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Figure 1: Poster for Cunard Line, 1914, which inspired
Le Corbusier's Paguebot.
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The Value of Metaphors in
Architectural Design
Fabrizio Leoni

The intellectual activily that we — in schools of architecture and town plan-
ning — generically call «project» has since a long time ago abandoned its
comfortable role as a problem-solving procedure, as a performative answer
to a precise question, to assume that, tentative and generative, of the de-
tector of a context's potential, of a tool devoted to unveil a place’s qualities
hidden behind its stratified daily use.

Every place (lecus) is the result of layering — often conflictive — of events
and objects belonging to different systems: social-anthropological, biologi-
cal-natural, historical-cultural, et cetera; each of them understandable and
catalogued through the instruments of the discipline to which it customarily
belongs. To each of them, a language and a method of representation - a
code - is associated.

The «projects, in order to achieve an enhanced level of disclosure of such

a deep structure and to medify its organization, increasingly engages in a
non-hierarchical and simultanecus mode with this heterogeneity of taols,
languages and codes, through and beyond the narrow domain of each dis-
cipline; or - formulated differently - does turn on a trans-disciplinary mode.
At that point, it finds itself in a need to build semantic bridges among those
different disciplines; bridges on which transformative operations of the
«real» can take place.

Sometimes these bridges just imply borrowing some concepts from neigh-
boring disciplines, sometimes they appear to be nomadic keywords, which
change their meaning and effect in the transition from one discipline to
another, landing to indicate things and processes even radically different
from the original. Sometimes these concepts act as powerful metaphors,
deviating from their conventional use to eventually morph into alternative
scenarios, ending up with a re-configuration of the «real». And thus, both
purposefully and accidentally, revealing potential research perspectives.

Far from being able to form a new conceptual system that respects falsi-
fiahility and scientific criteria, these deviations operate at the reference
level, acting in depth but suggestively, associated more to a metaphorical
assimilation process or transfer of meaning than to a logical and repeatable
seguence of a deductive type.

External references, metaphors, adjacencies, nomadism, coinages, words in
transition, re-combinations, analogies, allegories, each with its own specific
role, act as re-foundations of the «narrative», thus producing a new emerg-
ing sense. Such moving concepts do not necessarily transfigure into formal
organizations, faithful to the concept itself. Thay do not act directly, but



through the unfolding of events, transactions, protocols, as in the case of
many contemporary architects and planners whose work reflects economic,
social, technical and cultural conditions, assumed as the «opportunities» of a
project background.

The «disciplinary archive» of concepts, usually filled of words such as «pro-
portion», «scale», «<compositions, «partition», <harmony», «pattern» et cetera,
is enlarged by transdisciplinary research to include other ingredients from
philosophical terminology such as «plier, «rhizome», «espace lissé/striés

by Deleuze et Guattari or «catastrophe» by Thom or «complexity by Kuhn.
Not differently, words from the natural sciences as «tipo» or «territorio» are
scavenged by Aldo Rossi and Vittorio Gregotti, and subsequently displaced,
simplified or twisted, adapted with no literal compliance with their normal-
ized/disciplinary use'. But rather, towards a stubbornly laborious and slow
operation of re-assemblage of the original meaning, «fluidity», «density»,
«strength», «plasticity» ... are ordinary terms from the hard sciences that,
while parachuted in the design area, tend to express qualitative spatial
values, away from their home quantitative rigor.

