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DDR STATEMENT
On the basis of own buildings and projects, which to a certain amount can be found 
in the context of the culture of remembrance, the meaning as well as a possible and 
contemporary method for the inclusion of sign and image in architecture shall be 
examined within the framework of a design-based doctorate. 
Methodically, by working on a sequence of design tasks - in the sense of "design 
driven research" - successive gains in knowledge regarding the doctoral topic are to 
be achieved and accumulated, each of which gives rise to new questions and thus 
illuminates the complex - in several steps - from completely different sides. 
With conscious inclusion and consideration of the "errors and confusions" within 
design processes ("try and error"), artefacts (sketches, drawings and models) of new, 
but also already existing designs will be used to investigate where and in what way 
the use of sign- and image-based communication levels has proven to be particularly 
productive. 
In addition, the medium of photography is used in the PhD, not only to record and 
document observations, but also to enable a very personal and independent reception 
and production of image and sign worlds - as a form of DDDr - in this way.

ABSTRACT 
Images and signs are extremely important components of emotional and partly 
unconscious human perceptual practice; they also enable and facilitate the mental 
reception and processing of various, ultimately not only cultural works and values. 
Their subtle or even surprising use can set in motion very effective cognitive as well 
as emotional processes. Intention is to anchor the architectural in levels of association 
that originate in the relevant field of tension between type and topos and become an 
integral part of architecture. Furthermore, however, this goes hand in hand with a 
very fundamental question, that of the unambiguous expressiveness and legibility of 
images and signs: Since the "readability" and reception of design results depend on 
place, time, and culture, among other factors, the question of how to take contextual 
circumstances into account is an important and necessary part of developing these 
levels of communication. Here, then, another term (or concept) becomes important, 

that of ambiguity.



AMBIGUITY 
in context of 
IMAGE, SIGN AND RECOLLECTION 

Images and signs are extremely important components of emotional and partly un-
conscious human perceptual practice; they also enable and facilitate the mental re-
ception and processing of various, ultimately not only cultural works and values. Their 
subtle or even surprising use can set in motion very effective cognitive as well as 
emotional processes.
 
With the onset of so-called postmodernism in the 1960s, there was a re-thematiza-
tion and rehabilitation of the sign in architecture, which - at least in the form of the 
classical ornament - had largely lost its significance as a means of communication in 
the context of building at the beginning of the 20th century. (1) Since then, both the 
examination and the inclusion of sign, image, and effigy (in German: Zeichen, Bild 
und Abbild) in the art of building have taken place in very different forms. Not seldom, 
however, a questioning and “revision of modernity” has been practiced by means of 
historical references, in which - up to and including reconstruction - reference has 
been made to “images of memory” in a very superficial way. 

Nevertheless, signs and images can be quite productive components of the built 
environment, even in areas of architecture that serve to house programs that at first 
seem mundane, such as living or working. This is all the more applicable for buildings 
in which a cultural meaning is to be communicated or in which the building task itself 
aims at remembrance or commemoration.

However, the term of memory (in German: Erinnerung) needs to be defined in more 
detail in this context. In doing so, a look at the translations of this term used in English 
is helpful. Unlike, for example, the term “remembrance”, which is usually close to 
“commemoration” and “remembrance” (e.g. of the deceased) as well as “commemo-
rative culture”, another common translation of “remembrance” - namely “recollection” 
- is less fixed in this respect. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, its origin 
goes back to the late 16th century: “late 16th century (denoting the action of gath-
ering things together again): from French or medieval Latin recollectio(n-), from the 
verb recolligere ‘gather again’. (2) 

Roland Poppensieker
Concept of a new outdoor exhibition on the site of the East Side Gallery, 2020
Invited design process, Berlin 
Site plan showing intervention points 1-3 (below)

Roland Poppensieker
Mausoleum F.C. Gundlach, 2006-08
Park Cemetery Ohlsdorf, Hamburg 
Westring - An den Mausoleen (above)
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Furthermore, however, this goes hand in hand with a very fundamental question, 
that of the unambiguous expressiveness and legibility of images and signs: Since 
the “readability” and reception of design results depend on place, time, and culture, 
among other factors, the question of how to take contextual circumstances into ac-
count is an important and necessary part of developing these levels of communica-
tion.
Here, then, another term (or concept) becomes important, that of ambiguity. “One 
characteristic of artistic symbol systems is precisely that they are usually not un-
ambiguous, but ambiguous or even vague, ...” (4, 5), as Remei Capdevila-Werning 
states in a text referring to the philosophy of Nelson Goodman.
In this case, it is a “symbol-theoretical perspective” (R.C-W) on the consequences 
of preservationist processes. And it is indeed interesting to ask to what extent - for 
example in the preservation of historical monuments – Bauen im Bestand, i.e. deal-
ing with and changing what is already there, overlays, destroys or creates new signs 
and images, or what potentials there are to be discovered here. Nevertheless, this 
statement can certainly be applied to new construction as well.
As a conclusion, therefore, not only the question of the (necessity of) unambiguity or 
ambiguity of signs and images in the design of new buildings is of importance, but 
also - with regard to their preservation, inclusion and, if necessary, further develop-
ment and reinterpretation - when building in existing structures.

Source references and comments:
(1) see: Gleiter, Jörg H. (2018): Zeichen und Wunder. Beiträge zur Architektur als Bedeutungsträgerin, in: der architekt 2/18, p. 23. 
(2) Angus Stevenson (Ed.): Oxford Dictionary of English, Third Edition, 2010, p. 1484.
(3) Interestingly, we also find here a connection to the term reflection which is theme of the Hamburg CA2RE+ event.
(4) see: Capdevila-Werning, Remei (2014): Restaurierte und rekonstruierte Zeichen: Symbole und Baudenkmalpflege, in: Zeitschrift für 
Semiotik. Sonderheft “Architektursemiotik” Band 36, Heft 1-2, Stauffenburg Verlag Tübingen, p. 131.
(5) Translated with www.DeepL.com/Translator (free version).

In the sense of “recollection”, memory can thus also be understood as a methodical 
procedure of “collecting” or also of “gathering up again”. (3) 
Considering these different meanings of the term Erinnerung goes hand in hand with 
my interest in not focusing exclusively on the field of “commemorative culture,” but in 
examining “memory(s)” as a broader spectrum. 
The aim of the PhD is in the first instance to elaborate a strategy for using sign- and 
image-based levels of communication in architecture also as means of recollection. 
These levels of communication can be of intuitive nature and based on immediate 
perception as well as of discursive nature and primarily assigned to the mind.
 
Although historical references are not excluded, nor is a reference to modern worlds 
of images and signs, the aim is not to recover superficially “historical” images. Rath-
er, the intention is to anchor the architectural in levels of association that originate in 
the relevant field of tension between type and topos and become an integral part of 
architecture.
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Roland Poppensieker
Concept of a new outdoor exhibition on the site of the East Side Gallery, 2020
Invited design process, Berlin (below)

Redesign of a listed grave site, Berlin
Side view and cross sections through the tomb sculpture, Berlin (at the very bottom)
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Roland Poppensieker
Concept of a new outdoor exhibition on the site of the East Side Gallery, 2020
Intervention point 1 (of 3)
Invited design process, Berlin (below and right)


