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PREFACE 

Both The Collected Papers of Charles Peirce and 

manuscripts from the Harvard Papers at the Institute for 

Studies in Pragmaticism at Texas Tech University are 

referenced throughout this document. Short reference forms 

are used to quickly note these sources. For instance, "MS L 

107" refers to the Peirce manuscripts and the manuscript 

number. "CP 2.298" refers to The Collected Papers, the 

volume number, and paragraph number. Other references to 

noted by standard endnotations, citing the author, date, and 

pagenumber of the document to be found in the list of 

references. 
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INTRODUCTION 

PurPQSe QLL the Study 

The concept of architecture as communication, along with 

the term '" semiotics," began to surface in architectural 

periodicals in the early 1970's. The groundwork for these 

studies was laid at the turn of the century by philosophers 

such as Charles Sanders Peirce and Ferdinand de Saussure. 

Comparatively recent architectural research in this area has 

been sparse and less than vigorous leaving architects and 

interpreters of architecture little reason to believe 

semiotics has much to offer this field. 

The purpose of this study is to show that semiotics does 

have benefits to offer architecture, and these benefits are 

expressed by illustrating and supporting two hypotheses. The 

first hypothesis is that semiotics can help an architect to 

become a more skilled communicator. The second hypothesis 

is that semiotics can help one who experiences architecture 

become a more perceptive interpreter. 

^Using the term 'a more skilled communicator" along-side 
the term "a more perceptive interpreter" has its drawbacks. 
Later on in the document a three-part communication model is 
discussed in which the "architect" only plays one part and 
the "interpreter ' plays another. Using a form of the word 
"communication" in the first hypothesis and not in the second 
was not intended to express more importantance to the part of 
the architect. Other phrases such as "becoming a more 
skilled sign-utterer" or "becoming more sensitive to the 
interpretations of others" express the meaning which is 



Plan QL iliâ. IhÊSis. 

The hypotheses present some presuppositions which need 

to be addressed for the reader before the hypotheses can be 

tested. First of all, a semiotic study in architecture in 

this context cannot assume that the reader is familiar with 

semiotics and has a true understanding of the theory. 

Secondly, regarding architecture as a communicative medium 

(as poetry, painting, and dance) is not altogether a 

widespread notion. Therefore, the first three chapters of 

this document attempt to account for these presuppositions. 

Chapters 1 and 2 offer the reader a basic understanding of 

semiotics, what it encompasses, who might be interested in it 

both inside and outside the field of architecture, and why. 

Chapter 3 illustrates how architecture can be a medium for 

communication and presents a three-part model (Architect/ 

Building/Interpreter) to reveal the roles inherent within 

this communication process. The roles of the first and last 

parts of the above model relate back to the two hypotheses. 

The concluding chapters substantiate the hypotheses and 

hopefully reveal the relevancy and exciting potential 

semiotics has for those who experience and/or design 

architecture. Amidst this discussion, the document shows how 

intended yet lack the desirable clarity and simplicity that 
•'a more skilled communicator" will have those less familiar 
with semiotics. 



the semiotic approach can help the architect become what will 

be referred to as a better "diagrammatic thinker" Also, the 

document will show how this approach can help the architect 

become more perceptive to the interpreter's sensibilities, 

see relationships with communicative techniques with other 

media, and become more generally aware of architecture as 

communication. With the argument of the second hypothesis, 

it will be shown that the semiotic approach can help the 

interpreter become more perceptive in two different ways: the 

first being increasing one's general awareness, and the 

second increasing one 's understanding. These ideas are 

specifically discussed in chapters 4 and 5, along with their 

relevancy to the architect, the critic, and the layperson. 

Chapter 6 then serves as a summary of the findings and 

conclusions of this document. In addition, this chapter 

recognizes and discusses the potentialities for further 

exploration relating to semiotics and architecture as 

communication, 

The appendices included at the end of the document may 

often prove useful to the reader as a more detailed reference 

and illustration for some of the terminology one might find 

in this and other semiotical writings. Also, for readers not 

already familiar with Charles Peirce's "semeiotic" 

terminology, the definitions and illustrations may prove 

helpful for understanding these 'semeiotic" distinctions. 



Wherever possible, I have utilized previous architectural 

research and other examples to illustrate the terminology. 

The appendices are special in that they may serve 

different functions for different people. While some might 

find the appendices useful merely as an additional reference 

and clarification of some of the peculiar "semeiotic" 

terminology, others may find the appendices serve a more 

integral function in understanding "architecture as 

communication." Therefore, the reader is encouraged to use 

the appendices in the fashion which best suits his use and 

understanding of the document. 



CHAPTER 1 

SEMEIOTIC 

A sign is something which stands to somebody for 
something in some respect or capacity. (CP 2.228) 

What Ls. SemeiotÍG? 

A person with little knowledge of the field of semiotics 

(the theory of signs) would likely find the above definition 

of a "sign*' vague and of little help toward truly 

understanding semiotics. The quotation was taken from the 

American philosopher Charles Peirce, founder of the modern 

discipline of semiotics (or "semeiotic" as he preferred to 

2 
call it in his later writings). Surprisingly, Peirce was 

very tedious in working with his terminology and definitions. 

The vagueness and complexity in his definitions were often 

necessary to account for all conditions. In fact, the 

vagueness and openness of Peirce's sign theory is one of the 

characteristics which has inspired so many people in 

different disciplines towards application to their fields. 

^Although "semeiotic" is lesser-known and more peculiar 
to architectural circles than the terms "semiotic" or 
"seraiotics," the latter terms are often associated with 
theorists inconsistent with some of Peirce's "semeiotic," 
In addition, most professionals in architecture are not even 
aware that such inconsistencies exist. Therefore, 
"semeiotic'* will be used throughout the rest of this document 
when referring to a way of thinking consistent with the 
Peirceian approach. 



However, to truly understand the theory and the reason for 

the excitement that has spread through so many different 

areas, we must back up and see why his semeiotic is such a 

revolutionary and intriguing idea. 

Walker Percy noted that at one time in the universe 

there was only one kind of event: "it was particles hitting 

particles, chemical reactions, energy exchanges, gravity 

attraction between masses, field forces, and so on" (Percy 

1985:86). These events were and still can be understood 

through a cause/effect model of interactions between things. 

For instance, "A causes B to hit C which falls on D" is a 

causal chain of events in which such a model is sufficient. 

Gravity, the casting of shadows, structural forces, and so 

on, are all events which may be understood through this 

model. For instance, if a structural engineer wished to know 

what size steel beam would provide adequate support for a 

specific condition, then he would determine all the causal 

(dyadic) interactions going on within the specific condition 

(such as gravity, roof load, wind load). From such 

information an engineer can solve the problem of what beam 

would be structurally adequate. For this sort of problem, 

the dyadic model is an effective means for describing such 

interactions and helping to find a solution. 

In contrast, Charles Peirce and Walker Percy 

independently discovered that other kinds of events occur in 

the universe and that such a model fails to describe them 



adequately. These events include some phenomena that involve 

interpretation, language, communication, and meaning. For 

these events, a model involving interactions between pairs of 

things is insufficient since these events seem only to be 

describable through a model which has irreducible parts of 

three or more. 

The distinction between these different types of events 

was first made by Peirce and described as 'dyadic" and 

"triadic" events, respectively. Peirce also noticed that the 

triadic events often are characterizable through many 

different types. Therefore, signs--which are triadic--are 

difficult to define as a whole. This should help explain the 

vagueness of "stands for," "in some respect," "someone," and 

'*something" found in the definition of a sign at the 

beginning of this chapter. 

To show the necessity of this vagueness consider these 

two sentences; 

1. The cloud looks like a castle to me. 

2. The cross symbolizes Christianity to me. 

Notice that both sentences are very similar in structure. 

They both involve things which have a special relationship to 

something else and to someone, Note that these relationships 

are triadic: (1) the first thing (cloud and cross). (2) the 

next thing (castle and Christianity), and (3) the someone 

(me) - Despite their similarities, notice that the verbs 



joining the first and second things are not interchangeable 

between the two sentences. For instance, it would seem 

peculiar to exchange the verbs and say "the cloud symbolizes 

a castle" or that "the cross looks like Christianity." 

Perhaps it would even sound strange if we said that "the 

cloud stands for a castle"; other words such as "looks like" 

or "resembles' seem more appropriate in these cases. In 

other triadic relationships other verbs might better express 

the relationship such as "represents," "means," "expresses," 

and so on. One can see the difficulty Peirce must have had 

in trying to discover a definition of a sign which seem 

appropriate for all triadic relationships. Therefore, let us 

assunie that "stands to" in the sign definition could be 

exchanged with more appropriate verbs when necessary. 

With the above points in mind, perhaps Peirce' s 

definition may become clearer: "A sign is (something) which 

stands (to somebody) (for something) in some respect or 

capacity" (CP 2.228; parentheses mine). Anytime the 

irreducible three parts in parentheses can be substituted for 

an account of a phenomenon then it is a sign. Of course 

other verbs such as "means," "represents," "expresses," 

"feels," "resembles," etc., may be more appropriate for 

particular situations. With this in mind, one can see the 

widespread applicability of such a model to all sorts of 

phenomena of meaning. It is no wonder that so many people 

have so many different ideas about what meaning and signs can 

8 



encompass. And for our purposes here any of these ideas can 

be considered insofar as they can fit into the triadic model 

shown. 

The discovery of the dyadic/triadic distinction was 

certainly a breakthrough. No longer do we have to explain 

phenomena of communication with an insufficient dyadic 

stimulus/response model! Now with such a new way of thinking 

of things, many people in many different disciplines have 

found success in seeing things in the new light of the 

triadic model. For some, semeiotic is like a new Christmas 

toy which does not wear and becomes more exciting with every 

use. However, semeiotic may not be the answer for everyone, 

so it may prove advantageous to discuss who might and might 

not find it useful. 

låhOM MJght Semeiotic Concern? 

It is certainly not my contention that the whole world 

be immersed in research involving signs. In fact, many 

people may live productive lives without ever being aware of 

semeiotic distinctions. And perhaps even the readers of this 

thesis would wish to know whether reading this document might 

prove valuable for their purposes. So it seems necessary to 

briefly identify who might be interested in semeiotic so that 

those who are not can have the liberty to spend their time in 

more desired pursuits. 

9 



First of all, just as someone interested in weights and 

measures would find a good theory of gravity enlightening, 

anyone involved in or interested in communication and meaning 

might find studies in semeiotic fruitful. Semeiotic can be 

like the first discovering of one's self in a mirror. It is 

a new way of looking at certain aspects of ourselves and our 

world which have previously been encountered but never fully 

understood. Although language may have been used prior to 

one's discovery of semeiotic, language can be discovered 

again through semeiotic by understanding what makes it unique 

from the other events in the universe. 

Perhaps someone who wishes to understand more about 

communication and become a more skilled communicator can 

learn something from semeiotic, not only by exploring this 

theory's relationship to one 's own field, but also by 

discovering interdisciplinary relationships and learning new 

techniques not previously contemplated, The painter, actor, 

poet, scientist, or even architect may learn more about the 

communicative nature of his own interests and field of study 

and its relationships, similarities and differences with 

other things in the world. 

Semeiotic is also a valuable tool for someone inclined 

towards being a better receiver and interpreter of things. 

Perhaps having a better feel for what is going on in triadic 

events one can learn to be more perceptive and enriched by 

his or her experiences. One could imagine the art-lover or 

10 



even a student in a science class finding such an 

application. Although the chemistry student may often study 

dyadic events, he also draws representational diagrams and 

studies and formulates theories which can demand as much 

imagination and creative interpretation as the paintings of 

the art student. 

