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THE MISSING INGREDIENT IN TYPOLOGICAL STUDIES: ANALOGY 
 
‘What is a typology?’ the first-year student asks. The professor answers with abstractions: ‘A 
configuration of spaces’. ‘Then how do those spaces work together to form a building I want to 
be in?’ rejoins the student. The professor is stunned. He was all ready to instruct the student in 
how typologies come to be: through use, through the distances available building materials can 
easily span, through changes in the economic and social structure of the city. But the student has 
hit the nail on the head and hit the professor in his heart. The student asks the question we all ask, 
if we are honest: ‘What does a typology do for me?’ 
 
When we ask what something does for us, we’re asking what it means for us, what it does with 
us. We have already gone beyond use, beyond comfort, beyond economy; we have, in fact, gone 
beyond regarding a building as a mere thing. A thing can hardly be a source of real meaning for 
us. But a building that reminds us who we are: that’s a different story altogether. 
 
If we look at what we’ve built, through time and across cultures, we find spatial patterns and 
compositions of building parts that speak to us through analogy. A column is not a mere support: 
we see in it a person standing, straining under the load he has to bear (Rykwert, 1996, 372-391). 
An atrium is not simply a convenient central patio: we recognize in it our innermost world, our 
heart (Laan, 2008, 16). A window surround is not only a means of protecting the window frame: 
we stand before a complete house in miniature. The whole façade then becomes a streetscape full 
of houses next to and atop each other.  
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When we build with an architectural language that speaks to us through analogy, we build a 
world that comes alive for us. It comes alive because it engages our primary way of knowing: not 
through thought, but through encounter – through discovery, through revelation, through images. 
We can define aliveness: it’s when a space, a building element, a typology greets us as an other 
whom we can relate to rather than as a thing that we can design and manipulate. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Santa Sabina, Rome. Author’s photo. 
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PATTERNS WITH A HEART IN A BUILDING 
 
When we experience a space as alive, we could say it’s a pattern with a heart: after all, all living 
beings have hearts. But a pattern with a heart can also be a physical configuration that makes and 
defines centres in both space and boundaries. Santa Sabina in Rome (Fig. 1) fairly immerses us in 
patterns with a heart. 
 
We could come to Santa Sabina only with our head – only the parts of our brain that think. And if 
we did, we would repeat to ourselves an old, reductive story: ‘The basilica as type existed long 
before we turned it into a church. The type arose as an attempt to create a large, well-lit central 
space sandwiched between smaller serving spaces on either side of it. Use and technology alone 
engendered the basilica.’ End of story. 
 
We could come to Santa Sabina only as Christians, but then we would be judging her exclusively 
in terms of how she helped us celebrate the liturgy. End of story. 
 
Let’s come to Santa Sabina simply as human beings who know immediately how we feel and 
what we associate when we dwell in her spaces. What do we meet? Spaces between the columns 
that form a perforated wall. Spaces between the outside walls and the colonnades that define the 
nave. The space of the nave between the spaces of the side aisles. Within the space of the nave 
yet another space greets us: the garden wall around the schola. And within the space of the schola 
we meet its heart in the form of the altar. The story the spaces tell is a story of centres – centres 
bounded and contained by other spaces that exist thanks to the walls that form them. 
 
Once we’re aware of the theme of spaces with a centre – of a pattern with a heart – we discover 
that the heart need not be the centre of walls or spaces: it can also be the goal, the endpoint, of a 
spatial development. That is exactly what we encounter in the apse. The apse plays two roles: she 
emphasizes the altar as the centre of our attention, and she reflects our attention back to us. 
Everything we see and experience outside ourselves is thus an image of everything we see and 
experience inside ourselves. The architectural language in the outer world we build leads us to 
the inner world we carry with us. We have built a pattern with a heart. 
 
Were we aware we built a pattern with a heart? Possibly not. But that’s not the point. The point is 
that we were able to build a world that speaks to us, that reminds us who we are, that embodies 
our own make-up. 
 
