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 [Abstract] 

 

 

The role of matter has remained central to the making and the thinking of architecture, yet many 

attempts to capture its essence have been trapped in a dialectic tension between form and material-

ity, between material consistency and immaterial modes of perception, between static states and 

dynamic processes, between the real and the virtual, thus advancing an increasing awareness of the 

perplexing complexity of the material world. Within that complexity, the notion of agency – 

emerging from and within ecological, politico-economic and socio-cultural processes – calls for a 

reconceptualization of matter, and consequently processes of materialisation, offering a new un-

derstanding of context and space, approached as a field of dynamic relationships. 

In this context, cutting across boundaries between architectural discourse and practice as well as 

across the vast trans-disciplinary territory, this dissertation aims to illustrate a variety of design 

methodologies that have derived from the relational approach. More specifically, the intention is to 

offer new insights into spatial epistemologies embedded within the notion of atmosphere – com-

monly associated with the so-called New Phenomenology – and to reflect upon its implications for 

architectural production.  

In what follows, the intended argumentation has a twofold dimension. First, through a scrutiny of 

the notion of atmosphere, the aim is to explore ways of thinking and shaping reality through rela-

tions, thus acknowledging the aforementioned complexity of the material universe disclosed 

through human and non-human as well as material and immaterial forces. Secondly, despite the 

fact that concerns for atmospherics have flourished over the last few decades, the objective is to 

reveal that the conceptual foundations and procedures for the production of atmosphere might be 

found beneath the surface of contemporary debates. Hence, in order to unfold and illustrate previ-

ously advocated assumptions, an archaeological approach is adopted, tracing a particular projec-

tive genealogy, one that builds upon an atmospheric awareness.  

Accordingly, in tracing such an atmospheric awareness the study explores the notoriously ambigu-

ous nature and the twofold dimension of atmosphere – meteorological and aesthetic – and the 

heterogeneity of meanings embedded in them. In this context, the notion of atmosphere is present-

ed as parallactic. It transgresses the formal and material boundaries of bodies. It calls for a re-

evaluation of perceptual experience, opening a new gap that exposes the orthodox space-body-

environment relationships to questioning. It offers to architecture an expanded domain in which to 

manifest itself, defining architectural space as a contingent construction and field of engagement, 

and presenting matter as a locus of production/performance/action. 

Consequently, it is such an expanded or relational dimension that constitutes the foundation of 

what in the context of this study is to be referred to as affective tectonics. Namely, a tectonics that 
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represents processual and experiential multiplicity of convergent time and space, body and envi-

ronment, the material and the immaterial; a tectonics in which matter neither appears as an inert 

and passive substance, nor is limited to the traditionally regarded tectonic significance or expres-

sive values, but is presented as an active element charged with inherent potential and vitality. By 

defining such a relational materialism, the intention is to expand the spectrum of material attrib-

utes revealing the intrinsic relationships between the physical properties of materials and their 

performative, transformative and affective capacities, including effects of interference and haptic 

dynamics – i.e. protocols of transmission and interaction. The expression that encapsulates its 

essence is:  

 

ACTIVE MATERIALITY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                          

Keywords: Atmosphere, Affect, Immateriality, Materiality, Relationality. 
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 [Resumen] 
 

 

El significado de la materia ha estado desde siempre ligado al pensamiento y el quehacer arqui-

tectónico. Sin embargo, muchos intentos de capturar su esencia se han visto sumergidos en una 

tensión dialéctica entre la forma y la materialidad, entre la consistencia material y los modos 

inmateriales de la percepción, entre los estados estáticos y los procesos dinámicos, entre lo real y 

lo virtual, revelando una creciente conciencia de la desconcertante complejidad del mundo mate-

rial. En esta complejidad, la noción de la operatividad o capacidad agencial– que emerge desde y 

dentro de los procesos ecológicos, políticos y socio-culturales– requiere de una re-

conceptualización de la materia y los procesos inherentes a la materialización, ofreciendo una 

nueva visión del contexto y el espacio, entendidos como un campo relacional dinámico. 

Oscilando entre el discurso arquitectónico y la práctica arquitectónica, y atravesando un extenso 

territorio trans-disciplinar, el objetivo de la presente tesis es ilustrar la variedad de metodologías 

proyectuales que emergieron desde este enfoque relacional. Concretamente, la intención es inda-

gar en las epistemologías espaciales vinculadas a la noción de la atmósfera– generalmente aso-

ciada a la llamada Nueva Fenomenología–, reflexionando sobre su impacto en la producción 

arquitectónica.   

A continuación, el estudio ofrece una doble línea argumental. Primero, a través del análisis críti-

co de la noción de atmósfera, el objetivo es explorar maneras de pensar y dar forma a la realidad 

a través de las relaciones, reconociendo la mencionada complejidad del universo material revela-

do a través de fuerzas humanas y no-humanas, materiales e inmateriales. Segundo, a pesar de que 

el interés por las atmósferas ha florecido en las últimas décadas, la intención es demostrar que las 

bases conceptuales y los protocolos proyectuales de la creación de atmósferas se pueden encon-

trar bajo la superficie de los debates contemporáneos. Para corroborar e ilustrar estas hipótesis 

se propone una metodología de carácter arqueológico, trazando una particular genealogía de 

proyectos– la que se basa en una conciencia atmosférica.    

Asimismo, al definir esta conciencia atmosférica, el estudio explora tanto la naturaleza notoria-

mente ambigua y la dimensión dual de la atmósfera– meteorológica y estética–, como la hetero-

geneidad de significados derivados de ellas. En este contexto, la atmósfera se entiende como un 

concepto detonante, ya que sobrepasa los limites formales y materiales de los cuerpos, llevando a 

la re-evaluación de la experiencia perceptiva y abriendo a preguntas la ortodoxa relación espa-

cio-cuerpo-ambiente. En consecuencia, la noción de la atmósfera ofrece a la arquitectura una 

dimensión expandida donde manifestarse, definiendo el espacio como una construcción contin-

gente, performativa y afectiva, y presentando la materia como locus de producción/ actuación/ 

acción.   
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Es precisamente esta dimensión expandida relacional la que constituye una base para lo que en el 

contexto del presente estudio se define como una tectónica afectiva. Es decir, una tectónica que 

representa una multiplicidad procesual y experiencial derivada de la convergencia entre el tiempo 

y el espacio, el cuerpo y el entorno, lo material y lo inmaterial; una tectónica en la que la materia 

no aparece como una substancia pasiva e inerte, ni es limitada al significado considerado tradi-

cionalmente constructivo o a sus valores expresivos, sino que se presenta como elemento activo 

cargado de un potencial y vitalidad inherentes. A través de la definición de este tipo de materia-

lismo afectivo, la intención es expandir el espectro de los atributos materiales, revelando las 

relaciones intrínsecas entre las propiedades físicas de los materiales y sus capacidades performa-

tivas, transformativas y afectivas, incluyendo efectos de interferencias y dinámicas hápticas–  o 

dicho de otro modo, protocolos de transmisión e interacción. Una expresión que encapsula su 

esencia vendría a ser: 

 

MATERIALIDAD ACTIVA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 

Palabras clave: Atmósfera, Afecto, Inmaterialidad, Materialidad, ‘Relacionalidad’ 
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Fig. 0/1    
Interferences, Luminous reflections at the glossy 
pavement. Hotel Bellagio, Las Vegas (1971-1972) [Photo 
© Izabela Wieczorek (2011) from the Atlas of Affective 
Tectonics]  
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The creation of an atmosphere through the character of the 

materials can indeed be called magic. What is magic? 

Conjuring, telekinesis, the triggering of effects through 

signs.  

 
Gernot Böhme 

(Böhme 1995, 36, emphasis in original)  
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* 
Field of Investigation 

         
Why and how ‘Matter’ comes to matter 

The role of matter has remained central to the making and the thinking of architecture. Yet, condi-

tioned by scientific, technological, cultural or philosophical factors, its conception and inner logic 

have been continuously submitted to re-contextualization, shifting traditionally established catego-

ries. Moreover, many attempts to capture the essence of matter have been trapped in a dialectic 

tension between form and materiality, between material consistency and immaterial modes of 

perception, between static states and dynamic processes, between the real and the virtual, advanc-

ing an increasing awareness of the perplexing complexity of the material world.1 Within that com-

plexity, the way in which architecture comes into being – its spatial condition or constructed form 

– has been irrevocably bound to materiality and its implicit nature. Nevertheless, it is precisely that 

complexity which invites us to move away while thinking of materiality from a framework of 

traditionally understood tectonic significance or expressive values towards other qualities that 

have long been far less considered or even neglected in architectural discourse. In this regard, what 

at first sight might be associated with merely physical properties of materials – such as density, 

durability, resistance, thickness, mass, lightness, texture, finish, opacity or transparency – in the 

light of the so-called new materialist studies, nourished by technological and scientific advances, 

entails an expansion of the spectrum of material attributes, including performative and transforma-

tive capacities.2 Hence, it also calls for a critical reconsideration of such key concepts as the mate-

rial and the immaterial – often understood in terms of a binary opposition – bringing to the fore-

front their reciprocal and productive relationship. In this context, the last few decades have seen a 

rise in tropes such as material intelligence, responsive materiality, digital tectonics, thermodynam-

ic materialism, or informed matter – tropes that have marked out a new field of inquiry.3  

Central to this emerging discourse is a rising awareness of an inherent material agency, which calls 

............................................................................................. 
1 For a brief outline of complexity theory, see for instance ‘A Materialism of the Incorporeal’ (Kwinter 1997), in which the 
American architectural theorist Sanford Kwinter discusses some of the premises traced here. 
2 The term ‘new materialism’, or ‘neo-materialism’, was coined in the second half of the 1920s and first used by Manuel 
DeLanda (1952-) and Rosi Braidotti (1954-). See: (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2010, 153). Among other prominent new 
materialist thinkers are Brian Massumi (1956-) and Quentin Meillassoux (1967-). For an overview, see: (Dolphijn and van 
der Tuin 2012). The question “how matter comes to matter” that opens this study is borrowed from the new materialist 
feminist thinker Karen Barad (1956-), who discusses a shift from representationalism to performativity, and whose theories 
are often identified with “agential realism”. See: (Barad 2003). 
3 In recent years there has been an increased and renewed interest in materiality in architectural discourse, as evidenced by 
such titles as: Material Matters. Architecture and Material Practice (Lloyd Thomas 2007), Madre Materia (Espuelas 
2009), Matter. Material Processes in Architectural Production (Borden and Meredith 2012), and (published more recent-
ly): The Material Imagination. Reveries on Architecture and Matter (Mindrup 2015) – to mention but a few.  
The concept of ‘thermodynamic materialism’ was coined by Iñaki Ábalos (1956-) and embodies a renewed approach to the 
environmental and, hence, spatial potential of matter, defining a shift in our understanding of tectonic tradition. See, for 
instance: (Ábalos 2014). 
The concepts of ‘informed matter’ and, related to it, transformative processes were explored by Ignacio Borrego Gómez in 
a PhD dissertation ‘Materia Informada. Deformacio ́n, Conformacio ́n y Codificacio ́n, Los Tres Procedimientos de Alma-
cenamiento de Informacio ́n en la Materia’, ETSAM, UPM 2012, available at Archivo Digital UPM: <http://oa.upm.es>. 
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for a broadening of the understanding of architecture beyond formal biases, thus directing atten-

tion towards sensorial, behavioural and environmental aspects. Such assumptions require a recon-

sideration of the notion of matter and of the inherent processes of materialisation, which has to 

start with a terminological clarification, or rather, an examination of the relationships between 

such fundamental terms as matter, materials and materiality. Accordingly, drawing upon the 

aforementioned new materialist theories, reflecting on matter entails thinking not only about 

modes of creation, production and consumption, but also about the way the material world is dis-

closed in human experience. In such an operational spectrum, ‘matter’ denotes “phenomena in 

their ongoing materialisation” (Barad 2007, 3, emphasis in original), ‘materials’ are “the active 

constituents of [that] world-in-formation” (Ingold 2007, 11), and ‘materiality’ is a condition 

through which we (or, in general, heterogeneous bodies) are enmeshed in productive or experien-

tial relationships. What is more, in this context matter does not appear as an inert and passive sub-

stance (in the Aristotelian hylomorphic sense), but, rather, is approached as an active element 

charged with inherent potential and vitality.4 In short, matter is agentive – to use Karen Barad’s 

words (2007, 137). 

Cutting across the vast trans-disciplinary territory defined by human, social and natural sciences, 

the notion of agency reveals an unfolding complexity of ecological, politico-economic and socio-

cultural processes. Emerging from and within these processes, agency appears as a juxtaposition of 

human and non-human, as well as material and non-material forces. It calls for exploring relations 

instead of things. Being immanent to the new materialist thinking, agency entails a dynamic and 

ongoing “reconfiguring/ entanglements/ relationalities/ (re)articulations” of the world in constant 

becoming, in which “the primary ontological units are not ‘things’ but phenomena” (Barad 2003, 

918). Hence, agency is not reducible to a mere property of contingent isolated entities. It might be 

identified with a distributed and continuously transforming system, one manifested in a complex 

network of relationships in which contingent entities are generatively enmeshed.  

With surprising farsightedness, László Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946) confidently predicted in 1929 

that: “ ‘material is energy’. Its significance for actual architecture, relation instead of mass, will in 

all probability be left to the coming generation to work out” ((1929) 1939, 184, emphasis in 

original). Today, such tropes as architectural contingency (Hays (1984) 2004), weather architec-

ture (Hill 2012), performative architecture (Somol and Whiting 2002, Leatherbarrow 2009, 

Verstegen 2009), and field condition (Kwinter 2001, Allen (1996) 2009) sound familiar to us 

through being at the heart of architectural debate in recent decades. The core question behind these 

labels is the replacement of static conceptions of the material universe with conceptions of dynam-

ic processes, leading to the dissolution of the architectural ‘object’ – its autonomy and fixity. Con-

............................................................................................. 
4 A theory of hylomorphism formulated originally by Aristotle (384-322, BC) presents matter (hyle) and form (morphos) as 
constituents of bodies both animated and not animated. In this equation Aristotle regarded matter as an inert and passive 
substance and gave centre stage to form. See, for instance (Audi 1999, 50, 408). For a brief account of the concept of the 
inherent morphogenetic potential of materials – opposite to the notion of hylomorphism – see, for instance: (De Landa 
1995). 
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sequently, what is offered constitutes a new understanding of context and space, approached as a 

field of dynamic relationships. 

From such a perspective – and as a response to Moholy-Nagy’s prediction – one might conclude 

that it is precisely the relational dimension that characterises an active materiality. This constitutes 

a foundation of what in the context of this dissertation is to be referred to as affective tectonics. 

Such a tectonics represents a processual and experiential multiplicity of convergent time and 

space, body and environment, the material and the immaterial; a tectonics that also includes effects 

of interference and haptic dynamics – that is, protocols of transmission and interaction. This as-

sumption demands an exploration of the network of material and affective relations in which mat-

ter appears as both the building material and the force that shapes a multi-layered reality, revealing 

the intrinsic relationships between the physical properties of materials and their performative, 

transformative and affective capacities. In this context (as noted previously) materiality is to be 

regarded as an active element constitutive of space, which itself is to be understood as a contingent 

construction and a field of engagement – a vehicle for events, social interaction and experiential 

solicitation. To paraphrase Peter Zumthor’s (1943-) words:  

One word for it might be ATMOSPHERE…5 

         
Relational Ontology and Atmospheric Turn 

Even though the intention of this dissertation is to navigate primarily within the architectural field, 

inevitably many topics that transcend disciplinary boundaries must also be explored and dissected. 

In this regard, what comes to the fore is not only the phenomenology suggested in the title of the 

present study – and its cogency resonating in the context of architectural debate – but also the 

increasing adoption of a relational ontology within architectural discourse and practice.6  

In 1997 the art critic and curator Nicolas Bourriaud (1965-) published a collection of essays enti-

tled Esthétique Relationnelle (Relational Aesthetics) ((1997) 1998), in which he promoted a reflec-

tion upon our relationship with the world, through a scrutiny of the relationship between art and 

society. In opposition to the autonomous objects of Greenbergian modernism, Bourriaud presented 

works of art (more specifically works of the 1990s) as relational realms open to constant flux as 

well as to interaction with the environment and the public.7 Accordingly, the discipline of aesthet-

............................................................................................. 
5 It is necessary to point out that even though we refer here to Zumthor’s words from his seminal book Atmospheres. Archi-
tectural Environments. Surrounding Objects (2006, 11), the notion of atmosphere which this study aims to present differs 
from Zumthor’s somewhat reductionist understanding. These differences will be addressed in further sections of the disser-
tation. For a deeper critical reflection on the concept of atmosphere in  Zumthor’s work, see also (Böhme 2013b). 
6 For a discussion of object-oriented ontology v. relational ontology, see, for instance: (Schumacher 2012).  
7 The concept of Greenbergian autonomy was further explored by the author in the paper ‘Entre la mirada y el medio- 
descubriendo a Greenberg’ presented within the framework of the PhD course at the ETSAM: Arquitectura, Arte y Crítica 
de Arte in 2007.  
A displacement of interest in architecture towards the relational, performative and operational has been discussed by Jaco-
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ics – understood broadly as a study of perception – has been the subject of an ongoing re-

contextualisation.  In recent decades, it has been moving in the direction of what the American 

philosopher Arnold Berleant (1932-) terms: “aesthetic engagement” (2004), focusing on situation-

al conditions of experience and affective ties with one’s surroundings. In broad outline, we might 

say that traditional notions of aesthetics have, since the 18th century, been reduced to questions of 

beauty, elevating the cognitive above the sensible. Contemporary aesthetics is critical of these 

traditional notions, replacing contemplative disinterestedness with active perceptual involvement; 

a change which enhances human-environmental interaction and expands the aesthetic field to all 

regions of experience.8  

In this spirit, the German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk (1947-) advocates considerations of the 

affective qualities of architecture and goes as far as to ascribe to it “the design of immersions” 

((2006) 2011b, 108). The core aspect of immersion technology is the “production of embedding 

situations” (109), encapsulated environments and perceptual worlds, and hence the creation of 

atmosphere, which, as asserted by another German philosopher, Gernot Böhme (1937-), has be-

come a fundamental concept of a new aesthetics (1993). What is also worth noticing is that atmos-

phere came to be understood as the backbone of the so-called New Phenomenology. A new phe-

nomenological approach which – owing its conceptual foundation to the German philosopher 

Hermann Schmitz (1928-), whom Böhme partially draws upon – seeks a re-evaluation of the tradi-

tional phenomenology and the Husserlian principle “to the things themselves”, expanding fields of 

reality to a felt-body and to nothing other than the aforementioned atmospheres and situations.9  

Accordingly, over the last few decades, the notion of atmosphere has been widely discussed in 

many disciplinary fields. Not only does the term ‘atmosphere’ constantly crop up in literary narra-

tives, it also extends its hypnotic power to all regions of experience [Fig.0/2]. With such a ubiqui-

tous and pervasive quality – evoked by Bruno Munari’s (1907-1988) collages [Fig.0/3, Fig.0/4, 

and Fig.0/5] – atmosphere has also taken centre stage in architectural debate, despite the fact that 

its notion is troublesome for “both those who put it at the center of their thinking and those who 

marginalize it” (Wigley 1998, 18).10 Yet, even though atmosphere is not a nascent concept in ar-

chitecture, it is only recently that concerns for atmospherics have become “[o]ne of the most sig-

nificant trends” in the architectural field – as the sociologist Christian Borch has remarked (2014, 

7). Perhaps, today, we are swamped by a proliferation of designs labelled ‘atmospheric’.11 

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
bo García Germán in ‘Estrategias operativas en el proyecto arquitectónico. Procesos, herramientas y protocolos’, PhD 
dissertation presented at the ETSAM UPM, 2010. (García Germán 2010). 
8 For an understanding of a “new” aesthetics in the context of the theory of atmosphere, see also: (Böhme 1993, 114-116). 
9 See, for instance: (Schmitz (1980) 1995). 
 
10 The term ‘pervasive’ is not only used metaphorically to define a phenomenon, but also invites an exploration of the 
situational condition of atmosphere, referring to what the American philosopher and psychologist John Dewey (1859-1952) 
termed precisely as a “pervasive quality”. Jean-Paul Thibaud (1960-) draws on this notion in (Thibaud 2011). See also 
(Dewey 1938, 66-70). 
11 For some early accounts of atmosphere in architectural theory, see, for instance: (Giedion (1941) 1982, 254, Giedion 
(1948) 2013, 301-304, 499) or (Wright (1896) 1992) and (Wright (1894) 1992). 
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Fig. 0/3/4/5 
Almanacco Letterario 1933 with Bruno Munari’s plates 
from the series ‘Atmosfera 1933’ 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2015), private collection] 
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Fig. 0/2 
Atmosphair Hairdresser in Malmö, Sweden  

[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 
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The very first question, as far as this ‘turn’ is concerned, has to do with its origins – that is, its 

theoretical framework, and subsequently with its material form. In The Poetics of Space (1958), 

the French philosopher of science Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962) evoked spaces enriched or “col-

oured” by meteorological phenomena. In exploring such phenomena, which in themselves are 

associated with atmospherics, Bachelard pointed out the transporting effect of the word as a vehi-

cle for re-enacting sensations ((1958) 1994, 38-73).12 Whereas Bachelard’s atmospheric reflections 

primarily focus on the dialectics of the house and the universe, exploring the power of the weather 

and states of immersion and reverie engendered by natural phenomena, for the previously-

mentioned Gernot Böhme the reference to words used in the construction of a narrative – their 

constellation, articulation and meaning – serves as an epitome of the means by which particular 

atmospheres can be produced or conjured up (1993, 124); words that are able to surround us with 

an atmosphere – in this case in its aesthetic dimension. Drawing upon arguments similar to Böh-

me’s in connection with the production of atmosphere in literature, the French philosopher Mikel 

Dufrenne (1910-1995) informs us in The Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience (1953) that 

“[a]ll the elements of the represented world conspire to produce [atmosphere], according to their 

mode of representation” ((1953) 1973, 178). Consequently, following such an assumption we 

might ask what might also be the tools and procedures for the creation of atmosphere in architec-

ture. 

However, despite an apparent familiarity with atmosphere and its aforementioned pervasive quali-

ty, knowledge about the production of atmospheres – as hinted by Böhme – has been for a long 

time very seldom explicit and, furthermore, is distorted by ambiguities and dichotomies (1993, 

123). Similarly, disjunctions between subject and object, body and mind, as well as the binary 

opposition between the material and the immaterial, have been vividly inscribed into architectural 

debate. With this dialectic tension, the notion of atmosphere – understood as a spatial phenomenon 

– seems to be parallactic. It leads to a re-evaluation of perceptual experience and, consequently, to 

conceptual and methodological shifts in the production of space, and hence in the way we think 

about materiality. With regard to the latter, Böhme – whose words prompted the present musings – 

refers to a “staged materiality” and points towards the central role of materials in the creation (or 

staging) of atmosphere (1995). Accordingly, the quotation by Böhme, which precedes the ‘Intro-

duction’, presents materials as constituting an operative agency that establishes sets of relations 

and signs, conjuring up a notion of involvement, beckoning our sensorium and inciting responsive 

patterns of behaviour. In other words, as active elements which infuse architecture with magic. 

Such an assumption calls for approaching materiality not merely as a tectonic or expressive quali-

ty, but rather as a catalyst of effects, appearances and intensities. It demands an exploration of 

performative and affective qualities, together with values, which Jean Baudrillard (1929-2007) 

precisely described as “atmospheric” ((1968) 1996, 30-41). What is more, defining materiality in 

............................................................................................. 
12 The inextricable relation between the meteorological and aesthetic dimensions of atmosphere constitutes a background 
for this dissertation. Such a relation has also been explored by the British anthropologist Tim Ingold, and the British schol-
ar Derek McCormack. See: (Ingold 2013) (McCormack 2008). 
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terms of such values or “qualities of appearances” (Böhme 1995, 38) also points towards contex-

tual dimensions – i.e. the situational condition of experience. Here, situations are understood as 

sets of relations – that is, as what Sloterdijk defined as “atmospheric wholes” ((2006) 2011b, 107).  

From this perspective, the aforementioned Bruno Munari’s collages from the series Atmosfera 

1933 constitute an intuitive draft from which we can explore the significance of atmosphere in 

architecture. They present the human body that merges with space, objects, events and technology; 

bodies enveloped within smoke and drifting clouds, evoking ephemeral conditions or introspective 

immersion. Here, atmosphere is not reduced to a constellation of isolated elements. It is disclosed 

rather as a dynamic unity – a whole in a constant state of becoming – for its constituent entities are 

neither absolute nor static. It is from their interplay that atmosphere emerges. Such an ephemeral 

occurrence leads to an integral and synaesthetic perception of the surroundings, where environ-

mental qualities are implicit and conditions and phenomena are bound together in a reciprocal 

dependence. In such an equation, materiality is also to be understood as an entirely dynamic cate-

gory. Namely, a complex and active system of fields, also defined by environmental conditions, or 

so-called immaterialities such as light, air, sound, scent or temperature. These constituent immate-

rialities are no longer to be seen as intangible, since they do possess a physical, physiological and, 

hence, affective dimension.13 This is also the case with other factors – technical, societal, cultural 

or historical – which affect our perception and, therefore, our way of sensing atmospheres. Thus, 

atmospheric architecture, from a certain perspective, might be considered as impure. It transcends 

Euclidian logic, being contaminated and at the same time defined by a multiplicity of conditions, 

objects or percepts that merge and become intra-spatial components rather than external ele-

ments.14 

It is, however, necessary to point out that in the contemporary architectural discourse matter is 

often approached from two perspectives. These positions – being almost contradictory oppositions 

– represent a dialectic tension between so-called hyper-materiality and immateriality.15 One focus-

es on the impression of mass-regaining qualities with which architecture has always been identi-

fied, such as thickness, density, durability, resistance, and opacity – all traditionally regarded as 

tangible qualities. The other renders architecture as floating lightly in the air, striving for dissolu-

............................................................................................. 
13 Of particular interest for this study are writings of the architectural historian Jonathan Hill (1958-) who presents weather 
as a creative force (2012) and immateriality as central to architectural imagination, production and experience (2006). 
However, Hill explores immateriality as “the perceived absence of matter more than the actual absence of matter” (2006, 
3).  
Immateriality and its affective qualities are subjects of the study and artistic production of the Danish-Icelandic artist 
Olafur Eliasson (1967-). This is evidenced by an inscription at the entrance to the installation ‘Your Atmospheric Colour 
Atlas’ (2009) [Fig. 1/0] (currently part of the collection of the AROS Museum in Aarhus (Denmark)), which reads: “Enter 
the artwork at your own risk. Please be aware that the artwork has a powerful effect on the senses” (based on the visit of 
the author). 

14	  This impurity might be taken literally if we refer to the project ‘Dusty Relief’ for The Museum of Contemporary Art in 
Bangkok by RieSie(n), which co-opts dust, smog and soot from the polluted biotope as  materials for the façade, whose 
electrostatically-charged mesh cladding attracts the dust particles, constantly changing its appearance.	  
15 Fernando Espuelas in Madre Materia (2009) – to mention one of the recent publications – talks precisely about the 
binary opposition between the material and the immaterial, and goes even as far as accusing contemporary architecture of 
“a gradual silencing of matter” (translation by the author; in original: “paulatino silenciamiento de la materia”) (2009, 34). 
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tion of its boundaries, a dematerialisation, operating with lightness, whiteness and transparency. 

Thus evoking an intangibility often associated with atmosphere due to its meteorological connota-

tions. The intention of this study is to address this dichotomy, focusing on the relationship between 

the two, and illustrating that in the context of atmosphere the material and the immaterial not only 

co-exist within the same field, but also become mutually supportive and explanatory.  

The enduring necessity for the body to interact with surroundings through experience has nour-

ished a wide range of design techniques and material experimentation that identify the inherent 

conditions of materials and constantly changing environmental parameters with foundational data 

upon which a project develops. It is worth remarking that there is a whole genealogy of projects 

that interpret space as a device of interaction and exchange; projects that generate reactive and 

adaptable environments; projects that use both technology and immaterial materialities as means 

of intensifying our relationships with our surroundings. Here, projects which allow phenomena to 

be both experienced and made visible or tangible must also be included. More frequently we not 

only refer to spaces in merely physical terms, we also shift attention towards their performative 

and affective capacities. An interest in both the effects which spaces produce and their radiated 

atmospheres is what this study assumes to be the phenomenological attitude. 

Consequently, since constructing atmospheres seems to be part of the architect’s repertoire of 

skills, the aim is to explore what, within the parameters of this study, are to be denominated  tech-

niques of the atmospheric. Namely, the objective is to trace associations and draw out design pro-

tocols, focusing on ways in which atmosphere can be and has been consciously generated or ma-

nipulated. 

To achieve this objective, however, the first step will be to reflect on what the term ‘atmosphere’ 

entails in an architectural discourse, by challenging some of the previously-mentioned ambiguities 

and dichotomies and by unravelling the intrinsic characteristics of atmosphere as a spatial phe-

nomenon. To establish a clear understanding of the notion of atmosphere and its implication for 

architectural production, the intention is both to take philosophical theories – such as the New 

Phenomenology (Schmitz, Böhme), Somaesthetics (Shusterman), Environmental Aesthetics (Ber-

leant) ‒ as a basis for a critical analysis, and to explore paradigmatic cases, which address atmos-

phere within architectural discourse and practice.16 

............................................................................................. 
16 If we trace our understanding of atmosphere back through its philosophical development, we find that atmosphere is also 
a vast aesthetic terrain. Writings of Hermann Schmitz (1928-) – considered to be the founder of New Phenomenology – and 
of the aforementioned Gernot Böhme and Peter Sloterdijk, constitute a unique contribution to the contemporary notion of 
atmosphere. Especially Böhme’s efforts to expand its meaning for contemporary aesthetics seem to be concurrent with the 
proliferation of artistic and architectural production labelled as ‘atmospheric’. Böhme’s theories, and more precisely his 
seminal book Architektur und Atmosphäre (2006), have undoubtedly influenced many architects. Nevertheless, atmosphere 
also defined the field of study for other philosophers such as Martin Seel (1954-), Tonino Griffero (1958-), Otto Friedrich 
Bolnow (1903-1991) and the previously cited Mikel Dufrenne and Jean Baudrillard – to mention but a few. We should also 
include the Swiss art historian Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945) and the German philosopher and cultural critic Walter Ben-
jamin (1892-1940), whose concepts of mood and aura (respectively) might be understood as precursors of atmosphere.  
Concerns for atmosphere undoubtedly represent an epistemological transformation. A brief outline of the different ap-
proaches to the notion of atmosphere and their implications for a new way of theorising about architecture, and, conse-
quently, a particular form of practice, will be offered in Chapter 1 ‘Atmospheric Taxonomy’. The appearance in this con-
text of two contemporary philosophers in the field of aesthetics, Richard Shusterman (Somaesthetic) and Arnold Berleant 
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Even though the words of the British scholar Ben Anderson (1972-) have indicated that “[p]erhaps 

there is nothing that doesn’t have an atmosphere or could not be described as atmospheric” (2009, 

78), and a parallel assumption, as Mark Wigley (1956-) suggests, that “to construct a building is to 

construct (…) an atmosphere” (1998, 18) might lead us to explore any space through the atmos-

pheric lens, our exploration activates specific visits to works of some of the “active engineer[s] of 

atmosphere” (Baudrillard (1968) 1996, 26). This was how Jean Baudrillard depicted those who 

understand space as a “distributed system” in which it is “possible for [them] to determine ‘re-

sponses’” (26); in other words, those for whom the seeking of effect and affect as well as the fore-

grounding of sensory experience are conscious and implicit in design protocols. Accordingly, a 

series of paradigmatic works of atmospheric engineering together with cross-disciplinary atmos-

pheric genealogies will provide a canvas for defining the conceptual contours of an active materi-

ality. 

** 
State of Affairs  

        
Archaeology of Atmospherics 

Over the past half-century concerns for space and spatiality have defined a cross-disciplinary field 

of ‘spatial theory’, increasingly expanding its scope to include disciplines parallel to architecture 

and philosophy. These include art, sociology, geography, anthropology, psychology and legal 

studies – to mention but a few.17 Building on juxtapositions and mutual relationships between 

these areas of study, as well as leading towards more behaviouristic and perceptual assumptions 

(such as the spatial dimension of human activities, somatic practices, or social interaction and 

organisation) rather than purely physical complexity, critical spatial analysis assigns to architec-

ture the status of a discipline with a transformative, performative, and hence truly affective force.18  

In this spirit, in architectural discourse the beginning of the second millennium was marked by a 

clear transition to approaching architecture as a ‘critical practice’ and a challenging of the under-

standing of ‘criticality’ as a non-discursive but ‘projective’ discipline. The debate about what in 

this context is commonly called ‘post-criticality’ was nourished by, among other works, the semi-

nal essay ‘Notes around the Doppler Effect and other Moods of Modernism’ (2002) by Robert 

Somol and Sarah Whiting, in which the authors defined ‘the projective’ in terms of engagement, 

performance and contingency (2002, 72-77).19  What these tropes imply is action; a shifting of 
……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
(Environmental Aesthetics), is not accidental, since they turn their interest towards architecture, discussing – among other 
aspects  – its relation to atmosphere.   
17 Among the many influential thinkers are: Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991), Edward William Soja (1940-), Michel de Certeau 
(1925-1986), Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), and the previously-mentioned Gaston Bachelard and Otto Friedrich Bolnow.  
18 For a discussion of “critical spatial practice”, see also (Rendell 2006) or (Rendell, Hill, et al. 2007). For a closer relation 
between post-criticality and atmosphere, see also (Fischer 2007). 
19 The debate about ‘critical architecture’ started out with ‘Critical Architecture: Between Culture and Form’ (1984) – a 
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attention from designing ‘objects’ towards the creation of scenarios, the generation of conditions 

and agencies. Accordingly, the Doppler Effect, like Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics, focuses 

upon the complex mesh of relationships between architecture, environment and society disclosed 

through “the effects and exchanges of architecture’s inherent multiplicities” (Somol and Whiting 

2002, 75). It replaces the understanding of disciplinarity as autonomy with disciplinarity as per-

formance or practice. In discussing that shift, Somol and Whiting noted that “[d]esign encom-

passes object qualities (form, proportion, materiality, composition, etc.), but it also includes quali-

ties of sensibility, such as effect, ambiance, and atmosphere” (75). Even though the intention of 

this study is not to examine the post-critical condition, it is nevertheless the critical practice which, 

by prompting considerations of the operative scope of architecture, its effective and affective qual-

ities, as well as transformative agencies in the shaping of situations, invites reflections upon the 

procedures for the creation of atmosphere (the notion of which is central to the present study). 

Furthermore, as noted previously, it is precisely the atmosphere that directs our attention to phe-

nomenology.  

If one wishes to speak about phenomenology, what should one pay special attention to? In its root 

meaning, phenomenology refers to the theory of appearances, that is, the study of phenomena, and 

hence might be defined as a disciplinary field focusing on the nature of experience.20 Numerous 

and constant re-interpretations of the phenomenological principles constitute a complex texture of 

thought in which questions of intentionality, perception, structures of consciousness – such as 

time-, self-, and body-consciousness – are topics widely discussed. Even though the term ‘phe-

nomenology’ is generally associated with a philosophical movement initiated in the first half of 

the twentieth century, phenomenological issues have been addressed or echoed in many other 

fields of philosophy and in other disciplines.21 Questions of perception and phenomenological 

attitudes have also been widely discussed in architecture.22 

However, the aim of this study is to provide neither an account of the emergence of phenomeno-

logical thought, nor a description of its ongoing development, but, rather, to argue for the need to 

bring to the fore an expanded conception of architecture that emerges from a phenomenological 
……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
seminal essay by Michael Hays. 
20 The Latin term ‘Phenomenologia’ was introduced in 1736 by the German theosophist Christoph Friedrich Oetinger 
(1702-1872) in the context of the study of the divine relationships among things we can observe. Subsequently, the German 
term ‘Phänomenologia’ was used by the physicist Johann Heinrich Lambert (1728-1777) as the title of the fourth part of 
his work Neues Organon (1764). 
21 Although traces of phenomenological thought can be found in earlier philosophers such as Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel (1770-1831), Franz Brentano (1838-1917), Henri Bergson (1859-1941), or even back in the work of George Berke-
ley (1685-1753) – to mention but a few – it was with Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) that phenomenology flourished as a 
philosophical movement. Subsequently, there have been many disciples and followers of Husserl, and many different 
phenomenological discourses emerged from his theories. Among the most relevant of the classical phenomenologists one 
might mention Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961), Roman 
Ingarden (1893-1970), or thinkers such as Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005), Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002), Jacques Derrida 
(1930-2004) and Emmanuel Lévinas (1906-1995). Even though all of them share a common ground, behind the apparent 
similitude one finds different conceptions of phenomenology, different approaches and methods, and hence different 
results. 
22 It is noteworthy that phenomenological discourse in architecture is grounded mainly in the work of two figures: Martin 
Heidegger (1889-1976) and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961). The works of other phenomenologists such as Gaston 
Bachelard (1884-1962) or Otto Friedrich Bollnow (1903-1991) are also often recognized as important influences. 
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approach.23 That is, an architecture conceived as a contingent construction – a space of engage-

ment that appears as a result of continuous and complex interferences revealed through our percep-

tion; an architecture that involves a wide range of human and non-human processes that are neither 

accidental nor extrinsic, but meaningful and already embedded in design procedures and process-

es.  

In 1994 the Japanese architecture magazine A+U dedicated a special issue to Questions of Percep-

tion, framing a phenomenological understanding of architecture through texts authored by Steven 

Holl (1947-), Juhani Pallasmaa (1936-) and Alberto Pérez-Gómez (1949-). This seminal publica-

tion was both an epitome and a detonator for an increasing interest in phenomenology (and more 

specifically its re-enactment in the mid-1990s), and led to significant ontological and epistemolog-

ical shifts in architecture. Thirteen years later, in 2006, in a preface to its new edition, Steven Holl 

pointed out that not only had phenomenological concerns lost none of their relevance, but they 

were “even more pertinent” (Holl 2006, n.p.).24 Similarly, fifteen years after the publication of the 

issue of the architecture journal Daidalos 68 Constructing Atmospheres (1998) – in which Mark 

Wigley already at that time suggested that “[a]tmosphere might even be the central objective of the 

architect” (1998, 18) – the editorial of the Journal for Architecture OASE#91 entitled Building 

Atmosphere – echoing that seminal publication – underlined the growing necessity to inextricably 

relate spatial experience and architectural quality with atmosphere, which, according to the editors, 

“remains largely unaddressed in architecture” (Havik, Teerds and Tielens 2013, 3).  

This dissertation takes issue with that view by providing a more complete account of diverse con-

tributions to architectural thinking and practice related to the so-called atmospheric turn, arguing 

that despite the fact that concerns with atmosphere have flourished over recent decades (strongly 

influenced by the writings of aforementioned contemporary philosophers such as Gernot Böhme, 

............................................................................................. 
23 Phenomenology came under closer scrutiny in architecture in the 1960s. Among the most representative thinkers we 
should mention Ernesto Rogers (1909-1969), Christian Norberg-Schulz (1926-2000) and Kenneth Frampton (1926-). David 
Seamon, Alberto Pérez-Gómez (1949-) or Juhani Pallasmaa (1936-) might be identified with the contemporary proponents 
of phenomenology, who, together with architects such as Peter Zumthor  (1943-) or Steven Holl (1947-), aim at re-thinking 
both the discursive and the operational relationships between phenomenology and architecture.  
The emergence of phenomenological thinking and its relevance to architecture have been exhaustively studied in the field 
of architectural theory, and have been the subject matter of different dissertations and publications. See particularly: Jorge 
Otero-Pailos, Architecture’s Historical Turn. Phenomenology and the Rise of the Postmodern (Otero-Pailos 2010) or his 
Ph.D. dissertation ‘Theorizing the Anti-Avant-Garde: Invocations of Phenomenology in Architectural Discourse, 1945-
1989’ presented at MIT (Otero-Pailos 2002). See also: Beata Sirowy, Phenomenological Concepts in Architecture. To-
wards a User-Oriented Practice, Ph.D presented at the Oslo School of Architecture and Design (Sirowy 2010); Magdalena 
Borowska, Estetyka i poszukiwanie znaczeń w przestrzeniach architektonicznych (Borowska 2013) or M. Reza Shirazi 
Towards an Articulated Phenomenological Interpretation of Architecture: Phenomenal Phenomenology (Shirazi 2013). 
However, in our opinion, there is a certain generational shift in understanding phenomenology in architecture; one that not 
only brings into focus contextual dimension and sensorial manifoldness – the latter primarily suggesting modes of experi-
ence beyond the dominance of the eye. The new approach represents a changing attitude towards Nature and technology, 
not blaming the latter for the erosion of the perceptual sphere, but defining new sensory, physiological and behavioural 
thresholds by bridging the environmental, the technological and the sensate, human and non-human as well as the natural 
and the artificial. There is a wide range of practices that can be identified with such an approach, such as those of Philippe 
Rahm (1967-), François Roche (1961-) and Sean Lally, to mention but a few.   
24 Nevertheless, interestingly, in the aforementioned recent publication: The Material Imagination. Reveries on Architec-
ture and Matter (Mindrup 2015), which includes Steven Holl’s text ‘Phenomena and Idea’ from 1992, in a short note 
preceding the text Holl remarks (without any further argumentation): “The original text was written in 1992, twenty-two 
years ago. Re-reading it today I would remove the word ‘phenomenology’” (47). This somewhat provocative statement, in 
our opinion, calls for a re-evaluation of phenomenological thought, its contextualisation in contemporary debates, and its 
role in thinking about and shaping our environment.  
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or Peter Sloterdijk, to mention but a few), the conceptual foundations and protocols for the produc-

tion of atmosphere might be found beneath the surface of contemporary debates.25 Hence, in order 

to unfold and illustrate previously-outlined assumptions, an archaeological approach is adopted, 

revealing a much longer and rarely discussed history of Atmospherology – to borrow Tonino 

Grifero’s term ((2010) 2014a). However, the aim is not to disclose an atmospheric evolution, but 

rather to highlight the necessity of reading back into previous architectural conceptualisations our 

contemporary understanding and concerns with atmospheres and their production.  

In this regard, unlike most recent publications on atmosphere, which short-sightedly revolve 

around a contemporary scene, this dissertation aims at recalling works that were, in their own 

times, advancing some actual theories and may today achieve a new relevance. These are works 

which, in our opinion, have so far received little attention in the context of the ongoing discussion 

about affects and atmosphere in architecture; works that have often escaped from modern regimes 

and rationality, but which have the potential to reveal the heterogeneous, the unforeseen, the am-

bivalent, and the unexpected.  

Accordingly, the main body of the present work provides a survey of artistic and architectural 

practices from the beginning of the nineteenth century to the present day, occasionally enjoying 

detours to previous periods in order to draw connections and to clarify or expand understanding of 

associated works or concepts. The conceptual frameworks and modus operandi of the selected 

works make them the antecedents of what today is familiar, and of what is recognised as a con-

temporary paradigm – the construction of atmosphere. Hence, they might be identified with a 

proto-atmospheric praxis, allowing us to re-discover and thus make visible traces of a ‘new’ un-

derstanding of matter which, surprisingly, has for some time been present but unconsidered in 

contemporary discourse.26 Accordingly, we might say that the intention and ambition of this dis-

sertation is, in one way, to contribute to the contemporary discourse about atmosphere, and in 

another way, to look back to discover the future.  

        
Atmospherology as a Material Practice 

The intended argumentation has a twofold dimension. First, through the scrutiny of the notion of 

............................................................................................. 
25 See, for instance: Constructing Atmospheres, Daidalos n68, June 1998; Peter Zumthor (2006). Atmospheres. Basel: 
Birkhäuser Verlag; Interior Atmospheres, AD Architectural Design, John Wiley & Sons Ltd, May-June 2008; Ton Ver-
stegen (2009). Gestures. Atmospheric Perception and Architecture. Arnhem: ArtEZ Press, d'jonge Hong; Cristina Díaz 
Moreno & Efrén García Grinda (Eds.) (2009). Breathable, Madrid: ESAYA; Juhani Pallasmaa (2010), “On Atmosphere – 
Peripheral Perception and Existential Experiences” in Encounters2, Helsinki: Rakennustieto, pp.238-251; or recent publi-
cations such as Oase #91, Building Atmosphere, 2013; Christian Borch (Ed.) (2014), Architectural Atmospheres. On the 
Experience and Politics of Architecture, Basel: Birkhäuser. 
26 If we consider the theories of Schmitz and Böhme as the first attempts at systematisation of the theory of atmosphere, one 
might argue that these works belong to the pre-atmospheric, since at that time the theory of atmosphere as such did not 
exist. Nevertheless, the term ‘atmosphere’ appears constantly in relation to these works – used by the architects themselves 
and/or by the critics and theorists who wrote about their work. Similarly, as noted previously, the notion of atmosphere and  
concepts related to it were a focus of attention for many philosophers before atmosphere was recognised as a contemporary 
paradigm.  
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atmosphere as a spatial phenomenon, the aim is to reflect upon its implications for architectural 

production, offering insights into the relational nature of architecture and the relevance of phe-

nomenological thought for the grounding of affects and experience in design protocols. This ex-

ploration of ways of thinking about and shaping reality through relations acknowledges the com-

plexity of the material universe disclosed through human and non-human as well as material and 

immaterial forces. It also aims at rendering the processes by which this context emerges from an 

integration of other disciplines, fostering a reconceptualization of perceptual experience and a 

redefinition of spatial epistemologies.   

The second inherent objective is to expand the range of knowledge of Atmospherology  – present-

ing it as a material practice. In this context, the discussion which this study aspires to open is in-

tentionally generative in nature. It is less a critical theory or historicist description, even though 

embedded in it are to be found both a criticality of the issues relevant to the subject matter of the 

dissertation and a brief historical sketch where this is necessary for contextualisation.  

Unlike many accounts of atmosphere, primarily exploring the perceptual dimension of atmosphere 

from a theoretical standpoint, the intention of the following study is to examine the previously-

mentioned techniques of the atmospheric, focusing on the multiplicity of conditions constituting 

their resonant origins. Accordingly, a platform is established for both trans-historical and trans-

disciplinary correspondences. These aim at broadening our understanding of the notion of atmos-

phere by providing an inventory of the agencies, techniques and methodologies deployed in its 

production. An intention that traces relations between the acts of materialisation and philosophical 

reflection which, in our understanding, not only define a common domain, but also reciprocally 

inform each other.  

Correspondingly, the study argues that the selected (often overlooked) works can give depth to the 

ongoing discussion about atmosphere and the deep perceptual changes that underscore its under-

standing, creating a strong foundation for the whole tradition of building atmospheres. In other 

words, the examples included in this study aim at illustrating a particular projective genealogy that 

builds upon an atmospheric awareness, in which architecture is not conceived of as a solid and 

fixed form, but rather as a contingent construction and a relational field – namely, a device for  

continually changing experience, where the material world is merged with phenomena and image-

ry; one in which matter appears as an active element in shaping the complex relationships between 

space, environment and the body; one that opens up new stages of spatial epistemologies, with 

perceptual, cognitive and societal dimensions.  

Hence, the objective is to discern ‘search’ parameters of active materiality by responding to the 

question of how matter intervenes actively in the processes of generating particular situations – 

atmospheres. In so doing, the intention is to analyse the material and affective relations that active 

materiality establishes with the environment, and the effects it exerts on the embodied beholder, in 

turn exploring how these questions influence the strategic application and invention of materials 

and, hence, how they determine design procedures. 
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Interestingly, whereas Gernot Böhme points out the central role of materials in the creation of 

atmosphere, defining their effects as “magic” (1995, 36), Tonino Griffero states that their atmos-

pheric potentiality “has not yet been studied sufficiently” ((2010) 2014a, 97). By exploring a par-

ticular way of thinking about and operating with (active) materiality, this dissertation aspires to 

reveal and to illustrate that potentiality. 

*** 
General Structure 

         
Main Body 

The dissertation is organised in three parts: Part I: Towards a New Phenomenology, Part II: Active 

Environments and Fields of Engagement and Part III: New Material Consciousness, framed by an 

Introduction and a Conclusion. Each part is correspondingly divided into two chapters.  

The Introduction gives an overall view of the contents, presenting the research problem and the 

objectives of the study, explaining its relevance, as well as outlining the structure of the disserta-

tion, addressing research methodology and formulating key research questions, framed by three 

foci called “research lenses”. It locates the subject matter within the broader research context and 

relates the research project to the ongoing debate about atmosphere in philosophy and architectural 

theory.  

