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Abstract

This thesis aims to enrich and enliven our understanding 
of contextualism in architecture. While the issue at hand 
is one that has consistently been debated throughout 
the history of architecture, reverence of context is too 
often associated with a preservationist or historicist 
methodology that inclines towards generic design 
solutions operating under the guise of respect for the past. 
Its predominance in the Postmodern theories at the end 
of the 20th century has brought about a tendency to direct 
its discussion towards the aesthetic relationship between 
new design and existing buildings, particularly with 
regard to historical neighbourhoods. The need has long 
since risen for a reassessment of the ism of this subject to 
accommodate the wider, multi-faceted nature of context 
that contemporary architects recognise today.

A new understanding is proposed through an exploration 
of architectural phenomenology, that which is illustrated as 
the poetics of architecture. Extending into hermeneutics 
and narrative theory, phenomenology addresses the 
problems plaguing context today, including dominance 
of aestheticism and neglect of the temporal dimension. 
The design of a mixed-use visitor interpretive centre 
in the historical Upper Symonds Street area explores 
the possibility of a phenomenological contextualism; a 
sensibility that rejects the object-driven architecture of 
spectacle in favour of the continuous experience of place. 
Phenomenology is thus employed as a lens with which to 
revive and shed some much-needed light on a tired, often 
misguided and seemingly perfunctory topic.
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The rationale behind this thesis stems from a desire to 
talk about the context. The context is ever-present in 
architecture, whether historical, cultural, physical or even 
personal, design occurs in a premeditated world of which 
we are all part. The topic is at once basic and complex, 
making it difficult to discuss. Riddled with modern 
tendencies of a nostalgic understanding, theories for 
contextualism is often met with aloofness or ignorance, 
burying it under other seemingly more urgent issues.

Personally, I have always been interested in the significance 
of context in architecture. In my second year at architecture 
school I participated in an exercise for the design of a 
compact house, where we were given an imaginary corner 
site. As a starting point, I immediately used the corner 
aspect to create a curved form which responded to the 
imaginary street, taking what I thought was a logical 
first step. However, no other participant had so much 

as acknowledged the site, and rightly so; it is then that 
I realised that what I considered obvious was not always 
foremost in the methodology of others.

The questions that arose then have been the driving force 
behind the subject of this thesis. What is context? How do 
we deal with it? Can we understand it beyond the obvious? 
What role does it play in contemporary architectural 
thinking?

This thesis attempts to navigate these questions through 
a discussion of the phenomenology of architecture. 
Phenomenology is an existential engagement, which deals 
mainly with the embodied or sensory experience of our 
world. Led by the likes of Juhani Pallasmaa, Peter Zumthor 
and Steven Holl, the notion is arguably on the rise. Aspects 
of context already underlie questions of phenomenology; 
they both deal with the existential continuum.

“Architecture is exposed to life.” 

– Peter Zumthor, Thinking Architecture (1998)

Introduction
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The content of this thesis is divided into three distinct 
parts. Part I deals with the concepts of contextualism and 
phenomenology on their own separate terms, focusing 
on the theoretical paradigms. By first exploring the roots 
and history of contextualism, we are able to comment 
on its current state and define some of the tendencies 
that prove problematic to a consistent understanding. It 
clarifies some of the variations of the context discourse 
that are present among architects today, and argues for a 
new understanding to be reached. The second chapter in 
this section describes the poetics of architecture and the 
phenomenological sensibility. The philosophical field is 
examined through its architectural particularities, from 
the original thoughts of the philosopher Martin Heidegger, 
to the hermeneutics and narrativity of Paul Ricoeur, and 
to the seminal writings of Pallasmaa. Architecture is 
alluded to poetry; the direct sensory experience is akin to 
the interpretive reading of a poem.

Part II then gathers the information of the previous 
section to examine the potential for the phenomenological 
outlook in answering the impending questions for 
context. Phenomenology’s role as the lens is justified by 
re-examining the evident problems identified in the first 
chapter. The concept of a phenomenological contextualism is 
proposed. Peter Zumthor’s Therme Vals and Steven Holl’s 
Kiasma Museum are put forth as case studies that take on 
this position.

Part III comprises the design component of this thesis, 
with a brief for a mixed-use interpretive centre in the 
historical context of Upper Symonds Street. To explain 
the design journey, Ricoeur’s notion of figuration in his 
threefold mimesis is adopted where: mimesis

1
 is expressed 

as the prefigured context; mimesis
2
 refers to the act of 

architectural creation, the configured design; and mimesis
3
 

becomes the refigured experience of the user.
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The Oxford dictionary defines contextualism as “a 
doctrine which emphasises the importance of the 
context of enquiry in a particular question”. A simple 
enough explanation, at first glance. But when it comes to 
architecture, the concept of context is so far embedded in 
the discipline that no one seems to question the myriad of 
uncertainties that seem to have silently accumulated under 
our noses. What exactly does context mean for architects 
today? What is the importance of context? What does it 
mean for an architect or project to be contextual? What is 
contextualism? Does it even matter?

Questions of context are undeniably implicit in any 
discussion of architecture; even in its wanting an 
affirmation is first required. Yet, there is such a vast lack of 
consistency when using the terms context and contextualism 
in the field of architecture that it seems almost futile to 
attempt at reconciling differences and advancing with 
lucidity. Still, these questions continuously linger, nods 
of acknowledgement barely skimming the surface of a 
much fuller, multi-dimensional concept. By studying first 
its conception and development, followed by an analysis 
of the current situation and a summary of consequent 
problems, this chapter urges us as intellectual architects 
to waive our predilections and revisit the contextual 
paradigm in its purity.

“Architecture is bound to situation. […] The site of a building is more than a mere ingredient in its 
conception. It is its physical and metaphysical foundation.” 

– Steven Holl, Anchoring (1989)

CHAPTER 1

Contextualism

FIG 1.1

Diagram for 
contextualism
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6 T.S. Elliot, “Tradition and the 
Individual Talent.” in The Sacred 
Wood: Essays on Poetry and 
Criticism (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1921).

7 Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of 
the City, trans. Diane Ghirardo 
and Joan Ockman (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1982), 126.

8 Forty, “Context.” 325.

9 Graham Shane, 
“Contextualism,” Architectural 
Design 46, no. 11 (1976): 678.

The notion of historical continuity is one to be made 
absolutely clear – the reconceptualization of context by 
Rogers as a continuous process is undeniably the crux of 
his response of Modernism. In a 1957 editorial he famously 
quoted the poet T.S. Eliot’s concept of tradition to support 
his argument: “the historical sense involves a perception, not only 
of the pastness of the past, but of its presence.”6 History could 
be and should be seen as progressive, and according to 
Rogers, the modernists’ desperation for novelty clouded 
this reality. If history is viewed in this manner, he asserted, 
contextualism and invention need not be antagonistic.

Rogers’ writings rang especially true in Italy whose 
historical presence was, and still is, certainly compelling. 
Subsequently, they gave birth to a string of further 
discussions concerning the idea of ambiente, particularly 
among the Casabella circle of architects in Milan, including 
Vittorio Gregotti and Aldo Rossi. The latter’s infamous 
text titled L’architettura della città, published in 1966, is still 
regarded as a key piece not only in Italian architectural 
theory but also in the overarching discourse of the 
discipline. However, often overlooked is the fact that Rossi 
suffered the same fate as Rogers with regard to his Italian 
literature – in its translation, the concept of ambiente is 
substituted for ‘context’, again after the term had been 
introduced by Colin Rowe (as discussed in next section). 

This often brought forth conflicting readings as the book 
was clearly supportive of a contextual urbanism, but at 
the same time refused the significance of context through 
rather critical remarks as “As for the term context, we 
find that it is mostly an impediment to research”7. When 
viewed in light of the original Italian script, Rossi’s initial 
intentions become clear:

[…] We must remember [that Rossi’s] objections [were] 
to l’ambiente, not ‘context’. Rossi’s criticism of Rogers’ 
l’ambiente was that it was insuffi ciently concrete: and 
what Rossi wanted to show was that it could be made 
concrete if one studied architectural forms themselves, 
independently of their functions, for in these forms was 
the only tangible point of contact between the economic 
process of cities, on the one hand, documented through 
the verifi able histories of land development and partition, 
and on the other hand the vagueness of the ‘collective 
historical consciousness’ of the city that was Rogers’ 
preesistenze ambientali.8

There resonates in the Italian context debate, as evidenced 
by Rossi, a predilection for such a ‘collective memory’ 
outlook consisting of monuments and typologies9 that 
is missing in the American counterpart. Most likely, this 
is a direct consequence of the strong and deeply-rooted 

1 Adrian Forty, “Context.” in 
Introducing Architectural Theory: 
debating a discipline, ed. Korydon 
Smith (New York: Routledge, 
2012), 323.

2 Dirk van den Heuvel, “Another 
Sensibility: the discovery of 
context,” OASE 76 (2008): 22.

3 Forty, “Context.” 323.

4 Ernesto Rogers, “Preexisting 
Conditions and Issues of 
Contemporary Building 
Practice.” in Architecture Culture: 
1943-1968, ed. Joan Ockman 
(New York: Rizzoli, 1993), 203.

5 Ibid., 201.

In architecture, the 1960s brought about a renewed 
interest in the ideas of identity and sense of place, as 
a reaction against the mass tabula rasa mentality of 
Modernist architects. Contextualism as a theory was 
essentially born as “part of the first substantial critique 
of modernist practice,”1 opposing rationalised forms 
of urbanism. Chronologically placed on the cusp of 
Modernism and Postmodernism, its various  applications 
and sometimes contradictory principles can make it 
difficult to comprehend, which no doubt influences the 
“paradigmatic tensions […] that are still unresolved and 
haunting current architectural practice and its critique”2. 
This confusion is largely due to differing interpretations 
of the meaning of context that elicited fierce debate among 
architects and planners alike, and an exploration into the 
origins of context and contextualism is beneficial to clarify 
some of this confusion Three distinct discursive threads 
can be identified that collectively offer navigation through 
of the context debate. In the following discussion, they 
are studied through their respective protagonists: Ernesto 
Rogers, who first propelled the discussion in post-war 
Italy; Colin Rowe, whose teachings at Cornell University 
pioneered the term ‘contextualism’ in America; and 
Alison and Peter Smithson who interpreted the concept 
as a sensibility.

Ernesto Rogers and Casabella

Although the context debate is predominantly attributed 
to the Postmodernist era of the 1970s, its origins can be 
traced as far back as the mid-1950s to Ernesto Rogers’ 
editorials in Italian magazine Casabella Continuità. He was 
one of the first serious critics of modernist architecture in 
Europe, admonishing their fixation with uniqueness and 
indifference to the urban condition. Although the English 
translations of the texts refer to the term ‘context’, Rogers 
himself did not champion the term or its Italian equivalent 
contesto (which, in reality, only came to light following 
the rise of the term ‘context’ in America)3, and instead 
used the terms preesistenze ambientali – surrounding pre-
existences – or ambiente – environment. The importance 
of this distinguishment lies in Rogers’ conviction that “to 
consider the context means to consider history”4. For 
him, historical continuity and response to the preesistenze 
ambientali was essential in contesting the prodigal 
functionalism that had dominated the past fifty years, 
advocating architecture that “absorb[s] a priori into his 
work the particular and characteristic contents suggested 
by the ambiente.”5

Beginnings
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be abstracted from any given context that contextualism 
seeks to divine as design tools.”13 This method supposedly 
allowed for equal treatment of existing classical as well 
as idealised Modern forms, although it later became 
evident that the authors were biased towards the (neo)
classical variety.14 Nevertheless, through this process of 
‘collage’ or bricolage, the Cornell School sought to achieve 
a synthesised and opulent urban texture. As Rowe and 
Koetter remarked, this required strategies of “cross-
breeding, assimilation, distortion, challenge, response, 
imposition, superimposition, conciliation.”15 

It is interesting to note that this approach to contextualism 
echoes most closely the etymological roots of the word 
context: derived from the Latin contextus, from con- 
‘together’ and textere ‘to weave’ – literally, to weave or join 
together.

