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Experiencing and Inhabiting Space: Multi-
Sensory Atmospheres in Lived Spaces

The Hegemony of Vision

Thecharacteristicsofurbanandarchitectural entities, places and spaces, areusuallydescribedand
analyzedingeometric,formalandmaterialterms.Infact,visualformsandqualities,aswellastheir
relationships,havebeenthepredominantinterestinthemodernplanninganddesigntheoriesandprac-
tices.Thevision-centeredattitudeisexemplifiedbyLeCorbusier’scredo:“Architectureisthemasterly,
correctandmagnificentplayofthemassesbroughttogetherinlight”(LeCorbusier,1927,p.31).This
confessionconcretizesthehegemonicpositionofvision,whichhasbeensupportedbythetraditionof
westernphilosophyallthewaysinceAristotle´shierarchyofthesenses(R.Flynn,1993,p.274).

LeCorbusier’smanyotherexclamations,suchas:“IamandIremainanimpenitentvisual–every-
thingisinthevisual”(LeCorbusier,1991,p.7),and“Architectureisaplasticthing.Imeanby“plastic”
whatisseenandmeasuredbytheeye”(ibid.,191),underlinethevision-centeredattitude,whicheven
hadethicalconnotations,asinhisnotionof“theeyeoftruth”1.WhenquotingLeCorbusierasanex-
ampleofsensoryreductionism,Ineedtoemphasizetheundeniableartisticandexistentialpowerofhis
architecturalmasterworks.Declarationsbyotherleadingmodernistarchitectsrevealthattheobsession
withvisionwasnotLeCorbusier’salone.“He[thedesigner]hastoadaptknowledgeofthescientific
factsofopticsandthusobtainatheoreticalgroundthatwillguidethehandgivingshape,andcreatean
objectivebasis”(WalterGropius,1956,pp.15-25),WalterGropius,directoroftheBauhausSchool,
claimed.LaszloMoholy-Nagy,oneofthereformersofartisticthinkingattheBauhaus,supportedthe
progressivenatureofvisionequallyenthusiastically:“Thehygieneoftheoptical,thehealthofthevisible
isslowlyfilteringthrough”2.Thepreferenceforimmaterialwhitenessisanotherexampleofinterpreting
visualqualitiesinsymbolicandmoralterms.

Whiteness is extremely moral. Suppose there were a decree requiring all rooms in Paris to be given a 
coat of whitewash. I maintain that that would be a police task of real stature and a manifestation of high 
morality, the sign of great people. (LeCorbusier, 1925)

WhitenessandtheimportanceofdaylightalsoreflectedhygienicideasofLouisPasteurfromthe
1870s.Asthemodernistinterestcenteronpureform,onlyfocusedvisionhasbeenconsidered,while
theroleofunfocused,peripheralvision,andshapelessatmospheres,feelingsandmoodshasrarelybeen
recognized,nottospeakoftheessentialinteractionofallthesenses.Thisconsciouslimitationgave
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theGestaltlawstheirdominantpositioninunderstandingvisualandspatialperception,aswellasthe
appreciationofarchitecturalform.Thisfocusonformalsoregardedspatialexperiencesasgeometric,
immaterialandnegativeforms.Thevisualandgeometricunderstandingofspacehashadespeciallynega-
tiveconsequencesinurbanplanning.Asaconsequenceofthisintellectualandperceptualbias,pleasur-
ablemodernandcontemporaryurbanspaces,squaresandstreetscapesarerareanywhereintheworld.

