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Since building became a representation of religion, power, culture, or technology, a phenomenon  
of iconic architecture started. How could these buildings be defined? When did the movement begin? 
What main features could be named? Each historical stage formed icons: whether ancient times religious 
or today commercial. For the first post-modernism iconic building, designed by Le Corbusier in the 1950s, 
the chapel of Notre Dame du Haut in Ronchamp (France) is admitted. The later iconic building, which started 
a trend of contemporary iconicity in architecture, is the Guggenheim Bilbao Museum, opened in 1997, 
and created by architect-celebrity Frank O. Gehry. According to researches, the iconic building trend illustrated 
a strategy of a planned attraction by the implement of an impressive and symbolic form, being designed 
by a famous architect. 
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Introduction

An intended uniqueness characterizes the  iconic  
architecture movement that started in the late 
1990s. The recent trend of the iconic building is 
only one form of the contemporary architecture. 
It  stands apart, being, as Jencks states: “the most 
visible shift in … the “new paradigm” in architecture, 
but … not necessarily the most profound” (Jencks, 2005, 

p.  196). Oriented mostly on visual effect and raising 
 interest, iconic building illustrates literal mean-
ings of an “icon”, but being like all built foremost 
an urban object, it brings to bear on milieu. How 
the iconic architecture can be defined? When the 
movement has started?

The iconic architecture, as well as contempora-
ry architecture in general, is still in the phase of 
definition. The trend attracts many authors; sever-
al studied here are the mentioned before Charles 
Jencks, and writers on architecture Aaron Betsky, 
and  Witold Rybczynski.

The “iconic architecture” term

By term “iconic” is meant an evocative signifier in 
a form of a flat shape or image, an easy perceptible 
icon, or a plain silhouette: “explicit sign and implic-
it symbol” (Jencks, cited in Rybczynski, 2010, p. 132). According to 
Merriam-Webster dictionary (2017), “icon” and “iconic” 
definitions are the following: 

Icon (Latin, from Greek eikōn) − a usually pictori-
al representation: image; an object of uncritical de-
votion: idol; emblem, symbol; a sign … whose form 
suggests its meaning.

Iconic − widely known and acknowledged 
especially for distinctive excellence; “so admired 
that it could be the subject of an icon.”

Relating to architecture, iconic is an outstand-
ing symbolic form, which demonstrates its mea-
ning (program), is famous, and easily identified, due 
to distinguishing design and well execution.

Aaron Betsky, in the book Icons, magnets of 
meaning, speculates on the origin of the “icon”, as 
a  religious image formed by tradition, and trans-
formed today into a  recognizable symbol of the 
consumer society. According to Betsky, anything 

can become iconic and of a “tremendous importan-
ce” (Betsky, 1997, p.  22). Icon is “an object of art, use, and 
mystery all at the same time” (p. 23). Charles Jencks, in 
the book The  Iconic Building: The Power of Enigma, 
concludes: “all the hallmarks of the iconic building – 
the reduction to a striking image, a prime site, and 
a  riot of  visual connotations” (Jencks, 2005, p. 185). Witold 
 Rybczynski, in Makeshift Metropolis: Ideas about 
Cities, defines the iconic edifice as a  “showcase”, 
“signature”, “ emblematic”, and “striking buildings 
 designed by architectural stars” (Rybczynski, 2010, p. 132).

Summarizing, iconic architecture is a  contem-
porary architecture, designed by architect-celebri-
ty, characterized by an impressive and symbolic 
architectonics, and winning fame and popularity.

The first iconic building of the modernity

Architecture represents its time. Capitalism, glo-
balization, consumerism and post-modernism are 
a spirit of the late 20th and early 21st centuries, and 
thus of the contemporary iconic trend. The iconic 
architecture serves as an advertisement or a corpo-
rate brand, being dependent on consumption, on 
commercial, business, and political orders.

Aaron Betsky, focused on the “icon” understan-
ding as a symbol of our age, cites economist Robert 
Reich that our society is “operators of symbolic  logic” 
(Reich, cited in Betsky, 1997, p. 25) who codes the knowledge in 
some icons. Betsky maintains the first icons are 
“magical, at a  later date as political, these days – 
they are the end products of a  complicated process 
of making, distributing, and selling things” (p. 26). The 
earliest iconic architecture is monumental religious 
or political edifices. The icons of modernism are 
perfect rational forms, representing the economic 
system and industrialization (p. 37). A contemporary 
icon, based on the latest technology, is forced to 
be a commodity and fashion, to attract interest, to 
produce the profit, to be seductive, successful, and 
popular. In reference to architecture, Betsky men-
tions as iconic the postmodern Luxor Hotel in Las 
Vegas, opened in 1993, representing a pyramid in 
famous Egyptian city Luxor (p. 14). The hotel name 
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and design exploits the icon of the past great cul-
ture, attracts visitors by an illusion of an unforget-
table experience and wonder.

