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1. Introduction  //
• Learning From Las Vegas
by Robert Venturi.

In this article, I will be talking first 
briefly on the book Learning from 
Vegas written by Robert Venturi 
and his associates in the 1960’s. 
A controversial book which tries 
to reflect on a current architecture 
of the city of Las Vegas and its 
consequences and what can an 
architect learn from. The author 
used the comparison and asso-
ciative method of defining the 
architecture and transform it from 
one medium to another. 
Nevertheless, this book and many 
other books written on architec-
ture have used the method of 
comparing and associating pro-
cess, and the usage of historical 
classical architecture as referenc-
es to back up their arguments. Le 
Corbusier, Rem Koolhaas, and 
many other architects have tried 
to reinvent architectural notions, 
and position themselves into doc-
trines of theories.
The method of associative think-
ing & abstraction in architecture 
have been used since the be-
ginning dawn of architecture. 
Civilizations always try to asso-
ciate their architecture to certain 
notions and beliefs. This is clearly 
found in Greek architecture evo-
lution, then the Roman inspira-
tion from the Greek architecture 
by abstracting and adding to it, 
passing by Islamic architecture 
era, and the usage of parametric 
motives where they start to mimic 
architecture from  their previous, 
till the renaissance “Roman-

esque” reaching the post-indus-
trial revolution and postmodern 
era to the present contemporary 
designs where mimicking nature 
for sustainability creates again 
kind of new three dimensional 
motives which was used in the 
past in different ways.

2. Literature Summery:

The book starts by analyzing the 
city of Las-Vegas and in particu-
lar the 2-miles strip where most 
of the facilities and functions 
are spread. This book does not 
focus on Las Vegas as a city or 
as a classic case study, but as a 
symbolic mean and an inspira-
tional tool which the city provides 
unique data and visual informa-
tion in which the authors starts 
to abstract theories and new 
architectural elements throughout 
the association process. In other 
words, juxtaposing a modern city 
of the ’60s of the past century 
with ancient historical cities of 
Roman Europe became relevant 

in such case.
The abstract urban/architectural 
analysis of the strip had gener-
ated new typologies, notions, 
and prototypes. These analyses 
were focused on the functional 
distribution of the facilities, and 
visual sectional diagrams which 
represent a spatial relation be-
tween the functions placement, 
its space with respect to other 
functions in its context, and its 

symbolic representation.
Nevertheless, the city at night is 
not the same in daylight, the par-
asitic neon lights which mask the 
buildings glow in the dark forming 
a delusion of a new architecture. 
While at the same time they work 
as communication tools in relation 
to the mobility (speed) and scale. 
In summary, this kind of analysis 
reminds us of Vitruvius text on the 
Lesson of Rome.

The second part of the book tries 
to represent actual modern archi-
tecture in different media of com-
parison and associations which 
have created an inspirational 
medium from many renowned 
architects. In addition, the au-
thors try to go beyond the reality 



of their analysis of Las Vegas in 
a way they try to associate what 
is so-called modern architecture 
features with classical architec-
ture ornamentations, where they 
argued the idea of decoration, 
ornamentation, and symbolism in 
most of its known dimensions at 
that time. Venturi has explained 
Adolf Loos thoughts on architec-
tural ornamentation on one hand, 
and on the other hand, he criti-
cized him on his practical level of 
implementing his thoughts. And 
then he continues to associate 
postmodernism architecture in a 
way how ornamentations have 
evolved in architecture but it has 
never disappeared. Now we call 
them architectonic elements, 
building details, “foleis”, and bio-
mimicry...

3. Personal reflection & posi-
tioning:

This book could be represent-
ed as one of the many bibles of 
architecture no doubt. The holistic 
approach of the author provides a 
playground of architectural/urban 
doctrines and theories.It can be 
positioned in parallel with many 
other important architectural 
references on both academic and 
practical levels. Similar to Learn-
ing from Las Vegas, learning from 
Rome by Vitruvius which is a 
great representation of the classi-
cal Rome as a hub of architectur-
al symbolism and spatial qualities. 
On the other hand, Le Corbusier 
with his friend Ozenfant, have 
refurbished the architectural 
discipline in their book Towards a 
New Architecture, in the modern 
period, in which architecture is no 
more hierarchy and symbolic rep-

resentation of civilization but also 
a melange of technologies, arts, 
and personal state of mind which 
the architect provides. Architec-
ture after this book became more 
free and unchained to classical 
thoughts or/and technology. In ad-
dition, this book also provides the 
reader with many visual examples 
and diagrams which reflects its 
author sensibility and the direction 
of his thoughts. Yet, the book is 
also not consistent in its thoughts, 
it only represents architecture in a 
certain transitional phase and its 
prospects on many dimensions. 
I personally believe this work has 
opened a new way of represent-
ing architectural thoughts. Robert 
Venturi and his associates had 
the confidence in representing 
architecture in critical, funny, and 
constructive approach. And this 
is only possible by adding many 
diagrams, images, photomontage 
and in comic visuals in which it 
represents the reality as it is. This 
architectural mentality decon-
structed the widespread Beaux-
Arts doctrine in academia.
This dogmatic paradigm was 
backed up by many philosophical 
thoughts, and artistic movements 
at that period. It has produced 
new architectural notions and 
publications which had no mental 
limitations, neither imaginative 
barriers. As an example, Rem 
Koolhaas was one of the archi-

tects who could reassemble the 
reality of thought of architecture. 
His publications were the off-
springs of his previous fellow 
architects, where his process is 
clear and shown through jux-
taposing opposite architecture, 
creating dramatic scenes, asso-
ciating unconventional mediums 
of design and art. He also reflect-
ed on the city of New York in a 
similar way Venturi did, thus with 
his own personal way in drawings 
and essays.