Yet, many people seem to live fruitful lives without 

concerning themselves directly with semeiotic. Perhaps some 

of them have developed an intuitive feel for being successful 

communicators and listeners without being consciously aware 

of the special distinctions of these types of events. 

Perhaps some feel such a model is not necessary for their 

fields and their lives. Of course there is also the 

possibility that one feels that he has discovered a superior 

model for the phenomena of meaning and that semeiotic 

investigations are somewhat inferior. 

Any of the above scenarios might prove a handy flag for 

those who were not sure if such research appeared useful to 

their interests. If semeiotic does appear to be interesting 

for the reader, then the reader is encouraged to proceed into 

a look at architecture through the special semeiotic mirror. 

Perhaps such a journey can enlighten one in his field as to 

how to be a better communicator, a more perceptive 

interpreter, or merely to find out more about one's self. 

11 



CHAPTER 2 

ARCHITECTURE AND SEMEIOTIC 

An interesting phenomenon about the field of 

architecture is that so many people with the same occupation 

ply their craft in so many different ways with equally 

diverse motivations and goals. Many architects choose and 

set goals in their field toward maximizing financial gain. 

Others are interested in architecture as a service, with a 

main goal being to meet the needs of their clients. There 

are also many architects who envision themselves more as 

communicators concerned with the meanings their designs might 

have to people who experience their buildings. Of course it 

is seldom the case that an architect will fit solely under 

just one of these descriptions. However, with a basic 

analysis of an architect's career philosophy and methods, I 

think one can begin to see some important distinctions 

between different design processes and what relevancy this 

has toward the semeiotic distinction mentioned in Chapter 1. 

^What will be set up here are contrasting illustrations 
which will help identify some of the differences among 
architects which exemplify the dyad/triad distinction. I am 
not suggesting that all architects will fit neatly into one 
category or another. Rather I have chosen these examples to 
help illustrate that architects involved in triadic processes 
may find semeiotic useful for their goals, while others may 
not. 

12 



DvadÍC Problem-Solving 

The distinction of dyad/triad can be seen in some of the 

different goals and design processes noticeable in the field 

of architecture. First of all, let us examine the architect 

whose energies in the design process are almost solely 

focused on meeting the needs of the client and/or users of 

his building. We might imagine a client who expresses to an 

architect Set (X) of needs. Let us also assume that meeting 

Set (X) is far-and-away the architect's most important goal 

throughout his design process. We should also add that Set 

(X) might also have to consider other needs such as building 

codes, or matters of legality, of which the client may not be 

aware. Now imagine a possible design process for such an 

architect. If we were to diagram that problem solving 

process it might look something like Diagram 1. 

Possible Solutions 

Y=l 
Define PSl(Y) 

L—> 

/ \ 

no (Y=Y+1) 

Is PS(Y) con-
sistent with 
all elements 
of Set (X)? 

\ 

y e s 

P 
R 
0 
B -
L 
E 
M 

Y=l 
N 
/ 

Define 
PS2(Y) I • « 

Diagram 1. Dyadic Problem-Solving Process. 
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With a process similar to the one shown in Diagram 1, 

design' decisions could be made in a very logical and 

mechanical way which solve the "programmed" problems. For 

instance, if Problem 1 dealt with the choice of a floor 

material for a building, then one might imagine the set of 

"possible solutions" being "carpet," "tile," "brick," 

"concrete," "wood," etc. And if the client and user needs 

(Set X) for such a problem included clues such as "hard 

surface," "easy to clean," and "moderately economical/' then 

the architect might select "ceramic tile" since it is 

consistent with Set X. Once this problem was solved, then 

the architect could move on to Problem 2 and solve it in the 

same way. One could imagine using this sort of technique to 

make all the design decisions for a building from Problem 1 

to Problem Omega. 

The model above is very dyadic in structure. If we 

think of Set X as the starting point and Solution Z as the 

ending point, then one would only need to proceed in a dyadic 

fashion to go from Set X to Solution Z. Of course, this 

model assumes that Set X does not contain any challenges 

which might not be tackled by a dyadic problem solving model 

(such as aesthetics, communication, meaning, etc, ), Of 

course it is highly unlikely that many architects are as 

viciously methodical and dyadic as the model illustrates. 

Nevertheless, it does not seem unreasonable to suggest that 
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many architects go through many dyadic design decisions which 

often are not radically different from this model.^ 

It should also be emphasized that there is no intent to 

besmirch such a model for problem-solving in architecture. 

In fact, the use of such a model for the purpose of meeting 

the needs of clients or for maximizing financial gain seems 

often to be quite economical and effective. With such a 

model, much of the time spent in the design process could be 

focused immediately on the "programmed" issues. The economic 

and temporal problems that often follow individual creativity 

and originality could be avoided altogether with such a 

model. One might even imagine computers doing the decision-

making in such a model if the desired complexity of variables 

and design possibilities could be structured into a program. 

The "dyadic" computer is perfectly suited for such tasks and 

"̂ A good way of discovering whether or not one works under 
similar model is to see if the design process can be 
adequately described through a model which is 'drawn with 
arrows," an "arrow" representing something of the form 
" causes . " This is an exercise that Percy attempted 
in trying to describe phenomena of language dyadically, only 
to find such a model insufficient (Percy 1954:30-39). 

^The computer is often a convenient example for "dyadic" 
processes since they operate under causal rules. This and 
other examples using computers in this document are not 
intended to ridicule or scorn those who use computers as 
valuable "tools" for their design process; rather, the 
examples are used since they are so reliably "dyadic." 
Perhaps the only warning implied here is steered toward those 
who might suggest computers alone are capable of producing 
the equivalence of human ' triadic" behavior and design. 
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the Computer Age appears to perfectly coincide with using 

this sort of model for designing according to these factors. 

Triadic Design 

Now imagine an architect who has different goals and a 

very different design process. Although needs may play a 

role in his design, he is passionately concerned with how his 

building is interpreted. As a poet is concerned with what 

his words might mean to a reader, or as a playwright is 

concerned how his play is experienced by the audience, this 

architect is concerned with what his building might mean to 

people. Perhaps in many cases the client does not even care 

what the building communicates to him or to others; 

nevertheless, this architect gropes with the special problems 

which surround designing all his buildings as objects which 

are interpreted, not unlike the challenge often upon the 

artist with his object. 

However, when one sets out on such a process, one 

discovers an extremely interesting fact: the dyadic model is 

no longer sufficientl Since phenomena of communication, 

interpretation, and meaning require something more complex, 

we find ourselves with an irreducibly triadic model. For 

instance, if an architect wished to create a potential sense 

^This is established by Ketner (1986) and Robert Burch's 
Peirce's Reduction Thesis, to appear in spring 1991, 
Texas Tech University Press: Lubbock. 
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of shelter for a building he might emphasize the roof in some 

way. The architect would justify this by saying "the roof 

means shelter to me." His problem-solving here involves 

three parts: an object, its meaning, and its interpreter; 

hence it is a triadic model. Using Peirce's valency diagrams 

(Ketner 1987:64) we could diagram the previous triadic 

example as follows: 

shelter 

roof 

me 

Now imagine trying to program a computer to understand 

such a design relationship. Perhaps we could program rules 

and guidelines for the computer such as "roof means 

'shelter'," "cross means 'Christianity'," "glass-and-steel 

tower means 'office building'." Yet these rules do not 

account for the variation among interpreters, as the African 

Bushman who might see a roof as "ominous enclosure," or the 

Indian who might see a glass-and-steel tower as "crystal 

box. " 

Some might suggest that a sufficiently complex system of 

rules could then account for this variation among 

interpreters and always make design decisions equivalent to 

or better than those of "human experts." However, there has 

17 



been recent compelling research which tends to refute such an 
7 

assertions. 

For the communication-architect, the computer does not 

appear to be the tool which holds the secrets and mysteries 

of triadic design. This architect is in need of a tool which 

helps him become a better communicator and a better observer 

of architecture. The triadic semeiotic model may just be 

the tool that this architect needs. It can be a looking 

glass which reveals the special nature and types of 
o 

architectural signs. And with such a revelation, the 

architect may increase his skill and expertise as a 

communicator and an observer- However, before we completely 

plunge into how this is possible, we must first determine if 

architecture has serious potential as a medium of 

communication. Chapter 3 explores this question and provides 

readers with a basic understanding of the exact roles played 

in architectural communication. 

For an interesting discussion and comparison between the 
computers and the mind, Dreyfus and Dreyfus Mind Over Machine 
presents an insightful look at the differences between the 
capabilities of computer systems and human intuition and 
expertise. A crucial point made in this book is that 
decisions and problem-solving techniques of human experts 
often go beyond following conscious and unconscious rules. 

See the appendices for further illustrations of 
different types and characteristics of architectural signs. 

18 



CHAPTER 3 

ARCHITECTURE AS COMMUNICATION 

Architects who are interested in how their buildings are 

interpreted should first ask themselves if assuming buildings 

communicate to people is a realistic expectation to place 

upon the interpreter passing by or through architecture. The 

inspiration for this question is the fact that many 

laypersons would find the question "What does this building 

mean?*' a very peculiar and confusing one. Yet, this same 

person might have no trouble at all telling you what a novel 

means, what a movie means, or what a painting or a sculpture 

means. So we must first contemplate why--in the case of 

architecture--"meaning" seems to be such a strange word. 

Meaning ia Architecture 

First of all, one might suggest that most movies, 

novels, paintings, and sculptures are artworks that are 

conventionally associated with art, and "meaning" is a word 

associated with "art." Whereas with architecture, many 

people do not see this same association with buildings. At 

this point in time buildings are probably more often 

consciously thought of as places that merely function for 

them in one way or another. 

If function was the only element present during most 

laypersons' interpretations, then the communication-architect 

19 



would seem to be in trouble in terms of the extent of his 

ability to communicate in the medium of architecture. 

However, this assumption is premature and--as I will show--

misfounded. 

One might ask, "What if architecture really does often 

communicate not unlike novels, movies, and so on, and the 

confusion lies only in the understanding of what constitutes 

'meaning' or communication in architecture?" In other words, 

might not laypersons come up with certain meanings more 

easily if they were asked "What does this building look 

like?" instead of "What does this building mean?" ̂  

One might imagine people responding to the former 

question in a wide variety of ways which might range from 

building-type to some extremely imaginative perceptions. If 

there is any doubt concerning the ability of architecture to 

communicate such images, then one could think of what goes 

through one's mind when confronting a new building under 

construction which is not yet labeled by a written sign. 

Although such buildings are represented by unfinished forms 

and spaces, even the layperson can often venture accurate 

guesses as to what the building will be. For instance, an 

^Of course what a building "looks like" and what a 
building 'means" is not necessarily the same thing. What one 
perceives a building to "look like" can be what a building 
"means"; however, buildings can also carry meanings which 
are not "iconic" resemblences. Refer to the appendices for 
further explanation and illustration of these differences. 
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unfinished gas station may say "gas station'" or an unfinished 

shopping center may say 'shopping center'" long before 

"Texaco" or "Wal-Mart ' labels are pasted on the buildings. 

Perhaps this is better illustrated by an actual example. 

Imagine what the building under construction shown in Figure 

1 will be. 

Figure 1: Building Under Construction. 

Most readers might say that the building "looks like a 

theater." Despite the fact that the building is incomplete 

and a written sign has not been attached to it, the building 

can still be read. 

