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Introduction 

The Image of Architecture: Photography as a method of communication is an analysis centered on the 

relationship between architecture and its images, in particular with photography. Improbable partners, 

at first, photography and architecture, have built a path of communicative interconnection. If, on the one 

hand, photography focuses on capturing an instantaneous moment for a two-dimensional plan. 

Architecture, on the other, is a synonym of three-dimensional space, volume and experiences. Despite 

their differences, it is a complementary relationship, where photography has contributed to the 

perception and communication of the architectural space. 

The research carried out throughout the dissertation focused on three parts: the bibliographic research, 

the analysis of the three case studies through interviews and conferences, and finally the interpretation 

and interconnection of the information. 

The bibliographic research was based on the analysis of publications, articles, texts and essays in order 

to study the following topics: 

- Historical context of photography; 

- Technological developments of the photographic medium; 

- Relationship between architecture and photography during the 20th century; 

- Understanding the power of the image in architecture; 

- Process of dissemination of architecture through photography; 

- Influence of digital development for architectural photography; 

- Photography of architecture in a contemporary age; 

- Life, work and influences of the photographers cited. 

The cases study were chosen based on the creation of a catalogue with the main references of current 

photographers according to the following criteria: works carried out in contemporary times; visual 

diversity of the works done; Portuguese and foreign origin; existence of a solid relationship with one or 

more architects. Thus, from the hypotheses gathered, Hélène Binet, Iwan Baan and Fernando Guerra 

were chosen to this study. Through interviews and conferences (read or visualized), it was possible to 

study their life and work, as well as to understand the ways in which they photograph and interpret 

architecture. Finally, the third and final part is based on the interconnection and analysis of the 

knowledge acquired throughout the research. 

 

Results and discussion 

Since the late nineteenth century, photography has become an important communicative instrument for 

architecture. In reality, an image can be the reflection of an idea, of sensations, or simply of a memory. 

In this way, it is important to understand its’ power and ability to communicate, especially in architecture. 

Interestingly, since the discovery of photography by the French inventor Joseph Nicéphore Niépce (1765 

- 1833) hat, due to the underdeveloped photographic technology at the time, buildings have become 

ideal objects for photography, because they have a static nature. With the subsequent technological 
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advance and the massification of the means of communication, the relationship between photography 

and the architectural space has also progressed. In fact, initially photography in architecture emerged 

as a mere documentary tool. However, several authors contributed to change this paradigm. László 

Moholy-Nagy (1895 – 1946) was a pioneer in the way he saw and seized the photographic instrument. 

With his artistic vision combined with the desire to integrate technology and industry in the arts, he 

considered photography as an opportunity to create new perspectives of the architectural space. 

Through his works and concepts, Moholy-Nagy built a new vision of photography, which would influence 

its course to this day. Lucien Hervé (1910 - 2007) and his partnership with the architect Le Corbusier 

(1887-1965) also contributed to the way we apprehend photography. Understanding the power of the 

image and its consequent dissemination, the duo pioneered the way architecture projects were 

represented. The image and its publication thus gain a significant status for Le Corbusier, transforming 

the role of photographer Lucien Hervé into a central support of his career. Finally, also Julius Shulman 

(1910 - 2009) was a pioneer in the way one works the image of the photograph. Through thoughtful 

compositions, Shulman manages to transfer his experience to a two-dimensional image in a powerful 

way, thus enriching the photographed architecture. 

It is interesting to see how these three authors have introduced numerous ways of representing space 

based on the image. In this way, three crucial concepts emerged for the understanding of architecture 

photography nowadays: 

 

The image of architecture 

Photography, over the past few years, has taken a prominent standing among the instruments to 

communicate contemporary architecture prevailing over the remaining architectural images. On the one 

hand, it is due to the ease and speed of the medium, especially in this digital era. On the other hand, 

due to the photograph being an evidence of existence of the building. The photographic action proves 

the real experience. It is the confirmation that the idea has become architecture. At the same time, 

regarding the interpretation of architecture, the image is divided in several senses. In a way, it has the 

ability to become a memory and to perpetuate the architecture in time through its record. This register 

can be considered more or less faithful, however, the photographer always has a power of choice. 

Choice on the framing, the technical settings, what to include or not in the image, among many other 

variants. In contrast, it can be considered as a limiting registry since it does not work with the three 

dimensions of the architecture nor with all the senses that are stimulated when witnessing the work. 

However, if we are aware that experiencing an image is different from experiencing a building, the 

images gain an independence and status that can contribute to architecture in many different areas. 

 

Dissemination of architecture 

Over the years, photography has gained a privileged position in architecture becoming, nowadays, one 

of the preferred tools to communicate. In a world built on the basis of the image, the process of 

communication of architecture is divided in two factors: the image, as a representative object, and its 



4 

 

mediatization through the means of communication. The diffusion process consequently has a great 

weight in this equation because, if we do not divulge the image, it risks dying, and its capture will be 

worth little - or nothing. 