Witold Rybczynski calls the chapel of Notre-
-Dame-du-Haut, built in 1955, in Ronchamp by 
Le  Corbusier as a  turning point in architecture – 
the modernism postulates have been broken and 
a new monumental one has been conceived: “After 
Ronchamp modern architecture was never quite the 
same” (Rybczynski, 2002). It is especially noteworthy that 
the Ronchamp chapel is the first iconic building of 
post-modernism. Earlier, for instance the 19th cen-
tury, grandiose public, administrative and trans-
portation buildings, as well as epic structures for 
the world fairs, are constructed as impressive icons 
of their age. A  historian Barry Bergdoll describes 
the early 20th century as a “cult of the monument” in 
Europe, caused by “the rise of nationalist ideologies”, 
and “the growing power of commercial interests” (Ber-

gdoll, cited in Rybczynski, 2010, p. 132). Meanwhile, the USA mas-
terfully uses the monumentality and grandness 
in commercial, corporate buildings, playing the 
role of “the burgeoning art of advertising” (Rybczyn-

ski, 2010, p. 133). The iconic architecture serves the time 
needs, whether national, public, or private order: 
a  “prosperity, civic ambition, confidence in the futu-
re, and a  sense that one's  own epoch is unique and 
needs its own form of special expression” (p.  133). For 
the contemporary state of things, a half of centu-
ry after the opening of Ronchamp, an outstanding 
building has become a public attraction: Frank Ge-
hry's Museum in Bilbao is world-wide known and 
gaining millions of visitors and dollars. This special 
type of architecture (and architect?) has become 
desirable and popular, when, in the wake of Bilbao, 
cities and developers are interested to follow and 
repeat the success.

Charles Jenks also maintains that iconic in ar-
chitecture has a  long history: from the pyramids 
as “the first architectural icons … places of venera-
tion”, the 19th century cathedrals and city halls, or 
the first modernism icons of austerity (Jencks, 2005, p. 22). 
Contemporary market employs expressive archi-
tectonics in corporate headquarters, and stores 
when “the building is the logo” (Jencks, 2005, p. 44). Rich 

cities' “flagship syndrome” – from Tokyo to New 
York, results in inharmonious gigantism, when 
streets become a “megalomaniac repetition” of dif-
ferent striking buildings (p. 45). 

In the interviews with architects in The Iconic 
Building: The Power of Enigma, Jencks discusses the 
beginning of the new architectural trend of “Iconic 
landmark building, which challenges the traditional 
architectural monument” (p. 7). The starting point 
 maybe any of five internationally famous buildings: 
Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, AT&T Building (Sony 
Building), Sydney Opera House, the TWA Flight Center 
and, mentioned already, the chapel of Notre Dame 
du Haut (a  commune of Ronchamp). Each of the 
edifices may become a beacon of a new course of 
architecture − buildings different to anything built 
before, revolutionary for their time | fig.1–5 |. Jencks 
deduces that Frank Gehry's Guggenheim Museum 
in Bilbao, opened in 1997, has started the con-
temporary movement of the iconic architecture: 
groundbreaking architecture that is worth see-
ing: “The new global landmark can be a  jumped-up 
museum that proclaims itself … as a  new cathedral 
of the age” (p. 8). The Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao 
has become a  reproduced icon – as a  strategy for 
the desired effect. Famous and successful expe-
rience of building a  striking architecture, created 
by  architect-celebrity, pushes a  trend, implement-
ed in many cities in order to achieve the so called 
Bilbao Effect.

Conclusion

Summing up, the trend of the iconic building is a re-
cent one, started in the late 1990s, and in a phase of 
development. Relying on published studies on this 
topic, the iconic architecture is defined as a  con-
temporary architecture, winning fame and popu-
larity, featured by an impressive and symbolic form, 
and being designed by a prominent architect. Each 
historical stage produces icons: whether ancient 
times religious or today commercial. Le  Corbusi-
er's  chapel of Notre Dame du Haut in Ronchamp, 
designed in the 1950s, is admitted as the first 

| fig. 1–5 |
Starting point –  
iconic buildings  
(Source: (1) Guggenheim Bil-
bao Museoa, <http://images.
guggenheim-bilbao.es/src/
uploads/2012/05/012.jpg> 
[Accessed 04 March, 2014]; 
(2) Sony Building New York, 
<https://upload.wikimedia.
org/wikipedia/commons/d/
d5/Sony_Building_by_ 
David_Shankbone_crop.jpg> 
[Accessed 04 March, 2014]; 
(3) AAP, 2013. Sydney Opera 
House, <http://www.abc.net.
au/news/image/4123496-3x 
2-940x627.jpg> 
[Accessed 04 March, 2014];  
(4) TWA Terminal,  
<http://ad009cdnb.archdaily.
net/wp-content/uploads/ 
2010/07/1278041174- 
nycarchitecture3.jpg>  
[Accessed 04 March, 2014]; 
(5) Chapelle Notre-Dame 
du Haut, Ronchamp,  
<http://www.collinenotreda-
meduhaut.com/discover/a_
unique_place.1579.html> 
[Accessed 04 March, 2014])

fig. 4 fig. 5

D

A1



post-modernism iconic building. The later iconic 
edifice, which has started a trend of contemporary 
iconicity in architecture, is the Guggenheim Bilbao 
Museum, opened in 1997, and created by famous 
Frank Gehry. The iconic movement means an as-
sured implementation of a strategy to build a strik-
ing, signature architecture to reproduce the Bilbao 
Effect − a desired success, advantage, interest, and 
development.
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