FIG 1.2

Figure-ground 
conception of the city

10 Forty, “Context.” 326.

11 Thomas Schumacher, 
unpublished statement, 1995, 
quoted in Kate Nesbitt, Theorizing 
a New Agenda for Architecture: an 
anthology of architectural theory 
1965-1995 (New York: Princeton 
Architecture Press, 1996), 294.

12 Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, 
Collage City (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1978), 56.

13 Thomas Schumacher, 
“Contextualism: Urban Ideals 
and Deformations.” in Theorizing 
a New Agenda for Architecture: an 
anthology of architectural theory 
1965-1995 (New York, Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1996), 301.

14 Heuvel, “Another sensibility,” 
32.

15 Rowe and Koetter, Collage City, 
83.

architectural history characteristic of European (and 
especially Italian) cities. 

Colin Rowe and the Cornell Studio

As for the actual introduction of the terms ‘contextualism’ 
and ‘contextualist’ into architectural vocabulary, we owe to 
the urban design studio headed by Colin Rowe at Cornell 
University (1963-88). Like the Italians, the American 
studio began as a reproach against Modern orthodoxy 
and their pseudo-utopian ideals of ‘total’ design. Its main 
concern, however, was not in  the historical narrative of 
preesistenze ambientali, but rather the formal relationship 
between object and space.10 Thomas Schumacher, a student 
of Rowe who in fact coined the term ‘contextualism’, 
explained their purpose:

In fact, the term originally used by Steven Hurtt and 
Stuart Cohen was contexturalism, a confl ation of 
context and texture. We were interested in urban texture, 
what Italians call the tessuto urbano (more literally 
‘urban fabric’), and urban form. We were not interested in 
style […] our representative projects sought to reconcile 
modern     urbanism with the traditional city […] the 
inadequacies and problems of modern architecture are 

urban, not stylistic […] It is possible to make good 
cities using modern architecture, as the Amsterdam School 
proved back in the 1930s.11

According to the Cornell treatise, the texture of the 
traditional city was rich and dynamic; in the modern city, 
“the disintegration of the street and of all highly organized 
public space seemed to have become inevitable.”12 They 
demonstrated this analysis predominantly through 
the utilisation of the now well-known ‘figure-ground 
phenomenon’, appropriated from the Gestalt theory, 
whereby the city is diagrammatised into a black and white 
scheme of solids (built volumes) and voids (open spaces). 
The historical city was viewed as a solid with pockets of 
habitable voids; the modern city, a wasteful void with 
free-standing objects and no identifiable hierarchy; and to 
produce a successful contextual urbanism, a synthesis of 
the two was required. 

The culmination of Rowe’s ideas, and the solution to 
the perceived problem, is outlined in the established 
1978 publication Collage City (first appearing as a special 
issue of The Architectural Review in 1975), which he co-
authored with Fred Koetter. The title refers to a process of 
abstracting and piecing together the forms found in both 
modern and traditional architecture. Schumacher explains 
that “it is the systems of geometric organisation which can 
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20 Forty, “Context.” 327.

21 Ignasi de Solà-Morales Rubió, 
“From Contrast to Analogy: 
developments in the concept 
of architectural intervention.” 
in Theorizing a New Agenda 
for Architecture: an anthology 
of architectural theory 1965-
1995 (New York: Princeton 
Architecture Press, 1996), 230.

A Brief History

By the late 1970s the terms ‘context’ and ‘contextualism’ 
had been fully absorbed into the architectural vocabulary, 
even absorbing the Italian ambiente “as if to stiffen up 
the idea and give it broader credibility”20. As a result, it 
began to lose its strength as an autonomous concept and 
theory of its own right and instead began to be applied 
liberally to any discussion that included an interest in the 
past or dealing with existing situations. The most notable 
commentaries include:

Historicism: An extreme form of retaliation of Modernism, 
a desire to return to the tried-and-true forms of 
traditional architecture resulted in a stylistic pluralism of 
the revival variety (Neo-Gothic, Neo-Renaissance, Neo-
Classical etc.). New technologies allowed more freedom 
and efficiency in building these forms, but were hidden 
from view to preserve their stylistic interests. Its penchant 
for mimicking pastiches without much regard for interior 

function is criticised as an anti-progressive recoil from 
modernism. Because of the fixation on forms, the ideology 
of contextualism as a postmodernist ideal is often wrongly 
perceived as historicism.

Intervention: Concerned with the design of new buildings 
in historic settings, this commentary is often regarded as a 
subset of mid-1980s historicism as it . This ‘intervention’ 
served as a medium through which some sort of attitude 
towards history was formed – “it […] produces a genuine 
interpretation of the historical material with which it has 
to contend.”21 This ‘interpretation’ was given permission 
to be one of similarity or contrast or anything in between 
– an unusual outlook in an explicitly historical context 
where arguments for harmonious identity dominate. 
This idea continued to prevail and naturally extend to the 
categories of renovation, addition and adaptive re-use.

16 Heuvel, “Another sensibility,” 
35-37.

17 Peter Smithson, Team X in 
Retrospect, manuscript, dated 1 
October 1993, revised March 
1994, October 1995, April 1999 
and May 2001, quoted in ibid., 24.

18 Peter Smithson, “Architecture 
as Townbuilding” lecture, 1972.

19 Ibid.

The Smithsons and Team X

If the previous figures are considered as part of the 
beginnings of Postmodernism, then British architects 
Peter and Alison Smithson can be credited for interpreting 
contextualism as an extension of Modernism. Although 
the couple began by sharing the same basic attitudes as 
Rowe, including an honest critique of modern architecture 
and its apparent failures, they were critically opposed to 
the neoclassical solutions that came to dominate the body 
of Postmodern architecture from the 1970s onward. 
They considered it “a detached tradition of pattern books 
and forms to be imitated without consideration of local 
specificity” which only served as a nostalgic response of 
Renaissance ideals.16 

Their concern for context dates as far back as their time 
in at CIAM (International Congress of Architecture), and 
their notorious revolt against the concept of ‘habitat’. 
The dispute over this issue prompted the emergence 
of an offshoot group who called themselves Team 10, 
with the Smithsons as core members. They devised the 
Doorn Manifesto of 1954, more commonly known as the 
Statement on Habitat, not long before the ultimate demise 
of CIAM and official disbanding in 1959. In retrospective 
notes (revised 1993 – 2001), Peter Smithson explained:

A long-after-afterthought on this Manifesto reveals what 
I now believe to be the main direction of Team X’s effort, 

in a word, towards particularity. The Doorn Manifesto 
– which, seen retrospectively, is the founding statement 
of Team X – shifts the emphasis away from the ‘four-
functions’ of C.I.A.M. onto ‘human associations’. In its 
second paragraph the Manifesto says ‘To comprehend these 
human associations we must consider every community as 
a particular total complex.’ The word underlined in the 
manuscript was total, but it was the particular that was 
to be critical to Team X thought.17

The contextual thought of the Smithsons, then, was an 
attempt to leave behind the formal occupation of the 
Cornell mentality. Instead, they described contextualism 
as “a question of sensibility”18 where responding to context 
equated to a full awareness of place and meanings of the 
space, and subsequent integration of that knowledge into 
design decisions. Quite unexpectedly, they provided Mies 
van der Rohe’s Seagram building in New York as an example 
of context-conscious architecture – a building we have 
so decidedly learnt as the epitome of International Style 
architecture. This was possible because, for them and Team 
X in general, contextualism was a mindset, not a governing 
methodology or stylistic bias; Mies was considerate of “not 
only the Racquet Club, but of the flanking buildings, the 
‘net’ of New York, [and] the nature of Park Avenue as an 
urban chasm”19, all of which influenced his decisions on 
creating an architecture for that particular place. In this 
way, the Smithsons harnessed the concept of contextualism 
to extend ideas of the modern functionalist.
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25 Brent C. Brolin, Architecture in 
Context: fi tting new buildings with 
old (New York: Van Nostrand 
Reinhold, 1980); Keith Ray, ed., 
Contextual Architecture: responding 
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The dominance of such attitudes eventually trickled down 
to an outlook where ‘context’ was almost synonymous 
with ‘old architecture’, evidenced by publications of this 
decade that leant towards defining methods of fitting 
new buildings into old contexts.25 There was, however, 
an ongoing recognition of its existence and necessity that 
still prevails today, grounded on a general agreement that 
the extreme tabula rasa mentality is no longer valid for the 
future. As Denise Scott Brown states, “the architect who 
takes no care for context is a boor and the architect who 
cares only for context is a bore.” 26

A renewed interest in context did not rise again until 
the turn of the millennium, once again as a reactionary 
measure. This time, the threat was the plethora of 
iconic architecture granted by the surge in technical 
advancements, namely, the “Bilbao effect”. Triggered by 
the revered Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao by Frank 
Ghery in 1997, the early 21st century was characterized 
by an onslaught of image-driven, ‘loud’ designs urged 
on by revenue-seeking developers. The influence of the 
media and the popularity of celebrity culture propelled 
such architecture into a cult status, the public hungrily 
devouring every seductive image, and relationships to 
users, site or surroundings eschewed in favour of making 
a statement.

As soon as this object-obsessed culture began to sweep 
the architectural globe, however, a counter-culture 
was already in the making. Retaliating against the 
emerging idea that “good art must first be noticed”27, 
they sought a revisitation of the importance of context, 
and of an architecture that obliged the conditions of 
the site and considered its neighbouring buildings. They 
were especially outspoken where places of significant 
historical value were concerned, aligning in part with 

FIG 1.4

G u g g e n h e i m 
Museum, Bilbao
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Critical Regionalism: Born by theorists Alexander Tzonis and 
Liane Lefaivre then expanded by Kenneth Frampton as a 
movement that “would seem to offer the sole possibility of 
resisting” the ideals of the “universal Megalopolis [which] is 
patently antipathetic to a dense differentiation of culture.”22 
Although Tzonis and Lefaivre intended for a self-reflective 
type of architecture that can draw upon modernist 
techniques such as deconstructing and reconstructing to 
shed new light on existing regional elements, Frampton’s 
more polemic use of the terms focuses on the resistance 
of the avant-garde through tectonics and an understanding 
of place. He in fact turned to phenomenological ideas to 
support his claim, exalting that the historical content of 
architecture was not aesthetic but in the experience of 
the building23. Context in this sense is akin to local or 
vernacular, including local materials and craftsmanship, 
and a retraction from universal technologies. 

