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Before developing the design method, it is crucial to introduce a prem-
ise of what architecture essentially does. Following a certain way of 
architectural thinking represented by Henry Sullivan, Dom Hans van der 
Laan, Louis Kahn and Christian Norberg-Schulz,3 it can be stated that 
buildings concretize the being of humans.4 This thought is most acces-
sibly illustrated by Kahn’s rhetorical questions, such as “What does a 
building want to be”?5 He answers that buildings want to represent the 
“institutions”. Each “Institution” itself (e.g. a school) embodies certain 
actions which determine the existence of a human: to meet, to work, 
to learn, to question, to express, to live.6 If a building serves these exis-
tential actions it concretizes the being of humans. Therefore, if a design 
scheme is recognized by its users as being suitable for performing their 

existential actions, then the main task of architecture is fulfilled. At 
the same time, a human is not entirely able to perform these actions 
without buildings. Van der Laan expressed this dependency with a 
metaphor: As a bare foot needs a shoe as a mediator between the foot 
and the ground, a human needs a building as a mediator between their 
being and the world. Humans therefore rely on buildings in order to 
maintain themselves in the world.7

Norberg-Schulz further strengthened Kahn’s ideas with Heidegger’s 
concept of being-in-the-world.8 This means that a human is when 
he acts in the world, meaning between things, like birth and death, 
earth and sky, pain and joy.9 Based on an etymological analyses of the 
German words “wohnen” and “bauen”, the philosopher argues that to 
dwell and to build both mean to be-in-the-world.10 In terms of archi-
tecture he thus extends the term “to dwell” far beyond the common 
understanding of the word. Instead of just staying in a flat which is 
affordable and provides enough space and light, to dwell rather means 
to perform those actions which determine one’s existence. Similar to 
Kahn, Heidegger argues that buildings need to allow people to dwell 
and thus to be-in-the-world. He gives two illuminating examples: First, 
the vernacular type of a Black Forest house in southwest Germany 
which allowed a traditional peasant family to dwell: it protected them 
from snow and weather, it was orientated to the sun, it had a space 
to pray to a crucifix and it provided a special space for newborns and 
decedents.11 Heidegger also explains that a head engineer in the con-
trol room of a power plant dwells in the same way like the traditional 
peasant family because the building allows him to fulfil the actions 
which determine his being.12 The priest in a church or the scholar in a 
library can be easily added to these examples.

If architecture’s main task is to allow humans to dwell in Heidegger’s 
sense, then this might be the essential quality we can study in histori-
cal buildings. The monk in a medieval monastery dwelled as well as the 
absolutist king in Versailles or the enlightened gentleman in an English 
country house. Furthermore, the varying existential actions (the monk 
prays, the king attends balls etc.) are made possible by different types 
of buildings. Due to a long tradition of dissent about the concept of 
types in architecture,13 it might be helpful to define a building type as 
an arrangement of spaces which allows specific groups of humans to 
perform their existential actions.14 It is important to note that such a 

nal ing rchitectural es and he es
as a esign ethod 

 R
RWTH Aachen University



n ractice roo l n a s  o e to etroit

type is more abstract than the architectural form. It is merely a general 
concept of how to arrange spaces and does not determine the actual 
appearance of a building. The building with its concrete form is more-
over a derivative from an abstract type.15 This can be easily forgotten 
as some types share their name with a building task. A monastery for 
example describes both, a type and a task. On the contrary there are 
types which are used for different tasks, such as the basilica-type.16 In 
other words, the spatial arrangements of a certain type can be suitable 
for the existential actions of manifold groups of humans. The monas-
tery-type for example is suitable for monks, as well as for a college.

