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* 
5.1. Polyatmospherical Societies 

To begin our situationist account we will, however, stay in the Ruhr region, which (as noted in 

Chapter 3) was in the 1960s an industrially dynamic and artistically effervescent area of Western 

Germany. It was in Essen that the renowned Munich-based Otto Van de Loo Gallery opened its 

branch, run by the theatre director and playwright Carlheinz Caspari (1921-). Nevertheless, the 

Essen branch was more than a mere showroom for artistic production. During its short existence 

(1959-1961) Caspari, eager to promote architecture, not only decided to expand disciplinary 

boundaries, but also saw a need for extending local connections by involving international groups 

such as the Groupe d’Etudes d’Architecture Mobile (GEAM), formed in November 1957 by the 

Hungarian-born French architect Yona Friedman (1923-); a group of which the German architect 

Werner Ruhnau (1922-2015) (whose work we explored in previous chapters) was also a member. 

It was also at Caspari’s gallery that in the spring of 1960 Constant Anton Nieuwenhuys (1920-

2005) – a Dutch painter and sculptor converted into a visionary architect, better known simply as 

Constant – exhibited the first models of ‘New Babylon’ [Fig.3/5.1].  

The appearance of Constant’s ‘New Babylon’ in the context of this account is not accidental and 

transcends merely geographical coincidences. Nor does the interest in bringing it into play reside 

in Constant’s participation in the Architecture Mobile Conference organised in 1962 by GEAM in 

Amsterdam, which certainly would allow tracing back connections with Ruhnau.1 It is the New 

Babylon’s status as “a multiplicity of different ambiances that can be altered at any given mo-

ment” (Constant (1960) 1971, 178) that merits attention here. As Mark Wigley (1956-) described 

it, New Babylon was a “machine for producing discrete and ever changing atmospheres” (Wigley 

1998, 25). Moreover, if we keep the metaphor of a machine in mind, New Babylon can also be 

associated with a discursive one; a discursive apparatus that at the time of its emergence prompted 

a critical reformulation of paradigms of spatial thinking and making. Ideas that, surprisingly, reso-

nate in a contemporary discussion about cities understood as “atmospherically active agglomera-

tions” or “foam cities” (Sloterdijk (2004) 2009, 137). Hence, as such a material-discursive appa-

ratus, New Babylon invites a further scrutiny of the relationship between atmosphere and the ma-

terial world, revealing its affective and societal dimension – that is, materially enacted intra-

actions (to borrow Karen Barad’s (1956-) term (2003, 816)). 

In this context, the aforementioned connections with Werner Ruhnau cannot be overlooked. Like 

‘Air Architecture’ (1957-1962) – on which Ruhnau initially worked with Yves Klein (1928-1962), 

who developed the project further with Claude Parent (1923-) (see Chapter 3) – New Babylon was 

............................................................................................. 
1 The first programme for ‘Mobile Architecture’ was published in 1960 and signed by David Georges Emmerich, Camille 
Friedman, Yona Friedman, Gu ̈nther Gu ̈nschel, Jean-Pierre Pecquet and Werner Ruhnau. See: (Wigley 1998 b, 40). For 
Werner Ruhnau’s accounts of the importance of GEAM in his practice see: (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 162).  
In 1962 another architect from Essen, Eckhard Schulze-Fielitz (1929-) – known for his Raumstrukturen (1959) exhibited 
precisely at the Van de Loo Gallery in Essen in December 1960 – joined GEAM. 
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conceived as an “imaginary environment” (Constant (1960) 1971, 177) and a model for new social 

organisation. It was a sketch (built on the Marxist stance) of a new culture or “the great game” to 

come.2 Surprisingly, with all the apparent differences, Air Architecture inhabitants and the New 

Babylonian population are comparable. Both live in artificially conditioned spaces; both can be 

seen as hybrids between highly individualistic and collective forms of life, offering new tribal 

concepts. They might be defined as poly-atmospherical societies – referring to Peter Sloterdijk’s 

(1948-) term ((2004) 2009, 139). In both, the concept of society was a nexus of playful relation-

ships – leisure being the “main activity” (Klein and Ruhnau (1961) 2004, 77) and a detonator of 

social processes. To reveal such similarities and to place the two projects in relation to each other 

it is thus worth quoting New Babylon and Air Architecture manifestos at length:  

 

In addition, and perhaps more importantly (although not explicit in these quotations, but read in 

the context of other writings), immateriality in both projects is seen as material, contrary to myths 

of immaterialisation embedded in the virtual cities of cyber space, which render the social as dis-

embodied, dissolving, as Sloterdijk suggests: “the materiality and density of urban space into (…) 

long-distance processes” ((2004) 2009, 136). Conversely, it is that immaterial materiality which is 

............................................................................................. 
2 To put it somewhat simplistically, in the Marxsist tradition the key model of social order is rooted in a material, practical 
and sensuous activity and interaction, conceiving of humans as conscious and creative actors.  
The word ‘sketch’ refers to the title of the manuscript New-Babylon – Skizze zu einer Kultur (New Babylon – Sketch of a 
Culture). See: (Schaik 2005). 
“The Great Game to Come” (in the original ‘Le grand jeu à venir’) was a text published in Potlatch. Informations intéri-
eures de l’ Internationale Situationniste, no.1 (no.30) 15 July 1959; For the English translation see (Constant (1959) 1996, 
63). 

The concept of secrecy, still common in our 
world, has disappeared in this city, which is 
flooded with light and completely open to the 
outside. 
A new atmosphere of human intimacy pre-
vails. 
The inhabitants live naked. 
The former patriarchal structure of the family 
no longer exists. 
The community is perfect, free, individualistic, 
impersonal. 
The main activity of the inhabitants: leisure. 
(…) 
The newly developed sensitivity, a new human 
dimension guided by the mind, in the future 
will transfigure climatic and spiritual condi-
tion of the surface of our earth.  
 
To want means to envision. Attached to this 
wish is a determination to experience what one 
envisions and the miracle occurs in all realms 
of nature.  
 

Yves Klein and Werner Ruhnau 
Fragment from Project of Air Architecture 

(Klein and Ruhnau (1961) 2004, 77)  
 

Humankind will sooner or later take what is its 
due. Man will play, when there is no more 
work to occupy and devour his life. Man will 
be free, freer than he ever was, freer that the 
mighty of this earth have ever been, for he 
now has the means with which to realise his 
freedom. For the first time his life will be a 
human life. For the first time ever, man will be 
a full human being, for he will create his own 
existence, shape his own life. His creativity, 
his creative capacity that has long lain barren, 
will finally come to flourish. 
 
The release of the enormous potential of the 
masses will change the face of earth in the 
same far-reaching manner as the organisation 
of labour has since Neolithic times. 
The age of the HOMO LUDENS is about to 
begin.  
 
 

 
Constant 

Fragment from the manuscript:   
New-Babylon – Skizze zu einer Kultur 

(quoted in (Schaik 2005, 110)) 
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recognised by Constant, Klein and Ruhnau as an integral part of a spatial constitution, an atmos-

phere-generating quality and, hence, a detonator of social practices.  

However, despite the fact that New Babylon concerned itself with the construction of ambiances, 

identifying Constant with an “active engineer of atmosphere” (referring here again to Jean 

Baudrillard’s (1929-2007) definition ((1968) 1996, 26)) would not be entirely correct. In his imag-

inary city it was not an architect, but the “people circulating in this enormous social space [who 

were] expected to give the space its ever-changing shape; to divide it, to vary it, to create its drift-

net atmospheres, and to play their lives in a variety of surroundings” (Nieuwenhuys 1964, 304). It 

was a city of participatory situations in which the inhabitants were rendered as creative appropria-

tors.3 

Yet, within its open and speculative dimension New Babylon was more than a utopian vision or a 

critical theory. Constant can be recognised as more than a mere “analyst of the poly-atmospherical 

‘society’”, as Sloterdijk labelled him ((2004) 2009, 139). New Babylon – as defined by Constant – 

was an “in depth study of the means of creating an ambiance, and the latter’s psychological influ-

ence” (Constant quoted in (Wigley 1998, 25)). Accordingly, despite its utopian and somewhat 

naïve character, New Babylon can be seen as a materialist and, more importantly, instrumental 

account revealing how atmosphere can be “determined by an abundant manipulation of colour, 

sound, light, climate, by the use of the most varied kinds of apparatus, and by psychological pro-

cedures” (Constant (1960) 1971, 178). As noted by Martin van Schaik: “[w]hereas Constant’s 

impressive models, drawings and stunning slide shows were ultimately brilliant in suggesting New 

Babylon”, the never-published manuscript of the book entitled Skizze zu einer Kultur, of which 

only fragments appeared in the form of lectures and articles, offered not only an ideological 

framework, but “went a long way in providing a program for its realisation” (2005, 122, emphasis 

in original). New Babylon presented utopia as a realm of the possible. 

** 
5.2. Material Suggestiveness and Operational Poetics 

At this point, even though the evolution from Constant the artist to Constant the architect is not 

pivotal to this study, more relevant would be a somewhat condensed outline of the main aspects 

and facts that can be recognised as foundational pillars for New Babylon; in other words, the 

foundations of Constant’s atmospheric awareness.4 

After the dissolution of CoBrA in 1951 – a group of which Constant was a founding member 

(1948), together with other key figures such as the Danish painter Asger Jorn (1914-1973) and 

Belgian writer Christian Dotremont (1922-1979) – Constant continued developing some of its 

............................................................................................. 
3 For a discussion of creative users and the role of the architect as “the creator of objects for appropriation” in the context of 
Constant’s New Babylon, see: (Hill 2003, 64-85). 
4 For a concise account of the evolution of Constant’s approach and work, see: (Schaik 2005). 
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ideological and creative frameworks with Stephen Gilbert (1910-2007), a British sculptor and 

painter based in Paris.5 However, contrary to Cobra’s objectives, their major focus was not on 

experimental painting, but rather on an expansion of the canvas into space. Space appeared to 

Constant as a new and powerful medium, in which colour and construction were regarded as par-

amount. These lines of thought, clearly influenced by premises formulated in Constructivist, Su-

premacist and Neo-Plastic manifestos, which – to put it somewhat simplistically – called for tec-

tonic, spatial and, (most importantly) integrated work “directed towards the universal” art (De Stijl 

(1918) 1971, 39)), marked a new trajectory in Constant’s thinking. 

These new interests led Constant to become actively involved in architectural debates which at that 

time waved around the notion of the city, and which unfolded vigorously in the Dutch CIAM cir-

cle represented by the modernist groups De 8 and Opbouw. It was a time of a paradigmatic shift in 

the understanding of habitat; a shift of focus from mere functionalist categories towards societal 

and behaviouristic aspects recognised as the core questions in the rendering and shaping of the 

built environment. As Martin van Schaik noted, it was precisely the original call of CIAM to pro-

vide “an environment able to satisfy the material and emotional needs of man and to stimulate his 

spiritual development” (quoted in (Schaik 2005, 39)) that would resonate in Constant’s thinking 

and would become a leitmotif of his project.6 

These were also aspects that required collective research and interdisciplinary collaboration, or 

even, as advocated by Constant in 1955, a total unity that would involve the dissolution of disci-

plinary boundaries ((1955) 1998, 75). Nevertheless, before formulating this rather radical agenda, 

it was clear to Constant that it was the role of the “artist-plastician” to expand the domain of archi-

tecture towards the sensorial and the emotional, complementing the role of the architect.7 Along 

these lines of thought Constant pursued a new aesthetics – “a totally new and different beauty…” 

(Constant, quoted in (Schaik 2005, 41)). This different beauty can be identified with an operation-

al poetics – “at once lyrical in its means and social in its very nature,” to use Constant’s actual 

words ((1956) 1998 , 78).8 

............................................................................................. 
5 Cobra was an avant-garde art movement and name of a journal coined from the initials of the home cities of the members: 
Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam.  
As noted by Guy-Ernst Debord (1931-1994) in one of the pre-SI texts: the “lack of ideological rigour, the limitation of their 
pursuit to mainly plastic experimentation, and above all the absence of comprehensive theory of the conditions and per-
spectives of their experience led to their break-up” ((1957) 1995, 34). 
6 For the attempts to widen	  CIAM’s perspective towards primacy of human experience and the attempts to “rethink func-
tionalism in terms of more complete understanding of the material and emotional needs of individuals” and their relation 
with contemporary phenomenological discourses, see: (Otero-Pailos 2002, 51-54). 
7 As explained by van Schaik, the term “artist-plastician” was coined by Constant in the context of a review for the Art and 
Habitat magazine that Constant and Gilbert planned to publish, but failed in their attempt due to lack of funding. See: 
(Schaik 2005, endnote 30, p.53). Such a conception of complementing the role of the architect “artist-plastician” certainly 
invites one to trace connections with the idea of “aesthetic experts” formulated by Werner Ruhnau. See: Chapter 3.  
8 The text ‘Tomorrow Life Will Reside in Poetry’ to which we refer was written in Paris as a lecture for the Primo Con-
greso mondiale degli artisti liberi (First World Congress of the Free Artist) held between September 2nd and 9th, 1956, in 
Alba, Italy. In this text Constants writes: “Contemporary architecture (…) has no reason whatsoever to remain confined 
within the severe doctrine of functionalism imposed on it, on the one hand, by an obsolete imagination and, on the other 
hand, by what were still rudimentary techniques forcing the architect to use methods of decoration to arrive at the aesthetic 
aspect he was after. For a long time, architectural aesthetics – lacking construction possibilities large enough to allow a 
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Yet it was a confrontation with the principles of psychogeography and actions of the dérive  – 

initially defined by the Parisian group Lettrist International (Lettriste Internationale), and adopted 

as a practice by Situationist International (SI) – that marked a shift in Constant’s way of under-

standing the city.9 In 1957 Guy-Ernest Debord advocated new perspectives of action, tracing con-

ceptual contours of “Unitary Urbanism”, which would become a central idea of Situationist Inter-

national: 

The most elementary unit of unitary urbanism is not the house, but the 

architectural complex, which combines all the factors conditioning an 

ambience, or a series of clashing ambiences, on the scale of construct-

ed situation. (…) The comrades who call for a new, free architecture 

must understand that this new architecture will primarily be based not 

on free, poetic lines and forms – in the sense that today’s ‘lyrical ab-

stract’ painting uses those terms – but rather on the atmospheric ef-

fects of rooms, hallways, streets – atmospheres linked to the activities 

they contain. Architecture must advance by taking emotionally mov-

ing situations, rather than emotionally moving forms, as material it 

works with. And the experiments conducted with this material will 

lead to new, as yet unknown forms. 
(Debord (1957) 1995, 38-39) 

 

Additionally, the notion of unitary urbanism was defined as the “interrelated ensemble” or “inte-

gral art” – that is, “the use of all arts and techniques as means contributing to the composition of a 

unified milieu” (Debord (1957) 1995, 38). Such a definition with an embedded awareness of the 

intrinsic relation between atmosphere and social and urban dynamics as well as their importance in 

shaping human environment and behaviour, became a powerful reason for convincing Constant to 

join Situationist International in 1958.10 Unitary urbanism was, undoubtedly, a reaction or rather 

an ideal and somewhat romantic remedy for the flatness of experience and social alienation char-

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
freedom of plastic expression – dealt only with the surface of the form, being unable to enter the skeleton, thus leaving 
architecture a second-rate decorative art. 
For the first time in history, architecture has been able to become a veritable art of building. An art whose plastic expres-
sion depends upon the organization and assemblage of its elements — in much the same way as a painter organizes his 
brush strokes. It is only logical that at the outset this tendency, already present in functionalism, would manifest itself 
through the use of materials such as steel and glass, enabling clear and apparent construction. (…) It will be able to make 
use of techniques as if they were an artistic material of the same status as sound, colour, and speech are for the other arts. It 
will be capable of incorporating into its aesthetic the manipulation of volumes and voids of sculpture, and the spatial col-
ourism of painting, in order to create one of the most complete of all the arts, at once lyrical in its means and social in its 
very nature. It is in poetry that life will reside” (Constant (1956) 1998 , 78). 
9 In July 1957 the fusion of Letrist International and the Mouvement International pour un Bauhaus Imaginiste (Interna-
tional Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus, known as MIBI – founded as an alternative to Max Bill’s Hohschule für Ge-
staltung in Ulm established in 1953) and the London Psychogeographical Association, gave birth to Situationist Interna-
tional.  
10 This definition appeared in 1957 in a pre-SI text ‘Toward a Situationist International’. The definition was completed in 
Internationale Situationniste no.1 published in June 1958 and reads as follows: “Unitary Urbanism. The theory of the 
combined use of arts and techniques for the integral construction of a milieu in dynamic relation with the experiments in 
behaviour.” See in (Andreotti and Costa 1996, 70, emphasis added). 
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acterising the late capitalist society, defined later by Debord as “the society of the spectacle”.11 

The new stage was to come – one of the construction of situations on both micro- and macro- 

scales, as proclaimed by Constant and Guy Debord in ‘The Amsterdam Declaration’ – the first of 

Constant’s contributions to the Situationist International Movement.12 Henceforth, for almost 20 

years (until 1974), Constant would work on the materialisation of these ideas in totally new situa-

tionist architecture – in an atmospheric city for endless dérive, for which Debord would suggest 

the name of ‘New Babylon’. Following Situationist premises, Constant regarded dérive as both a 

joyful practice and an effective means of studying urban environments as phenomena. Phenomena 

such as “activity in a certain street, the psychological effect of different surfaces and constructions, 

the rapidly changing appearance of space produced by ephemeral elements”, which “should be 

taken into account along with all the factors to be planned” (Constant (1959) 1996, 63). 

Moreover, the definition of constructed situation as “a moment of life concretely and deliberately 

constructed by means of the collective organization of a unitary ambience and a play of events” 

published in Internationale Situationniste no.1 in June 1958 (in (Andreotti and Costa 1996, 68)), 

appeared to Constant as an annunciation of his dream come true; a dream of a truly new and total 

praxis.13 For Constant “a collective collaboration of the most varied interests [was] an indispensa-

ble condition” for the construction of his visionary city, at both conceptual (or – as Constant de-

fined it – “Utopian” stage) and during its potential materialisation ((1960) 1971, 178). Paradoxi-

cally, since June 1960 – after leaving Situationist International due to the ideological differences 

and personal tensions that had been undermining Constant’s work for a long time – he continued 

developing the project, primarily alone.14 

However, there were other parties directly or indirectly involved in the growth of this new city, or 

rather, in a totally new model of life. One, though not a physical associate, was certainly the cul-

tural historian Johan Huizinga (1872-1945), whose theory Constant adopted as a keystone for his 

city, following in the footsteps of the Lettrist. Accordingly, New Babylon was conceived as a city 

for a totally new, creative and ludic society, that is, Huizinga’s Homo Ludens. “Play”, “Utilitarian 

Society” and “Social Space” were other terms that condensed the significance of New Babylon.15  

............................................................................................. 
11 The concept of alienation constituted the intellectual foundation upon which Debord would construct his theory of spec-
tacle. See (Debord (1967) 2008). 
12 ‘La Déclaration d’Amsterdam’ was originally published in Internationale Situationniste, no. 2 (December 1958), offi-
cially signed November 10th 1958. See: (Constant and Debord (1958) 1996). 
13 Constant insisted on the importance of teamwork and even suggested the creation of a ‘Research Bureau for Unitary 
Urbanism’ – an initiative received with a certain scepticism by Debord. See: (Schaik 2005, 47, ednotes 75, 76). 
14 Both Cobra and International Situationists were for Constant failures of the collective. For more on Constant’s conflicts 
with Cobra and the International Situationist, see: (Schaik 2005). 
15 These were the terms used in the manuscript New-Babylon – Skizze zu einer Kultur (New Babylon – Sketch of a Culture), 
see: (Schaik 2005, 106). This operational framework also evokes immediate associations with Ruhnau’s work, for whom 
the concept of play (as we have seen in Chapter 3) – derived similarly from Huizinga’s work – became a driving factor for 
his projects. See Chapter 3. 
The foundations of New Babylon also invite us to explore the relation between such concepts as Homo Ludens v. Homo 
Faber and Animal Laborans and Hannah Arendt’s (1906-1975) ideas of labour as a “human condition” ((1958) 1998, 208), 
and the influence of her thought on Kenneth Frampton. In 1979 in the essay ‘The Status of Man and the Status of his 
Objects: A Reading of the Human Condition’ Frampton considers the location of architecture in relation to Arendt’s tripar-
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Fig. 3/5.2  
Constant, Labyrismen 01 (1968).  One of eleven 
lithographs by Constant with texts by Carlheinz Caspari. 
(Lithograph 38,2 x 47, 3 cm) [Image © Courtesy 
Fondation Constant (Stichting Constant), Utrecht] 

The second partner – in this case a sparing one – was the previously-mentioned Carlheinz Caspari 

– a fervent supporter and promoter of Constant’s work. It was Caspari who over a period of about 

six years would provide vital intellectual backing (Schaik 2005, 106). In particular, the theory of 

Labyr (Labyrinth), which he formulated, became an important argument of New Babylon, which 

was conceived precisely as a maze with infinite variations and unlimited potentiality [Fig.3/5.2].  

For Constant the starting point of the culture of New Babylon was “the mode and the atmosphere 

of life” (Constant quoted in (Schaik 2005, 116)). Such a definition, which appeared in his text 

‘New Babylon’ published in 1962 in Randstad no.2, continues: 

Contrary to the work of art, that takes a step back from reality, ‘at-

mosphere’ is to be seen as a (temporary) variation on reality. Atmos-

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
tite human conditions: labour, work, action (Frampton (1979) 2000). Yet he falls particularly short in addressing action in 
its full significance and the resonances it had in Arendt’s theory. This omission of action reveals Frampton’s somewhat 
reductionist reading of Arendt, who herself was a defender of the phenomenologically-engaged activist movements of the 
1960s – an activism and engagement which Frampton rejected. Arendt’s “space of appearance” – as a public realm – is 
disclosed through  “action” (or encounter) and through “fabrication of human artifice”. Spaces of appearance have a “po-
tential” character (Power). See: (Arendt (1958) 1998, 200). For a deeper critical analysis of Frampton’s interpretation of 
Arendt’s theories, see also: (Otero-Pailos 2010, 219-236). 
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< [A t.10/q.2]  

< [D t.3/q.1]  

< [M t.2/q.1]  

phere is founded on the short-lived, on the well-chosen but irrevoca-

bly passing moment. In New Babylonian culture, the ephemeral, the 

passing of time is an essential and positive factor.  
(Constant quoted in (Schaik 2005, 116)) 

Constant’s statement is interesting not only for his awareness of atmosphere’s dynamic and ever-

changing nature, but because he further asserted that it had the power to shape social relations. 

Accordingly, in New Babylon conceived as atmospherically changing assemblage, materiality and 

dynamic interaction were translated from canvas to “social space” – that is, a conductive and af-

fective environment that enables things to happen.  

Such ideas of spatial practice, based to the greatest extent on defamiliarisation and a positive trans-

figuration of daily life lead us, not coincidentally, to Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991). It was 

Lefebvre’s Critique de la vie quotidienne (Critique of Everyday Life) (1947-1981) and his theory 

of moments that were pivotal for defining Situationist vocabulary.16 As Lefebvre pointed out, the 

common point was “to create an architecture that would itself instigate the creation of new situa-

tions” (Lefebvre in (Ross 1997, 72)), exploring urban environment and its relation to freedom and 

creativity and establishing ‘non-commodified’ social relations; defining a new field of action. 

Arising from this belief, architecture was conceived of in the “idiom of ludic formlessness” – as 

Adrian Forty (1948-) described it (2000e, 170-171). It was an architecture lacking any permanent 

structure or form – transient, ephemeral, capable of re-arrangement and open to appropriation. If 

we now turn our attention to the contemporary theory of atmosphere, and more precisely to the 

way Böhme defined agencies by means of which atmosphere is created, we might find striking 

similarities with situationist premises. Böhme writes: “it is not a question of what form a building 

has or how a city is structured, but of what these features cause it to radiate or in what way it co-

determines the dispositions of the inhabitants” (2014, 51). The latter “together produce the urban 

atmosphere through their own activities” (50). This was precisely what Situationists postulated. In 

other words, they argued for paying more attention to the lived space – i.e. the influence space had 

over our behavioural and psychological dispositions.  

In exploring these relations it was materiality that was in fact regarded as the activating agency of 

that “interrupted variation of life-atmosphere, play of atmospheres, play with and against the sur-

roundings” (Constant quoted in (Schaik 2005, 116)). It was one of the means of re-modelling that 

social space, expanding it towards the imaginative and creative milieux through active engagement 

and self-realisation.  

For an understanding of the role of the material world of New Babylon, van Schaik suggests re-

turning to Constant’s ‘Manifesto’ of 1948 (Schaik 2005, 116). In that text, Constant argued for a 

............................................................................................. 
16 See for instance: ‘The Theory of moments and construction of situations’ Internationale Situationniste n#4, June 1960: 
10-11, in (Andreotti and Costa 1996, 100-101) or (Ross 1997, 69-72). For the concept of defamiliarisation see Chapter 3. 
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“new ideal of beauty” “based on the total influence of matter on the creative spirit” and the re-

placement of the passive role of spectator with interaction and active engagement of the observer 

in the creative processes. These two opposing attitudes were associated, respectively, with “solidi-

fied” or inert matter and matter with the “suggestive power” that “stimulates creative activity” 

(Constant 1948, n.p.). Hence, material suggestiveness became crucial for what Constant defined as 

a “living art”, in which “every faculty of the human spirit was activated in a fertile relationship 

with matter” (n.p.).17  

Similarly, New Babylon was meant to arise through such a fertile relationship, in which materiali-

ty implies awakening imagination, triggering action, and is seen as the driving force of a potential-

ly endless sequence of creative stimuli and processes. So we might say that Constant saw material-

ity as a carrier of intensities – that is, as an agency with aesthetic and social dimensions. What is 

more, in his understanding, creativity and aesthetics did not entail making art, but expanded into 

the practice of daily life (Nieuwenhuys 1964, 304).18 Constant even went one step further in his 

definition of new aesthetics, and erased the unnaturally imposed distinction between beautiful and 

ugly, regarding both as creation and destruction – the latter understood as a creative drive and not 

as an aggression – and both as transformative processes that allow human beings to follow their 

instincts. Accordingly, the characterising new life, beauty and poetry that Constant dreamt about 

carried a hidden and expanded meaning. They were processual, full of gestures and suggestiveness 

that would unfold in play. They defined the aforementioned operational poetics. 

Hence, in the context of New Babylon, the individual act was not seen as autonomous, but as a 

detonator of creative stimuli for others. It was intended to provoke a permanent, non-hierarchical, 

unpredictable, creative flux, which brings delight, pleasure and endless discovery. In other words, 

Constant displaced the creative act from the realm of the individual to the social, moving towards 

the relational – a collective transformation of reality. In this context, the concept of ‘décor’ is not 

reduced to merely decorative aspects. What lies behind it is the ability of space to stimulate or 

liberate sensibilities and behaviours – that is, its affective power. To understand the appropriate-

ness of this assumption let us consider again Böhme’s association of the art of the stage set and the 

aesthetics of atmosphere. As Böhme asserted: “It is, after all, the purpose of the stage set to pro-

vide the atmospheric background to the action” (2008, 3). Such a staging, Böhme continues, “does 

not want to shape objects, but rather to create phenomena. The manipulation of objects serves only 

to establish conditions in which these phenomena can emerge” (6). What is more, understood in 

these terms décor requires the active engagement of the beholder. Accordingly, in the context of   

............................................................................................. 
17 In this context, James Jerome Gibson’s (1904-1979) notion of affordance can also be instructive. See: (Gibson (1979) 
1986, 127-146) and Chapter 3. 
18 As was briefly outlined in the Introduction, the notion of active engagement defined a shift in contemporary aesthetics. 
By restoring the original meaning of the term (derived from the Greek aisthetikos), which was coined by the eighteenth-
century German philosopher Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714-1762) to denote not theories of beauty but a theory of 
sensory knowledge – i.e. a philosophical enquiry the objects of which are the conditions of sensuous perception – con-
temporary aesthetics not only replaces disinterestedness with perceptual states that are intensely active, but also enhances 
human-environmental interaction, expanding the aesthetic field to all regions of experience. 
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Fig. 3/5.3 

Constant, Detail of Yellow Sector (circa 1967)  
Model: iron, aluminium, copper, plexiglass, oil on wood  

[Photo Unknown © Courtesy Fondation Constant 
(Stichting Constant), Utrecht] 
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 [S t.2/q.2] > 

New Babylon the term ‘atmosphere’ also expands its meaning. In addition to all the senses in 

which the word has been used (and which have been discussed along our journey), in situationist 

context, the term ‘atmosphere’ (or ‘ambiance’) had been given a particular inflection. It acquired 

an urban and social dimension, thus signifying the conditions of life in the city. 

In defining such conditions, Constant zoomed into that gargantuan and overwhelming multi-

layered construction which, as the plans suggest, spreads over the existing cities and landscapes, 

becoming a meta-city. At this point it is noteworthy that in Constant’s engagement with architec-

ture, of great influence was his friendship with the Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck (1918-1999) 

(strongly influenced by phenomenology), with whom Constant shared, among other things, an 

interest in the affective and space-defining quality of colour.19 These interests led them to define 

“not a theory but a practice”, namely, a “Spatial Colourism” (Constant (1952) 1998, 74); the de-

sign procedures for which were tested in a joint project for the exhibition Mens en Huis (Home 

and People Foundation) at the Stedelijk Museum in 1952. The fruit of that collaboration was a 

space of colour – the Blue-Purple room – defined as “an exceptionally moving experience” 

(Schaik 2005, 38, emphasis in original).  

The tenets of Spatial Colourism were certainly echoed in the conception of different sectors of 

New Babylon – a Yellow sector, a Red and an Orange one – in which Constant revealed their 

atmospheric qualities [Fig.3/5.3]. “Metal constructions covered in sheet-aluminium of an extreme-

ly free form”, “windows equipped with large optical lenses that greatly magnify the view”, “a 

heated grotto of glass where one can bathe in deepest winter while watching the stars”, or “jets of 

water”, are only a few of those described by Constant as elements of the Yellow Sector. Its name 

derived from the colour of the dividing- and partition-walls as well as from the yellow nylon that 

covered its floor surface. It was meant to be a place of “joyful atmosphere”, which would pre-

dispose “the islet towards its adaptation as a zone for play” (Constant (1960) 1998 b, 122).  

For an exemplification of such relational configurations, let us consider what John Dewey (1859-

1952) referred to as “pervasive quality” (Dewey 1938) – that is, a quality that pervades all rela-

tions and elements, thus defining a situational approach to perception. Describing such qualities as 

the previously-mentioned “joyful atmosphere” of New Babylon as “permeating” or “colouring” 

“all the objects and events that are involved in an experience” (Dewey 1938, 69, emphasis in 

original), Dewey also draws our attention precisely to light and colours. The latter are presented as 

“signs of what can be done and of how it should be done” (71), and, what is more important, not as 

qualities of isolated objects, but rather as qualities both emergent from and determining a situa-

tional whole. Defined in such a way situation appears as “a background and the control of every 

experience” (70, emphasis in original). In this context, as pointed out by Jean-Paul Thibaud, the 

notion of “pervasive quality” might be understood as an alternative way of referring to ambiance 

............................................................................................. 
19 It was in 1953 that Constant started to accompany Aldo van Eyck to the bi-weekly meetings organised by De 8 and 
Opbouw. See: (Schaik 2005, 39).  Aldo van Eyck’s work will be further discussed in Chapter 6. 
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Fig. 3/5.4  
Constant, Detail of Yellow Sector (1958) [Photo Bram 
Wisman © Courtesy Fondation Constant (Stichting 
Constant), Utrecht] 

(2011, 205). It allows us not only to address the multisensory dimension of built environment, but 

also to describe ambiances as foregrounding behaviour, action and interaction. 

Even though Constant insisted that his proposal was only a suggestion, an outline of possible reali-

ty, through models and descriptions he provided “New Babylonians with all the necessary spatial 

and atmospheric tools they need to shape and re-shape their world” (Schaik 2005, 112). Neverthe-

less, since situations are not fixed in advance, or as Thibaud put it “an ambiance is not necessarily 

a stable and invariable state, but a dynamic process comprising different consecutive phases” 

(2011, 207), the materials used in New Babylon models – transparent and coloured Plexiglas, 

different metals, wood and copper rods – were strategically assembled not to realistically simulate 

spaces in the city, but rather to allow an envisioning of its spatial complexity, and to virtually 

move through its multiple levels [Fig.3/5.4 and Fig.3/5.5]. In this sense the models were not in-

tended as orthodox architectural representations, but as a tool to evoke the atmosphere, a world in 
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Fig. 3/5.5  
Constant, Overview of New Babylon (circa 1968)  
[Photo Victor E. Nieuwenhuys © Courtesy Fondation 
Constant (Stichting Constant), Utrecht]  
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motion and perpetual mutation, as well as its affective dimension. In this regard, the models also 

embodied the previously-mentioned material suggestiveness.   

