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Fig. 1:  Parti, Intersections of space 
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Abstract

The city centre comprises of a constant battering of stimulation and 
aloneness which seem at odds with one another. It is possible to traverse the city 
without outward interaction at all – yet impossible to outmanoeuvre the presence 
of people. Given these limitations of contemporary urban sites, individuals can 
become lost in discordance which contributes towards founding the very human 
desire to be alone, arguably satisfied through withdrawal from society and 
surroundings. The notion of withdrawal in this thesis embraces escape within 
oneself as a response; it is necessary at times to retreat to a state of isolation. 

There has always been importance placed on connections to society 
and the outside in architectural philosophy. However, the increasing closeness 
between inhabitants and their abodes in urban cities brings attention to internal 
conditions. Endeavour to attain solitude tends to be made difficult by the city’s 
constant assertion of imminence. Through design of elements of separation and 
the unspoken etiquette of society, individuals can find comfort within the tension 
of proximity. Sensitivity to interior and atmospheric conditions aiding comfort 
in public spaces become central to attain balance between degrees of distance 
and intimacy. As people’s worlds become increasingly closed-off, this fosters 
experiences within individuals and the world at hand.

Despite underlying themes of confinement, the thesis intention is to treat 
withdrawal as a device for healing and retreat. The solutions found ultimately 
explored cultivating one’s self growth and day-to-day through manifested 
experiences of withdrawal. Further retrospection into how urbanites live together 
and navigate the condensed territory brought examination of architectural design 
bordering the human experience of encounter from a place of retreat, and the act 
of looking outwards to see more inwards.
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Introduction

It is easy to become lost as one of many in an oversaturated world. This 
thesis looks at how an individual's self-imposed withdrawal as a response can be 
manifested in private or public conditions while maintaining necessary points 
of connection. A state of ‘solitude’ or being ‘alone’ seems to take on negative 
connotations in a community-based world. To unravel these perceptions lies in 
understanding inhabited spaces and the ongoing or lack of interactions which 
occur. Proposed is the choice of aloneness with the agenda being a form of 
retreat for people to lead fulfilled lives. So-called limitations to person-to-person 
exchange can become experiences of respite rather than loneliness. 

This leads into the crux of the investigation matter with the research question: 

How can design better accommodate the human experience of withdrawal as a 
device for retreat?

Design of places which act as private voids in the public elicit the possibility 
of withdrawal in public spaces. The more densely populated urban cities are, the 
easier it is to remain anonymous; there are mutual unspoken social cues to avoid 
interaction. And ironically, many public spaces designed to encourage socialising 
eventually become places where strangers gather to be alone together. In line with 
the inconsistency of humankind, there are conflicting needs to be alone and in 
contact with others. The act and state of being “alone together” is comforting but 
needs to be in accordance with other experiences. 

The ambiguity which resides in the formation and exchange between 
such spaces and human experiences has led investigation towards some of the 
following areas:

- factors and necessities of social withdrawal in the context of contemporary 
urban sites; 
- phenomenological theory of place attachment and self-imposed isolation;  
- shared spaces as both mediators and aggressors for people; 
- and the role of sensory experiences and encounters in experiencing space.

As the broad research question pertained to contemporary urban 
environments, the design project began in Auckland City. Following on, the 
thesis inquiry tapered to a smaller scale of place which helped understanding of 
elements in play. Drawing upon personal experiences led to interrogation of the 
context of a city within the broader city: The University of Auckland. And within 
that, the role of the School of Architecture and Planning as a micro-city. In order 
to validate the thesis cause, the initial ideas were applied to a space which exerted 
public, interpersonal, and personal connotations. Personal experiences of place 
supported the identification of three key places in the Architecture School to 
engage with in the design project. This provided opportunities for existing and 
past students to find reprieve in place and time, and to recall and create memories 
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from these experiences. 

The intention was to evaluate orchestration of spaces in phenomenological 
study concerning site-specific human experiences. The creative and methodical 
output facilitated routine activities within complex collectives which still 
honoured idiosyncrasies, the individual, and the way of the solitary. Retreat 
within the contemporary urban environment was accommodated by architecture 
as a shelter which allowed people to disconnect and be alone. It acted as a device 
to create places of neutral engagement resulting in healing experiences. The role 
of architecture in the thesis provided the support and emotional attachment of 
safe spaces such as home in the context of the city. 

‘Alone Together: withdrawal as retreat’ sought to apply phenomena such 
as place-making by means of retreat to mediate the urban and the living. 



11

Fig. 2: Imagined retreat within Auckland city, Collage





13

Chapter 1

Literature
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Fig. 3: Realms of space
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Literature Review

The initial literature research stage of the thesis was influenced by 
architectural phenomenology, with key literature by Professors of Architecture 
David Seamon and Juhani Pallasmaa. Being rooted in phenomenology and less 
pragmatic areas of research was due to the subject matter being rooted in human 
experience. It was necessary to gain an understanding of human concepts and 
experiences developed in relation to places through reviewing specific writings 
which discussed elements of being in public, interpersonal, and private spaces. 
The research grasped experience of place in order to develop treatment of the 
later design proposal with the objective of accommodating for withdrawal as 
retreat in a challenging urban site.
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Attachment to Place

In this chapter, personal domestic spaces have been discussed in the context 
of David Seamon’s phenomenological concept of place and associated theory 
of place attachment. This line of phenomenology closer examined overlooked 
human experiences and meanings.1 Phenomenological conceptualisation of place 
was defined as “any environmental locus that draws human experiences, actions, 
and meanings together spatially and temporally”.2 This assisted understanding 
of related concepts such as ‘lifeworld’, ‘body-subject’ and ‘environmental 
embodiment’.

Environmental embodiment referred to “lived body in its unself-conscious 
perceptual awareness as it encounters and coordinates with the world…”3 With 
relevance to architecture, the lifeworlds of unified individuals were components 
in the coherence of a building’s lifeworld. However, the default natural attitude 
with which people tended to perceive the world as it was rendered them oblivious 
of their individual lifeworld – the “day-to-day world [of taken-for-grantedness] 
normally unnoticed”4 – formed from ordinary engagement in the world. To 
counter this, connection with architectural phenomenology used attributes of 
both human life and the built environment to illuminate architectural experiences 
and meanings.5 Building upon the passive natural attitude towards lifeworld 
addressed ‘body-subject’ – an active mode of perceiving in which the human 
body “…engages via action [and typically] in sync with the spatial and physical 
environment [in which the action unfolds]”.6 Awareness of place strengthened 
the mutual dependence between the human body and spaces by establishing 
one another. Place attachment theory demonstrated how an individual’s familiar 
actions and habits played a role in establishing identity, personal involvement, 
and meaning with place7 in its capacity to provide insight into “emotional bonds 
that form between people and their physical surroundings”.8 

The main purpose of delving into architectural phenomenology in these 
studies was to find viable explanations of how inhabited spaces made occupants 
feel.9 My thesis research question inquired: How can design of spaces better 
accommodate the human experience of withdrawal as a device for retreat? Given 
the limitations of contemporary urban sites, how can design support individuals 
in their need for intimacy in the city? Place attachment and architectural  
phenomenology had practical and conceptual relevance to the environments in 
1  David Seamon, “Architecture and Phenomenology”, in The Routledge Companion to Contemporary  
  Architectural History, ed. Duanfang Lu, (London: Routledge, 2018), 1.
2  Ibid, 8.
3  Ibid, 6.
4  Ibid.
5  Ibid, 1-3.
6  Ibid, 7.
7  Ibid, 8.
8  David Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology: The Synergistic Dynamism of Place”, in  
  Place Attachment: Advances in Theory, Methods and Applications, eds. Patrick Devine-Wright and  
  Lynne C. Manzo (London: Routledge, 2014), 11-22.
9  Seamon, “Architecture and Phenomenology”, 6.
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this thesis, as well as potential for design application in an urban context. 

The need to phenomenologically locate the self in the network of human-
immersed-in-world helped to define engagement between body and architecture. 
Beginning with experiences in archetypal spaces of the home, this familiar context 
exemplified domestic buildings housing everyday life. Habitual routines were 
positioned simultaneously in cognitive and physical realms.10 This influenced the 
decision to firstly examine personal domestic spaces. Ultimately, these tended to 
be the places of greatest retreat. 

10  Seamon, “Architecture and Phenomenology”, 2-3,7.
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Fig. 4: Locating aspects of place attachment on a spectrum
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Sleep Place

The bedroom was recognised as a place of rest where one released their 
grasp of consciousness to slip into a realm of unconsciousness. It was a place 
where one would dwell, unable to part from when the day began. If they were to 
leave, many felt at-ease in this place upon their return home. 

In the plan and elevation, the bed provided physical connection with the 
place from its corner. The nook catered for solitary rest, security, and reduced 
exposure to the open. Adjacent to the bed was an opening to facilitate visual, 
audio and environmental connection. From this window the individual perceived 
time of day; they distinguished when to wake up and arise from bed and when to 
retreat to sleep.

place identity

The place of sleep established a significant area of the home’s fabric, 
contributing to identity of place experienced in relation to space. This experience 
linked to place identity: “the acceptance and recognition of place as integral to 
one’s personal and communal identity and self-worth”.11 

The bedroom where I slept and my personal surroundings rendered me 
a participant who actively engaged with place through choice of belongings. 
In domestic spaces people tended to fill the amount of space allocated12 – and 
indeed, I too had an intolerance for unoccupied space in my bedroom. Part of the 
place’s identity was generated from these tangible objects, and subsequently the 
individual associated their identity with these choices.13

Identity was the “result of [continuous process of] interrelationships 
between spatial, temporal, and social integration”.14 This gave rise to the element of 
time alongside identity. Sleep was an essential part of one’s life and daily routine. 
An individual’s bodily routine in conjunction with the sleep place accumulated 
to long-term involvement which came together in time and space to create an 
emotional attachment. Accordingly, the most personal place to an individual 
tended to be their place of rest as it was most intensely reflective as an embodiment 
of self. This space where one lay defenceless had an obligation provide security and 
personal authenticity. A lack thereof would result in restlessness and insomnia. 

11  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
12  Cosimo Schinaia, Psychoanalysis and Architecture: the Inside and the Outside (London: Karnac,  
  2016), 17-30.
13  Ibid, 111-124.
14  Ibid, 1-16.
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Work Place

At the risk of becoming stagnant and dull, it was necessary for one to 
sharpen themselves through productivity. The act of work or studying was 
an absorptive process; the individual lost their conscious self as they became 
absorbed in the task at hand guided by their working environment. 

As seen in plan and elevation, the place of work had limited access to the 
window it faced; the space mediated between focus and inspiration. View of the 
outside motivated but also distracted from imminent tasks. In order to enhance 
self-induced productivity, the place responded to needs through self-organisation 
of the individual.

place creation

This experience lent itself to place creation: “the act of individuals being 
active in relation to place”.15

My working set-up was configured to my liking and my personal 
understanding of necessities and conveniences. There was a dynamic relationship 
where I would unknowingly act upon the process of place creation by spontaneously 
changing the place as required. These working conditions required continual 
undertaking to enhance output and generate an ideal environment.16 

This brought in elements of choice and change; individuals could shape 
their own daily patterns and impose idiosyncrasies upon archetypes of places. 
These examinations of space were relevant to face “habitual regularity”17 in 
mundane life. They also encouraged interrogation of how individuals utilised 
self-reflection and awareness to prevent falling victim to life’s continuity in 
withdrawal, with limitations of environmental and social impact. In essence, 
individuals always needed some degree of authority over both private and public 
places.

15  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
16  John S. Sadar, “Material Heliotechnics: A Tale of Two Bodies”, in Healing Spaces, Modern   
  Architecture, and the Body, eds. Didem Ekici and Sarah Schrank (London: Routledge, 2017), 65-84.
17  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
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Fig. 6: Place of work

Fig. 5: Place of sleep
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Making Place

The relationship between an individual and making food tended to be 
in accordance with personal routines and preferences. Whether one consumed 
meals routinely or sporadically, this was something the body was accustomed 
to and felt intuitively by the individual. Through this, meal-making became a 
habitual routine forming time-space lattice of activity.

The place of making had a C-shape formation for efficiency in accessing 
the various areas. It influenced the movement of those who used the space, as 
there were fixed positions for certain necessary components whereas others were 
adjustable and mobile. 

place intensification

This experience linked to place intensification: the “independent power of 
well-crafted policy, design, and fabrication to revive and strengthen place”.18

The kitchen’s appliances and positions impacted what I was able to 
make and how I made it. In order to cook, I needed a system of viable tools. 
The set-up of the cooking place was a spatial format which impacted behaviour 
and configuration of routine. There was a certain control physical space had on 
mental space, impulses, and behaviours.19 

Place intensification went hand-in-hand with place creation in that they 
both symbolised fluidity: the former being places which were active in relation to 
humans, and the latter being individuals active in relation to place through taking 
action to change places. Thus, these two generative processes were appropriate to 
the studies of places ‘to work’ and ‘to make’ as they were active processes. Design 
choices harnessed opposing ideas regarding a passive body which required 
management and an active body which regulated its own relationship with 
surroundings.

