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D I A G R A M S

1. Introduction

Since the mid-1990s, many architects and scholars have become skeptical about any symbolic authority 

of architecture and have focused instead on the development of design techniques (Hays, 2012). The main 

purpose of this shift is to generate ideas and to find inspiration in something that is representative of strong 

conceptual potential, rather than iconographic or metaphorical. Correspondingly, at the present time, the role 

of diagrams as a design technique undoubtedly constitutes one of the main forces to tackle contemporary 

architectural conception.

“A diagram is the evidence of an idea being structured. It is not the idea itself but a model of it, intended to 

clarify characteristics of features of that idea. It is a form of communication which increases the pace of devel-

opment, or allows an idea to function and develop for the thinker while offering the possibility of transferring it 

to others. In addition, through appropriate structuring, a diagram may generate different notions and states of 

mind in the viewer, combining verbal, numerical and visual functions with analytic and associative processes of 

thought.” 

Albarn, 1977

Specifically in architecture, diagrams are the tools behind many exceptional designs and interesting theoreti-

cal contributions to the field. They are best known and understood as visual tools used for the compression of 

information on many levels. When appropriate pre-existing layouts are not readily found, architects must learn 

to produce new ones and to define their own novel parameters (Van Berkel and Bos, 2006). Though diagrams 

are tools that offer potential contributions in many fields, this speculation of particular and methodical custom-

ization according to the needs of the discipline reveals the presence of inherent architectural thinking behind 

diagrammatic conception and establishes a self-referential process in which the forms to create architec-

ture are conceived from architecture.

The structure of this essay will trace the applications and purposes of diagrammatic practice, and its role in 

architectural production, and will mainly focus on the work of Peter Eisenman and Rem Koolhaas as leading 

figures of this philosophy. Although their understanding of diagrams is dissimilar, each comprehended archi-

tecture as a discipline with its own unique logic through the use of diagrams, establishing a sharp demarca-

tion with other fields. Currently, the influence of these ideas upon emergent architects and contemporary 

avant-garde practices is evolving toward new methods of diagrammatic design. In the following pages, by 

portraying these different perspectives over time, this paper seeks to explore the potential of diagrams as a 

design method that embraces the thinking of true architectural autonomy.

2. Mapping Diagrams in History

The use of diagrams in architecture is as old as architecture itself, present since its most primitive expres-

sions. From Stonehenge in England to the ancient native American-Indian petroglyphs carved into rock, dia-

grams were used in order to express senses of space and place (Garcia, 2010).

Representation techniques changed dramatically over time as social, cultural and technological shifts oc-

curred. Consequently, these events were reflected in the variation of architectural theories; nevertheless, 

diagrams remained present as a recursive technique in the production of architecture. Throughout history a 

common understanding can be stated: diagrams constitute the architecture of an idea.

Mark Garcia illustrates this continuity over time in his book, The Diagrams of Architecture: “Since Vitruvius, the 

history of the education of the architect has at different moments up to the present included at least some 

knowledge of theology and scripture, mathematics, geometry, philosophy and politics, and later the principles 

and practices of the arts (drawing, painting, sculpture). Skill and knowledge in these subjects, particularly since 

the Renaissance, signaled the architect or architectural theorist’s abilities in, and/or comprehension of, clas-

sical design and decorum, reason and order. Diagrams inevitably started transferring information from other 

disciplines and domains into architectural designs, built works, theories and texts.”

In the 20th century, Modernism was not indifferent to diagrammatic practices to express the power of its 

ideas. Hanes Mayer, in his time at the Bauhaus, constructed diagrams of circulation and sunlight that claimed 

to show the factors for determining a plan (Anderson, 1987). Le Corbusier himself articulated his ideas of 

spatial-functional-technological interaction in his famous Maison Dom-ino diagram. For this purpose, he used 

a traditional representation method: a perspective; however, he stripped the house leaving only the crucial 

aspects that produced the architectural innovation: the structural elements -slabs, columns, foundations and 

stairs- emphasizing its horizontal datum. Hence, he turned a traditional drawing into a diagram that communi-

Stonehenge: prehistoric monument. England, 3000 BC to 2000 BC. Petroglyphic diagram of the relations between 

the local land and its animals inhabitants
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cated his contribution to the field. Also, the two para-

digmatic (and built) urban projects that expressed 

the machine-based theories of the so-called Modern 

Movement were conceived diagrammatically during 

the 1950s: Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh and Lucio 

Costa’s Brasilia. 