To move further in analysing the notion of suggestiveness, Thibaud might again be instructive, as 

he drew our attention to the fact that “it is the very materiality of the city that is screened by senso-

ry perception, revealing and detailing the ‘lived features’ of built environments” ((2010) 2012, 4). 

What is more, in this context perceiving does not entail merely interpreting the world, but “it also 

involves integrating a situation – that is, it requires us both to pull the various components of a 

context into a consistent whole and to get involved in activities from a practical standpoint” 

(Thibaud 2011, 208, emphasis in original).  

Constant defined with precision all the potential elements and those of the “lived features” which 

Thibaud speaks about that would contribute to the “joyful atmosphere” (Constant (1960) 1998 b, 

122), able to engage Homo Ludens in ludic activity. An invitation to a continuous and playful 

drifting from space to space where interaction and creation become social practices and the basic 

condition of everyday reality, and where palpable and persistent spatial identity would dissolve 

into an endless network of constantly varying situations. Shifting floors and walls, mobile and 

interchangeable elements, were to constitute a dynamic labyrinth, giving rise to those constantly 

changing atmospheres that emerge from the interplay between the material and the immaterial. 

Atmospheres artificially manipulated by advanced technical means: light, sound, smell, or temper-

ature.  

One can find oneself in the quiet room, clad in insulating material; the 

loud room with its vivid colors and ear-splitting sounds; the room of 

echoes (radiophonic speaker games); the room of images (cinematic 

games); the room for reflection (games of psychological resonance); 

the room for rest; the room for erotic games; the room of coincidences 

etc. An extended stay in these houses has the tonic effect of a brain-

washing and is frequently undertaken to erase the effects of habits.  
(Constant (1960) 1998 b, 122) 

In describing means of production of different ambiances that would give rise to this new society, 

technology was seen by Constant as a force antagonistic to the technocracy and sterility of func-

tionalism. It was regarded rather as a necessary condition for the invention and development of 

new creative means as well as new forms of creativity and, hence, for the emergence of atmos-

phere. 20 In other words, technology made this playful relational world possible. It was a vehicle 

for mediation between the individual and the collective, the material and the immaterial, between 

advanced civilisation and basic instincts, science and imagination, between conscious and uncon-

scious, construction and destruction, between appearance and disappearance, the ordinary and the 

extraordinary… 

............................................................................................. 
20 Constant tackles some of these issues in the previously-mentioned Manifesto (1948) and other later texts, such as ‘From  
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*** 
5.3. The World of Anti-Matter 

This list of blurred or collapsed boundaries certainly invites a detour through the Laboratorio 

Sperimentale (Experimental Laboratory) founded in Alba by Giuseppe Pinot Gallizio (1902-1964), 

which brings us back to the origins of Situationist International.21 Established originally in collabo-

ration with Asger Jorn in 1955 as the Experimental Laboratory of the Bauhaus Imaginiste (MIBI) 

– and with its actual roots in Gallizio’s laboratory of herbs and oenological aromas – the 1957 

Alba laboratory became a place for the collective research and experimental activity of Situationist 

International [Fig.3/5.6]. Nevertheless, of particular interest for this study is not the foundational 

significance of the Experimental Laboratory, but one specific project that grew out of experiments 

conducted within it, as well as out of the convergences and antagonisms between art, science and 

“industrial activities”.22 It is a project called ‘Caverna dell’antimateria’ (‘The Cavern of Anti-

matter’), on which Gallizio worked from January 1958 until spring 1959 together with his son 

Giros Melanotte. 

Giuseppe Pinot Gallizio was a painter with a background in chemical biology and archaeology 

who for many years worked on so-called “industrial painting” (Pittura Industriale). It was precise-

ly with these paintings that in May 1959 Gallizio entirely covered the walls, floor and ceilings of 

the Galerie Drouin in Paris. The title of the exhibition revealed the objective: “Une caverne de 

l’antimatière. Essai de construction d’une ambiance, au moyen de 145 mètres de peinture” (“The 

Cavern of Anti-matter. A test of construction of an atmosphere, by means of 145 metres of paint-

ing”) [Fig.3/5.7]. Following the Situationist premise, the intention was to immerse the visitor in an 

expanded imaginary realm evoked through an unfamiliar situation or micro-ambiance. This was 

also a challenge to the conventional understanding of artworks, which through being used as cloth-

ing, or rather as a means of constructing atmosphere, lost their status of autonomous and clearly 

defined objects (or bodies).  

Before being immersed in the particular atmosphere of the gallery, let us make a digression in 

order to reveal the contextual connotations of the terms: industrial painting and anti-matter. The 

latter would probably first bring to mind Salvador Dalí’s (1904-1989) ‘Anti-Matter Manifesto’ 

............................................................................................. 
>>> 
Collaboration To Absolute Unity Among The Plastic Arts’ published originally in Forum, vol. 10, no. 6, July-August 1955, 
p.207. See: (Constant (1955) 1998, 75), or ‘Tomorrow Life Will Reside in Poetry’. See: (Constant (1956) 1998 , 78). 
21 Pinot Gallizio started artistic experimentation towards the end of his life. Prior to his incorporation in the SI group in July 
1957, Gallizio worked as a scientist and owned a pharmacy. He conducted experiments with herbal medicine and aroma-
therapy based on oenological and herbal perfumes. The name Alba Experimental Laboratory, known primarily for situa-
tionist practice, has its actual origins in the laboratory founded in 1946 as an extension of the Course of Herbs and Oeno-
logical Aromas at the Institute of Agriculture of Alba, in which Gallizio undertook botanical, chemical and pharmaceutical 
research.  
For a detailed summary of Giuseppe Pinot Gallizio’s life and activities, and of his importance to the IS movement, see: 
(Pezolet 2010). With regard to the latter, see also: (Schaik 2005, 42-50). 
22 ‘The Free Arts and Industrial Activities’ was a theme of the Primo Congreso mondiale degli artisti liberi (First World 
Congress of the Free Artist) to which we referred earlier.  
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Fig. 3/5.6 
 

Fig. 3/5.7 
 

Fig. 3/5.8 
 
 
 
Fig. 3/5.6    
Pinot Gallizio. Laboratorio Sperimentale, Alba, (1958). 
On the left, Pinot Gallizio, in the centre (with hat) Asger 
Jorn. And endless rolls of Pittura Industriale [Photo © 
Courtesy Archive Gallizio, Turin] 
 
Fig. 3/5.7 and Fig.3/5.8    
Pinot Gallizio, Anti-World – Invitation to the opening of 
the Cavern of Anti-matter (1959), and sketch with hand-
written notes (1958) [Courtesy Archive Gallizio, Turin] 
 

 

 
Fig. 3/5.9 
 

 
Fig. 3/5.10 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3/5.9 
Pinot Gallizio. Handwritten notes in the magazine Il 
Chimico, n9, May-June 1960 [Courtesy Archive Gallizio, 
Turin] 
 
Fig. 3/5.10 
Pinot Gallizio in the Experimental Laboratory, Agricul-
tural Institute, Alba, late 1940s [Photo © Courtesy Ar-
chive Gallizio, Turin] 
 
 

,  
  

 



 
[New Material Consciousness] 

 
  

 

  212 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3/5.11  
Pinot Gallizio (1959). Cavern of Antimatter, Galerie 
Drouin, Paris [Photo © Courtesy Archive Gallizio, Turin]  
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 (1958), making even more explicit the surrealist influences in Gallizio’s Cavern.23 Gallizio did in 

fact start to construct his “anti-world” earlier, but connections certainly might be traced between 

the two, since Gallizio’s ideas – similarly to Dalí’s – grew out of a fascination with the atomic era 

[Fig.3/5.9]. For Gallizio, of particular interest was the notion of the anti-world proposed by the 

Italian chemist and physicist Francesco Pannaria (1913-19XX) in 1949 in a response to the theory 

of anti-matter formulated in the 1930s by the English physicist Paul Adrien Maurice Dirac (1902-

1984) as well as the continuation of the theory of pure matter (materia pura) by the Italian mathe-

matician Francesco Severi (1879-1961).24 Matter, mass, energy and field – a world in constant 

becoming, defined by a spatio-temporal continuum. Gallizio’s ambition was to translate this new 

vision of the world of perpetually exchanging energy into practice. In other words, into a “theatre 

of exchange” (Gallizio (1958d) 2005, 68) where “[a]nti-matter emerging from the background – 

joins in our presence with matter to produce in a monstrous coitus an ephemeral and temporary 

energy called reality” (Gallizio (1958c) 2005, 33, underlined in original). The anti-world was an 

annunciation of a new practice that would take shape first in the nuclear, and subsequently in the 

industrial painting, which would finally expand from the canvas to the spatial field [Fig.3/5.8]. It 

was this field defined by “erupting” and “combined” matter that Gallizio would call “environmen-

tal painting” ((1958d) 2005, 70, 69), and which would discharge its particular energy in The Cav-

ern of Anti-matter.  

Interestingly, despite the fact that the Alba Experimental Laboratory was full of industrial machin-

ery, the paintings were produced using mostly hand-held tools. However, as noted by the Situa-

tionist member Michèle Bernstein (1932-)) in a eulogy written on the occasion of the first exhibi-

tion of industrial painting held in Turin in 1958, and included in its catalogue, Pinot-Gallizio ex-

tended painting “into other realms”. Gallizio’s paintings “follow[ed] one another in succession and 

[were] called chemical experiments, resins, resin painting, scented painting” ((1958) 1997, 93). 

Blurring boundaries between artist and scientist, Gallizio experimented with the creative use and 

invention of materials, exploring relationships between colours and odours. In his idiosyncratic 

manual for painterly techniques, organic and non-organic matter was mixed with colouring sub-

stances and “smelling spirits” that “help the imagination with their mnemonic game” (Gallizio 

(1957) 2005, 51). Diverse solid, liquid and volatile substances, followed by a list of supports, were 

classified in terms of their physical qualities as well as the chemical reactions and the processes to 

which they give rise  – all together aiming at the production of effects able to awaken our sensory 

apparatus. Synthetic resins, quick-drying varnishes, which, when hardened, produced “amorphous 

............................................................................................. 
23 For the influence of surrealism in Gallizio’s work, see: (Pezolet 2010). It is also noteworthy that even though surrealists 
and situationists shared some principles, there were many points of friction between the two. For instance, in ‘Report on the 
Construction of Situations’ from 1957, Guy Debord saw in Surrealism’s endeavour to define a new way of life through 
surprise, imagination and desire, a subversive potential, yet noted its limited scope “due to the lack of material means for 
fulfilling its aims” ((1957) 1995, 28). From that critical standpoint Debord outlined the idea of the construction of situa-
tions and the need to develop “a systematic intervention based on the complex factors of two components in perpetual 
interaction: the material environment of life and the behaviour which that environment gives rise to and which radically 
transforms it” (38).  
24 For more information see: (Bertolino, et al. 2005, 29-33). 
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 [D t.2/q.1] > 

or crystalline masses” (52) with reflective and refractive surfaces that would change appearance 

under different light conditions, “shifting perpetually like glaciers” (Gallizio (1958d) 2005, 70) 

were mixed with clay, sand, egg-shells, feathers, metal fillings, herbal perfumes and even explo-

sive powders [Fig.3/5.11]. These materials, in combination with unorthodox application tech-

niques, were used as means of both reconfiguring creative production and stimulating contingent 

processes. Gallizio saw them as vehicles for constructing situations.  

The long stripes of canvas or populit were covered collectively, using brushes, sponges, steel 

wool, towels, rollers or sprayers with the previously-mentioned industrial and organic materials, 

leaving to chance – that is, to chemical reactions – the emergence of painterly effects. These ef-

fects would often be increased by “the happy accidents of open-air production” (Stracey 2005, 

396), appropriating nature as an active agent in the creative processes. A “gust of wind would 

deposit all sorts of debris onto the wet, sticky surfaces” (397), and the corrosive force of sun and 

rain would be given the task of transforming and completing the paintings. Gallizio referred to 

these accidental traces as imprints of “nature’s memory” (quoted in (Stracey 2005, 397)).  

We will shortly return to Gallizio’s Cavern, but prior to that, it would be opportune to explore an 

intersection which is not evident at first sight. Interestingly, the aforementioned practices call for a 

bringing back and a further exploration of the work of the British romantic painter Joseph Mallord 

William Turner (1775-1851), whom we encountered previously at the beginning of our journey – 

in the context of the Crystal Palace (Chapter 1), and of the Sir John Soane House (Chapter 4). 

However, the reason for doing so is not Turner’s obvious fascination for Nature and the weather, 

or his concerns with science, technologies and their effects. The point here is his interest in decay, 

and the way it affected his artistic practice and painterly process, as well as the effects produced by 

his paintings. 

Drawing upon accounts of other historians, Jonathan Hill (1958-) remarks that the decrepit state of 

Turner’s studio certainly affected his practice (2012, 172-173). The paintings suffered from the 

way they were stacked together, from filtered rainwater, moisture and dust, causing damage – 

wrinkles, cracks, the flaking of paint or its slow discolouration. While many historians ascribed 

these facts to Turner’s character and negligence, Hill considers these practices as deliberate. We 

might say that the progressive deterioration of Turner’s work, like that of Gallizio’s industrial 

paintings, might be defined as creative ruination. It is in that world of constant becoming that the 

immaterial and the ephemeral are rendered as vitally tangible. The agencies that reside in them 

invite us to explore weather’s relation with materiality disclosed through change, and to recognize 

weather’s effects and active involvement, or even – as hinted by Hill – its architectural authorship. 

What is more, such processes in Turner’s paintings were necessary for re-enacting effects and for 

conveying “the impressions of place in relation to time and weather” (173). 

In this regard, Turner’s well known and widely quoted words: “atmosphere is my style” entail a 

certain polysemy. Not only was Turner fascinated with atmosphere (in its meteorological sense) as 
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Fig. 3/5.11 
Pinot Gallizio, La Grande Peur (1956) – detail  

[Photo © Courtesy Archive Gallizio, Turin] 
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a subject matter for his paintings, but also of paramount importance for him were the immersive 

qualities of his works. It has been widely discussed that Turner’s paintings reproduce sensory 

impressions, but in order to re-enact these impressions Turner went as far as determining the posi-

tion of the canvas so that the painting would have “engulfed the viewer” (Hill 2012, 164).25  

For the art critic Jonathan Crary (1951-), it was precisely nineteenth-century painting that defined 

a new status of the observer, operating within the field of visual and sensory experiences, rather 

than aesthetic isolation (1992, 20). Crary further identifies, among others, Turner’s techniques – 

such as the strategic use of transporting light surfaces, materials and colours that intermingle with 

each other – with a triumph of a counter-practice to the dominance of “geometrical optics”; a prac-

tice initiated with the painterly techniques known as Lo sfumato and used to a significant effect by 

Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1510). Accordingly, as the philosopher of science Michel Serres (1930-) 

noted: “Seeming to penetrate into matter in fusion, the canvases of Turner efface the boundaries of 

things and make their limits tremble” (1997, 10). Challenging Newtonian and Euclidian models of 

space, in Turner’s paintings objects and bodies are dissolved into fields of intricate relationships.  

To clarify these assumptions and to locate Turner’s paintings in the context that they reflect, Gilles 

Deleuze’s (1925-1995) and Félix Guattari’s (1930-1992) account of machinic assemblages might 

also be explanatory. Distinguishing three “ages”– the classical, the romantic and the modern – 

Deleuze and Guattari, like Crary, pointed out “the fundamental innovations of romanticism”, 

which were characterised by an understanding of variation and relationality:  

There were no longer substantial parts corresponding to forms, mi-

lieux corresponding to codes, or a matter in chaos given order in 

forms and by codes. The parts were instead like assemblages produced 

and dismantled at the surface. Form itself became a great form in con-

tinuous development, a gathering of the forces of the earth taking all 

the parts up into a sheaf. Matter itself was no longer a chaos to subju-

gate and organize but rather the moving matter of a continuous varia-

tion. The universal had become a relation, variation.  
(Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 2005, 340, emphasis in original) 

 

In that relational world human perception also became a temporal variation between sensations 

and intensities. In this regard, and similarly to Hill, Crary talks about a certain engulfing effect of 

Turner’s paintings that re-enact the temporal experience of an unfolding luminous after-image that 

appears on our retina after exposure to sun. Crary remarks: “Through the after-image the sun is 

made to belong to the body, and the body in fact takes over as a source of its effects” (1992, 141). 

............................................................................................. 
25 This strategy invites one to explore Franco Albini’s (1905-1977) concept of “environment in the environment” in the 
project for the Municipal Galleries of Palazzo Bianco in Genoa completed in 1951, in which through a mechanical device 
(today unfortunately lost) the visitor would encounter the artwork in a dynamic interplay – “it could be raised, lowered and 
turned” permitting “complete immersion in the work’s timeless beauty” (Bucci 2009, 28). For Franco Albini’s works, see 
Chapter 2. 
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Fig. 3/5.12   
Pinot Gallizio (1959). Cavern of Anti-matter, Galerie 
Drouin, Paris [Photo © Courtesy Archive Gallizio, Turin] 

Pinot Gallizio went even further. In The Cavern of Anti-matter, paintings literally enveloped the 

body [Fig.3/5.12]. Moreover, the previously-mentioned transformative processes, which in the 

case of gunpowder would lead to the total destruction of the work at the moment of its constitu-

tion, reveal a double dimension. They were seen both as creative acts and as acts of normative 

transgression. Although influenced by surrealist practices and theories, such haphazard and “au-

tomatic” techniques were rather mimicking or even parodying industrial processes and were, in a 

real sense, deployed as critical tools to disrupt and subvert both automation and an avant-garde 

individualism.26 In this regard, the term ‘industrial’ acted rather as a trope of creative processes – 

conscious and unconscious, as well as controlled and uncontrolled – instead of referring to the 

means used in production. It also related to the way the paintings were marketed.27 What is more 

important in the context of this study, not only did industrial painting become a technological form 

of creativity, as advocated by Debord, it also assigned to creativity performative qualities, with the 

............................................................................................. 
26 For the relation and differences between Gallizio’s practices and surrealism, and more precisely André Breton’s (1986-
1966) theory of objective chance, Óscar Dominguez’s (1906-1957) décalcomanie, Max Erns’t (1891-1976) frottage, and 
Wolfgang Paalen’s (1905-1959) fumage, see: (Pezolet 2010). 
Interestingly, Gallizio’s practices, in which the space of agency was not limited to human action but included the creative 
power of matter also reveals another surprising intersection. It points towards new materialist theories – the idea of “vi-
brant matter” – that absolve “matter from its long history of attachment to automatism or mechanism” (Bennett 2010, 3). 
27 As noted previously, industrial painting consisted of endless, collectively-produced rolls of paintings that would then be 
sold by the metre – as Michèle Bernstein explained it: “At random: no more problem of size – the canvas is cut before the 
eyes of the satisfied customer” ((1958) 1997, 94). It was conceived as a new form of creativity open to everyone.  
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intention of expanding its perceptual dimensions. From this perspective, an artist immersed in 

collective play became an engineer of atmosphere, an alchemist, a magician and orchestrator of 

emotions. In September 1958 Constant would write:   

Artists have the task of inventing new techniques and of using light, 

sound, movement, and in general all the inventions that can have an 

effect on environments. Otherwise the integration of art into the con-

struction of the human habitat remains illusory… 
(Constant (1958) 1997, 96) 

 

The new techniques suggested by Constant, which might be recognised in Gallizio’s processes, 

bring to mind “the immaterial, nonformal, and energetic Cosmos” that Deleuze and Guattari iden-

tified with the post-Romantic turning point, in which “the essential thing is no longer forms and 

matters, or themes, but forces, densities, intensities” ((1987) 2005, 343). These tenets define the 

“modern age” in which: “Matters of expression are superseded by a material of capture” (342, 

emphasis in original). And as argued by Deleuze and Guattari, in this context the invocation to the 

Cosmos goes beyond a metaphor; “on the contrary, the operation is an effective one, from the 

moment the artist connects a material with forces of consistency or consolidation” (345), defining 

“fuzzy aggregates” and new thresholds of perception.28  

**** 
5.4. Synaesthetic Environments 

Central to situationist practice was a need to enable material relations that challenge creative prac-

tice and social models. These were, undoubtedly, also Pinot Gallizio’s ambitions. His interests in 

science, archaeology and surrealist theory of architecture led him to transform the gallery space 

into a symbolically and sexually charged prehistoric cavern – “the uterus of the world” as Pinot 

Gallizio described it.29 Gallizio was interested in a dynamic exchange of experience defined by 

spatial-temporal relations and amplification of phenomena, which would determine its intensity 

((1958b) 2005). The result of that “delirious mix of technological fervour and primitivist anxie-

ties” (Pezolet 2010, 80) was a synaesthetic dark grotto, in which space and body would be inter-

mingled in a dynamic web of intersections. It was a place to be enacted, explored, and consumed 

bodily thorough its active, sensorial, emotional and physiological concreteness.  

............................................................................................. 
28 Deleuze and Guattari write: “All kinds of heterogeneous elements show up in the intra-assemblage: not only the assem-
blage marks that group materials, colors, odors, sounds, postures, etc., but also the various elements of given assembled 
behaviors that enter into a motif. For example, a display behavior is composed of a dance, clicking of the beak, an exhibi-
tion of colors, a posture with neck outstretched, cries, smoothing of the feathers, bows, a refrain…The first question to be 
asked is: what holds these territorializing marks, territorial motifs, and territorialized functions together in the same intra-
assemblage. This is a question of consistency: the ‘holding together’ of heterogeneous elements. At first, they constitute no 
more than a fuzzy set, a discrete set that later takes on consistency” ((1987) 2005, 323, emphasis in original). For the 
definition of “fuzzy aggregates” see also: (344, and the correponding footnote 54). 
29 In exploring the influence of surrealism in Gallizio’s work (a problematic issue for Debord), Pozolet alludes to the “intra-
uterine space” of Tristan Tzara (1896-1963) and Roberto Matta (1911-2002), or to Salvador Dalí’s ’Anti-matter Manifes-
to’. See: (Pezolet 2010, 81). 
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Bodies – those of the models wrapped in Gallizio’s painting parading around the space during the 

opening – or those of the visitors – became themselves mediating, performative and generative 

forces, renegotiating traditional spatial boundaries; “a temporary reality of combined matter” 

(Gallizio (1958d) 2005, 68, underlined in original). Their movement would alter the perception of 

the gallery space filled with scents and ambient sounds produced by theremin.30 Gernot Böhme’s 

words might be also instructive here, as he pointed out “that sound, noise and music are amongst 

the main generators of atmospheres” (2014, 97). 

Olfactory sensations, varying in intensity and character and produced by odours of the paintings 

intermingled with herbal perfumes and incense, defined – following Debord’s suggestions – “the 

olfactory atmosphere of the gallery (pleasant-unusual)” (Debord (1958) 2005, 64).31 The situation 

was built and decomposed through a constant relation and reaction between actors and agents. The 

air was made explicit – brought into being through scents, reacting and adapting to the bodily 

traces of the visitors and transforming the “atmospheric envelope” (paraphrasing Sloterdijk 

((2004) 2005, 225)).32 Additionally to that interior “perfumed undercurrent”, “sandal wood, euca-

lyptus, myrrh, incense, and various balsams” (Gallizio (1958a) 2005, 65) would be burned in a 

brazier placed on a pavement of the rue Visconti, attracting and guiding the visitor, who, once 

inside the gallery, would be offered an aperitif. In such a way the physical space appears as a tan-

gible construction derived from the assemblage not only of material bodies, but also of the sur-

face-less spaces – such as those defined by sounds, scents or temperature – that envelope us, and 

which are manifested through the corporeal experience.33 It is a space of synesthetic reactivation. 

In this sense, Euclidian space of traditional geometrical correlation is replaced with a space of 

topological transformation – a relational and variational continuum. To use Brian Massumi’s 

words: “Before measurement, there was air and ground, but not space as we know it. Ground is 

not a static support any more than air is an empty container” (2002, 10).34 Gallizio was certainly 

............................................................................................. 
30 A theremin is a musical instrument whose name derives from its inventor Leon Theremin (1896-1993), considered as a 
pioneer of electronic music. Also known as Aetherophone – controlled “through ether” without discernible physical contact 
from the player – such an instrument made by Gallizio’s physicist friend Giuseppe Cocito was used in musical experiments 
by Walter Olmo, whom Gallizio invited to collaborate in the project of the exhibition at the Gallery Drouin. For a brief 
history of Etherophoniocs, see: (Connor 2010, 224-226). 
In this context, it is also worth noticing that at the beginning of the twentieth century ether was tantamount to space in the 
popular imagination. See for instance: (Connor 2010, 148-172) or (Kwinter 2001, 58-59). 
31 Not only did Guy Debord support Gallizio, he also actively participated in the organization of the Cavern event. Howev-
er, after the sale of the industrial paintings (to which Debord nota bene encouraged Gallizio) turned out to be a commercial 
success, Debord excluded all the members of the Alba Experimental Laboratory from the SI.  
32 Massumi’s suggestive thought that “when a body is in motion, it does not coincide with itself”, but it “coincides with its 
own transition: its own variation” also comes to mind. The range of variations it can be implicated in is not present in any 
given movement, much less in any position it passes through. In motion, a body is in an immediate, unfolding relation to its 
own nonpresent potential to vary” (2002, 4).  
33 For an idea of surfaceless-spaces see for instance: (Schmitz, Müllan and Slaby 2011). 
34 Massumi regards space as a dynamic unity. He writes: “A path is not composed of positions. It is nondecomposable: a 
dynamic unity. (…) When we think of space as ‘extensive,’ as being measurable, divisible, and composed of points plotting 
possible positions that objects may occupy, we are stopping the world in thought. We are thinking away its dynamic unity, 
the continuity of its movements. We are looking at only one dimension of reality.” (2002, 6). Similarly, Gernot Böhme 
states: “The space essentially involved, at least if we take the term atmosphere seriously and gear the design seriously to 
the user’s perspective, is the space of corporeal presence. This space has a structure unlike that of geometric space. It is 
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familiar with that conjunction. On the invitation card, he “proclaimed that the energies emanating 

from the ground and the ceiling of this synesthetic environment were, like ‘matter’ and ‘anti-

matter’, to collide with one another” (Pezolet 2010, 80) [Fig.3/5.7]. 35 For Gallizio, it was the 

affective energy – the “atmosphere of a world in formation” – that would have value in itself. In 

this regard Gallizio stated: “The emotions we will have provoked – will only remain in the space 

and in the time that we have created. It is not matter that can be sold, air hasn’t yet (sic) been mo-

nopolised” ((1958d) 2005, 69, underlined in original).  

These assumptions as well the whole set-up of the exhibition as an immersive and multisensory 

environment (cocktails included), and the expansion of the gallery space into the urban realm, 

bring to mind Yves Klein’s exhibition popularly referred to as Le Vide (The Void), held in April 

1958 at the Galerie Iris Clert – one year before Gallizio’s Cavern of Anti-matter.36 The connection 

between the two might at first seem accidental, especially taking into consideration the fact that 

both Gallizio’s and Klein’s practices were grounded in ideologically different – and to a certain 

extent antithetical – frameworks.37 However, it is noteworthy that Klein came into contact with 

Debord in the years prior to the formation of the SI, and at the time of Klein’s Le Vide, Debord 

was deeply involved in the planning of Gallizio’s exhibition in Paris. Hence, the preparation of a 

new aperitif  (as Debord referred to it ((1958) 2005, 64)) for the opening is a likely reference to 

Klein’s show – as argued by Nicola Pezolet (2010, 79). Yet, going beyond these coincidences, we 

might say that both The Void and The Cavern of Anti-matter (with their embedded differences) can 

be used as epitomes of breaking with the auratic presence of the work of art, which dissolves into 

an atmosphere, replacing contemplation with active engagement and multisensory involvement. It 

might be said that in both cases it was “a question of seeing something else, and seeing it different-

ly” – to paraphrase the words which the art historian Denys Riout used to define the “striking 

matter” of Klein’s monochrome paintings ((2004) 2010, 62). Both created an immersive environ-

ment that emerged from the productive intertwinement of the material and the immaterial; both  

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
based not on measurements but on local relationships and skins and topological space; above all, it is not isotropic, but 
includes directions, above and below, centring, narrowing and expansion” (2013b, 99). 
35 The description on the invitation card reads: « Le mur de droite, le mur de gauche, et le fond de la galerie représentent 
les réactions qui adviennent entre l’anti-matière, au plafond, et la matière, au sol. Ces forces se rencontrent en se fondant 
dans une ‘réalité provisoire’, représentée par le mannequin habillé de peinture » (“The wall on the right, the wall on the 
left, and the back of the gallery represent the reactions between anti-matter, on the ceiling, and matter, on the ground. These 
forces meet and fuse in ‘temporary reality’, represented by the model dressed in paint.”) See: [Fig.3/5.7]. 
36 The objective of Le Vide was also “to create an ambience” (Klein quoted in (Riout (2004) 2010, 61)). At Klein’s show, 
visitors, before they went inside the gallery (directed by a loudspeaker), were offered a blue cocktail (Gin, Cointreau with 
methylene blue). The gallery doors and windows were painted blue, similar to a blue drapery that enveloped the main 
entrance to the building in contrast to the inner entrance, which was draped in white. Yet, once inside the gallery, the visitor 
would discover an absolutely empty space. While in the Gallizio’s Cavern the paintings entirely covered the walls, floor 
and ceilings of the gallery, creating a sensory background, here, immaculate white walls and the absence of paintings 
embodied what Klein defined as “immaterial pictorial sensibility.”  
37 As suggested by the scholar Kaira M. Cabañas, who theorises on Klein’s performative realism, exploring its relations 
precisely with situationist practices, the difference between the two “hinges on the question of space’s critical refunctioning 
versus its performative activation” (2008, 19). Organised as a series of staged rituals defined by strict behavioural codes, 
Klein’s Le Vide was, rather, a device for regulating the experience of the visitor. Such a manipulative character or logic of 
power, and embedded in it political connotation, define the “performative activation” of Le Vide to which Cabañas refers, 
which differs from Gallizio’s rather spontaneously unfolding event.   
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placed an emphasis on the affective qualities of the experiences they generated and their spatial 

dimension.38 

As a final note, it is worth pointing out that, for Situationists, the means of production of an ambi-

ance were not reduced to merely spatial, material or technical strategies. It was the human pres-

ence, and arising from it, shifts in perception, as well as actions and interactions, that were identi-

fied, as asserted by Constant, as “an impulse to change the existing ambiance” (quoted in (Schaik 

2005, 117)).  Pinot Gallizio in a letter to René Drouin (1905-1979), while planning The Cavern of 

Antimatter, also emphasised the active engagement:  

All that is needed in my cave is a mirror – flat, concave or convex to 

create a maze – at will a play of light will create new fantastical imag-

es – it will be ultraviolet – normal – hot infra-red – high-low – or re-

flected with external metallic surfaces or simply brought by the spec-

tators by way of torches – making every presence an accomplice and 

actor – we have to make men play with simple-elementary gestures – 

making them a living part of our naïve show.  
(Gallizio (1958d) 2005, 68) 

 

The idea of a dynamic labyrinth would certainly bring us back to Constant and his principles of 

disorientation used for the intensification of experience. And it was precisely Constant with whom 

Gallizio worked after his Parisian exhibition on the development of the atmospheric maze, on the 

occasion of the Situationist International exhibition planned to be held at the Stedelijk Museum in 

1960. The aim was to emulate the effects of Unitary Urbanism, both by filling the museum rooms 

with micro-ambiances and by expanding the exhibition space towards the streets of Amsterdam.39 

Nevertheless, it was a frustrated and failed project through which – for different reasons – both 

Gallizio’s and Constant’s relationships with International Situationist came to an end.40 In the 

context of the present study, it is not yet the break-up with SI but a mirror – with its capacity to 

create that “maze” which Gallizio spoke about – that catches our attention again, becoming not 

only a tool for sensorial manipulation, but also a social contract – ideas that lead us to the next 

chapter. 