Sometimes images and artifacts also play a transfer role, allowing fora
lateral interpretation of an cbvious or significant figure. While the formal
_appearance of a crab shell directly inspired Le Corbusier's shaping of the
Chapelle Notre Dame du Haut de Ronchamp, the very image of an ocean
liner suggested to the same author a deeper allusion to its multiple symbolic
functionalism. Organization, form, language, control over nature, memory or
dream of a journey, isolation, exclusiveness: The ultimate hetero-topic terri-
tory driving the «modern» trust on a habitable machine. (See figure 1

Stepping just a level ahead, the early fascination for the «machine» of mod-
ernism is exposed nowadays to the incremental power of digital imagery,
especially on the specific side of recombinant and computational assem-
blages. The taxonomic attitude behind the predominant logic of the «strata»,
induced by the recent strong use of «layers» in the computer aided design
would suggest a manipulation of a physical reality as sectioned in themes,
modules, self-containing worlds to be treated separately. Accordingly, other
profiles than just a specialized technician — typically architects or engi-
neers - might now engaging in design as if a building was meant to be an
assembled device rather than — as it has been in the past — a single massive
organism.

Out of the many possible teaching/researching activities recently carried out
in trans-disciplinary and multi-scalar design environments, two different pro-
grams can be brought up to exemplify some of such transitions: the Project
Oriented Learning Environment POLE (with its daughter project elope) and
the 2015 Expo Cluster Design Workshop at the Politecnico di Milano.

The Project Oriented Learning Environment promotes a paradigm shift from
a supply-pushed to demand-pulled learning, by fostering a product oriented
iterative design cycle as opposed to a sequential one. Within the acknowl-
edgment of a growing drive for the amalgamation of different disciplinary
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contributions — coming from fields as diverse as sociology and structural en-
gineering - as the only predetermined «rule» for the richness of the learning
experience, this learning environment endorses a generous use of transi-
tional concepts as a fundamental tool to proliferative design diagramming.

Even the expected communicative struggle among different approaches

is illustrated with a metaphor, a visual one, the so called slceberg Model»
(Figure 2): it accepts as a matter of fact that most of the disciplinary com-
petencies (the expert knowledge) just remains beneath the surface, largely
underutilized or accasionally ignored, while only a small portion of them is
clearly above the «sea level» and thus visible, understandable and usable by
all researchers/students during their discussion. Such a visible thin coat is
magnified by the use of «metaphors», as the «glossary» graphically repre-
sented in Figure 3 on the next spread.

DISCIPLINARY
IN-DEPTH
KNOWLEDGE

Figure 2: Transdisciplinary Competence and Disciplinary Depth (lceberg Metaphor)
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5. Sustainability 8. Program

Q9 ¢

7. Scale 8. Node

9. Genius Loci 10. Axonometry

Figure 3:
Glossary Image (created by students of Tecnoldgico de

Monterrey, Campus Querétaro)



The 20156 Milan Expo Cluster Design Workshop at the Politecnico di Milano,
a hybrid academic/professional platform commissioned to prompt some ten-
tative schemes for the Expo’s Clusters, has been managing the design acti-
vity of a multidisciplinary team by applying similar techniques (Sequence of
Figures 4-8).

The Milan Expa 2015 Cluster dedicated to the Cocoa products of emerging
countries from Africa and Latin America depicts the «mise en scéne» of some
possible representations of processes, forms and stories associated with
Cocoa. This cluster has been designed having in mind the «allegoric» image
of the highly characterized landscape where the cocoa is actually grown: a
tropical environment whose topographically complex ground is represent-

ed —in our project — by smoothly moving up and down a variety of gentle
triangulated slopes. An environment featuring an invasive vegetation that
vehemently emerges and strongly colonizes the space among the buildings,
aggressing those buildings and compromising their static equilibrium and
their geometry. At that point, the skin of the pavilions, a lightweight fabric
that metaphorically protects the precious contents of Cocoa products, opens
and unfolds, letting at sight the internal structures. The jungle trees, individu-
ally, in pairs or groups, are transfigured into poles or urban furniture systems,
playing different roles: They define functional areas, they act as landmarks,
they support the different levels of lighting or the speakers and they orient
visitors into this vibrant magnificent artificial tropical jungle-plateau.

Figures 4-8: Jungle Cocoa Cluster, Expo Milano 2015,
Fabrizio Leoni, Mauricic Cardenas, Cesare Ventura
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