Other architects such as Louis Kahn, despite not spe-

cifically addressing diagrams, have strongly criticized 

the use of problem-solving techniques (into which 

diagrams can be included) declaring that they are a 

response to a desire for self-justification. According 

to Kahn, this approach denies the consideration of 

any concerted set of design proposals and evalua-

tions that should alter the architect’s understanding 

of the problem and lead him to reconsider it. During 

a lecture at the Architectural Association in 1966, 

he enunciated that: “The process of creative design 

is artificially simplified in order that it may be viewed 

systematically and its results justified by their consis-

tency with an initial statement.” 

The definition of ‘diagram’ has evolved over time, and 

currently we think of diagrams as the spatialisation of 

a selective abstraction of a concept or phenomenon 

that is used to introduce other themes into a project 

by mediating between the object and the subject. 

They allow architects to select information, analyze 

it and efficiently make operational decisions toward 

design, articulating an alternative to traditional repre-

sentational design techniques. Diagrams became an 

increasingly important component of communica-

tion and conception devices for architecture and 

design disciplines.
Lucio Costa: 

Brasilia, 1957. Diagrammatic sequence of the 

urban-plan conception.

Le Corbusier: 

1- Maison Dom-ino, 1914. Structural diagram. 

2- Le Modulor.

3- Unité d’ Habitation. Marseille, 1945. Bubble 

diagram of communal services for the building 

complex.

4- Chandigarh,1950, Diagram of the urban 

plan.
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3. Architectural Autonomy through the use of Diagrams

Throughout history, the research of architecture as an autonomous discipline is a topic that has held the at-

tention of architects and critics from broad perspectives: 

“If we are to think, to design, to build architecturally, then these activities cannot simply be reduced to informa-

tion supplied by other disciplines, as functionalism at least appeared to do. As an outset, it is possible to take 

‘architectural autonomy’ to be a proposition that in some way recognizes ‘a specific architectural way of think-

ing’, and traces the constitution of that way of thinking within the discipline of architecture itself.” 

Anderson, 2009

Emil Kaufman explained, while describing the work of Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, that there is an architectural 

autonomy to be found in the proper use of materials and constructional logic, based on programmatic func-

tions. On the other hand, Peter Eisenman rejected precedent and material conditions while developing the 

Cardboard Houses. For him, autonomy lay in the elaboration of a self-sufficient language. A third position was 

stated by Aldo Rossi, who also sought autonomy by negation of functional and material conditions, but con-

trary to Eisenman, pursued autonomy of architecture precisely within the history of the discipline.

In 1984, the editors of Perspecta, Carol Burns and Robert Taylor, claimed that architecture was not an iso-

lated or autonomous medium but was actively engaged by the social, intellectual, and visual cultures that are 

outside the discipline and encompass it. For them, architecture was inevitably involved with questions more 

difficult than those of form or style. Robert Somol explained how K. Michael Hays answered this assumption 

by implying that the editors were insufficiently dialectical in their understanding of engagement and autonomy. 

Hays’ sophistication has always allowed him to recognize that autonomy is a precondition for engagement: 

architecture stands in the critical position between being a cultural product and a discrete autonomous disci-

pline (Somol, 2002).

Almost predicting the acts of a strong branch of contemporary architecture, during the 1960s Louis Kahn 

anticipated something he was not endorsing: “System-oriented architects adopt new techniques and seek to 

analyze the problem into a rationally unassailable assembly of bits that can then be synthesized into an unas-

sailable solution” (1). Correspondingly and in order to define autonomy, in 2011, Patrick Schumacher (direc-

tor of Zaha Hadid Architects, a widely-recognized system-oriented firm that is also engaged with the use of 

diagrams as a production method) wrote that architecture is one of the great autopoietic function systems of 

contemporary society. It operates in parallel and coevolves with the other great function systems such as the 

political system and economic systems among others.

