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BUNKERKUNST 
The Aesthetics of Violence 
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Build: to Jorn~ bj, ordering and uniting materials b?. 
gradual means into a composzte rchole. 

Destroy: to rum the structure. organic enstence 01 

conrlltion of.. . . 
- From W ebster's b i n t h  h e v  Collegiate Dictions?. 

Architecture has the capacit? to become a ~ e h i c l e  for human 
culture that unlihe other arts exists as a continuous background 
of our el en, d q  l i ~  es. Sornetirnes. architecture ages. erodes. 
degrades and disappears without l e a ~ i n g  a trace of its existence. 
But sonietimes architecture transform- itself through external 
forces into a riel\ entitj. still imbued \\ith its original cultural 
baggage. now augmented b~ its material t~ansfoimation and the 
added fourth dimension to t h e  original three. This characteris- 
tic is a signature of arch~tecture ocer simple construct7on. B j  this 
definition. the German bunlters of the Atlantic Wall are h j  all 
means architecture. and their destruction into archaeological 
artifacts manifests a ne\\ narratice. one to be contemplated as 
an  aesthetic in its ox+n right e ~ e n  if the resulting language is a 
material consequence of "human eneig! transformed into 
t iolence." (1) 

In  this paper I ha1 e juxtaposed quotes tahen from Paul \ irilio'a 
senlirial ~ o r k  BunXel Arcl~aeolog ~ i t h  In! own photographs of 
the  D-Da! bunl'ers of Ornaha Beach in horrnaridv. France. 

hile \ irilio. nhose work is of great influence in this project 
approaches the bunker on a macro lelel. i.e. as whole entities. 
BLYI\ERI<UlST focuses on the  c1o.e-up. the detail. and the 
isolated fragment. The irnages shonn here irnestigate an 
aesthetic. a language and a condition of landscape. 

\ irilio explores the 1,unker a<  both a t!polog? arid as an  artifact. 
T!pologicall!. he see3 the hunker as a repeated component of a 
larger infrastructuie he identifies as tlw foltress. in reference to 
the  Atlantic 1 all built b! the Germans and Hitleias grojting 
conteiri \\ith protecting occupied Europe fro111 allied inxasion. 
In  teirris of artifact. \ irilio identifies the bunher-object as the 

monolith: a silent scale-less object in the landscape. witness to a 
time arid a belief s!stern. 

111 terms of its intrinsic architectuial qualities. burikeib can be 
looked at frorn two points of l ie\ \ :  before the! ha1 e accorn- 
plished their purpose. and aftel. T irilio refers to  the burikers as 
an expression not of themsehes. hut of the weapons technolo- 
gies the! are designed to resist. A Bunker is designed to ensure 
sunival  of it* occupants. and its their intended perfoimance: 
it's just that bunlters possess onlj one function: that of sun  ical. 
This nialtes the bunker a fascinating study subject: it'. design 
the ultimate ewprebsiori of functionalism: its constructiori the 
most iireducihle exarnple of shelter. the pnnzltz~ e llut for an 
encironment of high explosi~es. The bunker-s pu r i t~  is e\en 
more ecident in its destruction. Itb parts contain the narrati~ e of 
its own demise. 

Fig. 1. '77w rclrth ha\ losr its nlntrricrlnrss. and the space ita empinr~a.  
erw~. t l~ in ;  is scit~rr.atrrl and the orrlirirrr~. pr.oh1rin.c ?j' nrchitrcrrrr~ rrriic~ir~. 
Out ariydifird." ( 1 )  
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Fig. 2. ' ' T l t ~  , f i i~ct ion of' this rerv special structure is to ussurr sur~, iru/ .  lo  

be a sl~elirr for mart in a critical pefiod. the place ~chere he buries 
himself to su6sist." ( I )  

Fig. 3. T h e  bunh-rr is thr pr-oto-histon. O I  a11 age in ~c.hich the po~c,rr of 

a single weapon is so peat tllat no distance can protect 3 . o ~  fr-om it mi\. 
longer. " (1)  

Most buildings "die" either b j  disappearing through total and 
complete demolition or b j  their progressi~e transformation and 
adapthe re-use. Bunkers. on the other hand. remain freeze- 
framed in a n  act of sudden ~io lence .  It is here ~zhe re  landscape 
and building blend into unit! and secret spaces are revealed to 
the sky. The  liolent energ  emplojed in the transformation of a 
bunher from shelter to ruin is imprinted on its materialit!. 
which doesn't cease to exist. The transformation of t h e  bunher 
flom n7onol1tll (1) into a landscape of artifacts occurs in the  
its materials behaxe ~ela t i le  to one anothel aiter destruction. 
The relationship bet~zeen concrete and steel. searnlessl~ hidden 
in the original bunlie1 no\< becomes the redefined language of 
the architecture. the original purpose of those materials gone 
with the disintegration of its form and peomet~ic properties. 
Concrete and steel are transfolrned into ?tent. of tension and 
conlpress~on in all its possible permutations. 

