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In expanding the boundaries of knowledge cyberspace has created a paradox: we can 

visualize forms that have been practically unimaginable, yet the meanings of those forms become 

increasingly elusive. Computer simulation and modeling push the boundaries of the physical 

world allowing us to see what has been technically invisible to us.  Through  positron emission 

tomography we can literally see what part of the brain is activated by speaking and what part is 

activated by hearing.  We can also see the differences between a healthy brain and one with the 

dreaded Parkinson's disease. We can identify within the brain, as seen in three-dimensional 

models, the specific regions that correspond to touch in our finger tips.  These are thrilling 

revelations.  (figures 1-3) 

 In architecture, cyberspace has unleashed tremendous creativity and nearly non-

Euclidean virtual spaces. For example, the work of Marcos Novak exemplifies the experimental 

edge of virtual reality in images that he calls Transarchitecture.   Fragments that appear to be 

parts of a collage are actually details from larger images of computer-generated architectural 

forms. These architectures are created by rigorous, algorithmic processing, beginning for 

example with a donut shape which is systemically transformed it into a fourth spatial dimension 

that distorts our experience of time.  With the tools of virtual reality we can have the experience 

of projecting our bodies into the spaces within these images. 

These are the kinds of cutting edge examples of virtual architecture that are familiar to 

anyone who watches the contemporary cinema. But they are also becoming essential design tools 

for famous architects like Frank Gehry, Peter Eisenmann, and Zaha Hadid, whose work would be 

difficult or impossible to achieve without such visual technologies.   Clearly, the tools of virtual 

reality are making visible architectural forms that have never before been seen except 

occasionally through the eye of a visionary or mystic.   

The virtual reality of architecture fits into the larger critical poststructural framework 

where such phenomena are seen as conceptually non-linear, multi-directional, non-hierarchical---

and outside of time. This revelation of multi-directional and timelessness phenomena dissolves 

the boundaries between spectator and interpreter and challenges all conventional senses of 

personal and collective identity. What do the architectural forms of cyberspace tells us about who 

we are? 

 

Paradoxically, while the virtual reality of cyberspace appears to break down boundaries, 

actual contacts between human beings become increasingly important. In the future, the tactile 

world will become more necessary in the dissolving reality of virtual space. We will depend  

increasingly on face to face contact, on the encounter of real bodies in real places to confirm that 

we are still human and real. If gathering together to see and to hear each other in the flesh were 

not important, gatherings would be pointless--we simply would be having a conference call or 

typing away while connected to a virtual chat room.  What requires us to transport our bodies 

through space when a phone line connects us to the rest of the universe? Regardless of the high 
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resolution of matter into patterns that defy and dazzle physicists, and no matter how appealing it 

would appear to be beamed across galaxies, as performed nightly on cable television re-runs of 

Star Trek (the science fiction series), we cling to our bodies.  But why?  

   One reason we cling to the body is that as a sensate organism it literally vibrates with 

life. And as long we feel human vibration we can nurture the delusion that life continues 

indefinitely.  Beyond procreation and other instinctual drives, the body is the means by which 

humans give speech to their hopes, dreams and fears, to all experience. Not only in words, but in 

body language do we communicate. Language is not merely the sum of definable physiological 

parts. It results from the interaction of mind and body with the physicality of the present moment 

and the history of collective and individual experience. The mind-body relationship and question 

of how we represent and misrepresent the world continues to be a subject of philosophical 

consideration. Arthur Danto, the philosopher and art critic, looks precisely, in his book, The 

Body/Body Problem (Berkeley, 1999), at how the world is represented, the nature of description, 

and how representations form systems of belief.  Even the latest analytical studies on color 

challenge the assumption that color is only a physical reaction in response to different wave 

lengths of light on the receptors of our eyes. As John Gage has recently claimed in Color and 

Meaning: Art, Science, and Symbolism, (Berkeley, 1999):  color is a contingent, historical 

occurrence whose meaning, like language, lies in the particular context in which it is experienced 

and interpreted.   

The human body is the vehicle that allows expression of language, created by the mind 

interacting with its genetic inheritance, history, and the context of the surrounding world. The 

body has also played historically a metaphorical relationship with buildings. Vitruvius, author of 

the only surviving treatise on western classical architecture, relied on the analogy of the building 

representing the human body, and the Greeks saw in architecture representations of the gods.  

