
STEVEN HOLL
The art of thinking buildings
Or how to think buildings as art



CONTENTS

A. Introduction                                                                                               4

B. Up in the Air:                                                                                             6
Expansion of the American Memorial Library, Berlin, 1989

C. Scalelessness:                                                                                           8
Simmons Hall, MIT, Cambridge, 1999-2002

D. Light Prisms:                                                                                          10
The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, 1999-2007

E. The Scaled Grid and The Cluster:                                                          12
Linked Hybrid, Beijing, 2003-09

F. The Landscape of Disequilibrium:                                                          14
Horizontal Skyscraper - Vanke Center, Shenzhen, 2006-09

G. Mass Sculpting:                                                                                      16
Sliced Porosity Block, Chengdu, 2007-12

H. Final Speculations                                                                                   18

 I.  Bibliography                                                                                            19

DES 0321100 

Behind Today’s Architectural Trends

Instructor: Prof. Rafael Moneo
Student: Matías Imbern /MDesS



4 5

has always been sympathetic to the philosophic approach to architecture 

and that is the reason why he always tries to be coherent with his own 

principles. During the design process he merges diagrams with power-

ful aquarelle paintings. These elements are far from being an abstract 

conception of the buildings. By considering his drawings as a key part of 

the development, Holl creates a sensory thinking approach, understand-

ing how the effects and the perception of the projects will be. 

Juhani Pallasmaa described Holl’s creation process as fascinating; ex-

plaining how everything begins with minute watercolor sketches and ends 

with complex computer drawings. He also adds a concern for light and a 

craftsman’s sensitivity to materials and details. Poetry is always present.

The computer also plays a key role as a tool capable of dealing with com-

plex geometry, for its representation and fabrication; however, Holl is not 

friendly with the idea of using digital tools in the conception process. For 

him architecture is something else. He thinks that emerging technologies 

are going to have an essential role to play with architecture, but not as 

simulation or augmentation, he is interested in the effects, in the new spa-

tial conditions that technologies can bring to people’s experience.

The purpose of this work is to disentangle the complex design logic behind 

Steven Holl’s architecture by studying some of his most representative 

buildings of his late period.

A. INTRODUCTION

Throughout his career, Steven Holl’s challenge has been the same: how 

to transform ideas into buildings without resorting to language manipula-

tion?

As an answer to this question he never turned down his strong beliefs. 

Holl is against developing an architectural style, a personal brand. He uses 

experimentation to differentiate every project from others, making them 

unique by conceiving each work as a result of the cultural and morpho-

logical context. This traditional quality of facing the design process as a 

merger between ideas and context conditions is also embedded in Mod-

ern Movement philosophy but what is really surprising -and compelling- 

about Holl’s architecture is the fact that it is almost impossible to formally 

link his projects and even sometimes it is difficult to associate them with 

the same architect. The logic behind his work is always the same. Never-

theless, the results are as heterogeneous as the contexts themselves, 

and that is where his coherence resides.

As he claimed several times, every project is an opportunity for experi-

mentation and that is why he is selective with his works, having a small 

office rather than a big productive one, and keeping personal control of 

the production. This strategy of continuous change is motivated by his 

consistent theoretical framework. Phenomenology -physical doctrine that 

studies the consciousness as a construction of direct experience- is the 

ground where he has built his discourse, and from where he fights against 

other contemporary architectural trends. The way spaces feel, the sound 

and the smell of these places, has equal weight to the way things look.1

For Holl, design is a search in which he combines several techniques. He 

1. Steven Holl in the Preface of “The Eyes of the Skin: architecture and the senses”, Pallasmaa, J. 2003
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B. UP IN THE AIR
Expansion of the American Memorial Library, Berlin, 1989

This project, as a result of a winning entry for an international competition 

that was subsequently cancelled, can be thought of as an anticipatory use 

of a concept that Steven Holl tested in different conditions during his ca-

reer: putting buildings ‘floating’ in the air. 

In this expansion, the proposal is elevated by the idea of generating a con-

tinuous movement over the existing building. This circuit is also scratched 

on the curtain wall as a way of tracing the idea over the glass. The ‘loop’, 

made up of a series of buildings progressively rising above the old library, 

offers a spatial form that, on an urban level, creates a ‘gateway to the city’. 