While the discourse has advanced and grown in 

complexity and sophistication, different genera-

tions of architects have dealt with this issue 

through a diagrammatic conception of their 

architecture, exploring and developing theo-

ries about it. Today, there is general consensus 

considering diagrams as a special type of rep-

resentation that is characterized by a high level 

of abstraction. The representation focuses on 

very specific aspects of the represented entity. 

These isolated aspects can then be grasped and 

manipulated with a high degree of efficiency. The 

high level of abstraction allows for a rapid search 

of the design solution. 

Thus, diagrams are engines of invention that op-

erate at the core of the creative design process. 

Usually to achieve such a high abstraction level, 

the information omitted when making a diagram 

can be taken for granted, so the diagram con-

centrates the essence of the project. Never-

theless, as Kahn had warned, sometimes the 

desire for self-justification can lead toward an 

abstraction that reflects an architecture empty 

of content and meaning. Another necessary pre-

caution is related to the architect’s ambition to 

carry a single diagram through the whole design 

process determining all aspects of design. This 

operation is architecturally reductive of the com-

plexity that can be achieved by the articulation of 

different models (Reiser + Umemoto, 2006).

(1) Definition coined by Louis Kahn, during a lecture at the Architectural Association in 1966, published in Stanford Anderson 
“Quasi-autonomy in Architecture: The Search for an ‘In-Between’” in 2002.

Peter Eisenman: 

Virtual House. Berlin, 1997.
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4. Eisenman’s Efforts to Create a Self-Referential Language

“Self-referential cannot mean hermetic isolation.”

Schumacher, 2011

Peter Eisenman is considered to be one of the most influential architects in the theoretical field of architec-

ture.  In 1967, he founded the Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies (IAUS) in New York which was a 

compulsory point of reference where theoretical thought took priority over pure professional practice. The 

IAUS published Oppositions, a magazine that became an emblematic medium for the manifestos of its mem-

bers, causing provocative theoretical debates (Moneo, 2004).

Meyer Schapiro wrote a passage that Stanford Anderson claims could be taken to anticipate the early work 

of Peter Eisenman: “The self-justifying artists know only the ‘laws of art’, and submit to no others. In the name 

of a similar purity, an architectural aesthete might deduce an art which conceals or suppresses the tectonic, 

constructive elements as non-artistic, and which constructs independently of these factors its own effects of 

mass and space and light” (2).

Since the conception of the Cardboard Houses, Eisenman exhibited a deep concern about introducing an 

autonomous linguistic model into his work and criticism (Krauss, 1977). All his efforts as a theoretician of 

architecture during those years were aimed at finding principles that would explain the appearance of form by 

developing a diagrammatical language immanent in architecture as a structural law that could explain its evo-

lution. He wanted to define the norms and behavior of architectural language as something self-explanatory. 

As a part of it, he incorporated terminology from the structural linguistics of Noam Chomsky (3). 

While using a sequence of diagrams, Eisenman expressed his apprehension for the process rather than for 

the final result. It was the design process itself that was being registered and not the material system or the 

specific context. He tried to demonstrate self-referentiality via serial reproduction. In addition, he used the 

diagrams to remove the designer and his inherent cultural prejudices. This operation was reinforced by his 

diagrammatic analysis of Le Corbusier’s Maison Dom-ino, in which he tried to prove a self-referential condition 

of architecture and a break with 400-year-old Western humanist architecture.

The Cardboard Houses demonstrated what Shapiro anticipated but did not advocate: an architecture as close 

as possible to the art world, suppressing materiality as something outside of the design equation. Eisenman 

indexed his houses using diagrams to capture its conception process with the ambition of creating a self-

referential language intrinsic to the discipline. 

(2) Meyer Schapiro, “The New Viennese School,” Art Bulletin, XVIII (1936), pp. 258–266.

