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ABSTRACT 
 
Neoliberal globalization policies have led to the international mobility of capital rather than its accumulation at certain points. 
Architecture is actively involved in the system in which the global flow of people, money and information is intense. Cities, 
which are the places of capitalism, have assumed new functions and missions. With their finance, consumption and 
entertainment centers, cities compete with each other, resulting in large-scale and irreversible changes in urban landscapes. 
Based on the concept of “brand city” that has emerged lately, cities acquire artificial images to attract more and more 

attention. The most commonly used items to this end are iconic buildings, which reflect the urban identity and are unique in 
form and meaning. This raises the question of how urban sustainability and iconic buildings can coexist. The theoretical 
framework of this study is based on the concepts of urban sustainability, brand city and iconic buildings. The status of iconic 
structures in urban sustainability is evaluated through the works of famous architects. Iconic buildings are the indispensable 
elements of the system and are considered together with the existing values. They can, therefore, be an important tool in 
maintaining urban wealth. Creating original and unique designs while preserving the existing values can be a good solution to 
cities that look more and more alike as the years go by. 
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1.INTRODUCTION 

 

Cities have been undergoing rapid change with globalization today. In the capitalist system, urban 
space is sometimes an object and sometimes a means of consumption, and this process is in constant 

motion. The dynamics of this process make cities look alike or different from each other. On the one 

hand, advances in technology and communication turn the world into a global village while, on the 
other hand, seeking the new and attracting capital require the branding of cities. Urban landmarks and 

historic areas that reflect cities’ identities, experiences and cultures are also affected by these 

conditions. In the face of these winds of change, historic buildings should be reintroduced and 
reintegrated to urban life in order to preserve them and pass their values down to future generations. 

Although different approaches have been developed to this end, there have also emerged iconic 

buildings with significant images in cities. 

  
Iconic buildings are considered effective architectural elements of the capitalist system and play an 

active role in transforming public space into a commodity. Novel forms are experimented on those 

buildings thanks to advances in software technology and construction materials [1]. With their 
unorthodox forms and structures, iconic buildings turn into commodities in the branding of cities and 

become spaces for consumption practices. This trend is becoming a global architectural language. 

Iconic buildings receive limited references from the physical environment in which they are located 

and assume a central role in the development of urban image, which, however, leads to the 
disappearance of the original values of cities. Iconic buildings, which are the global manifestations of 

different approaches, have an important place in historical textures thanks to their unique 

characteristics. The aim of this study is to determine the effect of iconic buildings on historical texture 
and to analyze the interaction of the unique characteristics of those buildings with urban identity. This 

study addresses the issue in question with reference to recently constructed iconic buildings and 
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extensions to historic buildings. Designed to play a key role in urban branding, iconic buildings 

present themselves as detached from their surroundings while increasing the popularity of the 

historical environment in which they are located or the buildings to which they are annexed. 

 

2.RESEARCH DESIGN 

 
This study focused on five iconic buildings or extensions (Dancing House ,Kunsthaus Graz, Stedeljk 

Museum, Antwerp Port House, and Elbphilharmonie) recently constructed within different historical 
settings across the world and addressed their purpose of construction, design approach and 

contribution to the location, and significance of the location. 

 

3.ICONIC BUILDINGS IN URBAN SUSTAINABILITY 

 
Sustainability is broadly defined as the transfer of existing assets to future generations [12] Given the 

rapidly changing cities and living conditions, sustainability has become one of the most important 
concepts of today’s world. Sustainability is a multidimensional concept including ecology, economy, 

social and cultural. This study discussed it with reference to cultural sustainability within the context 

of historical settings and buildings. 

 
Buildings define the growth and change of cities and acquire a significant position in urban life with 

the qualities they possess and the physical environments they create [13]. It is important for people to 

notice this growth and change in order to become a society. The sustainability of buildings that are the 
landmarks of urban identity and play a key role in the formation of collective memory ensures the 

sense of belonging and commitment on the part of urban dwellers. 

 

Sustainability is achieved by passing down signs and symbols from the past to future generations[14].  
Urban stratification is ensured by the sustainment of historic properties and the preservation of modern 

buildings in cities. Globalization-induced consumption culture and spaces that accompany it cause 

destruction, transformation and standardization, resulting in the loss of urban values and historic 
textures. Cities, on the other hand, create fictitious images to find a place in the global system. While 

doing this, they ignore their authentic values and cause them to vanish over time. 

