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Bodily (Im)positions

A Phenomenological Re-Casting of Space and Architecture

Abstract

Bodily (Im)postitions explores the intersections between the body, space, architecture and 
the phenomenological ideas of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Despite the seemingly pivotal role 
space plays in the understanding of architecture there is a paucity of material covering this 
issue. This thesis proposes that, by applying Merleau-Ponty’s particular explanation of the 
body to architecture, a gap in the understanding of space and architecture will be filled. 
Phenomenology is a philosophy that avoids systemization. Therefore, the nature of this 
thesis is one that, while organized into specific chapters and sections, does not preclude the 
material from one section bleeding into another. Indeed, the reader will find many topics 
are outlined initially in earlier chapters and then recapitulated in later chapters where they 
can be properly re-examined and infused with new information.

The concept of the body is imposed onto a discourse of architecture and space that has 
shown an unwillingness to accept the intrinsic part the body plays in their configuration. 
In this way both space and architecture are recast, using the phenomenological body of 
Merleau-Ponty as the mould. This is, however, not a one-way or one-off rigid re-casting. 
It is also suggested here that the understanding of the body is re-cast by phenomenology. 
Hence, space and architecture are also re-cast in another way. They are ‘cast again’ as 
active players that in turn effect and affect the body. In this way it is demonstrated that, 
while the body reconfigures space and architecture, at the same time architecture and space 
reconfigure the body. The term casting implies another meaning, that of fishing or 
angling. This implication is also applicable to this thesis in terms of its casting out of a 
line of ideas. In this regard the body, space, architecture and phenomenology have been 
brought together simply to discover what implications might arise from their conjunction.

It is through the body that we are orientated in space and know it to be the world. It is also 
thorough the body and its associations with ‘the flesh’ of Merleau-Ponty that we can 
communicate with others. Indeed it is argued that it is only through the movement of the 
body, that space can exist. Further, it is demonstrated that, far from being a supplementary 
part to architecture, the body is the very reason architecture exists and has meaning. It is 
suggested here that only by living space with our body can we understand architecture.

viii



INTRODUCTION

There is nothing to allow us to assert that the distinctions applied to space 
are anterior to those that concern [the] body.

Robert Hertz 1



0.1 An Introduction

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the relationships between space and the body 

within Architecture. Specifically, it seeks to understand how the ways in which we 

both perceive with, and conceive of, our body effects and affects our conceptions and 

perceptions of space. It also asks the reverse question: ‘how do our perceptions and 

conceptions of space translate into our understanding of the body?’ It further asks, 

‘what are the implications of these investigations for architecture?’

Under normal circumstances it would be appropriate to define the terms ‘body’ and 

‘space’. It will be argued here, however, that, within the discipline of architecture, such 

simple definitions cannot readily be achieved. Moreover, this inability illustrates a key 

problem within architecture: when architects talk of space it is not clear what exactly 

they are referring to - what is the referent of the term ‘space’? If it is not purely 

physical, how do we interpret it? How can space be perceived? The related questions, 

‘what has architecture done with space?’ and ‘when did space become important?’, 

both then become meaningful considerations. Although it goes some way towards 

elucidating each of these issues, the purpose of this thesis is not necessarily to provide 

definitive answers to these questions. Rather, the importance of raising these questions 

is precisely to illustrate not only their complexity and ambiguity but the relative absence 

of discussion of such issues in both the architectural literature and within architectural 

practice. Thus, while it is clear that the phrase ‘the body’ certainly refers to the human 

body, is not clear to what degree that might involve, amongst others, philosophical, 

physical, social, psychological, biological, sexual or geographical characteristics.

2



This remains unclear in much of the architectural writing concerning the body, for 

which reason it has therefore been necessary to conduct an investigation into alternative 

conceptions of the body. There are many contemporary theorists outside architecture 

that hold particular views on this subject. These include writers that Chris Shilling 

describes as ‘naturalistic’ such as Shulamith Firestone, Susan Griffith, Susie Orbach 

and Kate Chemin, and those he labels as ‘social constructionists’ such as Mary 

Douglas, Thomas Laquer, Ludmilla Jordanova, Michel Foucault, Erving Goffman, 

Brian Turner and Arthur Frank.2 Insofar as they contribute to the arguments presented 

herein, all these writers have been examined at some level. However, while each of 

these writers offers different insights into the body, and each has been, to some degree, 

useful for the current analysis, it will be suggested that it is of greater use to investigate 

the writings of the phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty.3 It is Merleau-Ponty, in 

particular, who best explains the relationship between the body and space that this 

thesis wishes to explore.

Before describing the structure of the thesis it is necessary here to specify clearly what 

aspects of the general term ‘space’ will not form a part of this discussion. There are 

several ideas that are often associated with space that are outside the scope of this 

thesis. These include, amongst others, ideas of cyberspace, post-modern space, 

cinematic space, queer space, space-time, mathematical space and mental space. While 

many of the writers this thesis draws upon refer to these ideas in their work, the reasons 

for the exclusion of these terms will become apparent within the text of the thesis.

Having specified the restricted usage of the term ‘space’, it is now possible to reveal the 

structure of the argument concerning its relationship to the body and architecture. The 

thesis is divided into five chapters. The first chapter deals with what may be described

3



as the traditional architectural approaches to space. Despite the seemingly pivotal role 

space plays in architecture, it is revealed that there are surprisingly few architectural 

texts that actually deal with the topic itself. The chapter firstly sets out the two ways in 

which space has been traditionally conceived of by philosophy. These standard 

conceptions view space as either being absolute - in which case it is a homogenous, 

infinite element - or relational - in which case it is something that is brought into being 

as a relation between two or more elements. The chapter then discusses how these 

notions have manifested themselves within architecture and, in particular, within the 

architecture of the twentieth century. To this end, the views on space held by several 

Modernist architectural writers are analysed. Five in particular are emphasised: 

Sigfried Giedion, Peter Collins, Rudolf Amheim, Sinclair Gauldie and Reyner 

Banham.4

Following the presentation and analysis of these writers’ ideas, the notions of mental 

and social space of Henri Lefebvre are discussed. These theories are of interest since 

they attempt to go beyond the perception of space as a purely physical or aesthetic 

entity. The social aspect of space is one that has particular application for a number 

of other writers whose work is discussed here, most notably Elizabeth Grosz and Bill 

Hillier on, respectively, issues of gendered space and the social structure of space.5

Chapter Two deals with traditional architectural approaches to the body. The chapter 

initially identifies three architectural ‘models’ of the body. These three models will be 

identified as the ‘anthropomorphic body’, the ‘anthropometric body’ and the 

‘metaphoric body’ according to how the relationship between architecture and the body 

is seen to operate. From these three initial models a further three models of the body 

are developed. While these are still ‘traditional’ in their attitude to the relationship 

between the body and architecture, they are nevertheless more recent in origin and are 

derived from contemporary architectural writers. Furthermore, they appear to offer a

4



more substantial notion of ‘the body’ as it relates to architecture and space, and it is 

these three models that are utilized in Chapter Five. These three more contemporary 

models are labelled the ‘signifying body’, the ‘prosthetic body’ and the 

‘demiurgomorphic body’. Each is presented within a structure that compares the 

various relationships between the body and space that each of these models infers. To 

this end each of the above is examined in terms of three potential ‘boundary relations’, 

which are identified by the descriptors: ‘connections’, ‘collisions’ and ‘crossings’. 

These descriptors are used with particular meaning throughout this thesis, meanings 

that will be defined in Chapter Two.

It will be demonstrated, however, that none of these six models - the three traditional 

and the three contemporary - adequately presents a relationship between the body and 

space that allows for a dialogue to occur between them, and in which they constantly 

alter each other. This, it will be argued, is both a desirable and a necessary condition, 

and is based on a reading of Merleau-Ponty’s concept of “the body as flesh”. It is thus 

suggested that the philosophy of phenomenology, and in particular the phenomenology 

of Merleau-Ponty, demonstrates a relationship that provides a bridge between the body 

and space.

Chapter Three therefore presents a summary of the key points of phenomenology. 

There are a number of philosophers who have presented varying phenomenological 

ideas. But it is Merleau-Ponty’s ideas that are of most importance to this thesis. 

Several principles - that he describes as the “paradox of faith”, the “intertwining of the 

flesh” and “the body as preconscious subject” - are analysed in this chapter to 

demonstrate how, in his view, the body gives meaning to space. Via his particular 

brand of phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty describes how the body can be different from 

space, yet share a world with it; how it can connect, collide and cross its boundaries at 

the same time. To this end Merleau-Ponty presents three alternate models of the body:

5



the body as subject; the body as not a thing; and the body as flesh. Each is critically 

examined in this chapter. In order to place Merleau-Ponty’s work in context, an 

appendix is included at the end of the thesis demonstrating some of the 

phenomenological ideas of philosophers that preceded Merleau-Ponty. Firstly, the 

ideas of Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, are presented briefly, 

primarily due to the influence they had on Merleau-Ponty’s later phenomenology. To 

this same end, some particular phenomenological philosophies of Jean-Paul Sartre and 

Martin Heidegger that have relevance to Merleau-Ponty are also discussed.

While phenomenology is not often associated with the theory of architecture, there have 

been a few authors who have investigated its possibilities. Chapter Four concentrates 

on an examination of the writings of four of these writers: Christian Norberg-Schulz, 

Steven Holl, Juhani Pallasmaa and Alberto Perez-Gomez.6 It will be argued that the 

phenomenological ideas of these writers can be seen to manifest themselves within 

architecture as five distinct categories. These will be referred to as ‘archetype’, 

‘senses’, ‘experience’, ‘flesh’ and ‘meaning’. Each category is then examined in terms 

of its relevance to Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology.

Chapter Five takes the notions discussed in each of the previous chapters and relates 

them back to phenomenology in terms of its implications for the body, space and 

architecture. The chapter comprises a component on each of these three areas. In terms 

of architecture, the implications of phenomenology on space are discussed in first 

component of this chapter. The analysis proceeds on the basis of three concepts 

outlined in Chapter Three and further described here; those of orientation, movement 

and inhabitation. The idea of social space is then discussed in relation both to the 

writings of Merleau-Ponty and to Lefebvre’s theories of spatial practice, representations 

of space, representational space, and history. The second component of this chapter 

then deals with phenomenology and the body in architecture. This examines the

6



implications of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology on the three contemporary 

architectural notions of the body discussed in Chapter Two - the signifying, prosthetic 

and demiurgomorphic models of the body. The third component of this chapter 

expands the three category areas from Chapter Four - experience, meaning and the 

flesh - that, it will be demonstrated, have the most relevance to Merleau-Ponty’s 

writings. It postulates what an architecture of phenomenology might be. These 

categories are infused with further material from Merleau-Ponty and contemporary 

architectural writers, together with his three alternative models of the body, to 

investigate how the body, space, architecture and phenomenology might relate to each 

other. The thesis material is drawn together in a brief conclusion wherein the 

architectural implications of the reconfigured relationship between architecture and 

space are reiterated.

7



CHAPTER ONE

TRADITIONAL ARCHITECTURAL NOTIONS OF SPACE

Space, like time, engenders forgetfulness: but it does so by setting us bodily free from our 
surroundings and giving us back our primitive unattached state ...

Thomas Mann 1
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1.0 An Introduction to Space

The question ‘what is space?’ seems at first to have an obvious answer. Architects tend 

to believe they know the answer to this question, claiming that they design ‘in’ it or 

‘with it’ every day. The terms ‘moulding space’ and ‘creating space’ occur within the 

colloquial language of architecture and art as though space was a definitive element 

under the complete control of the master architect.3 It is therefore presumed that the 

question of what space is has been settled long ago. However, if one were to question 

architects, for example, asking them to ‘point to the space in this room,’ they would be 

hard pressed to do so. Even under this cursory interrogation, the definition of space 

starts to become cloudy.

The problem is a compounding one. It is difficult to discuss space without recourse to 

the word ‘space’ itself or the use of spatial metaphors. If it is assumed for a moment 

that space is simply concerned with the idea of ‘location’ then there is still a problem. 

The architect is being asked to locate the very possibility of location, within the system 

of location they are trying to define. Here the word ‘space’ is made use of very 

carefully. Space cannot be given a position within itself that is formulated by 

examining its relationship to itself. Nor can space be positioned in space without 

defining what is meant by space. It is difficult to formulate an explanation that 

describes space’s meaning without using the word ‘space’ itself. Henri Lefebvre 

recognizes this difficulty when he explores the possibility of examining space through 

architectural writing:

9



What texts can be considered special enough to provide the basis for a ‘textual’ 
analysis? Inasmuch as they deal with socially ‘real’ space, one might suppose on 
first consideration that architecture and texts relating to architecture would be a 
better choice than literary texts proper. Unfortunately, any definition of 
architecture itself requires a prior analysis and exposition of the concept of 
space.4

Additionally, the traditional architectural concept of space is also problematic in that it 

is difficult to characterise space except in terms of its contents, rather than space itself.

This thesis suggests that space might be something other than simply a physical entity 

that is locatable and tangible. Space is certainly a concept whose nature needs 

investigation yet, as it will be revealed later in this chapter, closer examination of 

architectural texts produces little clarity concerning this nature. Despite the seemingly 

pivotal role space plays in architecture, there exist few architectural texts that deal with 

the concept in more than a formal, purely physical sense. While space itself may not be 

directly described as something tangible, the architectural writers examined later in this 

chapter certainly treat it as such. Additionally they presume that space is passive and 

neutral in respect to the characteristics of the objects it is assumed to contain.

It is the possibility that a theory of the body may realign traditional architectural 

concepts of space that is of interest in this thesis. However, traditional spatial positions 

will need to be examined first. Considering the scarcity of architectural texts that 

actually confront the questions of space, this thesis also examines the ideas of earlier 

philosophical texts in order to extract a history of some of the ideas concerning space. 

In this way it might be understood how contemporary ideas of space have been derived. 

Firstly, then, this chapter examines the opposing conceptions of space as either absolute 

or relative. Both these notions concern space as a physical entity. Following this
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discussion, and by way of example, the ideas of several architectural writers are 

presented. While the word ‘space’ is used within the texts of many architectural 

writers, few define what they mean by their use of the word. Five Modem architectural 

writers - Sigfried Giedion, Peter Collins, Rudolf Amheim, Sinclair Gauldie and Reyner 

Banham - will be examined in closer detail in relation to their conceptions of space. As 

this thesis desires to go beyond the physical notion of space, it is also useful to examine 

the ideas of Henri Lefebvre who sought not only to describe non-physical space but also 

to unify a triad of spatial notions. This triad is composed of physical, mental and social 

conditions. This chapter is not intended to be a history of the philosophy of space. 

However, several writers such as Lefebvre have suggested a social or corporeal 

connection between architecture and space. Some of the notions of these writers are 

therefore briefly investigated at the conclusion of this chapter.

1.1 Historical Conceptions of Space

Historically, space has most often been conceived of in one of two ways. As J.J.C. 

Smart points out, a tension has existed throughout the history of space between 

Descartes’ absolute theory of space (and his identification of matter with space) and 

Leibniz’s relational theory of space.5 There have also been a number of attempts to 

reconcile the conflicts between these theories, in order to produce a concept of space 

that encompasses them both.

1.1.1 Absolute Space

In the first case, space is conceived of as an unbounded field for physical objects, an 

entity in itself, and an empty plane into which objects are placed - a desert or the seas 

are useful analogies. Architects that believed in this conception of space would
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consider their buildings to be objects placed in empty space. This concept, known to 

Descartes and Newton as ‘absolute space,’ has a history of debate, much of which is 

centered on scientific argument. Scientists such as Newton and Gassendi viewed space 

as something quantifiable - a void waiting to be filled. For Gassendi, “The Universe is 

infinite, immobile, immutable.”6 Newton concurred, stating that “the celestial spaces
, B n

are void of resistances.” Newton, in agreement with Descartes, conceived of space as 

capable of being filled and also capable of infinite extension. Absolute space is a void 

in existence. Its existence is prior to human thought and interpretation. It is unending, 

homogenous and all encompassing in nature. This notion of space being empty owes 

its origins to Lucretius’ much earlier claim that “All nature is based on two things; there 

are bodies, and there is emptiness in which these bodies have their place, and in which 

they move.”8

The development of the notion of space, and indeed the idea of ‘what space is,’ has a 

long history, during which its conception has been altered considerably. Much of the 

debate that continues today has its beginnings in ancient Greek philosophy. For a 

summary of these ideas this thesis relies chiefly on Max Jammer’s Concepts of Space: 

The History of Space in Physics, which has been recognized as a concise authoritative 

source.9 In ancient Greek philosophy, space was initially conceived by Parenides as 

being impossible to imagine by itself and therefore non-existent.10 Leucippos 

developed this idea to state that while space was a reality it had no bodily existence.11 

The Pythagoreans are said to have developed a notion of space as a void in order to 

establish the discreteness of individual numbers in the development of their geometry. 

The space of the Pythagoreans, however, had no physical implications.12 Space, 

conceived as void, began to be distinguished from matter in the writing of Simplicus.13
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Here the Pythagorean Archytas is said to have asked if it would be possible, if one was 

located at the end of the world, to stretch out one’s hand or not.14 Jammer claims that 

Archytas’ theory “distinguishes between place (topos), or space, and matter.”15 Here 

not only is there a separation between space and matter, but place is considered the 

same as space.16 Jammer states that “a characteristic property of space (according to 

Archytas) is that all things are in it, but it is never in something else; its surroundings 

are the infinite void itself.”17 Space sets boundaries to physical objects, preventing 

them from becoming infinitely large or small; for this reason, the universe was believed 

to occupy a finite space. The question of space being an unbounded extension, 

permeating all bodies and being itself permeated by all bodies, was a question of great 

debate amongst the ancient atomists. While Parmenides and Melissus believed the 

universe was one continuous unchanging whole, others, such as Leucippus and 

Democritus, maintained that the nature of space as void meant that space must be 

infinite. Lucretius not only believed that space was infinite but that it had direction. It 

was not isotropic but had an orientation that was vertical in nature.18

Gorgias challenged the idea of space being infinite. Jammer contends that “Gorgias 

first proves that space cannot be infinite. For if the existent were infinite, it would be 

nowhere.”19 Aristotle then developed a theory of place that claimed space to be the 

sum of all places, “a dynamic field with directions and qualitative properties.”20 It will 

be demonstrated later that this idea that space may be qualitative as well as quantitative 

has important implications in considering the role of the body. Aristotle believed that 

since space belonged to the category of quantity it should be considered continuous. 

Aristotle claimed that space is the total of all places occupied by bodies, and that place 

{topos) is that part of space whose boundaries coincide with the boundaries of the body

13



• 91that occupies space. It should be noted here that Aristotle is not talking about the 

human body, but ‘bodies’ as denoting any physical object, as physicists commonly use 

the term.

According to Jammer there are four primary assumptions Aristotle makes in relation to 

place and space: firstly, that the place of a thing is no part or factor of the thing itself, 

but is that which embraces it; secondly, that the immediate or ‘proper’ place of a thing 

is neither smaller or greater than the thing itself; thirdly, that the thing can depart the 

place where it is located, and therefore is separable from that place; and lastly, that any 

and every place implies and involves the correlatives of ‘above’ and ‘below, and that 

all the elemental substances have a natural tendency to move towards their own special 

places, or to rest in them when there.22

Here, place is something different from its changing contents. This, according to 

Jammer, proves the reality of space.23 Space for Aristotle is the inner boundary of the 

containing receptacle. The container and the contained are always in contact. There is 

never a gap between object and space. Jammer makes the point that since matter is 

finite therefore place must also be finite. According to Aristotle, space is the sum of all 

bodies and places. It then follows that if bodies and places are finite then space must 

also be finite.24 This finiteness of space suggests the possibility of a definitive 

geometry that determines not only two-dimensional shapes but also the possibility of 

the conception of three-dimensional objects with specific properties and a limited form. 

If space is stable and finite then a cube is always a cube, a body is always the same 

body, it cannot expand unless it takes up the space of another body. Under this 

definition, while space encompasses everything it still has a boundary.
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According to Plato, matter has to be identified with empty space.25 Jammer concludes 

that Plato believed that “A physical body is merely a part of space limited by geometric 

surfaces.”- Space becomes geometrical under Plato, since he assigns geometrical 

structures to elements such as his allocation of the octahedron to the element, air.27 

Each of the elements is in turn given over to a corresponding three-dimensional shape. 

Despite the fact that Plato writes about three-dimensional objects, he is simply talking 

about an elemental relationship between volumes. The ancient Greeks still lacked a 

spatial co-ordinate system.28 It has been claimed that Descartes’ introduction of the 

orthogonal co-ordinate system in the seventeenth century was the decisive point in 

working out the absolute concept of space.29 Lefebvre states that:

Descartes had brought to an end the Aristotelian tradition which held that space 
and time were among those categories which facilitated the naming and classing 
of the evidence of the senses. The status of such categories had hitherto 
remained unclear, for they could be looked upon either as simple empirical tools 
for ordering sense data or, alternatively, as generalities in some way superior to 
the evidence supplied by the body’s sensory organs.30

Descartes argued that the primary properties of objects are their measurable properties 

such as their length, breadth and width or, as he terms them, their ‘extension.’31 The 

Cartesian grid which defines spatial positions based on their x, y and z co-ordinates is 

developed from this notion. Hillier explains that according to Descartes conception of 

space, when the object is removed from space its extension is still present as an 

attribute of space: “Space is therefore generalized extension, or extension without 

objects.” Space becomes the background against which all objects are placed. 

However, as is explained in Chapter Five and later in this chapter, as Kant points out 

this system of co-ordinates takes no account of orientation.

Descartes is responsible for the notion that the mind and the body are separate entities,
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and also the statement, “Cogito Ergo Sum” commonly translated as “I think, therefore I 

am.” This statement is translated by Elizabeth Anscome and Peter Thomas Geach as “I 

experience (cogito), therefore I am or exist.”33 Although Descartes clearly is talking 

about thought in terms of cognition, this notion of experience, which is important for 

both space and architecture, will be explored further in later chapters. Descartes also 

developed a concept of the mind that separated it from a body that it simply occupied.34 

The body under Descartes is responsible for a blurring of reason that destabilizes the 

belief that a true understanding of what is reality can be achieved. Yet despite this 

uncertainty, the soul possesses a “capacity for receiving from God an intuitive kind of 

knowledge.”' While the theory is far more complex than has been alluded to in this 

summary, these assumptions form the basis of Descartes’ absolute theory of space.

1.1.2 Relational Space

In contrast, the second common conception of space is that of space as relational. The 

writings of Leibniz are based on this notion of space.36 Space is described as something 

that establishes the co-existence of locations. Within the writings of Modem architects 

such as Le Corbusier, space is the result of the interaction between surfaces and light - 

something created by the building of walls.3' The street is often used as an example of 

how space works in this way: the street would not exist if not for the buildings that 

define its edges. This is the notion often referred to as ‘relative space.’ Architects that 

classify space as belonging to this definition would claim that their work uncovered the 

space, or created a new space and that space itself was different before the erection of 

their buildings. In fact, under this conception, if there were no buildings or other 

material objects between which a relationship could be formed, then there would be no 

space at all. Leibniz believed that space is not matter; it is merely a system of relations
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in which individual ‘monads’ stand in relation to one another.38 He stated “I hold space 

to be something merely relative, as time is; [...] I hold it to be an order of co

existences, as time is an order of successions.”39

There have been a number of philosophical attempts to combine the opposing ideas of 

absolute and relative space, most notably by Emmanuel Kant. While space was a 

product of the mind it was also, Kant claimed, an a priori (naturally assumed) category 

of human understanding, different from and independent of matter. Kant uses the 

human body as an example to refute the relational theory of space. Simply stated, he 

proposed that if it were to be assumed that the universe consisted of only one human 

hand then that hand would have to be either right or left handed. Under a relational 

system the difference between a right and left hand cannot be defined, therefore the 

question of right and left is an absolute one, grasped by intuition.40 Kant unified 

absolute and relational spatial notions, however, by removing the body from space. 

Space for him is not located in the physical world, but in the subjectivity of the human 

mind that shapes the world.41 It has also been suggested that writers such as Aristotle, 

Philoponus, Bruno and, as will be demonstrated later, Plato, held notions of space that 

combined the absolute and relative positions.42

Further opposition to the notion of space as a void may be found in the writings of John 

Locke.43 Locke asserts that extension and body are not the same thing.44 He asks a 

similar question to Archytas, seeking to know “whether if God placed a man at the 

extremity of corporeal beings, he could not stretch his hand beyond his body.”45 This 

question will be examined further in Chapter Three.46
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1.2 Traditional Architectural Notions of Space

As Lefebvre has intimated, and as our later five examples of traditional architectural 

writers assert, if space is an essential element of architecture, then one would expect the 

shelves of architectural libraries to contain an abundance of writings concerning space: 

what it might be, how to describe it, what its effects on architecture might be. 

However, a search through the indexes of several seminal architecture volumes 

illuminates the paucity of substantial writing about space within architectural literature. 

For example Hitchcock’s Architecture of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Century does 

not have a single reference to space in the index.47 Similarly, none of the five volumes 

of Simpson’s History of Architectural Development contain the word space in either 

index or glossary of architectural terms.48 Nor can the word ‘space’ be found in the 

indexes of Frampton’s Modem Architecture: A Critical History, either volume of 

Benevolo’s History of Modem Architecture. Pevsner’s The Sources of Modem 

Architecture and Design, Risebero’s Modem Architecture and Design, Semper’s The 

Four Elements of Architecture. Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Ballasts’s 

The Architect’s Handbook or Bannister Fletcher’s A History of Architecture on the 

Comparative Method.4} The definition of space is taken for granted: the word is used 

within the text of some of these books, but its meaning is never defined.

Where the word ‘space’ or ‘spatial’ can be found in the index of an architectural 

volume, more often than not, closer examination fails to reveal any substantial 

interrogation of the concept of space. Within Rob Krier’s Architectural Composition 

the words ‘space’ or ‘spatial’ can be found in the index some forty two times.50 Despite 

this fact, within the body of the text, the meaning of space is still taken for granted. 

The term ‘space’ is used to describe the shape, combination or arrangement of
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elements. Spaces are described as being square, octagonal, and circular or being in a 

rhythmical series.51 Kner uses the terms ‘flowing space’, ‘interior space’ and the 

‘shapes and atmospheres of space’ as if space were just another physical element.52 He 

explains his approach thus: “In the chapter on the architectural elements I have 

discussed Palladio’s art in composing spaces in relation to one another. This type of 

spatial analysis will be helpful in gaining a better understanding of these plans.”53 

Here, space is no more than a physical element, like a balustrade or a staircase that 

forms part of a total architectural composition. Krier uses the arrangements of spaces 

in a similar manner to Hillier who, as will be revealed at the end of the chapter, sees 

spaces as being configured in arrangements and patterns according to their proximity 

and the paths of movement needed to transverse them.54

Likewise, in his book Architecture: Form Space and Order. Francis Ching uses the 

words ‘space’ and ‘spatial’ innumerable times. He describes spatial relationships such 

as ‘interlocking spaces’ and ‘space within a space’. The following is typical: 

“Circulation spaces form an integral part of any building, and occupy a significant 

amount of space within the building’s volume [,..].”55 While ‘space’ is used twice 

within the sentence, with two different meanings, Ching never reveals what he actually 

means by ‘space.’ As it is for Krier, space is for Ching, an element to be assembled and 

shaped by the architect; it is the congruent counter to form. He declares, “Space 

constantly encompasses our being. Through the volume of space, we move, see forms 

and objects, hear sounds, feel breezes, smell the fragrances of a flower garden in 

bloom.”56 By invoking the senses, Ching recognizes the link between space and the 

body. However, and not surprisingly, this link is never explored.
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Even when they do recognise the importance of space within architecture, some 

architects continue to presuppose the nature of the subject of their investigation. Zevi 

asserted the importance of the notion of space, believing that architects had largely 

neglected space. He suggested that there were two reasons why a satisfactory history 

of architecture had not yet been written: firstly, because architects were still not 

accustomed to thinking in terms of space; and secondly, because historians of 

architecture had failed, from a spatial point of view, to apply a coherent method of 

studying buildings.57 He even asks the question “what is [this] ‘space’ which we are 

calling the protagonist of architecture?”58 Yet Zevi never actually answers this question 

directly. As Norberg-Schulz exposes, Zevi:

... defines architecture as the ‘art of space’, but he does not really define the 
nature of the space he is talking about. Obviously his concept of space is 
naively realistic, as is the case with most writers on the subject, to whom space 
is a uniformly extended ‘material’ which can be ‘modeled’ in various ways.59

Zevi’s follow up question in relation to space, “How many dimensions does it have?”, 

gives away his intentions. He states that our misunderstanding concerning space is 

derived from the misunderstanding of its means of representation - the two

dimensional plan or section.60 He states that knowing how to ‘grasp space’ and 

knowing how to see it are the keys to understanding a building.61 It is the perception of 

space that is important for Zevi. He considers space to be a void. However, space is 

defined as being more than the walls that enclose it to form architecture: space is “the 

void itself in which man lives and moves.”62 A human occupation is recognized here. 

Yet this human inhabitant is not given a role in constituting that space; the role of the 

creator of the space is confined to the architect. Zevi makes a naturalist assumption
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concerning the relationship of space to architecture. He declares “that space-void [...] 

should be the protagonist of architecture is after all natural.” His theory is also 

suggestive of a relative view of space in the sense that a space is to be ‘moulded’ by the 

architect.63

Zevi further questions “what is architecture?” His answer to his own question is that 

“The most exact definition that can be given today is that which takes into account 

interior space.”M He goes even further, proclaiming that ‘internal space’ is the essence 

of architecture.65 By interior space he does not necessarily mean space inside an actual 

building, but to be called ‘space’ it certainly must be enclosed, such as in the case of a 

courtyard or a city square where the space is defined by the buildings around it. 

Bridges, monuments and anything that does not enclose a void, including the facade of 

a building, are excluded. Zevi proposes that space is not the only critical tool by which 

architecture should be judged. However, in doing so he also infers that space is entirely 

physical. He asserts that in contrast to space, other tools of criticism, such as economic, 

social and technical factors, are non-physical factors, thereby relegating space to the 

realm of the physical. These non-physical factors are therefore excluded from space.

For Zevi, the importance of architecture is located within its conception rather than its 

depiction. He claims that “The history of architecture is primarily the history of spatial 

conceptions. Judgement of architecture is fundamentally judgement of the internal 

space of buildings.”66 He asserts, therefore, that the judgement of a building remains 

within a physical aesthetic limit. Zevi states in conclusion that “even if the other arts 

contribute to architecture, it is interior space, the space which surrounds and includes 

us, which is the basis for our judgement of a building, which determines the ‘yea’ or
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‘nay’ of esthetic (sic) pronouncement on architecture.” 67 It is thus clear that, despite 

Zevi’s arguments concerning the importance of space in architecture, he fails to define 

what the nature of the referent is.

Other architectural writers have attempted to tackle the question of space, if only in a 

superficial manner. Yet, this failing notwithstanding, their ideas still need 

consideration. By way of example the ideas of space held by five additional twentieth 

century architectural writers are now presented in greater depth. As noted earlier, these 

writers are Sigfried Giedion, Peter Collins, Rudolf Amheim, Sinclair Gauldie and 

Reyner Banham. It is noted that all these writers are overtly modernist writers. As will 

be revealed, it is their contention that the architectural conception of space was altered 

dramatically within the early years of modernism.

This investigation of their ideas is slanted towards the consideration of the role of the 

human body in a theory of space.68 As will be established in Chapter Two, the body, as 

the medium through which space is perceived, clearly has a role to play in the 

development of a spatial theory. Therefore, when examining traditional architectural 

texts the question “where is the body in these ideas of space?” remains a cognoscente 

player in the background.

1.2.1 The Spatial Notions of Sigfried Giedion

In his essay, “The Role of the Designer” Juan Pablo Bonta notes that in a 1975 poll of 

architectural teachers, Space Time and Architecture by Sigfried Giedion, was ranked 

first as a book considered essential for architects.69 Bonta concedes that “Space Time 

and Architecture was indeed a seminal work.”70 Published in 1941 and based on the
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Charles Eliot Norton Lectures given by him between 1938-9, Giedion’s Space Time 

and Architecture offers an important insight into some of the ideas concerning space 

operating within the discourse of architecture at the time.

Considering its title one would expect Giedion to have a lot to say about space. Yet his 

text is surprisingly ambiguous. For Giedion, space is a neutral entity. It is also 

something that is physically locatable in the sense that it can be moulded and shaped by 

the architect. He traces the development of space back to Medieval Italy, describing 

Italian architecture as being composed of volumes in space as opposed to the previous 

concept of space that saw buildings as being composed of solids and voids. Space, for 

the Medieval Italians, was the vessel that contained objects and filled their voids. 

Giedion claims that “Since the days of Imperial Rome, the formation of interior space 

has been the major problem of the art of building.”71 However, Giedion is keen to 

explore another notion of space, that of volumes in space. This is exemplified in the 

architecture of ancient Egypt. Giedion suggests that within Egyptian architecture, 

“Forms are not bounded by their physical limits. Forms emanate and model space.” 72 

He further claims, “It is the interaction between volumes which gives full orchestration 

to the first architectural space conception.”73 Le Corbusier's project for the city centre 

of Saint Die in 1945 is cited as an example of the modem use of volumes in space.

Giedion briefly investigates the role of optical perspective, claiming that the early 

Renaissance was absorbed in a passion for the newly discovered technique. Zevi also 

claims perspective to be an important development in the representation of space, 

suggesting that, “The discovery of perspective or graphic representation in three 

dimensions [...] led Renaissance artists of the fifteenth century to believe they had
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finally mastered the dimensions of architecture and the means of reproducing them.”74 

Zevi points out, however, that representation of architecture is not architecture itself; 

space consists of more than the three dimensions of height width and depth. The fourth 

dimension of time also exists as well as the fifth dimension, which Zevi believes is 

space itself. He then asks, “How many dimensions then, does space, this architectural 

‘void’ have? Five, ten, an infinite number perhaps.”75 Zevi is not interested in the 

answer. His purpose in this line of questioning is simply to separate architecture from 

what he sees as the arts of painting and sculpture, which at most possess just four 

dimensions.

Giedion’s use of perspective is somewhat different. He believes that the technique of 

optical perspective in late Baroque architecture resulted in a “new boldness and 

flexibility in space conception”.76 Giedion is more interested, in his words, in 

“construction as the subconsciousness of architecture.”77 While this comment is 

ambiguous, Giedion appears to want to go beyond the purely physical interpretation of 

space. He declares that his interest is confined to “the reflection in architecture of the 

process by which the period has moved toward self-consciousness.”78 He believes the 

conception of space held at the time somehow captured the spirit of the age. 

Developments in construction and engineering were the precursor to any new ideas 

within architecture. Le Corbusier raises a similar argument when he uses a bodily 

notion to ‘diagnose’ the state of the profession in the early years of Modernism. He 

writes, “Our engineers are healthy and virile, active and useful, balanced and happy in 

their work. Our architects are disillusioned and unemployed, boastful or peevish.”79 

To this end, Giedion’s aim was to investigate “How our period has come to 

consciousness of itself in one field, architecture.”80 Building construction is portrayed
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as the sub-consciousness of architecture, prophesizing and half-revealing developments 

in architecture long before they manifest themselves within architecture itself or its 

theoretical discourse.

For Giedion space is “The basis and the strongest impulse for original architectonic 

creation.” Space is an entity whose character can be captured and used for the making 

of buildings. It is the inspiration for architecture and, at the same time, the result of 

architecture. According to Giedion, architects are driven to design in the manner that 

they do because of an anticipation of the space that will be created; space conception is 

“the enveloping force of all architecture.”82 Just as Michelangelo might see the work of 

art inside a block of stone before sculpting it, so too the architect is believed to 

conceive of the space before designing commences. It is the drive to reveal the space 

that inspires architects to produce their architectural marvels.

Giedion defines 1910 as a seminal year in which “painters and sculptors investigated 

the ways in which space, volumes and materials existed for feeling.”83 Hence, space is 

given the property to affect the emotional state of the visitor. Giedion proposes that 

“Cubism and mathematical physicists’ influence to master reality, offered architecture 

the objective means of organising space that gave form to contemporary feelings.”84 

Here space is allocated meaning through the way it is ordered and organised by the built 

form. Space is now being considered as the relation between objects in order to elicit 

particular emotional perceptions. This conception of space provided the means to 

create forms that could be interpreted as expressing human feelings and emotions. 

Henri Lefebvre, in agreement with Giedion, also found 1910 to be significant year:
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The fact is that around 1910 a certain space was shattered. It was the space of 
common sense, of knowledge (savoir), of social practice, of political power, a 
space thitherto enshrined in everyday discourse, just as in abstract thought, as the 
environment of and channel for communications: the space, too of classical 
perspective and geometry, developed from the Renaissance onwards on the basis 
of the Greek tradition (Euclid, logic) and bodied forth in Western art and 
philosophy, as in the form of the city and town.85

Lefebvre believes that around this time the codes of perpectivist space and the

mathematical space of Euclid that had informed society for centuries began to break

down. Nikolaus Pevsner also marks this period as a seminal one for Modernism. He

declared that a new, more legitimate architectural style was exemplified in the work of

the Modem German architects Peter Behrens and Walter Gropius.86 Pevsner proclaimed

that his aim in Pioneers of Modem Design was to “Prove that the new style, the genuine

and legitimate style of our century, was achieved by 1914.”87 Giedion sees the

phenomenon of Modernism not so much as a breakdown but as a process of evolution.

He sets the pinnacle of this spatial evolution in the first quarter of the 20lh century.

According to him “architecture achieves a clear mastery of means of expression natural

to our time. This point was reached before 1930 [,..].”88 He then introduces his key

concept - ‘space-time.’ Yet, as Peter Collins notes:

Giedion himself is curiously vague about the precise way this new space 
concept operates. Part VI of Space Time and Architecture is called ‘Space
Time in Art, Architecture and Construction’ and its first chapter is called ‘the 
New Space Conception, Space-Time’. Yet in this first Chapter, the hyphenated 
word does not occur at all. 9

According to Collins there are as many as five different definitions of space-time in 

Giedion’s text. He describes them as:

1) relating to Einstein’s theory of relativity;
2) related to avant-garde paintings of the 1910s and 1920s;
3) meaning four dimensional;
4) meaning non-Euclidean geometry; and
5) relating to the architectural significance of Zen Buddhism.
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While scholars such as Smart would argue that space cannot be considered without time 

and is inexorably linked with the theory of relativity, this thesis does not intend to 

interrogate theories of time or relativity.90 The most promising of these possible 

meanings of space-time as far as this analysis is concerned revolve around the third and 

fourth definitions. Giedion founds his Space-Time concept on the parallel notions of 

‘inner space’ and ‘outer space’. While these concepts promise much, Giedion’s 

explanation of these terms is somewhat disappointing. He uses the example of 

Michelangelo to demonstrate his definition of outer space. Michelangelo’s spatial skill, 

according to Giedion, revolves around his ability to create a “balance between carefully 

molded masses - the spatial relationship of great volumes.”91 It is Michelangelo’s skill 

at arranging volumes to create a grand spatial organisation that is given credit. It is the 

relations between these volumes that create the space.

Giedion cites some of Michelangelo’s projects - the Piazza del Campidoglio and the 

Area Capitolina in Rome - to illustrate his case (Figs. 1, 2). According to Giedion, in 

these projects, “Michelangelo’s plastic genius created a sublime spatial symphony out 

of a jumble of medieval remains.”92 However, Giedion’s description of Michelangelo’s 

work is typically formal in character and deals with the purely aesthetic, geometrical 

and physical relationships that are created. The following is a typical description:

The wedge-shaped piazza of the Area Capitolina narrows toward the balustrade 
where the stairway debouches. No particle of the ground is left unconsidered. 
Michelangelo places an oval within the wedge shaped square. This oval is 
slightly recessed and is ringed around by two steps, whose curving shadows 
define the formal ambit of the statue’s emplacement. The ground itself swells 
gently upwards toward the pedestal.93
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Fig. 1 Photograph of Area Capitolina, Rome. 
Michelangelo Buonarotti, 1560.
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Fig.2 Plan, Area Capitolina.
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‘Outer space’ to Giedion means little more than space outside of the building, while his 

later example of Frank Lloyd Wright’s use of horizontal planes and changes in ceiling 

height inside his buildings, suggest inner space is limited merely to space inside the 

building.

Giedion transcends the physicality of space only in a metaphoric sense. He uses the 

work of Charles De Tolnay in an effort to explain how Michangelo’s political beliefs 

were metaphorically transferred into his work. Michelangelo is said to have been a 

defender of Florence’s independence, which was eventually lost to the Medici autocrat 

Cosimo I. De Tolnay quotes a sonnet where “The Statue of Night” in the Medici 

Chapel proclaims the words: “speak softly that I wake not, for this one sovereign boon I 

crave to see and feel no more.”94 From this example, Giedion somehow claims that 

Michelangelo was trying to spatially capture the spirit of Florence in his Roman works. 

According to him the significance of Michelangelo’s Area Capitolina can be explained 

thus: “could he (Michelangelo) really have raised the Capitol to glorify a shadowy 

vestige of power - should we not rather see it in a passionate longing to retrieve the lost 

freedom of his native Florence, a dream wrought out and manifest in stone.”95 This 

interpretation relies firstly on the premise of Michelangelo’s intention, being the only 

acceptable reading of the built form, and secondly, on the author’s speculation as to the 

translation of this intention being readily accepted. Giedion spatial beliefs lie in 

physical or aesthetic relationships that do no more than describe one volume’s physical 

or metaphoric relationship to another volume.

Giedion believed the way of the future lay in the great new development and 

consequent destabilization of the spatial boundaries of inside and outside as
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exemplified in the works of Le Corbusier and by buildings such as the Eiffel Tower.96 

Giedion’s concepts of inner and outer space are similar to those held by many Modem 

architectural writers, including Banham. While critical of Giedion’s earlier work, 

Banham raises a similar idea of the interpenetration of inner and outer space. He posits, 

Space in this sense flows almost tidally away from the observer — when he is outside 

the house, space flows in. When he is within, space flows out into the Garden.”97 

Banham s comparison is limited to the physical location of the inhabitant, just as 

Giedion’s “interpenetrating of outside and inside” is somewhat disappointingly aligned 

with the development of glazing and banally outlined as meaning one can see outside 

and inside at the same time.98

Collins is also critical of Giedion in regard to the conception of space-time as being

related to the notion of inner and outer space and its association with the fourth

dimension. Although perhaps taking Giedion a little too literally, he suggests:

Now ‘fourth-dimensional’ in architecture presumably means time 
considered as a measure of displacement, and since buildings do not 
move (although Moholy-Nagy defined Space-Time architecture in 
terms of automobiles, trains, and trailers), the ‘fourth-dimensional’ 
component must necessarily be contributed by the observer. Yet 
Giedion states not only that to appreciate a Space-Time structure in 
its entirety one must move through it and around it; he also states that 
one can appreciate both the inside and outside simultaneously by 
staying in the same place - a seemingly contradictory distinction 
which depends in fact on the extent to which the structure is sheathed 
in plates of glass.99

Giedion sees the creation of space as developing from two-dimensional to three

dimensional to four-dimensional (Space-Time). This appears to occur in a somewhat 

evolutionary sense as the definition of space is expanded over time. As noted earlier, 

Zevi holds a similar belief. As Collins points out, however, the next step is five
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dimensional and then a ridiculous progression to ‘n-dimensional.’ Collins believes 

“This theory is only possible if one considers the creation of space to be 

indistinguishable from the depiction of space.”100 That is, the way space is conceived 

bears a direct relation to the way in which it is demonstrated in art and architecture.

As stated, Banham is also critical of Giedion’s methodology. He believes Giedion’s 

position is tainted by the fact that he deliberately ignores certain events in Modernism 

in order to strengthen his argument.101 Giedion sees his role as that of the historian 

clearing away the debris of the past in order to “Bring out the continuity of 

development.” Banham believes the aim of Giedion's earlier book Building in 

France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferroconcrete was to:

systemise and bring up to date the view of nineteenth-century engineering 
construction advanced by Muthesius and by Meyer in the early years of the 
century, by including the reinforced concrete work done under the aegis of 
Perret and Freyssinet since their time.103

According to Banham, while the later Space, Time and Architecture repaired most of 

Giedion’s omissions, the earlier work was conspicuous by its absence of a whole 

section of Modem architecture. This was, according to Banham, partly due to Giedion's 

training as an art historian under the German art historian Heinrich Wolfflin, which 

made him assume that just because things from different periods looked alike then they 

must be connected historically. Secondly, according to Banham, Giedion’s Rationalist 

inclinations tended to make him overlook purely aesthetic determinants of style. 

Banham also criticizes Giedion’s later work as ignoring the complexities of Modernism 

and placing all progressive architecture of the 1920s under the single banner of 

Functionalism.104
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1.2.2 The Spatial Notions of Peter Collins

Considering Collins' and Banham’s critical analyses of Giedion, it is useful to

investigate what they have to say about space themselves. Collins, then, is the second

example of traditional architectural conceptions of space. In his 1965 book Changing

Ideals in Modem Architecture: 1750-1950 he includes a chapter entitled “New

Concepts of Space.” In it he states:

[...] architects today consider that modem buildings possess spatial 
relationships of quite a different order from those possessed by the 
buildings of the past [...]. There are even some theorists who contend 
that this new attitude towards space constitutes the basic principle 
which distinguishes the style of the modem age.105

Like Giedion, for Collins space is a neutral entity and also something that is physically

locatable in the sense that it can be shaped by the architect. Additionally, for Collins,

space is a concept that has undergone a period of evolution, where its conception has

been constantly improved over time. Collins’ work is useful in that it attempts to

chronicle the history of the development of space within architecture. He locates the

major development of space as occurring in the eighteenth century, proposing that:

The notion of space as an essential element of architecture must have 
existed in some rudimentary form from the time man first built 
enclosures or made structural improvements to his cave; but it is a 
curious fact that until the eighteenth century no architectural treatise 
ever used the word.106

Accordingly, this study of traditional spatial notions within architecture is limited to 

writers covering this period in history. Like most writers of this period, Collins keeps 

space within the domain of physicality. His reasoning leads him to believe that changes 

in the way space was conceptualised were a result of changes in the way it was 

depicted, that artistic demands on how to achieve the effect of parallax resulted in the 

reconceptualisation of space. Parallax involves the phenomenon where objects appear
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to be displaced when an observer moves around them. Collins believed Modem 

architects sought a way to control the means by which columns, for example, appeared 

to move in relation to the other built elements that were perceived between them. This 

view is confirmed when he states, “The change which occurred in the mid-eighteenth 

century concerned new devices for achieving parallax.”107 This idea - that the creation 

of space is the same as the depiction of space - is precisely the criticism Collins made 

earlier of Giedion’s notion of space-time. According to Collins, no real concept of 

space existed prior to this, since “What mattered to Classical theorists [...] was 

structure.”108 He proposes that:

The change in outlook probably first occurred in the middle of the eighteenth 
century as a result of the introduction of romantic gardens, since here the 
spaces, though equally amorous and unproportionable, clearly had a more 
positive quality than flat surfaces just described [...]. Thus R. L. Geraardin, in 
his treatise On the composition of Landscapes, and the means of embellishing 
Nature in the Neighborhood of dwellings (1777) criticized those who tried to 
produce great variety by ‘piling up the productions of every climate, and the 
monuments of every century, in a small space.’109

While the term ‘space’ is used here somewhat incidentally, Collins suggests that before 

the mid-eighteenth century, when many concepts of space related to the definition of 

space as an unbounded container, architects did not consider space at all. Collins 

attempts to interrogate the question of the historical development of space through 

investigating German philosophy. He relates space in architecture to the 1820 work by 

Hegel, Philosophy of Art, in which Hegel refers to buildings as possessing 

characteristics that limit and enclose a “defined space.” Hegel further stated that 

buildings such as Gothic churches were the “concentration of essential soul-life which 

thus encloses itself in spatial relations.”110 This claim would seem to imply that the 

building was not simply a physical spatial enclosure, but a spiritual one as well. 

However, Collins does not pursue this avenue of inquiry.
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Instead he develops a spatial lineage that opens with Wolfflin’s technique of art 

criticism that held that space was defined by the relationship of buildings to each other. 

This technique, according to both Collins and Banham, is the basis of Giedion’s ideas 

on space.111 The responsibility for the acceptance of Wolfflin’s ideas within the 

architectural community is credited to Frank Lloyd Wright “who first exploited the 

spatial possibilities which had laid dormant since the end of the Baroque.”112 Collins 

claims that:

it is clear that whereas the Rationalists, such as Viollet-le-Duc, could conceive 
only the structure of churches as providing the archetype for the new way of 
building, Wright took the space; and it is this which distinguishes Wright from 
the other great architects of his generation [...].113

This notion of space as the archetype of building will be explored later in Chapter Five. 

However, Collins makes a further point in relation to Wright. He proposes that the 

space of Wright is both limited by the walls and planes of his buildings and limitless as 

an overall field; it is a limited and clearly defined space amongst infinite space as a 

whole. While linear and teleological in nature, Collins’ investigation is a useful 

reference. He locates space as an architectural concept as occurring first in the lectures 

of Jacques-Fran§ois Blondel in 1750 although the word was used only in passing.114 

Likewise, he points out that some other writers used the term in their lectures: the 

American sculptor Horatio Greenough used the phrase “a scientific arrangement of 

spaces and forms”; Constant-Dufeux delivered a lecture entitled “Distribution des 

Espaces” in 1847; Donaldson claimed Roman architecture developed as a result of the 

need “to cover in large spaces” in 1849; and Auguste Choisy, in History of 

Architecture, described Roman concrete construction as a technique for “moulding in 

space”, which is interesting considering Zevi’s use of the concept.115
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H.P. Berlage is said to have taken up the spatial cause when in 1908 he stated “The art 

of the master builder lies in this: the creation of space, not the sketching of facades.”116 

Mies van der Rohe is placed within Collins’ evolutionary path, since, according to 

Collins, he developed a great sensitivity to the new spatial relationships that were 

achievable through the use of thin solid planes and transparent sheets of glass.117 

Collins now feels justified in proclaiming, “Henceforth space was regarded as a twin 

partner with structure in the creation of architectural compositions.”118 However, his 

new spatial relationships are not significantly different to those of Giedion, for whom 

glass also was the key to the conception of inner and outer space.

The historical development of word ‘space’ is also significant for Collins. He takes a

semantic stance in relation to the question of rooms and space, suggesting that:

The German comprehension of the significance of architectural space, or 
Raumgestaltung [...] doubtless resulted to a large extent from native 
perspicacity, but it can also be attributed to the interesting linguistic 
coincidence whereby the German word for ‘space’ is similar to the word 
‘room,’119

When Collins talks of rooms, he seems to be speaking of space in terms of an 

unbounded field, describing a room as “simply a small portion of limitless space.”120 

This is somewhat aligned to Descartes’ thinking on space where the ideas of space and 

place are considered to be separate entities. Leibniz also supports this notion.121 

However, as Casey points out, whereas in the 1640s Descartes contended that ‘place’ 

and ‘space’ were two genuinely distinguishable elements, by 1715 Leibniz means it in a 

quite different sense; for Leibniz “place is a mere aspect of space, one way of regarding 

a paradigmatic spatial situation.”122 Collins uses ‘place’ in this relational sense, as 

advocated by Leibniz, rather than the absolute spatial stance taken by Descartes. For 

Collins, place is clearly a part of space and not a separate entity.

35



While chronologically accurate, Collins’ reasoning is often somewhat curious, with a 

tendency to take things too literally. Like many Modem architectural writers, Collins 

precludes the possibility of several contradictory concepts of space existing at the same 

time. He suggests that the development of space as an architectural tool corresponded 

to a change in the definition of what was considered the nature of space. For Collins, 

the conception of space is - as it was for Giedion - a linear progression, ever expanding 

and ever getting closer to a true definition of space. He does not consider the 

intellectual debate that occurred concerning the opposing views of Newton and Leibniz, 

nor Kant’s attempts to reconcile the two divergent notions.

Additionally, his conclusion is surprisingly meek. He asserts: “I would suggest that the 

visual effects usually referred to as Space-Time, fourth dimensional and so on are 

nothing more or less than the modem developments of parallax.”123 He reduces the 

linear progression of the notion of space into the manifestation of physical objects such 

as large balconies, freestanding mushroom columns or high towers, all in the service of 

a single underlying concept he alluded to in his opening chapter - the efforts to 

reproduce parallax. Under Collins, the conception of space remains constrained by 

notions of its depiction.

1.2.3 The Spatial Notions of Rudolf Arnheim

As has been revealed from Collins’ history of the use of ‘space,’ the idea of space, as 

the relation between things, is the one most commonly referred to within architectural 

writings. In support of this statement, Hillier declares that “The concept of ‘spatial 

enclosure’ for example, which describes space by reference to the physical forms that 

define it rather than as a thing in itself, is the commonest architectural way of
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describing space.”124 The contrary notion of space, as a dormant unbounded field, 

appears to offer little to the Modem architect. The third example of architectural 

writers, Rudolf Amheim, makes a clear distinction between the two concepts of space 

in the chapter “Elements of Space” in his 1977 book The Dynamics of Architectural 

Form.125

Amheim examines the historical division, discussed earlier in this chapter, between the

concept of space as absolute and the concept of space as relative. According to

Amheim the idea of space as an absolute, unbounded field has its origins in Plato’s

Timaeus. Plato introduces the concept of Chora as something that is like space.

Amheim picks up on the idea of Chora, quoting Plato to form his own definition of

absolute space. Plato states that Chora is not altered by the nature of its contents;

“while receiving all things she never departs at all from her own nature and never in any

way or at any time assumes a form like that of any of the things which enter into

her.” It is both the creator and the container for all things, it is “the mother and

receptacle of all created and visible and in any way sensible things.”127 According to

Amheim, space as it is described here is absolute, neutral and infinite. However,

Amheim favours the second meaning of space. He clearly believes that space should be

considered in terms of the relations between things. He asserts the following beliefs:

The difference between the two concepts of space has fundamental 
consequences. The notion of space as a container that would exist even if it were 
completely empty is reflected in the Newtonian assumption of an absolute base 
of reference [...]. This sort of construct makes no sense when we deny the 
existence of absolute space and instead consider space the creation of existing 
objects;

[...] space is in no way given by itself. It is created by a particular constellation 
of natural and man-made objects; and
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In perceptual experience the spaces surrounding buildings [...] cannot be 
considered empty.128

Edward Casey also locates the development of spatial notions within Plato’s use of the 

notion of Chora, stating:

Thus talk of ‘space’ arose in the wake of Aristotle: at first, hesitatingly and with 
a backward glance at Plato (in his employment of Chora to designate a 
roominess that place as topos could not sustain); later and more tellingly, in the 
invention of spatium (and its medieval variant spacium) as a way of 
distinguishing the properly spatial from the merely local ... It was in exploring 
the extensiveness of space, its seemingly undelimitable outspread, its 
unendingness, that the coordinate but distinguishable notions of spatial 
absoluteness and infinity began to seem irresistible.129

Casey uses Chora to discuss the differences between notions of space and place, which

is not the concern of this chapter. He does, however, also demonstrate the way in

which the concept of Chora, despite being formulated before notions of relative and

absolute space, might be used to combine the two notions of space:

Plato’s receptacle is at once place-rich (i.e., full of regions and particular places, 
chorai and topoi) and yet space-like (Chora has no effective limit), absolute (i.e., 
all-encompassing, ‘omnirecipient’) and yet relative (e.g., insofar as similar 
sensible qualities are drawn together in relation to each other in primal regions, 
pursuant to the principle that ‘like attracts like’).130

Hence Chora is a more complex notion than the simple concept of absolute space that it 

is credited with being by Amheim. Not surprisingly, and despite the clue that Plato 

gives him in the passages from Timaeus he quotes, and the important role he claims 

perception has in spatial relations, Amheim fails to consider the role of the body in 

space. He does not recognise the link that Chora has with the body. Even though 

Plato’s conception of Chora is itself disembodied, when Plato talks of Chora he is 

speaking in terms of maternity as the housing for the unborn child.131 However, any 

recognition of the body’s role in space for Amheim is purely metaphorical. Ann
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Bergren claims that Plato describes Chora in two distinct ways within the same piece of

writing. lj2 In the earlier part of The Timaeus it is a kind of sorting basket, still 

unbounded and unchanging, but exerting an influence over its contents. In the later 

section Plato gives it sex, describing it in terms of woman and defining it as something 

more passive. Amheim ignores the obvious use of the female terms ‘she’ and ‘her’ in 

his examination of Chora. For him, the gendered nature of space does not exist.133

Amheim conceives of space as the ground for which built form is the figure: “the 

architect does not build space but creates it just the same.” By creating the buildings 

around which space is formed, the architect becomes the creator of those spaces. This 

is a similar idea to that proposed by Ching, discussed earlier in the chapter, which sees 

building as form, representing figure, and space as representing ground.134 

Additionally, according to Amheim, the space between objects is perceived as well as 

the objects themselves. These spaces are not empty but fulfil a spatial destiny.135 By 

using the term ‘destiny’ Amheim suggests that there is an ideal interspacing between 

objects - that there is a perfect distance objects or buildings should be from each other. 

In order to achieve this ideal distance or to reach the destiny of these objects the 

designer must be sensitive to the spatial forces in operation. The viewer will 

experience perceptual compression or decompression as the objects are brought either 

closer together or further apart than their spatial density would suggest. Amheim 

relates the concept of spatial destiny to physical and aesthetic relations between objects 

by citing notions of: “proper distances between buildings”; and “appropriate vertical 

and horizontal boundaries.”136 Amheim claims that buildings create spatial 

consequences through their forms such as can be witnessed in circular buildings that 

“expand into the environment” and “concave walls that open the building toward the
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urban space.”137 Amheim believes that when two or more buildings are in close 

vicinity of each other, a boundary reaction occurs in the space between them. He 

further states that “Boundaries are the precarious products of opposing forces,” 

explaining that this reaction is a result of the inherent tension that exists between 

objects.138 According to Amheim, this property is exemplified in the drawing by Pablo 

Portoghesi, which appears on the title page to this chapter.139

Amheim, like Giedion and Collins, limits the notion of space to its physical or aesthetic 

characteristics. Additionally when the human body is cited, it is used purely as an 

observer of the space. A reading that includes the body in space obviously produces a 

different set of connotations to those intended by Amheim. One architectural writer 

who does see significant role for the body in spatial relations, albeit a passive and 

purely physical one, is Sinclair Gauldie. He is the fourth example of traditional 

architectural approaches to space.

1.2.4 The Spatial Notions of Sinclair Gauldie

Like Amheim, Gauldie conceives of space as the relation between things, talking of the 

‘moulding of space’. Additionally he believes that movement is an important factor in 

the conception of space. He claims (quoting Scott) that “space, in fact, is liberty of 

movement. That is its value to us and as such it enters our physical consciousness.”140 

To some extent Gauldie recognizes the value of the human body in interpreting space. 