(3) Robert Somol, “Dummy Text, or The Diagrammatic Basis of Contemporary Architecture”, in Diagram Diaries, ed. Peter Eisen-
man, 1999.

Peter Eisenman: 

House III, 1970.
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Peter Eisenman: 

House II, 1969. Diagrammatic Process. 
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AMOMA
5. The Work of Rem Koolhaas or How Buildings can be Conceived as Diagrams

In this quest for architectural autonomy, and considering the notions described in the previous section, it is 

possible to think of Rem Koolhaas as the natural heir of many Eisenman’s concerns. Koolhaas, who worked 

at the IAUS while doing his research for what became Delirious New York (a provocative turning-point for 

contemporary urbanism), never expressed in his theoretical writings any inquisitiveness about seeking archi-

tectural autonomy. However, he is probably the contemporary architect who has made the major contribu-

tions in this field through his capacity of conceiving buildings as diagrams (4). While engaging in a public 

conversation with Peter Eisenman at the Architectural Association in early 2006 (5), Koolhaas stated that 

the diagram is no longer only a device that triggers architecture, or enables us to trigger architecture. It is 

also a device through which one may look at the world and try to represent some of the bizarre conditions we 

observe.

Koolhaas is not only an enthusiast of diagrams, he actually built his own factory: AMO, the research-oriented 

counterpart that created continuous feedback with his Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA). Koolhaas 

uses AMO as a think-tank to develop his habit of shaking up established conventions, a practice that has made 

him one of the most influential architects of his generation. There are only a few constants in his career: one 

is the strategy of continuous change in order to maintain his latent controversial status; another is the use of 

diagrams as an architectural language to express these ideas to a world sometimes unprepared for them.

As an alternative to Eisenman’s reflections on the high European frame, which situated the frame within the 

context of the critical-indexical project of the 1970s, one might look to Rem Koolhaas’ appropriation of the 

mass cultural American frame at the same moment (Somol, 2002). Consequently, Koolhaas’ diagrams are 

different from Eisenman’s. Koolhaas has no concern about creating an autonomous language and, as with his 

projects, his diagrams do not rotate around a continuous idea. Nevertheless, it is in his stretched capacity to 

generate a continuous and coherent way of thinking that the architectural autonomy arises. He transforms 

the discipline of architecture into a vehicle able to analyze and send a critical message to contemporary 

society, as the Modern Movement had once attempted. Regarding design specifically, in the projects for the 

National Library of France (1988), Jussieu Two Libraries (1992) and the Seattle Central Library (1999), he 

demonstrated his versatility by re-inventing the configuration of the same program and accomplishing results 

that were completely different from one another but all having immense potential. It takes an architectural 

way of thinking to draw from this endless reservoir of ideas.

Unlike other architects of his stature, such as Frank Gehry or Zaha Hadid, who have continued to refine their 

singular aesthetic visions over long careers, Koolhaas attempts to supplant the design of pleasing forms with 

an architecture resulting from a diagrammatic analysis that reflects contemporary social complexity, cultural 

hybridization and globalization, in which (he considers) beauty has no place (6). He works with the necessity to 

express the spirit of our time by developing a provocative uninterrupted production line: from writings, through 

diagrams to projects.

When visiting Koolhaas’ buildings, it is easy to recognize the diagrammatical conception embedded in the final 

production (the building itself). This paper describes four of Koolhaas’ most renowned projects in order to 

illustrate the strategic use of diagrams for breaking paradigms and to disentangle his capacity to finally build 

them (in three of the four cases). In these sections images become more important than words, confirming an 

initial statement that diagrams are capable of expressing the essence of architectural thinking. The descrip-

tions of the projects are worthy and effective to contextualize the idea, but through the use of diagrams as 

an autonomous architectural language, the conception behind the buildings can be perfectly understood and 

transferred.

