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Abstract: The linking of knowledge domains is an important indicator to how 
knowledge operates and can address priorities, values and scope held by the user. In 
this paper, source domains used in the discussion of architectural content are of 
interest. One of the strongest tools to examine knowledge sources is Conceptual 
Metaphor Theory (CMT) and metaphor analysis. The paper uses a corpus of 
contemporary architectural theory and criticism texts to analyse the source domains 
used in architectural cognition through the Cognitive Linguistic and Discourse Analysis 
application of CMT. The analysis highlights the contemporary presence of traditional 
source domains but also addresses the dominant involvement of human projections 
such as personification, implied motion and agency into non-human situations as a 
critical process in the creation of meaning. 
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1. Introduction 
While epistemology is concerned with the scope and validity of knowledge in justified belief, there is 

still little study in the cognitive structure or operation of how that knowledge is formalized between 

humans. In design studies, the effect of epistemological tendencies and their application continues 

to be vague, reinforcing a lack of clear relationship between knowledge and application in validating 

design work. Rosario Caballero has highlighted the central role of conceptual metaphor in the 

formation of architectural positions (Caballero 2006, Caballero 2012, Caballero 2013), suggesting 

that a critical aspect of design validation is cultural and embodied. This means that "[m]etaphor is 

not simply an ornamental aspect of language, but a fundamental scheme by which people 

conceptualize the world and their own activities." (Gibbs 2008, 3). The interesting aspect of 

conceptual metaphor is its operation in the cognitive link between domains of knowledge – 

essentially tracking where knowledge comes from (sources), how it is transferred, what values are 
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applied and how it is used in human-to-human communication. This means that conceptual 

metaphor could be a key aspect to understand design epistemology. 

In this paper, I explore the source domains used by architectural theory through the application of 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) in the experientialist tradition and structured by discourse and 

corpus analysis. Following researchers in the cognitive sciences (linguistics, psychology, 

anthropology, sociology), metaphor has been shown to be inherent to, and embedded in, cognition 

(Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 1999; Johnson 1987, 2007; Lakoff 1987, 1993; Lakoff and Turner 1989; 

Gibbs 2008; Gentner, Holyoak and Kokinov 2001). It has also been shown that the use of metaphor 

has semantic and pragmatic relevance as well as being very important in reasoning, interpretation 

and assembling meaning (Carbonell and Minton 1983; Goatly 1997; Johnson 1987; Charteris-Black 

2004, Cameron et al 2009). Traditionally, metaphors have been treated as surface phenomenon in 

linguistic and literary studies with language considered as a simple literal operation of binary coding-

decoding. Recent research has shown that, in fact, human communication “involves no presumption 

of literalness and no default interpretation, and that metaphors are in no way exceptional with 

human communication being one of inference rather than decoding” (Sperber & Wilson 2008, 87). As 

a primary operation in inference, metaphors are a matter of concepts and not words as well as being 

used in discourse for explanation, motivation, persuasion and informativeness (rhetoric). In their 

rhetorical role, they will contain evidence of the ideological position of a participant in a discourse 

(Partington 2006, 268). Whether used dynamically through ad hoc expressions or latently through 

conventionalized terminology, the source domains involved in conceptual metaphor structures 

will communicate a set of values simply in their presence. 

Considering conceptual metaphor as a mechanism of inference stresses a situated approach as 

critical to their identification and processing. As Partington notes, “The failure to properly appreciate 

the evaluative function of metaphor in pre-corpus studies is partly a product of a disregard of 

contextual forces, in particular, what speakers/writers are trying to do with metaphor. It may well be 

that in natural communication, simple description for its own sake is less common than is generally 

thought. Instead, it frequently takes place prior to and in the service of evaluation, but only in taking 

account of the wider context does this become apparent” (Partington 2006, 294). What is pointed 

out by Partington, and reinforced by other discourse scholars, is that no metaphor use in language 

can be considered neutral, nor can it be isolated from situation or intention without removing a 

significant portion of its meaning (Charteris-Black 2004, Caballero 2006, Stefanowitsch 2006, 

Cameron 2010, Kimmel 2012). This paper draws upon a definition of situated approach as “[...] the 

selection of a particular community to explore how certain metaphors articulate its worldview and 

are used in the communication among its members" (Caballero 2006, 5) in order to explore through 

descriptive analysis how belief, rather than truth, is justified through the grounding in extra-

disciplinary source content, and how that content is structured, prioritized and transferred into 

architectural knowledge. 