Part I functions as a centre, from which Part II and Part III spiral out, defining concepts that frame 

further studies, and which are to be seen as lines of articulation. It situates the atmospheric turn in 

architecture in the context of its philosophical and theoretical emergence, pointing towards a par-

ticular type of architectural practice and thus a particular way of understanding materiality and 

operating with it. Accordingly, by examining core concepts and specific traits in search of what in 

the context of this dissertation is defined as an atmospheric awareness, the primary role of Part I is 

to act as a field guide. It sets the stage, providing co-ordinates for further exploration of how rela-

tional and atmospheric ontologies are adopted within the discursive field of architecture, as well as 

creating a framework for defining resultant design methodologies.  

* 

To enter such a discussion, in Chapter 1: Atmospheric Taxonomy we take a journey to the Crystal 

Palace, designed by Joseph Paxton (1803-1865) and Charles Fox (1810-1874) to house the Great 

Exhibition in 1851. Words of the contemporary art historian Mary Philadelphia Merrifield (1805-

1885) locate the beginning of this enquiry, for she identified this structure as “perhaps the only 

building in the world in which atmosphere [was] perceptible” (1851, II++, emphasis in original); a 

building which in the context of this study reveals a heterogeneity of meanings embedded in the 

notion of atmosphere. Through a brief outline of the different interpretations of atmosphere – that 
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is, by exploring such concepts as mood, character, ambiance and aura, and oscillating between 

two realms in the context of which this term is registered and discussed ‒ the meteorological and 

the aesthetic – the aim is to challenge such ambiguities and dichotomies. In what follows, an affec-

tive dimension of atmosphere is also revealed.  

Accordingly, through trans-historical and trans-disciplinary exploration of previously mentioned 

concepts and other tropes such as assemblage, immaterial materiality or perceptual field, Chapter 

1 offers a panoramic and alternative viewpoint from which to approach atmosphere as a spatial 

phenomenon. One that goes beyond poetics and beauty or vaporous sensibility that define com-

mon sets of associations with atmosphere in architectural discourse.27  

* 

Through a further exploration of the aspects traced in Chapter 1, Chapter 2: In Search of Atmos-

pheric Awareness focuses on discerning attitudes and methodologies that define “an active engi-

neer of atmosphere” – to borrow Jean Baudrillard’s definition ((1968) 1996, 26). Since 

Baudrillard’s trope is rooted in the concept of interiority, it naturally calls for bringing it to the 

fore. However, the interior as “an architectural category linked to a certain material culture and 

climate” (Ábalos 2014, 20) – briefly examined in Chapter 1 in the context of the Crystal Palace – 

invites us to explore not only artificially “well-tempered environments” (referring here to Reyner 

Banham’s (1922-1988) theories ((1969) 1984)), which the Crystal Palace certainly brings to mind. 

Particularly in the context of atmosphere, the interior is inextricably linked to such concepts as 

décor, and emerging from it, intensity; the latter identified with atmosphere and comfort by the 

critic and architectural historian Sigfried Giedion (1888-1968), already in the mid-twentieth centu-

ry, when the term ‘atmosphere’ was not yet so firmly embedded in architectural discourse ((1948) 

2013, 303). 

In turn, it is the notion of intensity grounded in the affect theory that calls for approaching materi-

ality not merely as tectonic or as expressive medium, but rather as a catalyst of effects and appear-

ances. In this context, Chapter 2 traces a projective genealogy that builds upon atmospheric 

awareness, thus defining a particular approach to architecture that represents ways of thinking and 

shaping reality, this through relations that acknowledge a complexity of the material universe 

disclosed through human and non-human as well as material and immaterial forces; a relational 

approach that entails an expansion of the spectrum of material attributes towards what Gernot 

Böhme called “qualities of appearances” (1995, 38) or what Jean Baudrillard defined as “atmos-

pheric values” ((1968) 1996, 30-41). Also crucial, here, are the roles of terms adapted from other 

fields such as ‘performance’ or ‘event,’ and their contribution to the understanding of materiality. 

By exploring sensorial, behavioural and environmental aspects entailed in them, Chapter 2 defines 

a foundation of affective materialism.  

............................................................................................. 
27 See, for instance: (Zumthor 2006). 
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To illustrate these assumptions we sneak into John Eberson’s (1875-1954) so-called atmospheric 

theaters, revealing Sloterdijk’s association of the interior with “immersive baths” ((2006) 2011b, 

108). Arne Jacobsen’s (1902-1971) immersive designs fusing craft and technology, the natural and 

the synthetic, geometric patterns and natural order allow to explore integrative and generative 

forces of materials and objects extended in a fluid spatial substance of affective power. These 

iterate new methods and principles encapsulated in atmospheric machines by the previously-

mentioned László Moholy-Nagy, who argued that “real spatial experiences rest in (…) the often 

invisible play of forces present in the materials” ((1929) 1939, 184), leaving visible traces of a 

‘new’ understanding of the material world as emerging from relational entanglements.  

Additional to our thesis are El Lissitzky’s (1890-1941) so-called ‘Demonstrationsräume’ 

(‘Demonstration Spaces’) (1926-1928) as a part of Alexander Dorner’s (1893-1957) “living muse-

um”– itself based on the concept of ‘Stimmungsraum’ (‘Atmospheric Room’) – or even Franco 

Albini’s (1905-1977) ‘Spazi Atmosferici’ (‘Atmospheric Spaces’) (1935-1960) and his concept of 

the “environment in the environment” (Bucci 2009, 26).  These are used, together with previously 

mentioned examples, as vehicles for a delineation of the phenomenological attitude in the design 

processes – questioning its cogency, unravelling its potential and, what is more important, explor-

ing a hidden agency embedded in matter.  

* 

Subsequently, questions discussed in Part I are unfolded in Part II and Part III in varying combina-

tions, placing emphasis on the multiple ways in which the aforementioned atmospheric awareness 

might be deployed as design strategy. While Part II: Active Environments and Fields of Engage-

ments focuses primarily on the notions of material agency and affective atmospheres, by exploring 

material assemblages in close relation to the body, Part III: New Material Consciousness engages 

in a discussion of human and non-human interaction, reflecting on the social and political implica-

tions of affective materialism.  

* 

Accordingly, in Chapter 3: Atmospheric Dispositifs. From Perceptual Apparatus to Immersive 

Field of Experience, a genealogy of devices is evoked for their role in both creating new sensory 

thresholds and raising physical awareness, as well as in exerting control over the body. In this 

context, ‘Architecture as an Art of Immersion’ – as defined by Peter Sloterdijk ((2006) 2011b) – is 

pursued through the experiments of the Austrian avant-garde of the latter half of the 1960s – pro-

tagonists such as  Haus-Rucker-Co, Walter Pichler (1936-2012) and Coop Himmelb(l)au – or the 

parallel Radical Italian Movement, in which Ugo La Pietra (1938-) developed a series of projects 

named precisely as ‘Immersioni’ (‘Immersions’) (1968-1971). 

Apparatuses that expand into space complete this particular genealogy. The oeuvre of the German 

architect Werner Ruhnau (1922-2015) – situated broadly within the field of trans-disciplinary 
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collaborations – in this context comes to the fore as paradigmatic. Joint projects with Hugo Kükel-

haus (1900-1984) – philosopher, artist, educator and originator of the series of experiential devices 

known as the ‘Field for the Development of the Senses’– or with artists such as Yves Klein (1928-

1962) – with whom Ruhnau colaborated initially on ‘Air Architecture’ (1958-1962) – create a 

laboratory for discovering how to produce immersive fields of experience.28 They illustrate what 

we describe as atmospheric dispositifs, as evidencing an understanding of both the concept of 

“immaterialisation” (Klein and Ruhnau 1971) and that of “scenic qualities” (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 

150). Moreover, they render architectural practice as relational – that is, one that emerges from an 

integration of other disciplines – fostering a reconceptualization of perceptual experience and a 

redefinition of spatial epistemologies.  

* 

Whereas Chapter 3 unfolds the aforementioned aspects through the exploration of heterogeneous 

material assemblages, Chapter 4: Looking Through the Glass. In Search of Affective Tectonics, 

examines the role of one particular material – glass – in defining immersive fields of experience or 

in staging atmospheres. Here, Jean Baudrillard’s words identifying glass with “the most effective 

conceivable material expression of the fundamental ambiguity of ‘atmosphere’” ((1968) 1996, 41) 

are taken as the point of departure. Such an assumption prompts a critical reconsideration of the 

seminal essays on ‘Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal’ (1963) (1971) by Colin Rowe (1920-

1999) and Robert Slutzky (1930-2005) and an examination of glass beyond its symbolic dimen-

sion and the alignment between transparency and ideals of modernity. In this context, looking 

through the glass or slipping through the looking-glass provides an appropriate tool to present 

glass more as an epitome of affective tectonics, leading to an understanding of space as a contin-

gent construction within a field of dynamic relationships, and revealing the power of active mate-

riality. This entails an identification and analysis of the material and the immaterial qualities 

through which architecture engages with both the real and the virtual, as well as a bridging of the 

sensate and the environmental. 

In doing so, Sir John Soane’s (1753-1837) house at Lincoln’s Inn Fields in London (1792-1824) 

allows the rendering of mirrors as devices of  “procatoptric staging” (Eco (1984) 1986, 220) or 

interior “weathering” (Hill 2012, 145). Such tropes as “paradoxical symmetries” (Evans 1997) or 

“materialised dematerialisation” (Frampton 1986, 6) frame a discussion of the works of Mies van 

der Rohe (1886-1969). Bruno Taut’s (1880-1938) belief in the affective and performative capacity 

of glass (and, to be more precise, of crystal) embodied in The Glass Pavilion (1914), serves to 

reveal a particular power of the Expressionist’s imagery. Finally, the work of the German artist 

Adolf Luther (1912-1990), who collaborated with the previously-mentioned Werner Ruhnau, 

appears as evidencing a relation between the physical density of the immaterial and the contingent 

insubstantiality of materiality. 

............................................................................................. 
28 From 1959 Klein continued developing the project of ‘Air Architecture’ in collaboration with Claude Parent (1923-). 
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* 

Chapter 5: Constructing Situations or Phenomeno-praxis, explores the re-framing of the notion of 

material agency through Situationist practices, focusing particularly on the project of New Baby-

lon (1958-1974) by Constant Anton Nieuwenhuys (1920-2005) as well as on Giuseppe Pinot Gal-

lizio’s (1902-1964) ‘Caverna dell’antimateria’ (‘The Cavern of Anti-matter’) (1958-1959). Cru-

cial here are ideas of “constructed situation” (Internationale Situationniste (1958) 1996, 68), that 

of “material suggestiveness” (Constant 1948), and “a temporary reality of combined matter” 

(Gallizio (1958d) 2005, 68, underlined in original) and their role in understanding space and the 

city not as fixed forms, but as atmospherically changing assemblages; assemblages in which mate-

riality and dynamic interaction are translated into social space, expanding it towards the imagina-

tive and creative milieux. 

The chapter also sets the stage for exploring a space of synaesthetic reactivation. In this way, 

physical space appears as a tangible construction derived from the assemblage not only of material 

bodies, but also of the “surface-less spaces” (Schmitz, Müllan and Slaby 2011) – such as those 

defined by sounds, scents or temperature – which envelope us, and which are manifested through 

corporeal experience. It also explores an expanded definition of décor, not as a traditionally-

regarded manifestation of material culture (commonly associated with an interior), but as a catalyst 

of behaviours disclosed in collective actions in an urban domain.  

* 

Chapter 6: Sensorial Regimes and Densification of Experience looks back at devices, addressing 

the relationship between orchestration of space and atmosphere. In other words, it examines the 

nature of spaces at the moment when they become “strategic ensembles”, to allude to Michael 

Foucault’s (1926-1984) words (1980, 194-198). Material assemblages that present themselves as 

systems that set rules, prescribing sensuous encounters, movements and behaviours. In this con-

text, atmosphere is approached as a relational field that entails the distribution of norms through 

the sensible. It is a lawscape (Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2013), in which law operates in the 

interstitial area between the material and the immaterial, manipulation and appeal, between a cer-

tain “programmed” perception and what Richard Sennett (1943-) termed as “instructive ambiguity 

made by design” (2008, 232).  

The latter leads us directly to the work of the Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck (1918-1999), whose 

playgrounds served for Sennett as the epitome of that instructive ambiguity. These, together with 

works of the aforementioned Ugo La Pietra, in which he explored the effects of “materie plas-

tiche” (“plastic matter”) that gave shape to a series of projects called ‘Immersioni’ (‘Immersions’) 

or ‘Modello spaziale di comportamento’ (‘Spatial Model of Behaviour’), provide a canvas for 

discerning the means of creation of that thick and almost viscous spatiality analogous to the dense 

mist composed of bubbles of affects – that is, the particles that are charged with power and norma-

tivity. 
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* 

Each chapter read separately offers a self-contained overview; each is opened by an illustration, 

quotation(s) and a short introduction, which provide the reader with a glimpse of its content and 

reveal potential relationships. Accordingly, the list of references is provided at the end of each 

chapter, while a complete bibliography with corresponding classification appears at the end of the 

document. 

In essence, the structure of the dissertation in itself bears resemblance to an assemblage in a 

Deleuzian sense – chains of connections and effects – or to Walter Benjamin’s (1892-1940) envis-

aged montage – an assemblage of narratives constructed from theoretical and historical accounts, 

descriptions, archival studies, interviews, discussions, experiences and images. 29 Such a montage 

avoids a linear structure, oscillating back and forth, rejecting chronological and historiographical 

accounts. Some authors, projects and references will appear only once; some re-occur, articulating 

the narrative of different chapters, revealing a range of techniques and different facets of their 

practical or theoretical approaches, and hence compounding cross-references. Even though such a 

cross-referenced structure invites one to read the dissertation as a strategically composed narrative, 

it also allows the reader to navigate freely and to focus on specific areas of interest. As hinted 

previously, the aim is to reveal relationships rather than to offer a rigidly organized whole.  

In doing so, we take the reader on a journey re-visiting a series of works that might resonate again 

with current debates about embodiment, affects and atmosphere; works that in our understanding 

allow a tracing of the conceptual contours of what in the current context is termed relational mate-

rialism or affective tectonics. Not only do the studied works facilitate the extraction of conclusions 

about material agency, but they also allow the polarizing of protocols of application of existing 

materials as well as the creation of new ones; ones that tell us how to unravel experience-oriented 

design processes. These conclusions are outlined in the last part of the dissertation, in which the 

contribution of this research to the existing knowledge is also explained, pointing towards poten-

tial directions for further enquiries. 

In order to make the text navigable, a series of tools and codes appears within it, establishing con-

nections both between different chapters and between constituent parts (including an appendix, 

glossary etc.). 

         
Glossary 

Bearing in mind that this research project oscillates between architectural theory and philosophy 

and tackles issues that can be approached from different perspectives – or could even be distorted 

............................................................................................. 
29 For the concept of assemblage, see: (Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 2005).  
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by dichotomies or linguistic ambiguities – a Glossary with research terminology is provided in 

order to properly communicate it, thus avoiding misreading.  

The Glossary section contains a collection of quotations that provide guidance, as well as an alter-

native and expanded reading of the main text. It includes both citations of which fragments appear 

in the main narrative, and other quotations selected exclusively for the glossary, inviting the reader 

to take a detour, and potentially opening new paths of inquiry.  

All quotations are classified and codified. Corresponding codes – [A: t.1/q.1] > (A [letter] t.1 [term 

number] q.1 [quote number]) – are marked in the margin of the page of the main text, directing the 

reader to the glossary. 

         
Atlas of Affective Tectonics 

The thesis includes a selection of a large number of relevant photographs taken by the author. 

These are both intertwined with the text (together with other illustrations) and organised in a log-

book called an Atlas of Affective Tectonics which constitutes a visual narrative that unfolds parallel 

to it. The collection includes photographs gathered primarily from the travels and visits to specific 

places, depicting buildings, details, situations, landscapes, effects or phenomena; but also those 

taken in a peripatetic mode, capturing chance occurrences and the idiosyncrasy of casual encoun-

ters. However, regardless of the multiplicity of potential classifications, all these images have in 

common their particular relation to matter.  

The idea of the catalogue of heterogeneous images might show allegiance to Aby Warburg (1866-

1929) or Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) – some of the more obvious image collection references. 

With these examples in mind, the atlas is meant to go beyond mere indexation, and becomes an 

archival space based on a constant play of associations. It also aims at challenging retinal aesthet-

ics (paraphrasing Marcel Duchamp’s words). In making this case, the images disclose to their 

collector (and hopefully to the reader) multiple analogies, and have served as an instrument to 

decode methods of operation (ways in which atmosphere can be consciously generated or manipu-

lated). Moreover, like the illustrations in the Theory of Garden Art by Christian Cay Lorenz 

Hirschfeld (1742-1792), which Gernot Böhme identified as an instrumental taxonomy of atmos-

pheres (1993, 123), the images themselves “are meant to establish a mood, to convey a notion of 

involvement” (Parshall 2003, 40). They are used as a device to emulate the affective power of 

materiality.30 What is remarkable here is that, in the context of architectural production, a collec-

tion of images can be seen as an “autobiographical design tool” (Wilson 2012, 71-72) – as Peter 

Wilson (1950-) noted when analysing the oeuvre of Valerio Olgiati (1958-), whose website invites 

immersion into “a private collection of pictures (…) edited by Mr Olgiati regularly” (Olgiati n.d.).

............................................................................................. 
30 For the relation between Hirschfeld’s Theory and atmosphere, see Chapter 4. 
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Fig. 0/6  
“The gifted eye of Charles Eames” – part of the collection 
of images presented at the exhibition ‘Essential Eames’, 
ArtScience Museum, Singapore [Photo © Izabela 
Wieczorek (2013)] 

Consequently, if we follow Wilson further into his musings, we see the images not only as mere 

“retinal triggers”, but rather “as reasoned conceits offered as instruments to decode [in this case 

Olgiati’s] built work and also as the aesthetic transfiguration that has triggered their evolution” 

(2012, 71).  Similarly, other architects and designers have delegated to photography the task of 

articulating ideas or revealing the details of their emergence. In this context, not only do such 

images appear to the architect as a way to capture and record objects or moods, but they also  

become vehicles for criticality. They are also an extension of the design processes. For example, in 

the recently published book entitled A Visual Inventory, with a selection of snapshots from an 

extensive personal archive of over 230,000 digital photographs, the architect John Pawson (1949-) 

identified images with a body of reference material – “influences feeding into the design process-

es” – “the re-working of a familiar natural material, for example, through the use of new patterns, 

textures or junctions” (2012, 7-8). This collection also gives evidence of atmospheric awareness, 

reminding us that – to use Pawson’s actual words – “architecture is about creating context for the 

rituals (…), whether the emphasis is on the civic, the domestic, the social or the emotional” (8).  

In this regard, the objective is also to raise the question of how a photographic atlas can contribute 

to the development of design procedures; whether by the potential spatial depiction of affect or its 

ability to simultaneously display the material and the immaterial qualities of our surroundings. 
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Here, Bernard Rudofsky’s (1905-1988) work is certainly paradigmatic. Rudofsky analysed and 

documented moods and senses in countless slides taken during his obsessive travels with the ob-

jective of revealing the phenomenal nature of the built environment [Fig.0/7 and Fig.0/8]. And if 

we refer back to Gernot Böhme’s statement that tuned space “can only be conveyed indirectly by 

the photograph, through the elements that are relevant for the production of its atmopshere” (2008, 

28), we might say that Rudofsky constructed an atmospheric atlas, that is, “an encyclopaedic an-

thology of images representing a system for quantifying a human architecture” (Platzer 2007, 

33).31 It was precisely the discovery of Rudofsky’s work that prompted the inclusion of an Atlas of 

Affective Tectonics in this dissertation. 

However, with an awareness that the questions formulated above would involve a deeper study 

than this context allows, it is necessary to stress that the presented logbook of images is not in 

itself subject matter for investigation. As noted previously, the images serve only as a tool for 

registering, archiving and defining a particular approach to materiality. In this context, the Atlas 

aims at illustrating and supporting intrinsic ideas, of which many of the experienced and captured 

moments and situations were generative. An affective quality of documentary images reinforces 

and unfolds these intrinsic ideas. Accordingly, the logbook is to be understood rather as an archive 

cabinet whose drawers expose the magic of the material world, challenging our way of under-

standing materiality, and, hopefully, establishing multiple connections with the concepts and 

works that constitute the core of this inquiry. 

Here we return again to relations. As Charles Eames (1907-1978), who was known for his “gifted 

eye” and astonishing visual narratives, remarked: “Eventually everything connects – people, ideas, 

objects… the quality of the connections is the key to quality per se” (2013, 90).32 

 

         
Appendix 

In the Appendix the reader will find material crucial for the research, such as the interview with 

Werner Ruhnau, as well as a list of papers related to the research project and presented at diverse 

international forums.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

............................................................................................. 
31 For further discussion of “atmospheric photography”, see, for instance: (Böhme 2008). 
32 “For the Eames, and particularly Charles, photography was not merely a way to record things; it was a part of the design 
process.” (Eames, Essential Eames 2013, 54). See also: (Eames 2012, 226-261). 
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Fig. 0/7  
Bernard Rudofsky, Fez, Marocco  (n.d.) 
[Photo © The Bernard Rudofsky Estate, Vienna. Research 
Library, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles, 
California. Signature 92004]  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 0/8  
Bernard Rudofsky, India, fabiric on the ground  (n.d.) 
[Photo © The Bernard Rudofsky Estate, Vienna. Research 
Library, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles, 
California. Signature 92004]  
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**** 

Methodological Remarks 

John W. Creswell in his book Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 

Approaches, defines methodology as a “strategy of inquiry” (2003, 5, 13). This strategy leads to a 

choice and use of specific techniques and procedures of data collection and analysis. Following 

Creswell’s definitions, the present research may be described primarily as qualitative research – 

even though, undoubtedly, some quantitative data and strategies are embedded in it – this because 

it explores a central phenomenon (in broad outline, the relationship between atmosphere and mate-

riality), and at the same time provides a theoretical lens. It analyses and codes data for its descrip-

tion; interprets the meaning of the information, filtering it (drawing on personal reflections and 

past research), and, finally, provides personal slants and flexible structure (Creswell 2003, 14-15, 

58). 33 

Qualitative studies provide a “broad, panoramic view, rather than micro-analyses”, where the 

studied phenomena are explored holistically. As Creswell points out  “the more complex, interac-

tive, and encompassing the narrative, the better the qualitative study” (2003, 182). “Visual models 

of many facets of a process or central phenomenon aid in establishing the holistic picture” (182) – 

images and codes reveal relationships and allow a locating of each chapter within the broader 

research context. Qualitative studies also have an unfolding or emergent character. They are open 

to reformulations of the research questions in the course of the inquiry. The research process is 

multi-faceted and combines multiple methods: inductive and deductive, iterative (cycling back and 

forth from data collection and analysis to problem reformulation and back); and simultaneous 

(combining collecting, analysing and writing up data) (182-183). Moreover, phenomenology itself, 

which defines a framework for this research, can be seen as a strategy to interpret experiences, 

meanings, and context-embedded practices. Phenomenology also belongs to a qualitative tradition, 

as do Grounded Theory and Case Studies – following the scheme provided by Creswell. 

 
Accordingly, we might say that this study has an exploratory character, drawing its speculations 

and conclusions from visits to relevant buildings, interviews with architects and archival research. 

The core part of this dissertation is based on the analysis and interpretation of texts and case stud-

ies, the latter performing as vehicles for a verification of explored theories and research findings. 

By interrogating existing critical discourses and theoretical frameworks and by exploring selected 

projects through a theoretical lens, the intention is to develop an instrumental account. One that is 

able to engage in the ongoing discussions about atmosphere, to respond to their claims by provid-

ing new practical vocabularies. 

............................................................................................. 
33 For instance, the quantitative studies are identified, among others, with testing and verifying theories by examining 
relationships among variables. See (Creswell 2003, 19).  
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Research Lenses 

The surrealist artist and novelist Leonora Carrington (1917-2011) was convinced that reality is 

more complex then what we can see or even imagine. Transcending rational nature, it is disclosed 

in multifarious layers and scales, where microcosm and macrocosm, the everyday and the extraor-

dinary, are inextricably related. Hence, Carrington tells us, to grasp the complexity of the “real” 

“[t]he task of the right eye is to peer into the telescope”, “while the left eye peers into the micro-

scope” (1988, 163). 

Carrington’s relational analogy between scales and scopes articulates our study through what we 

define as “research lenses”. Like the optical tool from which the term derives, each of the lenses 

leads to a focus on a particular aspect (or on its variables). Instead of being understood as ques-

tions awaiting clear responses they become non-exclusive instruments for filtering. Additionally, 

through juxtaposition, the research lenses engender revealing relationships between one another, 

informing each other and identifying gaps. The multi-layered nature of the model allows the re-

search to be developed within several lenses simultaneously and independently (although in prac-

tice they are interconnected). The set of generic lenses comprises three groups: 1. theoretical back-

ground; 2. design protocols; 3. applied techniques;   

-Lens 1- 

> What is the validity of phenomenology in contemporary architectural production? 

> How is the atmospheric discourse articulated through trans-historical and trans-disciplinary 

correspondences? 

> What is the validity of different approaches to materiality in relation to the atmospheric turn? 

-Lens 2-  

> What is the role of materiality in generating new epistemologies corresponding to existing theo-

retical frameworks and their transformation in relation to corporeality/incorporeality, materiali-

ty/immateriality, and the human/the non-human? 

> How can we determine the atmospheric parameters in the design process? 

> What tools and design methodologies do we, as architects, possess to approach atmosphere con-

sciously? 

-Lens 3- 

> How does materiality constitute the experience of space and to what extent is materiality in-

volved in atmospheric appearance?  
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> How does the physical relate to other ways of sensing/experiencing atmospheres – emotionally, 

mentally, and socially? 

> To what extent can materials be deployed to exert control over the body, to determine behav-

ioural and psychological dispositions? 

During a conversation with Philippe Rahm (1967-) after the lecture entitled Constructed Atmos-

pheres, given in Aarhus in February of 2014, Rahm remarked a certain scepticism that surrounds 

the theme, questioning the pertinence of the atmospheric discourse.34  The aforementioned increas-

ing interest in atmosphere seems to contrast with Rahm’s provocative contention and raises the 

following question: 

> Is the atmospheric turn just another “ism” – Atmosphericism  – a fascination with a new doc-

trine? Or has atmospheric awareness been embedded within architectural practice for a long time, 

only now being re-enacted and given a new significance?35  

The intention is to articulate a narrative around the questions listed above, exploring how the no-

tion of atmosphere has altered our perception and making of space and, hopefully, revealing a 

cogency of atmospheric discourse with architecture and with everyday life.  

Leaving the arguments to be further unfolded on the subsequent pages, the words of Peter 

Sloterdijk might serve as a point of departure: “Part of the ethics of the production of space is the 

responsibility for the atmosphere” ((2006) 2011b, 109). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	    

............................................................................................. 
34 The lecture was organised within the In-between Lecture Series – From Studio to Laboratory. Research and Collabora-
tive Processes, curated and organised by the author at the Aarhus School of Architecture. 
35 For instance, academia.edu network for academics has 118 members under the umbrella ‘Atmosphere/Architecture’, 88 
‘Atmosphere/Ambiances’ and 222 researchers sharing the label ‘Atmosphere’ – data extracted from academia.edu website 
(consulted on March 11th 2015).  
In 2014 the leading thinkers and researchers in the field of atmosphere established a transdisciplinary platform ‘Atmospher-
ic Spaces. Aura, Stimmung, Ambiance’ to promote and expand knowledge about atmosphere from a phenomenological and 
aesthetic point of view. See: <https://atmosphericspaces.wordpress.com> 
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Fig. 1/0 
Olafur Eliasson, (2009) ‘Your Atmospheric Colour 
Atlas’, Installation, AROS Museum, Aarhus, Denmark.  
The inscription at the entrance to the Installation reads: 
“Enter the artwork at your own risk. Please be aware that 
the artwork has a powerful effect on the senses” 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014) from the Atlas of 
Affectve Tectonics] 
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–Part I– 
         

[Towards a New Phenomenology] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is something to be able to paint a particular picture, or to 

carve a statue, and so to make a few objects beautiful; but 

it is far more glorious to carve and paint the very atmos-

phere and medium through which we look, which morally 

we can do. To affect the quality of the day, that is the 

highest of arts.  

Henry David Thoreau 
(Thoreau 1854, 98)
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Chapter 1 
            

[Atmospheric Taxonomy] 

[A]tmosphere is the space of mindful physical presence into which 

one enters or finds oneself, owing to the type of experience involved.  
(Böhme 2013a, 27) 

            
 

Engaged in a phenomenological discourse from the 1980s, the British architectural historian and 

critic Kenneth Frampton (1930-) determined the terms on which to embrace architectural aesthet-

ics in an expanded understanding of tectonics.1 In doing so, in the introduction to the Studies in 

Tectonic Culture. The Poetics of Construction in Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Architecture 

(1995), Frampton drew our attention to three seminal works published at the end of the nineteenth 

century (and more precisely in 1893): August Schmarsow’s (1853-1936) ‘Das Wesen der architek-

tonischen Scho ̈pfung’ (‘The Essence of Architectural Creation’), Theodor Lipps’s (1851-1914) 

‘Ranästhetik und geometrich-optische Täuschungen’ (‘Aesthetics of space and geometric-optical 

illusions’) and Adolf von Hildebrand’s (1847-1921) ‘Das Problem der Form in der bildenden 

Kunst’ (‘The Problem of Form in Painting and Sculpture’). These texts were invoked to open a 

discussion and to exemplify a shift in understanding space and its perception in architecture, for all 

represent an attempt to conceptually capture the complexity of the material world (Frampton 1995, 

1-2, 389). We might say that advancing an increasing awareness of the time-space conjunction, the 

aforementioned theories reveal space as an evolving, transformational, progressive and perceptual 

continuum charged with affective power and articulated through bodily engagement.  

These conceptual frameworks, or rather, the basic conditions of space, are inextricably related to 

the issue of the “mindful physical presence” (Böhme 2013a), which, as the German philosopher 

Gernot Böhme (1937-) points out (similarly drawing on the nineteenth-century theories), has once 

again claimed more attention in the field of architecture, encapsulating the essence of atmosphere.2  

Consequently, as far as concerns for atmospherics have been identified with “[o]ne of the most 

significant recent trends” in architecture – as the sociologist Christian Borch has remarked (2014, 

7) – the very first question has to do with the emergence of the so-called atmospheric turn, that is, 

............................................................................................. 
1 For a detailed account of the grounding and evolution of Frampton’s phenomenological thought, see: (Otero-Pailos 2002, 
348-434). The invocation of Frampton in the context of this dissertation might sound somewhat paradoxical, bearing in 
mind that not only did he reject, but he almost demonised many of the architects and projects from the mid-1960s, to which 
this study turns its interests, accusing them of alienation and detachment from “traditional practice” and of resorting “to 
direct social action” or of indulging “in the projection of architecture as a form of art” (Frampton 1992, 280). In his act of 
clear derision for radical movements, Frampton defined these practices as utopian fantasmagorias – “the rite of creative 
exorcism in isolation” (280) and a “subversive eroticism” (281). Yet, as noted by Otero-Pailos, Frampton attempted to 
construct community through aesthetic experience both shared (as a making) and intimate (2002, 388), an attitude that, in 
our opinion, is not far from what characterised the movements criticised by Frampton.   
2 In search of the corporeal and sensory dimensions of architecture and its atmospheric qualities, Böhme, like Frampton, 
invites us to revisit its theoretical origins at the end of the nineteenth century – particularly works of the previously-
mentioned August Schmarsow, Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945) and August Endell (1871-1925).   
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its origins and theoretical framework, and, subsequently, its material form.  

In what follows, the intended argumentation has a twofold dimension. First, through a brief outline 

of the different interpretations of the notion of atmosphere – that is, oscillating between two 

realms in the context of which this term is registered and discussed: the meteorological and the 

aesthetical – the aim is to challenge the ambiguities and dichotomies embedded in it. Secondly, 

through the scrutiny of the notion of atmosphere as a spatial phenomenon, the objective is to re-

flect upon its implications for architectural production.  

In doing so, the intention is also to expand the range of knowledge of atmospherics as a material 

practice by arguing that despite the fact that it has flourished over the last few decades – strongly 

influenced by writings of contemporary philosophers such as the aforementioned Gernot Böhme, 

or Peter Sloterdijk (1947-), to list but a few – the conceptual foundations and procedures for the 

production of atmosphere may be found beneath the surface of contemporary debates. 

 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1/1.1   
The Crystal Palace Peep Show – A telescopic view of the 
inaugural ceremony of The Great Exhibition in London 
(1851) [C. Lane © Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 
Signature E.2649-1953]   
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* 
1.1. Character, Mood, Ambiance, Aura. Notes on Atmospheric Perception 

[A]tmosphere has a strange role in architectural discourse, dislodging 

both those who put it at the center of their thinking and those who 

marginalize it.  
(Wigley 1998, 18) 

            

 

There have been many attempts at theorising atmosphere in architectural discourse.3 Those who 

have laboured through it are quite familiar with its problematic character. The first difficulty lies 

in the semantic ambiguity of the term, and the second, in its conceptual complexity. Its presence in 

diverse disciplinary discourses cuts across a range of theories that varies in how atmosphere is 

contextualised, in where it is located, in how it is mediated, experienced or transmitted. 

Being of a vaporous nature – if we refer to the etymology of the word ‘atmosphere’ (from Greek: 

ἀτμός ‘vapour’ + σφαῖρα  ‘sphere’) – and of a twofold dimension – meteorological and aesthet-

ical – atmosphere resists easy definition or classification. We might say that atmosphere itself is 

surrounded by a certain haze, derived from the dense cloud of cognates – such as ambiance (or 

ambience), climate, mood, character, impression, aura – as well as from blurred dualisms – such as 

presence and absence, subject and object, the subjective states and the objective conditions, or the 

physical and the immaterial.4 It is often defined as a quasi-thing (Böhme 1993, Anderson 2009, 

Griffero (2010) 2014a) that seems to be both ‘non-rational’ and ‘non-representational’, and, hence, 

problematic when thinking of means of its production. 

Identified by the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor (1943-) in his seminal book Atmospheres. Archi-

tectural Environments. Surrounding Objects with architectural quality (2006, 11), and epitomised 

by the idea of beautiful appearances, atmosphere has long been associated with the essence of the 

poetics of space.5 However, since the association with beauty entails a contemplative distance, it 

would return us rather to what Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) defined initially as ‘aura’, the notion 

of which, like that of Heinrich Wölfflin’s ‘mood’, might be understood as a precursor of atmos-

............................................................................................. 
3 For a discussion of atmosphere in architecture, see for instance: Constructing Atmospheres, Daidalos n68 (June 1998); 
Peter Zumthor, Atmospheres. Architectural Environments. Surrounding Objects (Basel: Birkhäuser Verlag, 2006); Ton 
Verstegen, Gestures. Atmospheric Perception and Architecture (Rotterdam: ArtEZ Press, d’jonge Hond, 2009); Juhani 
Pallasmaa, ‘On Atmosphere – Peripheral Perception and Existential Experiences’ in Encounters2 (Helsinki: Rakennustieto, 
2010), 238-251; Cristina Díaz Moreno and Efrén García Grinda (Eds.), Breathable (Madrid: ESAYA, 2009); Julieanna 
Preston (Ed.), Interior Atmospheres, AD Architectural Design (John Wiley & Sons Ltd, May-June 2008), or more recent 
publications such as Klaske Havik et al. (Eds.), Oase #91, Building Atmosphere (2013); Christian Borch (Ed.), Architectur-
al Atmospheres. On the Experience and Politics of Architecture (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2014). 
4 A proof of this ambiguity might be found, for instance, in different translations of Jean Baudrillard’s Le Système Des 
Objets. Whereas in the Spanish version – following the French term ‘ambiance’ – the word ‘ambiente’ (in English, ‘ambi-
ance’) is used, in the English translation the term ‘atmosphere’ appears. 
5 Zumthor writes: “[W]hat do we mean when we speak of architectural quality? (…) Quality architecture to me is when a 
building manages to move me. What on earth is it that moves me? (…) How do people design things with such a beautiful, 
natural presence, things that move me every single time? One word for it is atmosphere. This is something we all know 
about. Our first impression” (2006, 11). 
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< [M: t.5/q.1] 

< [C: t.1/q.2] 

phere (Böhme 1993, 116-119).6 Accordingly, ‘mood’, ‘feeling’ and ‘atmosphere’ are terms very 

often loosely exchanged. It is precisely this ambiguity that troubles architectural discourse, leading 

it towards a tricky terrain of subjectivity. However, if we trace our understanding of atmosphere to 

the philosophical theories, following for instance the German phenomenologist Hermann Schmitz 

(1928-), we shall be aware that such terms as mood or feeling in the context of atmosphere relate 

to the “spatially extended feeling” and “not private states of mental interior worlds” (Schmitz 

quoted in (Hasse 2012, 52)).7 In short, here, feeling or mood designates a spatial sense of ambi-

ance. The concept in terms of which we could describe this relation is of the previously-mentioned 

“mindful physical presence”, which hinges “on the interplay between body and mindful body” and 

denotes sensitivity (Böhme 2013a, 27).8  

Atmosphere activates a set of traits related to character or impression. Hence, it tends to be ap-

proached as associational. Terms such as ‘serene’, ‘friendly’, ‘homely’, ‘oppressive’ or ‘sublime’ 

belong to a wide spectrum of pre-coded atmospheric qualities.9 Nevertheless, as indicated in the 

quotation which prefaces this chapter, the disclosure of atmosphere is situational. In fact, atmos-

phere is experienced before it is analysed and conceptualised, and entails sensory involvement. 

Already in 1886, Heinrich Wölfflin in his ‘Prolegomena to a Psychology of Architecture’ elabo-

rated on this phenomenal convergence. Drawing on the argument that “every building produces a 

specific impression within a whole range of moods” or “emotional tones”, Wölfflin identified 

impression with the “expression of the object” ((1886) 1994, 149, 150, emphasis in original). He 

further remarked that “[f]or the character – that is, for the expression – of a work of art, the intel-

............................................................................................. 
6  Even though atmosphere as an aesthetic category has crystallised in a contemporary debate, there is a range of anteced-
ents that our contemporary understanding of atmosphere is indebted to. Whilst not directly concerned with atmosphere per 
se, we find similar approaches to experience in architectural theories, and in aesthetic discourses in general, which wave 
around such concepts as ‘character’ or ‘theatricality’.  
For Benjamin’s notion of ‘aura’, see for instance: (Benjamin (1936) 2008). For its thorough analysis, see: (Bratu Hansen 
2008). For Wölfflin’s concept of ‘mood’, see: (Wölfflin (1886) 1994). In the context of this study it will be further ex-
plored in Chapter 6.  
7 In this regard, the Italian philosopher Tonino Griffero (1958-) explains: “As a specific subjective experience: a) inextrica-
bly linked to embodied being processes (obviously in the sense of the phenomenological Leib or felt body) and b) charac-
terised by a qualitative microgranularity which is inaccessible to a naturalistic-epistemic perspective (only in the third 
person), I believe that atmosphere is, in short, more a ‘spatial’ state of the world than a very private psychic state. This, 
however, if we interpret ‘my’ feeling not as something that I have, but as something that ‘possesses’ me, presupposes the 
overturning of an introjectonist metaphysics (invention of the psyche) largely dominant in our culture” (2014b, 3, emphasis 
in original). 
8 Böhme writes: “Sensitivity hinges on the sense one has of the space where one is. Needless to say, space is not just my 
sense of it, namely the mood. The space also has an objective constitution and much of what belongs to it is not part of my 
sensitivity. And likewise how I feel is not only defined by my sensing where I am, as my own mood always comes into 
play, and my body constantly brings forth feelings that shape my condition. And yet there is a mean, a link between space 
and sensitivity, and it is in fact always virulent here. The sensitivity associated with feeling where I am at a particular point 
sets a kind of underlying tone, that colours all other moods that arise in me or dog me” (2013a, 27). It is also noteworthy 
that the term ‘feeling’ that is often used as a synonym of emotion, in its origins refers to tactile sensations. 
9 Böhme organizes the characteristics of atmospheres in five groups: “first, moods in their narrow sense, like serious, 
cheerful, melancholic. Second, synaesthesia, that is, states like cold, warm, soft, hard. They are called synaesthesia because 
they can be produced by different sensory qualities in an environment. Thus, a room can appear cool because it is entirely 
painted blue, or is clinically sterile, or is completely tiled, or else has a low room temperature. A third group of characteris-
tics are suggestive of movement, such as wide, narrow, uplifting, oppressive. Here, the geometrical forms and distributions 
of volumes in space, above all, make such conditions palpable. A fourth group consists of intersubjective atmospheres: a 
certain atmosphere always arises in the encounter of two persons, even before any conversation begins, as its background. 
These atmospheres are determined by a ‘first impression’, that is by the physiognomy of a person, her or his height, vol-
ume, etc. Lastly, I want to mention conventional characteristics, such as elegant, petit bourgeois, poor, rich. They are 
generated by objects and symbols whose emanation is culturally conditioned” (2014, 93-94).  
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lectual factor is almost totally devoid of significance” (163). We might say that it is the sensorium 

that defines the perceptual depth of atmosphere, because, as the American philosopher Arnold 

Berleant (1932) suggests: “[t]he senses lie at the heart of perceptual experience” (1999, 16). Ac-

cordingly, since any perceptual act involves embodiment, for Wölfflin “character resides in the 

bodily factor” ((1886) 1994, 168). Hence, character is not only allied to the specificity of a particu-

lar place (properties), but also to the sensory impressions and the active engagement within the 

place (dispositions).  

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that ‘character’ is another elusive concept whose 

meaning has evolved over the course of the last two centuries. As noted by Adrian Forty (1948-), 

who gives a concise account of the history and the multiplicity of meanings of the term ‘character’ 

in Words and Buildings. A Vocabulary of Modern Architecture (2000), despite the attempt to ex-

punge character from the modernist vocabulary, it has remained meaningful to architecture and 

claimed more attention over the last few decades.10 Introduced into architecture by the French 

architect and writer Germain Boffrand (1667-1754) in Livre d’architecture contenant les principes 

généraux de cet art (1745), the notion of character dominated the thinking of the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth century architects and theorists; particularly of such figures as Nicolas Le 

Camus de Mézières (1721-1789), Étienne-Louis Boullée (1728-1799), and Antoine Chrysostome 

Quatremère de Quincy (1755-1849), who in turn became heroes of Sir John Soane (1753-1837), 

who was identified by Forty as “probably the most enthusiastic exponent of ‘character’” (2000a, 

125).11 

What is of relevance here is, however, the fact that interests of architectural theory in questions of 

moods and characters are rooted in garden theory and the Picturesque. This is also a reason why 

Gernot Böhme, in building his theory of atmosphere and its production, often draws our attention 

to the Theory of Garden Art (1779-1785) by Christian Cay Lorenz Hirschfeld (1742-1792), pre-

senting the notion of character in its wider environmental setting, and, hence, revealing that envi-

ronmental qualities and bodily states are related (Böhme 1993, 114, 123, Böhme 2013a, 29, 

Böhme 2014, 94-95).12 Similarly, in order to understand what is meant by “the character or ex-

pected effect of different objects”, Boullée called for looking “at some of the beauties of nature 

[to] see that we are forced to express ourselves in accordance with the effect they have on our 

senses” (Boullée 1976, 89). Such recognition of the capacity of natural phenomena to stir sensa-

tions and moods made them integral to architecture. Hence, for Boullée (influenced by Le Camus 

............................................................................................. 
10 Whereas the critic Colin Rowe (1920-1999) in his text ‘Character and Composition. Some Vicissitudes of Architectural 
Vocabulary in the Nineteenth Century’ ((1974) 1989), neglects the importance of character in modern architecture, Chris-
tian Norberg-Schulz (1926-2000) emphasises its relevance, stating that all places are “experienced as a set of particular 
qualities, or in general Stimmung or ‘character’ which forms a background to acts and occurrences” ((1979) 1980, 8). 
“[C]haracter is the basic mode in which the world is ‘given’.” “On the one hand it denotes a general comprehensive atmos-
phere, and on the other the concrete form and substance of the space-defining elements” (13-14). 
11 Sir John Soane’s work will be explored on subsequent pages. For a detailed study of the notion of ‘character’ and related 
theories in the context of Soane’s work, see (Watkin 1996, 184-255).  
12 We will return to Hirschfeld’s work in Chapter 4. For the influence of the garden theories and sensationalist philosophy 
on the late-eighteenth-century theory of architecture, see for instance: (Middleton 1992). 
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 < [A: t.6/q.1]  
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de Mézières’s The Genius of Architecture or The analogy of that art with our sensations (1970)), 

the creation of stimulating effects, both in gardens and architecture, also involved the immaterial. 

More precisely, it was assisted by the shifting play of light, which not only encapsulated the es-

sence of what Soane defined – referring precisely to Le Camus’s theories – as “the lumière mysté-

rieuse” (Watkin 1996, 214) (so successfully practised by himself), but also (and more importantly) 

pointed towards the dynamic nature of the built environment.   

Accordingly, the notion of character calls for replacing semiotic theories of meaning with phe-

nomenologically based analysis of meaning (Forty 2000a, 120), inviting one to reflect on a multi-

plicity of signs inscribed in the material fabric of the environment. In this context, the “sense of 

place” – commonly identified with character – reveals another polysemy. It was Maurice Merleau-

Ponty (1908-1961) who drew our attention to the ambiguity embedded in the French term sense as 

both, or either, ‘meaning’ or ‘direction’. Analysing sensory thresholds and variations in appear-

ances determined precisely by the essential function of the phenomenon of light, Merleau-Ponty 

argued that our perception could be understood in terms of responses to promptings according to 

their sense – that is, “in accordance both with their direction and their significance” ((1945) 2002, 

361). In other words, as an attraction or tension that stimulates reaction, since there is a “natural 

correlation between appearances and our kinaesthetic unfoldings, something not known through a 

law, but experienced as the involvement of our body in the typical structures of a world” (361-

362).13  

As the senses are brought into play, one might examine the relation between previously-mentioned 

aura and atmosphere. Certainly, both concepts do reveal similarities, as both aura and atmosphere 

are spatially extended phenomena that emerge, permeate and envelope. Nevertheless, while aura 

as “the unique apparition of a distance” – to use Walter Benjamin’s definition ((1936) 2008, 23) –

through contemplation traps the observer in a certain passiveness, atmosphere implies aesthetic 

engagement and affective immersion.14 [Fig. 1/1.2-1/1.3] In this regard, it is also noteworthy that 

the term ‘ambiance’, often used as a synonym of ‘atmosphere’, derives from the Latin words am-

bire or ambientem, which mean, respectively, “to go around” or “surrounding, encircling”. Hence, 

as the sociologist Jean-Paul Thibaud (1960-) succinctly noticed: “If ambiance surrounds us, it 

necessarily results in ‘perception from the inside’ and makes it difficult for the subject to step back 

and observe” (2011, 205).  

 

............................................................................................. 
13 These aspects certainly bring to mind James Jerome Gibson’s (1904-1979) ecological theory of perception and the notion 
of affordance ((1979) 1986, 127-146), which will be discussed in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. 
14 Berleant identifies aesthetic engagement with a perceptual state that is intensely active, and which is an alternative to 
aesthetic disinterestedness associated with contemplative distance. See for instance: (Berleant 2012, 6). For further under-
standing of aesthetic engagement, see also: (Berleant 2004). 
Böhme relates the concept of “mindful physical presence” with the “thing-like nature of places” and explains it through the 
terminological distinction between real and reality. To really be in a place “means to experience the resistance of things 
(…), to experience one’s own physical status in this resistance. Buildings and spaces in reality are not freely and effortless-
ly available, they have to be walked through or around” (2013a, 31). 
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Fig. 1/1.2 
 

 
Fig. 1/1.3 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Immersion 
 

Fig. 1/1.4 
Albrecht Dürer, Saint Jerome in his Study (1514) – pic-

ture used by Sigfried Giedion to illustrate atmosphere  
See: (Giedion (1948) 2013, 303)) [Copperplate Engraving 

© Trustees of the British Museum, London. Signature 
PPA42315] 

 
Fig. 1/1.5 

Max Ernst, Seelenfrieden (Peace of Mind or Quietude) – 
Collage from La femme 100 têtes (1929) 

[in (Giedion (1948) 2013, 747))] 
 

 
 

 Atmosphere v. Aura 
 

Fig. 1/1.2 
The Unilever Series: Olafur Eliasson, The Weather Pro-

ject, Installation, Turbine Hall, Tate Modern, London (16 
October 2003 - 21 March 2004)  

[Photo M00088 © Tate, London 2015] 
 

v. 
 

Fig. 1/1.3 
Caspar David Friedrich, Two Men Contemplating the 

Moon (ca. 1825–30) [Oil on Canvas © The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York. Accession Number 2000.51. 

