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The built environment profoundly shapes our lived experience. But
how do we truly understand this impact? This article explores the
intersection of architecture and phenomenology, specifically the
concept of "from the things themselves," emphasizing the
importance of direct experience in architectural understanding and
design. We will delve into how phenomenological approaches can
enrich architectural practice, offering a deeper understanding of
space, place, and the human body's interaction within them. We will
investigate key concepts such as lived experience, spatial
phenomenology, architectural perception, Merleau-Ponty's
philosophy, and design implications.

Understanding Lived Experience in
Architectural Design

Phenomenology, in essence, focuses on the study of experience as it
is lived. Rather than relying on abstract theories or preconceived
notions, it prioritizes direct engagement with the world. "From the
things themselves" - a central tenet of phenomenological inquiry -
urges architects to move beyond theoretical frameworks and deeply
engage with the sensory qualities of buildings and spaces. This
means paying close attention to the texture of materials, the quality
of light, the soundscape of a location, the way the body moves
through a space, and the overall atmosphere created.

Instead of solely relying on blueprints and digital models, architects
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can utilize a phenomenological approach to understand how people
will *actually* experience a building. This approach involves:

e Sensory immersion: Spending time in similar spaces to the
ones being designed, observing how people interact with
them, and taking note of the sensory details.

e Body-mapping: Tracing the movement of the body through a
space to understand its flow and ergonomics.

e Interviews and observations: Gathering qualitative data
about people's experiences in the space.

For instance, instead of simply designing a hospital based on
functional requirements, a phenomenological approach might focus
on understanding how the spatial layout affects the patient's sense
of well-being, the way natural light influences their mood, and how
the soundscape influences recovery. This holistic approach offers a
far richer and more nuanced understanding than a purely functional
approach.

Spatial Phenomenology and
Architectural Perception

Spatial phenomenology investigates the nature of space as it is
experienced. It moves beyond a purely geometric understanding of
space, acknowledging its inextricable link with human perception
and embodiment. Maurice Merleau-Ponty's work is particularly
influential here. He argued that our perception is not a passive
reception of information but an active engagement with the world,
shaped by our bodily presence and lived experiences.

This idea has profound implications for architecture. A building is
not merely a collection of walls, floors, and ceilings; it is a space that
is *inhabited*, *experienced*, and *perceived* by the human body.
Understanding the way our bodies move through and interact with
space is crucial to designing truly meaningful architectures.

Consider the difference between a sterile, impersonal hospital
corridor and a hospital corridor designed with attention to natural
light, comfortable seating areas, and calming soundscapes. The
former offers a purely functional space, whereas the latter considers
the phenomenological experience of patients and staff, impacting
their well-being and recovery.
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Merleau-Ponty's Influence on
Architectural Design

Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology provides a powerful framework for
understanding the relationship between architecture, the body, and
the world. His concept of embodiment emphasizes the importance of
the body in shaping our perception and experience of space. We are
not simply observers of the world; our bodies are actively involved in
constructing our understanding of it. This implies that architectural
design should consider the body's needs and capacities, creating
spaces that facilitate movement, interaction, and a sense of ease and
comfort.

Furthermore, Merleau-Ponty's work highlights the importance of
context. A building is not experienced in isolation but as part of a
larger environment. The surrounding landscape, the soundscape,
the light, and the climate all contribute to the overall
phenomenological experience. A successful design, therefore,
considers not only the internal spatial qualities but also the
relationship between the building and its surroundings.

Design Implications of a
Phenomenological Approach

Integrating phenomenology into architectural design leads to
buildings that are more than just aesthetically pleasing or
functionally efficient; they become deeply meaningful spaces that
resonate with the human experience. This includes:

e Emphasis on sensory richness: Designing spaces that
engage multiple senses, rather than relying solely on visual
stimulation.

e Prioritization of human scale and proportion: Creating
spaces that are comfortable and easy to navigate for the
human body.

e Integration of natural elements: Incorporating natural
light, ventilation, and materials to create a connection with
the natural world.

e Consideration of the local context: Designing buildings
that respond to the climate, landscape, and cultural context of
their location.
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Conclusion

The concept of "from the things themselves" offers a powerful
alternative to purely theoretical approaches in architectural design.
By focusing on the lived experience of space, and incorporating the
insights of phenomenology, architects can create buildings that are
not only functional but also deeply meaningful and enriching for
their users. This means shifting the focus from abstract design
principles to a deep engagement with the sensory qualities of space,
the body’s interaction with it, and its broader environmental
context. This approach fosters a richer, more human-centered
architecture that resonates with the lived experiences of its
occupants.

FAQ

Q1: How can I practically apply a phenomenological approach
to my architectural design process?

Al: Start by immersing yourself in spaces similar to what you are
designing. Observe how people interact with these spaces, paying
close attention to the sensory details. Consider using body mapping
techniques to understand how the body moves through the space.
Conduct interviews and observations to gather qualitative data
about people’s experiences. Integrate these findings into your
design decisions.

Q2: What are the limitations of using a phenomenological
approach in architectural design?

A2: A purely phenomenological approach might not always be
practical or feasible due to budgetary constraints, client demands,
and regulatory requirements. Balancing phenomenological
considerations with practical limitations requires careful planning
and negotiation. Furthermore, subjective experiences are difficult to
quantify and standardize, making it challenging to incorporate them
into objective design criteria.

Q3: How does phenomenology differ from other architectural
design approaches?

A3: Unlike purely functional or aesthetic approaches,
phenomenology places the lived experience of the user at the center
of the design process. It moves beyond objective measurements and

From The Things Themselves Architecture And Phenomenology
4



From The Things Themselves Architecture And Phenomenology

focuses on subjective perceptions and bodily interactions. It
emphasizes the importance of sensory richness, context, and the
relationship between the building and its surroundings, which might
be overlooked by other approaches.