 
PATTERNS WITH A HEART IN PSYCHOLOGY 
 
Our own make-up? That’s our psychological development. Winnicott, who spent his life 
observing children, concludes that we contain every stage of our development in order to 
remember where we came from (Winnicott, 1971). First we and the world are one: we are mother 
and breast, brother and beast, light and dark, the figures in our dreams and the people in our 
waking life. We develop our awareness as an emerging person when we contain our experience 
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of moving from one stage of development to the next. We weave boundaries around them. We 
need to collect them in order to remind ourselves of our origin. We begin in an undifferentiated 
world that is both enchanted and threatening. We discover we can relate to that world as an other. 
We discover we can relate to our current world as an other. 
 
Jung discovered that children the world over draw mandalas – patterns with a heart (Jung, 1977, 
355-390). Jung concludes that the configuration of a mandala (a circle or a square with a clear 
centre and clearly defined quadrants or segments) reflects the development of our conscious 
awareness (our ego) out of our original being (our inner world of images). The mandala reminds 
us of our centre. Our ego is not the centre: our ego relates to that centre. 
 
 
PATTERNS WITH A HEART IN ARCHITECTURE AND TOWNS 
 
Now we begin to glimpse the objective basis of Alexander’s Fifteen Properties in The Nature of 
Order (Alexander, 2012, 143-296). Alexander concludes that the spaces and buildings and towns 
that speak to us, that invigorate us, that bring us home, embody 15 discernible properties. If we 
look at those properties, we discover they are all patterns with a heart. The world we build 
nourishes us when it comes alive for us. And it comes alive for us when it greets us as a living 
being. That living being is our projection of our own development and our own goal in our 
development, in our life. 
 
Léon Krier arrives at a similar configuration after comparing the spatial structure of traditional 
cities with the spatial structure of contemporary cities (Krier, 2007, 121-170). Krier demonstrates 
that a single centre surrounded by unlimited suburbs is simply not sustainable or ecological: 
people are forced to travel long distances between their homes and their jobs, between their 
private worlds and their public worlds. In both his writings and his built works Krier proposes 
patterns of development with centres: towns with town centres within the larger city they 
comprise. Now the pattern with a heart is rooted not only in our own nature but in the nature of 
the world as well. 
 
 
PATTERNS WITH A HEART IN NATURE 
 
Salingaros and Mehaffy take us from the configuration of city spaces to the order of cells in 
living beings. They demonstrate that cells and groups of cells create wholes (Salingaros, 2012). 
Cells within groups of cells within groups of groups of cells are patterns with a heart within 
larger patterns with a heart. It’s the nature of life, as Mandelbrot has demonstrated in his study of 
fractals. Fractals are structures with centres that contain structures with centres. Once a structure 
has contained its centre by weaving a boundary round it, it replicates the pattern. Now there are 
two, three, many patterns with a heart. Within themselves they contain centres. Together they 
contain a centre common to the larger structure. 
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PATTERNS WITH A HEART IN POETRY 
 
Containing a centre is what we do when we discover rituals. We don’t invent rituals consciously: 
we find ourselves acting them out, marking a seminal or a liminal event in our lives (Neumann, 
1974, 154). When Coleridge has a numinous dream, he concludes his tale of the dream by 
describing a pattern with a heart (Abrams, 1962, 199): 
 
  Weave a circle round him thrice, 
  And close your eyes with holy dread, 
  For he on honey-dew hath fed 
  And drunk the milk of Paradise. 
 
But sometimes in our collective history, we lose touch with the pattern with a heart. Yeats paints 
the picture (Abrams, 1962, 1355): 
 
  Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
  The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
  Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
  Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world. . . 
 
We are the falcon, Yeats reminds us after the horrors of World War I. We have lost touch with 
the falconer – with our experience of history, with our psychological origin, with our centre. 
Yeats does not discover his images through logical analysis: he receives them, just as a prophet 
does. And prophets, throughout history, have given us knowledge through the images that visited 
them. We discovered images and rituals long before we turned their messages into laws and 
taught ourselves to think discursively (Frankfort, 1974, 11-36 and Girard, 2001, 82-94).  
 