Available at <www.metmuseum.org>] 
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 < [A t.3/q.3]  

For the critic and architectural historian Sigfried Giedion (1888-1968) (to whose accounts of at-

mosphere we will be returning later), atmosphere appears as both a notion of “comfort” and an 

“intensity of the room” ((1948) 2013, 299-304). Interestingly, even though in his observations 

Giedion does not refer to Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), the “dominant” atmosphere permeating the 

interior from Albrecht Dürer’s (1471-1528) painting Saint Jerome in his Study (1514) [Fig.1/1.4], 

which Giedion uses to unfold his theories, might be discussed considering an affective domain. As 

Giedion noted, Saint Jerome’s figure immersed in quietude “embodies in human form the seclu-

sion of this atmosphere” (304). Accordingly, with such a reading it is not difficult to trace similari-

ties with a particular intensity of affect in a Spinozian sense; one “by which the body’s power of 

activity is increased or diminished” (Spinoza (1677) 2002, 278) and turned into either action or 

passivity.  

Here we have arrived at another polysemic notion that we had already touched upon — the one of 

affect —, which in parallel to the concerns for atmosphere has been increasingly claiming attention 

in scholarly discussions in recent years.15 Particularly in contemporary theories the way of looking 

at affect emphasizes the difference between affect and emotion (or affection), terms which, like 

mood, atmosphere and feeling, are exchanged indiscriminately.16 Yet affects are more then feel-

ings and emotions. They might be equated with the aforementioned intensities or action potential, 

which drive us to movement and activity; intensities which, according to Gilles Deleuze (1925-

1995) and Félix Guattari (1930-1992) (who drew on Spinozian and Bergsonian lines of thought) 

can operate independently of emotion or feeling ((1987) 2005).  

Appropriating somewhat simplistically Deleuze’s and Guattari’s arguments, we might say that 

feelings and emotions are after-effects of affect. Consequently, if we approach atmosphere as an 

affective quality, then mood or emotion should be distinguished from the atmosphere itself. To 

make this even more explicit, we might argue that atmosphere is located on the objective site and 

is tantamount to the situation-specific character of the place, while emotion or mood – understood 

as personal situation – are evoked or mediated by it.17 In other words, atmospheres are shared 

phenomena, and what varies is our personal response to a particular atmosphere – that is, our sen-

sitivity to the things that move us.18 On the other hand, atmosphere that emerges from space is 

............................................................................................. 
15 Like that of atmosphere, the notion of affect comes under scrutiny within social and cultural studies from different per-
spectives: “as an object-target, bodily capacity and collective condition” (Anderson 2014, 17), leading to multiple process-
es of organization and mediation. Yet, despite such a diversity of approaches, these processes come into intricate relation.  
Clarification is, therefore, necessary regarding the use of the terms ‘affect’ and ‘affective’ throughout this study. We refer 
to bodily affects, questioning how bodily “capacity to affect and be affected” in a Spinozian sense emerges in space under-
stood as an assemblage of material and immaterial bodies. For convergences and differences between different theories of 
affect, see for instance: (Anderson 2014). For an affective dimension of atmosphere see: (Anderson 2009) or (Anderson 
2014, 137-162). 
16 See for instance: (Massumi 2002, 27-28). 
17  Also Otto Friedrich Bollnow (1903-1991), elaborating on and extending the Heideggerian concept of mood, defines it as 
an in-between quality and a “key phenomenon in the understanding of experienced space” ((1963) 2011, 215-228). High-
lighting the affective qualities of atmospheric conditions, Bolnow notices reciprocity between character of space and  
personal mood, that is, psychological states. 
18 To illustrate this relation we might use the analogy of temperature that can be measured and precisely defined. Even 
though it is an immaterial condition, it is objective. Yet, the way in which we sense it depends on our sensorial and thermal 
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mediated by those who sense it, giving rise to shared atmospheres, or, as the British scholar Ben 

Anderson (1972-) puts it, giving to a site “a particular ‘enveloping’ affective quality” (2014, 21). 

With such an affective dimension, atmospheres are associated with “embedding situations”, name-

ly “environment[s] into which [their] inhabitants submerge, body and all”, as the philosopher Peter 

Sloterdijk suggested ((2006) 2011b, 107, 106). Atmosphere channels emotions and states of mind, 

dragging the subject into an almost hypnotic state or a sphere of reflective introspection 

[Fig.1/1.5], but it also evokes responses – since, as mentioned previously, affects are intensities 

which are experienced somatically and manifested in bodily impulses.19 Consequently, it calls for 

shifting attention away from expression towards effects and intensities, opening up for differential 

perceptual states with cognitive, emotional, and somatic dimensions. 

Moreover, as the author of the fascinating taxonomy of the ethereal, Steven Connor (1955-), suc-

cinctly noted, atmospherics not only expresses the characters of environments and places but also 

denotes “the effects of interference, suggesting the confusions, interpretations, unpredictable muta-

tions and compoundings of those places” (2010, 194). Nor is atmosphere a constellation of isolat-

ed elements. It is a dynamic unity – that is, a field in constant becoming, in which the constitutive 

entities are no longer inert or absolute. It is from the interplay of these entities that atmosphere 

emerges. Consequently, we might say that atmosphere in its spatial dimension means space of 

both composing and emerging forces.  

With all this heterogeneity of meanings, the notion of atmosphere seems to be parallactic. It trans-

gresses formal and material boundaries of bodies, opening a new gap that exposes the orthodox 

space/body/environment relationships to questioning. It requires an amendment of the sub-

ject/object dichotomy, since the atmosphere is not perceived as an object placed in front of the 

beholder, but as the “common reality of the perceiver and the perceived” (Böhme 1993, 122). It 

leads to a re-evaluation of perceptual experience, offering to architecture an expanded domain in 

which to manifest itself, including qualities – besides poetics and beauty – that architecture has 

long resisted.  That is, it calls for understanding space as a contingent construction, performative 

and intensely affective, and for approaching matter as a site of production/performance/action/ and 

embodiment of signs.  

Accordingly, the intention is to present Atmospherology – to borrow Tonino Grifero’s term 

((2010) 2014a) – as a particular material practice based on the effects by which it lays claim to 

affective and, hence, societal orders; aspects often concealed by the poetic potential of atmosphere 

and far less considered in architectural discourse. Consequently, if we approach atmosphere as a 

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
sensibility and receptivity. Accordingly, as noted by Philip Kotler (1931-), in terms of the production of atmosphere, “an 
important distinction exists between the intended atmosphere and the perceived atmosphere” (1973-1974, 51, emphasis in 
original). 
19 For the relationship between embodiment and atmosphere or between embodiment and affect, see: (Shusterman 2012, 
233-38) and (Kozel 2013), respectively.  
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Fig. 1/1. 6 
Joseph Paxton and Charles Fox. The Crystal Palace when 
erected in Hyde Park. London, Great Britain (1851) 
[Anonymous. Aquatint, published in 1851 © Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London. Signature E.163-1937]  

catalyst for events, social interaction and experiential solicitation, space, whence it emerges, needs 

to be discussed as a relational milieu – that is, a conductive environment and field of engagement. 

And even though the production of atmospheres – as hinted by Böhme – remained for a long time 

very seldom explicit and is, furthermore, distorted by previously noted ambiguities and dichoto-

mies (1993, 123), there is one particular building in which the aforementioned atmospheric catego-

ries seem to coalesce into a single and hybrid atmosphere. Hence, it may serve as a vehicle for 

unfolding some aspects that have already been outlined in the introductory words, as well as for 

discerning the means of creation of atmosphere. That building is the Crystal Palace [Fig.1/1.6]. 
 

** 
1.2. Between the Material and the Immaterial. Climatic Paradigm and Vaporous Sensibility 

On the occasion of the Great Exhibition in 1851, the publicist Lothar Bucher (1817-1892) wrote 

about the magic embodied in that astonishing (and also controversial) edifice.20 Designed to house 

that exhibition, the ferro-vitreous building erected in London’s Hyde Park was the result of collab-

oration between Joseph Paxton (1803-1865) – a horticulture expert – and Charles Fox (1810-1874) 

– one of the most experienced railway engineers of his time. Covering eighteen acres of Hyde 

Park’s meadow, the Crystal Palace would reveal to the visitor a crystallised microcosm similar to 

those fantastic realms of which Paul Scheerbart (1863- 1915) would dream in his Glass Architec-

ture ((1914) 1972); a place, where – to use Bucher’s actual words – “everything corporeal disap-

pears and only the colour remains” (quoted in (McKean 1994, 33)). 

Not only did the Crystal Palace embody the Great Exhibition’s particular nature, being itself a 

............................................................................................. 
20 See for instance: (Giedion (1941) 1982, 252-254). 
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mirror of progress, a technological experiment and wonder, but it also became a trope for the 

emergence of a new culture. Its powerful and somewhat spectral image for contemporary authors 

served as an invocation of new “crystal-palace communities” (Berman (1982) 1998, 244). For 

some of them, the Crystal Palace appeared as a hedonistic and alluring vision of modernity. For 

others, it possessed demonic powers and a dystopian dimension.21 It was associated with the an-

nunciation of the era of mass culture and consumerism, originating the cultural pre-history of to-

day. As such, it was echoed in Walter Benjamin’s Arcades ((1982) 2002, 183-85), and more re-

cently identified by Peter Sloterdijk with experience-oriented, artificially controlled environments 

of “psychedelic capitalism” and “hedonistic turbulence” ((2005) 2008, 13, 12). Crystal Palace, 

undoubtedly, embodied the polarities of a modern world, evoking new intensities of experience, 

enabling fantasies and memories, inviting to engage dynamically with events and objects, and 

dragging the visitor into the realms of the senses. 

Within its startling and multifaceted nature and embedded heterogeneity of cultural and symbolic 

meanings, the Crystal Palace was, also, as Bucher confidently predicted, “a revolution in architec-

ture from which a new style [would] date” (quoted in (Giedion (1941) 1982, 252)). Nevertheless, 

its revolutionary character seems to go beyond technological innovation and the development of 

mass-produced elements that established its position as an ancestor of modernism in architectural 

taxonomy – that is, “its conventional architectural significance” (Murphy 2012, 10).22 The Crystal 

Palace opened a new path towards what architecture could be, not only defining a paradigm shift 

in understanding the architectural ‘envelope’ and simultaneously determining new typology, but 

also becoming a medium in which a new spatial experience would emerge. Immense in volume yet 

airy in its appearance, the Crystal Palace was defined by Bucher as “a Midsummer Night’s Dream 

seen in the clear light of midday” (quoted in (Giedion (1941) 1982, 254)). It was a “wonderland, 

appealing more to the imagination than to the intellect” as another art historian, Julius Lessing 

(1843-1908), remarked (quoted in (Benjamin (1982) 2002, 184). By challenging the principle of 

interiority, it defined an expanded domain of aesthetic experience, locating space at the limits 

between the planned and the unexpected, the real and the virtual, as well as between the material 

and the immaterial.  

It also became an apotheosis of ephemerality. However, that particular evanescence was not pri-

marily epitomised by the transient nature of the exhibition itself – a physical temporality embed- 

............................................................................................. 
21 For a comparison between different visions see: (Berman (1982) 1998, 219-248, Sloterdijk (2005) 2008). 
22 As noted by Kenneth Frampton in his critical history, the novelty of Crystal Palace lies in the fact that it “was not so 
much a particular form as it was a building process made manifest as a total system, from its initial conception, fabrication 
and trans-shipment, to its final erection and dismantling. Like the railway buildings, to which it was related, it was a highly 
flexible kit of parts” (1992, 34). So flexible that it would adapt to its environment, “accommodating” and enveloping a 
group of existing, mature elm trees.  
It is, however, worth noticing that while architects were obsessed with the orthodox way of analysing Crystal Palace which 
has resonated widely in architectural theory, contemporary art historians and journalists were astonished by the effects 
which it produced. “A free-standing volume of space, making the spectator aware of transparency above, behind and 
below, phenomenologically both in transparency and of it, is the sensation that comes across from descriptions. It is con-
jured from new elements not hitherto in existence, ‘vistas of space and light’, a self-subsisting light/space with its own 
micro-atmosphere.” (Armstrong 2008, 151-152, emphasis in original). 
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Fig. 1/1.7  
Stereoscopic photographs of the Crystal Palace in 
Sydenham. Interior with Crystal Fountain (ca. 1855) 
[Photo by Negretti and Zambra. Daguerreotype/ 
ambrotype © Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 
Signature E.1205-1992]  

ded in its dismantling, nor by the desultory (and paradoxically extremely tangible) disappearance 

of its post-Exhibition enlarged reincarnation erected on Sydenham Hill in 1854, which after years 

of glory fell slowly into disrepair and in 1936 twisted and melted into a smoggy cloud in the glow 

of a tremendous fire. What is most relevant here is that the Crystal Palace was, as a contemporary 

art historian Mary Philadelphia Merrifield (1804-1889) insightfully pointed out, “perhaps the only 

building in the world in which atmosphere [was] perceptible” (1851, II++, emphasis in original). 

With its construction, as remarked, “a new aesthetic of immersion began its victory march through 

modernity” (Sloterdijk (2005) 2008, 12), transforming immersive experiences into culturally con-

trolled processes – that is, into an aesthetic form of totalitarianism. In this regard, Sloterdijk goes 

as far as identifying the design of immersions as symptomatic of architecture ((2006) 2011b).  

For Sloterdijk, immersion as a method entails the dissolution of the boundaries with the environ-

ment (105). And if we trace our understanding of environment to environmental aesthetics, we 

might say that environment itself “dissolves into a complex network of relationships, connections, 

and continuities of those physical, social, and cultural conditions” (Berleant 1992, 4) that give 

shape to our reality.23 The Crystal Palace was certainly a place of such complexity and ambiva-

lence. It was an exteriorised interior of immaterialised materialities – a space, in which, as Bucher 

pointed out: “all materiality [was] blended into the atmosphere” (quoted in (Giedion (1941) 1982, 

254)) [Fig.1/1.7]. 

............................................................................................. 
23 The inseparability of the human and the natural constitutes a tenet of what nowadays is coined as environmental aesthet-
ics. Not only does environmental aesthetics exemplify transformative conceptions of experience (Berleant 1992, xiii) but it 
also goes beyond the concept of beauty and sublimity – that is, beyond objectification of the environment, which implicates 
social, ethical and political dimensions. In this context, Berleant defines architecture as an environmental art (2012, 56).   
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However, the atmosphere of the Crystal Palace transcends its spectral appearance – “exceeding 

airiness”, “fairy-like brilliancy”, “light blue fog” or “haze”, as many commentators defined it 

(Armstrong 2008, 152-153).24 Labels that represent a certain “glamour of the fogs and mists” 

(Connor 2010, 180) – to borrow again Steven Connor’s words; that is, a vaporous sensibility and 

even dematerialisation, commonly associated with atmosphere due to its meteorological connota-

tions.25 And even though the clear linkage of the Crystal Palace with hothouses would probably at 

first bring to mind climatic manipulations – returning again to the association of atmosphere with a 

gaseous milieu – it is not the air that appears as the only constitutive element of the Crystal Pal-

ace’s atmosphere. Yet that constantly shifting envelope of gaseous matter (and, embedded in it, 

environmental control) has been recognised as an agency in rendering the built environment – i.e. 

as a means through which architecture negotiates and defines socio-spatial relations.26 Moreover, 

this assumption implies understanding atmosphere not as a mere quality of space or objects, but 

rather as a medium of perception; a medium in which the so-called immaterialities – such as light, 

sound, scent, humidity, pressure or temperature – are recognised as affective and, hence, as “non- 

corporeal generators of atmospheres” (Böhme 2013a, 27).27  

One artist, Yves Klein (1928-1962), and two architects, Werner Ruhnau (1922-2015) and Claude 

Parent (1923-), even went as far as breaking the logic between the physical and the immaterial,  

assigning to the latter the role of “building materials” (Klein (1959) 2004, 44) [Fig.1/1.8]. Yves 

Klein’s visionary and radical project of ‘Air Architecture’, which aimed at constructing “a new 

atmosphere of human intimacy”, invites us to think about our contemporaries – such as the artist 

Olafur Eliasson (1967-) or the architect Philippe Rahm (1967-) – as inheritors of its legacy; a lega-

cy in which the immaterial determines operational procedures and structures our way of perceiving 

and inhabiting space, and also becomes a detonator of what Klein defined as a “new sensitivity” 

((1961) 2004, 77).28   

............................................................................................. 
24 Quoted epithets appeared in Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal from 1 March 1851 and Ecclesiologist from 1851, which 
belong to the vast number of contemporary accounts of the Crystal Palace analysed by Armstrong. 
25 Connor identifies haze with a “particular dream of modernism, the dream of being able to register and merge with the 
infinite multiplicity of the atomic constitution of matter” (2010, 185). “The making of nothing” (Diller and Scofidio 2002) 
is how Elisabeth Diller and Ricardo Scofidio refer to their Blur Building which was conceived for the Swiss Expo 2002 as 
an immersive installation – as an open-air platform submerged in an artificially produced cloud, responsive to environmen-
tal changes. Here the atmosphere invoked is similar to the meteorological atmosphere that envelops and affects those which 
it surrounds, and to certain extent reveals assumptions formulated by Connor.  
26 On the subject of environmental awareness one might think about the postulates of Siegfried Ebeling (1894-1963), 
Reyner Banham (1922-1988) or Richard Buckminster Fuller (1895-1983), to name but a few. For an overview, see for 
instance: (Mallinson 2014). Formulating principles of “thermodynamic somatisms”, Iñaki Ábalos (1956-) also argues for 
“turning the air into the protagonist of (…) spatial organisation” (2013, 108). 
Pointing out the linkage of the Crystal Palace with hothouses, Frampton wrote about the “climatic problem of unprecedent-
ed scale” (1992, 34) embedded in it. He continues: “The eventual ad hoc use of canvas awnings to shade the roof could 
hardly be regarded as an integral part of the system, and many of the international exhibitors chose to shield themselves 
from the ‘greenhouse’ effect by canopies of festooned draperies, which were no doubt hung as much against the unaccepta-
ble ‘objectivity’ of the structure as they were against the sun” (35). 
27 For the artist James Turrell (1943-), who has been concerned with issues of perception, the sensation of light – as the 
“material” with which he has been working primarily – is “something really quite tactile. It has a quality seemingly intan-
gible, yet it is physically felt” ((1987) 2012, 649). 
28 Yves Klein’s Air Architecture was initiated during collaboration between Klein and Ruhnau on the Gelsenkirchen Thea-
tre project from 1957 to 1959. However, after 1960, Yves Klein continued working on the project of Air Architecture with 
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Nevertheless, atmosphere as a spatial phenomenon also invites us to explore “the connexions be-

tween the concrete properties of objects (…) and the atmosphere that they radiate” (Böhme 1993, 

123), since that “swirling climate of intangible effects [is] generated by a stationary object”, as 

Mark Wigley succinctly expressed it (1998, 18). Accordingly, Sigfried Giedion, while analysing 

Bucher’s descriptions of the Crystal Palace, compared it with the airy atmosphere of the study of 

the Simplon Pass by the English Romantic painter Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), 

and noted that the similar “insubstantial and hovering effect” was achieved, among other means, 

“through the agency of the transparent glass surfaces” (Giedion (1941) 1982, 254).29 What is most 

remarkable here is not only the awareness of the mediation of materiality in the making of atmos-

phere but also the shift of interest away from materiality as a merely tectonic or expressive medi-

um, towards matter as an activator and catalyst of effects and experiences. We might say that ma-

teriality in the context of atmosphere acquires a new status that entails an expansion of the spec-

trum of material attributes towards what Jean Baudrillard (1929-2007) defined precisely as “at-

mospheric values” ((1968) 1996, 30-41). Defining materiality in terms of such values or “qualities 

of appearances” (Böhme 1995, 38) reveals contextual dimensions – i.e. a situational condition of 

experience, and leads to defining a particular taxonomy of materials structured on the basis of the 

intrinsic relationships between their physical properties and phenomenological qualities. It is on 

that basis that Jean Baudlillard defined glass as “the most effective conceivable material expres-

sion of the fundamental ambiguity of ‘atmosphere’” ((1968) 1996, 30-41).  

In this context, the Crystal Palace might be defined as a glass-scape; and it was the glass – as 

hinted by Giedion – that with its shifting qualities: transparency, reflection and refraction, and 

performance: absorption, mirroring, distortion ‒ was a detonator of the striking experience of be-

ing immersed in such an ambiguous and “transformative space”, in which “the unique atmospher-

ics of light” enhanced the sense of an alternative world (Armstrong 2008, 152). It is that particular 

atmospherics – the unpredictable mutations noted by Connor – that encompasses the replacement 

of static conceptions of the material universe with the conceptions of dynamic processes, leading 

to the dissolution of the architectural ‘object’ and its fixity, and, consequently, offering a new 

understanding of context and space – approached as a field of dynamic relationships. In that field, 

which the architectural theorist Sanford Kwinter described as “a space of propagation, of effects” 

(2001, 60) the immaterial is not understood as a background condition, nor as just another dimen-

sion of architectural reality, but as a force that shapes architectural materializations;30  

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
Claude Parent. The collaboration between Klein and Ruhnau will be further explored in Chapter 3.  
Philippe Rahm, who talks “about architectural meteorology”, defines atmospheres in terms of thermal conditions, replacing 
physical division systems with temperatures determined by the body, clothing and activity. See for instance: (Rahm and 
Clément 2006). 
29 Marshall Berman compares the Crystal Palace with another of the Turner’s paintings: Rain, Steam and Speed, from 1844. 
According to Berman, both fuse “nature and industry in a vividly chromatic and dynamic ambience” ((1982) 1998, 237). 
The dynamic nature of Turner’s paintings is also discussed by Steven Connor in the context of nineteenth-century atmos-
pherics (2010, 184-190), as well as by Jonathan Hill (1958-) in Weather Architecture (2012, 148-174). 
30 For the concept of “field conditions”, see also: (Allen (1996) 2009). For the concept of field in the context of the body 
and affect theory, see also (Massumi 2002, chapters 3 and 6). 
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Fig. 1/1.8 
 

 
Fig. 1/1.9 
 

 
Fig. 1/1.10 

Fig. 1/1.8 
Yves Klein and Werner Ruhnau, testing a ‘Fire Wall’ 

(1958) Küppersbusch, Gelsenkirchen, Germany 
[Photo © Charles Wilp] 

 
Fig. 1/1.9 

Yves Klein in the Void Room (Raum der Leere) (1961) 
Museum Haus Lange, Krefeld, Germany. [Photo © 

Charles Wilp] Through its reconstruction at the Biennale 
di Venezia as Immaterial Room (1976) (see: (Celant 

1977, 102-103)), the installation lost its essence, due to 
the fact that the presence of the artist was essential for the 

reception and experience of the original Void Room.  
 

 
 

 
Fig. 1/1.11 
 

 
Fig. 1/1.12 
 

Fig.1/1.13 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 1/1.10 
Maria Nordman, Untitled, Biennale di Venezia (1976) 

 
Fig. 1/1.11 

Allan Kaprow, Yard, New York (1961) 
 

Fig. 1/1.12 
Mario Merz, Tavoli, Biennale di Venezia (1976) 

 
Fig.1/1/13 

Wolf Vostell, Mania, Hannover (1973) 
 

[All photos in 
 (Celant 1977, 228, 95, 222, 109 ) respectively] 
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aspects extensively discussed by the architectural historian Jonathan Hill in his book Weather 

Architecture (2012), and outlined as early as in the late eighteenth century by the aforementioned 

Christian Cay Lorenz Hirschfeld, whose Theory of Garden Art was recognised by Böhme as an 

instrumental taxonomy of atmospheres (Böhme 1993, 123). Therein, Hirschfeld describes the 

changes of Nature, which he calls “happenstances”, as detonators of “new situations, even objects 

altogether” ((1779-85) 2001, 185).  

Consequently, what at first glance seems to be a binary opposition – namely, the relation between 

the material and the immaterial – turns out to be, instead, a conceptual symbiosis, in which atmos-

phere appears as an ever-changing continuum; an evanescent conglomeration of heterogeneous 

immaterial and material bodies that extend into each other, intermingle and define a constant flow 

of affects and their effects on behaviour.  

Evidence of that convergence may be found, for instance, in the exhibition Ambiente/Arte, curated 

by Germano Celant (1940-) at the 1976 Venice Biennale.31 The exhibition brought together spaces 

defined by the immaterial – such as the installations of Doug Wheeler (1939-), Dan Flavin (1933-

1996), Maria Nordman (1943-), and the aforementioned Yves Klein – and others charged with 

hyper-materiality, such as those of Allan Kaprow (1927-2006), Wolf Vostell (1932-1998), Walter 

De Maria (1935-2013), Joseph Beuys (1921-1986) and Mario Merz (1925-2003), to mention but a 

few [Fig.1/1.9-1/1.13] – under a common label of ‘ambient’, ambient being understood as an en-

gaging environment that demands full and active participation from the embodied beholder.  

In this context, constructing an ambient (or environment) served for Germano Celant as a tool not 

only for rendering a totality of art, “in which all sensory and conceptual phenomena became uni-

fied” (Celant 1977, 5), but also for defining an “aesthetic field” (7) emerging from a productive 

intermingling – or, to use Celant’s term, “an osmosis” (5) – between art, architecture and design.32 

In such an osmosis, the notion of field was crucial for Celant, as he understood space not as a mere 

formal or functional background (a “vessel” or “container”) but as a performative and contingent 

“topological field” (6, emphasis in original), in which floors, walls, ceilings, objects and materials 

were not autonomous entities, but were enmeshed in a relational and variational continuum. Con-

ceptualised in this way, ambient required, once more, an active involvement of immaterialities 

such as “light, sound, and spatio-temporal coordinates” (7), which became a necessary condition 

for the constitution of such a continuum. 

............................................................................................. 
31  Germano Celant was invited to be a curator of the 1976 Venice Biennale, the theme of which was ‘Ambiente, Partecipa-
zione, Struttbecure Culturali’ (‘Environment, Participation, Cultural Structures’) by Pontus Hulten (1924-2006) and Vitto-
rio Gregotti (1927-). In the exhibition, developed together with Gino Valle (1923-2003) and Pierluigi Cerri (1939-), besides 
commissioning thirteen contemporary artists to interact with the interiors of the Giardini, Celant included a historical 
section – six galleries in which he traced a genealogy of “environmental art.” In that section such works as Yves Klein’s 
Immaterieller Raum (1961) and Arman’s (1928–2005) Le plein (1960) were reconstructed. 
It is also noteworthy that in revealing the roots of such “environmental” and “situational” art, Germano Celant turned 
towards the avant-garde of the 1910s and 1920s, and identified (besides the Futurists who open Celant’s survey) the work 
of the constructivist Lazar Markovich Lissitzky (1890-1941), better known as El Lissitzky (to whom we shall return in 
Chapter 2) as pioneering in the construction of environments (Celant 1977, 20-25). For a brief outline of the evolution of 
the so-called “environmental art”, see also (Selz and Stiles 2012, 588-600). 
32 All quotations from Celant translated by the author. 
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Fig. 1/1.14 
Adolf Luther, Spherical Concave Mirror Object, 
Olympia, Entrance Sporthalle Munich, (1972) [Photo © 
Courtesy Archive Adolf-Luther-Foundation, Krefeld] 

The sense of reciprocity that interested Celant, in which “art creates an ambient as the environ-

ment creates the art” (5, emphasis in original) characterised the oeuvre of the German artist Adolf 

Luther (1912-1990), who collaborated with Werner Ruhnau, and who also used to significant 

effect the intertwinement between the material and the immaterial.33 In his constant search for 

rendering the impalpable, Luther experimented with glass, lenses and mirrors. In the 1970s he 

developed a series of large-scale works entitled Integrations [Fig.1/1.14], not only exploring the 

mutual relationship between art-objects and space, but also dissolving “[t]he inertia and weight of 

architectural constructions (...) into an atmospheric movement of light” (Broska 2007, 

“Architecture and Integration” para. 4) – a method that brings us back to the Crystal Palace.  

 

............................................................................................. 
33 Adolf Luther’s works will be explored in depth in Chapter 4. 
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Fig.1/1.15 
Villa Palagonia, Bagheria, Italy (1715-1749) [Photo © 
Ferdinando Scianna, Magnum Photos/ Polfoto (1972) 
PAR435290] 

*** 
1.3. From Object to Materiality. Assemblages and Dissolved Perceptual Identity 

The German art historian Alfred Gotthold Meyer (1864-1904) found in the sensuous perception of 

the Crystal Palace “the new valuation of space” (quoted in (Benjamin (1982) 2002, 541)). The 

Versailles Hall of Mirrors or “the domed chambers of the Mycenaeans, [in which] this conception 

of space was already so decidedly in force that the entire space of the room could be dissolved in 

luster” (541), were identified by Meyer as the Crystal Palace’s ancestors. By doing so he tracked a 

particular genealogy of spaces where “the fundamental means of all spatial organisation: contrast” 

is “sacrificed” (541), blending interior and exterior together and confusing the orthodox experi-

ence of interiority. We might also include in that linkage one of the earliest examples of Sicilian 
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Baroque – Villa Palagonia in Bagheria (known as ‘The Villa of the Monsters’) with its enchanting 

Gallery of (fragmented) Mirrors [Fig.1/1.15].34 As another otherworldly place, similar to the Crys-

tal Palace, it attracted many visitors – such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) and 

Patrick Brydone (1741-1818) – and became a source of inspiration for the previously mentioned 

Sir John Soane, whose use of mirroring as an environmental strategy – that is, as a device of inte-

rior “weathering” (Hill 2012, 145) ‒ will be further explored in Chapter 4.35  

However, glass and mirrors are not the only features that allow the drawing of connection lines 

between the Villa Palagonia, the Crystal Palace, and John Soane’s House at Lincoln’s Inn Fields in 

London (1792-1824) [Fig.1/1.16-1/1.20]. Nor are they the only constitutive elements of atmos-

phere. The comparison is suggestive because the aforementioned cases represent what Sylvia 

Lavin termed “the architectural effect of excess” or “architecture in extremis” (2011, 51, 55). That 

is, a space where constellations of objects replace traditional dividing elements, setting up what 

Baudrillard defined as “a theatre of objects” ((1968) 1996, 315); objects that “coalesce into a per-

ceptible environment” (Lavin 2011, 58).36  

Sigfried Giedion, in his accounts of atmosphere, also noted that it “can arise from the free inter-

play of heterogeneous elements” ((1948) 2013, 499). Undoubtedly, the Crystal Palace’s atmos-

phere emerged from such a “union of seemingly unrelated” entities (499). Like Soane’s House, the 

Crystal Palace was conceived as a giant display cabinet that represented a radical disruption of the 

meaning of space. As the contemporary scientist and philosopher William Whewell (1794-1866) 

noted, spatial and temporal disjunctions were embedded in the way the objects were displayed – 

juxtaposed, de-contextualised, de-territorialised (1852, 11).37 It was “a vast multitude of composi 

tions (…) of objects” (5), an assemblage of disconnected realities, encapsulated environments and  

............................................................................................. 
34 If one wishes to extend the atmospheric itinerary, Baroque certainly would provide some extraordinary examples. It is 
often recognised as a prelude to the creation of scenarios and situations and it is for that reason, as well as for its ephemer-
al, illusive and synesthetic nature, that it attracted Lettrists and Situationists, to whom we will come back in Chapter 5. 
With its material and formal exuberance Baroque is commonly used as an epitome of the dynamic distribution of light, and 
hence an impression of spatial infinity or even, paradoxically, dematerialisation. Baroque also imbued static forms with 
vitality – as noted for instance by Lucio Fontana (1899-1968) in 1946 in his Manifesto Blanco – determining “that move-
ment is an innate condition of matter” and revealing the unity of space and time, disclosed in its vitality ((1946) 2012, 48).  
Otto Friedrich Bollnow also discussed the shift in understanding space in the context of baroque interiors, which he identi-
fied with “turbulent endlessness of space.”  In this context, Bollnow also remarked on the production of effects and optical 
illusions through an “extravagant use of reflective mirrors” ((1963) 2011, 84-86).  
35 Villa Palagonia was built in 1705 from designs by Tommaso Napoli (1659-1725) and was transformed and adorned in 
1749 with grotesque sculptures for Ferdinando Francesco Gravina Agliata (ca.1651-1771), Prince of Palagonia. For an 
account of Villa Palagonia, see (Brydone (1773) 1775, 93-103) or (Goethe (1816) 1970, 237-242). It is noteworthy that, 
like Goethe, who associated Villa Palagonia with “bad taste and folly of an eccentric mind” (240), Soane often criticised its 
bizarre sculptures (for example in one of his lectures – Lecture VI from March 25th 1819). Yet he admired an unorthodox 
use of coloured glass and mirrors in its interiors. See also (Watkin 1996, 240, 350-351). These aspects will be further 
explored in Chapter 4. 
36 However, Lavin considers objects as “independent of the envelope that contains them” (2011, 58). Our contention, on the 
contrary, is that the objects, the “envelope” and the environment are inextricably related – particularly in John Soane’s 
House if we think about Soane’s interest in the union of painting, sculpture and architecture (see for instance (Watkin 2000, 
20)) and how the objects themselves become “boundary makers” – to paraphrase Baudrillars’s words ((1968) 1996, 16). 
Soane, inspired by the aforementioned Nicolas Le Camus Mézières, saw in the unity of arts an affective power (Watkin 
2000, 20). 
37 For the diversity of the Exhibition see for instance a Guide to the Crystal Palace and Park (Phillips 1854). 
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Fig. 1/1.16 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1/1.16 
The Dome Area of Sir John Soane’s House-Museum, 12-
14 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London (1792-1824) [Photo © 
Derry Moore, Courtesy of the Trustees of Sir John 
Soane’s Museum] 
  
Fig. 1/1.17 
Villa Palagonia, Bagheria, Italy (1715-1749) – the garden 
with grotesque statues [Photo Andreas Zerndl (2013) 
© Andiz275 | Dreamstime.com. ID 36725785] 
 
 

Fig. 1/1.17 
 

 

 
Fig. 1/1.18 
 

 
Fig. 1/1.19 
 

 
Fig.1/1.20 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1/1.18 
Joseph Paxton with Charles Fox, The Interior of the 
Sydenham Crystal Palace, London (1859) [Photo by 
Philip Henry Delamotte © Historic England Archive, 
DP004606] 
 
Fig. 1/1.19 and Fig.1/1.20 
The Crystal Palace – Central Hall (n.d.)  
[Photos by Owen and Ferrier in (McKean 1994, 37)] 
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apparently self-contained worlds that merged and overlapped, creating an amorphous amalgam of 

particular material exuberance and sensorial cacophony; a cacophony which David Howes (1957-) 

would term “hyperestesia” (2005, 281).38 As the contemporary Sharpe’s London Magazine report-

ed in 1851, the visitor was immersed “in the mist of these confused sounds, carpets from the East, 

arms from India, a European Park with its woods and rivulets, and innumerable army of equestrian 

statues around” (quoted in (Armstrong 2008, 151).39  

Yet despite this sensorial saturation and dissonance, the visitor was trapped in a perceptual contin-

uum. As suggested by Jonathan Crary (1951-) in the context of late nineteenth- and early twenti-

eth-century aesthetic theory (and in opposition to Benjamin’s theory of distraction) it was a con-

tinuum in which a “perceptual identity” of objects would begin to deteriorate and “(as with certain 

sounds) disappear altogether” (2001, 47).  In this context, Lavin’s architecture in extremis might 

be also identified with mechanisms of de-familiarisation based on dislocation of perception and 

densification of experience  – techniques that will be further explored in Chapter 6.40 

These assumptions bring to mind the way we perceive atmosphere, since, as noted previously, 

atmosphere is experienced before it is analysed and conceptualised, and entails sensory involve-

ment: 

[W]e strive in vain to create the gigantic portrait of the whole, or to 

construct mentally its gossamer of iron, or summon before us the in- 

............................................................................................. 
38 Similarly, many architectural historians and scholars drew attention to the fact that even though Soane’s House was 
conceived as a museum, the arrangement of objects exhibited in it – or rather defining it – was transcending Enlightenment 
principles of classification. Soane avoided historicist organisation, mixing objects from different periods. See for instance: 
(Psarra 2009, 113, 119). Based on Psarra’s appreciation – which derives from M. Hittorf’s suggestions regarding determin-
ing or suggesting characters – and the preoccupation with character of Soane himself, remarked by Watkin (Watkin 2000, 
2), we might say that he aimed rather at creating impressions through staged micro-ambiances and free associations and not 
at gaining rational appreciation. As in the Crystal Palace, in the John Soane House both time and space are dissolved. What 
is more, we might say that Soane’s museum is an assemblage in itself. Its final shape grew out of joining and remodelling 
three buildings in four stages over forty years. Soane built No.12 as a family house in 1792, bought and rebuilt No.13 in 
1808, and finally in 1824 bought, demolished and subsequently rebuilt No.14. See for instance (Summerson 1983b, 25). 
Whilst not our focus here, it is worth noting that the notion of materially heterogeneous assemblages belongs to the onto-
logical diversity that defines relational thinking – for instance, that of Brian Massumi (1956-), the actor-network theory 
developed by Bruno Latour (1947-), Manuel De Landa’s (1952-) realism, to mention but a few.  
39 Interestingly, Patrick Brydone’s account of the visit to Villa Palagonia is very similar to that description. It reads: “The 
amazing crowd of statues that surround his house, appear at a distance like a little army drawn up for its defence; but when 
you get among them, and every one assumes his true likeness, you imagine you have got into the regions of delusion and 
enchantment; for of all that immense group, there is not one made to represent any object in nature; nor is the absurdity of 
the wretched imagination that created them less astonishing than its wonderful fertility. (…) The inside of this inchanted 
[sic] castle corresponds exactly with the out; it is in every respect as whimsical and fantastical, and you cannot turn your-
self to any side, where you are not stared in the face by some hideous figure or other” ((1773) 1775, 94-95). 
The description from Sharpe’s London Magazine points, however, towards a distinctive origin of formation of an assem-
blage, since it refers also to sounds and other immaterial aspects or “nonhuman materialities” – to use Jane Bennett’s 
(1957-) term, (2010, 108). Whereas her argument cannot be fully summarized here, Bennett outlines that the elements of an 
assemblage, “while they include humans and their (social, legal, linguistic) constructions, also include some very active 
and powerful nonhumans: electrons, trees, wind, fire, electromagnetic fields” (24). In the context of the Crystal Palace we 
can add water, sounds, air. In short, the Crystal Palace can be seen as an assemblage in which “human culture is inextrica-
bly enmeshed with vibrant, nonhuman agencies” (108). 
40 This experiential density – or even heaviness that contrasted with the Crystal Palace’s physical lightness – represented 
for Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881) who alluded to it in Notes from Underground (1862) and defined it as intimidating, a 
radical thread for personal autonomy. See: (Dostoevsky (1862) 2008, 27-40) or (Berman (1982) 1998, 236-237). 
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numerable and ever-changing pictures which from above and from be-

low meet the eye while wandering in astonishment through its crystal 

labyrinths.  
North British Review, 15 August 1851, 534 

 quoted in (Armstrong 2008, 151)  

 

 

**** 
1.4. Relational Materialism. Atmosphere beyond Poetics 

Although the association of the Crystal Palace with a cabinet would probably promote the notion 

that the disclosure of the Crystal-Palace-microcosm was based on a purely visual logic, it was not 

an aurally distanced, non-inviting-to-touch atmosphere [Fig.1/1.21-1/1.22]. As Whewell noted 

with regard to the latter, one could look at the “exhibited before his bodily eye” objects, “not like a 

fairy picture in the distant clouds, but close at hand” (1852, 9, 10). It is the “bodily eye” that would 

lead us back to the tenets of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy that are essential to spatial and 

environmental concerns – the idea of a “perceptual field” ((1945) 2002, 4) as an intermingled and 

dynamic fabric of sensory possibilities, in which the senses resonate and interact, engaged in a 

synaesthetic experience. As Merleau-Ponty argued, the atmosphere is not presented only to the 

power of the eyes; it is rather the whole body that appears as its experiential locus (244-245). 

Indeed, it is the sensorium that defines the perceptual depth of atmosphere, since it is through the 

senses that significances are evoked, actions are stimulated and ambiances are conveyed. Hence, 

atmospherology leads to the revaluation of embodiment as a basis for the shaping of our environ-

ment. It is thus not a coincidence that Richard Shusterman (1949-) – the originator of somaesthet-

ics – claims that by raising somaesthetic attention “we can improve our consciousness of the vague 

but influential somatic feelings that constitute our experience of architectural atmosphere and thus 

gain a (…) more discerning awareness for its critical analysis” (2012, 238). Surprisingly, these 

ideas were also at the time addressed by the philosopher, artist and educator Hugo Kükelhaus 

(1900-1984) in his book Inhuman Architecture ((1972) 2007).41 In it, he suggested a shift from 

object-oriented architecture towards the “field of sensory experience” – namely, the affective and 

conductive environment that is “brought into effect through sensory and bodily activity” ((1972) 

2007, 37).  

Consequently, if we bring back the definition of the field as a space of propagation, of effects, 

atmosphere is to be understood as spatially discharged intensities that emerge from its constitutive 

entities. In this context, atmosphere is presented as an affective tonality of space – that is, a dy-

namically engaging phenomenon that conjuncturally acts as a detonator of action and interaction 

in both individual and collective terms. Together with such a conceptualisation, engineering at-

mospheres is tantamount to setting up possibilities for action within a set of sensory thresholds (to 

............................................................................................. 
41 Hugo Kükelhaus also collaborated with Werner Ruhnau.  His work will be further explored in Chapter 3. 
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Fig. 1/1.21  
The Crystal Palace Nave (1852) 
[Photo by Benjamin Brecknell Turner. Albumen print 
from calotype © Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 
Signature PH.2-1982] 
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Fig. 1/1.22  
Interior of the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park (1851) – The 

Foreign Department, viewed towards the transept 
[Litograph. McNeven, J. (draughtsman), William 

Simpson (printmaker), Ackermann (publisher) © Victoria 
and Albert Museum, London. Signature 19625] 
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paraphrase Ben Anderson’s words (2014, 31)). As mentioned previously in the context of the 

Crystal Palace, Sloterdijk identified such thresholds with the hedonistic turbulence that dominated 

its interior, revealing its dystopian dimension. The Crystal Place appeared as a dazzling apparatus 

of attraction which, through a vast repertoire of effects engaged the sensorium in an expansive 

way. Indisputably, it was a powerful atmospheric apparatus ‘producing’ atmospheres with aesthet-

ic, climatic and societal dimensions. It redefined the limits and condition of space, which by 

emerging as an endlessly intermingled and dynamic environment, lost its own object-hood and 

became a constantly shifting concentration of events charged with affective power and unlimited 

potentiality. To emphasize the scope of that potentiality we can recall the words of Marshall 

McLuhan (1911-1980), who, analysing the evolution of human environments, stated: “Anything 

that alters a sensory threshold alters the outlook and experience of a whole society” (1967, 166). 

Although engineered atmospheres are not always tantamount to artificial environments or mega-

interiors (or interiors in general), and neither are they associated solely with mechanisms of dislo-

cation of perception, such assumptions invite critical reflections upon the instrumental character of 

atmosphere – a quality that goes beyond poetics. It is necessary to say that even though “[p]erhaps 

there is nothing that doesn’t have an atmosphere or could be described as atmospheric” (Anderson 

2009, 78), atmospheres are not free-floating phenomena. And even though atmospheres might 

emerge from spontaneously or unconsciously arranged relational configurations, it is precisely the 

theory of atmospheres that clarifies that atmospheres can be strategically created – staged (Böhme 

2005, Böhme 2013a) – and that “the staging serves to create atmospheres that permit a specific 

affective participation in our world” (Böhme 2014, 97).  

In this regard, what we call an atmospheric awareness prompts us to reflect upon the contingen-

cies of the material world; particularly, the affective qualities of space which, to paraphrase Gior-

gio Agamben (1942-) (who analyses the Foucaultian notion of apparatus to which we will return in 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 6), might be used to “manage, govern, control, and orient – in a way that 

purports to be useful – the behaviors, gestures, and thoughts of human beings” ((2006) 2009, 12). 

Accordingly, staged atmospheres are important elements in the production of space and, hence, in 

the constitution of affect. They are used, for instance, to determine the way we experience cities, to 

induce particular behaviours, and, hence, to achieve specific societal and political objectives 

(Borch 2014). It is through atmosphere that space is imbued with a diffuse normativity and poten-

tiality. Hence, focusing on atmospheres also has socio-ethical implications.42  

In this context, by exploring the affective and practical dimension of place-making, the question is 

............................................................................................. 
42 Interestingly, the awareness of the power of atmosphere pointed towards atmospherics as a highly relevant marketing 
tool. This was precisely the title of a seminal article by the aforementioned American marketing consultant Philip Kotler 
who already in 1973 used the term atmospherics to “describe the conscious designing of space to create certain effects in 
buyers” – that is, “the effort to design buying environments to produce specific emotional effects in the buyer that enhance 
his purchase probability” (1973-1974, 50). In contrast to the positive atmospheres that contribute to such buying propensi-
ty, the atmospheres that operate through discouragement are defined as “negatmospheres”. Moreover, going beyond that 
distinction, Kotler defines three categories of atmosphere: atmosphere a message-creating medium, an affect-creating 
medium and an attention-creating medium (1973-1974, 54).  
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not ‘what atmosphere is’ but rather ‘what practical vocabularies it prompts us to develop’. Under-

standing of and operating with space as emerging from relational entanglements and affective 

resonances between the environment and the body, which the notion of atmosphere entails, re-

quires particular design processes and methodologies. In this regard, as Böhme argues, the inter-

play “between mindful physical presence and the body, between sensitivity and activity, between 

the real and reality” opens up “a new level of creative potential for architecture” (2013a, 31). Fol-

lowing Böhme’s logic, this study will go on to suggest that what we call atmospheric awareness is 

a principal condition of such a new potentiality.  

Accordingly, since the central theme of this study is the notion of agency defined by a productive 

intertwinement between heterogeneous elements, disciplines and processes, in what follows, the 

intention is to present atmosphere as a site of co-production open to contingencies and affective 

interplay on multiple levels: at the moment of its conceptualisation, at the moment of its construc-

tion, and, finally, at its emergence – converting those immersed in it into co-producers through 

bodily and social engagement.   

Coherent with these premises, reflecting on matter not only entails focusing on modes of creation, 

production and consumption – which in the context of the Crystal Palace are, undoubtedly, explicit 

– but it also means questioning how matter is embodied in human experience, since materiality is 

the condition through which humans shape their environment and relationships. However, thinking 

of materiality in such relational and environmental terms requires both an amendment of 

mind/body and human/nonhuman dualisms, and a re-consideration of non-material systems that 

are not only concurrent but also enmeshed in reciprocal relationships (or interferences) with corpo-

real matter, defining a unitary field of experience. It opens up new modes of analysis that do not 

continue to approach matter as “an inherent, fixed property of abstract, independently existing 

objects”, but instead present it as “phenomena in their ongoing materialisation” (Barad 2007, 3, 

emphasis in original) – to use the actual words of one of the most prominent new-materialist 

thinkers, Karen Barad (1956-). This leads us to an exploration of the complex field of (contingent) 

relations in which human experiences and actions are situated and unfolded, and to a further scru-

tiny of a multiplicity of agencies which are both embedded in the material world and shape our 

material reality. 

The Crystal Palace was certainly such a material phenomenon in constant formation – a magical 

immanence and embodiment not only of a new spatial concept but also of a hypnotic power that, 

surprisingly, exerted its effects even during its erection: 

What could be pleasanter than to go out into the Park of an afternoon, 

and watch how the fantastic tracery arose so fast and so high among 

the falling leaves and the watery skies of November?  
 (Hobhouse 1937, 44)  

 

A highly poetic image that transcends poetics… 
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Chapter 2 
            

 [In Search of Atmospheric Awareness] 

[T]he atmosphere of a building seems to be produced by the physical 

form. It is some kind of sensuous emission of sound, light, heat, smell 

and moisture; a swirling climate of intangible effects generated by a 

stationary object. To construct a building is to construct such an at-

mosphere.  
(Wigley 1998, 18) 

            
 

A nuanced understanding of the notion of atmosphere requires a further exploration of both its in-

between condition and its affective quality, and consequently, an awareness of the complex rela-

tionships through which it is disclosed and to which it gives rise. Revealing such an awareness, 

Alison (1928-1993) and Peter (1923-2003) Smithson in their lecture ‘Signs of Occupancy’, in 

1979, reflected on how architecture could indicate its use, how it could invite affection, as well as 

how it involves the environment in conversation. Unfolding their arguments, the Smithsons, like 

Gernot Böhme (1937-) in his text ‘Staged Materiality’ (1995), stressed the magical qualities of 

materials, their affective potential, effects and everyday connotations. To illustrate architecture’s 

capacity for active agency, Alison Smithson took as an example the Economist building (1959-

1964) in London, and more precisely one particular picture, in which the building was almost 

invisible and appeared, rather, as the kind of sensuous emission evoked in the quotation that pre-

cedes this chapter. Its material presence was manifested through immaterial reflections of the 

sunlight at the plaza produced by its windows overlooking it. [Fig.1/2.1]. With regard to that im-

age, Smithson explained that it was the intention that the weather – the ephemeral conditions – 

would “decorate” the square, completing the architecture, entering into a mutual relationship with 

its surroundings, stimulating the activities of its inhabitants and determining patterns of behaviour 

(Smithson 1979). In this context, not only did occupation no longer operate in relation to fixed 

boundaries or to opposition between the interior and the exterior, but it also subverted these rela-

tionships. What is more, the core question behind that trope was an understanding of architecture 

not as an isolated medium or an auto-referenced object, but, rather, as a relational field that ap-

pears to us as a result both of productive entanglement with the environment and of continuous 

and complex interferences revealed through our perception.  