The raising of justified belief over truth is supported by the consideration that a key factor in 

communication could be said not to be truth but relevance (Sperber & Wilson 2008, 87). In the 

structure of belief and communication, source domains provide knowledge that is used to define 

other knowledge. They are important because they yield information about relevance of that 

information towards meaning (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). If so, this opens many questions to how 
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source domains in architecture through its structuring of disciplinary knowledge (theory) – even very 

traditional ones such as nature, the human body, machines, and organisms – are used as expressions 

of truth. When we no longer are concerned with truth as an absolute factor, relevance is mutable 

based on context, intention and interpretation (inference) and source domains are a critical aspect in 

approaching meaning. Meaning is not decoded, it is discovered. 

2. Source Domains and Architectural Meaning 
Caballero makes the claim that "[i]n architecture metaphor is knowledge" (Caballero 2013, 3) 

equating the transfer of information across domains of knowledge as the primary mechanism used 

when considering the formation of a building. While some might find this a large claim, it is 

supported by an examination of the primary writing of architectural thinking. Metaphor has been 

connected with issues of method and meaning for many centuries. From Vitruvius in the first century 

AD to Alberti in the Italian Renaissance, the human body was dominant as a source domain for 

architecture. Alberti directly mapped body references to building elements, considering features of 

roofs to be "bones, muscles, […] skin, and crust" (Alberti 3.12.79 (47-47V). Voillet-le-Duc in 19th 

Century French theory described three metaphors of machine, organism, and crystal as the sources 

of architectural meaning (Hearn 2003, 189); the first being about efficiency and directness of 

approach, the second about the human body and nature, and the third references to abstract 

structure and geometry. Sullivan and Wright in the early 20th century introduced a sense of organics 

as a primary way to make design decisions (Sullivan 1918/2012, Wright 1975). The last 50 years have 

seen an explosion of source mappings to justify building form. Many of these are consistent with 

historical positions as noted by Caballero. In her 2006 study of metaphors in architecture, she 

summarized that "[v]iews of buildings as machines, like biology metaphors, highlighted their 

functional aspects yet drew upon quite different sources. These metaphors are frequent in today’s 

architectural texts, where elements in a building are often referred to as its mechanisms or 

mechanics, and spatial volumes are qualified by means of adjectives such as operational or 

functional, among others." (Caballero 2006, 20-1). It is through the transfer, or mapping, of source 

content onto an architectural target that a cultural meaning is established. 

The general understanding of metaphor in architectural design is of a mapping between one object 

to describe another, such as the skin or mechanical references of Alberti, Le Corbusier, or Wright. 

These are also called image metaphors in order to distinguish them from other conceptual 

metaphors which use other domain information in the mapping process (Caballero 2006, 66). Image 

metaphors are visually based mappings of attributes that move as mental images from one domain 

of knowledge to architecture. While image metaphors are visually dominant, there is concern that 

the value of meaning they produce is limited and less rich in inference and relevance than that of 

conceptual metaphors (Gentler and Markman 1997, 48). 

Conceptual metaphors are the transfer of abstract and relational information across domains, rather 

than a simple mapping of image-based attribute content. There has been little work completed in 

understanding metaphor in formal design modalities such as visual communication, music or 

performance. Even in language studies and language-based architectural investigations such as 

architectural theory, many metaphors are so conventionalized that they are not even recognized as 

metaphors. As an example from architectural theory, Paul-Alan Johnson makes the argument that 
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any time an architect defines architecture that definition is a metaphor. He explains that “[a]ll 

statements on the essence of architecture use metaphors: architecture is purpose or architecture is 

space […]" (Johnson 1994, 83). With the perception of a cognitive scientist rather than an 

architectural theorist, Johnson refers to the fact that unless something is fully defined by what 

it is itself, then it is necessarily understood in relation to something else. In this act there is a 

transfer across domains of knowledge and, therefore, a conceptual metaphor. This was the question 

of self-referentiality that plagued Peter Eisenman through the 1980s and 1990s when trying to define 

disciplinary interiority for issues of meaning and purpose. If architecture is not space, because space 

is space, and architecture is not purpose because purpose is purpose, then what is architecture? This 

sense of identity became a crisis in architectural theory.  