 

 

............................................................................................. 
38 As Cabañas pointed out: “Klein went even further: he made the bodily dimension of ritual’s functioning explicit by 
infiltrating – literally and materially – the visitors’ bodies, because the cocktails they were so innocently served made them 
urinate blue” (2008, 25). 
39 Following premises of unitary urbanism, Gallizio dreamt about “unitary applicable art”– that is, urban painting aiming at 
transforming or activating the relationships between social space and its inhabitants. Already in 1958 rolls of industrial 
paintings covered overnight the walls of buildings in Paris. In a Manifesto from 1959 Gallizio went even further and fanta-
sised about the whole world transformed into a “Luna-Park without borders, arousing new emotions and passions” (quoted 
in (Stracey 2005, 402-403)); about “houses made of alloys, resins and quivering cement, walls of coloured gas and infra-
red” (Bertolino, et al. 2005, 217). 
40 For more information see: (Schaik 2005, 48-53). 
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Chapter 6  
         

[Sensorial Regimes and Intensification of Experience] 

 [Atmospheres are] something which can come over us, into which we 

are drawn, which takes possession of us like an alien power. 
(Böhme 2008, 3) 

            
 

In an attempt to define the psychological basis of architecture, the Swiss art historian Heinrich 

Wölfflin (1864-1945) explored the lawfulness of space in relation to its effects, drawing on the 

argument that “every building produces a specific impression within a whole range of moods” 

((1886) 1994, 149). Even though Wölfflin examined these concepts through a purely formalistic 

lens, and hence his observations are subjected to certain limitations, his ‘Prolegomena to a Psy-

chology of Architecture’ bears further examination. This not due to the fact that (as noted in Chap-

ter 1) it anticipated the theory of atmosphere, but, rather, because it aimed at revealing the rela-

tionship between built environment, affect and subjectivity – in other words, the influence the 

emergent-from-space moods (atmospheres) have over our behavioural and psychological disposi-

tions. The question which this chapter takes up is precisely this relationship.  

Interestingly, more recently, atmosphere was also used by the scholar Andreas Philippopoulos-

Mihalopoulos to illustrate the fusion between space and normativity – a “lawscape” in which “eve-

ry surface, smell, colour, taste is regulated by some form of law” (2013, 35). Defined in such a 

way, however, lawscape calls for an exploration of law beyond merely contractual agreements and 

verbal regulations, as it directs attention towards its material, spatial and corporeal dimensions. 

Following this association, one can even go so far as to say that what encapsulates the normative 

character of space is precisely its atmosphere, for atmosphere defines the affective tonality of 

space, transforming it into a contingent construction and a realm of mediation.  

Atmospheres are omnipresent, yet they can be perceived without necessarily being noticed. As 

such omnipresent phenomena, atmospheres can also emerge spontaneously. However, regardless 

of their origin (staged or spontaneous), and their character (genuine or artificial), or intensity (sub-

tle or dominant), atmospheres are pervasive impressions that “take possession of us” – as indicated 

in the quotation that opens this chapter. They condition and modulate our experience. A central 

claim underpinning what follows, therefore, is that atmospheres as such conditioning phenomena, 

on the level of material production (which is what interests us here) – that is, of constructing at-

mospheres – carry the potential for a reconfiguration of diverse forms of control and normativity.  

As we have seen along our journey, seemingly immaterial atmospheres emerge from the relational 

entanglements of material and immaterial bodies. As such relational fields disclosed through their 

affective qualities, atmospheres constitute a medium for both immersion and action and – unlike 

auras, which entail a contemplative distance (see Chapter 1) – open up a wide range of modes of 
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engagement (individual and collective) with a material world. In this context, what we defined as 

atmospheric awareness prompts us to reflect upon these modes of engagement derived from the 

potentiality of the built environment, bringing to the fore the performative, transformative and 

affective qualities of space. Qualities that, to paraphrase Giorgio Agamben (1942-), who analysed 

in depth the Foucaultian notion of ‘apparatus’ to which we alluded in Chapter 3, might be used to 

“manage, govern, control, and orient – in a way that purports to be useful – the behaviors, ges-

tures, and thoughts of human beings” ((2006) 2009, 12).  

In what follows, by addressing the relationship between staged atmospheres and experience, the 

intention is to analyse, like Wöllflin, the hidden forces and the causal and conditional relations of 

the material world. That is, to explore the mechanisms through which “space is fully given to law 

and law is fully given to spatiality” (Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2013, 42), highlighting aesthet-

ical as well as socio/politico/ethical aspects of that relationship, and revealing polysemy embedded 

in the term ‘law’. Operating in the interstitial area between the material and the immaterial, ma-

nipulation and appeal, a series of paradigmatic atmospheric works will provide a canvas for dis-

cerning 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. 

Fig. 3/6.1  
Ugo La Pietra. ‘Sistema Disequilibrante’– Audiovisual 
Environment (1969) [Photo © Courtesy Archivio Ugo La 
Pietra, Milano] 
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* 
6.1. Space, Law and Atmosphere 

[T]he city is so thick with law that, just like air, the law is not per-

ceived. It becomes ‘invisible’, white noise, thin air. It becomes an at-

mosphere – there but not there, imperceptible yet all-determining. 
(Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2013, 36, emphasis in original) 

            

 

If we think about law, the term atmosphere – with its clear meteorological connotations – would 

probably at first bring to mind law in terms of physical forces. That is, natural laws, evoking scien-

tific laboratories full of instruments able to detect and unravel the patterns and unruliness of the 

weather. On the other hand, bringing together space and law might, at first, lead one to think of the 

correspondence which the French philosopher of science Michel Serres (1930-) noted between law 

and geometry: “both are born along with the notion of limit, edge, and definition, with analytic 

thought” ((1992) 1995, 52). What is of interest here, however, is the relation between jurispru-

dence and natural philosophy – to use an anachronistic expression – that goes beyond the mere 

polysemy embedded in the term law, which has been deployed to describe both natural and social 

orders. Even though natural laws and man-made laws are not analogous, the physical and the mor-

al, reason and judgment, conventions and facts, natural phenomena and directives for human con-

duct constitute a common matrix. 1 That is, a legal system defined by their mutual relationship, as 

well as a heterogeneous lexical field that determines the scope of ‘law talk’ – stipulations, con-

tracts, compendious statements, precepts, or casual explanations. In this complex relationship, the 

“laws and rules of Nature according to which all things happen and change from one form to an-

other” (Spinoza (1677) 2002, 278) – as Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) remarked, tracing conceptual 

contours of affect (emotion/affectus) – to which we will be returning again on subsequent pages – 

can also be identified with a propulsive force in the shaping of juridical laws.2 It is precisely from 

the tensions and convergences existing between these two legal realms that the spatiality of law 

emerges. In that spatiality, law and the senses are intertwined and reciprocally affected. Law regu-

lates our sensorium by defining rules for shaping our environment. Likewise, the senses are the 

fundamental references for shaping the law. To quote Jean-Paul Thibaud (1960-), who in turn 

draws upon Félix Guattari’s (1930-1992) concept of three ecologies, “the senses are the backdrop 

of an inhabiting experience, a focal point between ecologies of society, of the mind, and of the 

environment” ((2010) 2012, 4).3 We might say that such a relationship defines a sensorial law that  

............................................................................................. 
1 For the influence of concepts of natural law in jurisprudence, see, for instance: (Daston and Stolleis 2008) or (Serres 
(1992) 1995, 52). 
2 Even though juridical laws have taken cognizance of natural laws, natural law is not necessarily tantamount to the so-
called universal law, nor is it precedent. In the Rome of the republican era “slavery was, for example, admitted to be con-
trary to natural law but nonetheless wholly legitimate to civil law” (Daston and Stolleis 2008, 6).  
3 We refer here to Guattari’s book The Three Ecologies which in turn elaborates on and expands the notion of ecological 
systems defined by Gregory Bateson (1904-1980). It is noteworthy that for both Guattari and Bateson ecology transcends 
mere concerns for the environment. It is, rather, a system based on the relationship between subjectivity and its exteriority  



 
[New Material Consciousness] 

 
  

 

  229 

	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 3/6.2 
Traffic control symbols on the road, Los Angeles  [Photo 

© Izabela Wieczorek (2011) from the Atlas of Affective 
Tectonics] 
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constitutes a virtual surface on which normativity emerges.4  

Consequently, since the point of convergence lies in the sensorium, it is in the aesthetic sense that 

atmosphere becomes a connecting concept between law and architecture. As noted in the introduc-

tory words, a hint as to how atmosphere might be deployed to illustrate the fusion between space 

and normativity comes from the recent study by Andreas Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, in which 

atmosphere is presented as a “lawscape”, where law, in fact, is “spread on pavements, covers the 

walls of buildings”, making us behave in a certain way (2013, 35) [Fig.3/6.2]. In this sense, law’s 

spatiality goes beyond legally constructed boundaries. Nor is it revealed merely in programmes or 

functions that are used as means to regulate the interaction between environment, space and the 

inhabitants, or to prescribe the movement of bodies within space. In essence, the structure and 

qualities of material organizations are to be seen as particular forms of law and, hence, space – 

commonly approached as a juridical representation, that is, a physical expression of law – itself 

acquires the status of a legal actor. It becomes an active part of a legal apparatus that carries on 

particular ways of sensing, orchestrating and manipulating the sensible. Here atmosphere appears 

as constituted by apparently invisible normative flows – a “diffused normativity” in a Spinozian 

sense, as Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos suggests (2013, 36) – that drags bodies into sensory af-

fairs. In other words, atmospheres are to be approached as relational fields that entail the distribu-

tion of norms through the sensible, defining varying spheres of intensity, and hovering in an in-

termediate realm between manipulation and appeal, attraction and repulsion. In short, atmospheres 

also have an operational nature – they are means of control enacted upon bodies. Bodies under-

stood as a locus of experience – reception or resistance.  

In an attempt to map some of these relationships, the theories that Heinrich Wölfflin employed in 

his ‘Prolegomena’ might be taken as a point of departure. In that reflective “sketch” ((1886) 1994, 

149, emphasis in original) (which is how Wölfflin referred to his text) Wölfflin sought to explain 

how buildings – i.e. “tectonic forms” (150) – through their appearance evoke particular moods 

“that pre-suppose a constant and stable bodily condition” (152).5 Wölfflin unfolded this assump-

............................................................................................. 
>>> 
that implies both visible and invisible powers. Guattari writes: “Ecology must stop being associated with the image of a 
small nature-loving minority or with qualified specialists. Ecology in my sense questions the whole of subjectivity and 
capitalistic power formations” ((1989) 2000, 52). 
4 For the sake of clarification, we need to add here a terminological remark. The terms “lawfulness” and “normativity” both 
entail a certain polysemy which derives from the actual polysemy of the word “law”. Similarly, they are used either in legal 
studies or in philosophy – in the context of the latter often referring to behaviour analysis. Hence, the term “lawfulness” has 
a broader meaning than “legality”. Actions (behaviours) are understood in relation to a physical and immaterial causality 
which is the basic lawfulness of the material world. Wölfflin, in turn, refers in his ‘Prolegomena’to the formal and geomet-
rical lawfulness of space and its effects on human bodily and emotional responses ((1886) 1994, 162-167). It was Edmund 
Husserl (1859-1938) who explored in depth different sorts of lawfulness (understood as a normative condition) as a funda-
mental concern in phenomenology. For a closer examination of the connections between normativity and experience – that 
is, the meanings embedded in spaces and their character as norm-governed phenomena, both from the Husserlian and from 
the Heideggerian perspective, see, for instance: (Crowell 2013). 

 
5 Wölfflin’s text might be seen not only as a theoretical attempt to address such questions, but also as a study with an 
instrumental dimension. However, as noted previously, Wölfflin’s observations are subject to certain limitations, of which 
he was aware. See: ((1886) 1994, 158). Wölfflin explored the phenomenological appearance of space through a purely 
formalistic lens – without taking any account of materiality or cultural context, nor with any direct relation to their symbol-
ic or iconological significance.  
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tion defining space “in terms of movements and effects of forces” (153), following in the footsteps 

of two German philosophers: Johannes Volkelt (1848-1930) and Robert Vischer (1847-1933). It 

was Vischer, who – according to Wölfflin – together with another German philosopher Hermann 

Lotze (1817-1881) “first raised the importance of the bodily experience” for perception as well as 

organisation of the material world (154). Whereas their arguments cannot be fully summarized 

here, of interest to us is Vischer’s assertion that “a visual stimulus is experienced not so much with 

our eyes as with different sense in another part of our body” ((1873) 1994, 98).  

This claim was also central to Wölfflin’s position, which argued that it was an “evident error to 

believe that, because it is the eye that perceives physical forms, their visual properties are the de-

termining factors” (151, emphasis in original) for grasping or identifying their hidden potential. It 

is noteworthy that even though Wölfflin described the general laws of space and its effects merely 

throughout formal categories such as proportions, sequence, rhythm, articulation etc., and the 

polarities embedded in them – that is, categories that would at first evoke associations with visual 

perception and cognitive processes – he pointed out the reductive character of such a correlation 

(Wölfflin (1886) 1994, 162).6 In other words, as sentient beings we experience with our bodies and 

“judge the vital feeling of architectural forms according to the physical state that they induce in 

us” (154). Hence, the lawfulness of space is manifested in sets of relations in which the aforemen-

tioned formal categories (and the atmospheric values embedded in them) go beyond merely ex-

pressive, geometric or compositional terms and connote a particular intensity of affect and, thus, a 

specific affective (emotional and bodily) response.7 As Robert Vischer noted, both sensory and 

mental stimuli (which are reciprocally related) bring about bodily involvement. In this sense, for 

Wölfflin “moods” were inextricably linked to the embodied processes, determining the contingent 

qualities of space and the unfolding of action or movement of bodies within it.  

As briefly noted in Chapter 1, however, such assumptions invite a critical reflection upon the in-

strumental dimension and potentially manipulative character of atmosphere. If we think of space 

and the moods that it evokes in terms of moving forces, we can suggest that atmospheres carry the 

potential that can also be translated into governing forces that push us to navigate through space in 

a heavily choreographed (yet not always noticeable) way. Consequently, as hinted by the sociolo-

gist Christian Borch, atmospherics invite us to talk about “the politics of atmospheres” the interest 

of which “is tied to a concern with sensory politics, i.e. the ways in which atmospheres are de-

signed in a multisensory fashion in order to govern or induce particular behaviours” (2014, 15).8 

Atmospheric design with its immersive character might thus be seen as a subtle form of law or 

............................................................................................. 
6 Wölfflin elaborated on the criteria (“moments”) defined by Friedrich Theodor Vischer (1807-1887). 
7 Here a terminological clarification is needed. For Wölfflin expression of the object is tantamount to impression ((1886) 
1994, 149, 150). Moreover, it is important to point out that neither Vischer’s nor Wölfflin’s theories negate the importance 
of visual perception, but, instead, they expand its understanding, revealing its close relation to other senses. Such a reading 
has been emerging along our journey and aims at bringing back into play an almost demonised sense of vision. See, for 
instance: (Pallasmaa 2005). 
8 We can also talk about sensory branding or marketing. As briefly noted in Chapter 1, it was the American marketing 
consultant Philip Kotler (1931-) who already in 1973 used the term atmospherics to “describe the conscious designing of 
space to create certain effects in buyers” (1973-1974, 50) – aspects to which we will return on subsequent pages. 
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power – an agency that operates, as both Borch and Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos point out, on a 

non-conscious level and which catches us unawares (Borch 2014, 15, 62, 80) (Philippopoulos-

Mihalopoulos 2013, 37).  

To the above-mentioned associations it is important to add those of Peter Sloterdijk (1947-), to 

whose idea of “architecture as an art of immersion” we have alluded in previous chapters (see 

Chapter 1 and Chapter 4). For Sloterdijk the immersive relationships are performed on a psycho-

semantic level and ruled precisely by legal and political narratives. He even goes as far as defining 

architecture as “inherently a form of totalitarianism”, talking about “the space-demon” by which 

one is possessed ((2006) 2011b, 106). Likewise, Tonino Griffero (1958-) assigns to atmosphere 

“an influential ‘presence’, in some respects similar to the demonic and ‘numinous’ powers” 

(2014b, 2). Indeed, not only do we immerse ourselves into an atmosphere, atmosphere engulfs us 

and pervades our bodies.  

Wölfflin’s observations can also be instructive here, revealing certain similarities with Griffero’s 

and Sloterdijk’s claims. When examining the affective dimension of forms, he observed that aes-

thetic perception required nothing other than immersion. Wölfflin identified such a state with the 

“will-less moments – that is, when one forgets oneself and becomes engrossed in the object” and 

“unconsciously experiences conformity to rule” ((1886) 1994, 156, emphasis in original). 

Defining regulatory mechanisms seems to be intrinsic to architecture, as asserted by Georges 

Teyssot in A Topology of Everyday Constellations, which constitutes an alternative history of 

spaces seen as an “innumerable series of devices and technical equipment that control movements 

of people and things” (2013, 2). Such mechanisms imply multiple strategies that include what we 

can call subtle regimes, oscillating between manipulation and appeal, consciousness and uncon-

sciousness, “threshold experiences” (to borrow Walter Benjamin’s (1892-1940) expression 

((1982) 2002, 494)) and intensification of experience.9 What naturally follows this assumption is 

then a question as to how the material and the immaterial qualities of the built environment be-

come a force of attraction or repulsion contributing to the experienced everyday situations mani-

fested in bodily engagement, action and interaction within the world. To put it differently, the 

question is: what are the aforementioned regulatory mechanisms through which (paraphrasing 

Vischer) “the entire physical being is moved” ((1873) 1994, 99) or induced to immerse itself into 

almost hypnotic states?  

 

............................................................................................. 
9 Interested in the concept of arcades (passages), Benjamin built, among other ideas, on the notion of “liminal” experiences, 
formulated by the French ethnologist Arnold van Gennep (1873-1957). Referring to threshold situations or experiences, 
Benjamin aimed to illustrate the effects produced by such transitory spaces (porches, doorways, vestibules etc.) seen as 
temporal/spatial sequences inviting action and interaction and also as transitions between states or spheres. Defined as 
intensified contrasts between a moving subject and its surroundings, thresholds, paradoxically, embody both a form of 
control (or monitoring) and intermediality. Threshold states or experiences refer also to spaces (material and immaterial) 
where unconscious impulses find expression through unexpected or unfamiliar impressions. 
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*** 
6.2. Unbalancing Systems 

Immersions became a focus of attention of Ugo La Pietra (1938-) – one of the most prominent 

representatives of the Italian Radical Design movement.10 During the intense experimental activity 

that marked his career in the 1960s and 1970s, and within the hybrid and ambiguous nature of an 

architect/artist/designer/critic – that is, as an “aesthetic operator” (Rui 2014, 25) – La Pietra devel-

oped a series of theories and projects under the heading ‘Sistema Disequilibrante’ (‘Unbalancing’ 

or ‘Disequilibrating System’) [Fig.3/6.3 and Fig.3/6.4]. Before unravelling the formulas and pro-

cedures accompanying such a system, we should remember that Ugo La Pietra also considered as a 

disequilibrating operation his claim for “the destruction of the disciplines” which he defined as 

“fictitious separations” tantamount to “layers of power” that organize and control society.11 From 

the 1960s onwards, La Pietra would then identify his practice with “synaesthesia between arts” – 

replacing disciplinary differences with a productive intertwinement manifested in “sensorial, intel-

lectual and emotional transposition” between disciplines, their imaginative fields, experiences, 

languages and forms (La Pietra (1966) 2014, 35).12 We might say that it was La Pietra’s “synaes-

thetic” approach – which, as we will see on subsequent pages, has further broadened its spectrum 

– that converted him into “the most poetic protagonist of radical design” (Rossi and Coles 2013, 

38). 

Nevertheless, as noted by the Italian critic Maurizio Vitta, “what this overcoming of differences 

constitutes is, even before a poetics, an operative situation from which it is essential to draw all of 

the possible consequences” (1991, 10, emphasis in original). It is an affirmation of what we have 

been describing as operational poetics – a poetics that emerges from an atmospheric awareness. 

Interestingly, words written 25 years ago by Vitta point precisely towards such an awareness. “‘To 

be in situation’” – Vitta suggested – “is above all else a philosophical tenet which La Pitera in-

stinctively […] adopted right from the outset of his career, when he [took] on the notion of atmos-

phere as a datum from which to pursue a recomposition of our relationships with things” (10, 

underlining added). For La Pietra, re-evaluating and re-establishing a deeper relationship with 

things – that is, between the environment and the individual – required delving into politics and 

sociology, using the material world as both a subject of inquiry and a vehicle for action. Being 

aware of the panoptic power of the city embodied in the city’s spaces through which law seeks to  

............................................................................................. 
10 Groups such as Archizoom Associati, Superstudio, Memfis, Cavart, Gruppo Strum, and figures such as Ettore Sottsass 
(1917-2007) and Alessandro Mendini (1931-) – to mention but a few – defined a heterogeneous territory from and within 
which radical design emerged and was operating. For an overview of the Italian Radical Design Movement, see, for in-
stance: (Rossi and Coles 2013). 
11 Based on the visit to the exhibition Ugo La Pietra – Progetto disequilibrante at the Triennale Design Museum, Milano, 
Italy. January 1st, 2015 – ‘La Distruzione delle Disccipline’ 1971.   
 
12 See also: (La Pietra 2001). 
What is of particular relevance for our study is, however, the fact that in defining such a “synaesthetic” approach, La Pietra 
recognised (among other inspirations) the influences of such projects as Frederick Kiesler’s (1890-1965) ‘Endless House’ 
and Yves Klein’s (1928-1962) ‘Air Architecture’ – the latter developed in collaboration with Werner Ruhnau (1922-2015) 
and Claude Parent (1923-) (see Chapter 3). See: (La Pietra 1991, 14) and (Rui 2014, 25, 37). La Pietra’s approach to the 
city also reveals  clear situationist influences. See: (La Pietra 1991, 14) and (Rui 2014, 100). 
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Fig. 3/6.3 
 

Fig. 3/6.5 
 

 
Fig. 3/6.7 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3/6.3 and Fig. 3/6.4   
Ugo La Pietra. Covers of two publications under the title 
Il sistema disequilibrante [See: (La Pietra 1970) and (La 
Pietra 1971)] 
 
 
 

 

 
Fig. 3/6.4 
 

 
Fig. 3/6.6 
 
 
Fig. 3/6.5    
Ugo La Pietra. ‘Audiocasco’ (1968) at the exhibition Ugo 
La Pietra – Progetto disequilibrante, Triennale Design 
Museum, Milano. In the background, ‘La nuova prospet-
tiva’ (1968)  [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2015)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.6 
Ugo La Pietra. ‘Colpo di vento’ (1970) at the exhibition 
Ugo La Pietra – Progetto disequilibrante, Triennale 
Design Museum, Milano [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 
(2015)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.7 
Ugo La Pietra. ‘Il Commutatore’ (1970) [Photo © Courte-
sy Archivio Ugo La Pietra, Milano] 
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manage relations and regulate the conduct of city dwellers, La Pietra’s objective was to destabilise, 

to unbalance such powers; this “by means of the analysis and identification of the environmental 

and social situations within which we found ourselves living, with a critical physicality” (1991, 

15). 

In defining that critical physicality, La Pietra’s theoretical approach and sensible interventions, 

unified by the principle of disequilibrium, aimed to question what was taken for granted. As the 

Italian critic, artist and philosopher Gillo Dorfles (1910-) noted in the introductory words to Il 

sistema disequilibrante (1971), La Pietra’s works – varying in character and oscillating in scale 

from models on the scale of objects, morphological models, the behavioural environment models 

and, finally, spatial models of behaviour on urban and territorial scales  – attempted “to break an 

equilibrium [which was] crystallised and mummified” and to “re-awaken the dulled imaginative 

faculties of the spectator and the citizen” (1971, 3), giving a new dimension to everyday situa-

tions.13 A series of installations and devices called ‘Le Immersioni’ (‘Immersions’), designed from 

1967, was part of that unbalancing project, which, in parallel, aimed at exploring and expanding 

the notion of ‘environment’, bridging the urban, the meteorological and the sensate [Fig.3/6.5 and 

[Fig.3/6.6].14 As asserted by Angela Rui (1980-) in the context of La Pietra’s recent retrospective 

exhibition in Milan, in La Pietra’s work “[t]he environment is never considered to be the strictly 

urban or ecological factor, but the phenomena of reality, amplifying not just the sense of the de-

sign context, but of the whole emotional, anthropological and existential baggage of our being in 

the world” (Rui 2014, 26, emphasis in original). From such a phenomenological perspective, La 

Pietra’s experiential apparatuses – similar to other devices to which we referred in Chapter 3 – 

were means of militating against a dimness and monotony of habit, breaking with the uniformity 

and over-ruliness of the city and with the sensory deprivation embedded in them.15 In other words, 

they were devices of defamiliarisation understood as a transgression of propriety or a critical re-

sistance to sensorial regimes – namely, to the accepted standards and measures of use imposed on 

us, which often go against natural laws.16  

However, the disequilibrium-causing systems were not to be seen only as reading and decoding 

environmental devices (such as ‘Il Commutatore’ (‘The Commutator’) (1970) [Fig.3/6.7]), or as 

actions denouncing the aberrant situation of our cities (like ‘Decodificazione Dell’Ambiente’ (‘De-

............................................................................................. 
13 The original text was published one year earlier (only in Italian) in a publication under the same title Il sistema disequili-
brante by Edizioni Galleria Toselli. See: (Dorfles 1970, 4). 
14 See also Chapter 3, [Fig. 2/3.5]. 
15 In the mid-1960s La Pietra got to know the most prominent representatives of the Austrian avant-garde – such as Walter 
Pichler (1936-2012), Hans Hollein (1934-2014), Haus-Rucker-Co and Coop Himmelb(l)au. What is more, La Pietra recog-
nised that he had “felt closer to the culture of Vienna than that of Florence” (1991, 14) because of the convergence between 
his interests and the Austrian avant-garde’s focus on the relationship between individual and environment and because of 
their radical and provocative approaches.  
16 For the concept of defamiliarisation see Chapter 3. 
Already in the nineteenth century, the French philosopher François Marie Charles Fourier (1772-1837) had addressed 
questions of sensory deprivation, talking about the senses that are deformed, stripped, alienated – i.e. debased – by civiliza-
tion. See, for instance: (Howes 2005, 282-283). We can find echoes of such a diagnosis in writings by Hugo Kükelhaus 
(1900-1984) (see Chapter 3), and, more recently, Juhani Pallasmaa (1936-).  
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codification of the Environment’) (1972)). Interestingly, despite the fact that many of La Pietra’s 

apparatuses operated with immersion as a means of separation of the individual from the surround-

ing ambiance, they were meant to be relational elements. By being (immersed) in the (alternative) 

world the subjects were pushed out of their perceptual and behavioural comfort zones and, conse-

quently, dragged into a sphere of reflective introspection. As La Pietra explained in the exhibition 

catalogue for Italy: The New Domestic Landscape  (1972), it was through disruption of the percep-

tion of reality through immersion and alienation that a critical reality was created and dynamics of 

relationships set in motion.17 Hence, ‘Immersions’ were not merely perceptual tools, but spaces 

that offered themselves “as a point for critical and imaginative reflection on the context itself” (La 

Pietra 1972, 226). That is, for “a real comprehension of social and psychological conditions in 

which we are ‘immersed’” (Trini 1970, 30).18 Above all, they were vehicles for subversion of the 

“so greedily regulated tissue of our cities” (Dorfles 1971, 3), promoting a co-production of new 

collective spatial realities.19 As Gillo Dorfles pointed out, La Pietra’s idea was to explore how the 

active participation of individuals could introduce “structural modifications in the organisation of 

urban society, breaking that process of uniformity and formal planning [which La Pietra regarded 

as the physical description of power] by means of a series of ‘signal elements’ of orientation” 

((1982) 2010, 93). These signal elements were introduced into urban fabric to induce moments of 

perceptive, behavioural and organisational imbalance.  

It could be reasoned that there is a certain paradox embedded in the operational codes that charac-

terised La Pietra’s interventions. To be able to operate as “disturbances of programmatic order” (to 

borrow Germano Celant’s (1940-) words (1967, 63)), to make visible the relations of external 

powers, and to reveal “degrees of freedom (…) within ‘organised structures’” (La Pietra 1970, 6), 

La Pietra’s apparatuses were themselves power devices.20 Expressed differently, many of them 

were conceived as immersive microenvironments that strategically “push[ed] toward a certain 

behaviour” (La Pietra 1972, 226).21 We might say that, oscillating between severely programmed 

situations and those emerging by chance, ‘Unbalancing System’ aimed at creating new socio-

political fields of resistance enacted by embodied experience, challenging its logic and limits. 

............................................................................................. 
17 We refer here to the exhibition curated by Emilio Ambasz (1940-) held at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, from 
May 26th to September 11th, 1972. 
18 Translation by the author. The original text reads: “Ciò che resta da fare, in realtà, è squilibrarsi, disadattarsi, fosse solo 
per una reale comprensione dei condizionamenti sociali e psicologici in cui siamo «immersi».”  
19 La Pietra writes: “In actuality, by having chosen to enter into this enclosure, [the individual] has become shut off from 
interaction with the surrounding environment and thus becomes the object of a formal intention that he is powerless to 
affect. The result is a ‘crisis’ between the user’s desire to isolate himself from the context, and his aspiration for an unbal-
ancing inclusion in the system. But this very ambiguity, which is a clash between the aspiration for freedom and the limita-
tion that every choice imposes upon freedom itself, is seen as an 'awareness' that liberation from the social and psychologi-
cal conditioning by the context proceeds through personal immersion in a space that offers itself as a point for critical and 
imaginative reflection on the context itself” (1972, 226). 
20 Translation by the author. The original text reads: “L’ipotesi fondamentale su cui si basa la mia ricerca si esprime: 
attraverso lo studio e la definizione dei gradi di libertà che sono reperibili all’interno delle «strutture organizzate».” 
21 Accordingly, Ugo La Pietra used a parallel to the title ‘Unbalancing System’ – that of  ‘spatial patterns (or models) of 
behaviour’ (‘modello spaziale di comportamento’). See, for instance: ‘Uomouovosfera’ (1968-1970), ‘Campo Audio-visivo’ 
(1969), ‘Audio-Visual Environment’ (1969), ‘Nell’ Acqua’ (1969-1970), ‘Immersione con il vento e il polistirolo’ (1969), 
and the aforementioned ‘Colpo di vento’ (1970) [Fig.3/6.6]. 
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Since, as noted by Wölfflin, “[o]ur own bodily organisation is the form through which we appre-

hend everything physical” ((1886) 1994, 157-158, emphasis in original), embodiment was what 

underpinned Ugo La Pietra’s ambition to expand the experiential spectrum of cities. For La Pietra, 

the body was an instrument of interpretation and knowledge production. Hence, even on an urban 

or territorial scale, the very focus of unbalancing interventions was on a human scale. La Pietra 

carried out his studies using his own body, trying to derive the lawfulness of the environment from 

phenomenological observations – subverting and reinterpreting the rules, ignoring legal bounda-

ries and re-appropriating the city. 

Such an approach certainly brings to mind – besides situationist practices recognised by La Pietra 

himself as important references (La Pietra 1991, 14) – Bernard Tschumi’s (1944-) Architecture 

and Disjunction. In it, Tschumi explored tensions between “expected form and expected use”, 

between “spatial experience and procedure” ((1996) 1998, 147). For Tschumi, as for La Pietra, 

transgression of normality is not, however, a mere process of liberating space from typical con-

ventions of use, but, rather, a process of densification of experience. Interestingly, Heinrich Wölf-

flin, too, noted in his ‘Prolegomena’ that the “violation of normality strikes the ‘eye’ or the ‘feel-

ings’” ((1886) 1994, 156). Precisely through the violation of normality, La Pietra’s objective was 

to move into unexplored or, rather, forgotten territories, creating the threshold experiences to 

which Benjamin referred in his Arcades Project, and promoting activating devices of both imagi-

nation and sociality. Through moving into the unfamiliar by rethinking behavioural habits and 

codes as well as by breaking predetermined orders, or through moving perceptual boundaries by 

activating synaesthetic processes, unbalancing devices were certainly systems that also moved.  

Bringing movement into play reveals other conceptual threads. It was by exploring the unfolding 

of events and the movement of bodies in space that Tschumi sought to discern “new codes of as-

semblages” ((1996) 1998, 149, emphasis in original); assemblages in which “the meaning of any 

architectural situation depends on the relation S [Space] E [Event] M [Movement]” (162). This 

particular understanding of spatial reality as a distributive system based on causality of interacting 

heterogeneous (material and immaterial) elements in turn invites us to trace connections with 

Gilles Deleuze’s (1925-1995) and Félix Guattari’s (1930-1992) conception of the assemblage, or 

rather its materialist deployment and unfolding.22 As suggested in Chapter 1, thinking of assem-

blages in (new) materialist terms is of particular interest for our study since it assigns to the mate-

rial world an agential power. What counts here is that assemblages are living arrangements 

(Bennett 2010, 23-24). Even though they are purposeful, assemblages are open to interferences 

and, hence, imply indeterminacy – conditions which, as noted previously, were also crucial for La 

Pietra’s interventions, which were identified by Dorfles with “something uncertainly pro-

grammed” (1971, 3). Namely, with (to a certain extent) an unpredictable set of events and relation-

ships that give rise to new forms of collective actions and interactions within the material world.  

