, refering to ’the directrix’ (legisign-index-decisign). 

The simple proposition ‘it is beautiful’ is a dicisign. 

41. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.251)
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The last type of sign of the interpretant relation to consider is the 

argument, in which thirdness is dominant. The argument is described 

by Peirce as follows:

‘An Argument is a Sign which, for its Interpretant, is a sign of 

law’.42

A sign that signifies as an argument has always a legisign as its 

representanum and a symbol as its object. There are three types 

of arguments that can be distinguished, an argument can be based 

on deduction, induction and abduction. The type of argument is 

dependent on the nature of the relation between the rule that connects 

the reprensentanum to its object. This rule can be imposed on the 

facts (deduction), the rule can be a result of the facts (induction) or 

the rule can work in the form of a hypothesis (abduction). 

42. Peirce, 1932 (CP 2.252)
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fig. 11: Possible sign relations.
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5.FROM THEORY TO FORM

I started this book questioning how the process of identification 

works and what role space, time and meaning play in it. In a semiotic  

perspective, space is the paper on which I draw my sketches, the 

silence in between musical notes that make me experience a melody, 

the warmth of the sun I feel on my skin, and the visual bodies in 

it of which the meaning dependents on their spatial configuration. 

We are able to experience the objects presented in our space when 

differences and contrasts are revealed, that is firstness flowing over 

into secondness. Time could be understood as the extension of space, 

as without it we wouldn’t be able to perceive contrasts between the 

independent qualities of it. For our ability to relate and order our 

experiences into causal relationships the mind is required. The 

organization of these experiences can lead to habits and laws that 

make us perceive the meaning of objects by considering their practical 

consequences, that is what thirdness is.

Considering the question what architectural language to use, I would 

prefer one that progresses and makes a place richer in its meaning. 

As we saw, meaning emerges when we perceive objects at new levels 

and compare them with existing models of understanding. Therefore, 

literally copying existing images and patterns of the past, will not 

evoke new meaning. The opposite, a completely new language, will 

be hard to compare with existing models and will neither stimulate 
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the emergence of meaning. Though, an architectural language that 

is open and ambiguous seems to provoke the evolution of meaning. 

As Eco suggested, a productive ambiguity in the language of a work, 

suggests the direction in which one might go to decipher it. Therefore, 

for the creation of an architectural work, it is necessary to know what 

direction one wants to go, the goals one wants to achieve through an 

architectural object. In addition, it is necessary  to study the existing 

signs or models of understanding within spatial context and a group 

of users. 

As I now have an understanding of the working of interpretative 

processes, it is time to explore and test these ideas further, through 

the creation of an architectural space. The first step is to make a 

choice in what type of space should be designed. As discussed in the 

former writings, the semiotic process is fuelled by our memories. A 

space where people since ancient times deliberately come to learn 

and to seek new meaning is the library space. The library is the place 

where our collective memory is stored and facilitates the evolution 

of meaning.  Furthermore, the library as concept is deeply rooted in 

culture, represented in literature, films and art. This provides a broad 

spectrum of concepts, ideas and images the architectural spatial signs 

within the library space can refer to. This makes the design of a more 

open and ambiguous space more achievable. Another link that we can 

make to the theme identity, is the current changing role of the book. 

As the instruments with which we mediate knowledge evolve, the 

identity of the book is changing with it. This also impacts the identity 

of the architecture in which we store books. 

5.1 THE WORLD’S MEMORY

‘Because he has a short memory, man amasses countless memory 

aids. Faced with these bulging repositories, Man fears being 

engulfed by this mass of words. To safeguard his freedom, he 

builds fortresses’.43

Above, a fragment out of Alain Resnais’s film Toute La Memoire 

du Monde (1956), a short documentary about the National Library 

of France. The film describes the attempt to archive all of France’s 

memory and the processes involved to make it possible.43 This idea 

is part of a long tradition that dates back to the great Library of 

Alexandria. Humans dream since then of a universally accessible 

depository, that contains all the world’s memory. The library typology 

has served as the physical container that facilitated that dream. Fixed 

on material objects such as stones, scrolls and books, knowledge was 

preserved and passed on to next generations. 

However in our present information age, the memory aids with 

which we mediate knowledge are rapidly evolving. Information 

dematerializes and has become collections of ones and zeroes, stored 

on electronic devices and in the cloud, instead of letters printed on 

paper. Information is easier to access than ever and the amount that 

we can preserve has increased significantly. The ancient dream of the 

universally accessible library, which contains all that is ever written 

seems to lie within our grasp. 