4. Conclusion:

Many architectural theoreticians, 
critics, and practitionairs have 
been trying to find a proper ar-
gument and provide inspirational 
tools to architects. Architecture 
from its early stages as we know 
in classical historical texts and 
artifacts. Since the old Greek ar-
chitecture where the golden ratio 
and its proportions have been 
mimicking natural formations. 
deriving numbers and geometry 
from natural events.And if we look 
at the old Egyptian dynasty tem-
ples where the column’s capital 
mimics the lotus flower, referring 
to Eden.While the new wave of 
sustainable design associative 
thinking is a process of abstrac-
tions and forcing or applying 
various reading tools in order to 
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reinvent and not imitate or copy.
Associative thinking in architec-
ture literature relies on existing 
artifacts which represents both 
historical and modern archetypes.

The associative process has 
evolved with time-space and 
events. Starting from the early 
historical records of the Greek 
temples, where the process of as-
sociation is clear as the geometric 
proportions are a derivation of the 
natural exploration at that time, 
where the golden ratio, rectan-
gle/spiral are abstracted in the 
geometrical configurations of the 
wooden temples, and afterwards 
the wooden structures where 
translated into stone structures 
which all the architectural ele-
ments of the Greek temple from 
the columns configurations (capi-
tal, base, drum, etc..) as complete 
abstraction process. Not only 
nature was a tool of association 
but also the mental philosophical 
thinking was subjected to asso-
ciative thinking as Aristotle told 
the history of utopia (Atlantis) and 
explained it in details and that all 
its architectural elements of purity 
and hugeness are a translation of 
the Gods temples in the heavens, 
Plato tried to translate its architec-
ture into literature, and architects 

and urban planners to these days 
still get inspired by it.
Associative thought at that time 
was not only represented in 
thoughts but when the civiliza-
tions where using pictographic as 
letters, the Phoenicians, on the 
other hand, abstracted letters into 
what we know today the roman 
letters. That is an artistic associa-
tion which simplified writing.
The Romans on the other hand, 
learned from the greek architec-
ture and derived all its qualities 
into other forms of architecture, 
for example, the Doric order 
columns associated with wisdom 
where translated into Corinthian 
which is associated with power, 
and the lintels into arches and so 
on.

Dating back the medieval period, 
the old church of Constantinople 
Hagia Sofia, the construction of 
the dome was a clear association 
of the earth blue dome “ the sky”, 
yet the Ottoman architect Mimar 
Sinan have translated the concept 
into the blue mosque, but this 
time with flying buttresses, and 
Islamic motives which are derived 
from the divinity and the endless-
ness of God’s representation. The 

Islamic architecture it beginning 
was affected by the churches 
mosaic in the Levant which repre-
sented heavens Eden, God, and 
humans, but they took the es-
sence of this literal representation 
and developed an abstract way 
to represent the endless sky with 
geometric amalgamation.

In the post-renaissance era, 
however, there was an emotional 
nostalgia of the Roman empire 
glory, and architects such as Da 
Vinci resected the human body 
proportions again, so will Le Cor-
busier will do 500 years later in 
his modular. As well as Brunelles-
chi in Firenze, Duomo.

Personal sketch of the transformation procces in association of architypes.

Oscar Neymier, dome Tripoli-Lebanon

Column or a tree? and human scale.

Personal association of Binjab, India.



In addition, we can observe this 
design process in the post-indus-
trial phase “pre-modernism” with 
Peter Berns in the AEG Factory in 
Berlin, or with the use of classical 
elements in the industrial prod-
ucts such as the cars designs. 
Furthermore, Le Corbusier as an 
example, have rejected classical 
representation and the De Stijl, 
but when we look at his work 
we can easily abstract Mondrian 
paintings from his facades, as 
well as his modular, and his mon-
umental pacing of the city which 
have no connection with human 
scale again. And as mentioned 
before his famous book Toward a 
New Architecture is a clear ex-
ample of associative thinking in 
architecture.

In the end, through the post-
modernism period,  more liberal 
thinking process arises with the 
adoption of Jaques Derrida doc-
trine on deconstructivism. Now 
associative thinking had become 
a fast process as everything 
else. As history and technology 
became accessible, so is data 
and communication. It was clear 
that the visual and spatial design 
notion of the association has be-
come more mature, complicated, 
and abstracted. This is clear 
in Peter Eisenman’s, Bernard 
Tschumi, Moshe Safadi, Ren-
zo piano, Steven Holl, ending 
with the famous Rem Koolhaas, 
where if we look at his architec-
tural publications we can asso-
ciate it with Venturi, Vitruvius, Le 
Corbusier books.

Today, in our contemporary days, 
a good example of associative 
thinking is Neri Oxman in MIT, 
where we can see that there is a 
new nostalgic approach to nature 
imitation and biomimicry. This 
could be also applied to sustain-
able parametric designs, where 
nature is not only become the 
direct translation of architecture, 
but the data derived from it, the 
mathematical formulas that are 
derived from the data is translat-
ed into spatial experiences and 
geometry which also could be 
associated to Islamic motives and 
geometrical representations, and 
hence ornaments are back but 
this time in different ways.

Thank you!

Villa Biazue, Tunsia

Personal study of association via transforming synthethic leather texture to architcture.

Three different corner building from three different cities.
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