
Trapping, Dismembering and Crucifying Angels: Tracing the Social Sacred in 

Hejduk’s Bovisa 

John Hejduk’s imaginary proposal, submitted to the XVII Milan Triennale “Imagined Cities” for the Bovisa area of Milan 

depicts buildings, scenes, apparatuses and public displays for trapping, dismembering and crucifying angels. The ambiguity of 

the angel figure and its seeming heterogeneous nature as both supernatural and corporeal, complicates any straightforward 

interpretation of their meaning within the work. The other drawings in the proposal further mystify readers with a 

presentation of unfamiliar building types and unconventional naming habits that challenge our assumptions about the role of 

the architect as a designer and social visionary.  

This paper presents a careful reading of Hejduk’s angel narratives through George Bataille’s theory of religion to reveal a 

multifaceted approach for envisioning a new social sacred together with an alternative practice of architecture. The angel 

narratives attempted to eliminate the positivistic discourse of the discipline during its “postmodern turn” by drawing fictitious 

events outside of the conventions of late twentieth century practice. The fallen angels are thus a manifestation of a renewed 

thirst for meaning in a modern world otherwise dominated by profane and secular values. Reading Hejduk through Bataille’s 

principles of transgression and sacrifice reveal his intentions for a renewed sense of the social sacred defined by unproductive 

forces, symbolic architectural manifestations and the participatory public rituals that erect them.  

A final comparison of two of Hejduk’s built works in other cities with imaginary drawings in Bovisa synthesizes the multiple 

facets of the angels’ prophetic purpose as a productive and non-productive element in Hejduk’s work to reveal new roles of 

death and monuments in the contemporary built environment. 
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