43. Resnais, 1956
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fig. 11: National library France.

In the beliefe that we can find anything on the internet, more and 

more libraries are closing and entire collections are dismantled. These 

fortresses Alain Resnais speaks of, as the places where we store and 

preserve our collective memory on physical objects, in the form of 

texts, images and other mnemonic vehicles, are starting to disappear. 

Exemplary for this trend in the Netherlands is the recently dismantled, 

world famous collection of the Royal Tropical Institute. Because of 

budget cuts part of the collection couldn’t be stored in Holland and 

had to be shipped to the in 2004  resurrected library of Alexandria, as 

otherwise it had to be destroyed. This example is not incidental, but a 

phenomenon that is unfolding at a global scale.44  

The question is if this belief in this digital preservation of knowledge is 

not based on an illusion. Through the fast changing technologies with 

which we can access information, some digital information stored only 

a decade ago is already not compatible anymore with the devices we 

use today. Our digitized memory, once presented by material objects, 

we think is save, risks getting lost forever. It is ironical to think that in 

an era in which our technological instruments have arrived at a point 

at which we can access information about the world by reaching in 

our pockets and pushing a few buttons, our ability to connect to the 

memories of only a decade ago is dying.

We are not only losing our ability to connect to the memories of our 

own generation, but we also lose the capacity to communicate with 

future ones. Should we not know where we come from to be able to 

44. Tegenlicht, Digitaal geheugenverlies, 2014
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know where we want to go? One could argue therefore, that places to 

store books are still relevant in our present time, maybe more than 

ever. Firstly to prevent our collective memory from oblivion and 

secondly to remind us of the importance of that preservation. 

This inspired me to design an architectural object and experience that 

is meant as an homage to the book and the experience of browsing 

through the library, as a monument to a culture that is slowly 

disappearing. To be able to create that representation, the culture 

and the concepts related to it have to be studied. The next paragraph 

discusses some of the references and ideas that are used as inspiration 

for the design. 

5.2 IMAGINING INFINITY

The dream of the library that contains all that is ever written, is 

also a theme that is represented in literature. A well-known and 

much referred to story in which this idea plays an important role, 

is the short story ‘The Library of Babel’, written by the postmodern 

Argentinian author Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986). In the story an 

infinite labyrinthine library is imagined, containing every book that 

has ever been written and will be written. The library in the story 

is described as a construction of an indefinite (and maybe infinite) 

amount of hexagonal shaped galleries. The library is used as a 

metaphor for the universe, and the books in it as a representation of 

the knowledge about that universe.

‘The universe (which others call the Library) is composed of an 

indefinite and perhaps infinite number of hexagonal galleries, 

with vast air shafts between, surrounded by very low railings. 

From any of the hexagons one can see, interminably, the upper 

and lower f loors. The distribution of the galleries is invariable. 

Twenty shelves, five long shelves per side, cover all the sides 

except two; their height, which is the distance from floor to 

ceiling, scarcely exceeds that of a normal bookcase. One of the 

free sides leads to a narrow hallway which opens onto another 

gallery, identical to the first and to all the rest. To the left 

and right of the hallway there are two very small closets. In 

the first, one may sleep standing up; in the other, satisfy one’s 

fecal necessities. Also through here passes a spiral stairway, 

which sinks abysmally and soars upwards to remote distances. 

In the hallway there is a mirror which faithfully duplicates all 

appearances. Men usually infer from this mirror that the Library 

is not infinite (if it were, why this illusory duplication?); I prefer 

to dream that its polished surfaces represent and promise the 

infinite ... Light is provided by some spherical fruit which bear 

the name of lamps. There are two, transversally placed, in each 

hexagon. The light they emit is insufficient, incessant’.45 

As, the library contains every book that has been and will be written, 

the library should also contain a book in the form of a catalogue that 

describes the content of all the books in the library. An important 

element in the rest of the story is the search for that book, the book 

of books. The existence of this book of books implies that there also 

45. Borges, 1941
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fig. 12: Library of Babel, by Erik Desmazieres

should be another catalogue that describes the initial catalogue, and 

so on, in an infinite progression. Therefore, it is impossible to find a 

book that describes all other books, as its existence will always imply 

the existence of another catalogue. This would mean that complete 

knowledge is impossible. Borges ends the story as follows:

‘The Library is limitless and periodic. If an eternal voyager 

were to traverse it in any direction, he would find, after many 

centuries, that the same volumes are repeated in the same 

disorder (which, repeated, would constitute an order: Order 

itself ). My solitude rejoices in this elegant hope’.46

Important themes in the story are infinity, the impossibility to 

know everything and to the ability to know the absolute truth. The 

idea of the impossibility to know the absolute truth is also a theme 

that is described in the philosophy of Peirce. Here the meaning of 

the objects of our perception is evolving and is context dependent 

(infinite semiosis). Also disorder (Peirce’s firstness) and order 

(Peirce’s thirdness) play a role in the story. What makes the reference 

especially relevant is the use of fiction and the setting of an imaginary 

physical library to convey these ideas. In addition, the story is rich in 

meaning through its variety of reverences. It not only inspired other 

writers such as Umberto Eco in his book The name of the Rose, but 

also artists, movie directors and architects. 

An example of such an artist is the French illustrator Erik Desmazieres, 

46. Borges, 1941
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fig. 13: Library of Babel, by Erik Desmazieres

fig. 14: Screenshot of the library in interstellar.
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he made several Piranesi like drawings based upon the story. In Borges’s  

story the described architecture of the library intends to represent 

the idea of infinity. Though the artist did not choose to exactly copy 

the library described by Borges, I think Desmazieres succeeded in 

conveying with his drawings the vastness and endlessness of the space 

I imagined when I read the story. 

Another work in which a Borgesian library plays a role is the recently 

produced movie Interstellar. The movie directed by Christopher 

Nolan tells the story about an about a dystopian future in which 

mankind is in need of a new planet to live on. The story leads one of 

the astronauts who sets out to find that planet, to a mysterious library 

which is constructed as a three-dimensional physical representation 

of time. By knocking on the books in the library the astronaut is able 

to communicate with people in the past. Not only can a visual link be 

made to The library of Babel (see the hexagonal shaped form), but also 

to the method with which he linked the story with the environment 

in which the story takes place. The act of communicating through 

time is what books in a library are for. Just as in the story of Borges 

an imaginative spatial construction is used to symbolize and convey 

an idea. 

‘At the very beginning I imagined the library of Babel by Jorge 

Luis Borges. An ultimate library containing all the literature 

ever conceived, a library that has never existed and never will’.47 

47. Fujimoto, 2010 (p. 13)

fig. 15: Concept diagram by Sou Fujimoto Architects

fig. 16: Floor plan by Sou Fujimoto Architects
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fig. 17: Perimeter of the library

fig. 18: Interior of the library

A Borges inspired work that does not only exist on paper, is the 

Musashino Art University Museum & Library, designed by the 

Japanese architect Sou Fujimoto. The building’s spiralling shape is 

entirely composed of wooden bookshelves, even the perimeter wall. 

‘The configuration facilitates all necessary synchronicities 

of infinite and finite, browsing and referencing, totality and 

individuality, order and chaos, awe and affinity inherently 

found in a library. Consider the library of Borges’.48

What is interesting about the setup of the building is that it allows 

readers to easily find books, but also stimulates the discovery of new 

books. As the spaces in the spiral form are numbered and related to 

the subjects of the book in a particular area, it is possible to easily 

find the book you are looking for. At the same time, the labyrinthine 

structure of the book-lined walls of the library welcomes readers to 

explore and discover new books in the library. Thus order, as the 

seachability of books, and chaos, as the discovery of the new, are both 

incorporated in the architecture of the building. 

‘Infinity, though of another kind, causes much of our pleasure 

in agreeable, as well as of our delight in sublime images. The 

spring is the pleasantest of the seasons; and the young of most 

animals, though far from being compleatly fashioned, afford 

a more agreeable sensation than the full grown; because the 

48. Fujimoto, 2010 (p. 92)
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imagination is entertained with the promise of something more, 

and does not acquiesce in the present object of the sense’.49

Borges was not the first writer who wrote about the theme of infinity. 

In the 18th century the Irish philosopher Edmund Burke wrote in his 

treatise ‘A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the 

Sublime and Beautiful’ how infinity in the objects of  our perception 

can be a source of the sublime, or even is an inherent part of it. In 

his treatise Burke stated that a, ‘source of the sublime is infinity; if it 

does not rather belong to the last’.50 Infinity in architecture according 

to Burke can be achieved through the ‘artificial infinite’. Burke offers 

two possibilities through which spaces can cause this sensation. One 

is by the succession of identical vertical elements, the other arises 

from spaces concealed by a hemispherical dome or a rotunda. In both 

types of space the operant principle of succession of ‘frequent impulses 

on the sense to impress the imagination with an idea of their progress 

beyond their actual limits’.51 As Burke suggests that the idea of infinity 

is inherent to the sublime, it useful to also mention another source 

of the sublime Burke describes, namely greatness of dimension.52 An 

architect who clearly got inspired by Burke’s writings is Etienne-Louis 

Boullée.