The building’s lifeworld had power to offer support or undermine 
individuals’ lifeworlds.20 However, despite how interior places could be designed 
based on ergonomics and standardisation, it was meaningless if the experiences 
inside did not correlate with these supposedly optimal conditions. As well as 
bodily comfort, the places also needed capacity for the individual’s input towards 
their own emotional needs and bonds.21

18  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
19  Schinaia, Psychoanalysis and Architecture, 41-52.
20  Seamon, “Architecture and Phenomenology”, 3.
21  Sadar, “Material Heliotechnics”, 65-84.
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Dining Place

One part of humans’ physiological needs was sustenance; to eat and to 
enjoy food was both a necessity and a pleasure. The qualities of sight, smell, taste, 
and texture came together in a sensory experience. 

The place of dining was positioned central in the space, distinct from the 
other five spaces studies. The floor table granted the individual direct contact with 
material and physical connection of the home. In this informal setup, seating 
positions varied as one adjusted themselves during the act of dining. Immediately 
ahead was the hearth which was used seasonally to provide warmth, given that 
the individual initiated and maintained the fire. 

place interaction

This experience linked to place interaction: “the typical happenings, 
actions, behaviours, and situations which happen in a place”.22

A memory I drew upon from my childhood was sitting before the fireplace 
while engaged in the act of dining. Here the individual was warmed by the hearth: 
the flickering flames, food, and floor grounded the individual in place, and it was 
here that one felt the presence of place. Not only for the purpose of eating, place 
interaction occurred when the individual came forward and raised their hands to 
the flames, when they drew nearer to roast marshmallows over the embers, when 
they came simply to be enveloped in warmth. All these were means for the place 
to gain activity and hence interaction with the individual. 

Such actions of bodily routines were “[sets of integrated gestures, 
behaviours, and] actions that sustain a particular task or aim”.23 Necessary acts 
in the home encompassed dimensions as ‘time-space routines’ and exerted the 
individual’s presence and lifeworld as an ensemble of body with environment.24 
The domestic building envelope and its contents developed to heal and protect 
its inhabitants, but there was still effort needed in making use of provisions – 
architecture created environments to support this.25

22  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
23  Seamon, “Architecture and Phenomenology”, 8.
24  Ibid.
25  Didem Ekici and Sarah Schrank, introduction to Healing Spaces, Modern Architecture, and the Body  
  (London: Routledge, 2017), 1-4.
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Fig. 8: Place to dine

Fig. 7: Place to cook
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Fig. 10: Place to lounge

Fig. 9: Place to cleanse
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Cleansing Place

To cleanse was the most vulnerable state an individual was in while awake 
– they subjected themselves to nakedness. The stripping to bare in the process 
of cleansing created a contemplative atmosphere during which one’s burdens 
were washed away. Indeed, many people would admit to this private time being 
enjoyably meditative. 

The place of cleansing involved the shower box, comprised of perpendicular 
glass barriers which separated the wet from the dry, and the process of cleansing 
from drying. Although the individual was present in both spaces, the realisation 
of place was understood very differently. Similarly to other studies, the nook 
placement contributed feelings of security, particularly in this defenceless state.

place realisation

This experience linked to place realisation: “the palpable presence of 
place”.26

To cleanse was a sensory practice. The senses of sight, smell, and most 
strongly touch aligned in the act of cleansing. As one stood stationary beneath 
the swell of water, they were enveloped in a fully immersive act. Generated was a 
connection between privacy and isolation, as well as the junction of the two. The 
demand for one’s own space was clear.27 And at this locus of time and space, the 
individual comprehended the ensemble of physical and mental elements which 
rendered the scene’s distinct ambience. Private space enabled the privilege of 
release of obligatory pleasantries and otherwise draining social interaction. In 
this space, the individual was arguably safe.

26  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
27  Leslie Topp, “Isolation, Privacy, Control, and Privilege: Psychiatric Architecture and the Single  
 Room”, in Healing Spaces, Modern Architecture, and the Body, eds. Didem Ekici and Sarah Schrank  
 (London: Routledge, 2017), 85-102.
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Lounge Place

Akin to the place and time of sleep was the place to lounge. Lounging was 
interpreted as the inverse of sleeping in that it was the state of conscious sleep. 
All the preceding place studies involved interior spaces, however that was not to 
discredit the outside. The notion of relational dependence was that the inside and 
outside only existed together.28 

The place of lounging held an alcove which provided shelter where all but 
one side was enclosed. However, the risk of feeling confined was deterred by the 
window spanning the exterior wall. It was evident that visual connection to the 
outside was pertinent to maintaining points of connection from an interior place. 

place release

This experience linked to place release: “serendipity of unexpected 
encounters and events”.29

As I rested in the window seat, depending on which way I turned my head 
I was either inwards- or outwards- facing. Serendipitous occurrences in this place 
were facilitated by windows as openings in the building skin which mediated 
between inside and outside.30 Despite the self-confinement, there was potential 
to come across adjacent unexpected sights as the exterior world carried on. Due 
to the unpredictable nature of things, the individual was “released” and their 
contained worldview broadened.31 From this occasionally emerged a moment 
of understanding where individuals experienced “more” – as the mundane was 
stripped back to reveal a “deeper” meaning.32

Windows could bring too much of the outside in to the individual or give 
away too much of the inside to the outside world. Thus the mesh curtain mediated 
transparency of the window for one-way visibility outwards. Glass acted for the 
benefit of the individual residing inside. It was a one-way framework of the world 
which did not perform for those outside and disregarded external bodies.33 A 
common psychoanalytic analogy regarded mental space in terms of “interiority” 
and “exteriority”, “inside” and “outside”, “accessible” and “inaccessible”.34 In my 
personal examinations, these couplings contained a choice of how much of the 
inner workings to relinquish. They highlighted importance of the inwards and 
private aspects of place; further inquiry will probe into the idea of how much the 
outside has access to the inside.35

28  Schinaia, Introduction to Psychoanalysis and Architecture, xxiii-xxxii.
29  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
30  Sadar, “Material Heliotechnics”, 65-84.
31  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
32  Seamon, “Architecture and Phenomenology”, 2.
33  Sadar, “Material Heliotechnics”, 65-84.
34  Schinaia, Psychoanalysis and Architecture, 31-40.
35  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
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Conclusion

With the shift to today’s contemporary urban lifestyle and individualism, 
the thesis looked towards personal domestic spaces relevant to solitary urban 
dwellers and less to a collective social body. In a state of reflective withdrawal, 
individuals came to know more about themselves. Conversely, public spaces and 
people in public became merely transitory – “obstacles” before the intended 
destination of home.36 The need and conscious decision to withdraw from a 
convoluted world may have stemmed from desire to escape and heal. But through 
the process of place attachment, the inherently messy nature of humans could 
thrive physically and emotionally in the paradigm of living spaces. 

In this chapter, the distinctness of place was acknowledged and located 
within broader generative, dialectic, and holistic frameworks.37 Personal 
adornment and experiences of the places studied demonstrated that place 
attachment was strengthened by the flux of necessary generative aspects – the 
interconnected processes of ‘Place interaction’, ‘Place identity’, ‘Place release’, 
‘Place realisation’, ‘Place creation’ and ‘Place intensification’. They supported the 
sustainability and dynamics of an individual’s place attachment. With a focus 
on highly interiorised spaces, these snapshots of “emplacement”38 began to 
depict and unravel the personal experience of a world inside itself, exclusive to 
the individual. In the context of domestic spaces, they supported individuals to 
experience moments in places within the framework of home. 

In particular, the architectural component of windows brought increased 
luminosity to interiors and circulation of air to aid biological health and 
productivity. From generative processes examined, the role of the window was 
shown to have two main distinctions. One being that they allowed places to adapt 
in terms of climate: opening and closing or adding barriers controlled access 
to acoustics, smell, temperature, and circulation.39 And the other to provide 
visibility – where the act of being on the inside looking out embraced observation 
of unexpected sights.

From a phenomenological standpoint, place ranged in scale from large 
to small; even trivial features of a room such as fixtures and furniture created 
a sense of place. The experience of person-experiencing-place was justification 
in itself of the existence of a place.40 From these studies emerged opposition 
against multi-purpose overly-flexible spaces which came at the risk of being 
overly-clinical, in favour of highly personalised spaces. What one might perceive 
as “sterile” environments in the city was likely suggested by particular qualities of 
light, air, and cleanliness. Finding meaning for places beyond this would support 
the human condition’s need for comfort in contemporary urban sites. 
36  Adrian Bica, “Bringing Back Emotion and Intimacy in Architecture”, filmed August 2016    
    in Ryerson University, Toronto, Canada, TEDx Talk video, 11:36, https://www.youtube.com/   
  watch?v=DNqL3iA5xKE&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR3tWoGMxqblZaBBDe6697YZbF7TZ9ghs  
  vh-DypzM2jbAPLPfhrdhdKVeCE.
37  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22. 
38  Ibid.
39  Sadar, “Material Heliotechnics”, 65-84.
40  Seamon, “Place Attachment and Phenomenology”, 11-22.
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Through interaction with theoretical and practical acts, phenomenology 
proved its value in fostering comprehension of concepts and language devised 
which described human experiences in relation to place. In particular, it aided 
understanding of the impact of architectural components to further understand 
the environment of familiar daily life patterns, observations, and engagement 
with world.41 The focus of this chapter was exclusively on the experience of these 
interior places. Through formulating understanding of attachment to place, 
home acted as a reference point in drawing upon meaningful spaces in domestic 
life.42 This was done through re-visiting human needs as generally accepted and 
how an individual might conduct habitual routines in highly private-personal 
settings. The findings demonstrated that life occurred just as much in the private 
realm as in the public, and in progressing onwards the thesis will further examine 
how that can be designed for to underpin a sense of place. 

41  Seamon, “Architecture and Phenomenology”, 2, 6, 12.
42  Schinaia, Psychoanalysis and Architecture, 1-16.
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Fig. 11: Qualities of space, Explorative models
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Senses of Place

Architecture has been viewed by researchers as being in a reciprocal 
relationship with humans. As backdrop to daily life, it frames embodied meaning 
which may decline while traversing the urban terrain. Juhani Pallasmaas’ critical 
essay Eyes of the Skin expressed concerns regarding the overarching prominence 
of visual attributes at the expense of others in the field of modern architecture. 
These ideas related to the thesis topic and merited study of the implications of 
material qualities in tangible buildings. Closer view of sensory aspects enriched 
ideas about how they should be perceived for the purpose of retreat. They 
held significance for broader themes seen in phenomenology such as human 
embodiment and understanding of the world.43 

Suppression of bodily senses restricted human experiences and limited 
atmospheric associations with space. This could lead to further detachment in an 
urban environment which already isolated and gave rise to solitary experiences. It 
was evident that a range of sensory modes needed to be employed to achieve an 
inclusive experience of place. The way sensory functions were perceived informed 
understanding of space as people tended to recognise atmosphere before formal 
architectural components. Hence the risk of simply seeing or accepting things 
as “they are” elicited separation from one’s inhabited environment and lack of 
engagement.44 

A dulled clarity of vision blurred environment to embrace emotional 
landscapes and the vulnerable self. Shadows and darkness evoked feelings of 
enclosure; the individual and space were brought closer in likeness through the 
absence of light and the discernible. Reduction in clarity encouraged filling in 
missing gaps in combination with other senses to create fuller imagery. Dimmer 
environments reduced the feeling of exposure and provided the shelter sought 
after in withdrawal as shadows gave way to the light of human presence.45

Even more than light or shadows, sound was a sensory realm which 
fully incorporated the body in place. The stillness of night and early dawn was 
comforting, for one could dwell in their own thoughts and solitude. Sound conveyed 
information about the surrounding space and notified of the presence of others 
through its degree of reverberation and volume. But in today’s open public places 
there is no echo to be heard; we cannot find enclosure. The city bombards its citizens 
with sounds perhaps deemed more appropriately as noise. They drown out life and 
place; everything competes in order to be heard and the merit of silence is saturated. 
The premise of silence in this research was a reminder of the passing of time and 
the fundamental state of solitude individuals found themselves in. This was a 
necessary fragment of each day and a powerful tool to be utilised in architecture 
as a device for retreat which paused cacophony to hear what was truly important.46 
43  Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (Somerset: John Wiley & Sons,  
  Incorporated, 2012), 11, 13.
44  Ibid, 15, 43-44, 50-53.
45  Ibid, 44-53.
46  Ibid, 53-58.
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The unease distinguishable in certain urban sites urged inhabitants to 
seek shelter and find individual meaning once more. The city held people at 
attention, but the promise of retreat helped to restore intimacy away from public 
surveillance. Qualities of spatial structures provided a return for the individual’s 
own emotions – freeing them from turbulent thoughts to explore depths and find 
strength to engage with their environment. The role of architecture supported 
people in coming to terms with their relationship with environment through 
embodied experiences of senses and emotions.47 They were a means to integrate 
spaces into perception, memory, and imagination to shape and preserve ideas of 
being situated in the world. Evocation of certain atmospheric conditions conjured 
memories and stimulated experiences personal to each individual, essentially 
using place as a device to “encounter”48 self. For when we came to understand 
place as only we can through sensory perception, prompted was reconciliation 
between oneself, the place, and the wider world.49

Conclusion

The gravity of the situation in contemporary urban sites was countered 
by considering the human condition and need for spaces which accommodated 
the course of everyday motions. Withdrawal into experiences of retreat was a 
deep-rooted state which integrated the body into the world it resided in. In a 
time of fast-paced urbanism and sharp definition, a mode of retreat may arise 
from experiences of un-focus rather than focus, and peripheral rather than direct 
vision. Needed were spaces which drew people in to momentarily detach from the 
urban realm as opposed to facing the world.50

The thesis has found merit in spatial experiences and atmospheres, whose 
properties were readily affected by the deciphering of sensory systems. From this 
stemmed particular interest in shadow, sound, and the lack thereof. I argue that we 
do not necessarily need to digest intricate details in order to experience place, and 
that cognitive and perceptive understanding involving atmosphere are sufficient 
to accept places as retreat. For it is not until we experience dark that we come to 
appreciate light; it is not until we experience silence that we become conscious 
of sound. The blurring of spaces and perception may come to resolve qualities of 
retreat with the urban environment. Places become important and beneficial to 
people in how they impact and form connections with them. Understanding of 
the city environment is born through embodied experience, and the proposal to 
do so is through removing individuals from urban turmoil to illuminate contact 
with the world through retreat.51

47  Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 12-13, 50-53.
48  Ibid, 72-75.
49  Ibid, 72-77.
50  Ibid, 14.
51  Ibid, 43-50, 53-55.