By the end of the 1980s most of the origins of context and 
its ism had been left behind and had already begun to be 
riddled with a multitude of diluted meanings, suppressed 
under the mass of other Postmodern theories. The fervour 
of the sixties had withered away, the concept pushed 
further and further away from the forefront of architectural 

discourse. Architects and architect-theorists began to 
avoid the term altogether, only fuelling its ambiguity. In 
a rather apathetic statement from Thomas Schumacher 
himself in 1995, the state of what once was the source of 
intellectual debate was confirmed. He lamented:

After the so-called Postmodern revolution the term 
“contextualism” began to attach itself to stylistic 
manifestations – as do most co-opted ideas in architecture. 
It referred to red brick buildings being built in red brick 
neighborhoods gingerbread matching gingerbread.24

FIG 1.3

‘Contextual’ development, 
Symonds St (2005)
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The Current Situation

The question that arises at this point is obvious: What now? 

Society as a whole has rapidly grown to reject abdicate 
ideals of architecture and embrace diversity of method 
and style. While this means that there are no limitations 
to creativity and innovation, the lack of definitiveness 
seems to have brought us to a point where the concept 
of ‘context’, and especially its ism, has become too 
heterogeneous to merit specific attention. It would seem 
that “The whole context debate and the idea of a context-
responsive architecture is phenomenally riddled with 
paradoxes, and perhaps that is why it seems dormant now, 
or simply a hopeless ambition.”32 

Part of this is due to the fact that public reception of 
architecture is still very much reliant on aesthetic values, 
particularly in historic contexts. Architects are again left 
to walk the fine line between assimilation and contrast, 
although it has at least become more of a spectrum and 
no longer exclusively separate (it is possible to make 
a statement and harmonise with the surroundings). 
However, as visual fixation begins to wane, influenced in 

part by Juhani Pallasmaa’s argument for bodily experience 
(reviewed next chapter), the desire for quality heightens. 
Neither architect nor user is satisfied with simply 
preserving existing contexts anymore; architecture needs 
to better them, facilitate and inspire positive change, and 
improve quality of life. Hence, “The challenge today is not 
only to preserve pieces of our architectural heritage, but 
also to make them viable – and vital – parts of our urban 
fabric, and give them an entirely new raison d’être.”33 

Thankfully, this seems to be a growing trend among 
contemporary architects, encouraging closer inspection of 
the concept at hand, although many are still misdirecting 
their contextualism studies towards ideas of “sympathetic 
fitness”34. Nevertheless, there is an apparent promising 
shift in contextual thinking: from what Georg Giebeler 
describes as “building in a context”, where existing and 
new are discrete entities, to “building with the context” 
where the two are unified.35 It seems that Rem Koolhaas’ 
notorious “fuck context” statement36, cried in exasperation, 
was not as prophetic as he had perhaps suspected.
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preservationist,” Oculus 69, no. 1 
(2007): 47.

29 Wells and Bunster-Ossa, 
“Statement or Context?” 80.
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31 Davey, Peter. “In context”. 
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the intervention debate. Neighbourhoods of distinctive 
quality were to be preserved, along with the cultures 
and communities that inhabited them, and characteristic 
buildings were to be respected. However, this new faction 
did not condemn the glorified image as Postmodernists 
condemned the free-standing machine, nor did they 
fall back on nostalgic means; instead, they accepted the 
necessity of what preservationist Beth Dunlop mockingly 
calls “the ubercool”28. Even so, central to this perspective 
was the impression that there were two opposing ways to 
approach the subject that are mutually exclusive – that 
is to say, that architecture could not be contextual and 
compelling at the same time. They exclaimed, “There is a 
place for the jewel, for the statement – […] We just don’t 
need one on every corner”29. The allure of the marketable 
form worthy of glossy magazine pages is undeniable, but 
not always a suitable solution. Dunlop captures their 
attitude in a statement reminiscent of advice given to a 
teenager: “It’s not necessary to run with the cool crowd, 
and respect your elders.”30 

Interestingly, concern for contextualism beyond the battle 
of ‘blending in’ versus ‘standing out’ had already risen, 
though evidently not given much serious consideration. 
Of particular note is an article in 2002 by Peter Davey, 
who recognises contextualism as a key to the future, aware 
that the notion of contextualism should not be reduced to 
its piecemeal components such as scale or materiality. He 
is one of few writers to suggest its potential as a driving 
force for a sustainable future of architecture rather than 
a mediator for a harmonious old/new relationship in the 
present.31 Most importantly, he continues on to suggest 
that there may be a need for a new name for contextualism, 
as it is laden with potentially irrevocable misconceptions 
(gravitating towards historicist ideas as we have seen), and 
in doing so, effectively validates the rationale behind this 
thesis.
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Constriction of contextual signifi cance to admissible 
circumstances: Consideration of context is not only 
applicable to places of distinguished character, such 
as a historical site or a beachside town, as many 
tend to believe. By definition, architecture creates 
context as well as respond to it, and many fail to 
fulfil this role successfully if an existing context is 
not explicit. 

Attempting to produce a generic framework or formula for 
contextual design: Although not extremely common, 
the underlying problem here is the failure to 
recognise that, due to the very nature of the topic, 
context can only be examined on a case-by-case 
basis.  Some, like the Built Environment Forum 
Scotland (BEFS) in a workshop titled “New Design 
in Historic Settings”37, have attempted to create 
systems for evaluating context. In this case, they 
set forth a list of qualities (such as ‘identity’, ‘sense 
of welcome’ and ‘history’ – highly ambiguous and 

broad) that participants were to attach a rating of 
‘significance’ from little to moderate to major. 
Though their intentions to provide some guidance 
were admirable, more questions were raised than 
answers – a key example being “Is the purpose 
[of the guidance document] about creating good 
places, or good pieces of architecture?” Ironically, 
without a formulaic approach, achieving both 
becomes possible.

These tendencies unfavourably contribute towards an 
arbitrary understanding of context and contextualism. 
Not usually isolated cases, architects consistently find 
themselves at odds with one or more of them throughout 
each design project.

The Problem with Context

Context, as we have seen, is complex. It is an environment, 
a place, a disposition, and a temporality. It is simultaneously 
foundation and idea; individual and collective; harmonious 
and conflictive; and pertaining to the past and embedded 
in the present. It is multi-dimensional, and should be 
treated as such.

Unfortunately, as we have also seen, this is rarely the case. 
Despite its optimistic progression, current discussions 
of context can be summarised into five broadly defined 
tendencies that we are still prone to falling victim to:

Limitation of context to aesthetic conditions: By far 
the most problematic offense, stylistic concerns 
tend to predominate in this debate, in spite of its 
roots in urbanism. Planning laws put in place to 
protect places of heritage sometimes dictate or 
regulate aesthetic or technical factors such as scale, 
proportions and materiality and can often hinder 
the generation of more creative solutions. 

Limitation of context to basic scientifi c conditions: where 
orientation, environmental conditions (sun angles, 
wind speeds etc.), infrastructure (e.g. transport) 
and accessibility are the extent of contextual 
significance. A tendency most often found in 
projects where form is the primary concern and 
historical or cultural context is not so rich.

Dismissing context as a static entity of the past: Existing 
context is part of a temporal continuum. As 
Rogers argued, the past is the past, but it is being 
experienced differently in the present, while the 
present affects the way we understand the past. This 
will change again in the future and will continue to 
do so in a non-linear fashion. This understanding 
is particularly important in historical contexts 
(including renovation, addition and adaptive re-use 
projects) for a dialogue between the tenses to be 
established.
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The Need for a New Understanding

Architecture is not and never will be experienced in 
a vacuum. There is an entire milieu of social, physical, 
political, cultural, personal and historical circumstances 
that contribute to our understanding of it. We have seen 
how insufficient past and current discussions of context 
are at addressing this simple yet labyrinthine concept. 
Fortunately, a desire for clearer, deeper intelligence 
and sensibility has become apparent, particularly in 
post-millennium society, demonstrated in many forms 
by both isolated individuals and collective groups. The 
very existence of the BEFS workshop and others like it 
is clear indication of a desire and intent for progressive 
outlooks, in spite of rather pessimistic thinkers convinced 
that decontextualism is ever on the rise and unlikely to be 
stopped38. A growing number of contemporary architects 
and design groups (Herzog & de Meuron who like to “mix 
tenses”39, for example) have embraced active contextualism 

in their design philosophies, though perhaps not explicitly 
so, with many more consciously taking it at more than its 
basic surface value. The case studies in chapter four will 
highlight some of their work.

Still, while the future of contextual significance looks 
to be optimistic, the array of uncertainties, problems 
and misconceptions highlighted in this chapter are by no 
means dwindling. Left to their own devices, the theory of 
contextualism is likely to continue to become a source of 
constant ambiguities. Though this chapter stops short of 
enforcing a new name for the concept, it does serve to 
prove that some sort of coherent understanding of this 
issue of contextualism is paramount in today’s pluralistic 
society. If this can be achieved, “the concept can still (or 
in fact, more than ever) be an important ‘key’, today, for 
architects, pointing the way out of the current aporia.”40
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Phenomenology is a search for authentic, conscious 
experience. It is the mediator between theory and 
practice, between body and mind, and between perception 
and meaning. Overcome by the Modernist premise of 
technological autonomy, this search became exigent in 
the escalation to Postmodernism. Like contextualism, 
the paradigm of phenomenology thus lies in that ever 
elusive in-between, conciliating formal/spatial with 
historical/temporal. Yet, perhaps it is precisely this duality 
that renders it so perceptive and meaningful to current 
architectural practice.

It is important to note that an absolute understanding of 
the topic is imperceptible; there is no ‘school’ or ‘circle’ 
that collectively identify themselves with a manifesto for 
architectural phenomenology. Instead, various protagonists 
have dealt with this notion in different ways, some more 
explicitly than others. In the following analyses that 
comprise this chapter, similar and sometimes overlapping 
veins of thought to those of the previous discussion on 
contextualism will become evident, and differing notions 
of context will surface. This is because phenomenology 
and contextualism are intrinsically linked, but seldom 
formally organised together.

“Phenomenology concerns the study of essences: architecture has the 
potential to put essences back into existence.” 

– Steven Holl, Intertwining (1996)

CHAPTER 2

Phenomenology

FIG 2.1

Diagram for 
phenomenology
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But what does this all mean for architecture? Architecture 
configures patterns of the life-world, the “tacit context, 
tenor and pace of daily life to which people give no 
reflective attention”45 . As such, Heidegger argued that 
it allowed us to be, according to the ‘fourfold’ of earth, 
sky, gods and mortals, the preconditions of our existence. 
Preferring to use the terms ‘building’ and ‘dwelling’ as he 
felt that ‘architecture’ had fallen to the technocratic and 
failed to encompass the tactile and emotional experience, 
he maintained that it was a ‘built thing’ where:

A thing is enmeshed in existence, bound with intricacies 
of life’s daily experiences. Although it may be measured 
mathematically, it is primarily understood through 
experience of its use and the inward cognition of that 
experience. Such understanding brings a feeling of 
proximity to the world.46

Architecture thus orients and is oriented, performing 
“the double task of showing and serving”47. This view 
is paralleled in the work of Christian Norberg-Schulz, 
who was greatly influenced by Heidegger and addressed 
the problem of architectural meaning through his 
phenomenology. He remarked:

When man dwells, he is simultaneously located in space 
and exposed to a certain environmental character. The 
two psychological functions involved, may be called 
‘orientation’ and ‘identifi cation’. To gain an existential 
foothold man has to be able to orientate himself; he has 
to know where he is. But he also has to identify himself 
with the environment, that is, he has to know how he is 
in a certain place.48

To him, this was architecture’s purpose, which could 
be achieved through concretising the genius loci, loosely 
defined as the spirit of the place. The connection to 
contextual significance is quite obvious at this point, 
with an emphasis on understanding and creating identity 
of place. His publication titled Genius Loci: Towards a 
Phenomenology of Place in 1980 gained illustrious acclaim 
within the architectural field, conceivably fulfilling the 
void left by the dissolution of the contextualism debate at 
the time (as previously mentioned). 