An abstract and multi-applicable building type can be enhanced by 
architectural themes. While a type can help to answer the question 
of what is to be built, a theme can contribute to the question of how 
to build it. In other words, the existential actions of human beings are 
made performable by a certain type while a theme can give them an 
expression. Types are of general validity and are a helpful device to 
arrange spaces while themes, although more abstract, are sometimes 
used for different projects and are sometimes only applicable in a cer-
tain situation.17 For example, the theme of a “house in a house” is most 
famously used for the incorporation of the aedicule of Jerusalem’s Holy 
Sepulcher by a large dome. Thus the aedicule’s preciousness and reli-
gious importance is enhanced as it is enclosed and protected. In a more 
contemporary example of “thematizing” architecture, Ralph Erskine 
articulated his Byker estate project in Newcastle (UK) as a wall.18 In this 
way he expresses that the curvilinear structure encloses family homes 
on its southern side and separates them from a busy major road. With 
Erskine’s city-wall-like structure, the whole neighborhood is spatially 
defined as a community.

To work with architectural types and themes can help to maintain an 
essential quality of historical architecture in contemporary designs. The 
usage of types seems to be a tool for ensuring that people can dwell 
in buildings (in Heidegger’s sense) and themes seem to be a tool for 
expressing how they dwell. In order to learn about the already estab-
lished types and themes, it is important to look at buildings, regardless 
of being historical or contemporary. Historical buildings seem to be 
especially suitable as they often have shown their ability to let people 
dwell throughout the centuries.

R  R R   R
The discussion of historical types re-emerged in the early 1960s and 
was widely discussed amongst postmodernists.19 Therefore, it is neces-
sary to differentiate the presented design method from postmodernist 
theories on which it is based. Despite certain continuities of modern-
ist principles in postmodern architecture, the movement emerged 
mainly from the criticism of the excesses of “vulgar-functionalism”20

post war architecture. Yet no more than two decades later postmodern 
architectural thinking was already being criticized for being similarly 
excessive by propagating the opposite extreme.21 In other words, func-
tionalist principles left the realm of architecture and postmodernists 
tried to return to it.22 In the most excessive examples of functionalist 
architecture, buildings were thought of as machines and like machines 
they were designed and optimized for a singular purpose. Hence, the 
functional dimension in architecture was overly emphasized.23 The 
contextual dimensions were simply ignored or even condemned: the 
concave space in urban environments was ignored, as were any archi-
tectural symbols. References to historical architecture were almost 
taboo. Considerations of the characteristics and scale of the respective 
site were simply neglected. The essential achievement of postmodern-
ism might be the return to these contextual architectural dimensions. 
Yet again the aftermath of this movement led to a direct opposite 
architectural excess:24 the architectural form became overly predomi-
nant compared to the function. Traditional architectural elements and 
construction methods were emphasized by overstating their character-
istics. Architectural symbols25 were re-introduced by strong (yet often 
ironic) formal and pictorial references to historical architecture.26 That 
lead to a certain notion of the type as an architectural image which 
is more concerned with recognition than with spatial arrangement.27

If we reconsider the central premise of this paper, we see that many 
postmodernist projects did not simply follow the main task of archi-
tecture which is to provide a building that lets people dwell. Instead 
they often addressed the issue of connecting modern architecture with 
history in an overly intellectual or formal way. They tried to get rid of 
a problem by offering a solution which clearly expresses the problem. 
The usage of ill proportioned and idiosyncratically detailed histori-
cal building forms, the polemic and literal separation of architectural 
elements or the excessive application of building types results in an 
architecture which cannot hide the problem it is dealing with: the lack 
of complexity in buildings caused by a (functionalist) ignorance of all 

Figure 1: Center for Contemporary Dance. Views of the scenographic interior of 
the central hall.
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contextual architectural dimensions. Therefore, the error in reasoning 
of many postmodern buildings might be the attempt to create com-
plexity and symbols by merely simulating or (ironically) imitating the 
spatial and symbolic complexity of historical architecture.28 Again, this 
artificial production of complexity results in a building which reveals 
the problem it addresses in every detail.