Atmospheres3 and Multi-Sensory Experience

Ourrealexperiencesoftheworldareinherentlymulti-sensory,peripheral,fragmented,andformally
vague.InThe Experience of Place,TonyHiss(1991)usesthenotion“simultaneousperception”ofthe
perceptualmodethatweuseinexperiencingsurroundings.Ontheotherhand,PaulKleewroteaboutthe
significanceofdispersedattention,thepolyphonicstructureofartisticworks,anda“multi-dimensional
attention”,whendescribingtheessentialsensorymultiplicityinartisticperception4.However,thisis
alsothewaywenormallyobserve,withallthesensesatonce,asMauriceMerleau-Ponty(1964)notes:

My perception is . . . not a sum of visual, tactile, and audible givens: I perceive in a total way with my 
whole being: I grasp a unique structure of the thing, a unique way of being, which speaks to all my 
senses at once. (p. 48)

Inreallifeexperiences,theintegratedsensationshaveamoresignificantrolethanvisionalone,and
ourabilityofsensingextendsbeyondthefiveAristoteliansenses.

Sonicandtactilequalities,aswellassmellsandevenideatedtastes,aresignificantfactorsinthe
experienceofreality.Eacharchitecturalandurbansituationisaconditionofsensitizedreality,notan
artisticfantasy.Anespeciallysignificantsensoryqualityistheunconsciousorideatedtouchconcealed
invision.“Throughvisionwetouchthesunandthestars”,Merleau-Pontysuggestspoetically5.Entire
landscapesorregionscanbesensuouslydominatedevenbysmells,asinthecaseofdistinctagricultural
practicesorpollutingindustries.Smellsareconnectedwithourprimallevelsofmemoryandtheycan
thusevokevividrecollectionsofplacesandevents,asMarcelProust’s(1996)In Search of Lost Time
claimsrepeatedly.Theears,noseandskin(experiencesoftemperature,moisture,wind)cancreateat-
mosphericexperiencesthatareasdomineeringasanyvisuallydefinedsituations.

Regardlessof thefact thatalreadyGreekthinkingassignedvisionitshegemonicroleamongthe
senses,visionacquireditsdominantroleratherlate.“Thesixteenthcenturydidnotseefirst:itheard
andsmelled,itsniffedtheairandcaughtsounds.Itwasonlylaterthatitseriouslyandactivelybecame
engagedingeometry[…]Itwasthenthatvisionwasunleashedintheworldofbeautyaswell”,Lucien
Febvreargues6.RobertMandrou,anotherhistorian,makesaparallelargument:“Thehierarchy[ofthe
senses]wasnotthesame[asinthetwentiethcentury]becausetheeye,whichrulestoday,founditselfin
thirdplace,behindhearingandtouch,andfarafterthem.Theeyethatorganises,classifiesandorders
wasnotafavouredorganofatimethatpreferredhearing”7.

The Significance of Atmosphere

Theexperientialcharacterofaspaceorplaceisnotmerelyavisualperceptualquality.Infact,focused
visionmakesusoutsidersinrelationtowhatweareseeinginfocus.Focusedvisioncoversonly4percent
oftheentirefieldofvision,andtheexperienceofenvelopingspacehastoarisefromthedynamicsofthe
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entirevisualfieldratherthanfocusedandrestrictedperception.Thesenseofspatialrealityandinside-
nesscallsforunfocused,peripheral,enfoldingandfusedperceptionsandinteractionsofvarioussense
experiences.Thisisourrealitysense.Iwishtoargue,thatthespatialexperienceofrealityisexistential
ratherthanvisual;weinteractwithspacewithourwholebeingandsenseofself.

Atmosphereorambienceisakindofavirtual,experientialandmulti-sensorycondition,whichusu-
allyhasshapeless,undefineableandephemeralboundaries,andunfocusedexperientialqualities.An
atmospherecanalsohavedynamicallychangingcharacteristicsandvaryingdurations,asinthecases
ofweather,naturalilluminationormusicalexperiences.Atmospherescouldthusberegardedaslimit
casesof“placeness”,oras“quasi-places”8.Anatmospheregivesrisetotheexperienceofaspecific
locationorplacewithdistinctexperientialqualitiesandemotiveattributes.Wearedrawntospecific
placesbytheirenticingcharacter,ambienceandfeeling,whichareevidentlymorecomplex,integrated
anddynamicentitiesthanform.