Conversely, Heidegger’s nostalgic inclinations earned him 
a reputation as a romantic provincialist49. His example of 
the Black Forest farmhouse in Building, Dwelling, Thinking, 
“offered as a talisman for architecture”50, includes an 

The philosophical field of phenomenology stems from 
a desire for meaning, concerned with humankind’s 
existence within the world. Essentially, it studies the 
lived experience, overturning our natural metaphysical 
assumption that the world exists independently from 
the mind41. Although the founder of phenomenology is 
attributed to Edmund Husserl, it was Martin Heidegger 
who introduced the concept to architecture. He was 
one of few famous philosophers who wrote directly to 
an architectural audience42, and, despite being widely 
discredited for his affiliation with Nazism, his subsequent 
influence is extensive. Among his work, three seminal 
essays remain particularly significant to understanding his 
ontological concerns for architecture: The Thing (1950), 
Building Dwelling Thinking (1951), and …poetically, Man 
dwells… (1951). For the purpose of this discussion they will 
be dealt with collectively and in terms of his overarching 
arguments to highlight his then-idiosyncratic perspectives.

One of the major focal points of phenomenology is the 
relationship between person and world. Heidegger 
argued that, to a non-phenomenologist, there were two 
conventional ways in which this is described, both of 
which he felt was insufficient: 

In an idealist view, the world is a function of a person who 
acts on the world through consciousness and, therefore, 
actively knows and shapes his or her world. In contrast, 
a realist view sees the person as a function of the world 
in that the world acts on the person and he or she reacts. 
Heidegger claimed that both perspectives are out of touch 
with the nature of human life because they assume a 
separation and directional relationship between person 
and world that does not exist in the world actual lived 
experience.43

Instead, he believed that they were “intimately part and 
parcel”, inseparable, enmeshed and reciprocal. This “always 
given, never escapable”44 holistic relationship comprises 
one of Heidegger’s biggest notions, that which is famously 
referred to as being-in-the-world. It is the fundamental 
question of our existence that is addressed here; we do 
not make sense of the world in a certain way, rather, we 
consciously are. Meaning, then, is found as we are shaped 
by the world, and at the same time, as we interpret it 
according to our individual historicality (background and 
experiences). 

The Problem of Meaning
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Hermeneutics and the Poetics of Architecture

Architectural phenomenology navigates the realm of 
the ephemeral. It is between what is and what seems, 
between perception and reason, between body and mind, 
and between cognition and emotion. In experiencing 
a work of architecture it is that intangible calibre of the 
space wherein we dwell. Whether this is referred to 
as “the silent intensities of architecture”53, “a specific 
richness”54, or simply as “atmosphere”55, it warrants an 
understanding as “a poetic discourse, the gap between the 
two terms of a metaphor”56. This awareness is again of 
Heideggerian regard. Through …poetically, Man dwells…, 
he contemplated that “building and dwelling were always 
involved with attempts to make sense of existence, and 
were thus poetic.” Tracing back to the poesis – Greek for 
‘making’ – of architecture, poetry and architecture are not 
inadvertently compatible; rather, they “remained intense 
measures of one another” and ultimately allowed man to 
construe his existence in the world.57

Thus we turn to hermeneutics to assume this character; 
language is necessary to articulate meaning. Architects rely 
on texts – which could be any material expression be they 
drawings, models or documents – to convey intent. On 
the flip side of this coin is the condition that understanding 
requires a reading of these texts, and it is here we see the 
transition into hermeneutic phenomenology. In its pure 

form, phenomenological research is descriptive and serves 
to outline “the structure of experience, the organizing 
principles that give form and meaning to the life world”58.  
Hermeneutic research, on the other hand, is interpretive: 
“truth is interpretation, always a revealing-concealing, 
never posited absolutely and objectively”59. It is for this 
reason that architecture is likened to poetry:

If architecture can be said to have a poetic meaning we 
must recognise that what it says is not independent of what 
it is. Architecture is not an experience that words translate 
later. Like the poem itself, it is its fi gure as presence, which 
constitutes the means and end of the experience.60

In this way, much of the phenomenological discourse of 
architecture revolves around its hermeneutic constituent, 
directing its effort to the human praxis. The direct 
experience, then, is to architecture what the act of reading 
is to poetry:

One embeds oneself in the process of getting involved in 
the text, one begins to discern confi gurations of meaning, 
of parts and wholes and their interrelationships, one 
receives certain messages and glimpses of an unfolding 
development that beckons to be articulated and related to 
the total fabric of meaning.61
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extreme sense of belonging which was perceived as having 
fascist tendencies, no doubt amplified by his German 
background. This ordeal is reminiscent of the disputes 
found in architectural regionalism (where local identity 
reigned supreme), and the notion of place or vernacular 
context that was raised there. Moreover, his romantic 
contemplation of the past is akin to the threads of 
historicist ideals evident in early postmodern architecture.

Nonetheless, Heideggerian philosophy became the 
catalyst for a reconsideration of architectural meaning. 
Symptomatic of its response was the belief that it could 
supersede technological concerns with program and 
utility, as well as semiotic meaning, that is, “the work of art 
does not represent; rather it presents; it brings something 
into presence”51.  Through phenomenology, architecture 
gained a larger existential purpose involving experience, 
participation and reflection of the world and of man. As 
Alberto Pérez-Gómez reflects:

The work of architecture is no mere bearer of meaning, 
as if the meaning could be transferred to another bearer. 
Instead, the meaning of the work lies in the fact that it 
is there. […] Rather than simply meaning “something”, 
art and architecture allow meaning to present itself. […] 
The work of architecture, properly speaking, preserves 
its meaning within itself. […] Acknowledging the 
ambivalent reality of its space constitutes a re-cognition 
that is, also, a creation of ourselves.52
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In the design process, then, an ethical inference exists with 
regard to history. History in architecture is oftentimes 
quickly met with contempt, as already explored in the 
contextualism discourse, aligned with obstruction to 
progress. Yet, architecture is never created ex nihilo, as much 
as Modernists believed it possible; instead, phenomenology 
professes to transcend the immediate response and present 
potentiality in the historical narrative.  Rogers’ notion of 
historical continuity seems to echo here somewhat, with an 
emphasis on the continuum, as well as Frampton’s critical 
regionalism in experience as historical value. In any case, 

the phenomenological concept of time is complex and 
non-linear, with the mimetic function of hermeneutics 
uncovering familiarity in the strange, and originality in 
the given; hence, pluralism and diversity become natural 
constructs of the plot. The architect has a responsibility 
to embrace this and be open to the phenomena found in 
temporality. “The architect must be able to forget and 
remember at the same time.”67 Architecture is therefore 
a narrative “grounded on recollection”68 not only in its 
perspicacity but also at its genesis.

FIG 2.2
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Narrative and the Temporal Dimension

An extension of the hermeneutic domain can be found 
in the narrative theory of Paul Ricoeur and his tripartite 
volumes Time and Narrative (1984). The question of the 
poetic in the arts, or “that puzzling intuition that makes 
us want to say that art imitates life”62 has been a long-
standing philosophical inquiry and Ricoeur’s concept of 
narrative emplotment is helpful in viewing architecture as 
a heuristic interaction. Graham Livesay explains:

The constitutive element of a narrative is an event, 
a signifi cant occurrence that can contribute to the 
formation of a plot. Emplotment is the creative act of 
drawing events together into a narrative. Our lives, 
individually and collectively, are defi ned by narrative 
structures. Architecture and cities can be understood as 
works of human making, which are designed, constructed, 
inhabited and interpreted. Ultimately, architecture and 
cities shape spaces in which human actions unfold.63

Architects create narratives as poets create plots; here, 
“Events ‘take place.’ And again. And again.”64 This stands as 
a transgression from the typical association of architecture 
with metaphor. Again, metaphor is descriptive, while 

the mimetic function of narrative permits interpretation 
and re-interpretation – a prospect which echoes the 
aforementioned thinking of Norberg-Schulz and Pérez-
Gómez. Narrative thus provides a certain cohesion, 
serving to provide “a method of linking phenomena so as 
to make sense out of the plethora of conflicting messages 
and options available to designers today.”65

Inherent in the narrative discussion, and certainly in 
the wider hermeneutic phenomenological scope, is the 
temporal dimension. Time and history are inseparable 
to being; what is must inevitably be grounded on what 
was. In a creative work, whether text or architecture, 
understanding occurs in causality, in the figurative 
intersection between the two temporalities in which the 
work exists: that of its creation, and that of its experience. 
The traditional approach of linearity regarding time must 
be abandoned for this interpretive process; meaning is 
not found in a mere reproduction of the original intent. 
Rather, the rhetoric work is assembled by the individual 
respondent into a personal construct though his own 
experiences and actions.66 The narrative of architecture 
validates the authentic human experience.



30 31 

72 Fred Rush, On Architecture 
(New York: Routledge, 2009), 11.

73 Joy Monice Malnaer and 
Frank Vodvarka, Sensory Design 
(Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2004), 25.

74 Rush, On Architecture, 16.

75 Juhani Pallasmaa, Encounters: 
architectural essays, ed. 
Peter MacKeith (Helsinki: 
Rakennustieto, 2005), 18.

76 Holl, Pallasmaa and Pérez-
Gómez, Questions of Perception, 
29.

77 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the 
Skin: architecture and the senses 
(Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 
2012), 22.

78 Rush, On Architecture, 25.

While Heidegger established the ontological theories 
of architectural phenomenology, it was the French 
philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty who gives insight 
on the more practical implications to the field. In 
The Phenomenology of Perception (1945), he aligns the 
experiential self with the concept of the body, putting 
forth the observation that “the body is what perceives.”72 
This sense of the body should not be conceived through 
the objectified Cartesian model but again through that 
of being-in-the-world; that is, the experiencing body, or 
sensing body, is integral to our existence. Put differently, 
“it is impossible to conceive of a self without the physical 
means of gathering information: we are, foremost, 
sensory beings.”73 We are embodied beings; understanding 
occurs through bodily interaction. Hence, perception is 
not limited to explicit consciousness but is inclusive of 
the instinctive and intuitive impressions gained through 
sensory engagement.  In short, “the body is the point at 
which the mind and the other parts of the world overlap”74, 
and the crux of Merleau-Ponty’s influence seems to lie in 
this observation.