Fig. 12: Qualities of Space, Explorative models
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Fig. 13: Experiencing the city, Bledisloe Lane
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City Place

The essay City Sense by Pallasmaa studied sensory aspects in urban sites 
and further demonstrated that they were worryingly a “city of the eye”.52 High rises 
stretched upwards in sharp contrast to the ground beneath – not in a smooth 
transition, but a superimposition of structures and places that the individual 
found themselves in. The eye was said to be a distancing medium; observation 
of the environment was with a discerning gaze. But it was concerning how 
separation from environment was felt both bodily and intimately when sensory 
experiences were dampened.53 Muted sounds and impaired vision contributed to 
weaker feelings towards place when a place’s attributes were not recognised. 

Embodied whole perception of defined space and body established 
awareness of space. When moving through city environments, a sense of the self 
was created through assemblage of “sensory fragments”54. The echoing of one’s 
own footsteps was encounter between the individual and the city, and the sounds 
of other footsteps were encounter with the presence of others. Themes of clarity 
and opacity needed to work in unity to prevent loss of city places being accepted 
as retreat. Appreciation and sensing the merits of urban places was necessary to 
avoid continuous search of attainment and “more”.55

Conclusion

The city poses as a structuring instrument for all that it contains. And on 
another scale, so the retreat should pose as a re-structuring device for its occupants. 
Functioning cities need to provide places for rest in the dense urban fabric from 
mobility, for power from control, and concealment from expression.56 The retreat 
silences the city and the multitude of inhabitants one must manoeuvre about to 
bring attention to inner voice, granting perception, memory, and imagination 
in a state of flux. Key elements identified were shadows, sounds of footsteps, 
and union of verticality and horizontality in a structure which grounded the 
inhabitants of the city and facilitated depth of experiences. 

It appears that in the city, we sense too much and at the same time not 
enough at all. In order for people to accept the inevitable urban environment they 
exist in, they also need to feel a part of it. Following on from Eyes of the Skin, this 
chapter embellished sensory experiences which manifested empathy and acts of 
intimacy within and yet apart from the contemporary city.

52  Juhani Pallasmaa, “City Sense: The City as Perceived, Remembered and Imagined”, in Encounters:  
  Architectural Essays (Helsinki: Rakennustieto Oy, 2005), 142.
53  Ibid.
54  Ibid, 144. 
55  Ibid, 142, 144.
56  Ibid, 142.
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Home Place

A common feeling which surfaced in today’s world was alienation. 
The city’s abundance led to a lack of connection with surroundings, causing 
inhabitants to become detached. Plentiful things did not necessarily succeed in 
executing meaningful acts of living which fulfilled human emotional needs. It was 
necessary to provide personal significance for individuals and a sense of intimacy 
from empathy.57 As established by Pallasmaa in the literature Identity, Intimacy, 
and Domicile, the formal qualities “space, structure, and order”58 of architecture 
fostered distance between the self and the world if they were not able to touch 
upon “subtle, emotional, and diffuse”59 aspects through various sensory modes. 

First-hand experience of the world revealed the value of “layered, 
ambiguous and aesthetically less coherent environments”.60 Spaces of retreat 
should have an intimate connection with life’s activities above tangible properties 
and features. The calling of a multi-dimensional experience beckoned identity, 
memory, consciousness and unconscious. And although ideas of identity 
and intimacy may be more applicable to domestic homes, they were helpful 
in establishing the key theme of shelter in retreat which the thesis recognised 
as significant to security. Retreat was a universal requirement which fulfilled 
universal human needs of the mind, and architecturally facilitated interplay 
between space and the occupant.61 

A means to combat unease conjured in the city to better accommodate the 
“individual’s adaptation to the world”62 was according to experiences developed 
in the home. Home was one of the most significant yet ordinary places to an 
individual which offered reminders about personal life.63 Through identifying 
how the feelings of ‘at-homeness’ were produced, relevance in application to a 
retreat in the city was determined. Aspects of home could be likened to urban 
life: they both included ongoing acts of “rituals, personal rhythms and routines of 
everyday life”64. Despite differences, instinctive human behaviours were shaped 
by urban conditions to enforce similar daily rhythms. The role of home was to 
provide safety, built from a repetitive pattern of experiences and encounters. The 
role of the shelter delineated private and public realms in order to mediate space 
and lull individuals into intimacy.65

Rarely could one clearly recall specific features of places visited or 
inhabited – what remained were vivid thoughts the space created and feelings 

57  Juhani Pallasmaa, “Identity, Intimacy, and Domicile: Notes on the Phenomenology of Home”, in  
  Encounters: Architectural Essays (Helsinki: Rakennustieto Oy, 2005), 112-113.
58  Ibid, 113.
59  Ibid.
60  Ibid.
61  Ibid, 113-114.
62  Ibid, 115.
63  Ibid, 116.
64  Ibid, 114.
65  Ibid, 115, 119.
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evoked.66 As with the changing cityscape, human interactions and experiences 
with space revolving around architecture “trigger our strongest emotions”67. The 
phenomenologically understood acts and encounters with spaces of entering, 
looking out, and perceiving were ambiguous yet powerful. Through these activities 
with sensory mediums located in the home, it was evident that human interaction 
with symbolic elements created vivid images, memories and emotional impacts.68

The act of looking out of a window from “enclosed privacy”69 reaffirmed 
feelings of ‘home’. But the increased transparency of contemporary spaces fuelled 
the loss of secrets and imagination. Truly, the prioritisation of the visual eye 
robbed places of imagination and left emptiness in its stead which set up isolating 
conditions. Excessive transparency deprived windows of their purpose as defined 
openings facilitating between home and world, private and public. Conversely, 
smaller concealed spaces were more intimate in encouraging imagination and 
taking ownership of space. Corners and nooks brought the strongest feelings of 
personal intimacy. This enclosure by choice was not conducive to being trapped, 
but an intentional inhabitation.70

Conclusion

Perhaps it is the uncomfortable relationship between senses and the 
world which creates incomprehensible unease. The alleged meaninglessness of 
urban environments; the lack of a sense of place and locality; and the weakened 
sensory experiences or inability to make sense are all factors which create 
emptiness in contemporary urban sites partnered with isolation of humans. 
Absence of meaning found between urbanites and the city becomes an issue 
of disconnect. An architecture proposed to aid reconciliation of individual and 
their environment to support identity and intimacy are of utmost importance. 
Utilising common symbols, universal human conditions, and experiences, 
the thesis design as creative output will refer to architectural phenomenology 
in its conception. Significant to this process is meaning in architecture which 
accommodates human existence and way of life. Architecture needs to seem 
authentically empathetic and reiterate the individual’s human existence amidst 
the world.71 

66  Pallasmaa, “Identity, Intimacy, and Domicile”, 117.
67  Ibid.
68  Ibid.
69  Ibid, 123.
70  Ibid, 119, 121, 123.
71  Ibid, 124.



38

Fig. 14: Forced interactions, Asylum, Diagrammatic floor plan 

Fig. 15: Forced interactions, Hotel, Diagrammatic floor plan
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Fig. 16: Separation and withdrawal to avoid contact
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Fig. 17: Modes of encounter (Drawing redrawn by author. “The Mastery of Space,” by John Dickson.)



41

Encounter of Place

In this chapter, the thesis continued to explore the role of retreat in its 
capacity to restore, critical for the human who manoeuvres the city. With the 
mobility of contemporary urban sites, individuals commuted from home to the 
city for various purposes such as work and study. As a result, establishing and 
maintaining feelings towards place became hindered by modern individuals who 
were inherently less rooted in their daily lives than historical counterparts. Places 
in the city were not conducive to strong feelings of place – they erected exterior 
and interior barriers which prevented feeling ‘at-home’. In the context of the city, 
attaining comfort became something individuals needed to work towards, rather 
than a certainty.72

In contrast, home was often regarded as a centring place which alleviated 
the environment to create an experience of ‘at-homeness’. Above all, the 
architectural role of home was an “experiential structure[s]” 73 to elicit bodily and 
emotional responses from being at ease. The strength it provided encouraged 
acting with freedom and genuineness of character.74 

How then, should the thesis place urban-bound individuals in association 
with self, place, and sense of belonging? Introduced was the phenomenological 
concept of modes of human encounter and how design of architecture could 
enhance encounters through environments which induced sensitive responses. 
Along with movement and rest, encounter added another layer to everyday 
experiences to become phenomenologically understood as “whole”.75 The human 
experience of ‘encounter’ corresponded to “any situation of attentive contact 
between the person and the world [at hand]”.76 These broke the monotony of daily 
routines and brought the world in contact with personal meaning to touch human 
awareness. Moments of encounter could be described as person “merging”77 with 
environment. Conversely, a detachment from the environment would be moving 
towards “separateness”.78 

A phenomenon often associated with encounter was ‘perception’. In 
terms of phenomenology, perception was “the medium of intercourse between 
the world that is known and the person who perceives and knows it”79. Thus 
it had particular significance in interpretation of urban surroundings which 
formed an immense source of information. Awareness, or lack of awareness, and 
certain feelings from the city stemmed from recognition of sensory conditions. 

72  David Seamon, A Geography of the Lifeworld: Movement, Rest & Encounter (London: Croom Helm,  
  1979), 69, 91.
73  Ibid, 70.
74  Ibid, 71, 83.
75  Ibid, 131.
76  Ibid, 99.
77  Ibid, 101.
78  Ibid.
79  Ibid, 100.
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This chapter focussed on the more relevant defined encounters of “watching”, 
“noticing”, and “heightened contact”80 humans experienced. 

Watching referred to when “the person looks out attentively upon some 
aspect of the world for an extended period of time”.81 It prevented obliviousness 
as it harnessed conscious yet unpremeditated attention; the individual could not 
help but become entranced by something. The risk of neutral settings was that 
they were unlikely to generate interesting experiences. But street activity and 
movement was plenty in the city – the urban environment provided potential for 
watching, thus retreat places should implement this.82 

Noticing referred to when a “thing from which we were insulated a moment 
before flashes to [our] attention” 83, merging individual and environment through 
sudden momentary direct meeting. Although noticing tended to be spontaneous, 
positive moods amplified uplifting aspects of noticing. But conversely, negative 
moods tended to increase noticing of negative things. Here, the individual played 
a passive or active role by seeking out more understanding about something.84   

Heightened contact referred to “serenity of mood and vividness of 
presence”.85 It was likened to psychic encounter where awareness of the self was 
heightened and the external world felt more “real” 86. Common physical triggers 
were found in nature, such as natural features or historically significant structures. 
Although not tangible, heightened contact interlaced with the objective of retreat 
to feel at peace with the urban world through mutual understanding. It posed as a 
positive encounter for soothing and promoting greater recognition of self, others, 
and the world.87 This should be integrated in retreat places to shelter people to 
feel safe enough to let down barriers and become open enough to appreciate 
surroundings. 