 
THE HISTORICAL DENIAL OF ANALOGY AS A VALID WAY OF KNOWING 
 
Images are the key to understanding how knowing through analogy works. When we meet an 
image, we don’t see only the image: we see what it points to, what it suggests, where it leads us 
as well. Two children standing across from each other clasp each other’s outstretched arms. They 
create London Bridge without explaining it. All the players understand immediately what they’re 
doing.  
 
But when we think discursively, we inhabit a world of logical connections. The connections that 
images make with us strike us as illogical. We no longer trust them as a source of knowledge. 
The architects who devised and signed the CIAM declaration at La Sarraz in 1928 mistrusted 
images. Their thinking led them to conceive of town planning solely as ‘the organization of the 
functions of collective life’ (Woud, 1991, 210). Their vision continued at the scale of the 
building: the signers aimed at ‘replacing architecture on its true plane, the economic, and 
sociological plane’ (CIAM’s, 2011). Where are the images – the analogies – in a vision based on 
use alone?  
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Professional architects have themselves become the ego alienated from its own source, its history, 
its centre. In denying the validity of meaning in all inherited architecture, they have taught 
succeeding generations to design buildings and towns we can only experience as things. Such 
buildings and towns fail to come alive for us because they fail to create analogies that remind us 
who we are. 
 
 
REDISCOVERING HOW TO BUILD PATTERNS WITH A HEART 
 
Acknowledging our need for analogy 
 
Once we acknowledge that the spaces we build become analogies for us, we want to know how 
we can build them, how we can design them. The first step is our realization that we can build 
more than things alone: it reconnects us with our experience. Without consciously working to 
learn a new architectural language, we might see it emerging as we sketch.  
 
 
 

Figure. 2. Centro Rural, Muskiz. Cenicacelaya y Saloña, Bilbao. With permission. 
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Employing an adequate architectural language  
 
Architectural language is in fact the clue. Throughout our history as builders, we’ve built patterns 
with a heart. We’ve seen living forms in the elements that build our buildings. We do it 
automatically – unless we’ve been taught not to. And so the second step is to take a new look at 
the architectural language we call traditional. Experiencing what the language does with us and 
for us means we distance ourselves from any ideology that tells us that each age must give rise to 
a single language appropriate to it. 
 
The Centro Rural in Muskiz, País Vasco, (Fig. 2) gives us patterns with a heart in the language it 
speaks. In this contemporary building, columns and beams describe and form modules of space 
that contain our body just as a window surround contains its window. Together the modules of 
space contain the main building. They make a centre of it even though it’s not the geometrical 
centre of the complex. The modules are fractals that contain a larger space whose size is based on 
the original module. Columns greet us as living beings, standing proud as they support their 
loads. And the pitched roof shelters the main space we occupy.  
 
We experience the building as we walk through it, as we meet it and discover it. The smallest 
spaces contain our body, form a primordial hut for it. Our body is in fact the centre of the 
composition and therefore the generator of the composition. If we place our body at the centre of 
our designs, then the centre of who we are as body necessarily directs our designs. Our centre is 
our original experience: the centre that gave us life, the centre our ego developed from. The 
building reconnects us with our own developmental history. At the same time the building 
teaches us how to be members of a group. The individual modules of space work together to 
bring a larger space into being.  
 
Testing the discipline of Dom Hans Van der Laan 
 
If individual modules of space work together to bring a larger space into being, then we’ve 
become aware of how we perceive and experience space. Quite naturally we’ve arrived at a third 
step in our awareness of how we can build patterns with a heart: it’s the tradition Van der Laan 
founded when he examined our limits of perception and our need to connect the outer world we 
build with the inner world we dwell in. 
 
First, reasoned Van der Laan, we need not only to see the space we inhabit: we need to feel it as 
something tactile (Laan, 1983, 35-47). We can only feel the size of the space if we can feel and 
see the depth of the walls that contain it. Surfaces alone will not do because they lack depth. The 
depth of a perforated wall is the measure that allows us to experience the measure of the space 
between walls. We relate with our bodies to a space if we relate to the massive elements that form 
that space. Those elements – the walls, the columns – greet us as bodies. We come to know our 
world through analogy. 
 