He states, “The architect’s manipulation of space is providing something more than a 

liberty of physical movement [...]. He (sic) is also, inevitably, operating upon our 

emotive reactions through the associations of different kinds of spaces as they appear 

tousru\
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Gauldie’s use of the phrase “as they appear to us”, italicised in the original, would infer 

that there is an element of individual perception involved when a person moves through 

space. This would indicate a role for the human body in the perception of architecture. 

Collins supports this notion of the importance of movement when he uses the ideas of 

Mondrian to discuss the role of movement within two-dimensional and three

dimensional space, stating:

We have already seen that Mondrian claimed that when moving around or 
within a rectangular building the impression gained is that of a sequence of two
dimensional aspects. It is probably truer to say, however, that the impression 
we gain results from a rapid sequence of r/ir^^-dimensional aspects and this is 
borne out by physiological research.142

This would suggest that an observer would perceive a series of images rather than a 

continuous perception. What is not clear is how those images are connected. It will be 

demonstrated in later chapters that the body has an important role in making this 

connection.

Additionally, Gauldie sees an important role for imagination and the senses of smell, 

touch and hearing in the perception of space, and the “sense of a symbolic value of 

space.”143 Gauldie acknowledges the role perception plays in the interpretation of 

space. This also raises the question of an individual’s perception of a space. It is not an 

uncommon idea to suggest that one person’s perception of space will be necessarily 

different from another’s. If the perception of space can be different in two individuals, 

then the definition of space has been expanded. It can no longer be considered a 

definitive entity. Its proprieties are dependent on individual perceptions that may lie 

outside of the physical realm. It should be noted that even if perceptions vary, this does 

not imply that space itself has changed, only the conception of it.
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Like Collins, Giedion and Banham, Gauldie is interested in the interaction of inner and

outer space. Gauldie claims that the interaction between Inside and Outside becomes 

more interesting than the boundaries between them.144 Again, however, the 

intertwining of inside and outside occurs at an aesthetic and physical level, isolated 

from the body. He further states that:

[...] there has emerged a way of building whose spatial characteristics are 
marked by openness rather than enclosure, by informal plan arrangements 
dictated by function rather than suites dictated by convention or symmetry: a 
kind of architecture, new in Western history, in which one often has the feeling 
of being Inside and Outside at the same time, as for instance when the external 
wall is a single sheet of glass or when one is cantilevered out into the void.145

Gauldie considers the issue of ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ for individuals in a slightly

different manner to Giedion. For Gauldie, ‘inner space’ and ‘outer space’ possess

mental as well as physical implications: “The idea of Inside - my place, a refuge set

apart for me - and Outside - the immeasurable and hazardous - has coexisted, ever

since man took shelter, with the idea of Inside as prison and Outside as free range.”146

Inner and outer space are considered here to be archetypal human conceptions. As

noted previously this issue of archetypal relations will be explored in Chapter Five. It

is sufficient to note here that Gauldie recognizes the relation of the body to space as

being significant. However, the body is still conceived of as merely as the container for

the eyes, ears and other parts that provide the senses. This idea is aligned with

Descartes’ theory of the mind-body split discussed earlier in which the mind is ‘the

ghost in the machine’ that operates the body.147 The body becomes important only

when, for example, the subject is likely to strike their head on a low beam:

The accident-preventing perceptual mechanism is a wakeful travelling-companion 
whose running commentary on the relationship of body to space becomes 
especially vocal on such an expedition, so that wonder and delight can be evoked 
out of the security checking instinct as a kind of aesthetic bonus.148
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While the perception of space is recorded by the body in ways that encompass 

emotions, feelings and senses, Gauldie believes the construction of space results from 

an evolutionary process based on utilitarian physical needs. He further states, “The 

demand for the expansion of space, for unobstructed travel by the body or the eye, 

presses against the restrictions imposed by structure.”149 The physical restrictions of 

the demands of building structure are seen as an obstacle in the development of new 

concepts of space. Perhaps unintentionally, Gauldie leaves a clue in his closing 

paragraphs. Using the body analogy to describe the relationship between space and 

structure he states, “The record of the settlement between space and structure will still 

be legible in its bones.”150 This statement might be used to claim that the human body 

is inscribed with the meaning of architecture; however, the body for Gauldie is merely 

the receptor of information, a one-way collector of data that can be trained to see the 

truth: “Anyone who is prepared to give this faculty some training can soon develop his 

awareness of space to a level where it makes a noticeable contribution to his (sic) 

experience as an observer.”151 While space for Gauldie is certainly something more 

than physical, its interpretation lays in the mind and the training of minds. Space is 

something external to the mind and the body. Space is something which, given correct 

instruction, has only to be accessed.

1.2.5 The Spatial Notions of Reyner Banham

Many of the ideas of these four writers concerning space can be thematised within the 

writings of a fifth, Reyner Banham. All four writers suggest that during the Modem 

period a dramatic change occurred to what was considered space. Collins even 

suggests that the concept of space did not exist at all before Modem architecture. 

Modem spatiality is treated as an almost evolutionary goal. It becomes an element that
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can be manipulated under the architect’s expert hand. For the Modem architect, space 

is the ground and form is the figure. Whatever the terms ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ may mean, 

the Modem architect, according to our writers, by using their skills can create a new 

spatiality by intertwining inner and outer space.

Banham produced two major texts concerning the developing concept of space within 

Modernism; Theory and Design in the First Machine Age and Age of the Masters : A 

Personal View Of Modem Architecture. In the latter book, Banham states that Modem 

Space has three properties: firstly it is infinite and extends unrestrainedly; secondly, it is 

measured and defined, it is made apprehensible by some sort of invisible geometry; and 

thirdly, it is conceived as having a special relationship with the observer.152 Whether 

the observer or the building is in motion becomes irrelevant in the age of Einstein’s 

theory of relativity. It is the viewer’s movement through the various spaces of the 

building that is important.

However, for Banham and the previous four writers, space is an aesthetic quality. He 

believes that in the architecture of ancient times, space was only conceived of as an 

internal property, as can be seen, for example, in certain baths of the Roman Empire. 

He believes these buildings demonstrate that “For most of history space has existed 

only inside structures - outside was only nature, chaos, the unmeasurable.”153 He 

claims that the Renaissance reversed this process, but only to the extent that it started to 

consider the aesthetic qualities of the exterior of the building. Prior to the advent of 

Modernism, Banham claims, the Italian Futurists explored the notion that it was the 

objects within space that provided space with a focus. This is a position that 

approaches that of the relative view of space. It was within Modernism, however,

44



according to Banham, that the use of space became most powerful. He believes that

between these two concepts of an “even and unfocused space,” and an “infinite space

defined by the matter in it,” the Modem spatial concept of architecture developed.154 It

was initially a European phenomenon that appeared firstly in the work of Dutch and

Russian abstract artists, and became manifest in the architecture of Le Corbusier and

the German Modernists.155 Banham further proposes that:

The one thing that is undeniably new about Modem architecture is the conscious 
manipulation of space. We talk loosely about Baroque space and Gothic Space 
and argue about whether the Greeks ever had any sense of space at all. But the 
ability even to utter the phrase ‘architectural space’ is an achievement of the late 
nineteenth century, and a critic’s term or historian’s in the first place. For an 
Architect to think of himself (sic) as using or working in space is purely 
Twentieth Century.156

As Banham proposes that, at the beginning of the twentieth century there existed a 

desire to return to the body of architectural theory known as Italian Fundamentalism.157 

In terms of architectural theory, such writers as Geoffrey Scott supported this desire. 

Scott asserted that architecture as it is initially perceived is a combination of light and 

shade, spaces, masses, and lines.158 For him space is an element that combines with the 

other elements to create order. He states:

By the direct agency of Mass, Space, Line and Coherence upon our physical 
consciousness, architecture communicates its value as an Art. Such are the four 
great elements of building from whose laws the finest masters of the 
Renaissance, however various their impulse and achievement, did not deviate. 
Theirs is an architecture which by Mass, Space and Line responds to human 
physical delight, and by coherence answers to our thought.159

Banham claims that by ‘space’ Scott means, effectively the German word Raum, with 

all of its German overtones.160 This idea - that the origins of Modem space lie in its 

association with Raum and its connection with notions of place and room - is a similar 

one to that which Collins explored earlier in the chapter. While it is not within the
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scope of this thesis to enter into a semantic debate, it will be demonstrated later that a 

reliance on such linguistic connections is not a method by which space can be 

connected to the body.

In Theory and Design in the First Machine Age Banham traces the development of the 

concept of space through several Modernist art movements, notably within 

Elementalism, Cubism and Futurism, and in the publications of De Stijl and the 

teachings of the Bauhaus. At the same time as certain artists were returning to Italian 

Fundamentalism, according to Banham, a reaction was forming against Impressionism 

in the world of art. He claims that the importance of themes of space in the work of 

Muthesius, for example, may have been as a result of Adolf Hilderbrand’s Problem der 

form, which opposed what he considered to be imitative art.161

Banham also believes H. P. Berlage treated space in an elemental manner. Berlage is 

said to have insisted on three elemental truths: the primacy of space; the importance of 

walls as creators of form; and the need for systematic proportion. In a similar manner 

as was demonstrated earlier in the examination of Collins, Berlage states “The Art of 

the master-builder lies in this: the creation of space, not the sketching of facades.”162 He 

adds to this the comment: “A spatial envelope is established by means of walls, 

whereby a space, or a series of spaces is manifested, according to the complexity of the 

walling.” Berlage’s space is clearly within the conventional notion of space as 

relational. The space that Berlage conceives of here is interior space within the 

building envelope, not space as a continuous entity. 164 Additionally, Berlage’s use of 

the word “manifest” suggests that the space was ‘already there’ and somehow the 

construction of architecture brought it to light.
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Banham claims that the De Stijl movement, particularly the work of J.J.P. Oud, derived 

many of its ideas from those of Berlage. Oud claimed that, though abstraction, “a self- 

created architecture is possible at last, to which the other arts are no longer applied, and 

therefore no longer subordinated, but work organically with it.”165 Using this idea, 

Banham establishes a structure of binary pairs in which space is paired with enclosure. 

He explains:

This last sentence [of Oud’s] brings us close to the inner, inexplicable mystique 
of De Stijl at large, as well as of Oud in particular: the equation of 
individualism, decoration, handicraft and limitation (or closure) and its 
opposition to the matching equation of universalism, abstraction, machine- 
production and spatiality, makes sense as far as the first three terms of each set 
are concerned, but the last pair of terms, both in their connection to the rest of 
the set, and their opposition to one another, do not seem to follow, unless this 
spatiality/enclosure contrast is somehow to be derived from the mystical 
geometry of the Schoenmaekers. Be it as it may, the implication that space is 
infinite space, not the enclosed Raum of Berlage, was probably vital to the 
integration of De Stijl into international Abstract art, for both Malevitsch and 
Lissitsky also regarded space in this manner.166

Space is considered the counterpoint to place. Here Raum is equivalent to place, as 

Leibniz or Collins might consider it, where place is a mere aspect of space. Space can 

only be considered the opposite to enclosure if it is considered infinite. This is the 

point at which the ideas of Oud and the De Stijl movement break away from the spatial 

notions of Berlage. Banham is not the only writer to have made a connection between 

the De Stijl movement and space. As we saw earlier, Collins used the ideas of 

Mondrian to discuss the role of movement within two-dimensional and three

dimensional space. Additionally, William J. R. Curtis also believes that the De Stijl 

movement made a considerable contribution to the reconception of space. In his book 

Modem Architecture Since 1908 he devotes Chapter Nine to “Cubism, De Stijl and 

New Conceptions in Space.”167 However, Curtis’ new conceptions of space are really 

new conceptions of aesthetics. In reference to De Stijl, Curtis argues that the spatial
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principles that were later to be incorporated into architecture were often first revealed at 

the smaller scale of painting and sculpture or in the drawings of buildings where the 

technical problems of realization could be avoided.168 For example, Curtis makes an 

argument that Reitveld’s Red/Blue chair of 1917-18 was in fact an attempt to create the 

three-dimensional spatial equivalent of Mondrian’s paintings.169 Curtis, however, does 

not explain what this new conception of space might be, despite his claim that “The 

significance of this spatial conception in the minds of De Stijl artists was nothing less 

than epochal.”170 The new conception of space is depicted as a purely aesthetic theme. 

Curtis is concerned with how lines might extend to infinity and how elements may be 

made to appear to hover in space or be seen to stand discretely in space. What is 

important to Curtis are the elements in space, not what he is referring to when he uses 

the label ‘space.’

Reitveld’s Red/Blue chair is also significant spatially for Banham. Reitveld is said to 

have claimed that “above all, the whole stands free and clear in space.”171 Banham 

quotes the following poem, penned by van Doesberg in relation to Reitvelds’ chair:

In the ‘Solitude’ of de Chirico.
In the foreground mathematical man - space -- master, space - mastered 
With every plane, angle and point around at or near him 
A spatial measurement symbolised

SPACE ANATOMY
And in contrast to mathematical man caught in his space web 
A sober open space with a factory and a right-angled pipe at hand 
Reitveld’s chair: unwilful but inexorable effect on empty space and in contrast:

FUNCTION
TO SIT

CHAIR
Material necessity set against rich, continuous and vast creation of open space. 
CHAIR
Silent eloquence of a machine172
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Again, not surprisingly, Banham ignores the obvious corporeal references to ‘anatomy’, 

‘hand’ and ‘to sit,’ when he identifies the De Stijl concept of space as a continuous 

three-dimensional grid:

the chair is, and affects, what the painting can only represent or symbolise, a 
functional structure in three-dimensional space. It is clear that in this context 
the concept of space is considerably more than of a void containing objects, and 
it seems to come nearer to a three-dimensional grid- something more than the 
continuum discussed [earlier], in that it appears to contain a regular, 
measurable, imaginary structure, an idea that may have been put into circulation 
among de Stijl by the Futurist Azari in his note on the futurist Aerial Theatre, 
which describes aircraft ‘... climbing around in an invisible spiral staircase... 
gymnastics on the invisible trapezes of the atmosphere.’ And clearly implies 
some form of structure in space, if only the co-ordinates of a three-dimensional 
graph.173

Mondrian’s paintings are another example of this continuous three-dimensional grid. 

Mondrian claimed that his work depicted the space “where lines cross or touch 

tangentially, but do not cease to continue.”174 In response to this idea, Banham believes 

that “Space in Elementarist art is indeed, continuous and open, and the work of art is a 

structure that makes its rectangularity manifest by giving body to its gridlines and the 

planes and volumes between them [...].”175 Space was a key concern of the De Stijl 

movement. In 1924 van Doesberg, van Eesteren and Reitveld published a manifesto in 

the magazine de Stijl VI in which they proclaimed eight laws, five of them implicating 

space:

2. We have examined the Laws of space and their infinite variations (that is the 
contrast of spaces, their dissonances, their complements, etc) and we find that 
these variations can be regulated to a balanced unity;

3. We have examined the Laws of colour in space and continuity, and find that a 
balanced relationship of these elements will finally give a new and positive 
unity;

4. We have examined the relationships of Space and Time, and find that the 
manifestation of these two elements through colour gives a new dimension;

5. We have examined the reciprocal relationships of measure, proportion, space, 
time and materials and have found the definitive method for building them into 
unity; and

6. We have, by the destruction of enclosure - walls, etc. - removed the duality of 
interior and exterior.176
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Banham is highly critical of these laws, claiming that they are nothing more than a 

rewriting of Georges Suerat’s laws of colour harmony. The De stijl artists, however, 

used these concepts to create an entirely different art to Suerat, based on an aesthetic of 

open space. According to Banham, they organized space into a grid of ‘functional 

space-cells.’ Van Doesberg saw this new architecture as being ‘anti-cubic.’ He 

claimed that it did not aim to fix the various functional space-cells together within a 

closed cube, but to repel them away from the centre of the cube towards the outside, 

whereby height, width, depth and time would be reconfigured in ‘open space.’177 The 

idea of the continuos spatial grid was further championed in De Stijl VII. In this issue 

the architect Kiesler celebrates the spatial grid, declaring his aim to establish “a system 

of tension in free space. A change of space into urbanism.”178 According to Banham, 

the Bauhaus also made an important contribution to the reconception of space within art 

and architecture. Banham claims that Klee’s understanding of both Newtonian and 

Einsteinian concepts of space gave him a similar notion of space to Kiesler’s ideas of 

space as a regular, measurable, rectilinear continuum. This then paved the way for the 

teachings of Moholy-Nagy at the Bauhaus.179

In Von Material zu Architektur Moholy-Nagy devotes Section IV to space. Banham 

claims that space for Moholy-Nagy “is so much the stuff of architecture that the terms 

are interchangeable.”180 At the beginning of Section IV Moholy-Nagy lists forty-four 

adjectives that have been used to describe space, finishing with a definition that “Space 

is the relation between the position of bodies.”181 Banham claims Moholy-Nagy 

approaches space from several directions. Firstly, he treats it as an aspect of functional 

organization. Moholy-Nagy states:
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The elements necessary to the fulfillment of the function of a building unite in a 
spatial creation that can become a spatial experience for us. The ordering of 
space in this case is no more than the most economical union of planning 
methods and human needs. The current programme of life plays an important 
role in this, but does not entirely determine the type of space created.182

According to Banham, Moholy-Nagy is both Elementarist and Futurist. Moholy-Nagy is

quoted on the side of Elementarism as claiming:

Out of cosmic space a ‘piece of space’ is cut by means of a sometimes 
complicated-seeming, network of limiting and interpenetrating strips, wires and 
sheets of glazing, as if space were a divisible compact substance. Thus, modem

1RTarchitecture is founded on a full interpenetration with outer space.

And on the Futurist side:

The organization of this space-creation will be accomplished thus: measurably, 
by the limits of physical bodies, immeasurably by dynamic fields of force, and 
space-creation will be the confluence of ever-fluid spatial existences.184

Space here under the Elemetarist position is a finite and divisible entity. In contrast, 

under Futurism it is no longer finite; it is fluid and immeasurable. The changing forces 

intertwine to create and recreate space constantly. As will be demonstrated in Chapter 

Three, Maurice Merleau-Ponty uses this idea of interpenetrating space to implicate the 

body within space. Like Gauldie, Moholy-Nagy believes space is not only the domain 

of artists but inherent to all. The experience of space, he claims, “is not a privilege of 

the gifted few, but a biological function.”185 Banham recognizes the importance of 

biology within Moholy-Nagy’s concept of space. Moholy-Nagy is further quoted as 

claiming:

We must acknowledge that in every respect, space is a reality of our sensory
experience. Man (sic) becomes conscious of space [...] first through the sense
of sight. The experience of the visual relations of bodies may be tested by
movement, by changing one’s position, and by the sense of touch. Further
possibilities for the experience of space lie in the acoustical and balancing 

186organs.
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Again here, Moholy-Nagy’s implicit acceptance that all the senses are intrinsic to the 

appreciation of space is noted. Moholy-Nagy, however, fails to take the next step, 

which would be to accept the body’s integral role in this process. Nevertheless, 

according to Banham, Moholy-Nagy reorganizes the way the subject is conceived. 

Whereas Scott claimed that space affects the inner nature of man by a symbolic 

‘Einfluhlung,’ Banham believes that for Moholy-Nagy, space affects humans directly 

through the sense organs. He asserts that Scott uses the senses as merely the means to 

the greater end of aesthetic experience, while for Moholy-Nagy the mechanics of the 

senses are what matters, and are the aesthetic experience itself. It will be 

demonstrated in Chapter Five that the senses play a major part in establishing a 

phenomenology of architecture. Banham, however, claims that the aims of Moholy- 

Nagy were physical, in the sense that they satisfied the biological needs of humankind 

in terms of sanitation, minimum standards of day-lighting and ventilation. Hence 

Moholy-Nagy’s use of the phrase “you can kill a man with a building just as easily as 

with an axe.”188

The five Modernist writers investigated are all searching for a way to describe the 

intertwining of inner and outer space, in order to create meaning within architecture. 

However, their descriptions are always couched in purely physical terms. When space 

is considered to go beyond the physical, it is used only in an aesthetic or symbolic way. 

They see Modem ideas on space as emerging from the abandonment of perspectival 

views of space and a movement towards three-dimensional or even four-dimensional 

space. Again, however, the emphasis is on physical and aesthetic considerations. 

Beyond the architectural concepts of space presented by these writers lies an entire 

history of philosophical, geographical and psychological notions of space. While the

52



development of theories of space in these disciplines is not the concern here, clearly the 

idea that space is a purely physical element is a severely limiting one. Whether space is 

considered an unbounded field or the relation between objects, architecture treats it as a 

material thing that exists in a one way relation with human beings. There is no attempt 

to suggest that the body might be changed by space or indeed that space might affect 

the human body except to send objective information to it via its senses.

1.3 Non-Physical Notions of Space

Both the absolute and relative positions treat space as essentially a physical entity. 

Space in this sense has a particularly geometrical meaning. It is quantifiable, 

mathematical and measurable. There are, however, a number of other layers that can be 

applied to the examination of space. Henri Lefebvre describes two additional spatial 

positions that he labels ‘mental’ space and ‘social’ space.190 While the term ‘mental 

space’ privileges the mind, it will be demonstrated that the latter notion of social space 

has important corporeal repercussions. Therefore, several other notions of social space, 

including those of Bill Hillier, are also discussed.

1.3.1 Mental Space: Lefebvre

According to Lefebvre, notions of mental space developed as mathematicians invented 

spaces such as Non-Euclidean spaces and curved spaces. This opened up a rift between 

mathematics and reality. These were abstract spaces, completely unrelated to reality 

and human existence. While the question of geometry is not one that is being dealt 

with in this thesis, it should be noted that writers such as Reichenbach and Robertson 

have written extensively on this subject.191 Smart also deals with the relation between 

space and geometry when he raises the problem of “how much our choice of a geometry
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is determined by the nature of physical space and how much it is a matter of convention

that we use a certain geometry rather than another.”192

According to Norberg-Schulz the idea that Euclidean geometry gave an accurate 

representation of physical space collapsed with the creation of Non-Euclidean geometry

1 QTin the nineteenth century and the development of Einstein’s theory of relativity.

Lefebvre discusses the development of Non-Euclidean geometry when he notes that:

This raised the question how were transitions to be made from mathematical 
spaces (i.e. from the mental capacities of the human species, from logic) to 
nature in the first place, to practice in the second and thence to the theory of 
social life - which also presumably must enfold in space.194

There is no one clear notion of mental space. Lefebvre uses the term to describe 

literary spaces, ideological space, dream spaces, psychological topology or the space of 

power and knowledge as expounded by writers such as Michel Foucault.195 For 

Lefebvre, this is the space of the philosophers and the epistemologists. However, as he 

points out:

Foucault never explains what space it is he is referring to, nor how it bridges the 
gap between the theoretical (epistemelogical) realm and the practical one, 
between mental and social, between the space of the philosophers and the space 
of people who deal with material things.196

In a similar manner Einstein claims, “When mathematical propositions refer to reality

they are not certain; when they are certain, they do not refer to reality.”197 Likewise,

Lefebvre is highly critical of those theorists he describes as operating within the realm

of mental space such as Kristeva, Derrida and Barthes. He asserts:

This school, whose growing renown may have something to do with its growing 
dogmatism, is forever promoting the basic sophistry whereby the philosophico- 
epistemological notion of space is fetishized and the mental realm comes to 
envelop the social and physical ones.198
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Lefebvre suggests that these writers create an abyss between their mental space and 

real or social space. More often than not, what is termed ‘space’ is merely a metaphor 

for ‘discourse’ and gives no insight into what would be a science of space. This thesis 

is interested in space as it is lived by real people. It is concerned with how to 

comprehend space in terms of architecture as it is built, perceived and understood. 

Lefebvre also warns against the danger of taking general scientific notions as a basis for 

the examining space. The problem exists in that any examination that becomes 

enclosed within an area of specialization is inclined to exacerbate the distortions 

between social, mental and physical space. Similarly, recently there has been much 

writing on the question of ‘cyberspace’, ‘the space of film’, ‘queer space’ and 

‘postmodern space’. Many of these writers construct a literary space in which their 

ideas are given meaning. While in certain contexts these areas of study may 

legitimately be described as the study of space, for the reasons Lefebvre has outlined 

above, these spaces are not the concern of this thesis.199 Mental spaces by definition 

are located purely in the mind. As this thesis seeks to discover the connections between 

the body and space, conceptions of space that are limited to the mind must also be 

rejected.

1.3.2 Social Space: Lefebvre and Hillier

Space can also be conceived as ‘social.’ Architecture is necessarily the outcome of a 

multiplicity of disparate social activities. It is both the product of and a determinant of 

disparate social forces. Many designers would not agree, claiming, for example, that 

“Space is space - it’s an objective, sexless concept. I prefer to think of individual 

personalities rather than in a gender specific context” or “Just as architecture itself is 

autonomous from political positions, neither can it be sexist of feminist. We would be
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well advised to let architecture be architecture, not propaganda.”200 Hillier cites Roger 

Scruton’s belief that space is merely the vacancy left over by the process of building; 

“all talk about space is error, he argues, because it can be reduced to talk about 

buildings as physical things.”201

While some theorists would prefer to keep the boundaries of architecture squarely

within an aesthetic context, the very nature of buildings as inhabited space does not

allow this. As the architectural writer and feminist Jos Boys points out:

Architecture, then, seems to make a physical representation of social relations in 
the way it organizes people in space. It does this both symbolically - through 
imagery and ‘appropriateness of place’ for a particular activity - and in reality - 
through physical boundaries and the spatial relationships made between 
activities.202

Likewise, other writers such as Hillier and Hanson believe that the form architecture 

takes, embodies the collective values of the society in which it exists and which it 

represents. They state that:

The ordering of space in buildings is really about the ordering of social relations 
between people. Because this is so, society enters into the very nature and form 
of buildings. Buildings are social objects in a way quite incomparable to other 
artefacts, in that society is involved at the deepest level in determining their 
forms as objects. Architecture is not simply ‘social art’ simply because 
buildings are important visual symbols of society, but also because through the 
way in which buildings individually and collectively create and order space, we 
are able to recognize society; that it exists, and has a certain form.204

Lefebvre asserts that “(Social) space is a (social) product.”205 He claims that this notion

has four major implications. Firstly, it implies that natural physical space is

disappearing. Secondly, it implies that every society produces its own space. Banham

makes a similar point when he claims that “The space in which the modem architect

consciously works is unlike the space, conscious or otherwise, of any previous

architecture.”206 Thirdly, if space is a product, then our knowledge of it must reproduce

56



and expound the process of production. Fourthly, if there is a productive process then 

there exists a history of space; not causal, teleological or sequential but the 

development of a code that is more than a means of reading space but rather “a means 

of living in that space, of understanding it, and of producing it.”207 Lefebvre’s social 

space is composed of what he initially describes as three moments, adding a fourth 

later:

1. Spatial practice: this is space as it is perceived:

The spatial practice of a society secretes that society’s space; it propounds and 
presupposes it, in a dialectical interaction; it produces it slowly and surely as it 
masters and appropriated it. From the analytic standpoint, the spatial practice of 
a society is revealed through the deciphering of its space.208

Spatial practice is thus concerned with economic production, biological reproduction 

and sexual relations. Social space is produced by spatial practice. This is achieved by 

establishing the rules by which space shall be lived within. It ensures a continuity and 

cohesion of the perception of space. Lefebvre cites the daily routine of a government

housing tenant as an example of what spatial practice might encompass. In the Middle 

Ages spatial practice is said to concern the system of roads connecting monasteries and 

castles to the peasant communities and also the great crusaders’ ways.209 It is related to 

the everyday life and urban realty. It is space, as we perceive it.

2. Representations of space: this is space as it is conceived. It is connected to the 

relations of production and to the order that those relations impose on knowledge, signs 

and codes. It is the abstract space of scientists, planners and social engineers who 

“identify what is lived and what is perceived with what is conceived.”210 It is the 

dominant spatial idea within society and is often associated with clearly articulated 

verbal signs. Representations of space are said to be “shot through with a knowledge

57



(savoir),” which is a mixture of ideology and understanding in constant change.211 

Lefebvre uses the example of representations of space in the Middle Ages being 

comprised of an underground world and a luminous cosmos.212 In short, it is space, as 

conceived as a model.

3. Representational spaces: this is space as it is directly lived. It is experienced through 

associated images and symbols. Often constituted through a less coherent set of non

verbal symbols and signs, it is the domain of the imagination and of writers who merely 

aim to describe the world. These spaces need not be consistent: “Redolent with 

imagery and symbolic elements, they have their source in history [,..].”213 Lefebvre 

links representational space to “the clandestine or underground side of social life, as 

also to art.”214 Within the Middle Ages, for example, this was manifested in churches 

and graveyards, which were interpretations of cosmological representations.215 In short, 

it is the meaning and interpretations we extract from space as lived.

Later Lefebvre adds a fourth moment - the moment of History. He does not conceive 

of the preceding three moments as necessarily separate areas in an abstract construct, 

but as a unified trio that contribute in different ways to the production of space and 

history.216 If production is occurring, then, as Lefebvre points out, there must be a 

history of production, not necessarily in any cause and effect sense, but in the sense that 

spatial codes are developed and replaced by new codes. Each code has a history, every 

city is proceeded by the history of all cities.217

Lefebvre seeks to demonstrate is that “social space is constituted neither by a collection 

of things or an aggregate of (sensory) data, nor by a void packed like a parcel with
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various contents, and that it is irreducible to a ‘form’ imposed upon phenomena, upon 

things, upon physical materiality.”218 Lefebvre opposes the idea of an a priori space. 

His concern is with the production of space. Lefebvre believes there is a ‘truth of 

space.’ By this he means an overall truth can be generated by “analysis-followed-by- 

exposition and not because true space can be constituted or constructed [,..].”219 He 

attempts to produce a science of space that possesses the following characteristics:

1. It represents the political (in the case of the West, the ‘neocapitalist’) use of 
knowledge. Remember that knowledge under this system is integrated in a 
more or less ‘immediate’ way into the forces of production, and in a 
‘mediate’ way into the social relations of production;

2. It implies an ideology designed to conceal that use, along with the conflicts 
intrinsic to the highly interested employment of a supposedly disinterested 
knowledge. This ideology carries no flag, and for those who accept the 
practice of which it is a part it is indistinguishable from knowledge; and

3. It embodies at best a technological utopia, a sort of computer simulation of 
the future, or of the possible, within the framework of the real - the 
framework of the existing mode of production. The starting-point here is a 
knowledge, which is at once integrated into, and integrative with respect to, 
the mode of production. The technological utopia in question is a common 
feature not just of many science-fiction novels, but also of all kinds of 
projects concerned with space, be they those of architecture, urbanism or 
social planning.220

Lefebvre’s notion of social space is a Marxist one, dealing with the various forces of 

labour and production. According to Lefebvre, within Capitalism space is active and 

instrumental. Space as knowledge and action is operational in the existing mode of 

production. ‘ His notion of space covers three fields; the physical, the mental and the 

social. He seeks to combine these notions into one by the discovery of a unitary theory 

that encompasses the spaces of “logico-epistemelogical space, the space of social 

practice [and] the space of sensory phenomena, including products of the imagination 

such as projects and projections, symbols and utopias.”222
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Against the notion of space being purely physical or aesthetic lies the argument of the 

social nature of space. The beginnings of the argument for social space resides in the 

dissolution of Descartes’ concept of ordinate space as discussed at the beginning of the 

chapter. Hillier argues against the Cartesian view, emphasizing that:

Space is more than a neutral framework for social and cultural forms. It is built 
into those very forms. Human behavior does not simply happen in space. It has 
its own spatial forms. Encountering, congregating, avoiding, interacting, 
dwelling teaching, eating, conferring are not just activities that happen in space. 
In themselves they constitute social patterns.223

Hillier rejects the mathematical Cartesian grid, instead using a social framework of 

society to interpret the way in which the built environment is formed spatially. It will 

be shown in Chapter Five that a re-examination of the Cartesian grid in terms of 

orientation is another way in which the body can be said to infiltrate the notion of 

space. Hillier believes that human activity produces its own spatial patterns and “it is 

because this is so that buildings can and normally do carry social ideas within their 

social forms.”224 By this, Hillier is not suggesting a relationship between society and 

space that is determinist. Rather, he believes that space is structured in a spatial image 

of a social process of some kind. This process he labels ‘space as configuration.’ He 

defines configuration thus: “If we define spatial relations as existing when there is any 

type of link - say adjacency or permeability - between two spaces, then configuration 

exists when relations between two spaces are changed according to how we relate one 

or both to at least one other space.”225

Through this process of configuration Hillier believes it is possible to “see how 

buildings can transmit common cultural tendencies through spatial form.”226 The
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cultural and social functioning of a building can be uncovered by determining its spatial 

configuration. According to Hillier, space is different from physical form for two 

reasons. Firstly, space is ‘vacancy’ rather than thing; its nature as an object is not 

obvious as the nature of a table, for example, might be. Secondly, related spaces 

cannot be seen all at once but require movement from one to the other. The earlier 

cited architectural writers would not dispute this point. Indeed as has been revealed, 

Collins, Curtis, Krier, Gauldie, Ching and Banham all distinguish Modernism as being

229concerned with movement through space.

Hillier sees this distinction of space from its physicality as the transformation from the

ability simply to see the aesthetic arrangement of spaces to the ability to understand the

society in which those forms were created. He proclaims that “The passage from the

simple space to a configuration of space is also the passage from the visible to the

intelligible.”230 Similarly Karen Franck asserts that:

Spatial structure refers not to the geometrical or volumetric properties of space, 
experienced and capable of analysis, through their forms, but to the topological 
properties of adjacency. One space opens into another or several others. A 
space can be reached directly from the street, or after passing through only a few 
others, or many spaces may have to be transversed before reaching it.231

Franck is concerned with the “the ordering of space into different kinds of spaces

[,..].”232 She believes that space is made up of five different aspects of the

imagination, conceptual and material world. These types of places she labels:

233occupying; naming; imaging; inventing/modifying; and representational places. 

These spaces are connected to each other in manner similar to that used by Hillier to 

connect spaces in his book Space is the Machine.234 While neither is a purely physical 

model, relying on social rather than material connections, the fact remains that they are 

models that operate under their own assumed set of rules, and therefore, as Lefebvre
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has pointed out, disassociated from reality and the lived experience. This is despite 

Franck’s assertion that:

We live in the world, we inhabit spaces, and we make places - our knowledge 
and understanding of our lives, as individuals and groups of people start with 
our experiences in the world, mediated and interpreted, by others. We are 
grounded in our physical occupation of space, and we carry on activities and 
make meaning out of the fabric of our habitation.235

This comment would seem to indicate that what is required is an analysis of space that

deals with the experience of space as it is lived by people, rather than an abstract model

that is based on metaphor.

1.4 Conclusion: Spatial Positions

This chapter has demonstrated that space is considered by many traditional architectural 

writers to be the essence of the creation and understanding of architecture. However, it 

has also been shown that none of these writers examine space in a form that depicts it 

as anything more than a physical or aesthetic entity. Lefebvre and Hillier have 

demonstrated that space is more than a physical element, it has social aspects as well. 

The next step, perhaps, is the conception of space as an idea as well as a material being 

such as that proposed by Kant, but without Kant’s recourse to removing the body from 

space and locating it solely as a creation of the mind.236 For this, the thesis turns to the 

ideas of Maurice Merleau-Ponty in Chapter Three. Space needs to be considered as 

something that can exist both inside the mind and outside of it. It appears that in order 

to move beyond the physical nature of space in a manner that is not simply recognition 

that individuals perceive space differently, then this thesis will need to investigate the 

way in which space is perceived. If the body, through its senses, is the medium for the 

perception of space then it is logical that an investigation into the ways in which 

architecture treats the body should follow. This indeed is the subject of Chapter Two.
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CHAPTER TWO

ARCHITECTURAL APPROACHES TO THE BODY

Every human is the builder of a temple, called the body. 

Henry David Thoreau 1
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2.0 An Introduction to The Body

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate the way in which architectural writing has 

treated the body. This material is presented in two parts. Initially, this chapter will 

illustrate the ways in which the body has been portrayed by traditional architectural 

approaches. These approaches are seen to produce three different models of the body in 

architecture. The three models will be labelled: the anthropomorphic model; the 

anthropometric model; and the metaphoric model. From these original models a further 

three, more contemporary, models of the body will be developed. These alternative 

architectural models of the body are labelled: the signifying model; the prosthetic 

model; and the demiurgomorphic model.

Before this chapter approaches these six models of the body it must initially deal with 

the question of the legitimacy of the body’s relationship to architecture. To begin with, 

the body may seem an odd subject to discuss within the realm of architecture. There 

are two strands of argument that might be used to support this suggestion. Firstly, one 

would be tempted to say it is a subject too far removed from the concerns of 

architecture - that architecture concerns buildings, not human bodies. Many Modernist 

architects, such as J.N.L Durand, took this stance, denying the validity of the human 

body as the basis of any architecture.2 Secondly, one could assert that the body is too 

obvious a subject to deal with - that architecture is self-evidently about the housing of 

human beings and the functions and activities they undertake. In this case, architecture 

is seen to concern people, but not their bodies in particular. In both cases the argument 

is that human bodies have little to do with the space itself. Yet it will be suggested here 

that a theory of the body is integral to an understanding of space. This will be 

demonstrated by outlining various approaches to the body. This chapter is confined to
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examining traditional and contemporary architectural approaches to the body. In later 

chapters various philosophical and sociological notions that lend some insight into the 

relationship between space and the body are revealed. In order to make all these 

moves it is necessary first to examine the nature of the boundaries between the two 

elements - the element of the body and the element of space.

2.1 The Boundary between The Body and Space

The boundaries between the body and space, and their associations with architecture 

and society, are of great importance in this chapter. Three possible boundary relations 

are suggested. These are defined here as relations of ‘connection’, ‘collision’ and 

‘crossing’. These descriptors are used throughout this thesis with the particular 

meanings described below.

The descriptor connection is used here to describe the condition where a harmony exists 

between bodies and space, creating an intertwining of concepts. In order to investigate 

the boundary or interface between space and the body it is necessary to establish a 

common ground upon which the two can communicate. When two elements are 

connected they become fused into one entity. In effect this notion probes into the 

possibility that no boundary exists between the two. In other words they represent a 

conjunction between the body and space. This involves an investigation into areas 

where space shares a commonality with the body.

The descriptor collision is used here to describe the possibility that repulsion may 

occur, that the two entities contain mutually exclusive parts or create new boundaries 

between previously connected ideas. Under collision, when two elements are brought
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together, they interact by maintaining their individual identity. By colliding they do not 

become a single entity. They are defined by their differences. This allows for the 

possibility that the two concepts of space and the body are not necessarily entirely 

compatible. If this is so, then the body can be considered as a distinct entity outside of 

the world. If collision did not take place the body and space would fuse into one.

The third descriptor used to describe the relationship between bodies and space is that 

of crossing boundaries. The term ‘crossing’ is used here to describe the process where 

bringing the concepts together forces previously unrelated objects of thought to be 

considered in a unique setting. This may mean characteristics previously considered to 

be existing within the domain of the body, become associated with space, and vice 

versa. They are neither entirely separate nor entirely the one element. Additionally, 

this idea investigates circumstances where space and the body influence each other, 

which in turn establishes a new relationship where they once again interact. A 

cumulative effect is the result, where the body and space, architecture and society, 

continually evolve in each other’s presence. The process by which they alter each other 

is a continual one, so that neither has definite form. They are each caught up in a 

relationship of constant change due to the presence of the other.

Considering the criticisms made earlier of the use of metaphorical arguments, it is 

prudent to explain that these metaphors of connection, crossing, and collision are used 

merely as a method for structuring the argument of this chapter; they are not the 

arguments themselves. Given also the importance placed upon the issue of the 

boundary between the body and space, it is judicious now briefly to discuss what is 

meant here by the term ‘boundary’. It will be argued that the boundary relationships
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between the body and space that will be described here have an important impact upon 

architecture and society. Beatriz Colomina supports this view stating that “The way we 

think about architecture defines the way we think about boundaries.”3 She describes 

the city, and the architectural boundaries it defines, as a “a cannon - a weapon of 

war.”4 According to her, boundaries are a “threat to the body and any sense of 

identity.”5 She believes that the understanding a person has of the city they live in and 

its architecture directly affects their sense of identity. As the assumption of what 

defines a city is altered, so too, a destabilizing of the identities of its inhabitants occurs. 

Here the term body is used as though it is almost interchangeable with the term 

‘identity’ or ‘person’. Exactly what is meant by the term ‘body’ is a difficult question. 

The term “the body” certainly means the human body; however, the form that takes, 

depending on its boundary conditions with space, can be very different. There are six 

architectural definitions of the body presented in this chapter. In addition the later 

chapters present further modifications to these definitions, as well as adding additional 

definitions that further complicate the boundary between body and space.

Colomina’s comments suggest that within architecture, the boundary between the body 

and space is altered as the populace is engulfed by society. A number of authors have 

commented on the issue of society in relation to the boundaries that are set up in 

response to corporeal notions. For example, Irving Howe defines mass society as one 

bounded by its own self-interest, both socially and architecturally. He states:

By mass society we mean a relatively comfortable, half-welfare and half
garrison society in which the population grows passive, indifferent and 
atomized; in which traditional loyalties, ties and associations become lax or 
dissolve entirely; in which coherent publics based on definite interests and 
opinions gradually fall apart; and in which man becomes a consumer, himself 
mass-produced like the products, diversions and values that he absorbs. 6
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His ‘half-garrison society’ is suggestive of Colomina’s notion of architecture as a

‘cannon’. Both sets of comments suggest that the boundary represents a battle for

territory between the body and space; that the body and space are in a constant state of

collision. In contrast, Cynthia Davidson makes a connection between the body and

space in the form of city. She proposes that the connective boundary between the two

is produced by mass society - the body politic. This connective boundary raises a

number of questions in relation to the body, space and architecture. As she posits:

One way that architecture responds to questions posed by the body is through 
the idea of the city and the so-called body politic. The city is more than the sum 
total of its buildings or its inhabitants; it is also another phenomenon, the ‘mass’ 
that constitutes its physical character. Is the body of the city, this mass, more or 
less powerful than the body politic, or are these two bodies inseparable? What is 
the relationship of the physical city and the body politic? What is the role of the 
architectural object, that is, the building, the street, the plaza, in relation to the 
body politic? Does a body politic that constructs its own city reject 
architecture?7

For Davidson, the boundary has a constitutive function. It is what defines both the 

body and space. Colomina herself reports Friedrich Nietzsche’s claim that humans can 

only be healthy if bounded. This suggests that, far from being destructive, the boundary 

is in fact constructive.8 Heidegger also supports this idea of a connective boundary, 

claiming that “a boundary is not that at which something stops but, as the Greeks 

recognized, the boundary is that from which something begins its essential unfolding.”9 

Here the boundary is more of a horizon than a restriction.10 Frederic Jameson also 

discusses the notion of the boundary in relation to architecture and society. He uses 

Heidegger’s argument to propose that the boundary between the body and space should 

be seen not as the end point but the start of something.11 In this way the relationship is 

one of crossing since the possibility is opened up for the body and space to redefine 

each other. Jameson further believes that the concept of the body-politic can be thought
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of in a way that is not simply metaphorical. Jameson reverses the metaphor 

proclaiming that the notion of the body-politic actually means that the body behaves 

like a collectivity rather than the other way around.12 He explains that “Architecture is 

a way of thinking about space, but isn’t it also a way of thinking in its own terms, 

materials and so on, about collectivity.” Jameson’s definition of boundary suggests 

that it might be possible for the boundary to be the site of all three relations of 

connection, collision and crossing. All the models of architectural bodies that will be 

presented in this chapter will be shown to demonstrate these three relations to varying 

degrees. This is the case for both the three traditional architectural models of the body 

and the three contemporary models.

Davidson questions, as far as the boundaries of the body boundaries are concerned, how 

the physical object that is architecture, and the discipline of architecture, might be 

reconfigured and rethought in relation to the body? She asks:

Given new attitudes toward the human body and toward the physical city, how
might the body of architecture be reconfigured? Does the human desire for
corporeality include preconceptions about the configuration of architecture?
Does architecture itself contribute to this desire for corporeality?14

In terms of contemporary writing, there have been relatively few texts that discuss 

space, architecture and the body within the context discussed here. However, in 1996, 

the Anybody Conference convened, to discuss ideas of the body in architecture. They 

reflected on issues of the ‘idealized body,’ ‘the ‘body politic,’ the ‘virtual body,’ the 

‘formless body’ and the ‘architectural body.’15 As German Garcia points out, as a 

result of this conference, “The cross happened; the body was inhabited by new 

repercussions.”16 The crossing Garcia describes is the process whereby notions 

previously considered alien to the concept of the body came to be considered legitimate,
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albeit within the limited academic circle that the conference provided. The fact that a 

considerable amount of the material for this chapter has, by necessity, been drawn from 

the speakers at this conference, highlights the noticeable paucity of material written in 

the past concerning the relationship between architecture, the body and space.

Yet traditionally, as has been noted, the body has always been present within

architecture. This chapter will demonstrate that it has manifested itself in three

distinctive architectural models of the body:

as a measuring device - the anthropomorphic model;
as a physical object in a physical volume - The anthropometric model; and
as an association derived from comparison - the metaphoric model.

These three models of the body are now dealt with in turn.

2.2 The Anthropomorphic Body

In this relationship the body is used as a measure. This is a relationship between the 

body and architecture that was expressed as early as the fifth century in Protagoras’ 

famous dictum: “Man is the measure of all things.”17 As a Sophist, Protagoras sought 

to change the focus of philosophical study from nature as the object of inquiry to 

humankind and its relationships as the object of inquiry. Architects such as Le 

Corbusier and Michelangelo interpreted this statement quite differently to Protagoras’ 

intention. They applied this statement literally to assert that a modular system based on 

some arbitrary ideal human body could be used to produce the perfect architectural 

form.18

Among some contemporary architects there exists recognition of the corporeal history 

of architecture. Arata Isozaki and Akira Asada believe that throughout history two
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principles have been in operation in respect to the body and architecture: 

‘theomorphism’ and ‘anthropomorphism.’19 Isozaki and Asada explain that 

theomorphism suggests that “God’s body be the archetype of architecture, as seen in 

plans of cathedrals modeled on Corpus Christi,” while anthropomorphism “chooses the 

human body as the prototype [...].”20 They further explain that, since theologically the 

human body was derived from the body of God, then the human and divine bodies were 

“mutually referential and isomorphic.”21 Whether or not the body of God was in fact 

based upon the human body is a theological question that is beyond the scope of this 

thesis. Despite their use as separate terms, given that the body of God is isomorphic to 

the body of humankind, the term ‘anthropomorphic,’ as it is used throughout this thesis 

will encompass both the concepts of anthropomorphism and theomorphism.

Through the examples of anthropomorphism or theomorphism seen in the work of such 

architects as Vitruvius, Leonardo Da Vinci, Francesco di Giorgio, Antonio Averlino 

Filarete and Le Corbusier, it will be demonstrated that this is a common architectural 

idea that stretches from the first to the twentieth century. In addition, this is not a 

purely Western phenomenon. The Mu Ching manual of the Sung period around 1100 

CE by Yu Hao, for example, sets out the gradients of ramps and temple proportions 

according to the proportions of the typical adult male.22

Vitruvius’ method of design used body proportions to determine the proportions of 

elements such as columns. He also made use of the human form to suggest that a 

relationship existed between the perfect form of geometric shapes and the proportions 

of the human body. Many architects followed this theory, the most notable being 

Leonardo Da Vinci. Da Vinci’s famous drawing of a man’s body inscribed within a
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circle and a square is derived from his interpretation of the passages in Book Three of 

Vitruvius’ De Architectura, that described the relationship of the human body to the 

built form (Fig. 3).24 Other architects such as Giovanni Antonio Rusconi, Cesare 

Cesariano and Claude Perrault also attempted to illustrate this notion of Vitruvius’, 

although they used two diagrams instead of one (Fig. 4).25 Vitruvius’ anthropomorphic 

ideas were the foundation of much of the theory of Classical architecture. The five 

Classical orders were based on definite proportions of the human body. They were 

derived from Vitruvius’ beliefs that established a theological link between the body and 

architecture through the reproduction of perfect corporeal forms and proportions in the 

design and setout of building elements such as columns (Fig. 5). As Sola-Morales 

points out, “In classical architecture, all parts of a building, all elements of its language, 

refer by definition to a single pattern. From the broadest outlines to minor ornamental 

details, everything refers to the human body.”26 Francesco di Giorgio attempted to 

further develop Vitruvius’ ideas. Di Giorgio’s 15lil Century designs of churches, 

facades and even cities were based on the human figure. By overlaying the plan of a 

church with the drawing of a man with outstretched arms, di Giorgio attempted to 

demonstrate the purity of the cross-shaped plan of his churches (Fig. 6).27 Additionally, 

as Perez Oyarzun asserts, di Giorgio extended the body metaphor to the level of 

comparison and allegory: “Di Giorgio wants to configure the body of the building as 

closely as possible to the human body, without arriving at a literal reproduction.”28 In 

these buildings, anatomical members are substituted for structural members in the 

plans, sections, and elevations of his churches. A similar point can be made concerning 

the work of Antonio Averlino Filarete. Filarete believed his buildings were literally 

constituted and inhabited by bodies, to the point where they created a closed world that 

hardly needed more inhabitants.29 In this way the anthropomorphic body as
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encapsulated in the building replaced the need for a real physical body. With the advent 

of Modernism, the idea of the human body as a measure was resurrected in a slightly 

altered form. While in general, Modernism rejected the idea of anthropomorphism, 

preferring instead the model of functionality, Le Corbusier’s Modulor was based on 

applying the mathematically-based Fibinacci series to the scale proportions of the 

human body in order to produce perfect scale and form (Fig. 7). This had the effect of 

transforming the body into a human measuring rod. Yet, rather than a natural 

adherence to the Fibinacci series, the body of the Modulor is contorted from the start. 

The model is imposed upon the human figure to describe how Le Corbusier believes it 

should look. This unnatural body is then applied to proportion a building as though it 

was a natural measure.

Interestingly as, Perez Oyarzun points out, Le Corbusier’s Modulor actually works in 

the opposite direction to classic anthropomorphism. Fie believes it acts 

morphologically rather than as a standard of measurement. More significantly, it 

might be asserted that where the body was involved in Modem architecture it was as an

actor in a stage set for photographic promotions, or in the case of the second category,
-2 1

that of anthropometries, as an object.

Similarities exist between Leonardo Da Vinci’s famous drawing and Le Corbusier 

Modular. Both assert the purity of geometry combined with the intrinsic naturalness of 

the human body to push the case of a pure universal architecture. By establishing a 

relationship between geometry, the body and architecture, they both assume a certain 

naturalism that contends that their architecture must be the true natural form. On the 

surface both assume a stable human figure incapable of change.
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Fig.3 Illustration for an edition of Vitruvius by Leonardo Da Vinci, c 1485-1490.
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Fig.4 Illustrations for an edition of Vitruvius by Giovanni Antonio Rusconi, 1590.
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Fig.5 Illustration for an edition of Vitruvius by John Shute 1563.
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Fig.6 Francesco di Giorgi, drawing from the 15th century.

2.280

Fig.7 The Modulor, drawing, Le Corbusier, 1954.
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However, as Perez Oyarzun points out, Da Vinci’s body is actually a specific one rather 

than a generic body. Da Vinci’s human body is a far more realistic body than that of Le 

Corbusier, whose human figure is one that is contorted from the start. While originality 

exists in Da Vinci’s diagram in its attempt to depict a single figure within a circle and a 

square, there is an even greater originality contained within it. According to Perez 

Oyarzun, this originality lies in the fact that the square and the circle do not meet 

exactly where the hands touch them, but a ‘slippage’ occurs. In this way geometry does 

necessarily subjugate the anatomy.32 This suggests the existence of an original, non- 

definite body. If the outline of the body does not need to meet exactly the line of the 

circle and square then an opening exists, where, as will be illustrated later, the body 

might be seen to have a form that is neither specific nor derived geometrically, but 

nevertheless has an integral relationship to the form of the built environment. Hence, 

the possibility exists of an anthropomorphic architecture that does not necessarily need 

to refer to a single body.

Ignasi de Sola-Morales claims that “Anthropomorphic architecture, which accounts for 

a good part of contemporary production, simply imitates contingent, plural, multiple 

bodies differentiated by their representative and expressive intentions.”33 He relates 

this notion to Bataille’s notion of anthropomorphism, which, Sola-Morales believes, is 

much broader than the traditional anthropomorphic approach to architecture. 

According to Sola-Morales, Bataille’s concept of architecture is “anthropomorphic 

insofar as it constitutes itself by imitating any one of the prevailing bodily behaviors 

according to dominant social norms.5’34 Bataille does not limit the description to 

borderline situations such as those described by Foucault, of which his description of 

the panoptic surveillance systems of prisons is his most famous example/3 Bataille’s
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anthropomorphism in contrast deals with the everyday experience of architecture. This 

notion opens up the possibility for representations of the body-as-architecture in a 

different form. This would be a form that mimics not only its physical, quantitative 

proportions, but also its qualitative and behavioural characteristics. As it will be 

demonstrated later, because the body can be examined in terms of its behavioural, 

psychological, social or philosophical characteristics, it is also possible to examine the 

meaning of architecture within these boundaries as well.

2.3 The Anthropometric Body

The anthropometric relationship between bodies and space describes the body as an 

object within a volume. In this sense it is the most banal relationship, relying as it does 

on the direct physical relationships between people and their immediate surroundings 

such as in the study of anthropometries or ergonomics. These views often manifest 

themselves in simplistic studies that reduce the role of the body in space to questions of 

whether a body will fit through a doorway or not, or in theories of the ideal height for 

an office desk (Fig. 8). Here the body is merely another object in an a priori world. 

Anthropometries thus sees its role as enabling built form such as furniture to conform 

to the shape and movement requirements of human bodies.

Anthropometries also has implications in terms of Modem industrialization. The 

Modernist, Moholy-Nagy makes a similar assertion to Protagoras’ earlier mentioned 

quote, declaring that “Man, not the product, is the aim.”36 Like Protagoras, he sees 

humankind as the primary object of inquiry. In the Modem industrial age the 

idealization of mechanization and technology provided legitimacy to the architecture of 

factories, public buildings and building sites, which then acquired human bodies. As
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Sola-Morales points out, “classification, efficiency, order and distribution of bodies, as 

well as security, censure, and repression are the criteria with which architecture’s 

imitations of the body acquire apparent legitimacy.” However, what is important for 

Moholy-Nagy is not necessarily the human body, but the human. Moholy-Nagy’s call 

for humankind’s inclusion in architecture is limited to its physical or aesthetic 

requirements for moving, breathing or seeing, thus reinforcing the material discussed in 

the previous chapter concerning the neglect of the senses by architects. Isozaki also 

refers to ‘imitations of the body’ similar to those alluded to by Sola-Morales, although 

he claims them to be more anthropomorphic than anthropometric:

Architecture too has a body, although sometimes this is simply the exterior, a 
fagade or silhouette of a building. Again unconsciously, like the artist the 
architect has an idea for proportion and is always imagining the ideal body or 
ideal beauty based on the human body - creating a square or cylinder or 
pyramid. We are strongly bound to anthropomorphic images.38

While he makes an interesting claim that architecture is corporeal, Isozaki becomes 

bound up in the physicality of the body. For him, perfect squares and pyramids in 

buildings are the subconscious results of applying bodily ideals to architecture. Despite 

the attempts of architects such as Le Corbusier to contort it otherwise, the body is not 

perfect - it is not constructed from geometric shapes. It is difficult then to sustain a 

theory that claims to produce perfect, natural buildings from an imperfect, albeit 

natural, source such as the body. While it will be demonstrated in later chapters that the 

senses play an important part in the relationship between the body and space, it is useful 

to mention here the significance of the anthropometric body. Descartes’ idea of the 

body as the coordinator of the senses meant that the ‘architectural body’ was conceived 

of as a body superimposed on the human body.39
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BODY MEASUREMENTS

MAN
Dimensions and space requirements

Fig.8 Anthropometric diagram of “Man’s” dimensions and space requirements. 

Drawing, Ernst Neufert 1936.
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This, according to Perez Oyarzun, developed in two ways. The architectural body can 

be seen as either a mirror or a cloak. Firstly, a building can operate as a sort of optical 

illusion, where “the architectural body should be tuned to the reality of the senses and 

the laws of perception.”40 Perez Oyarzun uses the example of the work of Etienne- 

Louis Boulee and Claude Ledoux as examples. In this sense the building is a mirror of 

the human body. Architecture mirrors the characteristics and requirements of the body. 

The second development of this idea depicts the building as a cloak for the body. In 

this way the building is said to embrace and protect the body that moves inside it and 

touches its interior. Thus Perez Oyarzun claims that the possibility of this idea resides 

in the properties of tactility and movement possessed by the body.

These thoughts help to explain the difference between anthropomorphic model of the 

body and the anthropometric model. On the one hand, the mirror is said to exemplify 

anthropomorphic relations, Perez Oyarzun explaining that “all attempts to conceive of 

architecture along anthropomorphic lines, from the most literal to the most abstract [...] 

reconstruct this confrontational encounter of the subject face-to-face with a mirror.” 41 

Hence, architecture is produced as a mirror image of the properties and characteristics 

that are credited to the body. On the other hand, the cloak exemplifies anthropometric 

relations. As a cloak, a building operates as a kind of second skin that, Perez Oyarzun 

suggests, “qualifies, shelters, serves as intermediary.”42 Hence he claims that “from 

sensualism to anthropometry, from the eye of Ledoux to Le Corbusier’s Modulor we 

encounter an architecture that creates a body over a body, from a garment to a 

sarcophagus.”43 Here the conception of the body is laid over the top of the architecture 

to see if it will fit.
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However, both the metaphors of the building as cloak and as mirror are utopian ideals. 

Perez Oyarzun points out, “These utopias are the culmination of an effort to conceive of 

architecture from within a minimal space and to understand buildings as a kind of glove 

that conforms to the hand.”44 These notions of the mirror and the cloak are further 

expanded in Section 2.4 of this chapter. However, it should be noted that the 

conception of a utopia owes its beginnings to the idea of ‘no place’ and as such it 

might be argued that all utopias are unreachable.45 The challenge will be then to 

discover a model of the body that does not deal in absolutes.

Anthropometries not only assumes a perfect and natural body but also a neutral body. 