The experiential qualities of perception were a focal area of the thesis, 
because moments of perception and encounter were unique and differed in nature 
and intensity. Experiences of perception and encounter had value alongside 
mechanical understanding. Understanding of perception should not be limited 
to the tangible realms of 5 senses and qualities of colour, form, and shape. 
Through the extent of one’s awareness, an accumulation of place experiences led 
to experiences of encounter. Understanding of this phenomenon guided study of 
the thesis in how urbanites and urban sites came together. From this it was better 
known how the design of a retreat facilitated experiences of encounter through 
withdrawal from the city to evoke at-homeness and being increasingly in tune 
with surroundings.88  

The thesis acknowledged that familiarity and openness were traits which 
fostered ‘encounter’. Familiarity endorsed habituality – the rhythm of the urban 

80  Seamon, A Geography of the Lifeworld, 103.
81  Ibid, 105.
82  Ibid, 106-107.
83  Ibid, 108.
84  Ibid, 108-110.
85  Ibid, 111.
86  Ibid.
87  Ibid, 111-112.
88  Ibid, 100-101, 103, 121.
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environment shaped people’s actions to comply to routine. But the danger of this 
was that it created a barrier between person and their response to world, leading 
to less authentic experiences. Order and practicality needed to be in conjunction 
with stimulating and unexpected encounters. Through this interjection of 
stillness, individuals were restored to a more living state of being and embraced 
the human condition of withdrawal.89 Encounter experiences moved closer to 
living authentically as one genuinely “strives for fuller understanding of the world 
because he feels comfortable and at ease”.90 Rather than obliviousness to the 
human-world relationship, openness viewed the world with concern and acted 
accordingly.91 

The design proposal needed to accommodate for both at-homeness and 
encounter, to direct individuals towards authenticity in the urban environment. 
It was the strength of a place’s impact which spurred encounter. Beauty and depth 
in environments were noticed in the most arbitrary and ordinary things with the 
help of sensitivity, when one looked closer and chose or happened to see more. 
There was potential for a haven of retreat which aided the individual’s desire to 
unearth more about the city on their own terms.92

Conclusion

A universal grasp of phenomenological concepts amongst city inhabitants 
has been investigated in relation to the thesis topic of retreat in the contemporary 
urban city of Auckland. The interest in phenomenology was due to perspectives 
of human experiences in this selected context. This developed the idea of retreat 
which merged the withdrawal of rest with the act of encounter, to facilitate merging 
of individual with the world at hand. Fluidity of perception and encounter aided 
humans to experience moments of insight to be fuelled to move forward in time.93 

Fatigue and cynical attitudes cultivated by the city grow weary over 
time, but retreat provides rest and a jolt from the ordinary. Though modes of 
encounter, the individual can allow access for the world’s touch, to experience 
anew and continue finding meaning in fleeting encounters. Engagement with 
environment is highly dependent on the way one relates with it; monotonous 
human experience has danger of complacency. Encounter is as much determined 
by context as it is by the individual. A balance is needed between at-homeness 
and openness to discourage taking the world for granted which denies potential 
encounters. Awareness of the city’s constraints – self-imposed or influenced by the 
environment – is necessary. In response, devices for retreat encourage individuals 
to feel unconstrained. I argue that comfort should not be at the expense of 
ideals of an authentic life which harnesses meaningful encounters, coming from 
integrity in everyday actions and experiences. Exploring modes of encounter over 
the course of city life establishes necessary elements of an architectural retreat.94

89  Seamon, A Geography of the Lifeworld, 119.
90  Ibid, 118.
91  Ibid, 105, 118.
92  Ibid, 123-124.
93  Ibid, 121-123.
94  Ibid, 96, 100, 118.
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From place attachment theory we came to know about emotional bonds 
individuals formed with place. The significance of at-homeness was further 
established in looking at intimacy and identity in domestic situations which could 
be applied to urban sites, to draw out common meanings and patterns applied to 
general human experiences. The body innately understands what the mind cannot 
and vice versa; a place of comfort and at-homeness accommodated modes of 
encounter such as heightened contact. Establishment and manifestations of these 
encounters employed individuals who would otherwise become detached from 
the urban environment to draw closer to their world and personal authenticity. 
The role of the retreat accommodated and encouraged an “atmosphere of 
receptivity”95 and openness to chance upon modes of encounter. 

95  Seamon, A Geography of the Lifeworld, 126.



Fig. 18: Attempting to visualise modes of encountering space through collage
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Fig. 19: Experience of place, Collage
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People and Place

The field of phenomenology was useful in exploration of the urban 
environment and relevant architectural issues in the thesis. Phenomenological 
viewpoints incorporated broader bodily, intuitive, emotional meanings that 
extended beyond the individual. In this chapter ‘People and Place’, two main 
phenomenological assumptions introduced by Seamon were evaluated: 
that “people and the environment compose an indivisible whole”96 and that 
“phenomenology method can be described in terms of ‘radical empiricism’”97. This 
was to critique the value phenomenological concepts such as ‘place attachment 
theory’, ‘encounters’, and ‘sensory experiences’ had in the thesis research and 
method.

A broad view of phenomenology was “interpretative study of human 
experience”98 over the course of everyday life and the events, circumstances, and 
meanings entailed. The literature review chapters have focussed on writings by 
researchers such as David Seamon and Juhani Pallasmaa who had similar thinking 
on the topic of environmental behaviour and experience. This was to reveal the 
workings behind how places became important to people, and the nature of 
retreat for architectural design as a device for place-making in Auckland city.  

Inclusion of phenomena enlisted ideas of diverse experiences as 
encountered by people. The initial ‘Attachment to place’ chapter focussed on 
the phenomena of place-making through place attachment and environmental 
experience. From studies of specific moments, attributes of the phenomena 
were identified and rationalised to find meaning in practice in the context of 
individuals’ lives. Phenomenology’s fundamental pursuit inescapably grew to 
become more convoluted as it encompassed technical as well as philosophical 
methods. The common ground accentuated was shared interest in exploring 
phenomena, which will be pursued throughout the thesis project to enhance 
urban human experiences through architectonics of design and retreat.

Assumption 1: “Person and world as intimately part and parcel” 99

Philosophers such as Heidegger asserted that the separation between 
‘person’ and ‘world’ did not exist – that people and the world were closely 
immersed.100 The consequence of this assumption was that impact upon people 
or the world must be clarified within the holistic relationship. Intentionality of 
people led to ideas of 'lifeworld' and 'place', which were relevant themes analysed 
to understand physical, spatial and environmental connections with human 
experience in the city. 

96  David Seamon, “A Way of Seeing People and Place: Phenomenology in Environment-Behavior   
  Research”, in Theoretical Perspectives in Environment-Behavior Research, eds. J. Demick, H.      
  Minami, S. Wapner, and T. Yamamoto (New York: Plenum, 2000), 157-178. 
97  Ibid. 
98  Ibid.
99  Ibid, 157-178.
100  Ibid.
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Lifeworld addressed the implicit everyday life and the lack of conscious 
or reflective thought directed towards it. In the mundane, things were taken for 
granted without inspection of broader connected experiential meanings. Seamon 
explored three existential themes of ‘movement’, ‘rest’, and ‘encounter’ in the 
context of lifeworld. A part of the lifeworld was “the human experience of place”101 
which was a significant aspect of phenomenological studies. Its constitution “is 
[at once] the limit and the condition of all that exists…”102 for “to be is to be in 
place”103. Humans were embodied beings in physical existence who conceptually 
regulated the perceived world. Both physically and emotionally, notions of place 
held great importance to human experiences; bonds were formed with specific 
places and attack to people’s places resulting in displacement were harmful.104

Assumption 2: “Phenomenology as radical empiricism”105

The second assumption Seamon introduced was ‘radical empiricism’ which 
referred to the way the aforementioned assumption of person-world connection 
was studied through “[own] direct involvement and understanding”106. If this 
assumption was taken to further shape the study of the thesis, Juhani Pallasmaa’s 
paper Eyes of the Skin conveyed an interesting outlook. They both discussed 
overarching ideas about the body, mind, and senses in their interaction with 
surrounding environments. Inevitably, architectural forms impacted existential 
qualities shared by those who experienced and interacted with them.

The route of phenomenology made use of both “intellectual and 
emotional sensibilities”107. This reliance in intuition was difficult to rationalise, 
yet it was ingrained in the experiential side of design which achieved complexity 
through reconciliation of opposing forces between “firsthand lived experience” 
and “secondhand conceptual accounts”.108 Therefore it was critical to consider 
‘feeling’ and ‘thinking’ insight to achieve balance. They were significant in the 
process of designing places appropriate to the city of intended retreat, which 
accommodated inclusive person-environment relationships and experiences. 

Conclusion

Having established a backdrop of phenomenological explanation for these 
abstract themes, the thesis proceeded to assess atmospheres of daily phenomena, 
private-public spaces and person-in-world. How this understanding was used, 
particularly in considering environment-behaviour informed the design proposal 
of this thesis. From general meanings established, contextual studies further 
mapped out the potential of a retreat in the city for the urbanite to find solace. 
Through efforts to look at these spaces in Auckland city, an array of themes and 
ideas have been identified through personal interpretation which sought to build 
101  Seamon, “A Way of Seeing People and Place”, 157-178.
102  Ibid.
103  Ibid.
104  Ibid.
105  Ibid.
106  Ibid.
107  Ibid.
108  Ibid.
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upon the phenomenon of place in urban withdrawal. Success of the thesis output 
could be judged by the extent to which it immersed those the study pertained 
to. The context of urban discomfort justified a need for retreat places to better 
accommodate experiences which resonated within occupants, to instigate new 
perspectives of the world which deviated from their ordinary. 
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Fig. 20: Understanding living dialectics and human interactions in the city, Process drawings
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Fig. 21: Experience of place, Collage
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Fig. 22: Experience of place, Collage
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Heart of Place

The built environment was a constant which became part of an individual’s 
subconscious. This made consideration of architectural influence important to 
daily commuters and inhabitants as they were receptive towards such built objects 
of authority. The power of place and its effect on mood founded responsibility for 
design and designers to create places which “enhanced” mood. A multi-sensory 
experience of architecture came from its various parts which enticed occupants 
to linger.109

As explored in Pallasmaa’s Eyes of the Skin, the specific appearance of place 
was rarely remembered in detail. What remained in the aftermath of experiencing 
place was how the individual felt at the time, and the impression the atmosphere 
left. The various entities involved in multi-sensory experience was how place was 
enhanced to be experienced and remembered as meaningful. Sensory experience 
needed to be in accordance with the perception of place to make it approachable 
and usable. It was the “spirit” of place which affected most deeply, without need 
for the individual’s coherent knowledge of ‘why’.110 

This thesis recognised that there were already many existing places for 
study and work in the city which prioritised efficiency and yield of output. The 
pace of the city seemed to require aggressive environments to harness aggressive 
attitudes towards productivity – but at the cost of daily human experiences.111 
Critics such as Pallasmaa have criticised the turn of Modernist architecture 
for putting aside experience of place in favour of “visual purity”112 supported by 
technology and modern bias. However, places which failed to fulfil needs of 
“soul-nourishment”113 left occupants emotionally vulnerable and driven to find 
further fulfilment in their occupied space. Buildings which imposed extremes of 
starkness or excess became forms of attack on human perception – retreat from 
these situations could be aided by withdrawal.114 This has become acknowledged, 
and many city places have increasingly given attention towards incorporating 
retreat places of favourable environmental experiences.

The concerns of occupants integrated into place required recognition of 
changing needs, as places needed to do more than hold people. They needed 
to satisfy through experiential qualities which were emotionally appreciated 
and felt through awareness of surroundings. Everyday life became monotonous 
if stagnant; humans required retreat from overstimulation yet also variety. To 
nourish the senses and spirit could come through design which strengthened 
acts of changing details within a framework of familiar comfort. It is not until 
we withdraw into safe retreat that we fathom the unease felt outside. Often the 
109  Christopher Day, Places of the Soul: Architecture and environmental design as healing art, 3rd ed  
  (Oxon, United Kingdom: Routledge, 2014), 5-6, 15.
110  Ibid, 67.
111  Ibid, 3.
112  Ibid, 2.
113  Ibid, 3.
114  Ibid.
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contrast in perceived senses is particularly impactful – the starkness of the city is 
not realised until one enters retreat.115 

Conclusion

Places generally required a purpose – they were “space with an identifiable 
spirit”116 which defined them. Design of place, that is, architecture, needed 
to “support the mood the activity needs”.117 Hence the act of retreat was a valid 
purpose for place, and required thoughtful design to accommodate the spirit 
and heart of this. For the atmosphere of withdrawal and retreat to emotionally 
nourish humans, I concluded that they needed to affect sensory experiences as 
well as feel timeless. Whether the following design proposal provided for current, 
past, or future occupants, it needed to serve their needs and have the capacity to 
emulate feelings of retreat. This established the built environment which served 
as place and recognised the significance of place-making to current generations 
of human-user place.

115  Day, Places of the Soul, 15, 69.
116  Ibid, 17.
117  Ibid, 17, 20.
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Fig. 23: Place atmospheric collages
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Literature Review Conclusion

Relevant texts on the discipline of architectural phenomenology were 
studied in the literature review. Similar stances held by environmental-behaviour 
researchers with backgrounds in architecture made analysis of the modern 
world and positions of human conditions appropriate to this study. The research 
question’s specific context of contemporary urban sites found concern with the 
city of Auckland environment, dense with people yet seemingly stark of meaning.

There was the unavoidable occurrence of personal space being relentlessly 
invaded. To counter this, striking conversation with strangers has become 
uncommon, and people’s worlds have grown increasingly closed-off. With this 
social selectivity came a highly anonymous environment. Maybe there was less 
need for environments of community in the urban city. Yet, people tended to 
return to the same selection of places once they established place attachment 
and found places in accordance with themselves. This identified the human 
condition which found necessity in place-making, which provided opportunity 
for architectural intervention.  

Individuals were subject to constantly being displaced on a minor scale 
in the city, unless they were able engage in the act of place-making. For people 
who resided outside of the city and commuted, the city places away from their 
home became places of momentary forced relocation and resettlement. Unlike 
the city, the home provided a place for the individual to be free of inhibitions and 
maintaining a public façade, with several elements contributing to the sentiment 
understood so warmly as feeling “at home”. The thesis was interested in finding 
architectural properties which mimicked this sense of reprieve in application to 
Auckland city. 