21 



So buildings do seem to have the potential to 

communicate after all. The only apparent newness relating 

meaning and communication to architecture seems to be 

architects' relatively recent attempts to theorize and 

publish discussions about such relationships. With this 

theorizing, architects can attempt to gain a better 

understanding of such phenomena quicker and more 

comprehensively than their previous lines of thinking might 

have carried them. Semeiotic can then be a tool for 

expediting and widening this understanding of architecture as 

meaning and communication. 

However, before plunging into semeiotic terminology, we 

must first better define and understand the various elements 

involved in the creation and interpretation of buildings, 

First of all, the building has to be designed by someone or 

something, Of course this does not always have to be an 

architect, but for our purposes we will categorize this 

element as the architect. Second, there exists the 

architect's creation, the building, which becomes the 

transmitter of potential meanings through its form, space, 

^̂ I have intentionally avoided reducing the discussion to 
a specific area of exploration in regard to meaning and 
architectural communication. I have tried to portray a big 
picture of architectural communication in which one can 
discover how different architecture theorists (i.e., 
Broadbent, Eco, Jencks, and Norberg-Schulz) approaching 
'meaning" from so many different directions actually can be 
seen as sharing a common interest, triadic relations. 
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light, color, texture, and so forth. And third, there is the 

interpreter of the building who is the receiver of the 

possible messages sent out by the building, 

The three elements together make the process of 

communication in architecture possible. Many other 

influences may effect the communication process, but these 

three elements constitute the basis for it. However, what 

each of these elements means to each other, and what roles 

they play in the course architectural communication in 

architecture, demands a closer analysis. 

HlÊ. Role ûi tJiÊ. Architect 

The role of the architect may not always be played by an 

actual architect. In fact, some might foresee this role 

being played by a computer program in the future, If the 

architect is not concerned with communication and meaning--

and any other extraneous "triadic" variables were not needed 

in the design process—an artificial intelligence or an 

"expert system" might suffice for the problems to be solved. 

Nevertheless, for our purposes here I will refer to the 

designer of the building as "architect." 

The architect, like many artists, may envision a 

solution. He may also have some foresight as to how it might 

be interpreted by others and he may have specific intentional 

ways in which he wishes his creation to be interpreted. This 

notion of intention needs to be briefly addressed here since 
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it often surfaces in discussions of meaning and the 

interpretations of aesthetic objects. 

Intention usually plays some role in the creation of an 

artwork; seldom is an artwork purely arbitrary. The 

artist's mental images and thoughts which precede and foresee 

the creation of his work are undeniably real and often 

important to the artist and the existence of the artwork. 

However, whether or not intention should play a crucial role 

for others interpretations of that artwork is the heart of 

the controversy within aesthetics journals. 

Scott suggested that we can interpret works of art 

without considering artists' intentions. 

When we observe completed works of art we are 
figuratively and analogically arriving on the scene 
at the same point in time that scientists have 
completed their models, geometers their diagrams, 
and artists have finished their works of art. 
We are observing the results of their efforts. 
(Scott 1985:221-222; italics mine) 

In many of the arts, the insistent appeal to intention 

for interpretation seems to be attributable to the public 

awareness of the artists' intentions or the ease with which 

the artist s intentions (especially in modern times) can be 

obtained. In architecture, this appeal would not seem to be 

as problematic, especially for the layperson who often has 

little knowledge of who the architect was or what the 

architect's intent might have been, And even without such 

foreknowledge of intent, many buildings seem to communicate 
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to people quite effectively. The architect's intentions may 

be crucial in the creation of the building, yet they are not 

necessary for the interpretation by others of that building. 

Particularly crucial is the realization that the architect 

cannot dyadically "cause" the interpreter to respond in the 

way which he intends. In fact, his intentions are once 

removed from the interpreter due to the existence of a 

medium, the building. 

Ihs. Rcle QL tlifî. Building 

As in any type of communication, buildings as a medium 

play a crucial role. To draw upon a linguistic analogy, 

imagine creating an essay-length document comprised of random 

groupings of letters. Such a document would seldom 

communicate much to anyone due to its random and arbitrary 

signals, exept perhaps to the most curious and imaginative 

interpreters who find a way of seeing something into it. 

In contrast, a carefully crafted essay in a journal 

might often inspire complex and multi-layered 

interpretations. Likewise, some buildings designed by 

architects may generally communicate more effectively than 

other building designed by architects. To discover this, one 

can go into a very familiar area with many buildings and try 

to find buildings which one has passed by but never really 

noticed. A building which has not prompted one to notice any 

of its functions, colors, shapes, forms, spaces, patterns. 
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and so on, would be such a building. Perhaps, one might not 

notice such a building due to its commonness or 

conventionality, or (like the linguistic example) has sent 

out forgettable seemingly arbitrary signals. To find such a 

building one might be suprised that one need to look no 

farther than one's own neighborhood. 

I should be careful to note that such a phenomenon such 

as the one just mentioned does not imply that these buildings 

have no potential for communication. In fact, even the most 

simple square building has the potential to communicate 

meanings: for example, "box," "die," and "shelter." However, 

if the architect merely produces buildings with seemingly 

arbitrary meanings, then many people are likely to suggest 

that the architect's task could tackled by a "novice" with 

more affordable design fees. 

The RoÍÊ. ûi the nteroreter 

As previously mentioned, the communication process is 

not completed without the building revealing something to 

someone. The interpreter is that special someone with the 

unique potential to discern and understand the building's 

qualities as meaning something. 

If architects wish to communicate through their 

buildings, then they must desire to take into account who 

their interpreters are and what their habits of 

interpretation are. A private residence nestled far away 
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from any other people may have a very small audience of 

interpreters, perhaps only the home-owners and those who 

might pass through, by, or over it for one reason or another. 

In contrast, a city hall might have millions of interpreters 

over a relatively short period of time. 

The architect do not have the power to perfectly predict 

exactly how his building would be interpreted by his 

audiences. However, knowing his audience should often help 

the architect to imagine and produce more "educated" design 

decisions which could render his object more intelligible 

than perhaps might a novice's design. 

With the tremendous number of publications and other 

methods of photo-reproduction available in the field of 

architecture, some architects are finding their audiences 

encompass people who have not seen and possibly will not see 

their buildings in person. Also, some building designs 

(including some competition designs) were never designed to 

be built, and therefore, the architecture interpreted is 

represented only by text, diagrams, and drawings. Although 

in the past this may seem to have been quite different from 

experiencing a "built" design, there are programs available 

today such as "virtual reality" which can closely mimic what 

would be a building experience. Although we could never be 

sure that such a program could--at any given occasion—fully 

represent the actual building experience, there can even be 

many things communicated from a design which has not yet been 
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built, which is quite exciting both for the interpreter and 

the architect. These techniques may better help the 

interpreter foresee and express their initial feelings and 

impressions of the design, while the architect can utilize 

his audience's interpretations for future design decisions. 

The interpreter of a building has another factor which 

may effect him: time. A building may not be noticed one day 

and then be marveled at the next day. In fact, many 

"historic" buildings that are considered to have aesthetic 

value today were initially considered eye-sores at the time 

of their construction. Ironically, even the building that is 

an eye-sore has probably communicated something--albeit 

negative--which is to say something more than the building 

which communicates little or nothing at all. 

The changing of time also brings the changing of weather 

and seasons. The interpretations of certain buildings may 

change with the seasonal landscape and weather conditions. A 

building might represent set of meanings (A) to a person in a 

snowstorm and set of meanings (B) to the same person on a hot 

summer day. 

An infinite number of other factors might effect the 

interpretation of a building such as cultural factors, 

political factors, economic factors, or even one's mood. The 

interpreter is not an element that is easily predictable and 

manipulable. The architect cannot "cause" the interpreter to 

react in the way that he intends, but he can design a 
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building for the interpreter who holds the option to reveal 

its meanings. It is then that the interpreter will receive 

or pass by the signals sent out from the architect's 

creation, 

Now that it has been shown what roles are played in 

architectural communication and that architecture can be 

a medium for communication, we can proceed to supporting the 

hypotheses mentioned in the Introduction which will help 

reveal more of the exciting potential semeiotic has to offer 

both the "architect" and the "interpreter" of architecture. 
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CHAPTER 4 

APPLICATION TO ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN 

The first hypothesis in the Introduction stated that 

semiotics can help the architect become a more skilled 

communicator. Much of this chapter will support this 

hypothesis. However, one might challenge this hypothesis by 

suggesting that it is quite possible to be a skilled 

architectural communicator without bothering with semeiotic 

theory. This is a valid point and it needs to be addressed 

here at the beginning of this chapter before directly 

supporting the hypothesis. 

The Absence oJL Thecry 

First of all, it is not difficult to find examples of 

architects in the past who did not concern themselves with or 

were aware of theories of meaning and signs when they 

produced their designs. Although using a theory of meaning 

in architecture a relatively new notion, some architects 

throughout history have produced designs which have 

communicated effectively. So it would be fair to say that 

architects who designed buildings like this are "skilled 

communicators" although they perhaps never thought of their 

role in that way. So the skeptic might ask "why then should 

I bother myself with a theory at all if experience and 

intuition alone can suffice?" 
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Perhaps the answer is far simpler than one might 

suspect. Although one can feasibly communicate with 

architecture without theory, if this architect wished to 

increase his level of understanding and skill involved with 

architectural communication, then the theory of semeiotic 

could help him do this. We could imagine a highly skilled 

"intuitive" architect become even better with an 

understanding of this theory. Of course an intuitive 

architect might increase his skill without semeiotic and 

another architect might become familiar with this theory and 

not increase his skills involving communication. 

Nevertheless, if an architect wants to raise and accelerate 

the level of his understanding and skills involving 

architectural communication, then he has the revelations and 

potentials of semeiotic at his disposal. And because 

semeiotic is not what Lang calls a normative theory, one 

which lays out "design principles," "standards, ' and 

"manifestoes," architects should find little difficulty in 

using both intuition and theory (Lang 1987:13). 

With these things in mind we can proceed to seeing 

exactly how semeiotic might help architects become more 

skilled communicators, starting by showing how thinking in 

terms of representational diagrams is a move in this 

direction. 
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DiagrammatÍQ Thought 

. . .if there is a matter about which we lack 
understanding, we can use a set of relations we 
comprehend reasonably well to model the relations 
in the area of relative ignorance. (Ketner 1988: 
63) 

The above quotation is an basic description of what 

Peirce referred to as "diagrammatic thought." This is a 

method which Peirce observed which can be used to better 

understand triadic relations. Mathematicians, chemists, and 

other scientist utilize such diagrams to solve certain 

problems, to communicate to themselves, and to communicate to 

others. Fran Scott discusses how artists also use diagrams 

in this way (Scott 1985:221-226). Likewise, architects are 

similar in this respect. In fact, one might suggest that 

architects are among one of the most skilled diagrammatic 

thinkers since their plans are elaborate diagrams which 

evolve out of a image-oriented design process. The plans are 

in fact complex diagrams composed of a vast network of lines, 

dots, symbols, figures, and so on, which--with only a small 

degree of verbal description and clarification--communicate 

to certain people not only what the building will look like, 

but also exactly how one can go about building it. This is 

really quite amazing when one really contemplates the 

complexity of actual buildings and the enormous degree of 

detail that such a diagrammatic model must possess. With 

32 



such capacities we might call the architect an "expert" 

diagrammatic thinker. 

