
 
 

Architects on Branding Interview 

An interview on Anna Klingmann as part of a research initiative at the University of 
Michigan focused on the role of architecture in the increasingly cross-disciplinary design 
fields working within the world of corporate branding and advertisement. Anna 
Klingmann’s publication Brandscapes illustrates the challenge and opportunity of 
branded architecture both for the office who designs it, as well as the city it comes to 
define. In this interview, Anna Klingmann shares her insight on how architectural 
training combined with an eye toward branding can arrive at unique design solutions 
where architecture and branding relate and what the future might hold for this approach 
to design as an architect.  
 
Matthew Strong: One of the things that come up in your book is the culture of the copy, which seems exceedingly 
cogent given the recent copy of Zaha Hadid's Wangjing Soho project by developers in Chongqing, who are slated 
to complete the copy before the original. My Chinese friends tell me that in China being copied is a compliment 
because it demonstrates the value and quality of the original. Is copying really so bad? One would think that 
duplicates would actually dilute out the signature building congestion syndrome of modern urban construction. 
 
Anna Klingmann: This speaks to the paradox of branding. On the one hand, a brand thrives on the perception of 
uniqueness, on the other hand, it demands a distinguishing signature, which can be easily duplicated and copied. This has 
seem in recent years achieved by starchitects, who are perceived as being original, while bring forced to repeat their 
signature language wherever they go. This is my opinion has a dual effect- in the short run, cities benefit by importing 
premade signatures, in the sense that they can argue that may belong to the “global club” – CBD by SOM, Opera House 
and by Zaha Hadid, airport by Norman Foster, but in the long run, they lose their competitive edge. White it is clear that 
every city today is forced to compete in a global environment, it is also clear that the import of standardized signatures is 



short-lived, as it does not really capitalize on a city’s unique culture and assets. By importing premeditated images, one city 
becomes increasingly like another - with the same expressions and offerings. 

Therefore, we argue that the next level of branding is from the “inside-out” – by leveraging the unique potential and culture of 
a place and not as current development practices seem to dictate from the “outside-in” by importing Western formulas. In an 
increasingly homogenized world, people seek out unique environments that speak to the culture of THAT particular place in 
THAT particular country. However, this demands courage – the courage to be different and to take risks and to be bold and 
quite understandably, many developers prefer to copy what has been successful before and to import successful brands 
instead of creating their own. However, it is many belief that a truly original concept that spreads to a specific culture and 
place beats a standardized import every time. 
 
Matthew Strong: At the same time, though the development of highrises and construction in China in general is 
lucrative for city officials, many officials are starting to see the cultural capital of their city eroded or completely 
demolished by unchecked development and real estate speculation. Can you speak to the importance of new 
construction for a city's identity, as well as the conservation of existent historical cultural landmarks? How can 
cities walk this very thin line between conservation to the point of skyline arrest (San Fransisco or Boston) and 
what we see in China where market forces are devastating priceless landmarks? Are architects as involved as they 
should be and where is their place in this? 
 
Anna Klingmann: This balance is always a tricky one and really depends on the place. Historic preservation is necessary to 
some degree – not so much in order to preserve a bygone past – but in order to establish the continunity of culture and to 
establish a link to the present. In China, this link maybe more important than in some other places because so much of its 
important heritage has been destroyed in the Cultural Revolution. But it is important to find the right balance and as I 
mentioned before, a cultural identity can also be established in new construction by capitalizing on unique cultural 
knowledge and local intelligence. A good example is the Ningbo Museum by Wang Shu, which is very contemporary in its 
aspiration but also very much speaks to the surrounding context and the heritage of the people. The point is not to repeat a 
standardized formal language but to create sustainable interventions that are rooted in the place within which they are 
situated. To establish cultural meaning and relevance. This is the power of architecture and the power of the architect – to 
establish and continue a cultural legacy and not to make a short-lived statement on style.  
  
Matthew Strong: A question I've been exploring with Mark Foster Gage is how to establish a brand for oneself as a 
designer or architect in the present cultural and economic environment. The importance of this is demonstrated by 
the global success of starchitect offices and lauded by designers like Benjamin Hubert, et al. As an alternative to 
touring the firm circuit, burgeoning architects are branching out into a number of different fields (industrial design, 
branding, graphic design, etc.) and taking their architectural training with them. How do you feel about 
interdisciplinary practice as the emerging model for new offices and do you feel this is a good bet in the tough 
economic environment burgeoning architects find themselves in? 
 