Indeed, Finnish architect and theorist Juhani Pallasmaa 
cites Merleau-Ponty for his ideas, remarking that “Merleau-
Ponty is free of the cultural conservatism [he senses] in 
Heidegger’s perspective”75. Arguably the leading figure for 
sensory experience in architecture, Pallasmaa’s critically 

acclaimed publication The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and 
the Senses (2005) has been pivotal to changing the way 
we create and discuss architecture. His cardinal concern 
is the “loss of plasticity” and the contemporary tendency 
to turn architecture into “the retinal art of the eye”76 – a 
reflection that strongly resonates with the contextualist 
disapproval of the glorified image. Much like the argument 
for contextualism, Pallasmaa does in fact ground his ideas 
on a critique of Modernism, with the statement that 
“Modernist design has housed the intellect and the eye, 
but it has left the body and the other senses, as well as our 
memories and dreams, homeless.”77

Advancing on embodiment, it is the haptic experience 
that offers relief from this crisis. To phenomenologists, 
hapticity encompasses not only the physical sense of touch 
but the merging of experiential modalities78; for Pallasmaa, 
it is the ubiquitous fusion of the seven sensory realms (of 
the eye, nose, tongue, ear, skin, skeleton and muscle) that 
enables us to orientate ourselves. Memory and intellect 
are invoked; we implicitly and immediately remember and 
compare at the touch of a door handle, or at the sight of a 
wooden column, or at the sound of shuffling on a concrete 
floor. Embodied experience occurs at the integration of 
mind, body and world. In a section titled “The Task of 
Architecture”, Pallasmaa describes its effect:

The Embodied Experience
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The First-Person Perspective

For Swiss architect Peter Zumthor, the significance of 
history lies in the architect’s own subjective memory and 
perception. He argues that the discovery of meaning is 
thus a hereditary function:

We all experience architecture before we have even heard 
the word. The roots of architectural understanding lie 
in our architectural experience […] The roots of our 
understanding of architecture lie in our childhood, in our 
youth; they lie in our biography.69

Is architecture-poetry to be understood then as a 
purely individual, subjective venture? So much of 
phenomenological discourse is infused with a notion of the 
self. Experience informs our existence; we make sense of 
the poem. To be conscious is to acknowledge the internal 
mind; we cannot step outside of ourselves to evaluate the 

experience as an object. Nor does this imply that there is no 
cosmos without subjective understanding. It is this subjective 
proclivity that is sometimes cited as phenomenology’s 
greatest shortcoming, however, if we revisit Heidegger’s 
being-in-the-world, the phenomenological focus on the 
self can be clarified. To interpret experience as a subjective 
function is already an objectification of the self, as well 
as the world, implicating their divorce. Instead, “When 
we investigate factic life-experience, we articulate it and 
therefore modify it. In the best of circumstances, this 
articulation springs from and is motivated by life itself, 
not imposed from without.”70 Experience and world are 
intimately united; hence, the hermeneutic model aims 
to escape the subject-object dichotomy in favour of an 
intersubjectivity where “There is no pure point of view 
and there is no view from nowhere, there is only an 
embodied (and contextually embedded) point of view.”71
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The Basis for a New Perception

Upon investigation of the phenomenological paradigm, 
it would seem that architectural contextualism and 
phenomenology are natural consorts. Context, mostly 
in an existential and temporal sense, is fundamentally 
imprinted in the concept right from its onset by Heidegger:

Heideggerian identifi cations of place make sense of 
the world through measuring and oneness. Likewise, 
the conjoined activity of building and dwelling, for 
the philosopher, receives authority through a poetic 
receptiveness to the existing conditions of site, people and 
society.83

Whether in the notion of the life-world, genius loci, the 
historical continuum in narrative structure or in subjective 
memory, aspects of context are essentially implicit, though 
opaque; however, there are undeniable parallels with the 
discussions in chapter one. In fact, this connection has 
already been raised:

Could it be said that contextualism, in the various senses 
of the word, represents for architecture what hermeneutics 
has been for philosophy? In common with hermeneutic 
philosophy, the contextual attitude in architecture has 
stimulated refl ection on the periodic nature of being (of 
architecture) and increased awareness of the limits of 
modern rationality.84

Though barely more than a question, the article from 
whence this excerpt originates signals a potential in their 
relationship; it is this that the next part of this thesis 
explores. The perceptive and consolidating qualities that 
phenomenology exudes can, quite legitimately, become a 
basis for a new outlook on the contextualism debate, and 
nourish its escalation into contemporary understanding.
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In memorable experiences of architecture, space, matter 
and time fuse into one single dimension, into the basic 
substance of being, that penetrates the consciousness. We 
identify ourselves with this space, this place, this moment 
and these dimensions as they become ingredients of our 
very existence. Architecture is the art of mediation and 
reconciliation.79

An architect who knowingly designs for the embodied 
experience is Steven Holl, whose work will be studied 
as a case study in chapter four. Closely acquainted with 
Pallasmaa and explicitly referencing Merleau-Ponty, he 
stresses the importance of becoming “the subject of the 
senses”80 when engaging architecture. As he himself admits, 
he “[takes] liberties]” with phenomenology in order to use 
it as a “tool” for design81, recognising the communicative 
power of perceptual phenomena and embracing the ability 

of phenomenology to express thought-feeling duality. 
In the passage below, from a special edition of A + U 
titled Questions of Perception: Phenomenology of Architecture, 
he summarises the reason that architecture is especially 
suited for phenomenological study:

Architecture, more fully than other art forms, engages the 
immediacy of our sensory perceptions. The passage of time; 
light, shadow and transparency; color phenomena, texture, 
material and detail all participate in the complete 
experience of architecture. The limits of two-dimensional 
representation (in photography, painting or the graphics 
arts), or the limits of aural space in music only partially 
engage the myriad sensations evoked by architecture. 
While the emotional power of cinema is indisputable, only 
architecture can simultaneously awaken all the senses – 
all the complexities of perception.82

FIG 2.3

Diagram for 
the embodied 
experience



PA R T  I I



37 

85 Steven Holl, Anchoring: selected 
projects 1975-1991 (New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 
1991), 9.

86 Zumthor, Thinking Architecture, 
18.

87 Ibid., 26.

The architectural paradigms concerning contextualism 
and phenomenology are hardly new, though perhaps newly 
of interest. In any case, they have permeated the minds of 
contemporary architects, who recognise the importance 
of working with the context and designing for the human 
experience. Typically in the field both discourses are 
considered sensibilities rather than methodologies, which 
render them particularly appropriate to the increasingly 
transient and pluralistic society of our time. 

Considering current advancement, if we were to talk 
of architectural contextualism, could we forego the 
preconceptions that hinder our understanding? Could we 
mediate the passage of time from past fragments to present 
cultures without succumbing to measures of aesthetics? 
Could we embrace the complexity of context rather than 
shy away from its amplitude?

This thesis puts forth the position that a phenomenological 
sensitivity, including the interpretive function of 
hermeneutics, is the key to answering these questions. 
Such a stance is a continuation of the momentum cultivated 
by the likes of Pallasmaa and Holl. As the latter writes:

Architecture does not so much intrude on a landscape 
as it serves to explain it. Illumination of a site is not a 
simplistic replication of its “context”; to reveal an aspect 
of a place may not confi rm its “appearance.” Hence the 
habitual ways of seeing may well be interrupted.85

That is to say that phenomenology can be adopted as a sort 
of lens – architecture should not merely conform to the 
contextual conditions; rather, it has the ability to absorb, 
reflect and refract it, and “make us see what already exists 
in a new light”86 so that the work “can assume a quality that 
bears witness to the reality of past life”87.

“Architecture and site should have an experiential 
connection, a metaphysical link, a poetic link.”

– Steven Holl, Anchoring (1989)

CHAPTER 3

Through the Lens: 
Phenomenological Contextualism

FIG 3.1

Diagram for 
phenomenological 
contextualism
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There are, in actuality, many architects whose work 
displays the qualities of a phenomenological expression. 
Tadao Ando, for instance, boasts a spiritual affinity with 
the natural context and is notorious for his creative 
manipulation of light and shadow as exhibited in his 
church architecture. Similarly, Diller Scofidio + Renfro’s 
interdisciplinary practice heralds significance of context 
and experience, quite strikingly at times, as in the 
atmospheric Blur Building or in the recent High Line 
development. 

In common with these architects, Peter Zumthor has not 
explicitly proclaimed himself of the phenomenological 
tradition, though his work portrays its characteristics. 
Despite this, he is considered a leading protagonist of this 
intellect, along with Steven Holl. The short case studies in 
this chapter are presented in a general manner to review 
the ideologies of these two architects rather than to focus 
on the specifications of the works themselves, so that we 
may investigate their phenomenologically contextualist 
position.

““The work of architecture, properly speaking, preserves its meaning within itself.”

– Alberto Péréz Gómez, Questions of Perception (1993)

CHAPTER 4

Case Studies88 Pérez-Gómez, “Hermeneutics 
as Architectural Discourse,” 23.

89 Zumthor, Thinking Architecture, 
41.

If we turn back now to the contextual tendencies that 
have been identified earlier in the first chapter, we may 
be able to evaluate the effect of this new strategy, where 
phenomenology ‘solves’ the problem with contextualism:

Limitation of context to aesthetic conditions: 
The movement away from visual dominance 
is a rudimentary principle of architectural 
phenomenology and hence will aid in shifting 
the discourse away from the aesthetic spectrum 
(from blending in with to standing out from the 
surrounding buildings and landscape).

Limitation of context to basic scientifi c conditions: 
Similarly, the promotion of subjective experience 
calls for a much more humanistic evaluation 
of the context. Orientation, environmental 
conditions, infrastructure and accessibility become 
implications of an ongoing process, rather than the 
extent of it.

Dismissing context as a static entity of the past: The 
temporal dimension is vital to the phenomenologist, 
not only of the past but of narrative continuity. 
Moreover, there is a profound renunciation 
of linearity in the treatment of time that the 
misguided contextualist clings on to; by embracing 
the narrative, “History need not be a burden for 
practice.”88

Constriction of contextual signifi cance to admissible 
circumstances: The authentic architectural 
experience is part of a larger existential purpose; 
it does not only orientate us within the immediate 
surroundings, as in the boundaries of the 
site, but does so at a universal scale as well. A 
phenomenological design is “part of the essence of 
its place, and at the same time, speaks of the world 
as a whole”89. Context thus becomes prominent in 
any project, whether it is in the experience of a 
historic town or in a single building renovation. 

Attempting to produce a generic framework or formula for 
contextual design: Phenomena occur specifically. No 
two readings can be the same, just as each context 
is different from the next. Phenomenology is a 
way of seeing, that is, it does not lend itself to a 
prescriptive method or product typology; instead, 
it works to complement and enrich the contextual 
sensitivity of the architect.