However, despite this aforementioned tradition of 

diagrams in architecture, one might hesitate to throw too 

much praise at architects as diagrammatic thinkers. Although 

most architects are proficient at communicating with diagrams 

what buildings will look like and how they should be built, 

the same may not be said for architects' abilities to think 

in terms of diagrams which can help them imagine ways in 

which the buildings might be interpreted by others and adjust 

their diagrams and designs accordingly. With the importance 

often expressed toward financial issues and meeting clients 

needs, many architects appear not to find these adjustments a 

worthwhile pursuit. Yet, for those architects who are 

concerned with meaning and interpretation, diagrammatic 

thinking can go much further. 

Imagine an architect trying to select the type of roof 

for a church design he is working on. Perhaps the architect 

has narrowed his choices to two diagrams (see Diagram 1 and 

Diagram 2). 

The word "diagram" is used here in a more extended sense 
than from some of its usage in architectural circles where 
"diagrams" might exclude drawings such as elevations and 
renderings more closely approximating the actual or potential 
image of the building form and space. Here it is used to 
encompass any model of a set of relationships present within 
the building design. 
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Diagram 2. Gable Roof Diagram 3. Tensile Roof 

Diagram 2 illustrates a gable roof structure while 

Diagram 3 illustrates a tensile roof structure. Recall that 

a triadic semeiotic relationship would fit the form 

" stands for to ." With such a relationship 

in mind, we can imagine an architect imagining potential 

meanings for the interpreters: Diagram 2 might stand for 

"church" to most people, along with other possible meanings 

such as "traditional," "conservative," and so on. In 

contrast, Diagram 3 might represent such things as "sports 

arena" and "progressiveness." After considering these 

meanings through this triadic diagrammatic analysis, the 

skilled architect could select the diagram which he feels is 

the most desirable solution. And one could also imagine an 

architect carrying such a mental process down to the smallest 

design decisions. Such an architect we might call a "master" 

communicator since the design process also includes thinking 

with diagrams in this extended sense. Unfortunately, it is 

probable that we could not classify many architects like this 

today- Nevertheless, this semeiotic method of diagrammatic 
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thinking would seem quite beneficial for the architect who 

wishes to become a better communicator. 

Understandlng tliÊ. Sensibiiitiftc, 
ûf. the nterpretftr 

Relating to the above discussion, making conscious 

efforts to imagine how others might interpret architectural 

features, would seem to a useful pursuit for architects 

concerned with communicating through their buildings. If the 

architect was not concerned with the interpreter' s 

sensibilities then it is possible that the building might 

mean virtually nothing to the interpreter or something 

13 undesirable to the interpreter. Just as there is an art and 

science of communicating to others through words, gestures, 

paint, clay, and so on, likewise there is an art and science 

of communicating to others through architecture. And 

fortunately for architects, semeiotic provides a framework 

^̂  Some may suggest that diagrammatic thinking is not new 
to architecture at all, and that diagrams and imagery in 
architecture has been a long-standing tradition. However, 
this document is suggesting that although diagrams have been 
traditionally used, they have only been used for certain ends 
which usually do not involve the purpose of contemplating 
what the architecture might mean to others. 

•̂̂ To test this suggestion, one could analyze much of the 
architecture existing today and attempt to discover clues 
within the design that suggest the architect carefully 
crafted his design in respect to the habits of his audience's 
interpretations. Most architecture today would probably not 
pass this test. 
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for understanding the different types of meaning that 

interpreters are likely to experience. 

One might imagine the keenly observant architect who 

routinely notices how others respond to and interpret 

buildings and designs with his understanding of semeiotic. 

Such an architect might become proficient at communicating 

with architecture and become a better communicator by 

becoming his familiarity with semeiotic. 

CcmmunÍcatÍVfí Techniaues 

from Different MÊíLia 

Observing communicative techniques from other fields and 

applying them to one 's own can broaden and enrich 

communicative skills. For instance, architects have often 

creatively developed techniques originally precedented in 

art. 

A technique used by many painters, composers, and 

writers over the last hundred years has been adopted by 

artists which involves incorporating strange or seemingly 

out-of-place elements into their objects to communicate 

"uneasiness" to the interpreter. In Peirce's semeiotic terms 

this type of pointing reference is referred to as an index. 

In Peirceian terms, an "index' is one kind of semeiotic 
identity—others being "icon" and "symbol." Refer to the 
appendices for further illustrations upon this and other 
distinctions. 
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Vincent van Gogh's The Night Cafe using indexes in this 

manner. The harshly contrasting and seething green and red 

colors of the room, the yellow lighting, the apparently 

floating furniture, and the seedy cafe patrons all can be 

seen as pointing the interpreter to a general feeling of 

uneasiness and discomfort (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Vincent van Gogh's The Night Cafe. 

Shostakovich, a Russian music composer, used a similar 

communicative technique in his Fifth Symphony. The last 

movement of the non-patriotic "patriotic" symphony is laced 
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with the strange and the overpowering. The instrumentation 

in the fourth movement (the strident E major chords, the 

brash brass, the lingering repetition of the violins, and the 

unspirited percussion) all point to some feeling of emptiness 

and uneasiness in a context which one would suspect 

otherwise. Like Vincent van Gogh's painting, this symphony 

seems to be saying something less than complimentary about 

its subject; perhaps the symphony is communicating some 

feeling of disenchantment with the Russian political system. 

This communicative technique has been recently 

rediscovered in the medium of architecture. The recently 

built Wexner Center for the Visual Årts by Eisenman/Trott 

uses this technique. The building uses many strange elements 

such as unlevel grades, tilting walls, and awkwardly placed 

columns which also to point to a feeling of uneasiness. 

Perhaps the building's designers became aware of this general 

type of index and imagined its application in the medium of 

architecture. 

To have some universal understanding of different ways 

to communicate would often seem to be helpful for a 

communicator since such an understanding would help see 

the relevancies of relationships and techniques existing in 

other fields. Semeiotic provides an opportunity for 

understanding things in this way and can help architects see 

relationships to other medium of communication and be able to 

draw from them. 
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Awareness OL Communicatinn 

Perhaps one of the greatest prospects of bringing 

semeiotic to architecture is that it at last provides the 

architect with a general awareness of meaning and the ways in 

which buildings may be interpreted. Semeiotic offers a 

conscious mental framework for thinking about architectural 

communication which can assist him in learning to become a 

better communicator. 

Yet, even the above description does not seem to capture 

the full excitement that lies behind the architect 

discovering this new awareness. Perhaps, the best analogy 

which expresses this sensation can be found in what Walker 

Percy so keenly observed as the "Delta" or "Helen Keller 

phenomenon" (Percy 1954:41). What makes the new awareness 

for architects similar to Helen Keller is that they both 

discover language. Where the latter for the first time 

discovers language itself, the former--though familiar with 

other media of communication--discovers a new medium of 

communication, the language of architecture. Although the 

architectural breakthrough might at first appear to be much 

less significant and much less extraordinary, one might 

reconsider this judgement upon realizing that becoming aware 

how architecture communicates took thousands of years. This 

is itself extraordinary especially if the phenomena of 
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architectural communication has been around all this time, as 

Umberto Eco suggested. 

One might suspect—with the aforementioned new and 

exciting notion of architects as communicators—that 

architects should be running head-first into a movement which 

is strongly concerned with architecture as communication. 

Yet this seems not to be the case and even in architectural 

education, it would be difficult to find architecture courses 

specifically on architectural communication and meaning. 

Perhaps the explanation for the profession is as simple as 

this: with the ever-present priorities put on other issues 

relating to money and functional needs in most architectural 

programs, it is quite easy to forget that architecture can 

communicate. If this is the case, then it would seem that 

someone becoming more consciously perceptive about matters of 

communication would help prevent making design decisions 

without considering the meaning or lack of meanings that such 

decisions might promote. 

To summarize, a good theory of communication can help 

architects achieve a general conscious awareness and 

perceptivity. Also through "diagrammatic thinking" and 

15 
I refer here to Eco's suspicion that architectural 

communication began somewhere back in the Stone Age (Eco 
1980:13-14). This would be when some man, after taking 
shelter in a caves from wind and rain, learned to 
conceptually and symbolically model an architectural code, 
cave," to represent any space which afforded the possibility 
of shelter. 
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understanding the sensibilities of the interpreters, 

semeiotic can help the architect become a better 

communicator. And furthermore, semeiotic theory offers the 

architect an path to a level of understanding which can help 

him become more skilled at producing architecture responsive 

and sensitive to issues and aspects of communication, 
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CHAPTER 5 

INTERPRETATION AND CRITICISM 

The second hypothesis in the introduction stated that 

semiotics--or semeiotic--can help one who experiences 

architecture become a more perceptive interpreter. However, 

before arguing the case for this, we might ask what exactly 

is meant by becoming a more perceptive interpreter. Merriam-

Webster Dictionary describes increased perception as becoming 

more "responsive to sensory stimulus" or having an increased 

"sympathetic understanding or insight" (Merriam-Webster 1981: 

843). Other dictionaries describe increased perception as 

becoming more "aware through the senses" or to "come to 

[better] understand [something(s)]" (Funk & Wagnalls 

1966:486), Both of these pairs of definitions illustrate an 

important distinction in regard to what becoming more 

perceptive can mean. One meaning is somewhat quantitative in 

nature in that it suggests becoming more perceptive has 

broadened and increased one 's general awareness or 

responsiveness. The other meaning is subtly different in 

that it deals with achieving a better understanding of 

something(s), The latter situation may exist without the 

former and vice versa; this chapter will illustrate how 

semeiotic can help one attain both types of increased 

perception. 

42 



ncreased AwarenfiP c; 2JL the nterDrf̂ tí=>r 

The first type of increased perception should be 

considered a general increased awareness to percepts rather 

than a general increased responsiveness to "sensory 

stimulus." The "stimulus-response" description appears to 

reduce perception to a "causal" phenomenon. A "general 

increased awareness to percepts" seems to avoid this 

predicament and can serve as our definition. 

In order to understand how one might achieve this 

general increased awareness to architectural percepts, we can 

create an imaginary interpreter who comes to have an 

understanding of semeiotic, This interpreter has not 

previously thought of architecture as communication, although 

he has made many (unconscious) interpretations of 

architecture, The role this interpreter sees himself in with 

architecture was not unlike the relationship a cue ball has 

with a billiard table. Just as the billiard cushions cause 

the cue ball to carom about the table, the interpreter had 

thinks of architecture as effecting him in this way: walls 

make him go around them, stairs cause him to go up, and 

windows provoke him look out. Similarly, the interpreter 

sees himself in a role in which he affects architecture: he 

can darken a room by closing the blinds or turning off the 

lights, he can break a window by throwing something through 

it, and so on. 
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Now imagine this interpreter coming to understand 

semeiotic and its special relationship to architecture. He 

now learns that the stairs do not cause him to go upward, but 

rather they communicate "up'" to him, a sign which he may or 

may not wish to physically follow. Now our interpreter 

becomes aware that not only are stairs, walls, and windows 

are communicating with him, but also a vast network of 

architectural elements such as forms, spaces, colors, 

textures, and patterns. He notices that when architectural 

signs are manipulated in one way they communicate "office 

building" to him, in another way they communicate "house," or 

in another they can communicate "'apartment building." He 

notices that a room painted red communicates a particular 

emotion to him, a particular texture represents something 

else, and even the spaces within a building can reveal 

meanings to him. The interpreter has become more generally 

aware that when he enters a building he is in labyrinth of 

architectural signs, or one enormous complex architectural 

sign. A new awareness of architectural percepts is achieved 

by the interpreter; at last he is onto architecture and he 

is onto his role with it! 