 In another basic analogy the body is the locus of the soul. If the body is the seat of the 

soul, then the building is the abode of the body. In Christian theology from the late Middle Ages 

onward, the church building is so sacred that it can house the representations of Christ.   The 

building's form as a crucifix is the symbol that encodes the meanings and purposes of the body 

and Holy Spirit of Christ.  From the Enlightenment to the present our empirical understanding of 

the meanings of bodies and buildings ran parallel.  But if empiricism became the fundamental 

tool of scientific investigation that led to broad insights into the universe, like the nature and 

meaning of gravity, empiricism in architecture divided in two directions. One moved towards the 

building sciences that ultimately created the fields of engineering with its emphasis on structural 

calculation, and the other towards the classification and interpretation of buildings according to 

style, a word derived from the Greek stylos, or tool for writing. 

 The belief that buildings could represent human forms and aspirations as well as divinity  

extended from antiquity into the nineteenth century.  Statics and style, with their supporting 

theories, became the principal means for understanding buildings, but at the end of the nineteenth 

century they could provide, either independently or together, no adequate grasp of architecture in 

the midst of the modernizing world. The sciences increasingly penetrated deeper into the body, 

both the body human and body universal, but buildings remained relatively opaque, and did not 

open themselves up to deeper meanings.  Before the advent of modernism, conceived broadly as 

a cultural and socio-economic phenomenon, buildings could indeed represent religion, power, 
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and familial relationships. From illiterate peasants to cultured literati, people could read 

buildings.  But with the decisive shifts in modernism signaled by World War I, a modernism 

emerged that produced buildings which increasingly became unreadable. The imagery, ornament, 

and formal programs that played a role in everyday life became invisible as conveyors of 

meaning, and they were abandoned.  

 If modernism has caused us to loose our ability to read the messages of architecture, is 

there some way of recuperating this loss? In what ways can the invisible dimensions of buildings 

be made visible? How can we move forward boundaries of what we know about the places that 

shelter us throughout our lives and that often mark the location of our death?  

Rather than look exclusively out to cyberspace and its virtual reality for making the 

invisible visible, I propose that we look in the opposite direction, into the deepest recesses of 

ancient human activity. One way of revealing the invisible in architecture is by looking at 

how buildings communicate, notably how by telling stories they function as correlatives to 

the body.  An ancient human activity, the telling of stories, or narration, can help 

reassemble the fragments of the collective body.  Body language helped to tell those stories. 

  By looking at narration-- how narration operates, and its limits--and by looking at 

intention--the consideration of conscious and unconscious purpose--we can also make 

visible aspects of the built world that have remained largely invisible. 

This exploration of narration, this “reading”of buildings, requires us to look not at the 

images of virtual spaces, but at real buildings, not at post-structural theory, but at representation, 

one of the very modes of analysis post-structural thinking has allegedly outmoded.   The telling 

of stories is seen to be questionable in an era that denies the validity of master narratives and 

assumes that exploring intentionality is futile.  Nevertheless, narration persists, either as an 

activity of criticism and history, or as a voice emanating from an object itself, or, in the best 

scenario, both.  

Ironically, we can navigate the conditions of the present and the future and get at the 

invisible layers of buildings' meanings by turning to the study of history, but from a fresh 

perspective through the methods of what I call Contextual Formalism. This approach has the 

potential of benefiting historiography by taking us back to places in time when symbolism could 

be read by anyone. It provides a way reconstructing an understandings that existed in the past. 

And it connects us to readings of cultural production as they existed before modernism.  The 

intention of the historian using the methods of Cultural Formalism, however, is not to create any 

absolute picture of history or unitary interpretation, but instead to engage in a creative activity, 

like that of the artists or architect, and to construct a world, not from fantasy, but from fact.  In 

this reconstruction of the past, the historians accepts that architecture can be read at multiple 

levels and, therefore, tell many stories.   

The investigative process of Contextual Formalism goes like this.  First we look at the 

client or patron, his or her intention for making a building, and the political and social context in 

which the client lives. We then look at the architect and his identity: where he was formed, his 

orientation, and his production. We proceed to examine the site of the proposed building and its 

program, the client's charge to the architect. A reconstruction of the sequence of the building's 

design process follows. If the investigator is lucky, the design process can be deduced from 

drawings, pictures, and other accounts. A construction sequence is then established, using 
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documents where available. The investigator then looks at the walls, surfaces--the fabric of a 

building--and their enclosing spaces. Establishing the movement patterns that occur within and 

around the building show how it was used, and the degree to which it fulfilled its program. This 

correlation of space, surface, and use opens the building to the interpretation of its social 

meanings.  Integral to this process of making the invisible visible is the description of what is 

physically present. By correlating the fabric to meaning, the haptic presence of a building's form 

and face emerges. Through the body we not feel how a space is, but take in its smell as well. 