Smithson’s ideas confirm that even though such tropes as architectural contingency (Hays (1984) 

2004), weather architecture (Hill 2012), performance (Somol and Whiting 2002, Leatherbarrow 

2009, Verstegen 2009), and field condition (Allen (1996) 2009, Kwinter 2001) belong to the vo-

cabulary of contemporary debates, the principles they imply – namely, the replacement of static 

conceptions of the material universe with the conceptions of dynamic processes, and, consequent-

ly, the dissolution of the architectural ‘object’, its autonomy and fixity – are not presented as new, 

but, rather, as newly significant.  
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In an attempt to reveal their origins, one might recall the words of László Moholy-Nagy (1895-

1946), who in 1929 confidently predicted: “‘material is energy’. Its significance for actual archi-

tecture, relation instead of mass, will in all probability be left to the coming generation to work 

out” ((1929) 1939, 184, emphasis in original). Using these words as a point of departure, the inten-

tion is to follow our archaeological enquiry, tracing both a genealogy and the conceptual contours 

of what we have suggested may be defined as an atmospheric awareness. Namely, a particular 

approach to architecture that represents relational thinking which acknowledges a complexity of 

the material universe as disclosed through human and non-human as well as material and immate-

rial forces. An approach that constitutes the foundation of affective materialism, which (as briefly 

noted in Chapter1) also entails an expansion of the spectrum of material attributes towards what 

Böhme called “qualities of appearances” (1995, 38) or what Jean Baudrillard (1920-2007) defined 

as “atmospheric values” ((1968) 1996, 30-41). In other words, ‘new’ materialism that reveals an 

agency implicit in architectural materializations, about which the Smithsons spoke in their lecture, 

by addressing sensorial, behavioural, performative and environmental aspects, operating in a close 

relationship with the body, immersed in an atmosphere that invites one to action. 

Fig. 1/2.1    
Alison and Peter Smithson, Economist Building (1959-
1964). St James' Street, London. Picture from the lecture 
“Signs of Occupancy” (1969) by Alison and Peter 
Smithson [Photo © Alison and Peter Smithson and 
Pidgeon Digital, World Microfilms Publications Ltd, 
London] 
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* 
2.1. Active Engineers of Atmosphere. Décors, Systems, and Active Boundaries  

In the middle of the [nineteenth] century, Gottfried Semper insisted 

that the ‘true atmosphere’ of architecture is “the haze of carnival can-

dles”. Architecture is but a stage set that produces a sensuous atmos-

phere. Semper argued that the full force of architecture is to be found 

in its outer surface, the decorative layer through which the atmosphere 

seemingly percolates. Architecture is indistinguishable from décor. To 

construct architecture is simply to prop up a surface that produces an 

atmosphere. Architects are special effects experts. The test of their 

craft is in the thinnest layer of paint, texture, or wallpaper.1  
(Wigley 1998, 20) 

            

Undoubtedly, the emergence of atmosphere as a spatial phenomenon is inscribed within the histo-

ry of an interior.2 As the German philosopher Otto Friedrich Bollnow (1903-1991) noted: “One 

can look at the whole of architectural history from the viewpoint of the different mood content of 

the interior spaces constructed in it” ((1963) 2011, 220). Ideas of comfort, ambiance, theatricality, 

and character (the meanings of which were explored in Chapter 1) are only some of the atmos-

pheric cognates that define this complex relationship. Added to these must be the expression, so 

strongly rooted in our daily life: ‘the homely atmosphere’, revealing that, as indicated by the Ital-

ian philosopher Tonino Griffero (1958-), in fact, a domestic interior “fosters a real culture of at-

mosphere” – a “domosphere” ((2010) 2014a, 95, 96).3  

One might find, however, a certain paradox in the relationship between the interior and the atmos-

phere, particularly if the most obvious climatological connotations of the term ‘atmosphere’ are 

brought into play. In this sense it is necessary to point out that many of the aforementioned con-

cepts had been inextricably related with the ideas of interiority before the notion of atmosphere 

was associated with artificially “well-tempered environments” – to refer here to Reyner Banham’s 

(1922-1988) theories ((1969) 1984). That is, before air came to be seen as the raison d’être for 

spatial and social organisation, defining atmosphere in terms of interior artificial climates ruled by 

thermodynamic exchange and, hence, atmospherics as environmental management and engineer-

ing.4  

............................................................................................. 
1 Even though Wigley does not include references in his text, Gottfried Semper’s (1803-1879) words come from Style in 
the technical and tectonic arts; or, practical aesthetics. See: ((1860) 2004, 439). 
2 This observation does not pretend to neglect the importance of urban ambiances, which will be discussed in Part III.  
3 The complex relationship between the notions of dwelling and that of atmosphere has been discussed by Bollnow in 
Human Space ((1963) 2011), by Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962) in The Poetics of Space ((1958) 1994) (on which Bollnow 
partly draws), and by Witold Rybczynski (1943-) in Home: A Short History of an Idea ((1986) 1987) – to mention but a 
few important references. 
4 Interestingly, an interior as a concept crystallised in the nineteenth century. Also at the beginning of the nineteenth centu-
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Although not overlooking the environmental aspects, we do not intend to take to the air, even 

though the invisible, the volatile and the ethereal will constantly pervade the space of our inquiry. 

But the peculiar status of well-tempered environment is of interest here because of its linkage with 

the notion of comfort and, especially, because of its polysemy, which is not evident at first sight. 

Interestingly, by chance or wisdom, to define environmental comfort Banham used the term tem-

pered, which shares etymological roots with the French word temps. As noted by the French phi-

losopher of science Michel Serres (1930-), in French temps, also by chance or wisdom (as sug-

gested by Serres), has been deployed to describe both time and weather ((1992) 1995, 27). The 

coupling of the two seems far from accidental if we think of the rhythmic relationships (temporali-

ty) and dynamism (fluctuation) that characterise atmospheric systems (understanding atmosphere 

here in environmental terms). It was precisely in discussing the notion of atmosphere – in this case 

as a hybrid meteorological/aesthetic milieu – that the British anthropologist Tim Ingold (1948-) 

went even further and revealed another interesting intersection, expanding the one mentioned 

above. The Latin word tempus, from which both tempo (time) and tempest (weather) derive, shares 

a common root with terms – apparently distant semantically – such as temper and temperament, 

denoting nothing other than human moods and dispositions (Ingold 2013, 17-18). Not only does 

the mixture of these terms reveal what we all know – namely, that there are parallels between 

environmental conditions and conditions of the soul – but it also constitutes an intuitive draft from 

which we can explore the ambivalence of atmosphere.5 A phenomenon which, like Smithson’s 

image, bridges weather and culture as well as the meteorological and the affective, and, hence, 

invites one to think of the notion of comfort from both climatic and aesthetic perspectives.6 

Such an intersection is evident in Sigfried Giedion’s (1888-1968) understanding of comfort traced 

in Mechanisation Takes Command ((1948) 2013), which Banham regarded as an important prede-

cessor of his own historiography of technological devices that defined a new culture of environ-

mental design (Banham (1969) 1984, 15).7 In it, Giedion drew our attention to the diversity of 

interpretations of the term ‘comfort’ as well as to the changing of its standards over periods and 

through cultures. However, regardless of the evolving nature of comfort and the multiple ways of 

achieving it – aspects which in themselves would require a thorough study – comfort, etymologi-

cally rooted in Latin confortare (‘to strengthen’), has been from the beginning related to the order-

ing and control of the human body and its intimate surroundings (Giedion (1948) 2013, 260). Ac-

cordingly, on the scale of the body it was first the furniture – as “the utensils most intimately 

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
ry, light and power arrived with the industrial revolution, bringing the first effective mechanical means of environmental 
control. For a detailed study of the emergence of the interior, see: (Rice 2007). For the historiography of environmental 
design see: (Banham (1969) 1984) or (Hawkes 2008).  
The history of the “aesthetics of energy” disclosed, among other aspects, through the relationship between the notion of 
atmosphere and that of energy, has been traced recently by Eduardo Antonio Prieto González in a PhD dissertation 
‘Máquinas o atmósferas. La estética de la energía en la arquitectura, 1750-2000’, ETSAM, UPM 2014, available at Ar-
chivo Digital UPM: <http://oa.upm.es>. 
5 As noted by Ingold, the verb ‘to mix’ temperare coincidentally shares the same root (2013, 18). 
6 For the intersections between weather and culture in the context of atmospherics, see also (Connor 2010, 175-178). 
7 See also Chapter 1. 
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bound up with Man’s existence” (270) – and then “all the technical aids that mechanisation [made] 

possible” (260) that would aim at strengthening the bodily condition, defining modes of occupa-

tion, habits, patterns of behaviour and human relationships. In short, to the question of how com-

fort has been conceived it is the material world that primarily holds the key.  

However, in this context, the material world transcends the merely materialistic dimension. Guid-

ing the reader from the atmosphere of seclusion of the medieval interiors (299-304), through the 

erotic atmosphere of the eighteenth-century apartments (309-318), to the nineteenth century in 

which the interior appeared as the embodiment of the power of mechanisation (329-343), Giedion 

reminds us that “[c]omfort is the atmosphere with which man surrounds himself and in which he 

lives” (301). The atmosphere which, as noted by Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959), who “saw 

himself as an architect of atmosphere” (Wigley 1998, 18), emerges from the interior “arranged 

[cleverly] for hospitable use and soothing influence” (Wright (1896) 1992, 36) – one that “enve-

lopes us, refreshes us, and gives us confidence” (35). Wright was aware that this clever arrange-

ment or assemblage, which resulted in atmosphere, was conditioned by the interplay between 

diverse factors and elements: spatial configuration, furniture, colours, light, and, above all, materi-

als.8 Interestingly, it was in his very first article in 1894, entitled ‘The Architect and the Machine’, 

that the young Wright would elaborate on the distinction between house and home, giving “a set of 

golden rules” for the construction of a “vital atmosphere” ((1894) 1992, 21); the atmosphere that 

we “breathe as surely as the plain air” ((1894) 1992, 26). But, above all, in Wright’s domestic 

interiors atmosphere can be seen as a unifying factor between aesthetic pleasure and environmen-

tal management, owing to such productive intertwinement Bahnam’s recognition as “the well-

tempered homes” ((1969) 1984, 93-121). 

Accordingly, the interior can be seen as an intermediate zone where both material and immaterial 

energies coalesce into a perceptible environment; an interior which, as such an intermediate zone, 

“stands as a crucial point of emergence for [the] possibility of the atmospheric inside” (Rice 2009, 

190). Taking into consideration both atmosphere’s in-betweenness and its aesthetic and meteoro-

logical dimensions, it should come as no surprise that the contours of such an atmospheric inside, 

as we have seen already in Chapter 1 in the context of The Crystal Palace (1851), are at the same 

time material and immaterial and defined through the interaction between internal and external 

environments. 

It was precisely at the end of the nineteenth century – identified by Giedion with “the attack of 

mechanisation” ((1948) 2013, 344) – that energy invaded the interior, replacing Gottfried Sem-

per’s “haze of carnival candles” – to which Mark Wigley (1956-) referred in the quotation that 

opens this section – with electricity. Energy became a focus of attention and offered a powerful 

............................................................................................. 
8 With regard to the latter Wright highlighted particular qualities of wood – “lovely (…) to touch, grateful to the eye”, or 
“texture that gives the wall its bloom” ((1896) 1992, 36). What is more important, in his concerns for atmosphere, Wright 
pointed out the necessity to “eliminate antagonism of body and the soul, [t]o breathe into all things corporeal the spirit of 
life” (38). 
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paradigm for thinking of space not just in science or philosophy, but also in art and architecture. A 

totally new condition that expanded the interior’s material spectrum towards the ethereal – “con-

ceiving ether as the matter of space, or space as a kind of matter [which] made that space torsive, 

mutable, productive” (Connor 2010, 150). On the other side of that equation, indeed, the full force 

of architecture, as noted by Wigley, was to be found in its outer surface. Nevertheless, it was a 

historic moment when sur-face began to be replaced with the inter-face. As imagined by the Ger-

man architect Siegfried Ebeling (1894-1963) from the Bauhaus circle in his Der Raum als Mem-

bran (Space as Membrane) ((1926) 2010), it was not to be a static envelope but an active bounda-

ry, defining force fields, energy flows and gradients of intensities;9 a boundary growing organical-

ly from the human body and activating sensory perceptions. In its organic equivalent it was a sen-

sible skin or membrane between the environment and the dimension of the body. In this visionary 

work (seen as a synthesis between technology and cosmology), Ebeling described the house as “a 

conducting medium (Durchgangsmedium) channelling a continuous stream of forces” ((1926) 

2010, 32, emphasis in original) – a dynamic entity in the centre of which, “in each instance, are 

organisms subject to both physiological and psychological laws” (33, italics and emphasis in 

original), opening up to phenomenological inquiries.10 Expressed otherwise, envisioning space as 

something that through its surface in constant dialogue with the surroundings would create pre-

conditions for experience, Ebeling anticipated the idea of architecture not as “symbolically imbued 

representation” (17) but as an affective, performative and, above all, controllable environment. 

Space understood in terms of materialised ‘radiation’ being “the common denominator” for mutu-

ally dependent and pervasive values such as “the proportions of a space, the materials of a wall, 

the pressure and composition of the air, temperature and degree of luminosity” and acoustics (32).   

Interestingly, Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) in The Arcades Project also drew our attention to the 

dwelling’s interior and its surface – but from a totally different perspective. The interior – defined 

“in its most extreme form as a condition of nineteenth-century existence” – appeared to Benjamin 

as a “receptacle” tantamount to a “shell” ((1982) 2002, 220). Described not as a mere protective 

envelope, it was, rather, a receptacle for a charged and pervading atmosphere arising from appur-

tenances contained in it. It was presented as a soft surface that became a primary site where dis-

tinctions between interior and interiority – the latter in the sense of individual subjectivity – were 

eroding. And even though such a reading was rather opposite to that of Ebeling’s, the Benjaminian 

shell also denoted a self-contained being-for-oneself microcosm – using Ebeling’s expression 

((1926) 2010, 11).  

The particular erosion between interior and interiority that characterised that microcosm corre-

............................................................................................. 
9 However, it is necessary to point out that in further developments of his theories Ebeling distanced himself from the 
Bauhaus.  
10 It is noteworthy that Ebeling defined space in terms of a positive and negative agency. Calling for a reorientation of 
architecture towards the negative one, Ebeling associated the positive agency with exerting a certain psychological influ-
ence, and the negative with creating “the physiological preconditions under which the individual, in accordance with his 
psychological make-up, [could] develop in complete autonomy, free from all external influences, into a self-contained 
Being-for-oneself (Fürsichsein) – a microcosm” (Ebeling (1926) 2010, 10-11, emphasis in original). 
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sponded to the status of the nineteenth-century home, which came to be regarded as the sign and 

embodiment of ‘character’. A concept, which, besides other connotations that we explored in 

Chapter 1, was also imbued with a symbolic meaning which Ebeling rebelled against. It denoted 

both the mood of space – “the warm substance of intimacy” (to use Gaston Bachelard’s words 

encapsulating the feeling of the homely atmosphere ((1958) 1994, 48)) – and the character of its 

occupants, since the domestic interior was believed to be a mirror (or self-representation) of the 

person who lived in and furnished it, contributing to a personality of the space (Forty (1986) 2010, 

104-111). In this sense the Benjaminian shell, like the folds of velvet in the interior of an instru-

ment’s case, which Benjamin evoked to explain his association, revealed the imprint of its inhabit-

ants. It was an interior not merely reducible to architecture, but defined through the interaction of 

heterogeneous elements; an inhabited interior which, as asserted by Bachelard, is not “an inert 

box” but “transcends geometrical space” ((1958) 1994, 47). Conversely, following these lines of 

thought, a domestic interior can be seen as a topological space, in which, as Jean Baudrillard re-

minds us in The Systems of Objects: “human being and objects are (…) bound together in a collu-

sion in which the objects take on a certain density, an emotional value” ((1968) 1996, 16); objects 

that serve as “boundary makers” in a complex structure of interiority.11 Baudrillard called it “a 

‘presence’” (16); a presence that is never purely a question of the tangible physicality of objects, 

but, rather, of their appearances; a state disclosed through what Baudrillard defined as “atmospher-

ic values”.  

Even though such a presence would require a deeper analysis of its symbolic, social and cultural 

connotations (including social realities, standards of taste and technological advances), what is of 

relevance here is, in fact, a co-presence of subject and object registered in perceptual flux.12 Ac-

cordingly, leaving aside Budrillard’s understanding of atmosphere as a complex cultural system of 

signs, we are less interested in the condition of the “furnished man” (alluding to Benjamin’s ex-

pression) seen through the lens of commoditization, or in objects as containers of experience in 

fetishistic terms, than in taking into consideration the status of things as “sensual items” (to use 

Böhme’s definition (1991, 36)).13 That is, entities from which atmosphere emanates and through 

which it percolates (borrowing here from Semper); things and quasi-things that define our sensu-

ous encounters with and our sensible presence in the world; things that are affectively connoted. 

............................................................................................. 
11 Such an idea of presence, which would lead Baudrillard to talk about atmosphere, reveals certain similarities with Böh-
me’s description of atmosphere as “the manner in which things and environments ‘present’ themselves” (1991, 35).  
Interestingly, both Baudrillard and Benjamin consider modernity as the end of such a relationship between objects and 
humans. Benjamin writes: “The twentieth century, with its porosity and transparency, its tendency toward well-lit and airy, 
has put an end to dwelling in the old sense” ((1982) 2002, 221). In the words of Baudrillard: “It is the whole world of 
Stimmung that has disappeared, the world of ‘natural’ harmony between movements of the emotions and the presence of 
things: an internalized atmosphere as opposed to the externalized atmosphere of modern ‘interiors’” ((1968) 1996, 24, 
emphasis in original). 
12 Such a detailed study can be found, for instance, in Adrian Forty’s Objects of Desire. Design and Society since 1750 
((1986) 2010). 
13 “Furnished man” is a Benjaminian concept used by the cultural historian Celeste Olalquiaga in her reflections upon our 
relationship with the objects around us. Understanding it as a cultural state, Olalquiaga relates its emergence to that of 
kitsch, tracing the origins of the latter to the nineteenth century and presenting it as an intermediate realm between the 
natural and the artificial and as a particular cultural “sensibility”.  See: (Olalquiaga (1989) 2002, 175-189). 
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Accordingly, following Wigley’s somewhat provocative assertion that architecture is indistin-

guishable from décor (1998, 20), inasmuch as colours, textures and the arrangement of heteroge-

neous elements contribute to the constitution of the atmospheric envelope (understood here as a 

pericorporeal shell), the relationship between space and décor, as well as the affective power that 

such a relationship entails, require closer attention.  

Deeply rooted in our unconscious, such a power, in the case of domestic interiors, is related to the 

“power of attraction of intimacy”, which Bachelard defined as topophilia ((1958) 1994, 12). Peter 

Sloterdijk (1947-) expanded its understanding by identifying the house with a “basic version of 

immersion technology” ((2006) 2011b, 105) – an installation of “immersive baths” (108). Accord-

ingly, for Sloterdijk (as for Benjamin), a house is tantamount to the “envelope for one’s self-

abandonment” (106), and the act of dwelling “implies the art of substituting the original environ-

ment with a designed space” (107) – an artificially engineered, encapsulated environment, the 

microcosm envisioned by Ebeling. Even though it is not implicit in Sloterdijk’s reflection, it might 

be argued that such an understanding derives from the separation of home from work (rooted in 

the industrial revolution), which went far beyond its physical dimension. As noted by Adrian Forty 

(1948-), it was reflected precisely in “artificial exclusion” ((1986) 2010, 101), a dissociation from 

the world outside, turning “the home into a place of unreality, a place where illusions flourished” 

((1986) 2010, 101) [Fig.1/2.2]. In this context, the act of immersion can also be understood in a 

twofold way: as a passing from one environment to another, and as an introspective or oneiric 

state. Yet in both cases it entails displacement and sensuous mobilisation.  

The journey through the mirror to the subject’s own interiority undertaken by the protagonist of 

Jean Cocteau’s (1889-1963) film Le Sang d'un Poète (The Blood of a Poet) (1930) might serve 

here as an evocative illustration. The scene in which the poet’s body is physically dragged by the 

mirror into the virtual space [Fig.1/2.3] – traversing both physical boundaries and imaginative 

states – taken literally, calls for rethinking the immersive experience as a situation in which the 

subject is not only moved, but also moves – that is, with an embodied experience. It reminds us 

that atmosphere is a multidimensional immersive continuum which – as pointed out by the Ger-

man phenomenologist Hermann Schmitz (1928-), for whom embodiment has a particular signifi-

cance (Schmitz 2001) – channels not only emotions and states of mind, but also bodily respons-

es.14 To evoke such a place of illusions, self-alienation and, at the same time, self- and bodily-

consciousness, one might recall Sir John Soane’s (1753-1837) house at Lincoln’s Inn Fields in 

London (1792-1824) (which we visited in Chapter1), in which Soane created a theatre of objects – 

a place of unfolding immersive experience and peripatetic action, activated to the greatest extent 

precisely by mirrors. 

Nevertheless, our concern with the atmospheric power of décor and the reference to both phantas- 

............................................................................................. 
14 For a discussion on Schmitz’s philosophy in the context of the theory of atmosphere, see for instance: (Schmitz (1980) 
1995) and (Böhme 1993). These aspects will be further explored in Part III. 
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Fig. 1/2.2 
 

Fig. 1/2.3 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1/2.2 
The Indian Room at 7 Chesterfield Gardens, London 

(photographed in 1893). Used by Adrian Forty to illus-
trate the world of illusion dissociated from the world 

immediately outside (Forty (1986) 2010, 101). 
[Photo by Adolphe Augustus Boucher, Bedford Lemere 

and Company © Historic England Archive, BL12297] 
 

Fig. 1/2.3 
The poet falls through the mirror into a world of fantasy, 

in a scene from the film by French surrealist Jean Coc-
teau, ‘Le Sang d'un Poete’ (‘The Blood of a Poet’) (1930) 

[Photo © Sacha Masour, Collection Moviepix/ Getty 
Images, Ref: #2639117] 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 1/2.4 
 

Fig. 1/2.5 
Fig. 1/2.4 

John Eberson Loew's Theatre, Jefferson, United States 
(1920s) – view of auditorium [Photo © Everett Collection 

Historical / Alamy. Ref: CWAYWC] 
 

Fig. 1/2.5 
Henry Erkins, Murray's Roman Gardens, 42nd Street near 

Broadway, New York – Interior view of the main dining 
room [Photo © Mary Evans / Jazz Age Club Collection, 

Ref: 10921662/JAZ]  
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magorical voyage and film (in itself an immersive experience that emerged at the end of the nine-

teenth century) invites a detour from the domosphere, leading to a type of motion-picture palace 

popular in America in the 1920s, and known precisely as atmospheric theatre [Fig.1/2.4]. The 

typology of atmospheric theatre – of which the Chicago-based architect John Eberson (1875-1954) 

was regarded as a master and the most successful promoter – is of particular interest here not for 

its evident linkage with immersive experience embedded in the medium – film – nor for its poten-

tial relationship with the art of stage-setting that the term ‘theatre’ might imply (even though the 

latter is often used by Gernot Böhme as an epitome of the creation of atmosphere (2005, 2013a)).15 

Interestingly, it was not the stage or the motion picture that was “the main affair of the movie 

palace” (Bruno 2002, 48). It was the space “architecturally shaped by extravagant decoration” (47-

48) that was a primary immersive experience in atmospheric theatre. It was the mise-en-scène 

extended to the entire building, transporting the audience to exotic (“Italianised”) places and mak-

ing the spectator an inhabitant of, and active participant in, that imaginary and illusory setting, 

inviting one to stroll through its inner plazas, atriums and gardens.16  

What is more, conceived in such a way, atmospheric theatre was not a static arrangement. Dim-

ming light simulated effects of natural phenomena (twilight and sunset), and night-time sounds 

created an illusion of passing time. To enhance atmospheric experience, the glittering starry sky or 

drifting clouds – similar to those of the Teatro Olimpico in Vicenza designed by Andrea Palladio 

(1508-1580) and completed by Vincenzo Scamozzi (1548-1616), but in the case of Eberson’s 

theatres produced by the projector – would hover above the spectator’s heads, creating the illusion 

of an open-air amphitheatre.17 Carefully and strategically chosen colour schemes, textures and 

finishes of plaster coats, fabrics, statues, adornment and ornamentation, artificial plants and trees, 

heating and cooling systems, and, above all, the “proper furnishing”, defined a wide pallet of at-

mospheric techniques (Hoffman 2015, 59-60). It was certainly atmospherics of the synthetic, aim-

ing, as noted by Rem Koolhaas (1944-), at creation of “emotional shelters for the metropolitan 

masses that represent[ed] ideal worlds removed in time and space” ((1978) 1997, 104). In fact, 

these techniques – mixing ancient styles and technology – remind us that the atmospheric concept 

had entered the imaginarium of American architects earlier. Henry Erkins’ Murray’s Roman Gar-

dens Restaurant (1908) [Fig.1/2.5] – recognised by Koolhaas as the aforementioned “emotional 

shelter” as well as a first New York interior generated through architectural lobotomy – is the 

evidence. Interestingly, with its excessive décor and the illusion of being an open-air garden 

achieved through the most advanced technical apparatus – including projected moving clouds, 

twinkling lights as stars and an artificial moon crossing the firmament several times a day – it 

............................................................................................. 
15 Eberson designed more than one hundred atmospheric theatres in the Unites States, Australia, New Zealand and Europe, 
the majority of which have been destroyed. Hoblitzelle Majestic Theatre in Houston (1923) is considered the first theatre of 
this kind.  
16 Given the background of John Eberson – of Austro-Hungarian origins and with studies in Dresden and Vienna – it is 
very likely that he was familiar with the concept of Stimmung (attunement, mood, atmosphere) rooted in the nineteenth-
century German aesthetic discourse (Bruno 2002, 48).  
17 For a detailed history and description of Eberson’s atmospheric theatres, see: (Preddy 1989) or (Hoffman 2015). 
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reveals striking similarities with Eberson’s atmospheric theatres.18 Nevertheless, Erkins challenged 

the principle of interiority even further, using large mirrors that would not only blur and expand 

the limits, creating a stronger sense of dislocation, but would also multiply “interior exotics” 

(101). We might say that both Erkins’ Murray’s Roman Gardens and Eberson’s atmospheric thea-

tres were conceived as unfolding stage-sets of immersive spatiality, similar to that of the pictur-

esque dream governed by the ideas of character and sensations. Apart from the evident typological 

and spatial differences between these two examples, there are common factors that render them as 

places of excess, fantasy, escape and illusion, bearing a certain resemblance to the inner landscape 

of Soane’s house-museum, to which we shall return in Chapter 4 to further discuss Soane’s idio-

syncratic way of thinking of space and of operating with materiality.  

Reverting to the relationship between the interior and character (its atmosphere), it is also note-

worthy that from the 1860s onwards, deliberate interior decoration (or staging) received increasing 

attention, leading to the emergence of the profession of the independent interior designer or deco-

rator.19 And as Sloterdijk and Baudrillard remind us, an interior designer is nothing other than “an 

active engineer of atmosphere” (Baudrillard (1968) 1996, 26) and “a designer of immersions” 

(Sloterdijk (2006) 2011b, 108). In this context, if we think of Baudrillard’s categorisation of ob-

jects in terms of processes “whereby people relate to them and with the system of human behav-

iour and relationships that result therefrom” ((1968) 1996, 4), we can consider bodily engagement 

as an exchange process between us and things, yet going beyond the merely productive and utili-

tarian dimension that such an engagement certainly entails.20 Accordingly, Böhme classified inte-

rior decorators and designers as “aesthetic workers” who “produce for human sensuality” – crea-

tors of atmospherically charged spaces, for whom “it has always been a question of the synaesthet-

ic effect on people’s moods” (1991, 27). Consequently, less an object than a system, the interior 

immerses its occupants in strategically engineered milieu, affecting and orchestrating synaesthetic 

experience. Baudrillard puts it more explicitly when he asserts that atmosphere and design belong 

to a single system – “both mobilize the values of play and of calculation – calculation of function 

in the case of design, calculation of materials, forms and space in the case of atmosphere” (30). 

What emerges from such a reading is space as a tactical assemblage – a “distributed system” in 

which it is possible for its designer to determine ‘responses’” (26). 21    

............................................................................................. 
18 In Hoblitzelle Majestic Theatre, not only did Eberson recreate an Italian garden, he also included a rising moon.  
19 As noted by Adrian Forty, since the eighteenth century, interior design and decoration had been related to and carried out 
by the business of upholsterers ((1986) 2010, 111). It is, however, noteworthy that interior decoration as a practice and a 
new field was recognized at the beginning of the nineteenth century in such works as Charles Percier (1764-1838) and 
Pierre François Léonard Fontaine’s (1762-1853) Recueil de décorations intérieures (1801) – which was of inspiration for 
the previously-mentioned Soane – or Thomas Hope’s (1769-1831) Household Furniture and Interior Decoration (1807). A 
practice that, as defined by Hope, was “conductive (…) towards forming the entire assemblage of productions of ancient art 
and of modern handicraft, thus intermixed, collectively, into a more harmonious, more consistent, and more instructive 
whole” (1807, 3-4). According to Giedion, the decorators “swamped the nineteenth century with their products” ((1948) 
2013, 336) – exuberant cushions, draperies and mechanised adornment – dissolving the spatial into the decorative and 
creating phantasmagorical atmospheres.  
20 For a discussion of the relationships with things through the process of making, see, for instance: (Sennett 2008).  
21 Interestingly, the power of strategic arrangements and their effects on sensations had been already discussed by Nicolas 
Le Camus de Mézières (1721-1789) – who greatly influenced Soane – in The Genius of Architecture (1780). 
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Fig. 1/2.6 
Arne Jacobsen, SAS Royal Hotel, Copenhagen. Denmark 
(1955-1960) – Winter Garden [Photo © Aage Strüwing. 
Cortesy of Jørgen Strüwing] 

** 
2.2. Material Vocabularies. Qualities of Appearances and Atmospheric Values 

To illustrate the above-outlined assumptions, the work of the Dane Arne Jacobsen (1902-1971) 

might be paradigmatic. Particularly for his hybrid nature of a designer/architect and the role that 

objects played in his projects, which was probably due to a productive intertwinement between 

architecture and the applied arts. The status of objects as “boundary makers”, defined by 

Baudrillard in relation to emotional value and symbolic presence ((1968) 1996, 16), in Jacobsen’s 

work expands its scope, taking on an instrumental nature. It seems, however, that Jacobsen’s 

works do not follow Baudrillard’s identification of twentieth-century interior design with a mere 

problem-solving activity (25), even though Jacobsen is commonly associated with Functionalism. 

Conversely, in his works constellations of objects are endowed with a certain theatricality, not 

only furnishing the space but also replacing traditional dividing elements. In this sense, the objects 
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Fig. 1/2.7 
Arne Jacobsen, Rüthwen-Jürgensen House, Skodsborg, 
Denmark (1956) [Photo © Aage Strüwing. Cortesy of 
Jørgen Strüwing] 

were not independent of their envelope, but became an integral part of Jacobsenian dynamic spati-

ality. Jacobsen’s work certainly was “a matter of setting up a theatre of objects or creating an am-

bience” (Baudrillard (1968) 1996, 25).  

Fascinated by Nature, throughout his career Jacobsen attempted to create architecture in which 

exterior and interior, furnishing, lighting, objects and materials were blended together, constituting 

an integrated environment. Colours, textures and patterns in combination with changing ambient 

conditions were used to produce constantly shifting effects – a realm of practical fantasy or sensu-

ous utility. In many of Jacobsen’s houses the planted window-sills, which took the form of garden-

windows, became a characteristic feature.22 It was, however, in the Rüthwen-Jürgensen house in 

Skodsborg (1956) that the window was given the form of a large double-glazed flower box with 

suspended orchids. It was also a recurrent image in Jacobsen’s public projects such as the Royal 

Hotel for SAS (1955-1960) [Fig.1/2.6] and the National Bank of Denmark (1961-1978) in Copen-

hagen, obviously on a much bigger scale – floating theatres of objects creating an effect of weight-

lessness (Sheridan 2003, 67); “a three-dimensional wallpaper” (Thau and Vindum 2001, 436).  

However, it was in the Rüthwen-Jürgensen house that the windows were converted into continu-

ous showcases, serving as a display for domestic treasures and creating a kaleidoscopic filter that 

filled the space with irregular and coloured reflections [Fig.1/2.7]. In this way the windows be-

came mediating devices not only between exterior and interior spaces, but also between the inner 

world and the world outside, between the architect and the inhabitant.   

............................................................................................. 
22 Such windows are present even in Jacobsen’s early works. See, for instance: the Rothemborg house in Klampenborg 
(1929-1930) or Helge Wandel’s house in Gentofte (1935).  See: (Thau and Vindum 2001, 221, 303, 357). 
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We could say that the user’s ornamentation of modern architecture 

conditioned by tradition and more or less as a protest, specifically 

with plants, rarities, and bric-a-brac, was systematised here and put in 

its place and in order by the architect himself. Indeed, the architect 

created a special place for part of the user’s occupation of the home, 

placing it under his control. 
 (Thau and Vindum 2001, 358) 

The control to which Carsten Thau (1947-) and Kjeld Vindum (1950-) refer in the above quotation 

was implicit in all Jacobsen’s projects.23 Oscillating between craft and technology, the natural and 

the synthetic, geometric patterns and natural order, Jacobsen developed a system for unifying 

materials and objects, which could be re-arranged and exchanged to adapt it to a variety of loca-

tions and situations. Here, Baudrillard’s theories can be instructive again, as he asserted that at-

mosphere and assemblage are closely related to each other ((1968) 1996, 40).24 Both are based on 

the intricate relationships between constituent entities, making it difficult to grasp a single entity – 

yet allowing incorporation of any conceivable element into the logic of the system. In other words, 

atmosphere is a part of situation in which single items and details are dissolved in a multiplicity of 

relationships (Schmitz (1980) 1995, 21), revealing their atmospheric presence only in relation to 

other entities. John Dewey (1859-1952) explained it succinctly:  

 

The object or event in question is perceived as part of the environing 

world, not in and by itself; it is rightly (validly) perceived if and when 

it acts as clew and guide in use-enjoyment. We live and act in connec-

tion with the existing environment, not in connection with isolated ob-

jects, even though a singular thing may be crucially significant in de-

ciding how to respond to total environment.  
(Dewey 1938, 68) 

Ambiguity and dissolution of limits between things were implicit in Jacobsen’s system. In his 

projects, architecture embraced a multi-layered reality opening up to synaesthetic experience. It 

was a mise-en-scène of objects and materials in tactical relationships with the body and immateri-

alities, turning, as suggested by Joan Ockman, rationality into performance (Ockman 2013). Ja-

cobsen’s obsession with juxtaposed views – a sense of endless space – his sensitivity to light and 

his concern for the performative capacity of materials took shape in immersive and ambiguous 

interiors, oscillating between transparency and reflection, overlapping objects and textiles – a 

world of heterotopian (Foucault (1967) 1986) poetics.25  

............................................................................................. 
23 For instance, Jacobsen’s control of every element of the SAS Royal Hotel’s design was discussed in a lecture by the 
American architectural historian Joan Ockman ‘An Orchid In The Land Of Technology’, who identifies architectural world 
of SAS with “magic rationalism” (Ockman 2013). 
24 In this context Baudrillard used the word ‘ensemble’. 
25 We shall return to the notion of heterotopia in Chapter 4. 
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Fig. 1/2.8  
Arne Jacobsen, Detail of the curtain in the Royal Hotel 
Lobby, Copenhagen, Denmark (1955-1960)  
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)]   
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Fig. 1/2.9  
Arne Jacobsen, Detail of the curtain in the Royal Hotel 

Restaurant, Copenhagen, Denmark (1955-1960)  
[Photo © Aage Strüwing. Cortesy of Jørgen Strüwing] 
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In the late 1950s, highly influenced by the Op-Art of the period, it was Jacobsen’s textile design 

that marked a territory in which the logic of industrial production and aesthetic goals would con-

verge in what Böhme called “sensual items”. Jacobsen’s textile designs of that period went far 

beyond his fascination with natural forms, which already in the early 1950s started to dissolve into 

more geometrical patterns and abstract compositions [Fig.1/2.8]. What at the beginning of his 

career constituted a ground for experimentation with atmospheric qualities of pattern and colour, 

leading Jacobsen to cover the walls of the wedding reception room in Søllerød Town Hall (1939-

1942) with wallpaper of floral pattern “that created an atmosphere of perennial springtime” 

(Sheridan 2003, 159), from the 1950s would follow a sensual logic, opening up for experimenta-

tion with the dynamic nature of vision. Following such a logic, the curtains in the Royal Hotel’s 

restaurant as well as in the famous Room 606 (the only remnant of the original room arrangement 

today) would not only change their appearance according to the light conditions, imbuing the fab-

ric with vibration, but would also shift from transparency to opacity depending on the movement 

of the person [Fig.1/2.9].26  

What characterises this experience, as in many others of Jacobsen’s buildings (and not only 

through the use of filters and textiles), is that the spatial relations can be determined only through 

the movement of the visitor. It is the viewer who activates their spatial dynamics. Operating with 

spatial unfoldings within diffused boundaries was taken to its limits in the project of the foyer in 

Herrenhausen Park in Hannover (1964-1965), whose architectural fixity is transformed, camou-

flaging it in the hues and reflections of the urban and park scenario, producing a magical amalgam 

of the interior and the exterior and a powerful effect of dematerialisation, which is disclosed when 

one moves around [Fig.1/2.10].27 To achieve such an effect Jacobsen challenged the limit of mate-

rial itself, replacing mullions in the façade with glass fins. The absence of visible structural ele-

ments hidden behind the reflective veil – except the roof reduced to a narrow metal profile that 

holds the glass panes (Thau and Vindum 2001, 464) – transforms the façade into a mirror for the 

existing cast-iron pergola, thus entering into a subtle dialogue with its surroundings.  

To understand the importance of this shift, which will be further discussed in the context of glass 

in Chapter 4, we can again consider theories of Tim Ingold (1948-) who argued in favour of redi-

recting “our attention from the materiality of objects to the properties of materials” (2007, 12). 

What needs clarification here, however, is Ingold’s concept of properties, which “cannot be identi-

fied as fixed, essential attributes of things, but rather processual and relational” (2007, 14). In-

gold’s brief reflection (drawn from James Jerome Gibson’s (1907-1979) theories, to which we will 

come back on subsequent pages) invites us to think about how staging atmosphere is linked to 

specific processes of materialization defined by such a conceptual shift; processes in which, as 

Böhme similarly suggested, we “appreciate objects and qualities, less with respect to their chara- 

............................................................................................. 
26 See, for instance: (Thau and Vindum 2001, 476) and (Sheridan 2003, 157). 
27 It was a joint project with Otto Weitling & Associates. 
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Fig. 1/2.10 
Arne Jacobsen, Herrenhausen Park, Hannover, Germany 

(1964-1965) – reflections in the façade  
[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
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cteristics, than with respect to their emanation into space, namely their ecstasies” (2014, 94). The 

awareness of these processual conditions is what calls for exploring materials beyond expression 

and representational values.28 In other words, it reveals that materiality, and, hence, processes of 

materialisation, can be evaluated by a set of criteria complementary to the traditionally regarded 

tectonic significance or merely expressive qualities – that is, by turning towards their atmospheric 

qualities.  

It is precisely this complexity that defines the commonly discussed ambiguous status of atmos-

phere with regard to its location. For instance, Böhme, who builds upon Schmitz’s theories, differs 

from his understanding of atmosphere as “free floating”.29 According to Böhme, such an approach 

is problematic in terms of aesthetic production, since it excludes the possibility that atmospheres 

might be generated by the physiognomy of things (1993, 118-120). Böhme himself gives us a clue 

when he recognises the agency of materials as central to the construction of atmosphere (1995, 

36). If we follow him further, considering materials as “bearers of magical messages” (Auer 1995, 

19), we have then to think of signs and meanings embedded in them as material properties. “While 

bound to its shape and location, and incapable of true locomotion, matter acquires a wide mixture 

of ‘directed tensions’”, which are not imaginary or illusory, but “as tangible as any other material 

feature or dimension” (Plummer 1987, 13). Tonino Griffero defines it as gestures or (following 

Gibson) “atmospheric affordances” ((2010) 2014a, 51). Consequently, since the aforementioned 

tensions and gestures might be identified with intensities that are perceived by our bodies, “taking 

material properties seriously”, as noted by Böhme, implies corporeality (2013b, 97).30 However, it 

is necessary to point out that an embodied understanding of materiality (and of what follows: ar-

chitectural space) requires one to consider sensory experience as multimodal or cross-modal – that 

is, without considering the primacy of any of the senses, and overcoming the short-sighted asso-

ciation of the visual with the disavowal of the body.31   

What is more, as suggested by Ingold, material properties of things are not in materials, but 

emerge through their involvement in the surroundings – that is, from the generative fluxes of the 

............................................................................................. 
28 It is, however, necessary to point out that we do not pretend to undermine their significance. These aspects were exten-
sively discussed by Kenneth Frampton (1930-) in Studies in Tectonic Culture. The Poetics of Construction in Nineteenth 
and Twentieth Century Architecture (1995). In the introduction Frampton writes: “I am not alluding to the mere revelation 
of constructional technique but rather to its expressive potential. Inasmuch as the tectonic amounts to a poetics of construc-
tion it is art, but in this respect the artistic dimension is neither figurative nor abstract. It is my contention that the unavoid-
ably earthbound nature of building is as tectonic and tactile in character as it is stenographic and visual, although none of 
these attributes deny its spatiality (...) One may also add that building, unlike fine art, is as much an everyday experience as 
it is a representation, and that the built is a thing rather than a sign, even if, as Umberto Eco once remarked, “as soon as one 
has an object of ’use’ one necessarily has a sign that is indicative of this use” (1995, 2). This study takes issue with the 
latter assumption.  
29 For Schmitz, atmospheres adhere to objects, imbue or colour them rather then proceed from them.  
30 See also: (Schmitz (1980) 1995). 
31 There is an implicit criticism in Böhme’s analysis of Juhani Pallasmaa’s (1936-) and Peter Zumthor’s (1943-) under-
standing of the concept of atmosphere. Pallasmaa , who notoriously rejects the primacy of the visual, assigning to the sense 
of touch “the role of being the sense at the root of all senses”, neglects the fact that “emotionality derives from the expan-
sion of the visual to include the other classical four senses” (Böhme 2013b, 97). And as we shall see in Chapter 4, follow-
ing Böhme, “[i]ncorporating views can also mean that we are affected by them, actually experience them in corporeal 
feelings” (Böhme 2013b, 97). Such an assumption prompts us to complement Pallasmaa’s thinking hand and the eyes of the 
skin (referring here to the titles of his seminal books) with the touching eye. See: (Pallasmaa 2005, Pallasmaa 2009). 
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medium. Such relational entanglements include the observer and make us think about properties of 

materials “not [as] attributes but histories” (Ingold 2007, 15, emphasis in original) – that is, mate-

rial energies.  

*** 
2.3. Relational Entanglements. Environments, Energies, Performances  

Surprisingly, we are here not far from László Moholy-Nagy’s radical reconceptualization of mate-

riality, profoundly rooted in the previously-mentioned scientific and technological advances that 

occurred at the turn of the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that since the evolu-

tion of the modern age redefined values and conditions of human existence, technology has not 

only been seen as a mere vehicle for progress, but has become a means of sensitisation, affording 

new ways of understanding space/body relationships. Accordingly, László Moholy-Nagy’s identi-

fication of matter with energy transcended his fascination with electricity. A fascination (still of 

unquestionable relevance) that took shape in perceptual apparatuses: complex projection machines 

recognised as “atmospheric devices” (Blume, Hiller and Bauhaus Dessau Foundation 2014, 96). 

It might be said that these apparatuses encapsulated the discussions of the technologically manipu-

lated conditions of perception which at that time permeated the atmosphere of the Bauhaus – 

founded by Walter Gropius (1883-1969) in Weimar in 1919, and which Moholy-Nagy joined in 

1923 – defining new forms of thought, experimentation and production. 32 As stated in the ‘Fore-

word’ to Von Material zur Architektur (From Material to Architecture, translated into English as 

The New Vision), the programme at the Bauhaus aimed at exploring and revealing the new poten-

tial of such relationships through the intertwinement between “the practical exercise and the pleas-

ure in sensory experiences” (Moholy-Nagy (1929) 1939, np, para. 5) – visual, tactile and aural 

experimentation that would consolidate a new time/space consciousness. 

In this context, the idea of the machine also transcended mere futuristic rhetoric, evoking instead 

another machine concept that emerged on the horizons of engineering, psychology and biology 

(Harrasser 2014, 73). Devices such as thermostats (whose predecessor, known as the dumper-

flapper, was invented by Albert Butz (1849-1905) at the end of the nineteenth century) – that do 

not follow mechanistically pre-configured programmes, “but actively respond to their environ-

ment, receive signals from it and adapt their responses accordingly, thereby transforming their 

environment at the same time” (Harrasser 2014, 73, emphasis in original). Following this dynam-

ic-adaptive logic, Moholy-Nagy’s machines, made from transparent, translucent and opaque mate-

rials – shiny metal, plastic and glass – multiplied, mixed, deflected and reflected light, which in 

turn animated the surrounding space. Receiving stimuli from the surroundings, their task was to 

modulate the environment, which then became an integral part of spatial and material organisation. 

These machines are thus the ancestors of what today we refer to as performative architecture.  

............................................................................................. 
32 Moholy-Nagy left Bauhaus for ideological reasons in 1928. See: (Ockman 1997, 101) 
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Fig. 1/2.11 and Fig.1/2.12 
László Moholy-Nagy, Light Prop for an Electric Stage or 
Light-Space Modulator (1930)  
[Photos © Estate of László Moholy-Nagy, The Moholy-
Nagy Foundation <http://www.moholy-nagy.org>]   
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It becomes necessary at this point to clarify that questions of both environment and subject rela-

tions define the dialectics of performance-oriented architecture. Even though it is hardly possible 

to summarise its complexity, the concept of performance – adopted from the dramaturgical field – 

is today widely used across disciplines and is inextricably connected with the notion of active 

agency. Within its behavioural connotations, the notion of performance implies action, and, hence, 

a shifting of emphasis from objects or things towards events and relations, replacing the represen-

tational with “situatedness, presence, and materiality” (Salter 2010, xxi). It is a question of compo-

sition of capacities and relationships between things, defining a repository of embodied 

knowledge.33 

As performative machines, Moholy-Nagy’s works acquire a particular significance in our atmos-

pheric genealogy, especially when we think of a revealing coincidence pointed out by the German 

theorist Joachim Krausse (1943-).34 Namely, that terms such ‘environment’ or ‘ambience’ were 

introduced in art in the 1960s, exactly at the time when Moholy-Nagy’s ‘Light Prop for an Electric 

Stage’ (‘Lichtrequisit einer elektrischen Bühne’) was reconstructed, finding “a place in art history 

as a key work of modern art under the name Light-Space-Modulator” (Krausse (2008) 2014, 44) 

[Fig.1/2.11].35  

Before exploring further the significance of such a convergence, let us make another digression in 

order to clarify the notion of environment, which, like atmosphere and performance, has varying 

definitions and implications. Ambiance (or ambience), milieu, environment are related concepts, 

unified by the notion of medium, which was imported in the eighteenth century from mechanics 

into biology (Hensel 2013, 19-20). It was the French philosopher Auguste Comte (1798-1857) 

who expanded the significance of the French term milieu from the physical medium that surrounds 

an organism, towards the external conditions of heterogeneous nature that support its existence 

(20). Furthermore, the Estonian biologist Jakob von Uexküll (1864-1944) involved the organism’s 

active agency in his notion of environment defined as Umwelt – a perceptual field configured by a 

sensory-affective network, or, to use Uexküll’s actual words: “the island of the senses, that wraps 

every man like a garment” ((1936) 2009, 145). 