Steel is tension. It reaiqts being pulled on. The twisted, rusted 
surface reprefents a t~o-s tage  process of degradation. 4 sudden 

discharge of ~ io l en t  e n e l 3  tlartsfo~m. itccl into an dltifdct of 
d i ~ n ~ r ~ n l ~ e r r n e n t .  The material later depdde-. r r o  longel sj111lli- 
oticall! plotected b j  its conclete Aeatlling. Steel is the glue 
that holds concrete together. It i+ fox this rcason that \\hen 
subjected to destructi~e energj. it ~e ta ins  much of its geometr! 
~ h i l e  concrete tends to fracture. The steel ernbedded in the 
concrete mall ia pulled apart. unpluing the n~onolith into 
diacreet parts. The structural tension r i o ~  becomes the tension 
of the gap. of the ~ o i d .  Tension still exists. just tlansformed 
from a physical tension into apatial one ( F p r e  .I). Steel bends. 
twists and arches grotesquelj, but nlaintairls most ot its ph~sica l  
intepit!. Tie can still recognize its shape and ronsequentlj its 
intended function. Tension also becomes strfiess. the sharp 
jagged protrusions reminding us of the inherent aggrescion that 
fuelled the sole purpose of t he  monolith's first life (Fgs 4.5.6). 
Time degrades steel through corrosion. making the combina- 
tion of time and our natural atmosphere a pair of formidable 
agents of degradation much  like the "atmosphere of \iolence*' 
described bj \ irilio. \ iolence is f o l l o ~ e d  b! decrepitude. a 
process that mirrors human histor!. 
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Fig. 6. 

Fig. 10. Born11 ir7zpact on coilcrrte roof: 

Tension in it% man1 forms is ernbodied in the archaeolog 
~io lence .  It expresses itself ni th a freeze-framed depiction of 
the moment in which energy \\as suddenl! unleashed upon it. 

Steel's geometn is usuall~ defined by its section. which defines 
the degree qlenderness in relation to  its length. It cannot resist 
force* perpendicular to its axis n i thout  adopting special shapes 
to resist non-axial forces. Steel embedded in concrete lacks this 

shaping as the concrete itself resists the "'shear'^ pressures that 
~ o u l d  easil! defeat the steel. It is a true sjmbiotic relationship. 
But u h e n  that concrete is suddenl! gone. the steel is easily 
displaced. bent. r ontorted: it arches upuards and bends. s\+a! s. 
twists follo\\ing the forces that left it exposed. It is a true 
cinematic nlonient \\here the niateria1"b sincerity exhibits a 
snapshot of the moment of its demise. its language alrnost 
organic in its exprrssion. It trulj becomes the flora of the neu 
landscape ( F p .  7.8.9). 

COMPRESSION 

Compression speaL of concrete. It's a soup of heterogeneous 
niaterials that rub against one another, combining ph!%iral 
friction with cherniral reactions. Concrete prolides densit!. a 
feature that  comes in hand,  hen trjing to dissipate the ener? 
created by a 1.000-pound gra~it! bomh ol a 1%-inch r m a l  
round. (2) Concrete is easilq formed into a geomet? that allons 
the man-made object to diesohe into the landscape. Conclete 
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Ftp. 11. Lonewe< bunkvr nur al p i t  steel shroud Fig. 1 I 

and cart11 l~ecome  one. both in cornpression. both held 
111 graIitj. 

Concrete has texture. Its aggregate contains seas1 
surfd('e striations left bj \\ ood forrnaj ork. and then 

together 

lells. its 
infinite 

accidents that rnalie up its imperfect surface. Dhen made 
discontinuous by the action of sudden ~iolence.  concrete loses 
most of its compressiae solidaritj and becomes an artifact. its 
partner steel protruding uselesslj M hile still reminding ui of its 
oiiginal purpoqe. 

The aesthetic of compression depends h e a d \  on material 
ton ti nu it^. W hen discontinuits suddenl! happen>. it exposes 
the aesthetic of the brutal ~ n c o u n t e ~ .  (1) Vast bunkers atere 
destrojed from the inside out: the e n e r a  unleashed I)! 
explosi~es appears to dissipate when applied from the exterior. 
It is on]! rlhen the unleashing of sudden e n e r a  occurred fro111 
vithin the structure that the monolith trulj exploded: large 
rnulti-ton fragments hurled hundreds of feet a\\al. \OM the 
monolith becomes landscape. the  suddenlj deconlpresied 
concrete turned into inert masses. its geometric properties .till 
~ i d d r  jet redefined aeftheticallj ( F ~ ~ s . 1 2 .  13, 13. 15). 

Compresqion aa a language hecorneq sjnon!lnous atith 
tlgl~tness. Onl! small. rontrolled loid? are allo~ted in the 
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I~urlhel'. concrete mass. a i d  the  rriaterial'e p l o p t i r s  
amount* of steel elribedtled within it allov the open 

and 
ung 

Fig. 16. 