 This method may strike a reader as what any good historian in almost any field already 

does, particularly a historian oriented towards putting objects and events into a political and 

socio-economic context. But here the method of Contextual Formalism departs from the old 

formalism, with its emphasis on abstract visual forces, and from the traditional reliance on style 

as the conveyor of meaning.  The new formalism is phenomenological.  It describes what meets 

the eye, what our bodies confront, including color, texture, mass, void, as well as figural and 

representational images and those abstract forms that are conventionally lumped together as 

ornament.  The union of all these factors creates the phenomenological gestalt of a building. But 

the building still remains only partially visible to us. Contextual Formalism demands we consider 

the temporal element of architecture. Symbols remain constant, but their interpretations change 

over time and are affected by the social class that interprets them.  We must look further at its 

reception over time, asking how did it speak to the people who used it, how was it seen over 

time, and to what degree did it communicate the intentions of its author and patron.  These 

questions lead to the interpretation of the object's meanings and its ultimate visibility.   

The rendering of visibility through Contextual Formalism is neither quick nor simple.   It 

can, however, be applied broadly from pre-colonial architecture in Meso-america to ancient 

China and even to the little varieties of modern architecture in Central Europe.  The domain of 

the former Austro-Hungarian Empire provides a particular good locus for testing the methods of 

Contextual Formalism. A famous monument, such as Johan Bernhard Fischer Von Erlach's 

Karlskirche in Vienna (1715-1738) synopsizes the condition. In the pre-modern era, every level 

of society could read at least some aspects of its message, whether the message was religious or  

about relationship between power and art as mirrored in the dynamic between the Emperor and 

his architect. In the modern era, the building's symbols are largely mute, the ensemble of church, 

columns and plazas, a stage set for a drama that never takes place. This predicament is pervasive, 

and ever more poignant throughout the former Austro-Hungarian Empire. For decades the varied 

production of architecture in Austria, Bohemia, Galicia, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia, and 

Croatia did not receive their due consideration in the histories of modernism. The various kinds 

of modern architecture produced in these areas remained largely invisible because they did not fit 

into a modernist canon created  by a functionalist wing of architects and theorists, and codified 

by its Germanic writers, including the great historian Sigfried Giedion (1888-1968). For Gideon, 

who was actually born in Prague and who studied mechanical engineering in Vienna and art 

history in Zurich and Munich, the buildings from these lands were transitional phenomena.  This 

was his way of saying that they did not break adequately with historical precedent; they did not 

correspond to an evolving definition of modernist space; and they did not represent a new 

expression of the logic of materials, technology, and modern society.  Mies van der Rohes New 

National Gallery in Berlin, built from 1962-1968, represents very well the canon of 
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functionalism. The glass walls reveal, with high visibility, the purpose of the building as a 

museum. No extraneous detail is allowed, the structural frame provides only a screen for what 

modernists called universal space, an undifferentiated void extending infinitely over a Cartesian 

grid.  

In contrast, the strange architectures of Central Europe connected a search for modernity 

to tradition and history. They looked for their own expressive means; they saw space and 

technology not as ends in themselves but as the vehicles of representing complex and conflicting 

identities. The synthesis of these efforts was found in the transformation of ornament, the most 

anti-modern practice of all and in the heterogeneous treatment of the interiors of their buildings.  

Of course, social and political biases, reflecting the love-hate relationship between Germany and 

Austria, between Imperial hegemony and nationalist fervor, subsequent wars and oppression, 

were all factors at work here.  But a monolithic attitude towards modernity marginalized the 

architecture of the late Austro-Hungarian Empire, rendering it invisible for most of the twentieth 

century.   

In making these buildings visible, we confront the broader questions of asking what are 

we to make of buildings that only existed in the past, and buildings that exist now outside our 

own cultural frame of reference? And do we understand buildings that never fit into the 

conventional histories of modernism? What are we to make of these shapes, shown to most 

audiences as two-dimensional representations?  Aside from subjective associations to the 

sculptural qualities of these buildings,  these images are illusions and their realities remain 

invisible to us, their meanings opaque.  

 A different category of question is equally important: what are the limits of architecture 

as an expressive medium.  What can a building not say, not as a billboard but as a place of 

collective space for human interaction?  How and why does it remained invisible to its own 

citizens.  Despite these limitations and limits of interpretation itself, Context Formalism can 

make more visible the reality of  and how forms and context  reinforce the social meanings of the 

building.  Narration can peal back the physical world to reveal invisible dimensions that reinforce 

our collective body just as it is being simultaneously deconstructed. The evolving search for 

meaning suggested here would never come from the delights of cyberspace, as intriguing as they 

are, and that leads me to a final observation: while the sciences move the boundaries of the real, 

making the invisible, visible, and shifting the frontiers of the palpable world by dissolving it, the 

humanities should shift boundaries in the opposite direction and reconnect us to the ancient roots 

of our humanness. 
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