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Private interests became the main engine in urban development. Private investment in 
correlation with the desire for profit has transformed the city into a corporate device 
subordinating public interests. Architects became more preoccupied with the desire of the 
investor, doing anything he wants, just like a dentist that does vampire implants on some crazy 
patient. Professionals that do anything for money, like prostitutes. 

The public space became another room where people are spectators to sales mechanisms 
and target of surveillance. Colossal advertisings, televisions on streets, public transportation, 
even in toilets try to shift our attention from the decaying urban fabric to the meaningless 
messages of advertising. Buy, buy, buy! While old buildings fall apart. Even sidewalks are stolen 
from us for the purpose of advertising. 

Architects should have a recipe for combating advertisement’s consume of our cities and 
buildings. I propose the Swan, Just Do It!  
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Welcome inside spectator. “These pages are brought to you by” (…) me. As I drove to the 
airport a billboard announced the McDonalds summer hamburger. Another tried to sell me Levi’s 
Jeans. I arrive at La Habana. From my room I see an historic city about to be devoured, 
globalization’s open mouth stands above it. Degraded but beautiful high ceiling houses, cars built 
20 years before I was born. Both architecture and design seem to have lost this magic and found 
it somewhere else. 

The trip isn’t a need for vacation as need for detoxication. Curiously, as I planned my trip, 
a friend was planning his. Though our dates didn’t coincide, the reason did. “See it before Castro 
dies”. We wanted to see Havana before the Revolution ended. In other words, before you had 
McDonalds and Starbucks’ at every corner or Nike and Coca-Cola billboards covering buildings. 
Before Mango and Zara stores dressed everyone, before Hilfiger made everyone a walking 
billboard or American condos with names like Havana Residence invaded the city. 

He who took me and some friends to Euro Disney, the “Zero Degree of Culture” 
(Baudrillard, 1989: 78), is also going to Havana searching for a culture, so far, “immune” to 
American Corporate Culture. American Absence as a tourist attraction. Sounds good, maybe they 
should invent this, Detoxication Land. With the end of the embargo, American corporations will 
again capitalize Cuba. It will be washed clean by “American Culture”. 

Though this might seem as an anti-American article, it’s not. We are all submissive to 
Private Corporation’s ambitions, and we are all to blame. We all drink Coca Cola, wear Nike 
shoes and eat at McDonalds. Baudrillard was right, “we are the dubbed or subtitled version [of 
American Modernity]” (Baudrillard, 1989: 76).  American “culture” is transmitted with images 
that in reality show nothing, only cover reality until it has completely disappeared. Reality has 
vanished before our eyes. Only visual simulacrum remains. We live in a time “where the real 
world changes into simple images, the simple images become real beings and effective 
motivations of hypnotic behavior” (Debord, 1967:18).  Advertising covers reality, even where it 
is not, space is reserved for it. Empty billboards wait for some celebrity to cover the aluminum 
surface. If anywhere is a potential space for advertising; where is a potential place for 
architecture? 

Private interests became the main engine in urban development. Private investment in 
correlation with the desire for profit has transformed the city into a corporate device 
subordinating public interests. Architects became more preoccupied with the desire of the 
investor, doing anything he wants, just like a dentist that does vampire implants on some crazy 
patient. Professionals that do anything for money like prostitutes. 

The public space became another room where people are spectators to sales mechanisms 
and target of surveillance. Colossal advertisings, televisions on streets, public transportation, 
even in toilets try to shift our attention from the decaying urban fabric to the meaningless 



messages of advertising. Buy, buy, buy! While old buildings fall apart. Even sidewalks are stolen 
from us for the purpose of advertising. 

 

     
Figure 1 - Sidewalks in Oporto and Madrid 

 
 Advertising is ever more intrusive. It enters our house through television, mail box, in 

magazines we take home or through sms on our mobile. It goes so far that in some Scandinavian 
countries “you can get “free” long-distance calls with the ads cutting into your telephone 
conversation“(Klein, 2000:9). Look out the window and chances are you see some form of 
advertisement selling the “ideal” lifestyle. 

So, back to La Habana. Cuba has endured the pressure and “sought a path to independent 
development, assigning priority to domestic needs rather than to foreign interests and 
Washington plans” (Chomsky, 2008: 48). In a dictatorship the public space is designed to subdue 
the individual and to secure political power. In contrast, a globalized world uses the public space 
as a propaganda device, aiming for a hypnotized society where in a Brave New Worldish kind of 
way we are “programmed to consume”. While Havana’s few billboards shout “50 years of 
successful revolution” say ironically OBEY, in any other city billboards say sensually 
CONSUME, just like in John Carpenter’s They Live. 