This set is culminated by a suspended zeppelin-shaped bridge that con-

nects with the children’s library, proposing an unusual spatial experience 

to stimulate people’s senses. Holl’s proposals are the result of combining 

concept, materiality and perception into a unique architectural design.

Afterwards, this floating condition can also be seen in projects like Spatial 

Retaining Bars in Phoenix, Housing and Hotel in Guadalajara, the Center 

for Contemporary Art in Rome, and most recently, in the Nanjing Sifang 

Art Museum, built in China. The influence of Russian Constructivism ideas 

present in Kazimir Malevich paintings or the relation with Italian Futurism 

projects exploring this structural suspended condition are undeniable.

Here another salient characteristic of Holl’s work can also be perceived, 

the aquarelle perspectives (described by Kenneth Framptom as the 

source of his poetic ability2) as a medium for perceiving the idea material-

ized, to test the effects of light and shadows by blending the watercolors 

gradually from bright to dark.

2 Kenneth Framptom in “Steven Holl: A retrospective View”, El Croquis 78+93+103”, 2003.
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C. SCALELESSNESS
Simmons Hall, MIT, Cambridge, 1999-2002

For the Simmons Hall building, the architect uses the idea of a carved 

object without a defined scale. It is a rectangular prism where two differ-

ent kinds of geometrical operations are being made. On the one hand, 

there are the ‘squared subtractions’ that are made on the exterior of the 

building, giving as a result the elimination of certain areas, making this pro-

cess visible from the outside. On the other hand, there are the ‘sculptural 

erosions’, with fanciful shapes, which are made to create common areas 

that connect the different stories of the building not only visually but also 

spatially. The idea of erosion is exacerbated by the fact that the spaces are 

completely irregular, not ruled surfaces, increasing people’s perception. 

The skin is addressed by the use of a regular grid covering the complete 

building. The grid plays with traditional conceptions by giving each room 

nine small windows instead of one as it is commonly used. This master-

ful operation increases the scale perception of the block. The facade skin 

treatment disappears on the places where the ‘squared subtractions’ 

were done, emphasizing the idea of peeling cuts, in memory of the miss-

ing parts. The grid unifies the building making each unit impossible to be 

identified from the outside. 

The homogeneity of the grid is also altered by the use of different colors on 

the windows edges that during the night cause the appearance of colored 

lights and shadows. Holl uses the painted windows to color the reflections 

from the interior to the exterior and the other way round which was suc-

cessfully studied during the earlier stages of his career at the D.E. Shaw 

& Co. Office and Trading Area. As a result, the final images look like those 

taken from one of Holl’s watercolor sketches.   



10 11

D. LIGHT PRISMS
The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, 1999-2007

The proposal, composed of five interconnected structures as opposed to 

a single massive expansion, fuses architecture with landscape to create 

an experiential architecture that unfolds for visitors as it is perceived, cre-

ating an innovative merging of landscape, architecture and art.

The addition engages the existing sculpture garden, transforming the en-

tire Museum site into a new scenario for visitors’ experience, where the 

five glass boxes become the main characters. Described by the architect 

as five ‘lenses’, they form new spaces and angles of vision. At night, the 

glowing glass volume of the lobby provides an inviting transparency, draw-

ing visitors to events and activities. The lenses’ multiple layers of translu-

cent glass gather diffuse and refract light, materializing light like blocks of 

ice.

The proportions of his buildings have always been a peculiar concern for 

Steven Holl; he has even worked experimenting with the golden ratio and 

the Fibonacci sequence. In this museum, the relation between the height 

and the depth were precisely calibrated to allow the permeability of the 

space among the boxes not to obstruct the views of the surroundings.

Regarding the movement system, the circulation and exhibition merge as 

one can look from one level to another, from inside to outside. The whole 

system is working underground as a strategy to avoid interruptions of the 

garden continuity. While visitors move through the new addition, they ex-

perience a fluid dynamism between light, art, architecture and landscape.