The concern in architectural theory was that the discipline seemed to require external (non-

architectural) content in order to have any meaning. As a contemporary designer and theorist 

Bernard Tschumi lamented in the late 20th century, "[a]fter more than half a century of scientific 

pretense, of system-theories that defined it as the intersection of industrialization, sociology, politics 

and ecology, architecture wonders if it can exist without having to find its meaning or its justification 

in some purposeful exterior need." (Tschumi 1994, 33). As Tschumi points out, architecture considers 

itself as a point of negotiation between other disciplines without its own internal knowledge. 

However, on the at a conceptual level, there is an argument that knowledge for all disciplines is built 

from, and developed further through, fundamental sensorimotor experience as the basis of human 

cognition. Knowledge is then metaphorically constructed through hierarchies of complexity moving 

from sensorimotor image schemas (up-down, front-back, path, container) to richer schemas 

(identity, personification, agency) and then cultural knowledge (tools, social status, machines). The 

primary operation would be a mapping of aspects of a source domain to a target domain 

either through resemblances or correlations (Grady 2007) allowing metaphor to be 

“creative, novel, culturally sensitive, and allows us to transcend the mundane while also 

being rooted in pervasive patterns of bodily experience common to all people" (Gibbs 2008, 

5). In fact, one can consider that "most of our normal conceptual system is metaphorically 

structured; that is, most concepts are partially understood in terms of other concepts" (Lakoff & 

Johnson 1980, 56). This would make the crisis that architecture has developed for itself completely 

artificial and self-imposed. Disciplinary ownership of knowledge is constructed and defended through 

application and relevance. If we consider conceptual metaphor as a core cognitive function of 

humanity, then questions of purity of domain knowledge and external meaning might just be 

misdirected. Since all disciplines and all knowledge construction are based on transferring cross-

domain content, the questions to answer are what knowledge sources does architecture prioritize, 

how are those sources contextualized and what cognitive values underlay these operations? 

3. Source Domains in Architectural Corpus 
The presence of cross-domain transfer of knowledge introduces two concerns. The first is that the 

identification of what aspects of the source domain are used and what are ignored. This is called 

systematicity (Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 10; Gentner and Toupin 1986, 279; Cameron 2010, 116). 

Systematicity allows us to select a small aspect of a source domain and map that fraction to a target 

by understanding its relevance to the context in which it is applied. The second concern is structural 
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coherence. Structural coherence suggests that the use of metaphoric information will be coherent 

with the way knowledge is structured in a society. In their canonical 1980 work Metaphors We Live 

By, Lakoff and Johnson relate sensorimotor based orientational metaphors to cultural applications, 

claiming that any reference to more or bigger will align with notions of up and less or smaller with 

down (22). These are values that we hold but are not truths. Up is considered better than down 

(HAPPINESS IS UP, GROWTH IS UP, PROGRESSION IS FORWARD, etc) simply because human cognition evolved 

being diurnal, needing light and warmth from the sky. They go on to suggest that structural 

coherence is hierarchical with some values consistently prioritized over others and that expressions 

are contextual. They use the conflict between GOOD IS UP and MORE IS UP as an example where an 

expression such as "the crime rate is going up" is mapped automatically to MORE IS UP rather than 

GOOD IS UP as crime is culturally regarded to be negative so is incompatible (and non-coherent) with 

up being a positive value. These values matter because they are what humans use to communicate, 

to construct meaning and to express ideas. One could argue that they might matter more for 

architecture than traditional epistemology if we consider methodology separate to framing value 

systems (author 2014). 

Source domains play a critical role in the strength of metaphor as a knowledge construction tool with 

source aiding to change our knowledge of the target, rather than the other way round (i.e. 

metaphors have directionality). For example, Caballero notes that "[…] it is the subsidiary subject 

(now labeled source) that plays a crucial role in providing both recall of metaphors and better 

comprehension of the primary subject or target, and in effecting more significant changes in it. 