 

 
Figure 2- Screen capture from John Carpenter’s They Live 
 

Marketing achieves this “hypnotized” society and architects are complacent. Architecture 
has lost its credibility. As an art, architecture owes to its users, and a construction it only owes to 
the investor. I believe that “ARCHITECTURE is a thing of art, lying outside questions of 
construction and beyond them. The purpose of construction is TO MAKE THINGS HOLD 



TOGETHER; of architecture TO MOVE US” (Corbusier, 1986:19). But there is no more public 
oriented development, only desire for profit. So when cities are neglected by political power, 
corporate investment steps in. Private money sponsors cultural events and city renovations. 

Broken windows, entrance doors in chains, closed building that wait to perish. The city has 
surrendered. No more space for people. But old structures no longer die slowly before our eyes. 
An “arrested” building can still be a source of income. Just rent the façade. Cover it in a Nike or 
Nescafé add. Cover up the ugly reality of a dying building with a provocative celebrity poster 
with a coffee cup. There’s no money to renovate, but there’s always enough to cover building 
with a 700 square meter poster and 1000 volt lights so the show goes on as cities say Welcome 
Inside Spectator. 

 

   
Figure 3 - Abandoned Building Downtown Lisbon 

 

A Spectacular Space for cockroaches 

 
The alienation of the spectator to the profit of the contemplated (…) object is 
expressed in the following way: the more he contemplates the less he lives; the more 
he accepts recognizing himself in the dominant images of need, the less he 
understands his own existence and his own desires. (Debord, 1984: 30) 
 
Western lifestyle was defined as the Society of the Spectacle “which prefers sign to the 

thing signified, the copy to the original, fancy to reality, the appearance to the essence, … illusion 
only is sacred, truth profane.” (Debord, 1984: 1). Though for Baudrillard, the Society of the 
Spectacle ended we are a society whose relation with each other is mediated by images through 
technology. Television abolished all reference to the Real. Now that screen is in everywhere, we 
switched places with television, it looks at us, and we are part of it, part of the spectacle. 

For corporations consumers “are like cockroaches – you spray them and they get immune 
after a while” (Klein, 2000: 9). So advertising keeps getting more and more aggressive, just like 
bug killer sprays. Brands look at “commercial inundation as a clear and persuasive call for more 
– and more intrusive – advertising” (Klein, 2000:9). As it strives to capture our attention its 
messages become more and more ironic, and more “pornographic”. The plays on words say one 
thing and suggest another, the play on images show one thing and suggest another. Women’s 
bodies everywhere, sexy, perfect, and provocative. Sexiness is constant in images, as has the 
irony in its messages. So keep these concepts in mind, sexy, and ironic, I’ll explain later. 



It began when the television entered our home. Used to be a reflection of reality showing an 
image of society. Reality in color, reflection in black and white. With technology came the 
possibility of transforming that reflection and with color, distinction became harder. Instead of 
talking around the fire we stood quiet in front of the screen. “Shhhh!” could be heard in the living 
room. Outside, antennas grew in roofs like weeds and for several decades this was the scenario. 
Roofs were for antennas, the façades for the city, and the streets for the people.  

Then private television arrived. Profits in public television were not acceptable and 
advertisement solved the deficit. TV channels multiplied. The 12 channel TV became obsolete as 
we entered the digital era. Remote controls were needed to surf the channels, and despair was felt 
when we lost them between sofa pillows.  

Competition between channels concentrated in attracting viewers, getting more sponsors. 
Programs shifted their attention from quality to captivating attention. As advertisements extended 
their time, programs reduced. Programs became less cultural and more entertaining. The public 
had value only as audience as staring at images became a significant part of our time.  

With cable TV the antennas disappeared. Advertisement was already socially approved and 
as we got rid of antennas, glowing brand names took their place. Alcohol drinks and car brands 
started exploring this space making sure we got the “message” even with the TV off. These 
images started dripping into the façades, appropriating the sides of buildings. This tendency 
grew. It has covered buildings, decorated streets, entered schools and public buildings, 
restaurants. Condominiums rent the space, cities tax advertisement and schools guarantee funding 
for programs, allowing brands to advertise inside campus. 

In the “media society of today, technological advances in telecommunications and in 
methods of visual reproduction are constantly being inundated with images” (Leach, 1999: 1) in a 
“communication ecstasy”. Peeling posters announce past events, big letters to read at high speed, 
paintings on the ground and airplanes with messages in the air. A Look Good add on a LA 
Bench. Where to turn to? 

 

   
Figure 4 - Homeless in LA and Peeling wall in Madrid 

 
Our relations are mediated by images, the spectacle has become the dominant social model. 