Koolhaas himself explained his intention of breaking traditional protocols in an (un)declared exploration for 

architectural autonomy in the introduction of S,M,L,XL: “The more architecture mutates, the more it confronts 

its immutable core. Our office is a search for ‘another’ architecture, knowing that architecture is like a lead 

ball chained to a prisoner’s leg: to escape, he has to get rid of its weight, but all he can do is scrape slivers off 

with a teaspoon.” 

(4) Definition introduced by Professor Rafael Moneo in his course, “Behind Today’s Architectural Trends,” which took place in 
spring 2012 at Harvard Graduate School of Design.

(5) Lecture published in the book, Supercritical, 2010.

(6) Koolhaas judges beauty as a meaningless and subjective value; contradictorily, his latest architecture shows a renewed ap-
preciation for iconic buildings (Casa Da Musica, CCTV, etc.). Form is on his design table.

AMO Provocative Production: 

1- European Union flag as a bar code 

2- Cover of Content, 2003 .

3- Eurasian nexus. 
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National Library of France. Paris, 1988 [project]

For this competition in which the program called for the creation of various smaller libraries contained within 

one building envelope, OMA’s ambition was to create a library that encompasses past and future forms of 

information. The immense amount of data to be stored within these spaces (books, films, digital sources) com-

bined with the effects of current technology became the inputs for the overall concept design. 

“At the moment when the electronics revolution seems about to melt all that is solid -to eliminate all necessity 

for concentration and physical embodiment- it seems absurd to imagine the ultimate library” (7). This state-

ment by Koolhaas was the base point from which to develop the ‘Strategy of the Void’, which is the name of 

the chapter about this project in S,M,L,XL. The Very Big Library is interpreted as a solid block of information, 

a repository of all forms of memory, in which the public spaces are defined as ‘absences of building’, voids 

carved out of the information solid. 

By developing the design strategy, the project signaled the beginning of iconographic black and white diagrams 

where the solid (information storage) is represented by a black solid, reinforcing the void (public spaces) as 

white holes, surrounded by the information. The operation was emphasized with the creation of ‘negative’ phys-

ical models where the public space (the void) was represented by solid pieces floating in the air, just threaded 

with the vertical circulations, suppressing all the storage spaces.

(7) In this sentence, taken from OMA’s website, Koolhaas is paraphrasing a famous exclamation by Karl Marx in his Communist 
Manifest.
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Netherlands Embassy. Berlin, 1997-2003

“The Netherlands Embassy is a disciplined cube with equally disciplined irregularities which aims to facilitate a 

better understanding of Berlin, confronting divergent ideas about how the city, with its complexity, heaviness, 

opacity, and beauty, should build/rebuild” (OMA, 2003). The project combined an obedient approach (strictly 

fulfilling the block’s perimeter) with a disobedient one (building an isolated cube), regarding urban regulations.

A continuous trajectory, defined with an unrolled diagram that reaches the eight stories of the building, shapes 

the embassy’s internal communication. It is the circulation, seeking to exploit the relationship with the context, 

what defines the program distribution (and not on the contrary as traditionally happens). Once the path is 

defined, then the program is accommodated in the interstitial space between the continuous trajectory and 

the cubic envelope. The regularity of the cube’s glass and steel facade is disturbed again at moments where 

the path grazes the exterior, making itself visible from the outside and providing strategic views of the Spree 

and the television tower.
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Seattle Central Library. Seattle, 1999-2004

“In an age in which information can be accessed anywhere, it is the simultaneity of media and (more impor-

tantly) the curatorship of its contents that will make the library vital” (OMA, 1999).

In this project, OMA’s purpose is to redefine the library as an institution no longer exclusively dedicated to the 

book, but rather as an information store that addresses the topics of contemporary shrinking public realm 

on one side and digitization on the other. As a response, the Seattle Central Library creates a ‘civic space’ for 

acquisition of knowledge where everything is physically and digitally interconnected, and an innovative organiz-

ing system for an ever-growing physical collection called the ‘books spiral’ for storage purposes. The library’s 

various programs are diagrammatically stacked across five platforms and four flowing ‘in between’ planes. 

Together, they dictate the building’s distinctive faceted shape, defined as an envelope that wrapped up the 

program, offering the city an inspiring building that is robust in both its elegance and its logic.