Thebiasedorientation towardsfocusedvisionandclearformhasregrettablyguided themodern
architect’sconsciousinterestawayfromtheessentialexperientialrealitiesandqualitiesofatmosphere,
moodandtuning.Architectshaveregardedatmospheresassomethingromantic,entertainingor,per-
haps,evenkitsch,somethingthathasitsplaceinsetdesign,restaurantandshopdecoration,butnotin
seriousarchitecture.

Multi-Sensory Fusion

Thejudgementofenvironmentalcharacterisacomplex,multi-sensoryfusionofnumerousfactors,which
are,however,immediatelyandsyntheticallygraspedasanoverallatmosphereorfeeling.Theimmediate
sensingofatmosphereandmoodtakesplacemostlyunconsciously.JohnDewey,thevisionaryAmerican
philosopher(1859-1952),whoalreadyeightdecadesagounderstoodtheimmediate,embodied,emotive,
andlargelysubconsciousessenceofexperience,describesthenatureofsuchexistentialencountersas
follows:

The total overwhelming impression comes first, perhaps in a seizure by a sudden glory of the landscape, 
or by the effect upon us of entrance into a cathedral when dim light, incense, stained glass and majestic 
proportions fuse in one indistinguishable whole. We say with truth that a painting strikes us. There is 
an impact that precedes all definite recognition of what it is about.9

Wecanbesimilarlystruckbyasetting,placeorspace,andthepresenceandthefeelingthatitexudes
canhaveanoverpoweringimpactonourmentalstate,emotivetuningandactions.Thisunconscious
emergenceofmoodisoftenthemostsignificanteffectofaspaceorplace.Itislikelythatnon-architects
senseprimarily theatmosphereofaplaceorbuilding,whereasaformalattentionimpliesadistinct
intellectualandtheoreticalposition.

Atmospheresarenotnecessarilyconsequencesofconsciousdesignintention;thepleasurableambi-
encesofvernacularsettings,forinstance,areusuallyunintentionalconsequencesoftraditionalbuilding
practicesandthefusionofman-madeconstructionsandtheirsettings.Eventhemultifariousanddiffuse
componentsofweathercreatedistinctemotivestatesandmoodsataglance.Alsotheexperienceofweather
hasadiffuseandperipheralcharacter,insteadofconsistingoffocusedimageswithclearboundariesor
shapes.Weatherisacomplexexperiencewithastrongqualitativetuning,similartoalandscape,urban
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orarchitecturalspace.Theseareallenfoldingandembracingexperiencesthatencircleus,andinwhich
weareinsidersandparticipants,notmereonlookers.Inman-madesettings,atmosphereistheover-all
fusedandenfoldinginsideexperienceoftheplace,spaceorsituation.

Sensing Atmospheres

AnatmosphericperceptioninvolvesjudgementsbeyondthefiveAristoteliansenses,suchassensationsof
orientation,motion,duration,continuity,scale,density,intimacy,temperature,humidity,airmovement,
andthedynamicsofillumination.Indeed,thejudgementofthecharacterofaspacecallsforourentire
embodiedandexistentialsense,oursenseofbeing.Itisperceivedinadiffuseandperipheralmanner
ratherthanthroughprecise,focusedandconsciousobservation.Thiscomplexassessmentalsoincludes
thedimensionoftimeasatmospherescanbedynamicallychanging,andallexperiencesimplyduration,
andtheyfuseperception,memoryandimagination.Allliveexperiencesglidealongatemporalaxis
betweenmemorizing,perceivingandimagining.Moreover,everyspaceandplaceisalwaysaninvita-
tiontoandsuggestionofdistinctacts.Spacesandtruearchitecturalexperiencesareinherentlyverbs
andpromises;thefloorisasuggestiontostandup,movearound,thedoorisaninvitationtoenterand
exit,thewindowacalltolookoutandexpandtheinteriorspacetotheworld,andthestairasuggestion
toascendordescendtoanotherlevel.