49. Burke, 1759 (p. 14)

50. Burke, 1759 (p. 12)

51. Burke, 1759 (p. 13)

52. Burke, 1859 (p. 12)

fig. 18: Cénotaphe a Newton by Étienne-Louis Boullée
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7.  (DE)SIGN(S)

This chapter describes the design that evolved from the theoretical 

research. In the first paragraph the location is discussed. The second 

paragraph describes the concepts that play a role in the design, 

and how they were used to form the spaces that constitute the total 

architecture. The next paragraph presents the spatial sequence of 

images. In the  fourth paragraph the plans, sections and elevations 

are shown. Finally, the last paragraph decribes the materialisation 

through some typical details.
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6.1 CONTEXT

Although the focus of the research was not concentrated on site 

related contextual aspects, I did try to find a location that allowed 

me to incorporate the ideas studied in the theoretical research. Two 

aspects were important in the decision for the location of the design. 

First, it was relevant that the location of the design had a relation with 

the program. As the design will serve as a book depository, I searched 

for a location in an area belonging to the university of Stockholm. 

Today, students find most of their information on the internet, and 

if this trend proceeds in the future university libraries will have to 

deal with collections of books students do not use anymore. Instead 

of destroying them or shipping them away, like the collection of 

the Tropen Instituut, the books can be stored in a book tower, and 

retrieved when necessary. 

The second aspect that was pivotal in the choice for the location, was 

the approach of the building. Part of the idea, as shown in paragraph 

three which presents the scenario, is that the full view of the building 

is postponed. Though the top of the tower can be seen from a distance, 

by placing the design in a sloping area with a lot of green, the full 

view of the book tower is saved until a person enters the big space in 

the pavilion. As Burke stated ‘the imagination is entertained with the 

promise of something more’. 
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site build up

site build up 1. mass

2. routing

3. green

4. composite

5. total mass

situation
1.

4.

5.

2.
7.

2.

2.

3.

N 125 m.

1. archaeology faculty
2. youth studies faculty
3. rowing club
4. pedagogy faculty
5. psychology faculty
7. book depository

N 125 m.
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6.2 HOMAGE TO THE BOOK

As I already discussed, the goal of the design was to create an 

architectural object meant as an homage to the book and the 

experience of browsing through the library. The question was how 

to create an architectural experience or a sequence of architectural 

signs that evokes the ideas related to the library and the library as 

experience. To be able to do that some of the cultural concepts and 

images related to the library were discussed. These writings as well 

as the texts on Peirce formed the starting point in the design process.

A valued library experience that will be lost when books become 

obsolete, is the discovery of books you did not know you were looking 

for. Librarians describe this experience with the term ’serendipity’. 

I started questioning myself how I could maximize the chance of 

someone experiencing this phenomenon. This entailed thinking 

about the organization of a library. In most libraries the organization 

is static, as a consequence, when people stroll in a library, the  books 

that are situated on the top or bottom shelves of bookcases are less 

likely to be discovered than the books situated at eye level. In addition, 

the same goes for books in bookcases that are situated far from main 

routes in a library. Though what if a dynamic book organisation is 

applied? 

This is how the idea originated to organize books on circular shelves 

that are able to rotate.  The shelves are stacked on top of each other 

and form in this way a cylindrical space. People move through the 

cylindrical space on a spiralling staircase, that ensures each book has 

an equal chance of being discovered. The books on each cylindrical 

shelf are ordered, though the position of each shelf relative to the 

other shelves is arbitrary.  Each shelf is numbered and each number 

is related to a topic. People can find books and browse within certain 

topics by rotating the shelves. While they are browsing they change 

the organization of the collection and leaving each time another set of 

books for the next person who walks the spiralling path. By applying 

this dynamic organisation, order as well as chaos is to be found in the 

book depository. Order in the book organisation on each individual 

shelve and chaos as the position of the shelves relative to the other 

shelves. Both concepts are part of the whole library system, allowing 

an infinite amount of spatial configurations.