It draws us closer to the image as it shifts us away from one each other. The digitalization of 
many of life’s facets is “reinforced by the way [our] activity becomes less active and more 
contemplative” (Debord, 1984: II). Hypnotized, we contemplate projected images everywhere. 
Advertisement explores one-sided method of communication sell. You can’t answer back. 



Technology as a marketing tool is used to convince us of what’s cool, what’s good, what makes 
you happy. Try to answer back! Either you become depressed or schizophrenic.  

More and more we are exposed to powerful messages designed to stimulate the brain with 
no chance of interpretation. Advertisement uses all tools available to perpetuate this pacification. 
Architecture is one of its tools as we will see. Schizophrenia is our only way out.  

The more intrusive advertisement becomes, the more passive we get. Constant visual strip-
tease (Baudrillard, 2002: 182) aimed at seducing the viewer into the advertised style. Become the 
Marlboro Man, come to Disney Land to live a fantasy. The “real consumer becomes a consumer 
of illusions” (Debord, 1984: 47). Truth is hidden and the permanent relation with the images that 
cover it replaces our relation with reality, it becomes a new reality.  

“Reality used to be a friend of mine”, sang by PM Dawn, is a nostalgic declaration. Society 
became a hyper-conformist group of individuals avoiding to be socially active. Any attempt to 
change the system is consumed by the system itself, rendering any revolution unsuccessful. It 
seems you can only surrender as did Jane Goody selling the rights to broadcast her last days as 
she died of Cancer. It’s only fair, she lived inside de screen; why not die there as well? 

The End of the Social Baudrillard writes about, can only result in the End of the City as a 
space for social interaction. The teletransportation of the subconscious into the screen, like in 
Alice through the looking glass, creates a new place for social interaction. It’s either fantasy or 
nightmare. In this space, the socially passive individual becomes a digitally active avatar 
demanding information, entertainment, truth and like a hacker uses digital tools to his advantage. 
A freedom that is not allowed in urban space is explored in digital space. No censorship there. 
Paint a wall and you get arrested, no wonder Banksy hides. Online you even get points doing 
graffiti. Game over only happens in real life.  

 

       
Figure 5 - Banksy wall painting          Figure 6 - Lisbon tram 
 

As digital space becomes more relevant in the social sphere, urban space needs 
transformation in order not to become obsolete. It does so by becoming itself an image, using the 
same language that is used in digital social interaction. The language of symbols, of seduction, of 
information by irony, the same as advertisement. We all read this language. Corporations behind 
these illusions out power democracy and don’t need to answer to the population, only to 
shareholders. With mass advertising cities have become vehicles for these messages. From inside 
our cars, homes and schools we are audience for these colossal billboards that are like wall paper 
on streets, ornaments for un-relevant or dying objects of architecture. It’s everywhere, TVs at 
train stations or stop lights, to brand “dresses” on busses and trains, to airplanes that pull flying 



posters or even to little ones in toilet booths, no place is a hiding place. We are always audience 
for advertising. 

The city is accomplice to the “intoxication of the aesthetic leads to aesthetics of 
intoxication, and a consequent lowering of critical awareness. What results is a culture of 
mindless consumption where there is no longer any possibility of meaningful discourse” (Leach, 
1999b: viii). Streets become orgies of images that hide the city with Sexy images and Ironic  
slogans, I’ll come back to this. Our perception of urban space gets used to the metastasis of 
images that hide the city. The city is only visible in-between ads, the rest of space is graphical 
harassment for consumption. 

  
Figure 7 - Sexy add                     Figure 8 - Ironic add 
 

   
In all this spectacle the image is all that remains as the “aetheticization of the world is 

complete” (Leach, 1999b:6). We are bombarded constantly, unable to protect our self’s. Even as 
professionals, “the sensory stimulation induced by these images may have a narcotic effect that 
diminishes social and political awareness, leaving architects cosseted within their aesthetic 
cocoons, remote from the concerns of everyday life” (Leach, 1999b: viii). Seems all are 
accomplices in the perpetuation of the social hypnosis that turns city dwellers into passive 
audience. The panic takes control as we understand the overdose we are in; schizophrenia is the 
only way out. Suddenly, being away from it does seem like therapy, or a detoxication. There 
could be a place to explore the absence of Corporate Culture as a tourist attraction. A place for 
visual rest, a time-out from the Global Village. How about La Habana? 

 

Culture For Sale  

Advertising is the Post-Modern’s ultimate form of art. It’s everywhere and appropriates all 
other forms of art and culture. Will Havana endure much longer? 