 
Historical settings with their tangible and intangible values are important landmarks of urban 

sustainability. Besides their use value, they contribute to economic, social and cultural life and play a 

key role in the formation and preservation of urban identity and collective memory. Historic buildings 

either become inoperative due to changing conditions over time or unusable due to obsolescence and 
depreciation. At this point the question arises: How can historic buildings be reintroduced to urban 

life? Within the historical environment, a building can be preserved by adapting to today's conditions. 

Approaches to historic buildings may differ given the loss of function, obsolescence, depreciation and 
consumption-oriented reformulation of the whole urban space. There are different approaches adopted 

to re-introduce historic buildings to urban life. However, this study focused on recently constructed 

buildings and extensions in historical settings. The approaches adopted to build a new building or 

extensions in a historic setting have basically similar sensitivities. 
 

Preservation approaches in historical settings focus on making sure that original buildings do not lose 

their presence vis-à-vis the new buildings and extensions to be built. Article 13 of the Venice Charter 
stipulates that “Additions cannot be allowed except in so far as they do not detract from the interesting 

parts of the building, its traditional setting, the balance of its composition and its relation with its 

surroundings.” The historic building should not turn into an extension to the new building, on the 
contrary the latter should highlight the former. The extension should be in such a way that it should 

not damage the structure of the historic building in any way; the extension should be able to be 

demolished in case of any damage and allow modification independently of the historic building. The 
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extension is expected to be simple and in harmony with the historic building. In some cases, harmony-

defying approaches may also be adopted. However, respecting and highlighting historical data is a 

common attitude. A building to be built in a historic setting is expected to respect the scale and 

proportion of the historic fabric. The new building should be constructed using contemporary 
materials and technologies so that its uniqueness and originality can be emphasized [15-16-17]  The 

size, proportion and organization of historical settings are taken into account for the construction of 

some new extensions and buildings, resulting in stylistic imitation. However, some other extensions 
and buildings are constructed in a modern and simple way and respect history by interpreting existing 

traces. The last one is an unorthodox approach in which the new building reflects the architectural 

conception of its era, regardless of or even in contrast to the existing historic texture [18] . The 
contrast/disparity method refers toconsciously creating contrast between design elements, such as size, 

proportion, color, shape, texture, material, and form in a historical texture [19] oday, there is a 

growing number of famous architects using the contrast approach to design and construct iconic 

buildings in historical settings. Conventional methods allow architects tokeep or imitate the existing 
historic texture, whereas the contrast approach provides them with the opportunity to incorporate 

contemporary architectural perspectives and conditions into historical settings and accommodate both 

change and sustainability [20] The approach to be adopted depends on the special conditions of the 
historic setting. 

 

On the one hand, cities seek to achieve the sustainability of their historical settings, while, on the other 

hand, they produce new layers and accompanying meanings and spaces in the face of constant change 
and development. Having become important means within the capitalist system today, iconic buildings 

are used to create urban images and are found in historical settings as well. Iconic buildings attract 

global capital and help cities create images, symbols and values. They attract a great deal of attention 
and become popular all over the world due to the architectural approaches adopted in their 

construction and their famous designers such as Santiago Calatrava, Norman Foster, Zaha Hadid, 

Daniel Libeskind and Frank Gehry. With their unorthodox forms, their desire to be great, their 
ambiguous meaning and codes and their new forms and materials, iconic buildings transform their 

surroundings into a center of attraction. They are designed in a way that they shape and govern the 

artistic and cultural field of where they are situated. With their interior designs independent from their 

setting, iconic buildings have a very clear emphasis on “me,” suggesting that there was nothing before 
“me” and there will be nothing after “me.” 

 

The concepts of historic setting and iconic building contain special conditions and adopt approaches 
that stand out for themselves. Then the question arises “What architectural understanding should be 

adopted when these two independent concepts try to coexist?” This study examined the contribution of 

iconic buildings (designed as new buildings or extensions) to the sustainability of the historical 
settings in which they were constructed. This study evaluated the contribution of five iconic 

buildings(Dancing House,Kunsthaus Graz, Stedeljk Museum, Antwerp Port House, and 

Elbphilharmonie) to the sustainability of historical settings in which they were constructed. Tables 1, 

2, 3, 4, and 5 present the purpose of construction and design approach of five iconic buildings and 
their contribution to the location, and significance of the location in order to determine their effect on 

the historical settings in which they were constructed.The study then made a general assessment with 

reference to those buildings. 
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Table1. Evaluation of Dancing House 

 

Dancing House  

[20],[21],[22],[23],[24] 

Building Characteristics 

Year of Construction 1992 

Country/ City Czech Republic/ Prague 

Designer Frank Gehry,Vlado Miluniç 

Function Office 

 

   

Purpose of Construction 

The Dancing House is an iconic building undertaken by the Dutch ING bank management. It was 

designed by the architects Vlado Milunić and Frank Gehry. It generally hosts the offices of private 

international companies. On the ground floor are cafes, and on the top floor is a restaurant. 