............................................................................................. 
22 We refer here to the Actor Network Theory and New Materialist Theory.  
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Fig. 3/6.8  
Ugo La Pietra,  Modello spaziale di comportamento  – 
‘Campo Audio-visivo’ (1969)  
[Photo © Courtesy Archivio Ugo La Pietra, Milano] 

The fundamental assumption, on which La Pietra’s search for such a programmed uncertainty (to 

reverse the relation defined by Dorfles) was based, was a direct relationship between key spatial 

factors (visual qualities, light, sound, colour, texture etc.) and their effects on the subject’s behav-

ioural dispositions. Within La Pietra’s environmental behavioural models it was “the interaction of 

a synaesthesic process (light-sound, visual-tactile, tactile perception, visual, acoustical perception 

etc.) that formed the disequilibrating phase and thus imaginately [sic] productive” (Dorfles 1971, 

3). It is noteworthy that in defining these affective relationships Ugo La Pietra explored to the 

greatest extent the effects of plastic matter (materie plastiche) and, embedded in it, the “phenome-

nology of the texture” (“la fenomenologia delle tessiture”).23 Particularly methacrylate, acrylics 

and resins were deployed to test what Dorfles would term “l’effetto randomico” (“random effect”) 

............................................................................................. 
23 ‘La fenomenologia delle tessiture’ and ‘All’interno della fenomenologia delle Tessiture’ were titles of La Pietra’s exhibi-
tions held at Galleria Flavina in Locarno and Galleria Stefanoni in Lecco (respectively), in 1966. 
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– a trope that has been widely adopted by other critics and by La Pietra himself. 24 Such an effect 

was produced by circular perforations of the surface – their rhythms and strategic juxtapositions – 

creating a visual noise whose interaction with light and sound aimed at deforming perceptual 

structures, challenging the perception of the beholder [Fig.3/6.8]. These random qualities charac-

terised the whole series of experiments called ‘Strutturazioni tissurali’ (‘Textural organisations’) 

(1966-1967) which evolved from two- and three-dimensional works on the scale of the object 

towards immersive devices [Fig.3/6.9 and Fig.3/6.10]. The latter, defined as ‘spatial models of 

behaviour’ (‘modelli spaziale di comportamento’), became the first practical applications of the 

theory of the ‘Unbalancing System’. One of these early ‘behavioural models’ was ‘Audio-visual 

Environment’ [Fig. 3/6.1], exhibited in 1969 at the Biennale di San Benedetto del Tronto. The 

show was entitled ‘Beyond Painting’ (‘Al di là pittura’) and curated by Dorfles, who in his ‘After-

thoughts on an exhibition’ wrote: 

As the visitor progressed along the plexiglass route to a sort of trans-

parent dome, the sound became louder or quieter, causing strange in-

terferences with the intensity of light and the transparencies of the 

tunnel. Into this work La Pitera had inserted some of the most constant 

elements of his recent work in order to realise a construction in which 

fantasy was married with a possibility of architectural utilisation. 
 (Dorfles 1970, 72) 

 

** 
 

6.3. Between Manipulation and Appeal 

Immersive apparatuses that expanded into architectural space completed the particular genealogy 

of La Pietra’s experiments. The Milanese boutique Altre Cose (1968) – a joint project with Aldo 

Jacober (1939-) and Paolo Rizzatto (1941-) (now disappeared) [Fig.3/6.11- Fig.3/6.15] was con-

ceived as such a spatial apparatus, further exploring the marriage between fantasy and use evoked 

by Dolfres. The Italian art historian and critic Tommaso Trini (1937-) defined Altre Cose as “an 

extraordinary programmed ambient, an environmental device” (Trini (1968) 2007, 60).25 It was a 

pure atmosphere, which paradoxically leads us to consider space as impure; a space that, as we 

noted in Chapter 5, transcends Euclidian logic, being contaminated and at the same time defined 

by a multiplicity of interferences with phenomena and heterogeneity of bodies which merge and 

become intra-spatial components rather than external elements. Ugo La Pietra himself classified 

Altre Cose as “tipologia contaminata” (“contaminated typology”), but, unlike ours, his reasoning 

was that it merged two different environmental typologies – a boutique and a discotheque (2007, 

60). 

............................................................................................. 
24 See, for instance: (Celant 1967, 63) and (Dorfles 1971, 3). 
25 Translation by the author. The original text reads: “Uno straordinario ambiente programmato, un ambiente-strumento, 
in cui gli effetti ottici, e sonori, w I movimenti elettronici delle parti, trasformano il funzionamento in gioco, un gioco in cui 
il visitante stesso partecipa e contribuisce.” 



 
[New Material Consciousness] 

 
  

 

  240 

 
Fig. 3/6.9 
 

Fig. 3/6.10 
 
 
Fig. 3/6.9    
Ugo La Pietra. Poster of the show ‘Strutturazioni tissura-
li’ (1967) at the exhibition Ugo La Pietra – Progetto 
disequilibrante, Triennale Design Museum, Milano 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2015)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.10   
Ugo La Pietra. ‘Globi tissurali’ (1966-1968) – first lamp 
with light controller and sound ignition. Exhibition Ugo 
La Pietra – Progetto disequilibrante, Triennale Design 
Museum, Milano [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2015)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.11 
Ugo La Pietra, Aldo Jacober, Paolo Rizzatto, Butique 
Altre Cose. Milan, Italy (1968) – Page from Domus no. 
460 (Marzo 3/1968) with the axonometric drawing.  
[Image  ©  Courtesy Archivio Ugo La Pietra, Milano] 
 
Fig. 3/6.12   
Ugo La Pietra, Aldo Jacober, Paolo Rizzatto, Butique 
Altre Cose. Milan, Italy (1968) – interior 
[Photo © Courtesy Archivio Ugo La Pietra, Milano] 
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 < [F t.1/q.3] 

 < [S t.1/q.2] 

 < [S t.5/q.1] 

 < [S t.3/q.1] 

The way the commercial space was organised and disclosed to the visitor invites one to recall the 

criteria which Jean Baudrillard (1929-2007) used in tracing the taxonomy of objects, which were, 

needless to say, also regarded as constitutive elements of atmospheres. As noted in Chapter 2, 

Baudrillard categorised objects in terms of processes “whereby people relate to them and with the 

system of human behaviour and relationships that result therefrom” ((1968) 1996, 4). Atmosphere 

emerges through the existence of such an affective field between objects and people. Emilio Am-

basz also made explicit an expanded nature of objects in the ‘Preface’ to the aforementioned cata-

logue Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, stating that “the object [was] not longer conceived as 

an isolated entity, sufficient unto itself, but rather as an integral part of a larger natural and soci-

ocultural environment” (1972, 11). Ugo La Pietra was certainly aware of it. We can also add to 

that equation environments on a smaller scale, as was the Altre Cose, in which, as described in the 

contemporary article published in The Architectural Review, “the clothes become a major element 

in the design” (The Architectural Review 1968, 196) – in other words, a new atmospheric materi-

ality creating an exciting background for action [Fig.3/6.12]. Altre Cose was a place where archi-

tecture and fashion merged together for the purpose of something that went, as noted by Trini, 

“beyond both of them – the renovation of the presence of human body” (1968, np.). It was a new 

way of introducing the body as both an actor and a ‘receptacle of sensations’.26  

As with others of La Pietra’s devices, Altre Cose suggests exploring space also beyond its physical 

limits, since the interchange between the clothes and the environment, which Trini talked about, 

was felt through the field of mutually pervasive material and immaterial bodies. Such a field 

“wedded to a very particular type of multiplicity” defined the topology of the smooth for Deleuze 

and Guattari – “multiplicities that occupy space without ‘counting’ it and can ‘be explored only by 

legwork’” ((1987) 2005, 371). It was a space outlined not geometrically, but defined by sonorous 

and haptic qualities. “It [was] a space of contact, of small tactile or manual actions of contact, 

rather than a visual space like Euclid’s striated space” – to paraphrase Deleuze’s and Guattari’s 

words (371). In short, it was a space built through inter-sensory techniques, engaging the sensori-

um in a multiple way.   

Accordingly, in Altre Cose sound, light, optical effects of perforated Perspex panels and reflective 

surfaces, as well as electronically activated elements such as large methacrylate cylindrical lumi-

nous displays suspended from the ceiling [Fig.3/6.11- Fig.3/6.15], turned function into entertain-

ment and made the visitor an active part in that spatial play (Trini (1968) 2007, 60). After being 

transported by the mechanical platform from the Bang-Bang Discotheque, the visitor would reach 

an almost fluid-like and kaleidoscopic interior [Fig.3/6.13] “which [was] no longer based on active 

and contrasting planes – ceiling, walls and floors – but which suppresse[d] these, merging them 

into one another” (The Architectural Review 1968, 196); a space, in which, apparently, there was 

no prescribed movement or direction. It was the visitor who would define the space by activating  

............................................................................................. 
26 We allude here to Zygmunt Bauman’s text ‘Industrialism, Consumerism and Power’. In it, Bauman defines a new sensu-
al logic of capitalism, in which the body is seen as an object of “drill and regimentation”– that is, a consumerism whose 
controlling agency aims at transforming the body into a “receptacle of sensations” ((1983) 2003, 60). 
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Fig.3/6.13 and Fig 13/6.14 
Ugo La Pietra,  Aldo Jacober, Paolo Rizzatto, Butique 
Altre Cose. Milan, Italy (1968). Kaleidoscope in a 
dressing room and the transparent cylinders. The 
description published in Domus no.460 reads: “The 
show–case is the ceiling: the thirty transparent cylinders 
containing the dresses move up and down, controlled by 
push-buttons. A mirror-wall doubles the room” (Trini 
1968, np.). [Photos © Ugo Mulas, Courtesy Archivio Ugo 
La Pietra, Milano and Archivio Ugo Mulas] 
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Fig.3/6.15 
Ugo La Pietra,  Aldo Jacober, Paolo Rizzatto, Butique 

Altre Cose. Milan, Italy (1968) [Photo © Courtesy 
Archivio Ugo La Pietra, Milano] 
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mobile elements, beckoned by the products displayed in them as well as by acoustic and visual 

effects. It was an undetermined and ambiguous space made to reverberate by objects, patterns, 

transparencies, reflections, light and sound. It was a space in constant change, aroused by the per-

formance of its heterogeneous constituents as well as by the interaction with the visitors 

[Fig.3/6.14]  – a magical interplay between the planned and the unexpected. 

Nevertheless, within such ambiguity, smoothness and openness, it was an affectively directed, 

orchestrated space, in which, as succinctly noted by Trini, the visitor seems “to have been pro-

grammed as an element for the deformation of these carefully controlled spaces and rigorously 

defined structures” (1968, np.). It encapsulated the essence of atmospheric engineering with a 

power of seduction – i.e. with  “sense appeal” (Howes and Classen 2014), which, needless to say, 

has become a subliminal weapon of consumerism and a cornerstone of atmospherics understood as 

a marketing tool (Kotler 1973-1974). With regard to the latter, tracing a materialist history of the 

senses – starting with nineteenth-century arcades whose theatricality and beguiling window dis-

plays also amazed Benjamin – the anthropologist David Howes draws our attention to the increas-

ing concern for generating affectivity in the field of design (2005). Nowadays there is almost a 

sensory revolution in the marketplace, which aims at the production of bewitching effects, the 

creation of enticing interfaces (often based on subconscious perceptual techniques) – a whole 

dazzling apparatus of attraction, in which  “beauty in appearance” is replaced by “beauty in inter-

action” (Overbeeke quoted in (Howes 2005, 286, emphasis in original)). Such a new beauty de-

fined Altre Cose. We are surrounded by perceptible and imperceptible flows of affects or “libidinal 

intensities” – that is how Jean-François Lyotard (1924-1998) would define them in the context of 

the intermediate libidinal philosophy ((1974) 1993) – that is, forces that exist in the body and 

channel feelings and desires.27 However, one of the most significant aspects that determines this 

affective tissue is “the place, more specifically the atmosphere of the place, [which] is more influ-

ential than the product itself” (Kotler 1973-1974, 48, emphasis in original), becoming a medium of 

sensory manipulation and persuasion.28   

............................................................................................. 
27 Even though air has not been our focus here, it is necessary to point out its importance in re-defining the sensory logic of 
consumerism and in shaping sensory preferences. In other words, air is a means of exercising an affective control over the 
body. We find ourselves enveloped by the scented air that defines the directions of our movements and actions. See, for 
instance: (Anderson 2014, 30) and (Howes 2005, 288-289). Peter Sloterdijk’s elaborate discussion of ways of thinking 
about relationships between human beings and the environment in his Spheres trilogy would be also helpful here (2004). 
Taking as a point of departure the assumption that human beings should be understood in terms of what they inhale as well 
as in terms of what they are being immersed in (2009, 150), Sloterdijk reveals spatial, cultural, political and juridical di-
mensions of air, and what follows the inextricable relationship between atmospheric politics and sensory manipulation. See 
also: (Borch 2014, 77). In this context, Sloterdijk’s perspective offers an understanding of the immaterialities – not only of 
air, but also of light, sound, scent or temperature – beyond their apparent intangibility, drawing our attention to the fact that 
they do possess a physical, physiological and hence affective dimension. Events and social phenomena of which Rem 
Koolhaas (1944-) wrote in his “retroactive manifesto for Manhattan”, Delirious New York ((1978) 1997) – such as “syn-
thetic sunsets” at the Radio City Music Hall in New York or the “electric Bathing” at the beaches of Coney Island identi-
fied by Koolhaas as a “syndrome of Irresistible Synthetic” (208-220, 29-79) – or more recent experiments and projects 
such as those of Philippe Rahm (1967-) and  Françoise Roche (1961-), might be illustrative here. More explicit, owing to 
its direct relation with control and law, might be an example of the use of blue light to make the environment uncomforta-
ble – a hotly debated and questionable method adopted by certain authorities in public toilets to alter visual perception, 
making it more difficult to see the veins of the arm, and, consequently, aiming at deterring drug-taking. 
28 For a discussion of the use of atmospheres as resources for economic value-creation and for enhancing consumers’ 
experiences, see also: (Anderson 2014, 25-30). 
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Consequently, seen through a materialist reading, constructing atmospheres can be the strategic 

organisation (transformation) of the material world, thus requiring a further exploration of its af-

fective (social, political and ethical) implications. It is also in this sense that atmosphere and law 

seem to be constantly reversed. Law determines the perceptual depth of an atmosphere by estab-

lishing certain sensory options, prescribing movements and directions. Conversely, atmosphere – 

understood as a spatial phenomenon as well as an affective occurrence – is normatively charged. It 

is from that mutual relationship that the lawscape emerges. Lawscape understood as a space of 

affective materiality, in which law operates in the interstitial area between the material and the 

immaterial, the visible and the invisible, manipulation and appeal, between a certain “premeditated 

effects” or “programmed” perception – to borrow Jean Nouvel’s (1945-) expressions (2002, 19) – 

and what Richard Sennett (1943-) termed as “instructive ambiguity made by design” (2008, 232).29 

The latter can help us to expand the understanding of the aforementioned programmed uncertain-

ty, leading us directly to the work of the Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck (1918-1999), whom we 

encountered previously in the context of our situationist dérive (see Chapter 5) and whose play-

grounds, for Sennett, served as the epitome of the notion of instructive ambiguity.  

As briefly noted in Chapter 5, Aldo van Eyck (strongly influenced by phenomenology) was inter-

ested in exploring the affective qualities of space-defining elements – material and immaterial – in 

their “kaleidoscopic” dimension, involving the emotional, the cognitive and the sensate  (Eyck 

(1962j) 2006, 49). What Van Eyck and La Pietra had in common, despite their apparent differ-

ences, is that they have expanded and reinforced experiential potential of architecture (and of the 

built environment in general), opening up new thresholds of reality through the relationship be-

tween the planned and the unexpected, between regulation and chance.  

Referring to thresholds – especially in the context of Van Eyck’s work – is far from being inad-

vertent. For Van Eyck, architecture, like atmosphere, was the “in-between realm”.30 He introduced 

new notions into architectural thinking, such as “place and occasion” (Eyck (1960b) 2006, 315) 

and “temporal span experience” (Eyck (1962i) 2006, 74), investigating how spatio-temporal rela-

tions can take shape and how dichotomies and polarities, instead of being antagonistic, can be seen 

as attuned and complementary – that is, as “twin phenomena” regaining their lost reciprocity and 

reconciling their opposing forces (Eyck (1961) 2006, 315).31  

............................................................................................. 
29 According to Jean Nouvel “premeditated effects” are programmed by all construction. In the interview that precedes 
Nouvel’s works in El Croquis Magazine entitled The Symbolic Order of Matter, as a contestation to the association of his 
architecture with the ritualised space and theatrical dimension, as well as the need to be an illusionist, he stated: “One of the 
characteristics of architecture is that it dictates behaviour” (2002, 25). “I have at my disposal a complete procedure for the 
reception of particular effects” (2002, 19). 
30 In the late 1950s, the notion of “threshold” was one of the hotly debated topics among the members of Team10 – an 
international group of which Van Eyck was also an associate. Van Eyck developed his own theory of threshold, adopting 
the concept of in-between realm from the philosopher Marin Buber (1878-1965). See: (Eyck (1962d) 2006). For its thor-
ough analysis, see: (Teyssot 2013, 153-162). 
31 The idea of creative consciousness or sensibility related to the twin phenomena was central to Van Eyck’s work from the 
very beginning. It can be seen as a direct translation of Van Eyck’s understanding of relativity as reciprocity. Interestingly, 
before 1962 Van Eyck elaborated on these notions, referring to “parallel phenomena” or “dual phenomena” claiming 
disciplinary transversality. See: (Eyck (1947) 2006, 38) and (Eyck (1950) 2006, 38) respectively. However, it is important 
to point out that Van Eyck was not interested in bridging opposites – that is, in erasing differences. He was concerned – to 
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The Belgian architectural historian Francis Strauven, who provided us with a detailed study of Van 

Eyck’s life and work, succinctly listed crucial concepts and elements that constituted a framework 

for his relational thinking, or – to use Van Eyck’s own expression – shaped the “landscape of all 

twinphenomena” ((1962e) 2006, 327); observations that are worth quoting here at length:  

The understanding of reality as a complex coherence of space, time, 

matter and energy, a unity that necessarily manifests itself as diversi-

ty; the insight that the coherence of things does not reside in their sub-

ordination to a central, dominant principle but in their reciprocal rela-

tions – relations that are just as important as the things themselves; the 

relativity of all frames of reference, the awareness that they are at the 

same time autonomous and mutually related; the equivalence of all 

viewpoints; the simultaneous consciousness of the successively per-

ceived; the essential role of the subject in the space-time continuum, 

when time is regarded as being real, consciously experienced time; the 

understanding of this continuum as the primal substance which exists 

in a state of continual transformation; the correlation of the opposites 

perceived within the continuum;  
(Strauven 1998, 458) 

Understood in this way, relativity and relationality were the cornerstones of a new architectural 

poetics and a “new reality”.32  It was a fluid reality in which dichotomies – “those between outer 

and inner reality, between object and subject, mass and space, between head and abdomen; be-

tween what can be ascertained by the limited senses and that vaster reality only imagination can 

grasp” (Eyck (1962i) 2006, 33) – were dissolved in effective mutuality.33 A reality whose defini-

tion very closely resembles that of atmosphere – if we recall Gernot Böhme’s (1937-) words – a 

“common reality of the perceiver and the perceived” (1993, 122); a reality in which mind and 

body, man and Nature, place and event, space, time and matter become inextricably one. 

Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that, in the context of Van Eyck’s work, the ideas listed above were 

not mere abstract constructs, but agents for transforming mechanisms of the design process and for 

re-defining that “vaster reality” through new techniques of construction.34 These notions encapsu-

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
use his actual words – “with ambivalence not equivalence” ((1962h) 2006, 91). For roots and dialectics of twin phenomena, 
see also: (Eyck (1961) 2006) and (Strauven 1998, 459-463). 
On the other hand, in defining the relationship of humans to time and space, Van Eyck built on Henri Bergson’s (1859-
1941) concept of duration (durée), defining presence as a “temporal span experience, shifting in the continuum of con-
sciousness where past and future converge” (Eyck (1962i) 2006, 74). The texts indicated here refer to the early formula-
tions of the aforementioned notions – these evolved throughout his career, and appear in many of Van Eyck’s writings. 
32 In shaping Van Eyck’s understanding of that “new reality”, one of the most influential figures was Carola Giedion-
Welcker (1893-1979), Sigfried Giedion’s (1888-1968) wife. Interestingly, she studied under Heinrich Wölfflin who, in 
turn, introduced her to the philosophy of Spinoza. For a detailed account of the relationship between Giedion-Welcker and 
Van Eyck, see: (Strauven 1998, 76-100). 
33 The quoted words are extracted from Van Eyck’s essay written as homage to Carola Giedion-Welcker, pronounced at the 
Amsterdam Stedelijk Museum in 1957 on the occasion of her lecture on the work of Paul Klee (1879-1940). 
34 See, for instance: (Eyck (1962e) 2006, 327). 
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 < [C t.2/q.1]  

lated what Van Eyck called “awareness of the in-between (in-between awareness)” that would 

“transform not only our idea as to what we should make, but also as to how we shall make it” 

((1962d) 2006, 55). Accordingly, both Van Eyck’s extensive written oeuvre and his projects repre-

sent effective resonances of its fully constructive and operational dimension. Moreover, they re-

veal that by that time Van Eyck had already recognised the correlation which only recently was 

made explicit by Brian Massumi (1968-), who asserted: “Just as the body lives between dimen-

sions, designing for it requires operating between logics” (2002, 207). Such an approach exactly 

corresponds to what we have been focusing on throughout our study – namely, an atmospheric 

awareness translated into design procedures and processes.  

**** 
6.4. The Power of Atmosphere 

Defining the new operational field of the in-betweenness also entailed a reinstatement of the role 

of the unexpected and the ambivalent in shaping relationships with our surroundings. In doing so, 

Van Eyck’s interests in Nature and natural laws led him to analyse natural cycles (such as those of 

day and night or the seasons), as well as atmospheric phenomena (referring here to the meteoro-

logical dimension of atmosphere), considering them as conditions full of positive potential and not 

as hindrances (that is, something from which we have to protect ourselves and eliminate their 

effects). Aldo van Eyck regarded them as catalysts of spatial experience and, hence, as “materials 

of architecture” ((1962b) 2006, 111).35  

In this context, the allusion to the term ‘catalyst’ is not accidental if we think of the particular 

capacity of catalysts to intervene in the dynamics of other processes, raising or lowering the “acti-

vation thresholds” that any reaction involves, and inhibiting or enhancing that reaction (De Landa 

1992, 143-144). The natural and the man-made formed for Van Eyck a cross-catalytic network, in 

which, for instance, snow was a “fleeting correction” (Eyck (1962a) 2006, 25) – a “miracle” giv-

ing another dimension to places and enabling things to happen. Accordingly, Van Eyck searched 

for places that would “possess occasion potential not in spite of seasonal or weather impact but 

because of this impact: that is to say, varied seasonal potential” ((1962c) 2006, 113). Through such 

a reading Van Eyck advanced some recent theories – if we think of the claim of the anthropologist 

Tim Ingold (1948-) for bringing the meteorological and the affective together (2013, 22-23) – an 

existing division framed by the ontological split between the material and the immaterial. Whereas 

Ingold points out the general exclusion of meteorology and the air from the aesthetic atmosphere, 

further arguing for the recognition of the animate agency of phenomena (Ingold 2006), for Van 

Eyck atmosphere clearly appeared as an intertwinement between these two realms. What is more, 

for Van Eyck, as for Ingold, wind, rain, snow, ice and frost were active and animate forces, in the 

sense that they encapsulated the “dynamic, transformative potential of the entire field of relations 

............................................................................................. 
35 Van Eyck writes: “Not just geometry and the pretty shadows sunlight casts – not just abstract space theory and demon-
strative construction – not just concrete, steel, glass, bricks and whatever catalogue suggests… but rain, storm, snow, 
spring, stars, winter, sun, clouds, ice, moon, child and the age: these and the greater rest are the ‘materials of architecture’” 
((1962h) 2006, 111). 
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Fig. 3/6.17 
Aldo van Eyck, layout of the exhibition ‘Il grande 
numero’, 14th Milan Triennale (1968) [Drawing in 
(Ligtelijn 1999, 163)] 
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within which beings of all kinds, more or less person-like or thing-like, continually and reciprocal-

ly bring one another into existence” (Ingold 2006, 10). Following Van Eyck’s thinking, then, at-

mosphere can be identified with an aesthetic intensity of places and their experience or “occasion 

potential” – to use Van Eyck’s term – that depends “on the intensity of impressions imparted 

through the qualities given to them creatively” ((1962g) 2006, 81); and this creativity involved a 

productive dialogue with natural phenomena.36  

Van Eyck was aware that it was through such an effective entanglement that places were charged 

with intensities (referring here to the Spinozian term). He was also aware that the latter embraced 

both repulsive and magnetic powers.37 To illustrate his concerns with the creation of spaces preg-

nant with gestures, the initial sketches and notes for two exhibition projects – Van Eyck’s contri-

bution to the 14th Milan Triennale (1968) under the heading ‘Il grande numero’ (‘The Greater 

Number’) [Fig. 3/6.17], and the exhibition of works of the Japanese-American sculptor Shinkichi 

Tajiri (1923-2009) at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam in 1967 [Fig. 3/6.18] – seem to be 

paradigmatic.38 Both can be seen as instrumental drafts of how different material and immaterial 

elements would constitute a common field of moving materiality, contributing to the creation of a 

particular atmosphere – peaceful (Tajiri) or disturbing (‘The Greater Number’) – influencing the 

behaviour, attitude and interpretation of the visitors.  

The set-up for the Triennale exhibition clearly aimed to channel impressions in a kaleidoscopic 

and multisensory fashion. At the entrance, densely and irregularly placed rough pine trunks reach-

ing from floor to ceiling were obstructing and, thence, choreographing the movements of the visi-

tors. “Sickly brown” paint dissolved limits with the existing space of the Neo-classical palazzo 

with walls of the same colour, and a triangular room, entirely covered with broken mirrors glued 

onto rubber, produced “a disquietingly fragmented and distorted image [of the visitors] in all di-

rections” (Ligtelijn 1999, 162) – a picture that evokes Villa Palagonia (visited in Chapter 4), and 

which points towards Van Eyck’s interests in the phenomenology of the mirror, to which we will 

return later. These “uncomfortable items” (162) – to use Van Eyck’s expression – and constantly 

throbbing sounds resounding in the distance, would coalesce into an oppressive atmosphere, or, 

rather, a negatmosphere (Kotler 1973-1974, 50), constituting a background for the visitor’s reflec-

tion upon the aberrant conditions of the modern metropolis and the failures of Western Civilisa-

tion; concerns summarised by Van Eyck in one evocative sentence: ‘mourn also for all butterflies’ 

[Fig. 3/6.17].39 

............................................................................................. 
36 For the notion of occasion potential, see also: (Eyck (1962f) 2006). 
37 See, for instance: (Eyck (1962a) 2006, 24). For the notion of intensity, see Chapter 1. 
38 Van Eyck met Tajiri during the Cobra period and since then they have become friends. Van Eyck also designed the 
layout of Tajiri’s first exhibition, held at the same museum in 1960. See: (Strauven 1998, 507). 
39 This edition of the Triennale coincided with the events of May, 1968, and was therefore known mainly through photos 
and publications, since the exhibition was closed after having been occupied by artists and students. The theme ‘The Great-
er Number’ was inspired by Giancarlo de Carlo (1919-2005), who, like Van Eyck, was a member of Team10, and was also 
a member of the Triennale organizing committee. Among other participants were Alison (1928-1993) and Peter (1923-
2003) Smithson, Arata Isozaki (1931-) and Shadrach Woods (1923-1973).  
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Fig. 3/6.18   
Aldo van Eyck, Tajiri exhibition in Stedelijk Museum, 
plan and comments, Amsterdam (1967) [Drawing in 
Domus, no.460 (Marzo 3/1968): 10] 

In contrast, the layout for the Tajiri exhibition was meant to create an immersive environment full 

of magic (Domus 1968, 10-13). Interestingly, the space of the Tajiri show, included in the same 

issue of Domus that also dedicated pages to La Pietra’s sensorially expansive Altre Cose, like the 

latter was defined by luminous bodies suspended from the ceiling: two cylinders – in this case ten 

metres in diameter – of translucent, thin tracing paper [Fig. 3/6.19]. In defining this “environment 

of paper” (which is how Domus labelled it), Van Eyck implicitly demarcated territory available for 

action and appropriation, entering into tension with the existing space of the museum and the ex-

hibited objects, concealing them through a relative invisibility and, at the same time, revealing 

their “shadowy presence” (Domus 1968, 10), inviting to discovery.  

Undoubtedly, light and shadow – which were substantial elements in the Tajiri project – are the 

immaterial qualities par excellence whose generative agency, symbolic dimension and capacity to 
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Fig. 3/6.19 
 

 
Fig. 3/6.20 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3/6.19   
Aldo van Eyck, Tajiri exhibition in Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam (1967) [Photo in (Ligtelijn 1999, 148)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.20   
Aldo van Eyck, Tajiri exhibition in Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam (1967) – paper cylinder converted into “hab-
itable lantern” [Photo in (Ligtelijn 1999, 149)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.21 and Fig.3/6.22  
Aldo van Eyck, Tajiri exhibition in Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam (1967) – Tajiri tearing down the paper on 
closing day [Photos in Domus, no.460 (Marzo 3/1968): 
12, 13] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 3/6.21 
 

 
Fig. 3/6.22 
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shape experience have been widely discussed and used to define atmosphere.40 Nothing else seems 

to better exemplify its highly poetic potential (referring to poetics in the orthodox way). Although 

we are aware that the relationship between light and atmosphere would require a rather longer 

detour, within the context of our study light is mentioned to illustrate the aforementioned “twin 

phenomena”, also embodied in a productive and effective relationship between the material and 

the immaterial; a relationship which, consequently, invites one to trace “the connexions between 

the concrete properties of objects and the atmosphere that they radiate” (Böhme 1993, 123) – in 

this particular case, paper – exploring its suggestive and performative force. To express it differ-

ently by alluding to Van Eyck’s actual words, the “latent properties” that contribute towards the 

“intensity of places” identified by Van Eyck with the “aesthetic impact (…) appreciated by what is 

drawn from them through human contact” ((1962g) 2006, 85). Van Eyck defined such a relation-

ship as “extended meaning-potential” (85).  

In search of such an extended potential, and operating through the poetry of the in-betweenness – 

between here and there, now and later, inside and outside, the visible and the invisible – the space 

of the museum was converted into a magical receptacle;41 a contingent construction disclosed 

through the movement of the visitors who would walk round or inside the paper chambers, beck-

oned by continuous subtle interferences with changing artificial and natural lights. As Van Eyck 

pointed out, an act of poetry and magic is only possible with people in and around the place expe-

riencing its potential (Strauven 1998, 418). The light at dusk would penetrate and condense the 

atmospheric matter, converting the paper cylinders into “habitable lanterns” (Domus 1968, 12)) 

[Fig. 3/6.20]. The result was a peaceful atmosphere produced not only by the filtered light, but, 

particularly, through the “latent” properties of paper. Namely, through its lightness and fragility, 

which – as Van Eyck described in his sketch – would not only make this filtering possible, but 

would also allow the cylinders to delicately swing and rustle with the movement of bodies and air, 

demanding silence and contemplation (Domus 1968, 11). And even though Van Eyck program-

matically involved the environment, in such a way he created a space of isolation – an immersive 

and hypnotic microcosm. As noted by Francis Strauven,“[t]his atmosphere enveloped objects and 

visitors alike, lifting them from the normal world and bringing them into relation as autonomous 

beings, without any contextual mediation” (1998, 509).42 A subtle and silent regime that invited 

one to rebel against it – as happened on the closing exhibition day, when Shinkichi Tajiri tore 

down the paper in his final hypnotic dance [Fig. 3/6.21 and Fig. 3/6.22]. An apparently aggressive 

act which, as described in Domus, did not destroy the magic, but, rather, liberated it (Domus 1968, 

12).43 

............................................................................................. 
40 See, for instance: (Plummer 1987) or (Tanizaki 1977). 
41 We allude here to Van Eyck’s text ‘Between here and there, now and later’ ((1960a) 2006). 
42 It is necessary to point out that Van Eyck openly expressed his criticism of the existing space of the museum. His aim 
was to isolate both the exhibited objects and the visitors from the effects “of so much peripheral building material”. See: 
[Fig. 3/6.17]. 
43 The original text reads: “Creavano un cerchio magico intorno a quelle sculture, non solo filtrando la luce, ma con la 
fragilità stessa delle loro pareti (lievemente oscillanti e fruscianti al movimento dell’aria) che esigeva silenzio e attenzione, 
 



 
[New Material Consciousness] 

 
  

 

  253 

The idea of magic, implicit in this evocative and somewhat disturbing image, reveals the power of 

atmosphere and of the very materiality whence it emerges – “[c]onjuring, telekinesis, the trigger-

ing of effects through signs”, to recall how Gernot Böhme defined such a magic (1995, 42). It is 

also through this magic that Van Eyck’s works can be seen as epitomes of what we have been in 

search of – that is, an affective tectonics; a tectonics that recognises our bodily sensations as the 

place of the world’s sensuous presence disclosed through materials which, in turn, are loci of per-

ceptual affordances – materials that invite us to touch, to smell or to listen, those which surprise us 

with their appearances revealed in their interaction with phenomena, those which suggest either 

quietude or movement and occupancy; materials which define spheres of perceptual influence and 

which invest places with gestures; in short, materials which, like Van Eyck’s paper cylinders, steer 

our behaviour. 