This is probably the project in which Koolhaas’ capacity of conceiving buildings as diagrams is most clearly 

expressed. Throughout the sectional diagram of programmatic connectivity it is amazing how easy is to under-

stand the functional and formal strategies of the actual building.
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Casa da Musica. Porto, 1999-2005

A curious fact about this project arises from its origins. Corresponding with his provocative nature, Kool-

haas used another technique that dates from the digital age, the ‘copy-paste’. He ‘recycled’ the diagram of a 

rejected project called Y2K house and scaled it up, using a prismatic void that originally intended to be a living 

room to accommodate the grand auditorium. According to Koolhaas, the past thirty years have seen fran-

tic attempts by architects to escape the domination of the “shoe-box” concert hall, so as the main strategy, 

rather than struggle with the inescapable acoustic superiority of this traditional shape, the Casa da Musica 

attempts to reinvigorate the traditional concert hall in another way: by redefining the relationship between the 

hallowed interior and the general public. 

Toward this intention, OMA introduces several programmatic innovations into the project. First, it overcomes 

the traditional enclosed space for concert halls by generating two glass facades at either end that open the 

hall to the city, offering Porto itself as a dramatic backdrop for performances (OMA, 2005). Secondly, the differ-

ent components of the program are organized around the grand auditorium but unlike traditional concert hall, 

these spaces have openings to see the show from them too.

In the Casa da Musica, Koolhass started showing a concern about architectural topics in which he never fo-

cused before: iconography and materiality. Regarding the first one, its distinctive faceted form in relation with 

the surrounding artificial landscape resembles a meteorite impact scene, creating a topography that is used 

to define the garage entrances. Concerning the second one, the election of white concrete (worrying about 

everyday detail as the formwork marks orientation) and corrugated glass facades also responds to the iconic 

quest.
OMA: Y2K House, 1999.
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6. The Spirit of Diagrams in Contemporary Architecture

Rem Koolhaas’ ideas figure prominently in the effort to understand the evolution of the influence of diagrams 

in emergent architectural practices that is presently widespread throughout contemporary architecture. Dur-

ing the last 30 years, OMA served not only as an office of architectural practice but also as one of the most 

influential schools of architecture. It has been training a tremendous number of distinguished ‘students’, many 

of whom have had a tangible impact on the course of contemporary (and future) architecture. Among many 

others, they include: Zaha Hadid, Alejandro Zaera Polo and Farshid Moussavi (ex-F-O-A), Winy Mass (MVRDV), 

Bjarke Ingels (BIG) and Julian DeSmeth (JDS Architects). If these are the direct disciples of Koolhass, there 

are also an immeasurable number of indirect followers throughout the world who were ‘born and raised’ 

under his strong architectonical influence. These people have the ambition of becoming the leading characters 

in a contemporary ‘diagrammatic culture’.

This generation of architects no longer faces design in terms of individual projects or buildings. Instead, these 

architects see design in relation to models that can be transferred from one project to another, contributing 

to the creation of an architectural collective knowledge. But not everything can be transfer so linearly, so this 

branch of contemporary architecture is facing a complex challenges. On the one hand, they have already ac-

complished an incredible volume of practice; on the other hand, they are still building their theoretical domain 

and sometimes, the elevated levels of sarcasm accomplished by Koolhaas turns into naive expressions in 

these young firms. The same thing happens with the production of diagrams: they lose power as architectural 

triggers to become fetishist sketches.

Naturally, the pressure towards innovation is increasing; it is linked with the influence of the digital age that 

increasingly is affecting every aspect of human life. Architecture is not indifferent to these changes and many 

of these architectural firms are evolving into a hybrid between diagrammatic and digital culture to create a 

new contemporary avant-garde.