Anna Klingmann:  I personally believe that the era of the starchitect is over. This particular moment was very much tied into 
the past decade of globalization, where emerging markets positioned themselves in the global market place with the impact 
of Western styles and signatures to demonstrate to the world that they’ve arrived. This approach was very much tied to an 
era of expansion and optimism, which was echoed in architecture morph the building of glitzy monuments, which we saw 
popping up throughout the emerging markets. 
All of this changed with the global financial crisis, which started in 2008, which calls for a more deliberate and sustainable 
approach, which is also perhaps more community oriented – not so much focused on impressing outside investor with a 
readymade image but more focused on the long term uses, which in the end is the community. This, in my opinion, demands 
a “smart” approach, which effectively leverages local resources, limited budgets and strives to create livable environments 
that have less to do with style and more to do with a performative architecture that speaks to a variety of stakeholders – not 
just investors. Therefore, I believe architects have to carve out new niches and approach environment in a more holistic 
manner to achieve more integrated result that works on a multitude of levels. This calls for an aptitude to work on and 
integrate a variety of scales (from urban to architectural to interior design) and disciplines, as well as a sensibility of 
operating in different cultural contexts. Architects have to become global citizens who can smoothly transition between a 
variety of cultural contexts and integrate a variety of demands to achieve the creation of environments that are holistic and 
unique and that contribute to the livability of the respective context, in which they operate. 

 
Matthew Strong: I know you go over this in your book, but in brief, what should architects learn from marketing and 
brandmaking, and what is an architect's responsibility in dabbling in the dark arts of advertisement? 
 
Anna Klingmann: A transitioning from the making of the object to the effect on the subject. A recognition that space is by 
definition incomplete, until the users occupy it. The ultimate test of architecture is how it contribute to the well-being of the 



user and it changes people’s lives. However, so often, particularly in academia, we are focused on making shapes and 
propositions that have no awareness of the user but instead are driven by ideological paradigms. It is my belief that we have 
to free ourselves from these corsets and ask ourselves how we produce an added value and how architecture produces a 
relevant intervention – both in terms of cost and intended effect. 
 
This is what we can learn from the world of business and marketing – from a “me-oriented” approach which focuses on the 
architect as god to a “you-oriented” approach, which focuses on the client or user. Only if I understand the product (think I-
Phone) and the added value it brings to a client or user, can I market on advertise my product. Many architects however are 
still very much focused on an ideological approach, which is not need-oriented and therefore does not address real-world 
challenges.  

 
Matthew Strong: I feel that affect and experiential performativity doesn’t come up much in modern academic 
pedagogy. Though, there are many architects, Peter Zumthor, Mark Gage, David Rockwell, and others that prioritize 
this aspect of design. How can this be taught in academia when the experience of a designed space is impossible 
to realize in a studio setting and so much of what is experiential is subjective and idiosyncratic? Is there a danger 
to approaching architectural composition without addressing experiential qualities and intent?  
 
Anna Klingmann:  So often, students are taught to design in terms of process. Hence, it comes as no surprise that they 
communicate their design as a seemingly neutral result of this process. However, here precisely lies the danger - use 
whichever process you like – in the end, it is the effect of the product that matters. It is the added value that a project brings 
to the community that matters and which needs to be communicated. Who cares about the process? It is the vision and the 
end result that matters. No consumer cares about how the IPhone is made, they care about how it changes their lives. 
Similarly, I believe architecture has to be taught in terms of how it can address relevant issues and make a difference in the 
lives of people. 

For starter, I think students should mentally occupy their own projects and ask themselves, if they would be happy to live in 
them, work in them, and pay for them. Experiences are not so subjective as they are made out to be – chances are if you 
really love to occupy your project, somebody else will too. But if you don’t put yourself in the shoe of the user, which means 
that you walk around and have fun in your own design, you will not be able to create a positive experience. And the 
architects, you cite more precisely the point. Since so many different people enjoy swimming in Zumthor’s Bath or eat in 
Rockwell’s restaurants prove to me that these experiences are very inclusive and popular. However, what we witness in the 
last decade in academia is a lop-sided approach on the generation of form and parametric design, which in itself is not 
wrong but certainly not sufficient to produce a relevant and enjoyable piece of architecture. What is lacking here is an 
awareness of people’s needs and how architecture can make a difference in people’s daily live. 

Matthew Strong: A second point to the previous question. So much of the space we inhabit is now digital space, 
inside our Smartphone/laptops/tablets. Google glass is poised to touch off a conjunction of digital information and 
spatial experience. How involved do you see architects being in the emergence of what for all intents and purposes 
is a new set of senses? 

Anna Klingmann:  In many ways, digital devices have given us more control over our environment – both near and far, or 
so it seems. However, with this increasing sense of control, digital devices have also stolen our sense of self, of owning our 
own experiences and perceptions. Fact is that in a consumer society, where everything is handed to us as a packaged 
consumer good, where every experience is commoditized, where information is so readily available, where everything is 
broken down to a tweet there is nothing left for us to discover, nothing that we really own, nothing that make us really 
curious. As a consequence, we also witness a growing hunger for the real, for surprise and provocation, for mystery, 
authenticity and personal enrichment. While information technologies are therefore driven by a paradigm of fullness and 
sensory overload and total control, I believe, architecture should head in the opposite direction – towards a paradigm of 
emptiness, of personal freedom and empowerment. In a saturated consumer society, we should not strive to numb the 
senses with pushy design and fancy displays but aim to create spaces that leave room for personal imagination that validate 
our sense of being. Spaces that are not ready made and overstated but that are hidden- that want to be discovered, that 
await completion, that challenge and enrich us- that give us the necessary space for contemplation and a sense of peace. 
Instead of numbing our senses with sensory overload. These spaces should contribute invitations for personal enrichment 
and discovery. 