An important aspect in the design was how the form of the space refers 

to the discussed cultural images and concepts related to the book and 

the library. What I tried to do is generate a sense of the labyrinthine 

infinite. I tried to use Burke’s idea of the ‘artificial infinite’ to do this. 

The top of cylindrical shaped space ends with a round opening, the 

bottom with a spherical bowl. The cables, that hold the staircases on 

their place, seem to go up and down infinitely. The cylindrical space 

is wrapped in a square concrete tower that is placed as a mysterious 

monolith on the water. In front of the monolith a pavilion is situated in 

which the spatial sequence postpones the total view on the monolith, 

only when you arrive at the end of the big space in the pavilion you can 

see the total structure. The proposed architecture should make you 

inspire awe as you perceive the grandeur of human accomplishment. 
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N 10 m.

Top view
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N 10 m.
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3.
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Floor 1

1. Entrance
2. Restroom
3. Book depository
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N 10 m.

1.

2.
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f loor -1

5.

6.

Groundfloor

1. pavilion space
2. bar
3. kitchen
4. storage
5. book depository
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1.
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Section

1. pavilion space
2. book depository

2.



Evolving (De)sign(s) Architecture and Peircean semiotics.

90 91

Elevation
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6.3 SCENARIO

Because he has a short memory, man amasses 

countless memory aids. Faced with these bulging 

repositories, Man fears being engulfed by this 

mass of words. To safeguard his freedom, he 

builds fortresses.

- Alain Resnais, 1956 -
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There is a concept which corrupts and upsets all 
others. I refer not to Evil, whose limited realm 
is that of ethics; I refer to the innite.

- Jorge Luis Borges, 1939 -
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6.4 BUILD UP

Both the tower and the pavilion are constructed by cast in place concrete 

elements. For the casts of the pavilion a steel frame is used, as this will 

minimize the amount cast connecters compared with a wooden frame 

construction. The leftover holes, that will be seen because of these 

connecters, can afterwards be filled with mortar. To emphasize the 

verticality of the mass, a horizontal oriented sheet pattern is applied 

on the inside of the casts. The casting method used for the concrete 

monolith is a climbing formwork. This method especially fit for high 

vertical concrete constructions that require seamless walls. Each time 

a pour is made the cast is lifted and uses the pour made before to 

support itself. 

For the supporting structure of the bookcases inside of the monolith, 

a steel frame is used. On the frame rails are placed that guide the 

sliders attached to the bookcases, enabling the possibility to rotate the 

bookshelves. To minimize the total weight, an aluminium frame with 

aluminium sheet material is applied. Also the staircases, which are 

attached with steel cables to the ceiling, are build up out of aluminium 

elements. 
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1. double glazed glass door

2. cast in place concrete wall (200 mm) - rigid insulation 

(100mm) - cast in place concrete wall (200 mm)

2.

1.
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1. concrete deck (150 mm) - insulation (150 mm) - cast in 

place concrete f loor (300 mm)

2. cast in place concrete wall (200 mm) - rigid insulation 

(100mm) - cast in place concrete wall (200 mm)
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1. cast in place concrete wall (200 mm) - rigid insulation 

(100mm) - cast in place concrete wall (200 mm)

2. double glazed glass door.

3. concrete deck (100 mm) - precast concrete f loor (250 

mm) - insulation (150 mm)

2.

3.

1.
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1. cast in place concrete wall (300 mm) - rigid insulation 

(100mm) - cast in place concrete wall (300 mm) - steel 

frame - rails for sliders - sliders - aluminium frame with 

aluminium sheet eleements

1.
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7.  CONCLUSION

The central theme in this design studio was that of identity. To 

understand this concept I analysed Peirce’s semiotic theory. The 

theory gave me an understanding of how we interpret and how an 

identity is formed. The identity of the objects of our perception is not 

fixed but is constantly evolving and changing into something else. 

Peirce understands this process of identification as a process mediated 

by signs. To be able to use this theory in an architectural work, it was 

necessary to know the goals I wanted to achieve in my design. 

The goal that I set was to design a monument to the book and the 

experience of browsing through the library. I say a monument, as both 

are cultural phenomena’s that are likely to become obsolete in the near 

future. Therefore I studied the concepts and images related library 

and the book. These gave me the tools to design an architectural 

experience in which the architectural signs refer to several of the 

discussed images and concepts, such as order, chaos, infinity and the 

labyrinth, all ideas related to the book and the experience of browsing 

through the library. I think I succeeded in creating an architectural 

language that is open and meaningful, and suggests several directions 

in which that meaning can be deciphered. 
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