Space literally comes to life for us between two massive borders. Standing opposite each other, 
the borders form a pattern with a heart. The heart is the space we inhabit, move through, and meet 



JBU II (2012) 1  ·  
 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
© 2012 Journal of Biourbanism 

 

104

not as an abstract thing but as a living actor. But if the actors who form the walls stand too far 
apart from each other, they can’t communicate with the actors on the other side of the stage. 
What, then, is the ideal distance between the actors, based on our perception? A space of seven 
times their thickness (Laan, 1983, 154). 
 

 
 

Figure. 3. Abdij Roosenberg, Waasmunster. Archives Sint‐Benedictusberg, Vaals. 
With permission. 
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In Roosenberg Abbey (Fig. 3) Van der Laan tested his discoveries, his compositional tools (Laan,  
2008). He divided the depth of the site into seven segments. Then he divided a component 
segment again by seven. He let this measure form the spatial building block of the whole abbey – 
a town in miniature. And the spatial building block – the module of space – came to life thanks to 
perforated walls that measure a seventh of the width of the space, on centre. A pattern with a 
heart was both the beginning and the goal of the design.  
 
Van der Laan began with the largest measure in order to arrive at the smallest. The smallest 
measure then formed the material building block capable of containing the smallest module of 
space in the composition. And that module is present in larger spaces as well. Two parallel walls 
contain the space between them. The module of space so created spreads itself out in three 
dimensions. Spaces between walls contain the space of the cloister. The cloisters contain the 
space of the inner courtyard, just as they define the space of the entry courtyard. The culmination 
of the design is the chapel – not at the heart of the complex but at the end of the route through it. 
And the chapel is not only a heart within the heart of the composition: she is a building within a 
building within a building.  
 
 
A PATTERN WITH A HEART SHAPES US AS WE BUILD AND THINK  
 
A pattern with a heart arises in the way we perceive space. A pattern with a heart then guides us 
in designing a complex building, a neighbourhood, a town. And a pattern with a heart puts us in 
touch with our own heart: our interior worlds, the worlds that gave us life to begin with, the 
worlds that give us life now. We have reintroduced meaning in our pursuit of typologies that 
answer to how we perceive space literally and how we experience space analogically. 
 
 
 
REFERENCES 
 
Abrams M.H. (ed.). The Norton Anthology of English Literature (Vol. 2). New York, Norton, 
1962. 
 
Alexander C. The Nature of Order (Book 1). Berkeley, The Center for Environmental Structure, 
2002. 
 
CIAM’s La Sarraz Declaration (1928). http://modernistarchitecture.wordpress.com/2011/09/08/ 
ciams-la-sarraz-declaration-1928. 
 
Frankfort H. et. al. Before Philosophy. New York, Penguin, 1974. 
 
Girard R. I See Satan Fall Like Lightning. Maryknoll, NY, Orbis, 2001. 
 
Jung C.G. Collected Works 9, 1. Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1977. 



JBU II (2012) 1  ·  
 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
© 2012 Journal of Biourbanism 

 

106

Krier L. Architecture: Choice or Fate. London, Papadakis, 2007. 
 
Laan H. van der. De architectonische ruimte. Leiden, Brill, 1983. 
 
Laan H. van der. Negen brieven van de architect over de bouw van het klooster Roosenberg. 
Waasmunster, Abdij Roosenberg, 2008. 
 
Neumann E. Art and the Creative Unconscious. Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1974. 
 
Rykwer J. The Dancing Column. Cambridge, MIT Press, 1996. 
 
Salingaros N.A. and Mehaffy M. ‘The Transformation of Wholes’ and ‘Scaling and Fractals’. 
Metropolis Magazine (www.metropolismag.com/pov/author/nikos), 2012. 
 
Winnicott D.W. Playing and Reality. New York, Basic Books, 1971. 
 
Woud A. van der. ‘De kunst van het stedebouwen’ in Woud, A. van der (ed.). De stedebouw 
volgens zijn artistieke grondbeginselen. Rotterdam, Uitgeverij 010, 1991. 