The body, however, is never neutral. It is always the body of someone. Even when 

furniture, such as Le Corbusier's Chaise Lounge, appears to have been designed to 

conform to the shape of a generic human body, Perez Oyarzun points out that its 

“configuration alludes to a certain body and gestures of that body that they are in a 

position to receive, even in the absence of that body.”46 Beatriz Colomina makes an 

additional criticism concerning Le Corbusier’s chaise-lounge when she points out that 

the female models are always facing outwards towards the wall in photographs of the 

lounge (Fig. 9).47 The model’s body is treated here not as a specific individual, but as a 

generalized body. The female body is merely an accessory for the chair. This raises 

issues of gender, which will be discussed later in relation to the signifying model of the 

body. Overall, the anthropometric body can be seen to be deficient in its assumptions 

of a perfect, neutral and natural body. The body is more than its physical properties 

and, even if it was to be defined by these properties, there isn’t a single, human body 

that could account for the diversity and contradictory human forms in existence.
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2.4 The Metaphoric Body

The body has also been used as a metaphor to describe the way space operates within 

architecture. The idea of metaphorical associations between the body and the city are 

common and manifest themselves in simple descriptions such as ‘the heart of the city’ 

or in claims, such as that of Robert Smithson who claims that Frank Lloyd Wrights 

Guggenheim Museum in New York is a “concrete stomach” because its ambulatories 

resemble “metaphorical intestines.”48 The body metaphor is also apparent in structural 

comparisons of the city such as Marta Oyhanarte’s assertion that, “State, market, and 

citizenry intermingle to shape the nature of the place we inhabit. They are the skeleton, 

musculature, and organs of the political body [...].”49 The category of the metaphoric 

body is dealt with here in more detail than the first two models, which were relatively 

self-explanatory.

From the information presented in Chapter One it would be reasonable to suggest that 

the spaces that occur in cities are very much dependent on their architecture. In his 

book Flesh and Stone, Richard Sennett uses various examples from different periods in 

Western civilization to demonstrate the metaphorical relationship between the body and 

the city. The understanding that the ancient Greeks had of their city and how it 

operated, for example, is said to have affected the way they perceived their own 

bodies.50 Sennett notes:

Of all the cities of Greek antiquity, Athens displayed [the] heraldic body; 
displayed the body’s nakedness as a civilized creation; trained the male body in 
the gymnasium as a work of art; made men’s bodies loving each other into civic 
signs; trained and exposed the speaking voice, transforming a place originally 
devoted to drama for the political purposes of auto-poiesis. The complex rituals 
of Athens drew on the poetic powers of metaphor and metonymy consummated 
in the body and in the urban space.51
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Sennett is making the point here not only that the body was an integral part of Greek 

society, but additionally, since metaphor operated strongly within Greek society, that it 

is logical that the body would manifest itself metaphorically within Greek architecture. 

The body was seen not anatomically but symbolically, as a coat of arms that drew in the 

symbolism of all the forces of the city. In the gymnasium a young boy was taught that 

his body belonged to the city as part of the larger collective called the polis. A 

hierarchy of sexual bodies and spaces existed that defined, for example, how and where 

in the city a man could love another, or where it was necessary to display one’s naked 

body. These are all spatial ideas that were produced from the metaphor of the Greek 

body.

This situation is reproduced in the gyms of Modernism and persists today, where a 

subculture of bodily worship is established. Armando Silva believes that the healthy 

body acts as an ideal of modem capitalism. He claims that the body is prized as an 

extension of the job and thus it must be maintained in order to improve production and 

thus the earning capacity of the state. In this way the gymnasium becomes transformed 

into the setting for a new religion that worships the body.52 Likewise, Arie Graafland 

describes the role of exclusive clubs such as the Downtown Athletic Club (DAC) and 

the Racquet and Tennis Club of New York, which were established in the early years of 

the Modem movement.53

While Modem architects did not necessarily absorb the body into architecture 

anthropomorphically, the healthy body, as a symbol of modernity, was certainly 

embraced metaphorically. According to Graafland, “The DAC was founded as an 

expression of Berman’s sketch of modernity - opportunism and financial rapacity were
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its driving forces. Membership cards were traded like shares of stock.”54 The DAC is a 

male-only private club and contains everything the capitalist body could need. The 

body can experience the corporeal pleasures of “eating oysters naked, with boxing 

gloves on,” or recover in the upper floors in the lounges, libraries or restaurants.55 The 

body is also defined spatially in terms of its sexual characteristics. It is only on the 

seventeenth floor, which contains a dance floor - a space that traditionally separates 

people into gender divisions - that women are permitted access. According to 

Graafland, “Here, two flows are joined and again separated - that of the athletes and 

that of women.”56 The male body is conditioned on every other floor, from the 

conventional billiard rooms, squash and handball courts to the ninth floor boxing room 

and oyster bar, and the tenth floor with medical facilities to provide five business men 

with simultaneous colonic irrigation following their business lunches.57

The example of the ancient Greek conceptions of space can also be used to 

describe two other relations between the body and space: first the concept of 

Chora, and second, the hierarchy of bodies. Firstly, the body had a particular 

significance for the ancient Greeks in terms of the concept of Chora. Grosz notes,

“In the Cratvlus, Plato claims that the word body (soma) was introduced by Orphic 

priests, who believed man was a spiritual or non-corporeal being trapped in the 

body as in a dungeon (Sema).”58 Grosz proposes that, as it is described here, the 

body is considered a source of interruption to reason and a betrayal to the mind as 

matter is subjugated to the idea. Whilst Descartes’ position was a renunciation of 

the classical ideas of Plato and Aristotle, Plato’s suggestion that the human is 

trapped inside a body, is reminiscent of Descartes’ mind-body split that was 

rejected in Chapter One.
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Additionally, as noted in Chapter One, Plato’s use of Chora as the maternal 

housing of being rather than a co-producer of life, along with paternity, established 

a gender divide early in the history of Western society. Grosz notes, “The 

binarization of the sexes, the dichotomisation of the world and of knowledge has 

been effected already at the threshold of Western reason.”59

Just as Grosz’s compared Plato’s Chora to the womb Renato Rizzi also recalls 

notions of the womb. He states that “the body is also linked to the metaphysical 

experience of light and darkness: our external body lives in light; our internal body 

lives in darkness, which precedes light.”60 Rizzi places this internal body in a 

womb-like darkness. According to Rizzi the body can be characterized by three 

different factors: the external experience, the internal experience and the position 

of the body itself.61 Rizzi’s first two notions of external and internal experiences 

have already been raised in Chapter One in relation to the traditional conceptions 

of space. These issues, along with the issue of the position of the body, will be 

returned to in later chapters as they have a significant bearing on the principles of 

phenomenology.

Secondly, despite its reputation as a democratic society where all were equal, 

ancient Greece was a society with a definite hierarchy of bodies and their value. 

The bodies of male citizens were valued over those of women, slaves, children and 

foreigners. Concepts such as the above-mentioned Chora were encapsulated into 

Greek values. These corporeal and societal values then found their way into the 

making of Greek cities and society. Sennett explains:



Athenian culture thus formed parallel contrasts: hot versus clothed bodies; 
naked men versus clothed women; light, ‘out-of-door’ spaces versus the 
darkened spaces of the pit and the roof at night; the challenging exposures of the 
logos didonai and the healing cloak of the mythos; the body of power often 
loosing self-control by the very force of its words versus the oppressed bodies 
united in ritual, even if that bond could not be articulated, justified, or 
explained.62

In this case, according to Sennett, the fact that the Greeks divided people into categories 

of hot and cold bodies, and the way they treated the naked body and its sexuality, 

translated itself into the way particular spaces operated in the city. The Greeks divided 

the bodies of their people into categories of the hot, naked, active bodies of male 

citizens and the cold, clothed, passive bodies of women and slaves. In a similar 

manner, many of their buildings, such as the long shed-like stoas, were arranged with 

hot exposed and cold closed-in sides. In support of this assertion, Marta Oyhanarte 

claims that the political body and a city’s architectural mass are inseparable. She states: 

“The buildings, streets, plazas, the built environments that lie beyond the pure shapes 

outlined by the architect’s maquette, soon reflect the beauty or the ugliness of the 

citizens who occupy them, who include of course, architects.”63 These examples 

describe an argument that asserts that there is a close metaphorical connection between 

the social structure of a society and the way it treats its bodies. This connection in turn 

results in architecture that metaphorically reflects society’s conception of the body.

It is not only Greek society that transfers its conception of the body, metaphorically, 

into its buildings. Sennett also relates the spatial segregation of Jews and other racial 

groups with ideas of unclean bodies. The rampant outbreak of a bodily disease, 

syphilis, in 1492 in Venice, led to a spatial reaction within the city. The Jews of Venice 

were blamed for the outbreak of disease and were confined spatially within the Nuovo 

Ghetto. Spaces such as these ghettos became areas where the city was abandoned
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within itself. No internal surveillance of the Jews was carried out within the walls of

the ghetto, except by the abandoned Jews themselves. While commerce was carried out 

between the city and the ghetto within it, the space of the ghetto was considered as 

unclean as the bodies of its inhabitants.64

Sennett also claims that theories of the body’s biology greatly affected the conception 

of space in the city. The Roman physician Galen had a view of the body based on the 

transfer of heat and fluid between the four humors: blood; phlegm; yellow bile; and 

black bile.65 The fourteenth century Parisian surgeon Henri de Mondeville built on this 

idea when he postulated the theory of syncope - the idea that when one body organ is in 

trouble the body distributes heat and fluid in order that the other organs might 

compensate ‘compassionately’ for the organ in crisis. According to de Mondeville this 

“revealed the physical reality of Christ’s Passion and Crucifixion, teaching the lesson of 

moral arousal through suffering.”66 Sennett points out that spatially this model of the 

body manifested itself metaphorically in the breakdown of walled cities. De 

Mondeville believed that just as in syncope the organs of the body sent heat across 

zones to assist organs in trouble, so too in a social crisis the walls of a town could be 

breached by exiles in order to receive Christian compassion. This view of the body- 

politic was transferred analogously to the structure of the city and was exemplified by 

the surroundings of medieval Notre-Dame. Forced by the example of Christ’s body to 

appear open and responsive, the cloister walls of the cathedral were only a metre high. 

This had a two-fold effect. Firstly, the people felt the responsiveness of the church and 

filled the garden with abandoned babies, the sick and the dying.67 Secondly, and as a 

result of this, the gardens became a place for the people to reflect on the state of their 

souls. Hence the cloister gardens of Notre-Dame became associated with the
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melancholy and suffering of the body and also with the contemplation of bodily sins.68 

The body was thus metaphorically represented in the architecture and the metaphor 

passed onto the soul.

In another example of the metaphoric relationship between the body and space, Sennett 

uses a biological view of the body to demonstrate how the idea of circulation became 

part of the paradigm of the city. He asserts that the very idea of circulation, so intrinsic 

to the discussion of space and architecture today, was metaphorically transferred from 

conceptions of the body’s biology. William Harvey’s discoveries about the circulation 

of blood, published in his 1628 volume De motu cordis, chipped away at the previously 

held Athenian ideas that took body heat as the cause of the differences between men 

and women. Ideas of circulation were transferred into many areas of medical discourse. 

The idea that the skin should be allowed to breathe replaced the adage that dried faeces 

and urine, especially those of babies, were good for the skin. A revolution of 

cleanliness resulted in the cities of Europe from 1740 onward.69 A number of 

architectural and civic amendments were made which could be related to a notion of 

circulation: gutters, sewer systems and close fitting paving became the norm; 

underground veins of sewers and drains replaced the shallow cesspools where various 

liquids of unknown origin mixed together; and planners began to think of the 

movement of people within the city in terms of circulation. According to Sennett “the 

medical imagery of life-giving circulation gave new meaning to the baroque emphasis 

on motion.” The motion of air, water, traffic and waste products became an end in 

itself in order to keep the city healthy. Through these various examples Sennett 

illustrates how the development of the city coincided with a development in our 

understanding of the body. Adrian Forty also claims that the idea of circulation derives
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from scientific notions of the human body, although he places this idea much later in

history. Forty observes that the first architectural use of the word ‘circulation”

appeared in the second volume of Viollet-le-Duc’s Lectures of 1872. Forty asserts:

The appropriation of ‘circulation’ as an architectural term coincides closely with 
the adoption during the latter half of the nineteenth century of most of the other 
scientific metaphors that have become commonplace in architectural 
vocabulary, terms such as ‘function’, structure’ and others [...].71

Forty, of course, recognizes that Harvey used the phrase in 1628 to describe the

movement of blood around the body. He makes the point, however, that while the

metaphor was thus available to architects, use of such a metaphor would rely on the

prior existence, under a different name, of a concept of circulation. Forty believes that

circulation did not become important until the latter half of the nineteenth century

because the movement of people through buildings was not considered important until

then. Despite locating the date one hundred and fifty years after Sennett’s, Forty makes

a similar a case for the notion that a society’s conception of the human body affects

significantly their ability to conceive space and architecture. In this case the metaphor

of circulation necessarily had to exist before the architectural concept could be

envisaged. Hence, it is asserted that medical conceptions of the body, such as the

theories of the four humors, had a metaphoric influence over the design of the city.

Colomina believes this idea has been translated into contemporary architectural theory. 

She claims that “Modem ideas of disease have influenced architectural theories in this 

century.” Theories of Modem architecture tended to treat homes more clinically, as 

an emphasis on cleanliness equating to hygiene was promoted by the propaganda of the 

new consumer-society that desired to sell more cleaning agents and white goods. Not 

only that, Capitalism demanded a healthy workforce in order to maintain productivity.
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Colomina comments (quoting Ulrich), “Modem man is bom in hospital and dies in 

hospital - hence he should also live in a place like a hospital.”73 She uses the example 

of tuberculosis to demonstrate how the disease’s image as an illness of damp and dark 

conditions, despite medical evidence to the contrary, created an intellectual fervour that 

promoted the ideas of light, openness and ventilation. She cites as an example 

Giedion’s book Befreites Wohnen (Liberated Dwelling) which is subtitled “Licht, Luft, 

Oeffnung” (Light, Air, Opening).74 She notes that half of the illustrations in Giedion’s 

book, supposedly about the house, are devoted to buildings that directly shape the body 

- sports stadiums and hospitals.75 The clean, clinical lines of the Modernist buildings 

were perfect for the clean lined bodies of society.

Additionally, Colomina notes, for example, the use of Mies Van der Rohe’s Tugendhat 

house in Brno as a gymnasium for children under the control of Communist 

bureaucrats.76 She proposes the idea that “Modem architecture was unproblematically 

understood as a kind of medical equipment, a mechanism for protecting and enhancing 

the body.” This idea of an enhanced body will be further developed in relation to the 

prosthetic body in Section 2.5. Colomina’s quote is reproduced here to support the 

notion that, under Modernism, the healthy, clean, disease-free body became the 

metaphor for an architecture that exhibited clean lines and none of the diseases or 

weeping sores of decoration that exemplified the architecture that preceded Modernism.

It can be seen that the metaphor of the body has been widely used by architects to 

produce particular architectural forms. What is not clear, however, is on what basis a 

comparison can be made between the body and architecture. In all cases of metaphor, 

(whether the comparison is specific or not) qualities of the first object, in this case the
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body, are used to describe the second object, in this case architecture. This thesis seeks 

a model whereby, firstly, the comparison between the body and space is not arbitrary, 

and secondly, where the two elements are seen to interact in a two-way relationship. It 

is clear that the three traditional architectural conceptions of the body presented thus far 

are deficient in providing such a model. In order to develop a more accurate model it is 

necessary to turn to alternative conceptions of the body that come from sources other 

than traditional architectural approaches. These alternatives: the signifying body; the 

prosthetic body and the demiurgomorphic body are now dealt with in turn.

2.5 The Signifying Body

Contemporary architectural writing has challenged the three traditional models of the 

body discussed so far. Yet, by reconsidering the first model, that of the body as a 

measuring device, an additional layer can be added to the proposition: the body as a 

measure can be shown to be present within architecture in another way. In a sense, the 

body is present as an absence. The fact that architects often base their interpretations 

on an adult male demonstrates the suppression of other bodies (women, children and 

disabled) by this architecture. This structural sexism is evidenced in anthropometric 

diagrams such as Neufert’s that depict ‘man’ as the generic body and women as 

aproned ‘house-wives’ whose bodies are only used to describe ‘women’s’ places’ such 

as kitchens. It is further noted that in these diagrams, even when the “housewife” has 

some “occasional help” it is in the form of another female figure (Fig. 10, Dia. 2).

Additionally, despite his reluctance to accept that architecture has a relationship to the 

body, Alberti’s fifteenth century text Ten Books on Architecture goes as far as 

suggesting the appropriate location for these other (female) bodies within a well
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Fig.9 Charlotte Perriand in the chaise lounge against the wall. 
Photograph, Salon d’Automne, Le Corbusier, 1929.
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Fig. 10 Anthropometric diagrams of ‘ideal kitchens’. 
Drawing, Ernst Nuefert 1936.
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designed home. According to Alberti only the men should have their chambers located

close to the rooms of important guests, whereas women should be separated from the

outside world. He writes with patronizing ignorance that:

[...] any place reserved for women ought to be treated as though dedicated to 
religion and chastity; also I would have the young girls and maidens allocated 
comfortable apartments, to relieve their delicate minds from the tedium of 
confinement.78

Here, a collision occurs between the body and space. The male body is given a 

connection with space but this connection is denied to the body of ‘the other’. This 

notion of ‘the other’ is commonly used to refer to a being that is not the subject. It will 

be used in this sense throughout this thesis. In this particular case the other relates to 

any body that is not an adult male’s.

The issue of gender within architecture is intrinsically related to that of the body. The 

built environment is saturated with the gendering processes of society. Issues of 

gender, through their associations with a social construction of space that is based upon 

a biological difference, are integrally linked to the body. This is not to suggest that 

gender is a physical or biological quality, only that gender is based around 

characteristics which are attributed to the corporeal qualities attributed to the particular 

sexes, which are biologically determined.79 Indeed a belief that the basis for gender 

distinction has its basis in corporeality would suggest that issues of gender within 

architecture could only be about the body. Issues of gender within architecture manifest 

themselves in four main areas: masculine and feminine design; structures of sexism 

within the profession; alternative histories; and sexist, misogynist and phallocentric

design. Writers such as Colomina, Best and Grosz have extensively written about these

• 80 issues.
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While it is not the intention of this thesis to examine architectural issues of gender in 

great detail, an explanation of each of these areas is useful to demonstrate further 

examples of the signifying nature of the boundary relations between the body and 

space. Firstly, ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine5 design does not refer to design by men and 

women, but to design that is characteristic of the attributes that are given culturally and 

socially to male and female bodies.81 Christine Erlmann, for example, describes the 

state of masculine design as being concerned with the following values:

No limit to how many floors can be piled on top of one another (and therefore a 
tendency to extremes);
The building of mass accommodation for nuclear families and people living 
alone;
The obstruction of women’s emancipation by the ground plan consolidating 
traditional roles;
Universalisation, standardization, and monopolization;
The encouragement of inhabitants’ passivity through the inflexibility of their 
ability;
The neglect of organic building material;
Concrete construction as a means of industrialising (and patriachalising) regions 
which were formally un-industrialised;
International and regional leveling of the landscape, the ousting of local popular 
shapes;
The de-skilling of the workforce; the supplanting of skills and crafts which are 
specific to one locality.82

Similarly, Margrit I. Kennedy believes that male and female principles of design should 

emphasize gradual differences instead of exclusive categories she defines female 

principles as:

More user oriented than designer oriented;
More ergonomic than large scale/monumental;
More functional than formal;
More flexible than fixed;
More organically ordered than abstractly systemized;
More holistic/complex than specialized/one-dimensional;
More social than profit-oriented; and
More slowly growing than quickly constructed83
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Regardless of whether these definitions are accepted or not, the point is that 

architectural design is dependent upon characteristics attributed to the sexes based on 

both biological and corporeal differences.

Secondly, sexism within the architectural profession, just as in most professions, occurs 

on two levels. On one level, discrimination occurs within the profession in terms of the 

average salaries women receive and also in relation to the professional positions women 

are appointed to. Sexism operates on a number of levels from negative comments and 

assumptions about women, to violent acts and intimidation. On another level, sexism 

manifests itself structurally. While attempts can be made to legislate for equal salaries 

and positions, the restructuring of discriminatory work practices and attitudes that rely 

on a latent patriarchal structure are harder to implement. This occurs because the 

underlying patriarchal system allows discrimination to take place by allocating different 

meanings to similar behavior depending on the sex of the subject. Behavior that is seen 

as decisive in a male architect, might be viewed as dogmatic and aggressive in a female 

architect.

Thirdly, issues of gender are also raised in relation to alternate histories. 

Discrimination occurs where histories of architecture are written in terms of the star- 

male-architect, ignoring female contributions to the built environment and feminist 

analyses of architecture. The preferential place history gives Walter Burley Griffin 

over his wife and architectural partner, or the treatment of Eileen Gray by the press and 

by Le Corbusier are good examples.85
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Lastly, issues of gender are also relevant in terms of discriminatory design that ignores 

or isolates particularly female, child or disabled bodies.86 Here the body is acting as a 

transmitter of society’s values, prejudices and beliefs. It is not simply a matter of 

removing sexist material from a workplace or adopting a policy of equal opportunity, 

there are structural and phallocentric notions at work also. Misogynist design that 

depicts images of women in a derogatory sense is relatively easy to identify. The 

advertising sector of the design industry is often guilty of this form of misogyny. 

Phallocentric notions describe the male body as the norm, whereby the female body is 

always the other, regardless of their individual status. Phallocentric designs are harder 

to identify because they merely reinforce the prevailing stereotypes. Grosz points out 

that phallocentrism leaves no conceptual space for women because it restricts them to 

three possibilities that are all defined in terms of the primacy of masculinity. She 

states, “Whenever women or femininity are conceived in terms of either an identity or 

sameness with men; or of their opposition or inversion of the masculine; or of a 

complementarity with men. Their representation is phallocentric.”87 In all three cases 

the female remains “the other”.

These examples of the gendered body suggest that the body is more than the 

metaphoric, anthropomorphic or anthropometric model traditional approaches have 

implied. The body is given a gender by society based on particular biological 

characteristics. The divided body that results then impacts upon space in accordance 

with that divide. Bodily characteristics then become manifested in space, not as an 

arbitrary comparison, but as a direct result of the interaction between the body and 

space.
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There is now a fourth architectural model of the body - the body as a signifying 

medium. This model rejects the idea of the body as a measure. Even if all the 

particular physical characteristics of all the possible human bodies could be compressed 

into an egalitarian measure, the proposition would still be limited. The 

anthropomorphic measure is based on a very physical model of the human body and as 

such ignores characteristics of the body, such as sense perception, that cannot be 

measured physically. It is not possible to measure the body’s appreciation of a quality 

such as, for example, the beauty of one of Beethoven’s symphonies. Additionally the 

idealizing of the human form into a direct and unerring shape leaves no room for the 

idea that the body has a more fluid configuration, incomplete and capable of being 

changed.

Additionally, our perception of our bodies changes over time. This assertion is 

supported by Fernando Perez Oyarzun who makes the point that “To speak of the body 

is to speak of a multitude of bodies and the multitude of understandings and 

representations that surround them.”88 Although he makes no direct reference to the 

ideas of Merleau-Ponty which will be presented in Chapter Three, he makes a similar 

point. Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that the body is both the means by which we sense 

things and is sensible itself.89 Similarly, Perez Oyarzun uses the architectural analogy 

of a window that “does not at first glance to refer to itself but rather to the landscape 

onto which it opens,” to explain that the body is both an object in the world, and our 

means for understanding that world.90 The window can be seen as an object in terms of 

its frames and glazing, or it can be used to look at the world, where in a sense the panes 

and mullions disappear.
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The window here is more than the glass that separates interior space from exterior space 

as Giedion, Ban ham or Collins proposed in Chapter One. This analogy of the window 

implies that our bodies appear to us alternately as being close to us in the sense that they 

are our connection with the world, and far away in that they are also part of that world. 

This model of the body also rejects the notion of the body as an arbitrary metaphor. 

Although metaphor is a form of signification, in this case, the signifying body differs 

from the metaphoric body in that the metaphor as it is used by the previous architectural 

writers assigns a comparison from one notion to the other in order to support an 

argument, while signification claims a real relationship exists between two notions. 

The metaphoric comparison is one that uses the comparison to demonstrate how one of 

the two terms works, while the signification comparison explains how the two terms 

work in relation to each other.

As introduced earlier, the architectural body can be seen as either a mirror or a cloak.91 

The mirror and cloak comparison can also be explained in terms of signifying. As a 

mirror the building acts as the other. The body sees itself in the building. 

Anthropomorphism fails as a mirror or as a signifying medium because it clings to a 

static image of the body, which is usually the healthy adult male. Additionally, as Sola- 

Morales points out, “The great objection that one can make to Leonardo Da Vinci or Le 

Corbusier, for example, is that the body is pre-established.”92 This homogenization of 

the body, where only a single predetermined model is used, ignores the body. Sola- 

Morales states that “When architecture only distributes or formally predetermines, it 

does not take the body into account.”91 The model is neither a connection, or a crossing 

between the body and space - by acknowledging only one body, the Modulor of Le 

Corbusier, in effect dissolves all bodies. This is the case for any singular body-based
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proportioning system. It is not simply a case of developing a more accurate model of 

the human body. The model cannot simply be changed from the six foot British 

policeman to the four foot pregnant African in a wheelchair, or even the statistically 

average human body derived from surveying the proportions of the entire population. 

Neither is it adequate to simply recognise that people themselves change over time, 

getting taller or fatter. A model of the human body is sought that crosses the boundary 

into the territory of space. While a recognition that the values of a human body find 

themselves signified in space is an important step, it does not sufficiently describe 

either the body or space. A key to their understanding is the belief that the human body 

is never static. Because it is in a relationship with sources that are themselves constantly 

changing, the body is also undergoing constant change. These notions of change and 

indeterminacy are dealt with in the following two models of the body.

2.6 The Prosthetic Body

Taking contemporary writings about the second traditional notion of the body, that of 

the anthropometric body as a physical object, it can be seen that this notion is also 

subject to the same criticisms of absent bodies that were applied to the anthropometric 

model. Invariably the body is an adult male one, automatically creating a collision 

between space and other female, child, elderly and disabled bodies. However, if a 

physical connection between space and the body is sought after, a fifth model to the 

vocabulary of architectural bodies can be added - architectural writing has also treated 

the body as a prosthetic. Contemporary architectural literature has examined the 

possibility of architecture as an extension of the body. In this way space, in the form of 

the built environment acts as prosthesis. Mark Wigley in particular has been interested 

in this idea, as has the artist Richard Goodwin, who studied architecture and has also
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investigated this idea in many of his works.94 The idea of architecture as prosthetic is 

useful in that it blurs the distinction between space and the body, opening up the 

possibility of the two bleeding into each other, the possibility that the two may cross the 

boundary between them. Cynthia Davidson supports this idea, claiming that:

The widespread practice of psychoanalysis, the development of genetic 
engineering, and raised female body consciousness have changed not only the 
traditional idea of ‘body’ but also how we inhabit a body. It has also suggested 
a new ideal of the idealized body, one enhanced by any number of prosthetic 
devices.95

As the definition of the body becomes less stable and elements of architecture are 

included as body parts the distinction between the two becomes harder to maintain. It 

was demonstrated earlier that the conception of the medical body has had an impact on 

how society has conceived of its spaces. Colomina supports this idea by postulating “If 

architectural discourse has from the beginning associated building and body, the body 

that it describes is the medical body.”96 This notion has significant implications for the 

conception of the prosthetic body.

Charles Eames, for example, believed the architect acts like a surgeon on both 
space and the body. Eames is quoted as stating ‘The preoccupation with self
expression is no more appropriate to the world of art than it is to the world of 
surgery.’ The Eames brothers founded their business on plywood splints used 
to treat the injured bodies of soldiers during the Second World War. The 
technology they developed was then used to produce the famous Eames 
plywood chairs. Here, the prosthetic limb developed into another prosthetic 
extension for the body - the chair.

Architecture is prosthetic in so far as it provides humankind with the tools its body 

cannot provide; the body’s natural capabilities are supplemented and given meaning 

through the meaning of its environment. As Le Corbusier contends:
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filing cabinets and copy letters make good the inadequacies of our memory; 
wardrobes and sideboards are the containers in which we put away the auxiliary 
limbs that guarantee us against cold or heat, hunger or thirst [...]. Our concern 
is with the mechanical system that surrounds us, which is no more than an 
extension of our limbs; its elements, in fact artificial limbs.98

Wigley believes that architecture doesn’t just supplement the body, but is displaced 

from being artifice to artificial. He states, “Architecture became a technological 

extension of the body that is neither natural or cultural. Modem architecture is the 

space of the artificial.”99 Hence, the relationship of the body to its clothes is displaced 

as buildings take on the role of clothing. This is the cloak that Perez Oyarzun refers to; 

the built form becomes both a protective covering and an ornament to the body. 

Wigley explains that “This mechanized ornament is structural. Indeed, it restructures 

the body that wears it. Prosthetic architecture becomes a surrogate body.”100 In this 

way the building itself becomes a prosthetic extension, an extension that, according to 

Wigley, replaces the body already occupied, in fantasy, as a building. The definitions 

of body and space slip into each other until their boundaries are blurred. All prostheses 

produce such blurring of identity. They are implemented to compensate for the body’s 

insufficiencies or its lack of definition. The border between space and the body 

connects the two together in a relationship that reconfigures the body. Hence, Wigley 

declares that “The prosthesis reconstructs the body, transforming its limits, at once 

extending and convolving its borders. The body itself becomes artifice.”101 If the city 

is the reflection of our bodies, and our bodies are not pre-given, then it should follow 

that the city cannot be inhospitable to the very bodies that they are produced from. The 

city should always reflect the existence of its inhabitants.

103



However, the city can become out of step with its’ bodies. In this case alienation 

occurs due to the rapid transformation of an environment; the city gets ahead of the 

body - collisions occur as the body is altered to adapt to its new space.102 The reverse 

can also occur. When the body moves forward out of step with the city, then space 

must adapt to the new notion of the body.103 Isozaki and Asada claim that “Prostheses 

such as artificial limbs and organs join inanimate objects to the natural human body. In 

so doing they replace the respective functions of that body, transforming the figure into 

patchwork.”104 The prosthesis here breaks down the boundary between the body and 

space.

Perez Oyarzun believes the architectural body cannot be reduced to geometry because 

the body is both the means of communication with the world and an object in the world 

- our body is our means of understanding meaning. In an effort to perceive the body as 

both object of the world and the means of understanding it Perez Oyarzun points out 

that:

the architectural body can never abandon its reference to the human body, which 
is certainly its only source of meaning. Whether explicitly or implicitly, literally 
or abstractly the architectural body can refer only to the human body, which it 
both shapes and shelters and whose movements it configures and whose senses 
it affects, distills, tests.105

Greg Lynn agrees, verifying that architecture is enmeshed in the idea of prosthetics. He 

believes that architecture’s sheltering function makes it a “discourse of prosthetics.”106 

In this way a building is a shell that makes up for a lack in the body. The idea of 

architecture as clothing is echoed in the writing of Herman Muthesius. In The English 

House Muthesius draws an analogy between the fancy window dressing architecture of 

the English and the more restrained German architecture, proclaiming, “What serious-
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minded man today would think of wearing bizarre clothes?”107 The prosthetic notion of 

architecture as clothing has a political as well as a social background to it. George Baird 

believes that this clothing-architecture analogy demonstrating Muthesius’ scorn for the 

fanciful was typical of the “widespread cultural anglophilia that swept the German

speaking world.” Here, the body-politic is drawn into the political power struggles 

of the city-states, hence the political structure of society is drawn into its architecture 

via the prosthetic of the body.

The counterpoint to the prosthetic idea is the notion of space absorbing the body. Jean 

Franco presents the story of the ‘disposables’ or “desechables”, as the boys from the 

Colombian slums call themselves. This is another political story of the body. The 

poverty and drug culture of the Colombian cities produces a particular type of body. 

Franco believes that “like engine parts, these people are disposable bodies, sellable 

body parts and therefore replaceable.”109 Franco here presents the inequality of bodies. 

This idea is the opposite of the definition of prostheses. The bodies of the boys are 

absorbed into the city. Whearas the prosthetic body uses the built environment as an 

extension, in the case of the unequal bodies of the Columbian boys, the built 

environment uses the body as an extension of itself. The body crosses the boundary and 

becomes part of space. In doing so it loses its identity. The boys are not individuals in 

society but part of the mass of the body politic of the city. They no longer have a 

connection with the urban environment; they are merely part of the interface between 

body and space.

Grosz explains the difference between interface and prostheses, noting that, “Prostheses 

imply an intact body, or at least the potential of an intact body. Interface implies that
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there is no organic unity of the body, that the body is a multiplicity of sites that link in a 

multiplicity of ways with a whole series of things.”110 The prosthesis’ origin is external 

to the body while the interface has an internal requirement.

In reply to this assertion, Jameson privileges the idea of an interface. He believes that 

the body is inaccessible. He believes it is impossible, in fact, to think of the body 

because it is always ‘in between’, always in a relationship between things. He 

concludes, “Therefore to construct an aesthetic around the body is to invent a category 

like the subject, which is really an ideological delusion that leads to [...] neoclassical 

fantasies [,..].”m In this sense the prosthetic body is inaccessible. A model of the 

body is required that demonstrates that, while the body has external components in the 

form of its interactions with the space of the world, it is also accessible from within.112 

It will be demonstrated in Chapter Five that Merleau-Ponty’s concept of ‘the body as 

separate from the things’ allows the prosthetic body to be both a thing and at the same 

time separable from them. However, even if built form does act as a prosthetic for the 

body, this fact alone cannot provide the built environment with meaning. To discover 

meaning within architecture, it is necessary to further interrogate the third, 

metaphorical, conception of the body within architecture. This signals the development 

of a sixth model of the body.

2.7 The Demiurgomorphic Body

This section is dealt with in two parts. In order to develop a sixth architectural model 

of the body, a model that will be called the demiurgomorphic body, the notion of the 

metaphoric model will first need to be rejected. This is the subject matter of Section 

2.7.1. Section 2.7.2 then deals with the key principles of this sixth model.
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2.7.1 Rejecting the Metaphoric Body

Taking the third model, that of the body as a metaphor of space, it can be seen that this 

notion is also overlaid with the question of whose body is the model for the 

metaphorical body. Yet again the image of the body that these metaphors rely on is 

taken from is a physical and ideal one. Sennett’s descriptions of the metaphorical 

relations between bodies and spaces are obviously dependent upon which bodies are 

allowed a connection with particular spaces, that is locations or places, and which 

bodies are repulsed. The question arises as to whether a metaphorical conception of the 

body is merely a comparison used to demonstrate that a city or a building can be 

described in a way similar to that of the human body, or whether a deeper connection 

exists between the two. In relation to this question, Sola-Morales comments:

Are we talking about the human body and everything derived from it or using 
the metaphor to talk about architecture, to relate to a certain ideal of the human 
body? Isozaki asserts the metaphoric notion of body as the body for architecture, 
but this is simply a metaphor. When the architecture of buildings or, to simplify, 
of bodies, emphasizes the skin, the skeleton, the organs etc., it is looking for a 
body that in some way, as a whole, finished totality, is probably problematic 
[...]. My concern here is that there is no ideal body to reference. Thus are there 
experiences of the body that translate metaphorically to experiences of 
architecture?113

Many of the metaphorical comparisons of the body and architecture actually 

demonstrate little connection between the body and space. For example, Cesar Daly, in 

an article on Barry’s Reform Club in London, wrote in 1857 that the building was “no 

inert mass of stone, brick and iron; it is almost a living body with its own nervous 

system and cardio-vascular circulation system.” Daly is referring to the building’s 

heating and ventilation systems, but, as Forty points out, Daly’s metaphor is a purely 

physiological one that implies that each service is a system of its own, working together
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like organs to keep the building as a whole alive.114 This is more a convenient 

comparison than an attempt to demonstrate any prosthetic relationship of building to 

inhabitant.

The use of a metaphor or an analogy alone does not prove that the body is anything like 

architecture itself. Justo Solsona provides an example of a writer who makes this 

assumption. He raises the question: “The human body moves. Architecture is quiet. Is 

architecture that suggests movement representative of architecture today?”115 A 

connection cannot be sustained simply because the two share a property such as 

movement. Likewise, simply because a building does not move, a collision between 

the two elements has not necessarily occurred. Similarly, while Ben Van Berkel’s 

attempts in his architecture to determine the possibility of transforming the proposal of 

an unstable body into an unstable structural construction, his work cannot be taken on 

face value.116 His theory of the body is one that hints of naturalism. Simply because 

the natural condition of the body can be portrayed as something that moves or is 

unstable, it does not hold that a resulting unstable spatial structure is a natural truth. 

Since there can be no single true comparison, the question is also raised of which kind 

of metaphor would be considered adequate.

Greg Lynn also touches upon the issue of metaphor in architecture. Lynn suggests there 

are three models of the body for use by architects as metaphors: “Bodies that are 

reducible to a closed, fixed order; bodies that are open and evolve their order within 

fields of gradient influence; and finally bodies that have no order but are themselves 

diffused in fields without contour or structure.”117 The assumption Lynn makes is not 

what the body is, but that, regardless of how the body is defined, a metaphor can be
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created that will be transferred into the building form, and because it is based on the 

body, it will therefore be more natural. He claims that “The good old bodies that we 

once called totalities are being replaced by the bad new bodies that we call fused 

multiplicities,’5 Lynn has changed the model on which the metaphor is based but not 

the reliance on metaphor itself. Lynn’s body is an “evolving, mutating, multiple body - 

a proportionally closed body that is organizationally open, capable of infolding 

information from without and unfolding information from within dynamically.”119 The 

result is multiplicitous and indeterminate “blob architecture.”120 This notion is 

suggestive of a formless architecture that will be discussed later in Chapter Five. Lynn 

however, returns to the conception of architecture as being dependent on its depiction 

that was criticized by Collins in Chapter One. This is evident in Lynn’s statement that, 

“Just as the advent of perspective introduced new kinds of depth and space to 

architecture, so now is architectural design being retooled and reinvigorated with a 

constellation of new diagrams provided by the computer.” 121

In all these cases, the metaphor works in one direction only. There is no room for a 

theory that allows for the possibility of a dialogue between space and the body, where 

each can influence the other and cross the boundary between them; an intertwining of 

the body and space occurring in a continually evolving process. This thesis proposes a 

model of the relationship between the body and space that works in both directions. 

This might be exemplified in the claim Francis Duffy is said to have endorsed that “we 

make the buildings then the buildings make us.”122 It is necessary for the establishment 

of a sixth model of the body that bodies and space are related without the need to resort 

to metaphors. This is a similar move to the one that Roland Barthes attempts in order 

to remove the use of language as a metaphor in relation to the reading of cities.
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Barthes notes:

The city is a discourse and this discourse is truly a language: the city speaks to 
its inhabitants, we speak our city, the city where we are, simply by living in it, 
by wandering through it, by looking at it. Still the problem is to bring an 
expression like ‘the language of the city’ out of the purely metaphorical stage. It 
is very easy metaphorically to speak of the language of the city as we speak of 
the language of the cinema or the language of flowers. The real scientific leap 
will be realized when we speak of a language of the city without metaphor.123

The question of the metaphor is one that needs to be dealt with carefully, as it is 

rejected by a number of the authors that are investigated in later chapters. According to 

Lefebvre, Barthes presents a structure of five codes that are available to humans when 

they encounter a text. Although, for Barthes architecture is not a text, the same 

principles might be applied to architecture.

Firstly, there is the code of knowledge about a place that an individual brings to that 

place. Secondly, another kind of meaning emerges as the individual reads the 

materialized text in terms of function. Thirdly, there is a code of symbols that 

embodies eternal values. Fourthly, there exists a code of emotions that trigger a 

personal and subjective code. Finally, the Ego asks the individual unexpected questions 

about truth versus reality, and beauty versus the message.124

Lefebvre claims that Barthes leaves two areas untouched. Firstly, the question of 

power, and secondly, and more importantly as far as this thesis is concerned, the 

question of the body. Thus Lefebvre postulates that “it is by means of the body that 

space is perceived, lived - and produced.”125 Further, Lefebvre argues that:
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Dominated by overpowering forces, including a variety of brutal techniques and 
an extreme emphasis on visualisation, the body fragments, abdicates 
responsibility for itself - in a word disappropriates itself [...], any revolutionary 
‘project’ today [...] must make the body, in association with the reappropriation 
of space, into a non-negotiable part of its agenda.126

The point is made here that when the body is ignored, such as in Barthes definition of

the reading of text, the factors that make up the body are also ignored. Any theory that

seeks an understanding of any aspect that concerns the human condition must consider

the role of the human’s embodied nature. Yet Barthes ignores the intrinsic part the body

plays in every text. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Five, language, and hence text

and metaphor, are only possible because of the body. Despite this, if we apply Barthes’

five codes to the relationship between space and the body it can be seen that the

description can be made quite easily in a metaphoric sense. Without too much

exploration many conventional descriptions of an architectural experience, such as

those described in Chapter One, might be said to encounter the notions of knowledge,

function, eternal and personal values, beauty and truth. The conventional nature of

these descriptions emphasizes the lack of corporeal ideas in the traditional reading of

architectural texts, for while they contain the five codes of a reading of architecture, like

Barthes description they ignore the body.

Bodies can resemble the functions or forms of the city, metaphorically as well as 

physically, in terms of bodies wandering through a city’s architecture. Yet, the leap in 

the conception of the body and space will be to consider the body’s relationship to the 

city outside of any direct physical or metaphoric relationship. Just as Barthes seeks to 

describe language without metaphor this thesis desires a way to speak of bodies and 

space without metaphor, it seeks to discover a bridge that will cross the boundary 

between space and the body.127
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There are spatial terms in use that describe social spaces with specific uses. These form 

part of the common language. In this regard, Lefebvre suggests that while we cannot 

point to the space in a room, everyone knows what is meant by the words ‘room’ or the 

‘comer’ of a street or a cultural ‘centre.’ It is demonstrated in Chapter Four that 

architects such as Norberg-Schulz and Holl use terms such as ‘centre’ and ‘room’ in a 

entirely different manner. However, Lefebvre believes it is possible to construct from 

these statements what he calls a spatial code. By making this manoeuvre he does not 

aim to produce the definitive discourse on space; rather he aims to expose the 

production of space - the way in which society constructs space for itself. He does this 

by “bringing the various kinds of space and their modalities of their genesis together 

within a single theory.”128 This theory was set out earlier in Chapter One.

While such a system of space cannot create new space, “an already produced space can 

be decoded, can be read. Such a space implies a system of signification.”129 This notion 

of signification was alluded to in the model of the signifying body presented earlier. 

Lefebvre is not attempting here to describe new conceptions of space, merely a method 

for understanding existing spatial notions. According to him, a symbolic reading of 

space cannot achieve meaning. Meaning is inseparable from lived experience.

His example of the reading of the space of a Romanesque church confirms this. He 

asserts, “This space was produced before being read; [it was not] produced in order to 

be read and grasped, but rather in order to be lived by people with bodies and lives in 

their own particular urban context.”130 The reading of a Romanesque church cannot 

predict the spaces of Gothic churches or the growth of the towns surrounding them for, 

according to Lefebvre, the reading of space comes last in the genesis of that space.131
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Given all these failings of the metaphor of the body, the metaphorical model of the 

connection between the body and space is now sufficiently slanted to necessitate its re

casting as a sixth category. This will be referred to as the demiurgomorphic model.

2.7.2 Establishing the Demiurgomorphic Body

It will be demonstrated that the demiurgomorphic model of the body displays two 

distinct characteristics: firstly, it recognizes the multitude of bodies available and 

therefore declares that the body’s form is indeterminate and in a constant state of 

change; secondly, it decrees that creation comes from within, through a process of 

constitution that comes from within the body via its movement, rather than from above 

via an act of reflection.

The demiurgomorphic model of the body is derived from the legend of Demiurgos. It 

will be shown that the characteristics of Demiurgos can be applied to describe the 

process of understanding architecture. This is a process that is not simply metaphorical, 

but a direct application of the two principles of indeterminate form and non-reflective 

constitution introduced above. By way of example, the architects, Isozaki and Asada, 

in order to promote their particular brand of architecture, also take into consideration 

this legend. They reconfigure the theo-anthropomorphic metaphor of the body based on 

God through a recollection of the story of Demiurgos - the other of God.

The myth of Demiurgos also has a foundation in theological principles. The Christian 

Gospels as espoused by Paul depicted two bodies. Firstly, the body was human 

physical-life in the world. This was the site of temptation since it was separated from 

God. This was known as “the flesh.”132 Secondly, the body was also a metaphor for
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the living organism that was the body of Christ. This dual body was then developed 

into a unified body that became the spiritual body, that was neither purely spirit nor 

purely physical.133

According to the Gnostics, God’s creation must be perfect. However, the material 

world was seen to be imperfect.134 In the second century, Valentinus developed a 

system that explained this paradox. He depicted God as the supreme, perfect being.135 

Demiurgos is then used to explain the evil in the world. It is said to have been created 

from the union of Sophia, who was banished from the spiritual realm, and the monster 

Hokmah, whom she mistakenly also created. The ‘Demiurge’ that resulted was the 

ignorant, incompetent craftsman who then created the material world.136 Evil resulted 

from its incompetent design of the created world. Because of its otherness, however, its 

plan is not perfect. Demiurgos is neither a god nor a human being. It neither takes on 

the form of a transcendent being like God, nor is it, like humans, cast into the human 

body-as-receptacle.

If the world as created by Demiurgos is the result of incompetence and imperfect forms, 

it might then be suggested that that ignorance and imperfection might be the desire of 

demiurgomorphic architecture. Thus architecture could then be seen to display the 

negative properties of indeterminateness and non-reflection. It could be argued that 

ignorance in design could be achieved by taking the form-giving ability away from the 

architect and transferring it to the unconscious actions of the users of a building. In this 

way, architecture would display a property of being created from within, rather than 

from an act of reflection, thus satisfying the second characteristic of demiurgomorphics. 

Likewise in order to achieve imperfection, the form of a building cannot be prescribed
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as a definite property. In this way architecture could be seen to possess the first 

property of demiurgomorphics; that of indeterminate form.

Isozaki and Asada recall that according to Plato’s Timaeus, Demiurgos had the task of 

creating everything to God’s plan. However, because of the imperfect nature of his 

design, Demiurgos causes “anti-construction or collision.”137 The Demiurgomorphic 

form is constantly changing; “Being both amorphic and allomorphic he (sic) now and 

then is felt in his uncanniness and peculiarity; but this monstrosity only represents a 

slight shift from the beginning, the point when the human figure was chosen to be the 

measure of aesthetic equilibrium.”138 The result is a body that is not clearly 

delineated.139

Once the boundary of the body is destabilized, it becomes difficult to locate; collisions, 

crossings and connections become harder to determine. Isozaki and Asada believe this 

notion of indeterminacy can be translated into architecture. They describe the 

development of the artificial Japanese Island of Haishi as an example of 

demiurgomorphic design. The island was designed in such a way that it acts as a 

simulation of its interactive information network. This network is in constant 

transformation, therefore the island continually transforms itself and its coastline. 

Isozaki and Asada claim that “The project’s nonfigurative frame keeps its boundary 

always blurred and open-ended.” 140 Its coastline constantly alters, as its internal needs 

change.

The first characteristic of the demiurgomorphic body, then, is the indeterminacy of the 

body. The result of accepting a destabilized model for the body might be the concept of
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a formless body and hence a formless architecture. Peter Eisenman has discussed the 

formless in relation to the writings of Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois. They 

present four conditions of the formless: horizontallity; pulsation; materialism; and 

entropy. He believes it is possible to apply these four conditions to architecture. 

Firstly, ‘horizontallity’ refers to a reaction to the vertical nature of architecture that 

emphasizes its structural transference of forces down to the ground. Secondly, 

‘pulsation’ implies a constant and regular change of condition. Thirdly, ‘materialism’ 

refers to the ability for the formless to exist only in its operation. This means that the 

way a building is used determines its identity; the idea of the building exists simply as 

the experience of what it is to be in contact with it. Lastly, ‘entropy’ challenges the 

values of materiality and scale in a building.

Eisenman believes the work of Alejandro Zaera Polo clearly depicts these four 

characteristics in his buildings.141 The particular project Eisenman refers to is Zaera 

Polo’s entry into the Yokohama International Port Terminal competition, in which his 

design office attempted to integrate the activities of public space, civic leisure, 

waterfront and ferry terminals (Figs. 11, 12). Zaera-Polo identifies this building with 

the demiurgomorphic principles of Isozaki and Asada. He reveals two states of activity 

at the port, that of the tourist and that of the worker. His entry was based on turning 

circulation patterns into built form. By doing this, he attempts to transform the 

Yokohama Pier into an “interface” that instead of signifying a border enables a gradual 

change between the two states of tourist and worker, hence establishing his idea of the 

“no return pier.”142 Circulation is linked via loops rather than the traditional linear port 

form, this is achieved by placing public activities at the end of the pier and port 

activities at the base, forcing a interaction of visitor and citizen traffic.143 There are no
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columns, structure is “not determined by coded elements but appears as singularities 

within a material continuum.”144

Eisenman suggests the building is formless since it can be argued that it satisfies all 

four of his criteria: firstly, it exemplifies horizontallity in that its structure minimizes 

any use of vertical columns; secondly, it shows elements of pulsation as its form is not 

fixed; thirdly, it demonstrates materialism in that the operation of the building 

determines its form; and lastly it exhibits entropy in that (according to Eisenman) it has 

no sense of scale. Whether these four categories are an accurate definition of formless 

architecture is not important. However the point is that the form of the building is 

indeterminable and therefore satisfies the first principle of the demiurgomorphic.

This project of Zaera Polo’s can also be used to describe the second principle of the 

demiurgomorphic body: that a process constitutes it that comes from within rather than 

from an act of reflection. It is not unusual for an architect to draw a diagram of 

circulation patterns in designing a project; however Zaera Polo’s architectural firm 

extended this idea and attempted to turn the movement of bodies across a site into a 

three-dimensional object (Fig. 13). They used a model whereby, “By associating every 

line with a plane, every bifurcation with a cut in the surface, [they] transformed the 

original two-dimensional diagram into a three-dimensional topography that could 

support the required program.”145

However, in response to Eisenman’s suggestion of formlessness, Zaera Polo claims that 

his own work is, in fact, formful, but in a very different sense to that advocated by 

writers such as Roger Scruton and the like, who fall under Eisenman’s definition of
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formfulness.146 Zaera Polo believes the project is demiurgomorphic, in terms of Isozaki 

and Asada’s explanation of the model. He proposes “a way of claiming formfulness or 

absolute formal determination of the body by referring it to a number of decisions made 

throughout the process of construction of that form, rather than to an external 

model.”147 His definition of the notion of formful architecture differs from that of 

Eisenman in that he believes his formful architecture is a result of decisions made 

within the project. Just as Zaera-Polo rejects the notion of external models of the body 

it will be demonstrated later that Merleau-Ponty rejects the reflective notion that 

implies a structure from above. It is a distinct possibility that art might be produced not 

by the hand of the master artist but, as is suggested by Zaera Polo’s project, by the 

participation of the bodies that inhabit it. Sola-Morales believes that “this leads to the 

idea that space is not constructed by one body but by the interaction of bodies.”148 He 

then asks, “How would architecture respond to this?” answering his own question by 

suggesting, “First, it would be an architecture that favoured ritual.”149 The architecture 

that resulted would be an architecture that allowed for the ritual movement of bodies. 

These moveable and changeable bodies could then mould the meaning, appearance and 

operation of the built form.

Here, Sola-Morales intimates the possibility of an architecture that is based on the 

movement of indeterminate bodies. Enrique Norton takes up this point. He believed 

the Anybody Conference presented “a new understanding of space that is related to flux 

conditions of movement, rather than simple physicality.”150 In terms of producing 

architecture from this new understanding, Norton believes there are two possibilities. 

Firstly, the architect creates a new architecture through an “almost literal formalization 

of these fluxes and movements” such as exemplified in the work of Zaera Polo.151
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Fig.l 1 Sectional Perspective, Yokohama International Port Terminal Competition. 
Alejandro Zaera Polo, 1994.

Fig. 12 Exterior Perspective, Yokohama International Port Terminal Competition.

Fig. 13 Wireframe diagram of circulation patterns, top view, Yokohama International 
Port Terminal Competition.
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Secondly, the architect offers solutions that “interact and relate with these conditions of 

energy and flux” to produce new forms that “repropose the relationship of figure and 

ground,” such as is exhibited in the work of Isozaki and Eisenman. 152 The model of 

the demiurgomorphic body, as it is proposed here, encompasses both the characteristic 

of achieving non-reflectance and also the quality of indeterminateness. By reflecting 

internal movements it achieves non-reflectance, and by also reproposing the 

relationship of the figure and ground into something less definable, it approaches the 

quality of indeterminateness.

While these notions of a demiurgomorphic body can be translated into architecture, the 

moves made thus far do not yet constitute a model that moves beyond the metaphoric; a 

comparison needs to be made that is not simply an analogy. For this to occur, as 

Glenda Kapstein points out, the distinction between the body and space needs to be 

investigated. Kapstein postulates, “What signifies the intrusion of the body into 

architecture is the question of whether body and space are the same.”153 If they are the 

same, if connection is total, than any comparison whether by metaphor or other means 

becomes void. Kapstein claims, in agreement with Grosz, that “the ideal of the virtual 

requires an idea of the real.”154

However, Grosz uses the term to imply that a combination of the virtual and the real is 

associated with the composition of cyberspace.155 While cyberspace and its 

relationship with virtual reality is an area of discussion that lies beyond the scope of 

this thesis it is important to note the possibilities of architecture within the realm of 

cyberspace. Grosz believes cyberspace offers architecture two things:
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The idea of a disembodied, non material, or transcendental notion of design 
disembodied from matter; and the idea of a simulation, reproduction, 
enhancement, or augmentation of the senses and materiality.156

This latter notion of augmentation can be related to the model of the prosthetic body.

However, the notion of a transcendental body is of interest to the conception of a

demiurgomorphic model of a body that is constituted by an internal relationship

between the body and space. Grosz’s notions of transcendence remains neglected in the

demiurgomorphic model presented so far. The question of the relationship between

bodies and space has not yet been answered. The demiurgomorphic notions of the

movement of the body and a model of the body that is not the product of reflection are

also the subjects of Merleau-Ponty’s investigation of the body. Additionally, the

notions of ‘the real’, ‘non-materiality’ and ‘transcendence’ raised by Grosz are concepts

that Merleau-Ponty deals with specifically. Hence, the next chapter presents Merleau-

Ponty’s conception of the body as something different from an object. This relates to

the notion of non-materiality. Likewise, his concept of the flesh deals with questions of

transcendence. Additionally, it is demonstrated in the following chapters that the issue

of reality becomes an irrelevant point under the phenomenological principle of

reduction and the ‘paradox of faith’. The challenge then for a demiurgomorphic model

would be to propose an architecture that satisfies both of Norton’s possibilities; that

formalizes the flux of internal movements and also reconfigures the built form in a way

that leaves it in state of indeterminacy. This model would also have to provide for a

simultaneous relationship of connection, crossing and collision between the body and

space.
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2.8 Conclusion: The Body and Architecture

While each of the proceeding six architectural models acknowledge a role for the body 

within architecture, each still tends to focus on the body as a physical object. Yet, the 

body is more than simply a measuring device, physical object, metaphor, signifying 

medium, prosthetic or an even ever-changing, formless demiurgomorphic model. 

Writings within the fields of philosophy and sociology have raised some very different 

concepts of the body. These writings often see the body as an active but incomplete 

entity. As some of the previous models have intimated, the body is an entity that 

actively participates in perceiving its world but also crosses the boundary and is 

involved in the production of that world. Additionally, it is also affected by events and 

conditions of its environment and therefore, it is produced, or at least altered, by its 

world. Space is then seen to cross the boundary between it and the body and alter the 

composition of that body. The notion that the body somehow participates directly in 

determining how space is perceived is an important one for architecture. Likewise the 

notion that the body is incomplete, able to be changed, reconfigured and inscribed by its 

environment suggests that a two-way relationship may flow between the body and 

space.

In fact it is through the body - and perhaps only through the body, with all its 

reconfigured senses - that space is conceived and perceived. Chapter One explained 

how the concept of space had been extended by the role of perception in creating space. 

If the perceiver creates spaces, then architects do not create spaces, instead they create 

the framework for spaces - the possibility of space. Under this arrangement, the 

architect defines the boundary. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Three, Merleau- 

Ponty attributes perception to the body, clearly suggesting a greater connection between
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the body and space than is traditionally recognized in architecture. The question might 

be raised as to the possibility of determining spaces that have features that have little 

reference to the human body. Casey uses the example of a snow-bound glade 

inaccessible to humans or a fully automated Lighthouse.157 The counter to this 

argument suggests that these spaces cannot be conceptualized without tacitly imagining 

a body there. It will be suggested in later chapters that architecture cannot exist without 

an inhabitant; without a body to inhabit it.

The six architectural models of the body investigated thus far all fail to acknowledge 

this two-way relationship. A seventh notion, the phenomenological model of the body, 

appears to offer a bridge between the body and space. Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the 

flesh creates not a boundary between space and the body, but a bridge, a bridge that can 

be crossed by either notion. This thesis is now placed at a point in the discussion where 

as Perez Gomez states, we begin to accept the “irreducible and silent presence of the 

body [as our] transhistorical ground.”158 It is clear that this thesis must venture outside 

the realm of architecture in order to uncover a theory of the body that actively engages 

concepts of space. While there are numerous sociological and philosophical notions of 

the body, it is not within the scope of this thesis to produce an all-encompassing history 

of the theories of the body. There are, however, some significant steps to be taken in 

order to re-cast the body in terms of its relationship to space. Various investigations 

into the realms of philosophy and sociology have revealed that phenomenology’s 

particular insight into both the body and space provides key concepts that may be of use 

to the understanding of architecture. Chapter Three therefore investigates some of the 

concepts to be found within phenomenology in an attempt to glean out some of the key 

notions that may contribute to the understanding of the body, space and architecture.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF MERLEAU-PONTY

It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances. 
The true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.

Oscar Wilde '
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3.0 An Introduction to Phenomenology

Given that architectural literature has proven to be deficient in providing an adequate 

explanation of the relationship between the body and space, there is a need to turn to 

other disciplines for a further exploration of this relationship. As noted in the 

introduction, there are many contemporary theorists outside architecture that have 

demonstrated particular attitudes concerning the body.2 However, it is of greater use for 

the current analysis to investigate the writings of a single theorist, the phenomenologist 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty. It has been suggested in previous chapters that a bridge 

between space and the body is missing. The philosophy of phenomenology in general, 

and the writings of Merleau-Ponty in particular, appear to be keys to understanding 

what such a connection might mean for Architecture.

Merleau-Ponty was particularly interested in marrying Edmund Husserl’s notion of 

‘the natural attitude’, which presumes that a world exists independently of us, with 

idealism, the proposition that the constructs of the mind are all that we can know. 

Before Merleau-Ponty is discussed, however, a brief general introduction to 

phenomenology is necessary. The aim of this chapter is to discuss the spatial and 

corporeal ideas that Merleau-Ponty holds in a manner that displays their architectural 

possibilities. It is then intended that the following chapters will elucidate the 

architectural implications of these phenomenological notions.

Merleau-Ponty stands out from other phenomenologists because of his treatment of the 

body. Four particular principles of phenomenology - description, relation, essence and 

intentionality - are all given different meaning under Merleau-Ponty’s examination. In 

exploring the work of Merleau-Ponty, this chapter neither attempts to bring any new
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light to the work, nor offers a substantial critique - Merleau-Ponty simply provides a 

clue as to how the body and space might relate in a mutually constructive manner. He 

introduces several key ideas that that seem to indicate a bridge between the body and 

space, and that in doing so, also re-cast both the body and space. Chapter Five 

examines how the re-cast body and space might be applicable to our understanding of 

architecture.