The aforementioned playgrounds of Van Eyck – built in Amsterdam between 1947 and 1978 and 

spread all over the city – provide a useful reference through which to further undertake such a re-

thinking of materiality. 44 It was through the strategic assembly of diverse elements and materials 

and the ambiguous transitions between them – such as a lack of neat separation between grass and 

sand – and their interplay with natural phenomena, that the playgrounds defined the spheres of 

perceptual influence, or what Richard Sennett termed “instructive ambiguity”. Through the aggre-

gate of relations and foreseen interaction, Van Eyck’s playgrounds intentionally provided children 

with an opportunity to puzzle out the tactile differences between materials, stimulating inquiry and 

diverse activities, as well as inviting the young users to develop different skills. Moreover, in Van 

Eyck’s playgrounds, with their recognition of the “seasonal occasion potential” – as evocatively 

expressed by Rodrigo Pérez de Arce Antoncic – “[d]uctile and fine-grained to the touch, sand 

[was] to summertime what snow [was] to winter: an invitation to play” (2014, 88). In fact, in this 

playful arrangement, weather was not only a background for activities but was also given a crea-

tive force. For instance, in the sand area of the Amsterdam Municipal Orphanage (1955-1960) 

[Fig.3/6.23] (to which we will return later), rain was invited to form, in the almost imperceptible 

depressions existing in the concrete slabs, small reflective pools after every precipitation. These, 

like mirrors, would glitter on sunny days and would reveal magical microcosms bringing sky to 

the Earth. Such foreseen and unforeseen interactions, non-hierarchical spatial organisation and 

shifts in scales render Van Eyck playgrounds as non-Euclidean relational and variational continu-

ums.45  

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
e pace. (…) Contribuiva alla magia delle opere e del luogo. Una magia cosi forte che quando, l’ultimo giorno, Tajiri 
stracciò tutto, in una danza finale, la liberò, non la distrusse.” 
44 Van Eyck built several hundred playgrounds in Amsterdam – most of which have now disappeared.  
45 Van Eyck himself referred to a shift from a Euclidean way of thinking towards non-Euclidean forms of perception in the 
introductory words of his talk given at the Otterlo Congress (CIAM 11) on 11th September, 1959, giving rise to the famous 
diagram known as ‘Otterlo Circles’ which would evolve over the years. See: (Eyck (1959) 2006). However, even though 
Van Eyck recognised non-Euclidean space as the one corresponding to the complexity, the dynamic nature and the relativi-
ty of the contemporary world, he did not disregard Euclidean space, which he identified with “man’s fundamental desire 
for enclosure” ((1959) 2006, 199). 
Interestingly, Brian Massumi points out – elaborating on the difference between designing in Euclidean terms and design-
ing topologically – that the lived experience of the body cannot be understood without taking into consideration processual 
dimensions. Massumi draws our attention to the fact that such dimensions cannot be contained in Euclidean space and 
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Fig. 3/6.23 
Aldo van Eyck, Orphanage – playground. Amsterdam, 
Netherlands (1955-1960) [Photo  © Violette Cornelius, in 
(Ligtelijn 1999, 97)] 

A continuum which defines space as a performative space that – as distinct from geometric space 

– “is affected by the presence of people, things and their interaction” (Verstegen 2009, 27). 

With performativity embedded in them, Van Eyck’s playgrounds – stimulated by an awareness of 

play as both a social and an educational phenomenon (profoundly inspired by the Dutch cultural 

historian Johan Huizinga (1872-1945)) – were, above all, materialised twin phenomena that direct-

ly responded to what Van Eyck called “the human reciprocity of individual-collective” ((1961) 

2006, 317).46 They were conceived as places of proximity and connectivity. As Sennett insightful-

……………………………………………………………. 
>>> 
linear time. Conversely, they require a topological thinking which involves such concepts as “continuous variation, inten-
sive movement, transpositionality, event, durational space, recursive-duration, modulation, qualitative effect, biogram, and 
feedback of higher functions, to name just a few” (2002, 205). Surprisingly, many of these concepts can be found in Aldo 
Van Eyck’s writings, inviting one to suggest that his work can be seen through the filter of new materialist thought. It is 
also noteworthy that challenging and overcoming dual oppositions, which was crucial for Van Eyck, is also crucial to new 
materialism.   
46 For a concept of play based on Huizinga’s Homo Ludens and used as a catalyst for architectural ideas, see also Chapter 3 
and Chapter 5. 
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ly remarked, Van Eyck intuited that the aforementioned “spatial ambiguities would also provoke 

children to engage with one another” (2008, 233). What is important here is that Van Eyck’s play-

grounds were loci of perceptual becoming, providing codes of behavioural contingency, since “the 

children who learned how to deal well with the ambiguity built into [them] emerged with rules of 

behavior for themselves” (234). In other words, in Van Eyck’s playgrounds forces of ambiguity 

were effectively used to define rules, yet they provided subtle guidance that was conducive to new 

forms of social interaction. Susan Kozel captured this succinctly when she argued: “Affective 

forces need not be forceful. They can be barely detectable shifts in relationality between ourselves 

and our built environments” (2012, 76). Such is the atmosphere – at once diffused and distributed, 

and just like air – apparently intangible, almost imperceptible, alive in its continuous variation and, 

above all, all-determining. Once again we find here an intuitive relationship between the smooth 

and the striated – alluding to the aforementioned Deleuze and Guattari’s categorisation.47 Van 

Eyck playgrounds were islands of smooth rules and protocols in the striated space of the city – 

spaces of affect, based on haptic rather than visual perception, in which “materials signal forces 

and serve as symptoms for them” (Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 2005, 479).  

The idea of spatial and material articulation disclosed in non-hierarchical and dynamic relation-

ships as well as through reconciling polarities was also central to one of the most iconic of Van 

Eyck’s projects – the aforementioned Amsterdam Municipal Orphanage, a building that brought 

him international recognition [Fig.3/6.25].48 Whereas the Orphanage’s spatial organisation as well 

as the course of its design process (including its historical context and theoretical background) 

would require a separate and thorough study, of particular interest here, however, are the 

knowledge and information embedded in its materiality.  Within an awareness that it is its spatial 

logic that is generally recognised as the epitome of Van Eyck’s idea of thresholds, the power of 

materials embedded between diverse layers of its spatial dialectic is, in our opinion, integral to its 

in-betweenness. We might say that in Van Eyck’s Orphanage spatiality also arises in the perfor-

mance of materials that coalesce into continually changing material patterns and spatial rhythms 

that are closely related to the human body.49 

Accordingly, in shaping the Orphanage’s reality Van Eyck emphasised the necessity of introduc-

ing material devices which would not only define space physically, but would also evoke a certain 

character through a playful association and the interplay of opposites. He writes: “Two kinds of 

protection – a winter coat with a soft, silky lining on the inside close to the body, heavy rough 

............................................................................................. 
47 Deleuze and Guattari consider the city as “the striated space par excellence” ((1987) 2005, 481).  
Another interesting categorization in relation to the affective forces embedded in places, and which might be useful here, is 
that formulated by Edward Casey (1939-), who distinguishes between thick and thin places. Accordingly, Van Eyck’s 
playgrounds can be identified with the ‘thick’ places, as they aimed at structuring experience through the intensification of 
affective dimension. See: (Duff 2010, 882). 
48 It was Frans van Meurs (1889-1973), the director of the old Orphanage in Sint-Luciënsteeg, who – intrigued and inspired 
by Van Eyck’s playgrounds which closely matched his own pedagogical ideas – persuaded the trustees of the Orphanage to 
commission Van Eyck for the project in 1954. For a detailed history of the Orphanage, see: (Strauven 1998, 284-336). 
49 Like Wölfflin, Van Eyck established a correspondence between the sense of the human body and architecture – that is, 
between bodily organisation and spatial organisation, translated, among other aspects, into anthropomorphic analogies in 
his designs.  



 
[New Material Consciousness] 

 
  

 

  256 

 

Fig. 3/6.24 
Aldo van Eyck, Orphanage, Amsterdam, Netherlands 
(1955-1960) – interior [Photo  © Violette Cornelius 
(1961), in (Ligtelijn 1999, 105)] 

tweed on the outside where it touches the world – the elements and other people” ((1961) 2006, 

320).50 Being aware of the close relationship between materials and the human body and the ca-

pacity of the latter to detect the perceptual affordances that materials carry and the normative 

boundaries that they produce, Van Eyck decided to create an interior as a juxtaposed exterior (an 

“inner street”), emulating through materials (which would “differ in no way from those outside”) 

the condition of possibility (Van Eyck’s “latent property”) of the open-sky playgrounds, so that the 

child would behave and move through them as vigorously as outside (319) [Fig.3/6.24]. What is 

more, “since concrete, brick and white surface do not sparkle – and something always should – 

there are lots of tiny mirrors embedded in concrete slabs and some large ones in the street floor 

that distort for the sake of laughter” (320) [Fig.3/6.26-Fig.3/6.28]. However, as Van Eyck ex-

plained in a lecture given in January 1985, in which he took the audience on a virtual tour 

............................................................................................. 
50 Van Eyck refers here to the “rough, brown and powerful” brick walls and concrete elements outside, and the “white, 
smooth and softer” walls inside.  
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Fig. 3/6.25 
 

 
Fig. 3/6.26 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3/6.25 
Aldo van Eyck, Amsterdam Municipal Orphanage (1955-
1960) [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2010)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.26 
Aldo van Eyck, Amsterdam Municipal Orphanage (1955-
1960) – little mirrors in the kitchen draining board [Photo 
in (Ligtelijn 1999, 99)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.27 
Aldo van Eyck, Amsterdam Municipal Orphanage (1955-
1960) – interior [Photo in (Ligtelijn 1999, 105)] 
 
Fig. 3/6.28 
Aldo van Eyck, Amsterdam Municipal Orphanage (1955-
1960) – mirrors embedded in the floor [Photo in (Ligtelijn 
1999, 105)] 
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Fig. 3/6.28 
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through the Orphanage, these mirrors were more than merely decorative elements (Eyck and 

Norberg-Schulz, 1985). They were “low-cost articulating spatial elements” and “active” devices 

for the staging of “playful situations”, nourishing imagination and stimulating interaction.51 They 

were glittering surfaces of mediation with the surroundings, loci of occurrences that defined the 

sphere of the (in)between – the relationship between one and another.52 Space and time, place and 

event, child and child – an atmosphere.  

Consequently, atmosphere as a spatial phenomenon is to be understood as a contingent occurrence 

which, owing to its almost magical force, establishes sets of relations and signs, defining both 

focal points and thresholds between sensory, spatial and social forms. In other words, the affective 

qualities of places are embodied in the relationships between people which emerge from particular 

situations within spatial settings – that is, from their “occasion potential”, as Van Eyck would term 

it. The central claim here, however, is that such a reading expands the performative capacity of 

materials, such as the mirror, from being a device of environmental strategy (as in Sir John 

Soane’s (1753-1837) house, which we visited in Chapter 4) or a means of sensory stimulation (as 

we saw in the context of Adolf Luther’s (1912-1990) work) to becoming a form of social contract. 

In short, materials do possess atmospheric charge – synaesthetic and social (Griffero (2010) 

2014a, 98). The relationship between the two provides a comprehensive understanding of what we 

have defined as an active materiality. Materiality that not only involves “fanciful effects” (to para-

phrase Soane’s term (1830, 2)), but, above all, becomes an active agent in staging multiple situa-

tions with which we are able to engage directly.  

What emerges from such a reading is the conclusion that the experience of place – its atmosphere 

– is not reducible to the terms of individual phenomenology. It also involves an affective relay – a 

transmission of affect – even though these have been not among the main concerns of this study.53 

However, as we have illustrated, atmospheres are relational fields defined by flows of affectivity 

that entail embodied spatial practices with social dimensions. They are therefore inseparable from 

our spatial embeddedness and our practical engagement with the world (Duff 2010). As such, they 

convey the entanglement of social and power relationships – aspects that have received increasing 

attention in the field of spatial theory in recent years.54  

............................................................................................. 
51 Such “playful situations” were prescribed in the original design brief. See: (Strauven 1998, 297).  
52 We allude here to Martin Buber’s anthropological understanding of the in-between, which Van Eyck built upon. See, for 
instance: (Teyssot 2013, 158-159). 
53 In her book The Transmission of Affect, Teresa Brennan (1952-2003) opens a discussion with a question: “Is there 
anyone who has not, at least once, walked into a room and ‘felt the atmosphere’?” She continues: “The transmission of 
affect, whether it is grief, anxiety, or anger, is social or psychological in origin. But the transmission is also responsible for 
bodily changes; some are brief changes, as in a whiff of the room's atmosphere, some longer lasting. In other words, the 
transmission of affect, if only for an instant, alters the biochemistry and neurology of the subject. The ‘atmosphere’ or the 
environment literally gets into the individual. Physically and biologically, something is present that was not there before, 
but it did not originate sui generis: it was not generated solely or sometimes even in part by the individual organism or its 
genes” (2004, 1). 
54 To some works that tackle such issues we have been referring in this chapter, as well as throughout our study. See, for 
instance: (Borch 2014), (Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2013), (Sloterdijk (1998) 2011a) (Duff 2010). See also: (Anderson 
2014), (Dorrian 2012) and (Thrift 2004). 
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As noted by the British scholar and geographer Nigel Thrift (1949-), who analyses the mecha-

nisms of the creation (“engineering”) and mobilisation of affects in the urban domain, the 

knowledge embedded in them is being deployed not only “knowingly”, but also politically – “what 

might have been painted as aesthetic is increasingly instrumental” (2004, 58). As we have seen in 

this chapter, atmosphere (as an aesthetic category)  – manifested through and produced by sensory 

design – also entails normativity. 

Consequently, even though atmosphere is, undoubtedly, poetically charged, constructing atmos-

pheres requires a re-consideration of poetics. It is not just a colouring space with diverse shades of 

light (to paraphrase Foucault ((1967) 1986, 23)) but, rather, it involves thinking relationships in 

order to define conditions of possibility – that “another miracle” claimed by Van Eyck ((1962a) 

2006) – a place where things can simply happen; this, however, without forgetting about its hidden 

potential – its strategic (and manipulative) power.  

“Atmosphere is my style” – claimed the British romantic painter Joseph Mallord William Turner 

(1775-1851), whose ghostly presence we felt along our journey – words quoted by Peter Zumthor 

(1943-) to open his seminal book Atmospheres. Architectural Environments. Surrounding Objects 

(2006, 5).55 Yet in seeking to define atmosphere in relation to architecture, such an assertion re-

quires a deeper reflection upon the affective resonances of place-making, including its social and 

political consequences.  

 

 
 

  

............................................................................................. 
55 See Chapter 1, Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. 
Turner made this statement to John Ruskin (1819-1900) in 1844. 
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Fig. 4/0 
Olafur Eliasson, ‘Your Rainbow Panorama,’ AROS 

Museum, Aarhus, Denmark (2006-2011) 
 [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2015) from the Atlas of 

Affectve Tectonics] 

 
  



 

 

 
1 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 7/1  
Children playing with Adolf Luther’s lenses at the 
Münster Schulzentrum Kinderhaus designed by Harald 
Deilmann (1974)  [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
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[S]ince the Being-in designed spaces constitutes our fun-

damental condition, it seems obvious that architecture 

must remain conscious of its responsibility for the shaping 

of situations. Architecture is, above all, the design of im-

mersions. Part of the ethics of the production of space is 

the responsibility for the atmosphere.  

 
Peter Sloterdijk 

(Sloterdijk (2006) 2011b, 109) 
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[In Search of Affective Materialism. Archaeology of the Future]  

In the context of this study, the vindication of matter as a core concept and element for both archi-

tectural thinking and making has been grounded in the ongoing discussion about atmosphere (as 

both aesthetic category and spatial phenomenon) in order to elicit reflection about the cogency of 

phenomenological thought in architecture. A key speculative proposition here is that phenomenol-

ogy, which appeared exhausted at the end of the twentieth century, can be imbued again with 

meaning and relevance. Yet, leading to the revitalisation of phenomenology in architecture is the 

conclusion that its understanding needs to be expanded towards a new phenomenology; this 

through an adaptation and a re-evaluation of existing paradigms – i.e. new ways of filtering and 

interpreting them in the light of contemporary challenges. Nevertheless, it encompasses not only a 

re-mixing of the old and the new, but also an intertwinement of a theoretical and an applied appre-

ciation of phenomenological values, and, in general, an overcoming of dualisms.  

A challenging, or, rather, a reconciling of polarities has been one of the objectives of this study. 

The most obvious binary opposition which comes to mind when we think about matter is that of 

the material v. the immaterial, followed by the visible v. the invisible, the tangible v. the intangi-

ble. Throughout this study we have seen how these opposites become twin phenomena (to borrow 

Aldo van Eyck’s (1918-1999) term, to which we referred in Chapter 6), and are involved in recip-

rocal and productive relationships, stimulating and engaging both the mind and the body and, thus, 

transcending another dichotomy. 

One might argue that in the wake of climate change and global economic crisis questions of at-

mosphere – that is, questions of perception – are not the major issue. However, we do need to 

stress that thinking atmospherically forces a dialogue with the surroundings, pointing towards 

environmental and societal sensitivity. Seemingly immaterial, atmospheres both emerge from and 

pervade the very materiality of places. In such a relational loop it is the very materiality of places 

(buildings, landscapes, cities) that, as Jean-Paul Thibaud (1960-) asserts, “is screened by sensory 

perception, revealing and detailing the ‘lived features’ of built environments” ((2010) 2012, 4). 

Hence, for Thibaud – who talks about the urban ecology of the senses –“aesthetic issues are no 

longer seen as secondary or ancillary; they are well on the way to becoming a key element in cur-

rent urban [and we can certainly add architectural] thought” (3).1 In this regard, as has been ar-

gued, it is the atmosphere that bridges Spatiality, Sociality and the Sensorium. 

Accordingly, by drawing out a new field of renegotiation between these three ‘Ss’ as well as be-

tween the poles of the old and the new, between thinkers and practitioners, body and environment, 

............................................................................................. 
1 For an extensive discussion of such a revised or “alternative” approach see also the volume Sense of the City. An Alterna-
tive Approach to Urbanism edited by Mirko Zardini (2005a). 
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and by re-thinking material relations, this study has demonstrated the particular value of phenom-

enology for developing a new sensibility through which the conceiving and making of our sur-

roundings take (and have taken) place, pointing towards a shift of orientation in architectural prac-

tice.2 As we have seen along our journey, such a sensibility entails a comprehension of material 

and immaterial agents, bodily awareness and disciplinary cross-fertilisation and, consequently, 

induces a certain modus operandi framed by the question of what architecture does and what it 

activates or, as Ton Verstegen put it, “what it actuates and sets in motion” (2009, 9), instead of 

what it signifies or represents. 

Within an awareness that the questions of the relational and operative dimensions of architecture 

are not new, the underlying agenda within this study has been to reveal the material agency em-

bedded in the built environment by identifying the characteristics of affective materialism that 

could develop from what we defined in Chapter 2 as atmospheric awareness.3 The attempt to de-

fine such an affective materialism required both a closer scrutiny of the complexity of the material 

universe and a re-thinking of materiality in a broader sense. That is, it involved shifting from mat-

ter regarded as inert or passive substance or as merely a vehicle for expression, towards its opera-

tional, dynamic and performative nature, thus acknowledging its potential force. What comes from 

and within such a thinking, is the picture of the material world defined in terms of material ac-

tions/operations/performances, in which materiality is understood as a condition through which 

bodies perceive, act and relate to each other. Our claim has been that it is through such an active 

materiality that atmospheres are generated and architectural operations unfold.  

Crucial for tracing the tenets of affective materialism has also been the exploration of the suggest-

ed productive intertwinement between architecture and other disciplines (as evidenced especially 

in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5), illustrating how the understanding of matter as being agentive or 

active which emerges from this intertwinement has influenced a definition of new spatial episte-

mologies and their corresponding ontological functions translated into design procedures and pro-

cesses. 

In analysing such a theoretical and operational framework, we have illustrated that atmosphere is 

conceptualised and produced in both environmental and material terms. Accordingly, the afore-

mentioned modi operandi, which in the context of this study were identified with techniques of the 

atmospheric, also appear as open to every possible productive entanglement between these two 

(inextricably) related realms. Bringing this potentiality and openness to the forefront, in the end 

the title of this study, ‘Active Materiality’, is perhaps less a category or a definition than an open 

questioning of the multiplicity of manifestations of the aforementioned material agency. In this 

context, the analysed works are not to be seen as a complete taxonomy; nor do they compose a 

............................................................................................. 
2 Diverse practices that can be identified with such a shift of orientation were explored in Part I. 
3 A turn towards the operative and relational dimensions of architecture was briefly discussed in the ‘Introduction’.  
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linear historiographical narrative. They constitute, rather, a heterogeneous and open-ended collec-

tion with recognisable traits, operational codes and characteristic procedures of materialisation. 

That is, a particular archive of both discursive and material traces which allows us to develop and 

to elucidate concepts that help us to understand the multifarious nature of an atmospheric phenom-

enon as well as to decode those techniques of the atmospheric which interest us. Our additional 

argument here is that by advancing some actual theories the works gathered into this collection – 

with embedded discontinuities and conceptual thresholds – define what might be called (vaguely 

alluding to Michel Foucault’s (1926-1984) theories) archaeology of the future.4 To put it different-

ly, they become instruments for mapping the fleeting shadows of forgotten knowledge, illuminat-

ing what has remained overlooked or hidden and, at the same time, pointing towards what is yet to 

come.  

Accordingly, such an archaeological endeavour represents one of the major contributions of the 

present study. What is offered is a process of re-activation, filling the gap in current scholarship. 

This by turning attention from well-known and widely discussed contemporary examples towards 

protagonists (identified with proto-atmospheric praxis) that have been largely overlooked or for-

gotten, or are simply less well known.5 Hence, as a result of such a trans-historical investigation, 

the study reveals its critical potential. It offers new perspectives for contemporary debates, ex-

panding and recalibrating a theoretical framework and practical vocabularies from and within an 

atmospheric approach that has been unfolding and, what is more important, paving the way to a 

renewed understanding of materiality as active. Not only does it provide a repertoire of techniques 

and solutions, but it also illustrates how architectural knowledge is formed as an accumulation of 

past and present as well as of individual and collective experiences.  

A phenomenological approach also manifests itself in a direct experience. In short, it can be both 

critical and generative. Accordingly, whereas the studied works and discourses might be seen as 

organisational tools in articulating our theoretical claims, observation-based methods, and docu-

mentation derived from them (photographs taken by the author) appear as an active and enactive 

verification of these theories. That is, as vehicles for validating our hypothesis or for constructing 

new arguments by means of experience and reflection, including interaction and dialogue with 

others [Fig.7/1].  

In our search for active materiality, guided by such a reflective practice, in Chapter 1 and Chapter 

2 we saw how matter is transformed in performative and generative becoming that gives rise to 

perceptual and social experiences. The idea of conductive environments and fields of engagement, 

............................................................................................. 
4 We refer here to Michel Foucault’s concept of archeology and methods for writing “history of the present” developed in 
the 1960s, particularly in The Archeology of Knowledge. See: (Foucault (1969) 1972). 
5 Among a wide range of examples included in this study, the central part (Part II), not coincidentally, has been devoted to 
the oeuvre of the German architect Werner Ruhnau (1922-2015). It could be said that it represents a particular contribution 
to the body of architectural knowledge by exploring the oeuvre of an architect who has been less well known in the interna-
tional context. The relevance of Ruhnau’s practice to our study lies in its methodological and theoretical manifoldness 
derived from many joint projects with – similarly, not widely known outside Germany – collaborators from diverse disci-
plines: a transversal practice that, in our opinion, sheds new light on the relationship between atmosphere and materiality.   



 
[Conclusion] 

 
  

 

 
271 

unfolded in Chapter 3, provided an understanding of how we orientate ourselves in the material 

world of multifarious experiential dimensions. In Chapter 4, mirrors and glass served as tools to 

present matter as both an embodiment and a site of production of gestures and affordances. In 

Chapter 6, we further explored how signs are inscribed in the material fabric of places, defining 

sensory thresholds and regimes of perception. Practices described in Chapter 5 represented the 

claim for matter not only as an affective catalyst but also as a creative power, giving voice – as 

Jane Bennett (1957-) does in the context of the contemporary new materialist debates – “to a vital-

ity intrinsic to materiality, in the process absolving matter from its long history of attachment to 

automatism or mechanism” (2010, 3). We have proved Gernot Böhme’s (1937-) assumption that 

materiality is central to the creation of atmosphere, and that materials infuse architecture with 

magic (1995, 36).  

But it was the invocation of such concepts as affect, assemblage, or dispositif that helped in ex-

panding our discussion, revealing that constructing atmospheres is not just the creation of sensori-

ally charged environments. Framed by these concepts, the argumentation demonstrated that at-

mospheres are fields of attraction, action and mediation. Expressed differently, as affective for-

mations atmospheres involve sensory, emotional, cognitive and bodily aspects and entail physical 

and social exchanges. Each of these aspects can certainly be discussed and conceptualised sepa-

rately, but the in-betweenness that characterises atmosphere requires a blurring of the boundaries 

between them. Accordingly, such fuzzy or amorphous boundaries have been kept between differ-

ent chapters, transforming the study into a series of unfolding stage sets with different focal points 

(sub-themes) – that is, rendering the tenets of affective materialism from different perspectives. 

On the pages preceding the ‘Introduction’ we referred to Johan Huizinga’s (1872-1945) words that 

encouraged us to undertake incursions into unknown territories. To conclude our journey we could 

cite Karl Popper’s (1902-1994) somewhat disturbing but, at the same time, positive thought pro-

jected in the preface to the revised second edition of The Open Society and its Enemies. “No book 

can ever be finished. While working on it we learn just enough to find it immature the moment we 

turn away from it” ((1950) 1971, ix). Such are the rules of play (to allude again to Huizinga) – we 

are never in full control of the play. Accordingly, the initially defined ‘research lenses’ not only 

framed micro and macro realms (similar to the catoptric devices explored in Chapter 4), intersect-

ing and complementing each other while our study was crystallising, but also acted as magnifying 

lenses. As the subject matter under scrutiny usually not only unfolds but also transforms, the re-

search lenses have opened up to the incorporation of new focal points that might define a potential 

continuation of this investigation, addressing aspects that have been only suggested, but not devel-

oped to their full potential within the limited scope and primarily phenomenological approach of 

the present study.6 On the other hand, this study has been more concerned with providing a pano-

............................................................................................. 
6 Interestingly, in a recent study Andreas Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos argues for a post-phenomenological approach to 
atmosphere – more precisely for its ontological appreciation that expands its phenomenological emanations towards poli-
tics and institutional normativeness. See: (Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2015).  
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ramic view or with establishing connections. Hence, it certainly invites us to delve deeper into 

each of the realms or stage-sets which it defines, incorporating other existing examples and com-

pleting this particular atmospheric taxonomy.  

This is also the very nature of archaeology – discovered traces point towards the directions in 

which further research might proceed. These might include, first, the question that directly con-

cerns matter – as to how atmospheric awareness is translated into procedures of invention of mate-

rials, which in themselves have long been regarded as projected entities (Manzini (1986) 1989). 

Such a question, in turn, invites us to examine the intersections between the technological, the 

material, the sensorial and the ecological. These potential intersections hint at approaching atmos-

pheres as technologically mediated (engineered) milieux or, rather, as fields of reconciliation be-

tween material and immaterial energies, between knowledge derived from our sensorium and that 

generated by technology, which require a further exploration of the environmental and political 

concerns implicit in such relations. Taking a longer detour from our topic (atmosphere), the new 

materialist approach (which, in our opinion, remains largely unaddressed in architecture) undoubt-

edly raises interesting questions for architectural practice.7 Within a strong focus on performativity 

and a consideration of non-humans as co-creators of culture, it encompasses a broad understanding 

of creative ‘transversality’– a transversality that entails creative dialogues between the animate and 

the inanimate, the human and the non-human, enmeshed in productive relationships. Such creative 

and productive entanglements have been previously addressed in architecture – for instance, in 

Jonathan Hill’s (1958-) consideration of the weather as an architectural author (2012). Neverthe-

less, the new materialism invites one to extend such an authorship to other agents. It prompts us to 

replace Species of Spaces (paraphrasing Georges Perec (1936-1982) ((1974) 2008)) with Spaces of 

Multispecies, recognising architecture as an interspecies collaborative practice.8  

It is, however, noteworthy that, far from overlooking the above-mentioned essential aspects (envi-

ronmental, social, political) and the emergent fields of enquiry, the main focus of this study has 

been on the aesthetic dimension of atmosphere. Yet, by bringing into play contemporary tropes 

such as “relational aesthetics” (Bourriaud (1997) 1998), “aesthetic engagement” (Berleant 2004), 

“somaesthetics” (Shusterman 2012) and “environmental aesthetics” (Berleant 1992), the intention 

has been to broaden our understanding of atmosphere as an aesthetic concept in architecture, 

transcending its somewhat auratic and poetic character that pervades architectural discourse. Add-

ed to these contemporary aesthetic approaches must be the aforementioned new materialist and 
............................................................................................. 
7  Evidence of an existing gap in current architectural research concerning new materialist approaches can be found at the 
VI International Conference on New Materialism – Transversal Practices: Matter, Ecology and Relationality to be held in 
Melbourne from 27-29 September 2015. Among more than 100 participants from a wide range of disciplines (including            
40 practising artists), there are only five architects. Yet it is noteworthy that concerns for space and spatiality are vividly 
impressed into new materialist theories. For the conference programme, see: <http://www.newmats2015.net>. 
8 So-called green façades, or alternative energy systems including algae bioreactors might serve as the most immediate 
epitomes here. The recognition and, hence, the expansion of architectural authorship to the animal realm, the plant realm 
and the artifice characterises the practice of François Roche (1961-), which is similar to that of amid.cero9, whose projects 
moot the notions of artificial ecotopes and third natures. For an incorporation of new digital media in combination with 
biotechnology and synthetic biology within a design context, see, for instance, Marcos Cruz’s Neoarch - Neoplasmatic 
Architecture.  
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non-representational theories that prompted us to think of places and spaces not in functional, 

symbolic or expressive terms, but as realms of processual and experiential enactment or potentiali-

ty. Such enactive and affective composition of places required at the same time an expansion of 

the understanding of architectural experience precisely towards a socio-ethico-political dimension 

(Chapter 1, and Part III). Without neglecting the unquestionable poetic charge of atmosphere, we 

argued, however, for its re-conceptualisation. In similar way, Iñaki Ábalos (1956-) replaced iconic 

beauty with “thermodynamic beauty”, formulating the tenets of thermodynamic materialism 

(Ábalos 2011). The works included in this study, in our opinion, trace the conceptual contours of 

operational poetics. A poetics that leads to a re-enactment of the agency embedded in architectural 

materialisations – that is, a capacity to act critically (socially and politically) while shaping our 

everyday situations. A poetics that renders space, whence atmosphere emerges, not as a void “col-

oured with diverse shades of light” (to use again Michel Foucault’s (1926-1984) critical point here 

((1967) 1986, 23)), but as a material assemblage in synergy with the environment and the human 

body – an assemblage that not only negotiates flows of energy but also defines patterns of behav-

iour; a poetics that characterises an affective tectonics which leads to an atmospheric architecture 

in the widest sense of the term. 