We cannot disregard the ideas of contextualism that 
resides in the past, nor is it beneficial for us to do so. 
However, in order to move forward, a new way of 
understanding is required so that, when we declare 
ourselves contextualists hereafter, we may be met with 
positive encouragement. Perhaps in the formation of a 
phenomenological contextualism, it may be distinguished 
from preservationism, conservationism and historicism, 
creating an architecture that is entirely for and of its 
context.
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 The structural composition gave way to two different kinds 
of spaces: hollowed stone blocks contained internalised 
rooms for the rituals of bathing, while the continuum of 
interconnected space between them provided open spaces 
of meander, as “designed negative space”93. Combined with 
an informal arrangement and loosely guided movement, 
paths of circulation invite bathers to explore; the meander 
permits the individual experience of discovery. This 
architectural function proves central to Zumthor, stating:

Architecture is the art of space and it is the art of time 
as well – between order and freedom, between following 
a path and discovering a path of our own, wandering, 
strolling, being seduced.”94

FIG 4.2

Therme Vals in Vogue

FIG 4.1

Forms emerging from 
the mountainside

Therme Vals \ Peter Zumthor

Historicality, material sensitivity and “a meaningful 
dialogue with the existing situation”90 resides strongly in 
the work and literature of Peter Zumthor. In his book 
Thinking Architecture (1998), he writes:

When an architectural design draws solely from tradition 
and only repeats the dictates of its site, I sense a lack of 
a genuine concern with the world and the emanations 
of contemporary life. If a work of architecture speaks 
only of contemporary trends and sophisticated visions 
without triggering vibrations in its place, this work is not 
anchored in its site, and I miss the specifi c gravity of the 
ground it stands on.91

Nowhere is his thinking more pronounced than in his 
design for the Vals spa in Graubünden Canton, Switzerland. 
Completed in 1996, the thermal baths rely heavily on the 
local stone Vals quartzite (or Vals gneiss); both in idea and 
realisation. Drawing from the local quarry from which 
the stone originates, the concept of a monolith emerging 
out of the mountain itself with internal cave-like cavities 
formed the structure of the project, with the intention 
of “inventing a building that could somehow always have 
been there, a building that relates to the topography 
and geology of the location”92. Immediately, an intimate 
relationship with the context was established, one that 
interweaved throughout the entire construction. 

90 Zumthor, Thinking Architecture, 
17-18.

91 Ibid., 42.

92 Sigrid Hauser, Peter Zumthor 
and Hélène Binet, Peter Zumthor: 
Therme Vals (Zürich: Scheidegger 
& Spiess, 2007), 23.

93 Ibid., 80.

94 Zumthor, Thinking Architecture, 
86-87.
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At the baths, the provocative use of the gneiss intensifies 
this seduction to no end. Layer upon layer of the iridescent 
stone compressed together form a rich, luxurious material 
that commands a spiritual experience, heightening the 
primitive bathing ritual. Narrow gaps between walls and 
ceiling slabs wash selected walls with daylight while other 
slits capture travelling shafts of light, creating an ethereal 
quality and “a special kind of atmospheric illumination”95. 
The way the material communicates with the spring 
water is also highly impactful: the stone fades away in its 
reflections; it flows in the joints in the stone floor; drainage 
is integrated into linear floor patterns; and pools are filled 
up to the rim; all devices of a seamlessness which acts to 
procure a powerful phenomenological response not only 
of the building but of the mountainous context as well.

FIG 4.3

Spa pools

facing  outdoor pool
below  indoor pools

FIG 4.4

Light manipulation
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96 Ibid., 91.As mentioned earlier, Zumthor turns to his own subjective 
experiences to inform aspects of his designs. In the 
bathhouse, he notes that a sense of warmth and welcome 
usually missing from changing rooms is derived from his 
visit to the Turkish baths in Bursa, Budapest and Istanbul. He 
had gained enough theoretical knowledge about the rituals 
of cleansing; however, only in the embodied experience 
was he able to gather phenomenological understanding. In 
returning from his journeys he instilled details that “allow 
the body to find its own height and position”96. Hence the 

process of discovery applies not only to the architecture, 
but also of one’s embodied being.

The commitment to context, sensuous materiality, 
subjective recollection and existential embodiment 
is demonstrative of Zumthor’s phenomenological 
consciousness; and the reason that the architecture of 
Therme Vals is still regarded as epitomic of the ultimate 
sensory experience.

FIG 4.5

Framed view of 
mountainside

FIG 4.6

Sensual atmosphere
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The shape of the building is created to reflect this criss-
crossing concept. Located at a central site of the city, a ‘line 
of culture’, geometrically connected to Finlandia Hall, 
intertwines with a ‘line of nature’ that opens out to the 
adjacent landscape and Töölo Bay in the distance. The main 
curvature that forms the intersection is specially designed 
for the severely horizontal angle of the sun particular to 
Helsinki’s northern latitude, engaging the natural light 
and “diffusing it through carefully oriented apertures to 
distribute an optimum degree of natural light into the 
exhibition spaces”98. The careful treatment of light is not 
particular to this project; light is a phenomenal zone for 
Holl; like Zumthor, he harnesses it to create variation and 
“orchestrate the intensities of architecture and cities”99.

FIG 4.9

Curved 
exterior wall 
with skylights

FIG 4.10

Site Plan

FIG 4.8

Interior space 
with main 
curvature
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Kiasma Museum \ Steven Holl

In contrast to Zumthor, Steven Holl speaks explicitly and 
extensively about the phenomenology of architecture. 
Influenced by Merleau-Ponty and Frampton, his main 
premise lies in the poetic synthesis between idea and 
phenomena; a process that could only be successful with 
the careful consideration of context. He writes:

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 particularities of site and 
circumstance.97 

This outlook is initially realised in his first manifesto, 
aptly titled Anchoring (1989), and the same concerns 
have prevailed throughout Holl’s work. The design for 
the Helsinki Museum of Contemporary Art in Finland 
derives from Holl’s interest in the existential condition 
of Merleau-Ponty; in fact, he alludes specifically to The 
Visible and the Invisible which he was reading at the time 
of the competition for the project in 1992. In it is the 
notion of ‘intertwining’, the duality of matter and space 
known as chiasmus, on which the design is founded. More 
specifically to architecture, the chiasm, or Kiasma – the 
more colloquial name for the museum – refers to the 
meeting of city and landscape, or culture and nature; it is 
a fundamentally contextual matter.

FIG 4.7

Kiasma Museum of 
Contemporary Artt, 

Helsinki, Finland



48 

The internal experience of the building is also a form of 
Kiasma, where “the visitor is confronted with a continuous 
unfolding of an infinite series of changing perspectives”100. 
Architecture is not grasped at once; partial perspectives 
fuse together to create the experience. In a traditionally 
orthogonal layout, rooms are segmented, and perspectives 
rarely overlap. In Holl’s work, spatial diversity is offered 
through different axes of movement; views converge, and 

irregular spaces implement dynamic experiences. His 
spaces are “quiet without being either static or relentlessly 
repetitive”101, highlighted by the interplay of various 
lighting effects. In the Kiasma Museum, the skylights of the 
galleries are particularly compelling; puncturing through 
the outer curved wall-to-roof form and enlivening the 
sculptural white surfaces, each room provides its own 
experience. 

FIG 4.13

Interior 
galleries

FIG 4.12

Overlapping 
perspectives

FIG 4.11

Dynamic staircase
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It is precisely this aversion to stylistic redemption that 
renders his phenomenological designs great works of 
architecture. By merging the subjective perception 
with the objective expression, he creates an ‘enmeshed 
experience’. Though understated in written critique, he 
designs for uniqueness and phenomenological perception:

Architecture must remain experimental and open to 
new ideas and aspirations. In the face of tremendous 
conservative forces that constantly push it towards the 
already proven, already built, and already thought, 
architecture must explore the not-yet felt.103

FIG 4.15

Upward perspective 
of staircase

FIG 4.16

Aerial perspective

101 Kenneth Frampton, “The 
Work of Steven Holl: 1980-1996 
A Retrospective Prospect.” in 
ibid., 540.

102 Valerio Paolo Mosco, Steven 
Holl (Milan: Motta, 2010), 21.

103 Steven Holl, Intertwining: 
selected projects 1989-1995 (New 
York: Princeton Architectural 
Press, 1996), 16.

Against the modern context and tendency to compare 
architecture to the design of objects102, Holl’s architecture 
can be misconstrued. Specificity rules in all aspects of 
his designs, hence, he can be criticised for the lack of a 
consistent style. To reiterate, his work is both iconic and 
sensitive to each context: the real essence of intertwining 
(his second monogram in 1996 after Anchoring was tellingly 
named so) refers to the amalgamation of idea, phenomena 
and context. In contextually proud circumstances 
such as Helsinki, Holl’s historical consciousness can 

be undermined if reduced to this aesthetic debate. For 
example, the Mannerheim statue standing on the museum 
site is a patriotic symbol for many, which brought about 
much concern for its treatment in the design scheme. 
Originally, Holl had considered relocating it, however, 
when he learned of its significance he quickly incorporated 
it into his phenomenology. The smooth surfaces of the 
exterior became a backdrop for the statue, and, as time 
passes throughout the day, its shadow falls and animates 
the museum wall.

FIG 4.14

Shadow of 
Mannerheim Statue 
on facade
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The last part of this thesis will further evaluate and test 
the ideas of phenomenological contextualism through 
the design of a mixed-use visitor interpretive centre. 
This single undertaking is in no way meant as a definitive 
or comprehensive answer; rather, it is a trial of this way 
of thinking, hence the deliberate use of the indefinite 
particle in the title of this chapter. Due to the nature of the 
phenomenological sensibility, much of the design process 
is a subjective venture, and will therefore be explained in 
this manner.

In speaking of the process, I turn back to the realm of 
narrative theory as discussed in chapter two. Specifically, 
I employ Paul Ricoeur’s ‘threefold’ understanding of 
mimesis. We have already mentioned the interpretive 
qualities of mimetic function; what is crucial here is the 
concept of figuration at the core of Ricoeur’s model, 
which is divided into three parts, simply labelled mimesis

1
, 

mimesis
2
 and mimesis

3
:

CHAPTER 5

A Design Journey:
Ricoeur’s Threefold Mimesis

“Today architecture has the power to be both artistic and humanistic. 
[…] it is the responsibility of every generation of architects to clarify a 

purpose, to articulate a vision through building.”

– Steven Holl, Intertwining (1996)
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Mimesis
1
 is prefigurational. Narratives take place in 

a given space and time, in a world that already has 
systems and structure. This is the practical world of 
everyday life, of which architecture is a part. Put 
simply, it is the context.

Mimesis
2
 is configurational. In the theory of 

emplotment, stories are stitched together to form 
the narrative, including their temporal factors. This 
action belongs to the poet and his intentions; that 
is, it is the creative act.

Mimesis
3
 is refigurational. Interpretation occurs; 

the world of the reader intersects the world of the 
narrative, and meaning is found. We engage the 
text; we experience. 104

In architecture, the implications are obvious: basically, 
the three stages translate to the existing context, the 
architectural design, and the embodied experience, 
which comprise the following chapters. Steven Holl’s 
philosophy of the trinity is reminiscent of this process: 
it is the synthesis between situation, or the prefigured; 
idea, the configuring; and phenomena, the refiguring. 
Although the process seems to be a linear model, it is 
vital to recognise the continuous and cyclical relationship 
between the three parts to form an architecture that is 
both phenomenological and contextual:

I would suggest that architects tend to concentrate on the 
confi gurational aspects of design, neglecting a rigorous 
exploration of that which is prefi gured and how their 
work allows for refi guration.105
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FIG 6.1

Reservoir 
wall detail

“It can be suggested that architecture and cities are both 
part of and emerge from a prefigured world.”106 The site 
for the design is located at the intersection of Upper 
Symonds Street, Mt Eden Road and New North Road, on 
the fringe of Auckland’s CBD. The site is at a major arterial 
node as it connects the central city to other major suburbs 
including Mt Eden and Mt Albert, as well as Newmarket 
and Ponsonby, and provides access to major transport 
routes. It is an underdeveloped area in need of resuscitation 
that holds plenty of potential due to its proximity, as well 

as the increasing residential development around the area. 
The site itself is an old open air carpark controlled by the 
Auckland City Council, underutilised throughout most of 
the day. It is flanked by two heritage buildings, and resides 
on a character-defined area, where qualitative controls 
reign over new developments. A large concrete reservoir 
serves as a background for the site. This space was chosen 
specifically because of its various contextual factors and 
potential narratives.