Public spaces seemed to render the individual vulnerable and unable to 
act out impulses. As life moved closer to the urban city, there came obligation 
to find a different kind of at-ease-ness via withdrawal to spaces of retreat. These 
granted the privilege of solitude and acceptance, as the privacy of home would. 
The comfort of physical presence of others within a space of disconnect helped 
people to gain distance as needed, and to continue to fulfil desires of human 
experiences in the city. 
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Chapter 2:

Research
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Contextual Study within Auckland City

The thesis required better understanding of discomfort in the city to 
delve into withdrawal as a device for retreat as a remedy to this. In this chapter of 
contextual study, various places which personally served as escape and withdrawal 
for me were visited in Auckland city. They were consciously selected from familiar 
places I understood myself as finding comfort in, located near my personal home 
or in the city I commuted to. Following on from this was study of why and how 
these places were important to me. They revealed a comfort in solitude whilst 
observing ongoing activities and the presence of people from a distance. It was 
important to clarify how and why these places retained phenomenological aspects 
of at-homeness and encounter.

The monochrome depictions of places were partially influenced by 
Lewis Baltz and his Prototype series (1965-1971). They had differing intentions: 
Baltz wished to express anonymous architecture in frontal photographs which 
articulated volume through shadows cast. Whereas my studies were based very 
much on context and specific qualities of experience in these places. But the 
similarity was the purpose of elevating these fragments of place usually bypassed 
to become meaningful.118

Cities were places of movement; it took the individual’s endeavours to 
come across suitable places amidst unlikely surroundings to seek and claim shelter. 
Representations of places in Auckland’s urban and suburban areas were captured 
in still photos and drawn and collaged over to portray perceived experiences of 
place. The illustrations clearly outlined shadows and block colours to break up the 
image and demonstrated how suggestions of physical components defined space. 
In these precedents, sensory modes of sound and sight informed the individual 
taking retreat of the presence of passers-by. Tools such as mirrors showed non-
invasive parts of the body while buildings provided cover and walls to stay close 
to in order to avoid others. 

Due to efforts to design urban social centres such as town squares there 
was not a lack thereof. However, the way they were used from my observations 
were often as temporary dwelling for lone individuals. A better fit for this type of 
purpose could be smaller enclosed shelters which provided relief. They allowed 
people to temporarily disappear and lose themselves in less exposed spaces 
through establishing connection with place. In turn, disconnection from life’s 
commotion enriched the experience of solitude in retreat.

Like how the fields of architecture and phenomenology have been 
brought together in the research stage, so have architecture and photography in 
the representation of design and process. Through the medium of architectural 
and spatial collages it was worth exploring the visual language to denote solitude 
and privacy. People were brought together and drawn to the city by individual and 
118  Jesús Vassallo, Seamless: Digital Collage and Dirty Realism in Contemporary Architecture   
  (Switzerland: Park Books AG, 2016), 109.
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shared needs. To visually make sense of fragments of the urban world required 
acceptance of discomfort in everyday life, of intuitive processes, and the ability to 
see the beauty in its condition against the backdrop of human experience.119

119  Vassallo, Seamless, 111.
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Fig. 24: Beach Road, City places, Collage drawing
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Fig. 25: Queens Arcade, City places, Collage drawing
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Fig. 26: Howick arcade, Home places, Collage drawing
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Fig. 27: Howick alley, Home places, Collage drawing
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Place-making Precedents

As the thesis scheme unfolded with places of retreat at the forefront, the 
study needed to be familiar with the state of being present and still as a beginning 
point. Precedents of place-making Malmö City Library and House in Byoubugaura 
captured ideals useful in prompting design choices. The former served as a public 
space for retreat while the latter as a private residence – both embodied the act of 
withdrawal amidst other people whether it be visitors or neighbours. 

Malmö City Library

Libraries tended to be city markers which aided establishment of the 
presence of people, culture, and knowledge. Here, one could wander in and find a 
place to make their own for the duration of time spent. Malmö City Library located 
in the city of Malmö, Sweden, had an award-winning extension established by 
Henning Larsen Architects. This acted as an addition to the existing historical 
Renaissance public library building. The new space was detached from the 
original, separated by an entrance building, and served multiple growing needs 
from productivity to relaxation.120 

The building’s glazed addition to the city library was inaugurated in 1997, 
seen as the “heart” of the library.121 The name “Calendar of Light” for the new 
reading room indicated the premise of place to observe yearly changing season 
cycles and lighting conditions. This space was less intimating due to its modern 
extroversion as counterpart to the old, and endeavoured to create comfortable 
spaces for visitors to feel at home, which held value to the study.122 

Malmö’s cultural profile indicated 38% of inhabitants being first- or 
second-generation immigrants, 150 languages spoken, and 170 nationalities, with 
over half the population comprising the ‘under 35 years’ age bracket. Thus the 

120  Henning Larsen Architects, “Malmö City Library,” ARCHITECT Magazine, last modified 28 August   
  2018, https://www.architectmagazine.com/project-gallery/malmo-city-library.  
121  “Malmö City Library,” LibraryBuildings.info, accessed October 17 2019, https://librarybuildings.  
  info/sweden/malmo-city-library.
122  “Malmö City Library,” ARCHITECT Magazine, https://www.architectmagazine.com/project-gallery 
  /malmo-city-library.  
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Fig. 28: Malmö City Library, Seated place for withdrawal 
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library served an important role due to the city’s context of increasingly growing 
numbers of refugees and immigrants.123 Once an industrial city, there was a shift 
to enhance culture and education in becoming a multicultural cosmopolitan 
city.124 The library needed to serve needs beyond the archetypal function of 
lending books; the extension proved to be successful in the intention to improve 
experiences of occupants spending time in the library for other purposes. As a 
result, “experience space”125 embraced different types of seating arrangements, 
flexible arrangements of spaces, and acceptance that the space acted as a setting 
for place-making human experiences.126 

Due to the extension’s largely open and glazed design, it was necessary 
to implement devices for orientating the multitudes who passed through and 
occupied the space over the course of each day. Having experienced this place 
personally, during my visits I too was drawn to the extension which comprised 
a large cubic volume of space. The place seemed to engulf its occupants, yet the 
design choices simultaneously helped to fill it to completion while acting as 
standalone components. The varied spaces for individuals to explore and occupy 
enticed me to seek nooks to settle into. 

Personal experience of visiting and dwelling in this place created memories 
of the feelings evoked. A section in the corner caught my attention: various chairs 
with a swivelling core but fixed base position were positioned some distance 
apart, overlooking trees and the lake in the park outside. The reassurance of 
resting alone as an individual in a loosely collective setting was something which 
appealed strongly to me.

123  “Malmö City Library,” LibraryBuildings.info, https://librarybuildings.info/sweden/malmo-city- 
  library.
124  "Case: Malmö City Library,” Model Programme for Public Libraries, 18 September 2017, https:// 
  modelprogrammer.slks.dk/en/cases/inspirational-cases/malmoe-city-library/.
125  Ibid.
126  Ibid.
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Fig. 29: Interior of Malmö City Library overlooking park

Fig. 30: Exterior of library addition
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House in Byoubugaura

House in Byoubugaura was a residential building situated in the 
mountainous city of Yokohoma, Japan, whose terrain influenced the continuation 
of man-made slopes inside.127 The architect Takeshi Hosaka was renowned for his 
use of the “unconventional”. As modern Japanese design has become associated 
with, he worked with morphing building skins and boundaries in order to attain 
interesting designs which fulfilled occupant needs in the given context.128

The house utilised recessed floors which transformed into internal sloped 
walls as a key design feature.129 Integration of these internal slopes rose up on 
the East and West perimeters across all three levels of the house, which were the 
only facades open to the environment. The openings running along these facades 
essentially became clerestory windows. Key attributes brought by this move 
were privacy, natural light from the angles utilised, and cross ventilation which 
passed through without disturbing seated occupants. Intentionally placed slopes 
hid undesired views from the inside looking out.130 And as the external window 
openings followed a conventional floor-to-ceiling arrangement, the internal 
slopes acted as barriers to obstruct views of outsiders into the house for a sense 
of privacy. 

Floor levels became merged and visual distinction felt both internally 
and externally blurred.131 Reading of the spaces was made unclear as the slopes 
acted as floor which became wall which became ceiling. This effect enhanced the 
interior withdrawal of occupants: the basic form of the slope was depicted and 
experienced as relaxing, a comforting retreat into the home.

127  “House in Byoubugaura / Takeshi Hosaka,” ArchDaily, last modified 28 October 2014, https://www.  
  archdaily.com/560171/house-in-byoubugaura-takeshi-hosaka.
128  Johnny Waldman, “House in Zushi by Takeshi Hosaka,” Spoon & Tamago (blog), last modified 7  
  May  2012, http://www.spoon-tamago.com/2012/05/07/house-in-zushi-by-takeshi-hosoka/.
129  Ibid.
130  “House in Byoubugaura / Takeshi Hosaka,” ArchDaily, https://www.archdaily.com/560171/house-in- 
  byoubugaura-takeshi-hosaka.
131  Ibid.
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Fig. 31: Internal slope (Photograph by Koji Fuji. In ArchDaily. “House in 
Byoubugaura / Takeshi Hosaka.” Last modified 28 October 2014. https://

www.archdaily.com/560171/house-in-byoubugaura-takeshi-hosaka/.)

Fig. 32: House in close vicinity to surrounding neighbours (Photograph by Koji Fuji. 
In ArchDaily. “House in Byoubugaura / Takeshi Hosaka.” Last modified 28 October 
2014. https://www.archdaily.com/560171/house-in-byoubugaura-takeshi-hosaka/.)
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Fig. 33: De Vylder Vinck Taillieu, House 43, Ghent, 2004.



73

Collage Capture

This chapter covered utilisation of collage as a method to reflect upon 
how two spaces of apparent extremities between the public and the retreat could 
support human experiences of self-imposed withdrawal. The processes teased 
out a conversation through instruments of design regarding metaphorical and 
tangible themes undertaken in the design project. Within the built architectural 
environment came opportunity to build more, to make changes, and to bring 
back the lost. Architecture which added to existing spaces was not seamless; 
deviations provoked awareness which departed from individuals’ versions of 
ordinary. Working with overlapping and additions throughout the development 
embraced the shifting roles of “architecture” and “collage”. This relationship 
allowed for exchange as a process of expression and design.

Digital culture was a shared technology which flattened hierarchy of 
different elements onto one simultaneously occurring plane.132 Particularly 
striking in this modern era was production or superimpositions which “read”133  
images as texts. Captured spaces in collage images exhibited connection between 
the craft and the way people responded to their familiar places. Spatial qualities 
and architecture activated through the collage explored semantics of spaces in a 
threshold plane.134 

The collaborations between Filip Dujardin and De Vylder Vinck Taillieu 
displayed interchange between Belgian photographer and architect. From their 
interactions, shared outputs, and consequential influence upon one another’s 
roles, key ideas were found under the theme of ‘collage’,135 which acted as a 
precedent for the thesis. They had mutual acceptance that their actions were 
restrained to adding an additional layer to the existing collective city. This 
influenced the primary use of vernacular, or everyday defining materials to allow 
for familiarity – in the context of Belgium, brick. De Vylder demonstrated this 
in interventions such as extensions for existing traditional Flemish houses, and 
Dujardin in installations which distorted and collaged ordinary anonymous 
constructions to become imaginary architecture.136 These tactics altered the 
context within the work and revealed the extraordinary via advancement of the 
ordinary. The neglected places existed in plain sight yet were unreachable until 
captured via photography, incorporated into collages of additions, and had life 
breathed into them through personal gaze.137 

In De Vylder’s project House 43, the quiet nuances rendered it 
indistinguishable from neighbouring buildings. In Dujardin’s Fictions, collage 
composition of brick walls and roofs created sculptural forms. These clustered 
shapes related to smaller spaces found in the chaotic urban landscape. The use 
132  Vassallo, Seamless, 9.
133  Ibid.
134  Ibid, 11.
135  Ibid, 47.
136  Ibid, 49-50.
137  Ibid, 11, 59.
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of familiar materials provided insight into how changes and additions to places 
of association impacted occupants, with consideration to layering context in the 
urban agenda.138 Much like private spaces within the public realm, the elements 
of design were abstracted and isolated before assimilating. Such “recombination 
of existing conditions”139 in response to specific site conditions and construction 
processes revealed new meanings of multi-layering and drawing upon what was 
present.