Q4: Can you give an example of a building designed with a
phenomenological approach?

A4: Many contemporary architects are consciously incorporating
phenomenological principles into their work, although it's often
difficult to explicitly identify it as such. Buildings that prioritize
natural light, material tactility, and a seamless flow of movement
through space often embody these principles implicitly. The work of
Alvar Aalto, with its attention to natural materials and intuitive
spatial organization, offers a good example of this approach, though
he wouldn't have explicitly described it as "phenomenological".

Q5: What role do materials play in a phenomenological
approach to architecture?

A5: Materials are not simply functional elements; they significantly
contribute to the sensory richness of a space. Their texture,
temperature, scent, and visual qualities all impact the lived
experience. A phenomenological approach emphasizes selecting and
using materials that enhance the sensory experience and create a
harmonious relationship between the building and its occupants.

Q6: How can phenomenology help improve the sustainability
of architectural design?

A6: By emphasizing a deep connection between people and their
environment, phenomenology can encourage the use of sustainable
materials and design strategies that promote well-being and
minimize environmental impact. Designing for a strong connection
to nature inherently leads towards sustainable practices.

Q7: Is phenomenology only relevant to new buildings, or can
it be applied to the restoration of existing structures?

A7: Phenomenology is equally relevant to restoration projects.
Understanding the historical context and the original intended
experience of a space is crucial for informed and sensitive
restoration. By studying the original design intentions and the ways
the building was used, restoration architects can ensure that the
renovated space continues to resonate with its past while
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responding to the needs of its present inhabitants.

Q8: What are the future implications of integrating
phenomenology into architectural education and practice?

A8: Integrating phenomenology into architectural education and
practice could lead to a paradigm shift in how we design and
interact with the built environment. This could involve incorporating
more qualitative research methods, developing new design tools and
technologies that prioritize sensory experience, and fostering a
greater appreciation for the human-centered aspects of
architectural design. It could lead to buildings and cities that are not
only more beautiful and functional but also more meaningful,
resilient, and sustainable.

From the Things Themselves:
Architecture and Phenomenology - A
Deeper Look

Architecture, at its heart, is more than just the building of
structures. It's a material embodiment of human experience with the
environment. Phenomenology, the philosophical study of experience,
offers a powerful lens through which to interpret this complex
interaction. This paper explores the intersection of these two
disciplines - how phenomenology can illuminate the significance of
architecture "from the things themselves," moving beyond purely
formal considerations to grasp the lived existence within built
spaces.

The essential tenet of phenomenology, as articulated by thinkers like
Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, is a emphasis on
unmediated observation. It dismisses the established notions and
abstract frameworks that can obscure our comprehension of the
world around us. Instead, it advocates a return to the "things
themselves," a careful study of the manifestations as they appear
themselves to our awareness.

Applied to architecture, this strategy means changing our attention
from abstract designs to the actual sensation of being within a
structure. It’s about examining not just the structure of a space, but
the effect that shape has on our bodies and our understanding of the
surroundings.
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Consider, for example, the difference between walking through a
restricted corridor and crossing a spacious hall. The somatic
feelings - the tightness in the corridor versus the openness of the
hall - profoundly affect our mental state and our understanding of
the environment. Phenomenology allows us to express these subtle
yet important connections between the physical space and the lived
experience of its users.

Heidegger’s concept of “being-in-the-world” is particularly relevant
here. He maintains that our understanding of the reality is not
impartial but rather is fundamentally shaped by our participation
with it. In architectural terms, this means that the architecture of a
building is not simply a inactive backdrop to our actions but actively
engages in forming them. The surfaces we touch, the brightness we
perceive, the sounds we hear - all contribute to a unique and
meaningful understanding of "being" in that specific place.

Furthermore, phenomenology critiques the traditional notions about
the interaction between building and its planned function. A edifice
is not simply a shell for a set function; rather, the design itself
influences and engenders the scope of possible behaviors. The
spatial qualities of a area - its dimensions, brightness, and
organization - influence the types of relationships that can happen
within it.

Applying a phenomenological perspective to architectural design
involves a methodology of careful observation and thoughtful
analysis. Architects must consider not only the tangible
characteristics of materials but also their sensory effect on the
occupant. This requires a shift in planning philosophy, a transition
away from a purely functional outlook towards a more integrated
understanding of the personal interaction with the built world.

In conclusion, the application of phenomenology to the
understanding of architecture offers a important tool for deepening
our perception of the physical space. By concentrating on the lived
reality of those who inhabit these environments, we can progress
beyond the purely aesthetic issues and reach a deeper grasp of
architecture's true importance.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):
1. Q: How can I practically apply phenomenological principles

in my architectural design process?
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A: Engage in careful observation of how people interact with
existing spaces. Consider the sensory qualities of materials and their
impact on mood and behavior. Create physical models and walk
through them to understand the spatial experience firsthand.

2. Q: Are there any limitations to using phenomenology in
architectural design?

A: Phenomenology emphasizes subjective experience, which can
make it challenging to establish universally applicable design
principles. It also requires a degree of introspection and reflection
which might not be suitable for all design contexts.

3. Q: How does phenomenology differ from other approaches
to architectural criticism?

A: Unlike purely formalist or functionalist approaches,
phenomenology emphasizes the lived experience of the space and its
impact on the user. It goes beyond purely objective analysis to
consider subjective perceptions and emotions.

4. Q: Can phenomenology inform sustainable architectural
design?

A: Absolutely. By understanding how users experience and interact
with a building, we can design spaces that are more comfortable,
efficient, and harmonious with the natural world, leading to more
sustainable practices.
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