While Merleau-Ponty published several books and articles, his key ideas concerning the 

body are found in two particular volumes. In The Phenomenology of Perception it is 

his concept of the body as subject that gives particular insight into the body-space 

relationship.3 He describes the body as a ‘meaning-giving-existence’. It will be 

demonstrated later that this idea is intrinsic to the understanding of the body-space 

relationship. In The Visible and the Invisible it is his expansion of the concept of the 

‘body as subject’ with his notions of ‘the flesh’ and ‘intertwining’ that is of particular 

interest.4 In both these books Merleau-Ponty demonstrates how the body is at once 

among things in the world, yet it is also distinguishable from the things - a property 

none of the six architectural models of the body investigated thus far have been able to 

display. Merleau-Ponty, in contrast, presents three different models of the body: the 

body as ‘meaning-giving-existence’; ‘the body as distinct from things’; and ‘the body as 

flesh’.

Merleau-Ponty approaches the phenomenological project in an indirect manner. This is 

partly due to the preconscious nature of his principle of the body as subject. One of his 

indirect approaches is through an examination of traditional psychology and its 

associated studies of abnormal behaviors. He undertakes this task in order to bring new

126



understanding to the nature of the subject. It is the fact that Merleau-Ponty’s particular 

brand of phenomenology ascribes meaning to the body that is of most value to this 

thesis. It is revealed later that Merleau-Ponty cites three particular cases where the 

body is seen as a meaning-giving-existence: these cases are labelled ‘oriented space’, 

‘sexuality’ and ‘the senses’.

In many ways it could be claimed that Phenomenology is a method rather than a 

philosophy. Stewart claims it is a way of reopening the basic philosophical issues that 

deal with the foundational questions of human endeavour.1 2 3 4 5 If this is so, then it is a 

method for discovering meaning through essences. If space is the essential element of 

architecture, as Collins claimed, then, it might be argued, phenomenology is the logical 

method for finding meaning in architecture.6 According to Merleau-Ponty our bodies 

perceive the meaning of the world. It follows that, if architecture is part of the world, 

then its meaning is perceived through a phenomenological reading of architecture; that 

through the medium of the body, phenomenology reduces architecture to the essence of 

its spatial meaning.

Yet there is no single agreed upon definition of phenomenology. Even amongst its key 

contributors it is a philosophy that has been used in a wide variety of ways. Indeed, 

Pierre Thevenaz has claimed that Phenomenology has been variously described as:

1. an objective inquiry into the logic of essences and meanings;
2. a theory of abstraction;
3. a deep psychological description or analysis of consciousness;
4. a speculation on the transcendental ego;
5. a method for approaching concretely lived existence; and
6. a theory that blends purely and simply with existentialism.7
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In part, all of these notions could be considered accurate. One way into 

phenomenology might be to look to the ideas of the German philosopher who is 

credited with founding phenomenology as it is known today, Edmund Husserl and then 

to progress through to the writings of Martin Heidegger and John Paul Sartre.8 For 

reference purposes, a brief summary of each of these is located in the appendix. This 

involves an examination of the phenomenological writings of Husserl, and on a more 

introductory level, the ideas of Heidegger and Sartre that have particular relevance to 

the spatial and corporeal ideas of Merleau-Ponty. However in order to restrict its length 

and scope, this thesis now proceeds directly to the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty.

3.1 The Phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty

It is from the phenomenological background of Husserl, Heidegger and Sartre that 

Merleau-Ponty developed his own philosophy. His phenomenology is an extension of 

the ideas of Husserl, Heidegger and Sartre in a number of ways. It is both a philosophy 

of essences, derived from Husserl, and a philosophy of existences, derived from 

Heidegger.9 Additionally, it is a philosophy that recognizes Sartre’s notions of being 

and nothingness, but in a way in which the terms cease to be unreachable absolute 

concepts. Accordingly, it is the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty that is of most value 

to this thesis, since, of all the phenomenologists, it is Merleau-Ponty who provides the 

firmest connection between the body and space.10

According to Merleau-Ponty, “Phenomenology is the study of essences and according 

to it, all problems amount to finding definitions of essences.”11 He adds, however that:
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[...] phenomenology is also a philosophy which puts essences back into 
existence, and does not expect to arrive at an understanding of man and the world 
from any starting point other than that of their ‘facticity.’[...] it is also a 
philosophy for which the world is ‘already there’ before reflection begins [...].12

Merleau-Ponty was a writer whose thoughts refuse simple explanation or elucidation. 

His work is deliberately ambiguous, avoiding systemization. He claims that 

“Philosophy is the enemy of the system.”13 As Kwant points out, “One who attempts to 

present a systematic survey of Merleau-Ponty’s ideas regarding the body-subject would 

merely succeed in making it obvious that he does not understand his philosophy.”14 

Merleau-Ponty’s method is of a groping character; it does not seek to absolutely explain 

its purpose since “there is no thought which encompasses our entire thought.”15 It is 

therefore with some trepidation then that an attempt is made to bring forth several of 

Merleau-Ponty’s concepts that are relevant to the current project without exposing them 

to a debilitating systemization.

The description of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is divided into four sub-sections. 

The first sub-section introduces some of Merleau-Ponty’s significant ideas concerning 

phenomenology in general. The key concepts introduced here are: his treatment of 

description, reduction, essence, and intentionality; his rejection of Empiricism and 

Idealism; his reworking of reflection and meaning; and the concept of the paradox of 

faith. As stated, one of the aims of this thesis is to demonstrate the particular 

relationship space has with the body. Therefore, following this introductory section the 

three descriptors of the body that are particularly the conception of Merleau-Ponty each 

have a section devoted to them. As noted, these conceptions are ‘the body as meaning

giving-existence’; ‘the body as distinct from things’; and ‘the body as flesh’.
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3.2 Introductory Concepts of Merleau-Ponty

Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception introduces several notions that link the 

body to space. Merleau-Ponty believed that “The task of phenomenology is to reveal 

the mystery of the world and the mystery of reason.”16 Christopher Macann claims that 

Merleau-Ponty deals with four areas of the phenomenological project - description, 

reduction, essence, and intentionality - in a distinct manner.

Firstly, Merleau-Ponty deals with the question of ‘description’. For him, reality cannot 

be taken for granted; in order to reach the foundation of knowledge, one must return to 

the world that precedes knowledge. He believes that “the world is not in man, but man 

is in the world.” Merleau-Ponty opposes Sartre in claiming that we are never in 

nothingness. Transcendence is achieved in the world, not, as Sartre would have it, in 

consciousness, or, as Heidegger would have it, in being. The world is already there for

Merleau-Ponty; it is neither an idealistic return to consciousness nor a reflexive return

• . 18 to an mtenor source.

Secondly, Merleau-Ponty deals with the phenomenological reduction. He claims that it 

is through reduction that we become aware of the world and other subjects. The 

reduction is existential rather than transcendental. While Sartre claims that 

consciousness is freedom, for Merleau-Ponty freedom is not located inside the subject, 

on their side of being, but in front of them, in the things.19 According to Husserl, our 

current conceptions are not the original forms of knowing. Through the process of 

reduction he sought to reach the foundation of existence in a conscious manner. In 

opposition to this, Merleau-Ponty believed that our conscious life is founded on a 

preconscious existence. It can only be understood if reduced to the preconscious. The
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body-subject as the provider of meaning is this preconscious existence. This idea will 

be expanded on further in sub-section 3.3. Merleau-Ponty makes the being-in-the- 

world of Heidegger the goal of the Husserlian reduction. He demonstrates that what 

consciousness intends and recovers is the world of which it is a part and out of which 

all reflection and all undertakings come. This is not an external world but the 

existential relationship of humankind to the world.

Thirdly, Merleau-Ponty deals with the notion of essences. He asserts that while many 

critics, such as Jean Wahl, claimed that Husserl separated essences from existence, in 

fact the separated essences are those of language.20 It is the expression of experience in 

language that renders possible the separation of essences from the experiences in which 

they are originally located. Further, transcendental reflection effects a second 

separation by creating ideal meanings from the conceptual essences separated by 

language. Macann claims that:

In this way essences can be reinserted into the original experience. Idealization 
offers us the lee-way to extract essences from existence but only in order that 
they should eventually be re-located in the very element from which they were 
originally abstracted.21

Additionally, Merleau-Ponty uses language to argue against Cartesian dualism. 

Merleau-Ponty claims that language is not simply a bodily expression of a separate 

entity, the mind. Language is, in fact, inherent to the very possibility of thought. 

Without words or concepts arranged into a language, thought cannot exist. It is not 

possible to think without recourse to a type of language to organize those thoughts. 

Without language, people would simply be unaware of their own thoughts. In this way 

it could be argued that, through discovering or deciphering language within
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architecture, it might then be possible to define architecture’s essence and therefore its 

meaning.

Lastly Merleau-Ponty deals with the question of intentionality. He recalls Husserl’s 

distinction of two types of intentionality. He calls these ‘act intentionality’ and 

‘operative intentionality’. Act intentionality deals with judgements and with any 

investigation of experience that assumes an already constructed world as the point of 

departure for its analysis. Operative intentionality is the intentionality through which 

the world is brought into existence. It does not merely capture the original meaning of 

experience but becomes the source of thought and knowledge and the focus of feeling 

and desire. Here, Merleau-Ponty is siding somewhat with Heidegger's ontological view 

of phenomenology, yet he wants to maintain the ideas of reflection, subjectivity, 

consciousness and meaning.

Another of Merleau-Ponty’s key phenomenological moves is his rejection of 

Empiricism and Idealism. He rejects both since they “falsify the motivational relations 

existing between the external and internal worlds, and make this relationship 

unintelligible.”22 Idealism does this by making the external world immanent in the 

subject; Realism does it by exposing the subject to causal action. At the same time, 

Merleau-Ponty wants to reconcile the contradictions between Empiricism and 

Intellectualism.23 As a counter to the assertions of both these ideologies, he proposes 

the idea of a transcendence that brings together the two seemingly opposite doctrines. 

Things are transcendent for Merleau-Ponty to the extent that they are not in my 

possession and I assert their existence without ever knowing what they actually are.24
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While phenomenology opposes systemization, it does pose a number of distinct 

assertions. According to Merleau-Ponty, meaning is not absolute but constituted. 

Meaning is discovered in the dialogue of the body and the world; meaning is not given 

to us, we seek it out. Merleau-Ponty’s meaning is neither the product of Realism or of 

Intellectualism. Realism depicts meaning as something absolute, outside of us. 

Intellectualism sees it as a projection of ideas that lie within us waiting to be uncovered 

by reflection. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology has no place for a given meaning that 

leads nowhere.

The paradox of faith - by which one can never prove that what one purports to see 

actually exists - acts in this way. Merleau-Ponty explains that we live in a kind of 

‘perceptual faith.’ He believes that what St. Augustine said of time, also applies to the 

world, namely that it “is perfectly familiar to each, but [...] none of us can explain it to 

the others.” Because we can never be outside our body, there is no way in which we 

can prove the existence of anything we perceive. We must simply accept that the world 

is what we see. At the same time we must still learn how to see it. The perceptual 

faith, due to its nature as a faith, is beyond proof. It is the “greatest degree of belief that 

our vision goes to the things themselves.”26 The perceptual presence of the world is our 

experience of inhabiting the world with our body, prior to all opinion. There is no 

difference between the “assurance of seeing and the assurance of seeing the true, 

because in principle they are the one and the same thing - faith.”27

Merleau-Ponty also explains that the perceptual faith is a paradox. We have access to 

the things themselves through the intermediary of the body. The body therefore opens 

us to the world, yet this can only occur if we are sealed up in the succession of our own

133



• 28private events. Merleau-Ponty questions the idea that “I see with my eyes, things 

exterior to myself who sees them.”29 Instead, they become exterior only to my body, 

not to my thought. He states: “There is a sort of madness in vision, such that with it I 

go unto the world itself, and yet at the same time the parts of that world evidently do 

not coexist without me.” Perception cannot take place wholly within myself and yet 

an idea is not thought externally but internally. If this is so, the question of the location 

or existence of the thoughts of others is then raised. Merleau-Ponty’s answer to this 

question is that “We all reach the world, and the same world, and it belongs wholly to 

each of us without division or loss, because it is that which we think we perceive, the 

undivided object of all our thoughts.”31

Merleau-Ponty’s method is not really a method in itself; it is more a grasping at 

concepts to give an overall impression. Merleau-Ponty exhibits a desire to return to 

Husserl’s ‘things themselves.’ As Thevenaz explains:

Phenomenology is description, but it is more than that. It is radical searching 
for foundations, transcendentalism. It presents itself as method, and yet implies 
a complete view of the world. It is disclosure of phenomena, but at the same 
time it is a return to the self or to the subject. It aims at essences, and it ends up 
in existence. It puts in parentheses the factual and the psychological datum, and 
yet it finally restores the lived world.32

In The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty takes care to exclude the terms 

‘acts or states of consciousness’, ‘matter’ ‘form,’ or ‘image’ and in particular the 

term ‘perception.’ He excludes perception, as the process of reflection might 

define it, as the term “already implies a cutting up of what is lived into 

discontinuous acts, or a reference to ‘things’ whose status is not specified, or 

simply an opposition between the visible and the invisible.”33 Merleau-Ponty
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wants to describe the perceptual faith. In order to do this he is careful not to 

presuppose that he will find a definitive essence, in the sense of a scientific truth. 

For him essence is merely “an effort to comprehend oneself.”34

This definition does not prescribe the results of his investigation. It will be 

demonstrated that the concept of the flesh reconfigures the notion of perception, 

allowing for it to be reinserted in the world. Just as Husserl claims that phenomena 

are grasped in intuition prior to reflection, in order for reflection to be possible, a 

“naive frequenting of the world” is necessary.35 For Merleau-Ponty, the body 

provides this prior intuition of the world. He states, “I go with my whole self to 

meet a massive world; between it and myself there is neither any point of encounter 

nor point of reflection, since it is being and I am nothing.”36 Here, being and 

nothingness are not separable, they are the obverse and the reverse of each other.

By dealing with the four phenomenological questions of description, reduction, 

essence, and intentionality in the way he does, Merleau-Ponty can approach the 

question of the body in a number of different ways not considered by Husserl, 

Heidegger and Sartre, nor by the traditional architectural writers investigated thus 

far. As noted the body is implicated in space under three alternative models of the 

body that are based on Merleau-Ponty’s writings: the notion of body-as 

preconscious subject; the notion of the body as being distinct from things; and the 

notion of the flesh of the body.
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3.3 Merleau-Ponty and The Body-As-Subject

It is Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the body-as-subject that explains how the meaning 

of the world is achieved through the body. The body-as-subject is the unity rather 

than the union of bodily being and subjectivity.37 It is a victory over Cartesian 

dualism for, according to Merleau-Ponty, we can no longer stop at a choice of the 

“either or.” Thus, neither the body nor existence is the foundation of humankind. 

The body is both material and spiritual; it is not a meeting of opposites. Merleau- 

Ponty speaks of the body itself; it is not something inhabited by a spirit, but is itself 

existence, a subject itself. Merleau-Ponty has no argument with Descartes’ 

assertion that intentionality and significance cannot possibly be located in 

‘molecular edifices’ or ‘masses of cells’. He has no need to make this claim in 

order to refute the mind-body split. Instead he simply states:

[...] the body as a chemical structure or an agglomeration of tissues, is 
formed, by a process of impoverishment, from a primordial phenomenon of 
the body-for-us, the body of human experience or the perceived body, 
round which objective thought works, but without being called upon to 
postulate its completed analysis.39

Hence, the composition of the body or the question as to whether or not it is real is 

not Merleau-Ponty’s concern. He does, however, qualify his statement by stating, 

“Through phenomenological reflection I discover vision, not as a ‘thinking about 

seeing’, to use Descartes’ expression, but as a gaze at grips with a visible world, 

and that is why for me there can be another’s gaze [...].”40 In order to explain his 

concept of the body-as-subject Merleau-Ponty transforms the traditional concept of 

the subject. He marginalizes the importance of consciousness to subjectivity, 

claiming that human subjectivity is preconscious, coming before genuine self

knowledge. Merleau-Ponty instead places subjectivity at the centre of a dialectic
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relationship to the reality around it. In this way, the subject alters reality; reality is 

relocated to the subject’s own environment giving reality a meaning for the subject.

This is not a causal relationship for it is the very structure of the subject itself that 

gives reality its meaning. The subject is privileged in so far as everything else is 

the surrounding world. It is part of the relationship, but also its meaning-giving 

centre. In this way the body is a subject.41

Merleau-Ponty uses several examples to demonstrate that the body is a ‘meaning

giving-existence’; that it is through the body that the world is made meaningful for us. 

These examples draw on the cases of ‘oriented space,’ ‘sexuality,’ and ‘the senses’. 

Firstly, then, he cites the example of ‘oriented space’, stating that the concrete space in 

which we live is prior for us. While we may possess an abstract idea of endless space 

as the container of everything, this is a product of our thought. This thought is based on 

the concrete space in which we live. He claims, however, that:

[...] this lived space is already oriented. In this space things are for us far-away 
or close-by, high or low, right or left. This oriented space is a ‘space-for us,’ i.e. 
it extends around us. The orientation of this space apparently is not a datum 
existing independently of us42

In absolute space the subject is free of this orientation. In concrete existence there is no 

escape for the body-subject from the dimensions that binds it. Merleau-Ponty proposes 

that, “No matter, for instance, what I think, the floor is low for me and the ceiling 

high.”43 I can think I am sitting on a cloud but my body will literally always bring me 

down to earth. Even in the world of fantasy, our spatial fantasy is always constructed in 

relation to an oriented space. Similarly we could talk of the prosthetics of space, when 

one is driving a car and the car becomes an extension of the body. Yet while space
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might be different in terms of what is considered near or far, it is always altered from 

the standpoint of oriented space. Therefore, as a conscious subject I come to find this 

meaning and accept it. The meaning originates on a preconscious and ‘not-yet-free’ 

level. It is intrinsically connected with the body and its physical possibilities. Kwant 

supports this idea, suggesting:

We modify the meaning of space, always on the basis of the given meaning, by 
developing the body’s possibility of moving, for example, by enlarging the body 
through a bicycle or a car. The bicycle or the car is experienced as true 
prolongations of ourselves, as something of ourselves.44

Here the body gives meaning to space, since the body is the very possibility of moving. 

It is this possibility of moving the body, whether it is by walking or by car, which gives 

meaning to what is outside the body; hence, space becomes oriented by this action. By 

holding an intention to move into a particular space, the possible movement of the body 

creates that space. Further, the space must exist as a possible destination for the body 

before it can go there. According to Merleau-Ponty, natural space is not wholly 

independent of us but simply prior to consciousness and free choice. For him, natural 

space is the space of the preconscious body-subject. Since it is not given, but 

constituted preconsciously, it is therefore alterable. Similarly, oriented space is altered 

as the body grows, not because the space changes, but because the body which is its 

meaning-giving-existence changes.

As noted, the second way Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that the body is also meaning

giving-existence is in terms of ‘sexuality’. Sexual meaning is inseparably connected 

with our existence. It is not constituted contiguously, nor does it arise from freedom. 

Sexual meaning imposes itself on us, hence Wahl’s assertion that “The more a man

138



feels himself to be spirit the more, at the same time he feels himself to be body with its 

sexual character.”45 As Chapter Two suggested, sex, as the category that separates our 

bodies into two distinct bodies - the male and female body - has important spatial 

implications. Merleau-Ponty believes that intentionality exists within our body, which 

gives to reality a sexual meaning. As the body changes, for example during puberty, 

the sexual meaning of the world also changes. The body gives meaning to the sexual 

world at a preconscious level that we are always aware of, yet never able to concretely 

delineate.

The sexual instinct does not follow a predetermined path, but instead is in a constant 

state of questioning and situating itself in relation to the world.46 The T-body’ of 

Merleau-Ponty gives us our ‘original world’ — that which originally appears to us. It is 

a single mode of being and, simultaneously, two separate modes of being. In this way 

the one body gives us our conscious and preconscious worlds. We cannot have at the 

same time the thing and the consciousness of the thing. Merleau-Ponty claims that, “we 

never have at the same time the past and the consciousness of the past, and for the same 

reason: in an intuition by coincidence and fusion everything one gives to Being is taken 

from experience, everything one gives to experience is taken from Being.”47 Likewise, 

my hands, which touch, are also capable of being touched and seen. In this way they 

are said to touch and see the visible from within, “the world and I are within one 

another, and there is no anteriority of the percipere to the percipi, there is simultaneity 

or even retardation.” 48

The third way in which Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that the body is a giver of meaning 

is in terms of the ‘senses.’ Colours, sounds, odours and flavours do not exist outside of
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humankind, in reality itself. Merleau-Ponty suggests the tree is only green because a 

human sees it as green. The sensitive fields of meaning are given to us by the world, 

but a visual world, for example, exists for us only because we have a sense of sight. It 

is not a free or conscious choice. We do not choose for the tree to be green. The body 

is already in dialogue with the world and makes the world be meaning. The body 

connects the various fields of meaning. Flavours and odours are interconnected by the 

body in order to form a composite meaning of the world. We know the world by 

perceiving it through our senses. Perception is our original relationship to the world. 

Hence Merleau-Ponty’s declaration that “We should not ask whether we really perceive 

the world. We should say the world is what we perceive.”49 He claims that perception 

is a form of original experience; it provides a meaning rather than the meaning; it is a 

way for us to explain in a precise way the chaotic discourse of the world.50 In a similar 

manner it may well be said that we should not ask whether we really perceive space, we 

should say space is what we perceive. This suggestion is cross-examined further in 

Chapter Five.

Perception is a function that belongs to the body. It is not perception as it exists in 

consciousness, but preconsciously in the body-subject. However, if the body-subject is 

always preconscious, the question of its usefulness as a method of inquiry must be 

raised. If we can never penetrate into the preconscious world how can Merleau-Ponty’s 

concepts be of any use to the understanding of space? Merleau-Ponty approaches this 

dilemma in a unique fashion. He asserts that the preconscious world cannot be 

approached by either reflection or induction. The problem of reflection is obvious: one 

cannot consciously reflect on the preconscious. Similarly, an induction that proceeds 

from fact to law is an unsuitable method for examining the body-as-subject. As
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Merleau-Ponty points out, firstly, the whole inductive process is inherently flawed as it 

relies on ideas as a foundation for facts that lie outside those facts; and secondly, 

induction involves a causal relationship between factors.51 As has been shown, the 

body-as-subject and the world are constituted of a connected whole of meanings that 

are totally opposed to any causal connection.

Meaning, for Merleau-Ponty, is constituted in the body-world dialogue. It is a 

becoming rather than an absolute starting point. As Kwant announces, “This becoming, 

however, does not directly reveal itself to our consciousness and, on the other hand, it is 

of course, entirely inaccessible to external perception.”52 We witness the result of this 

dialogue in the form of colour and odour rather than the dialogue itself. We are not 

aware how it is we see colour, thus the foundation of our existence remains eternally 

hidden.

By the use of these three examples of orientation, sexuality and the senses, Merleau- 

Ponty has demonstrated a body that is the subject itself, at a preconscious level. For 

Merleau-Ponty, the reconstitution of reflection involves examining experience as a way 

to approach subject, object, existence and essence at the same time.53 According to 

him we are already a meaning-giving-existence on a level that is preconscious and not 

free. In opposition to Sartre’s idea that we are condemned to freedom, for Merleau- 

Ponty the only thing we are condemned to is meaning. In contrast to Nihilism, 

everything has meaning. Everything we experience is done so due to the fact that it has 

meaning for us preconsciously. We experience meaning through our body in a 

preconscious manner prior to consciously locating it with our senses. As Grosz reveals, 

as opposed to Sartre’s notions of a ‘being for itself’ and a ‘being in itself’, for Merleau-
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Ponty the subject is a ‘being to the world.’54 Our dialogue with the world results in the 

various fields of sensitivity and their interconnection, sexual meaning and the 

orientation of space. Beneath the conscious subject exists the preconscious subject. All 

forms of preconscious meaning are connected with the structure of the body. It is a 

dialogue where both parties are active. The body must situate itself in relation to what 

it wants to see, if meaning is to arise. It is not merely a reflex action, but a seeking out 

of the world. The body is therefore saturated with intentions. It is in a state of 

existence that is constantly questioning the world. Yet while the preconscious 

intentions belong to subjectivity, precisely because they are preconscious they also 

possess an anonymous existence.55 It is a subjectivity that understands the world in 

clearer manner than does the conscious subject, for the preconscious body has a direct 

dialogue with the world. Merleau-Ponty asserts it is a natural T, rather than a 

conscious T; hence, I can know myself only by knowing the world.56

3.4 Merleau-Ponty and The Body As Distinct From Things

Merleau-Ponty also explains how the body can be in the world with the things, as a 

connection, and also be separate from them, as a collision. Under Husserl, 

phenomenology was established as a counterpoint to psychologism. Rather than reject 

or ignore psychology, Merleau-Ponty makes use of the discoveries of psychology to 

support his argument. However, in using psychology, as the basis for his examples, 

Merleau-Ponty does not seek a return to psychologism; instead he uses the very 

arguments of psychology to destabilize the traditional views of the body and space. 

One of the main objections to traditional architectural approaches to the body, cited in 

Chapter Two, is that they treat the body as simply a physical object. While the body is 

undeniably part of physical space it is more than this. As Merleau-Ponty points out in
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Phenomenology of Perception traditional psychology can be used to distinguish the 

body from objects in four major ways.57

Firstly, a person can never escape their body, since they always perceive it. Merleau- 

Ponty asserts that “The presence and absence of external objects are only variations 

over which my body exercises power.” 58 Merleau-Ponty imagines a body that would 

cease to be conceived as an object of the world, but instead as the means of 

communication with the world.59

Secondly, the double sensation is used by Merleau-Ponty to illustrate the concept of the 

flesh - the right hand feeling and alternately being felt by the left. This is not a 

symmetrical reversibility, but a flickering, an intertwining, where only one hand feels at 

a time. The concept of the flesh is further explained in sub-section 3.5. The moment 

someone feels their right hand with their left, they cease to feel with the right hand. 

Here, the body itself is the means for recognizing the distinction between it and objects. 

Taking up Merleau-Ponty’s point here, if the body is not an object in the external 

world, yet continues to be united with it, some sort of spatial connection, as well as a 

collision, must exist. Merleau-Ponty claims that “the body catches itself from the 

outside engaged in a cognitive process [...] which is sufficient to distinguish it from 

objects [...].”60 As will be demonstrated later, this process whereby the flesh allows 

the body to be both sensible and sensibility, is particularly relevant to questions of the 

body and space.

Thirdly, when someone says that their foot hurts, they mean that they have a pain, that 

the foot “is constitutive of a pain infested space,” not that the foot is a source of pain as
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an external object such a nail might be.61 The body is thus the site of pain. The body 

possesses the pain; it is the reason for the pain, but not its source. It is proof of a source 

outside of the body. Pain is the evidence of a connection with the world.

Lastly, the body is different from things through the experience of movement. A person 

moves external objects with their body, however, the body itself is moved directly. The 

body is moved subconsciously and automatically in quite a different way to that of 

operating an object such as a motor vehicle. Further, conscious existence is always 

informed by preconscious subjectivity. The body is presupposed as the possibility of 

moving in order that the subject can make a conscious decision to move.

Additionally, Merleau-Ponty uses the example of psychological abnormalities in order 

to examine further the relationship of the body to the world. Disturbed existence is 

approached in order to highlight the normal dialectics between body and world. Kwant 

supports this approach, contending:

Because I am body I am open to the world, but am also able to close myself to 
the world. The body is my entry into the world, and all the ways in which the 
world is accessible to me are connected with the body. It is precisely the 
disturbances in the normal conditions which disclose the function of the body.62

Merleau-Ponty uses a number of disorders to illustrate the link between the body and 

space. These examples are fascinating in themselves, but more importantly they are 

useful in demonstrating the indefinite and changing nature of both the body and space. 

They are fascinating examples because of their unbelievable nature. We are so used to 

perceiving our bodies and the world in a certain way that we find it incredible that 

anyone could perceive it in any other way. Precisely because it is natural, because it
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originates from natural space, the space of the preconscious lays the foundation for our 

existence. Thus, we believe our normal experience of the body to be a factually given 

condition. Merleau-Ponty’s examples demonstrate that while the condition of our 

existence is natural, it has natural meaning only because the body has constituted it as 

such.

Merleau-Ponty cites the instance of the ‘phantom limb’ and its related disorder 

anosognosia. These disorders demonstrate how the body supplies the subject with what 

the latter assumes to be reality. It is what appears to the body that is important, rather 

than any absolute knowledge of truth, which, as the paradox of faith has explained, is 

not achievable. A phantom limb manifests itself where a patient has lost an arm or a 

leg yet continues to feel the absent limb. Anosognosia might be considered the 

counterpart to the phantom limb where the patient fails to recognize a bodily organ or 

appendage.

Merleau-Ponty argues that these disorders cannot be explained by either a psychological 

thesis that locates the problem in the mind, or by a physiological thesis that locates the 

problem in the physical body. In a physiological explanation “anosognosia is the 

absence of a fragment of representation, since the corresponding limb is there: the 

phantom limb is the presence of part of the representation of the body that should not be 

given, since the corresponding limb is not there.” In a psychological explanation the 

phantom limb becomes a memory, a positive judgement or a perception, while 

anosognosia becomes a bit of forgetfulness.64 Similarly, Merleau-Ponty claims that the 

simple psychological explanation is deficient in explaining the spatial repercussions of 

such disorders.
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In the first explanation the phantom limb is the actual presence of a representation, 

anosognosia the actual absence of a representation. In the second explanation the 

phantom limb is the representation of an actual presence, where as anosognosia is the 

representation of an actual absence.65 These disorders cannot be explained in terms of 

physiology, psychology or in terms of some spatial midpoint between absence or 

presence. One cannot be partially absent or partially present unless, as Merleau-Ponty 

points out, this is mediated by time.66 He argues that the body is the “vehicle of being 

in the world.”67 By this he means that the body is what constitutes the subject locating 

him or herself in the world; it is both the possibility of, and the medium for, possessing 

the world. Merleau-Ponty explains, “one can say of my body that it is not elsewhere, 

but one cannot say that it is here or now [,..].”68 Perception is always integrated with 

our practical engagement with the world. Action is always supplemented by perception 

in order that movement may occur. Here the subject for Merleau-Ponty is located in the 

body and understood by the action of time. It was demonstrated in Chapter One that 

space, conceived as void, began to be distinguished from matter in the writing of 

Simplicus.69 In these writings it was shown that Archytas is said to have asked if it 

would be possible at the end of the world to stretch out one’s hand or not.70 Elizabeth 

Grosz examines Merleau-Ponty’s use of the notion of the phantom limb to illustrate the 

body’s relationship with space. She suggests that in the case of a patient with a 

phantom limb: “The amputee avows two contradictory realities simultaneously: the 

reality of a living limb and the reality of its destruction.” 71 According to Grosz “these 

two limbs occupy the same space and time, one the ghostly double of the other’s 

absence.” She recalls Herbert Plugge’s explanation of an experiment that 

demonstrates the spatial ambiguity that the phantom limb highlights:
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The basic experiment required a mid-forearm amputee who has developed a 
differentiated and impressive phantom limb to bring the stump of his arm to 
within one or two centimetres of a wall, say of a room, at an angle of 90 degrees.

If one then unexpectedly asks the subject whether the phantom might have 
penetrated the wall, or whether it has become shorter in being compressed by the 
approach of the stump to the wall, or whether, pushed out of its original 
direction, it has been deflected or has disappeared [...] his first spontaneous [...] 
expression is one of perplexity.

This confusion is caused when the patient is asked to straighten the limb as if it were 

inside the wall. The patient becomes spatially disorientated in attempting to reconcile 

the realty of the wall’s physicality and the position in space of their phantom limb. The 

patient holds onto two realities, the sensational reality of the phantom limb and the 

perceptual and experiential reality of the stump. The phantom limb also demonstrates 

the subject’s desire for the complete body. The body is seen as a whole, not simply an 

amalgam of body parts. Grosz explains, “The phantom is an expression of nostalgia for 

the unity and wholeness of the body, [which is] its completion.”74

Merleau-Ponty also investigates the disorder of allocheiria. In allocheiria, sensations 

are referred to the wrong part of the body. This demonstrates that the body is more than 

an amalgam of points in space, for if it were so, then feelings of the right hand would 

not be able to be transferred directly from the left. A body image must exist that sees 

the right hand as an entity with a direct relation to the left. This involves more than 

isolated nerve endings. If the body image is configured by conditions other than 

biology, the possibility exists that space may have an influence in effecting and 

affecting the way our body image is created.

The way we perceive space may also influence the way we see our own bodies. As our 

perception of our body changes, so too does the meaning of space for us; a continual
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evolutionary cycle is established. Meaning is never a fixed given; it is constituted from 

the continuous dialogue between space and the body. According to Merleau-Ponty the 

body is the source of all meaning. To illustrate his point he cites the case of Schneider, 

a patient whom Merleau-Ponty believed was psychologically ‘constrained by the 

actual’. Schneider can only comprehend actual meaning, actual occupation and an 

actual schema of behavior. He cannot daydream or fantasize; he is incapable of being 

bored. According to Kwant this illustrates that both intellectual and perceptive life is 

supported by a fundamental possibility to move our existence in different directions; 

“our conscious life, as it actually is, is made possible by an ‘intentional arc’, which 

projects around us our past, future, our human milieu, our physical situation, or 

ideological situation, our moral situation.”76 As shall be demonstrated in Chapter Five, 

it is this intentionality of movement that makes space possible. Additionally, it is 

through the body that we possess concepts of the future, the past, even death - “the 

ambiguity of being-in-the-world is translated by that of the body, and this is understood 

through that of time.” The fact that our body moves through time gives time its 

meaning; death is meaningless without the body.

It is this intentionality that turns our life into a continuum rather than a discontinued 

series of arbitrary events. Merleau-Ponty claims that the body organizes its world. The 

world is not simply the creation of an intellectual interpretation; the body actively 

organizes its field of vision. The field does not arise from the causal relationship of the 

body and the world but as a result of the body’s ‘project’. The intentionality of the 

body gives us the world in interplay with the subject in the particular way the body 

organizes its perceptual field.78 The body is itself already a subject, an existence, an 

intercourse with the world. The body gives us a world that is the result of a constituted
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becoming; the structure of the world is dependent on the structure of the body. The 

body is infused with meaning. Unlike a thing, the body is not closed upon itself. The 

body is a location where something has to be done; it is constantly the possibility of 

meaning-giving-activity. In fact, it is only as this giver of meaning that it is really a 

body. As Kwant declares, “When its meaning-giving-activity ceases, the body is 

dead.”79

It is through the body that a natural world can exist. It is not a separate reality, an ‘in 

itself’. The natural world is the whole of meanings resulting from the dialogue between 

the body and world. The natural world is taken up by the conscious subject rather than 

constituted by it. There is only one existence. Kwant asserts that, under Merleau-
OA

Ponty, the body already exists or dwells in the world. The conscious dwelling in the 

world involves an appropriation of the preconscious, bodily dwelling in the world. The 

natural world is reached prior to consciousness. Merleau-Ponty has often been 

criticized for distinguishing between existence and the body.81 His critics argue that if 

humankind’s existence is reduced to the body how then can there be something outside 

of the body called existence? The confusion is due to the fact that Merleau-Ponty uses 

the term body in two ways.

Firstly, the body is an object. This is the body of common usage. The traditional 

Cartesian split of body and mind has conditioned us to think of this body as a separate 

entity of the body as a whole. However, according to Merleau-Ponty there is not a 

distinction between the body and another substance, but a difference between, firstly, a 

part of the body, the body as object, commonly referred to simply as the body, and 

secondly, the body as existence. There are not two bodies since the second definition
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encompasses the first. In the first sense the body is the result of meaning being 

inscribed. In the second, it is the place from which all meaning originates. The body is 

both the site of inscription of meaning and its writing.

It can be seen that Merleau-Ponty’s distinction of the body from the things has enabled 

the body not only to be the preconscious subject but also the determinant of what is 

considered reality, the provider of the natural world, the provider of meaning, and the 

organizer of the world. While the body is distinct from the things in these ways, thus 

forming a collision, it is also connected to them. As suggested earlier, the concept of 

the flesh also allows for the crossing of the body into space and space into the body.

3.5 Merleau-Ponty and The Body as Flesh

The idea of the body-subject as presented in The Phenomenology of Perception is 

expanded upon in Merleau-Ponty’s last work, The Visible and the Invisible. It is here 

that Merleau-Ponty introduces his concept of ‘the flesh’ and its intertwining. The 

concept of the flesh owes more to the later work of Husserl than to that of Heidegger or 

Sartre. As mentioned previously, Husserl’s phenomenology changed somewhat in his 

later years. According to Mark Crossly, for Merleau-Ponty this change was significant 

in three major ways. Firstly, Husserl began to speak of an ‘intermundane space’. 

This was in response to the problem of how one mind might know another. By sharing 

another’s vision space, both subjects could see the same table in the one world. 

Secondly, it then follows that a notion of a common world is established. If two 

different subjects have access to this intermundane space then both ‘self and ‘other’ 

must exist in a common world. Hence, we are our bodies, thoughts and emotions 

occurring in this common space. Thirdly, Husserl was forced to reassess the role of
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language. In doing so, he concluded that all subjectivity is inter-subjective. 

Consciousness can do nothing without its body and can only act upon others by acting 

on their bodies. Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh deals with all three of these 

issues and their relationship to the body. Before these issues can be explored, however, 

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh and its related principles of the visible and the 

invisible need to be explained. In addition, the flesh has repercussions in terms of 

issues of the conception of the body and the manner in which it perceives.

Merleau-Ponty questions what the referent is when we talk of the body: “is my body a 

thing or an idea? It is neither, being the measurement of the things.”83 This is not the 

same measure that is used to determine the height of chairs or the proportion of their 

legs in relation to a human’s. As discussed in Chapter Two, an absolute body cannot be 

determined. Recently, Sylviane Agacinski has also probed into the indeterminate 

nature of the body within space. She asserts, “One has to wait for Merleau-Ponty to 

find a philosopher who attempts to think the embodied subject and to write ‘I am my 

body’. With the Phenomenology of Perception, the relation to things ceases to be 

thought about in an intellectual way.”84 As demonstrated in Section 3.4, the body for 

Merleau-Ponty is clearly more than an object in space; he confirms this when he 

declares, “the body interposed is not itself a thing, an interstitial matter, a connective 

tissue, but a sensible-for-itself [...].”85 It will be shown that the concept of ‘the flesh’ 

brings new understanding to the conceptions of both the body and space. By way of 

example, Grosz’s feminist analysis of the body is used later to describe one possible 

application of ‘the flesh’.
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It is necessary first, though, to discuss what Merleau-Ponty means by ‘the flesh.’ His 

depiction of the flesh as neither mind nor body, but the reversibility or condition of 

possibility of both, is of particular use in examining the relations between the body and 

space. The flesh seems applicable to an understanding of the bridge between the body 

and space. Merleau-Ponty describes the flesh thus: “the flesh is not matter, nor is the 

visible (the things as well as my body) it is not a fact or a sum of facts. Nor is it a
o/:

representation for a mind, it is not substance.” He believes, “it is an element (earth, 

fire, water, air) midway between the spatio-temporal individual and the idea, a sort of
07

incarnate principle that brings a style of being wherever there is a fragment of being.” 

The flesh here is an element in that it is a foundation. It cannot be broken down into its 

constituent elements because it is an element itself; it is the building block of existence 

and the originator of meaning. Thus, Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that the flesh is the 

“formative medium of the object and the subject.”88

In Chapter Two the metaphor of the signifying body was discussed. Merleau-Ponty 

recognises the shortcomings of metaphors, stating that “to speak of leaves or layers is 

still to flatten and to juxtapose, under the reflective gaze, what co-exists in the living 

and upright body.”89 However, he reveals that if a metaphor had to be forced upon his 

model of the body, then it would be one where the body sentient and the body sensed 

were the reverse and obverse of each other. Grosz observes that the analogy fits the 

definition of a Mobius strip, the inverted three dimensional figure which is composed 

from “two segments of one sole circular course, which goes above from left to right and 

below from right to left, but which is one sole movement in its two phases.”90 The 

body has two sides, the sensible and the sentient, but each is intertwined in the other.
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Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the terms ‘the visible’ and the ‘invisible’ does not couch 

them as opposites. Instead they are presented as being dependent on each other for their 

existences. According to Lingus, to be invisible is to be “essence or signification, to 

exist in universality, in intemporal and aspatial ideality while to be visible is to

be “opaque quale, existing in the here and now, and in itself, without transcendence.”91 

Merleau-Ponty’s visible, like many of his concepts, is defined by what it is not: it is not 

an ‘assemblage of particulars’; ‘a wandering troop of sensations’; ‘a system constituted 

by ephemeral judgements; nor a ‘set of objects whose being is fixed in the norms for 

objectivity.’ The sensible is seen both to occupy space and time and also to preside 

over them. Being is visible, because the visible is “not in time and in space, but not 

outside them either.” It is not constituted as a set of relations created by the mind. 

The visible is more a landscape, ‘wild being’ or a field.94

As noted, the later work of Husserl influenced Merleau-Ponty to develop the notion of 

the flesh within three categories: intermundane space; the common world; and 

language. Firstly, Merleau-Ponty’s expands his own idea of the body-subject to allow 

for the incorporation of Husserl’s ‘intermundane space’. Merleau-Ponty argues that I 

see another’s green because we share the flesh. Further, perception occurs in the world 

rather than the mind. Hence, there is one green table that is seen by many subjects. 

Further, in line with Husserl’s notion of an intermundane space, we are both in fact 

situated in the flesh together with the object. The object is not kept at a distance from 

the subject; it comes from the same world. Similarly the subject is not an isolated 

identity simply taking in objects it comes into contact with. Both subject and object are 

symbiotically implicated in each other’s, and therefore their own, creation.95 Hence, the 

flesh is the element that allows the body to communicate with the world. Additionally
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Merleau-Ponty asserts, “The body unites us directly with the things through its own 

ontogenesis, by welding to one another the two outlines of which it is made, its two laps 

(sic): the sensible mass it is and the mass of the sensible wherein it is bom [...].”96 

Merleau-Ponty uses this example to suggest that it is the very existence of the flesh that 

makes this communication possible. Without the flesh, neither the body nor space have 

meaning; an observer can only perceive a space if they are themselves part of the same 

flesh as the world. Merleau-Ponty suggests that “he who sees cannot possess the visible 

unless he is possessed by it, unless he is of it.”97 Here the crossing between the body 

and space occurs again, as the location of the border between becomes exceedingly 

difficult to locate.

The second category, that of a common world, is closely aligned with the notion of 

intermundane space. According to Merleau-Ponty, we experience our own bodies 

through experiencing other’s bodies. Because we share the same flesh, our 

understanding of the meaning of our bodies is achieved in a moment of carnal 

reflexivity, by understanding the meaning of the other. According to Grosz:

Flesh is the term Merleau-Ponty uses to designate being, not as a plenitude, self
identity, or substance but as divergence or non-coincidence. Flesh is no longer 
associated with a privileged animate category of being, but is being’s most 
elementary level. Flesh is being’s reversibility, its capacity to fold in on itself 
[,..].98

When this sense of communication between the body and space is developed to an 

extent that the boundaries between the two become blurred, there may be particular 

consequences for architecture. This blurring is outlined in Merleau-Ponty’s concept of 

the intertwining. In Chapter Two it was demonstrated that even when traditional 

architectural approaches do recognize a link between the body and space the connection
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is always one-way. The body is considered either, to be an unchanging entity that is a 

simple transmitter of what it perceives of space, or it is translated via metaphor into the 

building in a simple caricatured manner. There is little consideration of the possible 

consequences of a dialogue between space and the body. Under Merleau-Ponty’s 

concept of the flesh, “a sort of dehiscence opens my body in two, and because between 

my body looked at and my body looking, my body touched and my body touching, there 

is an overlapping or encroachment, so that we must say that the things pass into us well 

as we into the things.”99 I do not fuse with the world; my body, my space, the invisible, 

the world and the visible are not indistinguishable from each other, but intertwined.

It is within the flesh that one can see the possibility of space reconfiguring the body. 

This leads to a common ground of understanding and intercorporeality where others’ 

spaces are seen to be possible, and yet the hands of another remain distinct to each of 

one’s own hands. According to Merleau-Ponty, just as my two hands are distinct and 

combine to form an image of the sensible, why cannot the hands of another combine 

with my own? The flesh enables this to occur. Therefore the flesh is not simply a 

means for reflection but a medium of communication. Merleau-Ponty notes:

[...] this individual green of the meadow under my eyes invades his vision 
without quitting my own, I recognize in my green his green [...] it is not I who 
sees, not he who sees, because an anonymous visibility inhabits both of us, a 
vision in general, in virtue of that primordial property that belongs to the flesh, 
being here and now, of radiating everywhere and forever, being an individual, of 
being also a dimension and a universal.100

We share the visibility via the flesh. The look and the body have a ‘thickness’ that 

separates us from the things, but it is this very ‘thickness’ - the flesh - that allows us to 

see the things. Merleau-Ponty states that in order to possess the visible we must be of 

it.101 We must be in the world as well as be the perceiver of it. The flesh allows this to
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occur. He describes flesh as the “means of communication” between the seer and the 

things. “ By making myself part of the world through my body and making the things, 

a part of the flesh, I can “go unto the heart of the things.”10j I can be both part of the 

world and separate from it.

Thirdly, as noted earlier, Merleau-Ponty also uses the notion of the flesh to develop 

Husserl’s later thoughts on language. According to Merleau-Ponty, “Language is 

everything since it is the voice of no-one, since it is the very voice of the things, the 

waves and the forests.”104 Hence, language is also composed of the flesh and only 

possible because of it. Without the common ground of the flesh, communication 

between the self and the other is not only impossible it is literally incomprehensible.105 

Merleau-Ponty points out that I do not see the other in their body, nor do I see them 

anywhere. In opposition to Sartre, he states, “It is not from a point in space that the 

other’s gaze emanates. The other is bom from my side”XQ>b The Nothingness of the 

other is not nothing as such, but the “reverse of being.”107 Hence, there are many 

beings and many nothingnesses. Each nothingness is discerned from another 

nothingness by the simple fact that I can never find in my situation, proof that there are 

other situations, for to do so would prove the opposite, that they are part of me. 

Merleau-Ponty comments, “To say that I am nothing (in the sense of identity) is to say 

(in the active sense) my body and my situation [...].”108 Hence, there can be multiple 

bodies and multiple situations.

Further, the other can not be experienced, nor can I prove their existence. I can, 

however, experience my “passivity within Being” because it includes “all the attributes 

which my nothingness is decked out within fact.” 109 Nothingness designates all that is
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inaccessible to me, yet within this nothingness, which is the reverse of my own being, I 

see the visible world and know that I am also of this visible world. I am the 

nothingness and the visible for the other. Merleau-Ponty further argues:

[...] my perception of the world feels it has an exterior; I feel at the surface of 
my visible being that my volubility dies away. That I become flesh, and that at 
the extremity of this inertia that was me there is something else, or rather an 
other who is not a thing.110

This comment implies that I can never inhabit the body of the other, nor understand 

what space is for them. Yet when I speak of my experience of the world, I assume I 

speak for all bodies. Merleau-Ponty explains that “the other can be for me, and hence 

can be only my being seen, the other is the incumbent zone of the not-mine which I am 

indeed obliged to mark out with dotted lines in being, since I feel myself seen 5,111 

He asserts that, by the very act of my circumscribing the being of the other, they 

become more than simply void. He believes that their being is ‘dotted out’ by me in a 

manner that can only occur in my universe. Neither of us are pure gazes upon pure 

being. Instead “his view and my own are in advance inserted into a system of partial 

perspectives, refereed to one same world in which we coexist and where our views 

intersect.” Additionally, language explains how the flesh also separates the thing 

from the subject. Merleau-Ponty explains, “The thing is constituted in my body’s 

grasping of it, it is not first a signification for an understanding but a structure

1 1 Taccessible to my body’s inspection.”

While language is part of the flesh, it is not the sole means for achieving meaning. The 

body learns to do things automatically because of its constant contact with the world. It 

types or rides a bicycle not by any linguistic understanding, but by actively engaging the
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world and understanding its meaning. In short, by living in the world. The concept of 

a lived body and a lived world are important to the understanding of Merleau-Ponty’s 

ideas about space. According to Grosz, “I have access to knowledge of my body only 

by living it.”114 While the body is the subject, it is not only that. It is both object and 

subject at the same time. Grosz contends that, for Merleau-Ponty, the body is never 

simply object or subject; the body is defined by its relations with objects and in turn 

defines these objects - the body bestows the objects with form and in turn receives its 

sensations from them.115

The flesh allows for a re-casting of the body. According to Merleau-Ponty the body 

develops an image of itself through its interaction with the world. It is this body image 

that enables the senses to be translated into each other. A ‘body-schema’ is developed 

which defines the body’s identity as a subject. In this way the body is fundamentally 

linked to representations of spatiality. Grosz believes that Merleau-Ponty’s point is that 

“We grasp the idea of external space only through certain relations we have to our body 

or corporeal schema.”116 The flesh reconfigures the traditional model of the body. By 

way of example, Grosz has applied the ideas of Merleau-Ponty in order to produce a 

feminist analysis of the body. She inverts of the concept of the body, displacing the 

traditional mind-centred model with one based on bodies and surfaces. Grosz’s six 

steps to her feminist analysis of the body are:

1. renouncing the mind/body dichotomy;
2. abandoning the association of corporeality with one sex;
3. refusing singular models of one type of body;
4. avoiding essentialist accounts of the body instead seeing the body as a 

cultural product, the site of inscription;
5. accounting for the inside and outside of the body; and
6. regarding the body as the threshold of binary pairs rather than one of them.117
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Hers is a definition that extends the body beyond the limits of physicality. Grosz 

strongly links notions of the body with space, citing such phenomena as phantom limbs 

and body images, discussed earlier, as well as the concept of mimicry, as being both 

spatial and corporeal notions. She states, “For the subject to take up a position as a 

subject it must be able to situated in the space occupied by its body.”118 This firmly 

anchors the subject in the body, and creates a point of reference from which the subject 

has perspective on space. Roger Caillois’ theory of mimicry is enlisted to further argue 

her case. Caillois relates the property of mimesis with distinctions between the subject 

and its environment.119 Grosz argues that “Mimicry is a consequence not of space but 

of the representation of and captivation by space.”120 Here the body becomes part of 

space. This application of mimicry is similar to the analogy proposed by Perez Oyarzun 

and discussed in Chapter Two. However, Grosz’s use of mimicry has no need of 

metaphor. It is the flesh, rather than any arbitrary comparison, that confirms that the 

distinction between the body and space becomes blurred to the extent that they each 

cross the border that exists between them. If a connection can be established between 

space and the body, it is then possible to consider the reverse, the idea that the body is 

configured by space. It is the role of the body in interpreting, configuring and being 

configured by space that is of particular interest here. It is this process of configuring 

and reconfiguring that gives space meaning.

The concept of the flesh also reconfigures the act of perception. According to Merleau- 

Ponty, the mind is not separable from the body. Perception consists of both 

understanding meaning and comprehending sensation. The body is both phenomenal 

and objective body at the same time, occupying both sides of the dualities of 

sentient/sensible and for itself/in itself. The body both sees and is able to be seen; it is
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sentient and sensible. A dialogue occurs within the flesh, where, as Merleau-Ponty 

points out, the painter sees the tree but the tree also sees the painter. The world is as 

much a creator of the subject as the subject is the creator of the world. It follows, 

therefore, within a body-space dialogue, that space and the body are each alternately the 

creator and the created.

Merleau-Ponty allocates attributes of the subject to the objective world. He argues that 

vision, for example, comes from the outside and makes itself in us. He claims that the 

visible is separate from, yet as close to, the viewer as is possible. In this way the visible 

imposes the subject’s vision upon them, as a continuation of the visible’s own 

existence. Additionally, the perceiving subject is part of the visible world. It 

constitutes a space within the world where the world is opened up and becomes visible. 

Crossly supports this claim, arguing that, under Merleau-Ponty, “The perceptual field 

is constituted through the articulation of body and world.”

Further, Merleau-Ponty argues that perception always occurs from a position. One is 

always located at some point in oriented space in order to perceive the world. 

Perception does not come from a co-ordinateless part of the mind but from the world. 

Here vision is not reducible as an internal perception distinct from the outside, but the 

result of a dialogue between the body and space that occurs in this flesh.123 It is 

unclear, however, what part of vision is involved in perception. Merleau-Ponty asks, 

“How does it happen that my look, enveloping them, does not hide them, and finally, 

that veiling them unveils them?”124 This would indicate that the flesh itself does not 

have a ‘thickness’ that changes the meaning of the world. “ The flesh is not a 

translator, in the sense that it can misinterpret the things. The flesh is a medium by

160



which the body goes directly to the things themselves. Merleau-Ponty further 

questions his own concept, noting that we do not see things as a chaotic mess, therefore 

one cannot say if it is the look or the things that command. He then questions what is it 

that forms the structure by which things might be understood.126 His answer to his 

own inquiry is that:

[...] this can happen only if my hand, while it is felt from within, is also 
accessible from without, itself tangible, for my other hand, for example, if it 
takes its place among the things it touches, is in a sense one of them, opens 
finally upon a tangible being of which it is also a part.127

He claims that because the same body sees and touches, the visible and the tangible 

belong to the same world. Yet even though the two perceptions of the world are 

complete, they do not merge into one. There exists a space of vision and a space of 

touch, which are based on the same world, yet open onto the world for the observer in 

different ways.

Perception is active, not passive. It constitutes itself through its intentionality. It 

interrogates the world through looking, listening, touching, tasting and smelling. The 

function of perception is not merely to contemplate the world, but to actively participate 

in it. For Merleau-Ponty, being is given in perception. He labels this form of being 

‘savage being’. As Stewart posits:

Each perceivable object may be understood in light of one significance, but 
this significance does not exhaust that object [...]. A perception of a colour 
appeals not only as coloured but as warm, soft, attractive and so on into 
inexhaustible depth. Thus, every object is crisscrossed with a multiple of 
significances which can be traced out perceptively but never exhausted, for 
Merleau-Ponty meaning is the inexhaustible material within which things are 
cradled and which perception assumes in order to be meaningful.128
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This idea contrasts with the criticism levelled at Merleau-Ponty by Crossly who claims 

that he does not consider the issue of emotion.129 It also refutes the claims of nihilist 

critics since Merleau-Ponty has demonstrated that “There can no longer be the claim 

that the world is meaningless (as nihilism would have it) for every perceptual 

experience is filled with inexhaustible dimensions of meaning.”130

While the body shares the flesh with other objects, it is distinct from them. Merleau- 

Ponty presents a case whereby “Bodily space can be distinguished from external space. 

It envelops its parts instead of spreading them out [...]. One’s own body is the third 

term [...] in the figure background structure [,..].”131 The flesh is our only link to 

space. It is a preconscious bridge that simultaneously makes our body one with space 

and defines it as something separate from it:

Our body is not in space like things: It inhabits or haunts space. It applies itself 
to space like a hand to an instrument, and when we wish to move about we do 
not move the body as we move an object. We transport it without instructions.

132Since it is ours and because, through it we have access to space.

In fact, it is through the body, and perhaps only through the body - with all its 

reconfigured senses - that space is conceived and perceived. In Chapter One it was 

demonstrated that the concept of space has been extended by the role of perception in 

creating space. If the seer creates spaces, then architects do not create spaces; instead 

they create the framework for spaces - the possibility of space; the architect defines the 

boundary. As Merleau-Ponty attributes perception to the body, this clearly suggests a 

greater connection between the body and space than is traditionally recognized in 

architecture.
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The question might be raised as to the possibility of determining spaces that have 

features that have little reference to the human body. Chapter Two cited the examples 

of a snow-bound glade inaccessible to humans and a fully automated lighthouse. The 

counter to this argument suggests that these spaces cannot be conceptualized without 

tacitly imagining a body there. The isolated void in Libeskind’s Jewish Museum, (Figs. 

14-17) poses another question here - is it a space if there is no way of bodily 

conceiving it? Merleau-Ponty’s reply is that “there is no vision without the screen: the 

ideas we are speaking of would not be better known to us if we had no body and no
i 'j'j m

sensibility; it is only then that they would be inaccessible to us.” Casey takes up this 

point when he questions the whether we can conceive of place with features that make 

no reference to the body. He answers his own inquiry by stating that a place could not 

be conceived as such without imagining a body occupying it.134

The way in which space is made meaningful is of particular importance. According to 

Merleau-Ponty it is the body, through the intertwining of the flesh, that provides all 

meaning. Hence, space is the site of existence: he postulates, “we have said that space 

is existential; we might just as well have said that existence is spatial.” It follows 

then that the flesh is where architectural space exists and the body is that through which 

space is known. Meaning in architecture, therefore, is gained through the body’s 

participation in the flesh.
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Fig. 14 Exterior photograph with Holocaust Tower to left, middle ground, 
Museum, Osanabruck, Germany. Daniel Libeskind, 1988-99 (left).

Fig. 15 Interior of the Holocaust Tower (right).

Fig. 17 Section with Holocaust Tower to the right.
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3.6 Conclusion: Phenomenological Opportunities

It can be seen that phenomenology does indeed provide the potential bridge between the 

body and space that has been absent in the work of the architectural writers that were 

examined in the previous chapters. This bridge will be examined more fully in Chapter 

Five. However it is clear already that phenomenology, and in particular the 

phenomenological work of Merleau-Ponty, is extremely useful for the understanding of 

the body and space. Whilst strictly speaking Merleau-Ponty is not a theorist of 

transcendence, according to Thevenaz, for Merleau-Ponty “the true transcendental” is 

the world, not being, as Heidegger claimed, or consciousness, as Sartre alleged.136 

Thevanaz draws this conclusion from Merleau-Ponty’s implication that no matter how 

central consciousness is to phenomenology, it is not primary.137 Additionally, while 

Merleau-Ponty expressed sympathy with many of Husserl’s ideas, in contrast to Husserl 

he believed that our conscious life is founded on a preconscious existence, which he 

located in the body-as-subject.

Merleau-Ponty declares the body to be the preconscious subject. It is through the body 

that all meaning is given. The concept of the intertwining demonstrates that the body’s 

relation to the world is an interdependent one. Each is the reason for the other’s 

existence. The notion of the flesh explains our intercorporeality with the bodies of 

others and between our senses. It is the flesh that provides our body image and through 

which we know space. The three different conceptions of the body Merleau-Ponty 

presents - the body as meaning-giving-existence, the body as distinct from things, and 

the body as flesh - all appear to offer a potential bridge to space and architecture.
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Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology is an approach that changes our attitude to the world, 

altering our understanding of our place within it. It searches to the very foundations of 

the body and space. It seeks out their meaning through isolating their essence. Space, 

as the essential element of architecture, is the essence of meaning in architecture. Our 

bodies perceive the meaning of the world. Architecture, as part of the world, achieves 

meaning through a phenomenological reduction of architecture into space through the 

body. In the following chapters we will examine how architectural writers have 

interpreted this phenomenological link between the body and space. Given this 

phenomenological perspective, the implications for our understanding of space and the 

body in terms of architecture can be evaluated.
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CHAPTER FOUR

PHENOMENOLOGICAL TREATMENTS OF ARCHITECTURE

Without love, it ain't nothing but a house where nobody lives. 