This key idea was further seen in Dujardin’s installation House for 
Contemporary Art which stripped function assigned to archetypal architectural 
elements to transition from architecture to object or art: What value then, did 
these components hold in this lack of context? But while Dujardin’s objects 
were impractical and forced diversion around pillars and blocked vision from 
windows, they also posed as obstacles which created a heightened awareness of 
individual existing in this place at this time. Vessel and occupant were brought 
into a confrontational relationship where thoughtful behaviour was necessary in 
the engagement of space.140

Conclusion

Examination of these projects depicted ideas of context and engagement 
supported by the framework of collage as both method and representation. Raised 
to attention was the way structure informed patterns of movements and brought 
participants into participation. In the thesis, pursuit of withdrawal towards retreat 
also required methods and tools to assist individuals; the way structures blocked 
paths, regulated movement in certain directions, and obscured movement and 
sight aided individuals in forging a way to find their own retreat. Captured 
moments became stages of the process and the development continued.141 

Places of retreat are found in the mundane. They find existence in the 
very places people tend to frequent as interventions conceived as architecture. 
This thesis project would better work allowing itself to be impacted and shaped 
by context. The design output was not to be projected onto the abstract whole of 
“architecture” but a specific chosen site. It was fitting that the collage precedents in 
this chapter had close ties with site, context, and engagement between individual 
and place. They harnessed intensification which condensed various layers applied 
to singular images, amplifying existing conditions in hope of enhancing the 
existing place. Although the physical component of architecture may function 
when removed from its context, the test is if it continued to have personal place 
meaning and attachment or ceased to do so.142

138  Vassallo, Seamless, 49-50.
139  Ibid, 51.
140  Ibid, 62-63.
141  Ibid, 48.
142  Ibid, 58-59, 61.
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Fig. 34: Filip Dujardin, Fictions series

Fig. 35: Filip Dujardin, Z33, House for Contemporary Art, Hasselt, 2013-2014
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Chapter 3

Site



Fig. 36: School of Architecture street facades
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Site Selection

School of Architecture

The intended retreat was a place which facilitated necessary human 
experiences; it established emotional attachment and kinship with sense of place 
within the fabric of the city. 

Initially, the research question led the design process to investigate 
places in the wider Auckland city which lacked spaces of retreat for city dwellers. 
However, this proved not to be fruitful as the places found seemed arbitrary and 
disconnected from personal interest. This instigated realisation that when people 
needed temporary retreat, they tended to find places existing close to their existing 
routes, as opposed to go out of their way to find a place designed for “retreat”. 
Hence the site selection was influenced by personal outlook, which strengthened 
the areas of interest in this thesis. Using the concept of micro-cities, a possible 
solution was found in the site of the School of Architecture and Planning where 
I studied, in order to focus on one setting which contained public, interpersonal 
and personal positions. 

The University of Auckland campus was a micro-city, or city-like 
environment spanning across city blocks within the broader Auckland CBD 
district. It opened in 1882, and since then grew from a student body of less than 
a hundred to a magnitude of thousands.143 And within that, the Architecture 
School was a smaller component. It was a space where the residents and students 
continued to return to and developed an attachment to which outsiders may 
not grasp, furthering feelings of place attachment with the accumulation of 
experiences. Whether or not this space served needs to a satisfactory extent, it 
was undeniable that there was a fondness that developed from the place itself, the 
people, and the experiences shared. Architecture students were condensed in this 
one place, if they chose to be present. There was a chance to create retreat amidst 
inevitable unease or things individuals wanted to avoid, to recover qualities of a 
richer micro-city. 

The Architecture School was set back from Symonds Street, behind street-
front buildings. The Computer Centre built on the street front replaced the previous 
carpark and blocked the school’s visibility even more, contributing to the hidden 
nature and location. Only the roof and distinctive towers were visible to street 
pedestrians. It was nestled within an urban pocket of the city district, grounded 
in the grit and banal existence of commuters, workers, students, and passers-
by. The lack of an obvious front entrance didn't seem to faze students however, 
as the real experience and spirit of the place was positioned in studio spaces.144

143  Geoff Harrop, “New Zealand at work: The University of Auckland: “Almost a City within a City,””  
  BNZ Staff News 17, no. 5 (October 1975): 5.
144  Bill McKay, “The Counter-Culture and its Containment: The Loose Years,” in The Auckland School:  
  100 Years of Architecture and Planning, ed. Julia Gatley and Lucy Treep (Auckland, New Zealand:  
  University of Auckland School, 2017), 81, 94.
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People seen on the streets were a mixture of ages and backgrounds – 
although students were easily identifiable – yet here and now loosely the same 
location. Upon observation of the adjacent traffic intersection, the lines of 
pedestrians separated and converged in their journey, eyes forward-looking or 
phone-looking, always heading “to” somewhere. Occasionally, an individual or 
group would make a sharp turn down the long sloped driveway which led to the 
Architecture School. Every now and then, students would also emerge from one 
of the two exit lanes to re-join Symonds Street. The medley of functions and 
atmospheric backgrounds gave this place a promising position to advance the 
thesis design proposal. It celebrated the passing of time in its history, drive of 
students in its productivity, and retreat from life activities as almost a second 
home.
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Fig. 37: Concealed entrance paths to the school building
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Fig. 38: Entrance from Symonds Street
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Historical Context & Need to Establish Place

The University of Auckland began teaching architecture in 1917, and would 
later become recognised as the oldest professional architectural school in New 
Zealand.145 It was also the only existing school of architecture in the country at the 
time.146 Paramount to the discipline were shared experiences of being mentored 
by key staff and relationships within the cohort. Founders and founding students 
were important as they became key staff who imparted formative ideas and 
experiences in an ongoing cycle which produced generations of architects.147 

However, the issue of insufficient space in relation to the school had 
long been a complex matter. The Architecture School building ran for more than 
50 years without a permanent building which exemplified the urgent need to 
accommodate for more students and staff.148 As enrolment expanded, the decision 
was made in 1944 to remain centrally located in Auckland city rather than move 
off-site for architecture students to actively engage with the city. Eventually, after 
utilisation of temporary buildings in various locations, the school attained a more 
permanent location on Symonds Street. Still, challenges such as post-war material 
shortages made it difficult to obtain building permissions.149 Further student 
growth forced the school to spread itself to occupy “old condemned houses”150, 
a disused shipbuilding yard and other university lecture rooms prior to being 
granted a space in their own right in 1947 in the form of prefabricated army huts.151 

From the late 1960s to early 1980s, the school adopted a more self-expressive 
style and created ‘Brick’, ‘Steel’ and ‘Timber’ studios as aptly named which 
demonstrated a physical and ideological split into ‘Sub-Schools’.152 Eventually, 
planning and construction began for a much needed permanent building on 
the old Auckland Grammar School site designed by Kingston Reynolds Thom & 
Allardice (KRTA)153 which brought the Sub-Schools system to an end.154 With the 
move to the new building present now, there was a more predetermined set of 
courses according to studio year which exposed students to a variety of subjects 
and accumulated skills over time at school.155 This was also apparent in the use 
of the building, where each year level occupied different studio floor levels from 
Level 2 ascending upwards.

145  Julia Gatley, introduction to The Auckland School: 100 Years of Architecture and Planning, edited  
  by Julia Gatley and Lucy Treep (Auckland, New Zealand: University of Auckland School, 2017), 9.
146  Wellington staff, “New School for Student Architects.” The Herald, 6 October 1972.
147  Gatley, introduction to 100 Years of Architecture and Planning, 9.
148  “New School of Architecture,” University of Auckland News 2, no. 2 (April 1972): 12.
149  Julia Gatley, “After Knight comes Light (and Toy): The Modernising Years,” in The Auckland School:  
  100 Years of Architecture and Planning, ed. Julia Gatley and Lucy Treep (Auckland, New Zealand:  
  University of Auckland School, 2017), 43.
150  Ibid, 57-58.
151  Ibid, 43.
152  McKay, “The Counter-Culture and its Containment,” 75.
153  Gatley, “After Knight comes Light (and Toy),” 58.
154  McKay, “The Counter-Culture and its Containment,” 75, 97.
155  Andrew Barrie, “”Architecture to a Fault”: The Postmodern Years,” in The Auckland School: 100  
  Years of Architecture and Planning, ed. Julia Gatley and Lucy Treep (Auckland, New Zealand:   
  University of Auckland School, 2017), 111.
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Fig. 39: Photograph of Architecture faculty building at time of conception

Fig. 40: Life and community of the Architecture cohort in the 1980s
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Fig. 41: Current Architecture School building and courtyard
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Fig. 42: Familiar associations with the school
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Intentions of Place

The seven floors of the Architecture School were a shift to a permanent 
massive structure – at perhaps the cost of denying some of the “extreme 
freedom”156 prior which was “counter-productive”157 to the direction headed in. 
But as the environment became more rigid, this was limiting to the prolific and 
“free-spirited”158 nature of Architecture spaces and students as well as how people 
interacted with the space. Albeit mixed opinions towards the place, the new 
structure meant that the Architecture School had a permanent building fit for its 
needs and growing student numbers at long last.159

The building was described as “Post-Brutalist”, “High Tech”, “egalitarian”, 
“stiff”160 and more. Initial design proposals for the new school comprised a 10 storey 
tower with a lightwell running through the centre. After met with opposition, it 
proceeded to be a more open form to fit the modern city campus.161 Collaboration 
between the architects, students, and staff cited the importance of shelter from 
motorway noise and making use of existing courtyard trees.162 The new design 
showed preference for 45 degree angles common in the 1970s to form a ‘bent’ 
form which enclosed the courtyard in order to shelter the inner safe haven from 
Grafton Gully winds  and the outer city.163 

In this sense, the school was already enclosed and inwards-facing as a 
retreat for students, as well as more accessible by pedestrians than vehicles. The 
main studio spaces ran across the full width of the block’s Northern façade and 
acted as the core of the building: the design of retreat places were to function in 
conjunction with those of productivity. 

156  McKay, “The Counter-Culture and its Containment,” 75.
157  Barrie, “Architecture to a Fault,” 111.
158  McKay, “The Counter-Culture and its Containment,” 94.
159  Ibid, 76, 94.
160  Ibid, 94.
161  Ibid, 80.
162  “Huts for Students Go Soon,” New Zealand Herald, 14 April 1976.
163  McKay, “The Counter-Culture and its Containment,” 80, 94.
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Student Use of Place

In the early 1990s the studios were open 24 hours a day, making the place 
more lively. Electrification and computerisation of the studios then brought 
integration of digital tools. By the 2000s, studios no longer had 24 hour access 
and limited the hours, activities, and noise levels permitted. As close camaraderie 
between students and staff waned – partially due to numbers growing too large 
for intimacy – the pursuit of study and achievement became an increasingly 
independent path. Conversely, the scope of tools and knowledge grew, and this 
was reflected in the workshop spaces, digital labs, and students’ work output.164 

How this has affected the way students used studio spaces however, 
showed a decline in use, particularly in senior years. Although there was and still is 
the ‘studio culture’ referred to, I question the strength of that as time goes on and 
students become more detached, distant, or independent in term of studies and 
feelings towards place. The studio spaces once designed as a student-run working 
arrangement shifted to a more standardised office-like environment which was 
for the most part fixed in place.165 Workspaces progressed from individual desks 
with adjustable screens for privacy166 to communal working spaces in grouped bay 
layouts. Students were now open to the studio which forced nomadic movement 
to claim place to make one’s own. Decreased feelings of belonging in this place 
meant to be highly personal influenced interventions within this thesis: to offer 
retaliation against the sometimes lonely, sometimes draining, and yet sometimes 
overcrowded path of study in the School of Architecture.

In the past, the students and place seemed to be more attuned to the 
studio culture present with more shared time and activities. As a current 
architecture student, something which piqued my interest was that in current 
times, many students chose not to work in studio for a multitude of reasons. The 
design project came as a way to entice students who lacked interest or desire – 
or anyone really, who was seeking a place of reprieve to withdraw from people 
and forced interactions. Opportunity was found to enhance existing places for 
increased comfort and at-homeness for the inclusion of all students. 

The initial ideas of the thesis revolved around being in a state of solitude. 
This became a focus on retreat and how it could help to mitigate environments. 
Over the course of study on conditions of places connected to retreat came 
consideration of meaningful contact with others, which reinforced importance of 
adjacency in design for places of withdrawal and retreat.

The Architecture School courtyard seemed to be a livelier place in the 
past. It once housed the student-run café ArchSoc, mature oak trees, and life 
which flowed from studio out into activities and events outside. However, a storm 
164  Barrie, “Architecture to a Fault,” 118, 122-123, 125.
165  Ibid, 122-123.
166  Lucy Treep, “”A School of Architecture for the Dominion”: The First Years,” in The Auckland School:  
  100 Years of Architecture and Planning, ed. Julia Gatley and Lucy Treep (Auckland, New Zealand:  
  University of Auckland School, 2017), 33.
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fell the largest oak tree in the courtyard in 2013, and led to the rest of the oaks 
also being cut down, effectively taking away some of the natural shelter present.167 
My observations and memories as a current student do not correlate with this 
– for me, the courtyard has been a place to escape, eat with friends, have group 
discussions, and the occasional faculty barbeque. It has become a place of rest 
and sometimes withdrawal for the solitary student.

But there are aspects which have survived the test of time. The North-
facing side was originally made open and adaptable to the environment through 
ranch-slider glazed doors, full-height glazing, balconies, sunshades, and louvres. 
The appeal for a humane building for students can still be observed – despite the 
balconies falling short and now being inaccessible. Another key feature of colour 
coding and exposing of services remained: yellow for circulation such as stairwells 
and lifts, and red for windows, a nod to the High Tech movement.168 These have 
become motifs of place and students will always associate these places with these 
colours.

Auckland University’s School of Architecture has established an 
identity as the “design” school and the “drawing” school in New Zealand.169 
The development of its system as well as its spaces has certainly played a role 
in this. Larger still has been the input of students, staff, and alumni alike. The 
standing Architecture School serves as a tangible manifestation which embodies 
aspirations of those who have stood before current students and passed through 
its spaces. The progression from steel army huts to timber and brick studios to the 
current post-Brutalist building,170 although it may come across as outdated design 
now, revealed arduous perseverance for the place to become a realised structure. 