We can imagine this keenness similar to the recurring 

"search"' of Binx Bolling, a character in Walker Percy's novel 

The Moviegoer, who finds himself also "onto something"; for 

moments he escapes the everydayness of his life and "pokes 

around the neighborhood and. . .doesn't miss a trick' (Percy 
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1960:9-10). This character is similar to the interpreter of 

architecture mentioned since he also escaped some of the 

everydayness of his world, as a result he became much more 

perceptive of the architectural signs available to him which 

he previously no true understanding of his relationship with 

them. One might even imagine the interpreter--having made 

this breakthrough—not only being onto architecture, but also 

being onto other components of his world as well. 

Increased UnderstanHin^ in the Interpreter 

An interpreter may also experience an increased 

understanding of an architectural sign(s) at a time which he 

or may or may not have achieved the broader awareness of 

percepts. Rather than being indicated by one generally 

picking up on more percepts, this increased perception 

involves one truly coming to know exactly what was perceived 

and why. 

Imagine an interpreter who has a strong affinity for a 

particular building, but he has great difficulty explaining 

exactly what he likes about the building or what it means to 

him, Later this interpreter comes to have an understanding 

of semeiotic and its relationship to architecture. He then 

goes through a process of the "diagrammatic thinking" to 

resolve his judgement and interpretation of the building at a 

conscious level. One of the images in the building which he 

found peculiar was an open framework which reminded him of 

45 



something. Concentating on the mental image of the framework 

helped him realize that it resembled a jungle gym which he 

frequently enjoyed as a child. The interpreter concludes 

his liking of the building probably involved this meaning 

which this image has for him. Although this his initial 

liking of the building possibly involved this representation 

at an unconscious level, it was not until he analyzed the 

building through this light that he could better come finally 

to understand the signs which he experienced. 

One could also imagine this interpreter not increasing 

his perception in the first way mentioned, Perhaps he only 

is perceptive toward determining why he liked the building, 

The plethora of other signals sent out from the building are 

not perceived by this interpreter at all. The other 

symbolically sculpted forms and spaces, the soothing colors, 

the tremendously tactile textures, the hollow acoustics, and 

so on, go unnoticed. 

Therefore, both types of increased perception mentioned 

can be realized through a familiarity with semeiotic. 

Acheiving one type of increased perception does not guarantee 

the other, nevertheless, both can be achieved. What may not 

be so clear is which interpreters are the beneficiaries from 

increased perception of architecture. Are architectural 

theorists and critics the ones who really benefit from 

semeiotic? And what about the layperson? 
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The CrÍtÍC aníl the LavDftr??nn 

Consider the role of an architecture critic. It seems 

that one of the fundamental goals of most critics is to come 

to understand the building which he is interpreting (through 

its qualities, merits, faults, etc). With such an 

understanding he can communicate his interpretation to 

others. This type of critic's involvement with communication 

is consequently two-fold: he is perceptive of what a building 

communicates to him, and he must be able to communicate his 

perceptions to others. Semeiotic should, therefore, be very 

a beneficial tool for this critic; he can use it both to 

learn how to be a more perceptive interpreter and he can use 

it to be more sensitive to how others interpret architecture. 

Now consider the layperson. Unlike the critic, it is 

not the layperson's job to be perceptive of architecture. 

Likewise, this person does not have to communicate his 

architectural experiences to others. However, the layperson 

will inevitably experience architectural communication at 

some level. Therefore, the issue may be whether or not the 

layperson would be interested in increasing and better 

understanding one's perceptions of architecture. 

We might then ask what increased perceptivity can do for 

the layperson. It was mentioned earlier that becoming more 

perceptive can help people understand how they interpret 

architecture, Such an understanding might help them 
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communicate their sensibilities to an architect who is 

working with them in the future. 

Another benefit of the layperson's increased 

perceptivity of architecture is the pleasures of playing a 

conscious role in this recently realized medium of 

communication. Just as one finds pleasure in reading a book, 

contemplating a painting, or interpreting a sculpture, 

architecture holds potential discoveries for the layperson 

also. It could be that many may find discovering meanings in 

architecture as fulfilling and entertaining as being onto 

other media of communication. 

Therefore, as shown in this chapter, semeiotic can help 

one become a more perceptive interpreter. And furthermore, 

this new way of seeing architecture can prove to be 

beneficial in many ways for both the architectural critic and 

the layperson. Semeiotic uncovers a new world for them to 

explore, understand, and solve problems within, which could 

have forever laid unexcavated or merely partially excavated 

if only understood through an insufficient dyadic model. 
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CHAPTER 6 

FINDINGS/DISCUSSION 

Findinffs 

It would now be beneficial to recapitulate what was 

discovered throughout this document. First of all, recall 

that a distinction was drawn which showed the difference 

between "triadic" phenomena involving language, 

communication, meaning, and art versus the other "dyadic" 

phenomena occurring in the universe. It was noted that a 

dyadic model is insufficient for understanding triadic 

phenomena. 

The thesis also showed how semeiotic relates to 

architecture and how some design processes might or might not 

take advantage of such a model, Recall that some problem-

solving techniques using a dyadic model proved sufficient for 

some ends. However, other ways of designing (involving 

communication, meaning, art, creativity, and so on) could not 

be adequately explained through the dyadic model. In such 

cases, the "semeiotic'" approach appears potentially useful. 

However, it was mentioned that thinking of architecture 

as a medium for communication and thinking of architecture as 

having "meaning" is likely a strange and peculiar notion to 

most people. If the peculiarity mentioned was the result of 

an inherent weakness in architecture as a communicative 

medium, then the "semeiotic" rethinking of architecture would 
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not likely be a profitable pursuit. However, it was shown 

that the peculiarity of thinking of architecture as having 

meaning was more attributable to the newness of this notion 

to architecture in the theoretical sense. In other words, 

architectural communication has been going on for thousands 

of years, and still is today; however, it was not until 

relatively recently that we can begin to theorize, model, and 

understand how and what architecture communicates. 

An illustration in a later chapter revealed how 

architectural communication involves three different roles: 

the architect, the building, and the interpreter, These 

roles in communication can be thought of more universally as 

"sign-utterer," "sign," and "sign-receiver" (Percy 1983:97). 

The first and last roles were of particular interest to 

this thesis since both the sign-giving architect and the 

sign-receiving interpreter might benefit by coming to 

understand semeiotic and how it relates to themselves and 

architecture. The results of testing the two main hypotheses 

of this thesis support this contention. 

Recall that the first hypothesis suggested that 

semeiotic can help an architect become a "more skilled 

communicator." The thesis showed that through a 

comprehensive semeiotical method of 'diagrammatic thinking," 

^^ Some theorists such as Broadbent, Jencks, Bonta, 
Norberg-Schultz, and Eco are among those making these 
contributions. 
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architects could model and adjust their designs in a way in 

which the habits of the interpreter(s) can be accounted for. 

Likewise, the semeiotic approach offers the architect a 

better way of understanding the sensibilities of the 

interpreter. It was also shown that semeiotic can also 

provide the architect with a universal communications model 

which helps him to see relationships across different media 

which might imagine new techniques or ideas for his own 

medium. 

Furthermore, the thesis revealed that semeiotic offers 

the architectural communicator a general awareness of 

communication. In a sense, the architect's awareness is the 

like the discovery of language, or more precisely the 

discovery and true understanding of a medium of 

communication which he has not had a good conscious 

understanding of in the past. 

All of the above benefits to be found through semeiotic 

offer the architect a way in which he can better understand 

architectural communication, which in turn can help reveal to 

him ways which he can become a more skilled communicator-

The second hypothesis dealt with the sign-receiver, the 

interpreter. The contention was that semeiotic can help one 

who experiences architecture become a "more perceptive 

interpreter." The thesis revealed two different ways in 

which semeiotic could help one become more perceptive, The 

first way involved one becoming more generally aware of 
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architectural signs; the interpreter becomes more regularly 

observant--and o/7to--architectural percepts. The second way 

which semeiotic can increase one's perception was to help one 

truly understand how and why something is perceived in a 

particular way. 

The thesis also revealed that the increased perception 

had benefits to offer not only the architectural critic and 

theorist, but the layperson as well. For both, being onto 

architecture can be a very exciting exploration. It is a 

"search" through a communicative medium which has been around 

for thousands of years, which is still scarcely understood to 

this day, 

Further mplications 

Two appendices conclude the text which--along with the 

main text--will hopefully serve as a springboard for 

revealing other implications and future research for 

architecture as communication, 

The appendices approach Peirce's semeiotic terminology 

in much more depth and detail. In particular, the 

icon/index/symbol trichotomy--the only Peirce distinction 

somewhat familiar to architectural circles--is extensively 

illustrated and reveals a way in which application can be 

enlightening for understanding architectural communication. 

The lesser-known distinctions are also illustrated with 
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architectural examples and hopefully can inspire application 

as well. 

Due to the relative scarcity of research in this area of 

architecture, future research appears to offer architects 

vast and fruitful explorations. To see architecture in this 

new light and to at last be onto architecture as 

communication should offer architects and interpreters many 

fascinating and insightful "searches" for countless years to 

come. 
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APPENDIX A 

TERMINOLOGY 

At the beginning of this document I stated that 

semiotics is the theory of signs and representations--a sign 

being anything which "stands for" or "reminds one" of 

something else. A sign can be a word, a picture, a diagram, 

a room, a building, and so on, 

It should be evident that before one pursues 

explanations of phenomena, especially in the field of 

semiotics, a complete working terminology can be helpful. As 

in most all sciences, it is standard to use terminology 

formulated by the founders of that area (of course this 

assumes that the terminology is adequate for the field of 

study). In semiotics, the works of founders Charles Sanders 

Peirce and Ferdinand de Saussure are usually the debated 

alternatives, each having their own merits. 

There are many apparent similarities between Peirce and 

Saussure; however, at certain points they are fundamentally 

different. Since Saussure seems to have more name 

recognition among architecture communities and since I have 

chosen Peirce's terminology, some of these differences need 

to be addressed here. 

In Meaning and Modernity, Rochberg-Halton describes 

Saussure's approach as a nominalist theory of meaning, "one 

that claims to reside on the nominal side of the mind rather 
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than on the physicalistic side of the 'body,' and which 

retains the nominalistic tendency to dichotomize thought and 

things" (Rocberg-Halton 1986:47-48). He continues in 

describing hoW; for Saussure, values were entirely relative 

and arbitrary. 

In contrast, Rochberg-Halton describes Peirce's 

trichotomatic theory of signs as accounting for more than 

just thoughts, but also "volition and feeling" in meaning 

(ibid:50-51). Also, contrasting Saussure's 'arbitrariness" 

is Peirce's "critical common sensism" which emphasizes that 

traditions can be much more than arbitrary in that they can 

be subject to correction and growth through criticism. 

Though Peirce's name has not gained much widespread 

recognition in the field of architecture, it is interesting 

to note that many architecture theorists interested in 

semiotics have been more persuaded by the Peirce approach 

than by Saussure's, Broadbent explains how Saussure's 

semiotic naturally appeals to those who merely think of 

everything in 'two-value logic" while Peirce 's trichotomies 

account for and allow for finer shades of meaning (Broadbent 

and Llorens 1980:339). 

Also for some, Saussure's dichotomies seem to be useful 

in the field of linguistics while Peirce's trichotomies seem 

more adequate as a complete general theory of representation 

All things considered, I will utilize the terminology of 

Peirce throughout this discussion. 
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Peirce's sign theory evolved greatly during his 

lifetime. He not only kept redefining the definitions in his 

terminology, but he also realized that many things which he 

was studying had a far greater scope than he had previously 

realized, It has been obvious to me through my research that 

these facts have been the source of confusion for many of 

those critically examining Peirce's theory of signs. Many 

are overwhelmed by the vastness of the theory while they and 

others are confused by the varying definitions in terminology 

which at first seem to be contradictory or at least 

indecisive. Another source of confusion seems to be the fact 

that many people are interpreting Peirce's work in a 

reductive manner. Peirce's theory became so open-ended that 

it would be a mistake to reduce its elements and/or criticize 

him for his vagueness, which, ironically, seems to be the 

great practicality of his theory. 