The inseparability of the environmental and the sensate constitutes a tenet of what nowadays is 

coined as environmental aesthetics – similarly rendering environment as a field of action that 

............................................................................................. 
33 The so-called performative turn as a socio-cultural movement took shape during the 1940s and 1950s, and also inspired 
artistic practices. For a detailed analysis of the notion of performance and its implications for architecture, see: (Hensel 
2013). For the history of performance across disciplines, see (Salter 2010). 
34 In his argumentation Krausse draws upon the art historian Hannah Weitemeier (1942-) and more precisely her book 
Licht-Visionen – Ein Experiment von Moholy-Nagy (1972). 
35 The ‘Light Prop for an Electrical Stage’ was developed between 1922 and 1930 in collaboration with Stefan Sebök 
(1901-1941) for the German electricity company AEG, and was shown at the Werkbund Exhibition in 1930. It was activat-
ed by the motor in its base and emitted constantly changing multi-coloured light, producing a magical interplay between 
reflections and shadows, thus demonstrating the possibilities of kinetic and optic phenomena [Fig.1/2.12]. 
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requires a full sensory involvement (Berleant 1992, xiii).36 “Environment is a name for a complex, 

integrated whole” – writes Arnold Berleant (1932-) – and such a whole “is an interrelated and 

interdependent union of people and place, together with their reciprocal processes” (Berleant 2012, 

55-56, emphasis in original). In this regard, Berleant defines architecture as an environmental art – 

an art that shapes environmental experience and requires immersion.   

Analysing new sensibilities and emergent alternatives in the art of the1960s, the American artist 

Allan Kaprow (1927-2006) – who greatly contributed to the development of concepts such as 

performance art, environment and happening – defined the principle on which environmental in-

stallations were based as “extensions” (1966, 159, emphasis in original). That is, intricate connec-

tions and dynamic relationships between space and bodies, as well as “the effects of materials and 

environment upon each other” ((1968) 1993, 92). Another definition which might be instructive 

here is that of Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980), as he asserted that environments are not mere 

containers, “but are processes that change the content totally” (1967, 165). In this context, blurring 

boundaries with environment – identified by Sloterdijk with immersion ((2006) 2011b, 105) – is to 

be seen not as physical, but, rather, as an unfolding event, that is, as essentially relational and 

processual.  

With these clarifications in mind, to illustrate the previously-suggested intersection between Mo-

holy-Nagy’s Light-Space-Modulator and the emergence of environmental art – even though 

Krausse himself does not provide any examples – we might point out parallels with the ZERO 

group, established in Düsseldorf at the end of the 1950s.37 It was one of the most important artistic 

groups in Germany since the Bauhaus, and whose fervent artistic activity was similarly determined 

by technological expansion; new materials: metals, plastics, resins, and mechanisms duly appro-

priated and turned into vibrant environments, opening up to interaction and exploring new sensori-

al possibilities.38 Of exactly the same order was the material imagination embedded in Moholy-

Nagy’s Light-Space-Modulator. In it, materials were strategically deployed not for their expres-

sion, but for their performative capacity (or what we have defined previously as atmospheric quali-

ties). As explained by Moholy-Nagy, the two-dimensional surfaces “slowly changed and dissolved 

into an infinite number of controlled details” ((1936) 1970, 155), through which the modulator 

was transformed from an object of contemplation into a mediating device between the environ-

ment and the viewer [Fig.1/2.12], becoming, in turn, an integral part of the architectonic apparatus 

............................................................................................. 
36 It is necessary to point out that environmental aesthetics goes beyond the concept of beauty and sublimity – that is, 
objectification of the environment – revealing its social, ethical and political implications and exemplifying transformative 
conceptions of experience. 
37 The ZERO group was founded in 1957 by Heinz Mack (1931-) and Otto Piene (1928-2014) and operated between 1958 
and 1966, engaging in artistic exchange with such artists as Yves Klein (1928-1962), Lucio Fontana (1899-1968), Piero 
Manzoni (1933-1963), Günther Uecker (1930-), Jean Tinguely (1925-1991) and Adolf Luther (1912-1990), to mention but 
a few. The work of Adolf Luther, which, as noted by the critic Klaus Honnef (1939-) (2013, 62), reveals connections with 
Moholy-Nagy, will be explored in Chapter 4.  
For the history and development of the ZERO group, see, for instance: (Valentyn 2013). 
38 In this context we might recall such works as those of Otto Piene – for instance, ‘Permanent light Theater’ (1965). 
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– a light architecture, “uncontrolled and emotional” (158).39 It was not, however, an immaterial 

architecture, but, rather, an architecture in which materiality was imbued with paradoxical immate-

rial consistency, following Moholy-Nagy’s belief that light “must first be transmitted and trans-

formed through materials – not projected directly at the viewer” (Burnham (1968) 1970, 160, 

emphasis in original). 

We arrive in fact at a productive crossing-point between time and space, matter and energy trans-

lated into a dynamic force-field – a clear response to the theory of relativity that revolutionised the 

world at the beginning of the twentieth century. Particularly Moholy-Nagy’s idea of replacing a 

static conception of space with “dynamic construction (vital constructivity, energy relationships), 

in which material functione[d] as a conveyor of energies” (Moholy-Nagy and Kemeny (1922) 

1970, 29), brings to mind theories of Friedrich Wilhelm Ostwald (1853-1932), a Russian-German 

physical chemist and amateur painter who developed a theory of perpetual motion and energetics, 

defining space, time and energy (instead of mass) as a new system, and presenting perception as a 

dynamic interaction or transformation of energy between materials and the human body.40 Such 

theories prompted a paradigmatic shift in artistic creation, rendering space, time and movement as 

decisive factors in any creative venture, bringing energy into the realm of perception, and, what is 

more important, transforming a passive viewer into an active observer and co-creator. 41 

It is also worth noticing that at the end of the nineteenth century, the German philosopher Theodor 

Lipps (1851-1914), to whose works Kenneth Frampton (1930-) referred in the Studies in Tectonic 

Culture (1995, 389) as being foundational for our modern space consciousness, became a principal 

theorist of Einfühlung, commonly translated into English as ‘empathy’.42 A theory that was also 

central to Robert Vischer’s (1847-1933) and Heinrich Wölfflin’s (1864-1945) thinking, to which 

we shall return in Chapter 6. For both, in the context of space, the notion of empathy acquired 

somatic, physiological and emotional dimensions and, therefore, as noted by Harry Francis 

Mallgrave (1947-), “was corporeal and emotive rather than conceptual or intellectual” (1995, x).43 

............................................................................................. 
39 Moholy-Nagy’s dreams about light architecture expanded towards film and stage design – the idea of a “total theatre”, 
which was one of  Moholy-Nagy‘s major contributions to the Bauhaus.  
40 Ostwald won the Nobel Prize in 1909 for his research on catalysts. Interested in the cultural, social and political implica-
tions of science, Ostwald was close to Werkbund and became one of the most influential colour theorists of the time. His 
ideas had a strong influence on Russian Constructivists. Ostwald’s colour system was introduced into the Dutch De Stijl in 
1917 by Vilmos Huszár who, like Moholy-Nagy,  was a Hungarian Constructivist (1884-1960). See: (Gage 2000, 244). 
 
41 The complexity of the radical cultural and socio-economic transformation of the beginning of the twentieth century 
would take us too far for it to be discussed in the context of this study. However, it is necessary to point out that the largest 
conceptual shift in the aesthetic realm can be identified with the Futurist movement that emerged in Italy in 1909, and 
which recognised space as a dynamic, techno-sensory apparatus. Particularly Enrico Prampolini (1894-1956) – a painter 
and sculptor who moved to architecture and scenic design – would deserve attention for his concept of “scenodynamic 
architecture” and his ‘Technical Manifesto for Futurist Scenic Atmosphere’ (1924). See: (Salter 2010, 10). It is thus not a 
coincidence that Germano Celant (1940-), whose 1976 Venice Biennale exhibition Ambiente/Arte was mentioned in Chap-
ter 1, started tracing his genealogy of “environments” precisely with Futurists. See: (Celant 1977, 8-17). See also (Kwinter 
2001, 52-101). 
42 For a brief outline of the theories of empathy, see also: (Mallgrave 2013, 121-144). 
43 Within such a theoretical framework Mallgrave’s distinction between “vulgar materialism” and “empathetic sensitivity to 
material expression”, which he traced in the context of Frampton’s tectonic thesis, seems interesting for our study since it 
locates tectonics in a close relation to “mental-sensory self” (Mallgrave 1995, x). However, in the context of this thesis, 
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It was precisely Lipps’s concept of Einfühlung that played an important role in the experiments 

undertaken in Hellerau in which the Swiss composer, musician and educator Émile Jaques Dal-

croze (1865-1950) developed his programme of Eurhythmics. Both Dalcroze’s holistic theory of 

embodiment and Lipps’s empathy theory were widely echoed in 1920s Weimar Germany and 

attracted László Moholy-Nagy to Bauhaus.44 

Accordingly, as noted by the architectural historian Jonathan Hill (1958-), Moholy-Nagy under-

stood space “as an extension of the body in dynamic relations with other spatial forces” (2006, 

69).45 For Moholy-Nagy, space was “a reality in our sensory experience” (Moholy-Nagy (1929) 

1939, 162) – “a dynamic-constructive energy-system”, with the beholder “actually becoming an 

active factor in the play of forces” (Moholy-Nagy and Kemeny (1922) 1970, 29); a system in 

which the concentration on optics (the sense of vision) was a vehicle for the experience of the 

time-space convergence; a contingent construction requiring emotional and bodily engagement. 

Essentially, it was a time, as noted by the scholar Sandra Karina Löschke, of a new material logic 

defined by the convergence between material technology and material imagination, transforming 

materials into aesthetically staged materiality imbued with mediating power (2015). This was 

particularly evident in the fields of stage design (which became central to the Bauhaus) and exhibi-

tions. The latter, through the innovative display techniques that translated “concepts of modernity 

as sensory impressions”, were charged with “intense atmosphere” (Löschke 2015, 215), activating 

both the space and the audience. 

Löschke’s idea of “the staging of materials” certainly alludes to Gernot Böhme’s association be-

tween the practice of constructing atmospheres and that of stage setting.46 It is particularly useful 

here as a discursive guide, as Böhme asserted that “scenography has also long since reached mu-

seums and exhibitions” (2014, 95, emphasis in original). Böhme draws our attention to the fact 

that: “In these contexts, it is no longer just a matter of showing objects and art works to an audi-

ence but, rather, of stage-managing them. The issue is, then, the How of representation” (95, 

emphasis in original). Expressed differently, it is a question of creating the conditions for their 

appearance.  

The German museum director and art historian Alexander Dorner (1893-1957) has been recog-

nised as pioneering in such non-representational staging strategies. Dorner’s views, having been 
……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
which draws upon the notion of “affective materialism”, the connection between the technical and representational aspects 
of architecture, on which Frampton focuses in his study, has to be extended towards the non-representational and the 
processual.  
44 For the importance of Jaques-Dalcroze’s theories to Hellerau and Bauhaus, see (2013, 2-8 and 128-133). Hellerau has 
also been widely discussed in a PhD dissertation ‘Materia Activa. La danza como campo de experimentación para una 
arquitectura de raíz fenomenológica’ by Mª Auxiliadora Gálvez Pérez. Departamento de Proyectos, ETSAM, 2012, 27-36. 
45 As noted by Adrian Forty, the idea of space as an extension of the body was known from August Schmarsow (1853-
1936) (Forty 2000b, 266), particularly from his theories of Raumgestaltung and Raumgefühl, which Frampton regarded as 
crucial in shaping architectural spatial awareness. Interestingly, for Forty, an original variant of space as a biological exten-
sion of the body and continuous field of forces appeared in the aforementioned Ebeling’s Space as Membrane. It was also 
echoed in Moholy-Nagy’s The New Vision, which Forty considered the most interesting vision of space described in the 
1920s. For a more detailed account of these connections, see: (Forty 2000b, 265-267). 
46 Böhme himself refers to “staged materiality”. See: (Böhme 1995). 
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further inspired by American Pragmatism – particularly the thinking of William James (1842-

1910) and the previously-mentioned John Dewey – represented the intertwinement between aes-

thetic practices, human nature and everyday life, and took shape in a totally new conception of 

space; one that, as noted by Dorner’s biographer Samuel Cauman, “introduced a new ferment into 

the museum world” (1958, 7).47 However, it is noteworthy that the discovery of Pragmatism, 

which occurred upon Dorner’s arrival in the United States in the late 1930s, was only a confirma-

tion of his ideas materialised during his early professional years in Germany; a unique experience 

that gave rise to a development of a museum not as a mere container or “a ‘neutral’ background” 

(Cauman 1958, 9) for isolated (and holy) objects, but as a whole system of subtle atmospheric 

immersions. Its essence was a collection not of objects but of synaesthetic environments defined 

by Dorner as Stimmungsräume (Atmosphere Rooms) – the idea implemented already by the mid-

1920s in the Hannover Landesmuseum, of which Dorner became the chief director and curator in 

1923.48 Recognising the aforementioned time-space conjunction and, hence, the contingent and 

transformative nature of the material world, Dorner converted the Hannover museum into a “living 

museum.” 49  

The conception of the living museum, among other aspects, was based on the correlation between 

space and its affective qualities and was to transcend the mind-body dualism, challenging (or ra-

ther rejecting) Kantian and Hegelian absolutism. It aimed at orchestrating the relations between the 

visitor and the exhibited objects through a new spatial reality, charged with material and immateri-

al energies and disclosed through full sensory engagement. Accordingly, the spatial arrangements, 

deployed materials, light effects and sound became the key aspects of Dorner’s curatorial strategy. 

The intention was to immerse the visitor in the atmosphere of each period in the history of art, 

conveying a notion of involvement through “a calculated staging of intellectual insights and senso-

ry impressions” (Löschke 2012, 25). Hence, atmosphere rooms were based not on stylistic differ-

entiation but, rather, on perceptual distinctions between the periods manifested in the ambient 

conditions. Such a staging aimed at creating relational environments allowing the apprehension of 

artworks through an opening of new frontiers of knowledge – an embodied knowledge. 

**** 
2.4. Occurrences of Sensuous Particularity. Contingency and Experiential Solicitation 

Whereas Dorner’s curatorial ethos would take us too far for it to be discussed here, to further en-

lighten our understanding of atmosphere and its production, and to locate his idea of relational 

environments within the context of this study, there is one room in particular which requires spe-

............................................................................................. 
47 For a concise account of Alexander Dorner’s theoretical background, see (Ockman 1997). 
48 Dorner started to work in Hannover Art Museum in 1919, cataloguing the drawing and painting collections. See 
(Cauman 1958, 30).  
It is also noteworthy that in the 1920s Hannover was a remarkably effervescent and fertile centre of the arts in Germany. 
Mary Wigman (1886-1973), Kurt Schwitters (1887-1948), Wilfried Bass (1899-1946) and Walter Gieseking (1895-1956), 
are only a few of the names that defined the cultural scene of Hannover at that time.  
49 See (Cauman 1958), (Ockman 1997, 84-87), and (Gough 2003, 107-109).  
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cial attention.50 We refer to the Abstract Cabinet (Kabinett der Abstrakten) [Fig.1/2.13 and 

Fig.1/2.14] designed in 1926 by the Constructivist Lazar Markovich Lissitzky (1890-1941), better 

known as El Lissitzky.51 As noted by the architectural historian Joan Ockman, Abstract Cabinet, 

which was completed in 1927, was the most famous room in the Hannover museum and the cul-

mination of Dorner’s atmospheric project (1997, 87).52 As such a culmination it was meant to be 

“a didactic representation of [Dorner’s] theory of the new spatiality” (90).  

Abstract Cabinet was part of a larger project of El Lissitzky known as Demonstrationsräume 

(Demonstration Spaces or Demonstration Rooms) (1926-1928) that originated in the mid-1920s, 

and more precisely in the Proun Room presented at the Great Berlin Art Exhibition in 1923;53 an 

installation that aimed at blurring boundaries between space and the exhibited artworks that 

merged in a total perceptual experience, expanding the pictorial into the spatial and, hence, the 

material. ‘Prouns’ were immersive devices, in which surface was no longer pictorial but became a 

variable field charged with particular intensity, “screw[ing] [one] into the space” (El Lissitzky 

(1920) 1980, 347). The art historian Yve-Alain Bois (1952-) found in them “radical reversibility” 

(1988, 174) encapsulating an ambiguity of perception and spatial disorientation that was funda-

mental for El Lissitzky’s exhibition designs, and liberating both the space and the viewer from 

gravity. Alongside these conceptual frameworks, the spatiality of the El Lissitzky gallery in the 

Hannover Museum (dedicated to art from Cubism onwards) was identified by Giedion, in a review 

entitled ‘Live Museum’ (published in 1929 in Der Cicerone 21 no.4), with a “fluid atmosphere,” 

the emergence of which “depend[ed] on the hand whose touch [gave] life to the material” ((1929) 

1980, 383).  

In Constructivist imagery materials were assigned transformative agency disclosed through the 

relationship between faktura (that is, material properties), konstruktsiya (material organisation and 

operational protocols) and tektonika (spatial presence). Nevertheless, it is necessary to point out 

that the notion of faktura has to be clearly differentiated from a mere treatment of the surface (tex-

ture or facture in painting), recalling, rather, Ingold’s processual and relational understanding of 

properties.54 Constructivists’ interests in materials embraced not only production processes or 

techniques, but also perception, that is, their sensorial and affective qualities, as well as their  

............................................................................................. 
50 For the evolution of Dorner’s thought and practice, see (Cauman 1958) and (Ockman 1997). 
51 In search of that “new spatiality” Dorner initially commissioned Theo van Doesburg (1883-1931), the founder of De 
Stijl, to design the room. However, Dorner rejected van Doesburg’s design, since it did not live up to his expectations. See: 
(Cauman 1958, 103) and (Ockman 1997, 91). 
The Cabinet was destroyed in 1936 during the Third Reich and reconstructed in 1968, based on the original design. In 1979 
it was installed in the Hannover Sprengel Museum. It is precisely in the work of El Lissitzky that Löschke finds an epitome 
of first relational environments. See: (Löschke 2012). 
52 Ockman draws upon a text by the Amercian art historian Alfred Barr Jr. (1902-1981), a passage of which is quoted at 
length in (Cauman 1958, 108). 
53 “Proun” is a Russian acronym that stands for “Project for the Affirmation of the New.” Between 1919 and 1927 El 
Lissitzky produced a large body of works labelled with the word Proun, which represented a radical shift towards under-
standing painting as an inhabitable space, and reflect El Lissitzky’s background as an architect, as well as his constant 
search for the blurring of disciplinary boundaries. See, for instance: (Bois 1988, 162). These ideas were further developed 
in other proposals such as Room for Constructivist Art at the Dresden International Art Exhibition in 1926.  
54 For the notion of faktura, see: (Gough 2005, 11-12, 71-72). 
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Fig. 1/2.13  
El Lissitzky, Abstract Cabinet, Hannover Museum (1927). 

[Photo in: (Cauman 1958, 99)] 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 1/2.14 
El Lissitzky, Design for Exhibition Room in the Hanover 

Museum (1926)  
[Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum, Gift of 

Lydia Dorner in memory of Dr. Alexander Dorner, 
BR61.39.A. Photo: Imaging Department © President and 

Fellows of Harvard College. © Artists Rights Society 
(ARS) New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn]  
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psychological and physiological dimensions. The treatment of the materials and their appearance 

in interaction with immaterialities were the key questions in the energy (atmosphere) that they 

would radiate, influencing human behaviour. Here, Robert Vischer’s correlation between the 

aforementioned empathy and bodily stimuli might be instructive, making even more explicit what 

has already been asserted  – namely, that “objects are not perceived as ‘dead configurations of 

lines’ but as pregnant with movement and force” (Mallgrave and Ikonomou, Introduction 1994, 

42). 

Accordingly, the appearance of El Lissitzky’s Demonstration Rooms was based on the haptic and 

the “optical dynamic” (El Lissitzky (1962) 1980, 366) embedded in material arrangements. To 

achieve such an optical dynamic it was clear to El Lissitzky that “the room should be organised 

that of itself it [would provide] an inducement to walk around it” ((1923) 1980, 365). In this re-

gard, the “optical dynamic” to which El Lissitzky referred was “generated as a consequence of the 

human stride” (366), rendering materiality, animated in such a way, as a mediator of experiences 

and a detonator of interaction.55  

The conceptual premise of Demonstration Rooms was to produce choreographic effects through 

the special treatment of the surface of the wall – or rather, a disruption of its surface through a 

certain astigmatic effect produced by a modular lath system. The wall would change its appear-

ance with the position of the beholder within the space, producing a multiplicity of sensory im-

pressions. That is, responsive sensations – to use Vischer’s term – experiencing “light and color as 

a juxtaposition of discrete bodies” ((1873) 1994, 96). Its essence was a play of “evolving” or 

“shimmering” walls that “[made] the man active” (El Lissitzky (1962) 1980, 366, emphasis in 

original). Here, contrary to Wigley’s arguments that opened this chapter, this study suggests that 

architecture is distinguishable from décor – if the latter is associated with the surface as a mere 

“decorative layer through which the atmosphere seemingly percolates” (Wigley 1998, 20).56 In El 

Lissitzky’s Demonstration Rooms surface was not used to “cover, mask or decorate” (Gough 

2003, 97), but as a vehicle for orchestrating spatial and temporal rhythms, prompting active en-

gagement. And as noted by Böhme, it is precisely by generating “orientations, kinetic suggestions, 

markings” that spaces produce a wide range of atmospheres (quoted in (Griffero (2010) 2014a, 

95)).  

Through their “participatory nature” (Ockman 1997, 92), Demonstration Rooms became stimula-

tors of experience, in which the visitor was beckoned by visual deceptions – that is, the interplay 

between the real and the imaginary. The imaginary was regarded by El Lissitzky as “a new ex-

............................................................................................. 
55 Interestingly, Joan Ockman suggested that El Lissitzky’s “optical dynamic” had been further “reappropriated and institu-
tionalized, eventually passing down to Op and environmental art in the 1960s” (1997, 92). Germano Celant also included 
Lissitzky’s Prouns and Abstract Cabinet in his genealogy of “environments” in the previously-mentioned catalogue of the 
1976 Venice Biennale exhibition Ambiente/Arte. See: (Celant 1977, 20-25). 
56 In Chapter 5 we shall explore an expanded definition of décor, not as a traditionally regarded manifestation of material 
culture (commonly associated with decoration), but as a catalyst of behaviours disclosed in collective actions in the urban 
domain. 
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pression of space” built through dynamic relations, where “motion [was] incorporated (…) as an 

ingredient in the total complex of the elements which [were] to build the new bodies,” defining 

what El Lissitzky termed as “a-material materiality” (or immaterial materiality) ((1925) 1980, 

357). We can say that Demonstration Rooms subverted the traditional understanding of the muse-

um and the modes of perception embedded in it. In that sense, Abstract Cabinet was in itself a 

demonstration of the awareness of the affective capacity of the material world; this by replacing 

space as a static entity with multiple possible spatial realities, translating optical conditions into 

embodied and multi-sensory experience, and bringing to the forefront a productive entanglement 

between the material and the immaterial, the real and the imaginary. 

Böhme, who like Frampton and Forty revisits nineteenth-century theories – particularly those of 

Wölfflin and Schmarsow – arguing for the importance of the corporeal/sensory impact of architec-

ture, identifies three groups of atmospheric properties. 57 Defining the first one precisely as “that of 

intimations of movement,” Böhme relates them to such generators of atmosphere as “geometric 

structures and the physical constellations” (2013a, 29).58 However, it is the inter-modal character 

of sensory, and, hence, spatial experience that renders the second group, defined by Böhme as 

synaesthetic characteristics, as the most interesting for architects (29).59 As Böhme asserts: “For 

what then counts when designing a space is not the objective space, but what sensitivities [the 

architect] wishes to create for the space as the sphere of mindful physical presence” (29). Such 

sensitivities also require a re-consideration of “non-corporeal generators of atmospheres” (27), that 

is, immaterialities. What is more, Böhme acknowledges the role of materials in breaking certain 

patterns, and enlists different materials such as steel, glass, concrete and plastics which “show that 

architecture does not realise given spatial structures, but first and foremost constructs for human 

experience” (23). 

For an exemplification of these assumptions, let us consider in more detail the Abstract Cabinet, 

which was based on principles similar to those that the Room for Constructivist Art presented at 

the Dresden International Art Exhibition in 1926. A stainless steel vertical ribbing system placed 

perpendicular to the wall panes covered the walls of that almost intimate space (5.32 by 4.40 me-

tres).60 Strips 5 centimetres in width and 7 centimetres in depth were enamelled black on one side 

and white on the other (changing the colour sequence along the walls), casting “clefts of shadows” 

(as Giedion described it in his review ((1929) 1980, 383)) on the back wall pane, which was paint-

ed grey. Such an arrangement produced a shimmering effect, rendering the surface of the wall 

............................................................................................. 
57 It is, however, noteworthy that in the analysis of the radical change in the understanding of architectural space, Böhme 
undermined the variety and complexity of the production of the Bauhaus, reducing it to “the use of the straight line”, 
“rationality” and “construction technology”, and thus associating it with a disavowal of the body (2013a, 21). 
58 Two other groups defined by Böhme are related to synaesthetic and social characteristics. 
59 For Böhme’s discussion of synaesthesia, see also: (Böhme 1991) and (Böhme 2013b, 97). 
60 In previous installations El Lissitzky had used wood. Here, one cannot overcome the fact that El Lissitzky’s Demonstra-
tion Rooms are also symbolic constructs framed through the agency of technological innovation, since the use of industrial 
materials, in accordance with the Constructivists’ principles, was an expression of a very particular historic moment. That 
is, they embody cultural and social values of post-revolutionary Russia. 
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“insubstantial” to such an extent that it appeared to “dissolve completely” (383). It was a veil of 

vibrant matter, creating the effect of disorientation that Bois referred to.   

The illusory effect was further enhanced through manipulation of light. Here, the window was 

transformed into a device – that is, a “tectonic lighting-agent,” to use El Lissitzky’s actual words 

((1962) 1980, 377) – meant to provide, filter and direct light (by vertical strips, in this case of 

white fabric), giving the impression of space in motion. In a mirror installed to reflect the back of 

the statue of Alexander Archipenko (1887-1964) the visitor would also see an extended wall 

[Fig.1/2.13]. Accordingly, space would constantly change its appearance through both optical 

impressions and physical interaction. The interactive or (as Ockman defined it) participatory na-

ture was not limited to the structuring of space through movement, but was reflected in the actual 

spatial organisation, since the integrated sliding panels (operable by the visitor) would allow the 

re-arrangement of the artworks, contributing to the ever-changing character of space and inviting 

the visitor to discovery.61  

The canvases – some framed and some unframed – were mounted on these “vibrating, living 

walls” (Cauman 1958, 104) conceived as “an optical background for the paintings” (El Lissitzky 

(1962) 1980, 366), which would shift with the movement of the visitor from black to white and 

vice versa. We can say that the immersive character of Abstract Cabinet was twofold. Through its 

materiality characterised by optical dynamic it created an immersive environment that can be seen 

as a subtle way of orchestrating movements leading, in turn, to immersion into the exhibited art-

works. Such an immersive loop can be defined as “environment in the environment” (Bucci 2009, 

26) – a strategy adapted to significant effect by the Italian architect Franco Albini (1905-1977) in 

the project for the Municipal Galleries of Palazzo Bianco in Genoa (1951), in which a mechanical 

device would allow the artwork to be raised, turned or lowered, thus permitting a “complete im-

mersion in the work’s timeless beauty” (Bucci 2009, 28). The quoting of a remark about Albini’s 

exhibition designs in the context of our study is far from accidental, not only because of the Con-

structivist-Futurist motifs – “multi-scale surfaces, vanishing grids, translucent planes” (Jones 

2014, 55) – that figured in his early works, but, particularly, because he labelled his installations as 

nothing other than Spazi Atmosferici (Atmospheric Spaces). However, even though such a title 

reveals a direct connection with the subject matter that is here in focus, for Albini it was more the 

air that became a medium for his atmospheric spaces. With a desire to lighten, and to render the 

ephemeral, Albini’s installations from 1930 to 1960 were based on compositional play, in which 

“metallic cages, struts and fragile supports dissolved finite contours into atmosphere” (Jenner 

2012, 19) [Fig.1/2.15 and [Fig.1/2.16].62 

............................................................................................. 
61 A wide selection of drawings and paintings included, among others, works by Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), Fernand Léger 
(1881-1955), Piet Mondrian (1872-1944), Juan Gris (1887-1927), Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), Oskar Schlemmer 
(1888-1943), László Moholy-Nagy and  El Lissitzky. 
62 Ross Jenner traces connections between the airy qualities of Albini’s works and the notion of “atmospheric densities” 
developed by the previously-mentioned Futurist Enrico Prampolini. 
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Fig. 1/2.15  
Franco Albini, Installation of the Aerodynamics Hall at 
the Italian Aircraft Exhibition, Palazzo dell’Arte, Milan 

(1934) [Photo © Fondazione Franco Albini]  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1/2.16  
Franco Albini and Giovanni. Romano, Installation of the 

Exhibition of Italian Antique Metalwork, 6th Milan 
Triennale (1936) [Photo © Fondazione Franco Albini] 
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It was architecture of the void flooded with light and shadows, in which the linear abstraction of 

forms, the extreme lightness of structures and the artefacts floating in them (which certainly evoke 

Jacobsen’s works that we have seen previously) were charged with “shimmering evanescence” 

(Jenner 2012, 19); an aerial architecture, converted into an almost imperceptible yet powerful 

medium (like the air itself), creating “the most suitable atmosphere around the works to enhance 

them, but without ever overwhelming them” (Albini in (Bucci 2009, 6)) – an atmosphere in which 

the visitor would “feel immersed and stimulated without noticing what [was] happening” (Albini 

in (Jones 2014, 71)). Whereas for Albini it was the air that was a material for the construction of 

relational environments that were able to “engage the visitor in its game” (6), for Constructivists it 

was the energy emanating from surfaces and colours – that is, materiality (faktura) – that defined 

spatial contingency. Nevertheless, we might say that despite their apparent differences, Albini’s 

slender cage constructions, dissolving into the air, almost lacking in tangible substance, and El 

Lissitzky’s active surfaces with their material diversity, both defined a particular atmospheric 

sensibility. They stimulated visitors’ movements and interpretation of the artworks, revealing 

again the affective quality of both the material and the immaterial. 

These were the conceptual foundations of space creation that were also anticipated by László Mo-

holy-Nagy who, like El Lissitzky, was commissioned with one of the Rooms in Dorner’s Muse-

um.63 On the last pages of The New Vision, Moholy-Nagy posed the question of the “sensory-

reactive effect of space creation” ((1929) 1939, 198) – a reaction to the intermingling and interac-

tion of all the elements (the material and the immaterial) so that “[t]he boundaries become fluid, 

space is conceived as flowing: a countless succession of relationships” (198). What emerges from 

Moholy-Nagy’s reading is a space of fluctuation and radiation (202), a variational (physical and 

perceptual) continuum. Such was the notion of space that encapsulated Dorner’s dream about the 

museum as “a powerhouse, a producer of energies” (quoted in (Ockman 1997, 116)) – as an at-

mospheric device. As pointed out by Ockman, “[n]ot surprisingly, Rayner Banham was among his 

admirers” (114). 

What emerges from the examples explored above is the conclusion that constructing atmospheres 

is tantamount to constructing systems based on flow within the orchestrated field of vision and 

multiple relationships that drag the observer into a structural continuum, in which both body and 

environment are understood as integrative and generative forces extended in a fluid spatial sub-

stance of affective power. 64 With this background in mind, we are now well equipped to discover 

more techniques of the atmospheric. 

............................................................................................. 
63 In 1930, Dorner planned with Moholy-Nagy the Room of the Present (or the Room of Our Time) – “an ethereal ambiance 
of light-weight metal, glass and projected light” (Ockman 1997, 97) – which, owing to the international financial crisis and 
the political and cultural situation in Germany, was never realized. See also: (Cauman 1958, 102-111).  
Ockman pointed out that it was Moholy-Nagy who had the closest philosophical affinities with Dorner. Coincidentally, his 
Vision in Motion – we might say his artistic manifesto – was published posthumously in 1947, exactly the same year when 
Dorner published Way Beyond “Art”. See: (Ockman 1997, 102). 
64 The notion of “field of vision” was developed by Herbert Bayer (1900-1985) – an artist and graphic designer also in-
volved in exhibition design.  
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Fig. 2/0    
Adolf Luther, Spherical Concave Mirror Wall, Schloß 
Nordkirchen, Germany (1971-1972) [Photo © Izabela 
Wieczorek (2014)] 
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One should actually surround oneself with all kinds of 

phenomena and constructions in which universal laws be-

come visible. Why do I suggest this? Because then we can 

produce, whenever we like, the phenomenon which con-

veys a bodily experience of the correspondence between 

the inner and the outer world.  

Hugo Kükelhaus 
(Kükelhaus (1972) 2007, 15)
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Chapter 3 
           

 [Atmospheric Dispositifs. From Perceptual Apparatus to Immersive Field of 
Experience]  

Apparatuses are open-ended practices. 

Importantly, apparatuses are themselves phenomena. 
(Barad 2003, 816)  

           
 

The adoption of the French term dispositif (‘device’) as a catalyst for the present musings is not 

accidental. It alludes to Michel Foucault’s (1926-1984) notion of apparatus, something that trans-

cends its merely technical connotations. In other words, apparatus understood as a “strategic en-

semble” or “system of relations” between “heterogeneous elements” of both a discursive and a 

non-discursive nature, the visible and the invisible, between physical forms and processes, and its 

role in thinking about space as an active element, as a means of operation of social power and of 

control exerted over the body; as a device for knowledge production and action (Foucault 1980, 

194-198).  

In this regard, the coupling of dispositif with atmosphere is not arbitrary, because the latter, like 

dispositif, “can arise from the free interplay of heterogeneous elements” (Giedion (1948) 2013, 

499) – as Sigfried Giedion (1888-1968) had already noted in his accounts on mechanisation, in the 

mid-20th century, when the term ‘atmosphere’ was not yet so firmly embedded in an architectural 

discourse. But, Giedion’s concern with atmosphere merits attention not only for it reveals that the 

conceptual foundations and procedures for the production of atmosphere might be found beneath 

the surface of contemporary debates. The point here is that Giedion also intuitively identified at-

mosphere with “intensity” (303). We might say, a particular intensity of affect by which the bodily 

states are regulated – increased or diminished – and turned into actions, if we refer to intensity in a 

Spinozian sense (Spinoza (1677) 2002, 278). 

From such a perspective, the space whence the atmosphere emerges needs to be discussed as a 

contingent and mediating device capable of engendering these “embedding situations”, as Peter 

Sloterdijk (1947-) remarks while thinking of architecture as “an art of immersion” ((2006) 2011b, 

109). In other words, a dispositif that draws out the dynamics of everyday life and experience, 

translating them into a graspable form, and shaping these relationships through specific pre-

scripted sensuous encounters.  

This reading follows with a question as to how the material and the immaterial qualities of the 

built environment become acknowledged forces; ones that constitute fields of intensities manifest-

ed in bodily engagement, action and interaction. That is, how (what we called) an atmospheric 

awareness – namely, knowing and operating through affect – leads to a better understanding not 

only of how space is experienced, but also of how it is designed as a conductive environment and 
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field of engagement. These queries call also for approaching atmosphere not only from the per-

spective of a phenomenology of reception, but also by turning our interests towards “an aesthetics 

of production” (Böhme 2014, 94, emhpasis in original) – to follow Gernot Böhme’s (1937-) dis-

tinction. 

Alongside these conceptual frameworks, the notion of Atmospheric Dispositif offers an expansion 

of the operational field of architecture through relational entanglements between theory and prac-

tice, knowledge and experience. Added to this must be a reconsideration of medium specificity 

and the transformation of disciplinary boundaries into thresholds that allow the emergence of what 

Rolf Hughes (1963-) defined as “transverse epistemologies” (2009). By analysing such thresholds 

the intention is to render constructing atmospheres as a site of cross-disciplinary fertilisation and 

reciprocity. It is to serve explicitly as a tool for revealing possibilities of thinking and shaping 

reality, and this through relations, thus fostering a reconceptualization of perceptual experience 

and a redefinition of spatial epistemologies. Exploring a heterogeneous genealogy of perceptual 

apparatus will help frame this discussion, providing a basis for discerning how space is produced 

when understood as an immersive field of experience, and how materiality is involved in these 

processes. 

Fig. 2/3.1    
Haus-Rucker-Co. Environment Transformer – Flyhead. 
‘Cover’, Action – New York (1971) [Photo © Haus-
Rucker-Co – Courtesy of Haus-Rucker-Co] 
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* 
3.1. Atmospheric Dispositifs 

A body, by its simple force, and its act, is powerful enough to alter the 

nature of things more profoundly than ever the mind in its specula-

tions and dreams was able to do!  
(Valéry (1921) 1977, 324) 

 

Situated between the matter which influences it and that on which it 

has influence, my body is a centre of action, the place where the im-

pressions received choose intelligently the path they will follow to 

transform themselves into movements accomplished.  
(Bergson (1896) 1929, 178) 

             

 

In Techniques of the Observer (1992) the art critic Jonathan Crary (1951-) explores the vast field 

in which perception and its understanding were transformed, tracing a particular taxonomy of 

visual apparatus, in which immersive experiences – anticipated already in the nineteenth century – 

relocate vision within a “carnal density” (150); a regaining of all sensory modalities. Exploring the 

origins of that specific epistemological transformation, Crary draws our attention to the important 

shift from “geometrical optics” in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries towards “psychological 

optics”, developed in the nineteenth century, in which the body was understood as “constitutive 

(...) in the apprehension of a visual world” (16). What is more, in this context, Crary identifies the 

development of the nineteenth-century optical devices with a prehistory of what Guy Debord 

(1931-1994) would later define as “society of spectacle” (Debord (1967) 2008) – a society which 

Michel Foucault suggested should be described not in terms of spectacular numinous flows, but, 

rather, as mechanisms of surveillance.1 While comprehending the convergence of the different 

regimes of power that emerge from these theories, Crary expands an understanding of a Foucaulti-

an opposition of surveillance and spectacle. This moves towards management of attention and 

perception through arrangement and interaction of bodies in space as well as through the organisa-

tion of the visible (Crary 1992, 18, 112).  

Consequently, by understanding the subject as an integral and active part of visual machinery, the 

passive spectator is replaced by an observing body that becomes both receptor and producer – a 

............................................................................................. 
1 In Discipline and Punish Foucault writes: “(…) Thanks to the techniques of surveillance, the 'physics' of power, the hold 
over the body, operate according to the laws of optics and mechanics, according to a whole play of spaces, lines, screens, 
beams, degrees and without recourse, in principle at least, to excess, force or violence. It is a power that seems all the less 
'corporal' in that it is more subtly 'physical'. (…)” (Foucault (1975) 1995, 177). “(…) Our society is one not of spectacle, 
but of surveillance; under the surface of images, one invests bodies in depth; behind the great abstraction of exchange, there 
continues the meticulous, concrete training of useful forces; the circuits of communication are the supports of an accumula-
tion and a centralization of knowledge; the play of signs defines the anchorages of power; it is not that the beautiful totality 
of the individual is amputated, repressed, altered by our social order, it is rather that the individual is carefully fabricated in 
it, according to a whole technique of forces and bodies. (…)” (Foucault (1975) 1995, 217). 
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body involved in a dynamic and kinaesthetic relationship with other bodies and surroundings.2 In 

this regard, Crary suggests that the late nineteenth-century investigations of perception focused on 

“restoring to it some of its original Latin resonances – the sense of perception as ‘catching’ or 

‘taking captive’” (2001, 3). 

It was at the beginning of the 1960s that the visual arts, through practices of performance and 

happenings, reintroduced the human body not as a subject for representation but as a locus of ex-

perience.3 It was also the time of a shift from art as a purely material vehicle/receptacle to concep-

tual contents, actions and processes. That is, the time of emergence of practices identified with the 

“dematerialization of art” – as devised in 1967 by art critics Lucy Lippard (1937-) and John Chan-

dler (1932-) in the joint essay published under the same title in February 1968 in Art International 

(Lippard and Chandler (1968) 1999). 4 However, it is noteworthy that in this context ‘demateriali-

sation’ – a term whose ambiguity we will explore further on subsequent pages – refers rather to re-

definition of aesthetic boundaries and does not negate a material dimension. Exploring these new 

perceptual and creative boundaries, Lippard and Chandler defined dematerialized art as “post-

aesthetic” because of “its increasingly non-visual emphases” (48). Accordingly, dematerialised art 

expanded towards “such ephemeral materials as time itself, space, nonvisual systems, situations, 

unrecorded experiences, unspoken ideas, and so on” (Lippard (1973) 1997, 5). Yet, neither did it 

erase visual experience. It simply re-defined its nature, inscribing it within the corporeal continu-

um, since if we think of spatial-temporal-situational conjunction we need to bring into play a body, 

or rather the body understood in terms of a “mindful physical presence” – once again referring to 

Gernot Böhme’s formulation (2013a).5  

Thus, transcending retinal aesthetics – to use Marcel Duchamp’s (1887-1968) terminology – visu-

al art broadened the perceptual spectrum.6 It opened up for multiple readings, kinaesthetic and 

............................................................................................. 
2 For Crary questions of vision are questions of embodied practice. In this sense, the use of the term observer instead of 
spectator carries specific connotations. As Crary explains, from Latin observer “means ‘to conform one’s action, to comply 
with’. (…) [A]n observer is more importantly one who sees within a prescribed set of possibilities, one who is embedded in 
a system of conventions and limitations” (1992, 5-6). 
3 See also Chapter 1. 2. and Chapter 2. 3.  
4 That seminal essay constituted a foundation for a book Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 
1972. See: (Lippard (1973) 1997). 
5 For the concept of “mindful physical presence” see also Chapter 1.1.  
For the discussion of the grounding of artistic practice and art history in the condition of opticality and antivisuality that 
existed within artistic avant-garde in the first half of the twentieth century see (Krauss 1995). 
6 Marcel Duchamp was the one who coined the term “retinal art”. Rosalind Krauss (1941-) in her texts ‘The Story of The 
Eye’ identified Duchamp as the member of what she described as “underground” – an underground that was to a certain 
extent neglected by art critics of the time, since it was characterized by a resistance to the visual regarded by modernism as 
“the only way to ground or legitimate aesthetic practice” (Krauss 1995, 77). Yet Duchamp rejects the reductionist under-
standing of vision and not the visual activity as such. In his claim for turning towards “grey matter”, by which he refers to 
the cerebral cortex, Duchamp, does not, however, as Krauss suggests: “invoke a disembodied faculty of cognition or reflec-
tion, does not propose the transcendental ego's relation to its sensory field. The cerebral cortex is not above the body in an 
ideal or ideated remove; it is, instead, the body, such that the reflex arc of which it is part connects it to a whole field of 
stimuli between which it cannot distinguish. These stimuli may come from outside the body, as in the case of normal 
perception, but they may also erupt internally, giving rise, for example, to what Goethe celebrated as “physiological color, 
or those sensations of vision that are generated entirely by the body of the viewer. The production of sensory stimulation 
from within the body's own field, the optical system’s porousness to the operations of its internal organs, this fact forever 
undermines the idea of vision’s transparency to itself, substituting for that transparency a density and opacity of the view-
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haptic experimentation and, what is more important, replaced objects with fields in which bodies 

become fully and actively enmeshed in a temporal and manifold dimension of aesthetic experi-

ence. It did so by emphasising a new kind of material practice, in which natural and artificial phe-

nomena, perceptual manipulations, the sensory or the physiological, were included in creative 

procedures; a practice that might certainly be seen as a counterpoint to a heightened abstracted 

condition or the rationalised opticality of modernism – its autonomy and self-referentiality.  

It was in exactly the same year, 1967, that Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980) by analysing new sen-

sory thresholds defined by new technologies drew our attention towards the “non-visible” – that is, 

“the invisible environment” (McLuhan 1967). In an attempt to define its significance for material 

culture, McLuhan went even further in a delineation of artistic practices and suggested “taking 

over the task of programming the environment itself as a work of art, instead of programming the 

content as a work of art” (165). McLuhan assigned to art the new role of “programming environ-

ments” in terms “not so much making of environments as making of counter-environments or anti-

environments” (165). This involved creating situations that “are indispensable means of becoming 

aware of the environment, in which we live and of the environments we create for ourselves tech-

nically” (165).  

Within such a conceptual framework, various perceptual apparatuses constituted a larger discipli-

nary expansion in the field of architecture and design at that time; an interrogation of complex and 

dynamic relationships between the body and the environment, a dragging of the subject into ex-

panded perceptual worlds.  

We refer here to the experiments of the Austrian avant-garde such as Kleiner Raum or TV-Helmet 

(1967) by Walter Pichler (1936-2012) [Fig.2/3.2], Gelbes Herz (1967-1968) by Haus-Rucker-Co, 

White Suit or Soul Flipper (1969) by Coop Himmelb(l)au [Fig.2/3.3], or devices such as Macchina 

per esperimenti psicologici (1967) by Enzo Mari (1932-), or the whole series Le Immersioni 

(1968-1971) by Ugo la Pietra (1938-) [Fig.2/3.5 and Fig.2/3.6], belonging to the parallel Radical 

Italian Movement. Many of them had a prosthetic character. Some were designed as a “mini-

environment to be worn on the body” (Haus-Rucker-Co quoted in (Porch 2009, 23)). As such 

bodily extensions they served as a medium for raising physical awareness and sensitivity, conquer-

ing the realm of interiority or merging it with the surroundings. They were conceived as sensorial 

activators, intensifiers of phenomena, or orchestrators of emotions.7 Others, such as, for instance, 

Environment Transformers by Haus-Rucker-Co [Fig.2/3.1, Fig.2/3.4], were meant to alter sensory 

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
ing subject as the very precondition of his access to sight. It is this density that physiological optics mainly explored, taking 
as its field the body in all its thickness and temporality, although as we have seen it is this aspect of physiological optics 
that modernist painting set aside” (Krauss 1995, 82). 
7 Coop Himmelb(l)au was founded by Wolf D. Prix (1942-), Helmut Swiczinsky (1944-), and Michael Holzer in 1968. 
Haus-Rucker-Co was founded in 1967 by Laurids Ortner (1941-), Günther Zamp Kelp (1941-) and Klaus Pinter (1940), 
later joined by Manfred Ortner (1943-). Both groups were founded in Vienna, as were other groups such as Missing Link. 
Of particular interest for this study are Ugo La Pietra’s Modello spaziale di comportamento and the concept of Materia 
Plastiche, which will be explored further in Chapter 6 ‘Sensorial Regimes and Densification of Experience.’ 
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Fig. 2/3.2 
Walter Pichler, TV Helmet (1967) 

Pop Art Design Exhibition at the Louisiana Museum of 
Modern Art, Copenhagen  

[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)]  
 

Fig2/3.3 
Coop Himmelb(l)au, Soul Flipper (1969) 

[Photo © Peter Schnetz. Courtesy of Coop Himmelb(l)au]  
  

Fig. 2/3.4 
Haus-Rucker-Co, Environment Transformer – Flyhead, 

Viewatomizer, Drizzler (1968) [Photo © Courtesy of 
Haus-Rucker-Co] 

 
Fig. 2/3.5 and 2/3.6 

Ugo La Pietra, Sistema disequilibrante – Le Immersioni, 
n#4 (1969-1970) [Photos © Courtesy of Archivio Ugo La 

Pietra, Milano] 
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impressions, which are very often taken for granted, leading to the automatisation of perception 

and, consequently, to loss of a “real contact with the world” (Haus-Rucker- Co quoted in (Porch 

2009, 22)). Drawing on McLuhan’s perspective, or using the previously-described Environment 

Transformers as a point of reference, we might say that these devices were activators of anti-

environmental perception or simply instituted new “environing conditions” to use John Dewey’s 

(1859-1952) term (1938, 35-39).  

Apparatuses that expand into space complete this particular genealogy – space itself becoming an 

environing device that operates in terms of responding to a multiplicity of factors, or rather envel-

oping and including different spheres, involving the material and the immaterial: objects, interfac-

es, media, air, effects, processes and phenomena that constitute an epidermal envelope.8 In this 

context, the reference to the epidermis is suggestive not for its potential condition as a membrane 

in structural terms, but rather as an “emotional and polysensorial ‘skin’” (Griffero 2014b, 3). This 

is how it is referred to by the Italian philosopher Tonino Griffero (1958-), who examines a variety 

of theories and manifestations of atmosphere also in architectural and urban contexts. Griffero 

associates the notion of the skin with an affective space into which we submerge our body – name-

ly, the potentiality of space or its atmospheric charge.9 Even though Griffero identifies atmosphere 

with a certain “familiarity” (2-5), at this point it might be worthwhile to add a brief terminological 

remark regarding the strategy of defamiliarisation.  