The importance of diagrams as a conception tool for architecture, capable to adapt to the permanently-evolv-

ing arsenal of multimedia tools for architecture and parametric design, remains intact (8). Parametric dia-

grams are based on the application of the techniques of scripting and associative modeling to the domain of 

abstract diagrams. The emergence of parametric diagrams recognizes the inherent potential of the diagram 

as a central component of architectural thinking and understands that they cannot be excluded from the op-

portunities of adaptive upgrading offered by advanced computational information processing. 

While the design attributes that are manipulated within the metric diagram are fully determined and fixed at 

any time, within the parametric diagram they remain variable within open-ended design research explorations. 

Today, complex ‘data-sets’ take advantage of massive information flows and reflect variables such as popula-

tion parameters, consumer preferences, economic indicators, regulatory constraints, as well as technological 

and environmental parameters, turning the analytical concept into a design tool whereby the data became the 

input for form-generation. This version of diagrams is enriched by the use of animation software allowing for 

versioning and intuitive form-finding by means of the continuous deformation of topologically-defined surfaces 

or by the means of inverse kinematic constructs (Schumacher, 2011).

(8) Parametric Design is a method of linking dimensions and variables to geometry in relation to parameters defined by the de-
signer. In this manner, speculations and modifications can be performed in remarkably quick time compared with the redrawing 
required by traditional methods (manual or computerized). Thus, a network of relations between a given set of element attri-
butes can be constructed in order to optimize the creative process.

BIG: 

8 House, 2010. Diagrammatic Process
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7. Final Speculations

Because of its multidisciplinary nature it is difficult to imagine architecture as a completely autonomous realm; 

however, the production of diagrams can constitute a self-referential language to formulate architecture. 

Architecture is unique because of its capacity to perceive external pressures, to respond to internal demands, 

to interact with tangent disciplines, and finally, to catalyze all that heterogeneity into a single project. Con-

versely, the architectural product has to positively affect its societal environment to express a transformation, 

creating a continuous feedback loop. Finally, the potential of diagrams lies in their capacity to mediate between 

the convergences of these influences and negotiate them into a single project. The diagram is the tool that 

enables this true architectural thinking process.

In summary, diagrams can capture the essence of architecture itself, expressing its capacity to thread dif-

ferent disciplines into architectural conceptions, creating something architecturally unique but at the same 

time intrinsically linked with its interdisciplinary character.

Conclusively, regarding the two principal characters of this essay, Koolhaas’ approach was (and still is) far 

more successful than Eisenman’s. Instead of denying the complexity of architecture or reducing the use 

diagrams to a formal language, Koolhaas embraced this complexity and learned how to translate it into the 

elaboration of sophisticated diagrams, and finally into buildings. It can be said that Koolhaas raised diagrams 

to a new dimension of creative capability and influence enlargement so they became more powerful than ever 

before.
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ABSTRACT

In the last 20 years, many architects and scholars have become skeptical about any symbolic 

authority of architecture and have focused instead on the development of design techniques 

to generate inspiration in something that is purely organizational, rather than iconographic or 

metaphorical, and represents a strong conceptual potential. Correspondingly, at the present 

time, the role of diagrams as a technique in the design production of architecture undoubtedly 

constitutes one of the main forces to tackle contemporary architectural conception.

Diagrams are the tool behind many exceptional designs and interesting theoretical contribu-

tions to the field. Though their use in architecture is as old as architecture itself, the definition of 

‘diagram’ has evolved over time and currently we think of diagrams as the spatialisation of a se-

lective abstraction of a concept or phenomenon, used to introduce other themes into a project 

by mediating between the object and the subject. Diagrams typically condense information, and 

when appropriate pre-existing layouts are not readily found, architects have to learn to produce 

new ones and to define their own novel parameters. This speculation establishes a self-referen-

tial process in which the tools to create architecture are conceived from architecture.   

Throughout history, the research of architecture as an autonomous discipline is a topic that has 

had the attention of architects and critics from a broad perspective. Because of its multidisci-

plinary nature it is difficult to imagine architecture as a completely autonomous realm; however, 

the production of diagrams can constitute a self-referential language to formulate architec-

ture. This paper seeks to explore the potential of diagrams as a design method that reinforces 

the creation of true autonomy in architectural thinking.
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