The new building is combined with the existing one, using the landscape as 

a unifying agent, to create a fluid dynamism based on a sensitive relation-

ship to its context.
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E. THE SCALED GRID AND THE CLUSTER
Linked Hybrid, Beijing, 2003-09

The general strategy for this project is the ‘sewing’ of a group of buildings 

by connecting bridges. This way of designing big structures shows the 

strong influence that architects like the Smithsons and the rest of the 

Team X had on Steven Holl while thinking these cities within cities. The 

Linked Hybrid shares the idea of the elevated street of the Robin Hood 

Gardens and it also works with different volumes tight up together by 

bridges like in the Trellick Tower.

Steven Holl uses the idea of Parallax -the change of position of the differ-

ent planes reframing new spatial fields- in this project. He also claims that 

in the modern city it is the void between the grid and not the buildings 

themselves which hold the spatial inspiration.3 In a crowded city as Beijing, 

these concepts are present in the project, which makes the visitor feel the 

surrounding space and be part of it. The images that he takes from the 

central space change depending on each view.

In this proposal the main tension is between the grid of the skin that cov-

ers each vertical box and the bridges which are more sculptural and ca-

pricious. It is in the intersection of these two elements that the variations 

appear and Holl puts his artisan skills.

The hybrid building with diverse programs replaces the old format of one-

building-one-program for the periphery. Holl searches for the program-

matic richness and ‘fertilizes’ the place by gathering and juxtaposing a 

wide variety of activities which is crucial for the good quality of urban life.

The scheme for this project is not vertical nor is it horizontal but a combi-

nation of both, following a conceptual morphological -and cultural- merging 

between Beijing before and after its great expansion, triggered by Chinese  

economic development.

3 Steven Holl in “Edge of a City”, El Croquis 78+93+103”, 2003.
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F. THE LANDSCAPE OF DISEQUILIBRIUM
Horizontal Skyscraper - Vanke Center, Shenzhen, 2006-09

The Vanke Center is a mixed-use building including hotel, offices, serviced 
apartments, and a public park. Baptized as the ‘horizontal skyscraper’ -as 
long as the Empire State Building is tall-, Steven Holl applies again in his 
project, the idea of hybridization, using the building as an instrument capa-
ble of articulating the overall economic process -so determinant in Shenz-
hen growing- with local fixations on specific topographies.4

The diagrammatic cluster is the main strategy. The structure is raised 35 
meters high, only supported by eight legs. Holl replaces here the Le Cor-
busier’s pilotis used in the Expansion of the American Memorial Library by 
prismatic blocks that accommodate the access to the building.

The proposal was conceived as a gigantic artistic artefact, probably in-
spired by Joel Shapiro’s sculptures, composed of simple rectangular 
shapes in apparent disequilibrium. Here, Holl reaffirms his intention of 
connecting architecture with the rest of the world of plastic arts. The fa-
cades combine local materials with high-tech resolutions, creating a clear 
distinction between those that need solar protection and those that do 
not.

The operation of making the structure as ‘floating’ was motivated by a dou-
ble intention behind: firstly to generate the largest possible green space 
on the existing landscape and secondly to offer 360-degree views over the 
lush tropical landscape below. The orientation of the different branches 
that compose the building are driven by the panoramas of the surround-
ings, choosing between mountain, lake or ocean views.

The interiors of the building were treated with a scenographic and ex-
pressionist approach, playing with light entrance, creating interesting con-
trasts of light and shadow. In this project Steven Holl shows his aim of 
extrapolating the artistic approach that he develops in houses in large 
scale buildings.

4 Alejandro Zaera Polo in “Steven Holl: Towards an Aesthetic of Reappearance”, Quaderns 197, 1992.
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G. MASS SCULPTING
Sliced Porosity Block, Chengdu, 2007-12

The Sliced Porosity Block shares some common qualities with the previ-

ous Linked Hybrid project, also in China. Again, the project is a hybrid of 

different functions like a giant chunk of a metropolis.

However, there are several differences between them. While Beijing’s 

building was conceived as a fragmentation into blocks and afterwards 

joined by bridges, this project is a unique mass that was carved by the 

artist-architect. Its slices are the results of required minimum daylight ex-

posures to the surrounding urban fabric, calculated by the precise geom-

etry of sun angles. The result is an eroded superstructure whose design 

procedure has a strong resemblance to sculptor Eduardo Chillida’s pro-

ject in Mount Tindaya.