If we interpret atmosphere in such a wide sense it is imperative not to forget its inherent ethical 

ambiguity. As Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) noticed: “Put a man in the wrong atmosphere 

and nothing will function as it should. (…) Put him back into his proper element and everything 

will blossom and look healthy” (1980, 42e). Wittgenstein’s assumption, together with the works 

explored in Chapter 6, is nothing other than a confirmation of the awareness of the power of at-

mosphere; a power that constitutes a foundation of social co-existence and our well-being. The 

conclusion is thus that, through such an awareness, the present study can be seen as both a critical 

and a projective agenda that renders atmospherics as a material practice of experiential, ecological, 

social and political transcendence.  

The main conclusion which follows on naturally from the above thoughts and the research con-

ducted is that in the construction of atmospheres, in a process which is similar to that of writers 

manipulating semantic structures, architects operate with a vocabulary of spatial – material and 

non-material – elements; elements which are able to engender differential perceptual states (as 

suggested by Hugo Kükelhaus (1900-1984) whose work we explored in Chapter 3) with cognitive, 

emotional, and somatic dimensions. In this context, active materiality opens up for a synaesthetic 

experience and a multi-layered reality, in which the material and the immaterial, human and non-

human, nature and technology co-exist within the same field and become mutually supportive and 

explanatory. It also calls for defining a particular taxonomy of materials structured on the basis of 

the intrinsic relationship between their physical properties and their phenomenological and per-

formative qualities.  

In this atmospheric taxonomy: materials are carriers of energies, effects and phenomena, encoders 

of our reminiscences and memories, detonators of physical, physiological and emotional potential-
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ity, catalysts for social encounters and activators of the aesthetic occurrence. This reading defines 

materiality as an active and operative force – as a means of aesthetic engagement and a phenome-

nological manifestation. Our argument here is that an awareness of this agency is essential to rec-

ognising all the factors involved in the design process. 

In the light of the above, as a final note, it could be asserted that atmosphere has a “dislodging” 

role in architectural practice (to borrow Mark Wigley’s (1956-) expression (1998, 18)), since it 

requires an exploration and consideration of the full complexity and dynamics of the environment 

as well as of human experience. It could also be reasoned that in order to respond to the challenges 

and advances of the contemporary world, many of the examples included in this study need to go 

through a certain process of actualisation. Nevertheless, what in the end is most significant about 

the heterogeneous collection of techniques of the atmospheric which this study brings to light, is 

that they vindicate Peter Sloterdijk’s (1947-) words which had served as a point of departure: “[I]t 

seems obvious that architecture must remain conscious of its responsibility for the shaping of 

situations” ((2006) 2011b, 109). The question remains of how to raise our atmospheric awareness.  

Hopefully, a following of the somewhat rhizomatic route carved out during our journey in search 

of ACTIVE MATERIALITY can be one of the ways of doing so.  
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Fig. G/1    
Words and Traces, London 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2011) from the Atlas of 
Affective Tectonics]  
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 [Glossary] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
To find the meaning of the word at any one time is to 

know the available possibilities: meanings cannot be iden-

tified the way one looks up a word up in a dictionary. Crit-

ical vocabulary is not about things, it is about encounters 

with things, and it is above all as a means of structuring 

those experiences that language is of value. 

 
Adrian Forty 

(Forty 2000, 15) 
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-A- 
[AESTHETIC CATEGORY] A: t.1 

By aesthetic categories, I mean everything that arises from the sensory 

presence of humans in their environment. In this context, the issue is 

no longer simply whether an environment is acceptable to humans be-

cause it accommodates the life of human organisms but also how one 

is in a respective environment, whether one feels comfortable or not.  
[A: t.1/q.1] 

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 2014, 92, emphasis in original) 

 

[AESTHETIC ENGAGEMENT] A: t.2 

[Aesthetic engagement] transforms appreciation from subjective re-

ception into a situational condition of activity and heightened sensory 

awareness. 
[A: t.2/q.1] 

Arnold Berleant 
(Berleant 2012, viii) 

 

The alternative to aesthetic disinterestedness is the concept of en-

gagement. Here in a full aesthetic experience, there is no separation 

with a contemplative distance between viewer and object. Both merge 

in perception, the appreciator becoming entirely absorbed by the ob-

ject in a reach and complex unity of experience, and the object assimi-

lated perceptually into the appreciator’s experience. 
[A: t.2/q.2] 

Arnold Berleant 
(Berleant 2012, 6) 

 

[E]ngaging aesthetically with a building means abandoning the visual 

aesthetic that reduces a building to its façade; instead it requires that 

we move into and through it. 
[A: t.2/q.3] 

Arnold Berleant 
(Berleant 2012, 11) 

[AFFECT] A: t.3 

First, affect is two-sided. It consists of bodily capacities to affect and 

to be affected that emerge and develop in concert. (…) This initial 
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definition has one important consequence. Straight away a body is al-

ways imbricated in a set of relations that extend beyond it and consti-

tute it. (…) Second, affect pertains to capacities rather than existing 

properties of the body. Affects are about what a body may be able to 

do in any given situation, in addition to what it currently is doing and 

has done. 
[A: t.3/q.1] 

Ben Anderson 
(Anderson 2014, 9-10, emphasis in original) 

 

Affects are known and become both objects and mediums for forms of 

intervention that aim to produce and reshape life. 
[A: t.3/q.2] 

Ben Anderson 
(Anderson 2014, 19) 

 

Affect arises in the midst of inbetween-ness: in the capacities to act 

and be acted upon. Affect is an impingement or extrusion of a mo-

mentary or sometimes more sustained state of relation as well as the 

passage (and the duration of passage) of forces or intensities. (…) Af-

fect, at its most anthropomorphic, is the name we give to those forces 

– visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious 

knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emotion – that can serve to 

drive us toward movement, toward thought and extension, that can 

likewise suspend us (as if in neutral) across a barely registering accre-

tion of force-relations, or that can even leave us overwhelmed by the 

world’s apparent intractability. 
[A: t.3/q.3] 

Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth  
(Gregg and Seigworth 2010, 1, emphasis in original) 

 

Affects are virtual synesthetic perspectives anchored in (functionally 

limited by) the actually existing, particular things that embody them. 
[A: t.3/q.4] 

Brian Massumi 
(Massumi 2002, 35, emphasis in original) 

 

[AFORDANCE] A: t.4 

[W]hat we perceive when we look at objects are their affordances, not 

their qualities. We can discriminate dimension of difference if re-

quired to do so in an experiment, but what the object affords us is 

what we normally pay attention to. The special combination of quali-
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ties into which an object can be analyzed is ordinarily not noticed. 

(…) Phenomenal objects are not built up of qualities; it is the other 

way around. (…) The meaning is observed before the substance and 

surface, the color or form, are seen as such. An affordance is an invar-

iant combination of variables, and one might guess that it is easier to 

perceive such an invariant unit than to perceive the entire variable 

separately. 
[A: t.4/q.1] 

James Jerome Gibson 
(Gibson (1979) 1986, 134, emphasis in original) 

 

Note also that a glass wall affords seeing through but not walking 

through, whereas a cloth curtain affords going through but not seeing 

through. Architects and designers know such facts, but they lack a 

theory of affordances to encompass them in a system. 
[A: t.4/q.2] 

James Jerome Gibson 
(Gibson (1979) 1986, 137) 

 

The theory of affordances is a radical departure from existing theories 

of value and meaning. It begins with a new definition of what value 

and meaning are. The perceiving of an affordance is not a process of 

perceiving a value-free physical object to which meaning is somehow 

added in a way that no one has been able to agree upon; it is a process 

of perceiving a value-rich ecological object. Any substance, any sur-

face, any layout has some affordance for benefit or injury to someone. 
[A: t.4/q.3] 

James Jerome Gibson 
(Gibson (1979) 1986, 140, emphasis in original) 

 

[AGENCY] A: t.5 

Agency is not held, it is not a property of persons or things; rather, 

agency is an enactment, a matter of possibilities for reconfiguring en-

tanglements. 
 [A: t.5/q.1] 

Karen Barad 
(in (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012, 54)) 

 

Capacity for active agency on a range of scales is inherent to the do-

mains of spatial and material organisation. As these two domains are 

interdependent it is of use to view them as a combined spatial and ma-
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terial organisation complex. This complex interacts with the local en-

vironment: it receives stimuli from the environment and modulates it 

in turn. 
 [A: t.5/q.2] 

Michael Hensel 
(Hensel 2013, 55, emphasis in original). 

 

[T]he universe is agential intra-activity in its becoming. The primary 

ontological units are not “things” but phenomena – dynamic topologi-

cal reconfiguings/ entanglements/ relationalities/ (re)articulations. (…) 

This dynamism is agency. Agency is not an attribute but the ongoing 

reconfigurings of the world. 
[A: t.5/q.3] 

Karen Barad 
(Barad 2003, 818, emphasis in original) 

 

We should finally be able to picture a building as a navigation through 

a controversial datascape: as an animated series of projects, successful 

and failing, as a changing and criss-crossing trajectory of unstable def-

initions and expertise, of recalcitrant materials and building technolo-

gies, of flip-flopping users’ concerns and communities’ appraisals. 

That is, we should finally be able to picture a building as a moving 

modulator regulating different intensities of engagement, redirecting 

users’ attention, mixing and putting people together, concentrating 

flows of actors and distributing them so as to compose a productive 

force in time-space. 
[A: t.5/q.4] 

Bruno Latour and Albena Yaneva 
(Latour and Yaneva 2008, 87, emphasis in oryginal) 

 

 [AMBIANCE] A: t.6 

We should start pointing out that an ambiance-centric approach places 

the perceiver at the heart of the world he or she perceives and puts the 

emphasis on its all-encompassing nature, rather than any direct face-

to-face relationship. (The word ‘ambiance’ itself comes from the Latin 

ambire, which means to surround or go around.) If the ambiance sur-

rounds us, it necessarily results in “perception from the inside” and 

makes it difficult for the subject to step back and observe. (…) In oth-

er words, ambiance puts us in immediate contact with and overall sit-
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uation and consequently involves an ecological approach to percep-

tion. 
[A: t.6/q.1] 

Jean-Paul Thibaud 
(Thibaud 2011, 205, emphasis in original) 

 

Like atmosphere or climate, ambiance works like a medium that 

blends the most diverse components in a situation into a single note 

and, in doing so, bestows them with an overall physiognomy and uni-

ty. 
[A: t.6/q.2] 

Jean-Paul Thibaud 
(Thibaud (2010) 2012, 13) 

[ANIMACY] A: t.7 

Animacy (…) is not a property of persons imaginatively projected on-

to the things with which they perceive themselves to be surrounded. 

Rather (…) it is the dynamic, transformative potential of the entire 

field of relations within which beings of all kinds, more or less per-

son-like or thing-like, continually and reciprocally bring one another 

into existence. The animacy of the lifeworld, in short, is not the result 

of an infusion of spirit into substance, or of agency into materiality, 

but is rather ontologically prior to their differentiation. 
[A: t.7/q.1] 

Tim Ingold 
(Ingold 2006, 10) 

[APPARATUS] A: t.8 

I have always conceived of the term “apparatus” (apparecchio) in a 

rather singular way: it is related to my reading and possession in early 

youth of the volume by Alfonso dei Liguori entitled Apparecchio alla 

morte. This strange book, which I still recall in many images, seemed 

to me to be an apparatus itself just by virtue of its rather small and 

very wide format: I felt that one need not even read the book because 

it was sufficient merely to own it: it was an instrument. But the con-

nection between apparatus and death also reasserted itself in such 

common phrases as apparecchiare la tavola, meaning to set the table, 

to prepare it, to arrange it. From this point on I came to regard archi-

tecture as the instrument which permits the unfolding of a thing.  
[A: t.8/q.1] 

Aldo Rossi  
(Rossi 1981, 5) 
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Apparatuses are not inscription devices, scientific instruments set in 

place before the action happens, or machines that mediate the dialectic 

of resistance and accommodation. They are neither neutral probes of 

the natural world nor structures that deterministically impose some 

particular outcome. (…) [A]pparatuses are not mere static arrange-

ments in the world, but rather apparatuses are dynamic 

(re)configurings of the world, specific agential practices/intra-

actions/performances through which specific exclusionary boundaries 

are enacted. Apparatuses have no inherent “outside” boundary. This 

indeterminacy of the “outside” boundary represents the impossibility 

of closure – the ongoing intra-activity in the iterative reconfiguring of 

the apparatus of bodily production. Apparatuses are open-ended prac-

tices.  

Importantly, apparatuses are themselves phenomena. 
[A: t.8/q.2] 

Karen Barad 
(Barad 2003, 816, emphasis in original) 

 

The term ‘apparatus’ designates that in which, and through which, one 

realizes a pure activity of governance devoid of any foundation in be-

ing. This is the reason why apparatuses must always imply a process 

of subjectiflcation. That is to say, they must produce their subject. 
[A: t.8/q.3] 

Giorgio Agaben 
(Agamben (2006) 2009, 5) 

 

[T]he apparatus is essentially of a strategic nature, which means as-

suming that it is a matter of a certain manipulation of relations of 

forces, either developing them in a particular direction, blocking them, 

stabilising them, utilising them, etc. The apparatus is thus always in-

scribed in a play of power, but it is also always linked to certain coor-

dinates of knowledge which issue from it but, to an equal degree, con-

dition it. This is what the apparatus consists in: strategies of relations 

of forces supporting, and supported by, types of knowledge. 
[A: t.8/q.4] 

Michel Foucault 
(Foucault 1980, 196) 

[ARCHAEOLOGY] A: t.9 

[The] term [archaeology] does not imply the search for a beginning; it 

does not relate analysis to geological excavation. It designates the 
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general theme of a description that questions the already-said at the 

level of its existence: of the enunciative function that operates within 

it, of the discursive formation, and the general archive system to 

which it belongs. Archaeology describes discourses as practices speci-

fied in the element of the archive. 
[A: t.9/q.1] 

Michel Foucault 
(Foucault (1969) 1972, 131) 

 

Archaeology is a comparative analysis that is not intended to reduce 

the diversity of discourses, and to outline the unity that must totalize 

them, but is intended to divide up their diversity into different figures. 

Archaeological comparison does not have a unifying, but a diversify-

ing, effect. 
[A: t.9/q.2] 

Michel Foucault 
(Foucault (1969) 1972, 159) 

 

[ASSEMBLAGE] A: t.10 

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. 
[A: t.10/q.1] 

John Dewey 
(Dewey 1938, 68) 

 

Assemblages are ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant ma-

terials of all sorts. Assemblages are living, throbbing confederations 

that are able to function despite the persistent presence of energies that 

confound them from within. They have uneven topographies, because 

some of the points at which the various affects and bodies cross paths 

are more heavily trafficked than others, and so power is not distribut-

ed equally across its surface. Assemblages are not governed by any 

central head: no one materiality or type of material has sufficient 

competence to determine consistently the trajectory or impact of the 

group. The effects generated by an assemblage are, rather, emergent 

properties emergent in that their ability to make something happen (a 
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newly inflected materialism, a blackout, a hurricane. a war on terror) 

is distinct from the sum of the vital force of each materiality consid-

ered alone. Each member and proto-member of the assemblage has a 

certain vital force, but there is also an effectivity proper to the group-

ing as such: an agency of the assemblage. 
[A: t.10/q.2] 

Jane Bennett 
(Bennett 2010, 23-24) 

 

[ATMOSPHERE] A: t.11 

[A]tmospheres are essentially spatial; more precisely, they are spaces 

pregnant with a mood. It follows from these characteristics of atmos-

pheres – namely, that they are quasi-objective and spatially extended 

feelings – that one can apprehend atmospheres only by entering the 

respective spaces. 

[A: t.11/q.1] 

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 2014, 93, emphasis in original) 

 

Therefore, a higher principle of unity comes to the aesthetic object 

from the fact that it is capable of expression, that is, from the fact that 

it signifies not only by representing but, through that which it repre-

sents, by producing in the perceiver a certain impression. Thus the 

aesthetic object manifests a certain quality which words cannot trans-

late but which communicates itself in arousing a feeling. This quality 

proper to the work – to the works of a single creator or to a single 

style – is a world atmosphere. How is it produced? Through the en-

semble from which it emanates. All the elements of the represented 

world conspire to produce it, according to their mode of representa-

tion. 
[A: t.11/q.2] 

Mikel Dufrenne 
(Dufrenne (1953) 1973, 178) 

 

[A]tmospheres are suggestions. 
[A: t.11/q.3] 

Tonino Griffero 
(Griffero (2010) 2014a, 49) 
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Atmospheres are not the property of some object, but as quasi-things, 

they coincide with their own phenomenic character, which also con-

sists of unpredictable aggregations of objects. 
[A: t.11/q.4] 

Tonino Griffero 
(Griffero (2010) 2014a, 120, emphasis in original) 

 

[Atmospheres] are spaces insofar as they are “tinctured” through the 

presence of things, of persons or environmental constellations, that is, 

through their ecstasies. They are themselves spheres of the presence of 

something, their reality in space. (…) [A]tmospheres are thus con-

ceived not as free floating but on the contrary as something that pro-

ceeds from and is created by things, persons or their constellations. 
[A: t.11/q.5] 

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 1993, 121-122) 

 

[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. 
[A: t.11/q.6] 

Mark Wigley 
(Wigley 1998, 18) 

 

The atmosphere [air] is a medium. A medium permits more or less 

unhindered movements of animals and displacements of objects. Fun-

damentally, I suggest, this is what is meant by “space”. But a medium 

has other equally important properties. It also permits flow of infor-

mation. It permits flux of light, it transmits vibration, and it mediates 

the diffusion of volatile substances. Only by illumination do animals 

‘see’ things, only by vibration do they “hear “ things, and only by dif-

fusion do they “smell” things. I shall argue that in these three ways 

various properties of a thing are broadcast, as it were, when it is illu-

minated, or vibrating, or chemically volatile.  
[A: t.11/q.7] 

James Jerome Gibson 
(Gibson (1966) 1983, 14, emphasis in original) 

 

 



  

 
[Glossary] 

 
  

 

 
287 

[ATMOSPHERICS] A: t.12 

Atmospherics became the sphere in which a new conception of mixed 

and mutually pervasive bodies was worked out. (…) On the one hand, 

the word ‘atmosphere’ came to be used more and more to express 

qualities of specific places and environments, according to the logic of 

aura whereby a figure might be thought to exhale or extrude its own 

niche. But ‘atmospherics’ in general came more and more to mean the 

effects of interference, suggesting the confusions, interpretations, un-

predictable mutations and compoundings of those places. 
[A: t.12/q.1] 

Steven Connor 
(Connor 2010, 194) 

[AURA] A: t.13 

What, then, is the aura? A strange tissue of space and time: the unique 

apparition of a distance, however near it may be. To follow with the 

eye – while resting on a summer afternoon – a mountain range on the 

horizon or a branch that casts its shadow on the beholder is to breath 

the aura of those mountains, of that branch. In the light of this descrip-

tion, we can readily grasp the social basis of the aura’s present decay. 

It rests on two circumstances, both linked to the increasing emergence 

of the masses and the growing intensity of their movements. (…) The 

stripping of the veil from the object, the destruction of the aura, is the 

signature of perception whose “sense for all that is the same in the 

world” has so increase that, by means of reproduction, it extracts 

sameness even from what is unique. 
[A: t.13/q.1] 

Walter Benjamin 
(Benjamin (1936) 2008, 23-24) 

 

 

Rather than an intrinsic aspect of an object (…) aura is a consequence 

of the particular mode of production that generated it, much like the 

glow of a comet, which does not emanate from its body but from the 

dust that surrounds it.  
[A: t.13/q.2] 

Celeste Olalquiaga 
(Olalquiaga (1989) 2002, 18) 
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-B- 
[BECOMING] B: t.1 

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. Thus it indeed 

represents the actual state of my becoming, that part of my duration 

which is in process of growth. More generally, in hat continuity of be-

coming which is reality itself, the present moment is constituted by 

the quasiinstantaneous section effected by our perception in the flow-

ing mass; and this section is precisely that which we call the material 

world. Our body occupies its centre; it is, in this material world, that 

part of which we directly feel the flux; in its actual state the actuality 

of our present lies. 
[B: t.1/q.1] 

Henri Bergson 
(Bergson (1896) 1929, 178) 

 
[BUILDING] B: t.2 

A building is a technology of movement – a technology of transposi-

tion – in direct membranic connection with virtual event spaces. It 

functions topologically, folding relational continua into and out of 

each other to selective, productive effect. It functions abstract-

concretely to inflect determinations of potential experience. A build-

ing is an experiential supcrmodulator device: a modulator of modula-

tions. It is a way of placing relation against relation, toward inflected 

variation. Its three-dimensional closure effect is a regulated coupling 

between virtual seas of relation, swarming and smudgeable. We build 

in Euclidean space when we design the kind of aggregate hinge-

effects between swarmings and smudgings of experience that shake 

out in favor of maximum stability of cognitive result (“there’s nothing 

like home”: recognition). To build in Euclidean space is to build in 

predictability. 
[B: t.2/q.1] 

Brian Massumi 
(Massumi 2002, 204) 
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-C- 
 [CHARACTER] C: t.1 

Let us consider an object. Our first reaction is, of course, the result of 

how the object affects us. And what I call character is the effect of the 

object which makes some kind of impression on us. 

To give a building character is to make judicial use of every means of 

producing no other sensation than those related to the subject.  
[C: t.1/q.1] 

Etienne-Louis Boullée  
(Boullée 1976, 89) 

 

Critical thinking in this context is no longer driven by language, semi-

otics, text, and signs, but by a rediscovery of phenomenology, experi-

ence, the body, perceptions, and the senses. This ‘sensorial revolution’ 

has been matched in architecture and urbanism by a rediscovery of the 

element of character. Associated with a particular place, the term 

character indicates its specificity; at the same time it does not refer to 

an exclusively visual condition, but embraces all the various sensory 

experiences that one can have in place. 
[C: t.1/q.2] 

Mirko Zardini 
(Zardini 2005b, 23, emphasis in original) 

 

Over the last twenty years, interest in ‘character’ has increased. This is 

a symptom of the decline of semiotic theories of meaning, and the 

growing favour for phenomenologically based analysis of meaning. 

The present day use of ‘character’ belongs very much within a view 

that meaning is to be understood as the outcome of the occupation of a 

particular physical place by an active human subject. 
[C: t.1/q.3] 

Adrian Forty 
(Forty 2000a, 120) 

 

The true Artist is known by his way of apprehending the objects with 

which he works; he manifests his skill, his adroitness, and his discre-

tion by setting everything in its right place and treating it in accord-

ance with its true character. (…) 
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The aspect, the lighting, the dimensions, nothing is immaterial, and 

every part has its effect. Convenience, ease of communication, distri-

bution, and even the detail of every object must concern us. The Ar-

chitect charged with instituting order must take in all of his operations 

at a glance. He must in no way neglect the harmony that relates to the 

character and also the use of the part that he wishes to consider. 
[C: t.1/q4] 

Nicolas Le Camus de Mézières 
(Le Camus de Mézières (1780) 1992, 70-71, 75) 

 

 

[CATALYST] C: t.2 

[C]atalysts – substances capable of manipulating (…) activation 

thresholds without themselves being affected – can raise the thresh-

olds or lower them, and in this way can either inhibit or enhance a re-

action. (…) This special capability of catalysts to intervene in the dy-

namics of other processes is the necessary precondition for life to 

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

Manuel De Landa 
(De Landa 1992, 143-144) 

-D- 
[DÉCOR] D: t.1 

Our conception of a “constructed situation” is not limited to an inte-

grated use of artistic means to create an ambience, however great the 

force or spatiotemporal extent of that ambience might be. A situation 

is also an integrated ensemble of behaviour in time. It is composed of 

actions contained in a transitory décor. These actions are the product 

of the décor and of themselves, and they in their turn produce other 

decors and actions. (…) The really experimental direction of situation-

ist activity consists in setting up, on the basis of more or less clearly 

recognized desires, a temporary field of activity favorable to these de-

sires. This alone can lead to the further clarification of these simple 

basic desires, and to the confused emergence of new desires whose 

material roots will be precisely the new reality engendered by situa-

tionist constructions. (…) Through this method one can tabulate ele-
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ments out of which situations can be constructed, along with projects 

to dynamize these elements. 
[D: t.1/q.1] 

International Situationiste #1 (1958)  
‘Preliminary Problems in Costructing a Situation’ in (Knabb 1995, 49, emphasis in 

original) 

 

[DECAY] D: t.2 

And this thinking, fed by the present, works with the ‘thought frag-

ments’ it can wrest from the past and gather about itself. Like a pearl 

diver who descends to the bottom of the sea, not to excavate the bot-

tom and bring it to light but to pry loose the rich and the strange, the 

pearls and coral in the depths, and to carry them to the surface, this 

thinking delves into the depths of the past – but not in order to resusci-

tate it the way it was and to contribute to the renewal of extinct ages. 

What guides this thinking is the conviction that although the living is 

subject to the ruin of the time, the process of decay is at the same time 

a process of crystallization, that in the depth of the sea, into which 

sinks and dissolves what once was alive, some things ‘suffer a sea 

change’, and survive in new crystallized forms and shapes that remain 

immune to the elements, as though they waited only for the pearl diver 

who one day will come down to them and bring them up into the 

world of the living – as ‘thought fragments,’ as something ‘rich and 

strange’, and perhaps even as Urpha ̈nomene. 
[D: t.2/q.1] 

Hannah Arendt 
(Arendt (1969) 2007, 50-51, emphasis in original) 

 

[DEFAMILIARISATION] D: t.3 

If we start to examine the general lows of perception, we see that as 

perception becomes habitual, it becomes automatic. (…) The purpose 

of art is to impart the sensations of things as they are perceived and 

not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects “unfa-

miliar”, to make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length 

of perception because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in 

itself and must be prolonged. Art is a way of experiencing the artful-

ness of an object; the object is not important.  
[D: t.3/q.1] 

Viktor Borisovich Shklovsky  
(Shklovsky (1917) 1998, 778, emphasis in original) 
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[D]efamiliarization can have clear benefits. Most importantly, it may 

open up new and previously unexpected 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 per-

haps also with more freedom and control.   
[D: t.3/q.2] 

Zygmunt Bauman and Tim May 
 (Bauman and May (1990) 2001, 10, emphasis in original) 

 

[DESIGN] D: t.4 

Design encompasses object qualities (form, proportion, materiality, 

composition, etc.), but it also includes qualities of sensibility, such as 

effect, ambiance, and atmosphere. 
[D: t.3/q.1] 

Robert Somol and Sarah Whiting 
(Somol and Whiting 2002, 75) 

 

-E- 
[EFFECT] E: t.1 

[A]ll bodies are causes in relation to each other, and causes for each 

other – but causes of what? They are causes of certain things of an en-

tirely different nature. These effects are not bodies, but properly 

speaking, ‘incorporeal entities’. They are not physical qualities or 

properties, but rather logical and dialectical attributes. They are not 

things or facts, but events.                
[E: t.1/q.1] 

Gilles Deleuze 
(Deleuze (1969) 2004, 7, emphasis in original) 

 

The use of the term ‘effects’ (and sometimes ‘affects’) is an attempt to 

avoid a simple phenomenology of reception, while also offering a re-

formulated sense of the architect’s agency as designer. Effects are said 

to be a set of (potential) conditions that architects can generate 

through their designs, even if the exact nature of what those effects 

would be is left indeterminate (often consciously so). Effects are also 

considered in terms of the properties and potentials of various materi-
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als and their systems that are deployed by architects. Furthermore, an 

interest in the dynamism of context, and particularly the urban con-

text, allows architects to draw upon the often unacknowledged forces 

that flow through sites or also that constitute them as fields of inter-

linked and variable points of intensity. In this way, architecture is said 

to become a device attuned to those forces and intensities, manifesting 

and directing them in order to produce effects.  
[E: t.1/q.2] 

Charles Rice 
(Rice 2007, 262) 

 

[EMOTION] E: t.2 

By emotion [affectus] I understand the affections of the body by 

which the body’s power of activity is increased or diminished, assisted 

or checked, together with the ideas of these affections. Thus, if we can 

be the adequate cause of one of these affections, then by emotion I 

understand activity, otherwise passivity. 
[E: t.2/q.1] 

Baruch Spinoza 
(Spinoza (1677) 2002, 278, emphasis in original) 

Reserve the term “emotion” for the personalized content, and affect 

for the continuation. Emotion is contextual. Affect is situational: 

eventfully ingressive to context. 
[E: t.2/q.2] 

Brian Massumi 
(Massumi 2002, 217) 

 

[ENVIRONMENT] E: t.3 

“The” environment, one of the last survivors of the mind-body dual-

ism, a distant place which we think to contemplate from afar, dis-

solves into a complex network of relationships, connections, and con-

tinuities of those physical, social, and cultural conditions that describe 

my actions, my awareness, and that give shape and content to the very 

life that is mine. For there is no outside world. There is no outside. No 

is there an inner sanctum in which I can take refuge from inimical ex-

ternal forces. The perceiver (mind) is an aspect of the perceived 

(body) and conversely; person and environment are continuous. 
[E: t.3/q.1] 

Arnold Berleant 
(Berleant 1992, 4) 
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What we have been accustomed to calling ‘the environment’ might, 

then, be better envisaged as a domain of entanglement. It is within 

such a tangle of interlaced trails, continually ravelling here and unrav-

elling there, that beings grow or ‘issue forth’ along the lines of their 

relationships. 
[E: t.3/q.2] 

Tim Ingold 
(Ingold 2006, 14) 

 

[ETHER] E: t.4 

The idea of ether may lie behind and make possible some of the think-

ing about space that has become possible, not just in science, but in 

geography, architecture and cultural studies. The ether occupied the 

absolute space that Newton’s theories required, space in other words 

conceived simply as a neutral frame or container within which the 

drama of cosmic force and matter could be played out. But conceiving 

ether as the matter o space, or space as a kind of matter, made that 

space torsive, mutable, productive. 
[E: t.4/q.1] 

Steven Connor 
(Connor 2010, 150) 

[EVENT] E: t.5 

Events are always tear points in the tissue of Being, qualitative trans-

formations of matter or destabilized essences. They are pragmatic, ex-

perimental; one does not know in advance where they will lead. Their 

purpose is neither to produce nor to arrive at preordained end, but ra-

ther blindly and without finality, to establish conduits and relays, as 

these nascent events domino outward pursuing their consequences 

back into the empirical and material world. The event does not repro-

duce; it burrows. 
[E: t.5/q.1] 

Sanford Kwinter 
(Kwinter 2001, 168) 

 

The event is superempirical: it is the crystallization, out the far side of 

quasi corporeality, of already actualized spatial perspectives and em-

placements into a time-form from which the passing present is ex-

cluded and which, for that very reason, is as future as it is past, loop-

ing directly from one 10 the other. It is the immediate proximity of be-
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fore and after. It is nonlinear, moving in two directions at once: out 

from the actual (as past) into the actual (as future). The actuality it 

leaves as past is the same actuality to which it no sooner comes as fu-

ture: from being to becoming. 
[E: t.5/q.2] 

Brian Massumi 
(Massumi 2002, 58) 

 

-F- 
[FIELD] F: t.1 

Field conditions are bottom-up phenomena, defined not by overarch-

ing geometrical schemas but by intricate local connections. Form mat-

ters, but not so much the forms of things as the form between things.  
[F: t.1/q.1] 

Stan Allen 
(Allen (1996) 2009, 218) 

 

The field describes a space of propagation of effects. It contains no 

matter or material points, but rather functions, vectors and speeds. 
[F: t.1/q.2] 

Sanford Kwinter 
(Kwinter 2001, 60) 

 

In actual experience, there is never any such isolated object or event; 

an object or event is always a special part, phase or aspect, of an envi-

roning experienced world – a situation. The singular object stands out 

conspicuously because of its especially focal and crucial position at a 

given time in determination of some problem of use or enjoyment 

which the total complex environment presents. There is always field 

of observation of this or that object or event occurs. Observation of 

the later is made for the sake of finding out what that field is with ref-

erence to some active adaptive response to be made in carrying for-

ward a course of behavior.  
[F: t.1/q.3] 

John Dewey 
(Dewey 1938, 67, emphasis in original) 
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[FIELD (aesthetic)] F: t.2 

The concept of aesthetic field replaced a contemplative, disinterested 

approach to art with an engaged, synesthetic, somatic involvement in 

a complex yet integrated situation that encompasses artistic, apprecia-

tive, and performative processes. 
[F: t.2/q.1] 

