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SM MEeGAMALL: SEMIOTICS,
Proxemics AND PHENOMENON

Ma. CeciLia TUuBLE

“MNo matter what happens in the weold of human beings, it bappens in a spatial setting. and the design
of that setting has a deep and persisting influence on the pecple in that setting,”

— Edwssd T. Hsll, The Hidden Dimensian

T:Idiliumlhr} architecture was viewed as a passive expression of a culture or society’s beliefs,
experiences and aspirations; as monumments of the Zeitgeist or spiritof the age; or testaments to 3 particular
artist/architeet’s vision or genius. There is, however, 3 growing awareness ofhow architecture, particolarly
its space, signifies, organizes, and determines social structuresand relations. This alternative view is called
Proxemics, which the anthropologist Edward T. Hall defines az “'the interrelated observations and theories
of man's use of space as a specialized elaboraton of culrre.™

In this paper, SM Megamail is studied, not so much in itz formal or stylistic aspects, but in its semiotic
and proxemic aspects. Emphasis is placed on space, [ollowing Hall's assertion that “spatial experience is
not just visoal, but multisensory.”® Puarthermore, the building will also be studied as a phenomenon, in

convext of its larger socio-historical setting.
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A. SEMIOTICS :

SM Megamall solves the problems in interior
lay-cut and in maximum use of space encountered
in the earlier SM City (North Edsa). Megamall
(opened June 28, 1990) is a long, encrmous six-
level structure pierced at the ground level by an
auxiliary road. SM City also has a large area space,
bur it is composed of three separate buildings: the
Main, the Carpark and the Annex. The Megamll,
however, has greater visual impact because its two
Buildings A and B are built in one longline and are
actually connected in 5 ofits 6 levels. Ouwide, the
two buildings look like one big block becanse of the
streamlined design that unifies them, emphasizing
the sheer horizontality of the architecture.

Inside, the longitudinl plan maximizes space.
With shops lined on both sides of lang and_narmw
balustrated corridors, it gives the impression of a
six-level “court” that looks out to the artificial twees
and wrought-iron tables and chairs ir.] l‘.hv: g.m.und
level aptly named Gardens. Each bml!r.'lm_g is :lll1.1.-
minated by a long skylight that nearly spans it entire
lengeh.

Lighting is one important Bctot which enhances

spatial exxperience and helps create different moods.
T he sunnily lit corridors signify a more open, Warm

and relaxed atmosphere than the artificially ]ighted_

SM Department Store. [n the same Way, the
dimness caused by soft, muted lighting in several
small shops and restaurants hat 3 dLTrr.m effect
(coziness, quiet elegance) fiom the dimnes one
finds in the lower ground level which is lighted by
sleek orange and ted nean bulbs.

Probably the best examples of how space and
lighting creats the right arpbiance isthe :S:l'm screen
level (Bldg. A). This level has 12 cinemss in 2
groeups of 6. Frqmﬂtmmﬂrli:cmridm ane unl.len.
asmaller corridor, dimly lit by round clusters of tiny
amber lights, has a dual funcdon: it serves as a
transition area that accestoms the eyes fom the

larger, brightly lit cortidor outside, to the darkness
of the cinema inside {and vice versa): at the same
time, it psychologically prepares the moviegoer for
the act of sseing 2 fim. [t is 2 “rite of passage” - in
the literal sense - in the rital of film-watching:
from light o dimness to darkness, then from
darkness to dimness to light once again.

Mames of space: are alse important signifiers of
meaning. Silverscreen (Bldg. A) and Boulevard
(Bldg. B}, both found on the thitd level, bring to
mind American pop culture: Hellywood, Broad-
way, Sunset Boulevard. In fact, the sign indicating
Silverscreen, aswell as the signs of each cinema are

illumirsatzd by lightbulbs aill around them, remind-
ing one of the marquees in America. Promenade
(4th level) signifies a mote leisurely way of life, as
one slowly takes in the art gallecies, old books, and
cozy specialty restaurants. The implications here js
that one must be rich to be able to afford thegs
pleasures in the first place. On the other hand, the
lower ground level is called Festival, and the varjad
sightz, sounds and smells coming from the video
games, rides and food court (fastfood stalls) evoke 2
typical Pinoy fiesta or market day.