Numerous formats are used to disseminate architecture. From magazines, publications, exhibitions and 

even internet sites, the image is predominantly present. In fact, in the 21st century, mediatization of 

architecture is divided between digital and paper. The technological developments brought vast 

information as well as the development of software that allowed the photograph to move away from its 

documentary character and enter a sphere of creation. Internet sites, blogs or digital versions of 

magazines gain more and more weight in how we perceive architecture today. Consequently, images 

gain more power and become a fundamental element for its propagation. In a globalized society where 

photography has a tremendous weight and is persistently present in our lives, we cannot ignore its 

relevance to architecture. 

 

Digital and fiction 

The digital revolution that we went through in the last years has contributed to the formation of the image 

in a remarkable way and, consequently, to the different forms of communicating architecture. The 

emergence of the Internet, as well as the use of the computer and mobile phones, allowed a substantial 

and instantaneous diffusion of ideas and, in particular, of photographs, therefore contributing to a 

worldwide dissemination. 

In a contemporary era, we can say that the new digital media has revolutionized the way we 

communicate, both in architecture and in other areas. The internet has allowed for a constant 

connectivity which in turn permits a democratization of the images, making photography an essential 

tool their formation. Currently, it is possible to change and manipulate any image through digital editing 

software, which has opened a new path of numerous possibilities for architectural representation. 

Contemporary artists such as Andreas Gursky (1955), Thomas Ruff (1958), Jeff Wall (1946), and Isabel 

Brison (1980), reflect on the role of photography in addition to its representative character, paving the 

way for several visual modes. They have changed the way we understand architecture through image. 

Its role is not to present the perfect photograph, where the exact space is valued. But to create emotions 

through the allegory and the fiction of the image. In reality, these authors call for an autonomy of 

architectural photography. In their works, the architectural image is thought from its form. The ambition 

starts from the desire to create emotions and speeches based on an idea. Whether through the hyper 

realistic character of Gursky or the photomontages of Isabel Brison, these images are part of a new 

territory where anything goes. A new digital sphere is born, where the image is the central object of the 

transmission of ideals. 

Finally, these three photographers all exhibit distinct ways of representing architecture, in particular, 

sensations, speeches, memories and ideas that it transmits to the public. Through their cameras, Hélène 

Binet, Iwan Baan and Fernando Guerra provide a visual experience of space. 
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Hélène Binet is known for her abstract images, where light, shadow and details are prominent. Her 

shooting mode is unique. Even with all the technological developments in recent years, in particular, the 

appearance of digital photography, Binet photographs only with analog. She thinks that digital is a 

simulation and prefers the challenge of not being able to change the real photograph. Her view of 

architecture is to interpret the sensations of space and, through a two-dimensional image of detail, to 

convey these concepts. She believes that photographing is a form of selecting what is visible, a partial 

description. The same description that gains a new story. She believes that photography is also what 

one does not sees, but which is included and imagined in the photo. When she shoots, she creates a 

window, the window of her photography. 

Fascinated by space, Ian Baan focuses on recording the interaction between communities and the built 

environment, creating a story around the architecture and its context. His pictures document a certain 

space and time with all of its inherent applications. He does not seek the perfect image, with the perfect 

light, in the perfect instant, he seeks a humanization of the image, which contextualizes human relations 

with space. His photographs are the reflection of a critical, simple and attentive look at a world where 

architecture is not made only by architects, but by all those who live the space daily. 

Finally, Fernando Guerra has contributed to a huge database through his varied portfolio. His images 

have a character of their own that stand out for their ability to interpret and communicate architecture. 

Through a mechanism for perceiving reality, Guerra builds a story circumventing architecture. He gives 

the name of "Report" to each project that he photographs, perhaps because he believes that diffusing 

architecture is his mission and that, in this way, he is taking a witness of images. He believes 

architectural photography is an intuitive process, where there are very few rules and where the glance 

prevails over the camera. 

 

Conclusion 

Throughout this dissertation, the influence of photographic records in architecture was analyzed, in order 

to understand the diverse alternatives of characterizing and communicating the constructed space. The 

logic of the bibliographic research was reflected in the organization of the dissertation. Firstly by 

understanding the emergence of photography as a technological process, in order to relate its 

appearance to the architecture and the means of representing it. Subsequently, the conceptual study of 

the image, as well as its proliferation process, served to better understand the role of photography and 

the way it relates to architecture. The journey through the digital era gives us a sense of the power of 

image manipulation and the critical discussions that are created through editing. Finally, the three 

chosen case studies allowed us, through a contemporary view, to understand in practice how 

photography relates to architecture and how each one of the artists are reflected in their own images. 

Foremost, this work studied photography as a medium of representation and understanding of 

architecture, in an era where image is increasingly present.  