Many buildings with these simulated complexities and pictorial ref-
erences to architectural history were built in America, while the 
movement of (neo-)rationalism emerged in Europe.29 Based on the 
study of building typology, Aldo Rossi and Oswald Matthias Ungers 
designed many projects which drew their complexity from an assem-
blage of typologically assignable buildings.30 Extensive studies made by 
these architects explored the variety of articulated types and created a 
repository of abstract types which were used, customized and applied 
to the situation of the site. In addition, Ungers in particular established 
the architectural theme as a design tool.31 With the application of types 
and themes the rationalists wanted to go back to the fundamental prin-
ciples of architecture. Whereas functionalism seeks the solution for a 
particular case, a particular sequence of human actions, Rossi and the 
rationalists seek a general use. Similarly to the ideas of Heidegger and 
Kahn, their buildings seek to offer the best solution to a number of pos-
sible cases of human activity inside the building.32

Ungers and Rossi’s innovative theories had a great influence on many 
of the following generation’s architects, especially in Germany and 
Italy.33 Consequently, with an enduring international success the imita-
tion of rationalist architecture became somewhat insipid. It became a 
kind of an international style which would rather academically apply 
historical building types to any situation with hardly any consideration 
for local and regional characteristics. In the worst cases, historical 

types are still applied in a geometrically abstract way.34 Even if themes 
are used, they are often applied without any justification about why 
they were chosen for a particular project.35 Again, this excessive way 
of using types well illustrates the problem this kind of architecture 
addresses: the problem of how to connect history and contemporary 
architecture.

Finally, we will look at three of the author’s projects in order to illus-
trate how the design method of analyzing and applying types and 
themes can be practiced, based on the aforementioned theories. The 
most important methodological difference from rationalist designs 
might be that the focus lies on themes in order to make a project more 
identifiable with the user and the location. Moreover, the choice of 
types and themes has to be justified, not just any can be used for a 
concrete building task.36 Established examples of the respective task, 
historical or contemporary, should be analyzed for types and themes, 
as should the local characteristics. A type chosen following these speci-
fications would provide a most suitable spatial arrangement for the 
respective existential actions of the user. Derivations of the chosen 
type and a reasoned choice of themes would make the project more 
suitable for the specific location’s and user’s characteristics.

 R R R R    
The first example is a design for the Center of Contemporary Dance at 
the Academy of Music and Dance in Cologne, Germany (Fig. 1). The 
analyses of architecture for dance resulted in a collection of types and 
themes. The theatre-type has been repeatedly used for dance-build-
ings and is still used for classical ballet. However, the theatre-type is 
not an appropriate source of inspiration, as the academy’s perform-
ers reject a strict separation of spectators and performance. There are, 
however, architectural types in dance-history which are also used by 
contemporary dancers. For instance, there is a long tradition of perfor-
mances in urban spaces. To dance on piazzas, streets and so on is still 
a common practice nowadays. Yet many contemporary performances 
take place in large spaces for example abandoned factory halls.37 These 
alternative rooms allow for a very creative usage of space, compared to 
a theatre. Accordingly, the hall-like type of a ballroom, although used 
for social dances, seems to be more suitable for contemporary per-
formers as there is no separation between dancers and spectators. It is 
even more advantageous than a simple hall because it usually features 
galleries whence performances can be observed.38

Having analyzed types of dance-architecture, it seems to be appropri-
ate to base a design for a house of contemporary dance on a large hall. 
Yet a closer look at recurring themes in contemporary dance spaces is 
worthwhile, in order to give the abstract and neutral type of a hall a 
suitable expression. Often on dark stages a sense of place is created by 
spotlights and a lot of dances deal with nature as a theme, either by 
performing in nature, with nature or with natural elements in internal 
spaces. But the most interesting theme is that frequently architecture 
is used as a magnificent backdrop. In many performances, dancers do 
not only choose large halls, but also impressive central perspectives or 
structures with a strong identity.39

Figure 2: Center for Contemporary Dance. The external appearance recalls 
Cologne’s public architecture. The hall can be used flexibly.
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For the design of the Cologne project a very simple but useful approach 
is to base the design on a large hall which can be appropriated by the 
students. Consequently, the core of the design is a large space, which 
can be partitioned by suspended walls and curtains, so that it can be 
flexibly used as a foyer, theatre or workshop. The hall also features gal-
leries, recalling the type of a ballroom. As stated before, one theme in 
contemporary dance performances is that architecture itself acts like 
a backdrop or scenery. Hence, the structure should not merely serve 
static purposes; it should also create a sense of identity. Therefore, 
all the openings in the structure are made of round arches, which is 
an anthropomorphic form, expressed by many dance movements. 
Eight concrete slices make up the structure of the building and are 
orientated rectangular to the direction of the central hall, so that the 
space is defined by large lined-up arches. This recalls the character of 
baroque scenographic spaces and theatrical stages and points towards 
the fact that even contemporary performers’ practice is rooted in clas-
sical and basic dance movements. More details like suspended walls, 
curtains and spotlights emphasize the identity of the large hall as 
a space for performance. The exterior is defined by the row of slabs 
which are visible in the fa ade (Fig. 2). Thus the external appearance 