Arnold Berleant 
(Berleant 2012, viii) 

 

[FLEXIBILITY] F: t.3 

‘[F]lexibility’ is not a property of buildings but of spaces; and it is a 

property which they acquire through the uses to which they are put. 
[F: t.3/q.1] 

 

Adrian Forty 
(Forty 2000d, 148) 

 

[FORM] F: t.4 

Forms are not bounded to their physical limits. Forms emanate and 

model space. Today we are again becoming aware that shapes, surfac-

es, planes do not merely model interior space. They operate (…) far 

beyond the confines of their actual measured dimensions.  
[F: t.4/q.1] 

Sigfried Giedion 
(Giedion (1941) 1982, xlvii)) 

 

 -G- 
[GENERATORS (of atmosphere)] G: t.1 

The term making refers to the manipulating of material conditions, of 

things, apparatus, sound and light. But atmosphere itself is not a thing; 

it is rather a floating in-between, something between things and the 

perceiving subjects. The making of atmospheres is therefore confined 

to setting the conditions in which the atmosphere appears. We refer to 

these conditions as generators. 
[G: t.1/q.1] 

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 2008, 4, emphasis in original) 
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[GESTURES] G: t.2 

[T]o examine the creation of atmosphere in places is fruitful to think 

of the affordances created between places, buildings and people as 

place gestures. The expressive properties that the sensory experience 

of place provides become an inferred meaning: that which cannot be 

directly said or even explained. Gestures are affective suggestions in 

space, moments of evocation that are materially performed. 
[G: t.2/q.1] 

Mónica Montserrat Degen 
(Degen 2008, 49, emhasis in original) 

 

[People and things ‘stand out’ in the space and fill it with suugestions 

of movement. Someone’s gestures or facial expressions are examples 

of such suggestions, but so too is the sculptural shape of a building, or 

of any form whatsoever. These are forces ‘in progress’, also known as 

performative qualities. The issue is no longer what something means, 

but what it actuates and sets in motion. 
[G: t.2/q.2]  

Ton Verstegen  
(Verstegen 2009, 8-9) 

-H- 
[HETEROTIPIA] H: t.1 

The heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several 

spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible. (…) [The] 

function [of heterotopias] unfolds between two extreme poles. Either 

their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, 

all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more il-

lusory (…). Or else, on the contrary, their role is to create a space that 

is other, another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged 

as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled. 
[H: t.1/q.1] 

Michel Foucault 
(Foucault (1967) 1986, 25, 27) 

 

[HYLOMORPHISM] H: t.2 

But Simondon demonstrates that the hylomorphic model leaves many 

things, active and affective, by the wayside. On the one hand, to the 
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formed or formable matter we must add an entire energetic materiality 

in movement, carrying singularities or haecceities that are already like 

implicit forms that are topological, rather than geometrical, and that 

combine with processes of deformation: for example, the variable un-

dulations and torsions of the fibers guiding the operation of splitting 

wood. On the other hand, to the essential properties of the matter de-

riving from the formal essence we must add variable intensive affects, 

now resulting from the operation, now on the contrary making it pos-

sible: for example, wood that is more or less porous, more or less elas-

tic and resistant. At any rate, it is a question of surrendering to the 

wood, then following where it leads by connecting operations to a ma-

teriality, instead of imposing a form upon a matter: what one address-

es is less a matter submitted to laws than a materiality possessing a 

nomos. One addresses less a form capable of imposing properties up-

on a matter than material traits of expression constituting affects.  
[H: t.2/q.1] 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari  
(Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 2005, 408, emphasis in original) 

 

-I- 
[IMMERSION] I: t.1 

Immersion (…) means to engage with one’s immersion in artificial 

environments. (…) Immersion as a method un-frames images and vis-

tas, dissolving the boundaries with their environment. 
[I: t.1/q.1] 

Peter Sloterdijk 
(Sloterdijk (2006) 2011b, 105, emphasis in original) 

 

 [INTENSITY] I: t.2 

AFFECT/AFFECTION. Neither word denotes a personal feeling (sen-

timent in Deleuze and Guattari). L’affect (Spinoza’s affectus) is an 

ability to affect and be affected. It is a prepersonal intensity corre-

sponding to the passage from one experiential state of the body to an-

other and implying an augmentation or diminution in that body’s ca-

pacity to act. L’affection (Spinoza’s affectio) is each such state con-

sidered as an encounter between the affected body and a second, af-
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fecting, body (with body taken in its broadest possible sense to in-

clude “mental” or ideal bodies). 
[I: t.2/q.1] 

Brian Massumi 
Translator’s notes in (Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 2005, np, emphasis in original) 

 

Intensity and experience accompany one another like two mutually 

presupposing dimensions or like two sides of a coin. Intensity is im-

manent to matter and to events, to mind and to body and to every level 

of bifurcation composing them and which they compose. 
[I: t.2/q.2] 

 

Brian Massumi 
(Massumi 2002, 33) 

 

-M- 
[MATTER] M: t.1 

If matter, so far as extended in space, is to be defined (as we believe it 

must) as a present which is always beginning again, inversely, our 

present is the very materiality of our existence, that is to say, a system 

of sensations and movements, and nothing else. 
[M: t.1/q.1] 

Henri Bergson 
(Bergson (1896) 1929, 178) 

 

If there is an injustice in “materializing” human embodied experience, 

there is an even greater injustice in reducing matter to what can be 

drawn. Matter is not “in” Euclidian space for the excellent reason that 

Euclidian space is our own way of accessing objects (of knowing and 

manipulating them) and making them move without transformation 

(that is, maintaining a certain number of characteristics); it is definite-

ly not the way material entities (wood, steel, space, time, paint, mar-

ble, etc.) have to transform themselves to remain extant. Descartes’s 

res extensa is not a metaphysical property of the world itself, but a 

highly specific, historically dated and technically limited way of 

drawing shapes on blank paper and adding shadows to them in a high-

ly conventionalized way. (…)  
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Matter is much too multidimensional, much too active, complex, sur-

prising, and counter-intuitive to be simply what is represented in the 

ghost-like rendering of CAD screen shots. 
[M: t.1/q.2] 

Bruno Latour and Albena Yaneva 
(Latour and Yaneva 2008, 83, 86, emphasis in original) 

 

So how are we to define this matter-movement, this matter-energy, 

this matter-flow, this matter in variation that enters assemblages and 

leaves them? It is a destratified, deterritorialized matter. It seems to us 

that Husserl brought thought a decisive step forward when he discov-

ered a region of vague and material essences (in other words, essenc-

es that are vagabond, anexact and yet rigorous), distinguishing them 

from fixed, metric and formal, essences. We have seen that these 

vague essences are as distinct from formed things as they are from 

formal essences. They constitute fuzzy aggregates. They relate to a 

corporeality (materiality) that is not to be confused either with an in-

telligible, formal essentiality or a sensible, formed and perceived, 

thinghood. This corporeality has two characteristics: on the one hand, 

it is inseparable from passages to the limit as changes of state, from 

processes of deformation or transformation that operate in a space-

time itself anexact and that act in the manner of events (ablation, ad-

junction, projection…); on the other hand, it is inseparable from ex-

pressive or intensive qualities, which can be higher or lower in degree, 

and are produced in the manner of variable affects (resistance, hard-

ness, weight, color…). There is thus an ambulant coupling, events-

affects, which constitutes the vague corporeal essence and is distinct 

from the sedentary linkage, “fixed essence-properties of the thing de-

riving from the essence,” “formal essence-formed thing.”  
[M: t.1/q.3] 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari  
(Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 2005, 407-408, emphasis in original) 

 

[Matter] does not refer to an inherent, fixed property of abstract, inde-

pendently existing objects; rather, ‘matter’ refers to phenomena in 

their ongoing materialisation. 
[M: t.1/q.4] 

Karen Barad 
(Barad 2007, 3, emphasis in original) 
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Matter is produced and productive, generated and generative. Matter 

is agentive, not a fixed essence or property of things. 
[M: t.1/q.5] 

Karen Barad 
(Barad 2007, 137) 

[MATERIALITY] M: t.2 

Materiality itself is always already a desiring dynamism, a reiterative 

reconfiguring, energized and energizing, enlivened and enlivening. I 

have been particularly interested in how matter comes to matter. 
[M: t.2/q.1] 

Karen Barad 
(Interview with Karen Barad in (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012, 59)) 

 

[MATERIALS] M: t.3 

Far from being the inanimate stuff typically envisioned by modern 

thought, materials in [the] original sense are the active constituents of 

a world-in-formation. 
[M: t.3/q.1] 

Tim Ingold 
(Ingold 2007, 11) 

 

[T]he properties of materials, regarded as constituents of an environ-

ment, cannot be identified as fixed, essential attributes of things, but 

are rather processual and relational. They are neither objectively de-

termined nor subjectively imagined by practically experienced. In that 

sense, every property is a condensed story. To describe the properties 

of materials is to tell the stories what happens to them as they flow, 

mix and mutate. 
[M: t.3/q.2] 

Tim Ingold 
(Ingold 2007, 14) 

[MIRROR] M: t.4 

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.  
[M: t.4/q.1] 

Walter Benjamin 
(Benjamin (1982) 2002, 542) 
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We initially define a mirror as any polished surface reflecting incident 

rays of light (therefore excluding so-called mirrors reflecting other 

kind of waves, such as repeater systems). These surfaces are either 

plane or curved. 

By plane mirror we mean a surface reflecting a virtual image, which is 

straight, inverted (or symmetrical), specular (the same size of the re-

flected object), free of so-called chromatic aberrations. By convex 

mirrors we mean a surface reflecting virtual, straight, inverted, and re-

duced images. 

By concave mirror we mean a surface (a) reflecting virtual, straight, 

and magnified images, when the object stands between the focus and 

the observer, and (b) reflecting real, upside-down, magnified, or re-

duced images depending on the position of the object anywhere in 

space between infinity and the focal point, which can both be ob-

served by human eyes and be projected on a screen. 

We shall not consider parabolic, ellipsoid, spherical, or cylindrical 

mirrors, because they are not in common use; they do not belong to 

our everyday experience. Their results will possibly be considered un-

der the general heading of distorting mirrors and catoptric theatres. 

Already, when working out these definitions, we should question our-

selves on the meaning of terms such as virtual and real. The real im-

age in concave mirrors is actually unreal in terms of common sense, 

and is called real not only because the subject perceiving it may mis-

take it for a physical object but also because it may be projected on a 

screen, which is impossible with virtual images. As for the virtual im-

age, it is so called because the observer perceives it as if it were inside 

the mirror, while, of course, the mirror has no “inside.” 
[M: t.4/q.2] 

Umberto Eco 
(Eco (1984) 1986, 204-205) 

 

[MOOD] M: t.5 

[The] mood space is not a space among other possible spaces, but just 

like hodological space and space of action, an aspect of how we look 

at space. Mood is characteristic of just about every space, even if it is 

more strongly in evidence in one case and less so in another. Less am-

biguously we could perhaps say that we are looking at space in terms 

of its mood character. (…) 
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Mood is itself not something subjective ‘in’ an individual and not 

something objective that could be found ‘outside’ in his surroundings, 

but concerns the individual in his still undivided unity with his sur-

roundings. But for this very reason, mood becomes a key phenomenon 

in the understanding of experienced space. 
[M: t.5/q.1] 

Otto Friedrich Bollnow 
(Bollnow (1963) 2011, 217) 

-P- 
[PERCEPTION (Atmospheric)] P: t.1 

Perceiving atmospherically is not grasping (presumed) elementary 

sensdata, only afterwards or per accidens, states of things, but it is in-

stead being involved by things, or even better, situations. (…) Atmos-

pheric perception is therefore a holistic and emotional being-in the 

world.  
[P: t.1/q.1] 

Tonino Griffero 
(Griffero (2010) 2014a, 15, emphasis in original) 

 

The primary “object” of perception is atmosphere. What is first and 

immediately perceive is neither sensations nor shapes or objects or 

their constellations, as Gestalt psychology thought, but atmospheres, 

against whose background the analytic regard distinguishes such 

things as objects, forms, colours etc. 
[P: t.1/q.2] 

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 1993, 125) 

 

[I]n perceiving atmosphere. I feel the nature of the environment 

around me. This perception has two sides to it: on the one hand the 

environment, which ‘radiates’ a quality of mood and, on the other 

hand, me participating in this mood with y sensitivity and assuring 

myself that I am here. Perception qua sensitivity is presence which 

can be sensed. In turn atmospheres are the manner in which things and 

environments ‘present’ themselves. 
[P: t.1/q.3]  

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 1991, 35). 
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[PERFORMANCE] P: t.2 

Despite the different connotations of performance in the technosocio-

scientificcontext, the move towards agencies, collectives, and net-

works articulates a common thread: that humans, things, and matter 

are not fixed but always in a process of change and becoming. 
[P: t.2/q.1]  

Chris Salter 
(Salter 2010, xxx) 

 

Like embodiment, spatiality is only produced in the performance. The 

space – as distinct from the geometric space – becomes a performative 

space to the extent that it is affected by the presence of people, things 

and their interaction. (…) What matters is not what the spatial form 

means but what it makes possible and elicits. 
[P: t.2/q.2]  

Ton Verstegen  
(Verstegen 2009, 27, 28) 

 

[T]o understand architecture’s performative character, we cannot rely 

on transparent and objective description alone, or on techniques of 

quantification and measurements. 
[P: t.2/q.3]  

David Leatherbarrow  
(Leatherbarrow 2009, 53) 

 

Performance-oriented architecture is based on the understanding that 

architectures unfold their performance capacity by being embedded in 

nested orders of complexity and auxiliary to numerous conditions and 

processes (…). 
 [P: t.2/q.4] 

Michael Hensel 
(Hensel 2013, 31, emphasis in original). 

-Q- 

[QUALITY (Pervasive)] Q: t.1 

The word [“quality”] is usually associated with something specific, 

like red, hard, sweet; that is, with distinctions made within a total ex-

perience. The intended contrasting meaning may be suggested, alt-

hough not adequately exemplified, by considering such qualities as 



  

 
[Glossary] 

 
  

 

 
305 

are designated by the terms distressing, perplexing, cheerful, discon-

solate. For these words do not designate specific qualities in the way 

in which hard, say, designates a particular quality of a rock. For such 

qualities permeate and color all the objects and events that are in-

volved in an experience. 
[Q: t.1/q.1] 

John Dewey 
(Dewey 1938, 69, emphasis in original) 

-R- 
[REFLECTION] R: t.1 

The reflection is seen only incidentally. It is not presented to our per-

ception as an objective, but as an auxiliary or mediating element. It is 

not seen itself, but causes us to see the rest. 
[R: t.1/q.1] 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(Merleau-Ponty (1945) 2002, 360) 

[RELATIONAL] R: t.2 

The philosophical tradition that underpins (…) relational aesthetics 

was defined in a noteworthy way by Louis Althusser (…) as a “mate-

rialism of encounter”, or random materialism. This particular materi-

alism takes as its point of departure the world contingency, which has 

no pre-existing origin or sense, nor Reason, which might allot it a 

purpose.  
[R: t.2/q.1] 

Nicolas Bourriaud 
(Bourriaud (1997) 1998, 18, emphasis in original) 

-S- 
[SENSATION] S: t.1 

In sensation the thinking-feeling body is operating as a transducer. If 

sensation is the analog processing by body-matter of ongoing trans-

formative forces, then foremost among them are forces of appearing 

as such: of coming into being, registering as becoming. The body, 

sensor of change, is a transducer of the virtual. 
[S: t.1/q.1] 

Brian Massumi 
(Massumi 2002, 135) 
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Sensation is an extremity of perception. It is the immanent limit at 

which perception is eclipsed by a sheerness of experience, as yet un-

extended into analytically ordered, predictably reproducible, possible 

action. Sensation is a state in which action, perception, and thought 

are so intensely, performalively mixed that their in-mixing falls out of 

itself. Sensation is fallout from perception. 
[S: t.1/q2] 

Brian Massumi 
(Massumi 2002, 97-98) 

 

Effects and sensations spring from the considered intention that gov-

erns the ensemble, the proportions, and the agreement of the various 

parts. (…) The whole, the masses, the proportions, the shadows, and 

the lights are the bases of our compositions. 
[S: t.1/q3] 

Nicolas Le Camus de Mézières 
(Le Camus de Mézières (1780) 1992, 70-71, 75) 

 

[SITUATION] S: t.2 

Our conception of a “constructed situation” is not limited to an inte-

grated use of artistic means to create an ambience, however great the 

force or spatiotemporal extent of that ambience might be.  A situation 

is also an integrated ensemble of behaviour in time. It is composed of 

actions contained in a transitory décor. These actions arte the product 

of the décor and of themselves, and they in their turn produce other 

decors and actions. How can these forces be oriented? We are not go-

ing to limit ourselves to merely empirical experimentation with envi-

ronments in quest of mechanistically provoked surprises. The really 

experimental direction of situationist activity consists in setting up, on 

the basis of more or less clearly recognized desires, a temporary field 

of activity favorable to these desires. This alone can lead to the further 

clarification of these simple basic desires, and to the confused emer-

gence of new desires whose material roots will be precisely the new 

reality engendered by situationist constructions. (…) Through this 

method one can tabulate elements out of which situations can be con-

structed, along with projects to dynamize these elements. 
[S: t.2/q.1] 

International Situationiste #1 (1958) ‘Preliminary Problems in 
Costructing a Situation’  

in (Knabb 1995, 49, emphasis in original) 
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What is designated by the word ‘situation’ is not a single object or 

event or set of objects or events. For we never experience nor form 

judgments about objects or events in isolation, but only in connection 

with a contextual whole. This latter is what is called ‘situation’.  
[S: t.2/q.2] 

John Dewey 
(Dewey 1938, 66, emphasis in original) 

 

A situation is defined quite generally as a relationship of coexisting 

elements. The factors in this relationship can be listed in this way: sit-

uations are forms of coexistence of someone with someone and some-

thing in something. (…) The first something is meant to indicate our 

accessories, our equipment, thus the whole escort of objects that are 

attached to us and which, incidentally, were discovered as an inde-

pendent theme for thinking and designing only during the twentieth 

century; philosophically, this occurred via Husserl’s theory of the life-

world and Heidegger’s teachings on things that are ready-to-hand. 

Practically, it came about via the applied arts, which we meanwhile 

call design. The second something, however, refers to the spaces in 

which the togetherness of someone with someone takes place, it is the 

theme of topology, that is, the theory of space, of containers, of at-

mospheric wholes – all of which are, by the way, relatively recent in-

scriptions on the maps of philosophical disciplines.  

Thus, the philosophical theory of situations is a theory of the togeth-

erness of someone with someone and something in something. 
[S: t.2/q.3]  

Peter Sloterdijk 
(Sloterdijk (2006) 2011b, 107) 

 

Stuff, things that have material lives, is not a secondary addition to the 

architectural situation, or merely an instrument of personalization or 

functional fulfilment; rather it is what gives rise to architecture in the 

first place. The interior is produced not by walls or other boundaries, 

but by the order, array, and number of objects within, which coalesce 

into a perceptible environment. 
[S: t.2/q.4]  

Sylvia Lavin 
(Lavin 2011, 58) 

 

 



  

 
[Glossary] 

 
  

 

 
308 

One sees things in an arrangement, things which exist in relationship 

to one another and one sees situations. (…) Each specific situation can 

only become concrete against the background of a world. (…) WE 

call this primary and, to certain degree, basic object of perception the 

atmosphere. 
[S: t.2/q.5]  

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 1991, 34). 

 

[SPACE] S: t.3 

On the one hand (…) space contains opacities, bodies and objects, 

centres of efferent actions and effervescent energies, hidden – even 

impenetrable – places, areas of viscosity, and black holes. On the oth-

er hand, it 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. 
[S: t.3/q.1]  

Henri Lefebvre 
(Lefebvre (1974) 1991, 183) 

 

[SPACE (Social)] S: t.4 

Is not social space always, and simultaneously, both a field of action 

(offering its extension to the deployment of projects and practical in-

tentions) and a basis of action (a set of places whence energies derive 

and whither energies are directed)? Is it not at once actual (given) and 

potential (locus of possibilities)? Is it not at once quantitative (meas-

urable by means of units of measurement) and qualitative (as concrete 

extension where unreplenished energies run out, where distance is 

measured in terms of fatigue or in terms of time needed for activity)? 

And is it not at once a collection of materials (objects, things) and an 

ensemble of matériel (tools – and the procedures necessary to make 

efficient use of tools and of things in general)? 
[S: t.4/q.1]  

Henri Lefebvre 
(Lefebvre (1974) 1991, 191, emphasis in original) 
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SPACE (Smooth v. Striated)] S: t.5 

Smooth space is filled by events or haecceities, far more than by 

formed and perceived things. It is a space of affects, more than one of 

properties. It is haptic rather than optical perception. Whereas in the 

striated forms organize a matter, in the smooth materials signal forces 

and serve as symptoms for them. It is an intensive rather than exten-

sive space, one of distances, not of measures and properties. Intense 

Spatium instead of Extensio. A Body without Organs instead of an or-

ganism and organization. Perception in it is based on symptoms and 

evaluations rather than measures and properties. That is why smooth 

space is occupied by intensities, wind and noise, forces, and sonorous 

and tactile qualities, as in the desert, steppe, or ice. The creaking of ice 

and the song of the sands. Striated space, on the contrary, is canopied 

by the sky as measure and by the measurable visual qualities deriving 

from it. 
[S: t.5/q.1]  

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari  
(Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 2005, 479, emphasis in original) 

 

[SYNAESTHESIA] S: t.6 

[T]aking material properties seriously (…) implies corporeality. For 

how are materials actually experienced? Is there a specific sense of 

materiality? One could of course say that they are primarily experi-

enced by touch, but also by their appearance, visually. (…) In the con-

text of architecture it is, however, more appropriate to say that materi-

al is experienced synaesthetically. 
[S: t.6/q.1]  

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 2013b, 97) 

 

[S]ynaesthetic characters are experiences of a certain kind, i.e. charac-

teristics of one’s physically feelings. (…) [I]t is not a question of a 

quality which belongs to one sensory domain – such as lightness in 

the domain of optics – being ascribed to phenomena of a different 

realm of the senses – such as that of music – in a manner not intrinsic 

to its character. Although it is possible for a synaesthetic character to 

be described in the terminology of another sensual domain, in which it 

primarily appears, the decisive thing, however, is that the so-called 
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synaesthesiae arise because sensual perceptions definitively reach 

down into realm of bodily feelings.  
[S: t.6/q.2]  

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 1991, 33) 

 

The appearance of synaesthesiae in the various realms of the senses is 

referred to as ‘reflection’ (…) or ‘radiance’ (…). 
[S: t.6/q.4]  

Gernot Böhme 
(Böhme 1991, 34) 

-T- 
[THRESHOLD] T: t.1 

We have grown very poor in threshold experiences. Falling asleep is 

perhaps the only such experience that remains to us (But together with 

this, there is also waking up). (…) The threshold must be carefully 

distinguished from the boundary. A Schwelle <threshold> is a zone. 

Transformation, passage, wave action are in the word schwellen, 

swell, and etymology ought not to overlook these senses. On the other 

hand, it is necessary to keep in mind the immediate tectonic and cere-

monial context which has brought the word to its current meaning. 
[T: t.1/q.1] 

Walter Benjamin 
(Benjamin (1982) 2002, 494, emphasis in original) 

 

-U- 
[UMWELT] U: t.1 

Around us is a protective wall of senses that gets denser and denser. 

Outward from the body, the senses of touch, smell, hearing and sight 

enfold man like four envelopes of an increasingly sheer garment. 

This island of the senses, that wraps every man like a garment, we call 

his Umwelt. It separates into different sensory spheres that become 

manifest one after the other at the approach of an object.  
[U: t.1/q.1] 

Jakob von Uexküll 
(von Uexküll (1936) 2009, 145-146) 



  

 
[Glossary] 

 
  

 

 
311 

The Umwelt, then, is a part informational, part affective space; it con-

tains no pre-existing biological unities, only fragments built up into 

chains and gathered and made whole under a function (‘function-

rules’). 
[U: t.1/q.2] 

Sanford Kwinter 
(Kwinter 2001, 136) 

-V- 
[VIRTUAL] V: t.1 

Equating the digital with the virtual confuses the really apparitional 

with the artificial. It reduces it to a simulation. This forgets intensity, 

brackets potential, and in that same sweeping gesture bypasses the 

move through sensation, the actual envelopment of the virtual. 
[V: t.1/q.1] 

Brian Massumi 
(Massumi 2002, 137-138) 
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Fig. A1 
‘Gelsenkirchen Blue’ – Components of the Monochrome 
Reliefs, Gelsenkirchen Theatre (1957-1959), Germany 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 
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Building is how people live. Culture is how people deal 

with each other and with nature. Play is the effect of 

chance and rules. Play creates culture. The arts are mean-

ingful games. 

Werner Ruhnau 
In (Lehmann-Kopp 2007, 179) 
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A1. From Immaterialisation to an Architecture of Engagement. Interview with Professor 

WERNER RUHNAU 

* 
Vom Immateriellen zu einer engagierten Architektur. Gespräch mit Professor WERNER RUHNAU 

 

 

Fig. A1.1  
Werner Ruhnau during the visit to the Gelsenkirchen 
Theatre on 21st May, 2013 [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 
(2013)] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

         

 [Kettwig, Essen, May 2013] 
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[1] Towards an architecture of engagement 
 
The search for an architecture that encourages 
people to interact with and explore the places 
in diverse ways is implicit in your work – both 
in spatial organization and in the way of oper-
ating with the materials. You talk about space 
in terms of constantly changing events rather 
than fixed, inert space. In this context you use 
the term “scenic qualities”. 
 
What does this mean? Where does your 
interest in theatre and play come from? 
 
The scenic quality of a space means that I 
experience space only by moving my body 
while sensing, touching, listening, seeing and 
smelling. Without ‘leg-work’ there is no spa-
tial experience. Photos of space are not 
enough. 
See my attached text ‘From Experienced To 
Virtual Space’. 
 
‘Theatre’ is a special form of performing 
play: In Greek, ‘Thea’ refers to the view of the 
‘scene’ ‒ the stage ‒ from the Theatron. In the 
theatre, the spectators sit in the concrete The-
atron in front of the actors on the ‘scene’ and 
watch their play. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. A1. 2 
Werner Ruhnau’s Studio Archive, Kettwig, Essen 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)]  
 

[1] Auf der Suche nach einer engagierten 
Architektur 
 
Die Suche nach einer Architektur, die Men-
schen dazu verhilft, mit dem Ort umzugehen 
und ihn auf verschiedenste Weise zu erfor-
schen, gehört zu ihrer Arbeitsweise, sowohl 
bei der räumlichen Anordnung als auch hin-
sichtlich der Baustoffwahl. Sie sprechen vom 
Raum als Ereignis im steten Wandel, und 
nicht von einem festen, inaktiven Ort. In die-
sem Zusammenhang verwenden Sie den Be-
griff „szenische Qualität der Räume”. 
 
Was bedeutet das? Woher kommt ihr Inte-
resse am Theater und dem Spiel? 
 
Die szenische Qualität eines Raumes meint, 
dass ich Raum nur mittels Bewegung meines 
Körpers tastend, hörend, sehend und riechend 
erfahre. Ohne „Beinwerk” keine Raumerfah-
rung. Fotos davon genügen nicht. 
Siehe dazu meinen beigelegten Text „Vom 
erlebten zum virtuellen Raum”. 
 
„Theater“ ist eine Sonderform des darstellen-
den Spiels: griechisch „Thea” heißt Sicht vom 
Theatron auf die „Scen”, die Bühne. Im Thea-
ter sitzen Zuschauer im fest betonierten The-
atron den Spielern auf der „Scene” gegenüber 
und schauen auf deren Spiel. 
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[2] Architecture as a field of sensory expe-
rience 
 
Your work reveals a deep understanding of 
both material and immaterial determinants of 
spatial experience. And it seems that the visu-
al appearance is just a pretext to involve other 
senses. Very often you highlight the im-
portance of perception of the space while 
moving, through the synaesthetic experience – 
involving all sensory organs.  
 
How did these ideas determine the devel-
opment of your projects? 
 
As I mentioned before, the most important 
organ of perception is the sense of movement! 
This is the only sense that provides the devel-
opment and thus the experience of space, 
perceiving it by walking and by the senses of 
touch, of hearing, of smell and also of sight. 
 
The materiality of space contributes much 
more to physical comfort for the ‘close-up 
senses’, such as the senses of touch and hear-
ing, than for the ‘long-distance’ senses, such 
as the sense of sight: for a comforting atmos-
phere, the way a space sounds is more im-
portant than its appearance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[2] Architektur als Erfahrungsfeld zur 
Entfaltung der Sinne 
 
Ihre Arbeit zeigt ein tiefes Verständnis der 
materiellen und immateriellen Faktoren der 
Raumwahrnehmung. Es scheint, als ob der 
visuelle Aspekt nur ein Vorwand sei, um 
andere Sinne zu entfalten. Sie betonen oftmals 
die Bedeutung der Raumwahrnehmung in 
Bewegung als synästhetische Erfahrung, die 
alle Sinne anspricht. 
 
Wie haben diese Ideen die Entwicklung 
Ihrer Projekte beeinflusst? 
 
Wie oben gesagt, ist das wichtigste Wahrneh-
mungsorgan der Bewegungssinn! Erst dieser 
ermöglicht die Erschließung und damit das 
Erleben des Raumes, der gehend, haptisch, 
akustisch, odoral und auch visuell wahrge-
nommen wird.  
 
 
Für das Wohlbefinden ist die Materialität des 
Raumes für die „Nahsinne“ wie Tast- und 
Hörsinn wichtiger als für die Fernsinne, den 
Sehsinn: Wie ein Raum klingt, ist für dessen 
Wohnlichkeit wichtiger als dessen Aussehen. 
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[2a] Hugo Kükelhaus 
 
You have mentioned that it was Hugo Kükel-
haus who brought some of these ideas to your 
attention.  
 
What did the collaboration with Hugo 
Kükelhaus mean to you? To what extent 
did he change your way of understanding 
architecture? 
 
At the beginning of the 1950s, Kükelhaus 
woke me up on the Prinzipalmarkt in Münster 
with the observation “You only shuffle 
through the city to gaze at women and shops”. 
He replied to my question as to what else I 
should do with “Walk, look, listen!” At that 
point I realized that architecture is made for 
walking, looking, listening, and shops for 
shopping. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

[2a] Hugo Kükelhaus 
 
Sie haben erwähnt, dass Hugo Kükelhaus Ihre 
Aufmerksamkeit auf einige dieser Ideen ge-
lenkt hat. 
 
Welche Bedeutung hat die Zusammenar-
beit mit Hugo Kükelhaus für Sie gehabt? 
Inwiefern hat er ihr Architekturverständ-
nis verändert? 
 
Kükelhaus hatte mich Anfang der 1950-er 
Jahre auf dem Prinzipalmarkt in Münster mit 
der Feststellung aufgeweckt „Du latscht ja 
nur durch die Stadt, um Weiber und Läden zu 
kieken". Auf meine Frage, was ich denn an-
ders tun solle, antwortete er „Wandle, schaue, 
lausche“. Da wurde mir klar, dass Baukunst 
zum Wandeln, Schauen und Lauschen da ist, 
Läden zum Einkaufen. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. A1. 3 
Hugo Kükelhaus, Rotating Disc – Funnel; one of the Play 
Stations for the Development of the Senses in the garden 
of  Hugo Kükelhaus’s Mansion in Soest, today the Hugo 
Kükelhaus Gesellschaft [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek 
(2013)] 
 
Fig. A1. 4 
Hugo Kükelhaus, Manuscript ‘Gehen-Fühlen-Riechen-
Sehen-Hören-Schmecken’ (‘Walking-Feeling-Smelling-
Seeing-Hearing-Tasting’) (n.d.) [Illustration: Signature 
P56.2-A41 © Stadtarchiv Soest – Courtesy of Stadtarchiv 
Soest] 
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[3] Herta KG 
 
It was also Hugo Kükelhaus who, among 
others, collaborated with you on the Herta KG 
project. Actually, he also worked for Herta on 
other projects because the owner of the Com-
pany was fascinated with his way of under-
standing space and the world.  
 
 
Was the idea of involving Kükelhaus in the 
Herta KG project yours or was it a sugges-
tion that came from the Company? 
 