 
"Today what we are experiencing is the absorption of all virtual modes of 
expression into advertising. All original cultural forms, all determined languages 
are absorbed into advertising because it has no depth, it is instantaneous and 
instantly forgotten. (...) This unarticulated instantaneous form without a past, 
without a future, without the possibility of metamorphosis, has power over all the 
others." (Baudrillard, 1994: 87) 



 
Since people started worrying about the environment it seems everything has gone green. 

People started worrying about their health and everything went light. Products changed colors to 
go with words like green, eco or light. Ecological worries have also been appropriated by 
companies in order to connect with an ecological conscious society. But green and eco or light 
are only words that serve advertisement interests. They don’t actually mean that companies have 
environmental concerns or want you to live healthy, only that they want to sell to people that do. 
With the amount of green and eco words around it would seem that the environment would 
improve slightly, has it? 

In Lisbon, the Hard Rock Café bought a historical theatre built in 1916. When it became 
obsolete for contemporary movies and plays it closed, and so stayed for 7 years. No one cared, no 
investor was interested. So an international corporation transformed it into a restaurant. Across 
the street another old theatre by Cassiano Branco had the same destiny, this one transformed into 
a hotel. 

In Porto, when a Brazilian religious group wanted to buy the coliseum that was for sale the 
people manifested. Though they buy tickets for shows, tickets for faith seemed a bit too much. 
The deal had to end. Here the problem wasn’t the change in use, I’m sure this church would sell 
more tickets than any movie, the problem was that this “religious brand”  hadn’t won the trust of 
the public, as had Hard Rock Café. It wasn’t on everyone’s t-shirt. 

 

       
Figure 9 - Teatro Hagen Danz, Madrid and Hard Rock Café, Lisbon 

 
The restaurant did do the best to keep the exterior of the building as it was; only a couple of 

small logos appeared. The religious group had already bought a big old theatre in Lisbon and put 
signs announcing faith as you announced movies in old theatres. Instead of movies for money 
you’d have faith for money. People had more faith in the logo than on religion. It happens all 
over. In Madrid, recently Teatro Calderón, built in 1917, was converted to Teätro Häagen Dazs. 
Not Teatro but Teätro, the dots over the “a” simulates a Polish relation with Spanish language. 
The assumed will to relate the commercial brand to culture began with sponsoring of shows. We 
trust images. We trust logos and brands. But as logos and brands change our streets, our 
buildings, our cities, we don’t seem to realize their murderous power. You may have the Times 
Square, the Teatro Movistar, the Shaanxi  Coca-Cola stadium, the O2 Dome, the Brand as 



justification for architecture. You could also have the Pepsi train-station, the McDonalds city, 
like the Disney village or the Nike town.  

McDonalds’ golden arches, Disney’s mouse ears or Nike’s swoosh symbol are trusted 
signs. But symbols of what? As western societies immerse themselves in signs it’s important to 
acknowledge that “all western faith and good faith became engaged in this wager on 
representation: that sign could refer to depth of meaning, that sign could be exchanged for 
meaning, that some things could generate this exchange – God of course.“ (Baudrillard, 1994:5) 
But since “God is dead”, this exchange is made by Money. Symbols for money. Shopping centers 
have become our Mecca. Millions flock to these simulated places, where corridors have street 
names and halls behave as city square. Shopping centers and Hypermarkets have become temples 
for the religion of commodity consumption. We are no longer devout to a God but to the (Nike) 
Swoosh or the red and blue stripes with the white T (Tommy Hilfiger).  

   
Figure 10 - Banksy   Figure 11 - Banksy 
 

As people try to get away from this commercial “sect” that wants to convert everyone, an 
unfair war is waged. We could even think “This is my city and these images are directed at me, if 
they can affect me, I can affect them back” (Klein, 2000:292). But how can we get the city back? 
If anywhere is a potential place for advertising, the same could be said for Graffiti painting. This 
urban art is one way of replying. Generally defined as vandalism, graffiti is an urban form of art 
used by those who refuse to remain passive actors and reclaim the right to un-branded space, but 
seems everywhere has been colonized by brands. Though I cannot acknowledge all paintings as 
art pieces some are considered part of local culture, like the comic drawings in Belgium walls, or 
the ornamentation of blind walls in Madrid.  