Since the appearance of photography in the year 1827, by the French Joseph Nicéphore Niépce, that it 

has undergone constant changes and evolutions until today, with the emergence of digital technology. 
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The photograph is the result of countless investigations and evident progress over decades, that will 

certainly continue to manifest in the development of photography in the future. The study of the 

technological advances in the world of photography, as well as the different visions of photographers 

such as László Moholy-Nagy, Lucien Hervé and Julius Shulman, highlights a portion of the progress 

throughout the 20th century. Initially seen as a merely documentary tool, it was possible to identify in 

each of the examples, the guiding principle that influenced the course of the image in architecture. From 

the artistic vision of working with the light of Moholy-Nagy to Shulman's strategically thought-out and 

developed compositions, photography evolves from a documental way to an interpretive and 

comprehensive tool of architecture. 

In fact, photography takes a number of opinions regarding architecture. It can be said that the 

photographical image is the result of the sum between the snapshot, the message and the context of 

the receiver. That is, it is not an objective act that in no way relates to the conditioning factors that 

surround it. On the contrary, photography presupposes an interpretation and a set of decisions of the 

photographer that, through his lens, controls the information he communicates and, consequently, 

conveys a reality of his own that may be more or less faithful to the truth. At the same time, photography 

also apprehends the form of memory as a tool illustrative of space and the ability to perpetuate 

architecture in time. On the other hand, the proliferation of images has contributed greatly to the 

important status of photography, making it a main communicative tool in the field of architecture. In fact, 

through the evolution of publications it is possible to observe that these are increasingly undertaking 

communication through the image, whether in digital or on paper. Moreover, it is also important to 

highlight the visual object influence. Its increasingly importance through several publications is notorious 

and confirms that impact in commercializing and communicating architecture. Otherwise, the digital age 

allowed for a liberation and reinterpretation of the image, allowing for new visual approaches. A new 

generation of artists such as Andreas Gursky, Thomas Ruff, Isabel Brison and Jeff Wall reveal an 

understanding of the contrasting image as opposed to the mainstream. Through editing and 

manipulation, they present us with fictional realities in order to formulate emotions and critical dialogs 

related to architecture and, in this way, to become interpreters of the architectural space. 

Regarding the three case studies, these came to prove the interpretive nature of architectural 

photography. Each of the different selected photographers highlights and values different perspectives 

in architecture, thus establishing a personal view. One is able to identify the different characteristic “shot” 

of each photographer, independently of the architecture they portray. This leads to believe that each 

one contributes to a different communicative approach of the architecture, founded through individual 

contemplation. Hélène Binet presents herself as an interpreter of space through her analogue 

photography. When photographing architecture, she transmits the perception of space through the 

details in the two-dimensional image. Binet tells a story, her history, which through her photographs 

allows us to imagine the space and its ambiance. She communicates space through the sensations and 

textures of the materials that make up the architecture. On the other hand, Iwan Baan focuses mainly 

on the context and the experiences that surround the architecture. With a background in photography, 

he believes that his role in architecture photography is to document the relationships between people 

and space. Through his eternal images, he does not look for the perfect image with the perfect 
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conditions, but a human image that can transmit the impact of the architectural space to a place, and 

consequently, to the lives that inhabited it. Finally, Fernando Guerra is characterized by his architect 

vision. His images are expressed through the acquiring the essential and capturing the now. The present 

transmits a message of the history of the moment. A rule breaker, Guerra has a relaxed posture that is 

reflected in the simplicity and naturalness of his images. 

One cannot avoid highlighting the joint collaboration between the photographer and the architect. 

Several partnerships such as Le Corbusier and Lucien Hervé, Herzog & de Meuron and Thomas Ruff, 

Siza Vieira and Fernando Guerra and Peter Zumthor and Hélène Binet, which prove the benefits from 

the combined work, both for the architect as for the photographer. Its relevance is grounded in the 

common aspects of the pair. Throughout complementary perspectives and identical ways to perceive 

architecture, this cooperation seeks a common purpose: communicate and represent, in the most 

adequate way, how they think and perceive architecture.   

It is believed in this way that photography in no way replaces the human experience of architecture. The 

experimentation is only possible through a face-to-face connection with space. However, it is possible 

to claim the important role of the image for its communication, representation, memory, dissemination 

and seduction. Photography, as a two-dimensional image, is not architecture, but its flexibility allows us 

to create new realities and visual relation that intertwine with architecture and, in this way, build an 

architectural world experienced through the two dimensions. 
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01. Couvent Sainte-Marie de la Tourette, Le Corbusier, Éveux | Hélène Binet, 2007 
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02. Estádio Nacional de Pequim, Herzog & de Meuron, Pequim | Iwan Baan, 2005-2008 
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03. Shihlien Chemical Industrial Park Office, Álvaro Siza + Carlos Castanheira, Jiangsu | Fernando Guerra 2014 