Tom Waits 1

167



4.0 An Introduction to Phenomenological Architecture

Although architecture is not often examined in terms of phenomenology, there have 

been some attempts to relate the two. As early as 1963, Christian Norberg-Schulz 

published a book called Existence, Space and Architecture in which he attempted to 

describe space in terms of phenomenology. He further developed the ideas in this 

book some years later in Genius Loci - Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture.3 

More recently, writers such as Steven Holl, Juhani Pallasmaa and Alberto Perez-Gomez 

have attempted phenomenological readings of architecture.4 Given the short history of 

the use of phenomenology within architecture, Norberg-Schulz’s writings will be used 

as an example of what are here labelled conventional architectural views of 

phenomenology. The writings of Holl, Pallasmaa and Perez-Gomez will be used as 

examples of what will be labelled, contemporary architectural views of 

phenomenology. At times all these writers can be seen to misuse phenomenology in 

one of two ways. It is treated either as a tool in which phenomenology, or a term from 

phenomenology, is used as a metaphor, or it is used in a more literal physical manner, 

as a way of promoting the use of senses other than vision within architecture.

However, this thesis seeks to go beyond both metaphor and simple physical relation. It 

is the aim of this chapter to investigate the architectural repercussions of Merleau- 

Ponty’s phenomenology in terms of space and the body as examined by Norberg- 

Schulz, Holl, Pallasmaa and Perez-Gomez. It aims to discover the effects that any 

changes in the conception of space or the body, as suggested by these writers, might 

produce in the conception of architecture. These notions will then be used in Chapter 

Five, together with the notions uncovered in the previous chapters, to further investigate 

the implications for the body, space and architecture. The phenomenological ideas of
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these four writers can be seen to manifest themselves within architecture under five

distinct themes. These themes will be referred to as archetype, senses, experience, flesh 

and meaning, and are now dealt with in turn.

4.1 Archetypes

According to Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology permits access to the one world.5 

Despite the fact that the notion of archetypes is incompatible with that of 

phenomenology, many architectural writers have used the idea of the ‘one world’ to 

construct a system of typical experiences or archetypes. Norberg-Schulz’s archetypal 

notions supply the majority of the material in this section. While Perez-Gomez does 

not actively engage with the ideas of archetype, Holl and Pallasmaa do express 

archetypal sentiments. These are dealt with in section 4.1.2. In describing the notion of 

the flesh, Merleau-Ponty makes it clear that he does not mean to describe the visible in 

an anthropological sense. He asserts that the world is not meant to be seen as being 

“covered over with all our human projections [...]”; rather, the flesh is a “carnal being, 

as a being in depths, of several layers [...] of which our body, the sensible sentient, is a 

very remarkable variant.”6 The body is both a sensible, objective body and also a 

sentient, phenomenal body.

Yet, Merleau-Ponty does talk of archetypes. He describes the visible things and the
n

visible body as being an “archetype for the other.” In this sense ‘the other’ is another 

human with which we share the world. By using the term ‘archetype’, he does not 

mean that there is a universal body that connects us all. Rather, his use of ‘archetype’ is 

a means of explaining that, because the body is of the same ‘family’ as the things - 

because they are both physical things of the world - we have access to them. We can
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access the world because the flesh of my body and the flesh of the world are constituted 

from a similar element.

Merleau-Ponty also mentions the word ‘archetype’ in describing the relationship we 

have with the other in another sense. He talks of the manoeuvres the body must make 

in order to understand the other. To illustrate this course of action he describes a 

process whereby the body makes itself “the outside of its inside and the inside of its 

outside.”8 My body is composed of the same flesh as the other, so it is through the 

flesh that I communicate with the other, and see my body as though it was through the 

body of the other. It is in this context that Merleau-Ponty states that there exists a 

reversibility of the flesh that goes beyond a flesh that simply sees and touches. He 

claims that “there are movements [...] that go nowhere - that do not [...] find in the 

other body their resemblance or their archetype.” 9 As examples of this phenomenon, 

Merleau-Ponty cites the phenomena of the vibration one feels in one’s own throat when 

one speaks, and certain facial gestures that, instead of going to the other person, go 

nowhere. Again, however, the word ‘archetype’ is used in conjunction with the word 

‘resemblance’. It is not intended to signify that everyone sees or hears the same thing 

as an archetypal vision or sound. On the contrary, I understand the other’s vision only 

through the perceptual faith and through the flesh; it is through this resemblance that I 

believe in a resemblance between the green I see and the green the other sees. Merleau- 

Ponty points out that “my voice is bound to the mass of my own life as is the voice of 

no-one else.”10 The vibrations in my throat are therefore unique to me. Though I may 

believe the other has similar vibrations, the voice causing those vibrations will not be 

the same as mine.
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4,1.1 Archetypes and the Conventional Architectural Notions of Norberg-Schulz

According to Norberg-Schulz, it is possible for humankind to share the same thoughts. 

These essential thoughts establish ‘archetypal experiences’. Such experiences in turn 

form the essence of the subject’s environment. The question is then raised; what is the 

essence of architecture? The material discussed in Chapter One would suggest that the 

conventional answer is that the essence of architecture is space.

Norberg-Schulz recognized that architects traditionally conceived of space as either 

relating to three-dimensional geometry, or as a perceptual field.11 He believed that the 

theory of space was “dominated by naive realism, either disguised as studies in 

‘architectural perception’ or as tri-dimensional geometry.”12 He was familiar with the 

work of both Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, using, for example, some of the ideas from 

Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception to illustrate the superficiality of certain 

theories of perception and psychology.13 Norberg-Schulz therefore attempts to 

approach what he called the “problem of space” in a unique way.14

He presents space as the concretization of a series of environmental images. These 

images form a schema that is integral to humankind’s orientation in the world. This 

schema is what, according to Norberg-Schulz, determines a person’s sense of identity. 

He further claims that this schema then determines the ‘world’ which is accessible to 

the individual.15 It is for this reason, according to him, that people identify themselves 

as Romans, Sydneysiders or belonging to whatever city they live in or were bom into. 

Accordingly, he concludes, “The place is the concrete manifestation of man’s dwelling, 

and his identity depends on his belonging to places.”16
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Norberg-Schulz segregates space hierarchically into a series of seven relations (Fig. 18).

He initially introduces five basic relations that he believes are easily understood by 

everyone. These relations are pragmatic space, cognitive space, perceptual space, 

abstract space and existential space. He then adds two more categories that he labels 

expressive space and architectural space. He would claim his spaces are archetypal; 

that humans experience them in a similar manner at a primal level. This notion sounds 

somewhat congruent with Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the preconscious subject, although 

Merleau-Ponty would not claim all preconscious subjects to be the same.17 Norberg- 

Schulz believes we all experience space at the level of foundation in the same manner. 

He claims that while a person’s ideas may differ as a result of personal psychological 

idiosyncrasies, all people form part of a spatial totality.

The first two of Norberg-Schulz’s spaces are easily understood since they might be 

described as the spaces of everyday life. ‘Pragmatic Space’ is defined as the space of 

animals, a result of inborn instincts. This is the space of physical action that integrates 

the animal with its natural environment. Pragmatic space is defined by instinctual 

reactions. The subject’s reactions are acted out without ever questioning the subject’s 

position in relation to other objects or beings that are not in the immediate vicinity. 

This would suggest that pragmatic space has no memory, no future and no past; it exists 

solely in the present. It is a physical knowledge of the environment without questioning 

the orientation of the subject in their surroundings. It was demonstrated in the 

preceding chapter that the notion of orientation is an important one also for Merleau- 

Ponty. Hence, the application of orientation to architecture is dealt with further in the 

following chapter.
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Orientation is also the key point in Norberg-Schulz’s second spatial relation. 

‘Cognitive space’ is described as the space in which humans attempt to orientate 

themselves. According to Norberg-Schulz it is this aspect of humankind that separates 

humans from animals. He assumes here that animals have no concept of orientation. It 

is already evident that Norberg-Schulz is developing a hierarchy of spaces. Cognitive 

space is placed above pragmatic space on the spatial tier. Cognitive space involves the 

incorporation of such concepts as up, down, behind and in front. It is the space of the 

physical world and allows humankind to learn about its position in relation to space. 

For Norberg-Schulz, cognitive space is not an abstract notion; it relates humankind to 

its environment directly, at the same time giving both humans and the world a position 

in space.

Norberg-Schulz’s latter categories of space are somewhat more complicated. The 

theme of orientation is also relevant to the concept of ‘perceptual space’. Norberg- 

Schulz asserts that the perceptual space of ‘immediate orientation’ contains what is 

essential to a person’s identity.18 He uses a number of Piaget’s psychological theories 

of to demonstrate his own theory of ‘perceptual schemata’. According to Norberg- 

Schulz, Piaget developed a system of ‘schemata’ which was more flexible than the 

preceding absolute laws of Gestalt psychology.19 People were shown to have typical 

reactions to situations. These reactions are known as schemata and are the result of the 

processes of assimilation and accommodation between the subject and its surroundings. 

While similar in subject matter to the work of Merleau-Ponty, Norberg-Schulz’s 

notions differ considerably in terms of argument. As has been stated earlier, it is 

Merleau-Ponty’s particular notion of phenomenology that is of most importance to this 

particular study of the body and space. Merleau-Ponty has a similar notion to Norberg-
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Schulz’s perceptual schemata, that of the ‘body-image schema’. However, while 

Norberg-Schulz postulates archetypal reactions to situations, Merleau-Ponty uses the 

notion to explain the individuality of each subject.20 Norberg-Schulz concedes that 

perceptual space is egocentric and varies continuously. He believes, however, that 

individual variations are linked together to form meaningful experiences. According to

him, they are then assimilated into the subject’s schemata, in an archetypal manner.

21The archetypal schemata are then in turn modified by the new experience.

‘Abstract space,’ also known to Norberg-Schulz as ‘logical space’, is the fourth of his 

spatial divisions. It is described as the space of pure logical relations. It is manifest in 

intellectual models of space, such as occurs in the science of Newtonian physics. It 

can be seen to operate in several ways. Firstly, abstract space operates as a tool with 

which to describe the other spatial relations. It controls the conception of all the other 

spaces. Secondly, Norberg-Schulz further divides it into the categories of ‘Euclidean 

space’, ‘physical space’ and ‘mathematical’ space. Norberg-Schulz’s Euclidean space 

is the original archetypal abstract space. It is the geometrically based model of space by 

the ancient Greek philosopher Euclid, as noted in Chapter One, which considers space 

to be infinite and homogenous. According to Norberg-Schulz, this abstract space was 

later divided into the ideas of physical and mathematical space, which developed out of 

the scientific debates concerning Einstein’s theory of relativity. This resulted in the 

split of a unified abstract concept of space into the twin concepts of firstly, physical 

space - which is further segregated into the space of micro, macro and everyday life - 

and secondly, the mathematical space that describes physical space in an abstract 

scientific manner. According to Norberg-Schulz any one of these abstract spatial 

models can in turn, describe any one of the other spatial relations he proposes.
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Norberg-Schulz’s fifth spatial relation is labelled ‘existential space’. He claims it to be 

composed of universal elementary structures or archetypes that are inalterable.23 This 

stable image of the environment is described as a system of three-dimensional relations 

between meaningful objects. Existential space is said by Norberg-Schulz to symbolize 

Heidegger’s ‘being in the world’; under this category, he believes, a ‘space schemata’ is 

developed which is more psychologically stable than the egocentric perceptual space.24 

This schemata is composed of socially and culturally conditioned structures, archetypes 

and personal idiosyncrasies. This existential space attaches a person to the social and 

cultural totality.

To summarize, Norberg-Schulz has now demonstrated five spatial relations; the 

pragmatic space of physical action integrates humankind with its natural environment. 

The cognitive space of the physical world enables a person to think about space. The 

perceptual space of immediate orientation determines a person’s identity. The 

existential space that forms a person’s image of the environment makes that person 

belong to a social and cultural totality, while the abstract or logical space “offers a tool 

to describe the others.”25 According to Norberg-Schulz these five spatial relations 

form a hierarchical series:

The series shows a growing abstraction from pragmatic space at the ‘lowest’ 
level to logical space at the top, that is, a growing content of ‘information’. 
Cybemetically, thus the series is controlled from the top, while its vital energy 
rises up from the bottom.26

Norberg-Schulz adds a sixth category, ‘expressive or artistic space’, which he claims 

describes humankind’s attempt to create space to express the structure of its world. 

Expressive space is placed near the top of the hierarchy. Norberg-Schulz claims that, 

like cognitive space, expressive space is described by using an abstract construct. In
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this case, Norberg-Schulz labels this construct ‘aesthetic space’. Norberg-Schulz then 

introduces his key concept of ‘architectural space’.27 ‘Architectural space’ is his 

seventh spatial relation. It is the artistic space that humankind creates to express itself. 

Norberg-Schulz explains this concept further by making a distinction between theory 

and practice. Aesthetic space is described as the theory of architectural space. It is a 

notion that “systemizes the possible properties of expressive spaces”.28 The creation of 

expressive space then becomes the practice of architecture. Architectural space is the 

concretization of humankind’s existential space. Existential space is a concept based in 

psychology that denotes the schemata humans develop in interaction with their 

environment. However, as noted in Chapter Three, traditional phenomenology opposed 

psychologism. It is thus noted that, despite Norberg-Schulz’s recognition of Merleau- 

Ponty’s disregard for traditional psychology, his own concept of existential space is 

heavily reliant on psychology. 29

Norberg-Schulz establishes a number of spatial examples that serve as archetypal 

existential spaces. These ‘elements of existential space’, as he calls them, are defined 

as ‘centre and place’; ‘direction and path; and ‘area and domain’.30 The centre is 

treated as an archetypal element inherent to humankind. Norberg-Schulz cites the 

examples of ancient legends of central trees and pillars as the ‘centre’ of the world as 

well as notions of the centre in Greek and Roman legends.31 Lefebvre is highly critical 

of Norberg-Schulz’s use of the term ‘centre’. The latter defines a centre as a point 

made by a pencil on a blank sheet of paper: Lefebvre points out that the piece of paper 

acts as a superficial metaphor for space itself. Hence, Norberg-Schulz’s ‘marking out 

of space’ in this manner has no other purpose than simple identification.32 Similarly, 

‘place’ is depicted by Norberg-Schulz as archetypal. All places are considered to be
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basically round, emanating from a centre that is its starting point and its definition. 

‘Direction’ is treated by Norberg-Schulz as not only being concerned with verticality 

and horizontality but with qualitative differences. He uses the example of Christian 

churches being orientated towards the east as the source of light to establish direction as 

an archetypal element of existential space. For him, ‘path’ is the element that is 

existentially derived from direction. Paths are, according to him, characterized by their 

continuity. Paths also divide the environment into ‘areas’. This conception of area, in 

turn enables Norberg-Schulz to depict an archetypal ‘domain’. The domain is treated as 

a distinct element from a place. Unlike a place, a domain is not the goal of a path. 

Norberg-Schulz defines a domain as a “relatively unstructured ‘ground’, on which 

places and paths appear as more pronounced figures.”33 He claims that when all these 

elements interact, “space becomes a real dimension of human existence.”34

In terms of Norberg-Schulz’s architectural space, these existential elements manifest 

themselves in pairs of archetypal concepts: ‘place and node’; ‘path and axis’, ‘domain 

and district’. These terms are clearly derived from Kevin Lynch’s The Image of the 

City. Existential space is further divided into concepts of private and public 

existential space. Norberg-Schulz asserts that “architectural space concretizes a public 

existential space which includes many private existential spaces.”36 The city might be 

an existential space that contains the existential space of the home. Likewise, an 

architectural place might be an Egyptian pyramid or a Roman amphitheater. It occurs at 

the junction of paths to form a node, or becomes a landmark due to some defining 

characteristic. Norberg-Schulz uses the example of a bridge as an architectural path. 

The river it crosses is said to both separate and unify the land. Norberg-Schulz quotes 

Heidegger’s comment that “Bridges assemble the earth as landscape around the
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• ,,37 .river.” For Norberg-Schulz, paths are intended for movement while axes organize 

elements along themselves and merely suggest movement. Architectural districts are 

defined as having a recognizable, identifying character. Norberg-Schulz uses the Hall 

area, near Innsbruck, Austria, as an example, although the principle might well apply to 

any architecturally definable area such as ‘The Rocks’ in Sydney. A domain is defined 

by a recognizable boundary while “texture gives us knowledge of the general character 

of the district [...].” All these archetypal architectural elements are combined 

together by Norberg-Schulz to form a unified space that forms an ‘architectural field’. 

He explains, “In architectural space, as in existential space, place, path and domain 

form an integrated whole. Together they constitute what we may call a ‘field’.”39 

These fields operate on many architectural levels. Norberg Schulz mentions several, 

including the fields of the landscape, the urban level, the street or the house.

He further develops these notions in Genius Loci. In addition to archetypal streets and 

houses, he believes there are also archetypal cities. He claims there are three archetypal 

cities: the Romantic, the Cosmic and the Classical. He claims “Romantic, Cosmic and 

Classical architecture are archetypes of man-made places. As they are related to the 

basic categories of natural understanding, they help us to interpret the genius loci of any 

particular settlement.”40 Romantic architecture is “distinguished by multiplicity,” an 

example of which might be a medieval town.41 Cosmic architecture is “distinguished 

by uniformity and absolute order,” an example of which might be found in Islamic 

architecture.42 Classical architecture is “distinguished by imageability and articulate 

order,” an example of which might be a found in ancient Greek architecture 43
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Norberg-Schulz claims that “from the beginning of time man has recognized that to 

create a place means to express the essence of being.”44 The creation of cities, 

according to him, stems from inborn human desires to express these archetypal 

essences. He believes “We do not simply perceive a world which is common to all of 

us, as naive realists maintain, but different worlds which are the products of our 

motivations and past experiences.”45 Merleau-Ponty, in contrast, while still avoiding 

the weakness of naive realism, believes in the idea of one world that is already there.46 

This example, together with the examples above, demonstrates that, despite Norberg- 

Schulz’s reliance on phenomenology, he often uses ideas that are incompatible with the 

notions of phenomenologists such as Merleau-Ponty.

4.1.2 Archetypes and Contemporary Architectural Notions: Holl and Pallasmaa

Like Norberg-Schulz, Steven Holl talks of the archetypal experiences within 

architecture. He lists a number of experiences of sounds, smells and intimate moments 

collected over many years travelling over the world. However, and despite his claims, 

these experiences are simply his personal memories, more anecdotal than archetypal.47 

To be truly archetypal a commonality of experience and a foundational aspect of that 

experience must be established. It is thus somewhat ironic that what Holl establishes in 

his anecdotal stories of places around the world are not archetypal but individual 

reactions to a place. Holl has, in fact, produced a phenomenological reading of these 

places, but not in the way he claims. Phenomenology is concerned with the shared 

structures of experience not archetypes. Holl attempts to reproduce his individual 

reactions to places in the spaces he creates; while these are not archetypal spaces, Holl 

hopes that they are spaces which generate not only individual experiences depending on 

the individual viewer, but experiences that may be shared with others. Holl thus
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believes in both the uniqueness of every space and, at the same time, the possibility of a 

commonality of experience. He reveals:

One of the inspirations I drew from my early readings in phenomenology, 
particularly from Merleau-Ponty, was to grasp the profound uniqueness of each 
specific place. I realized that each site on Earth was a different beginning point, 
experientially, historically, intellectually, capable of joining us together in new 
ways as our bodies move through it and as it, the place moved through our 
bodies.48

Not only is every space unique, but each individual’s experience of that place is unique. 

Phenomenology claims that, through the body and its senses, common understanding 

of experience can be achieved. It does not claim that two subjects experience the same 

thing, but that they can see the other’s experience in their own.49 This might be 

manifested in what an individual sees, as well as their particular experience of a touch, 

taste, smell or a sound. Holl’s latter notions confirm that, despite his use of the word 

‘archetypal’, his ideas closely approach those of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, and 

are worthy of closer examination.

Juhani Pallasmaa also recounts notions that may be considered archetypal. He 

approaches this issue by first stating that the lack of sound can be just as important as 

sound itself. Silence, time and solitude are important for Pallasmaa; he treats them as if 

they were a sixth sense, believing that, through time, “architecture connects us with the 

dead.”50 In this way, he conjures up archetypal images, suggesting that the experiences 

of our ancestors are contained within their former buildings, and by accessing those 

buildings we can share in our ancestors’ experiences. Pallasmaa also claims that a 

bodily memory exists within a building:
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Primitive man used his body as the dimensioning and proportioning system of 
his constructions. The builders of traditional societies shaped their buildings 
with their own bodies in the same way that a bird molds its nest by its body. 
We behold, touch, listen and measure the world with our entire bodily existence 
and the experiential world is organized and articulated around the centre of the 
body.51

Here the body becomes the link between space and archetypal experience. The 

inference is that, because we all possess a body, we share its experience with the world 

at a foundational level. The assumption is then made that a building designed with a 

proportional system based on the body must, as a consequence, be harmonious with 

humankind’s archetypal spatial experience. Pallasmaa believes this quality is a separate 

realm of human experience he label ‘images of muscle and bone’.52 He believes that 

meaning in architecture is derived from “archaic responses and reactions remembered 

by the body and the senses.” He believes that architecture must not only consider the 

social needs of the contemporary city-dweller but it must also remember the “primordial 

hunter and farmer concealed in one’s body.”54 This statement assumes an archetypal 

bodily need has been passed down the generations from a society vastly different to 

today’s. Further, as has been demonstrated in Chapter Two, there is a flaw in this 

argument in that there is not one particular body on which a body-based proportional 

system could be modeled; nor is there one particular experience of a building.

The sense of smell also has archetypal importance for Pallasmaa. He believes in a 

particular ‘space of scent’, claiming that “a particular smell may make us secretly re

enter a space that has been completely erased from the retinal memory.”55 This idea 

recalls Carl Jung’s ideas concerning archetypes, published in Man and his Symbols.56 

Although Jung does not claim that there are direct ciphers, he does suggest that there is 

a common set of motifs inherent to humankind. Jung explains, “The term ‘archetype’ is
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often misunderstood as meaning certain definite mythological images or motifs. But 

these are nothing more than conscious representations.”57 He further claims that “The 

archetype is a tendency to form such representations of a motif - representations that

co
can vary a great deal in detail without losing their basic pattern.”

These archetypes are not, as some of Jung’s critics have claimed, inherited

representations, but instinctive trends similar to the nest building instincts of birds or 

common themes that are manifested in human dreams and fantasies. According to Jung, 

archetypes are of unknown origin and “reveal their presence only by symbolic

images.”59 This suggests that these archetypes are accessible only through the

unconscious mind. However, as Chapter Three has demonstrated, like much of 

psychology, Jungian Psychology is opposed to many of the ideas of Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology. An aim of this thesis is to examine how Merleau-Ponty’s

phenomenology can be applied to architecture. A conflict often exists between those 

who claim to use his ideas and the actual ideas themselves. Additionally, some 

architectural writers, such as George Baird, for example, use the word ‘phenomenology’ 

in a sense that has little to do with the philosophy of phenomenology.60 The problem 

with an archetypal approach to architecture, whether Jungian or otherwise, is that it goes 

against one of the basic tenets of Merleau-Ponty’s teachings. As demonstrated in 

Chapter Three, Merleau-Ponty asserts that, while there is only one world which is 

already there, and we all experience the same world, we do not experience the world in 

the same way. There is, therefore, no common archetypal experience: I can never know 

exactly what another sees. However, this is not a resort to Relativism, which holds that 

if everything is relative to the particular individual then there can be no beliefs or 

principles with a universal validity.61 As Chapter Three explained, phenomenology
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sought to reconcile Relativism, Idealism and Naturalism, Phenomenology does not 

prevent me from communicating with another. As long as I believe we see the same red 

facade of a building, I need only know that what I call red, my fellow architect also calls 

red, even if our experience of that red is different. While an archetypal approach to 

architecture allows for the communication of ideas between people, it is not 

phenomenological. It makes no allowance for the perception of the individual other 

than recourse to psychology or relativism. A phenomenological foundation must 

consider perception as located within the senses.

4.2 The Senses

The second major category in which the phenomenological ideas of architectural writers 

can be placed, is that of the senses. It might be claimed that the way we directly 

experience the world is through our senses. This assumption excludes, for the moment, 

the possibility that, through our intellect, any existing ideas or bias about the world, both 

affects and effects our experience of that world. Norberg-Schulz, Holl and Pallasmaa 

all make reference to the senses. Care must be taken to understand that phenomenology 

does not entail understanding the experience of a particular sense, but the senses as a 

whole. One cannot simply produce a room that privileges the sense of smell and claim 

one is producing phenomenological architecture.

4.2.1 The Senses and the Conventional Architectural Notions of Norberg-Schulz

Norberg-Schulz investigates the role of the senses extensively in Genius Loci. He 

claims that humankind has lost its qualitative, every-day world. He further asserts that 

Phenomena are not only the things that science can explain such as animals and 

flowers, but also the feelings associated with perceiving those things. According to
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Norberg-Schulz, therefore, Phenomenology is conceived as “a ‘return to things’ as 

opposed to abstractions and mental constructions. The qualitative world that Norberg- 

Schulz attempts to valorize is a world that recognizes the beauty that is revealed by the 

five senses. Again, basing his ideas on those of Heidegger, he develops a dualistic 

distinction between landscape and settlement; natural and man-made; earth and sky;
/TO

and outside and inside. Norberg Schulz quotes Heidegger to explain that, “The way 

in which you are and I am, the way in which we humans are on earth, is dwelling 

[,..].”64 He then points out that “‘on the earth’ already means ‘under the sky.’”65 To 

exist in one automatically is to acknowledge the other: the two terms cannot exist in 

isolation. These terms of earth and sky are obviously derived from Heidegger’s notion 

of the fourfold elements of Earth, Sky, Man and Divinity, discussed in Chapter Three.66

Further, as Norberg-Schulz acknowledges, “These categories have spatial implications, 

and ‘space’ is hence reintroduced, not primarily as a mathematical concept, but as on 

(sic) existential dimension.” 67 Norberg-Schulz valorizes the ability of the senses to 

interpret an object of architecture such as a city. He develops this idea in three case 

studies; Prague; Khartoum and Rome. Each of these cities is described in terms of four 

categories: image; space; character and Genius Loci. Firstly, image is defined as the 

quality of place that a city possesses. Norberg-Schulz’s category of existential space, 

discussed earlier in this chapter, is divided into ‘space’ and ‘character’ with their
/•o

respective “psychic functions of orientation and identification.” Hence, secondly, 

space is defined as the “three-dimensional organization of the elements that make up a 

place,”69 and thirdly, character denotes general ‘atmosphere’, which is the most 

comprehensive property of any place.” Norberg-Schulz further explains that, “The 

character of a man-made place is to a high extent determined by its degree of
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openness.”71 Lastly, Genius Loci is described as the spirit of a place. Combined these 

elements create what Norberg-Schulz describes as the “lived space” of the city. They 

are quantitative and qualitative characteristics that can only be fully appreciated by the 

use of the body’s senses. While Norberg-Schulz only alludes to the importance of the 

senses here, the significance of the senses to architecture is made more much specific 

within contemporary writing.

4.2.2 The Senses and Contemporary Architectural Notions: Pallasmaa and Holl

The qualitative aspect of the senses, mentioned here by Norberg-Schulz, is important to 

the understanding of phenomenology. Both Pallasmaa and Holl also claim to make use 

of phenomenology and the qualitative properties of the senses. It is not suggested here 

that either Pallasmaa or Holl treat the senses entirely as separate senses, in fact, in the 

Section 4.3.2 their work is used as an argument against doing just that. However, their 

work is used in this section to identify a trait amongst architects that purport to adapt 

architecture to phenomenology, namely the elevation of the significance of the senses.

Pallasmaa proposes a theory of sensory perception that involves what he calls “an 

architecture of the seven senses.” He believes architecture involves seven realms of 

sensory experience. These realms he labels: bodily identification; a sense of silence, 

time and solitude; space of scent; images of muscle and bone; shape of touch; taste of 

architecture; and acoustic intimacy. The first four of these realms of the senses were 

referred to in Section 4.1.2. The last three are in fact used here to demonstrate the 

inadequacies of an architecture that relies solely on a particular sense. Pallasmaa 

appears to have three aims in describing these seven realms of the senses: firstly, to 

destabilize the privileged position of vision; secondly, to describe an architecture of the
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senses; and thirdly, as is demonstrated in Section 4.3.2, to demonstrate the 

interconnectedness of the senses.

Firstly, then, Pallasmaa wishes to undermine the privileged position he believes vision 

has held over the other senses in both the experience and the depiction of architecture 

since the Renaissance. The valorizing of vision or indeed any sensory function as a 

separable sense has important spatial implications. This is made apparent through a 

discussion of vision’s influence over of the Platonic concept of Chora as discussed in 

Chapter One. Pallasmaa is highly critical of the use of photography in architecture, 

believing that “Architecture has become an art of the printed image fixed by the hurried 

eye of the camera.”73 Collins’ criticism of Giedion’s erroneous claim that the 

conception of space was indistinguishable from the depiction of space is again noted 

here.74

Given this criticism of vision, it is important to recognize that Merleau-Ponty has also 

been accused of valorizing vision over the other senses.75 Irigaray suggests that vision 

is privileged in the way Merleau-Ponty uses metaphors of fluidity and absorption.76 Of 

greater interest is her further claim that Merleau-Ponty fails to acknowledge the 

nocturnal state that precludes and preconditions vision, that of the womb.77 Given the 

discussions of the relationship of the womb to concepts of Chora and space held in 

Chapter One, this is of particular interest. Within the womb, complete darkness 

precludes vision. A human’s first conception of its world comes from its senses of 

touch and perhaps hearing. Far from vision being the privileged sense, according to 

Irigaray, it is the sense of the tactile that preconditions vision. Grosz recalls Irigaray’s 

refashioning of Merleau-Ponty’s two hands feeling each other:
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[...] Merleau-Ponty invokes the phenomenon of the double sensation, the case 
of one hand feeling the other which is itself feeling an object. Refashioning 
these two hands, Irigaray instead invokes the image of the two hands, joined at 
the palms, with fingers stretched - a relation of symmetry between the two 
hands, rather than the kind of ‘structural domination’ or hierarchy Merleau- 
Ponty describes in giving one hand access to the other without in its turn it

70

being touched by the other.

As Grosz points out, Irigaray, in opposition to Merleau-Ponty, believes the world 

created by the tactile is not congruous or transposable onto that of the visual. Irigaray 

believes that vision and touch are not in a reciprocal relationship. It is possible for one 

to be blind and still to touch and move about the world. The reverse does not hold: 

once one looses the sense of touch, one becomes unable to move. While touch and 

hearing can replace to a certain extent the experience of sight, no sense can compensate 

for the ability to move. Grosz, ignoring perhaps the case of paraplegia, asserts, “One 

cannot conceive of a case of a tangible equivalent to blindness, where touch no longer

functions for the subject but all of the other senses remain intact: rather, if the tangible

80does not function, the subject is in a state of unconsciousness.”

Lingis supports a similar notion, stating that “we cannot conceive of a being itself 

intangible, that could touch, just as, after all, the only seer known to us is visible.” 

This concept has important spatial implications: the flesh places us in the world such

982that we are more than simply a thing among things. We are the “sensitive sensible.” 

We see the world because we can be seen ourselves. The flesh is our communication 

with the world because the flesh of the world surrounds our flesh. Merleau-Ponty’s 

investigations of particular psychological cases such as the phantom limb discussed in 

Chapter Three, confirm that once the sense of touch is lost, a vital connection with 

space is also lost. He also acknowledges in part vision’s ascendancy over the other
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senses. He states “To be sure, our world is principally and essentially visual; one would 

not make a world out of scents or sound.”83 He points out, however, that this does not 

mean that vision opens onto pure being. Vision has a range, whereby only nearby 

things, up to the limits of the horizon, are accessible, just as the range of my arm limits 

the tangibility of a wall. Pallasmaa points out that Merleau-Ponty is a critic of the 

‘“Cartesian perspectivist scopic regime’ and ‘its privileging of an ahistorical, 

disinterested, disembodied subject entirely outside of the world.’” Merleau-Ponty’s

sense of sight, in contrast to Descartes’, is embodied and has the ability to communicate
oc

with both the world and the other senses.

Pallasmaa’s second argument in relation to the senses is somewhat the reverse of 

Merleau-Ponty’s point made above. Pallasmaa believes that it is possible to create 

architecture of the senses, to “create buildings through our existential existence.”86 He 

believes there are unique experiences within the other senses that vision cannot give us. 

He talks of the ‘acoustic intimacy’ of hearing and claims that “sight makes us solitary, 

whereas hearing creates a sense of communication and solidarity.” Hearing, for 

Pallasmaa, gives the user a more direct connection with space: “the sound bouncing off 

the surrounding walls puts us in direct interaction with space, we stroke at the edges of 

the space with our ears.”88 It is through all the senses of the body that access is gained 

to the understanding of space. According to Pallasmaa, the senses hold an elemental 

relationship to each of the primordial elements: vision is associated with fire and light; 

hearing with air; smell with vapor; taste with water; and touch with earth. Pallasmaa 

believes that “The senses do not only mediate information for the judgement of the
on

intellect; they are also a means of articulating sensory thought.”

If this is so, and Merleau-Ponty’s description of the flesh as an element like earth, fire
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or water, is noted again here, then the senses must form the essence of experience. 90 

Pallasmaa’s third point, that the senses are interconnected, actually works against the 

notion that architecture can be based upon one or two senses. This third argument is 

addressed in Section 4.3.2.

In a similar manner to Pallasmaa, Holl also believes that the senses hold the key to the 

understanding of architecture. He states: “Architecture; more fully than other art forms, 

engages the immediacy of our sensory perceptions.”91 Like Pallasmaa, many of Hoiks 

notions can be seen to regard the senses as separable elements, while others represent 

them as connected entities. Holl creates a structure of experiences whereby experiential 

phenomena are divided into a series of eleven fragments of experience. This 

emphasizes his belief that, rather than as a totality, architecture is initially understood as 

a series of partial experiences. These eleven partial perceptions, as he describes them, 

are labelled as:

enmeshed experience: The merging of object and field; 
perspectival Space: Incomplete Perception; 
of colour;
of light and Shadow; 
spatiality of Night; 
time duration and Perception; 
water: A phenomenal Lens; 
of sound;
detail: the Haptic Realm; 
proportion, scale and Perception; and 
site circumstance and idea. 92

Holl derives his first category, enmeshed experience, from Merleau-Ponty’s ideas of 

“an in-between reality or ground on which it is universally possible to bring things 

together.” Holl sees this as an analogy rather than a direct application of Merleau- 

Ponty’s ideas. It represents the moment when individual objects merge with the field
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and lose their clarity. While light, colour, geometry, detail and material can all be 

studied individually, according to Holl, we must view them as an experiential 

continuum. This last point of Hoiks would seem in fact, to argue against the view that 

the senses are separate fragments. This argument is pursued further in Section 4.4.2

Hoiks second category of perception, perspectival space, is derived from a series of 

overlapping, but separate, urban perspectives. These perspectives are altered according 

to angle and speed of movement. Holl seeks a phenomenological approach to cities 

through a ‘multi-perspective’ study of urban planning. The acknowledgment of 

alternative ways of moving through the city is an important part of this process.

Hoiks third category, colour, seeks to describe more than the study of colour according 

to wavelength. Availability of light and contrasting juxtapositions of transparency and 

opacity as well as situation, climate and culture determine the use and experience of 

colour. Holl points out (quoting Wittgenstein) “ The difficulties we encounter when we 

reflect about the nature of colours are embedded in the indeterminateness of our 

concept of sameness of colour.” 94

Holl’s fourth category, light and shadow, is the one in which architects, when they do 

consider the senses, are often prone to express themselves.95 Holl states “What the eyes 

see and the senses feel in questions of architecture are formed according to conditions 

of light and shadow.96 Light and shadow is not only about the visual perception of 

objects but also the sense of touch through the perception of heat and cold and the 

feelings associated with such perceptions.
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The spatiality of night is given over to an entire category itself. It is not simply the 

darkness or the lack of light that makes night a different experience. Spaces change at 

night, be it women’s perception of the safety of a space at night or the glow that extends 

from a distant city as it is approached from complete darkness. Hence nighttime is for 

Holl, a separate space and a separate sense.

Time duration is Hoiks sixth category of perception. The Modem concept of time as 

exemplified by architectural writers such as Giedion and Collins is a linear and 

sometimes disjunctive model. Holl claims that time is experienced in architecture as a 

concentration of energy: “this physically experienced ‘lived time’ is measured in the 

memory and the soul in contrast to the dismemberment of fragmented messages of 

media.” Holl uses various quotes from philosophical figures to support his argument. 

He reinforces his claim that time and space are experienced as a whole by citing Henri 

Bergson’s reference to lived time as real time and Bergson’s description of space as the 

“impure combination of homogenous time”.98 Additionally, Holl uses a quote from 

Saint Augustine to support this argument: “Thus when I measure time, I measure 

impressions, modifications of consciousness For Holl, time is an element that

is forever connected to space and consciousness.

The seventh category is devoted to water. Holl describes it as a phenomenal lens. It 

possesses the power to reflect, refract and transform light as well, according to Holl, as 

the ability to reverse space. The psychological and phenomenological powers of these 

reflections go beyond simple physics of light waves. Holl infers that we reach an 

understanding of this meaning indirectly. He quotes Vico thus: “As rational 

metaphysics teaches that man becomes all things by understanding them, imaginative
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metaphysics shows that man becomes all things by not understanding them ... for when 

he does not understand he ... becomes them by transforming himself into them.”100 As 

will be demonstrated later, according to Merleau-Ponty we do not see objects in spite of 

the water; rather the water is part of the experience of seeing the object.101 Only by 

seeing the building through the water, which is part of it, do I see it as it is.

Sound is Hoiks eighth category of perception. Holl draws many parallels between 

architecture and music. Holl believes that the only way to experience a building is to 

walk through it. He asserts that architecture must be experienced as a series of 

sequences that cannot be reproduced in film or photographs; one must feel the body 

moving and one must experience the building in its whole sense. Holl uses the analogy 

of music to illustrate this point. Music surrounds us in a similar manner to architecture. 

One cannot appreciate the crescendo in a piece of work without experiencing the notes 

leading up to it. Similarly, one cannot fully appreciate a spacious, light-filled room, if 

one has not experienced the preceding darker tighter spaces of the rooms that lead to 

it. " Sound gives perception of the quality of a space: “echo and re-echo within a stone 

cathedral increases our awareness of the vastness, geometry and material of its 

space.”103 Holl states that “sound is absorbed by the entire body.”104 He believes that 

sound can create a spatial map, citing the example of cathedral bells that create a space 

of sound that is perceived over an entire town. In this way spatial associations are 

drawn between the bell and it’s surrounding cathedral, tower and square.

Hoiks ninth category is the haptic realm of touch. He states “When the materiality of 

the details forming an architectural space become evident, the haptic realm is opened 

up.”105 Here, Holl is promoting the use of materials that stimulate the sense of touch.
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Touch is related to the notion of movement. As an inhabitant moves through a building 

they stroke walls and run their palms along handrails, feeling the building through their 

touch. In this way it might be suggested that the inhabitant constructs a haptic plan of 

the building.

Hoiks tenth category is proportion and scale. Here he seeks a “re-assertion of the 

human body as the locus of experience.”106 Holl promotes the use of proportioning 

systems such as the ‘Golden Section’ and the ‘Fibinacci sequence’ as discussed in 

Chapter One. These he promotes as almost archetypal proportioning systems that 

humankind has an innate ability to appreciate. As we witnessed earlier, this assumption 

that all humans experience the same thing is not only opposed to the notions of 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, but is a view that is highly contestable. There is no 

single perfectly proportioned human figure that encompasses all the particular human 

bodies. Therefore, there can be no model on which to base a modular system.

The last category is that of site, circumstance and idea. In this section Holl asserts his 

belief in the uniqueness of every site and his desire to make every project different. 

Holl treats phenomenology as a heuristic device to order a design. For Holl, each site is 

different for every person. He uses his individual experience of a site to germinate an 

idea, such as, in the case of his concept for the St. Ignatius Chapel at Seattle University 

(Fig. 19), “7 different ‘Bottles of Light’ in a stone box.”107 This idea is then converted 

into a building (Fig. 20) that Holl believes will convey his original experience of the 

original site to the visitor, who will, of course, in turn have an individual experience of 

the new site as building.
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Fig. 19 “7 different ‘Bottles of Light’ in a stone box.”

Concept Sketch, 1994, Chapel of St. Ignatius, Seattle University, Seattle, Washington. 

Steven Holl Architects, 1994-1997.

Fig.20 “Exterior Light at Night.” 

Photograph, Chapel of St. Ignatius.
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Holl’s notion that architecture is first understood as a series of partial perceptions 

opposes somewhat Merleau-Ponty’s beliefs. Only in his first partial perception, and 

perhaps in the examples of perception and time, does Holl allude to the connection 

between the senses. Merleau-Ponty believes that the senses cannot be separated. 

Although there is a space of scent, it is implicated in the space of vision from the outset 

of experience; it is not combined later by a constituting mind. Merleau-Ponty claims 

that the senses cannot be studied individually, for the sense of sight also encompasses 

the sense of touch. He states, “I do not translate the ‘data of touch’ into the ‘language of 

seeing’ or vice versa -1 do not bring together one by one the parts of my body: this 

translation and this unification are performed once and for all within me: they are my 

body itself.”108 Without the pre-existing structure of the senses there would be no 

world, and likewise without the world there would be no senses. It has been 

demonstrated that while the senses are certainly integral to a phenomenological 

understanding of architecture, a sensory exploration of space alone cannot provide 

meaning or understanding.

The key to integrating the senses into architecture is experience. Architects that attempt 

simply to provide sensory thrills for their audience are not producing phenomenological 

readings of architecture. The senses cannot be treated individually or in pairs, nor can 

phenomenology remain metaphorical. Phenomenology is based in real life, in lived 

perception. It is founded on experience. It is at the level of experience that we see some 

true architectural implications, rather than metaphor or pri vileging of particular senses. 

The senses must be seen as a whole in order to conceive of the essence of experience. 

Experience, then, is the next section in this chapter.
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4.3 Experience

Experience is the third category under which architectural writers can be seen to apply 

phenomenology. As noted, phenomenology does not treat the senses individually; it 

seeks to understand meaning through an overall experience of all the senses.

4.3.1 Experience and the Conventional Architectural Notions of Norberg-Schulz

Norberg-Schulz believes that only by experiencing the site, by discovering its spirit of 

place, can architects understand how to build and how humans can ‘dwell’. He claims 

that by creating unique built experiences for the dweller, based on an intimate 

experience of the site, the architect can elicit certain feelings within inhabitants of their 

buildings. To support this assertion Norberg-Schulz quotes Le Corbusier’s claim that 

“The purpose of architecture is to move us.”109

In a passage of startling generalization, Norberg-Schulz effectively opens Genius Loci 

with a lament for almost all the architecture that was being developed in the Twentieth 

Century. Of all the architectural works available to us, he believed that the only 

Modem architectural protectors of the experience of the site were the architects Le 

Corbusier and Luis Kahn. He exclaims, “[...] with Louis Kahn, however, the 

existential dimension has regained its true importance, and in his question: ‘What does 

the building want to be?’ the problem is posed in its essential form.”110 Norberg- 

Schulz therefore implies that by ignoring the experience of all the sensual aspects that a 

building offers, most architects incorrectly perceive space. However, by reducing 

natural sites such as caves, mountaintops or rivers to symbols, Norberg-Schulz actually 

strips nature and the site of its natural characteristics and its individuality. As Henri
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Lefebvre points out:

Typically, architecture picked a site in nature and transferred it to the political 
realm by means of a symbolic mediation; one thinks, for example, of the statues 
of local gods or goddesses in Greek temples, or of the Shintoists’ sanctuary, 
empty or else containing nothing but a mirror.111

The very individuality of the natural site is lost once it is condensed to symbol, 

metaphor or archetype. There is no need to question the validity of the experience of the 

site. As discussed in Chapter Three, in a reworking of Merleau-Ponty’s statement that 

the world is what we perceive, we should not ask whether we really perceive space; 

rather we should simply say space is what we perceive. While it is evident that we can 

only observe objects and processes that occur in space, and not space itself, we infer the 

constitution of space from what we perceive of these objects and processes. 

Additionally, because perceptions differ, each person’s understanding and experience of 

space will also differ. More significantly, if experience is indeed the key to 

understanding the essence of space then the question is raised, how do we share 

experience? The answer as demonstrated in Chapter Three may well be provided by 

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the Flesh. This is the subject of Section 4.4. Firstly, 

however, contemporary architectural notions of experience need to be discussed.

4.3.2 Experience and Contemporary Architectural Notions: Holl, Perez-Gomez, 

and Pallasmaa

As suggested earlier, Pallasmaa’s third argument in relation to the senses proposes that 

the senses constantly overlap each other. In what he labels a ‘multi-sensory experience’ 

he believes that “An architectural work is not experienced as a collection of isolated 

visual pictures, but in its full material and spiritual presence.”112 He believes the seven 

realms of sensory experience infuse and interact with each other to produce an overall
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experience. It is the whole, lived experience of the senses that needs to be considered

when applying phenomenology to architecture. The senses cannot be treated in

isolation. Pallasmaa describes the experience of one sense with the action of another to

demonstrate how they overlap. He links the sense of smell with vision, corresponding

with Merleau-Ponty’s view that, although we create separate worlds through each

sense, we do not experience these worlds as individual worlds, but as a single collective

world; the combination of worlds is one world. As an obvious example, it might be

noted that both hearing and vision go to the same world. While they have recognizable

differences as senses, they return to the subject as a simultaneous perception; one does

not alternate between perceptions of vision and hearing, but experiences them as the

one perception. To illustrate this point Pallasmaa asks; “why do abandoned houses

always have the same hollow smell; is it because the particular smell is caused by the

visual emptiness observed by the eye?”113 A similar point is raised by Anthony Vidler

when he talks of the ‘architectural uncanny’, recalling Edgar Allen Poe’s The Fall of

the House of Usher and the haunted houses of Victor Hugo. Quoting Poe’s comment

“With the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my

spirit,” Vidler demonstrates the power of finding a disturbance within the senses. 114

The uncanny here comes from finding the unfamiliar amongst the familiar:115

While the objects around me [...] were but matters to which, or to such as which,
I had been accustomed from my intimacy - while I hesitated not to acknowledge 
how familiar was all this - I still wondered to find how unfamiliar were the 
fancies which ordinary images were stirring up.116

According to Pallasmaa, just as he has claimed that smell is associated with vision, 

there is (for him) a similar connection between the sense of touch and the sense of 

vision. He states, “perhaps we should think of touch as the unconscious of vision”117 

He establishes a link between the body and architecture in describing his notion of ‘the
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shape of touch’, claiming that “the door handle is the handshake of the building.”118 He 

also claims that vision can become transferred to taste. He suggests that certain 

colours and shapes elicit oral sensations, using the example of the ‘taste’ of Veronese 

marble or Japanese Lacquerware.119 By this he does not mean the aesthetic taste, but 

the sensation of wanting to feel the object from inside ones’ own mouth. He believes 

the architecture of Carlo Scarpa elicits similar oral experiences. Collins also supports 

this notion of the taste of architecture in recalling the ‘gastronomical analogy’ of 

architecture.120

Additionally, Pallasmaa believes the experience of a space determines the identity of

the inhabitant. To support this claim he cites Noel Amaud’s proclamation: “I am the

space where I am.”121 As was explained in Chapter Three, Merleau-Ponty offers a

similar proposition. Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the body as preconscious subject

suggests that through the body’s sensual exploration of space an understanding of the

self is established. Likewise, Pallasmaa asserts, “We are in constant dialogue and

interaction with the environment, to the degree that it is impossible to detach the image

of the self from its spatial and situational existence.”122 This dialogue continually

forms and reforms both space and the body. As suggested in Chapter Two, the body

both configures and is reconfigured by space in a spiralling evolutionary and

revolutionary relationship. Yet, in questioning what the task of architecture is,

Pallasmaa is content to remain metaphorical, stating that:

The timeless task of architecture is to create embodied existential metaphors 
that concretize and structure man’s being in the world. An embodied memory 
has an essential role as the basis of remembering a space or place. Our home 
and domicile are integrated with our self-identity; they become part of our own 
body and being.123
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Bachelard makes a point in relation to this conception of the space of the home. While 

the home as an object of architecture is integrated with the self, according to Bachelard 

it is also, within the concept of the home that space ceases to be infinite. It is no longer 

the never-ending notion of absolute space as declared by Gassendi. As Bachelard 

states, “I don’t live in the infinite because in the infinite one is not at home.”124 While 

this notion would give space and the body separate identities, Pallasmaa’s metaphor 

seeks to fuse the body and space in a connection that sees the home becoming part of 

the self through its occupation by the senses. Merleau-Ponty’s connection between the 

body and space, however, is not simply metaphorical. His concept of the flesh allows 

for a connection of the body and space without each loosing their identities. This 

application of the flesh to architecture will be expanded upon further in Chapter Five.

Perez-Gomez also discusses the idea of experience. For him, the goal of 

phenomenology is an understanding of human experience. He asserts:

A central aim of existential phenomenology is a generalized description and 
understanding of human experience, behavior, meaning and awareness as they 
are lived by real people in real times and places. The reality of these concrete 
experiences and situations are not an end in themselves, however, but a field of 
descriptive evidence out of which can be drawn underlying patterns and 
structures that mark the essential core of humanness.125

Perez-Gomez believes that by examining experiential phenomena, the essence of 

human experience can be unearthed. To achieve this it is essential to go beyond the 

sensory results of these phenomena. It is necessary to examine the entire field of 

sensations in their totality in order to realize their foundational pattern. There are 

obvious structuralist implications of these ideas of foundational patterns and underlying 

structures in Perez-Gomez’s comments.126 Whilst this thesis does not intend to enter
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the debate concerning structuralism and post-structuralism it is interesting to note the 

use of structuralist ideas such as these in an atmosphere of architectural theory that has 

previously embraced post-structuralism. Holl does not pursue structuralist nor post

structuralist ideas such as Derrida’s deconstruction and its (mis)application in 

architecture. For Holl the philosophy of Deconstruction fragments architecture; he 

seeks a way to put the pieces back together.127 He suggests his ‘“phenomenal zones’ 

function like a manifold of parts, presenting the question of a whole more substantial 

than any of its components.”128 As shall be demonstrated in Chapter Five, this 

assertion, derived from Gestalt Psychology, is also important to Merleau-Ponty.

Holl also suggests a number of other principles that might be applied to the 

phenomenological reading of architecture. Recently he has made extensive use of 

phenomenology and in particular the notion of experience, to produce his architecture. 

According to Perez-Gomez: “Steven Holl’s architecture thus emerges from a series of 

fundamental propositions which arise from his ‘faith’ in the ‘primacy of perception’ for 

all meaning.”129 As it is for Norberg-Schulz, the site is also important to Holl. He uses 

phenomenology as a tool for interpreting the experience of the site.130 It is an approach 

with which he establishes a concept for his architecture. He states:

I depend entirely on concept diagrams. Finding an initial concept for each 
project that captures the essence of the architectural opportunities unique to that 
project is, for me, the only way into it, the door through which new ideas enter 
architecture.131

The problem in using tools, however, is that they exist in a world of metaphor. Simply 

because a metaphor works to explain a concept, it does not necessarily follow that the 

lived experience will mirror that of the object of the metaphor. Simply because I say
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the world is a body, it does not follow that the world behaves or is experienced like a 

body. In order to operate at a foundational level, phenomenology rejects the 

metaphorical.132

Yet for Holl, phenomenology is not the driving force behind his architecture. He 

reveals, “Though many if not most people who appreciate my work seem to focus on its 

experiential or phenomenological qualities - the light, the use of materials, and so forth 

- for me, what is important is the idea.”133 Holl privileges his experience of a site to act 

as the seed of the idea. This is then developed into a concept that acts as the organizing 

principle for his architecture. It is a compositional technique rather than a belief in the 

primacy of phenomenology: “To me one experiences a building like one experiences a 

piece of music. The audience in a concert hall does not have to know the details of the 

structure of a particular piece or the compositional techniques of the composer to 

appreciate the music.”134 Holl does, however, acknowledge the power of experience in 

giving access to the world: “In fact, I would go so far as to say that a phenomenological 

meditation offers the best, if not the only, access to the contemporary as an authentic 

experience.”135

Holl is not interested in semiotic or typological models of contextualism here. By 

‘contemporary’ he is referring to a complex network of thoughts and sensations that 

establish what it is to be “authentically in the world today”, rather than any rapidly 

changing fashion.136 He wants to make each new project a unique experience. He 

believes each site has a different experiential potential, and desires “to make every 

project different, but in doing so, to avoid linguistic devices in favour of 

phenomenological experiences.” Holl conceives of phenomenology as the study of

203



essences. His desire is to place essence back into existence and, in so doing, create an 

“architecture of inspirational existence.”138 He believes all experiences can be 

significant, claiming that even “the everyday act of pressing a door handle and opening 

into a light-washed room can become profound when experienced through sensitized 

consciousness.” While he wishes to escape the inappropriateness of applying a 

universal theory to designing a building, he cannot escape the flawed logic of 

translating holistically a random experience of a particular site to the design of a 

building.

The meaning of a building cannot be communicated simply by overlaying a single 

architect’s personal experience of a site over the architectural program of that building. 

The application of a single concept, or a set of concepts derived from the fancy of an 

individual architect that then drive all design decisions, is not a significant shift away 

from a practice that makes all design decisions based on a single universal theory of 

architecture.

It is clear that the lived experience of architecture is intrinsic to the phenomenological 

understanding of it. The question remains, however, of how to relate the notion of the 

body to the notion of space within this experiential framework. Chapter Three revealed 

that Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh is the bridge that offers the method by which 

to relate the body and space to each other in terms of the relations of connection, 

collision and crossing. It is necessary, therefore, to investigate the suggestion of an 

application of the concept of the flesh to architecture.
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4.4 The Flesh

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh is the fourth category under which architectural 

writers can be seen to apply phenomenology. The flesh and its intertwining provide the 

key to understanding how we can share the same world that is already there and yet, at 

the same time, maintain our individuality. It demonstrates how we can understand 

meaning in the built environment through our bodies. There is a suggestion here that it 

is possible to reconcile phenomenology’s understanding of the flesh of the world and 

the flesh of the body with the experience of architecture. The opinions of the four 

architectural writers, Norberg-Schulz, Holl, Pallasmaa and Perez-Gomez are returned to 

in order reveal how they deal with this concept of the flesh.

4.4.1 The Flesh and the Conventional Architectural Notions of Norberg-Schulz

Norberg-Schulz asserts that there is not one common world; rather, we all perceive 

different worlds that are the product of our motivations and past experiences.140 This 

notion contrasts with Merleau-Ponty’s belief that there is only one world, which we all 

access through the flesh. Norberg-Schulz further claims that architectural space is an 

aspect of a process whereby, in a two-way interaction between people and their 

environment, humankind develops a concrete physical image. According to Norberg- 

Schulz, “we could also say that existential space, being one of the psychic structures 

which form part of man’s being in the world, has architectural space as its physical 

counterpart.”141

While he alludes to the possibility of a two-way relationship in which the body might 

be reconfigured by space and vice versa, he has returned to a very physical model of 

space to explain its architectural meaning. There is very little else in the writing of
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Norberg-Schulz to suggest an intertwining of the body and space. This is not 

surprising, given his reliance on Heidegger for his reading of phenomenology. 

Likewise other architectural writers who have used Heidegger as the basis for their 

architectural phenomenology have little to offer this discussion.142 For this reason, the 

architectural writers who revealed an interest in the work of Merleau-Ponty are now 

returned to.

4.4.2 The Flesh and Contemporary Architectural Notions: Holl and Perez-Gomez

Holl, Pallasmaa and Perez Gomez all propose arguments that allude to a notion of the 

flesh. Yet, none of these writers claim to use the flesh directly. In fact Holl is the only 

one to specifically embrace the notion, and this is only done in a metaphoric manner. 

Pallasmaa and Perez Gomez merely infer a flesh-like relationship in their treatments of 

(respectively) architecture’s mimicry of the body and a reappraisal of Chora.

In terms of his conception of the flesh, Holl does not use phenomenology directly but 

metaphorically. In his book Intertwining, Holl proposes an architecture of 

“intertwining” that is the result of sensory, perceptual, conceptual and emotional 

experiences.143 He believes that this intertwining involves inserting the body into the 

‘other’ of architecture. He does not want to produce an architecture of feeling, but one 

that produces a “chiasma of phenomenal architecture” in which the subject and the 

object are intertwined.144 Holl believes that architecture has the potential to put 

essences back into existence by weaving form, space and light.145 By making this 

assertion, Holl has fallen into the trap that has befallen his modernist predecessors: he is 

assuming that space, along with light and form, is an element to be molded - a
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suggestion that is reminiscent of those made by Le Corbusier, Giedion and Zevi cited 

earlier.

Additionally, Holl relies heavily on metaphor, even declaring that perception itself is 

metaphorical.146 He believes, “A metaphoric or symbolic parallel proves meaningful in 

a given situation.”147 He uses the concept of the flesh as the idea upon which he hangs 

his concept for a particular project, the suggestively titled “Kiasma Museum of 

Contemporary Art” in Helsinki (Figs. 21, 22). The similarity in the Museum’s title and 

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the chiasm not withstanding, Holl sees the flesh as a 

metaphor. He uses the flesh and its association with intertwining as a metaphorical 

concept to create an intertwining building that twists the conception of what is inside 

and outside. Yet, in the Kiasma Museum, Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the intertwining is 

interpreted literally and transferred into a building as though the metaphor could be 

reproduced physically. It is somewhat disappointing that the concept of intertwining 

has been reduced to a discussion of what is inside and what is outside of a building 

similar to those earlier discussions by the likes of Giedion and Banham, analyzed in 

Chapter 1.

According to Holl, the building’s form is also derived from concrete experience. He 

states, “The act of juxtaposing two incongruous things together: a literary metaphor and 

an architectural program and structure - yields a dynamic tension.”148 Phenomenology 

is applied here only to the value placed in experience and in pleasing the senses. Holl 

relies too literally on the literary comparison. He claims that “It is in the realm of ideas 

that the final perceptual measure of architecture’s contributions will be extended.”149 

This conceptual strategy acts as a guide for Holl to reveal the possibility of his
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interpretation of any building. According to Holl, this is what instils meaning into the 

architecture. The meaning is felt rather than understood; it is the body’s interpretation 

of this concept that creates and feels this meaning.150

Just as Collins privileges the concept of parallax, so too Holl talks of parallax as the

movement of the body through space.151 Holl suggests that parallax reveals space as a

sequence of events. He declares, “The space that rolls between them, leaf within a leaf

- disappears within the flesh of space, within the folds of parallax.”152 Hoiks use of the

phrase ‘leaf within a leaf is reminiscent of Merleau-Ponty's concept of the flesh. Grosz

describes the flesh using Merleau-Ponty’s terminology thus:

The flesh is composed of the ‘leaves’ of the body interspersed with the ‘leaves’ 
of the world: it is the chiasm separating the one from the other, the ‘pure 
difference’ whose play generates persons, things, and their separations and

• 153unions.