 



   
Figure 12 - Wall painting in Brussels   Figure 13 - Wall painting in Madrid 

Some artists openly criticize corporate manipulation by ridicularizing them manipulating 
their billboards. In this image war generally referred as Culture Jamming, architects are out. Even 
when thousands of people use the RTS (Reclaim the Streets) movement to invade London’s 
Trafalgar Square or make 30 (illegal) Global Street Parties in 20 countries as happened on May 
16th 1998, proving that no sponsors are needed, architects remain passive. Though this war goes 
on in streets and buildings we design, architects are not a part of it. Artists have always had this 
critic characteristic that reveals to society its real image. Architects have sold themselves to 
corporate interests, losing their artistic integrity and becoming mere technicians. With the lost of 
cultural relevancy, architects also lost social respect. It’s a profession in crisis, as it was in 1923 
when Corbu wrote “we have forgotten the dweller in the house and the crowd in the town. We are 
well aware that a great part of the present evil state of architecture is due to the client, to the man 
who gives the order, who makes his choice and alters it and who pays.” (Corbusier, 1986:18). No 
wonder “our architects are [still] disillusioned and unemployed” (Corbusier, 1986:14) 

 

   
Figure 14 – Wall advertising in New York, London, Oporto 

 
Architecture, as art and culture disappears behind these images. This is the “interesting 

aspect of advertising its disappearance, its dissolution as a specific form, or even as a medium” 
(Baudrillard, 1994:90), it all ends up being dissolved. Take for example the Improve Everywhere 



formula for bringing people together in an active spontaneity action of freedom to feel alive. Its 
recipe copied recently by T-Mobile on the 15th of January 2009, where 400 people suddenly 
started a choreographed dance at London’s Liverpool Street Station. Spontaneity rehearsed for 
two weeks. Nothing is untouched by branding; it has colonized Everywhere and any chance to 
feel alive. Maybe not in Havana yet. 

Advertising is the contemporary form of urban art, absorbing all others. City ornamentation 
is explored by brands. Billboards may pay tax to exist, those images that don’t pay are considered 
vandalism, as is the case of Graffiti. Anyone who rejects being a mere passive individual is 
usually criticized, considered a vandal. Society has made us reject graffiti on walls but approve 
an entire bus covered in some add. But as graffiti’s are form of expression, of exploring 
imagination, the advertisement is merely a way of keeping us in a narcotic state, this “image 
world is enemy of imagination” (Leach, 1999:10) so we are all fat and dumb. 

Sponsorship is everywhere, in music, in museum shows, movie theaters, in architecture. 
Big brands have adopted culture as their own. Summer musical events where all the big bands are 
expected. For Naomi Klein, “there are no sponsored events: the brand is the event’s 
infrastructure; the artists are its filter, a reversal in the power dynamic that makes any discussion 
of the need to protect un-marketed artistic space appear hopelessly naïve.”(Klein, 2000: 48). Like 
the Disney Concert Hall which attaches a culture to a zero culture brand.  

 
 

 
Figure 15 - La Habana’s Culture 

 
 

Arch-vetising 

Sponsorship in not one option for the contemporary city. It has become its condition. It’s 
through sponsorship that cities are rebuilt and old buildings brought back to life. It is through 
corporate investment that cities correct old urban mistakes, and make new ones. This vicious 
circle may condemn the cultural usefulness of the urban space. The transformation of public 
space into another promotion mechanism may render the city obsolete, transforming it in just 
another kind of infomercial. The citymercial. As people will avoid advertising they’ll retreat to 
their homes and to digital space, where pop-up blockers are available for protection. This retread 



from the urban space of corporate promotion will be a kind of city zapping, where we’ll use it’s 
infrastructures to get access to what it already denies us, unbranded spacial freedom. And can’t 
this feeling of being denied the city be the origin of recent acts of violence in Greece and Paris by 
the suburban youth? Aren’t these acts a need to reclaim public space as their own, as a place for 
decompression, instead of image intoxication?  

Architecture shouldn’t be a blank billboard where advertisement can be shown. If we take 
as an example the influence of advertisement on television programs, the effects it may have in 
the future of our cities is certainly worth debate. In 1997 the Regent Street Association was out of 
money to replace Christmas lights, so “Yves Saint Laurent stepped in and generously offered to 
split the cost of new decorations in exchange for seeing its logo up in lights”, later “it seemed that 
the logos were much larger than the agreed upon size” (Klein, 2000: 35). Another city “tattoo“is 
the Louis Vuitton sculpture in Munich, it acts as advertisement in the form of art, but which is it? 
What will happen when brands become sponsor city renewal plans? Like in Lisbon Benficas’ 
Stadium where Coca-Cola is permanently tattooed on the bleaches, written with red and white 
seats. 

 

    
Figure 16 - Rover Sculpture by Gerry Judah            Figure 17 – Louis Vuitton sculpture by Arne Quinze 
 

Buildings hide behind images that simulate a spectacular city for its “cockroaches”. In 
Learning from Las Vegas, Venturi explores the concept of the decorated shed and the Duck. The 
first is when “systems of space and structure are directly at the service of program, and ornament 
is applied independently of them”, and when “the architectural systems of space, structure, and 
program are submerged and distorted by an overall symbolic form, this kind of building-
becoming-sculpture we call the Duck” (Venturi, 1977: 87). 