CHAPTER 6

The Prefigured Context

“To open architecture to questions of perception, we must […] simply play and 
explore. […] Intuition is our muse. […] A time of research precedes synthesis.” 

– Steven Holl, “Pre-theoretical Ground” in Steven Holl (1993)
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FIG 6.2  

Site photographs
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I take a closer look at the reservoir wall. The rough surface invites 
my touch and a rusty nail catches my eye. Blocks of blue and grey 
paint create a patchwork on the concrete canvas; the aftermath 
of spray-paint graffi ti, I assume. A parking warden eyes me 
suspiciously as he checks the parked cars. I remember I haven’t 
paid my parking fee.

I turn my attention to the surroundings. Shops are horizontally 
aligned with repetitive windows and verandahs; when walking 
under them it is hard to differentiate one building from the next. 
They rise no more than two stories high except the bar adjacent 
to the carpark. Peeking out above the reservoir wall is a church 
spire one block over and echoed by another spire that belongs to a 
church further down the hill. I turn back to the Skytower.

The sun is glaring and hot as it begins to set over the poster-lined 
wall across the road. Rush hour comes and the place is busier than 
ever. I see frustrated drivers at their wheels, having barely moved in 
the last fi fteen minutes. Buses huff loudly as they turn dangerously 
close to the footpath. Everyone is eager to get home; there is no one 
sitting at the benches now, no one strolling leisurely. Shops close 
in a fl urry of movement, and bars are busy readying themselves for 
the evening rush. Cars pull out of the carpark and fi ght to join 
the traffi c stream. Pedestrians powerwalk by and shoot sceptical 
glares at me as if to silently ask ‘Don’t you have somewhere to be?’

FIG  6.4

Reservoir 
wall detail

Observations

I’m not looking for anything in particular. I stroll in and around 
the site without aim, seeing, thinking, feeling. I sit at a nearby café 
and observe others walking past. They walk briskly with the pace of 
those with a purpose, looking straight ahead and barely glancing 
at their surroundings. An occasional drifter wanders slowly into 
the site, sits on one of the wooden benches and watches the fl ow 
of never-ending traffi c. Whether he was waiting for someone or 
just taking a break I am unsure, but he seems to stay there for a 
long time without moving. It is strange to see him there like that, 
sitting contently in a sea of constant movement. When he leaves, I 
picked up my notebook, order a coffee to takeaway, and sit silently 
in his place.

Bathed in sunlight, I sit scribbling rough sketches in my notebook. 
From here I can see the skytower, peeking out shyly next to a sign 
that reads “Iconicity”. How fi tting, I think. A cyclist fl ashes past 
and snaps me out of my thoughts.

A man with a backpack takes the bench across from mine and 
starts playing with his phone. He taps subconsciously to the music,  
earphones lodged fi rmly in his ears. After a while, he take s one out 
and catches my eye. “What are you doing?” I ask. “Killing time,” 
He replies.

FIG  6.3

Traffi c 
movement
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The first step of the design is explorative. To analyse the 
site, I immersed myself in the direct experience of it. I 
visited the site on multiple occasions, at different times of 
the day to grasp it in its reality. This was in part a defiance 
against the conventional method of site investigation where 
objective research precedes the subjective concern. I opted 
instead for an exploration into the phenomenology of the 
prefigured context through the first-person perspective. 
This way, preconceptions of the context could be avoided. 
I let intuition take over.

What became immediately apparent to me was that the 
site was a place of transience. Pedestrians, cyclists, cars 
and buses were constantly moving, stopping only for a 
traffic light. This is not surprising considering its place 
where three major roads converge. However, the carpark 
itself is an urban void, despite its highly exposed position. 
At night, the space was engulfed in darkness save for the 

harsh fluorescent light of a single, tall streetlamp. Though 
four benches offered a place to rest, the quality of the 
space was inherently lacking, almost like an afterthought 
or space-filler; there was no seduction, no invitation for 
discovery.

Through some quick collages I began to explore the 
phenomenological possibilities that the elements of the 
site offered. These were specific responses to some of the 
observations I noted down, without a definitive program 
to guide the spatial qualities; they are of a poetic manner. 
They are meant only as fragments of ideas rather than 
absolute forms or overriding concepts; as architectural 
and urban experience is gained through snippets of 
perspectival space, so can the design process advocate 
a de-programmatised, empirical approach atypical 
of modern architecture. The design can then become 
phenomenologically contextual right from the outset.

Explorations

FIG 6.5

Vertical elements

left  Holy Sepulchre Church
middle  Skytower
right  Cityside Baptist Church

FIG 6.6

following spreads  
Explorative collages
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FIG 6.8

Views and exposure diagram

Technical Investigation

Realistically, we cannot forego the technical research 
aspects altogether, nor should we aspire to. The traditional 
third-person investigation still contains valuable 
information that impacts on the design. From sifting 
through council documents to mapping out sun movement, 
factual information can be obtained and analysed.

A significant aspect of the site is its topography and 
subsequent exposure. The Upper Symonds Street 
area is situated at the top of a ridge; the ground slopes 
downwards away from the carpark. This means that views 
are commanded not only from the site but also towards 
it. Over the wall across Symonds Street is a view of the 
distant harbour and lower suburbs. The site also resides 
on a view protection area for Mt Eden which is located 
southeast. On ground level, the walk up Mt Eden Road 
offers access and immediate contact, while the ascent up 
New North Road opens up directly onto a prominent 
frontal view of the site.

FIG 6.7

Site location diagram
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FIG 6.11

Surrounding functions diagram

FIG 6.12

Sound impact diagram

FIG 6.9

Circulation diagram

FIG 6.10

Access diagram
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falls quite seamlessly into the experiential quality of the 
area.

There are a few noteworthy buildings that are significant to 
the character. Squid Row Gastrobar on the northern edge 
and Galbraith’s Alehouse on the southern edge are both 
classified as ‘character defining’ buildings, as are the two 
churches. Also, the small building next to the Alehouse is 
the Pumphouse, which is run by WaterCare to service the 
Khyber Pass reservoirs and is scheduled for protection.

FIG 6.13

Panorama of surroundings

FIG 6.15

Adjacent buildings

left  Squid Row Gastrobar
right  Galbraith’s Alehouse

In the historic Upper Symonds Street area, council 
character controls are of primary concern. Bound by a 
designated character overlay, the buildings in the area have 
a Victorian or Edwardian character. From the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, they are mostly of brick and stone 
construction with plastered pilasters with some painted 
mostly dark colours. Specifically emphasised in the 
council documents are the continuous shopfront windows 
along the footpaths, and their corresponding verandahs. 
Interestingly, although heritage controls are generally for 
aesthetic purposes, the shopfront/verandah combination

FIG 6.14

Site character of 
shopfront windows and 
verandahs
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A historical narrative is also present on the site. The Upper 
Symonds Street area is a registered historic place which 
thrived at the turn of the century that saw its overturning 
from a residential to a commercial district. It was enhanced 
by the introduction of electric trams in Auckland, and 
once housed a major tram station at the corner. As trams 
disappeared and the city’s infrastructure shifted, pushing 
it to the fringe the area suffered quick stagnation which, 
incidentally, is most likely responsible for the escape of 
gentrification in the area. This has, however, led to the 
broken-down and underutilised situation we encounter 
currently; billboards, for sale signs and empty shops plague 
what was once a vital node at the heart of Auckland.

Historical Narrative

FIG 6.17

Historical photograph 
of Upper Symonds St 
c.1925

FIG 6.16

Materials Catalogue
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CHAPTER 7

The Configured Design

“I see the task of architecture as the defense of the authenticity of human experience.” 

– Juhani Pallasmaa, Encounters (2005)

The creative act of architecture is the configuration of 
ideas, or “the intentional shaping of, or giving structure 
to, the narrative”107. It is the weaving together of stories 
and making sense of the multitude of factors that inform 
the design, of which the prefigured context is a large 
contribution. It is the poetic production.

107 Livesay, Passages, 39-40.
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FIG 7.2

this and following page
Early concept  models of trajectory

Movement as Narrative Engagement

“Architecture begins with movement,”108 states Tschumi. 
The experience of architecture occurs when one engages 
in its passages, in its paths, and in its trajectories. Although 
it can be described as a sequence of static fragments as in 
the frames in a movie, it can only fully take place in an 
active environment. Unlike a painting, movement defines 
the architectural narrative: “The act of walking is like 
speech; it is a narrative strategy.”109

In this design process, then, I felt it appropriate to 
adopt movement as the concept itself, to organise the 
fragmented explorations into a narrative. This way, spaces 
can be ‘unfolded’ through the subjective, as in Holl’s 
architecture, rather than ‘placed’ objectively. Thus, I 
experimented with the idea of a trajectory that invites users 

to explore and discover; a main pathway in which users are 
guided around the site so that the embodied experience 
pertains not only to the built form but the context itself.

This approach may seem somewhat generic, and in fact, 
could possibly be applied in any architectural situation. 
In actuality it stems from observing this particular site; 
as identified, constant movement is at the core of its 
contextual experience. Implicating it is as the concept only 
enhances the narrative engagement. As Tschumi writes:

One enters a building, one passes through it, one climbs 
stairs, one goes from one space to another, and that network 
of routes is really what constitutes architecture.110

108 Enrique Walker, Tschumi on 
Architecture: conversations with 
Enrique Walker (New York: 
Monacelli Press, 2006), 25.

109 Livesay, Passages, 42.

110 Walker, Tschumi on Architecture, 
25.

FIG 7.1

Trajectory diagram
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Our existential consciousness consists of the overlapping 
of partial views. We collage together fragments of our 
subjective perception to comprehend meaning when 
we cannot grasp something as a whole; much like the 
photoshopped panorama. Hence, it seems rather natural 
to design in fragments as well, through sewing together a 
series of projected perspectives.

Steven Holl demonstrated this quite early on in his 
thinking in the Milan Porta Vittoria project of 1986. It 
was a submission for an urban project where a series of 
partial perspectives were drawn first, then cast into plan 
fragments. A scientific method concerning centrifugal 
movement was then used to assemble these fragments 
together into a coherent urban plan.

For the visitor centre, the fragments were placed in 
and around the trajectory, according to the contextual 

dialogue of each to create the overall plan. Programmatic 
and functional requirements inevitably played their part 
at this stage of assembly, determining dimensions, filling 
in gaps and making adjustments where needed. The key 
to configuration in phenomenological contextualism, 
then, lies in this de-programmatisation: program does 
not dictate the sensory reception; rather, fragments of 
experience anchor function.

Inherent in such a method of assemblage are the 
intersections at which it occurs. Spaces of overlapping 
perspectives enrich not only the value of the space itself 
but its experience; a different perspectival angle offers 
an entirely new response. Here, individual and collective 
experience traverse; respondents cross each other’s 
subjectivity; happenstance is obliged. While the design 
cannot force meaningful interaction, it attempts to cater 
for its possibility.