Each level not only has a name, but 2 symbal or
sign as well. Thus:

Sth level: Summit ‘-:Q:.

" 4th level: Promemde @

3td level: Bldg A: Silverscreen ﬁ'

level: Bldg B: Boulevard -—/ﬁ

2nd level: Calonnade m

Cround: Gardens .‘
Lower Grounds: Bestival W

These symbols indicate the particular levels:
they can be found as lighted signs slong the walls of
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corridors and etched on: the glass :aiiin& Even the
lighting designs of each level echo their symbols.

For example, Colonnade has lights % that
echo the three-columned symbol T while the
lights in Boulevard ﬂD are similar to its semi-
cucular window sign By - Likevsise, the lower-
ground level is illwmninated by wavy neon orange
lightz that evoke the futrering pennant symbol of

Festival,

Now if we read the "sign of the sign” we
discover cettainsignifieds. The pentagramn symicl
of Silverscreen alludes to the world of flm

Ath its “movie stars.” The fluttering symbol of
Festival recalls the bright and colorful bunting: of
celebrations, fiestas and carnivals. and whege else
can we find Gardens (with its leaf symbol) than on
the ground level, and Summit at the topmeost level?
Purthermore, Summit is symbolized by a stylized
mountain These significations are not arbit-
rary but ace based on our psychophysical expen-
ences of Jeaves, trees close to the earth, and
mountaing as high places: the top, apex, summit.

B.PROXEMICS:

This brings us to the next point to consider, that
of space as definer of sorial relations. Thus, we do
not only look at names and symbols but also atshops
and units - the substance in space = located on these
levels. Again, what they signify is based on our
psychophysical experiences, what Pobert David
Sack calls “biological oppositions and asyrnrie-
rries.”? One of the most persistent and imporian
oppositions is that ofup - down. According to Sack:

e valoe “op’ differently Fom “down'.
Cror normal erect posture allows us to see

from sbowve and is attained by pushing
upward against the universal downward pull

of gravity. This effoan, and the vantage in the
visual Aeld that comes from verticality, makes

as feel differently dbout up then down... In
general the front and op are positively eva-
loated. Up is heaven, down is helk up is
light, down is darkness, "™

And what do we find on the “up’ floors (dth-5th
levels)? At the 4rh level we find art galleries
(Gallery Genesis, Finale, Pacheco Art Gallery,
etc., slong a corridor called the Artwalk); Fine
Dining, most of which are specialty restaurants
(MotherSachi Vegetarian Restaurant, Saisaki,
Vietnum Food House, Sukuothai, etc.) and
ftenocs (Phil Ttalia, A & B Lamps). Bverything
here connctes atfiuence, wealth, class: rom the rich
and expetsive materiale used (wood and cloth
versu; the cheaper plastic in fastfood restaneants at
the lower levels), o the aniformed waiters and
costuirad hostesses, 1o the very names of the shops:
Arstoorat Interiors, Henitgge Azt Gallory, Doga Nena's
B sitanrant.

incontras:, let s look atthe "down" floars: the
ground and lowe: ground levels, On the ground
level we find the 1aa0s * copular™ names: or labels
like Esprit, Banetton, Giordano, Cinderella.
While in the lowst ground level we find not only
video games, anice-skaung nnk, amusement rides,
but also shops ox stores rhat cater to more practical,
mundane concrras: fabrics, repair (Heel/Sew),
photography (Y{L, Island Phote), package deliv-
ery (Fax and Parcel), ind hardware (SM Work-
shop)

Thas we begin to dizcern how thess spaces, by
rheir relative positions on the up-down hierarchy,
ugnify different values, concepts, statuses. The
“up” Hocre, with their art galleries, interior decor
shops, exhibitionspaces (Sthlevel) and fancy restau-
rantsconnote “high' culture, elass, afluence, breed-
ing. On the other hand, the bottom or “down®
lewels signify low-brow, "mass culture,* “intellec-
tually light" pursaits and concerns. The question is:
whe determines these social structures? According
te Engr. Emmanuel Manng, Building Administra-
tor of Shosmart Megarmall, it s Shoermart which
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assigns store space, following certain zoning prin-
ciples,* Thus we find Booksale (second-hand
ooks) atthe lower ground level, Goodwill Book-
store (popular fiction, ste.) at the ground level and
Old Manila (scholatly publications and old/rare
beoks) at the 4thlevel. Likewise, The Sale Club
and Surplus Shop are located at the lower ground
level, and #8 Saville Row and Silvic Santos ot
Vida Doria are found on the 2nd level.