Indeed, in a sentence like 'the building is a simple two-storey box' it is difficult to argue how the 

concept of 'building' (the target) may change our knowledge of what a 'box' (the source) is, whereas 

the latter does make us conceptualize or, in this case, see, the building from a particular 

perspective." (Caballero 2006, 32). In order to understand the contemporary use of metaphors in 

architectural disciplinary thinking, a corpus of texts was developed as a representative sample. The 

corpus, called the Late 20th/Early 21st Century Architectural Intellectual Culture Corpus, 

contains 207,898 words from thirty articles by individual authors. All the articles are written 

by intellectuals addressing architecture either through discussing the built form of 

architectural projects or by examining formal properties and meanings. Within the 

architectural community, the texts would fall within theory and criticism (i.e. the theoretical 

genres as defined by Forty 2000). Article length varies from 2000 to 26,000 words with 

length begin considered less important than focus. The articles all share a contemporary 

period, being relevant to current architectural positions and priorities. The study using this 

corpus is focused on synchronic analysis, looking at the particular nature of contemporary 

architectural culture. Contemporary for this purpose is considered to have a currency of 

relevance to the present moment in both chronological age as well as intellectual content. 

An attempt was made to kept the chronological range to within the last two decades 

considering some of the ideological shifts of the 1990s, with most of the texts falling 

between 1997 and 2013. Texts older than 1997 (from 1984, 1986, 1987, 1992 and 1994) are 

from highly significant sources and matched the sample standards, hence their inclusion in 

the corpus. The study is not addressing chronological significance or rate of production of the texts, 

only using the year of production to infer an alignment of ideas to present thinking in the discipline. 
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The texts in the corpus were chosen from authors with prominence in the intellectual architectural 

community and their influence on the development of the next generation of architectural designers. 

The sample selection selected authors who were educated as architectural theorists and historians 

with a professional architectural background (practitioner) or critics with deep applied disciplinary 

knowledge. The authors are well-known within the architectural community and can be considered 

as a normative examples of architectural thinking. All sample texts were written for other members 

of the architectural discipline rather than the general public. The texts contain a variety of ideological 

positions (post-functionalism, feminism, phenomenology, post-criticism, for example) to maintain a 

balance of approach. While the ideological positions and intellectual priorities are divergent, there is 

equivalency between the texts in their focus on the manifestation of architecture as a formal and 

experiential event (form-body-space). This theme maintains equivalency of focus on formal 

discussion for analysis – the idea of tangible, physical architecture rather than non-situated 

intellectual positions. 

The corpus yielded a total 2069 metaphoric expressions, found singularly or as a series of clusters 

involving at least a full sentence and sometimes extending to span several sentences. As this 

research was interested in how architecture was coded through metaphorical expressions rather 

than the general use of metaphor in language, it was necessary to isolate expressions that were 

directly applied to a discussion of form, space or building as a target domain – the realm of 

architectural thinking. From the total number of metaphoric expressions in the architectural writing, 

only 670 were directly apply to concepts of space and form. Of these, 70.5% (472 instances) were 

conventionalized metaphors used as a latent expression while the rest were novel metaphors used 

more consciously (cf. Caballero 2006). By examining these expressions and recognizing what source 

knowledge is valued, we can start to understand architectural priorities. We can also see if there are 

any larger groupings or tendencies towards particular types of knowledge and examine the rhetorical 

context in which certain domains are used as well as how the same domain is used in different ways. 

3.1 Traditional categories 
If we consider traditional architectural sources – the human body, machines, and organisms – we still 

find them present in contemporary architectural thinking as evidenced through theory writing (Table 

1). As general categories, explicit biological references, which includes animals and plants, are the 

most common source domain to be used for mapping knowledge onto architectural space followed 

by the human body. Mechanical objects are also present with direct references to machines and 

mechanisms as are mappings between features of the natural environment and buildings such as 

pools, hills, islands. At a more detailed level when there is reference to an explicit domain object, we 

find animals, machines, islands, clothes, skin, health, trees and references to dancing, acting and 

stages having the highest frequency (Table 2).  

Table 1  Source domains frequency applied to architectural form/space. 

Source Domain Percent 

Biological references 15.2% 

Human body 13.1% 

Mechanical objects 5.5% 
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Natural environment 4.3% 

Machines 2.4% 

Table 2  Source object frequency applied to architectural form/space. 