obtains modest sculptural qualities and together with the uncon-
cealed concrete the design recalls a latent principle of civic buildings in 
Cologne. Many of the city’s public buildings were erected after brutalist 
architecture principles, due to the excessive destruction of the city in 
World War Two. Overall the design tries to focus on how contemporary 
dancers dwell in Heidegger’s sense in order to create a building which 
lets them perform their existential actions – their dance.
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Another example is the design of an Academy for Architecture next to 
a medieval castle in Blankenheim, Germany (Fig. 3). The purpose of 
the building was to provide spaces for exhibitions about regional archi-
tecture, as well as hosting architectural conferences and workshops. 
So the task was to combine two different functions in one building 
and therefore a heterogenic scope of types and themes were identi-
fied as useful. In history two types were repeatedly used for academies 
or universities: The college-type and the village-type. The former is an 
obvious choice for this task, as a courtyard-house is the archaic type 
for a communal way of living. Early university buildings in Europe all 
used the college type, which is closely related with the monastery-
type.40 Even academy projects from the 1970s make use of this archaic 
spatial arrangement.41 Similarly, the building type of a village or a 

Figure 3: Academy for Architecture. The task was to reinterpret the regional 
architectural culture of the Eifel mountains.
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Figure 4: Academy for Architecture. The courtyard-type was combined with the theme of incorporation by placing the lecture hall in the middle of it. Another 
theme is the juxtaposition of corporeal architecture (gallery and lecture hall) with spatial architecture (rooms, library, etc.).

Figure 5: Housing Project in Maastricht. Each of the four apartments has three levels in order to evoke the feeling of being in a house. The theme of a gradually 
increasing privacy is introduced for the arrangement of the different rooms.
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scattered group of buildings is used to express the communal spirit of 
an Academy.42 Both courtyard and village are chosen in order to create 
a sense of community for professors and students or for a group of 
academy members.

When studying precedents of academy architecture, a good variety of 
architectural themes become apparent. In Early Modern times acad-
emies were not yet institutionalized, and so the members gathered 
in urban squares or private homes. The theme of transformation is 
the logical consequence of the fact that academies were often with-
out locations. Hence their meetings took place in reused structures, 
most famously Andrea Palladio’s Teatro Olimpico which was built in a 
former prison. However, as mentioned earlier the process of historical 
transformations of buildings cannot be simulated in design schemes for 
entirely new houses. More helpful architectural themes can be identi-
fied by looking at how the main room of academies, the lecture hall, 
is treated. Similar to a church in a monastery the lecture hall is often 
emphasized by a greater plasticity and sculptural quality compared to 
the rest of the structure. Another way of emphasizing this most impor-
tant room is to use the theme of incorporation. Several examples of 
academy architecture place the lecture hall in the middle of a court-
yard or in the middle of a group of buildings.

Again, types and themes have been gathered in order to work out a 
design scheme, which in Heidegger’s sense lets people dwell. A special 
task for the Blankenheim project was not only to reuse a retaining wall 
and an abandoned historical basement, but also to reinterpret regional 
architectural culture in a contemporary way. The client’s wish was that 
the Academy for Architecture would be a place to discuss how to build 
regionally without applying historical styles.

The design proposes to place a sunken courtyard inside the retaining 
wall with cells, workshops, a library and communal spaces around it. A 
stretched, long gallery is placed on top of the sunken courtyard build-
ing in order to create a visible address and space for public exhibitions. 
This gallery is articulated with reinterpreted regional architectural 
forms and materials. From a little square next to the gallery one is able 
to enjoy views of the Eifel mountains and to get a glimpse of the court-
yard below by seeing the ridge of an again regionally articulated lecture 
hall which is placed in the middle of the courtyard building, following 
the common theme of incorporation in academy architecture (Fig. 4).