But levels are not only signifiers. As Sack pan
it: “‘perception ofspace (i5) based ona coordination
of the senses, through sight, hearing, smelling,
touch, and so on. Variations in the degree to which
the senses participate create different experniences
of space.”™ The signifiers are therefore relational,
and we must deal with the spatial experience s 2

totality that is not only visual but multisensery.

Thus, the lowert levels are noisy, m'-ler:tmwdnd
and visually overwhelming - in fact, one isindanger
of sensory overload in these levels. The contrast
with the upper or top floors is stak: bere silence
reigns, and shops are less decorated, with j st one
of two items on display in their shop windows.
These stares reflect the “high culturs™ snobbery of
the levels tting distance - an air or reseCve,
Mociness n:g ap:e:n :;frdnin - between the cultfn::r
an the store: if one has no gwoney or “class” one
would think twice about walking into such
intimidatingly formal structures. Thez 1r.~u-.:ls are
obviously the “reserves of the gich,” and 1I:|E'= an
exclusive club, one must frst claim 2 pedigreed
wiembership in order to belong.

But what about the middle (2nd and 3zd) levels
in this hietarchy? The establishments hete are
more diverse, and so they signify !Ehm social
:Eaﬂcli.ng by the exter iorand inte:i_m designs of thelr
shope. Some shops are mote ﬂmndlj.‘r md!_cnuaj
with their open doors and loud, arresting window
designs that seem o crowd and overwhelm, Oriher
shops look like they would prefer the top levels:

they have wood paneling, marble sarfaces, glass

doors that are opened and closed by uniformed
security guards. Their windows highlight only a
fewr clothe: or items, with symbols of wealth and
bresding as decotations: bottles of wine, kamed oil
paintings.

Ever the choice of names is significant. On the
second level we find 2 row of shops with Italian-
sounding names that evoke wealth, “high culture"”,
and even Remimance srtt: Vinced, Portofina,
Linea Uomo, Viva. [tis not surprising that two
restaurants located an the same level are Angeino’s
and Dulcines.

It is also significant how art galleries are located
on the 4th level. Art here, therefore, is equated
with wealthand "class”. In John Berger’s wocds it
is:

“a sign of afffuence: it belongs to the good
life; it & the furnishing which the wodd
gives to the rich and beautifol | b s work af
art abo suggeus = cultaral autherity, a form of
dignity, even of wisdom, which is saperior
to any valgar matesial intezest: an off

painting belongs w the caluest heritage..,
(famhermore, it} says two almos contr.
dictery things st the same: it denotes weskh
and spicitaality: it implies that the purchage
being proposed is hoth o huxury and a cakyeg]
value,"?

But what could be higher than are?

The few shops and alteady present in the el
fargely vacant Sthlevel (Summi B give usan id;r: ¢
how rarefied the ait that is breathed in there: &m:[
are large exhibition spaces thar th'i.'l"?-?tilt H:l.e 1 .
trends and innovation: in the mirketplace Taj:a.;“
are alzo the exclusive :hc.p: that pander t:ni .
richest of the rich, such a3 5 silon E.xtlulj.:::l;: tg:;
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varicose veirs, baldness and eyebrow pasalignments.
At the Summir of Megamall, such vanities are,
liverally, the height of materialism.

So what does this highest level of SM Megamall
reveal? It reiterates the central theme of the mall:
capitalismand consumerist materialism. These two
concepts, placed in the context of a third-world
nation, has deeper implications, which will be
discussed later in the paper.

C.PHENOMENON

The phenomena of malls as establishments that
offer everything and anything, simultaneously af-
firm and negate the concepts of Post-Modernism.
SM Megamall afficms the Post-Modein concept of
pluralism and ecclecticisn® by the presence of
vatied, hybrid styles in the sheps and even in the
building 1self. Yet it negates the very idsa by its
funcuon and claim ssa “Center" of human acuvity.
Megamall has everything: from the department
stores, individual shops, supermarket, to amuse~
ments and entertainments, o the more “intellec-
tual™ activities and pursuits such as art exhibits,
lecture-demonstrations, cultural shows, As such,
the Mal! can only exist in a capitalist culture that
emphasizes and celebrates money and the power to
acquire. TheMegamallis aremple ef “conspicuous
consumption” where zll come not so much 21 to
buy, but to admire and imagine all varied delights
money can buy.