Winston Churchill said “we make our buildings and our building make us”.  The same is 
true for cities. But what happens when the place we build is the actual tool that keeps us in a state 
of narcoses, preoccupied with commodities and with futile things? Our references are Las Vegas 
and the Disney village, where the appearance of perfections is required, where what is shown is 
never reality, where buildings are simulacra with symbolic references to familiar elements. 
Where buildings stand as empty structures, void in its interior, constructed only to make the 
urban space perfect. Has anyone ever looked at you from a window in the Disney’s Main Street? 



And in Las Vegas, does anyone wave at you from the Eifel Tower? These urban spaces are the 
corporate designs of the Desert of the Real, where simulacra are built instead of architecture. 

 I literally had to escape from Euro-Disney, leaving my friends behind. The plan was to be 
in the resort 4 days. “What am I doing here?” thoughts where on my mind by the second day. On 
the third I decided to leave one day early and left my friends to their fantasy. Every little detail is 
designed to make you consume. People were leaving with bags full of made in China objects. 
Even in restaurants choice is simulated and meals are designed to fill your stomach, not feed you. 
I panicked. I ran away, flew home; just to arrive in another city where empty buildings are 
covered with perfect images. Though space changed something similar was to be found. In Euro 
Disney I was confronted with a “metaphysical despair [that] came from the idea that the image 
didn’t conceal anything at all, all these images were in essence not images such as an original 
model had made them, but perfect, forever radiant with their own fascination” (Baudrillard, 
1994:5). The entire area was empty of public space, it was all corporate space, I was inside a 
vending machine, were all exits are through Disney stores. There, as in Las Vegas the urban 
space and architecture are murdered with the objective to get you in spending mode. No windows 
to steal time from us, black walls to make space infinite so fantasy is all that remains. Here “the 
stake will always have been the murderous power of images, murderous of the real, murderous of 
their own model” (Baudrillard, 1994:5). But there’s no model for Disney and Las Vegas, they are 
THE MODEL. 

 

      
Figure 18 - Las Vegas and Euro-Disney 

 
All western cities are transformed into vending machines. Every path is contaminated with 

advertisement. It’s like “everywhere becomes the sane as everywhere else” (Klein, 2000: 323). 
Exit without spending hard. Though they might be sold as exceptions to reality, as a fantasy 
place, Disney and Las Vegas are no longer an exception. They are not the theme parks where you 
can escape reality and find a perfect once upon a time fantasy. Disney and Las Vegas have 
become the prototypes for the future city, both built where before there was nothing, desert.  
Historic culture is replaced with corporate culture, and maybe Baudrillard is right about the ideal 
city, one where “it is as though there were no one inside the buildings, as if there is no one behind 
the faces. And there is really none. This is what the ideal city is like” (Baudrillard, 1989:60).  



Corporate sponsorship invades every aspect of life. From TV to sports events, art shows, 
music or movies, corporate interests have appropriated culture for their own benefit. Even boxers 
have brands painted on their backs at fights. 

Hard Rock Café’s with city names to make it “local”, Benetton and Zara stores in every 
country so we all can dress the same, feel at home anywhere. Maybe Seinfeld was right; that in 
the end we’ll all have the same dress code isn’t that what happens in movies that portrait the 
Future? Anywhere I go I see the same stores and the same restaurants in a Global Village with 
the same worldwide style culture. Brands and symbols are the universal language, people feel 
defined by them. We may not yet wear the same uniform, but people have become waking 
billboards with their Tommy sweaters and Nike tattoos. The same way technology has improved 
Las Vegas to the point the decoration devoured the shed, our identities are devoured from the 
inside, what remains is an embalmed shell with no meaning.  

Venturi’s concepts of H&O and U&O architecture are appropriated by corporate interests. 
The “Heroic and original (H&O) architecture derives dramatic expression from the connotative 
meanings of its “original” elements: It gives abstract meanings – or rather, expressions 
recognizable in the physiognomic character of the architectural elements” are used for cultural 
branding. The “Ugly and Ordinary (U&O) architecture, on the other hand, includes denotative 
meanings as well, derived from its familiar elements; that is, it suggests more or less concrete 
meanings via association and past experience” (Venturi, 1977: 129) is converted into billboards 
to make the city spectacular. 

