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Personal information 

Name Bendert van Dijk 

Student number 4698630 

 

Studio   

Name / Theme Architectural Design Crossovers 

Main mentor Johan van Lierop Design mentor 

Second mentor Florian Eckardt Building Technology mentor 

Third mentor Joran Kuijper Research mentor 

Argumentation of choice 
of the studio 

I am interested in the multi- inter- and intradisciplinary 
approach that the studio endorses. I view this graduation 
as my personal laboratory for deepening my interests and 
expand my horizon beyond only the field of architecture. 

 

Graduation project  
Title of the graduation 
project 
 

From symbol to edifice: symbolism and atmospheres in 
Andalusí architecture. 

Goal  
Location: Sites of inquiry 

- the Alhambra, Granada; 
- the great mosque, Córdoba; 
- los viajes de agua, Madrid. 

 
Project site 
Acueducto Amaniel / Jardines de Carlos Paris, Tetuán, 
Madrid. 

Problem statement  Despite its rich heritage, the city of Madrid has very few 
artefacts of its Islamic past, and despite the city’s Islamic 
origins, the authentic Andalusí architecture can only be 
found in the south of Spain. 
 
Islamic architecture is known and renowned for its 
intricate ornamentation and richness in symbolism. To 
incorporate such qualities into contemporary architecture 
is more relevant than ever in a societal context in which 
architecture is comprised of pragmatic and functional 
spaces that are devoid of symbolism. 
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Research focus It is impossible to copy the “form language” of Islamic 
architecture without acknowledging the underlying 
cultural and religious symbols. My research will therefore 
focus on the way in which different forms of symbolism 
are translated into edifice within the tradition of Andalusí 
architecture. These “modes of translation” will then serve 
as a basis for translating contemporary notions of 
symbolism into a contemporary design project. 
 
Following the historical importance of water within 
Madrid, I place a particular focus on water as a bearer of 
symbolism and consequently I have chosen my project 
site and programme accordingly. The role of water is 
especially great in the Alhambra – one of the case studies 
I have researched and visited during the excursion to 
Spain. 
 

Research questions My research paper is divided into three parts, 
incrementally expanding upon the topic of translating 
symbol into edifice.  
 
Main research questions 

- In what ways are meaning and symbolism 
translated into edifice in Andalusí architecture? 

- What if these ways of translation were to be 
applied to contemporary architecture? 

 
I Symbol 

- Which notions of symbolism exist within Islamic 
architecture? 

- What are the seven principles of Islamic 
architecture? 

- Which role does water play in the symbolism of 
Andalusí architecture? 

 
II Form 

- How is symbolism translated into form within 
Andalusí architecture? 

- How are notions of symbolism visible within the 
great mosque of Córdoba and the Alhambra in 
Granada? 

- What are the modes of translation? 
 
III Atmosphere 

- How is symbolism manifested into atmospheres 
within Andalusí architecture? 



- What role is given to the phenomenological 
qualities of water in the creation of atmospheres in 
Andalusí architecture? 

 

Design assignment  Regarding the great historic significance of water within 
the city of Madrid and the infrastructure that is still 
present at my chosen project site, I have defined the 
programme around water as protagonist. Drawing from 
the typologies of the Islamic and Roman civilisations, I 
have set out to resuscitate the typology of the bathhouse 
as a place of communal bathing and relaxing. The 
architectural ensemble should provide the city of Madrid 
with an urban oasis that is able to deal with the 
worsening heat stress that the city is facing every 
summer, while providing a place for socialising and 
celebrating the heritage of water within Madrid. 
 
The design incorporates the modes of translation 
identified in my research paper and applies them to 
contemporary notions of symbolism, enriching the 
architecture. 
 

 

 

Process  
Method description   
 
As mentioned above, my research paper is divided into three parts: symbol, form and 
perception. Through this distinction, I gradually expand upon the topic of symbolism, 
its translation into built form and the way in which this translation is ultimately 
perceived by the beholder. 
 
I first study the symbols of Islamic architecture by means of literature review. Next, 
in part two, I venture into the manifestations of these symbols by studying two case 
studies: the great mosque of Córdoba and the Alhambra in Granada. Subsequently I 
identify the different modes of translation that are used in these examples of 
Andalusí architecture: descriptive, prescriptive, arithmetical and manifestative. In the 
last part, I elaborate upon the creation of atmosphere and how atmospheric design 
can be used to enrich an architectural design project. Here I also expand upon the 
phenomenology of water and the way in which its symbolic qualities are amplified by 
its physical qualities. 
 
In my methodology I place great importance upon not copying elements of Andalusí 
architecture without duly acknowledging and appreciating the underlying symbolic, 
cultural and religious heritage. By no means do I wish to imitate Islamic architects, as 
I oppose the idea of a “form language” without there being an overarching context 
that has to be taken into account. 



  



Reflection 
 
The research topic of translating symbolism into architecture has been inspired – in 
part – by the studio’s focus on the multidisciplinary design approach that aims to 
incorporate both material and immaterial conditions into the design of an 
architectural intervention. Both my design and research methodology are 
underpinned by the concept of the constructed site, where the considered set of 
conditions exceed those physically and temporally associated with the project location 
and aim to regard the entire cultural and historical palimpsest that underlies any site. 
 
Because of this approach, the architectural project is rooted in and informed by the 
cultural and historic context into which it is placed. This rootedness is very relevant in 
the master track of Architecture but also in the greater architectural practice as a 
whole, granting designers with the tools to enrich space by acknowledging and 
embracing the traditions and symbolism that precedes it. Moreover, with a 
dominating building tradition that has increasingly disregarded its own environmental 
impact, combined with an ever increasing temperature in the densely populated 
metropoles, it is more relevant than ever to learn from the resilience of Islamic 
typologies and the way in which the Islamic building tradition deals with heat stress. 
 
The multiplicities of historic and cultural context that I aim to address in my research 
tie into the core values of the master programme Architecture, Urbanism and Building 
Sciences, namely equipping students with a multidisciplinary toolbox to tackle the 
pressing issues the world is facing today. 
 
 
Even though a lot of literature has been published on the topic of Islamic architecture 
and its symbolism, my approach offers a new angle by addressing the relation 
between symbolism and built form. Where most research merely describes the 
symbols of Islam or, alternatively, the “form language” of Islamic architecture, I 
relate the two concepts and thereby hope to offer insight into why Islamic 
architecture is so effective at conveying its underlying symbols through edifice. 
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