167  McKay, “The Counter-Culture and its Containment,” 95.
168  Ibid, 94.
169  Barrie, “Architecture to a Fault,” 125.
170  Gatley, introduction to 100 Years of Architecture and Planning, 9.
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Site Insight

The book 100 Years of Architecture and Planning provided a great deal 
of history to supplement the Architecture School’s building in the context of 
the thesis design proposal. Uncovered was a richer history of the school and its 
current and past spaces. Familiar names of tutors, lecturers, authors, practising 
architects and their memories connected with the place as well as the events 
which unfolded in this realm. Found were stories of past students, some of whom 
which went on to become teaching staff and whom I had personal connection 
with. This in conjunction with thesis feedback during the year from critics who 
were alumni gave valuable insight into how the school was shaped into what it is 
today and reasonings behind some of it. Aspects of the physical building, utilities, 
as well as the curriculum that I and other students took for granted stood as the 
results of the struggles of our predecessors. From the founding of the Architecture 
School until now has been a lengthy process of student and staff concerns, debate, 
and discussion in order to solidify an education of architectural background. In 
this place we as a cohort must continue to work, explore, and test the reach of 
“Architecture” in all that it entails.  

Changes continue to be made to the school even now, with the closure 
of the Architecture and Planning Library and ownership of the space being 
revoked. In a way this made the Faculty of Architecture even more closed-off as 
the bordering areas ceased to be “ours”. In the designs within this thesis, students 
thrived in genuinely making the spaces that were still present “theirs” in personal 
authenticity. It was necessary to make use of existing places to continue to enjoy 
the experiences in this place which some students would regard as a second home.  

Starkness and routine exemplified limitations of the contemporary 
urban landscape. The thesis fostered reconciliation between the solitary and the 
community in the contemporary urban context of the Architecture School which 
lost some of its sense of connection in return for independence and carefully set 
up barriers. Many urban-bound individuals desired a place to make their own, in 
order to withdraw and reside with their own thoughts. In going forwards, there 
was strong personal incentive in exploring how this place aided individuals to 
enjoy both anonymity and familiarity despite the sheer scale of surrounding city-
like environments. 
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Fig. 43: University of Auckland micro-city campus site



Fig. 44: Mapping places of activity and interaction in the Architecture School (Drawings 
adapted by author. “Floor Plans” by Kingston Reynolds Thom & Allardice Limited.)
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Fig. 45: Architecture School site plan
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Chapter 4

Design
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Fig. 46: Studio places
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Fig. 47: Studio places
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Fig. 48: Balcony site section, With adjacent studio places

Fig. 49: Roof site section, With existing plant room
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Design Concept

The following design implementations in the Architecture faculty site 
stemmed from desire for places that could be accessed by simply taking a path 
adjacent to one’s daily route, whatever their plans or intentions happened to be 
that day. Design of the retreat should pose as a re-structuring instrument for its 
visitors. The school needed to provide places for rest from mobility, for power 
from control, and concealment from expression. 

The project began with pockets of ‘withdrawal’ within the fabric of the 
school where students could step aside, evade, or re-navigate themselves. And this 
seemed to coincide with three spaces already existing in the school which were 
currently unused and inaccessible. I located these spaces which had a history of 
previously being a part of the school, but no longer provided experiences:

 1) the bridge – bordering the courtyard 
 2) the balcony – outside Level 4 studios 
 3) the rooftop – overlooking the school

As the whole school was a city in itself, attempting to make use of its 
resources seemed like a rational choice to bring out the potential of these spaces. 
Together, these three points of contact drew a path leading from lowest elevation 
on ground level to highest elevation on the roof. Time and place structure were 
loosely programmed to cater for flexibility of fixed or lack of purpose. The design 
of these places, like the preceding place studies, informed sensory experiences 
and revealed or enhanced aspects of environment to the experiencer.

Key drivers were the notion of being adjacent to the rest of the student 
body yet included, and experiences which prioritised being on the inside looking 
out. Importance was placed on the experience of the inside user rather than that 
observed by those outside through design factors such as distancing through 
acoustics, visibility, and levels. Placement of the visible versus denying visibility 
through privacy devices held power – it made for awkward eye contact or showed 
non-invasive parts of the body. Sound was an indicator of other people before 
they were visible, for individuals to sense the approach of footsteps and vibrations 
of the ground. Perceived sound conveyed information about surrounding space 
and notified occupants of the presence of others through degree of reverberation 
and volume in a given place. These elements were manifested through various 
ways in the three-fold design.
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Fig. 50: Bridge bordering the courtyard
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First point of contact

bridge

Personal observation and contemplation fuelled the creation of distinct 
design outputs near the school that could be accessed by simply stepping aside 
to be adjacent, yet allowed the individual to return. The bridge intervention used 
parallel public-private paths for seamless withdrawal and emergence. People 
could rest in the underside of the bridge which dipped down into the dome, safe 
in the belly. This was the lowest elevation of the 3 points of contact with retreat. 

People entered and exited the bridge from various points; they were 
subject to the passing tension of strangers and awareness of others. The bridge’s 
qualities of being a transitional and liminal space broadened the scope of places 
for reprieve. It connected two ends and in doing so incorporated safe places of 
stationary rest and observation overlooking the courtyard. As one exited the 
bridge to continue on to the main school building, a moment was provided to 
prepare to enter the larger space and aid transition from a more isolated space to 
a populated place.
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Fig. 51: Conceptual models of design tools for retreat
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Fig. 52: Bridge dome and seating structures for withdrawal, 
Choice of contrasting public and private places
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Fig. 53: Balcony adjacent to Level 4 studio spaces
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Second point of contact

balcony

Nestled adjacent to the Level 4 working studio, the balcony was both 
a part of and detached from the student body and main double-height studio 
space. It was the closest of the three design interventions to a hive of action 
and movement. Thus this directly juxtaposed the social working space with an 
independent space. Students often wanted to feel included in the cohort yet 
needed to be able to create distance when necessary; here they could step out into 
a different type of space. 

Mediation between these additional or re-purposed places of different 
scales adjacent to active areas in the school required sensitivity. Consideration 
was given to the power of familiarity and motifs which ran throughout the school: 
the red framed windows, the yellow circulation areas, the concrete columns, the 
two protruding roof “towers”, the timber louvres in the ceiling, and the exposed 
services. These aspects, whether obvious or as subtle nuances conjured memories 
and experiences of place. It was important to current students and past students 
alike for preservation of some original elements, which influenced the decision to 
design additions rather than replacements. They hoped to echo the experiences 
previous students once faced in these places.  
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Fig. 54: Balcony seating structures for withdrawal, Work places 
which accommodate for increased privacy and separation
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Fig. 55: The Adjacency looking out from studio, Collaged view
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Fig. 56: Rooftop place with prohibited access, corridor overlooking roof
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Third point of contact

roof

The rooftop was still used by students. The enclosed space outside the 
elevators and stairs were locked to prohibit access to the actual roof, but students 
still frequented the corridor to escape or find a private space – which indicated the 
desire to reside in such a place.

The roof place design intervention was the highest point of contact, 
enabling views for observation. To consciously come to this place was to actively 
seek shelter and retreat, for there was no intended purpose but to rest and observe. 
Spaces were provided to sit, to stand, to lay – to be stationery or to wander. There 
were places to take time to read or to eat so that meal times were not in front of a 
computer screen. 

Tactile spaces often enhanced comfort and made occupants aware of their 
grounded-ness. There were a variety of resting types and arrangements which 
varied in privacy given, outward-ness and inward-ness. The lower level of the roof 
intervention structure had an internal slope which followed the line of an existing 
protruding skylight. The slope allowed students to lie back and look outwards 
and upwards. The feeling of cool concrete and worn-ness of timber against skin 
helped one to be still in the moment. This environment was more open and 
dimmer, which reduced the feeling of exposure and dulled clarity of vision to 
evoke feelings of shelter.

On the upper level, it was more compartmentalised. Window seats were 
tucked away behind rotating louvres to adjust how outwards the inhabitants 
wished to project themselves. Other smaller and concealed spaces encouraged 
intimacy and taking ownership of space, as corners and nooks brought personal 
intimacy in intentional inhabitation. The main space housed swivelling chairs 
with a fixed base, located some distance apart. The direction and vicinity of 
occupants to one another could be adjusted. 

The shape of the central group of chairs were inspired by Scandinavian 
designer Arne Jacobsen’s Egg chair which was made so effective by its specific 
proportions in relation to the human body. Despite the length of time which 
had passed, the iconic 1950s chair still remained relevant and was able act as an 
evocative piece of furniture.171 The original intentions of Jacobsen carried through, 
with the curved form intended to “provide refuge”172 amidst a modernist exterior 
and environment – a key theme in this thesis. Seating was important in the design 
interventions because they housed the individuals in their time of withdrawal. 

171  “Egg Armchair (1958),” last modified 26 April 2018, iDesign.wiki, https://www.idesign.wiki/egg- 
  chair-arne-jacobsen-1958/.
172  “Design icon: Fritz Hansen Egg chair,” Nest.co.uk, accessed 11 January 2020, https://www.nest.co.uk 
  /design-icon-fritz-hansen-egg-chair.
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The organic curves wrapped around and held the individual nestled inside while 
the shell hid them.

Indicators such as mirrors and sound gave warning of people’s presence 
before they were physically present. These tools conveyed information about 
surroundings and notified of the proximity of others. The places were imagined 
to be quieter than studio spaces – a pause to regain sense of intimacy. They should 
exert less pressure to behave in certain ways than the studio spaces. Need for 
conversation was lessened due to the overstimulation and noise the city already 
brought. This retreat place silenced the city and the multitude of inhabitants 
people manoeuvred about to bring inner voice to attention, granting perception, 
memory, and imagination. 

Fig. 57: Projection of the individual, Seating 
arrangement in roof intervention structure
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Fig. 58: Various seating arrangements for withdrawal and 
retreat on the roof, Degrees of open-ness and closed-ness
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Fig. 59: Existing elevation of Architecture School

Fig. 60: Elevation of Architecture School with proposed additions to roof, balcony, and bridge
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Fig. 61: Bridge intervention plan
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Fig. 62: Balcony intervention plan



Fig. 63: Roof intervention plan
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Fig. 64: Roof short section
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Fig. 65: Roof long section
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Fig. 66: Place-making in the Architecture School
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Fig. 67: Place-making in the Architecture School
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Fig. 68: Place-making in the Architecture School
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Phenomenological grasp of Place

Phenomenology, understanding of individual, and space was intertwined 
in the Architecture School. To differentiate between person and space was difficult, 
as the space one occupied was occupied space. This made the phenomenological 
scope of the thesis which pertained to experience of place all the more prevalent to 
daily life. Due to the main area of research being phenomenology with interest in 
the perspective of human experiences, focus of the study was on the phenomena 
of place, experiential qualities, place-making through place attachment, and 
environmental experience of specific moments. 

In establishing place-making in the Architecture School, this related to 
generative processes of place attachment as explored in the Literature review. 

Students formed place identity with their studio spaces as they spent a 
great deal of time there in the formative years of study. It became an important 
place for their communal identity due to close cohort interactions, as well as for 
personal identity.

Place creation took place as students were impacted by the environment’s 
spatial and social qualities – they learnt familiar nuances of the place and became 
active in relation to place.

They engaged in place intensification as they sought to exert their 
independence and preferences onto the space to strengthen it. A case of this could 
be this thesis itself, which is in a way a current student envisioning possibilities 
for retreat spaces to revive unused places in the school. 

Place interaction was built upon through the bodily routines which 
occurred in a set schedule of study and familiar routes or habits students partook 
in.

In the studio spaces where students were often in states of prolific 
productivity, the hive of direct and ambient sound, the constant movement of 
people – these all contributed towards creating place realisation as a palpable 
presence of place. Here, now, this was where the students existed and this is what 
they were doing. 

One key aspect of the retreat spaces was catering for observation from 
a point of withdrawal. This had potential for place release – serendipitous 
unexpected events and encounters could be stumbled upon this way. Occasional 
revelations such as this were needed so as not to fall into a state of apathy and 
fatigue.
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Students’ perception of the School were built upon experiences and 
memories which became ingrained in familiarity. Awareness of place and place-
making strengthened the mutual dependence between body and spaces through 
how each established one another. Place attachment demonstrated how familiar 
habits played a significant role in establishing identity, personal involvement, and 
meaning with place in its capacity to provide insight into emotional bonds and 
overlooked human experiences. 



123

Design Methodology

Intrinsic to the practices of drawing and collage were qualities of 
overlapping, diminishing, depth, and fluidity. Through the way people perceived 
the city, the urban environment seemed akin to the flattened form of collage and 
montage of disconnected experiences. Pieced together were familiar traces and 
fragments for the retreat to connect and find meaning for the self.173

Interpretation of images elicited commentary on readings of place in 
urban form,174 as personal position was present in the various ways places “seek 
to represent themselves”.175 For students with personal ties to place, the existing 
site for the thesis design project did not start with a blank canvas but with a sense 
of being relatable and relational. The choice of a building in the University of 
Auckland was a place with well-defined functions and occupants. The studios 
contained domestic qualities – to some students it became like a second home. 
Continuation of design process was tentative due to consideration of existing 
elements; the friction between the three design sites targeted and the rest of the 
school was evident. Additions to the school through design of these multiple 
small interventions of withdrawal hoped to enhance awareness of place from the 
small-scale within the urban scale.