Source Object Percent 

Animals 11.3% 

Machines 7.0% 

Islands 5.8% 

Clothes  5.5% 

Skin 5.5% 

Health 3.5% 

Trees 3.0% 

Dancing 3.0% 

Acting and Stage 3.0% 

 

In the references, we do not find the explicit gender and shape-based dynamic references used by 

Le Corbusier over one hundred years ago such as "Columns of reinforced concrete called ‘women’s 

thighs’" (Allen 2000, 114). However, we still find mappings of human bodies, body parts and 

biological actions as explicit metaphoric expressions. Often, this is an expression of the biological role 

that body parts play through body schema knowledge that maps our understanding of our bodies, 

the most common references being arms (limb), torsos (body), spines, hearts, faces and skin. The 

following exemplify this point:  

1. this periscope, this primitive form of prosthesis, this "artificial limb," 

(Colomina 110: 7:158) 

2. the main body of the central hall sits on a horizontal volume that houses the 

servant spaces" (Hartoonian 123: 10:172),  

3. the piazza is the very heart of the scheme, orienting visitors before entering 

the building (Buchanan 5:158) 

4. Hence, in the nineteenth century, ‘thoroughfares’ could be regarded as the 

backbone of a plan not only because corridors looked like spines, but because 

they differentiated functions by joining them via a separate distributor (Evans 

78: 9:100) 

5.  the facade as a face (Eisenman 190 8:10) 

The examples above from the corpus are transfers of physical characteristics onto architectural 

forms and arrangements but the metaphors also map relational content of how something operates 

(heart as conceptual center of the body, spine as centralized structure). In these cases, there is no 

visual transfer, the piazza was not shaped like a heart (3), the corridor was not segmented like a 

backbone (4), the facade did not have eyes, nose or mouth (5), nor was the periscope shaped like a 
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limb (1). Instead, they acted in accordance to the performative aspects of their sources – the piazza 

was as important to the survival of the plan in the centralized way a heart is (inferring that the plan 

was a "body" and operated as part of circulatory system), the corridor was a centralized linear 

element that connected and structured the building (inferring that the building was a "body"), the 

face was a focal point and surface that engaged the surroundings, the periscope extended human 

capacities allowing sight to be extended beyond normative capacities. This is in alignment with how 

Caballero refers to architectural metaphors for design explanation as a "image-plus-abstract 

knowledge pattern characterizing many other metaphors in the architectural domain." (Caballero 

2013, 10)   

The most common explicit reference to the body in the data is that of skin. Alberti's reference to 

bone, muscle and skin as architectural terminology to refer to structure and cladding in De re 

aedificatoria (1443-52) is not inconsistent with what is found in a corpus dedicated to late 20th and 

early 21st century architectural theory. In both, the metaphor is used to understand structural and 

cladding systems. As a conventionalized expression, we get statements such as: 

6. The skin is defined in places by concrete, and in places by glass (Allen 1:191) 

7. Junkspace is sealed, held together not by structure but by skin, like a bubble. 

(Koolhaas 176: 15:22) 

8. the skin of the residential building to represent diversity and multiculturalism 

(Zaera Polo 93: 30:141) 

The expressions above are conventionalized metaphors that simply accept that the nature of the 

surface of a building is consistently understood as a thin layer that acts as the interface between 

interior complexity and the exterior environment whether in physical space such as (5) and (7) or as a 

conceptualization using architectural knowledge (6). In all, the interface between interior and 

exterior is mapped by using the body source domain and the term skin. Inherent in this metaphor is 

the idea that a building is a body as a latent and inferred concept. Skin is so culturally integrated into 

architectural expression that a secondary mapping in (6) aligns skin to a bubble through a simile. The 

secondary source domain introduces new qualitative information that modifies the original source 

domain in a way that is important for the rhetorical purpose of the author, but remains consistent 

with the primary attribute of building surface as skin. Bubble transfers concepts of surface tension, 

uniformity of form, and hermetically sealed vessels. This is part of the systematicity of the source 

where aspects of the bubble source domain are selected because they have relevance to the 

mapping of skin as an exterior volume, which in turn reinforces the idea of the terminate surface of a 

building. What is not transferred in the building surface=skin=bubble mapping are concepts of weight 

(bubble is light), transparency (bubble is clear), surface quality (bubble is ultra-thin film), interior 

content (bubble is empty) or effect of light (bubble shimmers in light) as these are not relevant to this 

context. The rhetorical content stresses "sealed" as a primary meaning, which required an 

elaboration on skin which doesn't inherently contain that aspect as fundamental domain knowledge. 

Once the mapping between building surface and skin has been established and conventionalized, 

systematicity allows for the following, more innovative expressions: 
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9. This flayed modulation of interior and exterior produces the effect of loose 

and sometimes surprising correlations between program and space or room. 

