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Form/

Sitting at the end of Töölö Bay, in Helsinki, Finland, the Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art is a typological form 

expressed through force evident in the synthesis of building and landscape. American architect Steven Holl engaged local 

determinants and typological precedents to create the aptly named Kiasma, Finnish for “chiasma,” an intersection or 

crossing, particularly in medicine, a crossing of the optic nerves at the base of the brain. This analysis will consider the 

form of the building through research, diagrams, and readings on form and typology from D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson and 

Giulio Carlo Argan, respectively. In researching this architecture, Steven Holl’s book, Urbanisms: Working with Doubt, has 

been the main source of information pertaining to the architect’s intent.

Holl views the site as a “confluence of various city grids,” where the building is a “mass intertwining with the geometry 

of the city and landscape.” In doing so, he sites the architecture as it corresponds to a proposed extension of Töölö Bay. 

The form engages the water and landscape; a stream permeates the form at the exterior passageway. From the north 

end, the patinated zinc oxide roof wraps across the three storey program, twisting with the force of the architect’s hand 

and enmeshing with a modernist steel frame box. Holl explains the topological transformation as an “interior mystery 

and exterior horizon, like two hands clasping each other, form[ing] the architectonic equivalent of a public invitation.” 

Ultimately, the union of the two forms results in a post modern typology that makes reference to the classical, (Holl notes 

the importance of the contextual architecture: the Parliament, Alvar Aalto’s Finlandia Hall, and Eliel Saarinen’s Helsinki 

Station,) the modernist expression of function, (the main circulation elements, in plan, reflecting the orientation of building 

form and exterior walls,) and the integration of technological shape and material found in contemporary designs.

Kiasma Museum: Reproduction of Holl Site Diagram/ 

from his book “Urbanisms: Working with Doubt / 

the site viewed as a convergence of urban grids and 

landscape elements.
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In addressing Argan’s essay On the Typology of Architecture, and his paraphrasing of Quatremere de Quincy, Argan 

suggests type “as the idea of an element which should itself serve as a rule for the model,” which is evident in Holl’s 

Kiasma Museum as the twisting form becomes the rule for organization of space. This is similar to other post modern 

architectural designs of the time, such as Eisenman’s Columbus Convention Center, where the rule for form overrides 

a standard grid layout, and the main programmatic spaces become arranged in irregular or non-linear ways. Holl’s 

implementation of the rule in form, however, is limited to one surface. While the rule engages the architecture on the 

whole, it is not necessarily indicative of the summation of the form. The interior spaces flow along the main axis, ramps 

rise along the gentle curve, while the temporary galleries are characterized by the sloping roof overhead. The main public 

functions, however, are strictly rectilinear. The bar and street level cafe open to the west plaza but do not maintain any of 

the characteristics of the architecture’s expressive form. The entry sequence from the south is more appropriate; as the 

occupant approaches from the street, it is evident multiple forms are converging upon entry. Once inside, the form presents 

itself as the axial curve extending north to Töölö Bay.

Form Existing /

sharp edges form a tenuous 

relationship between morphological 

form and modernist shape.

Form Finishing /

The twisting element reaches a totality 

as it cloaks the south facade of the 

form.

Form Softening / 

The form sprawls out across the 

landscape, softening the edges in the 

figure-ground relationship.
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Eisenman’s Columbus Convention Center / 

a series of rolling waves across an urban 

site, edge conditions defining form and 

program orientation.
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The form of Holl’s Kiasma Museum seems abbreviated when considered through the lens of D’Arcy Wentworth 

Thompson’s On Growth and Form. Thompson argues that for, as a product of forces acting on matter, is a manifestation of 

physical energy. The form is a holistic and thorough diagram of these forces. Holl’s form stops short of being representative 

of the summation of forces. As the architecture bends in plan and section along the north-south axis, the edges at the 

end of the programmatic space are sharp, a distinct break from the visible vector that constitutes the form. The form, 

instead, should be as Thompson writes, “a symbol for the magnitude and direction of an action in reference to the symbol 

or diagram of a material thing.” If Holl was to fully express these forces in his form, the resulting architecture may be 

dramatically different. While it may still incorporate those elements identified earlier as being integral to the design (the 

chiasma, crossing of axes, twisting form representing public invitation, etc.), the form can adapt to a full representation 

of forces, pervading the landscape and softening the edges. This, in turn, lends greater credence to the exterior elements 

of form, the integration of water, or extending the architecture south towards the city. The form may better articulate the 

west facade, the public face, to better communicate the architect’s intent in “confirm[ing] art, architecture and culture... 

[as] integral parts of the city and landscape.” A cascading, twisting form can better engage the ground level rather than 

remaining an elevated roof condition.

As a post modern typology, form illustrating vectors of force and process, Steven Holl’s Kiasma Museum of 

Contemporary Art generates landmark architecture in the urban landscape of Helsinki, Finland. While the form is 

representative of fusion between two surfaces, the resulting effect is presentable as an integrative, public experience. 

The architecture successfully approaches local vernacular, recognizing the importance of water and responding to a 

meeting of urban thoroughfares. The form is topological in its monolithic roof, turning from the facade facing the bay, to 

sloping across programmatic space and defining the confluence of massing. The public front remains a static experience, 

somewhat subduing the dynamism with its flat three storey facade, an abrupt end to an otherwise fluid form. Ultimately, 

the form becomes a definitive element amongst the surrounding context, an appropriate response to a highly responsive 

environment.

Extending Vectors/ 

allowing the forces evident in form to 

maintain intensity and direction.

Surfacing Vectors/

new surfaces result with the extension of 

form, and variability in porosity.