It would be beneficial here to outline a basic summary 

of some of the terminology and definitions Peirce derived. 

I will begin with one of his definitions of a sign and its 

special three-part relationship, 

Sjgns 

A sign, or representamen, is something which 
stands to somebody for something in some 
respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, 
that is, creates in the mind of that person 
an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more 
developed sign. That sign which it creates 
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I call the interpretant of the first sign. 
The sign stands for something, its obj'ect. 
It stands for that object, not in all 
respects, but in reference to a sort of idea, 
which I have sometimes called the ground of 
the representation. (CP 2.228) 

Broadbent and other architectural theorists utilize 

aspects of Peirce's theory, but more frequently refer to the 

words "meaning" and "means"" rather than "representation" and 

"represents," which Peirce often used. However, other words 

such as "stands for," "refers to," "corresponds to," "means," 

etc, are often noted and appropriate. Rightly so, Peirce 

seemed to realize that actually no one word vtOiS applicable. 

We could easily imagine hundreds of words which could suffice 

for differing circumstances, such as expresses, denotes, 

connotes, typifies, illustrates, depicts, portrays, 

symbolizes, etc. . .. In this thesis there will be an 

abundant use of the words "represents," "representation," 

'means," and "meaning" in favor of some of the other possible 

choices mainly for sake of custom, convenience, and 

coherence, yet it should be realized that these words are not 

exclusive choices for describing triadic relations, 

And as Peirce discovered, sign's relationships to 

objects will vary in type even though they share similar 

descriptive verbs. "The globe represents the earth to Joe" 

is quite different from "the cross represents Christianity to 

Joe." These disparities are clarified and explained by 

recognizing several trichotomies that deal with signs, Yet 
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before these are identified, some definitions are necessary 

that deal with what Peirce called "relations" and their 

natural categories, 

Relations 

. . .Whatever we know, we know only by its 
relations, and in so far as we know its 
relations.. . .In reality. every fact is a 
relation. (MS 1868 in Moore 1984:164; 
CP 1892:250) 

The relations which Peirce refers to are divided into 

three classes: monad, dyad, and triad. Ketner notes that of 

these classes: 

1) monads cannot be combined to construct 
relations with dyadic form 

2) dyads cannot be combined to construct relations 
with triadic form 

3) but with triads we can construct the forms of 
medads, monads, or dyads 

4) moreover, relations having the form of tetrads 
or greater can be constructed using only 
triads. 

(Ketner 1988:11) 

In sentences about these relations we might note that 

is a " is a monad, " caused " is a 

dyad, and " represents to " is a triad 

(ibid:9). An architectural example might be "the roof is 

grev" is a monad, "the rûûf. caused a. shadow" is a dyad, and 

"the roof represents shelter to mfi." is a triad. 
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The triad is comprised of the Sign, Object, and 

Interpretant and since the triad deals with representation, 

one can see that this relation should be the main topic of 

study in any thesis dealing with meaning such as this one. 

Peirce discovered that he could place all relations into 

three natural categories which he called firstness, 

secondness and thirdness. 

Firstness is the mode or element of being by which 
any subject is such as it is, positively and 
regardless of everything else; or rather, the 
category is not bound down to this particular 
conception but is the element which is 
characteristic and peculiar in this definition 
and is a prominent ingredient in the ideas of 
quality, qualitativeness, absoluteness, 
originality, variety, chance, possibility, form 
essence, feeling, etc. (MS L 107) 

One can think of things of firstness (or firsts) as being 

things like colors, pure geometrical shapes and forms as well 

as sense-perceived objects, non-self-reflective emotions and 

phenomenal entities in general (Ransdell:2.8). Broadbent 

refers to an architect's design--a unbuilt building which 

"might be'--as being characteristic of firstness (Broadbent 

and Llorens 1980:339). 

Secondness is that mode or element of being by 
which any subject is such as it is in a second 
subject regardless of any third; or rather the 
category is the leading and characteristic element 
in this definition, which is prominent in the 
ideas of dyadic relativity or relation, action, 
effort, existence, individuality, opposition, 
negation, dependence, blind force. (MS L 107) 
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Peirce also used the word "reaction" to describe this 

category with "emphasis on the unmediated or brute character 

of the relation between the two members of the dyad as such." 

In architecture, dyadic relationships are of great concern to 

the architect and engineer due to the numerous physical 

forces that come into play in making a stable structure. For 

Peirce, the theory of thirdness (or representation) is 

semeiotic. 

Thirdness is that mode or element of being whereby 
a subject is such as it is to a second and for a 
third; or rather it is the characteristic 
ingredient of this definition, which is prominent 
in the ideas of the instrument, organon, method, 
means, mediation, betweenness, representation, 
communication, community, composition, generality, 
regularity, continuity, totality, system, 
understanding, cognition, abstraction, etc. 
(MS L 107) 

Anything that can stand in a triadic relationship has to do 

with Peirce's semeiotic, which could happen to be anything; 

this in turn implies that there are "no meaningless or 

insignificant things" (Ransdell:2.12). Of course, since 

representation and signs are our topic of interest, the idea 

of thirdness is the crucial one to understand, and it as well 

as secondness and firstness can be perhaps better understood 

and reinforced by grasping Peirce's trichotomies which 

follow. 
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Peirce's First TrichQtnmv! 
Qualisign/Sinsign/Lfi^ic;i|jn 

Once one looks beyond the rather intimidating 

terminology of this first trichotomy and is reasonably 

familiar with the categorical distinctions of firstness, 

secondness, and thirdness, the distinctions between 

qualisign, sinsign, and legisign are easy to work with. 

Qualisign and sinsign are assumed to be signs but considered 

"non-semiotical" because they deal with monads and dyads. 

The legisign distinction, dealing with interpretants and 

triads, is considered "semiotical" (Ransdell:10.2-3). The 

distinctions of these three signs will be drawn by quoting 

definitions and giving examples that relate to architecture. 

It should be noted that these particular concise definitions 

were constructed by Ransdell not Peirce, yet were designed in 

order to give a concise overall view of this trichotomy. 

A qualisign is an entity which is a sign considered 
particularly in respect to a certain intrinsic 
quality--an appearance (firstness property)—of it 
because it is in virtue of having that property 
that it has a certain sign identity. 
(Ransdell:10.2) 

For instance, take an architectural example, Le 

Corbusier s Ronchamp Chapel. If it is said that "The walls 

are white," this quality which we are commenting upon is a 

firstness property independent of any other thing, Because 

of this "intrinsic quality' which the color white has with 
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the walls, we can consider this sign distinction as a 

gualisign. 

A sinsign is an entity (perhaps the same entity as 
above perhaps not) which is a sign considered with 
special regard for a dyadic relationship in which 
it stands-its actual occurrence or existence 
considered as an interaction of it with something 
else (a secondness property of it)--because it is 
in virtue of its standing in that dyadic relation-
ship that it has a certain particular sign identity. 
(ibid:10,2-10.3) 

Now imagine that the following is said: "The white walls 

of Ronchamp create a strong contrast to the landscape around 

it." We are now considering more than just an "intrinsic 

quality" of the walls. For there to be a contrast as stated 

both the color of the walls and the landscape have to be 

considered; a contrast demands that they have to coexist for 

this sign to make sense. Since these two things rely upon 

each other as such, they are in dyadic interaction with each 

other, secondness exists, and we can therefore call this a 

sinsign. 

A legisign is an entity (again, perhaps that 
very same entity, perhaps not) which is a sign 
considered with special regard for a particular 
power it has of acting semiotically, that is, of 
actively being a sign by generating interpretant 
signs, its sign identity being constituted by 
the range of interpretant sign it is capable of 
generating under the conditions required for 
generation to occur. (ibid:10.3) 

Now imagine that the following is said: "The white 

walls of Ronchamp represent the purity of religion to me." 
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This sign is more than merely made up of monadic and dyadic 

relationships, The walls now have revealed another thing 

(Purity) that can't be explained through dyads; it has the 

ability to generate an idea or thought, an interpretant. Or 

one might say, the walls have meaning. The thirdness of this 

sign or its interpretant generation let us call this a 

legisign. 

Note that the "white walls" can be found in all three 

sign distinctions, so one should realize that these 

distinctions are not exclusive; we are merely recognizing 

three distinct ways in which a sign can be described. Also, 

the semeiotic legisign may occur in many more distinct ways 

than the symbolic one shown, which leads us to Peirce's 

second trichotomy, icon/index/symbol. 

Peirce s Second Trichotomv: 
Tcon/ ndex/Svmbol 

This trichotomy is by far the most widely noted one in 

others' writings since Peirce—architectural theorists being 

no exception, This trichotomy can be used to distinguish 

between "the different kinds of semiotical identities a given 

sign can have in virtue of the categorically different kinds 

of relationships it might have with its (dynamical) object as 

a sign of it" (Ransdell:10.14). In other words, in contrast 

to the first trichotomy where we were concerned with the sign 

in itself and it properties, we are now looking at the 
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sign/object relationship. Below is a summary of some of 

Peirce's descriptions of these kinds of signs. 

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. It is true 
that unless there is such an Object, the Icon does 
no act as a sign; but this has nothing to do with 
its character as a sign. Anything whatever, be it 
a quality, existent individual, or law, is an icon 
of anything, in so far as it is like that thing 
and is used as a sign of it. (CP 2.247) 

A pure icon can convey no positive or factual 
information; for it affords no assurance that 
there is any such thing in nature. But it is of 
the utmost value for enabling its interpreter to 
object should it exist, (CP 4.447) 

Some of Peirce's examples of possible icons follow: 

diagrams (CP 4,418), paintings (CP 2.92) and statues. All of 

these examples resemble, or are similar to, their objects 

even if the objects do not actually exist. 

Other examples can be considered iconic: maps, 

photographs, algebraic signs, and architect's drawings. Also 

mentioned are the iconic resemblances between Le Corbusier's 

crab shell and his roof at Ronchamp and those between 

Wright's hands at prayer and the roof at his Unitarian 

church (Broadbent and Llorens 1980:341). 

It has also been noted how Le Corbusier and Walter 

Gropius tried to establish a 'universal' language based on 

iconic signs: 
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. . ,a sort of esperanto which, , .would naturally 
grow out of the laws of function, structure and 
perception . . .[beingj transcultural and not 
dependent on learning, history or symbolism. 
(Broadbent, Bunt, and Jencks 1980:105) 

Robert Venturi (1977:17) is credited for noting possibly 

the most well-known iconic example among those familiar with 

semiotic writings in architecture, the duck-shaped poultry 

stand on Long Island (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Duck Shaped Poultry Stand. 

I would also like to interject some examples of my own 

which I feel are particularly enlightening as far as 

understanding how broad the iconic definition might stretch. 

Most of the examples which have been given are strongly 

related to form and signs in a more traditional sense. Yet, 
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iconic signs go much farther than this; space can signify as 

well. Architectural space can definitely can have meaning to 

its interpreters and it has the ability to resemble. The 

proportion, shape, scale, and other qualities of space may 

resemble other objects in reality and our imagination. An 

Oglala Sioux Indian spoke of the unsatisfied need of having a 

settlement in a spatially unrestricted, unbroken circle 

iconically representing a flowering tree, the earth shape, 

the shape of the stars, the whirling wind, bird nests, the 

cycle of life, etc. . .. Due to the fact that these objects 

share or resemble qualities of their desired homes, one can 

see them in an iconic relationship. 