Fig. 17 

~ o ~ ~ t i r i ~ o ~ i s  hor izo~~tdl  gashes that frame thc horizon. The+ 
sliti that dre the  onl! \ i s d  cnrir~ection hetnee~i  the iriterioi 
apace arid the ddriperous \+odd outside constitute the  onl! 
~nonient \+here the true depth and mash oi the bunker is 
exposed. It reads as a stone cloud defjing gralit? bq floating 
dlm'ic the p o u n d  just enough to pro\e it< point. Tightne+ 
becomes s!nonyrnoui \\it11 s l ~ i ~ i ~ a l .  and concrete is its embodi- 
rrwnt ( F p .  1-1.15.16.11.18.19.20). 

LANDSCAPE 

Irchitecture can be seen as the process b j  \+hich hurnanlund 
modifies the surface of the Earth to fit its needs. The  release of 

Fig. 19. 

Fig. 18. "'Prorrrtion ucc.o~nplishes ucc.uruc\. u n d  accuruq-  in rurit 

(1) 

F i p .  19. 20. 'L ih .r  (1 ,slight11. imdrrs ixd  p i w r  of clotlii~tg 11(11np~rs a,$ 
nrurh n\ it ~ ~ l c l o t h r s .  I / W  rrinjhrwd r o i ~ r r r t ~  niid srrrl rnrelopr i roo 
ti$/ u n d w  thr  nr1r75 U I ~  \ets ,\-err in wmi-pnrah-sis cloar ro that qf' 
i l l l l ? ~ ~ .  " ( I )  
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urriquc topograph!: Hcre ( oricwte ant3 carth ineige. blend and 
then q a r a t e  in a last field of artifact5 x+ho'c dispersal is a 
dilect \\itrie+ of the d1110u1it of energ, l e l e a w i  in a 1 erj  ihort 
amount of time. Some aids in tlie ground are ealthcn (Fig. 22) 
x\ hile home arc 1ria11-made (Fig. 2$) arid tlleil mutual existence 
tell> a -tor! about not haling an\whele to hide. \ irilio'b notion 
(1)  of tlilpe-dinlensiorial \\ariare ( \ \here the  oril! fafe place is 
donri. a \ \ q  from falling Imrnhs) i- clearl? exples-ed heie not b! 
hot\ thr b u n k e i ~  curxi\ ed that third 1 ector of \\ eaponn. hut 
bu j  hov the! lost their identit! as shelters fro111 x iolerit erierg 
(Fig. 25). 

The  e!e of the camera is an external-inner eje. one that places 
itaelf het\ceeri our minds and the physical world. Photograph! is 
undouhtedl~ an irreplaceable tool in criticall! observing archi- 
tecture on manj lexels since it allows for interpretathe and 
conterriplatixe instances that conipliment the  actual experience 
of being there. The photographs of fragments included in this 
paper are seen in their o\\n context arid logic. on11 rexealed as 
. . 

an interpretation of realit!. only one reaction to the e\ents of 
F I ~ .  21. "If nian has 120 need foi chr n ld t l~ in r  to 11rr ti1 hlr r~utrtrid 
olr uoiaii~ri~t.  he  rteec/q it to hr e 177 (I Iio,t~/e oiae.' (1) histoq. It does not attempt to be pure documentation. but 
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rather an illustration of ideas shared with L-irilio. merging 
critical histo]? with pure visual communication. 

AIy interest is evolving towards o b s e r ~ i n ~  these dead yet 
eloquent structures primarily from an architectural point of 
\iew but  attempting to broaden the discussion of h o ~  a n  
archaeolog~ of I lolence is actually born: how it can be read as a 
poetic. tectonic witness to xiolent e n e r g  unleashed upon the  
landscape. The afterlife of concrete and steel can he read as 

landscape. a<  architectuie. d. aitifact 01 all the dhoxe sirnulta- 
neouslj. l i  materials formisig d t o h e s i ~ e  \$tiole. the! tan  Ten 
%ell be t l v  n~onohth. 1 et n h r n  juxtapo-ed \$ith the I ectoi of 
~iolence.  (1) the! tell a diiirlerit stos,. one of strev (and 
distre.~). 

If it"s true that buildings are a reflection of a ci\ilization. it's 
arcomplishrnents and aspiration,. it ma! then also he  true that 
their destruction is a reflection of a cixilization*s contradictions 
and doubts. Tirilio sustains that the ~nornerit the Gerrriarls 
decided to fortif! defensi\ely instead of continuing their 
blitzkrieg the) lost t h e  Mar. The bunker tells the etorq of h o ~  
total war required essential shelter. 1 here violence intersects 
concrete and steel. bunkerkunst. architecture as art in its purist, 
naked form becomes the new landscape of that encounter. 
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