Architecture renounces its art category to become a mere technical profession at the service 
of private interests as advertisement becomes The art. The boundary is blurred. Buildings are 
advertised as products. It’s hip to find fancy names for un-relevant buildings. We attach funky 
names like, Residence, Atrium, Forum, Place, Palace, to simulate their significance. Most 
architecture alone is not enough to do so, it requires marketing strategies. Since most architecture 
has no strong relation with today’s society, it has no contemporary value, it needs marketing tools 
to sell itself. The more architecture uses marketing tools, the less value it has. This works as 
sponsorships in events, “while elevating the corporate, sponsorship devalues what it sponsors 
(…) the sporting event, the play, the concert [the building] and the public television program 
become subordinate to promotion because, in the sponsors mind and in the symbolism of the 
event, they exist to promote. It is not Art for Art’s Sake as much as Art for Ad’s Sake. (…) Each 
time the commercial intrudes on the cultural, the integrity of the public sphere is weakened 
because of the obvious encroachment of corporate promotion.” (Klein, 2000:31) So where is 
there architecture for architecture’s sake?  

 

The Swan, Just Do It! 

In 1998 Levi’s found itself in trouble. Sales were down and advertisement didn’t help. You 
had other brands that sold a life style more in sync with contemporary life. “Levi’s didn’t have 
superstores like Disney, it didn’t have cool ads like Gap, it didn’t have hip-hop credibility like 
Hilfiger and no one wanted to tattoo its logo on their navel, like Nike. In short, it wasn’t cool. It 
had failed to understand, as its new brand developer Sean Dee diagnosed, that “loose jeans is not 
a fad, it’s a paradigm shift”.” (Klein, 2000: 69) They had to redesign their jeans, Levi’s were old 
news so they began ripping them as if they were really old.  



If “architects have become increasingly obsessed with images and image making, to the 
detriment of their discipline. The sensory stimulation induced by these images may have a 
narcotic effect that diminishes social and political awareness, leaving architects cosseted tithing 
their aesthetic cocoons, remote from the actual concerns of everyday life.” (Leach, 1999b: viii) 
They may just as well have missed the paradigm shift. Architecture is now in the same shoes 
Levi’s was 11 years ago. Architects are designing for a public that is not interested in what they 
build. It has become irrelevant; it’s natural that it will be consumed by advertising. 

Not all buildings allow this contemporary dialog between advertisement and inhabitants as 
accomplices in the perpetuation of a constant audience for these super posters. U&O architecture 
is certainly worth covering up and the cityscape can even be improved by billboards, but this 
only covers up reality. The problem is that in hiding the ugliness it stays out of site but doesn’t 
disappear. Billboards become permanent, and so does the ugliness behind it. Architects don’t 
have to look at their mistakes; they can be hidden, as when we push the dust bellow the mat. 
Thought it seems not, it’s still there. Many buildings are not worthy of their space, and 
advertising conquers easily its façades and roofs and quickly metastasizes to streets, cars, busses 
and sidewalks in the neighborhood.  

On the other hand, H&O is harder to cover up because it has an intrinsic value. These 
buildings conquer their space in the city and improve the urban fabric. They can also serve as a 
metastasis for good architecture. Architecture is, as advertising, contagious. You build something 
and soon you will have buildings around it. If the seed is good, chances are that it will create a 
standard that others will follow. If the seed is bad… 

Rarely good architecture is transformed into urban billboards. Frequently, buildings that 
will never be a part of history see celebrities come to its façades to cover it up. But when I found 
in 2003 Gehry’s building in Paris in an abandoned state, no billboard had covered it. It stood as a 
sculpture in a garden. Architecture is ignored in favor of the image it is there to support. Brands 
tend to associate their names with good architecture instead of covering it up. As we have seen 
this kind of sponsorship will decrease architecture’s value and if architecture is not compatible 
with contemporary society, it will be consumed by images. 

 

 
Figure 19 - Cinematec Paris - Frank Gehry 

 



The last 15 years a new kind of architecture has been emerging. This approach to 
architecture seems to be immune to advertising, as it is in itself a form of advertising, 
advertisement of architecture. These buildings don’t advertise summer beverages, tobacco brands 
or fast food chains. It’s an advertising of itself, architecture as an ad for architecture and for the 
city. It uses advertisement strategies. Add for architecture’s Sake is explored in a way that gives 
architecture back to the people. It’s a kind of Duck with an H&O philosophy to it. The building 
becoming sculpture in contemporary language, in sync with people and with media and in a 
perfect dialectic with the spectacular city that all cities aim to be.  

These buildings have all the characteristics you find in good advertising. The concept I will 
call Sexy and Ironic (S&I) architecture is a kind of welcomed exotic graffiti in cities. An answer 
back to the one sided advertisement communication. It’s a form of expression that brings 
architecture to the city as art, not as billboard support. Sexy shaped, Ironic  message, Dramatic 
expression, Abstract meaning, Exotic provocation, results frequently in an architecture that is in 
itself an expression of the global culture branding. Advertising to the world, in the form of 
architecture, “Forget TV, architecture is back!”. Instead of advertising cities and countries on 
CNN, why not design a building that will be in all magazines everywhere? 