Grosz uses this statement to prove that the flesh is the element that allows the body to

communicate with the world and that the subject and the object are inherently open to

each other. Hoiks argument thus suggests that the architect can in a way, become a part

of the building. This is possible because the architect has a body that is of the flesh,

just as the building is of the flesh. According to Holl:

An architect internalizes a building in his body; movement, balance, distance 
and scale are felt unconsciously through the body as the work interacts with the 
body of the observer the experience mirrors these bodily sensations of the 
maker. Consequently, architecture is communication from the body of the 
architect directly to the body of the inhabitant.154

Because they share the same world, the same flesh, they share a common ground of 

bodily experience. In this way, the architect and the inhabitant can communicate with 

each other. In this way, while they do not experience the same thing, through the flesh 

meaning can be conveyed from one to the other.
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Fig.21 Floor Plans and Cross Sections.
Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art, Helsinki, Finland, 
Steven Holl Architects, 1993-1998.

Fig.22 “Concept: Heart of Helsinki, Intertwining: Nature/Culture/Art/Education." 
Concept Drawings, 1993, Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art.
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Pallasmaa also notes that a process occurs whereby the building seems to relate to the 

inhabitant. He links this property to the teleology of the muscular system. In response 

to Louis Kahn’s postulate “what does the building want to be?” cited by Norberg- 

Schulz earlier, Pallasmaa believes it is an unconscious mimicry of bone and muscular 

systems that determine what the building should be. Pallasmaa adds to this assertion, 

stating “ but this metamorphosis takes place through the mimesis of our own body.”155 

There is an inference here that Pallasmaa proposes an almost metaphorical or 

anthropomorphic notion of the body as was rejected in Chapter Two. This proposition 

would presumably also apply to the building the body inhabits: in this case, the building 

is willed unconsciously into mimicking the composition of the human body. Hence, it 

might be argued that the building and the body are intertwined.

Perez-Gomez also discusses the intertwining of the flesh in terms of architecture. He 

believes “architecture of intertwining” confronts humankind with the “origins of 

technology” producing an architectural space that “becomes the site of resistance 

against the collapse of desire that drives modernist technological utopias.”156 He uses 

the term desire here to describe the search for the other half. In this case Perez Gomez 

believes that, through modem technology, humankind seeks to find the other in the 

form of architectural space. This process he relates to the flesh and also to Plato’s 

concept of Chora. Just as Casey and Amheim have used the concept of Chora to 

discuss space, so too does Perez-Gomez. He is interested in:

the nature of Chora as paradigmatic architectural work. It is simultaneously the 
work and the ’space’, its ground or lighting; it is that which is unveiled, the 
truth’ embodied by art, and the ‘space’ between the word and the experience. It 
is both a space for ‘contemplation’ and a time set out for ‘participation’, a space 
of recognition.157
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For Perez-Gomez, Chora is the third element of reality in addition to ‘being’ and 

‘becoming’. It is both space and matter at the same time. He claims that “during the 

last two centuries all art forms seem to be emphatically ‘about’ space, about Chora, 

material and constructed, yet qualitative and metaphoric.”158 He believes Chora defines 

the foundation of human culture. It is neither solely mental as an idea, nor solely 

sensible as a perception. Perez Gomez explains:

It is literally the foundation and the stage of culture, something which humanity 
can never understand with the clarity with which we understand the duality of 
being and becoming, because it is never presented to reason directly as ‘idea’, 
nor as a sensation through our natural perceptions.159

As revealed in Chapter One, the source of the idea of space as an unbounded field has 

its origins in Plato’s concept of Chora in Timaeus,160 Chora receives all things, yet 

never departs at all from its own nature and never in any way assumes a form like that 

of any of the things which are inside it. It is a kind of sorting basket, still unbounded 

and unchanging but exerting an influence over its contents. 161

Perez-Gomez claims that Chora is the architectural space in which we recognize 

ourselves as ‘oriented beings’. He claims that by recognizing Chora we also have the 

ability to recognize:

An architecture which activates our incarnate conscience, which displays reality 
as an intertwining, which confronts us once more with depth as the mysterious 
first dimension, necessarily appearing in a thick, reversible present, the 
antithesis of a ‘point’ between past and future. The result is an architecture of 
dramatic situations, whose substance is not ‘matter’ nor ‘geometric space’ but 
rather the intertwining, involving technological reality through its forms of 
expression in order to question radically the values of consumption, 
manipulating perspective and ‘ocularcentric’ representations so as to 
fundamentally temporize the ‘objective’ experience in space.162
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Chapters One and Three explained that Chora or space cannot be conceived without 

also conceiving the body. Further, Chapter Three illustrated that Merleau-Ponty‘s 

example of ‘oriented space’ demonstrates how the body can be meaning-giving- 

existence. While the ‘concrete space’ in which we live is prior for us, the abstract idea 

of absolute endless space as the container of everything is a product of our thought. 

However, this thought is still based on the concrete space in which we live. Thus, 

space is already oriented; space is not a datum existing independently of us.163 In 

absolute space the subjects are free of this orientation; in concrete existence, however, 

their own dimensions always orient the body-subject. For Merleau-Ponty, ‘natural 

space’ is the space of the preconscious body-subject. Since it is not given, but 

constituted preconsciously, it is therefore alterable. Similarly, oriented space can be 

altered because the body which is its meaning-giving-existence can be changed.

While each of Norberg-Schulz, Holl, Pallasmaa and Perez-Gomez allude to the concept 

of the flesh none of them uses it in more than a metaphorical manner. The key to 

understanding architecture in terms of the body and space is in the way we extract 

meaning from our world, through the flesh, phenomenologically. Holl and Pallasmaa, 

to a certain extent, seem to want to examine architecture in terms of the senses. 

However, as demonstrated in Chapter Three, phenomenology says that meaning is all 

that we can know. If the meaning of space, body and architecture is changed, then 

space, the body and architecture are in themselves changed. It remains to be seen if 

architecture can be understood in terms of how it changes the body and space in terms 

of the flesh. This will be discussed in the next chapter.
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4.5 Meaning

Meaning is the final category under which architectural writers apply phenomenology. 

Phenomenology is a way of re-opening the basic philosophical issues that deal with the 

foundational questions of human existence.164 Merleau-Ponty claims that all problems 

of phenomenology amount to finding definitions of essences.163 Phenomenology, then, 

is the logical method for finding the essence of space in order to determine meaning in 

architecture. If space is the essential element of architecture, as many traditional 

architectural writers maintain, then it follows that an essential element of space, the 

body, must also be a source of meaning for architecture.166 According to Merleau- 

Ponty, the body perceives the meaning of the world. Hence, if the body is always 

constituting meaning it might be claimed that architecture cannot be without meaning. 

Eisenman supports this claim stating, “As Derrida himself said, architecture will always 

mean, even though it is a weak sign system. To question architecture’s representation 

is to question its embodiment.”167 It follows, then, that if architecture is part of the 

world then its meaning is achieved via an understanding of the body and a 

phenomenological reduction of architecture into its spatial essence.

4.5.1 Meaning and the Conventional Architectural Notions of Norberg-Schulz

Norberg-Schulz makes a number of references to meaning. His concepts of perceptual 

space and existential space, discussed earlier, are founded on the concept of meaning. 

Under his notion of perceptual space, the variations in space are linked together to form 

meaningful experiences. The meaningful objects that result are then held together by 

his notion of existential space which forms a stable three-dimensional image of the 

environment. To support his argument in relation to meaning, Norberg-Schulz cites the 

work of Heidegger throughout Existence, Space & Architecture. Heidegger is first
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mentioned in relation to his belief that “dwelling is the essential property of 

existence.”168 The concept of ‘dwelling’ is important to Norberg-Schulz; he again cites 

Heidegger in claiming that the fundamental function of dwelling is expressed in a 

society regardless of whether it gives primary importance to the common public 

environment or the family home.169 Norberg-Schulz develops this idea of dwelling 

further in Genius Loci, stating: “I owe to Heidegger the concept of dwelling. 

‘Existential foothold’ and ‘dwelling’ are the synonyms, and ‘dwelling’, in an existential 

sense, is the purpose of architecture.”170

Norberg-Schulz clearly wants to break away from traditional architectural conceptions 

of space. Even in Existence, Space and Architecture, he believes humankind has 

forgotten what it means to dwell.171 This desire to move away from physical notions of 

architecture is repeated in Genius Loci in which he states that his primary aim is to 

“investigate the psychic implications of architecture, rather than its practical side. 

Although I certainly admit that there exists an interrelationship between the two 

aspects.” As noted earlier In Existence, Space & Architecture he dismisses the work 

of contemporary architectural writers such as Bruno Zevi.173 Norberg-Schulz criticizes 

the use of space as a catchword by writers such as Zevi, who use the word without 

explanation or a philosophical grounding. Yet, while Norberg-Schulz appears to want 

to apply the ideas of Heidegger, and to a lesser extent Merleau-Ponty, to space, his own 

analysis owes more to conventional architectural writers such as Giedion than to 

Heidegger. Indeed, Giedion is even given credit in Norberg-Schulz’s 

acknowledgements. He claims that “Sigfried Giedion is probably the writer who has 

contributed most to the actualization of the space concept.”174 However, as 

demonstrated in Chapter One, and as Norberg-Schulz admits, “Giedion here approaches
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the concept of existential space, but he does not make his idea philosophically precise. 

His approach is still too naively realistic, although he makes some references to the 

process of visual perception.”175

Norberg-Schulz claims that he wants to move away from geometrical explanations such 

as those used by Giedion and Zevi. However, his descriptions of such places as 

Michelangelo’s Area Capitolina in Rome bear a striking resemblance to Giedion’s own 

description of the square cited in Chapter One (Figs. 1, 2). For comparative purposes 

Giedion’s description is repeated here:

The wedge-shaped piazza of the Area Capitolina narrows toward the balustrade 
where the stairway debouches. No particle of the ground is left unconsidered. 
Michelangelo places an oval within the wedge shaped square. This oval is 
slightly recessed and is ringed around by two steps, whose curving shadows 
define the formal ambit of the statue’s emplacement. The ground itself swells 
gently upwards toward the pedestal.176

As will readily be seen, Norberg-Schulz ‘s own description of the Area Capitolina

comes closer to Giedion’s physical and symbolic interpretation rather than anything

phenomenological. Norberg-Schulz’s description is equally based on the physical and

aesthetic qualities produced by the geometry of the space:

[Michelangelo’s] composition essentially consists of two elements: an oval 
inscribed in the floor of the piazza by means of two descending steps, and three 
buildings which form a circumscribed trapezium. The oval is clearly 
characterized as expanding, as it is decorated by a star-like pattern, which 
increases in scale towards the periphery. Furthermore the oval is convex and 
‘breaks through’ the surrounding surface. The trapezium, however, seems to 
contract, as the two lateral buildings converge towards the open side of the

• 177piazza.

Norberg-Schulz then attempts to further analyze this geometric relationship in terms of 

his concept of existential space. His interpretation, however, appears to go little beyond 

the metaphorical and psychological symbolism of the space.
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The oval, thus, would be nothing less than the very top of our globe. This 
interpretation is supported by the fact that Michelangelo here succeeded in 
symbolizing the essence of place, as perhaps nobody else in the history of 
architecture. The conflict between the expanding oval with the statue of the 
Emperor (i.e. man) in the centre, and the contracting boundary, in fact contains 
the basic problem of existential space, giving it a tragic’ note. Few people 
escape the fascination of the Capitoline Square, which touches the deepest 
ground of our Psyche.178

The problem Norberg-Schulz talks of is the architectural definition of ‘centre.’ For 

him, the centre is the creation of place. Spaces such as the Area Capitolina are seen as 

expressions of particular notions of this place-creating centre. He talks of the genius 

loci of architectural space that gives it a sense of character and place. Norberg-Schulz 

claims that his work is a phenomenological reading of architecture with an emphasis on 

Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, yet, despite the examples above, he does not go beyond 

this to ask the questions of being or what it is to dwell that Heidegger might have 

proposed. These ideas are, however, more thoroughly developed in his following 

book. In this latter work, Norberg-Schulz follows Heidegger rather than Merleau- 

Ponty; accordingly, he does not consider a role for the body-as-subject or the concept of 

the flesh that an investigation into the work of Merleau-Ponty would have suggested.180

4.5.2 Meaning and Contemporary Architectural Notions: Perez-Gomez and Holl

Both Holl and Perez Gomez raise interesting points in regard to the phenomenological 

meaning of architecture. For Holl meaning centres around issues of place, inner and 

outer perception, and intentionality. Perez Gomes also raises several points in relation 

to phenomenology and meaning. His argument covers the topics of ideal essences, 

language and the body as meaning-giving existence.
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In a similar manner to that by which Norberg-Schulz promotes the concept of genius 

loci, Holl also investigates the idea of ‘spirit of place’ in attempting to approach 

meaning. This is evidenced in his eleven partial perceptions explained earlier, 

particularly his last category: site, circumstance and idea. Holl further believes there 

are two forms of perception: inner and outer. This idea he derives from the work of 

Brentano. Brentano influenced the earlier ideas of Husserl, postulating the idea of a 

realistic distinction between the mind and its independent objects.181 Likewise, Holl 

locates phenomenal experience to outer perception and meaning to inner perception. 

Holl believes “The challenge for architecture is to stimulate both inner and outer 

perception; to heighten phenomenal experience while simultaneously expressing 

meaning; and to develop this duality in response to the particularities of site and 

circumstance.” However, Husserl later rejected these ideas, as does Merleau-Ponty. 

As Merleau-Ponty points out, the individual always perceives the body; one can never 

escape it. One can never be outside of oneself or one’s body. As Chapter Three 

explained, there is not a world of the mind and a real external world; there is only one

1 84world, the world of meaning, for this is all we can know.

Holl further claims that “Mental phenomena have real as well as intentional existence. 

This duality of intention and phenomena is like the interplay between thought and 

feeling.” Holl is particularly interested in the architectural implications of 

phenomenological intention: “Intentionality sets architecture apart from the pure 

phenomenology that is manifest in the natural sciences.” He believes the meaning of 

a building must be experienced in order for it to be considered successful. As 

demonstrated in Chapter Three, Merleau-Ponty also addresses the issue of intention. In 

maintaining ‘act intentionality’ and ‘operative intentionality’ Merleau-Ponty retains the
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ideas of reflection, subjectivity, consciousness and meaning while also keeping an 

ontological view of phenomenology.187 We both experience the world as it is already 

there, and acknowledge the world as it is brought into existence. Intention does not 

merely capture the original meaning of experience, but becomes the source of thought
1 oo

and knowledge and the focus of feeling and desire.

Alberto Perez-Gomez also approaches the question of meaning within architecture in 

terms of phenomenology. As discussed in Chapter Three, phenomenology is not 

concerned with questions of whether or not what we see is real, or how we could be 

fooled by our senses; rather it asks the question what do we mean by ... ?189 It is 

concerned with ideal essences, the meanings we possess when we act, think and live. 

Perez-Gomez raises the importance of the role of the site within architecture. He 

asserts, “It is here that architecture ‘happens’, disclosing an order that is both spatial 

and temporal: the ‘meaning’ of architecture can never be grasped through a mere ‘visit’ 

of an aesthetic object or tourist attraction.”190 Casey touches upon this idea when he 

argues for a greater recognition of the significance of place within architecture.191 The 

implication of this for architecture, according to Perez-Gomez, is a challenge for the 

architect to produce a ‘poetry of specifics’, that emerges from everyday events and thus 

recovers a sense of spiritual purpose. He asserts that architects should produce work 

in which humankind can recognize itself as part of an order that gives it meaning and 

direction. He states:

This reflection is crucial for architecture, where ‘meanings’ are given via the 
incarnate ‘presence’ of the work, opening - and hiding - in the dimension of 
time, which is human life itself. The meaning of architecture is neither ‘read’ 
nor ‘deciphered’. Architecture cannot be reduced to an image nor can it be 
reduced to ‘information’. Its meaning resides in immediacy and its ability to 
articulate life in its circumstance.193
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Perez-Gomez reveals that as early as 1898 architecture was declared to be “the art of 

space” by Schmarzow.194 Perez-Gomez alleges that “finally architecture had a proper 

‘scientific’ definition. Once its essence had been named, it could be more easily 

manipulated and reduced to aesthetic or formal composition.”195 He believes he has 

discovered the essence of architecture - space. However, he claims this leads not to 

meaning or the body but to a set of rules that determine composition. Further, he 

asserts: “The meaning of the work lies in the fact that it is there.”196 In a similar 

manner to Merleau-Ponty’s claim that the tree sees the painter, it could be asserted that 

in architecture it is the building that sees the architect, just as the architect sees the 

building. Hence, according to Perez-Gomez, “As Merleau-Ponty has pointed out in 

regard to Cezanne, the world no longer stands before him through perspectival 

representation: rather it is the painter (and the observer) to whom the things of the 

world give birth by means of a concentration of the visible.”197

Language is also important to Perez Gomez. As explained earlier, it is the expression 

of experience in language that renders it possible to separate essences from the 

experiences in which they are originally located. Transcendental reflection effects an 

additional separation by creating ideal meanings from the conceptual essences separated 

by language. According to Macaan, “In this way essences can be reinserted into the 

original experience. Idealization offers us the lee-way to extract essences from 

existence but only in order that they should eventually be re-located in the very element 

from which they were originally abstracted.”198 While Perez-Gomez claims that 

architecture cannot be read, thereby undermining the value of language, it will be 

demonstrated in Chapter Five that Merleau-Ponty reconfigures the notion. He describes 

language in a way that designates it as being the site of meaning for the body without
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reducing meaning to a study of linguistics.199 Perez Gomez believes that Merleau- 

Ponty’s reconfiguring of perception and language means it is possible to consider an 

architecture that both reveals and constitutes itself through “experience as non-idealized 

notion, without nevertheless denying its co-presence with language.”200

In this way it could be argued that, through discovering or deciphering language within 

architecture, it might still be possible to define architecture’s essence and therefore its 

meaning. Perez-Gomez is not seeking universal or totalizing ideology of meaning; 

rather he is claiming that meaning comes from a more primal bodily understanding. 

According to him: “Merleau-Ponty convincingly proved that the perception of meaning 

is, in effect, a much more mysterious and complex event than what we had been led to 

believe by the traditional models of scientific psychology.”201 Perez-Gomez seeks an 

architecture that reveals the nature of experience as a fundamental and prior notion. He 

argues that “experience is the very condition of meaning and the forerunner of the very 

‘idea’ of experience. Experience does not presuppose anything more than the encounter 

between ‘us’ and what ‘is’.” Any architecture that is based on experience would 

therefore be an architecture that, while constituting its meaning through experience, did

203not deny its co-presence with language.

Chapter Three demonstrated three particular areas where the body is depicted by 

Merleau-Ponty as a meaning-giving-existence. These were in the areas of oriented 

space, sexuality and in terms of the senses. As has often been repeated in this chapter, 

it is not enough to examine the senses alone. Only when meaning is examined in terms 

of the body, including its sexuality and its place in oriented space, can architecture be 

understood. Perez-Gomez concurs with Merleau-Ponty, claiming that understanding of
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architecture is derived from the body. He explains that Merleau-Ponty rejects the 

Cartesian mind-body split, claiming instead that meaning is established through the 

body. According to Perez-Gomez:

Phenomenology tries to account for our mysterious ability to see universality in 
specifics, giving credit to our human ability to perceive meanings through our 
corporeal condition, questioning the classical scientific and psychological 
theories which aim to explain the construction of meaning as an act of 
judgement, or a causal association of impressions in a mind presumably 
constituted by substance that is independent of the body.204

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh reclaims the space between the binary pair of 

mind and body. In support of this argument Grosz claims that “Perception is as it 

were, mid-way between mind and body or subject and object, requiring the terms of 

both categories to be comprehensible.”205 Hence, it is through the body that space can 

exist. Space is not a separate reality, an ‘in itself.’ Additionally, therefore, architecture 

is the whole of meanings resulting from the dialogue between the body and space. 

Chapter Three further demonstrated that Merleau-Ponty places subjectivity at the centre 

of a dialectic relationship to the space around it. This is not a causal relationship for it 

is the very composition of the subject itself that gives space its meaning. The subject is 

privileged insofar as everything else is space. It is part of the relationship, but also its 

meaning-giving centre. In this way the body is a subject. The body-subject as the 

provider of meaning is this preconscious existence. We cannot escape meaning. 

According to Merleau-Ponty, we are already a meaning-giving existence on a level that 

is preconscious, and not free. For him, we are condemned to meaning. Perez-Gomez 

agrees with these arguments, stating :

In effect, our relationship with mundane things, with our circumstance, is never 
‘free’ of significance. Our lives, the ‘intertwining’ of phenomenology, are a 
network of reciprocities: I can only know myself through the ‘other’ and in 
‘opposition’ to the things of the world.206
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Meaning is not absolute but constituted. Meaning is discovered in the dialogue of the 

body and the world; meaning is not given to us, we seek it out. Milan Kundera makes a 

similar point in relation to the nature of coincidence. He states that the individual 

transforms a fortuitous occurrence into a motif, thereby infusing their life with 

beauty.207 In a similar manner, we attribute meaning to the world in order to 

understand it. Architecture must have meaning, in order for our body to comprehend it.

The body is both meaning-giving and the interpreter of that meaning. As our 

perception of our body changes so too does the meaning of space for us; a continual 

evolutionary cycle is established. Meaning is never a fixed given. It is constituted from 

the continuous dialogue between space and the body. In this way it might be argued 

that it is the meaning or significance that is inscribed in the building that makes it 

beautiful. Architecture is conceived of as beautiful because we construct in it 

significance in terms of how we live it.

4.6 Conclusion: Applications to Merleau-Ponty

In The Phenomenology of Perception it is Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the body as 

subject that gives particular insight into the body-space relationship. It is the fact that 

Merleau-Ponty’s particular method of phenomenology ascribes meaning to the body 

that is of most value to this thesis. Additionally, in The Visible and the Invisible the 

concept of the flesh explained how the body could communicate with the things, yet be 

different from them. A phenomenology of architecture must address the issues of the 

flesh and the body’s meaning-giving-existence. A phenomenological architecture is 

more than one that stimulates each of the five senses. As Perez-Gomez points out, the 

body as the preconscious meaning-giving self occurs in experience prior to the 

sensation being allocated to the five senses:
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The primordial human reality is non-duality, the corporeal awareness that works 
as a synesthetic receiver, prior to the separation of specific sensations 
corresponding to the ‘five senses’. This is the totality, whose experience, 
including that opaque T that awakens every day and is in constant 
transformation, always remaining identical to itself; the source of all 
meaning.208

The body, in its preconscious state, therefore gains meaning through its sensory 

relationship with the world. In order to understand architecture the essential role the 

body plays in both its creation and reading must be acknowledged. The intrinsic nature 

of architecture’s corporeality will then have important implications for what is 

understood to be the referent when we talk of space.

It has been shown that simplistic archetypal or sensory applications of phenomenology 

to architecture are inadequate. To achieve an understanding of the essence of 

architecture in terms of space and the body, the whole-lived experience must be 

examined. This involves investigating the role of the “flesh”, but not in a metaphorical 

manner that eludes its foundational properties. To understand the role of the body in 

space it is important to understand the nature of its meaning and how meaning is 

understood in architecture through the body. This is the subject of the final chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE

IMPLICATIONS FOR SPACE, THE BODY AND ARCHITECTURE

Tereza tried to see herself through her body.

That is why, from girlhood on, she would stand before the mirror so often. 

[...] It was not vanity that drew her to the mirror; it was amazement at seeing her own

Milan Kundera 1
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5.0 Introduction: The Implications of Merleau-Ponty

At the beginning of the thesis four seemingly disparate notions were brought together, 

those of architecture, space, the body, and the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty. Now 

it can be seen that these four notions are inexorably linked. Indeed, viewed together 

they are the keys to understanding each of their separate meanings. It has been noted 

that Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is one that resists any form of systemization. 

Given this, this final chapter approaches the topic in a distinct manner: the subject 

matter contained within each of Chapters One, Two and Four is revisited and infused 

with the knowledge gained from examining Merleau-Ponty in Chapter Three. Hence, 

this chapter is divided into three parts, one each for space, the body and architecture. 

Each section demonstrates how an understanding of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology 

has re-cast the subject matter in a new light.

Merleau-Ponty’s ideas provide an insight into architecture on a number of levels. Part 

One deals with the architectural implications of phenomenology on space. In terms of 

space - both as space understood as a field as well as space understood as a set of 

relations - phenomenology has certain implications. The analysis of architectural space 

proceeds on the basis of three concepts outlined in Chapter Three and further described 

here in Sections 5.1.1, 5.1.2 and 5.1.3, respectively, those of orientation, movement and 

inhabitation. The social aspect of architectural space is then discussed in Section 5.1.4 

in relation both to the writings of Merleau-Ponty and to Lefebvre’s theories of spatial 

practice, representations of space, representational space, and history, also outlined 

earlier.
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Part Two approaches the implications on architecture in regard to the body. In terms of 

the body, six boundary relations have emerged within architectural writing where the 

body is either connected, crossed or collides with space. Of these six body-space 

relations, three have been shown to be of importance within the context of 

phenomenology; these are the body as signifier, prosthetic and demiurgomorph. While 

in Chapter Two all six of these relations were shown to be deficient to some degree 

these latter three, which have been described as more contemporary notions, are 

injected with new meaning via a phenomenological reading. This analysis in turn sets 

up a foundation for the architectural examination, in Sections 5.2.1, 5.2.2 and 5.2.3, of 

respectively, Merleau-Ponty’s own three models of the body: the body as subject; the 

body as distinct from things; and the body as flesh.

Part Three deals with the implications of Meleau-Ponty’s phenomenology on 

architecture. While, in a variety of ways, a number of contemporary' writers have 

examined architecture in terms of phenomenology, it has been shown that only their 

discussions concerning ‘experience’, ‘the flesh’ and ‘meaning’ are of use in terms of 

Merleau-Ponty’s particular stance on phenomenology. Sections 5.3.1, 5.3.2 and 5.3.3 

therefore examine the impact Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology might have on the 

understanding of architecture in terms of respectively, experience, flesh and meaning. 

Merleau-Ponty aims to “elucidate the primary function whereby we bring into 

existence, for ourselves, or take a hold upon space, the object or the instrument, and to 

describe the body as the place where this appropriation appears.”2 Therefore, to 

achieve an understanding of the essence of architecture in terms of space and the body, 

the whole-lived experience must be examined. This involves investigating the role of 

the ‘flesh’, but not in a metaphorical manner that eludes its foundational properties. To
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understand the role of the body in space it is necessary to understand the nature of its 

meaning and how meaning is understood in architecture through the experience of the 

body.

5.1 Phenomenology and the Space of Architecture

If, as Merleau-Ponty states, the body is the preconscious subject, and the body is both 

object and subject, and the world is understood by the subject in terms of its relation to 

other objects, then the body is the means by which space has meaning for us. Merleau- 

Ponty’s writings posit three cases where architectural space is realigned because of the 

body. They are ‘orientation’, ‘movement’ and ‘inhabitation’. These cases were 

referred to in Chapter Three, but are now described in greater detail in terms of their 

architectural and spatial implications.

In regard to these three areas, the work of Casey is of particular relevance. He claims 

that the work of Merleau-Ponty is the culmination of a late modem effort that reclaimed 

the particularity of place from the universality of space. Casey states:

This effort began with Kant’s prescient recognition of the orienting prowess of 
the two-sided body in situating [...] ‘regions in space’. It was extended in 
Whitehead’s cogent critique of simple location and in his emphasis on the 
visceral body in coming to know what he called “regions.” It continued apace 
in Husserl’s cogent critique of the mathematization of nature and in his attempt 
to discover the kinesthetic foundations of bodily being-in-place. In bringing this 
micro tradition to completion, Merleau-Ponty accorded full scope to the role of 
the lived body - above all, to its actively expressive movements, its orienting 
capacity, and its inhabitational powers. Other phenomenologically oriented 
writers have explored the further significance of lived space, but none has done 
so with such nuanced attention as Merleau-Ponty paid to the way the lived body 
gears into places in their felt intimacy.3
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Although Casey’s focus is on place rather than space, he demonstrates several 

occurrences where space is realigned because of these three phenomenological notions 

of orientation, movement and inhabitation. These notions are now dealt with in turn.

5.1.1 Orientation

Orientation refers to the way in which a human locates him or herself in space. It is, 

however, more than simply position or location. Position implies that every physical 

object is considered in isolation from every other body. As Casey points out, this is an 

error in the conception of orientation that has been repeated throughout history:

Not just Newton and Gassendi and Descartes but even Locke and Leibniz alike 
- despite being primary theorists of the relational view - stand indicted as 
complicitous in the promulgation of simple location. For Locke and Leibniz 
alike, once a given location has been determined by a set of relations, no further 
set of relations needs to be posited - with the result that location has been 
rendered simple, despite its relational character.4

Orientation is not simply physical but has an experiential aspect to it as well. It will 

be established that, in terms of space and the body, orientation has relevance in relation 

to ideas of the Cartesian grid; the ability to relate to others; and the recognition of 

qualitative aspects.

Firstly, a re-examination, in terms of orientation, of the Cartesian grid explored in 

Chapter One, is one way in which the phenomenological body can be said to re-cast the 

notion of space. Under the Cartesian system, space is relational; every object can be 

related to every other object in terms of its position on a three-dimensional grid. A 

problem exists, however, in terms of orientation. As Kant has pointed out, under a 

relational system there can be no definition of left and right. The question of left and
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right is an absolute one, grasped by intuition.5 Orientation, however, can be 

understood under this co-ordinate system, if the human body is placed at the axis of the 

xyz coordinate system.

Following Husserl’s initial investigations, Merleau-Ponty is the phenomenologist who

realigns the Cartesian co-ordinate system in relation to the body. Husserl approached

Descartes from the other side of the transcendental divide by claiming that space is

already a system of places rather than simply a system of orientation.6 This idea

became focused in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, where he suggested

that access to what both he and Husserl called “the primary world” is only possible

through the lived body.7 Casey notes that:

Husserl agrees with Kant that the orientation of things around me depends on 
my body; but Husserl locates the source of such orientation not in the body’s 
two-sidedness but in its ‘exceptional position’ as an ‘absolute here’, by which 
Husserl means not just that I am literally here, at some precise spot in space - as 
if the ‘here’ were only a pure point, interchangeable in principle with any other 
point [...]. To be absolutely here means that with my body I am in this place: the

Q

very place my body stands or sits or walks in.

In this way, according to Casey, the body can relate to other bodies without being a 

function of the relations themselves.

This is the second way in which Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the body relates to the 

notion of the orientation of space. Merleau-Ponty sees the body as more than mere 

extension, as Descartes would have it. It is more than purely simple location in space. 

Indeed, every activity of the lived body is, according to Merleau-Ponty, “the potentiality 

of (responding to) this or that part of the world.” 9 Additionally, this orientation is not 

merely a purely subjective one. As Casey points out “Furthermore, as an actively
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orienting force, indeed as the very center of orientation, the lived body escapes self

enclosure. To orient, after all, is to orient to - to something other than that which does 

the orienting itself.”10 While the body is responsible for orientation, the orientation 

occurs not in the mind, but in the world itself. Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh - 

where my right hand touches my left hand while it is palpating the things - involves the 

right and left hands, just as Kant’s investigation into orientation did.11 Merleau-Ponty’s 

hands are, however, quite different to those of Kant. Casey explains:

For Kant, [...] spatial regions refer to the bilaterality of our bodies: the vector is 
from outside and around us in and toward us. For Merleau-Ponty, the 
bilaterality of the touched-touching relationship sends us back out and into the 
environs around us, placing us ‘in the midst of the world and as it were in the 
things’.12

The lived body is considered “the universal thing” in the sense that each of its two 

hands is part of the same world.13 The two hands are not necessarily part of the one 

consciousness, but they are of the one flesh, which is also of the flesh of the world. 

Further, for Merleau-Ponty, the hands are the hands of one body and, therefore, one 

experience. This is the case in just the same manner that one does not experience a 

building five or more times separately as a building seen, smelt, felt, tasted and heard, 

but as an overall sensory experience. Casey summarizes the development of orientation 

thus:

In his early recourse to bodily bilaterality, Kant not only moved the existing 
debate between absolutist and relativist conceptions onto a new level by 
showing that neither conception, taken by itself, is adequate for understanding 
curious pairings such as the left and right hands. Husserl followed forth by 
picking out walking - an activity of right and left legs - as a paradigmatic path 
to the phenomenological understanding of place. Merleau-Ponty, less impressed 
with bodily bilaterality as such, points both to the singleness of the body to 
which right and left hands (and feet) belong and to the phenomenon of the ‘cut’, 
the separation, the diacritical ‘difference’ between right and left.14
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Casey believes that an “incongruent counterpart” is established when one views the 

relations between fingers of the right hand to each other and the relation of the fingers 

of the left to each other.15 Viewed separately, they are identical relations, yet they 

cannot be transposed. According to Kant this would prove that incongruent 

counterparts “relate exclusively to absolute and original space.”16 Casey identifies five 

steps Kant makes in establishing space as something universal originating in the 

knowing subject.17

Firstly, positions are relational. Regions are always oriented. They have a cardinal 

direction in relation to the moving body. Secondly, regions are given their properties of 

up/down, front/back, left/right because of their immanent relation to the body, which is 

receptive to the planes of the object. Here the body is placed as a pivot at the trisector 

of the XYZ axis of space. Thirdly, it is not so much the body but the sides of the body 

that are important to Kant. Any plan of a building or as Kant points out, even a star 

chart, cannot be read without the orientation of the left and right hands. Fourthly, all 

oriented places depend on the bilaterality of the human body for their intelligibility. 

These factors combine to produce a feeling of normality in our experience of the world. 

They give the inhabitants of a building an air of expectation about how to negotiate 

space. In relation to this point Casey suggests that “Because of the body’s dual 

right/left insinuation into the place-world, our knowledge of the pattern of this world is 

rendered “ordinary,” that is to say, unreflective, spontaneous, and reliable.”18 Finally, 

because the body is not exactly symmetrical, we can tell one from the other. In a 

similar manner space, then, has direction. This is seen in the whorling of hair or the 

slight asymmetry found in plants. “To say that something is ‘to the left of’ something 

else - or even to say that it is “over there’ - is to draw on the indispensable orienting
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powers of our non-equilateral bodies.”19 This slight asymmetry presents a powerful 

argument against architects that might use the supposed symmetry of the human body to 

promote the ‘natural’ use of symmetry as an all-encompassing design principle in 

architecture.

Husserl diverges from Kant’s model of three-dimensionality, which places it as a 

structure of the mind. For Husserl, the lived body defines three-dimensionality. The

body as lived is always “the persisting point to which all spatial relations appear to be

^20 . .connected.This idea would seem to further suggest that the lived-body somehow 

allows the subject to exist. If, as Merleau-Ponty suggests, the body is the preconscious 

subject, then all spatial relations are oriented in terms of this subject.

The third way in which the phenomenological body re-casts the conception of space is 

in demonstrating its qualitative, lived aspects. The principle of orientation means that 

space cannot be conceived of simply in terms of position, it has a human aspect that is 

not simply geometrical. As earlier chapters demonstrated, this is the mistake both 

Giedion and Norberg-Schulz made. According to them, once the plan of

Michelangelo’s Area Capitolina had been worked out in terms of the relation between 

each of its geometrical elements and the buildings that line the square, the task is seen 

as complete (Figs. 1, 2). Neither writer considered a different set of relations that 

might, for example, overlay a phenomenological set of qualitative relations. Descartes’ 

theory of extension that measured only length, breadth and width and the quantitative 

sciences of mass, speed and motion had become the accepted truths. Giedion and 

Norberg-Schulz were merely following a scientific tradition that had banished 

phenomenological qualities such as colour, texture and sound from the set of properties.
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Yet space cannot be defined in terms of definitive scientific truths. A position must be 

taken up within space, in relation to, for example, a cube, in order to conceive of the 

cube. Hence, we must be within the building, or at least have some position in relation 

to the building, in order to uncover its meaning and in order that inside and outside 

even exist. For Merleau-Ponty the orienting body is “the absolute source.”21 It is only 

through the body that we posses a notion of left and right, or, indeed, up and down. 

Because our body has a left and a right, we can see left and right in space. The 

rightness of our body establishes the rightness of space - the body orients space and 

gives it direction. Merleau-Ponty supports these assertions stating:

Now if the words ‘enclose’ and ‘between’ have a meaning for us, it is because 
they derive it from our experience as embodied subjects. In space itself 
independently of the presence of a psycho-physical subject, there is no direction, 
no inside and no outside. A space is enclosed ‘between’ the sides of a cube as 
we are enclosed between the walls of our room.

Merleau-Ponty recalls several spatial experiments that demonstrate this orientation. For 

example, a subject is shown a room through a mirror that reflects the room at an angle 

of forty-five degrees. At first, the subject perceives the room as slanted, but after a 

while, the body adjusts and the walls, doors and the body of the subject realign 

themselves into their cardinal (and carnal) directions.23 An artificial orientation can be 

imposed upon the body; the body will, however, react given clues or stimuli, to 

eventually re-orient itself. It is not simply a realignment of the vertical with the axis of 

the body. It is the movement of the body, or rather the body’s ability to anticipate 

movement, that allows the body to live in this new space. Merleau-Ponty explains that 

“What counts for the orientation of the spectacle is not my body as it in fact is, as a 

thing in objective space, but as a system of possible actions, a virtual body with its 

phenomenal ‘place’ defined by its task and situation. My body is wherever there is
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something to be done.”24 This property of movement is intrinsic to the understanding 

of how Merleau-Ponty re-casts space. Hence, movement is the subject matter of the 

Section 5.1.2.

In brief conclusion however, it can be seen that Merleau-Ponty’s work on orientation 

relates to his work on the body and space in a number of ways: firstly it breaks down 

the Cartesian mind-body split; secondly it demonstrates how the body is more than pure 

location and thus escapes self enclosure, while also demonstrating that the body and its 

parts are of the same world; and thirdly, it demonstrates how qualitative, lived aspects 

can be incorporated into a spatial and corporeal conception of the world.

5.1.2 Movement

In this subsection it will be shown that movement, as it is understood by Merleau- 

Ponty, is inherent to the comprehension of space. In earlier chapters, it has been 

demonstrated that numerous architectural writers such as Collins, Curtis, Krier, 

Gauldie, Ching and Banham all distinguish Modernism as being concerned with 

movement through space.25 Somewhat in contrast to these ideas, this section describes 

movement in terms of its phenomenological experience. The experience of movement 

re-casts space in three ways; firstly, in elevating movement to the status of the origin of 

space; secondly, by relating perception to motor habits; and thirdly, in terms of the pre

objective experience that explains the continuity of space.

Firstly, movement is depicted by Merleau-Ponty as the origin of ‘space’. This idea has 

its foundation in Husserl’s use of the example of walking to demonstrate his belief that 

a coherent world is perceived out of fragments of perception. Husserl’s stance is a
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similar position to that of Holl who, as was demonstrated in Chapter Four, believes 

there are eleven fragments of perception. Husserl tells us that “our own body is not 

only Leib (lived) body but also (still) a Korper (physical body).”26 Movement of the 

body requires that the subject must firstly unify him or herself in order to conceive of 

moving. According to Husserl, due to the movement of the body I have access to a 

near-sphere that is part of the core-world.27 This near-sphere defines the places that the 

body can immediately move to. It constitutes an ‘object space’ from which my body 

draws its relation not only from intention but also from concrete things. Husserl 

believed spatiality was constituted by the intentionality of movement within this near 

sphere. Here, space is constructed from the awareness of the possibility of movement 

to other spaces.

Husserl further states that the near sphere “is realized in a homogenous infinite open 

world of space.” This infinite world is similar to the absolute space of Newton. 

However, by making the body the centre, the ‘absolute here’, Husserl reinserts the body 

into absolute space. Merleau-Ponty expanded this Husserlian idea with his concept of 

‘corporeal intentionality’. According to Casey corporeal intentionality replaces the 

rigid dichotomy of body and mind through an “intentional arc” that binds us to the “life 

world” that we inhabit. Merleau-Ponty believes that intentionality connects us to the 

world. There exists a “‘certain gearing of my body to the world’ - a gearing that is ‘the 

origin of space.’” Therefore, he asserts, the movement of the body creates space.

This statement might be expanded to claim that it is the experience of that movement 

that creates a space. Merleau-Ponty explains that our body’s experience of movement 

is not simply knowledge of the world; it is our primary and original means of access to

235



the world and to its objects, including architectural objects.34 The way the body is 

experienced as moving, will change the way space in turn, is experienced. An 

understanding is developed that a certain movement will produce a particular 

appearance. The perception of space, then, becomes motivated with a certain
'IC

intentionality. Husserl knows this as the concept of “kinesthesia.” This is quite 

different to Giedion’s notion that the way space is depicted causally effects its 

conception. Husserl states that external space is homogenous, even though it presents 

itself as oriented in various ways. However, according to him the lived body and its 

bodily space break down the homogeneity.36 In support of this suggestion, Casey 

explains that “The lived body deconstitutes the very space it has constituted to start 

with.” Merleau-Ponty adds to this idea of external space, asserting: “I do not need to 

visualize external space and my own body in order to move one within the other. It is 

enough that they exist for me, and that they form a certain field of action spread around 

me.”38

This external space is more complex than the simplified external spaces of Collins, 

Giedion and Banham, for whom external space was simply not inside a building. 

Merleau-Ponty uses an architectural analogy stating, “Our own body is in the world as 

the heart is in the organism [it] sustains it inwardly, and with it forms a building.”39 If 

I move within an actual building, the aspects that are presented to me cannot appear to 

me as various views of the same building unless I am aware of my own body and its 

movements. For this to occur, I must also understand that each of the view-points 

presented represents a view from a certain point in space. It must also hold that it is the 

same body that moves through the building and that it possesses some unity. In support 

of this idea Merleau-Ponty explains that “Inside and outside are inseparable. The world
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is wholly inside and I am wholly outside myself.” 40 Thus, in order to understand the 

world and my place in it I must be outside of myself in the world. He explains, “I touch 

myself only by escaping from myself.” 41

Secondly, movement and perception are linked together by using the example of motor 

habits. According to Merleau-Ponty, motor habits tells us about the nature of bodily 

space just as bodily habits in general enable us to understand the synthesis of one’s own 

body.42 The unity of the body results from this bodily spatiality. Every habit is both 

motor and perceptual, because it is located in-between explicit perception and actual 

movement. This is a basic human function that sets boundaries to the ‘field of vision’ 

and the ‘field of action’.43 It follows, therefore, that if every perceptual habit is also a 

motor habit then the body performs the process of obtaining meaning 44 Any process of 

learning how to perceive such as, for example, a child’s development of the distinction 

between colours, involves a re-casting of the body image.45 This means, as was 

demonstrated in Chapter Three, that our body is not an object. Additionally, however, 

nor is the body’s movement merely a change of place in objective space.46 The 

experience of movement tells us that space cannot be divided neatly between inside and 

outside - not because I can install glass windows and see both at the same time - but 

because what is external to me and what is internal to me are inexorably intertwined 

and the very space I perceive when I look through the glass is created by my 

intentionality of movement. As Merleau-Ponty states:

There must be, as Kant conceded, ‘a motion which generates space’ which is 
our intentional motion, distinct from ‘motion in space’, which is that of things 
and our passive body. But there is more to be said: if motion is productive of 
space, we must rule out the possibility that the body’s motility is a mere 
‘instrument’ for the constituting consciousness,47
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Here movement is not something that carries the mind about in space, but the very 

origin of space itself.

Thirdly, movement re-casts space in terms of the pre-objective experience. The 

question might be asked, when I move through a building is it the same building I see, 

if I view it from hundreds of different orientations?48 The building is the one building, 

as I am the one body. I could not conceive of movement if I could not conceive of the 

world as one continuous world, the body as one continuous body and the building as 

always being there for my movement. Merleau-Ponty additionally posits, “So that in 

thinking clearly about movement, I do not understand how it can ever begin for me, and 

be given to me as a phenomenon.”49 It is the ‘body as subject’, as explained in Chapter 

Three, that explains this phenomena. According to Merleau-Ponty, pre-objective 

experience lends its significance to movement.50 This then redefines space. It can no 

longer be conceived as merely a collection of points, a conglomeration of sheer 

relations or a container. None of these traditional notions of space adequately addresses 

its essential features of expressiveness and orientation. Only the lived-moving body 

exemplifies both features.51 Hence space is conceived of as continuous, but in a 

different manner to the homogenous space of Newton. Through movement, space can 

be re-cast as individual, lived experience.

5.1.3 Inhabitation

Inhabitation is the third way in which space is re-cast by Merleau-Ponty’s ideas. 

According to him, the body is always orienting the subject just as it continues to exhibit 

expressive movement. Hence, the space in which the body moves becomes ‘expressive 

space’. The inhabitation of space is closely linked with the concepts of movement
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and orientation. When combined, bodily orientation and expressive movement 

constitute an inhabitation of space. Merleau-Ponty makes a distinction between 

existing in space and being in space when he states “We must therefore avoid saying 

that our body is in space or in time. It inhabits space and time ...” Inhabitation does 

not imply that I am in space and neither does it suggest that space is in me, at least in 

the sense that I am contained by space. Rather, it is a question of the active indwelling 

of space by means of my lived body construed as the subject of space.54 Merleau- 

Ponty’s use of the word ‘in’ is not the “in” of containment that Kant suggests; instead it 

indicates that the lived body is the “subject of space.”55 Merleau-Ponty explains that 

this process whereby the body combines with them and includes them is the measure of 

existence.56 The principle of inhabitation means several conceptions of space are 

rendered invalid. The lived body is the source of both expressive and oriented space. 

This means it cannot be reduced simply to a position in objective space.

Merleau-Ponty’s distinction between what he calls ‘spatiality of situation’ and 

‘spatiality of position’ means place cannot be considered to be simply positional.57 

Additionally, it follows that Leibniz’s idea of the sameness of place and also the 

ideational representations of space made by Descartes and Locke cannot hold if one 

accepts Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the lived body. The body is not simply part of 

space, it is what defines space. As Merleau-Ponty explains “Far from my body’s being 

for me no more than a fragment of space, there would be no space at all for me if I had 

no body.”59 The lived body is not in space as a physical object might be.60 As I move, 

my potential movements and the appearance of things change.
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Hence, as I move through a building the space of that building changes for me. The 

principle of the intentionality of movement means that the place inhabited by a body is 

not simply a bit of space that subjects bring themselves to - as Casey says “a locus that 

merely awaits my arrival.”61 Rather, it is a space that the body might move to. Hence, 

space possesses certain potential qualities. This set of potentialities further orientates 

space. By possessing a potential for movement into space the body not only feels the 

building once it is inside it, but it already knows the space before it enters. It has learnt 

the space as a potential movement before it goes there. Indeed, without this potential 

the body could not move. In accordance with this stance, Merleau-Ponty declares that a 

corporeal intentionality exists where the lived body is aligned with the world around it. 

He states that the body is “the potentiality of [responding to] this or that region of the 

world.” “ Merleau-Ponty does this in order to demonstrate that the body is intrinsic to 

the determination of place. The ‘kinesthesia’ or intentionality that both Husserl and 

Merleau-Ponty refer to is not necessarily subjective, inward or personal. Casey agrees 

with this statement, pointing out that;

To feel our body feeling its surroundings is not to be caught in “the circuit of 
selfness (Sartre) but to engage ourselves openly and vigorously with these 
surroundings [...]. Kinesthetic feelings, far from being merely subjective in 
content or origin, are precisely what are fatefully ‘objectified’ for the subject, 
thereby constituting the most precious evidence of the way the world, and most 
particularly the place-world, gives itself to us.63

Hence, according to Casey, a place cannot be considered a place unless one can by 

imputation feel oneself, at least tacitly, to be there bodily.64 In the case of Libeskind’s 

Jewish Museum (Figs. 14-17), cited earlier, the void is only imagined as a void because 

we can conceive of it being occupied. This example confirms that space can only exist 

for the subject because of the body’s inhabitation of it. Additionally, the body itself is a 

space. The body does not merely change position, through its movement and the field
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of action that surrounds it, the body brings space into being. Merleau-Ponty’s concept 

of the flesh affords us a particular insight into the inhabitation of space. By possessing 

the ability to see and feel one hand touching the other, we experience particular things. 

By possessing the ability to feel things touching we are able to experience the places 

that things occupy. Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that, through the flesh, space differs 

from one area to the next and from one body to the next. Yet it is the one world that is 

already there. My flesh is finely interwoven with the flesh of the world and the spaces 

that make up that world. Casey recognizes this quality of flesh, adding that:

if flesh is indeed a deep-lying ‘round of resemblance’ that makes both planiform 
space and diversiform place possible, this pervasive ground is at once 
concretized and exemplified in the double interleaving of body with place and 
place with body.65

This concept of the flesh will be applied to architecture in greater detail in Section 5.3.2 

of this chapter. It can be seen already however, that space has been greatly reconfigured 

by the adaptation of the phenomenological principles of orientation, movement and 

inhabitation. The principle of orientation has confirmed that the Cartesian-grid system 

could be reinterpreted to allow for the ability to relate to others and the recognition of 

qualitative aspects. The principle of Movement demonstrated that bodily movement is 

the origin of space; that perception is related to motor habits; and that pre-objective 

experience explains the continuity of space. Inhabitation not only makes movement 

and orientation possible, it illustrates that the body is itself a space and that the lived 

body is what defines space and brings it into being. However, as Chapter One pointed 

out, there are social aspects to space as well. It is necessary therefore, to explain the 

implications that Merleau-Ponty’s ideas might have on the re-casting of the conceptions 

of social space.
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5.1.4 Social Space

Chapter One outlined Lefebvre’s four moments in social space: spatial practice, 

representations of space, representational spaces and history. It also demonstrated that 

Lefebvre attempted to unify social space with physical space and mental space. These 

ideas have important implications in terms of the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty. It 

is beyond the scope of this thesis to attempt an in-depth comparison of the ideas of 

Lefebvre and those of Merleau-Ponty, it is nevertheless reasonable to claim that 

Lefebvre’s four moments of social space are given particular meaning under a Merleau- 

Pontian reading.66

5.1.4.0 Spatial Practice

Lefebvre’s concept of spatial practice is derived from his belief that social practice 

creates social space.67 The principle of spatial practice is determined, then, from the 

nature of how space is perceived. As will readily be appreciated, this is also very much 

the concern of Merleau-Ponty.68 In this way then, spatial practice may be said to 

implicate the body. Lefebvre suggests this when he says that:

social practice presupposes the use of the body: the use of the hands, members 
and sensory organs, and the gestures of work as of activity unrelated to work. 
This is the realm of the perceived (the practical basis of the perception of the 
outside world, to put it in psychology’s terms).69

While Merleau-Ponty quite rightly rejects pyschologism, he nevertheless values 

psychology, which is thus relevant to the understanding of social practices.70 It is the 

body that is the site of inscription for spatial practice, be it the labour force of worker’s 

minds and bodies or its reproductive and sexual activities in terms of reproduction. If, 

as Lefebvre believes, the spatial practice of production and reproduction concerning

242



these bodies produces space, then the way the body perceives space in terms of 

Merleau-Ponty’s reading of space must be of significance. Merleau-Ponty also 

recognizes a social space, for example, in his reinterpretation of the Marxist analysis of 

revolution, with which Lefebvre sympathizes.71

Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of the ‘flesh of the lived body’ and its associated ‘flesh of the 

world’ is also replete with social significance. In support of this idea, Casey believes 

that the junction between body and place is possible because the body already has a 

social and public formation and a destiny, while places have an idiosyncratic 

appearance and constitution.72

The category of spatial practice can also be used to demonstrate that the body may not 

necessarily be as logical and definitive as Western science portrays it. This may have 

significant implications for social space. There are many recorded instances of magic 

rituals where the body is inflicted with acts that would normally cause great pain or 

even death. Yet the individual, under the trance-like state of the ceremony, feels no 

pain. They can endure circumstances where metal stakes are driven through their body 

or their bodies are ritually scarred without acknowledging any pain.73 In recognition of 

this phenomenon, Merleau-Ponty points out that, under the objective cognition of the 

West, myths, and magic have no place. In the case of unexplained phenomena, 

corporeal rituals are described in terms of objective causes with any remaining 

phenomena allocated to illusions of subjectivity.

Additionally, Merleau-Ponty points out that “If social psychology wishes truly to see 

our society, as it is, it cannot start with this postulate, which itself is part of Western
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psychology: in adopting it we would be presupposing our conclusions.”74 Likewise, a 

society where events that happened ‘in the beginning’ still maintain their efficacy will 

have a different experience of lived time to that of Western Society. Thus, in order to 

understand social space, the analyses must start from the point of view of the lived 

experience.

The observations above demonstrate that this realignment of the perception of social 

space has important implications for the body. It can be seen that through social 

practice the body is implicated in social space and that the form that the body takes is 

not logical or determinate. There are also implications in terms of Lefebvre’s other 

spatial categories

5.1.4.1 Representations of space

As demonstrated in Chapter One, according to Lefebvre the notion of representations of 

space concerns space as it is conceived. Lefebvre applies this concept to the body 

stating: “As for representations of the body, they derive from accumulated scientific 

knowledge, disseminated with an admixture of ideology: from knowledge of anatomy, 

of physiology, of sickness and its cure and of the body’s relations with nature and with 

its surroundings or ‘milieu.’”76 Representations such as these fall into the category of 

abstract, metaphorical notions and thus are somewhat at odds with Merleau-Ponty’s 

writings. There are, however, a number of architectural instances where social space 

might be reconfigured by applying phenomenology to the category of ‘representations 

of space’. These include the conception of the architectural representation, which 

might be a drawing or some other model, and the action of architectural drawing itself.
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Firstly, the architectural model is discussed. Architectural representations may be 

conceived of in similar terms to dreams. Both the dream and the model are 

representations of space; they are not real, but they are treated in every other way as if 

they were. Merleau-Ponty makes a distinction between the world as lived and 

representations as they might appear to us in dreams. Because we can withdraw from 

perception without knowing it, such as occurs in the optical illusion, then we can never 

be absolutely certain that we are ever in the world. There is a tacit understanding that a 

dream or a model of a building is not the real thing, yet through the representation the 

architect or the dreamer believes they can see something. Merleau-Ponty states “In the 

realm of imagination, I have no sooner formed the intention of seeing than I already 

believe that I have seen.”77 This would suggest that as soon as a building is imagined, 

it is as though the building itself has been experienced. In this way the experiences of 

the architectural model and the architectural drawing become valid lived experiences. 

It is our prior experience of the world, via our bodies, that allows us to understand 

abstract representations. Imaginary notions will always remain within the domain of 

the imaginary; yet, strange noises around the comer of the building, for example, as 

experienced by the occupants of Poe’s Fall of the House of Usher discussed in Chapter
70

Four, are felt as real until proven otherwise.

In this case Merleau-Ponty believes that the notion of ‘what space is’ is paired with the 

notion of reality. If something is believed to be real then, self-evidently, it is believed 

to be in space. Additionally, if something the subject thought to be real is shown to be 

otherwise, it is only done by replacement with another reality. It is thus the reality of 

the object of perception that is in doubt, not the location of that object.80 This new 

reality is itself subject to replacement, yet, until another reality is suggested, it is never
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brought into question. The concept of the “paradox of faith” tells us that since we can 

never withdraw from the world of perception then we can never prove that we are 

actually in it. Merleau-Ponty states “Then, the difference between perception and 

dream not being absolute, one is justified in counting them both among ‘our 

experiences.’”81 It would therefore be justifiable to claim that the model is a valid 

experience of architecture; the real is not reduced to the probable, the probable is 

elevated to the real. According to Merleau-Ponty, imagination does not occur in the 

mind as a collection of mental images, but in the visible. However, it is not Merleau- 

Ponty’s concern whether or not what we perceive is real. He brackets this problem in 

order to investigate what the ‘being-in-the-world’ might mean. He is not concerned 

with a consideration of the thing perceived as a representation. ' The experience of a 

representation of architecture, such as a drawing, is therefore an experience of a 

drawing itself and not an experience of an actual building. The two experiences - that 

of the model and that of the building - are both valid experiences. There is, however, 

no guarantee of any correlation between the two. For example, simply because an 

architect places an image of joyous people in drawings of his or her building, it does not 

follow that it will necessarily be a joyous building to be in.

Lefebvre recognises that the notion of representations of space has architectural 

implications, commenting: “As for representations of the relations of production, which 

subsume power relations, these too occur in space: space contains them in the form of 

buildings, monuments and works of art.”84 Further, it is through architecture that 

representations of space become embedded into social space. Lefebvre explains:
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Their intervention occurs by way of construction - in other words by way of 
architecture, conceived of not as the building of a particular structure or palace 
or monument, but rather as a project embedded in a spatial context and texture 
which call for ‘representations’ that will not vanish into the symbolic or 
imaginary realms.85

The second architectural implication of a phenomenological reading of representations 

of space is exemplified in the example of the act of drawing. A fundamental action in 

producing a work of architecture is its representation by way of a drawing. Merleau- 

Ponty discusses the act of drawing the simplest of forms - the triangle. The act of 

drawing, whether it is on a drawing board or a computer, requires the architect to 

presuppose the result. Merleau-Ponty suggests “The genesis of the figure is not only a 

real genesis, but an intelligible one; I make my construction according to rules, and 

cause properties to make their appearance in the figure - properties which are relations
O/

belonging to the essence of the triangle.” The architect has the triangle in view from 

the start to the finish, it does not appear to them; they bring it into existence intuitively.