(Somol 69: 23:45) 

10. it is a tattooed surface which does not refer to the interior, it neither conceals 

nor reveals it (Colomina 98: 7:141) 

11.  Was the exfoliation of the private/public threshold to the inside of the unit a 

politically advanced decision (Zaera Polo 94: 30:150) 

in other words, once a surface of a building is considered to be skin, there is the possibility of 

mapping contingent actions such as piecing, flaying (9), tattooing (10) or even the shedding of dead 

cells (11).  

Because cognition through domain association allows for multiple inferences without invalidation, 

the outer surface of the building could be considered as clothing rather than skin, an overlay of a 

cultural reading of the human body onto the building. In the above examples, skin is a biological 

term. Once we start to address issues of fashion, nudity and appearance there is cultural and socially 

constructed content introduced. These two mappings can co-exist in the same way that UP IS MORE 

doesn't contradict UP IS GOOD in the earlier example of structural coherence. While “up” can be both 

“more” and “good”, the building surface can be both “skin” and “clothing” without conflict but 

depending on context. Clothing in architecture is found in 19th century German theory when 

Hermann Lotze exclaimed that the exterior surface of a building " serves to cover its nakedness" 

(Lotze 1868, 515). Gottfried Semper introduced Verkleidungssymbolik as a disguise symbolism for 

buildings based on considering the source of architecture as fabric (Semper 2004). Mark Wigley has 

even made the argument that clothing through dress design was the primary metaphoric source of 

Modernism (Wigley 2001). This is shown in the following examples: 

12.  The “clothes” have become so removed from the body that they require 

structural support independent of it. (Colomina 93: 7:92) 

13.  The Concert Hall project is fashionably dressed up to designate a volumetric 

mass that denies any coherent and hierarchical order (Hartoonian 123: 

10:169) 

14.  Its white surfaces seem nude without their building around them (Lavin 72: 

17:60) 

15.  The walls are left undressed, the yellow brick of the masonry structure 

scrubbed clean, while both the floor and the ceiling pull back, layer by layer, 

as they extend to the canal (Cadwell 23: 6:206) 

In the corpus, metaphoric expressions portraying building surfaces as clothing are fully 

conventionalized except in the rare case when the author seems to be aware of the metaphor (12). 

Clothing seems to be used when the building is considered to present itself not to the environment 

and elements of weather but for human social interpretation. For all of these quotations there is a 

latent mapping of the building as a type of body on whose frame drapery, clothing and cloth (that 

are architectural elements) are hung.  
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3.2 Source domains of human projection 
While references to the human body, mechanics and organisms are common in metaphorical 

expressions applied to the built environment, these domains are not the largest referenced. The 

majority of the categories are not mappings of objects but domains that hold content of human 

capacities, emotions, relationships and physical actions (39.6% total). They are used to instill a static 

and inert situation (i.e. building or city) with the interpreted ability to move, act, feel and express. 

One could consider metaphor as the mechanism through which the landscape is made human. More 

than this, the texts suggest that designers use personal projections both as a way to interpret the 

landscape and also to make design decisions. The core operations of these transfers are actions of 

personification, projections of movement, and transfers of agency (Table 3). 

Table 3  Human projections into architectural form/space. 

Source Domain Percent 

Human capacities 7.9% 

Physical actions 7.9% 

Human relationships 7.6% 

Inferring biological capacities  7.4% 

Movement 2.6% 

Emotions 1.8% 

Human activities 1.3% 

Human vision 0.7% 

Human social events 0.7% 

Human communication 0.7% 

Human social positions 0.5% 

Human lifecycles 0.4% 

 

Isolating a few examples of the 324 occurrences in the corpus yields the following: 

16.  Its path moves the spectator through the building (Allen 103: 1:2) 

17.  The ramp does not so much penetrate the building, as slip in between its 

parts (Allen 104: 1:32) 

18.  West Berlin had not recuperated from its postwar crisis (Aureli 177: 2:9) 

19.  Mies's achievement was to open up a clearing of implacable silence in the 

chaos of the nervous metropolis (Hays 22: 11:81) 

20.  these buildings are not only full of things coming and going, they are full of 

themselves and their cleverness. (Benedikt 60: 4:208) 