Inadditiontoenvironmentalatmospheres,therearecultural,social,workplace,family,etc.inter-
personalatmospheres,whichallhavesimilarlyenfoldingcharacteristics.Wecanevenspeakofspecific
atmospheresinthescalesofcultural,regionalornationalentities.Evencountriesprojecttheiridentifi-
ableatmospheresderivingfromthecharacteristiclandscapes,typicalweather,architecturaltraditions,
conventions of dressing and behaviour, food culture, tone of language, etc.. Powerful atmospheric
experiencescanfeellikeanembracingtouchofaveiloralover,andtheyaddressdirectlyoursenseof
being.Altogether,Isuggestthatinsteadofvision,ourmostimportantenvironmentalandarchitectural
senseisourexistentialsense,thesenseofbeing.

Genius loci,theSpiritofPlace,issimilarlyanephemeral,unfocusedandnon-materialexperiential
feelingortuning,thatiscloselyrelatedtoatmosphere;wecan,indeed,speakoftheatmosphereor
“spirit”ofaplace,whichgivetheplaceitsuniqueexperientialidentityandquality.Genius lociisusually
attachedtothepermanentmaterial,formalanddimensionalaspectsoftheplace.Yet,aplacecanhave
dynamicallychangingatmospheres;agreattheaterhall,forinstance,hasitsown,moreorlesspermanent
ambience,andthechangingimaginativeatmospheresoftheperformances,andthesetwodifferentatmo-
spheresinteract.IamherethinkingofPeterBrook’sBouffes-du-NordtheatrespaceinParis,locatedin
anclassicaltheatrespace,partsofwhichthedirectorintentionallydemolishedinordertosensitizethe
ruinedspaceforthevaryingemotionalsituationsoftheatreperformance(Todd&Lecat,2003,p.25).

Spatial Experience as an Exchange

Wetendto thinkofspaceandplaceassomethingoutsideofourselves,asexternalcontextsforour
existenceandeventsoflife.Yet,spaceandtheselfarefusedandinseparable,asthenotionsofspace
andplaceareconstitutedthroughexperience.Similarly,theaestheticdimensionactualizesinthevery
experienceofthephenomenonorartisticwork.MartinHeidegger(1997)linkedspaceindivisiblywith
thehumancondition:
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When we speak of man and space, it sounds as though man stood on one side, space on the other. Yet 
space is not something that faces man. It is neither an external object nor an inner experience. It is not 
that there are men, and over and above them space. (p. 334)

Spatialexperienceisalwaysakindofanexchange;asIenteraspace,thespaceentersme,andthe
experienceisessentiallyafusionoftheobjectandthesubject.TheAmericanliteraryscholar,Robert
PogueHarrison,writespoetically:

In the fusion of place and soul, the soul is as much of a container of place as place is a container of soul, 
both are susceptible to the same forces of destruction. (Harrison, 2008, p. 130)

Atmosphereissimilarlyanexchangebetweenthematerialandimmaterialpropertiesoftheplace
orsituation,ontheonehand,andtheimaginativerealmofhumanperceptionandmind,ontheother.
Yet,anatmospheredoesnotconsistofphysical“things”orfacts;itisahumanexperientialentity,oran
imaginative“creation”.Amusicalpieceissimilarlyanexperientialatmosphericentitywithoutfactual
physicalorformalfeatures.Yet,ithasanexperientialinteriorspaceandspecifictuning.EdwardRelph’s
notion“empathicinsideness”,givesrisetosuchasensationofbelonging.Relph(1976)usesthenotions
of“placelessness”and“existentialoutsideness”ofspatialsituationsthatdonotprojectaninvitingimage,
acoherentexperientialmeaningofasenseofinteriority.Transitionalspaces,suchasairports,exemplify
non-places,thatdonothavethecapacityofenvokingasenseofrootednessorbelonging,oranykindof
domesticity.Also,theatmospheresofhumaninteractionsseemtohavetheirowndynamics,whichare
usuallybeyondconsciouscontrol.Aminuteemotionaldissonancecaneasilyshatterafriendlyencounter.