The figure is not constructed from first principles every-time the architect wishes to 

place a triangular shape on a plan, nor does the triangle appear on the plan as a surprise 

to the designer; they know what will appear before it is drawn and construct the figure 

according to their intuitive understanding. When an architect experiences a triangle, as 

a physical entity, it possesses everything it has ever had or is ever able to display. It is 

the idea of ‘triangleness’ that encompasses its essence. It can be proved geometrically 

that the construction is a triangle, by confirming properties such as the angle between 

apexes and extensions of lines. However, Merleau-Ponty posits “the construction 

relates, then, to the configuration of the triangle, to the way in which it occupies space, 

to the relations expressed by the words ‘on’, ‘by’, ‘apex’ and ‘extend’. Do these
Q O

relations constitute a kind of material essence of the triangle?” In exploration of his
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own inquiry, Merleau-Ponty postulates that:

If the words ‘on, ‘through’ etc. are to retain any meaning, it is in virtue of my 
working on a perceptible or imaginary triangle, that is to say, one which is at 
least potentially situated in my perceptual field, oriented in relation to ‘up’ and 
‘down’, ‘left’ and ‘right’, or again [...] implied in my general grip upon the 
world.89

Intention is expressed outwardly as the gesture of drawing and in this way the essence 

of the triangle is understood. It is not a collection of objective ‘characteristics’, but the 

formulation of an attitude, and the creation of a structure, by which the world is 

understood.90 The same may be said for the drawing of multiple geometrical 

structures, such as occurs in the drawing of a building. In order to draw the figure, the 

architect must place him or herself at a point in space. This statement returns this thesis 

to the conclusions made concerning orientation, movement and inhabitation. As Kant 

has pointed out, and Merleau-Ponty acknowledges, the location of objects in space is 

not simply a mental procedure but one that implicates the body and its motility.91

5.1.4.3 Representational spaces

Lefebvre’s third moment of social space is that of representational space. Lefebvre 

claims that the body can also be used to explain lived experience. The notion of the 

lived body is very much within the domain of phenomenology. Lefebvre claims that 

lived experience is highly complex due to the overlaying of several representational 

spaces on top of each other throughout history. For example, the early Christian 

representations of the body mentioned in Chapter Two, are overlaid with the twentieth 

century psychoanalytical representations of the body. One does not replace the other, a

92multitude of representations exist in a discordant intertwining.
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Merleau-Ponty holds that there can only be meaning. We cannot live the world without 

comprehending a meaning to it. If representational space is derived from lived 

experience then all space must have meaning. There is not a question of a real world 

behind the representational space. The representational space is what is lived and hence 

the world is also what is actually lived. If architecture signifies something, it is not 

because there is a separate system of signification placed arbitrarily on top of the 

architecture.

There are a number of building types that exemplify the quality of being a 

representational space. These spaces include prisons, hospitals and schools. The 

gymnasium as investigated in Chapter Two can also be thought of as a representational 

space. It might also be claimed that the sporting field is another representational space 

that has relevance to Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of the body. Brian Massumi’s 

writings can also be used to illustrate representational spaces. He believes architectural 

spaces are composed of spatial and corporeal systems of signs. His investigation of the 

soccer field can be used to explain how the sporting field acts as a representational 

space. The soccer field, as something that has physical boundaries in terms of lines that 

mark out a physical space, and bodies opposed to each other inside those boundaries, is 

representational of the lived experience. Massumi states:

Put two teams on a grassy field with goals at either end, and you have an 
immediate palpable tension. The attraction, of which the goals and ground are 
inductive signs, is invisible and non-substantial: it is a tensile force activated by 
the presence of bodies within the signed limits. The polarity of the goals defines 
every point in the field and every movement on the field in terms of force - 
specifically, as the potential motion of the ball, and of the teams, toward the 
goal.94
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Heidegger’s belief that we become aware of the body only when it fails us is 

particularly relevant to the spatial understanding of sport.95 It could therefore be 

argued that in order to play well, or score a goal, a player must in a sense be unaware of 

the specific movements of their body. Their actions must be instant and instinctive. 

The intentionality of movement will propel them towards the goal. Only when injured 

or fatigued will they become aware of a particular body part as the site of pain, and its 

failure to allow them to perform. As discussed in Chapter Three, Merleau-Ponty states 

it is then that they will invest the body with pain, knowing that the body is not like the 

other things. 96 Thus, I say that a step I trip on might hurt my foot, when the pain is in 

me not in the world. Hence, it might be argued that I do not see a building with my 

eyes; my eyes are the medium for seeing architecture.

Lefebvre’s representational spaces are particularly relevant to Merleau-Ponty’s notions 

of lived experience. We cannot live the world without comprehending a meaning to it. 

Thus all space is representational, the symbols within architecture, if experienced as 

lived meanings, constitute the architecture themselves.

5.1.4.4 History

History is Lefebvre’s fourth moment of social space. The conceptions of both Lefebvre 

and Merleau-Ponty can be applied to the understanding of architectural history. If 

history is indeed a spatial moment, then the understanding of architectural history will 

have an impact of the understanding of social space. The history of spatial codes in 

architecture is significant to Lefebvre. He explains:

The code served to fix the alphabet and language of the town, its primary signs, 
their paradigm and their syntagmatic relations. To put it in less abstract terms, 
facades were harmonized to create perspectives: entrances and exits, doors and 
windows, were subordinated to facades - and hence to perspectives [...]. It is 
clear, therefore, that a spatial code is not simply a means of reading or 
interpreting space: rather it is a means of living in that space of understanding it

97and of producing it.
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For Merleau-Ponty, the social is not an object. He claims we cannot place ourselves in 

society as an object amongst objects, nor can we place society within ourselves as an 

object of thought; humankind is in contact with history by the fact that they both exist 

in a society that carries with it the foundations of previous societies.98

According to Merleau-Ponty, every person’s life already possesses the basic structures

of history. When they come to know it, the social is already there for them. History

cannot operate independently of the consciousness that determines it. Because history

is always lived through something or someone, it will always have a variety of

meanings dependant on the observer.99 Further, like the world, history is shared with

the other. It is an intermundane space. As is the case in the sensible world, history

cannot be accessed as a pure being. It is accessed through the flesh.100 Just as the

social is not an object for Merleau-Ponty, neither is history.101 This is equally

102applicable to the history of architecture and the history of cities.

Additionally, the social space of history also reconfigures perception. In contrast to 

Holl’s and Husserl’s assertions discussed earlier, that perception is composed of a 

series of fragments, Merleau-Ponty believes that perception is continuous. A city is not 

a collection of perceptions, but a continuous experience. It is the history of the city, 

together with the body’s intentionality, that confers the city with its sense of 

continuity.103 When first entering a city the subject learns to perceive the city as they 

would meet a new person, by gradually getting to know them as a whole that does not 

require exact definition.104 Every perception has a background and presupposes a 

history to the subject. Merleau-Ponty asserts that history is always with us:
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an act confers a certain quality upon us forever, even though we may afterwards 
repudiate it and change our beliefs. Existence always carries forward its past, 
whether it be by accepting or disclaiming it.105

So too, then, cities retain indicators that suggest memories of their early establishment, 

not only in the old roads and buildings that still survive, but also in the social and 

cultural development of their spaces.

It is due to the implications of orientation, movement, inhabitation and social space

demonstrated above that Merleau-Ponty rejects the idea of space being the container

into which objects are placed. He observes that “space is anterior to its alleged parts,

which are always carved out of it. Space is not the setting (real or logical) in which

• ^ 106things are arranged, but the means whereby the position of things becomes possible.”

It is not the ether into which things float or a characteristic that objects hold in common 

but a “universal power enabling them to be connected.”107 Merleau-Ponty believes that, 

under traditional notions of space, we are faced with either the belief that we perceive 

things in space or the conception of space as a system that governs the act of unification 

performed by the constituting mind.108 The first case concerns the domain of ‘physical 

space’; “I do not reflect but live among things,” in this case my body, and things appear 

to me as “irreducibly manifold variety.” 109 In the second case, which Merleau-Ponty 

describes as ‘geometrical space’, I do reflect and consider space to be homogenous, 

isotropic and interchangeable. A change in place does not necessarily result in a change 

in the body. Hence, simply by thinking about a change in place pure position can be 

defined as something that is distinct from the “situation of the object.”110 As has been 

discussed earlier, Modem conceptions of space have blurred this distinction. Merleau- 

Ponty believes that the way to confront this blurring is not with scientific rigor, but
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through our experience of space, which, according to both Merleau-Ponty and Kant, is 

the “ultimate court of appeal [...] of all knowledge connected with space.”111 Merleau- 

Ponty, in a similar comment to that quoted earlier, declares “Everything throws us back 

on to the organic relations between subject and space, to that gearing of the subject onto 

his world which is the origin of space.” 112 This statement confirms that the body’s 

intrinsic role in the determination of both history and social space.

In summary, the above re-casting of Lefebvre’s four moments of social space has 

produced a further re-working of space and the body. By utilizing the ideas of Merleau- 

Ponty, the conception of what space might be as conceived, perceived and lived has 

been altered. Given these re-workings it is now possible to examine how the models of 

the body discussed in Chapter Two might be re-cast in light of Merleau-Ponty’s 

alternative models of the body.

5.2 Phenomenology and The Body in Architecture

Chapter Two initially identified three models of the architectural body: the 

anthropometric, the anthropomorphic and the metaphoric. These three notions were 

then developed using contemporary readings of architecture to produce three more 

models of the body: the signifying, the prosthetic and demiurgomorphic. Merleau- 

Ponty has raised several notions that are applicable to each of these three latter 

mentioned models that are also applicable to architecture. It will be shown that these 

three models of the architectural body can be linked respectively to Merleau-Ponty’s 

three models of the body as subject, the body as distinct from things and the body as 

flesh.
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5.2,1 Signification

The body-subject for Merleau-Ponty is pre-personal and anonymous. Merleau-Ponty 

claims that there is “another subject beneath me, for whom a world exists before I am,
1 1 o

and who marks out my place in [that world].” In this sense Merleau-Ponty borrowed 

from Gestalt Psychology, but removed the psychologism, leaving only a philosophy that 

deals with the whole, lived body.114 In addition to being linked to the model of the 

body as preconscious subject, the body as a signifying medium can be reconfigured 

using a number of Merleau-Ponty’s ideas. This occurs in the areas of language and the 

arts; creativity; and in the experience of a building. These cases demonstrate that the 

way the body becomes a signifier is explained through the body-as-subject.

Firstly, signification involves the use of language. Merleau-Ponty claims that: “As far 

as language is concerned, it is the lateral relation of one sign to another which makes 

each of them significant, so that meaning appears only at the intersection of and as it 

were in the interval between words.”115 Merleau-Ponty claims that meaning arises out 

of the edge of signs such as in the architectural example of Brunelleschi’s Cathedral in 

Florence. He acknowledges, however, that “...an operation of art is still a long way 

from being a deliberate use of space as the medium of the universe.”116 He asserts that 

language is not a translation of an original text and therefore all language is indirect and 

cannot act as a direct cipher or translation. However he claims that language does 

vary and amplify intercorporeal communication. Language’s relation to meaning is 

neither primary nor secondary, just as the body’s relationship to the mind is neither 

primary nor secondary: they are inexorably linked.119 If architecture is regarded as a 

signifying medium, and the senses of the body are the means to receive language, then 

it will be through the body that architecture is read. Moreover, through the example of
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phenomenology it has been shown that it is the body that establishes language. 

Language can only exist because of the body as preconscious subject. The body is not a 

thing or an idea. It is “the measurement of the things.”120 Merleau-Ponty states this 

leads to recognition of “an ideality that is not alien to the flesh, that gives it its axes, its 

depth, its dimensions.”121 Through the example of the arts of music and poetry, it will 

be demonstrated that phenomenology can also explain how the signifying body is 

reconfigured.

Music and poetry, although distinct from language, are often regarded as a form of 

language involving signification. Music can be used to explain the concept of beauty in 

architecture. Language has a relationship with meaning as a result of an operation that 

is similar to the relationship between a building detail and the architectural idea and the 

“little phrase” in a piece of music and its notes as outlined by Merleau-Ponty. " The 

detail is a facsimile of the idea; it is not the idea itself. Hence Merleau-Ponty’s 

example of the beauty of a “little phrase” in piece of music elucidates the connection 

between the “flesh and the idea, between the visible and the interior armature which it 

manifests and which it conceals.”123 He points out that the beauty of the ‘little phrase’ 

is not contained within its five notes. The beauty of the notes also encompasses the 

notes that come before and after, the context of the piece of music, and numerous other 

factors that illicit an emotional response from the listener. In a similar manner, the 

beauty of an architectural detail is not contained in the separate materials that make it 

up, but in its implication with its surrounding context.124 Merleau-Ponty tells us that 

ideas can only come to us through our lived experience of a work of art. Not only that 

we find in the experience the occasion to think them, but that they owe their very 

‘power’ to the fact that “they are in transparency behind the sensible.” “ Hence we
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find greater beauty in a building that fills us with a sense of awe, because of the fact 

that we can feel it. Further, the meaning gained from the architecture contributes to the 

formation of that architecture. So too, just as language is the voice of no one in 

particular, and therefore everyone in general, so too buildings are the architecture for 

everyone.126 Merleau-Ponty points out that there is a reversibility of the signification 

and the signified.127 While the visible takes hold of the look that has unveiled it, the 

signification rebounds upon itself. The signification of a building is not constructed in 

the mind, but in the body’s relationship with the things. The gaze is described by 

Merleau-Ponty as a “sort of knowledge machine” that takes things, as they need to be 

perceived.128 The significance of a perception appears to the subject to be built into the 

object and not constituted by the subject.129 Hence, the average inhabitant of a building 

will believe that the building contains its own meaning rather than the belief that 

meaning is projected onto the architectural object by the inhabitant.

As has been referred to in earlier chapters, poetry is another work of art that can be 

compared to architecture. Given the information discussed in Section 5.1.2 of this 

chapter, it might be argued that architecture gains an eternal meaning through its 

inhabitant’s movement through the building. Merleau-Ponty supports this claim 

through the example of the poem. He states that even though a poem may have a 

“superficial meaning translatable into prose” this leads, in the reader’s mind to “a 

further existence which makes it a poem.”130

,131
According to Merleau-Ponty the poem finds in “art a means of making itself eternal.” 

This argument might be used to suggest a way in which a building might come to be 

considered eternal. In this way the building’s meaning becomes more than that of its
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physical dimensions. Taking into account Barthes’ comments discussed earlier in

relationship to authorship and metaphor, it can be seen that Merleau-Ponty’s comments

are applicable to other works of art, including architecture. Additionally, according to

Merleau-Ponty, our body is also comparable to a work of art in the sense that it is an

individual being in which the expression of the body is indistinguishable from the body

itself. Further, the meaning of a building or a work of art is only accessible through

direct contact with the body. Since the body is the only way in which the subject can

know space, the signifying medium does not alter space; rather, whatever the medium

transmits will become the meaning of that space. Hence, the body becomes the site

of living meanings. Merleau-Ponty supports this assertion stating, “The body can

symbolize existence because it realizes it and is its actuality.” Yet, because of the

senses, the body is not self-sufficient or self enclosed; it is always open to the world.134

However, while the body is the medium of our communication with space, as Merleau-

Ponty points out, in a quote partly cited previously:

We must therefore avoid saying that our body is in space or in time. It inhabits 
space and time [...]. Iam not in space and time; nor do I conceive space and 
time; I belong to them, my body combines with them and includes them. The

135scope of this inclusion is the measure of my existence.

While I am not entirely in space, my body is locatable in space to some degree. It is 

both in space, as a thing, and the unveiler of it to me. According to Merleau-Ponty, “I 

perform the synthesis [...] by means of my body, which immediately implants me in 

space, while its autonomous motion enables me through a series of definite procedures, 

to arrive once more at an all-inclusive view of space.” 136 Subjectivity involves 

openness to the world. Hence, although I am never totally in space, my body must be 

implanted in space, in a certain manner, in order to understand the possibilities of

137inhabiting that space.
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Secondly, the body as signifying medium can be related to the act of creativity by the 

example of the act of drawing an architectural representation. Before an architectural 

concept can be understood, a process occurs whereby the body imagines or presupposes 

the corporeal qualities of that concept, whether that be by action, emotion or physical 

property. Hence, the definition of the thing is established via the presumption of a 

completed synthesis of its properties. An architect creating or viewing a drawing 

which is a representation of a building, just as a word is a representation of an 

experience of warmth, will “rough out an outline” of the building with his or her 

body.139 This is not a pencil outline, but a corporeal one that imagines the body in the 

space of the physically inaccessible building. In a similar manner Merleau-Ponty 

claims that when I read the word ‘warm’ my body anticipates warmth, in order to 

understand it. Only because we can inhabit a building with our body can we 

understand what a plan of a building might be manifested as (as an actual building). 

Merleau-Ponty comments:

We are not, then reducing the significance of the word, or even of the percept, to a 
collection of ‘bodily sensations’ but we are saying that the body, in so far as it has 
‘behavior patterns’ is that strange object which uses its own parts as a general 
system of symbols for the world, and through which we can consequently ‘be at 
home in’ that world, ‘understand’ it and find significance in it.140

Thus, the meaning of architecture is derived from the body’s system of symbols. This

system is derived from the behavioural patterns of the body and its parts, for as pointed

out earlier, through lived experience, this is the only system of symbols that the subject

has direct access to. However, this is not an empirical understanding. The body, in

acting out the role of the synthesis of the perceived world, is not a pure datum or a thing

passively received; the body is an active player in its own environment. 141 It is this

active nature of the body that allows architects to be creative and have the power of

expression. Merleau-Ponty explains:
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The process of expression, when it is successful, does not merely leave for the 
reader and the writer himself [sic] a kind of reminder, it brings the meaning into 
existence as a thing at the very heart of the text, it brings it to life in an organism 
of words, establishing it in the writer or the reader as a new sense organ, 
opening a new field or a new dimension to our experience.142

In this way, each inhabitant of a building will experience the building in his or her 

particular manner, but will have the common ground of the world, upon which the 

architect has acted, as a point of reference. All inhabitants see the one building, even if 

it is through their own distinctive gaze. No one will have sole possession of the real 

world.

This leads to the third way in which the re-cast body as signifying medium relates to 

architecture; that of the experience of a building. Merleau-Ponty is not concerned 

whether something is real or not; what matters is that it appears to be real. He states: 

“To ask oneself whether the world is real is to fail to understand what one is asking, 

since the world is not a sum of things which might always be called into question, but 

the inexhaustible reservoir from which things are drawn.”143 There cannot possibly be 

falsity where no possibility of truth exists.144

However, we can be deceived by architecture, be it simple use of mirrors or more 

sophisticated colour or light deceptions, into believing in an illusionary space.145 There 

is a difference between knowing something to be false and a deception of perception.146 

It is the preconscious body-as-subject, through the processes of orientation, 

intentionality of movement and inhabitation, that determines what the actual lived 

experience of a building will be. Jameson comments on this issue. He believes the 

body is not real, or rather, in a move that is reminiscent of Merleau-Ponty, that it isn’t
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important whether it is real or not. Jameson rejects the notions of theorists such as 

Foucault who, he believes, argue that: “Specific historical bodies are socially 

constructed while ‘the body’ in general is rather to be thought of as the general space or 

element in which such construction takes place.”147 In this case the body is both the 

means of inscription and its object. Jameson is suspicious of this idea, claiming that 

this notion maintains specific themes, such as Foucault’s themes of repression, despite 

his claim of “boundless freedom.”148 Jameson believes the interior cannot be separated 

from the exterior using the architectural metaphor of Le Corbusier’s articulation of the 

inside on the outside to illustrate his point. The body should not be conceived of as a 

reality itself; what is real is the world as it is lived and experienced by the body.149 This 

concept of experience will be expanded upon in Section 5.3.1.

It has been demonstrated that these concepts of language, creativity and experience can 

be related to Merleau-Ponty’s alternative model of the body as subject. In the case of 

language it was shown in Chapter Three that language can only exist because of the 

body as preconscious subject. Likewise the processes of orientation, intentionality of 

movement and inhabitation that occur in the body-as-subject are the very means by 

which a lived experience of a building can take place. Additionally, even when the 

preconscious body is abandoned to become an active body that participates in the 

formation of its own world through the act of creativity, the active body is still modeled 

on the assumptions of the world as it appears. As has been noted earlier these 

assumptions have their origin in the preconscious body-as-subject and hence even the 

active creative body is founded on Merleau-Ponty’s alternative model
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5.2.2 Prosthetics

The idea of Prosthetics is also relevant to Merleau-Ponty’s work. Merleau-Ponty adds 

understanding to the prosthetic body by explaining the way the subject gains access to 

the world. The prosthetic body proposes a connection between the body and space 

where the object is incorporated into the body. It might be suggested then, that a 

building is part of the body, or at least an indication of it. Sartre makes a similar 

assertion when he exclaims:

My body is everywhere: the bomb which destroys my house also damages my 
body insofar as the house was already an indication of my body. This is why my 
body always extends across the tool which it utilizes: it is at the end of the cane 
on which I lean against the earth; it is at the end of the telescope which shows 
me the stars; it is on the chair, in the whole house; for it is my adaptation to 
these tools.150

Both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty establish a connection between the world and the body. 

In this case, Sartre believes the world in the form of the building is an indicator of the 

body because the world is an extension of it. Merleau-Ponty however, claims the body 

acts as the way in which the subject gains access to the world through its sharing of the 

same flesh.

The question is raised then, of how a building can be both, part of the body and also 

separate from it. Merleau-Ponty’s model of the body as distinct from things 

demonstrates how the prosthetic body can be prevented from swallowing up the whole 

world in a process that would reduce the concept to the Intellectualism of Kant.

Access to the world is achieved not only through my senses but also through those 

objects that I appropriate as senses. Sylviane Agacinski notes:
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when we speak as Merleau-Ponty does about physical access to things, we must 
add that this access is also conditioned by the multiple instruments and 
machines that modify our existence and transform our ‘physical’ experience. 
My body’s grasp of a thing passes both through sense organs and through the 
instruments with which they are coupled. My body is therefore not only a carnal 
natural body: as the basis or means for experimenting on the world, it augments 
itself with the artificial organs that technologies constitute.151

The prosthetic body becomes a tool for not only sheltering from the world but for 

understanding it. According to Merleau-Ponty, the prosthetic is taken in as part of the 

bodily synthesis. In the case of a blind man’s walking stick “the stick is no longer an 

object perceived by the blind man, but an instrument with which he perceives.” If 

architecture becomes a prosthetic, then it follows that, the inhabitant should use 

architecture not as the ends of perception but as the means to perceiving space.

Further, the subject can only enter the world by being a body.153 This possibility of a 

situation, this intentionality, gives them a sense of scale so that, whether or not they 

decide to climb the outside of a group of buildings, the buildings appear high to them 

because they exceed the subject’s bodily power to step over them.154 Thus 

intentionality does not rely on the choice of action, but rather on the potentiality of 

objects that are other than me. Hence, the world, according to Merleau-Ponty, is “a 

collection of things which emerge from a background of formlessness by presenting 

themselves to our body as a thing ‘to be touched’, ‘to be taken’, ‘to be climbed 

over.’”155

The prosthetic body is re-cast by phenomenology in a number of ways. Merleau- 

Ponty’s distinction of the body from the things is intrinsic to this re-casting. While the 

prosthetic body fuses space, in the form of a building, to its inhabitant, it is the
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principles that Merleau-Ponty has outlined in distinguishing the body from the things 

that allows the inhabitant to maintain a separate identity from the building.

Jameson also claims that there are corporeal experiences that, in fact, repel the body 

away from its surrounding space, such as the experience of torture. Under extreme 

pain, such as occurs the corporeal and architectural space of the torture chamber, “the 

violent reduction of consciousness to the body and its immediate experience withdraws 

the reality of the surrounding space.”156 According to Jameson this brings into doubt 

the “commensurability of categories of the body with categories of architecture.” 

Jameson reminds us of Heidegger’s paradox, discussed earlier, that we are conscious of 

our bodies in action only at the moments in which they fail and the action breaks 

down.158 Under extreme pain one becomes aware of one’s body. The boundaries 

between the body and space become more clearly defined, a collision between the body 

and space occurs.

The body as distinct from things explains how this collision can occur. Chapter Three 

illustrated how the body could be in the world with the things, as a connection, and also 

be separate from them, as a collision. Because the body is in the world it can acquire 

parts of the world as additional limbs. However, because it is also separate from the 

things, it maintains an identity that is separate from the world. In this way the prosthetic 

body is re-cast into the body as distinct from things. According to the conclusions 

drawn from Chapter Three, this act would then simultaneously define the model of the 

body as being: the preconscious subject, the determinant of what is considered reality, 

the provider of the natural world; the provider of meaning; and the organizer of the 

world.
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5.2.3 Demiurgomorphics

Chapter Two elucidated the principles of the demiurgomorphic body. It was suggested 

that this notion of a being, which is neither transcendent nor cast into the human body- 

as-receptacle, might be manifested in an architecture that is non-reflective and not 

clearly delineated. This section investigates the possibility of such architecture. 

Several architects have interpreted the idea of indeterminability to imply that a formless 

architecture is required. This notion will be investigated with an eye on Merleau- 

Ponty’s model of the body as flesh. It is suggested that the flesh might be a way in 

which the demiurgomorphic body might be able to achieve the indeterminability it 

desires.

The concept of architecture based on a formless body has been raised by several 

architectural writers, and has particular relevance to Merleau-Ponty’s work. Some 

writers support this notion, for example, Cynthia Davidson, who claims that “the flow 

of capital and information today can be understood to free the body from its traditional 

relationship to space and to create the condition of the formless body.”159 The question 

is raised however, how this formless, demiurgomorphic body might be incorporated 

into architecture. Architects such as Lynn claim that formlessness in architecture is 

problematic due to architecture’s dependence on “virtual techniques such as geometry 

and measure.”160 Yet, the idea of a formless architecture is attractive to many 

architects.161 Zaera Polo explains that the attraction of the formless is “its presentation 

of a material organization prior to its encoding.”162 This explanation is suggestive of 

Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the body as preconscious subject. According to Zaera Polo’s 

reasoning, the form giving inspiration of the site is received in a preconscious manner 

rather than through a conscious act. In this case the formless body goes to the things
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themselves, prior to being inscribed by the world and hence “I am given to myself.”163 

This notion of Zaera Polo’s however, ignores the fact that it is a conscious act to draw 

on preconscious influences.

However, Zaera Polo finds some difficulty with the idea of a formless architecture. It 

should be noted that the very physicality of a building as something that is constructed, 

means it will inevitably have some form. Zaera Polo’s argument centres on whether the 

architect should dictate a specific form or merely establish a structure around which 

form can be produced. He presents two objections to the idea of a formless 

architecture. The first is practical. He argues that the very nature of the formless means 

it has “unlimited performability.”164 Because a formless, ever-changing architecture 

cannot sustain a function it can have no use; it becomes useless architecture. Zaera 

Polo points out the difficulty of getting a client to pay an architect to ‘not determine’ 

what a building will be. 165 The idea of something being useful, of it having an 

organized function has been one of the basic tenets of the Modem architectural 

movement. Le Corbusier, for example points out that “’’What is displeasing to the spirit 

is wasteful, because waste is foolish; that is why the useful please us [,..].”166 A 

Modernist organizing principle that dictated the specific use of every part of a building 

would therefore go against the very nature of a formless building. However, Zaera Polo 

suggests to many architectural projects contain organizing principles that are not readily 

apparent, and this forms his second objection to formless architecture. He makes a 

distinction between informality and formlessness. He states “the informal does not 

comply with well established forms but operates within a well defined frame of 

reference. On the contrary, the formless has no parameters or rather its form is 

indeterminate.”167
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His objection to the idea of formless architecture concerns its application to productive 

practice. He uses Tokyo as an example. Superficially the city may appear not to have a 

strict order to its planing, as might be exemplified by looking at an overhead 

photograph (Fig. 23). He points out, however, that the city’s development is the result 

of thousands of successive organizing decisions in relation to changing economic, 

property and regulative factors. According to Zaera Polo, Tokyo is not formless but 

formful in a more complex manner than the more legible plans of cities such as 

Haussmann’s Paris.168

He therefore rejects the formless, but not the demiurgomorphic, which he also sees as in 

fact being ‘formful’. He asserts that the demiurgomorphic is formful, yet it has 

indeterminate form. Zaera Polo, states “Indetermination is the result of performing 

outside the boundaries of already established forms.” He refers to Isozaki and Asadsa s 

idea of demiurgomorphic architecture discussed in Chapter Two, as an example of 

architecture that goes outside of the rigid and reductive models of anthropomorphic and 

theomorphic models of the architectural body. He believes a demiurgomorphic model 

permits the exploration of forms of determination internal to the process of 

construction. These might be in the form of the instruments and techniques that 

produce the body, rather than forms of determination characterized by reference to a 

paradigmatic and metaphoric external model of the body.169 He states:

It draws the line between those who, still astonished by the contemporary city, 
have committed themselves to mimicking the surrounding chaos - to make 
complexity an aesthetic manifesto - and those who believe that behind the 
seemingly chaotic contemporary city lie orders that we should be able to control 
if we want to practice as architects.170
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Fig. 23 Tokyo from above.
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As described in Chapter Two Zaera Polo attempted to put this demiurgomorphic idea 

into practice in his entry for the Yokohama International Port Terminal competition. As 

noted, the design process involved interpreting the flows of circulation across the site 

into built form. In this way it was proposed that rather than the architect determining 

the form of the building, the design of the building would evolve out of the movements 

of its inhabitants. This would satisfy one of the properties of demiurgomorphic 

architecture in that it would be produced not by an act of external reflection, but by a 

process that comes from within the site. Additionally the internal process would 

involve the activity of many users of the site not a single architect’s interpretation of a 

site, as is the case in Holl’s ‘7 Different ‘Bottles Of Light’ in a stone box’ also cited 

earlier (Fig. 19). In this way, while of necessity the building takes a physical form, 

Zaera Polo claims it to be indeterminate because it moves outside of the established 

determinants of form and it is also non-prescriptive in its form-making process.

While this project describes a demiurgomorphic architecture, it does not deal with the 

demiurgomorphic body. In some respects it could be suggested that his work is 

analogous to the idea of the demiurgomorphic body, however the question remains as 

where is the lived body in his architecture? The determination of form results from the 

circulation of bodies, but are the corporeal ideas of perception, meaning and experience 

explored fully? It might be claimed that his is a metaphorically demiurgomorphic 

building rather than a phenomenological demiurgomorphic one.

The flesh re-casts the demiurgomorphic body in a manner that makes it possible to 

conceive of a phenomenologically demiurgomorphic architecture. It is proposed that an 

architecture that is not merely metaphoric in its interpretation but can be lived as 

demiurgomorphic, is an architecture that recognizes the indeterminate nature of the
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body and also its relationship to space. As Zaera Polo has noted, this must occur as a 

process within the world, not as a reflective action from above.

Additionally, it must recognise the role of the body in creating and understanding space. 

Space is created not simply by the patterns of movement across a site, but as Merleau- 

Ponty has pointed out by the body’s intentionality of movement. It is suggested here 

that a re-casting of the demiurgomorphic body in terms of the flesh will establish the 

link between the body and demiurgomorphic space. The flesh provides the body with a 

constant dialogue with space. In fact there is no escape from either space or the body. 

Merleau-Ponty states “I am not in front of my body, I am in it, or rather I am it. Neither 

its variations or its content can therefore, be expressly posited.” We cannot reflect 

on our own bodies without becoming part of the process. The body “interprets 

itself.”173 The body as flesh is the focal point that brings all the senses and the two 

hands together and orients them in space. Hence, the architect should not be viewed as 

someone acting on the world from outside of it, but someone whose every move is 

implicated in the world, because they are also of the world.

Further, the flesh allows the body and space to react to each other in a continual process 

that precludes the very possibility of an unchanging definitive form. The flesh therefore 

recognizes that both the body and space have indeterminate form, and that their creation 

arises from an internal non-reflective process. Hence, it thereby satisfies both the 

prerequisites of the demiurgomorphic, and also allows for a constant dialogue between 

the body and space. The application of the concept of the flesh to architecture is 

explored further in Section 5.3.2, which concentrates on its meaning-giving properties.
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As far as these three sections on the body are concerned, however, it has been shown 

that the application of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological body to the three 

architectural bodies - the signifying, the prosthetic and the demiurgomorphic - has 

produced a re-casting of each body: through the body-as-subject, the way the body 

becomes a signifier is explained; through the body as distinct from things, the prosthetic 

body maintains its separation from the things it acquires to enhance its lived 

experience; and through the body as flesh, the demiurgomorphic body is given the 

possibility of a constant dialogue with space. However, this has not been an 

evolutionary process where the preceding models of the body are destroyed. Rather it is 

an additive process where the new models inform and react to the preceding ones.

5.3 An Architecture of Phenomenology

Chapter Four identified five areas where architectural writers have attempted to apply 

phenomenology to architecture. Of these five, three are considered to be relevant to the 

work of Merleau-Ponty. These are the areas referred to as experience, meaning and 

flesh. Each of these has a section devoted to them.

5.3.1 Experience

The human subject has been shown to have become more and more important as 

philosophy turned against describing the human capacity as something mental. This is 

mirrored in developments from Descartes’ ‘Cogito’ to Kant’s ‘transcendental aesthetic’, 

through Husserl’s ‘transcendental ego’, eventually culminating in the corporal ‘body as 

preconscious subject’ of Merleau-Ponty. Both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty stressed the 

need to combine the understanding of the whole body with the understanding of its 

constituent parts. The lived experience of architecture can be explained through four
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examples: firstly, the simultaneous experience of all the senses; secondly, the 

experience of perception which involves all these senses; thirdly, the particular 

experience of the perception of colour; and fourthly, through the experience of 

language.

Firstly, and as has been outlined in Chapter Four, phenomenology involves all the 

senses, not just one. In this way it can be seen that an architecture that purports to be 

phenomenological by attempting to accentuate a single sense, such as the sound of 

water, for example, misses the point of phenomenology. The sense of smell, sound, the 

cooling touch of the liquid and the meaning of water give to the subject the sense of 

what it is to hear water, not simply the sound of water. This is partly the reason why 

electronically piped water sounds in an elevator do not have the same meaning as an 

actual fountain.174 Merleau-Ponty points out that Cezanne believed that a picture 

contained within it the smell of the landscape.175 It follows that the vision of a wall or 

any other architectural element is connected to the other senses. Without the properties 

of tactility, odour and sound, a building would not have the same visual meaning or 

even the same colours.

Secondly, space is experienced through perception. Merleau-Ponty defines the 

perception of space as “the knowledge that a disinterested subject might acquire of the 

spatial relationship between objects and their geometrical characteristics.” Through 

this definition, Merleau-Ponty recognizes that “spatial perception is a structural 

phenomenon and is comprehensible only within a perceptual field which contributes in 

its entirety to motivating the spatial perception by suggesting to the subject a possible 

anchorage.”177 Thus, space is understood by grounding a foundation within it. For
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Merleau-Ponty the foundation of the world is the preconscious body-subject. This is 

not a fixed anchorage that would exclude the possibility of change, but a means to 

experience the world as lived.

• 178Merleau-Ponty believes that the theory of the body is also a theory of perception. 

The experience of perception explains how I belong to the world as a whole. Merleau- 

Ponty states “The world does not hold for us a set of outlines which some 

consciousness within us binds together into a unity.” Additionally, when I see an 

object such as a house I do not think of the idea of a house, rather I am presented with
i on # .

the actual house. It is given to me rather than willed. In support of this assertion, 

Merleau-Ponty claims: “My body is the fabric into which all objects are woven, and it is 

at least in relation to the perceived world, the general instrument of my 

‘comprehension.’”181 The senses give us significance and hence meaning. Thus the 

way to understand a building is through our experience of the senses.

These senses must not be taken individually but as a whole, even though, as Merleau- 

Ponty acknowledges, “the senses are distinct from each other and distinct from 

intellection in so far as each one of them brings with it a structure of being which can 

never be exactly transposed.”182 The senses communicate with each other because they 

open onto the same world. In the same way, two architectural critics can hold different 

views and experiences of the same building. They can “compete with each other only 

because they both lay claim to total being. They are united at the very instant in which 

they clash.” 183

272



Many architects and artists, such as Banham, Moholy-Nagy, Gauldie and Amheim, 

recognize the role of the body in terms of perception. However, for them “the 

mechanics are what matters, and are the aesthetic experience itself.” They treat 

perception as if it were a science of truths, as if each sense could be dissected from the 

others and investigated individually. We cannot comprehend how something looks, its 

size, how far it is away, if we have not first comprehended the possibility of touching it 

or even of being unable to touch it. Size and scale are not discovered by scientific 

investigation, but grasped from within.185 Architecture of sense experience is not one 

that simply highlights a single sense, but an experience that recognizes that all the 

senses open onto the one world and are inexorably linked to each other, and together 

determine what space might be.186

Experience is concerned with the notion of the lived. Within architecture, this is 

manifested in terms of the lived body and lived space, not through a process that occurs 

solely in a dislocated mind.187 In reference to this point, Merleau-Ponty asks:

how can we ever be confused with our body? How can we ever have believed 
that we saw with our eyes what we in fact grasp through an inspection of the 
mind; how is it that the world does not present itself to us as perfectly explicit;
why is it displayed only gradually and never ‘in its entirety’? In short how does

188it come about that we perceive?

For this to be understood the body and the empirical self cannot be considered objects

as such. The relationship between the body and the subject, and the world and society,

is not causal.189 Merleau-Ponty explains:

When along with other philosophers we said that the stimuli of perception are 
not the causes of the perceived world, that they are rather its developers or its 
releasers, we do not mean that one could perceive without a body; on the 
contrary we mean that it is necessary to re-examine the definition of the body as 
pure object in order to understand how it can be our living bond with nature.190
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By questioning what the body is, Merleau-Ponty reconsiders the distinction between 

essence and the conditions of existence in terms of the experience of the world that 

precedes that distinction. Further, he believes we are therefore implicated in every 

move of our perception. We cannot escape our perception. We are always amongst the 

architecture that forms our experience.

The perception of a building, its space and its being are all linked. Merleau-Ponty 

explains how this can occur, stating “the perception of space and the perception of the 

thing, the spatiality of the thing and its being as a thing are not two distinct 

problems.”191 Hence, all senses, if they are to be considered senses, must be spatial, if 

they are to give us access to some form or other of being. By the same principle they 

must all open on the same space. Under Kant an object’s essence and existence was 

defined by its spatial limits.193 However, Merleau-Ponty brackets Kant’s notion of “one 

single space.”194 He demonstrates that although there is only one world for us, there 

can be several spaces for us; while there is only one Sydney Opera House, it possesses 

many spaces of tactility, vision and so forth. Our senses are both individual and 

entwined. As Merleau-Ponty notes “there is a space so strictly tactile that its 

articulations do not and never will stand in a relationship of synonymity with those of 

visual space.”195 And yet the senses communicate with each other. The body as subject 

learns about their visual field, whether as a newborn child or an adult waking from 

blindness or even a dream, “through a sort of touch effected by the eyes.”196 Yet, at the 

same time, touching is not the same as seeing, it does not possess the whole presence of 

the object as is the case with the visual.197 While it is possible to be lacking a particular 

sensory field, such as the visual field in the case of blindness, the subject must always 

posses a world. The question might then be raised, is it possible to be a blind architect,
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in the same way it is possible to be a deaf composer, such as Beethoven? The answer 

might depend upon whether the architect was bom blind, or, as in the case of 

Beethoven, lost a sense later in life. In the latter case their body would know what it 

was like to see. As Merleau-Ponty observes, “The whole significance of our life - 

from which theoretical significance is merely extracted - would be different if we were 

sightless.”198

A third way architecture can be experienced is through colour. Merleau-Ponty points 

out that under half shadow a sheet of paper, under close examination, appears to be 

composed of partly white and partly grey material, yet we know it to be the same piece 

of paper. In the same manner a fa$ade that is partially shaded by sun louvres is known 

to us to be the same facade in sun and in shade. The wall is only seen as two colours 

when I suspend my gaze that opens onto the whole world and concentrate on only that 

small portion of the wall that is grey; only when I ask myself what precisely it is that I 

see. This unnatural reflection exposes the naturalness of my normal gaze, which opens 

to the world in a whole sensory experience. According to Merleau-Ponty, this 

experience may be viewed in one of two ways;

either the sound and the colour through their own arrangement, throw an object 
into relief, such as an ashtray or violin, and this object speaks directly to all the 
senses: or else, at the opposite end of experience, the sound and the colour are 
received into my body, and it becomes difficult to limit my experience to a 
single sensory department [...].199

Colour is treated by philosophy in a different way from that by which science depicts it. 

Philosophy is different from science, according to Merleau-Ponty, in that science sees 

itself as distinct from its object of study, whereas philosophy is always implicated in the 

questions it asks.200 This explanation is relevant to understanding the experience of
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colour. Science asserts that there are, in fact, real colours. We as architects can take

the ‘Dulux colour coding system’ and specify a wall to be painted with a material that 

possesses a certain quantity of red, blue, yellow and white. Yet Merleau-Ponty tells us 

that the perceived world is not made up of colour quantities. He claims “The Maoris 

have 3,000 names of colours, not because they perceive a great many, but on the 

contrary, because they fail to identify them when they belong to objects structurally 

different from each other.”201 Regardless of the similarity in colour that a Western eye 

might detect, many Maori see, or perhaps, more accurately, report, objects of different 

textures as being of different colours. A bright red brick wall is not the same colour as 

a bright red windowpane. Even when textural properties such as gloss or brightness are 

applied to the description of colour, it assumed that there is still a real colour that is 

simply in a different arrangement, or imposed upon a different material. The warm 

yellowness of day lighting or the cool blueness of fluorescent lights is well known to 

designers. There remains, however, the assumption that under neutral conditions, the 

true colours would be revealed. However, there can be no such thing as a neutral 

background. A building will always be seen in some light. It is not relevant what 

colour a wall might be in the absence of light, for the wall as lived by the body would 

be in darkness and hence the wall as lived would be black. In this way I inhabit the 

yellow light of the day, “I cannot effect it otherwise than by entering into the new 

atmosphere, because my body is my general power of inhabiting all the environments 

which the world contains.”203

A colour has a quality to it that is more than its scientific meaning. Merleau-Ponty 

recalls Claudel’s words to the effect that “[...] a certain blue of the sea is so blue that 

only blood would be more red” to indicate that red and blue have a similar qualitative
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aspect that transcends their scientific hues.204 Further, various experiments have shown 

that motor skills are directly effected by the colour a subject sees in their visual field 

while attempting certain tasks. Merleau-Ponty notes that “the experience of blue as a 

sensible quality produces a certain change in the phenomenal body.”206 This is not 

merely a psychological quality that effects someone’s mood, the suggestion is that their 

ability to perform physical tasks is impaired or enhanced by being surrounded by 

various colours.

Additionally, colour demonstrates the individuality of the subject. Since no one else 

can perceive red as I see it, I am alone in my perception. In order to perceive a certain 

colour, I must first possess the world of all colours in which a particular colour can 

stand out against a background of generality for me. In this way “even without 

transferring myself to another’s point of view, I grasp myself in perception as a 

perceiving subject, and not as unclassifiable consciousness.” A colour, and indeed 

anything that might be described as ‘visible’, are not independent beings. They are 

“less a colour or a thing, therefore, than a difference between things and colours, a 

momentary crystallization of coloured being or of visibility.”208 In every colour there is 

contained the meanings of the other colours. The flesh of the things connects all the 

colours. Hence Merleau-Ponty’s use of the term “the secret blackness of milk”. 209 

The quality of blackness is contained within the definition of its opposite, whiteness, 

which is exemplified in milk but might also be exemplified in the pure whiteness of the 

Modernist white boxes of Le Corbusier. It could be argued that the opposite of 

blackness is in fact ‘not-blackness’. In this case whiteness contains the quality of not 

being black.
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Fourthly, I experience architecture in terms of language. Because others can gaze upon 

my world, it immediately takes on a different significance. My body’s significance is 

also altered when I consider it as an object for others. Hence, I do not inhabit the city as 

my own world but share it with the other. Although I can never understand the other 

and never know what it is to possess their visual field, we have the potential to 

communicate via language because we share the one world. The intercorporality of the 

world allows language to amplify the process of communication. According to 

Merleau-Ponty, within language “we are collaborators for each other in consummate 

reciprocity. Our perspectives merge into each other, and we co-exist through a 

common world.” 211 I do not own the other’s thoughts, nor does the other own mine; 

“We must say of the experience of others what we have said of reflection: that its object 

cannot escape it entirely, since we have a notion of the object only through that 

experience.”212 In questioning the act of reflection, Merleau-Ponty is not turning to the 

immediate or unreflected since we only know these through reflection itself. Under 

Merleau-Ponty reflection interrogates the world, but in a secondary manner that is 

aware that it can never be removed from the subject of its investigation.214 He states 

that language “promotes its own oblivion.” It is only when I cease to deliberately see a 

building as a system of artificial signification or a language of dislocated symbols, it is 

only when I live it, that I understand it. In a sense then, we understand a building by not 

seeing it as a set of individual details, but by living it. The reverse is also true. I can 

only live a building if it is already significant for me in terms of my overall 

understanding of the world. Merleau-Ponty’s example of Brunelleschi’s Florence 

Cathedral cited earlier, demonstrates that when Brunelleschi built that great cupola it 

was not a deliberate act that changed the conception of space from the closed space of 

the Middle Ages and formed a new Renaissance language of space. Nor can it be said
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that the space or its language was not there before the construction of the cathedral. Yet 

Brunelleschi certainly made a deliberate spatial ‘device’. 215 Merleau-Ponty claims 

that this act of Brunelleschi in fact asked a question of space. For Merleau-Ponty the 

language of space is there ‘in itself. He states “A language sometimes remains a long 

time pregnant with transformations which are to come: and the enumeration of the 

means of expression in a language does not have any meaning, since those which fall

59 216into disuse continue to lead a diminished life in the language...”.

The above examples have demonstrated that the lived experience of a building is 

intrinsic to its understanding. The example of colour demonstrates that we cannot 

escape the experience of architecture. Additionally our experience of that architecture 

is always given to us by multiple senses that themselves cannot escape each other. The 

example of perception demonstrated that all the senses are spatial. Further, the body is 

not in space, nor above it, but of it. Based on this understanding, through the example 

of language, it has been shown that the experience of architecture comes not from 

above as reflection, but from within space

5.3.2 The Flesh

Chapter Two examined three possible boundary relations between the body and space 

within architecture, relations that were described as connection, crossing and collision. 

It was also noted that none of the six architectural models of the body could account for 

a body that exhibited all three boundary relations with space. However, the body as 

flesh does accomplish this feat. Firstly, connection is demonstrated through an 

investigation into areas where through the flesh, the body influences space and space 

influences the body. Connection occurs within the flesh through the principle that the
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subject is of the world that is already there; that the flesh of the subject is also the flesh 

of the world. Secondly, crossing boundaries involves the situation where properties 

previously considered as being within the domain of the body become associated with 

space, and vice versa. This also occurs within the flesh. A cumulative effect results 

where the areas of the body and space continually evolve in each other’s presence. This 

idea is suggestive of the notion of an indeterminate body and an indeterminate space. 

Thirdly, collision allows for the possibility that the two concepts are not necessarily 

entirely compatible. In terms of the flesh, the idea of collision is represented by 

Merleau-Ponty’s proposition of ‘the body as separate from things’, which states that 

while the body is at the same time, part of and also separate from the world, the subject 

knows what is the body and what is not the body. Just as this argument was used in 

Chapter Two, not as a metaphor but as a means to structure an argument, the notions of 

connection, crossing and collision again will be used to structure an argument of the 

flesh’s relevance to architecture.

The flesh is a unique concept that “has no name in philosophy.”217 It is more than 

merely the phenomena of the body as the ‘thing among things’ that Merleau-Ponty 

describes in The Phenomenology of Perception. The flesh signifies the body as both 

sensibility and sensible thing. It is the body as “visible seer, the audible hearer, the 

tangible touch - the sensitive sensible [...].”218 The flesh has the unique ability to be 

the site of the connection, crossing, and the collision of the body with space. Since they 

are linked via the flesh, the three notions cannot be dealt with separately. Instead the 

following sketches out their intertwining.

Merleau-Ponty tells us we are not in space, and neither is space in us. A collision 

occurs where we can define ourselves as something that is not space. There are, for
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example, a number of ways in which architecture can be experienced through touch. 

Merleau-Ponty identifies three dimensions of touch which he claims overlap, but are 

also distinct from each other: a touching of the sleek and the rough - where the body 

forms an opinion about the things; a touching of the things - a passive sentiment of the 

body and of its space in which the body is simply made aware of the presence of 

objects; and finally a veritable touching of the touch—where the body is both sensible

219and sensibility.

Further, he claims both that the “visible and tangible belong to the same world”220 and 

that each crosses into the other stating, hence: “There is a double and crossed situating 

of the visible in the tangible and of the tangible in the visible [...].”221 While each is 

complete in itself and does not merge into one, it is linked to the other in that it is a map 

of the one world. In this way the flesh locates us in ourselves and also in the world so

that through the intertwining of the flesh of the body and the flesh of the world the

222inhabitant becomes part of the architecture.

Connection occurs when the flesh is intertwined with the flesh of the world. Since the 

subject becomes the sensitive sensible they have access to communication with the 

world. When they attempt to communicate with the other, a crossing occurs; they each 

perceive the one world, yet maintain their own possession of it. Thus, the perception of 

the other can cross over the boundary and I can know the other’s green. The boundaries 

between space and the body can be crossed and also crossed out, but they cannot be 

reduced to nothingness.22' According to the paradox of faith, I am certain that the 

world exists in general, but I am uncertain of reality. I believe that the building I am in 

exists for me, because I live it, but I cannot prove that the world exists, outside of that
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experience.224 Merleau-Ponty asks how an object of determinate shape or size can be 

made to appear - how there can be shapes such as squares or circles, or architectural 

volumes for us? 225 He claims that through the body “I am at grips with the world.”226 

There can be for me a facade of a building composed of a complex array of shapes 

“because my body is permanently stationed before things in order to perceive them and, 

conversely, appearances are always enveloped for me in a certain bodily attitude.”

I am not a spectator in the experience of a building; I live it.228 The body remains in the 

world but does not become an object in it.229 My existence is not the architecture; I am 

not the architecture, even though I am of it. Merleau-Ponty claims that under the 

traditional subject-object dichotomy, there can be only two meanings of the word 

“exist”. Either one exists as a thing or as a consciousness. However, the nature of the 

body in terms of its experience of sight, sexuality and motility means its relationship to 

the world cannot be cast into simple object-subject relations. He states “the presence 

of the world is precisely the presence of its flesh to my flesh [..,].”231 Others are for me 

objects that are separate from me. So too, because I have a body I can be an object for 

another.232 Thus, Merleau-Ponty leaves behind the traditional subject-object 

dichotomy. 233 The body is not simply an object. It has communication with buildings 

but does not lose its separate identity .

Chapter One cited Moholy-Nagy’s claim that “space-creation” results in “ever fluid 

spatial existences.”234 These ideas, seen by Banham as Futurist, also have significant 

implications in terms of the body. As described earlier in this chapter, a changeable, 

fluid and indeterminate body that is never finished, as exemplified by the 

demiurgomorphic body, has been claimed by several writers to be reciprocated in a
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conception of space as indeterminate. Individuality can only be maintained if a 

collision occurs and the world is considered to be distinguishable in some way from the 

body. Earlier chapters described notions such as Moholy-Nagy’s that believed that a 

“piece of space” could be cut by an “interpenetrating strip.”235 While this Elementarist 

line of thinking simply refers to the literal combination of external and internal 

architecture, Merleau-Ponty’s use of interpenetration in terms of the notion of the flesh 

leads to an entirely different conception of space. Merleau-Ponty uses the idea of 

interpenetrating space to implicate the body in space; according to him, we are simply a 

view of the world in which the world outlines us and we outline the world. Space is 

seen to reconfigure the body as the body reconfigures space. Neither the world nor the 

body is ever a finished work or fully constituted. Hence a constituting subject is ruled 

out by Merleau-Ponty.237 While the body is the preconscious subject, and hence forms 

a kind of foundation for experience, the body and space are linked in a manner such that 

they are not opposites yet can only exist because of each other.

It was noted in Chapter Four that, for Holl, what was important to his architecture was 

the idea. The notion of an idea itself is possible only because of the flesh and its 

intertwining of the body and space. Merleau-Ponty states that “every thought known to 

us occurs to a flesh.”238 Thought is in a relationship with the world, the other and with 

oneself. The flesh is the one connection between these dimensions. Because of this, 

Merleau-Ponty believes that thought “is brought to appear” via the flesh. The idea I 

hold of seeing a building comes to me because, via the flesh, I “lend my body” to the 

world so that it might “inscribe upon it and give me [its] resemblance.”*' The invisible 

- my idea of the building - is not formed inside me, but in the world; the idea I have of 

a building is inaccessible to the other, but it is formed in the same world of the visible,
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as the other forms their invisible idea. Hence, the invisible inhabits the world and 

renders it visible.240 We do not posses the architectural ideas, rather; “they posses 

us.”241 For this reason, architecture needs a person, an inhabitant, in order to have 

meaning.

Additionally, in order to be creative, to imagine ideas, the architect must, in some sense, 

leave himself or herself. Merleau-Ponty uses the experience of unreality to demonstrate 

that even in imagination we have a hold on the world. Night-time provides one form of 

unreality; yet more unrealistic is the space of dreams. Here “I hold the world present to 

me only in order to keep it at a distance, and I revert to the subjective sources of my 

existence.”242 Our body has emblematic value in order that dreams may be 

representative. We cannot conceive of anything we cannot first imagine corporeally.243 

An illusion exists where a perception coincides with the thing itself, yet there is still a 

distance between my body and the world. This difference by which we believe 

something to be real or not, denotes a collision between the body and space. Merleau- 

Ponty explains “No doubt, it is not entirely my body that perceives: I know only that it 

can prevent me from perceiving that I cannot perceive without its permission.”244 For 

example, as soon as I shut my eyes, or turn my body away from a building, I fail to 

perceive it. Additionally, I do not have access to the world of the other, I place their 

perception behind their body. Hence there are two perceptions, the other’s and mine of 

the one world, which is neither. The unique world is one that our perceptions do not 

open onto.245 In order to understand one another, their world is “grafted onto my own” 

through our sharing of the unique world.246 Our standpoints are exchanged in the 

‘visible’ world. Thus, Merleau-Ponty’s claim that, “It is only through the world that I 

can leave myself.”247 As noted earlier, hallucinations or optical illusions within
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architecture are not proof of falsity or even truth. They do not signify a collision 

between the body and space, but a connection. Merleau-Ponty states:

What brings about both hallucinations and myths is a shrinkage in the space 
directly experienced, a rooting of things in our body, the overwhelming 
proximity of the object, the oneness of man and the world, which is not indeed 
abolished, but repressed by everyday perception or by objective thought, and 
which philosophical consciousness rediscovers."48

It would be easy to conclude that this form of connection results in a type of madness. 

If architecture and the body are indistinguishable then the subject can no longer 

perceive space. Yet Merleau-Ponty refutes this claim stating “Mythical or dream-like 

consciousness, insanity and perception are not, in so far as they are different, 

hermetically sealed off from each other.”249 The dreamer uses the world of the wakeful 

subject as their point of reference and, excluding hypnotism, it is only through the 

wakeful subject that a dream can be recounted to another wakeful subject. In this way 

there must be a connection between space and the body that still allows for the two to 

be individual entities.250 Likewise, as intimated earlier, architectural models and 

drawings are always based on a bodily occupation a building, even if it is an imaginary 

building.

Merleau-Ponty does not necessarily want to separate appearance from reality. 

Phenomenology does not seek to deny the unity of experience of Classical Rationalism; 

rather, it desires to cast experience into the different light of the perceptual faith. 

This perceptual faith derives from the fact that I can never really know if what appears 

to me is real. The only way I can know the world is through my body. Even if I find out 

that an appearance is false, that what I thought was a brick wall, upon closer 

examination, is brick patterned wallpaper, I am no closer to reality. For I simply ‘cross
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out’ the previous illusion and, regarding it as null and void, replace it with another 

illusion.252 The old appearance is simply replaced with another I have gained through 

my body and my perceptual faith.

Further, the possession of an idea cannot be total or else it cannot be transmitted. If I 

have a thought that I attempt to transfer to the other - for example the idea of lightness 

in a work of architecture - then the idea I hold of lightness becomes a possible reading 

for everyone who encounters my work. As noted in the discussion of Barthes earlier, 

each reader brings their own interpretation to the work. Yet communications of ideas 

within architecture does take place. There are innumerable magazines and books, as 

well as architecture schools and practices, communicating architectural ideas. This is 

possible because, even though my thought of lightness is different to the thought of 

lightness of the other, I leave them with an idea of lightness that “betokens a 

generalized buckling of my landscape and opens it to the universal, precisely because it 

is rather an unthought.”253 They do not experience the building as I do, but if I can 

manifest in them their own idea of lightness, then they will understand the essence of 

my idea.

If there is a crossing of the body into architecture it could be suggested that the building 

proposes the identity of the person that inhabits it. Jameson relates this possibility to 

Althusser’s notion of interpellation, which the former claims is similar to the concept of 

the flesh. This theory holds that the subject’s identity is the result of an interpellation 

by the ‘other.’254 In this case, the building is said to interpellate its inhabitant. In the 

case of the prison, the criminal is pushed into feelings of either revolt or acceptance. In 

the same way, under the extreme architectural conditions such as occurs in a detention
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centre many prisoners modify their own bodies, whether that be in terms of their body 

image, or by modifying their sexuality, or by direct physical means of tattooing or even 

suicide. According to Jameson this notion that the building interpellates a body’s 

identity resolves the dualisms of public and private space, the building and the city, the 

architectural and the urban. He claims that “for the private is then simply what 

interpellates me as an intruder while the existence or the waning of a truly public space 

can be measured by the degree to which it still interpellates me as a citizen.” 

Jameson concedes that this idea excludes the idea of beauty and harmony with nature. 

According to him the re-naturalization of the body and its dwelling has two forms. The 

first is that of Heidegger which “conveys and projects the idea of a dwelling (which by 

definition could not be other than harmonious and natural [,..]”256, as discussed in 

Chapter Three. Despite acknowledging Heidegger’s cautiousness in relation to the 

body, Jameson also places the ideas of both Merleau-Ponty and Norberg-Schulz within 

this ideology.257 The second form is the neoclassicism of writers such as Roger Scruton 

whose ideas seek to reawaken the ideal of aesthetic beauty. According to Jameson this 

idea appeals to the body in response to Modernism’s commitment to transcending the 

body.258

At the Anybody Conference, Liz Grosz disagreed with a number of Jameson’s points, 

stating that “ I think [Jameson] was trying to suggest that in a way we don’t perceive 

our bodies, but rather perceive the world through our bodies.”259 Grosz rejects this 

notion, arguing that women are aware of their bodies all the time. The owners of bodies 

that are ‘other ‘ bodies are acutely aware of their otherness and the unauthorized nature 

of their bodies. Bodies that do not resemble Corbusier’s Modular or Da Vinci’s 

perfectly proportioned figure, such as the disabled body, are in constant awareness of
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their corporeality. She believes that, “The body, from the moment of inception, is 

prosthetically linked and requires a certain kind of intervention.” The technology 

that is being brought to the body is not completely new. Instead Grosz claims “the body 

can perhaps be thought of more interestingly as a site of interfaces which opens the 

body to the world.”261 It is these interfaces with the world, whether by connection, 

crossing or collision, via the flesh that brings architecture its meaning. This is the 

subject of Section 5.3.3.

It has been demonstrated that the flesh not only re-casts the demiurgomorphic body by 

plunging it into constant dialogue with space, it also re-casts architecture in a number of 

ways. It demonstrates that in order to have the ability to be transmittable, ideas cannot 

be total. Additionally, the body as flesh exhibits all three boundary relations of 

connection, crossing and collision. Firstly, Merleau-Ponty tells us that we are not in 

space, and neither is space in us. A collision occurs where we can define ourselves as 

something that is not space. Secondly, space is seen to reconfigure the body as the body 

reconfigures space, thereby defining a crossing. Thirdly, connection occurs when the 

flesh is intertwined with the flesh of the world.