The interventions executed in this thesis were not necessarily a seamless 
fit, nor did I believe they needed to be. Sensitivity to place-appropriateness 
seemed to be more important than seamlessness in this project. Rather, the 
designs commanded place-appropriate changes to the structure of selected places 
which were part of the Architecture School facilities. 

173  Pallasmaa, “City Sense”, 142, 145.
174  Vassallo, Seamless, 52.
175  Ibid.



Image Representation

An intentional absence of specific technical architectural conventions such 
as elevation drawings emphasised the internal experience of the experiencer. In 
the urban context, the question arose of how built designs fared in oversaturated 
spaces where it was impossible not to see, hear, and feel the overwhelming 
presence of other immediate spaces, buildings, and bodies. Isolated photographs 
included pieces of the surrounding anonymous urban disarray – never could all 
sides of the project be seen uninterrupted. This led to prioritisation of depicting 
place experience in the form of collaged renders over drawings such as elevations. 
This drew closer to representations of intended meanings through translation 
between different mediums. 

The use of collage as image representation of outputs acted as framework 
to build upon places which no longer existed, but once did. They were left devoid 
of use, but through additional layering methods were supplemented with degrees 
of life and memories. The elements of places and actions framed in collage played 
off one another to create a design project. Translation of experienced space into 
picture, photograph, and lastly imaged space made human presence and actions 
the link between “object” and “landscape”.176

Collage broadened the contribution of everyday elements by elevating 
them to become motifs and material for the project.177 Carefully curated collages 
exhibited bias; they were an assemblage of pieces intentionally crafted together. 
Cuts, voids, and inclusions were part of a methodology which revealed some and 
yet diminished others. It was possible to take any manipulated collage image 
during the process of making and read the space between public and private places 
as they drew closer or further with each successive learned image, mediating 
between modes within the collage.

Like Dujardin’s photography, the resolve to keep projects open was 
important in denying the trap of final images and finished architecture in 
photography.178 That tended to close projects up for further changes and 
introspection. The architecture school has and will continue to undergo changes. 
The significance of snapshot-like images captured places as the present individual 
perceived them. In the design project, the design was projected onto a specific 
chosen site which was impacted and shaped by context. The distinction and blur 
between layers in visual representation hinged upon counterbalance between 
original and new, influenced by student behaviour and utilisation. Demonstrated 
was a break from the city which offered observation of seasonal and hourly 
changes throughout the school semesters. 

The collage representations captured static fragments in how and what 
elements of place communicated to the senses. There was texture of materiality – 

176  Vassallo, Seamless, 142.
177  Ibid, 9.
178  Ibid, 47.
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the warmth and grain of wood. There was the vibrant yellow hues which accented 
the furnishings, a reversal of the use of yellow in circulation spaces in the studios: 
here it extended to places of rest. There was the kinaesthetic and visual movement 
of slopes to recline on, the stair structures directing movement upward. There 
was the optical effect of vertical louvres running along and upwards. Each place 
was furnished with people as that was how they were usually experienced; the 
inhabitants enabled the function and presence of place. 

Warmth added to the medium of collage imparted how to view the 
Architecture School. Empathy shone through in the softness of materiality and 
quality of light. The human figures conveyed the life of the student body in 
their youth and diversity brought collectively in the pursuit of study. The space 
communicated to visitors a will for occupants to come to terms with their role in 
the school – to evaluate their worth and to what extent the school made them 
feel valued as part of the campus micro-city. Perhaps this was how this part of 
architecture could become timeless and remain relevant. 
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Fig. 69: Snapshots of experiences of withdrawal as retreat, Balcony

Fig. 70: Snapshots of experiences of withdrawal as retreat, Roof
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Fig. 71: Visual cues such as mirrors indicating the presence of people

Fig. 72: Snapshots of experiences of withdrawal as retreat, Roof
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Fig. 73: Snapshots of experiences of withdrawal as retreat, Roof



129

Fig. 74: Snapshots of experiences of withdrawal as retreat, Roof
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Chapter 5

Conclusion
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Design Conclusion

The thesis ‘Alone Together: withdrawal as retreat’ contemplates and 
responds to my research question “How can design better accommodate the 
human experience of withdrawal as a device for retreat?” The act and position 
of being ‘Alone Together’ is a propositional statement attempting to tease out 
the idea of finding a sense of retreat through withdrawal from others in the 
contemporary urban city. It asserts that withdrawal for retreat is healthy and 
valid to maintain necessary points of being an individual in this time. The thesis 
developed this position through a design project proposal which culminated in 
built forms which harnessed existing yet unused places. The process claimed 
spaces adjacent to daily routine which accommodated for the human desire to 
retreat when overwhelmed. Developing this pursuit of retreat required self-
reflective and conscious acts of seeking places and place-making within the urban 
site. 

The creative output communicated that “retreat” could come from 
multiple interventions scattered throughout a given place of diverse occupants 
and functions. The retreat fulfilled universal human needs of the mind and body 
and facilitated interplay between the occupant and the Architecture School. 
These ideas explored applied to the school as a place which encompassed places of 
movement and rest, encounter and retreat, home and study. The need for faculty 
spaces able to be freely utilised by students was apparent. Key ideas were embraced 
in the project through promoting adjacency to the collective student body with the 
capacity to re-join. Through non-threatening transitional passageways and spaces 
of stationary retreat, subtleties of personal space coinciding with the territory of 
others gave way to the viable option of escape. The withdrawal taken upon by this 
thesis constituted various means – to be physically alone and detached, but to 
find comfort amidst the stimulation. Through distancing of the individual from 
the collective unconscious lest they become dominated, individuals find peace.

The design project started as a way to design spaces for students seeking a 
place of reprieve from the incoming flow of people and forced interactions. As of 
now, students can only view and experience the inaccessible places designed for 
in this thesis from a distance; the design development inquired ‘what if ’ and ‘what 
was’. Students were typically in a position of lesser power in a school context, 
but these design interventions aided recovery of power and reclaimed ownership 
over university faculty places. Enhancing existing places for increased feelings of 
safety helped conscious withdrawal which harnessed retreat from the inside for 
those students present, as well as encouraged invisible students to make use again 
of studio spaces.

Accepting places as retreat required cognitive and perceptive 
understanding of co-existence. Consciously choosing to make one’s place was 
enabled through architectural devices scattered throughout the project. Rather 
than simply blocking off spaces and creating closed boxes for individuals, 
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the design project utilised independent use of space and methods of closing 
oneself off in an open environment. The architectural outcome attempted to 
honour idiosyncrasies and the solitary through the lens of human experience.

This reconciliation of the solitary and community in a contemporary 
urban context at times sacrificed a sense of connection in return for carefully set 
up barriers. On one hand, the modern urbanite and student revelled in being 
alone and finding freedom in self-acceptance. On the other hand, they also desired 
intimacy and social human connections. This amalgamation of being ‘alone’ yet 
‘together’ drove the interventions which united firstly, the act of withdrawal, then 
secondly, the encounter and sense of place. In these places people enjoyed both 
anonymity and familiarity. The design project immersed individuals who sought 
places to make their own in experiences which resonated and captivated them 
in that temporal state of withdrawal as retreat. Ultimately, the thesis project and 
process made the site into a more sincere place.

Context-specific and historically rich findings brought upon by the design 
project also revealed the importance of memories. This determined “place” and 
“place attachment” through further drawing human experiences, actions, and 
meanings together spatially and temporally, particularly the aspect of meaning. 
Memories of experiences accumulated by students grew to provide embodied 
personal meaning and significance, thus building upon emotional bonds which 
formed with the place of the Architecture School.

The thesis has influenced my design practice by honing in on the human 
experience of the individual and incorporating phenomenological understanding 
of how people interact with places alone. It contributes to architectural research 
through consideration towards spaces of interactions with the self – how can 
we make shared-solitary places? Urbanites are forced to be resilient in the city, 
but architectural design has the means to buffer threatening environments to be 
made more comfortable. The methods explored in this thesis of withdrawal and 
retreat are powerful human experiences which should not be overlooked. There 
is joy in breaking away. These actions, which seem so simple and instinctive, I 
believe, require accessible outlets so that they can take place effectively. It has 
been proven time and time again that even if spaces are not designated as “rest” 
areas, people will make them into places to pause and retreat of their own will. 
Places such as the rooftop corridor, steps in the courtyard, and even the staircase 
outside the old architecture library have taken up roles of withdrawal in the open 
environment. Students sleep under tables, lie down on chairs, and on top of desks 
– place-making is already at work.

Certain aspects of being human in the inherently oversaturated urban 
world are unavoidable. Still, architectural devices mediate such unease faced so 
individuals can step aside and gain restorative properties of withdrawal. Retreat 
is articulated in an act of withdrawal, a mindset, and a place to shelter all the sole 
individuals in their navigation through the city. 
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Fig. 75: Snapshots of experiences of withdrawal as retreat, Bridge dome

Fig. 76: Snapshots of experiences of withdrawal as retreat, Balcony
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Fig. 77: Adjacency of public-private paths, Bridge
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Personal Reflection

Having attended the University of Auckland as an Architecture student 
for the past 5 years, much of how the design progressed came from personal 
experiences and understanding. In terms of designing towards a creative output 
in the school, a large portion was influenced by the wishes and needs of myself 
and fellow cohort regarding aspects which felt lacking. 

This limited viewpoint referred to would invariably differ from other 
alumni, staff, and students of other degree levels in the School of Architecture. 
Graduates often end up returning in the role of staff, tutors, and lecturers, a cycle 
which emphasises that the Architecture School is not merely a point in one’s 
journey, but an important place which welcomes return of those who have built 
experiences and memories here. Students continue to contribute to the place-
making process as the foundation for future students who will pass through and 
experience these places.

Brought into question was the validity and role of the Architecture School 
in its reaction to changes which come with time, with students, and with the way 
people behave in this place. The thesis took interest in memory of places while 
retaining focus on attachment towards place and experiences influencing feelings 
of retreat. The phenomenon of current emotional bonds with place built over 
time is also accompanied by place memory. As former students or individuals who 
have previously formed place attachment with the school return, their perception 
of place has preconceived sensitivities. They experience a sense of retreat which 
is different from any current student, however, they still gain healing properties 
through revisiting this familiar and likely dear place.

Responses from critics – who were all alumni – during the final thesis 
critique further garnered personal recollections in relation to the school. Their 
recounts recalled a time and place where the sites of the three points of design in 
my thesis were still frequently used by students. This was a stimulating contrast to 
the reminiscences of myself and cohort. For us, there has never been a time where 
the places of the bridge, balcony, and roof have been accessible. Individuals who 
have passed through the school and spent time in contact with the spaces hold 
various memories of experiences in these places. For students such as myself, 
ex-students, staff, and the like to be able to bond over familiarities and different 
experiences within the same spaces is testament to the phenomenological acts 
of place-making and place attachment. This built the emotional bonds to this 
educational facility which serves as both a study place and a home in the confines 
of the city.    

The alumni introduced an additional revelation: the places of interventions 
in this thesis of social and solitary activity were taken one by one from students. 
In doing so, they served as physical representations of control taken from the 
student body. In response, students would rally and find ways of overcoming these 
boundaries exerted on them by authorities through obtaining prohibited access. 
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These comments stirred realisations within me as well – perhaps the reason why 
I was drawn to these three points in the beginning stages of design was due to 
personal desire to also have access to blocked-off places. These spaces have always 
been a source of curiosity for me throughout my years of study. The act of being 
able to see, but not touch – to know of but not access – was enticing. Strange as 
it is, the locked balcony is a constant entity which students see from the inside of 
the Level 4 studio as we look out into the courtyard. It becomes a familiar part of 
the Architecture School that we grow to accept. The same extends to the bridge 
which we pass yet can not cross, and the rooftop where we can spend time in the 
corridor overlooking and yet only to that extent – we must remain barricaded 
off from the roof itself. I still remember the first time I along with a few other 
students in our first year of architecture school discovered that rooftop corridor 
and caught our first glimpse of the roof’s open expanse. We wished to be able to 
experience that space outside, from the highest vantage point of the school. But 
alas, this desire has never been satisfied. Perhaps, these emotions were where the 
root of the design stemmed from.

The importance of these intervention places may not hold active memories 
for me, but for others they do. I believe there is great potential in revitalising 
these spaces for future, present, and past students. In due time the layering of 
experiences and memories creates an even richer place through furthering 
feelings of place attachment with the accumulation of micro-world experiences. 
They act as pockets of retreat within the bustling school landscape for students to 
regain some sense of ownership and exert autonomy. ‘Alone Together’ originally 
started as an exploration of the role of retreat in its capacity to restore, critical for 
the human who manoeuvres the city. However, the impact of the Architecture 
School site and its provision of places moved focus from alleviation of designed 
confrontations in public to more personal experiences felt by individuals drawn 
to the same place for common purposes. Sought after withdrawal and retreat 
experiences brought students in contact with encounters where the urban solitude 
became places to support needed recovery.
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