In an illuminating study of West Edmonton
Mall, Tracy Davic links the shopping center’s
antecedents not 0 muich witharchitecure burwith
theatsr: from the theatrica] entertasinments of the
fifteenth century to the urban arcades, wade firs
and expositions of the cighteenth and ninetcenth
centuries. Whatever their actual forms were, these
“suburban pleasure resorts™ offered an almost un-
litnited number of produce and services, and
combined “conunercial space with leisure pur-

suits” - all in the mame of capitalist/consumesist
matarializm®

indecd, the very structure of the Mall is that of
a large environmental theater, the “classic amuse-
meant envitonment design”, a wraparoond chester
where the spectator is completsly erveloped ina
fantastic and illusionary somasphere, and whare the
only escape is the usually difficult to find exc® EM
Megamualil is thus inwacd-onented, with most of its
shops and units fcing the cenmal coure. Like the
West Edmonton Mall, it is a land of fantasy and
illusion: both offer 3 “tour acouad the suazld™
through 2 sampling of variow: countries’ cuinmss.
Moreover, in cold and wintry Alberta, West
Edmonton Mall bossts afa Waterpark with 2 suntan
decks, 20 waterslides and a wave pool, In hot and
sunny Manila, SM Megamall has its fanzasyland
version in its lce-skating rink and mow-—nachined
playground.

Art too, takes its place in this business of mas
asntartainmentand illusion. 1t role, however, is not
new, since fine act exhibitions were already present
in the urban arcades ofthe 1770%(F)"! Onthe othe:
hand, what Is ¢leatly 2 20th century phenomenon 1s
the dynamic influsnce of mass medis and populse
culture - both dissereninated in the mell - on ars.
If, indeed, shopping centets are “theatrically inter-
active moseums of the present,”’ then museums are
artistic theme parks, pleasure-domes of muss spec-
tacle and entertzinment. Like Department stores,
musenms reproduce act In every conceivable form
and market it as anothet consamable commedity,'*

Put in the context of a pect, thivd-world conn-
try, the implicadon: of the mall @ temple of
capitalist/consumerist maretialism mm incidioos
and idt-ulu-g;ic:l;

The ficst implication is the Mall 2s Grand llusion
of Fantasyland. While West Edmonton Mall and
ather first-world shopping centers serve a e4Capes
tngo/from @ dull, predictable subarban life outids,
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S Megamall provides 3 more imsidious escape
Bom harsher incongruitias and centradictions of
Shfmuﬂ. brown-outs and other manifestztions of a
thitd-wrorlg existence. Every weekend, provincial
and Wourisy byses disgorge hundreds of tourists to pay
homuge ¢ thig “pilgrimage center where pecfor-
MAnces, poods, services and ideolopies are displayed
and “"ﬂtlﬂnged."“

The second implication is the illusion, on one
vand, of SM Megamall s 3 great equalizer - it
Appeals to all kinds of people from all walks of life.
On the other hand it creates, defines, struciures
social distine rions and relationships, what Richard
Schechner calls “behavioral strips,""* through lev-
cls and space:  static hierarchy in an age when
traditions] social classes or distinctions ace no longer
SX4CE &1 fixed, but blurred and fuid'® Thus it
sit2ggles wo keep its hierarchy by keeping the “mass
culture® i their “proper low places” and making
the traditional reserves of the rich as inaccesible as
postible,

And it suee sads to some extent: although the op
levels are, in principie, accessible to &v;nrc:m, fawr
people venture there. It is & constant reminder of
the realities of Capitlizm: you may only gawk i_’-'
and admire what you cznoot alferd buy. E_aw:
calls this the peeping ritual: “it is mass recreanion,
but like the indeor-outdoor gardens of earlier
centuries, participant-spec@wIsare hn'uw:l ro those
who ¢an pay, encouraging socie-economic distine-
TOMS in the entertainments that paraliel the shop-

ping by-way’s varying degrees of decaraiion and

ild

opulence af materials.
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