5.3.3 Meaning

This Section deals with the application of the phenomenological concept of meaning to 

architecture. Meaning within phenomenological architecture centres around the notions 

of essence and its association with foundation and transcendence. The meaning of 

architectural ideas and appearances can also be explained through Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology.
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Firstly, essential to the concept of meaning, according to Merleau-Ponty, is the notion 

of essence. It has been demonstrated that, for Merleau-Ponty, all phenomenological 

problems are concerned with finding definitions of essences. As he points out,

however, essence is not the end but the means to understanding. This is also the case

for the perception of architecture. Merleau-Ponty states “Perception is precisely that 

kind of act in which there can be no question of settling the act itself apart from the end 

to which it is directed.”264 The essence of space is “already constituted” in the same 

way that Being is oriented.265 The elevation of a building and the plan of a building, 

even if identical in line-work, are not the same objects when translated into an physical 

building. Merleau-Ponty states that “to invert an object is to deprive it of its 

significance.” 266 Hence, a building is oriented in the same way that space itself is 

oriented - that is, by way of the body. Any attempt to interpret a building’s meaning 

must take this into account.

The notion of essence raises the second issue - that of foundation, universality and 

totalisation - further adding to the implications of the flesh on architecture. In also 

raising the issue of foundationalism, Brian Massumi questions the legitimacy of 

phenomenology in relation to architecture and the body. He points out that, while 

strictly foundationalist propositions have been criticized for relying on the myth of 

origins, propositions that privilege notions such as structure or a semiotic system may 

well be just as foundationalist.267

Jameson also recalls the issue of totalitisation, although, he believes that totalities are 

always absent. He states “They are inaccessible to sense perception or to the empirical 

real world of nominalists and empiricists. If you can see it, it is not a totality but a thing
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or object.”268 He further believes that nothing can escape these absent totalities, they are 

the backgrounds to every figure.269 He claims that Merleau-Ponty’s ideas of the flesh 

and the Chiasmus are a type of temporal relay back and forth between the body and its 

environment.270 This statement suggests that Merleau-Ponty’s attempt to solve the 

problem of a body that both is a thing and is not a thing or a substance, an effect as well 

as a cause, results in the body being “a foundation on which it is impossible to build.”

Merleau-Ponty’s foundation, however, by recalling the notions of flesh and experience, 

is explained in a manner that it is not an absolute concept. The meaning of a building is 

not found in one’s mind but in the experience of the building itself. The meaning of a 

thing is not only defined by Merleau-Ponty as “the correlative of our body and our life”, 

but the thing is a thing because “whatever it imparts to us, is imparted through the very 

organization of its sensible aspects.”272 Merleau-Ponty explains that if my perception is 

a perception of the world then I must find in my vision the meaning of my vision. He 

states “Inasmuch as I live it, I possess the meaning of everything I live.” Merleau- 

Ponty describes a ‘universal meaning’ which is an essence without which there could be 

no language. It is a “meaning of meaning”; it is not only attached to individual words or 

even individual beings, but it examines what makes the world be a world. Merleau- 

Ponty questions if we can ever entirely reach this essence.274 Here, the essence is 

inaccessible; it becomes a limit. However, Merleau-Ponty wants to redefine the essence

275in a manner that makes it accessible to us.

Further, Merleau-Ponty explains that the look of the flesh “envelops, palpates, espouses 

the visible things.”276 This occurs in a manner that presupposes them and also allows for 

the hand to be both touching and touchable. This procedure, which Merleau-Ponty

290



describes as a “criss-crossing”, is possible because both the tangible and the touching are 

recorded “on the same map.”277 He claims that the visible present are not in space, nor 

are they outside space.278 I can see a building only because I am in it; not simply, 

however, because of my physical location within the building, but because I can only see 

the visible if I am myself visible.279 Space and time exist as ‘shreds’ of my own 

spatialization. Buildings do not exist in their own space and time but as an extension of 

my own space and time. Fact and essence are no longer limit-ideas because being 

surrounds me. Thus, flesh is a foundation in the sense that it is an element that is 

common to both the world and the body. Yet Merleau-Ponty presents its meaning in a 

way that can be both essential and universal, but still accessible to the lived body.

Architecture is not in my body, in my mind, or above it. It is behind it as I am in the 

world of architecture as a sensible and sentient being. Many writers such as Collins, 

Giedion and Zevi have presented space as the essence of architecture. If meaning is 

derived from essence then space provides us not only with the foundation of architecture 

but its meaning. Additionally, if, as Massumi asserts, change is the key to this problem, 

then perhaps it is the body that is responsible for changing what the in-between is. The 

importance the movement of the body has to space and architecture was revealed earlier, 

Merleau-Ponty further believing that:

The body’s motion can play a part in the perception of the world only if it is itself 
an original intentionality, a manner of relating itself to the distinct object of 
knowledge. The world around us must be, not a system of objects which we 
synthesize, but a totality of things, open to us, towards which we project 
ourselves.280

Every essence has a dimension of space. It cannot be accessed from above. The 

architectural essence is not confined to the space of the subject in the sense that it is not
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inaccessible to the others. Rather, because we are our experiences, we are also our 

thoughts that feel space and conceive of architectural ideas based on the foundation that 

space allows us.281 Space then ceases to be an abstract concept. It is now accessible as 

that which defines what we experience as lived architecture. Essence occurs not above 

me, but beneath me. Merleau-Ponty states that there exists a common link between the 

signified and the signifying that is an “adherence in and reversibility of one another - as 

the visible things are the secret folds of our flesh, and yet the body is one of the visible 

things”.282

Thus, every work of architecture has meaning. In fact there can be only meaning. For a 

work of architecture to be reduced to a meaningless object, whether it is done by 

relativism, reflection or rationalism, is to deny its openness to us. Our openness to the 

architecture via our bodies constitutes and is constituted by meaning. At the very 

beginning of this thesis the problem of space being described in terms of itself was 

posed. It was stated that space could not be given a position within position itself. 

Merleau-Ponty also raises this dilemma when he investigates Sartre’s ideas of 

Nothingness and Being and the crossing of each. He explains that there are two 

movements in this crossing. Firstly, nothingness invokes being: “being is negation of 

negation, it has an infrastructure of nothingness, it is an attribute of knowledge.” 

Being is considered from the point of view of nothingness; identification takes place for 

the profit of nothingness. Secondly, but simultaneously, being invokes nothingness. 

Nothingness is described as “reiterated position, position of position”" It has an 

infrastructure of being, and knowledge is an attribute of being. Nothingness is 

considered from the point of view of being; identification takes place for the profit of 

being. The two movements are not identical, nor can they be combined into one. Each
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exists as the foundation of the other. Here nothingness is defined in relation to ‘a 

position of position’; a spatial explanation is used to describe a non-space.

It is through my openness to the architecture that I understand its being and nothingness, 

not the other way around. While the world is a totality of things, this is not to say that 

there is only being. In his later writing Merleau-Ponty is critical of such totalizing 

formulas as “being is, nothingness is not,” preferring instead to state that “there is a 

being, there is a world there is some thing.”285 This constitutes a field of appearances 

where nothingness is not an essence, but something that crosses out one truth of 

appearance to replace it with another. Merleau-Ponty wants to remove the notions of the 

negative from the dialectic of the being-for-itself and the being-in-itself that Sartre 

proposed. He seeks “a dialectical definition of being that can be neither the being for 

itself nor the being in itself - rapid, fragile labile definitions [...]” that lead from one to 

the other. 286 Merleau-Ponty believes our relationship to the world is “not as an

??287openness of nothingness upon being, but simply as openness.”

Merleau-Ponty explores the circumstance of an object that is far-off to further explain 

the notion of meaning. According to him when one conceives of a far-off object, it is 

often done so as an act of reflection that assumes a position above the worlds This 

view assumes that the object we see far-off is the same one we see up close. This 

assumption can only be made by an external experience. Only because my body 

functions as the possibility of a changing point of view can I prove that the church seen 

on the top of the hill is the same church seen from the top of the hill. In this way cities 

maintain a certain consistency. Even though buildings may be demolished and rebuilt, a 

faith exists that the city as a whole has a consistency of existence. They are held
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together by old and new landmarks such as churches, monuments and fast food outlets 

that give a local orientation to all the bodies that inhabit them.

People are then able to move throughout a city because the perceptual faith provides 

them with intentionality that in turn infers a level of consistency of the objects in the 

city.289 There is not a ‘ghost in the machine’ but a thing perceived and an openness onto 

the thing which reflection neutralizes. Reflection transforms the process into 

“perception-reflected-on and thing-perceived-within-a-perception-reflected-on.”290 As 

demonstrated in Chapter Three, Merleau-Ponty seeks to go beyond reflection. 

Reflection is to disengage with the world; every effort to comprehend the world from 

within involves detaching oneself from our perceptions.291 Reflection suppresses 

intersubjectivity.292 I am situated in an actual world via my body, in the midst of others 

situated in it via their bodies. They perceive the same world as mine. The world has 

meaning for me before I reflect on it. To reflect I must place myself outside in the 

world, with the other.293 Merleau-Ponty believes that in questioning the experience of 

the thing, by turning it into a non-thing or an idea, we in fact establish it in the world. 

This is the case for all objects including buildings. Merleau-Ponty explains “The thing 

thus defined is not the thing of our experience, it is the image we obtain of it by 

projecting it into a universe where experience would not settle on anything [...] by 

confronting it with the possibility of nothingness.” 294 According to him, objectivity 

becomes the condition of their possibility for us.

Even if we cannot prove that a building actually exists, the fact remains that we do see 

buildings. We therefore bracket any question as to whether they actually exist or not. 

Appearance becomes more important than the question of reality.295 One can only
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appreciate a building if the building is first seen as an appreciable object. From the 

moment I feel fear, as in the case of the experience of the narrator approaching one of 

Poe’s unhomely houses, it is the case that I possess that emotion known as fear. This 

is the case even when that building no longer makes me afraid. In fact in order to be 

filled with any emotion by a building, I must first possess that emotion within my 

preconscious body. Hence, the being and nothingness of space and architecture is 

explained through the body’s openness to the world.

The meaning of architectural ideas can also be explained in terms of Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology. He believes that ideas are linked to expressive acts, and like a work of 

architecture, are cultural objects. He points out that a church may be burnt down, but the 

idea of a triangle is enduring.297 However, the idea of a building is also enduring. The 

idea is detachable from the material object. How then can we reconcile the ability to 

understand a building only by experiencing it bodily and the notion that the idea of a 

building is not contained within its materiality? The fact is that the idea of the building is 

only grasped by the body imagining itself inside the building, thus we have a partial 

grasp on the now past world. The world is not constituted by consciousness; instead 

consciousness finds itself already in the world.

This conception of the world allows Merleau-Ponty to further interrogate the notion of 

meaning. He explains, “We are not asking ourselves if the world exists; we are asking 

what it is for it to exist.”299 This is not a matter of finding a definition of a word, for as 

Merleau-Ponty points out, language is itself a word. If we reduce meaning to a linguistic 

study, we presuppose that language has its evidence in itself, that the legitimate use of 

the word can be understood in a “univocal signification” which goes against the
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principles of linguistics itself.300 A linguistic study of space is beyond the scope of this 

thesis. However, it can be seen that linguistic investigations into space, such as those by 

the likes of Collins and Giedion into the German derivation of ‘raum described in 

Chapter One, are fraught with the same internal errors exposed by Merleau-Ponty. As he

9 301states “To philosophize is not to cast the things into doubt in the name of the words.”

The concept of transcendence is also applicable to architecture. To explain this concept, 

Merleau-Ponty extends the Gestalt notion of the thing - that the whole is greater than its 

parts. He believes the thing is its own significance. When I understand a thing, such as 

a building, “I do not here and now effect its thesis, I come to it bringing my sensory 

fields and my perceptual field with me, and in the last resort I bring a schema of all 

possible being, a universal setting in relation to the world.”30*' Merleau-Ponty uses the 

idea of the Gestalt to describe the sensible’s relationship as a third notion between fact 

and ideality.303 Gestalt, however, is not merely the whole that is more than the sum of 

its parts; it is a transcendence that makes the visible possible. Merleau-Ponty uses the 

architectural example of the experience of looking at swimming pool tiles through the 

water to explain the process of transcendence. He states:

I do not see it despite the water and the reflections there; I see it through them 
and because of them. If there were no distortions, no ripples of sunlight, if it 
were without this flesh that I saw the geometry of the tiles, then I would cease to 
see it as it is [...].304

The sensible water is not in space, it is not in the pool, nor is it elsewhere, it inhabits 

space, it is materialized there. Lingus also comments on this phenomena, he believes 

that transcendence, like water, works as if it were a direction across space, it organizes 

space around it, in a field about itself.305 The invisible is a dimension, it is not what we 

see, but that “with which, according to which we see.” 306 It is not a set of
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representations created by the mind, nor a process whereby the mind converts objects 

into thought; to see the visible is to be possessed by it. The axis and pivots of the 

invisible dimension make the visible possible for us. The invisible is not located 

internally within the mind, it occurs in the world. According to Merleau-Ponty, it is the 

invisible of the world that makes the visible possible.307 Merleau-Ponty has stated that 

operative intentionality makes act intentionality possible and is what Heidegger terms 

transcendence.308 He uses this idea to explain that the significance of a thing is reliant 

on the experience of it. Hence, the only way we can know what a building is is by 

experiencing it with all our senses. We only discover its significance by experiencing it 

from a certain point of view and a certain direction. Without the body all directions are 

relative and therefore meaningless.

There would in fact be no movement, and I should have no notion of it, if, in 
perception, I did not leave the earth, as my ‘ground’ of all rest and motion, on the 
hither side of rest and motion, because I inhabit it, and similarly there would be 
no direction without a being who inhabits the world and who, through the

° . 309
medium of his gaze, marks out the first direction as a basis for all others.'

A building is only intelligible for a subject who can approach it from one direction at a 

time, through the body’s intentionality Likewise “the sense of sight is a certain 

preparation for the logic, and for the world, of colours.”310 Merleau-Ponty here claims to 

have discovered, “with the world as cradle of meanings, direction of all directions, [...] 

and ground of all thinking, how to leave behind the dilemma of realism and idealism, 

contingency and absolute reason, non-sense and sense.”311 Hence I find meaning in 

architecture because both it and I are in the world and I live it. I do not reflect on the

• 5 312building from above. Any building “has meaning for us only because ‘we are of it.’”
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If space is the essence of architecture and essence is simply a means to understanding, 

not the ends, then what conclusions can be drawn from the above section. Firstly it has 

been demonstrated that the body is a foundation for space, but not in an absolute manner, 

because space is accessible as lived experience. Secondly, the perceptual faith provides 

the body with an intentionality that demonstrates the continuity of space that determines 

that architecture can exist in the first place. Thirdly, it has been revealed that all ideas 

are linked to expressive acts; architecture is its own signification. It is not a case of a 

prescribing meaning to a building; there is only meaning.

5.4 Conclusion: Implications of Merleau-Ponty

This Chapter has demonstrated that phenomenology has drastically re-cast the notions 

of the body, space and architecture. The principle of orientation allows for the ability to 

relate to others and the recognition of qualitative aspects. The principle of movement 

demonstrated that bodily movement is the origin of space; that perception is related to 

motor habits and that pre-objective experience explains the continuity of space. 

Inhabitation not only makes movement and orientation possible, it illustrates that the 

body is itself a space and that the lived body is what defines space and brings it into 

being. The re-casting of social space also has important implications for the body. It 

can be seen that the form that the body takes is not logical or determinate. Likewise the 

notions of representational space, representations of space and history have all been 

realigned under Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology.

The body has also been re-cast. It has been established that the concepts of language, 

creativity and experience have their origin in the preconscious body-as-subject. The 

prosthetic body is also re-cast in a number of ways. While the prosthetic body connects
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space in the form of a building to its inhabitant, the body as distinct from the things 

allows the inhabitant to maintain a separate identity from the building. Hence the body 

becomes the preconscious subject; the determinant of what is considered reality; the 

provider of the natural world; the provider of meaning; and the organizer of the world. 

Additionally, through the body as flesh, the demiurgomorphic body is given the 

possibility of a constant dialogue with space.

Architecture has also been re-cast. It can now be seen that the lived experience of a 

building is intrinsic to its understanding. The example of colour demonstrates that we 

cannot escape the experience of architecture which given to us by multiple senses. The 

example of perception demonstrated that all the senses are spatial and that through 

language it is understood that the experience of architecture comes not from above as 

reflection but from within buildings as they are lived.

Further, the flesh also re-casts architecture in a number of ways. The body as flesh 

exhibits all three boundary-relations of connection, crossing and collision. A collision 

occurs where we can define ourselves as something that is not space. Crossing 

transpires when space is seen to reconfigure the body as the body reconfigures space 

and connection occurs when the flesh is intertwined with the flesh of the world. The 

reconsideration of meaning demonstrates that the perceptual faith illustrates the 

continuity of space that in turn determines that architecture can exist in the first place. 

Further, the body is a foundation for space in a way that still leaves it accessible as lived 

experience. Thus, meaning is discovered in architecture simply by living it.
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CONCLUSIONS

Oh! Speculators on things, boast not of knowing the things that 
nature ordinarily brings about: but rejoice if you know 

the end of those things which you yourself devise.

Leonardo Da Vinci. 1
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6.0 A Conclusion

This thesis has sought to demonstrate that a critical and inescapable relationship exists 

between the body, space and architecture. The means for investigating this relationship 

was phenomenology and in particular the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty. Several 

moves needed to be made in order that these notions could be brought together.

Chapter One investigated and offered an analytical critique of the traditional 

architectural notions of space. This involved discussing the two historical conceptions 

of space -- absolute space and relational space - and the efforts to reconcile them. It can 

now be seen that Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the body provides one method by 

which space can be both absolute and relational. Further, and contrary to the traditional 

notions of space, by utilizing Merleau-Ponty it has also been demonstrated that the idea 

of space being the container into which objects are placed must be rejected. According 

to Merleau-Ponty, space is outside of its parts, which are always carved out of it. Space 

is thus not the setting in which things are arranged, but the means whereby the position

of things is possible. Nor is it the ether into which things float or a characteristic that
2

objects hold in common, but the universal element that connects them.

Having rejected the traditional architectural notions of space of Giedion, Collins, 

Amheim, Gauldie and Banham the argument turned to non-physical notions of space 

represented by the mental space of Lefebvre, and the social spaces of Grosz, Lefebvre 

and Hillier. On the basis of a critical analysis of these writers it was demonstrated that 

space was something more than a physical element and therefore the traditional 

architectural models of space needed to be enhanced to allow for this fact.

Likewise in Chapter Two, the traditional architectural approaches to the body were 

shown to be deficient in adequately describing the body. To this end three bodily 

models were analysed and rejected: the anthropomorphic body; the anthropometric
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body and the metaphoric body. In parallel, three more models - those of the signifying 

body; the prosthetic body and the demiurgomorphic body - were shown to be capable 

of expansion by applying the ideas of Merleau-Ponty.

Chapter Three provided an investigation into the key writers in Phenomenology, 

Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. 

This analysis revealed that their phenomenological ideas might provide a bridge 

between the notions of the body and space. In developing such a bridge, three of 

Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of the body were utilized, these being the body-as-subject, 

the body as distinct from things, and the body as flesh.

Over the course of this thesis it was demonstrated that each of the three traditional 

architectural models could be seen to have a link with one of the contemporary models, 

each of which in turn might be linked with one of Merleau-Ponty’s alternative models 

of the body. Firstly, therefore, the anthropomorphic model was linked to the signifying 

model that was in turn linked to the body as subject. Secondly, the anthropometric 

model was linked to the prosthetic model that was then linked to the body as distinct 

from things. And finally, the body as metaphor was linked to the demiurgomorphic 

body which in turn was linked to the body as flesh model. Each of the above linkages 

was examined in detail and key issues highlighted and discussed. In respect of this it 

should be noted that there is no suggestion here that an evolutionary process has taken 

place in the body. There are not now three more advanced models of the body that have 

rendered the preceding models extinct. Rather, it was demonstrated that there remain 

nine models of the body that are in agreement and disagreement with each other on a 

number of issues.

Chapter Four analyzed the various phenomenological treatments of architecture through 

the writings of four architectural writers: Norberg-Schulz, Perez-Gomez, Holl, and
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Pallasmaa. These writers were shown to describe architecture phenomenologically 

under five distinct categories; archetypes, the senses, experience, the flesh and meaning. 

Of these, the latter three were shown to be compatible with Merleau-Ponty’s ideas. 

Accordingly each was further developed and augmented by the more rigorous 

application of some of Merleau-Ponty’s theories.

Chapter Five re-examined the implications for space, the body and architecture of the 

ideas and models as discussed in Chapters One, Two and Four by applying to each 

certain specific notions of Merleau-Ponty. Firstly, it was argued that space had 

implications in terms of orientation, movement, inhabitation and the very idea of social 

space, this last category being related to Lefebvre's four ‘spatial moments’ of spatial 

practice, representations of space, representational spaces and history. Secondly, and in 

terms of the body, it was demonstrated that Merleau-Ponty’s ideas directly effected the 

notions of the architectural body in terms of signification, prosthetics and 

demiurgomorphics. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, the consequences of an 

architecture of phenomenology were revealed. This involved investigating the 

implications of experience, the flesh and meaning discussed in Chapter Four.

The implications for architecture, space and the body can thus be summarized using the 

example of Holl’s ‘fragments of perception’, cited previously in Chapter Four. Just as 

it has been demonstrated that the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty may be utilized to 

re-cast what it is to experience architecture, so it may also be asserted that Holl’s eleven 

fragments can be used to demonstrate how the body and space - and thus the 

experience of architecture - has also been re-cast. As will be recalled, Holl’s eleven 

fragments of experience were as follows:
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Enmeshed experience, the merging of object and field;
Perspectival Space: Incomplete Perception;
Of colour;
Of light and Shadow;
Spatiality of Night;
Time duration and Perception;
Water: a phenomenal lens;
Of sound;
Detail: the Haptic Realm;
Proportion, scale and Perception; and
Site circumstance and idea.3

While it should be noted that Merleau-Ponty believes we do not experience the world in 

fragments, but as a whole-lived experience, the eleven categories are used here to 

summarize the main propositions of the thesis.

Holl’s first category was enmeshed experience. While Holl sees this as an analogy 

rather than a direct application of Merleau-Ponty’s ideas, it was argued that it is 

possible to apply the principle directly. Enmeshed experience is exemplified in the 

concept of the flesh. The idea of the flesh as the ground upon which it is possible to 

bring things together has important architectural implications. Holl describes enmeshed 

experience as the moment when individual objects merge with the field and lose their 

clarity. The flesh is the point where the body and space are seen to collide, connect and 

cross each other’s boundaries at the same time. Collision is exemplified in the 

distinctive nature of the body that separates it from other objects, yet a crossing makes 

it an object for the other. Connection is exemplified in the intermundane space of the 

flesh that allows the self to communicate with the other. In this way the body was 

shown to be both sensibility and sensible thing. 4 It is the very reason we can 

distinguish ourselves from buildings, but still know ourselves to be inside them and 

recognize our society and ourselves inscribed in them. It is through the flesh that there 

is a world that can be the common ground for all our individual experiences. The flesh 

makes meaning possible. Because I can know buildings, which are in the world and are 

not me, and I believe that others also see these buildings, I can then know myself. The

304



reverse is also true: architecture needs an inhabitant to have any meaning. Additionally, 

it was shown that the flesh informs the other categories of experience, as described 

below.

The second category was perspectival space. It was demonstrated that many 

architectural writers believed the conception of space was determined by its 

depiction. Holl sees this category as providing the inhabitant with a series of 

overlapping perspectives. His notion might be linked to the issue of orientation. It 

was further demonstrated that Merleau-Ponty‘s phenomenology realigned the 

Cartesian co-ordinate system on which much of the world’s conception of space 

had depended. Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that without our body we are incapable 

of conceptualizing space. Additionally, according to him, it is not the depiction of 

space that determines its conception, rather, it is the conception of movement via 

intention and orientation that creates space. Hence it was argued that buildings 

exist as space for us because we can conceive of inhabiting them with our bodies.

The identity of a building is maintained by the intentionality of movement. In 

order to conceive of a building the subject must take up a position in relation to 

that building. This is done through the body. The orientation of the body is then 

achieved via a system of possible actions that orient it through inhabitation. Space 

and the body form a ‘field of action’ that is spread around the body.5 In this way 

inhabitation involves an indwelling of space. 6 Indeed, drawing on the claims of 

Merleau-Ponty, it was argued that it is this intentionality of movement that creates 

space itself. It follows, then, that as the inhabitant moves through a building the 

space of that building is transformed for them. On a similar basis, and again citing 

Merleau-Ponty, it is contended that we do not view cities in terms a collection of 

disjointed images but continuous experiences that have a history and a latent 

significance.7
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The third category was colour and many conclusions may be drawn regarding the 

effect of colour perception on spatial formation. Merleau-Ponty has been utilized 

to explain many things about colour. Thus it may now be claimed that as colours 

are learnt the body image is re-cast and that the perception of colour is dependent 

on all the senses. Colour is also used by Merleau-Ponty as an example of how we 

can describe experience, and hence architecture and ourselves. Colour can no 

longer be considered as a scientific and sensory fact. Only when I suspend my 

normal gaze in an act of unnatural reflection can I see colour as something separate 

from the world. This unnatural look exposes the naturalness of the everyday lived 

experience of colour. This experience of colour may be viewed in one of two 

ways. Either the colour through its own arrangement throws an object into relief 

and speaks directly to all the senses, or the colour is received into the body and it 

becomes difficult to limit experience to a single sensory department. Either way, 

colour is more complex than a simple scientific or even psychological explanation. 

Further, Merleau-Ponty tells us that the perceived world is not made up of colour 

quantities. Colours are tied not only to their composition, but their materiality and 

texture. A colour is also given meaning because of the other colours - not merely 

the colours that happen to surround them, but the knowledge of all possible 

colours. Hence, blackness is given meaning because of the possibility of 

whiteness.

The fourth category concerned the perception of light and shadow. The experience 

of light highlights the phenomenological notion that the experience of a building 

involves all the senses. The body is a whole, not simply a collection of parts. 

Merleau-Ponty demonstrated that the notion of Gestalt also involves a 

transcendence that makes the visible possible. 9 The senses of the body are all 

linked. Just as all experiences are spatial, so too, all senses are spatial and open 

onto the same space in the world.10 The assertion is then made that all existence is
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spatial. 11 Merleau-Ponty shows that the perception of a building is linked to its 

space and its being.12 Light and shadow are experienced not simply by vision, but 

by touch in relation to the coolness of shadow, the taste of the air cast into shadow 

and sounds and smells that might be created, for example by the movement of 

leaves associated with their shadows overhead. Further, the deceptions that tricks 

of the light play on our perceptions cause us to question the paradox of faith. Since 

we can never prove our existence, or the existence of any work of architecture, 

Merleau-Ponty tells us that our body is the very situation that we perceive our body 

to be in, regardless of any question of reality.13 The perception of space is 

understood within a perceptual field.14 There is no causal relationship between the 

body and the subject as though they were objects. 15 We are ourselves implicated 

in every act of perception.16 Every perception involves an act of faith; every look, 

every supposition, presupposes the things.17 We assume objectivity in order to 

make a building possible.

The fifth category was the spatiality of night. This category is used to summarize 

the issue of social space. It was shown that if, as Lefebvre claims, social practice 

creates social space, and if, as Merleau-Ponty asserts, the movement of the body 

gives space its orientation, then the body must be implicated in social practice. By 

way of an example, nighttime was seen to reconfigure the body and space in three 

ways. Firstly, it reconfigures the body in terms of gender. Women, in particular, 

are always aware of their bodies. This is especially so at night.18 Thus, for 

example, spaces that are perceived by women as safe during the day may become 

dangerous at night. In this way the inhabitant of this unsafe space, because of her 

socially gendered body, becomes particularly aware of her own body. Secondly, 

spatial practice concerns the notion of the perception of space. The perception of 

objects becomes different at night. Given Merleau-Ponty’s re-casting of colour, it 

can no longer be said that there is a red statue in the darkness, nor that ‘under
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normal conditions’ this statue would be bright red, for there are no ‘normal 

conditions’, only the conditions as lived. Within the experience of the lone 

woman, the statue looks like a dangerous stalker, and her body reacts as if this 

were true, until it proves otherwise. Thirdly, and as is the case for dreams, 

nighttime, is a form of unreality. However, it was demonstrated that all unrealities 

have an origin in corporeal reality. Unreality can only be imagined in relation to 

normal bodily action. Likewise, other unrealities, such as architectural drawings 

and models, also have a basis in reality.

The sixth category was time. While many questions relating to time were beyond 

the scope of this thesis, some of Merleau-Ponty’s notions of time had direct 

bearing on the arguments presented. Thus it was demonstrated that societies with 

an experience of lived time different from that of Western society would have 

different conceptions of the body and, therefore, of space.19 Further, it was 

demonstrated that it is through the lived body that we have access to the world and 

hence to architecture. Lefebvre demonstrated that history as the record of time also 

has spatial and bodily implications. Merleau-Ponty asserted that the body was not 

in space and time, but rather that the body inhabited them.20 Thus experiences can 

be crossed out, but they are never nullified.21 History is not independent of the 

individual; it is lived; it can never be accessed as a pure being, but only through the 

flesh. History is also always with the subject; they cannot escape it. This means 

that the inhabitant is not only influenced by the immediate presence of a city but 

that the cultural and social history of a space attaches itself to every one that 

inhabits that city.22

The seventh category is water. Under this category it was shown that in order to 

appreciate an architectural element such as water, the entire senses must be 

considered. Perception does not work as the application of a single sense.
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Additionally, Merleau-Ponty’s use of water to describe the principle of 

transcendence, was evoked to demonstrate that things are not seen in spite of their 

environment (whether that is water, the light conditions, or whatever), but because 

of them.23 Merleau-Ponty asserts that to perceive the visible is to be of it. Hence, 

in order to experience a building as it is, we must be in the world. It is not 

experienced in the mind but in the visible. In this way, water can be the 

phenomenal lens that Holl suggests. It is not a translating medium, for the 

thickness of the flesh does not transform architecture; flesh is the reason 

architecture exists for us.

Sound was the eighth category. While, like all the senses, hearing cannot be 

considered in isolation from the other senses, sound can be used as an example of 

how the body inhabits space. The assertion that Being creates for itself the ear to 

hear and the words to convey meaning raises the issue of a body invested with 

meaning.24 Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the body as preconscious subject in this 

way could be viewed an expansion of Heidegger’s idea. If I am my body, as 

Merleau-Ponty suggests, then I am also what my body experiences. In this way the 

subject is linked directly with the spaces and architecture they inhabit and 

experience. Further, it was demonstrated that the body itself is a place; the body
• 25does not merely change position, through its movement it brings place into being.

The ninth category is the ‘haptic realm of detail’. This section deals with the 

notion of tactility, but it can also be used to summarize notions of representation. 

Merleau-Ponty identified three dimensions of touch: the touching of texture; the 

touching of things; and the touching of the touch. 26 It was demonstrated that the 

beauty of a detail is not contained within its materials, or even in the touching of 

those materials, but in the total lived experience of the building. The detail is not 

the idea itself but the facsimile of the idea. The signification of a building lies in
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the body’s relationship with the thing, rather than any construction of the mind. 

Hence, it appears to the inhabitant that meaning is built into the architectural object 

rather than constructed by the subject. It was demonstrated that Lefebvre's notions 

of both representative and representational space could be adapted to consider 

Merleau-Ponty’s notions of space. Intention is an important part of any 

architectural representation. The architect, prior to placing any lines on a drawing, 

holds the possibilities of the body preconsciously within him or herself. 

Architectural drawings as models of future spaces can be seen as representations of 

space. Merleau-Ponty also demonstrates that an intentionality of the body exists in 

every act of drawing.27 Because in order to understand such a model, the architect 

must imagine their body inside the representation, it might be claimed that these 

representations are in fact real architectural experiences. Beatriz Colomina 

supports this claim when she contends that, “The perception of space is not what 

space is but one of its representations; in this sense built space has no more 

authority than drawings, photographs, or descriptions.”28 Yet Merleau-Ponty 

reminds us that the reality of the drawing is always placed at the end of one’s gaze.

Likewise it was demonstrated that Lefebvre’s representational spaces are 

particularly relevant to Merleau-Ponty’s notions of lived experience. We cannot 

live the world without comprehending a meaning to it. Thus all space is 

representational; the symbols within architecture if experienced as lived meanings 

constitute the architecture themselves.

The tenth category is proportion, scale and perception. In this category Holl 

sought to reinsert the human into experience.29 The sense of scale in a building is 

derived from the intentionality of action produced by the body.30 In contrast to the 

bilateral body of Kant, Merleau-Ponty emphasized the singleness of the body, 

which placed the body in the midst of the things. Merleau-Ponty’s body was 

located as something inhabiting architecture. While Holl promotes the use of
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proportioning systems, such as the Golden Section, this thesis rejected any system 

that based building proportions on a modular system. For these reasons the 

anthropometric, anthropomorphic and the metaphoric models of the architectural 

body were rejected. The signifying, prosthetic and demiurgomorphic models were 

then applied to Merleau-Ponty’s notions of the body and space in order to 

demonstrate their architectural implications.

Firstly, the signifying body demonstrates that the body is open to the effects of 

space. The body establishes language through the process of signification. It is 

through the signifying nature of language via the flesh that there can be 

intermundane spaces. Merleau-Ponty also states that the signification of movement 

comes from the pre-objective experience;3*" only when I go beyond language and
• 33experience a building as lived, do I understand it.

Secondly, the prosthetic body demonstrates that I gain access to the world, not only 

through my senses but also through those objects that I appropriate as senses. I 

assume reality only by actually becoming my body and I enter the world only 

through that body.34 Access to the world is achieved through the prosthetic body’s 

acquisition of objects as senses. In this way architecture becomes not only the ends 

of perception, but also its means. The notion of prosthesis demonstrates that the 

body is not simply another object, through the flesh buildings become an extension 

of the individual’s space.

Thirdly, the Demiurgomorphic body demonstrates that the body is an ever- 

changing formless body that is constantly evolving in response to its lived 

experience of space. The demiurgomorphic body attempts to move outside the 

boundaries of traditional architecture. It proposes an architecture that is not only 

indeterminate, formless and without specific function but also a model that is
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constructed from within the lived experience of the project rather than as an act of 

reflection.35 The lived body then becomes the origin of space.36

The last category is that of ideas. While under this category Holl sought to 

describe site and circumstance, it is used here to summarize the notions of the body 

as a ‘meaning-giving-existence’ for space and architecture. Many writers asserted 

that space was the essence of architecture. As Phenomenology is the method for 

revealing essences, it was the logical means to uncover the essence of meaning. 

Since Merleau-Ponty presented a unique model whereby meaning resides in the 

body as subject, his phenomenology was integral to the understanding of the 

relationship between the body, space and architecture. By going beyond reflection 

in this way, meaning and essence are made available to us. In fact, Merleau-Ponty 

asserts that there is only meaning, for meaning is all that we can know.

Merleau-Ponty and phenomenology represented a vehicle whereby a central issue 

of architectural thought - the nature and perception of space - could be examined. 

To the extent that it raised significant questions and allowed a different and rather 

non-architectural reading, it proved useful, and, it is believed, would do to others. 

The use of phenomenology - even if inappropriately or without due 'accuracy' - by 

architects like Holl, Norberg-Schulz, and Pallasmaa - demonstrated that it, like so 

may 'extra' architectural theories, are now being brought 'in' to architectural 

thinking. Therefore an examination of Merleau-Ponty was deemed useful and 

informative.

It was demonstrated that Merleau-Ponty redefined the body through redefining the 

nature of essence and existence. Essence is the means to understanding. It is a 

foundation where the flesh is the common element that grounds human experience. 

Through making essence open to the world, Merleau-Ponty makes essence
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accessible from within space.38 Hence, it was demonstrated that the body is the 

means for understanding architecture. Additionally, it was shown that all 

subjectivity involves openness to the world.39 When a building is recognized as an 

object for others as well as for the subject, its significance is altered.40 Ideas can 

be shared because of their incompleteness via the flesh.41 In this way buildings, 

and the ideas that create them, become cultural objects.42 A building is revealed to 

the subject via the experience of their body that, through the senses, gives meaning 

to that architecture. In this way space provides architecture with its foundation, 

essence and meaning. There is meaning in architecture because the body, the 

subject, the other and the object are all in the same world.

By these eleven examples it can be seen that an understanding of the body goes to 

the very heart of an understanding of space and architecture. Not only are space 

and architecture re-cast by the conception of the body. The perception and 

conception of space re-casts the conception of the body. Architecture is given 

meaning because of the flesh. Because we live amongst the things, we can come to 

know them. Because we live in architecture with our bodies, we can understand it.
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APPENDIX

THE FOUNDERS OF PHENOMENOLOGY

Too many people were getting to ask the same question.
And it wasn’t because they wanted to polish my shoes for me . No, sir -

Dennis Potter 1
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7.0 Appendix

The Founders of Phenomenology

This appendix outlines in brief, some of the ideas of Husserl, Heidegger and Sartre that have direct 

bearing on the work of Merleau-Ponty that is discussed the main body of the thesis. None of these 

sections is intended to be an all-encompassing summary of the philosophers’ works. Nor is it intended to 

bring new light to the work or be a critical reading of their ideas. The appendix merely serves as a 

background for readers unfamiliar with the phenomenological context in which Merleau-Ponty devised 

his own phenomenology.

7.1 The Phenomenology of Edmund Husserl

Much of Husserl’s work was concerned with the bringing together of thinking substance (mind) with 

extended substance (nature). He believed that the problem of the bifurcation of nature produced by Rene 

Descartes’ mind/body dualism could be resolved. Husserl’s philosophy could be considered a 

development of the work of Kant, who sought to bring together Rationalism and Empiricism, and a 

reaction against the work of Hegel, whose idealist notions described an absolute mind wherein all reality 

was located. Husserl’s work was also a criticism of the ideas of psychologism, the conviction that logic 

and, indeed, every field of knowledge is based in psychology, as the science dealing with consciousness.

Husserl was concerned with the problem of reaching an absolutely objective foundation of existence. He 

did this by ‘turning to the object’ as an analysis of the subjectivity of consciousness.2 He wanted to get 

to ‘the things themselves’; he was concerned about how meaning was derived from, or given to, particular 

phenomena. For Husserl, a phenomenon is anything that one is conscious of, be it an object or an idea. 

This is the ‘thing’ he speaks of when he wants to ‘return to things themselves’. Experience is the 

founding fact of Husserl’s philosophy. In common with John Stuart Mill and earlier British empiricists, 

Husserl had originally claimed that philosophy, logic and mathematics were all states of mind. However, 

under the vigorous criticism of Gottlieb Frege, he modified this view to state that they were, in fact, 

essences - abstract entities present to the mind.3
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The concept of essence is an important one in phenomenology. Phenomenology is not concerned with 

questions of whether or not what we see is real or how we could be fooled by our senses; rather it asks the 

question “what do we mean by...?”4 It is concerned with ideal essences, the meanings we have in mind 

when we act, think and live. Husserl claimed the world was philosophically plunged into a science- 

based crisis.5 By relying solely on science as the only source of facts, humankind had lost its lived 

relation to the social reality of life. Husserl believed that an a priori theory of phenomena was a 

necessary foundation to any science; hence the assumption that science made at the outset segregated the 

lived experience from the very world science purported to be examining.

The primary experience of the subject in the world and the meaning of the phenomenon experienced are 

of chief importance to Husserl. According to him, a phenomenon is something that is manifested 

immediately in consciousness. An intuitive process that precedes any judgement or reflection is the 

means by which a phenomenon is recognized. This intuitive process manifests the things as meanings 

that are “pure and simple intentions of consciousness” in order that meaning can be made visible to the 

subject, who then incorporates the things into their world.6

Husserl conceived what is known as the phenomenological reduction. This involves reducing everything 

to its basic elements, ignoring prejudice and discovering the rational principles for an understanding of 

the thing in question. Thevenaz claims the tasks of the phenomenological reduction were twofold. First, 

it sought to go beyond the relativism and psychological consciousness that impeded the search for 

meaning and foundation. According to Relativism, if everything was relative to the particular age, social 

group or individual then there could be no beliefs or principles with a universal or timeless validity.7 

Second, the phenomenological reduction needed to guard against realism and naturalism. Realism claims 

that there is a world of material things in space, which do not depend for their existence on a mind being 

aware of them.8 Naturalism sees the mind as dependent upon material nature, and not being prior to or 

more real than nature is.9

In addition it might be argued that it also guards against Idealism, the claim that the only things that exist 

are minds and the ideas possessed by those minds. The phenomenological reduction, in demonstrating
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that there was more to the world than just ideas, thus sought to destroy idealism by demonstrating the 

relationship between the lived experience and the meaning of this lived experience thereby placing 

consciousness in the world.10

This reduction also involves what Husserl calls bracketing - removing certain presuppositions in order to 

treat the problem differently. In what Husserl described as the ‘phenomenological epoche’, Empiricism’s 

presupposition that all human knowledge can be explained in terms of direct sense experience is 

bracketed in order to examine other dimensions of experience. Likewise, the question of whether or not 

what we sense is real is bracketed in order for Husserl to ask different questions.11 Husserl rejected any 

scientific explanation of the mind in terms of chemical or electrical reactions. Instead he was concerned 

with each experience as it shows itself and as the individual is conscious of it. The reduction seeks the 

foundation of any phenomena. It is neither objectivist, naturalist, metaphysical, psychological or 

subjectivist, but transcendental. The transcendental experience involves a grasping of the world as 

phenomenon. It contends that phenomena exist, neither solely in the mind, nor in what is called the real 

world, but in both; phenomena transcends them both. Thevenaz explains that, during the transcendental 

reduction, the self and the world are both together and separate at the same time:

The primordial and essential purpose of the reduction is to bring to light this essential intentional 
contact between consciousness and the world [...]. This leads to a confirmation of the existence 
of the I in terms of consciousness of the self and the world phenomenon as well as confirming 
their absolute inseparability.12

It is not a question of there being a world of the mind and a real external world, but only one world, the 

world of meaning, for this is all we can know. Thevenaz further explains, “to make the world appear as 

phenomenon is to understand that the being of the world is no longer its existence or its reality, but its 

meaning.”13 Husserl sought meaning in the framework of consciousness as ideal realities or essences.

Richard Schmitt, who also believes that phenomenological statements are always descriptive and non- 

empirical, supports this assertion. Further, he suggests if they are always descriptive, then what they 

describe is phenomena. These phenomena are intuited and consist of essences. Bracketing the question 

of the existence of an object reveals its essence.14 Husserl talks of the intentionality of consciousness, 

stating that all consciousness is consciousness of something. This brings together Cartesian themes of
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evidence and intuition through viewing, and Kantian themes of the constitution of objects in 

consciousness. Natural science is bracketed but not left out of consideration, for every act of 

consciousness is intentionally directed towards an object. As Thevenaz explains:

Like Kant, Husserl thinks that the object refers to the subjects and that the problem of 
knowledge is essentially a problem of constitution: it is by beginning with (transcendental and 
non-psychological) consciousness that we will be able to comprehend the structures of the 
intentional world and above all, the unity of its meaning. But like Descartes, Husserl sees 
consciousness not merely as the formal and unifying element of knowledge, the condition for the 
possibility of the object, but as a concrete (non-empirical) datum, immediately lived as 
consciousness (but not in the psychological sense). The object is not constructed by this 
consciousness; it gives itself or reveals itself to the view of this consciousness.

It is impossible to experience something that is not the world, just as it is not possible to stop 

experiencing the world. Even reflection is reflection on the world, and while reflection is living the world 

in a different way, it is nevertheless still living it. Schmitt claims that “Phenomenology does not exist as 

a set of doctrines but at best as a method — and this method is to be developed by applying 

phenomenology to itself.”16 In this way phenomenology finds itself in a circle of logic whereby the rules 

for inferring a phenomenological conclusion are derived from the result of the very inquiry undertaken. 

While phenomenology might have a method to it, Husserl was insistent that it was not an empirical 

technique. It is an a priori investigation into essence and meaning.

Phenomenology places under scrutiny the logical elements of thought that are common to different 

minds.17 In his later work Husserl abandoned his idea of a realistic distinction between the mind and its 

independent objects which he had derived from Franz Brentano. Instead, he turned towards a view of 

consciousness as all-embracing.18 It will be demonstrated later in this chapter that, while this view was 

unacceptable to many of Husserl’s followers, such as Heidegger and Sartre, it held particular interest for 

Merleau-Ponty.

7.2 The Phenomenology of Martin Heidegger

While Husserl was interested in meaning through essences, Martin Heidegger established a particular 

strain of phenomenology by asking a more ontological question: what is the meaning of being? While an 

intensive investigation into the ideas of Heidegger is not undertaken here, it is necessary to introduce 

some key concepts that informed the later work of Merleau-Ponty. Heidegger is responsible for the
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introduction of the term ‘daseiri into the vocabulary of phenomenology. Roughly speaking, ''dasein can 

be equated to mean human reality and existence. The dasein is what separates humankind from the inert 

material that surrounds them - “It is a condition that is characterized by an anxious awareness of the 

future, and as containing both the necessity of choice and death, the cessation of being.”19 It is also 

considered to be an area of opening up where something can manifest itself as phenomenon.20 The 

dasein was Heidegger's counter to Husserl's notion of the transcendental ego-consciousness. 

Transcendence, for Heidegger, is achieved in ‘Being’.

Heidegger draws a distinction between ‘Being’ (das Sein) and ‘being’ (Das Seiende), and these terms 

form much of the object of study for Heidegger.21 The question of ‘Being’ and ‘being’, although central 

to Heidegger, does not form the focus of Merleau-Ponty’s work and therefore it is dealt with here at a 

minimal level. Whilst it might be claimed that ‘Being’ is indefinable it can at least be placed in context 

with ‘being’ in the following explanation by Heidegger: “Insofar as Being constitutes what is asked

about, and insofar as Being means the Being of beings, beings themselves turn out to be what is

22interrogated in the question of Being.”

Heidegger’s notions are not a method, but a way in which Being “opens itself and gives itself.”"3 In this 

manner, human intentionality places ‘Being’ as its object. Heidegger does not intend his work to be 

metaphorical. Thevenaz supports this assertion, stating, “phenomenology has no need of metaphors to 

operate the movement to the level of the foundation.”24 The notion of existence is also an important one 

for Merleau-Ponty, although he places much less reliance on Being’s role in existence. Schmitt believes 

that rather than aiming to describe the unfamiliar, as Husserl proposed, Heidegger’s aim was to open up a 

way into the unfamiliar world of ‘being’.25 This point demonstrates that, in addition to his stance on the 

transcendental, Heidegger’s phenomenology differs from Husserl’s in that it concentrates on this question 

of ‘being’.

Thevenaz further claims that, under Heidegger: “it is Being that creates for itself the ear destined to hear 

and the words to carry its meaning.”26 This would suggest a circular argument whereby the senses are 

created by ‘Being’ as meaning. This is in turn achieved in order to give a meaning to ‘Being’. Without
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the pre-existing structure of the senses there would be no world, and likewise without the world there 

would be no senses. The ear only exists because there is a system of sounds in which the subject 

establishes the meaning of the world. If this structure did not exist, then there would be no concept of 

sound and hence any ears to hear. While there are certainly physical requirements for hearing, there must 

also be a concept of hearing in order for there to be an ear. The sense comes first, giving meaning to the 

body part of the ear. In the same manner body parts are given sexual meaning through the existence of 

sexuality. This theme of the senses is one that will return throughout the latter chapters.

Heidegger is used as a source of argument by a number of architects. Peter Eisenman claims that, “If, as 

Heidegger suggests, the human being is a place or a zone, then it is also possible [...] to introduce an idea 

of the body not as a human subject or an architectural object but as the object it embodies.” 27 Eisenman 

wants to investigate questions of representation and figure and ground in relation to the body. This 

notion is contrasted with that of Merleau-Ponty for whom, as shall be revealed later in this chapter, the 

body is the preconscious subject. Additionally, Heidegger is quoted by Norberg-Schulz to reinforce his 

view that mobility presupposes a structured image of the environment. He notes Heidegger’s declaration 

that “When I go towards the exit of a room I am already there and would not be able to go there unless I 

was already there.”28 This structured image is, according to Norberg-Schulz, an existential space that 

contains generalized and particular orientations.29 It will be demonstrated that Merleau-Ponty also gives 

intentionality and movement important roles in the description of space.

Further, Chapter Four will reveal that Norberg-Schulz investigates Heidegger’s notions quite extensively 

in his effort to produce a phenomenological architecture. Much of Norberg-Schulz’s analysis of 

Heidegger revolves around the use of the notion of ‘dwelling’. Heidegger asks the questions, ‘what is it 

to dwell?’ and ‘how does building belong to dwelling?’ He believes that not only is building the means 

of dwelling, but that dwelling is the goal of building. He states that “to build is in itself already to 

dwell.”30 By ‘dwelling’ Heidegger does not mean to occupy a house, in the sense of a dwelling place; 

instead he asks that “we think of what is usually called the existence of man (sic) in terms of dwelling.”31 

Heidegger believes that by tracing the origins of the Old High German word for building, buan, which 

is also the word for dwelling, he can trace the essence of both. From this investigation he delivers three
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conclusions: firstly, that building is really, in fact, dwelling; secondly, that dwelling is the manner in 

which mortals are on the earth; and thirdly, that building as dwelling unfolds into the building that 

cultivates growing things and the building that erects buildings.32 He uses the example of the bridge to 

explain how building belongs to dwelling. According to Heidegger, “the bridge designedly causes [the 

banks] to lie across from each other.”33 The banks only come into existence because of the bridge. 

Further, the bridge “brings stream and bank and land into each other’s neighborhood. The bridge gathers 

the earth as landscape around the stream.”34 Heidegger infers that in constructing the bridge the elements 

that it connects are then given meaning in relation to each other. Heidegger describes existence in terms 

of a fourfold of elements: Earth, Sky, Mortals and Divinities. According to him any built thing, such as a 

bridge gathers these elements in order to be a dwelling. The bridge thus allows a site for the interaction 

of the earth, the sky, humankind and God. In a manner similar to that in which Collins used the term, (as 

cited in Chapter One) Heidegger uses the word for space - Raum - to discuss this interaction. Heidegger 

explains that Raum designates a place cleared for settlement or dwelling. In this sense, and as mentioned 

in Chapter Two, Heidegger claims that a boundary is not that at which something stops but it is that from 

which something begins.35 He claims that the making of such things defines what is considered building. 

He states:

Its essence consists in this, that it corresponds to the character of these things. They are 
locations that allow spaces. This is why building, by virtue of constructing location, is a 
founding and joining of spaces. Because building produces locations, the joining of the spaces 
of these locations necessarily brings with it space, as spatium and as extensio, into the thingly 
structure of buildings.36

For Heidegger, dwelling is the essence of ‘building.’ He points out that building “never shapes pure 

space.”37 Instead, because it produces locations, building is in effect closer to the essence and origins of 

space itself. He further believes that it is poetry that causes dwelling to be called dwelling.38 By using 

the term ‘building’, Heidegger refers to a process of cultivation. In this sense, poetry has a wider 

definition that can be seen to encompass architecture as the poetic cultivation of the built environment. 

Also, in this sense, poetry deals not with fantasy but what is “on this earth.”39 Poetry also acts as a 

measure. Just as the followers of anthropometries used the body as a human measuring rod, Heidegger 

asserts that, “In poetry there takes place what all measuring is in the ground of its being.” 40 In 

determining what it is to dwell, poetry acts as the measure of existence and connects Heidegger’s four
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elements of sky, earth, human and Godhead. It is a measure that is not a tangible rod but a “concentrated 

perception, a gathered taking-in, that remains a listening.” 41 Here, the standard is applied not as an 

external reflection but at the essence of humankind.

These notions of dwelling have significant spatial implications, and as is demonstrated through the 

example of Norberg-Schultz in Chapter Four, they also have significant architectural implications. 

However, insofar as this thesis seeks an understanding of space, architecture and the body, it should be 

noted that the body is relatively absent from Heidegger’s phenomenology. This is in contrast to Merleau- 

Ponty’s phenomenological treatment of the body, which will be demonstrated at the end of this chapter.

7.3 The Phenomenology of Jean-Paul Sartre

The third of the Phenomenologists is Jean-Paul Sartre. Just as is the case in the presentation of the ideas 

of Heidegger, no comprehensive study of Sartre’s work is attempted here. Sartre’s philosophy is raised in 

order identify a number of key ideas relevant to the particular discussion and to place Merleau-Ponty’s 

ideas in context. Sartre describes phenomenology as a “highly scientific branch of psychology , a 

description that Merleau-Ponty would raise objection to, both in the use of the term ‘scientific’ and the 

term ‘psychology’.42 Sartre believes it is difficult to define what phenomenology is, preferring instead to 

define it by way of example. He cites an optical illusion, where in one instance the subject sees an image 

of a black Maltese Cross on a white background, and in the next, a flower on a black square (refer to 

illustration on the title page of Chapter Three). The two images cannot be held at the same time and, 

since there are two images, there cannot be an objective reality. Hence, Sartre concludes that perception 

depends upon a pre-existent element of choice.43

Schmitt claims that, despite the fact that Sartre’s major work, Being and Nothingness, contains the 

subtitle “An Essay in Phenomenological Ontology”, the work does not contain an explicit discussion of 

phenomenology. Further, Schmitt claims that Sartre does not make his conception of phenomenology 

explicit in any of his other writings.44 Nevertheless Sartre does make an important contribution to 

phenomenology itself, and also to the understanding of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology.
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Despite Sartre’s comments above, Schmitt claims that, like Merleau-Ponty, Sartre draws a distinction 

between Phenomenology — which deals with essences — and science — which deals with facts.45 Sartre s 

brand of Phenomenology sought a far more radical foundation than that of Husserl or Heidegger. 

Husserl's phenomenology is a philosophy of essences, suspending any question of existence. Like 

Heidegger, Sartre reacted against Husserl's theory of a transcendental Ego. However, while Heidegger 

moved towards being, Sartre sought to bring out existence through emphasizing consciousness.

While Heidegger rejected the transcendental Ego-Consciousness of Husserl, replacing it with the concept 

of the Dasein, Sartre throws out the transcendental Ego in order to position the Husserlian consciousness 

against the being of Heidegger. Hence, Sartre places the ‘I’ and the world on the same side of existence. 

Additionally, under Sartre, Husserl’s proposition that consciousness is ‘consciousness of something’ - 

where the thing is not created by consciousness, but reveals itself to it - is even more radicalized, as there 

is no content given to consciousness. All being is external to consciousness.46

According to Thevenaz, Sartre's version of consciousness has four key characteristics. Firstly, if 

everything is exterior, consciousness is not anything; it is nothingness. On one side there is making 

itself eternal, on the other consciousness. Nothingness is defined in terms of its relationship with 

being. Reduction detaches nothingness from being, while intentionality inserts it into being. Through 

this process of nihilation the dichotomy of being-in-itself and being-for-itself (nothingness) is established. 

Secondly, consciousness is consciousness of self. Without the transcendental ego the reduction leads to 

a non-reflexive consciousness, a consciousness without position. Thirdly, consciousness is existence 

without essence. If consciousness has no content, then it has no essence; it is pure existence. “It is 

complete lightness, complete translucency.”47 Essence is what its intentionality intends. Consciousness 

is not essence but the ‘project’ of essence. Existence proceeds essence; it is the possibility of essence. 

Consciousness is “not what it is, that is why it is nothingness of essence; but it is what it is not, that is, of 

which it is the project.”48 Fourthly, consciousness is freedom. Consciousness is separated from being in 

order for it to become project. It is freed from its essence in order for it to direct itself solely on the basis 

of its existence towards what it intends to be. Consciousness becomes its own foundation. “It disengages 

itself from everything that is and from everything that it is in order to recover it in an act of free
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spontaneity. Doing becomes for Sartre almost as important as being.”49 In fact, according to Sartre, we 

are ‘condemned to freedom’; we have no choice but to have choice. Even the choice not to choose is a 

choice in itself. Freedom is the relationship of consciousness to the world, not of the Ego to the world. 

Freedom is essentially ‘project’, or, in other words task. This task is concerned with the project of 

freeing oneself; “it is discovered in action and is identical to it. Sartrian consciousness, instead of being 

(it has no essence), has to make itself, create itself.”50 Hence, it is through freedom that the subject 

creates itself. There is no ‘already there.’ It is humankind that makes itself.

Sartre is important to this study because much of Merleau-Ponty’s last and unfinished work, The Visible 

and the Invisible, is devoted to a critique of Sartre’s philosophy of negativity, and it is this latter work of 

Merleau-Ponty’s that forms the majority of the argument of the later chapters. While critical of Sartre’s 

philosophy, Merleau-Ponty does not want to reject it entirely. Instead, he wishes to take it further. It is 

also his aim to go beyond reflection. Merleau-Ponty’s interest lies in the desire of Sartre’s “philosophy of 

negativity” to go to the things itself via vision.51 This philosophy of negativity satisfies all three of what 

Merleau-Ponty describes as the “exigencies of the perceptual faith.”5"

Firstly it allows for us to open onto a world that is common to all, through a perspective that is entirely 

one’s own. Secondly, it solves the problem of how a constitutive consciousness could pose another that 

would be its equal, since ‘the other’ would therefore conceive the original. According to the philosophy 

of the negative there is no contradiction, as the “exterior at the same time confirms [the thing] its 

particularity, renders it visible as a partial being to the other’s look, and connects it back to the whole of 

being.”53 Thirdly, it deals with the problem of a ‘confused totality’, where all things, minds and bodies, 

are in together in the world. Under negative philosophy there is not a series of parallel consciousnesses 

under some coincidental synchronization. Instead it is a case of each experiencing themselves as 

involved with others, in which ‘Being’ is the meeting ground. Merleau-Ponty states, “‘there is only 

Being’: each experiences himself given over to a body, to a situation, through them to being, and what he 

knows of himself passes over to the other the very instant he experiences the other’s Medusan power.”54 

Order and meaning are comprehensible because I know the others and myself to be inscribed in the same 

world. This world of the other and me is of ‘being’ for us both because of the action of our constitutive
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nothingnesses. Hence I can understand the dreams, illusions and feelings of the others, without

experiencing them myself.55

The problem with the philosophy of negativity is that it creates idealizations of ‘pure being’ and ‘pure 

nothingness’ which, in making the openness of ‘being’ absolute, also makes it unintelligible. Lingis 

claims that both Merleau-Ponty and Sartre seek to empty the subject of its constitutive power.56 

However, Sartre, by the use of the concepts of the ‘absolute being’ and ‘absolute nothingness’, also takes 

away the ability to describe the thing. It is this very failure of Sartre’s to describe the thing, or the body 

as a thing, that sets Merleau-Ponty apart from Sartre, and indeed Heidegger and Husserl as well.
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