Perspectival Fragments
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FIG 7.5

Skytower viewpoint

FIG 7.3

Approach from 
New North Rd

FIG 7.4

Entry into 
atrium
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FIG 7.8

Harbour 
viewpoint

FIG 7.6

View to Cityside 
Baptist Church

FIG 7.7

Submerged 
gallery
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Also significant to this design is the use of a steel mesh on 
one side of the airbridge. Movement along the airbridge 
activates the mesh like a video screen, and the view 
outward is distorted, bringing awareness of one’s being in 
the building, in the context, and in their body.

FIG 7.10

Airbridge

Materiality

In discussions of architectural phenomenology, questions 
of materiality become significant. Materials have the 
power to activate sensory engagement; they invoke the 
haptic experience and evoke emotional response. They 
crystallise the poetic function. As Holl explains:

When the materiality of the details forming an 
architectural space become evident, the haptic realm is 
opened up. Sensory experience is intensifi ed; psychological 
dimensions are engaged.111

White concrete is used to engage both context and user in 
this design. The historical narrative and character being as 
they are on the site, it was crucial that material qualities 
did not feel intrusive to local identity. The properties 
of concrete make the material ideal for spanning across 
the temporal dimension; it is modern in its flexibility 
in manufacture and ease of use, without compromising 
hapticity or poetic intent. Placed as panels, it controls levels 
of engagement between user and context. They obscure 
when grouped together, offer glimpses in between, and 
strategically open up to invite full engagement. With the 
existence of the Victorian and Edwardian buildings that 
surround the design, concrete acts as natural continuation 
of the qualities of brick, stone and plaster and our 
experience of them. The narrative continues, and conflicts 
are subdued.

111 Holl, Pallasmaa and Pérez-
Gómez, Questions of Perception, 
91.

FIG 7.9

View to Holy 
Sepulchre Church
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Materiality is also crucial to the phenomenology of the 
context. The outdoor area is designated specifically in 
relation to the reservoir wall. The space warrants closer 
inspection of the wall; touching, feeling and experiencing 
is welcomed. Sunken into the ground, it ‘catches’ 
commuters as they walk through the area; the wall 

perhaps serving as a backdrop for small performances. In 
the southern section, a long corridor comes within inches 
of the material, but separates users with floor-to-ceiling 
glass. The wall becomes a permanent and central exhibit 
for the visitor centre.

FIG 7.11

Reservoir 
viewing corridor

FIG 7.12

Sunken 
Courtyard
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At this point, it has become apparent that there has 
been little discussion of function. Yet, there still exists 
an agreeable, though fragmented, understanding of the 
design. It can even be argued that the understanding is 
stronger than the conventional communicative method 
which relies on the images of architectural drawings. This 
is precisely the crux of the phenomenologist argument; 
we as embodied beings do not experience architecture in 
terms of plans, sections and elevations, only perspectives, 
and partial perspectives at that. 

Is it necessary for these detached methods to take part 
in the discussion at all? For the sake of communicating 
information, the answer is yes, as expected. They relay 
fundamental inquiries of dimension, scale and proportion. 
However, when revealing poetic intent, they are only of 
minor priority.

The design brief called for a multi-purpose visitor 
interpretive centre. Essentially a program that seeks to 
convey information, galleries, education facilities and 
administrative offices are provided, along with amenities 
that serve to attract users as in the cafe and restaurant. 
The ‘interpretive’ specification, as opposed to a traditional 
‘information centre’ is a functional reflection of the 
phenomenologist ideal. As in hermeneutics, information 
gained through the architectural experience accumulates 
with that of the educating programs is gathered, received 
and interpreted through the individual experience.

The Question of Function

A

FIG 7.13

Plans
Scale 1 : 500

N

1 Submerged Gallery

2 Exhibition Space

3 Atrium

4 Function Centre

5 Restaurant

6 Sunken Courtyard

7 Cafe

8 Airbridge

9 Gallery

10 Learning Centre
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13 Education Centre
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As I begin this next chapter, I realise how difficult it is 
to separate an account of the configurative process with 
that of its refiguring. This is because the phenomenological 
sensitivity implies that we design for refiguration, or the 
potential for it at the very least; the experiential qualities 
are inherent in the act of configuration. In reality, the act of 
refiguration occurs after the building is erected, through 
the eyes of the user, affirming architectural intentions and 
expressing the emotional response. As the designer, I am 
unable to give the pure form of feedback that this requires; 
therefore, I will instead attempt to narrate what I envision 
a subjective journey through the trajectory could entail. 
This will not only serve to exemplify the interpretive 
experience but will also enhance details of configuration, 
reflecting the continuous and cyclical nature of this 
methodology.

CHAPTER 8

The Reconfigured Experience

“Dimensions alone do not create the space; rather the space is a 
quality bound up in perception.”

– Steven Holl, Parallex (2000)

FIG 8.1

following spreads
Sectional journey 
through trajectory
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below; I eagerly look out to fi nd the top and half of the Skytower 
gingerly peeking out from the buildings along Symonds Street. I 
push myself right up against the wall and discover the rest of it.

The thought of the lecture room jumping back into my mind, I 
quickly turn away and walk briskly along the enclosed corridor. 
A large window beckons me and when I reach it, a panorama of 
Auckland’s suburbs pan out in the distance, and sunlight glistens 
off the harbour beyond. A fl urry of noise startles me away from the 
view and someone rushes out of an offi ce; she extends a brisk ‘hi’ 
and a smile before darting away.

I seem to have reached the top of the building now, as a long 
descent is laid out before me. Before I begin the descent a high 
window in my line of sight showcases another church spire. This 
one is further down the hill, and its spire I think is shorter and 
fatter than the fi rst one. Stepping down the fi rst small fl ight of 
stairs I can see someone below me, only just not beginning their 
ascent from the ground fl oor. Will he be tracing my steps, I wonder, 
or is he here for a specifi c purpose? I chuckle to myself at the 
thought of the lecture room incident, and secretly hope he suffers 
the same fate.

Out of the main building now, I fi nd myself on an airbridge. To 
my let is the reservoir again, and more people have gathered there, 
probably just getting off work and looking for a place to rest before 
tackling the commute, like myself. To my right is some sort of mesh 
wall; I can vaguely make out some angry drivers and instantly 
feel glad to be in this place. As I move the mesh creates an optical 
illusion that hurts my eyes; I hurry down.

Suddenly there is barely any light and there is nothing but the 
reservoir wall, a different side of it; I am so close I am tempted to 
touch it and would have if it weren’t for the large panes of glass. 
Now I understand why that little girl was so happy to be writing 
her name on it with her fi nger. I can see rusty nails lodged into its 
side and traces of paint. It’s not as grey as I thought.

Turning the last corner, it’s the glimpses again; I’m not quite sure 
what building it is but it’s very green. I fi nd the sign through a 
gap; it’s an alehouse. Is that different from a regular bar? Or is it 
just the name? I wonder as I fi nd myself back out onto the roar of 
traffi c. My bus driver waves at my as he drives past. I don’t even 
mind.

Envisions

Having fi nished work much earlier than usual, I began strolling 
leisurely towards my bus stop. My bus is not due to arrive for 
another hour yet; for once I am not forced to risk my life crossing 
Symonds Street during rush hour with more close calls under 
my belt than I cared to admit. Suddenly I become aware of my 
surroundings and feel a sudden surge of self-consciousness that I 
never had the time to experience before today; people seem to be 
staring as they walk by; passing cars are noisier than I remember, 
and the smell of something very slowly roasted accompanies the 
clanking of a restaurant’s pre-dinner rush. I fi nd myself asking a 
luxurious question: What do I do now?

It had been so long since I had any free time to myself that I 
seemed to have absolutely no idea what to do with myself. It was 
too late for cafés and too early for restaurants; I wasn’t very hungry 
anyways. Nonetheless, the smell brought me to the intersection at 
the end of the road, where the new building stood silently. I found 
myself pushing through the doors into the large glass atrium. 
The afternoon sun warm on my back, I ascended the stone stairs. 
To my right I saw sunken steps that faced a large concrete wall 
and spotted a young couple laughing carelessly about something. 
Their excitement lifted my spirits as I reached the top of up the 
wide staircase, where a sloping pathway stretched out in front of 
me. I veered into the open gallery which contained information 

about the historic setting of the Upper Symonds Street area. Here 
I learned that the concrete wall was actually a water reservoir 
for Auckland City. Fascinated by bright yellow lines cast by the 
afternoon sun and various gaps in the façade, I caught glimpses of 
traffi c as I peeked down onto the road. I took a quick glance out 
into the atrium, where people seemed to be setting up for some sort 
of event. Their quick movements spurred me on my way.

Exiting the gallery, I caught more glimpses, this time of the 
reservoir wall, before I continued my journey through the building. 
The façade closed as I walked on, and only the corner let in some 
daylight. When I reached it, I looked out to fi nd a barbed wire 
fence with warning signs; but what caught my attention was the 
outline of a church not too far in the distance, its spire standing 
tall and proud. I feel a slight pang of guilt as I remember my 
childhood as a devoted Christian, and silently vow to return to my 
own church the next time I get some free time.

Turning the corner, I come face to face with a small lecture room 
full of people; the glass wall separating us nowhere near enough 
to hide my surprise. I quickly walk up the stairs past a window 
framing a sign saying “Squid Row”. I remember having heard 
great reviews about this place, but my embarrassment keeps me 
moving. At the top is another corner window like the one just 
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Talking about the context in any situation can be tricky. 
Its multi-faceted qualities make it difficult to grasp in 
its entirety. This thesis is not meant to provide absolute 
solutions to the discourse of contextualism, and quite 
likely I have only served to pose more questions in the 
attempt at answering others. Regardless, this thesis is 
not, nor should ever be considered definitive; it is merely 
a minute contribution to a much larger conversation at 
hand, composed more of opinion or preference rather 
than logic or hard facts.

What it does serve to be, however, is another pin in the 
wheel to provide some of the traction that this topic 
continues to desperately need. Architecture of pure 
aesthetics or function belongs to years gone by, and some 
contemporary architects have begun turning their efforts 
to architecture of the sensuous phenomenologies of 
weight, depth, luminosity and hapticity. It is my hope that 
contextualism in the emerging epoch will encompass all 
these things and more, focusing not on the relationship 
between building and surroundings or user and building, 

but on their synthesis for an embodied experience of our 
context.

Upon reflection of the design of the visitor interpretive 
centre, I am made aware of the difficult reality of 
contextual design. Although the fragmented experience 
drives the project, I have come to find that our habitual 
tendency towards the visual relationship still becomes a 
factor throughout the process. This is not to advocate an 
abandoning of our aesthetic principles, in fact, we must 
embrace them completely. They must be integrated into 
our architectural and contextual experience, not dictate 
them.

Will a consensus on how to design contextually ever be 
reached? The answer is uncertain, and quite probably 
irrelevant; but perhaps, in raising and discussing the topic, 
some of its disabling assumptions and misconceptions can 
be diffused, and its progressive potential in contemporary 
architecture can finally come to light.

“We throw a stone into the water. Sand swirls up and settles again. The stir was 
necessary. The stone has found its place. But the pond is no longer the same.” 

– Peter Zumthor, Thinking Architecture (1998)

Conclusion
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