The term defamiliarisation – formulated by the Russian literary theorist Viktor Borisovich Shklov-

sky (1893-1984) in ‘Art as Device’ (also translated as ‘Art as Technique’) in 1917 – entails re-

enactment of “the sensation of things as they are perceived and not as they are known” ((1917) 

1998, 778) by making what become familiar (perceived automatically) unfamiliar – namely, per-

ceived in a different way. Operating with immersion, not as a means of alienation but rather of de-

familiarisation, many of the aforementioned apparatuses were meant to be relational elements. In 

............................................................................................. 
8 Form January to March, 1970, The Museum of Contemporary Crafts in New York held an exhibition ‘Contemplation 
Environments’, whose description reads: “(…) the show demonstrates 16 different ways in which space for apartness can 
be introduced into a city atmosphere. (…) All the elements of contemporary communication are brought into play, singly or 
in combination. Some of the designers rely on sound patterns to create the atmosphere: sounds of tape, sounds of music, 
sounds of nature. Others work with shifting lights, colored patterns, mirrors and domes to give the illusion of vast space 
within small space, multi-dimensional and op-art effects… things that exert an almost hypnotic influence over the rest-
seeking mind” (New York Magazine 1970, 58). See also (The Village Voice 1970). In May, 1970, also at The Museum of 
Contemporary Crafts, there was an exhibition of Haus-Rucker-Co, which included, besides many of the perceptual devices, 
‘Grand Billard’ – an installation that aimed, as described in the original Press Release, at divesting the museum of “its 
static ‘don’t touch’ atmosphere“, expanding it towards the streets, as well as changing the habitual perception of the city 
through the so-called “environmental games” (The Museum Of Contemporary Crafts 1970). 
9 In this context, neither is our reference to spheres accidental, since, undoubtedly, Peter Sloterdijk’s contribution to under-
standing human culture through the lens of Spheres might be explanatory here. Alluding to Heideggerian “being-in-the-
world”, Sloterdijk defines human existence as “being-in-spheres” (Sloterdijk (1998) 2011a, 46). What is more, spheres are 
“original products of human coexistence” and air conditioning systems enabling, or rather regulating that coexistence. The 
trilogy Bubbles (Blassen), Globes (Globen), and Foams (Schäume), in which these assumptions unfold, analyses a network 
of complex relationships and a multiplicity of creative realms or states of different scales and proximity, in which human 
beings are enmeshed and topologically defined.  
Moreover, it is noteworthy that in the context of libidinal philosophy, Jean-François Lyotard (1924-1998) also refers to the 
somatic folds of “the ephemeral skin”. That is, “the immense membrane of the libidinal ‘body’ which is quite different to a 
frame. It is made from the most heterogeneous textures, bone, epithelium, sheets to write on, charged atmospheres, swords, 
glass cases, peoples, grasses, canvases to paint.” (Lyotard (1974) 1993, 2) In this context, Lyotard also elaborates on the 
notion of dispositif. 
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opposition to the dimness of habit they aimed, by means of somatic alterations – i.e. dislocation 

and “slowness of perception” (to use Schklovsky’s term (783)) – at replacing passiveness and 

inattentiveness with active engagement. What is more, such an engagement involved all sensory 

modalities.   

The maxim that opens Shklovsky’s reflection – “Art is thinking in images” (776) – holds our in-

terest here because it draws our attention to appearances, to a making of impressions and a crea-

tion of effects – that is, to affective power.10 In this context, Jonathan Crary is also instructive as 

he suggests that “[t]he meanings and effects of any single image are always adjacent to [an] over-

loaded and plural sensory environment and to the observer who inhabited it” (1992, 23). To under-

stand the appropriateness of such an assumption in the context of our atmospheric account it might 

be helpful to point out that “atmospheres are not accessible to a representative-ocular-distal per-

ception but to a deambulatory and synesthetic one” (Griffero 2014b, 2). As Maurice Merleau-

Ponty (1908-1961) insightfully remarked, “visual qualities (…) give the impression of being au-

tonomous, (…) they are less directly linked to our body and present us with an object rather than 

introducing us into an atmosphere” ((1945) 2002, 374).11 These assumptions invite an exploration 

of a spatiality of the senses disclosed through their dynamic nature – spatiality, in which, as Mer-

leau-Ponty noted, a body appears  

as an attitude directed towards a certain existing or possible task. And 

indeed its spatiality is not, like that of external objects or like that of 

‘spatial sensations’, a spatiality of position, but a spatiality of situa-

tion. 
(Merleau-Ponty (1945) 2002, 114-115, emphasis in original) 

 

As also ascertained, perceiving atmospherically “is not grasping (presumed) elementary sensdata, 

(…) but it is instead being involved by things, or even better, situations” (Griffero (2010) 2014a, 

15). These were precisely the foundations that many of the aforementioned perceptual devices 

were built upon. They constructed a whole host of situations triggering sensations and inciting 

patterns of behaviour.  

The way of defining spatiality in terms of attitudes and situational conditions leads us to engage-

ment with the environment and also to the questions of agency that were central to James Jerome 

............................................................................................. 
10 Even though Shklovsky navigates primarily within the literary field, in the introductory lines of ‘Art as device’, he 
assigns architecture “to a special category of imageless arts” defining it “as a lyric art, appealing directly to the emotions” 
((1917) 1998, 775). If we follow him further into his musings we also learn that what was commonly considered as visual 
art “passes quite imperceptibly into nonvisual art; yet our perceptions of both are similar” (775).  
Interestingly, a contemporary Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (1925-) also draws our attention to the concept of de-
familiarisation. According to Bauman: “defamiliarization can have clear benefits. Most importantly, it may open up new 
and previously unsuspected possibilities of living one’s life with others with more self-awareness, more comprehension of 
our surroundings in terms of greater self and social knowledge and perhaps also with more freedom and control” (Bauman 
and May (1990) 2001, 10). Precisely this social dimension of defamiliarisation will be further explored in Chapter 6. 
11 The relation between the sense of vision and embodiment will be further explored in Chapter 4. 
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Gibson’s (1904-1979) ecological theory of perception. Gibson presents surroundings as an ambi-

ent that entails manifold possibilities for action, termed affordances ((1979) 1986, 127-146).12 

According to his understanding, the environment – i.e. the surroundings – consists of a medium, 

substances and surfaces that constitute an operational interface between different material condi-

tions, and which are both persistent and susceptible to constant changes. Gibson defines the latter 

as “environmental events” (16-32, 307). Similarly, for Jean-Paul Thibaud (1960-), ambiance – i.e. 

atmosphere – might be approached as “a sensory background that specifies the condition under 

which phenomena emerge and appear” and as “a motor stimulation in the sense that it activates 

sensorimotor processes through which we engage with the world” (2011, 213, emphasis in 

original).13 Consequently, atmosphere calls for the revaluation of embodiment as a basis for the 

interaction with the environment, since “perception … involves moving in a certain way” (209, 

emphasis in original). It also raises the question of how specific material qualities and configura-

tions afford to stimulate bodily responses and actions.  

** 
3.2. Embodied Reason 

Paradoxically, architecture has been commonly associated with hegemony of vision, with an ob-

ject of visual delight. Moreover, touch and smell have been considered – not only in architecture, 

but in Western culture in general – as lower senses and for that reason have been neglected.14 

However, during the past few decades, the questions of embodiment, of haptic, acoustic and olfac-

tory experience – nourished by significant theories in the fields of philosophy, anthropology and 

psychology, as well as by new discoveries in the sciences – have been growing in recognition, or 

rather have gone through a significant resurgence among theorists and practitioners in architecture, 

and in aesthetic fields generally, raising awareness of the dynamic and synaesthetic character of 

spatial experience and, consequently, the affective power of the built environment.15  

If we look back in time, following an archaeological approach, the figure of the German philoso-

............................................................................................. 
12 For the discussion of affordances in the context of atmospheric theories see also (Griffero (2010) 2014a, 39, 47-54). 
13 The term “sensory-motor process” was coined by Henri Bergson ((1896) 1929, 37, 177). Maurice Merleau-Ponty critical-
ly analyses it in his Phenomenology of Perception ((1945) 2002, 92). 
14 Since ancient Greece vision has been considered as a privileged sense, the greatest of the gifts (Plato (429?-347 B.C.E.)) 
and has been associated with cognition (Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E.), Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274)). A proof of 
enduring ocular hegemony might be found in our language. Phrases such as: ‘from my point of view’ or ‘from that perspec-
tive’ reveal the primordial role of vision in the appreciation of things. The dominance of the visual was certainly reinforced 
in the Renaissance through the invention of perspective, and in the late nineteenth century a whole visual culture arose 
through technological advances and the reproduction of images. It was Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) who 
classified the arts according to the sensorial spectrum and associated architecture with the visual arts. 
15 Undoubtedly, a significant contribution to that discussion by the Finnish theorist Juhani Pallasmaa (1936-) has to be 
mentioned here. Engaged in phenomenological discourse, in his texts and lectures Pallasmaa advocates a turn towards 
multi-sensory experience in architecture, placing a special emphasis on hapticity. See: (Pallasmaa 2009) (Pallasmaa 2005).  
Technological and scientific advances and their challenging implications for an understanding of embodied spatial experi-
ence, and architectural culture in general, have been also widely discussed by Harry Francis Mallgrave. See for instance: 
(Mallgrave 2013). In the urban context, the so-called “sensorial urbanism” has been discussed in  Sense of the City edited 
by Mirko Zardini (2005a), who associates this “sensorial revolution” in architecture and urbanism with “rediscovery of the 
element of character” – that is, of atmosphere (2005b, 23). 
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pher, artist and educator Hugo Kükelhaus (1900-1984) – best known as the originator of a series of 

experiential devices called ‘The Field for the Development of the Senses’ – comes to the fore as an 

invitation to take a longer detour not only due to the fact that movement and a re-enactment of the 

somatic experience dominated his thinking, but also because of his close relationship with archi-

tecture.16 

Critical of a modern city conceived as an “inhuman conglomerate” (Kükelhaus (1972) 2007, 16) – 

a media apparatus that flattens experience and erases complex patterns of natural rhythms – Hugo 

Kükelhaus’s conceptions of architectural space, explained and illustrated in his book Inhuman 

Architecture (1972), bear re-examination today [Fig.2/3.7]. We might say that his work belongs to 

a larger culture of thought, in which the sensorium has been reconsidered and reshaped, revealing 

not only its increasing embeddedness in aesthetic and quotidian experience, but also its agency in 

shaping our environment – i.e. as an important factor to be taken into consideration in a design 

process. In this regard, it is necessary to emphasise Kükelhaus’s hybrid nature as a theorist and 

practitioner. His work embraced both a theoretical and an applied understanding of phenomeno-

logical values, revealing their potential for thinking and creating space and for facilitating design 

procedures. This hybrid nature was also materialised in his studio-house in Soest – today Kükel-

haus Gesellschaft Soest e.V. (Kükelhaus Foundation) – which bears a certain resemblance to a 

Wunderkammer or perceptual laboratory [Fig.2/3.12 and Fig.2/3.13]. Kükelhaus used to call his 

house “the priceless house”, referring not to its material value, but to the experiential qualities 

embedded in it – namely, its atmosphere, which together with other disciplines and theories, af-

fected his creative work and enabled things to happen.  

Kükelhaus’s philosophical interests were grounded in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s (1749-

1832) understanding of the relative versus the absolute and the importance he assigned to phe-

nomena and active engagement at every level of enquiry.17 Emerging from Goethe’s theories rela-

tionality as well as his phenomenological approach appeared to Kükelhaus as central and crucial 

............................................................................................. 
16 ‘The Field for the Development of the Senses’ was conceived in the mid-1960s as an ‘Experience Playground for Physi-
cal Laws’. It included 30 play/work stations originally developed as prototypes in the Max Planck Society’s workshops for 
schools in Dortmund and exhibited as a part of the German Pavilion at the Expo’67 in Montreal. Later on, Kükelhaus’s 
‘Field of Sensory Experience’ went on tour as a travelling exhibition, and was also a part of the Exempla’75 Exhibition in 
Munich. See for instance (Münch 2014). His experiments and inventions constituted a foundation for the development of 
both educational tools and learning environments. 
17 Goethe, who is probably best known for his literary oeuvre, devoted much of his life to the study of natural sciences. 
Besides studies in the fields of botany, osteology, geology and meteorology, his major contribution was The Theory of 
Colour in the field of optics. And it is precisely his colour theory that leads us to explore the foundation of relationality, 
and more precisely the relation between the material and the immaterial. It was Isaac Newton (1643-1727) who, at the end 
of the seventeenth century in Opticks or a Treatise of the Reflections, Refractions, Inflections and Colours of Light (1704), 
grounded our understanding of light and colour, and who demonstrated that colour was not a quality of matter, but the 
result of the interaction between objects and light – i.e. that it arises from reflection and transmission of light and from its 
absorption by materials. Newton’s experiments also led him to the development of the circular diagram which illustrates 
the relation between the colours themselves, and which became the model for many colour systems re-elaborated in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – used also as a foundation of The Theory of Colours by Goethe. Nevertheless, unlike 
Newton’s, Goethe’s interests were not so much focused on the nature of colour in scientific terms, but on the questions of 
perception. Similarly, as noted by Jürgen Münch, “on the basis of a thorough analysis of Goethe’s ideas, Kükelhaus applied 
Goethe’s approach to colour theory to other physical phenomena. For him it was a question of the effect the perception of 
such phenomena could potentially have on the human organism, rather than their description and explanation in scientific 
terms” (2014, 163). 
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conditions of human existence. 18 Alongside these lines of thought, he called for an understanding 

of architecture not as an isolated medium – an auto-referenced and static object – but rather as an 

active field, defined through a very complex network of relationships and charged with possibili-

ties and suggestions. Whereas, in the light of the most advanced neuroscience, the contemporary 

architectural historian Harry Francis Mallgrave (1947-) has examined the aforementioned sen-

sorimotor processes that determine our spatial and situational responses to the built environment, 

thus defining architecture as “the existential field of our tactile consciousness” (2013, 63), by that 

time Kükelhaus had already hinted at a shift from object-oriented architecture towards the field of 

sensory experience. Namely, that existential field of tactile consciousness to which Mallgrave 

refers, where what matters is not the geometry or the hierarchical organization, but fields based on 

multiple relations and patterned by polarities. Consequently, Kükelhaus calls for repositioning 

ourselves in space understood as a dynamic field of mind-body-social relationships structured by 

active boundaries; “boundaries as processes”, breathing walls with transforming qualities – that is, 

interfaces through which different areas, environments begin to interact; boundaries that have to be 

understood as ambivalent and susceptible limits to ambient changes that reinforce the connections 

between the human being and the realm of phenomena, boundaries that define an ecological ap-

proach (Kükelhaus (1972) 2007, 25-26).19  

If we continue drawing similarities with contemporary theories, it is worth noticing that, like the 

previously-mentioned Juhani Pallasmaa, Hugo Kükelhaus draws our attention to the devastating 

consequences of sensory deprivation.20 For Kükelhaus, architecture not only embraces visual ap-

pearances, but also opens up a synaesthetic experience and a multi-layered reality in which cultur-

al, cognitive, sensory, emotional, material and immaterial components are fused in a reciprocal 

dependence. Similarly to Paul Valéry (1871-1945), whom we quoted to open this chapter, in that 

relational milieu, for Kükelhaus body comes to the fore as a powerful tool – a tool for both as-

sessing and creating synergies with the environment. For him it is an agency that reveals unex-

pected dimensions of reason: an “embodied reason” – to use Kükelhaus’s actual words – and a 

catalyst in the search for an affective and conductive environment that is “brought into effect 

through sensory and bodily activity” (10, 37).  

Accordingly, for Kükelhaus a full experience of space is only possible through motion and bodily 

engagement. Such action and perception define an experiential continuum – one that assigns the  

............................................................................................. 
18 Kükelhaus often recognised the influence of Goethe’s theories. He even mentioned it in his text written for the Expo’67 
Handbook (Münch 2014, 164). For a brief outline of Kükelhaus’s life and theories, see (Luescher 2006). 
19 Kükelhaus writes: “(...) If the wall as an architectural element is meant to continue organic processes, it has to be shaped 
in such a way that it challenges me as someone who confronts it and forces me to detach myself from myself, making me 
go beyond myself and directing me into something uncontrollable. Constructed walls, if they are meant to function as 
borders, ought to produce a profound experience. This means that walls, which just like skins are patterned organic fields, 
need to be three-dimensional constructions. They need to have body. As organic equivalents, walls have to be three-
dimensional bodies. (...)” ((1972) 2007, 26). 
20 See for instance: (Pallasmaa 2005) (Pallasmaa 2009). 
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Fig. 2/3.10 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.11 
 

Fig. 2/3.7 
Hugo Kükelhaus, Cover of the original edition of Inhu-

man Architecture (1972) 
   

Fig. 2/3.8 
Hugo Kükelhaus, “Roundabouts” 

[Photo: Signature P 56.83 © Stadtarchiv Soest – courtesy 
of Hugo Kükelhaus Gesellschaft Soest e.V.]  

 
Fig2/3.9 

Hugo Kükelhaus, Balancing devices in the courtyard of 
the Archygymnasium Soest, Germany 

[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)]  
 

Fig. 2/3.10 and Fig.2/3.11 
Hugo Kükelhaus, Der Tatort – der tonende Kosmos (n.d)  
[Collages, Signature P 56.61 © Stadtarchiv Soest – Cour-

tesy of Stadtarchiv Soest] 
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Fig. 2/3.12 and Fig. 2/3.13 
Hugo Kükelhaus’s studio-house in Soest, Germany 
[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 
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central position to the generative logic of the body. Hence, he draws our attention to a materiality 

that invites not only the eye but also other organs to observe and react. This becomes a basis for 

creating multisensory realms, in which “the eyes see – the ears hear – the nose smells – the skin 

feels – the fingers touch – the feet (under)stand – the hands be(hold) – the brain thinks – lungs 

breathe – blood pulses – the body swings” (Kükelhaus quoted in (Münch 2014, 164)); 21 and in 

which “the relationship between subject and object is an interactive whole” (Kükelhaus (1972) 

2007, 12) [Fig.2/3.10 and Fig.2/3.11].  

Following these lines of argument and claiming that it was necessary to “surround oneself with all 

kinds of phenomena”, Kükelhaus developed apparatuses that would stimulate bodily action and 

interaction, expanding the perceptual world into “differential states of experience” (15) [Fig.2/3.8 

and Fig.2/3.9]. Exhibited at the German Pavilion designed by Frei Otto (1925-2015) and Rudolf 

Gutbrod (1910-1999) for the Expo’67 in Montreal stations were described in the official brochure 

as “educational play machines (…) swaying and clanging in a delightful, but meaningful, world of 

motion.” 22 They gave raise to what is today known as a ‘Field of Sensory Experience’ or ‘Field for 

the Development of the Senses’. Composed of forty different stations field was, however, more 

than a mere playground. It constituted a whole apparatus of defamiliarisation through which 

Kükelhaus aimed at regaining awareness of the environment, of time, of matter, as well as of hu-

man and non-human limits and forces.  

We might say that, to a certain extent, these perceptual devices encapsulate the tenets which 

Kükelhaus shared with the German architect Werner Ruhnau (1922-2015), with whom he also 

shared friendship and projects. Not only did Ruhnau openly recognise the influence of Hugo 

Kükelhaus, but he also became, in 1979, a chairman of the society Organismus und Technik (Or-

ganism and Technology) founded by Kükelhaus in 1977 and dedicated to promoting his legacy.23 

It was also Kükelhaus who would collaborate with Ruhnau, as one of several “aesthetic experts” 

(Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 149) – to use Ruhnau’s term – on the design of the offices for Herta KG in 

Herten (1968-1972), to which we will return later.24 

 
 

 

............................................................................................. 

21 In German the verb begreifen means ‘to understand’, ‘to grasp’, while greifen means ‘to take’, ‘to catch’ or ‘to finger’ 
something. However, in English translation the play of words is slightly different. In German the text reads: “das Auge 
sieht – das Ohr hört – die Nase riecht – die Haut fu ̈hlt – die Finger tasten – der Fuß(ver)steht – die Hand(be)greift das 
Gehirn denkt – die Lunge atmet – das Blut pulst – der Körper schwingt .” 
22 Expo67 brochure of the German Pavilion [EXPO Montreal 1967 I und II, Signature P 56.33. AG Archiv und Kultur 
Soest]. Over 70 stationary-experience field projects can be found today across the world – in Germany, Austria, Switzer-
land, Holland and France. For a description of the 37 stations exhibited at the Exempla’75 exhibition see (Kükelhaus 
(1975) 2007). 
23 Werner Ruhnau met Hugo Kükelhaus in 1950, but it was after the Exempla 1975 Exhibition in Munich they became 
friends. See: (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 169-170) or (Stelkens 2007). 
24 Ruhnau, whose work has been broadly situated within the field of trans-disciplinary collaborations, engaged numerous 
artists in a development of many projects “on an equal footing with technical experts” (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 149). See 
also: ‘Appendix’ A1. 322. 
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*** 
3.3. New Sensibility 

Undoubtedly, Werner Ruhnau’s appreciation of Kükelhaus’s philosophy informed his understand-

ing of space. In 2013, at the age of 91, Ruhnau was still guiding visitors to the Gelsenkirchen The-

atre (1955-1959) – a project that brought him international recognition – inviting people to touch, 

to hear and to move – to involve all the sensory organs.25 If we refer to his architecture using what 

Ruhnau described as “scenic qualities”, it is in the sense of dynamic constellations of occurrences 

– a playful evolvement of space in which experience and action are stimulated by variable spatial 

configurations and material strategies. For him, the appearance of space was the result of the inter-

action of all the elements, and the visual was just a pretext for re-enacting the synaesthetic experi-

ence (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 150, 169).26  

By exploring further what scenic qualities entail, one might draw a certain parallel between 

Ruhnau’s ways of conceptualising space and operating with space and the epitome of the stage 

setting, which is also derived from the realm of performance and which Gernot Böhme used to 

illustrate the production of atmospheres (2008a, 2013a, 29). What both associations bring to the 

fore is the creation of an apparatus that activates an immersive condition, engaging the sensorium 

in an expansive way.  

As suggested by the British scholar Ben Anderson (1972-) who analyses the Foucaultian notion of 

dispositif in the context of the affect theory: “Starting from apparatuses requires a displacement of 

analysis from a specific actor who manipulates affective life to the ongoing integration of a multi-

plicity of elements, the emergence of specific functions and the constitution of intentions” (2014, 

33). The latter reminds us that – as Foucault pointed out – “the apparatus is essentially of a strate-

gic nature” (1980, 196). It comes into being through the integration of these differential elements 

and the combination of “strategies of relations of forces supporting, and supported by, types of 

knowledge” (196). These are also specific mechanisms through which atmospheres are staged or 

conditioned.  

In this context, Ruhnau’s work with its conceptual manifoldness, not only allows one to examine 

heterogeneity of meanings embedded in the notion of atmosphere, it also provides an inventory of 

tools and methodologies – that is, techniques of the atmospheric – deployed in the production of 

atmosphere. This by exploring a multiplicity of conditions that constitute their resonant origins – 

i.e. the production sites from and within they have emerged. 

............................................................................................. 
25 Based on the author’s guided visit to the Gelsenkirchen Theatre on May 18th 2013.  
For the impact of the Gelsenkirchen Theatre see, for instance, a documentary produced by BBC in 1963 Gelsenkirchen 
Theaterbau directed by Victor Glasstone – courtesy of Werner Ruhnau Archive.  
26 The term “scenic qualities” is applied in a broad sense – not only in relation to Ruhnau’s innovative theatre designs that 
have brought him international recognition. We might say that in context of Ruhnau’s work, the world of performance is 
not a mere programme generator, but a way of understanding space.  
See also an interview included in the ‘Appendix’ A1. 315.  
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To locate our account within a broader historical and cultural context, it is worth noticing that the 

Ruhr region – where Werner Ruhnau established his practice – was in the late 1950s an industrial-

ly dynamic and artistically effervescent area of post-war Western Germany. In Gelsenkirchen, this 

effervescence took the form of a totally new living and working model, defined by Helmuth de 

Haas (1928-1970), the editor for the Essen newspaper Die Welt, as a “Bauhütte”.27 Located in the 

Alte Feuerwache (an old fire station) [Fig.2/3.14] that the city authorities put at Ruhnau’s disposal 

as a planning office for the Gelsenkirchen Theatre, Bauhütte embodied a hybrid notion of the 

tradition of the Middle Ages guild and the Bauhaus legacy.28 It was, however, something more 

than a working and living place for the architects, artists, engineers, administrative and construc-

tion workers involved in a project. It became a vibrant laboratory or “melting pot” – to use 

Ruhnau’s actual words – charged with “inspiring, creative atmosphere”; a place that encapsulated 

“the living reality of the theatre construction site” through both creation and integration of visual 

arts, and also through the experience of “the visual and scenic qualities of space” (Lehmann-Kopp 

2007, 152, 150). The latter, as mentioned previously, was a core concept of Ruhnau’s work. 

Such a model went hand in hand with a programme known as ‘Kunst am Bau’ (‘Percent for Art’ or 

literally ‘Art on the Building Site’), established in the post-war Western Germany that was con-

cerned with the role of art as an alternative ideology. By including founding schemes linking art-

related acquisitions to building projects, the programme aimed at reinforcing an unalloyed unity of 

art and architecture. However, Ruhnau’s ambition was “to create architectural art as opposed to art 

for architecture” – i.e. to achieve an integrative collaboration, in which “[i]t was no longer just a 

question of the individual artistic disciplines”, but a question of creating a situation in which archi-

tects, engineers and artists would design and build together (Archiv Baukunst 2009, 19, Lehmann-

Kopp 2007, 149). Accordingly, Ruhnau’s work might be identified with a relational practice in 

which the making of architecture was understood as a site of cross-disciplinary fertilisation and 

reciprocity. Namely, a practice whose foundation entailed a recognition of the built environment 

as collective knowledge in constant formation; one that led to an exploration of new possibilities 

of spatial experience by building up new sensibilities, new collective dynamics, and new practical 

vocabularies. 

The creative and communal imagination that characterised the Bauhütte was a cornerstone for a 

visionary (and never-materialised) project of the ‘Centre of Sensibility’ (‘Schule der Sensibilität’), 

a programme, which the French artist Yves Klein (1928-1962) developed in collaboration with 

Ruhnau.29 Klein joined the Gelsenkirchen project [Fig.2/3.15] after meeting Ruhnau on the occa-

sion of the exhibition of the German artist Norbert Kricke (1922-1984) at the Iris Clert Gallery in  

............................................................................................. 
27 See for instance: (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 149-152) or (Banai 2009, 246). 
28 The Gelsenkirchen Theatre was a joint project with Max von Hausen (1919-1995), Ortwin Rave and Harald Deilmann 
(1920-2008). However, they worked together only on the competition proposal in 1954. The team disbanded before it was 
commissioned with a final design. Ruhnau continued working on the project on his own, and greatly modified the winning 
proposal for financial reasons. In its further development Ruhnau also involved other artists. 
29 See for instance: (Klein (1959) 2004, 38), (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 156), or (Stich 1994b, 123-124). 
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Fig. 2/3.14 
 

Fig. 2/3.15 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2/3.16 
Yves Klein, Architecture del'air (1961) 

 [(ANT 102), Dry pigment and synthetic resin on paper 
mounted on canvas, 261 x 213 cm. © Yves Klein, 

ADAGP, Paris, 2015] 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.16 
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Fig. 2/3.17 
 

Fig. 2/3.18 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.19 

 
 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.14 

Alte Feuerwache with The Gelsenkirchen Theatre in the 
background [In (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 42)] 

 
Fig. 2/3.15 

Yves Klein working on the sponge-reliefs at the Gelsen-
kirchen Theatre (1958) [Photo © Charles Wilp] 

 
Fig. 2/3.17 

Yves Klein with a cooperation of Werner Ruhnau, Draw-
ing for the Opera-Theatre in Gelsenkirchen (1958-1959) 

[Photo © Yves Klein, ADAGP, Paris, 2015] 
 

Fig. 2/3.18 
Yves Klein, View of the exhibition Monochrome und 

Feuer – Fire Wall and Fire Fountain, Museum Haus 
Lange, Krefeld, Germany (1961) [Photo © Bernward 

Wember © Yves Klein, ADAGP, Paris, 2015] 
 

Fig. 2/3.19 
Yves Klein with the cooperation of Claude Parent, Cité 

climatisée (toit d'air, murs de feu, lit de l'air) (1961) [Ink 
and pencil on paper, 50 x 68 cm. © Yves Klein / ADAGP, 

Paris 2015 © Claude Parent] 
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Fig. 2/3.20 
Werner Ruhnau, Gelsenkirchen Theatre (1955-1959) – 
Main façade with the sculpture by Robert Adams [Photo 
© Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 

Paris in March 1957, a few months after he had officially announced his Blue Period. By the end 

of 1958 the group of “aesthetic experts” included such artists as the previously-mentioned Kricke, 

Jean Tinguely (1925-1991), Robert Adams (1917-1984) [Fig.2/3.20], Paul Dierkes (1907-1968) 

and Martial Raysse (1936-). However, it is the collaboration with Klein that merits a closer scruti-

ny in the context of our atmospheric account. 

Here, a return to the association of ‘atmosphere’ with a gaseous milieu would probably at first 

bring to mind another visionary project that emerged from Klein’s and Ruhnau’s partnership and 

intellectual exchange, which flourished precisely during the Gelsenkirchen collaboration. That is, a 

project of ‘Air Architecture’ (1957-62) [Fig.2/3.16, Fig.2/3.19], on which Klein continued work-

ing from 1959 with the French architect Claude Parent (1923-).30  

As briefly noted in Chapter 1, within the aim of constructing “a new atmosphere of human intima-

cy” (Klein (1959) 2004, 44) evoking a return to Eden – one that we can suggest was also charged 

with a certain climatological eroticism [Fig.2/3.16] – Air Architecture went as far as breaking the 

logic between the material and the immaterial, and assigning to “[a]ir, gas, fire, sound, odors, 

magnetic forces, electricity, electronics” the role of “building materials” (44) [Fig.2/3.17, 

Fig.2/3.18]. By challenging material boundaries Air Architecture not only prompted architectural 

and social discourses to reformulate paradigms of spatial thinking and making, but also called for 

............................................................................................. 
30 Even though it was Claude Parent who from 1959 would further develop the ideas of architecture of air with Yves Klein, 
the encounter with Ruhnau was decisive for Klein. Since their meeting in March, 1957, shortly after Ruhnau had been 
commissioned for the design of the Gelsenkirchen Theatre, Klein not only found himself working with an international 
team of artists, but also had an opportunity to work on a series of experiments with water and fire which would take on an 
architectural dimension – like the ‘Fire-Water-Air Café’ (‘Feuer-Wasser-Luft Café’) initially planned on the Gelsenkirchen 
Theatre forecourt [Fig.2/3.17]; experiments that would later evolve into the project of architecture of air. And even though 
the influence of Ruhnau is often overlooked, it was Klein himself who recognised his contribution as a sparring partner, 
inviting Ruhnau to deliver a joint series of lectures about the idea of ‘The Evolution of Art Towards the Immaterial’ and 
‘Air Architecture’ in June, 1959, at the Sorbonne. See: (Klein (1959) 2004) (Ottmann 2010, 9). Claude Parent also wrote 
about Ruhnau’s collaboration in his article of 1968 in Art et Création n1. See: ((1968) 2013, 61). For a detailed description 
of the cooperation between Klein and Ruhnau in the context of the Gelsenkirchen Theatre see: (Klein and Ruhnau (1976) 
2007) or (Stich 1994b).  
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a critical reflection upon the affective dimension of the built environment. Air, as noted by 

Sloterdijk, “is the absolute teacher (…), it brings everything together and makes everything possi-

ble” ((2004) 2005, 225). Accordingly, Air Architecture rendered the immaterial as an active agen-

cy through which architecture negotiates and defines socio-spatial relationships, structuring our 

way of perceiving and inhabiting space, and, what is more important, becoming a detonator of 

what was defined in ‘Project for an Air Architecture’ (1961) manifesto as a “new human dimen-

sion” or “sensitivity” (Klein and Ruhnau (1961) 2004, 77).31   

Anderson is again instructive here, as he hinted that to understand affect as a “unitary category” is 

“to make terms such as feeling, mood, atmosphere, and so on, [precisely] into sensitising devices 

designed to attend to and reveal specific types of relational configurations” (2014, 12). This view 

brings us back to no other concept than that of “spaces of mindful physical presence”, which 

Gernot Böhme also associated with an expression of “sensitivities” (2013a, 29). From such a per-

spective, atmospheres are not vehicles for the fetishization of experience – that is, milieux of expe-

riential richness charged with a merely poetic potential. Atmospheres (unlike aura, which desig-

nates a contemplative distance) open up a wide range of modes of engagement (individual and 

collective) with a material world. This assumption reminds us that atmospheres are only seemingly 

immaterial. Atmosphere emerges from the relational entanglements of material and immaterial 

bodies (human and non-human), being manifested through their affective quality. 

Accordingly, Klein’s turn towards the immaterialising is not tantamount to dematerialisation.32 

Dematerialisation denotes incorporeality and, as noted by the architectural theorist Sanford Kwin-

ter, it is a mistake to confuse the incorporeal with the immaterial (1997). Hence, materials such as 

sponges [Fig.2/3.21 and Fig.2/3.22] were recognised by Klein as carriers of effects and phenome-

na, encoders of a symbolic dimension, and activators of the aforementioned sensibility. In 1956, 

on the occasion of the exhibition at the Galerie Collette Allendy in Paris, Klein proclaimed:  

Thanks to sponges – savage, living material – I would be able to make 

portraits of the readers of my monochromes, who after having seen, 

after having travelled in the blue of my paintings, come back totally 

impregnated in sensibility like the sponges.  
Yves Klein quoted in (Stich 1994a, 165) 

 

For Klein this sensibility was “a matter of direct and immediate perception-assimilation without  

............................................................................................. 
31 ‘Project for an Air Architecture’ was originally published in Zero Magazine, Düsseldorf, July 1961. 
32 Ruhnau often highlighted the difference between immaterialisation and dematerialisation. For instance, the text ‘Allge-
meine Entwicklung der heutigen Kunst zur Immaterialisierung’ (1958-59) (‘The evolution of today’s art towards immateri-
alisation’) published in the catalogue of the exhibition in Kunsthalle Bern in 1971, appears in the publication Yves 
Klein/Werner Ruhnau Documentation der Zusammenarbeit in den Jahren 1957-1960 (1976) under the title: ‘Manifest zur 
allgemeinen Entwicklung der heutigen Kunst zur Immaterialisierung (nicht Dematerialisation)’ (‘Manifesto for the evolu-
tion of today’s art towards immaterialisation (not dematerialisation)’), emphasising the difference. See: (Klein and Ruhnau 
1971, 74) (Klein and Ruhnau (1976) 2007, 41). 
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Fig. 2/3.21 
Detail of Yves Klein’s ‘Gelsenkirchen Blue’ 
Monochrome sponge relief – Gelsenkirchen Theatre 
(1957-1959), Germany [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 
(2013)]  
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Fig. 2/3.22 
Detail of Yves Klein’s ‘Gelsenkirchen Blue’ 

Monochrome relief – Gelsenkirchen Theatre (1957-1959), 
Germany [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 
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Fig. 2/3.23 
Yves Klein, perspective drawing of the lobby of the 
Gelsenkirchen Theatre (1957-1959) with murals by Yves 
Klein (1958) [© Yves Klein, ADAGP, Paris, 1958] 

any more effect or trick beyond the five senses” – that is, an “affective presence” that goes beyond 

the visible, obliterating “the picturesque in favour of the radiant” (Klein (1959) 2004, 39, 41), and 

involving all sensory modalities.33 Klein believed that “painting is not a function of the eye” and 

thus the impregnation of space with “the pictorial atmosphere” (39) became his focus of attention. 

Sponges, undoubtedly, complemented these atmospheric paintings. As noted by the art historian 

Sidra Stich (1943-): “They exemplified the success of the impregnation process and held their own 

as suggestive, indefinable, ambient, penetrative phenomena” (1994a, 165). 

This is evidenced in the foyer of the Gelsenkirchen Theatre [Fig.2/3.20-Fig.2/3.23], where Klein’s 

two giant monochromes with ‘cosmic craters’ and four spongy murals envelope space and the 

visitor in a blue haze. Inspired by the words of Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962), Klein associated 

blue with a “depth” and an immersion in “the world (…) permeated by the most Indeterminate 

reverie” (Bachelard quoted in (Klein (1959) 2004, 40)).34  

Interestingly, speculating on the affective qualities of colours, Merleau-Ponty also noted that blue 

in particular prompts us to look and act in a certain manner. He identified blue with “a certain field 

or atmosphere presented to the power of [the] eyes and of [the] whole body,” manifested – “before 

becoming an objective spectacle” – in a “quality (…) revealed by a type of behaviour which is 

directed towards it in its essence” ((1945) 2002, 244-45). What this assumption brings to the fore 

is that sight might be understood as a sensory channel for other senses – i.e. it is an integral part of 

a system of motor and perceptual powers. It also invites one to expand the definition of architec-

............................................................................................. 
33 Duchamp’s previously-mentioned rebellion in the face of retinal aesthetics enacted a similar turn to the immaterial. 
34 Klein officially announced his Blue Period at the Gallerie Apollinarie in Milan in January, 1957, within the exhibition 
entitled ‘Yves Klein: Propose monochrome, epoca blue.’ The Gelsenkirchen murals were Klein’s only major and public 
commission. See for instance: (O'Neill 2012, 54, 61) or (Archiv Baukunst 2009, 32). However, it bears pointing out that in 
Gelsenkirchen Theatre, the well-known IKB – ‘International Klein Blue’ – owing to the fire safety restrictions and its high 
toxicity had to be modified. For a more detailed account of the history of the Gelsenkirchen Theatre and the development 
of Yves Klein’s reliefs see: (Archiv Baukunst 2009) or (Glasstone 1963). 
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tural quality which the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor (1943-) suggested in his theory of atmos-

phere stating: “Quality architecture to me is when a building manages to move me” (2006, 11, 

emphasis added), not limiting the latter to emotional states but also including situations that con-

note certain patterns of behaviour. What Ruhnau would call as ‘Gelsenkirchen Blue’ (‘Gelsenkir-

chen Blau’) belongs to the wider project of ‘Climatisation of Space’ (‘Klimetisierung des 

Raumes’) and “symbolises meteorological and social human climate” (Lehmann-Kopp 2011, 7).  

Alongside these conceptual frameworks, the deep blackness of the big auditorium, in combination 

with the glittering silver surfaces and the hovering constellations of light bulbs envelope the visitor 

in a dreamlike atmosphere. Explaining the origins of common “starry skies” in his projects 

Ruhnau revealed the inspiration of the open sky hovering above ancient amphitheatres and a “vir-

tual cloud cover” (Archiv Baukunst 2009, 53-55) at the Teatro Olimpico in Vicenza by Andrea 

Palladio (1508-1580). Hence, Ruhnau often made allusions to skies and firmaments, stellar pat-

terns and moons, and regarded ceilings as important architectural elements.  

At The Münster Theatre (1953-1956), for instance – a first joint project as very young architects 

with Max von Hausen (1919-1995), Ortwin Rave and Harald Deilmann (1920-2008) – the cloud of 

lighting (composed of hundreds of paper shades) hovering above the amphitheatre dissolves limits 

and scale [Fig.2/3.24]. Since Ruhnau referred to the architecture of theatres as “aesthetic church-

es” (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 179), this association also brings to mind the vaults of gothic churches 

arising from the immersive black depth of the murky interior and transformed into firmaments 

illuminated by painted stars.  

Like the spiritual gloom of the church, the particular blackness of the Gelsenkirchen auditorium – 

as Ruhnau explained in the BBC documentary Gelsenkirchen Theaterbau (Glasstone 1963) – 

aimed at making people aware not of architecture but of themselves, of the situation at the given 

moment. We might say, then, that to take atmosphere to such an extent is to evaporate architec-

ture. However, this does not constitute a literal disappearance. As mentioned previously, Ruhnau 

distinguished between immaterialising and dematerialisation. This difference defines a framework 

not only for the joint projects with Klein, but also for various experiments with materials, the sam-

ples of which, apart from the blue sponges, filled Ruhnau’s studio-archive.  

In search of that immaterialisation, in which architecture is not conceived as a solid and fixed 

form, but rather as a device for the continually changing experience, where the material world is 

merged with phenomena and imagery, performativity of materials plays for Ruhnau an important 

role. Yet Ruhnau emphasises that “the varied visual, acoustic and haptic events (…) only emerge 

during movement through space” (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 169).  

This is what one becomes aware of in the Münster Theatre. The visitor moves through and is 

trapped in the interplay of transparencies and reflections being immersed in a liquid-like space 

imbued at the same time with a peculiar material density, in which immateriality takes on virtually 

palpable existence [Fig.2/3.25]. To paraphrase Henri Lefebvre’s (1901-1991) words, it is a space  
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Fig. 2/3.24 
Werner Ruhnau, Max von Hausen, Ortwin Rave and 
Harald Deilmann, Münster Theatre (1953-1956) – the 
cloud of lighting hovering above the amphitheatre [Photo 
© Izabela Wieczorek (2014)]  

that “offers sequences, sets of objects, concatenations of bodies – so much so, in fact that anyone 

can at any time discover new ones, forever slipping from the non-visible realm into the visible, 

from opacity into transparency” ((1974) 1991, 183). Through mirrors extending along the upper 

part of the walls, and reflecting constellations of bulbs embedded in the white surface of the ceil-

ing, the space obtains a magical expansion, magnified by the reflections in the shiny surface of the 

white floor [Fig.2/3.26 and Fig.2/3.28]. The mirrors and glass panes also reflect each other, creat-

ing an almost kaleidoscopic space. This kaleidoscopic effect is also created in the foyer at street 

level. Yet, with the heaviness of the black ceiling and the penetrating darkness, the lower foyer 

appears as a negative of the luminous space on the upper floor, evoking a certain intimacy and 

tempting the visitor to explore its uncertain depth [Fig.2/3.27].  

Moreover, changes in both the natural and the artificial light shift the clarity of transparency and 

the density of reflections, altering the perception of the foyer and its relationship with the court- 
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Fig. 2/3.25 
Werner Ruhnau, Max von Hausen, Ortwin Rave and 
Harald Deilmann, Münster Theatre (1953-1956) – 
Staircase [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)]  

yard and the city beyond. In its apparent neutrality the glass records and permits gazes, appearanc-

es, fleeting events and micro-performances. At night what is hidden during the daylight hours 

becomes visible. The visitors become themselves performers. In this context, glass is not only a 

perceptual intensifier, but is imbued with a social dimension, transforming the theatre into a place 

for the staging of social activity. That is, a place in which both performance and play are revealed 

in their polysemy. 35 

............................................................................................. 
35 Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) identified such a performative character of glass with an “art of the dazzling illusion” 
((1982) 2002, 537-542). The resonance of Benjamin’s idea of windowpane as a social mediator – with its unifying trans-
parency and physical impenetrability, its pellucid surface embodying glamour or commodity – might be also found in Dan 
Graham’s (1942-) text ‘Three Projects for Architecture and Video/ Notes’ ((1977) 2012) – yet, without any explicit refer-
ence to Benjamin. In that text Graham describes, among others, his installation ‘Public Space/ Two Audiences’ included in 
the Ambiente/Arte exhibition curated by Germano Celant (1940-) at the Venice Biennale in 1976, which has been explored 
in Chapter 1.  
The performativity of glass in Ruhnau’s work was probably explored to the highest degree in the project for the Flachglas 
AG in Gelsenkirchen (1982-1985) that will be further explored in Chapter 4. 
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Fig. 2/3.29 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.28 

 
 

Fig. 2/3.26 and Fig.2/3.28 
Münster Theatre – upper Foyer  

[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
 

Fig.2/3.27 
Münster Theatre – street level Foyer 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 

  
 

 
 

Fig. 2/3.29 
Werner Ruhnau, ‘Klima und Künsten’ (1977) – relation-

ships between perception, climate and arts  
[in (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 92)] 
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3.4. Towards an Immersive Field of Experience 

In formulating his concept of play, Werner Ruhnau built on the foundations of Homo Ludens by 

the Dutch cultural historian Johan Huizinga (1872-1945) (Huizinga (1944) 1949). Play was for 

him a key concept for spatial organisation as well as for activation of space.36 

The game is a natural phenomenon that has governed the way of the 

world from the outset: the composition of materials, their organisation 

into living structures, human social behaviour. (…).  

 

The process of play regulates and sublimates the process of daily life, 

and this applies especially for sacred games. But even when the rules 

are set, chance plays a role, which means that every outcome remains 

open!  
Ruhnau quoted in (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 168)  

 

Besides the concept of “sacred games” that became a central element of Werner Ruhnau’s work, 

concerns for climate and atmosphere have remained vividly impressed on his design protocols, 

even though Ruhnau did not continue working on Air Architecture. 37 Play, space and climate were 

the subjects of a series of lectures and seminars at the Université Laval in Québec in 1965-1966 

and at the École d’architecture in Montreal in 1967. Some ideas pointing towards what we can 

describe as an environmental or ecological embodiment were unfolded in the visual manifesto 

‘Climate and Arts’ (‘Klima und Künsten’) (1977) [Fig.2/3.29], and were also embodied in projects 

such as the aforementioned Herta KG in Herten, in which flexibility, comfort and “friendly atmos-

phere” (Gnichwitz 1987, 63) defined a script for a spatial play.38  

 

............................................................................................. 
36 It is worth noticing that aforementioned August Schmarsow (1853-1936) in ‘Das Wesen der architektonischen 
Scho ̈pfung’ (‘The Essence of Architectural Creation’) emphasised the importance of the subject’s engagement – psyche and 
embodiment – in the overall construct of space. Tracing the conceptual contours of space that goes beyond mere functional 
purposes, Schmarsow presents us with an idea of a Spielraum (the “elbow room” associated with creativity and play), in 
which spatial experience entails not only visual but also tactile and kinaesthetic aspects, and architecture as “creatress of 
space” (Raumgestaltrein) is understood in terms of both active bodily perception and creation. See: (Schmarsow (1893) 
1994). 
37 By sacred games or play Ruhnau refers to giving another dimension to daily events and rituals and structuring bodily 
processes through festivity. This “game method” might certainly be seen as a strategy of defamiliarisation. These ideas 
took shape in projects such as Munich Spielstrasse conceived for the Olympic Games in 1972, or The Künstler-Nekropole 
in Kassel in 1994. 
38 Interestingly, flexibility, comfort and atmosphere define a new conception of office space in a book A-Typical Plan. 
Projects and essays on identity, flexibility, and atmosphere in the office building – a new approach characterized by “the 
increasing integration of informality, pleasure, and even play – notions often seen as the antithesis of work” (Kuo 2013, 
19).  
It is also noteworthy that the so-called Bürolandschaft was a catchphrase in the Germany of that time – a levelling of the 
hierarchy of cellular offices. Developed in Germany in the late 1950s, “office landscaping” proposed different standards of 
behaviour. By evoking ‘friendly’ atmosphere it aimed at fostering good personal relationships among staff. See, for in-
stance: (Forty (1986) 2010, 143). 
Similarities here also invite an exploration of connections with Superstudio and Archizoom – groups belonging to the 
aforementioned Radical Italian Movement – and the idea of continuity and ‘The Non Stop City’.  
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Fig. 2/3.31 
 

Fig. 2/3.32 
 

Fig. 2/3.33 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.30 

Fig. 2/3.30 
Poster Spielsrtaße, ‘Spiele der XX. Olympiade – 1972, 

München’, designed by Herbert Schneider  
[© Deutsche Sport & Olympia Museum. Photo © Gregor 
Baldrich, Signature: 88/89-1979, retrieved from museum-

digital.de (accessed July 3, 2015)] 
  

Fig.2/3.31 
München 1972 Spielstrasse – play rules  

 
Fig. 2/3.32 

Spielstrasse – Materialspiele (Material Games/ Play 
Objects). EIAG 

 
Fig. 2/3.33 

Spielstrasse – Klaus Göhling and Willrich Mattes,  
Wobble Bridge  

 
Fig. 2/3.34 

Spielstrasse – ‘Baloon-sky’ of the Medienstraße  
 

[All photos in (Ruhnau n.d., n.p.) Courtesy of Werner 
Ruhnau]  

  

Fig. 2/3.34 
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Herta, undoubtedly, represents an alternative mode of occupation and of understanding climate 

and comfort. Its spatial organisation suggests not only a radical and new at that time interpretation 

of the office typology, but also a re-thinking of design methodology. In this context, it is important 

to highlight that Ruhnau started working on the Herta Project in 1967, just after his deep engage-

ment in the development of what he defined as “play concept” or “staged performances”. After a 

failed proposal (for financial reasons), on which Ruhnau worked together with the dramaturg 

Claus Bremer (1924-1996) and the playwright Paul Pörtner (1925-1984) for the aforementioned 

German Pavilion in Montreal in 1967, Ruhnau was invited to participate in preparations for the 

1972 Munich Olympics [Fig.2/3.30]. There he set out to materialise his ideas of play and perfor-

mance, under the heading Spielstraßen (Play Streets), on which he had started to work directly 

after his return from Canada.39  

Spielstraßen were conceived as “variable fields of action” (Ruhnau n.d., "Spielstrassen", para. 7), 

where “[a]ction becomes interaction” (Hohenemser n.d., "Communication," para. 2) as well as a 

form of consciousness of the productive entanglement between culture, society and the city. The 

program of Spielstraßen activities integrated a wide range of art forms: from theatre, dance, pan-

tomime, circus, music (performed on thirty stages spread along the path surrounding the Olympic 

Lake [Fig.2/3.31]) to painting, sculpture, multivision and multimedia art – such as video projec-

tions, photography, and radio transmissions.40 It also included what Ruhnau defined as ‘Materi-

alspiele’ – ‘Material Games’ or ‘Play Objects’ – a series of spatial interventions, or rather multi-

sensory realms that were meant to overcome the opposition between the audience and the per-

formers by instigating interaction, communication and creativity. [Fig.2/3.32- Fig.2/3.34]  

The essence of Spielstraßen was the atmosphere emerging from such a diversity of programmed 

and spontaneous situations charged with an experiential intensity of which only vague memories 

remain, overshadowed by the tragic events of September 5th. 41  

“Rolling balloons, plastic foil for spreading out or entangling encour-

aged experience instead of competition. In between, Indian music, ex-

perimental jazz, Pop-lightshow, folksong, sitar music, Ghanian 

rhythms, electronic sounds and a haptic floor on which one had to 

hold tight since everything wobbled; projection-clouds over the heads 

of the intensively active audience, past the din of the Metallophonie, 

the lazer-beam compositions, senso-motoric noises in the ears and ol-

factory experiences in the nose.”  
(Hohenemser n.d., "Communication," para. 11) 

............................................................................................. 
39  See for instance: (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 164). 
40 For a detailed programme see the official brochure (Roeder and Weber 1972). For a history of the Spielstraßen see: 
(Schiller and Young 2010). 
41 We refer here to the unprecedented attack, siege and massacre perpetrated during the Olympic Games by Palestinian 
militants from Black September.  
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Fig. 2/3.35 
Werner Ruhnau, Herta KG, Herten, Germany (1968-
1972) –  Administration Area, ‘Water Columns’ by 
Norbert Kricke [Photo © Werner Ruhnau Archive – 
Courtesy of Werner Ruhnau] 

It was certainly a “hedonistic turbulence” (Sloterdijk (2005) 2008, 13) – to borrow Peter 

Sloterdijk’s words – the same one that characterised The Crystal Palace designed by Joseph Pax-

ton (1803-1865) and Charles Fox (1810-1874) for the Great Exhibition in 1851 in London, which 

Sloterdijk identified with experience-oriented artificially controlled environment and a beginning 

of the “aesthetic of immersion” (12).42 The comparison is suggestive, since Werner Ruhnau used 

precisely The Crystal Palace as an epitome to illustrate the foundations of the Spielstraßen project 

(Ruhnau n.d., n.p.).  