It was my proposal to involve Kükelhaus. 
Kükelhaus suggested to my client Karl-
Ludwig Schweisfurth that handcraft could 
again be incorporated in the industrial pro-
cessing of meat. Together with Vostell, we 
invented the “ham master”and designed the 
Company portrait at the Berlin factory. In this 
way we managed to introduce arts and crafts 
into the manufacture of meat products. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 [3] Herta KG 
 
Hugo Kükelhaus hat gemeinsam mit anderen 
Künstlern mit Ihnen am Projekt Herta KG 
zusammengearbeitet. Tatsache ist, dass er für 
Herta auch an anderen Projekten mitgewirkt 
hat, denn der Firmeninhaber war von seinem 
Raumverständnis und seiner Weltsicht faszi-
niert. 
 
Wer hatte die Idee, Kükelhaus im Projekt 
Herta KG einzubinden? War es ihr Vor-
schlag oder kam er von Seiten der Firma? 
 
Es war mein Vorschlag, Kükelhaus einzu-
schalten. Kükelhaus hat meinen Bauherrn 
Karl-Ludwig Schweisfurth beim industriemä-
ßigen Verarbeiten von Fleisch wieder auf das 
Handwerkliche hingewiesen, wir haben mit 
Vostell den „Schinkenmeister“ erfunden, in 
der Berliner Fabrik das Betriebsporträt ge-
staltet und so Handwerk und Kunst in die 
Fleischwarenfabrikation eingeführt.  
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. A1. 5  
Hugo Kükelhaus with one of his devices in Herta (1977) 
[Photo in (Stelkens 2007, 118)] 
 
Fig. A1.6 
Werner Ruhnau and Hugo Kükelhaus in Herta (n.d.); in 
the background ‘Wassersäulen’ (‘Water columns’) by 
Norbert Kricke [Photo © Werner Ruhnau Archive – 
Courtesy of Werner Ruhnau Archive]  
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[3a]  
 
Herta was an enormously innovative project. 
You were working there with the concept of 
‘climate’, but I would say that it was not only 
about air conditioning. 
 
Its interior was conceived as an open land-
scape, an assemblage of different objects and 
disparate materials such as gravel, thread 
curtains, the water columns of Norbert Kricke, 
the light animate objects of Adolf Luther, the 
animatronic objects and the wall of Günter 
Weseler (Atemobjekt), as well as the devices 
of Hugo Kükelhaus, among others.  
 
All together, in combination with the special 
quality of the light filtered through the sus-
pended ceiling and illuminated hanging tubes, 
produced a particular atmosphere. 
 
In this project, space itself seems to have 
become a function of the specificities of these 
objects and materials whose effects were 
simultaneously visual, haptic and acoustic —
establishing a new system of meaning and 
patterns of behaviour.  
 
Moreover, these different elements were not 
to be seen as independent entities, but, rather, 
as intra-spatial components of a larger set-up 
– in which, in accordance with your premises, 
architecture and art were fused together.  
 
What was it like to work on the project 
with so many artists at the same time? 
Were the decisions about the configuration 
of the spaces, the use of materials and the 
strategic position of different objects taken 
collectively? 
 
When I was able to convince the client, Karl-
Ludwig Schweisfurth, to develop, instead of a 
cubicle office building, an open-plan office as 
a “working landscape”, the Herta headquar-
ters turned out to be a working landscape with 
its terraces, water- and plant installations, the 
sand-coloured carpet, the artificial moons as 
signals for stairs, the butcher's car by Vostell, 
etc.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[3a]  
 
Herta war ein ungemein innovatives Projekt. 
Sie arbeiteten dort mit dem „Klimakonzept", 
aber ich würde sagen, dass es nicht nur um 
Klimatisierung ging. 
 
Der Innenraum wurde als offene Landschaft 
gestaltet, als Gefüge von verschiedenen Ob-
jekten und unterschiedlichen Baustoffen wie 
Kies, Seilgardinen, mit den Wassersäulen von 
Norbert Kricke, den animierten Lichtobjekten 
von Adolf Luther, den Atemobjekten und die 
Wand von Günter Weseler, sowie den Geräten 
von Hugo Kükelhaus, und vieles mehr. 
 
Alles zusammen, nicht zuletzt durch die be-
sondere Lichtqualität des durch die Zwischen-
decke gefilterten Lichtes und die beleuchteten 
hängenden Rohre, schuf eine ganz  eigene 
Atmosphäre. 
 
In diesem Projekt scheint der Raum sich im 
Verhältnis zu den spezifischen Eigenschaften 
der Objekte und Baustoffe zu entwickeln. Ihre 
Wirkung ist gleichzeitig visueller, haptischer 
und akustischer Natur und führen zu einer 
neuen Sinngebung und anderen Verhaltens-
mustern. 
 
Darüber hinaus waren diese unterschiedlichen 
Elemente nicht als unabhängige Einheiten 
gedacht, sondern vielmehr als zwischenräum-
liche Bestandteile eines übergeordenten 
Raumgefüges, in dem ihrem Verständnis 
zufolge Architektur und Kunst verschmelzen. 
 
Wie war es, mit so vielen Künstler gleich-
zeitig am Projekt zu arbeiten? Wurden die 
Entscheidungen über die Raumbildung, die 
Wahl der Baustoffe und die strategische 
Position der verschiedenen Objekte ge-
meinsam getroffen? 
 
Nachdem es mir gelungen war, den Bauherrn, 
Karl-Ludwig Schweisfurth, davon zu überzeu-
gen, anstelle eines Zellen-Bürohauses ein 
Großraumbüro als „Arbeitslandschaft" zu 
entwickeln, entstand die Herta-
Hauptverwaltung als Arbeitslandschaft mit 
ihren Terrassen, Wasser- und Pflanzeneinbau-
ten, dem sandfarbenen Teppich, den Kunst-
monden als Signale für Treppen, dem Metz-
gerauto von Vostell usw. 
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Fig. A1. 7 
 

 
 

 
Fig. A1. 8 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Fig. A1. 7 
Herta KG, Herten (1968-72): Dieter K. Hiesserer, Bunte 
Blätter auf gelbem Grund 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)]  
 
Fig. A1. 8  
Herta KG, Herten (1968-72): Rupprecht Geiger, Orange 
“Sails” at the Herta packing plant 
[Photos in (Gnichwitz 1987, 62-63)] 
 
Fig. A1. 9 
Herta KG, Herten (1968-72): Victor Vasrely, o.T, o.J, in 
the background, Rupprecht Geiger’s Eingangssignal 
Farbkörper  
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
 
Fig. A1. 10 
Herta KG, Herten (1968-72): Norbert Kricke, ‘Was-
sersäulen’ (‘Water columns’), or, rather, what remains 
today of the installation. 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
 
Fig. A1. 11  
Herta KG, Herten (1968-72): Wolf Vostell, 
MIT(H)ROPA, Big Environment (1974)  
[Photos in (Gnichwitz 1987, 31)] 

 
Fig. A1. 9 
 

 
Fig. A1. 10 
 

Fig. A1. 11 
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[4] Lighting 
 
Lighting in the Herta project seems to play an 
important role. As it does in both the Münster 
and the Gelsenkirchen theatres, where the 
constellations of lamps evoke stellar patterns. 
In this context you use the reference of hover-
ing skies over the ancient theatres.  
 
Where did the idea of the hanging illumi-
nated tubes in the Herta project come 
from? Did you involve any lighting special-
ist in your projects? 
 
Johannes Dinnebier has worked as a lighting 
designer. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. A1. 12 
 
 
 
 
Fig. A1. 12 
Herta KG Interior, Herten (1968-72) 
[Photo © Werner Ruhnau Archive (n.d.) – Courtesy of 
Werner Ruhnau Archive]  
 
Fig. A1. 13 
Gelsenkirchen Theatre, Large House (1955-62) 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 
 
Fig. A1. 14 
Münster Theatre, Large House (1953-1956), ‘Sky’ of 
lighting [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)]  

[4] Die Belichtung 
 
Die Belichtung scheint im Herta-Projekt eine 
wichtige Rolle zu spielen. Genauso wie im 
Theater von Münster und Gelsenkirchen, wo 
die Konstellationen der Lichter Sternbildern 
ähneln. In diesem Sinne verwenden Sie die 
Metapher vom Flug im Himmel über antiken 
Theatern. 
 
Woher stammt die Idee von den hängenden, 
beleuchteten Rohren im Herta-Projekt? Haben 
Sie Lichtexperten in Ihre Projekten eingezo-
gen?  
 
Als Lichtplaner hat Johannes Dinnebier mit-
gewirkt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. A1. 13 
 

 
Fig. A1. 14 
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[5] “Aesthetic experts” 
 
In the Herta KG projects – as in many others – 
different artists were actively involved. You 
used to call them “aesthetic experts” and they 
were engaged, as you stated, on “an equal 
footing with technical experts”.  
 
Were these collaborations rather spontane-
ous or did you choose your “aesthetic ex-
perts” strategically? Which one was for you 
the most interesting collaboration and 
why? 
 
After I had noticed that the involvement of 
artists after the completion of the planning 
and construction work leads to ‘Percent for 
Art’, I suggested to the client that he include, 
besides structural engineers, building physi-
cists, acousticians and other technical spe-
cialists,  artists as well, as ‘special aesthetic 
experts’ as early as possible in the planning 
process. That is how we managed to do ‘Ar-
chitecture’ in Münster, in Gelsenkirchen, in 
Herten and at the Olympic ‘Play Streets’ in 
Munich in 1972 as a total work of art.  
 
The artists were selected on the basis of ‘stra-
tegic’ factors, combining, for example, the 
Picassoblitz (Picassoflash) by Kricke with 
some dynamic architecture in Münster, or 
associating the intangible, ‘non-architectural’ 
architecture in Gelsenkirchen with the ‘non-
pictorial’, monochrome works by Yves Klein, 
or complementing the variable Small House in 
Gelsenkirchen with the mobile sculptures by 
Tinguely. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. A1. 15 
Gelsenkirchen Theatre, Small Variable House (1955-62), 
mobile sculpture by Jean Tinguely 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 

[5] „Experten in Ästhetik“ 
 
In den Projekten für Herta KG, wie in vielen 
anderen, haben eine Reihe von Künstlern 
aktiv teilgenommen. Sie nannten sie „Exper-
ten in Ästhetik“ und stellte sie, wie Sie erzäh-
len, „unter  gleichberechtigten Bedingungen 
wie technische Experten“ an. 
 
Waren diese Zusammenarbeiten eher spon-
tan, oder haben Sie Ihre „Experten in Äs-
thetik“ strategisch ausgewählt? Welches 
war für Sie die interessantesten Zusam-
menarbeit und warum? 
 
Nachdem mir aufgefallen war, dass das Ein-
beziehen von Künstlern nach Abschluss der 
Planungs- und Bauarbeiten zu „Kunst am 
Bau“ führt, schlug ich dem Bauherrn vor, 
neben Statiker, Bauphysiker, Akustiker und 
weiteren technischen Sonderfachleuten, auch 
bildende Künstler als „Sonderfachleute für 
Ästhetik" möglichst früh in die Planungspro-
zesse einzubeziehen. So gelang „Baukunst“ in 
Münster, in Gelsenkirchen, in Herten oder auf 
der Olympischen „Spielstraße“ in München 
1972 als Gesamtkunstwerk.  
 
Die Künstler wurden nach „strategischen" 
Gesichtspunkten ausgewählt wie zum Beispiel 
zur dynamischen Architektur in Münster der 
Picassoblitz von Kricke, oder zur immateriel-
len, „unarchitektonischen“ Architektur in 
Gelsenkirchen die „unmalerischen“, mono-
chromen Bilder von Yves Klein, oder zum 
variablen Kleinen Haus in Gelsenkirchen die 
mobilen Skulpturen von Tinguely. 
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[6] Immaterialisation v. Dematerialisation  
 
Climate and immaterialisation are among the 
tropes that trace the conceptual contours of 
your work. However, to some extent, your 
idea of climate transcends air conditioning 
strategies and meteorological interventions.  
On the occasion of the interview included in 
the book: Yves Klein. Air Architecture, you 
mentioned that in Klein’s work colours were a 
climate of the space.  
This leads us to an understanding of climate 
as something that emanates from things. It is 
also deeply related to the concept of immate-
rialisation. Actually, in 1961 you were invited 
to  Columbia University to deliver a lecture on 
‘Transition: from material to immaterial ar-
chitecture’.  
 
 
 
How do you understand this transition? 
You also distinguish between immateriali-
sation and dematerialisation – could you 
explain the difference between the two? 
 
 
Man has evolved with the climate on Earth 
and will perish with climate changes. The 
human body with its constant temperature of 
37°C is related to the bio-climatic conditions 
of his environment: climate destroys or pro-
motes life! The development from material to 
immaterial architecture means that the heavi-
ness and material density of Romanesque 
buildings has evolved over the centuries into 
the Gothic cathedrals with their slender but-
tresses, followed by Frei Otto’s tents and 
lighter and more immaterial climate protec-
tion covers. A perfect immaterial climate 
protection by meteorological intervention 
would achieve a human climate without an 
architectural cover for climate protection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[6] Immaterialisierung vs. Entmaterial-
isierung 
 
Klima und Immaterialisierung gehören zu den 
Tropen, die zu ihrem Arbeitskonzept gehören. 
Aber ihre Ideen von Klima beschränken sich 
nicht auf Klimatisierungsstrategien und mete-
orologischen Eingriffen. 
Im Buch: Yves Klein. Air Architecture erwäh-
nen Sie in einem Gespräch, dass Kleins Far-
ben ein Raumklima schaffen. Das führt uns zu 
einem Klimaverständnis als etwas, das von 
den Dingen ausstrahlt. Das ist wiederum tief 
verbunden mit dem Konzept von Immateriali-
sierung. In diesem Zusammenhang wurden 
Sie 1961 zu einem Vortrag an der Columbia 
Universität über “Transition: From material 
to immaterial architecture”. („Übergang: Von 
materieller zu immaterieller Architektur“) 
eingeladen. 
 
Was verstehen Sie unter Übergang? Sie 
unterscheiden auch zwischen Immateriali-
sierung und Entmaterialisierung. Könnten 
Sie den Unterschied zwischen beiden Be-
griffen erklären? 
 
Der Mensch hat sich mit dem Klima auf dieser 
Erde entwickelt und wird mit Klima-
Veränderungen untergehen. Der menschliche 
Körper mit seiner konstanten Temperatur um 
37°C bezieht sich auf die bioklimatischen 
Verhältnisse seiner Umwelt: Klima vernichtet 
oder befördert Leben! Die Entwicklung von 
materieller zu immaterieller Architektur 
meint, dass von der Schwere und Material-
dichte der romanischen Bauten im Laufe der 
Jahrhunderte die gotischen Kathedralen mit 
ihren schlanken Strebepfeilern bis hin zu den 
Zelten Frei Ottos die Klimaschutzhüllen leich-
ter, immaterieller wurden. Ein vollkommener 
immaterieller Wetterschutz durch meteorolo-
gische Eingriffe würde Humanklima ohne eine 
architektonische Wetterschutzhülle bewirken 
können.  
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[7] Air Architecture 
 
Talking about immaterialisation leads us to 
the project of Air Architecture and your col-
laboration with Yves Klein. It is also related 
to your concerns with climate and environ-
ment. Unfortunately, there were a lot of tech-
nical issues that did not allow the air architec-
ture techniques to be implemented. However, 
Yves Klein continued later with the project in 
collaboration with Claude Parent. You were 
quite critical of the way they developed it, 
considering it unrealistic.  
 
Why? Do you think that its accomplish-
ment would be possible today?  
 
After aviation experts from the Technical 
University in Aachen had made clear to me 
that because air currents are technically im-
possible to steer, effective climate roofing 
cannot be built higher than 5 to 8 metres, I 
decided to abandon this technique and to 
move to climate influence by meteorological 
influences.  
See the picture on page 49 below in the book 
‘Y.K - VV.R.’, Climate protection over Mar-
burg. 
 
Yves, however, did not want to believe me, 
and began to develop, with other architects, 
this technically unfeasible ‘air architecture’, 
going as far as to propose crazy constructions 
of an air chair or an air bed that would carry 
people. To achieve this, the air currents would 
have to be so powerful that – quite apart from 
the noise – human organs would burst. 
 
 
 
[7a] 
 
In the interview included in the book: Yves 
Klein. Air Architecture, you mentioned that 
Architecture without architects by Bernard 
Rudofsky was, for you, an important refer-
ence.  
 
In what sense? 
 
Rudofsky shows how construction has devel-
oped organically in the interplay of climate, 
building material and human actions, without 
architects telling us what the house has to 
look like and how we should live. 
 
 
 
 

[7] Luftarchitektur  
 
Von Immaterialisierung zu sprechen, führt uns 
zum Projekt Luftarchitektur und ihrer Zu-
sammenarbeit mit Yves Klein. Dies ist mit 
ihrem Interesse an Klima und Umwelt ver-
bunden. Leider gab es eine Reihe von techni-
schen Problemen, die nicht erlaubt haben, 
Luftarchitektur zu machen. Yves Klein hat 
jedoch Jahre später das Projekt mit Claude 
Parent fortgesetzt. Sie sind sehr kritisch mit 
deren Vorgehensweise gewesen, weil sie diese 
für unrealistisch hielten. 
 
Warum? Glauben Sie, dass die Ausführung 
heute möglich wäre? 
 
Nachdem mir die Luftfahrtexperten der Tech-
nischen Hochschule in Aachen klargemacht 
hatten, dass Luftströme technisch nicht lenk-
bar sind, um ein Wetterschutzdach von mehr 
als 5 bis 8 Metern wirksam herzustellen, be-
schloss ich, diese Technik zu verlassen und 
zur Klimabeeinflussung durch meteorologi-
sche Einflüsse überzugehen.  
Siehe dazu das Bild auf Seite 49 unten im 
Buch „Y.K. - VV.R.“,  Wetterschutz über 
Marburg. 
 
Yves dagegen wollte mir das nicht glauben, 
und begann mit anderen Architekten diese 
technisch nicht realisierbare „Luftarchitek-
tur" weiter zu planen bis hin zu irrwitzigen 
Vorschlägen wie einen Stuhl oder ein Bett aus 
Luft, das Menschen tragen soll, zu konstruie-
ren. Dazu müssten die Luftströme, mal vom 
Lärm ganz abgesehen, so gewaltig sein, dass 
die menschlichen Organe zerplatzen.  
 
 
[7a] 
 
Im Buch Yves Klein: Air Architecture sagen 
Sie im Interview, dass Bernard Rudofskys 
Architektur ohne Architekten für Sie eine 
wichtige Referenz gewesen ist. 
 
In welchem Sinne? 
 
Rudofsky zeigt, wie sich Bauformen im Zu-
sammenspiel zwischen Klima, Baustoff und 
menschlichem Tun organisch entwickelt ha-
ben, ohne Architekten, die vorschrieben, wie 
das Haus auszusehen und wie der Mensch zu 
wohnen hat.  
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[8] Flachglas AG 
 
If we think about the relationship between the 
material and the immaterial, your collabora-
tion with Adolf Luther might also be para-
digmatic. Besides the Herta project, you 
worked together on the Flachglas AG project. 
Luther conceived of materiality as a performa-
tive and dynamic element. He experimented 
with the use of light and glass, lenses and 
mirrors, manipulating the material in an unor-
thodox way, in order to produce constantly 
varying effects through the interaction with 
light – including, for instance, cracks and 
fractures. We might even say that it was a 
provocative way, bearing in mind the context 
of your collaboration —a glass company.  
 
 
How did this collaboration work? How was 
this experimental approach received by 
your clients and the users? 
 
The beauty of the entrance hall at Flachglas 
AG was definitely recognized and accepted; 
some glass workers grumbled and were irri-
tated because guests would be welcomed in an 
entrance hall with damaged glass, but they 
themselves would be dismissed if they did not 
produce flawless glass. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Fig. A1. 16 
Flachglas AG interior, Gelsenkirchen (1982-85) 
[Photo © Grempel (n.d.) in the brochure ‘Raumgestaltung 
mit der zauberhaften Spielgelung des Glases’, courtesy of 
Werner Ruhnau Archive] 
 
Fig. A1. 17 
Flachglas AG, Gelsenkirchen (1982-85). Concave mirrors 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 

[8] Flachglas AG 
 
Wenn wir an die Beziehung zwischen Materi-
ellem und Immateriellem denken, kann man 
sagen, dass Ihre Zusammenarbeit mit Adolf 
Luther wesentlich gewesen ist. Ausser dem 
Herta-Projekt haben Sie zusammen an einem 
Projekt für Flachglas AG gearbeitet. Luther 
versteht Materialität als performatives und 
dynamisches Element. Er experimentierte mit 
Licht und Glas, Linsen und Spiegeln, bearbei-
tete das Material auf unorthodoxe Weise, um 
ständig wechselnde Wirkungen durch Licht-
spiele zu erzielen, wie etwa Risse und Brüche. 
Man könnte behaupten, dass es ein provokan-
ter Weg war, wenn man den Kontext ihrer 
Zusammenarbeit für ein Glasunternehmen 
berücksichtigt. 
 
Wie war diese Zusammenarbeit? Wie wur-
de dieser experimentelle Ansatz von Ihren 
Kunden und den Benutzern angenommen? 
 
Die Schönheit der Empfangshalle der Flach-
glas AG wurde durchaus erkannt und akzep-
tiert;  irritiert waren einige Glasarbeiter, die 
schimpften, dass in der Empfangshalle Gäste 
mit zerstörtem Glas empfangen würden, sie 
aber würden gekündigt, wenn sie nicht lupen-
reines Glas produzieren.  
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[9] Gelsenkirchen/ Münster 
 
When talking about Gelsenkirchen facades, 
you highlight the double quality of glass, 
which changes from transparency to reflection 
as it responds to different light conditions. An 
awareness of the performative qualities of the 
materials —their effects and their interaction 
with phenomena— seems to be embedded in 
many of your projects. The reflective cladding 
of the columns at the Essen-Viehofer Platz 
underground station, or the white and shiny 
floor in the foyer of the Münster Theatre, 
which in combination with mirrors and the 
constellation of bulbs, give an impression of 
limitless space and a dreamlike atmosphere, 
come to mind, among other examples.  
 
 
Were the intrinsic characteristics of the 
materials – their performative qualities – 
and the constantly changing environmental 
parameters important in the development 
of your projects? 
 
Glass is only transparent if it is slightly 
brighter on the other side of the viewer! As I 
knew that the huge glass façade of the Gel-
senkirchen Foyer acts during the day as a 
cloud mirror, which prevents people from 
looking through it, I wanted to replace the 
glass with an air wall. At that time the first air 
doors appeared in department stores, so  the 
idea of using this climate protection technique 
as a kind of thermal wall in the foyer positive-
ly forced itself upon me. I wanted to show – in 
contrast to the introverted churches of Saint 
George and  the old town – that in Gelsenkir-
chen the theatre community is perceived as a 
part of the public scene.  
This transparency is already established in 
the Münster Theatre. Here, I noticed that the 
city had positioned its theatre, its ‘aesthetic 
church’, among the three Christian churches, 
the churches of St Martin, of the Apostles and 
of St Lamberti. In Münster I had already re-
flected on the fact that Christians, who do not 
greet each other when they celebrate mass, 
are seen in public with atheists, Jews and 
nowadays also Muslims in the theatre foyer as 
a Theatre Community. This perception is even 
reinforced in Münster by the glazing of the 
foyers to the Church of the Apostles and to the 
courtyard with the ruins of the ‘Romberger 
Hof’, which are the remains of the war-
destroyed Lortzing Theatre and now stand as 
a ‘monument’ in the foyer. 
 
 

[9] Gelsenkirchen/ Münster 
 
Beim Gespräch über Gelsenkirchener Fassa-
den betonen Sie die zweifache Qualität des 
Glases je nach Lichtverhältnissen: seine 
Transparenz und die Spiegeleffekte. Das Be-
wusstsein der performativen Qualitäten der 
Baustoffe, ihre Wirkung auf und Wechselwir-
kungen mit anderen Phänomenen, scheint 
vielen ihrer Projekte innezuwohnen. Die re-
flektierende Verkleidung der Säulen in der U-
Bahnstation Essen Viehofer Platz oder der 
weiss glänzende Fussboden im Foyer des 
Theaters Münster, im Zusammenspiel von 
Spiegeln und Lichtkonstellationen, vermitteln 
den Eindruck eines unendlichen Raumes und 
tauchen uns in eine Traumathmosphäre, die 
sich in unseren Köpfen abspielt. 
 
Waren die baustoffeigenen Bedingungen –
ihre performativen Qualitäten– und die 
sich ständig verändernden Umweltparame-
ter wichtig für die Entwicklung Ihrer Pro-
jekte? 
 
Glas ist nur durchsichtig, wenn es auf der 
anderen Seite des Beschauers etwas heller ist! 
Weil ich wusste, dass deswegen die riesige 
Glasfassade des Gelsenkirchener Foyers 
tagsüber als Wolkenspiegel wirkt, der jede 
Einsicht verhindert, wollte ich die Glas- durch 
eine Luftwand ersetzen. Es gab damals die 
ersten Lufttüren in Warenhäusern, so dass 
sich die Idee aufzwang, diese foyerwandbil-
dende Wetterschutztechnik einzusetzen. 
Transparenz des Theaterbaus wollte ich, um 
im Gegensatz zu den introvertierten Georgs- 
und Altstadtkirchen zu zeigen, dass in Gelsen-
kirchen die Theatergemeinde als Teil des 
öffentlichen Geschehens erlebt wird.  
Diese Transparenz ist ja auch im Münster-
schen Theater schon angelegt. Hier fiel mir 
auf, dass die Stadt ihr Theater, also ihre „äs-
thetische Kirche", mitten unter die drei christ-
lichen Kirchen, die Martini-, Apostel- und 
Lambertikirche, positioniert hat. Schon in 
Münster drängte sich der Gedanke auf, dass 
Christen, die sich nicht gegenseitig zu ihren 
Gottesfeiern besuchen, sich mit Atheisten, 
Juden und heute auch Muslimen im Theater-
foyer als Theatergemeinde öffentlich zeigen. 
Das bewirkt auch schon in Münster die Ver-
glasung des Foyers zur Apostelkirche und zum 
Innenhof hin mit der Ruine des Romberger 
Hofes, dem Rest des kriegszerstörten 
Lortzing-Theaters, die jetzt als „Denkmal" im 
Foyer steht 
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Fig. A1. 18 
 

 
Fig. A1. 19 
 

Fig. A1. 20 

 
Fig. A1. 21 
 

 
Fig. A1. 22 
 

Fig. A1. 18 and 19 
Münster Theatre Courtyard (1953-1956) 

[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)]  
 

Fig. A1. 20 
Münster Theatre Foyer (1953-1956) 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)]  

 
Fig. A1. 21 

Gelsenkirchen Theatre Foyer (1955-59) 
[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 

 
Fig. A1.22 

Gelsenkirchen Theatre Façade (1955-1959) sculpture by 
Robert Adams 

[Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2013)] 
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A2. Werner Ruhnau. The Play 

The Play 
W.R., Essen, August 1978 – March 1979 

 
I 

Everyday life processes are spiritualized with 
the game method. “The basic laws of the 

game, random and law, determine all events 
in the universe” (Manfred Eigen). According-
ly, this applies to creative activity: the rules 
of the game control the random, design is 

your winning. 
 
 

II 
Higher organized life primarily revolves 

around the following vital areas: 
 

The Sexual: procreating, being born, dying 
The Consummatory: eating, drinking, build-

ing 
The Governmental (-cratic): defending terri-

tory, etc. 
 

Life processes derived from these areas be-
come designed processes, when these are 
perceptibly charged with meaning. This is 

caused by the game. 
 

III 
The game method is characterized by: 

 
Determining topic, contents, participants 
Setting, delimiting, working out of venue, 

game time, game resources 
Designing the course of events by rules 

 
IV 

There are players, cheaters, spoilsports 
There are sacred games, gambling games, 
games of skill, fighting games, fun games 

 
V 

Artists give sense by acting upon the human 
organs of perception  

 
 

 
 

Das Spiel 
W.R., Essen, August 1978 – März 1979 

 
I 

Mit dem Verfahren des Spiels werden alltäg-
liche Lebensvorgänge vergeistigt. „Die 

Grundgesetze des Spiels, Zufall und Gesetz, 
bestimmen jegliches Geschehen im Univer-
sum“ (Manfred Eigen). Für schöpferisches 
Tun gilt entsprechend: Spielregeln steuern 
den Zufall, Gestaltung ist das Gewonnene. 

 
 

II 
Höher organisiertes Leben kreist im Wesent-

lichen um folgende Vitalbereiche: 
 

Sexueller: Zeugen, Geborenwerden, Sterben 
Konsumatorischer: Essen, Trinken, Bauen 

Kratischer: Revierverteidigen usw. 
 

Lebensvorgänge aus diesen Bereichen wer-
den zu gestalteten, wenn diese wahrnehmbar 

mit Sinn aufgeladen werden. Durch Spiel 
wird dies bewirkt. 

 
III 

Das Verfahren des Spiels ist gekennzeichnet 
durch: 

 
Bestimmen von Thema, Inhalt, Beteiligten 
Festlegen, Abgrenzen, Herausarbeiten von 

Spielort, Spielzeit, Spielmitteln 
Gestaltung des Verlaufs von Ereignissen 

durch Regeln 
 

IV 
Es gibt Spieler, Falschspieler, Spielverderber 
Es gibt heilige Spiele, Glückspiele, Geschick-

lichkeitsspiele, Kampfspiele, Spaβspiele 
 

V 
Künstler wirken sinngebend über die 
menschlichen Wahrnehmungsorgane 
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A3. Werner Ruhnau. From Experienced To Virtual Space 

From Experienced To Virtual Space 
 

Leg-work 
The visitor really experiences the space 

when walking through it, appreciating sen-
sually its size, its sound, its smell and what 

it looks like. 
 

Handcraft 
If this space is represented as a coloured 

model, the observer sees the model and can 
touch it; this requires an additional effort for 

his imagination which is even more chal-
lenged when this space is represented in a 

drawing, painted or filmed. 
 

Mouth-work 
If this space is only described, the reader or 
listener builds in the mind their own imma-

terial space. 
 

Fazit 
A corresponding loss of the real experience 
of space and social interaction is associated 
with progressive ‘immaterialisation’ from 

leg-work to handcraft to mouth-work. 
 

Culture is the way in which people set the 
rules to deal with each other and with 

Nature: play creates culture. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Translator's note: 
 
“Beinwerk” is not a German word but a pun invented 
by Ruhnau to describe the different kinds of “work” 
someone does to experience a space. He associates 
movement with the legs (leg-work), vision with the 
hand (handcraft) and thought with language, and there-
fore with the mouth (mouth-work). 
 
“Maulwerk” is in German a colloquial expression 
which means that you speak in a cheeky and irreverent 
way. Instead of “Maulwerk” he could have used 
“Mundwerk”, which is a softer expression with the 
same meaning. In this sense, it shows a manner which 
has to do with Ruhnau’s personality and an irreverent 
way of speaking about architecture.Ruhnau employs it 
in the sense of using your tongue to describe a space, 
giving it a certain undertone of derogatoriness which 
indicates that he prefers “Beinwerk” to “Maulwerk”. 

Vom erlebten zum virtuellen Raum 
 

Beinwerk 
Beim Durchschreiten erlebt der Besucher 

real den Raum, nimmt sinnlich seine Größe 
war, seinen Klang, Geruch und wie er aus-

sieht. 
 

Handwerk 
Wird dieser Raum als farbiges Modell vor-
gelegt, so sieht der Betrachter das Modell 

und könnte es abtasten; zur Ergänzung benö-
tigt er sein Vorstellungsvermögen. 

Dieses wird noch mehr gefordert, wenn ihm 
dieser Raum gezeichnet, gemalt oder gefilmt 

vorgeführt wird. 
 

Maulwerk 
Wird dieser Raum nur beschrieben, entsteht 

in Gedanken beim Leser oder Hörer ein 
eigener inmaterieller Raum. 

 
Fazit 

Mit fortschreitender „Immaterialisierung“ 
von Bein- über Hand- zu Mund-Werk geht 
ein entsprechender Verlust des realen Erle-
bens von Raum und sozialem Miteinander 

einher. 
 

Kultur ist die Art und Weise, wie die 
Menschen ihren Umgang miteinander 

und mit der Natur regeln: Im Spiel ent-
steht Kultur 
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In Memoriam 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. A1. 23 
Werner Ruhnau during the visit to the Münster Theatre, 
on 10th May, 2014 [Photo © Izabela Wieczorek (2014)] 
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* 
 

My photographs are a mixed batch, mostly taken on the 

run. Yet, if I can open your eyes a little bit wider than their 

accustomed aperture (...), you will look at your environ-

ment with a more critical awareness.  

 

Bernard Rudofsky 
Quoted in  (Platzer 2007, 35)
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