InaccordancewithDewey’ssuggestion,wegrasptheatmosphereofaplacebeforeweidentifyits
detailsorunderstanditintellectually.Infact,wemaybecompletelyunabletosayanythingmeaningful
aboutthecharacteristicsofaplaceorasituation,yetwehaveafirmimage,emotiveattitude,andrecall
ofit.Inthesameway,althoughwedonotconsciouslyanalyseorunderstandtheinteractionofmeteoro-
logicalfactors,wegrasptheessenceofweatherataglance,anditconditionsourmoodandintentions.
Asweenteranewcity,wegraspitsoverallcharacterwithouthavingconsciouslyidentifiedoranalysed
anyofitscountlessmaterial,geometric,dimensionalandsensoryproperties.JohnDewey(1998)even
extendsprocessesthatadvancefromaninitial,buttemporarygraspofthewholetowardsdetails,allthe
waytotheprocessesofthinking:

All thought in every subject begins with just such an unanalysed whole. When the subject matter is 
reasonably familiar, relevant distinctions speedily offer themselves, and sheer qualitativeness may not 
remain long enough to be readily recalled. (Dewey, 1998, p. 197)

Recentresearchintheneurosciencesprovidessupporttotheassumptionthatcontrarytoourinherited
belief,perceptionsandunderstandingadvancefromentitiesdowntodetails.“Accordingtotheright
hemisphere,understandingisderivedfromthewhole,sinceitisonlyinlightofthewholethatonecan
trulyunderstandthenatureoftheparts”,philosopherandtherapistIainMcGilchrist(2009,p.184)asserts.
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“Understanding” The Lived Image

Inarchitecturaleducationweareusuallyadvisedtodevelopourdesignsfromelementaryaspectsto-
wardslargerentities,butasIhavesuggested,ourperceptionsandexperientialjudgementsadvancein
thereversemanner,fromtheentitydowntodetails.Whenexperiencingaworkofart,thewholegives
meaningtotheparts,nottheotherwayround.Itisevidentthatweneedtograspandconceivecomplete
poeticimagesandatmospheresinsteadofsingularformalelements,andinfact,therearehardlyany
“elements”intheworldofartisticexpression;thereareonlycompletepoeticimages,intertwinedwith
distinctemotivechargesandorientations.

AsIarguedearlier,wehavebeentaughttoconceive,observeandevaluatearchitecturalspacesand
settingsprimarilyascollectionsof“elements”,orformalandaestheticentities.Yet,thediffuseambience
isoftenmoredecisiveandpowerfulindeterminingourattitudetothesettingorplace.Evenbuildings
anddetailsthathardlypossessanynoteworthyaestheticvalues,cancreateasensoriallyrichandpleasant
atmosphere.Vernacularsettingsandtraditionaltownsarefrequentlyexamplesofpleasantatmospheres
thatoftenarisefromaestheticallyratheruninterestingcomponents.Suchurbanatmospheresaremost
oftencreatedbyspecificmateriality,scale,rhythm,colour,orotherthemeswithvariations.Materials,
colours,rhythmsandilluminationsarestronglyatmospheric,duetotheirembodied,hapticandenvelop-
ingnature.Onthecontrary,formandformalcohesionseemtohaveaclosingandexternalisingeffect
insteadofaninvitingembracingandemotionalimpact.

Inordertocreateinvitingandaccommodatingarchitecturalandurbanspaces,weasarchitectsneed
toshiftfromformalthinkingtoexperientialandempathicthinking.Ineducation,empathicimagination
shouldbetrainedinsteadofformalvisualimagination.

Juhani Pallasmaa
Independent Researcher, Helsinki, Finland
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