The design does not only refer to types and themes of the building 
task, it also recalls the spatial character of the location:43 the north-
ern Eifel mountains were formed during a tectonic process of raising. 
As this process stretched over thousands of years, rivers were able 
to cut deeply into the rock. Therefore, the topography appears to 
be like an inverted mountain landscape: the ridges of the mountains 
are extremely shallow, gentle and open, while valleys are fairly steep, 
wooden and narrow. The plateaus have no forest cover and here archi-
tecture often has a strong corporeal presence. Traditional farm houses 
are enclosed by huge rings of hedges, which give them a very block-
like presence. Medieval castles in this region have a similar corporeal 
presence and they are usually placed where open land ends and deep 
valleys can be viewed. Approaching a historical settlement or town, the 
natural space changes dramatically and the visitor shifts from the open 

fields down into steep and narrow valleys. While architecture on the 
plateaus is strongly corporeal, in these valleys it is purely spatial. Urban 
spaces are defined by terraced houses and they are further enclosed 
by the steep slopes of the mountains. So one could say the northern 
Eifel mountains are defined by a dualism of spatial characters. Above 
are eternal and open fields where architectural space is absent. Below, 
all is architectural space because of enclosing slopes and urban spaces. 
The design scheme for an Academy of Architecture tries to recall this 
spatial dualism. The juxtaposition of corporeal and spatial architecture 
is introduced as a theme in order to express local characteristics: The 
design contains two different levels of two different spatial characters, 
like the surrounding landscape itself. On the upper and public floor 
stands the corporeal gallery. On the lower level, all is architectural 
space which is even emphasized by the fact that the cells and library 
etc. are seemingly dug into earth by making usage of the thickness of 
the retaining wall.

  R   R
After the more traditional architectural articulation of the Academy in 
the Eifel Mountains, it might be helpful to show one last example of 
how historical types or themes can be applied with a less traditional 
appearance. The task was to design a house for four families and work-
ing spaces at the corner of an urban block in Maastricht, Netherlands 
(Fig. 5). The proposed design scheme is based on two themes of resi-
dential architecture. Although it is an apartment building, the layout 
of the flats tries to evoke the feeling of living in a house. On top of a 
semi-public ground floor, four apartments stretch from the second to 
the third floor. But the apartments are not merely stacked, they are so 
to speak intertwined and “wander” from one fa ade to another. Each 
room in these apartments is merely separated by stairs. Hence, there is 
no separation between circulation areas and habitable areas within the 
apartments. The family members pass on from one room to another 
and experience an increasing sense of privacy.

This again, is a theme which can be studied by looking at historical 
building types: the appartamento in Italian Renaissance palazzi. It is 
a spatial arrangement which gradually increases the sense of privacy 
by passing from one room into the next smaller room. Each of the 
rooms is only accessible from the previous one and one is forced to 
walk through all of them in order to get to the most private one. This 
succession of sala, anticamera, camera and studiolo is paralleled in the 
succession of the rooms in the Maastricht project: hall - living room - 
study - bedroom. The fa ade of this project is deliberately designed as 
an inside-out-principle and local reference is restricted to the use of 
bricks. Contrary to the more traditional appearance of the Blankenheim 
project, this shows that the discussed design method can be applied 
independently of certain styles, as long as the design is based on a jus-
tified choice of types and themes.

Overall, the aim of the presented design method is to make contem-
porary designs more capable of achieving the main aim of architecture 
which is to let people dwell in Heidegger’s sense. The method is based 
on the premise that building types represent suitable spatial arrange-
ments for the performance of existential actions (that means to dwell) 
and that architectural themes help to express these actions. Of course, 
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such a design method is already, maybe intuitively, practiced or taught 
by some architects. Nevertheless, bearing in mind the great variety of 
rather imprecise contemporary architectural stances, it is always useful 
to articulate and discuss a design method in a written form.
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