An index is a representamen which fulfills the 
function of a representamen by virtue of a 
character which it could not have if its object 
did not exist, but which it will continue to have 
just the same whether it be interpreted as a 
representamen or not, (CP 5.73; 4.447; 2.92) 

Peirce used examples of the index such as weathercocks 

and barometers; the weathercock is an index of the wind's 

direction and the barometer is an index of rain, And Peirce 

elsewhere observed that: 

Thus the shout of a driver, "Hi, there!," (the 
very event when it takes place) considered as 
simply calling attention to him is an Index. 
(MS 478) Of the. . .relatively genuine form 
of Index, the hygrometer is an example, Its 
connection with the weather is dualistic, so 
that by an involved icon, it actually conveys 
information. On the other hand a mere landmark 
by which a particular thing may be recognized 
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because it is a matter of fact associated with 
that thing, a proper name without signification, 
a pointing finger, is a degenerate index. 
(CP 5.75) 

Broadbent, Bunt and Jencks (1980) commented that in 

architecture, every sign has an indicative component (a glass 

door indicates itself and what is behind, arrows indicate 

circulation, a window indicates view). Another example is a 

nuclear power station, an index of its function, in that the 

building fits exactly around a set of functions (Broadbent 

and Llorens 1980: 341). They go on to observe this in art 

galleries, museums, exhibition pavilions, and even houses 

such as Le Corbusier' s Maison la Roche in which a set route 

indicates the way people must go into and throughout the 

building. 

One can easily see that the manipulation and 

organization of architectural space can be used as a tool for 

indications to its users. Each of Ching's "spatial 

organizations" (Ching 1979:205)--in a given context--could be 

seen as having the potential to inform someone of the 

functions of a building and relationships within it. For 

example, a "centralized" spatial organization might indicate 

the dominance or importance of one central space and the 

obeisance of the others. In contrast, a linear spatial 

organization might indicate something else quite different. A 

linear corridor might indicate something about a non-

hierarchal system of it components. 
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. . .the third (or symbol) is the general name 
of description which signifies its object by 
means of an association of ideas or habitual 
connection between the name and the character 
signified. (CP 1.369) 

To Peirce, words, sentences, books, and other 

conventional signs were symbols—the symbol also being a law 

or regularity of the indefinite future. 

Any ordinary word as 'give,' 'bird,' 'marriage,' 
is an example of a symbol. It is applicable to 
whatever may be found to realize the idea connected 
with the word: it does not, in itself, identify 
these things. It does not show us a bird, nor 
enact before our eyes a giving in marriage, but 
supposes that we are able to imagine those things 
and have associated the word with them. (CP 2.298) 

Some prefer to refer to the special quality of a symbol 

as something that has to be learned, an example being a 

Gothic cathedral being a symbol of the Christian faith 

(Broadbent and Llorens 1980:341). Others discuss how a 

symbolic sign has a somewhat "arbitrary relation" between the 

signifier and signified (Broadbent, Bunt, and Jencks 1980: 

105-6). The examples include signs which have conventional 

uses: 

three orders of classical architecture (Doric for 
banks, etc); the appropriate use of revival 
styles (Nash used the classical style for his town 
house, the old English for country retreats); the 
emblems on pubs, and the great menagerie of 
animals and Amazons which decorate and hold up 
buildings etc . .the present-day us of building 
materials (glass and steel for offices, pneumatic 
for sports halls. . . ) . (ibid:105-6) 

70 



Jencks speaks of utilizing the symbol, speaking or 

understanding "the common language" of architecture, as a 

tool to influence the culture's taste and behavior (Jencks 

1977:55). 

Also, an architect's use of coding, be it through color, 

shape, texture, etc, which sets a system (or one might say, 

language) which is to be learned in order to arouse meanings 

which we would not think of as primarily iconic or 

indexical, could be considered symbolic Of course the 

effectiveness or coherence of this language to the layman is 

another point of debate. 

PeÍrce'S IMrjÍ Trichotomv: 
Rheme/Dicent/Argument 

In contrast, these distinctions are dealing with the 

sign/interpretant relationship. Ransdell notes: "we can 

understand this trichotomy as being based on the extent of 

the control or constraint which something, assumed to be a 

sign, exercises in respect to the reference of its 

interpretant" (Ransdell:10.17). As you will notice, Peirce 

refers to the "rheme" also as a "rhematic symbol" and the 

"dicent " as a "dicent symbol" and "dicisign." 

If the constraint on the reference of the inter-
pretant is only what is minimally implicit in its 
being an interpretant of that sign to begin with, 
namely, that it refers to whatever the sign refers 
to, and if the is left otherwise quite indetermin-
ate by the sign, then the sign is a rhematic symbol 
or rheme. If there is a determinate or definite 
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referential constraint on the interpretant because 
the sign itself as a definite reference, so that 
the interpretant is determined to that reference 
by the sign, then it is a dicent symbol or dicisign. 
If the constraint on the reference of the inter-
pretant determines it not only to refer to what 
the sign itself refers, but also to whatever it 
is to which the sign is constrained to refer in 
virtue of the sign itself being an interpretant 
of a logically prior sign, then the sign is an 
argument. (Ransdell:10.18) 

One may think of rheme as a predicate without a subject; 

we are not concerned with referentiality yet. As a dicent, 

we identify a subject and giving out some sort of 

propositional value. Peirce stated that "a dicisign is 

either true or false, but does not directly furnish reasons 

for it being so." On the other hand, the argument leads us 

to a conclusion, something is suggested. 

The three trichotomies contain can be combined to 

realize ten genuinely possible cross combinations. Peirce 

liked to show these signs in the form of an inverse pyramid 

(See Diagram 4). With these trichotomies and cross-

combinations some people have been overwhelmed by the 

complexity and terminology of Peirce's semeiotic Others 

have found the terminology and complexity of semeiotic to 

more accurately account for all phenomena of meaning. With 

either case I think one will find that first attempting to 

understand the theory at a very basic level and how it 

relates to one s interests and then slowly learning the more 
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complex terminology is the most productive way to deal with 

this new way of thinking. 

1 
rheme 
icon 

QUALISIGN 

5 
rheme 
ICON 

LEGISIGN 

2 
rheme 
ICON 
SINSIGN 

8 
RHEHE 
SYMBOL 
legisign 

6 
RHEME 
INDEX 

LEGISIGN 

3 
RHEME 
INDEX 
SINSIGN 

10 
ARGUMENT 
symbol 
legisign 

9 
DICENT 
SYMBOL 
legisign 

7 
DICENT 
INDEX 

LEGISIGN 

4 
DICENT 
index 

SINSIGN 

Diagram 4. Possible Sign Cross-combinations 
17 

17 T h i s d iagram was adap ted from t h e CP 2.264 
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APPENDIX B 

THE WEXNER CENTER: A CASE STUDY 

During November of 1989 I was privileged to experience 

the dedication and opening of the Wexner Center for the 

Visual Arts in Columbus, Ohio, Eisenman/Trott architects. 

During this visit I logged my experience of the building 

(what I noticed and what it communicated to me), 

Occasionally I would ask others what they thought of the 

building and made notes of this also. Later I tried to make 

a semeiotic outline of my experience, grouping my 

observations under the sign identities mentioned in his 

second trichotomy (see Appendix A). I found this very 

helpful in that it gave me a sufficient format for better 

understanding and expressing what the building communicated 

to me. What resulted is the following three sections which I 

think reasonably describe my interpretation of the Wexner 

Center, 

I should note first that I have carefully categorized my 

observations under the most appropriate sign identity {icon, 

index, or symbol) to which it seems most appropriate. Of 

course, this does not preclude each observation from 

involving either or both of the other types of signs; 

however, by making these identifications, it will be clearer 

to see what is really happened during my interpretation of 

this building. 
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Icon 

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. 
(CP 2.247) 

The Wexner Center is designed closely around what 

Eisenman has called "weak imagery." In Peirce terms, I think 

this would be a sign which has the potential to convey a vast 

(non-specific) array of possible meanings. A "weak" icon 

could be a sign which has the potential to refer to numerous 

other objects (through their similarities, resemblances, 

etc). We can confirm the Wexner' s weak iconicity by seeing 

how many things the building can resemble. 

The Wexner center's 'weak image" is strongly expressed 

through the white steel framework which slices through the 

site and between two existing buildings (See Figure 4). The 

framework has the potentiality to resemble numerous things. 

From the street, the framework seems delicate and playful, 

more closely analogous to the structure of a jungle gym. 

Once I asked a cab driver what he thought of the building and 

he thought it looked as if it were "unfinished." This 

response is in line with another perception of the framework 

as "scaffolding"—seeing the building in an state of 

construction. As one draws closer, the framework changes its 

appearance; it seems much larger in scale and more permanent 

as you begin to scale it with other surrounding elements in 
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Figure 4. Exterior Framework. 

the space (See Figure 5). In addition to the changing of 

scale, the framework continually changes in perspective. 

This is not only due to the normal perspective of the eye, 

but also due to the fact that the ground plane and the 

framework are not parallel. 

During direct sunlight, the scaffolding creates other 

images which themselves can resemble other things—the 

shadows which the framework paints across the adjacent 

Mershon Auditorium and the interior rampway of the galleries 
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Figure 5. Framework. 

form complex geometric patterns not unlike some modern 

paintings, crystal formations, etc 

Another striking element of the building's form is the 

series of brick towers which surround the building perimeter. 

To someone with little background in the Ohio State 

University campus history, the towers might be reminiscent of 

a castle or fortress. For those familiar with this context's 

history, the towers are reminders of an armory building which 

existed on this site until a tragic fire forced its 

demolition in the 1950's. With this in mind, the towers 

appear to be in a peculiar dichotomous state--sometimes they 
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appear as is they are being reconstructed a.nd other times as 

if they are being ripped apart. After ciose inspection. the 

towers for the most part are empty, and in some cases appear 

to be in peeiing brick layers, as if being unwrapped or 

possibly re-wrapped. 

After walking the perimeter of the building, I 

discovered that all of the brick surfaces seemed to refer to 

the old armory Not only the broken arch which is adjacent 

to an entry stair, but also the brick paving around parts of 

the surrounding site. which looks as if it is a trace of the 

footprint of the old armory (See Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Footprint 
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Other parts of the building consist of metal siding and 

a combination of opaque and transparent tinted glass. At 

first these materials closely resemble a Modernist 

convention. However, after closer inspection, one sees that 

the Hodernist rules have been hacked up a bit. The notion of 

spatial flexibility touted by modernists is given little 

respect in the interior spaces. The offices, in particular, 

are possibly some of the least flexible spaces I have ever 

seen. 

The other pronounced material on the building, red 

sandstone, clads the parts of the building which are 

underground and rise up at various heights above grade. The 

forms are topped off with large tufts of wild grasses, 

calling forth memories of a more natural yet haunting 

context, possibly ancient burial mounds. These forms appear 

as if they were resurrected and sheared by an earthquake, 

which could also account for the peculiar conceptual 

insistence toward an unlevel grades and building forms. 

Although the building is not fully exhibiting art at 

this time, it has already developed some possibly unforeseen 

functions due to its "'weak image" and lack of implied rules. 