21.  and the house prickles with paranoid alertness, at least on one side (Lavin 

106: 17:212) 
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22.  The building’s configuration evokes the posture of a dancer who, after 

soaring up and twisting around, eventually stands firm and maintains 

minimum contact with the ground. (Hartoonian 126: 10:195)  

Most of these mappings involve conventionalized metaphors (89.2%) rather than the more visible 

novel or ad hoc metaphor. They also represent persistent mechanisms in cognition that highlight 

how architectural designers engage the built environment. Rather than buildings and cities simply 

having heads, arms or facades being skins, these are references to buildings using arms (by touching) 

or feeling through skin. In (16) we find the building with the ability to move its occupants as if the 

building were active and the human body was passive and inert. The building is given the ability to be 

both an agent and an entity. The ramp (17) is an example of a building element engaging in a physical 

(force-based) act against a building of which is considered discrete – even though the ramp is only 

conceptually separate to the building and does not have the capacity of the physical action of which 

it is assigned. The ramp is given agency while personification is inferred through the manner of the 

verbs penetrate and slip. The action of penetrate is qualitatively negative as it infers entering 

something under resistance to that action while slip infers entering without invitation but lacking the 

violence implied by penetrate. The terms activate motion and action where it does not exist.  

Both (18) and (19) project the city as a person, a basic personification. In (18), the city is considered 

to have biological status (healthy, sick) while (19) is more complex. The opening of a clearing is a 

reference to the humanization of the landscape where the urban space is considered as a natural 

environment such as a forest, relating to a figure-ground relationship. In the quotation, silence is 

formal rather than auditory – the silence comes from the physical characteristics of the environment 

as interpreted through sight but then understood as related to the domain of sound (physical to 

visual to auditory mapping). finally, the city is understood as a having human emotions, where earlier 

it was a forest. to call the city "nervous" is a personification. the same personification is found in (20) 

and (21) where a building is qualified as conceited, clever and paranoid. it seems that cities and 

buildings, even though scaled very differently, engage the same metaphorical mechanisms and can 

be conceptually understood as an entity. While the source of the cleverness is unclear in (20), the 

source of the paranoid alertness in (21) is understood to be through formal interpretation (as the 

silence is in the previous quotation). The "one side" of the building considered having this human 

capacity is based in a visual interpretation of the formal shingle elements. The shingles are highly 

exaggerated which are considered by the author to be "wild" and like "elongated lashes, curling 

waves" (Lavin 2011, 106). The interpretation and projection of form is at an extreme in (22) as a 

complex metaphor using time-based content onto a static object as well as human abilities and 

socio-cultural events (dance) is mapped through the metaphor to a building shape. Not only is the 

building considered to project characteristics of a human dancer, but it is considered to be viewed in 

the moment after an event has taken place (soaring up and twisting around) even though that event 

did not, and could not, occur. 

4.0 Conclusion 

In architectural theory writing, intellectuals and critics are discussing the role of architecture in 

culture by the projection of ideas through the interpretation building rather than designers using 

analogies to explain a building or as design inspiration. However, the authors are deeply embedded 
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in the values and thinking structures of the discipline which are shared between generation and 

interpretation. While the source domains found in contemporary architectural theory include 

traditional static categories of the human body, machines, and organisms, they are dominated by 

active projections of human emotions and human capacities (actions, activities and relationships) 

onto objects in the built environment. These map regardless to scale and concepts found at the size 

and complexity of cities use the same source domains as small, simple single room buildings. It seems 

metaphoric mapping is trans-scalar in application with little concern for relative size between source 

and target domain objects. While there are some instances of sources that most would understand 

as classic literary metaphors (boats, trees, clowns, literature, mythology), the majority of the source 

domains in the corpus are expressions and projection of humanness.  

Considering this observation, what becomes interesting is the disconnection between classic 

tendencies in design epistemology and the actual knowledge sources used to validate design 

activities, suggesting a gap between the values we believe we wish to use and the ones we actually 

do use. The data suggests that it is cultural or embodied (in the experientialist meaning of the word) 

knowledge that is in primary operation, rather than construction of persistent truths or even belief 

justified through intellectual logic. This makes some sense as the origin of the fundamental 

operational knowledge is humans interpreting the world for other humans but it highlights that 

perhaps concepts of truth need to shift even further, to maybe be less about justified belief than 

about shared relevance. 
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