In Herta KG, under the rubric ‘play’, Ruhnau interpreted the workspace as a social playground to 

be built through relationships – a playground in which material and immaterial strategies could 

define qualities of relationships at both social and environmental levels. In this sense, we might 

say that the Herta interior was conceived as a device to induce social interaction. One where there 

is no prescribed logic of movement or occupancy, nor any relational hierarchy of parts. What is 

presented instead is an open landscape, an assemblage of different objects and disparate materials. 

Yet it is not a generic space. Neither do the constituting elements appear as mere spatial accesso-

ries. They are rather intra-spatial components that coalesce into an atmosphere. We might say that 

they define an immersive field of experience in the sense meant by Hugo Kükelhaus, whose expe-

riential devices together with a heterogeneous collection of artworks – such as for instance ‘Water 

Columns’ by Norbert Kricke, or ‘Spherical Mirror Object’ by Adolf Luther (1912-1990) – were 

also part of this unfamiliar landscape.43 [Fig.2/3.35 and Fig.2/3.36] 

............................................................................................. 
42 For a discussion of atmosphere in the context of The Crystal Palace see Chapter 1. 
43 As noted previously, Ruhnau was interested in integrative and trans-disciplinary collaborations. Besides works of Kükel-
haus, Kricke and Luther, those by Günter Weseler (1930-), Rupprecht Geiger (1908-2009), Wolf Vostell (1932-1998) and 
others were also integrated in the Herta KG project. The described interior still exists. Many elements have, however, been 
transformed or have disappeared. It is also noteworthy that Kricke’s ‘Water Columns’ – composed of Plexiglas columns 
filled with continuously moving water (nowadays empty) – were originally proposed for the entrance to the Kleine Haus of 
the Gelsenkirchen Theatre. Much bigger in scale, they were, however, not materialised due to technical problems.  
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 Fig. 2/3.36 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.37 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.38 
 

Fig. 2/3.36 
Herta KG, Adolf Luther, Spherical Mirror Object  

[Photo © Werner Ruhnau Archive – Courtesy of Werner 
Ruhnau] 

 
Fig. 2/3.37 and Fig.2/3.38 

Herta KG, Administration Area [Photos © Werner 
Ruhnau Archive – Courtesy of Werner Ruhnau]  

 
Fig.2/3.39 and Fig.2/3.40 

Herta KG, ‘Moons’ by Rupprecht Geiger 
[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)]  

 
Fig. 2/3.41 

Herta KG, Thread curtain 
 [Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 

 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.39 
 

Fig. 2/3.40 
 

 
Fig. 2/3.41 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2/3.23 and Fig.2/3.25 
Münster Theatre – upper Foyer  

[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
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[S: t.1/q.1] > 

The association between a building (an interior) and a landscape – to which we will return in 

Chapter 4 – affirms in itself the immersive character. As noted by Stan Allen (1956-) who devel-

oped a particular taxonomy of landform buildings and designated vast interiors as such landform 

typology: “Landscape is less an object than an immersive field” (2011a, 285). In this category we 

can certainly include the Herta KG administrative area. If the landscape is traditionally allied with 

sensations and experience, the convergence between interior space and the notion of the landscape, 

as Allen argues, is, among other factors, a matter of texture and surface experienced directly by the 

body. He continues: “[L]andscape surfaces are always characterised by their material and per-

formative (textural) properties: or better, in landscape, behavior is a direct outcome of texture and 

materiality” (2011b, 363). This is what in a context of environmental aesthetics Arnold Berleant 

(1932-) associated with “somatic sensibility of environment” (2012, 56). 

In the Herta KG interior, changes in texture and surfaces are encountered on the way. It evidences 

Ruhnau’s belief that the view is not enough to explain spatial experience; this because only 

through motion is the full experience of space possible. Accordingly, the body in Ruhnau’s archi-

tecture is both receptor and producer. It is involved in a dynamic and kinaesthetic relation with 

other bodies and surroundings, triggering sensations and stimulating patterns of behaviour – such 

as the animatronic “breathing” wall (‘Atemwand’) designed by Günter Weseler [Fig.2/3.42]. The 

wall – no longer there – when activated electronically would expand and constantly transform the 

entrance. With this reading, Herta KG might be seen as a complex artificial ecology disclosed 

through tactile and visual exuberance. Soft carpets and gravel, thread or fabric curtains, raw mate-

rials contrasting with the bright finishes of diverse elements – such as walls, Rupprecht Geiger’s 

“moons” [Fig.2/3.39-Fig.2/3.40], or colourful devices responsible for the interior climate (the 

heaters) – define spatial relationships. We might say that, as in Spielstraßen, diverse material as-

semblages translate the fluid organisation of the landscape into a constellation of microenviron-

ments, providing both visibility and connections, but also clusters of privacy interspersed with 

islands for social encounters. They become a dynamic system of exchange – facilitators of pro-

gramme and events. In this context, space itself can be seen as a function of the specificities of 

these objects and materials whose effects are simultaneously visual, haptic and acoustic and which 

construct a whole host of situations. They establish a new system of meaning and in turn encour-

age action.  

While the floor, with its material diversity [Fig.2/3.44], structures and sharpens spatial orders, the 

silvery suspended ceiling gives an impression of continuity, increased through the use of mirrors – 

those facing the stairs that connect the two levels and those occasionally extending along the diag-

onal planes of the roof [Fig.2/3.43]. Mirrors, together with the aforementioned mirror-object of 

Adolf Luther would generate miniature spectacles within glowing lattices of collected light and 

images reflected from their surroundings. The effect was enhanced by the special quality of the 

light filtered through the silvery surfaces of the ceiling with its illuminated hanging tubes (also 

disappeared), evoking an airy and almost phantasmagoric atmosphere [Fig.2/3.37]. Mirrors cer-

tainly allow visual connections, yet their reflections blur or even confuse boundaries. They create 
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Fig. 2/3.42 
Photo and remnants of Günter Weseler’s ‘Breathing 
Wall’ (‘Atemwand’) wall (1971) at the Werner Ruhnau’s 
Archive in Kettwig, Essen [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 
(2013)] 

disorientation, a constant renegotiating of spatial and human relations – aspects inviting both a 

longer detour and an exploration of another of Ruhnau’s collaborative projects: Flachglas AG in 

Gelsenkirchen (1982-1985), in which Ruhnau involved precisely Adolf Luther.  

Yet, before we explore a phenomenology of the mirror in the next chapter, it is worth noticing that 

what these projects point to is a shift from exploring atmosphere as an inherent property of space 

or objects, towards approaching it more as a medium of perception – i.e. an agency that not only 

transports the subject to the realm of interiority, evoking feelings and emotions, but solicits somat-

ic responses, action and interaction. Consequently, atmosphere as a spatial phenomenon requires 

us to understand space as a contingent construction – a conductive environment and field of en-

gagement that appears to us as a result of continuous and complex interferences revealed through 

our perception – that is, as an immersive field of experience. 
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Fig. 2/3.43  
Werner Ruhnau, Herta KG, Herten, Germany (1968-
1972) – Reception Area, mirror panes  
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
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Fig. 2/3.44 
Werner Ruhnau, Herta KG, Herten, Germany (1968-

1972) – Floor textures  
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
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Chapter 4 
           

[Looking through the Glass. In Search of Affective Tectonics] 

For although this mirror world may have many aspects, indeed infi-

nitely many, it remains ambiguous, double-edged. It blinks: it is al-

ways this one – and never nothing – out of which another immediately 

arises. The space that transforms itself does so in the bosom of noth-

ingness.  
(Benjamin (1982) 2002, 542) 

           
 

A multiplicity of associations can be found surrounding the dualism of the mirror. One could fol-

low the Lacanian thoughts on specularised subjectivity and fragmented body (Lacan (1966) 2007) 

or the fascinations of Surrealists. One might get trapped like Narcissus in the reflection of the self, 

or explore the underworld by a magical force of immersion like Jean Cocteau’s poet.1 Even though 

it is not our intention to examine in depth its dialectical spectrum, the mirror – and glass in general 

– will serve as a navigational tool in our endeavour to map a shift in the understanding of material-

ity, and, furthermore, as a vehicle for discerning the means of creation of atmosphere. 

Several questions might follow this assumption. The first one: Why is glass paradigmatic for fram-

ing this discussion? Leaving other arguments to be further unfolded on subsequent pages, the 

words of Jean Baudrillard (1929-2007), who defines glass as “the most effective conceivable ma-

terial expression of the fundamental ambiguity of ‘atmosphere’” ((1968) 1996, 41), serve as the 

catalyst for these musings. 

It is precisely this ambiguity that leads us to the next question, which might be to explore what the 

term ‘atmosphere’ entails in an architectural discourse. In this context glass, which like atmos-

phere seems to hover in an intermediate realm between corporeality and (as hinted by Walter Ben-

jamin) nothingness, allows a bridging of the sensate and the environmental, and a subsequent 

exploring of atmosphere in its double dimensions – the aesthetic and the meteorological. 

Responding to the seminal essays on ‘Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal’ (1963) (1971) by 

Colin Rowe (1920-1999) and Robert Slutzky (1930-2005), we could examine glass beyond its 

symbolic dimension and the alignment between transparency and ideals of modernity. The inten-

tion is to present it more as an epitome of affective tectonics. Namely, tectonics that represents 

processual and experiential multiplicity of convergent time and space, body and environment, the 

............................................................................................. 
1 For Jean Cocteau (1889-1963) the mirror plays an important role both in his writings and cinematographic works. Here 
we refer to his film Le Sang d'un Poète (The Blood of a Poet) (1930), which we have mentioned in Chapter 2; see also 
Orphée (Orpheus) (1950).  
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material and the immaterial; a tectonics that includes effects of interference and haptic dynamics –

protocols of transmission and interaction. In this context, glass, with its shifting qualities and per-

formance, defines a particular realm of events, characterised by a dissolution of fixity and an em-

bedded ambivalence. A confusing of orthodox experiences of interiority that leads to an under-

standing of space as a contingent construction within a field of dynamic relationships. Thus, look-

ing through the glass or slipping through the looking-glass provides an appropriate tool through 

which to identify and analyse material and immaterial qualities through, exactly those through 

which architecture engages with both the real and the virtual. 

Responding to the previously-formulated questions, and with the ambition to contribute to a fur-

ther understanding of aforementioned tensions and convergences – like the mirror that transported 

Alice to the alternative world (Carroll (1872) 1999) – the intention is to take a reader on a journey 

and re-visit a collection of projects that will most definitely expand our atmospheric constellation 

of references, giving sustenance to the ongoing debate about corporeality, immateriality, affects 

and the production of atmosphere.  

To do so, however, we will start with Alice… 

 
Fig.2/4.1 
Hugo Kükelhaus looking through the Fresnel lens. 
[Photo: © Martin Schäfer, Courtesy of Martin Schäfer 
and Hugo Kükelhaus Gesellschaft Soest e.V]  
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[E: t.5/q.2] > 

[B: t.1/q.1] > 

[B: t.1/q.2] > 

[A: t.3/q.1] > 

* 
4.1. The Garden of Atmospheres and What Alice Found There 

“Let’s pretend the glass has got all soft like gauze, so that we can get 

through. Why, it’s turning into a sort of mist now, I declare! It’ll be 

easy enough to get through” – She was up on the chimney-piece while 

she said this, though she hardly knew how she had got there. And cer-

tainly the glass was beginning to melt away, just like a bright silvery 

mist.  
(Carroll (1872) 1999, 4-5, emphasis in original) 

            

 

Associating the works of Lewis Carroll (1832-1898) with “pure events”, Gilles Deleuze (1925-

1995) builds on Bergsonian lines of thought and talks about “the secret dualism hidden in sensible 

and material bodies themselves” ((1969) 2004, 3-4), which are always in the process of becoming. 

Encompassing the replacement of static conceptions of the material universe with the conceptions 

of dynamic processes, the notion of becoming opens up to unforeseen influences, multiple rela-

tions and experiences. It re-enacts the material world as a continual flux felt through our bodies 

(Bergson (1896) 1929, 177-178); an affective flux that also characterises atmosphere, which ap-

pears to us as “spatially extended quality of feeling” (Böhme 1993, 118). Atmospheres are also 

often defined in terms of dynamic unities, since their constitutive entities are no longer absolute or 

static. They emerge from the interplay of both material and immaterial bodies coalescing into 

intensities. 

Surprisingly, these conceptual contours are also to be found in the particular atmospheric taxono-

my defined by Christian Cay Lorenz Hirschfeld (1742-1792), in the Theory of Garden Art ((1779-

85) 2001). This Gernot Böhme (1937-) uses as a paradigm of the self-conscious pursuit of atmos-

phere through its instrumental nature.2 For readers who penetrate into the garden of atmospheres 

for the first time, it might be helpful to recall that sensing atmosphere (as Böhme suggests) is re-

lated to the sense of “whereness” (2005, 402) referring to the character of the space in which we 

find ourselves.3 Thus, to think atmospherically means to focus on how space is going to appear, to 

be experienced or to be felt. Thinking of atmosphere as “a space of affective materiality actualized 

through the ongoing movement of bodies, where bodies, following Spinoza, are defined (…) in 

terms of their capacity to affect and be affected” (McCormack 2008, 426), engineering atmos-

pheres is to be seen in terms of defining and regulating these relations through particular pre-

scripted sensuous encounters. In other words, constructing atmospheres is tantamount to instru-

mentalising affects. This in turn produces what we denominated conductive environments and 

fields of engagement. 
............................................................................................. 
2 See for instance: (Böhme 1993, 123, Böhme 2013a, 29, Böhme 2014, 94-95). 
3 For the notion of character, see Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. 
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Hirschfeld talks in his Theory precisely about characters and those sensuous encounters. He ex-

plores landscapes and gardens, which seem to be boundless and begin to merge with a human 

being, calling for sensations and causing our mind to turn inwards to memory and imagination. 

Analysing their affective qualities and effects (and furthermore, discerning the means of their 

creation) become his focus of attention; as does the engagement of the visitor. 

In short, for Hirschfeld the garden as an aesthetic object cannot be dissociated from the experienc-

ing subject. A subject understood as both receptor and producer – an active participant in the con-

struction of meaning. Following his teacher Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714-1762), Hirsch-

feld returns aesthetics to its etymological origins by emphasizing the primacy of the senses – 

movement and interaction for him being detonators of aesthetic engagement.4 Linda Parshall, in 

the introduction to the English version of Hirshfeld’s Theory, points out the fusion between motion 

and its aesthetic correlative e-motion, and also the role that these aspects play in assessing the 

effects of landscapes in Hirschfeld’s work (Parshall 2001, 13). For him motion and emotion are 

indivisible and fundamental to the experience of a garden. This affinity might be even more ex-

plicit if we are aware of the fact that in his time the noun Bewegung entailed both motion and emo-

tion, as the verb bewegen meant both to move physically and to touch emotionally (Parshall 2003, 

43-44).5 Beside the linguistic ambiguities, motion in Hirschfeld’s Theory is instanced from a varie-

ty of perspectives – “through the progress of growth, through the changes of seasons and storms, 

through the movements of clouds and water, through the passing presence of birds and insects, 

through thousands of small happenstances affecting regions and views” ((1779-85) 2001, 149), or 

through the actual movement of the visitor. These concerns lead him to an understanding of the 

garden as a spatial-temporal configuration that cannot be detached from Nature itself, which is 

“full of accidental occurrences” (184). Thus, the garden appears to him as an animated spectacle, 

the result of constant, but ever-changing conjunction between the planned and the unexpected. 

Focusing on a kinaesthetic sensibility, Hirschfeld is also explicit about somatic experience and the 

importance of the mutual participation of all the sensory modalities (151). This sensorial multiplic-

ity resides in a combination of diverse regions, scenes and elements that is presented by Hirschfeld 

as a “decisive factor in creating the effect” (173) – that is, in revealing an affective power. It is 

through the interplay between those heterogeneous entities that the garden triggers memories, 

feelings, moods and associations. It becomes a vehicle for events and a model for social organisa-

tion and interaction.  

Hirschfeld did himself travel, and these personal encounters give rise to the numerous accounts of 

garden visits included in his Theory (Parshall 2003, 33-34). It was by relating to the places he  

............................................................................................. 
4 To Hirschfeld, who studied theology and philosophy at Halle under A.G. Baumgarten, as to other thinkers belonging to 
the eighteenth-century aesthetics, aesthetic aspects were not only limited to beauty. See for instance: (Parshall 2003, 36). 
5 For a discussion on the difference between affect and emotion, and the intrinsic connection between movement (under-
stood not only as displacement, but also as a qualitative transformation) and sensation in a context of theory of affect see: 
(Massumi 2002). For the differentiation between emotion, mood, feeling and atmosphere see (Anderson 2009) or (Hasse 
2012). See also Chapter 1. 
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Fig.2/4.2 
C.C.L. Hirschfeld, Theory of Garden Art (1779-85) – 
Illustration to the section ‘Gardens According to Times of 
Day’ [in (Hirschfeld (1779-85) 2001, 387)]  

visited, to his own experiences, as well as observations on the ways people from different cultures 

interact with an environment, that he was able to extract their atmospheric qualities. We might 

then say that what emerges from Hirschfeld’s Theory is a conception of a garden as a relational 

and sensuous field of experience. It is in such an affective milieu that human activity is disclosed 

in dialogue with a creative force of Nature [Fig.2/4.2]. 

To be kept in mind is that Hirschfeld highlights a difference between the role of the gardener and 

that of the architect and therefore between garden art and architecture ((1779-85) 2001, 138). The 

first one is revealed as an entity in motion – an ever-changing sequence of scenes and effects, the 

latter as a stationary object “laying somewhere between delight and convenience” (149, 276). 

Today, such tropes as architectural contingency (Hays (1984) 2004), weather architecture (Hill 

2012), performative architecture (Somol and Whiting 2002, Leatherbarrow 2009) or field condi-

tion (Allen (1996) 2009, Kwinter 2001) sound familiar to us, since they have been at the heart of 

architectural debate for the past decades. Like the picture of the garden evoked by Hirschfeld, 

what these labels imply is an understanding of architecture not as an isolated medium – an auto-

referenced object – but rather as an active field, defined through an extremely complex network of 

relationships.6 Consequently, thinking relationships may lead us to a theory of situations, which 

are – as Peter Sloterdijk (1947-) points out – defined by relationships and interlaced with “atmos-

pheric wholes” ((2006) 2011b, 107). In this regard, Sloterdijk even goes as far as to ascribe to 

architecture the “production of embedding situations” and thus “the design of immersions” (108-

109). 

............................................................................................. 
6 As Jonathan Hill pointed out: “An architecture that is conceived as analogous to an ever-changing landscape is more 
temporally aware than other buildings and will require constant re-evaluation, encouraging particularly questioning and 
creative relations between objects, spaces and users at varied times, scales and dimensions” (2012b, 84). 



 
[Active Environments and Fields of Engagement] 

 
  

 

 149 

< [D: t.2/q.1] 

Here we might recall again Sir John Soane’s (1753-1837) house at Lincoln’s Inn Fields in London 

(1792-1824) (see also Chapter 1). Not only because he designed a totally immersive, encapsulated 

environment in order to – as noted by Jonathan Hill (1958-) – exclude his house from what John 

Ruskin (1819-1900) called “the storm-cloud of the nineteenth century” (quoted in (Hill 2012, 

160)) – that is, the polluted climate of London. It is primarily because Soane extended his fascina-

tion for the picturesque to architecture that he was led to think – in contrast to Hirschfeld’s as-

sumptions – that a house and a garden should be designed according to similar (if not identical) 

principles. The mixture of Soane’s interests in enlightenment architecture and new technologies  

(Soane even installed central heating – hot air and hot water systems – in his house (see: (Hawkes 

2008, 4-7)), as well as his fascination with decay and the picturesque, took shape in a hybrid at-

mosphere – a house as a climate and a garden (Hill 2012, 142-146).  

In Soane’s time, senses, ecstasies and the sentimental were governing in theories of the sublime 

and the picturesque (Hirschfeld’s Theory is a proof of it). As noted in Chapter 1, it was also in the 

context of the eighteenth-century’s aesthetic debate about architecture that the notion of character 

claimed attention, displacing interest from the allegorical or compositional aspects of the buildings 

towards the effects these and the wider range of materialities produce on the observer.7 By render-

ing architecture as a device for evoking feelings and emotions, space was suddenly imbued with 

theatricality. Helene Furján defines Soane’s house as a “spectacular theatre”. One that explores the 

relation between effect, affect and meaning, evoking terms such as “stage”, “scene” or “scenery”, 

which permeated the aesthetic discourses of the period. Precisely these were derived from the 

eighteenth-century gardening theories (Furján 2011, 41).8 It could be said that Soane, who saw 

architecture as a setting, conceived his museum as an inner landscape.9 By creating vistas and 

visual thresholds he replaced a static collection of objects with an unfolding collection of stage 

sets or scenes, in which effects attract visitors by dissolving space and exhibits, either in light or 

darkness, instilling sensations, nourishing imagination and, what is more important, triggering 

through discovery a construction of narratives [Fig.2/4.3-Fig.2/4.6]. This particular intertwinement 

between the visual and other sensory modalities, between construction of meaning, imagination 

and memory might be associated with the magic embedded in the creation of atmosphere which 

Böhme talked about – “conjuring, telekinesis, the triggering of effects through signs” (1995, 36).  

............................................................................................. 

7 Helene Furján provides a brief account of the emergence of these theories and evokes such works as Nicolas Le Camus 
Mézières’s (1721-1789) The Genius of Architecture or The analogy of that art with our sensations (1780), Germain 
Boffrand’s (1667-1754) Livre d’architecture contenant les principes généraux de cet art (1745), Etienne-Louis Boullée’s 
‘Architecture, Essay on Art, also Antoine Chrysostome Quatremère de Quincy (1755-1849) who included the term effect in 
his Dictionnaire Historique d’Architecture (1832). See (Furján 2011, 44-45). For the scrutiny of the notion of ‘character’ in 
the context of Sir John Soane’s work see also (Watkin 1996, 184-255). 
8 We would like to point out a particular conceptual loop which terms such as scene, stage, and scenery entail in the context 
of atmosphere. As suggested by Furjan, these terms were adopted by architectural discourses from the gardening theories, 
which, as noted previously, were identified by Böhme as a first application of the theory of atmosphere. Yet Böhme argues 
that these terms indicate that it was a scenography that served as a model for garden art (2014, 94).  
9 In the description of his house at Lincoln’s Inn Fields from 1830, Soane wrote about the means of shaping such an inner 
landscape, in which bookcases, vases, busts, looking-glasses, mirrors and the heterogeneous collection of objects “united 
with the assemblage of ancient and modern art (…) – make a rich background to the whole, and produce many powerful 
effects of architectural scenery” (1830, 20, emphasis added). 
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Fig. 2/4.3, Fig.2/4.4 and Fig.2/4.5 
Sir John Soane, House-Museum 12-14 Lincoln’s Inn 
Fields, London, Great Britain: (above) view to the Dome 
Area with a reflection of the Apollo statue, (bottom left) 
fragment of the Apollo statue with a reflection of Sir John 
Soane’s bust, and (bottom right) view to the Breakfast 
Room with a reflection of the Dome Area  
[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2015). By courtesy of the 
Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum]  
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Fig. 2/4.6 
Museum Corridor convex mirror reflecting golden light 

from the skylight above [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 
(2015). By courtesy of the Trustees of Sir John Soane’s 

Museum]  
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Fig. 2/4.7 and Fig.2/4.8  
Breakfast Room – convex mirrors in the ceiling 
pendentive dome (left), and Dressing Room – faceted 
mirror (right). 
[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2015). By courtesy of the 
Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum]  
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As noted by Ben Anderson (1972-), vague sense of atmospheres resides in the ambiguity of affect. 

“They mix together narrative and signifying elements and nonnarrative and asignifying elements” 

(2009, 80). It is a matter of fact that mirrors define a threshold between the real and the imaginary, 

between perceptual modes and semiotic codes. Jacques Lacan (1901-1981), to whose theory of 

“mirror stage” in psychoanalytic experience we alluded in the introductory words, used the differ-

ences in physical experience of plane and spherical mirrors as allegories of the constitution of the 

‘self’ – that is, of processes of identification, as well as for defining the differences between the 

real, the symbolic, and the imaginary. However, of relevance here is not the cognitive capacity to 

recognize the equivalence of self and image (and embedded in it the transition from a fragmented 

experience of the body to the perception of the body as a unity, or the relation between the real and 

the virtual in psychoanalytical sense), but the physical and spatial condition, that is, the founda-

tional optical nature of the mirror for Lacan. It was the study of the French physician Henri 

Bouasse (1866-1953) Optique et photométrie dites géométriques (1917), and more precisely per-

ceptual mechanisms in the production of images on the curved surface of the mirror that served 

Lacan as a basis for his theories (Lacan (1966) 2007b, 563-570); mirrors that produce uncanny 

effects through images that appear and disappear depending on the position of the beholder.10  

In this regard, and turning to the question of a phenomenology of the mirror, we could introduce 

Umberto Eco (1932-) who examines the relation between mirrors and signs. According to Eco, 

mirrors might be regarded as catoptric prostheses. Rather than bare objects to be looked at, they 

are more viewing apparatuses themselves.  

We trust mirrors just as we trust spectacles and binoculars, since, like 

spectacles and binoculars, mirrors are prostheses. In a strict sense, a 

prosthesis is an apparatus replacing a missing organ (an artificial limb, 

a denture); but, in a broader sense, it is any apparatus extending the 

range of action of an organ.  
(Eco (1984) 1986, 208) 

 

Eco further tells us in his mussing that mirrors, as such prostheses, are also channels – namely 

“material medium for the passage of information” (208).  This also suggests that by positioning 

the mirror in a certain way we are able to manipulate these channelling qualities. With their fram-

ing, multiplying or distorting nature mirrors become devices of what Eco defines as “procatoptric 

staging” (220).11 Produced in that way situations – that is, perceptive deceptions – “can be defined 

as the result of programmed stimuli” (222, emphasis in original). Strategy adapted to significant 

effect by Soane in his Lincoln’s Inn Fields house-museum [Fig.2/4.7 nad Fig.2/4.8].12  

............................................................................................. 
10 For a discussion of mirror reflections and their uncanny effects in relation to Lacan’s theories see also (Vidler 1992). 
11 The experience with the mirror in scientific terms is identified with catoptric experience. 
12 Umberto Eco even goes as far as defining distorting mirrors as prostheses with hallucinatory functions ((1984) 1986, 
217). The interplay between different qualities of mirrors and phenomena produced by them was the principle of late-
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By the time Soane was building his house, mirrors were indispensable elements of interior decora-

tion, as well as an epitome of industrial advances (Furján 2011, 55). However, we might say that at 

Lincoln’s Inn Fields all kinds of looking glasses and mirrors – concave, flat or tinted, stripped or 

panelled, situated on walls or in the ceiling, on the sides of the lanterns or doorways, window 

mullions and jambs, furniture or in the fireplace – were something other than a mere demonstra-

tion of trends and fashion.13 In Soane’s idiosyncratic way of thinking space, glass and mirrors were 

used as means to expand or multiply space as well as to collect, intensify or disperse light. Like 

the lenses and mirrors that through the optic of reflection enabled the creation of the magic dis-

plays and proto-cinematographic devices of the period, such looking glasses and mirrors in 

Soane’s house can be seen as procatoptric devices; ones that embodied new rules of perception, 

defining new rules of space.14 They became an active part of spatial arrangement and (together 

with coloured glass) a tool for imbuing objects with life (Soane 1830, 19, Soane 1835-1836, 44-

45). 

In scanning techniques adopted by Soane to generate effects, the architectural historian David 

Watkin (1941-) speculates about Soane’s concerns for light as well as techniques of “dissolution 

of conventional architectural forms into a series of poetically-lit hollowed-out spaces” and their 

parallelisms with the late style of the English Romantic painter Joseph Mallord William Turner 

(1778-1851), who was Soane’s good friend (Watkin 1983, 48). Watkin even goes as far as sug-

gesting a resemblance between “Soane’s late interiors with their diaphanous lighting effects, mir-

rors and coloured glass” and Turner’s coloured studies of reflection and refraction based on “the 

juxtapositions of glass balls, some empty and some half-filled with water” (50). [Fig. 2/4.9 and 

2/4.10] Nevertheless, besides those “romantic” speculations – as Watkin himself labels them – 

there are other factual accounts that allow a tracing of the origins of Soane’s fascination with glass 

and mirrors.15 

In April, 1779, during his Grand Tour, Soane visited Villa Palagonia in Bagheria, having been-

intrigued by the description of that enchanted place in Patrick Brydone’s (1743-1818) Tour 

through Sicily and Malta ((1773) 1775, 93-103).16 As noted previously in the context of our    

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
eighteenth and early-nineteenth century performances known as Theatrum catoptricum, Theatron polydicticum, Theatrum 
protei, Speculum heterodictum, Multividium, Speculum multiplex, Tabula scalata. See: (Eco (1984) 1986, 221-222), also 
(Crary 2001, 261-280). 
13 By the time Soane died there were over 111 mirrors in his house-museum (based on the author’s guided visit to the 
Soane Museum on September 5th 2015). See also: (Furján 2011, 55). 
14 In this context we might recall that Jonathan Crary talks about a shift from “geometrical optics” in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries towards “psychological optics” developed in the nineteenth century, in which the body is understood 
as “constitutive (...) in the apprehension of a visual world” (1992, 16). 
15 Helen Dorey similarly to Watkin suggests that Soane was inspired by Turner’s ideas. Soane’s notebook includes notes 
from Turner’s lecture in 1812 (2007, 25).  For a comparison of Soane’s and Turner’s conceptual tools see also: (Hill 2012, 
170-174). 
16 In 1778 Soane was awarded the King’s Travelling Scholarship that enabled him to make a Grand Tour in 1778-1780. As 
noted by Watkin, Soane recognised that he owed the success of his career to this award (2000, 2). Soane visited the villa 
with Rowland Burdon (c.1757-1838) (See: Burdon’s letter to Soane from February 2nd, 1819, Soane Research Library, SM 
Priv.Corr.III.B.2.14). For an account of Soane’s visit, see for instance: (Darley 1999, 44-45) or (Grigor (2005) 2009).  
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Fig.2/4.9 and Fig.2/4.10 
Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), II Various 
Perspective Diagrams. Lecture Diagram: Reflections in a 
Single Polished Metal Globes and in a Pair of Polished 
Metal Globes, c.1810 (left), and Lecture Diagram: 
Reflections and Refractions in a Transparent Globe Half-
Filled with Water, c. 1810 (right) [D17147 and  D40024 
© Tate, London 2015] 

account of assemblages (see Chapter 1), the army of monsters and the opulent collection of objects 

“strongly cemented together” (Brydone (1773) 1775, 98) covering walls and forming architectural 

elements certainly reveal similarities with Soane’s Museum “decorated with fragments of ancient 

and modern art” (Soane 1830, 7).17 However, it was the great salon with its high arched roof that 

“instead of plaister [sic] or stucco, [was] composed entirely of large mirrors, nicely joined togeth-

er” (97), which in combination with the inventive use of coloured glass made a deep impact on 

Soane. As Brydone noticed: 

The effect that [mirrors] produce (as each of them make a small angle 

with the other) is exactly that of multiplying glass; so that when three 

or four people are walking below, there is always the appearance of 

three or four hundred walking above. The whole of the doors are 

likewise covered over with small pieces of mirror, cut into the most 

ridiculous shapes, and intermixed with a great variety of crystal and 

glass of different colours. (…) The windows of this inchanted [sic] 

castle are composed of a variety of glass of every different colour, 

mixed without any sort of order or regularity. Blue, red, green, yellow, 

purple, violet. – So that at each window, you may have the heavens 

and earth of whatever colour you chuse [sic], only by looking through 

the pane that pleases you.  
(Brydone (1773) 1775, 97-99)  

 

............................................................................................. 
17 Lecture VI of Soane’s Royal Academy Lectures (given in March 25th 1819) has a reference to the Villa Palagonia as an 
example of “inventive powers and extravagance” (1819, 43), but also of bad taste. The lecture includes lengthy quotes from 
Brydone’s Tour through Sicily and Malta. See: (1819, 41-44). 
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Fig. 2/4.11 and Fig.2/4.12 
The Dome Area of Sir John Soane’s House-Museum, 12-
14 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London (1792-1824) – skylights  
[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2015). By courtesy of the 
Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum]  
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Soane remained deeply fascinated by the spatial arrangements and the interplay of effects of col-

oured light and reflections produced by glass and mirrors. He even included in one of the descrip-

tions of his house at Lincoln’s Inn Fields a reference to “the wonderful performances of the Prince 

of Palagonia in the decoration and furniture of his palace” (quoted in (Darley 1999, 44)). For 

Soane, life and colour were “so intimately conjoined”, that it was impossible to “separate them 

without losing one” (Soane 1835-1836, 44). And he certainly chose the color that pleased him. To 

bathe his garden in a “golden glow” (Hill 2012, 145) Soane inserted tinted glass skylights [Fig. 

2/4.11 and Fig.2/4.12].18 He wrote: 

The tenderest hues of the primrose deepening into golden yellow, bril-

liant crimson, regal scarlet, emerald green, and splendid purple, shed 

their richest tints wherever they are required to give tone and lustre to 

those invaluable works of Art, which so well merit investigation under 

the most favourable circumstances. 

Of course, these exquisite effects vary with the time and the atmos-

phere; but the coloured glass is so judiciously disposed (being assisted 

by innumerable reflections from mirrors inserted not obtrusively), that 

the coldness likely to arise from opaque objects nearly devoid of col-

our is completely avoided, and a diffusion of warm and cheerful light 

cast upon every thing we behold. 
(Soane 1835-1836, 45). 

 

However, such a description reveals that for Soane glass and mirrors were not mere instruments 

for manipulating perception. They might be seen as both interior devices of the picturesque and 

modulators of environmental conditions, since, as hinted by the British contemporary novelist 

Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell (1810-1865), mirrors and glass were used during the Victorian era “to 

reflect the light, and answer the same purpose as water in a landscape” ((1854) 2002, 74).19 Soane 

devised not only how to collect, but also how to transport and disperse light. Visible and hidden 

mirrors, convex or flat, located strategically and angled in a specific way, became a multiple sys-

tem that splashed reflected light – both natural and artificial (the latter originally proceeding from 

candles and fire) – filling the space with sparkles and reflections and transporting the brilliance 

even to the darkest recesses [Fig. 2/4.6]. However, this “jewelled effect” is not only produced by 

glass and mirrors. It is intensified by “[t]he rich red walls with their almost lacquered sheen, the 

............................................................................................. 
18 Sophia Psarra suggests that Soane wanted to evoke ‘Mediterranean’ light – Italy (Psarra 2009, 117). The lighting effect 
was important to such an extent that originally the museum would close on cloudy days, which Soane described as “dirty 
weather” (based on the author’s guided visit to the Soane Museum on September 5th 2015). David Watkin identifies 
Soane’s reluctance to show the museum on dark days with his idea of the building as a garden (2000, 20).   
19 Hirschfeld made a similar observation: “Water is in a landscape what mirrors are in a building or eyes in the body” 
((1779-85) 2001, 180). His words certainly bring back the association with viewing apparatus. He continues: “Not only 
does it offer a multiplicity of impressions according to its size, shape, and movement, but it also relates in various engaging 
ways to other landscape features. (…) Through its situation and its association with other objects we can make its effects 
more specific, strong and compelling, therefore modifying all scenes and invoking all sensations” (248). 
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use of ebony and painted bronze” (Darley 1999, 305), and by the shiny surfaces of floors or mis-

cellaneous objects.20 The result is a house in which natural energies and matter converge in a total-

ly new concept of space involved in a dialectical tension with body and the surroundings. There-

fore, we might say that even though Soane’s aim was to isolate his house from the surrounding 

polluted atmosphere, he programmatically involved environment.  

What is more, as Soane explained in his own description of the Breakfast Room, the mirrors and 

the looking glasses, “combined with the variety of outline and general arrangements in the design 

and decoration of this limited space, present an almost infinite succession of those fanciful effects 

which constitute the poetry in Architecture” (1830, 2, emphasis in original). And for Soane there 

was no poetry in architecture without the senses. Influenced by Nicolas Le Camus Mézières’s The 

Genius of Architecture or The analogy of that art with our sensations ((1780) 1992), in which the 

author classified sensations in relation to the appearances projected to the observer by architecture 

and environment, Soane called for “architecture to appeal to the spectator, to instruct and to move 

him” (Watkin 2000, 9) – that is, an architecture that would “arrest attention” and “produce the 

most powerful sensations” (Soane 1830, 6). 21 In this regard Soane’s house embodies an unfolding 

spatial poetry in which words are displaced with hundreds of objects animated by “the most ex-

quisite hues” and “magical effects” (Soane 1835-1836, 44), coalescing into an immersive envi-

ronment to be explored through the body and with all the senses. Accordingly, by bridging the 

environmental and the sensate, mirrors in Soane’s house have lost their object-hood and become 

generators of atmosphere and vehicles for transporting not only the light but also the visitor to 

another realms.22  

** 
4.2. In the Palace of Reflections  

Soane’s house, like a garden, is a place of peripatetic action. Once inside, the visitor wanders, 

glimpsing one space through another, and discovers an almost infinite mirrored extension. Analys-

ing Soane’s fascination with mirrors and their effects, Watkin traces connections – besides previ-

ously mentioned suggestive analogies with Turner’s paintings – also with the interiors of Charles 

Percier (1764-1838) and Pierre François Léonard Fontaine (1762-1853). Interiors that Soane visit-

ed in Paris in 1819. It was in Percier’s and Fontaine’s Recueil de décorations intérieures (1801) 

that Soane “would also have found two plates showing the impact of mirrors incorporated archi-

tecturally into domestic interiors in Spain and Poland, a device he deployed so brilliantly in the 

Soane Museum” (Watkin 1983, 46).  

............................................................................................. 
20 Identified by Adrian Forty as “probably the most enthusiastic exponent of ‘character’” (2000a, 125), Soane was aware 
that “even a Moulding, however diminutive, contributes to increase or lessen the character of the assemblage of which it 
forms a part” (Soane quoted in (Forty 2000a, 126)). 
21 Le Camus Mézières defines his study as a first attempt to reveal “the analogy of the proportions of Architecture with our 
sensations” and to define “characters” ((1780) 1992, 69).  Certainly some parallelisms might be drawn here with Heinrich 
Wölfflin’s (1864-1945) account of moods. See: (Wölfflin (1886) 1994).  
22 For the relation between the environmental and the sensate in Soane’s house see also (Hawkes 2008).  
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Fig. 2/4.13 
Sir John Soane, House-Museum 12-14 Lincoln’s Inn 

Fields, London: convex mirror with a reflection of the 
South Drawing Room  [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 

(2015). By courtesy of the Trustees of Sir John Soane’s 
Museum] 

 
 
 
 

Fig. 2/4.14 
Mirror Staircase   

[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2015). By courtesy of the 
Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum]   
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Fig. 2/4.15 

 

Fig. 2/4.16 
 
 
Fig. 2/4.15 
Plates from Percier’s and Fontaine’s Recueil de décora-
tions intérieures.  
Plate 31 – ‘Cheminée exécutée sur un fond en glace dans 
la Galerie du Poe, S… en Pologne’,  
 
Fig. 2/4.16 
Plate 61 – ‘Vue intérieure d’un Cabinet pour le Roi 
d’Espagne, exécuté a Paris et placé à Aranjuez.’ 
[Engravings in (Percier and Fontaine 1801, np.)] 

 
 
 

 

 
Fig. 2/4.17 
 

 
Fig. 2/4.18 
 
Fig. 2/4.17 
Sir John Soane, House-Museum 12-14 Lincoln’s Inn 
Fields, London: view of the Apartment (reconstruction), 
door with convex and plane mirrors.  
 
Fig. 2/4.18 
Sir John Soane, House-Museum 12-14 Lincoln’s Inn 
Fields, London: Breakfast Room, miniature convex 
mirrors.  
[Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2015). By courtesy of the 
Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum] 
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The two interiors to which Watkin refers incorporate mirrors that produce an illusory effect of an 

endless sequence of spaces [Fig.2/4.15 and Fig.2/4.16].23 Similarly, Soane used mirrors and glass 

to expand and to confuse boundaries, but also to create intimacy, and in this sense, as noted by 

Gillian Darley, the produced effects are “very opposite to those glittering rococo rooms of south-

ern Italy, with their painted decoration on glass dissolving space and turning walls into air ” (1999, 

305-306). [Fig.2/4.17] As Jean Baudrillard asserted: “The more mirrors there are, the more glori-

ous is the intimacy of the room, albeit more turned in upon itself” ((1968) 1996, 23). Soane also 

increased such an effect by playing with scales. Some convex mirrors are only a few inches wide 

and, as Henry Plummer noted, compress “entire rooms of furnishing and people into their micro-

scopic realms, and are then assembled into nestfuls of suns, circling and arching overhead as glit-

tery constellations” (1987, 93) [Fig.2/4.18]. 24 

In this sense, the interplay between shadow and light as well as illusory reflections were elements 

of theatrical manipulation that Soane used to construct a labyrinth. A labyrinth composed of dark 

cavities and channels of luminosity, infinite views and microcosms [Fig.2/4.19 and Fig.2/4.20]. A 

labyrinth of particular material density, covered with domes, which seem to be liberated from 

gravity. Here light transforms them into floating canopies imbued with lightness similar to tensile 

or inflatable structures (Navarro Baldeweg 2009, 9). 

At this point it is also worth noticing that in the Soane house the spatial expansion is not only 

illusory. Through visual axes the interior connects with the outside and, as Sophia Psarra suggests, 

becomes a part of “a larger setting” (Psarra 2009, 123). Even though (as previously noticed) Soane 

conceived his house as an encapsulated environment, and mirroring effects certainly reinforce that 

“dramatic self-referential aspect of Lincoln’s Inn Fields” (Darley 1999, 305) – it is thus through 

mirrors and vistas that the interior and the exterior are merged together.  

The constantly changing relationships between visual thresholds, unfolding vistas, and intricate 

itineraries are a key mechanism to create situations based on an association between visual percep-

tion and bodily engagement. Achieved in this fashion, the previously-mentioned labyrinthine na-

ture and scenic qualities again bring associations with the garden (Psarra 2009, 122). Here the 

visitor discovers, but also gets lost. Such effects, although often based on confusion, are at the  

............................................................................................. 
23 Watkin certainly refers to plates 31 and 61. See: (Percier and Fontaine 1801), Soane Museum Research Library, Case I-II 
Drawer 101 A-L 42B. 
24 In this context, as Helen Dorey argues, convex mirrors might suggest another relation between Soane’s house and the 
landscape – the latter seen through the ‘Claude’ Glass, a lens for viewing scenery that reflects a miniature landscape in its 
often round, tinted and concave surface. It was popular in England in the eighteenth century. Dorey writes: “[I]n the Dining 
Room Soane transformed reflections of the interior into works of art through the use of framed convex mirrors in almost 
the same way as the adherents of the picturesque movement used hand-held ‘Claude’ glasses to transform landscapes into 
framed views reminiscent of the tranquil paintings of Claude and Poussin” (2015, 156). See also: (Hill 2012, 145). 
Nevertheless, due to the fact the Claude Glass frames, manipulates and objectifies, this comparison might be to a certain 
extent contradictory. Especially if we think of Arnold Berleant’s definition of the Claude Glass as the instrument that 
exemplifies observational standpoint – a separation, also a distance, and, hence, disinterestedness. According to Berleant 
“in a full aesthetic experience, there is no separation with a contemplative distance between viewer and object. Both merge 
in perception” (2012, 6). In our opinion, much of Soane’s mirrors aimed at involving the visitor, and, hence, they differ 
from the Claude Glass, embodying an aesthetic engagement. For the history and significance of Claude Glass, see (Maillet 
2004). 
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Fig. 2/4.19 and Fig. 2/4.20  
Breakfast Room – convex mirrors and golden glow from 
resessed skylight [Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2015). 
By courtesy of the Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum]  
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same time landmarks in the Soanian interior garden; where “landmarks are like magnetic poles 

that vectorize the space of orientation” (Massumi 2002, 180) – to use Brian Massumi’s (1956-) 

words. A finding and loosing of connections, a constant shifting of effects that requires from the 

visitor an active participation to orientate and to reconstruct the map of one’s journey.25  

Like a garden depicted in Hirschfeld’s Theory, Soane’s house appears as an animated spectacle, in 

which the visitors are not only spectators, but also themselves actors. As Juan Navarro Baldeweg 

(1939-) reminds us, for Soane there is no poetry of architecture without the senses. This is the 

reason for space being susceptible to confusion of the known and the illusory (Navarro Baldeweg 

2009, 10).26 The strategy of confusing the eye aimed at awakening the body and other senses.  

“Experience demanded mood, atmosphere and special effects” (Furján 2011, 5, 34). This was the 

reason why the immersive character of the museum was for Soane of paramount importance.  

Effects are described by Gilles Deleuze as “incorporeal” entities that result from bodies, which are 

causes in relation to each other, which melt and interact ((1969) 2004, 7). The world of events 

devised by him is characterised by the dissolution of fixity – an embedded ambivalence – where 

common sense does not exit “as the assignation of fixed identities” (5). If we follow Deleuze fur-

ther into his musings we discover that not only do events occur at the surface, but they escape 

from bodies like “the faint incorporeal mist”. They envelope like “a film without volume” (12); 

the same film evoked by Vladimir Nabokov (1899-1977) in the introductory lines to his Transpar-

ent Things – “[a] thin veneer of immediate reality [which] is spread over natural and artificial 

matter” ((1971) 1989, 2) – the film of paradoxes.  