The Film Theater roof which rises just above grade level has 

obviously resembled, to many 0.S.U. students, an ideal sun-

bathing spot (See Figure 7). It is ideally angled toward the 

sun and is covered with grass. The surrounding walls, steps, 

and unlevel grades often prompt skateboarding and 
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Figure 7. Theater Roof. 

roller-skating. It would certainly be hard to imagine this 

sort of behavior around the site of, let us say, any 

conventional government building. 

Most of the campus buildings have marked entrances, and 

the entrances look like other entrances. Of course the 

Wexner Center breaks this convention. There is no "main 

entrance" and the multiple entrances are not marked or easily 

found. Undoubtedly because of fire code requirements, this 

cannot be said of the "exits" from the inside of the 

building. 
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Once one finds a way in, the "weak images" continue, 

The grid resonates throughout the interior. The structure, 

walls, roof, floors, and even down to the lighting fixtures 

are constructed with grid patterns reminiscent of the 

framework experienced just prior to entry (See Figure 8). 

Eisenman's non-conventionality often draws forms from 

'secondary texts"" (non-architectural references), such as the 

burial mounds. This also seems to be the case for most of 

the spaces throughout the building; the abstract shapes, 

especially those of the offices, which of course do not look 

like offices, closely resemble shapes from Cubism paintings. 

Figure 8. Lighting Fixtures 
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One thing the building seems to attempt not to look like 

is previous museums, One 0 . S.U . student, in an innocent 

attempt at describing the building, said that it looked like 

"a big, humongous. . .uh,. . .pieceofart." This 

layperson's concise description, though sounding naive on the 

surface, seems quite perceptive upon reflection. Actually, 

this is quite good news. Non-architects see "secondary 

texts" in buildings; conventional forms are not the only way 

to communicate images to non-architects. 

Index 

An index is a representamen which fulfills the 
function of a representamen by virtue of a 
character which it could not have if its object 
did not exist, but which it will continue to 
have just the same whether it be interpreted as 
a representamen or not. (CP 5.73; 4.447; 2.92) 

The refusal of the building to play by conventional rules 

helps to fuel its indexical potency as well. This comes as 

no surprise since we easily forget or fail to notice common 

occurrences; whereas, something unexpected can jar one s 

recollections into fine detail, In the case of the 

unexpected unconventional index, we are more likely to take 

notice as to what it is pointing to. As we will see, the 

Wexner Center points to (refers to) numerous things. 

A great deal of the controversy surrounding the building 

up to this point has dealt with the building's insistent 

82 



juxtaposition of unlike materials and the imposition of a 

non-campus grid. One of the grids which the building 

utiiises points to the city/region grid, which happens to 

be 12-1/4 degrees askew from the campus grid. Prior to the 

building design, this disparity was hardly noticeable. The 

Wexner Center has now made this very vivid by extending a 

long rampway, in line with the city axis (15th St.), from the 

building to High Street (See Figure 9). Adjacent to this 

rampway is a grove of trees in which the paving and tree 

placement are obviously a carefully designed junction between 

the campus and city axes. 

Figure 9. 15th St. Axis 
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The Wexner ' s spaces interchange the two girds 

frequently. In certain areas which are student-related, such 

as the studios and libraries, the campus grid was chosen. 

The more public areas, such as the galleries, more often 

refer to the city grid. A certain degree of coding seems to 

be going on here, but it is violated enough to remain 

unpredictable. Incidentally, the grid-play does not stop in 

the larger areas; the 12-1/4 degrees shift is even 

referenced in the toilet (See Figure 10). 

The two grids constantly overlap and collide within the 

interior and exterior spaces, which one would expect would be 

!'r?*> *r'*^'^í^rjTW?? mmm^'^-^^'mmmmk^^fåm&imjÊm 

Figure 10. Grid Shift in Toilet 
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quite busy and uncomfortable. Actually, the grids are 

quite playful and more pleasant than one might expect. Five 

different scales of grids occur throughout the spaces: 4 

8', 24', 48', and 96'. Each grid points to its own 

autonomous purpose, The 24' grid, reflected in columns and 

beams, refers to the structural system, The 48' grid appears 

to be structural also, yet it actually serves no structural 

purpose at all, it usually just gets in the way. Antics such 

as this foil any interpretative advantage the architect has 

over the layman in this type of architecture—the structure 

is not even predictable, The 96' is only indicated in a 

change of floor material to a shiny marble in contrast to the 

other marble and wood finishes, This grid occurs so seldom 

that I had a hard time tracing its occurrence and purpose; 

this will be a quest for future visits, 

Eisenman's challenge of our conventions is done in such 

a lighthearted way that I found the inconveniences amusing 

and worthwhile, Columns and beams land and hang in the most 

unhandy places; two columns drop in a stairway against the 

handrails--so much for the tenet "form follows function" (See 

Fig, 11). 

Similarly, the windows in the offices are placed upon 

the floor which point to the necessity of a non-conventional 

office plan and furnishings (See Figure 12), The window 

placement also refers one to the actual line of sight which 

one would need if desiring to see the outdoor spaces from a 
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Figure 11. Column Obstacle. 

sitting position in the office. It is likely that, due to 

their kinkiness, the columns and office views will be 

ingrained in the memories of its users more vividly and more 

permanently than the conventional sort could ever be, 

Like the loose grid coding, any apparently systematic 

indexes are most often foiled. For instance, a narrow stair 

links the first gallery to the second and another stair links 

the second to the third. It seems logical to suppose the 

next stair points to the next gallery. . .a-ha, it is getting 

conventional. Not quite, this stair dead ends into a pane of 
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Figure 12. Windows at the Floor 

glass overlooking a lobby below, and you turn back around 

feeling like an ass (See Figure 13). 

A less conspicuous index occurs in the metal framework 

adjacent to the Mershon Auditorium. To accommodate the 

design of the center, a slice of Mershon had to be removed to 

permit the framework and pedestrian path to run uninterrupted 

between the auditorium and Weigel Hall. At the point of the 

removal of Mershon, a smaller member runs, "tracing" where 

this part of the building once existed (See Figure 14). 

This, in turn, might point one to a draw further 

conclusions--the "trace" as homage or possibly, satire. 

87 



Figure 13. Dead-end Stairway-

The framework system, columns, beams, mazes, textures, 

etc., combine to create an environment of tremendous 

tactility and sensuosity, directing one to touch it and 

explore its seemingly endless peculiarities. 

Inevitably, circulation in all museums utilize indexes. 

A system of pathways are usually linked in a way so that the 

museum is seen in a certain order, and in its entirety. As 

Percy pointed out, museums designed in this 'packaged" way 

may actually be a sure way to prevent the objects within it 

from being seen (Percy 1954:62). We might call some of the 

indexes within the Wexner Center weak indexes in that 
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Figure 14. The Mershon Trace. 

they do point, but not in the most specific sense of the 

word. The paths of circulation are emphasized enough, yet 

they force you in no particular order. The rampway permits 

direct access and bypass of each gallery, allowing one to go 

were one wants to g c Consequently there is no official 

beginning or ending of the experience of this museum. 

Plans of most buildings tend to direct either a specific 

or flexible layout for the furnishings. In this building, 

due to the abstractly shaped spaces, there are no standard 

clues which point to how these interiors should be furnished, 

and to confuse matters, the plan is not flexible. 
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In many of the outdoor spaces, the directional devices 

are the landscaped forms which rise above the ground. These 

forms point one into a maze of often unpredictable direct-

ions--some lead to the building, while others turn into dead 

ends. Due to the buildings complexity and ambiguity, it 

seems as if the building will always have the ability to 

point out new things upon each visit. 

The uneven grade and building forms, both throughout the 

interior and exterior spaces, along with the unfinished 

appearance and fragmentation of the building seem to refer to 

a feeling of uncertainty. Therefore, the building does not 

seem to be an indicating device about answers, rather it 

seems as if it refers one to questions, questions challenging 

what architecture should be. 

Symbol 

. . .the third (or symbol) is the general name of 
description which signifies its object by means of 
an association of ideas or habitual connection be-
tween the name and the character signified, 
(CP 1.369) 

Although I have harped on the Wexner Center's non-

conventionality, I do not mean to imply that it does not and 

will not have symbolic meanings. The symbols which may be 

seen through this building, however, seem to be quite 

different from those of conventional buildings. For 

instance, take a building which one would come to with 
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conventional baggage, a 40-story glass-and-steel tower. 

Without regard to the unique characteristics of the building, 

it will likely be sized up almost immediately by a passer by 

as "office building"; this symbol has become so entrenched 

in our society, it is an unavoidable wrapping that comes with 

creating a building of this appearance. Now consider the 

Wexner Center; what symbols does this building 

instantaneously lapse into for the passer by? What symbol 

quickly sums it up without close analysis of its parts? 

There seem to be few immediate clues that categorize the 

building into a conventional meaning, Actually, one is 

rather hard pressed in this feat and is forced to look 

further into the qualities of the building to describe its 

symbolism, The vast "weak' array of icons and indexes 

throughout the spaces are the sources which will permit us to 

see the Wexner Center as a symbol. 

For instance, a close examination of the building 

prompted me to think of the building as a symbol of a 

collapse of traditional architectural language, This 

symbolism was not immediately evident, a hastier 

interpretation would not have categorized this building as 

such. The symbol I perceived became the synthesized 

perception of the building in light of the sum of its complex 

iconic and indexical references. 

It would be neglectful for me not to foresee the 

possibility of the Wexner Center becoming a symbol (in the 
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more conventional sense) of what was bantered around at the 

Wexner symposium, the " 'D '-word," or Deconstruction. The 

potentiality of this label becoming a restrictive symbolic 

package in the future is possibly the building's greatest 

enemy. This would be particularly disappointing since this 

label seems inconsistent with the fact that the building is, 

as much or more, about putting things back together as 

opposed to pulling things apart. For instance, it would be 

inappropriate to conclude that the juxtaposed grids 

throughout the building merely denote "separation." In fact, 

as we see there is some stitching back together going on in 

this mayhem. The city grid is being brought into the campus 

grid creating a new geographical intersection or meeting-

place between the two previously separated areas of Columbus. 

Certainly any ground-breaking building such as this, 

also faces the threat of being copied, and in turn losing its 

chemistry for yielding so many potential meanings--loosing 

its "weak"-ness. Ironically, what has been often been 

criticized of Eisenman's work in the past, its high-cost/high 

maintenance aftermath, could very possibly be the safeguard 

against much imitation. It is not very likely that the 

Wexner Center needs to worry about the possibility of 

tomorrow's Texaco's being crowned with three-story, 

fragmented towers and complex "scaffolding." Unfortunately, 

the simplicity of many ground-breaking Modernist and Post-

Modernist solutions predestined them a different fate. 
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Scme Conclusions 

We can now ask what this 'semeiotic" analysis of this 

building has done for us. First of all, through this format 

we see patterns within the communication of this building. 

It is obvious that the building is one primarily taking 

advantage of iconic and indexical signs; its function as a 

symbol is much less prevalent. One might also notice that 

the building's refusal to be easily labeled under a symbol 

avoids the problem of the building's meanings being reduced 

to "conventional" interpretations, which in turn frees it to 

be seen in other ways. We were also able to see that the 

signs within the building were "weak" in that one may often 

see layers among layers of interpretations, rather than one 

"strong" interpretation. 

Similar analyses by other interpreters of the Wexner 

Center might also bring to light other relationships 

involving meaning and architecture. Furthermore, the Wexner 

Center is but one architectural example which can reveal 

implications involving communication in architecture. 

Similar applications of semeiotic could be employed toward 

analyses of other buildings each of which may reveal other 

relevant clues toward understanding more about architecture 

as communication. 
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