Significance of the Location 

The Dancing House is on the Vlata River in the city center of Prague. At that location, there used to be a 

Renaissance house that was destroyed during the Second World War. There are Baroque, Gothic, and 

Art Nouveau buildings there. Given the historical and traditional texture of the city, the Dancing House 

has an attention-grabbing design that is quite detached from the context. 

Design Approach 

The Dancing House is an example of deconstructivism, which a postmodern architectural approach. The 

design of the building was inspired by Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, who were famous dancers 

appeared in Hollywood films of the 1930s [25].The building has two bodies. The first one is a glass 

tower supported by inclined columns. The second one is a wavy structure parallel to the river. 

Contribution of the Building to the Location 

Located at the most active point of Prague, the Dancing House is a landmark and a tourist attraction that 

increases the popularity of the city.It is a popular building with its architecture and identity. 
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Table 2. Evaluation of Kunsthaus Graz 

 

Kunsthaus Graz  

[26],[27],[28],[29] 

Building Characteristics 

Year of Construction 2003 

Country/ City Austria/ Graz 

Designer CRAB Studio 

Function Cultural Center 

  

 

Purpose of Construction 

The Kunsthaus Graz was constructed in Graz as an art center as part of the European Capital of Culture 

celebrations in 2003. 

Significance of the Location 

The Kunsthaus Graz is on the Mur river in Graz, Austria. It has a novel style within the traditional 

historical texture that runs along the Mur river. The Eisernes Haus, which a historical monument, is 

also part of the building. 

Design Approach 

The building symbolizes a portal between the past and the future. The organic style and blue glazed 

facade and soft forms of the building enable it to bond with the other historic buildings around. 

Contribution of the Building to the Location 

The building contrasts with the traditional architecture of the city and offers a novel interpretation of 

museums. Its architects dub it a "friendly alien." It has a spectacular form and makes an important 

contribution to the popularity of the city. 
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Table 3. Evaluation of Stedeljk Museum 

 

Stedeljk Museum 

 

[31],[32],[33],[34][35] 

 

Building Characteristics 

Year of Construction 2012 

Country/ City Netherlands/ Amsterdam 

Designer Benthem Crouwel Architects 

Function Museum 

  1 

    

Purpose of Construction  

The Stedelijk Museum is arenovation and extension project in Amsterdam. 

Significance of the Location 

The Stedelijk Museum is at a location with new buildings as well as 17th and 18th century architectural 

structures. The Museum Square (in Dutch, Museumplein) has a historical texture and important 

architectural works, such as the Rijksmuseum, Van Gogh Museum, and Concertgebouw as well as the 

Stedelijk Museum. [36]. The Museum Square has an interesting traditional and historical texture with its 

iconic buildings. 

Design Approach 

The Stedelijk Museum is a combination an old structure ensuring sustainability and a new structure 
bringing excitement and variety to the city. The extension also reinforces the bond of the museum with the 

other museums and the square. While the exterior of the building offers a contrast, its interior has a common 

language. 

Contribution of the Building to the Location 

The Stedelijk Museum hosts important collections of contemporary art and interacts with the other iconic 

buildings around it.With its original language, the extension is a touristic attraction and an important work 

for the literature of architecture.The extension has brought authenticity to the existing building and 

increased its popularity. 
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Table 4. Evaluation of Antwerp Port House 

 

Antwerp Port House [37] 

Building Characteristics 

Year of Construction 2016 

Country/ City Belgium/Antwerp 

Designer Zaha Hadid Patrik Schumacher 

Function Office 

  

 

Purpose of Construction 

The Antwerp Port House is a project of transforming a former Hanseatic fire station from 1922 into a 

new government building. 

Significance of the Location 

The Port of Antwerp, which is located in one of the oldest cities of Europe, Antwerp, is the second 

largest port in Europe and the fourth in the world. It is a trade center that dates back to the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. The new Antwerp Port House is a project of a new government building 

including a historic fire station in the port. 

Design Approach 

It is designed as a sustainable building that represents the port in the international arena, reflects the 

corporate identity, and meets the needs of today and the future [38]. The new extension has completely 

different characteristics from the existing historical building in terms of form, shape, scale, and material. 