Paradoxical symmetries (Evans 1997), materialised dematerialisation (Frampton 1986, 6) are 

tropes that frame discussions around the works of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886-1969). Taking 

into account Mies’s concern for effects and the performative capacity of materials (with glass in 

focus), theorists such as Michael Hays (1952-) and Stan Allen (1956-) have co-opted some of 

Mies’s canonical works as a paradigm to define architecture as contingent construction. They 

displace interest from the solid and fixed form towards a device for continually changing experi-

ence, identifying Mies’s architecture precisely with affective immersion (see (Allen (1989) 2009), 

(Hays (1984) 2004)).  

Josep Quetglas (1946-) in Fear of Glass presents the German Pavilion (1929) as “The Palace of 

Reflections” (2001, 15) that traps the visitor in the interplay between the real and the virtual, or 

rather the possible and the actual – Deleuzian states of affairs [Fig.2/4.21]. 27 The performativity of  

............................................................................................. 
25 For a discussion of spatial orientation and relation between visual and prioproceptive systems of self-reference, the 
importance of rhythms of movements within the space, twisting and turnings see (Massumi 2002, 178-184). 
26 Juan Navarro Baldeweg refers to Soane’s House as an “astonishing chamber of filters and amplifications” “animated by 
natural energies”, that activates signs, or as a “resonance instrument” (2009, 6, 10, translation by the author). 
27 Quetglas uses the actual words of A. Marsá, L. Marsillach from La montaña Iluminada 1929.  
In this context, the distinction between the real and the virtual requires clarification, and contextualisation in Deleuzian and 
Bergsonian ontology. As noted by Sanford Kwinter in his text ‘A Materialism of the Incorporeal’, virtuality does not 
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Fig.2/4.21 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Barcelona Pavilion (1929) / 
reconstruction (1983-1986) – transparencies and  
reflections. [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2009)] 

glass was explored by Mies together with Lilly Reich (1885-1947) in the design of the exhibition 

German People German Work in Berlin (1934), and in the Crystal Hall in Stuttgart (1927), where 

Mies aimed at stimulating the visitor by “mobilising” its interior by means of “different types of 

glass used for screens and their attendant jumble of reflections and transparencies” (69). The space 

itself, even when vibrant, remains immobile. It is the visitor who moves through it – suspended 

between layers of reflections and beckoned by mysterious effects. 

The reflection has uncontrollable forces and shifts attention to the other side of the looking-glass, 

dragging in a direction that one apparently cannot follow; a kind of “osmotic effect” which Rilke 

noticed in mirrors and which Quetglas builds upon (101, 127). The “mysterious glass walls” – this 
……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
designate “synthetic sensory environments” but “plays an important role in explaining the problem of appearance in the 
world itself and the forces that manifest through it” (1997, 87). Here we can also mention Parables of the Virtual by Brian 
Massumi (1956-) who similarly renders virtuality through Bergson and Deleuze, asserting that “nothing is more destructive 
for the thinking and imagining of the virtual than equating it with the digital” (2002, 137). 



 
[Active Environments and Fields of Engagement] 

 
  

 

 165 

< [H: t.1/q.1] 

was how a journalist referred to those of Mies in 1929 (see in (Quetglas 2001, 65)) – like René 

Margritte’s (1989-1967) surrealist painting of La reproduction interdite (1937) go beyond the 

visible presenting a reflection that is not a copy, neither is it something unreal, but it is a manifes-

tation of an entirely new reality.28 To explore it even further one might also take a detour through 

what Michel Foucault (1926-1984) termed heterotopia ((1967) 1986, 24). 

Isobel Armstrong (1937-), in her detailed study of glass in the context of the Victorian era and the 

Crystal Palace (1851) designed by Joseph Paxton (1803-1865) and Charles Fox (1810-1874) (to 

which we will return later), identifies glass with “pellucid transitivity” that “represents at the same 

time the first gradation of opacity. It is both medium and barrier” (2008, 7, emphasis in original). 

It separates and unites. Transparency acts as both a medium and a barrier in Mies’s works, em-

bracing a somewhat opaque density through reflections of “both objects and people in such a way 

that what you see on the other side of the glass and what you see reflected on its surface seem to 

blend together” (article from Cahiers d’Art from 1929, quoted in (Quetglas 2001, 74)). Additional-

ly, with reflection the surface loses its two-dimensional condition and is imbued with an endless 

depth. We might say that in Mies’s work glass almost negates its transparency, bearing instead a 

certain resemblance to mist or steam, which change their density in response to the environment – 

revealing, hiding and enveloping. Glass becomes an “optical intensifier” as Beatriz Colomina 

points out exploring a linkage between Mies’s and SANAA’s work (Colomina 2009, 82). 29  

With these words, however, a question regarding dichotomies is bound to reappear and one must 

therefore explore other paradoxes embedded in transparent things. 

*** 
4.3. Trialectics of Transparency. Literal, Phenomenal and Affective 

As the title of the seminal essays on ‘Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal’ (1963, 1971) sug-

gests, Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky distinguish two types of transparency that to some extent 

correspond to what Sol LeWitt (1928-2007) contrasted as perceptual v. conceptual (LeWitt (1967) 

2012, 989). In this case both perceptual and literal are associated with the visible – the physical 

fact and material quality, while conceptual and phenomenal are attributed rather to the ideated and 

spatial logic, the understanding of the process. While the former is related to the explicit, the latter 

opens up the possibility of multiple spatial readings and manifestations of the hidden. However, 

these suppositions might be arguable, as they operate within the mind/body dichotomy as well as 

............................................................................................. 
28 According to Jonathan Hill, reflective surfaces “suggest a further allegiance to the picturesque” (2012, 199), referring 
again to the Claude Glass. Raymond McGrath was the first critic to trace connections between Mies’s “metaphysical 
pavilion” and the picturesque, “comparing its stereoscopic effects” (199) to those of the little tinted mirrors. McGrath 
writes: “ ‘Black’ and tinted polished plates are like the ‘Claude Lorraine glasses’ in which the elegiac Gray observed his 
eighteenth-century landscapes. (…) Here Mies van der Rohe has used a wall of polished black glass to reflect the pool, the 
statue and the foliage of the garden.” (McGrath and Frost (1937) 1961, 382)). 
29 Considering SANAA the “inheritor of Miesian Transparency”, Colomina remarks SANAA’s shift towards “the soft 
distortions of the gaze – a more tactile experience of vision” – in my opinion aspects present already in Mies’s work such 
as the German People German Work exhibition, or the unbuilt Glass Skyscraper. The dialectics between soft and direct 
reflection was explored in SANAA’s intervention in the Barcelona Pavilion in 2008. 
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consigning both literal and phenomenal transparency primarily to the engagement of the eye – the 

sense of vision (seeing v. reading), excluding the other experiences to which they give rise. Ac-

cordingly, literal transparency no longer seems to be so explicit; it also traps the viewer in the 

ambiguity of reflections. 30 

“The eye travels up and down” – wrote Rowe and Slutzky (Rowe and Slutzky 1971, 295) – scan-

ning either the surface or space in order to unravel its composition or organisation. In his critique 

of ocularcentrism Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991) stresses “the destructive (because reductive) effects 

of the predominance of the readable and visible” ((1974) 1991, 146). We might say that Lefebvre 

ascribes to literal and phenomenal transparency (in both cases associated with “readability of 

space”) a deprivation of any physical and sensorial consistency. However, even the act of ‘scan-

ning’ – understood by Rowe and Slutzky as a merely mental activity – might be associated with a 

fully embodied experience – an ambient optic array or ambulatory vision – concepts somewhat 

simplistically appropriated from James Jerome Gibson (1904-1979), who explains how the process 

of visual perception is inextricably related to the ambient awareness and the activity of our body 

(Gibson (1979) 1986, 303-304) (Gibson (1966) 1983, 195-201). Also Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-

1945) in ‘Prolegomena to a Psychology of Architecture’ (1886) critically reflected on the widely 

accepted correlation between expression – or what he defined as “emotional tone” – and the kin-

aesthetic activity of the eye that glides, for instance, over the form smoothly, hence associating 

smoothness of lines with beauty ((1886) 1994, 150).31 Drawing on Goethe’s theories, Wölfflin 

asserted “that the architectural impression, far from being some kind of ‘reckoning by the eye’, 

was essentially based on a direct bodily feeling” (155). In this equation, visual potential is not an 

adherent attribute of form, but rather a vehicle for an embodied experience. 32 

In this context, we might also recall Jonathan Crary’s (1951-) observations on the paintings of 

Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin (1699-1779) particularly because they represented “the eighteenth-

century preoccupation with ensuring transparency over opacity” (Crary 1992, 64). Analysing 

Chardin’s Boy Blowing Bubbles, from around 1734, in which opaque liquid is transformed into a 

transparent soap bubble, Crary draws our attention to the coidentity of idea and matter and the fact 

that the optical and the tactile are inextricably related, together constituting “an indivisible mode 

of knowledge” (64). What is more, Crary identifies “the flickering heaviness of the atmosphere in  

............................................................................................. 
30  The “more than what we see” defines a framework for a conversation between Jean Nouvel and Jean Baudrillard regard-
ing the instability of space, transparency, illusion, virtuality and dematerialisation (Baudrillard and Nouvel (2000) 2002, 7) 
31 More precisely Wölfflin elaborates on the assumptions of the German physicist, physiologist and philosopher Wilhelm 
Wundt (1832-1920). Interestingly, Robert Vischer (1847-1933), to whom Wölfflin also refers in his ‘Prolegomena’, in ‘On 
the Optical Sense of Form: A Contribution to Aesthetics’ wrote: “Scanning [Schauen] is a much more active process than 
seeing, because it does not simply rely on the natural impulse to seek a relative whole; instead, our eye wanders up and 
down, left and right, making contact with the individual dimension”((1873) 1994, 94). Unfolding this assumption Vischer 
pointed out “a very real and intimate connection” between the sense of vision and the sense of touch (94), since “even the 
muscular movements of the eyes (or head) induce movement in other organs, especially in the tactile organs” (98-99).  
32 Wölfflin talks about the unconsciousness in the context of self-projection and elaborates on the unconscious transmission 
of affect and the so-called “vicarious bodily response” to external stimuli ((1886) 1994, 156). Also Henri Bergson talks 
about “the genesis of a visual space that corresponds to tactile space”. Drawing upon Georg Berkely’s (1685-1753) as-
sumptions, Bergson states: “there is nothing more in the visual perception of the order of things in space than a suggestion 
of tactile perception” ((1896) 1929, 284). 
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Fig.2/4.22 
‘Architecture’ – photomontage by László Moholy-Nagy 
[in (Moholy-Nagy (1929) 1939, 204)] 

Chardin’s mature works” with “a medium in which vision performs like the sense of touch, pass-

ing through space of which no fraction is empty” (64). Thus, regardless of whether we refer to 

literal or phenomenal transparency, everything “contains, after its kind, an invitation to act” – as 

Henri Bergson (1859-1941) emphasised – sending to our body, “as would a mirror, its eventual 

influence” ((1896) 1929, 2, 7) – i.e. having the ability to affect; and affects are intensities, which 

are experienced somatically (see: (Kozel 2013, 160)). 

Hirschfeld (as we mentioned previously) talks about such an influence presenting the illusory as a 

vehicle for enhancing experience, for making a space appear in a new way, for transforming it – 

using his actual words – into a “pleasant spectacle” (Hirschfeld (1779-85) 2001, 101, 415), as well 

as for engaging a visitor. Nevertheless, both in Hirschfeld’s understanding of the illusory and in 

the case of the glass, the illusion transcends trompe l’oeil since, as Baudrillard suggests with re-

gard to the latter, it is not a simulation of “something that takes place beyond the reflection of 

things” (Baudrillard and Nouvel (2000) 2002, 10). The catoptric universe is nothing other than a 

reality that can make an impression of virtuality (Eco (1984) 1986, 226).  

As noted in Chapter 2, László Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946) identified the illusory character (among 

other aspects) as a “sensory-reactive effect of space creation” – a creation of space that becomes 

“flowing” and “fluid”, defined through “a countless succession of relationship” ((1929) 1939, 198-

204). To make explicit his ideas Moholy-Nagy superposed two photographic negatives 

[Fig.2/4.22] from Schiedam by the photographer Jan Kamman (1898-1983). The resultant image, 

included in The New Vision as the last illustration, certainly represents Moholy-Nagy’s vision of 

architecture that goes beyond a “sterile aesthetic approach”, shifting from “ ‘sculptural’ exterior”  
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Fig.2/4.23 
 

 
Fig. 2/4.24  
 
Fig.2/4.23 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, New National Gallery, Ber-
lin, Germany (1962-67). Illusory reflection of the St. 
Matthäuskirche in the façade [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 
(2012)]  
 
Fig. 2/4.24 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, New National Gallery, Ber-
lin, Germany (1962-67). View with the church in the 
background. [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2008)]  
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Fig. 2/4.25 
 

 
Fig. 2/4.26 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2/4.25 and 2/4.26  
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, New National Gallery, Ber-

lin, Germany (1962-67). Reflections in the façade. 
[Photos © Izabela Wieczek (2014)] 
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towards an experiential multiplicity of “space relationships” (198).  Its caption, which might be 

understood as both a projection and a certain provocation, reads: “The illusion of spatial interpre-

tation is secured by superposing two photographic negatives. The next generation will perhaps 

really see buildings like this, when glass architecture develops” (204, emphasis in original). Simu-

lated by Moholy-Nagy such an effect might be read into Mies’s works, such as the New National 

Gallery in Berlin (1962-1968), where glass takes on a de-familiarizing role in relation to its sur-

roundings, by means of the interplay between the transparent and the reflective, the seen and the 

unseen [Fig.2/4.23- Fig.2/4.26].  

It was Mies who already in 1922 argued (we might say in the line of Moholy-Nagy’s claim) for 

new approaches in the use of glass. In the description of the proposal for the Friedrichstrasse Glass 

Skyscraper Mies explained that it was not “an effect of light and shadow [he] want[ed] to achieve 

but a rich interplay of light reflections”. And to enhance such fleeting and ambiguous effect he 

“angled the respective façade fronts slightly towards each other to avoid the danger of an effect of 

lifelessness that often occurs when one employs large glass panels” (Rohe (1922) 1991, 240). 

Interestingly, this observation might bring us back to Villa Palagonia, as evoked in Susan Sontag’s 

historical novel The Volcano Lover.33 Drawing heavily on Brydone’s accounts, Sontag describes 

that “canopy of broken mirrors, as faceted as a fly’s eye, in which [visitors saw] themselves multi-

plied, superimposed, deformed” ((1992) 2004, 252), hinting that the abundance of such bizarre 

effects was “preferable to the monotony that would result form covering so vast a room with un-

broken expanses of glass” (251). 

With such an illusory and ambivalent character in mind, it might be useful to recall another quota-

tion from Baudrillard (words which have prompted the present musings). It is, however, necessary 

to point out that when Baudrillard evokes glass as “the most effective conceivable material expres-

sion of the fundamental ambiguity of ‘atmosphere’”, he associates its qualities with a “disavowal 

of the body” ((1968) 1996, 42-43). We might find another paradox here if we recall that Hermann 

Schmitz (1928-) defines atmosphere as a spatial phenomenon in which not only are environmental 

qualities implicit and conditions and phenomena bound together in a reciprocal dependence, but 

also an integral and synaesthetic perception of our surroundings results (Schmitz (1980) 1995, 28-

31). In this regard, Stan Allen relates Mies’s work to the “theatre of effects” ((1989) 2009), which 

like Hirschfeld’s “pleasant spectacle” transcends the realm of the visible through its invitation to 

movement and discovery. 

Lefebvre, embodying a certain critique of transparency, examines the mirror not only in its variety 

of symbolic contexts, but also in its proper spatial settings. For Lefebvre reflection entails bodily 

encounters, structuring a dialectical engagement between the subject and the material world 

((1974) 1991, 181-188). We might say, then, that glass, with its shifting qualities (transparency, 

............................................................................................. 
33 Sontag describes a visit of Sir William Hamilton (1731-1803), the British diplomat, antiquarian, archaeologist and vol-
canologist, his wife Emma Hamilton (1765-1815) and Lord Nelson (1758-1805). 
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Fig.2/4.27 
Bruno Taut, Glass Pavilion (Glashaus), Deutsche 
Werkbund Exhibition in Köln, Germany (1914) [Photo © 
Akademie der Künste, Berlin, Bruno-Taut-Sammlung, 
BTS-210 F.7] 

reflection and refraction) and performance (absorption, mirroring, distortion), embodies a haptic 

dynamic, since space is constantly negotiated on its three-dimensional surface, defining spatial 

choreographies in an inextricable relation to the topography of the body. What emerges from this 

reading is space that comes into being as an unfolding immersive experience and materiality that 

constitutes a new affective tectonics that includes protocols of transmission and interaction.34  

There is, however, one more paradox in Rowe’s and Slutzky’s classification of transparency. 

Whereas they associate literal transparency with buildings such as the aforementioned Crystal 

Palace (Rowe and Slutzky 1971, 291), Mary Philadelphia Merrifield (1804-1889) refers to it as 

............................................................................................. 
34 The mentioned transmission is explored even further – in close relation to the human body – in Philippe Rahm’s proposal 
Constructed Cloud for the Arab Museum of Modern Art in Qatar, where coloured glass is used to absorb and reflect differ-
ent light wavelengths in order to control light intensity and heat (based on the lecture Constructed Atmospheres and a 
conversation with the architect. February 2014 Aarhus School of Architecture).  
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“perhaps the only building in the world in which atmosphere is perceptible” (1851, II++). Like 

Wigley, who defines atmosphere as “a swirling climate of intangible effects generated by a sta-

tionary object” (1998, 18), Merriefield refers to “glowing and varied hues that blaze along”, “a 

blue haze” that emanates from space and envelopes the spectator producing a “pleasing appear-

ance” (1851, II++).35 Nevertheless, she is aware that the decisive factor in creating that effect is not 

just a character of the space itself, but the combination of all the elements, including the exhibited 

objects, their colours and textures, the sparkling glass fountain, and their interplay with the ever-

changing ambient conditions.  

Similarly, Hirschfeld writes: “All these changes in nature, which here we call happenstance, seem 

to create new situations, even objects altogether. (…) They can surprise the astonished eye with 

visions that no fancy could shape more brilliantly, magically, or ephemerally” ((1779-85) 2001, 

185). He talks also about qualities of different elements that are effective in relieving appearances, 

in making impressions and evoking emotions, in lifting “the imagination from its accustomed 

sphere to a realm of new images, that let it enter the world of fairies, a place of magical enchant-

ment” (176-177).  

The Glass Pavilion designed by Bruno Taut (1880-1938) [Fig.2/4.27] for the 1914 Werkbund 

Exhibition in Köln was conceived as a place of such a magical enchantment; an “absolute fantasy” 

(Taut (1919) 1997, 25) – a materialisation of the Expressionist’s ideals, as well as a crystallisation 

of the otherworldly ideas of Paul Scheerbart (1863-1915), who published his influential Glass 

Architecture in the same year, infusing glass with mystical attributes. As Iñaki Ábalos (1956-) 

suggests in the introduction to Bruno Taut’s Writings, while the orthodox modern would identify 

glass with both literal and symbolic expression of transparency – reflections, colours, diffraction 

of the light, translucency and a wide host of magical and ambiguous effects would polarise the 

interest of the expressionists (in (Taut (1919) 1997, 15)). Bearing in mind these interests, it is not a 

coincidence that, as Quetglas hinted, “fifteen years later, in Barcelona, Mies was to evoke and 

rebuild that pavilion” (2001, 117).36  

 

............................................................................................. 
35 Interestingly, whereas Mary Philadelphia Merrifield and other art historians and critics such as Lothar Bucher (1817-
1892), Julius (1843-1908) Lessing and Alfred Gotthold Meyer (1864-1904) expressed their astonishment and praised the 
Crystal Palace’s ephemerality and spatial ambiguity (see Chapter1), John Ruskin (1819-1900) in the Appendix to The 
Stones of Venice criticised its bodiless space and ungraspable form, which dissolved in lustre: “Now, colour is producible 
either on opaque or in transparent bodies: but form is only expressible, in its perfection, on opaque bodies, without lustre. 
This law is imperative, universal, irrevocable. No perfect or refined form can be expressed except in opaque and lustreless 
matter. You cannot see the form of a jewel, nor even, in any perfection, even of a cameo or bronze. You cannot perfectly 
see the form of a humming-bird, on account of its burnishing; but you can see the form of a swan perfectly. No noble work 
in form can ever, therefore, be produced in transparent or lustrous glass or enamel. All noble architecture depends for its 
majesty on its form: therefore you can never have any noble architecture in transparent or lustrous glass or enamel” ((1851-
53) 1911, 405-406). 
36 Reyner Banham (1922-1988) in his essay ‘The Glass Paradise’ – originally published in The Architectural Review in 
1959 – also draws connection lines between Taut and Mies. In this context, Banham identyfies Taut’s Glass Pavilion with a 
“curious cousin” of Mies’s 1920 glass-tower project – the latter labelled as “Expresionist” – as well as “Mies’s first, facet-
ed design for the Friedrichstrasse skyscraper” ((1959) 1999, 33-34). Bearing in mind such connections, Banham also 
argues for including Scheerbart’s Glass Architecture as a “missing pioneer” (38) of modern architecture, pointing towards 
its “uninhibited vision and sharp practicality” (34) both in defining relation with the environment and in proclamation of a 
material as an active element of architecture.  
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< [A t.7/q.1]  

 
Fig.2/4.28 
Bruno Taut, illustrations from the theatre script ‘The 
world builder’ (‘Weltbaumeister’) (1919)  
[In (Taut (1919) 1997, 216, 222)] 

For Taut, glass – and, to be more precise, crystal – being the most effective and triggering material  

of the Expressionist’s imagery – was imbued with an affective power. It was a symbol of our five 

senses as well as the means of a spiritual renewal. 37 The centrality of experience in Taut’s archi-

tecture follows from his belief that body and soul, the physical and the immaterial are linked in a 

reciprocal dependence. For Taut, as for Mies, glass was “no longer a thin membrane, but a sub-

stance in volume” (Plummer 1987, 27).  In the Glass Pavilion the double-glazed dome with its 

multi-faceted, almost crystallographic, morphology and polychromatic exuberance filled the space 

with a peculiar density.38 The interior was transformed into an amplifier of phenomena, a transmit-

ter of sensations, a device for orchestrating emotions. A certain almost psychedelic atmosphere 

was activated. The visitor was enveloped in a multi-coloured haze and submerged into an “aural 

background of piped music” (Sharp 1972, 12) that merged with the sound produced by the contin-

uously flowing cascade, which, together with the glossy surfaces and the light from the mechani-

cal kaleidoscope, would fill the space with multiple reflections. 

The Glass Pavilion appeared to the visitor in the same way that architecture is evoked in Bruno 

Taut’s theatre script entitled ‘The world builder. An architectural spectacle’ [Fig.2/4.28]. It is – as 

an immersive space animated by natural energies, motion and flow – the ever-changing spectacle 

where all the elements – audible, visible and palpable – are merged together in an intimate fusion 

............................................................................................. 
37 There is an interesting contradiction embedded in the relation between both the names ‘Crystal Palace’ and ‘Glass Pavil-
ion’ and the material qualities of both constructions. Bearing the latter in mind, the names seem to be inverted. The differ-
ence between the two might be illustrated in a similar fashion as one between the materials themselves – that is, between 
glass and crystal. As Armstrong points out, in opposition to the “traceless purity” of glass (which Armstrong somewhat 
reductively associates with modernity), “[c]rystal constitutes a living representation of the faceted multiplicity of conver-
gent time and space” (2008, 151) – a characteristic which Armstrong defines as intrinsic to the nineteenth-century glass 
culture. 
38 Reyner Banham even goes as far as to identify Taut’s Pavilion with “a primitive geodesic dome of steel and glass” 
((1959) 1999, 34). 
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 [M t.3/q.1] >  (Taut (1919) 1997, 221, 227). In this fusion Taut saw material as an entirely dynamic category and 

operative agency – a means for the creation of atmosphere. However, as Josep Quetglas points out, 

“[o]n reaching the space under the glass dome and moving about, the visitor understood that the 

unknown, interesting element was not the atmosphere. It was his own body, himself, which had 

become the focus of the pavilion” (2001, 118). 

**** 
4.4. Materialized Immaterialisation 

Atmospheres envelope us like air, and consequently they affect those surrounded by them. Thus, 

approached as an affective quality, atmosphere calls for a revaluation of embodiment. As we have 

suggested previously (see Chapter 1 and 3), it not only evokes feelings and emotions, but it entails 

action – i.e. it is manifested in bodily responses. For the German architect Werner Ruhnau (1922-

2015), who was a fervent admirer of Mies van der Rohe, embodiment was of paramount im-

portance. Strongly influenced by the philosopher, artist and educator Hugo Kükelhaus (1900-

1984) (see Chapter 3), who argued for displacing functional and constructive logic in favour of 

fields structured by “boundaries as processes” ((1972) 2007, 26), Ruhnau defined architecture in 

terms of dynamic constellations of occurrences, in which experience and action were stimulated by 

variable spatial configurations and material strategies. To understand such a relation it might be 

helpful to recall that for Kükelhaus “active” boundaries were means to create a conductive envi-

ronment aiming at reinforcing the connections between the human being and the realm of the phe-

nomena. Ruhnau certainly conceived of architecture as such a conductive field. 

The glass façade of the Gelsenkirchen Theatre (1955-1959) “acts as a cloud mirror” (Ruhnau 

2013). Shifting from transparency to reflection as it responds to light conditions and the night/day 

cycle, the glass both blurs boundaries and constitutes a canvas for the surroundings and the interi-

or events. However, (as we have seen in Chapter 3) what Ruhnau defines as immaterialisation is 

not always a literal or illusory disappearance. Similarly to Quetglas’s observation on Taut’s Glass 

Pavilion, Ruhnau explained that the whole idea was to make people aware not of architecture but 

of themselves, of the situation at the given moment (see (Glasstone 1963)). Hence, the architecture 

of Ruhnau is not an architecture of self-affirmation but the space of affirmation of oneself, and 

glass in this context might be understood as an activator of immersion. 

By taking a detour through what Hermann Schmitz terms as “pre-phenomena of inhabitation” 

(2001, 83), we might situate both the issues of immaterialisation and immersion in relation to each 

other. Schmitz refers to acts of inhabitation not as something physical, but in terms of a “culture of 

feelings” – the ability to find relations within an atmosphere, which allows life and actions to be 

unfolded (82-88).39 As we have seen, atmospheres are space-filling and dynamically-engaging 

phenomena. They are also catalysts of those “pre-phenomena of inhabitation”– the act of immer-

............................................................................................. 
39 Schmitz understands inhabitation in a broad sense, and moves from domesticity to a public sphere taking as an example 
a church, a garden and a Japanese tea-house. 
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sion, in which one is somehow detached from the physical space, which dissolves and almost 

disappears, and is drawn into an infinite space of interiority imbued with a power of memory and 

imagination – a sphere of emotions. Nevertheless, this conceptual framework should remind us 

that being moved physically as well as being moved emotionally are both manifested as bodily 

impulses.  

The generative logic of the body (as it has been described previously) was also for Werner Ruhnau 

of paramount importance to unfolding spatial experience – his concerns being formulated, among 

others, in the visual manifesto Climate and Arts (Klima und Künsten) (1977) and the pamphlet 

From Experienced To Virtual Space (Vom erlebten zum virtuellen Raum) (n.d.).40 Even though 

many of Ruhnau’s projects might illustrate a manifoldness of concepts included in these texts, to 

locate his architecture within the context of the present musings, there is one project in particular 

which needs special attention. It is the project for the reception area of the administration building 

of the Flachglas AG in Gelsenkirchen (1982-1985) – one of the most important glass producers in 

Western Germany at that time, the same one that provided the ‘Thermopane’ glass for the Gelsen-

kirchen Theatre. In the “design with the enchanting reflection of the glass”41 – as announced in the 

title of the contemporary brochure about the Flachglas – Ruhnau involved the artist Adolf Luther 

(1912-1990), a member of the ZERO group founded in 1957 in Düsseldorf by Heinz Mack (1931-) 

and also the artist Otto Piene (1928-2014).42  

In the text ‘Paths to Paradise’ (1961) Otto Piene wrote: “Pictures are no longer dungeons, where 

mind and body are shackled together, but mirrors whose powers affect man, streams freely pour-

ing forth into space, not ebbing but flooding” ((1961) 2012, 477). The idea of pouring energy into 

space would also become central to Adolf Luther, rendering glass and mirrors as catalysts for 

redefining and expanding the relationship of the matter/space/body/phenomena. Similarly to 

Mack’s, Luther’s work was rooted in his strong interest in materiality and its relation to light, 

which led him in the early 1960s – after his painterly period – to explore processes of de-

materialisation (Entmaterialisierung). Leaving the canvas, Luther moved towards “three dimen-

sional pictures” (Materiebilder), techniques of assemblages and, finally, installations.43 Licht und 

............................................................................................. 
40 See Appendix. Text by courtesy of Werner Ruhnau Archive. 
41 The original title of the brochure: ‘Raumgestaltung mit der zauberhaften Spiegelung des Glases’ – courtesy of Werner 
Ruhnau Archive. 
42 ZERO Group (1958-1966) operated through performative environmental events, integrating light projections, reflections, 
vibrations, flame and smoke. The group published ZERO magazines, the first issue of which, published in 1958, included 
leading articles by Mack, Piene and Klein. See also Chapter 2.  
43 Luther worked at the intersection of art and science. He used non-artistic materials, such as eggshells, plaster, lead, metal 
components, cotton reels and glass. A certain parallelism might be traced here with the artistic methods of the situationist 
Giuseppe Pinot Gallizio (1902-1964), whose work will be further explored in Chapter 5. As noted by Magdalena Broska, in 
Luther’s work materials and material processes had no metaphorical or symbolic function. “Luther’s concern was solely a 
reality-oriented perception of sensory-material circumstances” (1993, 18). In a catalogue for an exhibition The Evolution of 
Matter (Evolution der Materie) in 1963 [Fig.2/4.34], Luther wrote: “In the whole sensory sphere we are experiencing that 
same fascination in what is immediate and physically tangible, in material existence, and its part in our debate is coming to 
the fore increasingly. It is a fact that material substances harbour within them a highly specific, striking and distinct world 
of sensation. It is concealed because, in our environment, matter is given hardly any opportunity to stand in its own right. It 
always has a subordinate, subservient part to play and is consistently occluded by some dominating, intended form” (quot-
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Materie (Light and Matter) was a title of Adolf Luther’s first series of light works, inspired by the 

writings of the French physicist Louis Victor de Broglie (1892-1987), whose theory of the wave-

like behaviour of particles was a cornerstone of quantum mechanics.44  Emerging from these theo-

ries the intersection of energy and matter led Luther to experiment with glass, lenses, mirrors [Fig. 

2/4.29-2/4.34] and in the late 1960s even with lasers and smoke, and “made light his subject as 

pure energy in space” (Broska 1993, 6).  

Light was for Luther a tool which “brings us closer to reality” (Luther quoted in Broska 1993: 20) 

– a “trans-optical” reality understood as the constant and dynamic interplay between the material 

and the immaterial, the visible and the invisible. Namely, a reality, in which immateriality contrib-

utes to the creation of space, disclosing its physical, physiological and consequently affective 

dimension. Thus, in his constant search for a rendering of the impalpable, Luther’s spatial and 

instrumental conception of light was in the 1970s to lead him to a series of large-scale works enti-

tled Integrations. Already in the 1960s, inspired by ideas of dynamic and non-material architecture 

devised by Udo Kultermann (1927-2013) (Kultermann 1959) – with whom Luther associated at 

that time – as well as by works that envisaged new relations such as Ruhnau’s and Klein’s ‘Air 

Architecture’, Luther decided to expand his mirror objects into space and to explore further the 

idea of “sensitisation and dematerialisation in architecture” (Luther quoted in Broska 1993: 24).  

Beside these ambitions that led him to some utopian architectural proposals, Luther’s works were 

integrated in many public buildings in Western Germany, such as the Olympic Stadium in Münich 

(1972), the Savings Bank in Wuppertal (1973) and in Essen (1975), and the Chancellor’s Office in 

Bonn (1976). These were to dissolve “[t]he inertia and weight of architectural constructions (…) 

into an atmospheric movement of light” (Broska 2007, “Architecture and Integration” para. 4). 

Imbued with a natural and dazzling energy, glass, lenses and mirrors – in their heterogeneity of 

types: plain, concave, convex, synthetic or vitreous – appeared to Luther as animate yet immateri-

alised matter.  

Even though “the enhanced vitalism of luminous matter” – to use Henry Plummer’s words (1987, 

11) – seems to be primarily optical in its origin, glass becomes a carrier of what Luther referred to 

as spatial energy. Nevertheless, this dynamic exchange goes beyond complex processes at the 

molecular level. The aforementioned energy resides also in phenomenal qualities that render mate-

rials as dischargers of intensities. This implies performance, action and interaction. It is a question 

of perception, and requires, as noted by the German art historian and critic Klaus Honnef (1939-) 

in the context of Luther’s work, a use of “rational tools” to produce “experiences that fascinate and 

enchant” (2013, 60). This awareness of the a priori contradictory confluence between the intuitive 

and the empirical, rational and emotional, conscious and unconscious, between the planned and the 

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
ed in (Broska 1993, 18)). 
44 Luther adopted the title from de Broglie’s Matière et lumière (Matter and Light). Paris: Albin Michel, 1937, which was 
translated in 1939 into German. For the evolution of Adolf Luther’s work see: (Luther 1978), (Broska 1993, 11-28). 
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Fig. 2/4.29 
 

 
Fig. 2/4.30 
 

Fig. 2/4.31 
 
 

 

 
Fig. 2/4.32 
 

 
Fig. 2/4.33 
 

 
Fig. 2/4.34 
 
 

Fig. 2/4.29-Fig.2/4.32 
Adolf Luther, Mirror and Glass Objects – Adolf-Luther-

Foundation Krefeld [Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 
 

Fig. 2/4.33 
Adolf Luther, Lenses at Ostwall Straße Krefeld  

[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 
 

Fig.2/4.34 
Adolf Luther, Evolution der Materie,  

Kunsthaus Lempertz, Köln (1963) 
[Photo © Courtesy Archive Adolf-Luther-Foundation, 

Krefeld] 
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Fig. 2/4.35 
Adolf Luther, Schloß Nordkirchen, Germany. Spherical 
Concave Mirror Wall (1971-1972) [Photo: Lothar Wolleh 
© Courtesy Archive Adolf-Luther-Foundation, Krefeld] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2/4.36   
Adolf Luther,  Schloß Nordkirchen. Spherical Concave 
Mirror Wall (1971-1972)  [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 
(2014)] 
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unexpected, the material and the immaterial, is what defines the foundation of affective tectonics.  

In the complex of the Schloss Nordkirchen, which houses today the Fachhochschule fu ̈r Finanzen 

Nordrhein-Westfalen, at the entrance to the canteen, Adolf Luther’s 4-metre high and 21-metre 

long Spherical Concave Mirror Wall (1971-72) [Fig.2/4.35-2/4.36] collects and distorts images 

from the inside and the outside, constantly adding new layers and filters. Miniature spectacles 

appear within a flickering veil of coloured reflections. They disclose themselves as we move, 

filling the space with a shimmering atmosphere. Here the body constantly negotiates its position, 

projecting its movements onto the surface, forming a radiant and dappled mist. A luminous mist 

that takes on an even greater density through its own reflections in the polished surface of the 

black stony floor, and in the façade facing the mirror wall. Bearing this luminous density in mind, 

one even dares to replace immaterialised matter with solidified or materialised immateriality.  

Although Luther’s works seem to operate primarily with visual impressions, they call for a ques-

tioning of oculacentrism by engaging with the observer on both cognitive and somatic levels. In 

Luther’s works the body, through mirrors, perceptually structures the space that surrounds it in 

accordance with phenomena originating in the movement of the body (also in the surroundings). 

We might say that, similar to Soane’s house-museum, in Luther’s works movement appears as a 

carrying phenomena activity, in which seeing not only implies receiving, but also producing. 

Hence, it is possible to argue that bodily engagement is absolutely essential to the materialization 

of Luther’s ideas and that different types of mirror used in the construction of his works stimulate 

and engender that engagement.  

Conceived as a matrix of serial elements, the Nordkirchen Concave Mirror Wall resembles the 

compound eye of an insect [Fig.2/4.37]. It is not, however, an instrument of mere optical multipli-

cation. As the noted critic and art historian Max Imdahl (1925-1988) wrote on the occasion of 

Luther’s exhibition held in Düsseldorf in 1974, Luther’s work is easily comprehensible, yet by 

producing striking effects structure appears as a mediator of complex experiences ((1974) 1978).45 

It defies both the geometry of the limit and the logic of the eye.  We might say that it becomes a 

piece of relational apparatus, one that aims not only at redefining spatial relations and boundaries 

but, like other perceptual devices that we saw in Chapter 3, it also aims at a rising phenomenal 

awareness in the embodied beholder. In other words, it is a device that transforms space into an 

active and conductive environment, enabling a dialectical engagement between the body and its 

surroundings.  

A forest of Luther’s lenses that emerges at the inner plaza of the Münster Schulzentrum Kinder-

haus (1974) was also conceived as such a transforming and engaging device. The school was  

............................................................................................. 
45 Imdahl who emphasized the relation between Luther’s works and architecture, was interested in an integrative approach 
to art, and in revealing a full perceptual potential of the art-work, focusing primarily not on its object-hood or concreteness, 
but on its relation to the overall context and environment. These were key concepts for the creation of the Situation Kunst 
in Bochum founded in 1988, giving shape to Imdahl’s legacy.  
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Fig. 2/4.37  
Adolf Luther, Schloß Nordkirchen. Spherical Concave 
Mirror Wall (1971-1972) – detail [Photo © Izabela 
Wieczorek (2014)] 
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designed by Harald Deilmann (1920-2008), an architect who, as mentioned in Chapter 3, collabo-

rated with Ruhnau – along with Max von Hausen (1919-1995) and Ortwin Rave – in the design of 

the Münster Theatre (1953-1956). In Deilmann’s school a massive and dark interior becomes a 

peculiar light-scape through the centrally located and rotating lenses. These appear to defy the law 

of gravity. As lenses they certainly bring to mind the image of Hugo Kükelhaus looking through 

the Fresnel lens, which opens the present chapter. This because of both their clear taxonomic rela-

tionship and Kükelhaus’s interest in involving phenomena in daily life, and more significantly, in 

educational environments. 

Double convex surfaces provide colourful sparks, ignited by both natural and artificial light, as 

well as the bright colours of some of the architectural elements, which penetrate into a heavy con-

crete interior [Fig.2/4.38-Fig.2/4.41]. As Luther noted: “The light energy that travels through 

space carries images with it”. For him light appears “a substance that is beyond the limits of visi-

bility, containing an infinite number of pictures” (quoted in (Broska 2007, n.p.)). Indeed, the 

lenses, like the mirrors, disclose another realm. Once light and our vision pass through them, a 

world of reflection, a spectral array, a distortion and a juxtaposition reveal their magnetic allure 

and invite a reciprocating action. Because every lens is a rotatory independent element, each nego-

tiates its position with a bringing into play of body and adjacent lenses that align or overlap. That 

creates a series of directed tensions and spatial dynamics through a coagulation or dispersion of 

gathered light and images. The lenses exemplify the amorphous and indeterminate nature of glass. 

As suggested by Isobel Armstrong, glass “actually has no intrinsic being”. Even colour is not in-

trinsic to it (2007, 66). Distorted coloured reflections blend in the Kinderhaus installation with 

transparencies, suggesting almost gelatinous space which loses its finite and objective certainty. 

Yet this mirage is transformed through bodily interaction into a tangible luminous fluid.  

In the achievement of the above effect, the term Integration was, for Luther, of paramount im-

portance. His light-walls and light-objects were meant to transcend spatial accessories, so he em-

phasised that “architect and artist must form a team at the outset” (quoted in Broska 1993: 26). 

This was precisely what happened in the collaborations with Ruhnau, where Luther’s works, re-

gardless of their scale, are not seen as independent entities, but rather as intra-spatial components 

of a larger set-up, defining an immersive field of experience in the sense defined by Hugo Kükel-

haus.46 Like the Crystal Palace, which was identified in contemporary accounts with “the sea of 

glass” (Armstrong 2008, 143), not only referring to its extension but also indicating fluid-like 

space, the aforementioned Flachglass AG reception area, which is built up by overlaying reflec-

tions, evokes similar impressions [Fig. 2/4.42-2/4.46].47 Mysterious effects imbue the interior with 

an extreme lightness and, at the same time, with that viscous density which changes in resonance 

with the environment and makes one move around, beckoned by transparencies and reflections. 

............................................................................................. 
46 Luther also collaborated with Ruhnau in the Herta KG project – see Chapter 3. 
47 Such a definition appeared in the Illustrated London News, 18 January 1951, 42. 
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space, the aforementioned Flachglas AG  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2/4.38,  Fig. 2/4.39, Fig. 2/4.40 and Fig. 2/4.41  
Adolf Luther, lenses at the Münster Schulzentrum 
Kinderhaus, Germany (1974) designed by Harald 
Deilmann [Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
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Fig. 2/4.42  
Werner Ruhnau and Adolf Luther, Flachglas AG, 
Gelsenkirchen, Germany (1982-1985) [Photos © Grempel 
(n.d.) in the contemporary brochure ‘Raumgestaltung mit 
der zauberhaften Spielgelung des Glases’, courtesy of 
Werner Ruhnau Archive] 
 
Fig. 2/4.43, Fig. 2/4.44, Fig. 2/4.45 and Fig. 2/4.46 
Werner Ruhnau and Adolf Luther, Flachglas AG (1982-
1985) [Photos © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
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At the same time, through the act of moving and viewing, space itself appears to flee and move. 

The phenomena, sometimes abruptly, sometimes subtly, transform what comes into contact with 

them. Walls composed of pivotal glass stripe panels, as well as a constellation of concave mirrors, 

define different areas and alter spatial relations, producing a magical amalgam of interior and 

exterior – an unavoidable fusion of fixed and ephemeral, planned and unexpected. Space stained 

by multi-coloured and glittering reflections is again completed by the daily bodily activity of visi-

tors and employees. The position and velocity of the body profoundly affect both the perception of 

space and its appearance. Bergson’s formulation might be useful here: “Situated between the mat-

ter which influences it and that on which it has influence, [the] body is a centre of action” ((1896) 

1929, 178).  

However, what is of importance for our study is that in this amalgam, glass, although decisive is 

not an absolute or the only material. It is strategically combined with other materials that enhance 

or detract from its qualities. For instance, black surfaces increase mirroring effects, while soft 

carpets and acoustic panels reduce the effects of reverberation. For Ruhnau “the sound of a space 

is more important than its appearance for a production of atmosphere” (2013, 316, see appendix 

A1). Despite the fact that space was meant to be a manifestation of the potentials of glass (as was 

the case in Taut’s Glass Pavilion), one’s attention is shifted from expression and merely tectonic 

qualities towards effects and intensities.48 An enlarging of the domain in which space manifests 

itself and, what is more important, a revelation that the relationship between the material and the 

immaterial is neither extrinsic nor accidental, but internal and already, in the design process, 

meaningful.  

As we have seen, it is precisely the material world that through its constant becoming – its poten-

tial for transformation, its causal interaction and linkage with immaterialities – is capable of en-

gendering these embedding situations, as Sloterdijk remarked, providing a conductive environ-

ment in which life can unfold and of which it can partake. Within glass’s changing nature, through 

the illusion of the transition from the solid form to a dematerialised or dissolved state, space ac-

quires a conditioning effect. It becomes a device for the generation of signs and stimuli. Not coin-

cidentally, Tonino Griffero (1958-) defined atmospheres as “suggestions” ((2010) 2014a, 49). 

What this association brings to the fore is a relation between materiality and atmosphere that oscil-

lates between the physical density of the immaterial and the contingent insubstantiality of materi-

ality. In this particular symbiosis materials like glass become not only symbolic, but also per-

formative and affective.  

Constructing atmospheres involves thinking intensities – ones that are able to make Alice jump up 

on to the mantelpiece to explore a not necessarily alternative world.  

............................................................................................. 
48 The authors were asked to employ the products of the company and to provide exemplary suggestions for their use. The 
transgression of material expression is also visible in the unorthodox treatment of the material. For instance, the security 
glass appears with cracks and fissures in order to produce constantly varying effects through the interaction with light – a 
technique used by Luther in his previous works [Fig. 2/4.33 and Fig. 2/4.24]. 
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Fig. 3/0    
Ugo La Pietra, ‘Il Sistema disequilibrante – Modello 
spaziale di comportamento. Percorso’ (1969). The 
description of the project reads: “Then: I cover the street, 
and thus transform the original space, changing the 
conditions of behaviour” (La Pietra 1970, 36). 
[Photo © Ugo Mulas. Courtesy Archivio Ugo La Pietra, 
Milano and Archivio Ugo Mulas] 
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Part III 
         

[New Material Consciousness] 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We do not live inside a void that could be coloured with 

diverse shades of light, we live inside a set of relations 

that delineates sites which are irreducible to one another 

and absolutely not superimposable on one another.  

Michel Foucault 
(Foucault (1967) 1986, 23)
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Chapter 5 
           

 [Constructing Situations or Phenomeno-Praxis] 

What does the word ‘situationist’ mean? 

It denotes an activity aimed at creating situations, as opposed to pas-

sively recognising them in academic or other separate terms. At all 

levels of social practice and individual history. We replace existential 

passivity with the construction of moment of life, and doubt with 

playful affirmation. Up till now philosophers and artists have only in-

terpreted situations; the point now is to transform them. (…) Our era 

is going to replace the fixed frontier of the extreme situations that 

phenomenology has limited itself to describing with the practical crea-

tion of situations. (…) We want a phenomeno-praxis.  
Internationale Situationniste #9 (1964) ‘Questionnaire’  

in (Knabb 1995, 178, emphasis in original) 

 

Our conception of a ‘constructed situation’ is not limited to an inte-

grated use of artistic means to create an ambiance, however great the 

force or spatiotemporal extent of that ambiance might be. A situation 

is also an integrated ensemble of behaviour in time. It is composed of 

actions contained in a transitory décor. 
Internationale Situationniste #1 (1958)  

‘Preliminary Problems in Constructing a Situation’ in (Knabb 1995, 49) 

            
 
 
 
Architectural atmospheres – identified with spatially discharged intensities and feelings – affect 

our emotional and bodily states. Such a capacity to affect points towards atmosphere’s in-

betweenness that lies not only in the relationship between the material and the immaterial, pres-

ence and absence, the subjective and the objective, but also in the relationship between perception 

and action. It is through this correspondence that Gernot Böhme (1937-) regarded atmospheric 

space as “sphaera activitatis” ((2002) 2003, 5, emphasis added). Accordingly, since ambiance (or 

atmosphere) “triggers a certain form of tension in the body that requires action,” as succinctly 

noted by Jean-Paul Thibaud (1960-), “this underpins a praxeological approach to perception” 

(2011, 208, emphasis in original).  

Such an approach invites one to think of atmosphere as a dynamically engaging spatial phenome-

non, one that conjuncturally acts as a detonator of action and interaction in both individual and 

collective terms. In short, atmospheres are “suggestions” (Griffero (2010) 2014a, 49). Hence, if we 

consider their spatiality (i.e. physical manifestation), the “gestures” embedded in them (Degen 

2008, 49) should be then discussed as materially performed. Consequently, atmospherics – not as 

a theory but as a material practice identified with “a practical, or better: poetic phenomenology” 



 
[New Material Consciousness] 

 
  

 

  195 

(Böhme 2008, 8) – draws our attention to how something is brought to appearance and imbued 

with suggestiveness. Such an association leads us to nothing other than a situationist praxeological 

and phenomeno-practical approach. That is, to practices through which terms such as atmosphere, 

ambiance or constructed situation – the latter given by Situationist International (Internationale 

Situationniste) to define an alternative practice of refashioning the city landscape – consolidated 

their position in architectural vocabulary; practices that certainly redefined the notion of poetics.  

Situationists offer a range of tools and methods that are used in conveying an atmosphere. Yet, not 

only do their endeavours set a field for approaching atmospheres as milieux of inter-sensory and 

synaesthetic reactivation, involving a wide spectrum of sensory mechanisms, they also expand our 

understanding of ambiance by connecting it to practical and creative activities. More importantly, 

situationist practices allow the exploring of atmosphere as an affective formation – relational and 

processual – also presenting as co-producers those who are immersed in its affective field. In what 

follows, by bringing the notion of ‘constructed situation’ into play, the intention is to identify 

conditions and processes under which the sensory (aesthetic) intersects with the social – that is, 

processes in which staging of atmosphere also becomes a staging of social reality.  
 
 
 
Fig. 3/5.1  
Constant,  Ambiance d’une ville future (Atmosphere of a 
Future City) (1958) [Photo Bram Wisman © Courtesy 
Fondation Constant (Stichting Constant), Utrecht] 
 

 