Regarding the formal aspects of Steven Holl’s design, he uses the regular 

grid as a skin for the buildings as he did in Simmons Hall -but scaling it 

down- or in Beijing. Nevertheless, this proposal is more artistic and more 

elaborated from its conception than the Linked Hybrid. The interstitial 

spaces are the result of the mass sculpting, enriched by the change of 

the skin in which the grid disappear, enhancing the peeling cuts effect. 

The bridges that join the buildings are more subtle, closer to the ground 

and not so visible. In Beijing’s project Steven Holl claims that they all have 

functions but the general criticism said that they were over scaled and not 

so useful.

The urban strategy of the block creates a new terrain of public space; an 

urban terrace with three ponds functioning as skylights to the six-story 

shopping located below. The eroded morphology of the proposal acts as a 

wind-catcher. The wind can be heard and felt in the interior void, following 

Holl’s phenomenological philosophy. This platform also contains three ar-

tistic pavilions designed by Holl, American architect Lebbeus Woods and 

Chinese artist Ai Wei Wei.
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H. FINAL SPECULATIONS

By analyzing Steven Holl’s career, and specially its latest period, it is pos-
sible to highlight the coherence behind his work and how he pushed his 
concepts forward as phenomenology. Not all the buildings were success-
ful, but his philosophy is always behind them backing him up. 

In the last fifteen years, when Holl started receiving bigger commissions, 
he had to expand his office to create a big studio where he is not able to 
supervise each decision as in his beginnings. This common situation that 
happened to many emergent architects has always had an impact on the 
architectural production and this is not the exception. 

His first project in China, the Linked Hybrid has some qualities that are 
conceptually strong but the resolution is not the best, it is not the same 
accurate modeling behind it as in the Simmons Hall, probably that is the 
reason why it was not as effective as the MIT block. Nevertheless, in the 
Vanke Center and in Chengdu Block, Holl’s craftsman skills and sensitivity 
are again there.

Another risk that Steven Holl is facing is the fact of converting his architec-
ture in a brand -something that many architects pursue but he was always 
trying to avoid-. The grid skins of the Simmons Hall, the Linked Hybrid and 
the Sliced Porosity share a lot of qualities even being buildings in so dis-
similar conditions. This topic was addressed by Scott Cohen in conversa-
tion with Holl during his April ‘12 Harvard GSD visit, and the answer was 
not clear. It is difficult to identify how these skins can be strongly entangled 
with the site -as he always claims it should be- in each different case.

Finally, it is important to mention how inspiring Steven Holl’s work can be 
for current and future generation of architects, not only because of his 
tremendous talent and his immanent buildings, but also because of his 
architectural philosophy, always trying to push the boundaries, to do the 
right thing even if it is not the most profitable solution. This perseverance 
is what has led him to his current star-architect position. We should all 
learn from that. 
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ABSTRACT:

Contemporary architecture is something difficult, almost impossible to de-

fine. More and more architects are trying to express in their works the 

complexity of today’s society. Globalization plays an essential role in this 

architectural spread; today intercultural exchange from all over the world 

allows architects to follow many different inspirations to develop their own 

line of thinking.

However, it is possible to define two main ‘umbrellas’ under which archi-

tects are take position: the artist-architects and the philosopher-archi-

tects. It is crucial to clarify that this classification does not try to suggest 

architectural homogeneity in each cluster; inside these two groups we can 

find completely heterogeneous projects and even antagonistic to one an-

other. Indeed, this ordering is a way to understand the broad perspective 

of the present architectural map.

This paper is focused on Steven Holl’s latest career and the intimate rela-

tion that he has established with both branches of contemporary archi-

tecture. Since his beginnings he has felt the need to define the theoretical 

framework in which he was going to develop his designs, always prioritiz-

ing quality against quantity. He embraced phenomenology as a theoretical 

base, and from there he has developed his personal system by predicting 

his buildings with aquarelle drawings, by choosing the materials carefully, 

and by working with people’s perceptions to evoke their emotions. These 

are the characteristics that put Steven Holl’s architecture close to the 

work of true artists. The result is the work of a passionate architect creat-

ing a balance between theory and practice, thinking each work with the 

same philosophy, but searching for a result deeply connected with the site. 

Steven Holl expresses, through his critical and poetic content, his own vi-

sion of the way architecture should be.

© 2012 - Matías Blas Imbern
Harvard University - Graduate School of Design 

All rights reserved.