Contribution of the Building to the Location 

It is an iconic building designed using a contrast approach. Its design focuses on combining the old and 

the new, showing the power of the port as a global actor, and exposing its novel and bold side. It has 

most of the characteristics sought in an iconic building and is an important contribution to the literature 

of architecture. The Antwerp Port House attracts great attention not only with its striking design but also 

with its planning that allows visitors to view the spectacular view. Already attracting the attention of 
Antwerpers, the building is open to visitors on certain days and is included in tour programs. Zaha 

Hadid's design has increased the worldwide popularity of the historic building and the port in many 

areas, such as architecture and tourism. 
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Table5. Evaluation of Elbphilharmonie 

 

Elbphilharmonie 

[39],[40],[41],[42] 

Building Characteristics 

Year of Construction 2016 

Country/ City Germany/ Hamburg, 

Designer Herzog & de Meuron 

Function Theaters & Performance 

   

   

Purpose of Construction 

The Elbphilharmonie offers a new focus to the city and different public spaces for users. It has two 

concert halls, a hotel, a residential block, and a viewing terrace. 

Significance of the Location 

The Elbphilharmonie is in Hamburg, Germany, on a peninsula of the Elbe River.It is atop a historic 

building (Kaispeicher) in the Sandtorhafen region, which served as the port of Hamburg for centuries. 

The Kaispeicher, which was first built in 1875, was destroyed in World War II and rebuilt in 1963 and 

used as a cocoa, tobacco and tea store until the 90s. It has the architectural characteristics of the period 
it was built, like warehouses along the port. 

Design Approach 

The Elbphilharmonie was built atop the Kaispeicher, which is a former warehouse. The firm 

structural stance and windows and decorative elements of the Kaispeicher symbolize the 

architectural characteristics of the 1960s. The Elbphilharmonie, on the other hand, has a 

spectacular glass facade[43]. 

Contribution of the Building to the Location 

The Elbphilharmonie not only offers different services to the locals and tourists but also has 

important visual and functional duties.It isa new landmark of the city.  

 

The evaluation of the five iconic buildings, whose harmony with the historical texture is based on four 
criteria (Tables 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5) is as follows: 

 

 The iconic buildings (new extensions or buildings) do not reflect the scale, environment, form, 

rhythm and effect of the material of historical settings. They are detached from the identity and 

silhouette of the historical texture. 

 The iconic buildings focus on contrast, and therefore, are detached from surroundings and 

contexts. They put themselves at the forefront and overshadow the original historic buildings. 
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 Although the iconic buildings reflect the materials, architectural conception and technologies of 

the era they were built in, they fail to provide strong urban sustainability. 

 The iconic buildings are designed to create a brand, independent of geographical, historical and 

socio-cultural life, and therefore, they draw attention to the historical environments or structures 

in which they are located and increase their popularity. 

 Although the iconic buildings benefit from some of the design features of the existing texture, 

they often adopt different approaches in terms of design elements. 

 With their geometric forms and unusual compositions, the iconic buildings attract more 

attention than the original buildings and create a new image for the historical setting. The 

combination of the new and old buildings while maintaining their originality allows for a 

different experience and an impressive view. 

 The iconic buildings offer effective solutions for sustainability; from preservation of physical 

space to meeting the needs of today.They also ensure that the historical settings in which they 

were constructed continue to play an active role in urban life. 

 
 

4.CONCLUSION 
 

This study addressed iconic buildings constructed as new buildings or extensions in historical settings 
and analyzed the relationship between them in the context of urban sustainability. Preserving a 

historical setting physically is not always enough to ensure itssustainability. Repurposing, or building 

a new structure or an extension might sometimes be necessary. A building can be sustainable only if it 
can actively participate in everyday life and if people keep the historic setting in which it is built alive. 

Therefore, new buildings and extensions constructed in historical settings play an important role in the 

sustainability of existing textures. Given the loss of functionality and physical obsolescence and 
widespread deconstruction in cities, the reintroduction and refunctionalization of historic buildings and 

historical settings are of paramount importance. 

 

Iconic buildings not only bring new images and values to urban space but also pass them to future 
generations. The integrity of historical settings with new buildings or extensions ensures sustainability. 

However, what guarantees sustainability is not only the preservation of historical settings but also the 

harmony between the new and old. At this point, new buildings have a great responsibility. Solutions 
that preserve the meaning and significance of historic buildings help achieve sustainability. To 

understand and evaluate historic buildings, their forms, textures, materials, scales, relationship with 

cities and economic factors should be taken into account. The contrast between new and old buildings 

helps us perceive and appreciate both eras. However, it should be made sure that historic buildings are 
not damaged during this process and that new buildings have unique characteristics. Satisfying these 

criteria allows new buildings to increase the value and strength of settings in which they are built. 
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