 

   
Figure 20 - Arts Center Dubai - Zaha Hadid        Figure 21 -  Penang Global City Center - Asymptote 
 

Since Bilbao built the Guggenheim it seems that a formula was discovered and is being 
applied to many cities. In 1989 Ray Kinsella (Kevin Costner) heard the message “build it and 
they will come”. He built the Field of Dreams, and they did come. They flocked to the baseball 
court in the middle of a corn field in Iowa. The same happens in cities when a dream is built, they 
become a sort of Heaven on Earth “where’s dreams [can] come true”. Just like it happens in 
Disney, only away from the big Mouse and in Real Space. In a space that belongs to the city and 
its inhabitants. Well, maybe you still buy a ticket to go inside, but the spectacle is still there for 
all to see, not inside a gated “paradise”. 

Buildings like “Guggenheim Bilbao and the Petrona Towers in Kuala Lampur have 
established the principle that the construction of a significant building can imprint the city in the 
mental map of the world” (Leach, 1999a: 50), something I’m sure advertising cannot. Architects 
have begun to change their methods in order to apply “new architecture parameters able of 
dealing with the complexity of redesigning the city from an object” (Saggio, 2005: 232). So why 
don’t all of us do this? 



These Ducks born in the form of S&I architecture are colonizing many cities. It’s the 
architect’s way of waging war on the advertising obsession to cover the entire city. Some have 
found a place in between advertisement that steels the urban space for its own interests, and the 
passive inhabitant, hypnotized and unable of reclaiming his own space. I insist that, 
“aetheticization of the world is complete” (Leach, 1999b:6), so architects need to reclaim their 
purpose of designing space for the people. If “whoever is under-exposed to the media is 
dissocialized or virtually asocial” (Baudrillard, 1994: 86), over-exposure may immerse you in 
virtuality, where architects feel the need to build reality, using familiar elements that results in 
U&O architecture. The place to be is in the middle. Somewhere were media is acknowledged and 
understood, and instead of combating it with associations to past experiences, combating it with 
its own language, the S&I message. 

This way, architecture becomes a city’s marketing tool. Cultural relevant buildings as 
marketing tools can be found in t-shirts, magnets and post-cards. Anyone that goes to Paris 
comes back with a t-shirt with the Eiffel Tower. Now, the Sexy and Ironic Duck is also finding its 
way into t-shirts next to Hard Rock ones. 

No other city uses architecture as advertising as does Dubai. In 20 years they turned desert 
into an architectural theme park. A city that aims at being heaven on earth, where what may seem 
as mere mirage is actually an architectural experience. Just as Las Vegas found in the desert a far 
away land, where fantasies come true, and seduces you into never leaving, remembering that 
“what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas”.  Disney appeals to the masses with the same ambition, 
building its Never Never Land inside the city, creating an accessible place “Where dreams come 
true”. Dubai Festival City is now the theme park for business men, where deals come true. It is 
also a site for Heroic and Original architecture in the form of a Sexy and Ironic Duck. Just as Las 
Vegas is always transforming itself, and as Disney every year has new attractions, Dubai builds 
new spaces that bridge between physical and digital space.  

Now we can say that Venturi’s Duck that could be laughed upon and criticized has evolved. 
The strange Duck is no longer one. The experimental form of architecture that for many years 
only found a place in magazine pages has found its way out of them and into the city. We find 
out that the Sexy and Ironic Duck was all the time a Swan, growing on its own, being criticized 
and diminished. It’s the Swan that now colonizes Bilbao, Beijing, and Dubai. It has revealed 
itself with its full potential.  

The paradigm shift that brought us from the technological era into the digital has 
transformed people, architecture and cities. Image, software, and digital interaction are a constant 
in anything that seduces the contemporary individual. Most of all, it has to be cool. So architects 
need to understand, that either they become cool, and design cool stuff, or they will perish, just 
like Levi’s was about to do. A new look is needed.  

There’s a post-modern version of individual (that comes close to the cyborg), a post-
modern version of communication and interaction. A post-modern way of living and working. 
These activities need a post-modern version of architecture.  

Do architects and urban planners think that people that wear Nike shoes, ripped jeans, walk 
with iPods and talk on iPhones want to live in the same kind of boxes that have been built for the 
last 90 years? It’s about time we start exploring design as designers do. Please, no more 
Decorated Sheds, no more Ugly and Ordinary buildings. I’ll go with the Sexy and Ironic Duck. 
The Swan. Just do it! I’m doing it, and I’m loving it! 

 



 
Figure 22 – Gas Station - 38n9w 
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