the eyes of the skin architecture and
the senses

The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses delve into the intricate
relationship between our sensory perceptions and the built environment. This
phrase, coined by the Finnish architect Juhani Pallasmaa, emphasizes the
importance of sensory experience in architecture, particularly the role of
touch and skin as it relates to spatial awareness and emotional connection.
In an era increasingly dominated by visual stimuli, Pallasmaa’s notion
invites us to reconsider how we engage with our surroundings beyond mere
sight. This article explores the interplay between architecture and the
senses, focusing on how our experiences shape our understanding of space and
place.

Understanding Sensory Architecture

Architecture is not merely a visual art; it is a multi-sensory experience
that affects how we perceive and inhabit a space. Each sense contributes to
our understanding of the environment:

1. Sight

Sight is often considered the primary sense in relation to architecture. The
visual elements of a building—its form, color, texture, and light—play a
crucial role in how we interpret and appreciate a space.

- Form and Structure: The shape of a building can evoke feelings of
stability, fluidity, or chaos. For instance, the sharp angles of a modern
skyscraper may convey a sense of ambition, while the curves of a Gothic
cathedral can evoke feelings of nostalgia and reverence.

— Color: Colors can significantly influence mood and perception. Warm colors
may create an inviting atmosphere, while cooler shades can evoke calmness.

— Light: Natural light is vital in architecture, impacting not only
visibility but also the emotional resonance of a space. Consider how the
interplay of light and shadow can transform an environment throughout the
day.

2. Touch

Touch is often overlooked in architectural design but is integral to the
sensory experience of a space. The texture of materials—wood, stone,
glass—can evoke different feelings and responses.

— Materiality: The choice of materials influences not Jjust the aesthetic
appeal but also the tactile experience. Rough surfaces may create a sense of
ruggedness, while smooth finishes can feel polished and inviting.

— Temperature: The thermal properties of materials affect comfort levels. For
example, stone can feel cold, while wood can provide warmth, influencing how
we physically interact with a space.



3. Sound

Sound is an often-neglected aspect of architecture, yet it plays a crucial
role in how we experience a space.

— Acoustics: The design of a building can either amplify or muffle sound. For
instance, an auditorium is designed to enhance sound, while a library is
structured to minimize noise.

— Ambient Sounds: The natural sounds of a location—birds chirping, wind
rustling—can enhance the sensory experience and create a deeper connection to
the environment.

4. Smell

The olfactory sense is powerful and can evoke memories and emotions
associated with particular places.

— Material Choices: The scent of wood, fresh paint, or even concrete can
influence how we feel about a space. Architects can incorporate smells into
their designs through material selections and landscaping.

— Environmental Context: The scents of a surrounding area—like the aroma of
blooming flowers or the salty air of the ocean—can profoundly impact our
perception of a building.

5. Taste

While taste might seem peripheral in the context of architecture, it can be
significant in certain environments, particularly those related to food and
hospitality.

— Culinary Spaces: Restaurants and cafes often rely on the interplay of
architecture and sensory experience. The layout, lighting, and even the scent
of food can enhance the overall dining experience.

— Cultural Influences: Architecture can reflect cultural tastes and
preferences, influencing how food is perceived and enjoyed in various
contexts.

The Role of the Body in Architecture

Our bodies play a vital role in how we experience architecture. The
embodiment of space through physical movement and interaction is essential to
understanding our surroundings.

1. Movement and Flow

The way we move through a space is critical to our experience. Architects
must consider circulation routes, pathways, and transitions between different
areas.

- Spatial Organization: The arrangement of spaces can facilitate or hinder



movement, impacting how we interact with the environment. Open layouts may
promote flow and connection, while closed-off spaces can create feelings of
confinement.

— Height and Scale: The verticality of a space can influence how we perceive
it. High ceilings can create a sense of grandeur, while low ceilings may feel
intimate.

2. Proximity and Distance

The relationship between individuals and their environment is also shaped by
the distance between objects and spaces.

- Intimacy: Closer proximity can enhance feelings of connection, while
greater distances can evoke isolation. Architects must carefully consider how
these distances affect social interaction and personal experiences.

— Territoriality: The way spaces are delineated can influence feelings of
ownership and belonging. Thoughtful design can create a sense of community
and shared space.

Integrating the Senses in Architectural Design

The challenge for architects 1s to create spaces that engage multiple senses
simultaneously, fostering a richer experience for occupants.

1. Multi-Sensory Environments

Designing for multiple senses involves a holistic approach that considers how
each element interacts with others.

— Incorporating Nature: Biophilic design, which integrates natural elements
into architecture, can stimulate the senses and enhance well-being. This
includes features like natural light, water elements, and vegetation.

- Interactive Elements: Incorporating elements that invite touch, sound, and
even scent can create more engaging environments. For example, textured
walls, water features, or scented gardens can enhance sensory experience.

2. Cultural Context and Sensory Experience

Architecture must also consider cultural context, as sensory experiences can
vary widely across different cultures.

- Local Materials: Using local materials can create a sense of place and
connection, evoking memories and emotions tied to the local environment.

— Cultural Practices: Understanding how different cultures engage their
senses can inform design decisions, ensuring that spaces resonate with the
intended audience.



Conclusion

The eyes of the skin remind us that architecture is not only about what we
see but also about what we feel, hear, smell, and even taste. By embracing a
multi-sensory approach, architects can create spaces that foster deeper
connections between people and their environments. As we move forward in the
field of architecture, it is essential to recognize the integral role of our
senses in shaping our experiences and perceptions. Ultimately, architecture
that engages all the senses will create more profound, meaningful, and
lasting connections to the spaces we inhabit.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the design of a building influence our
sensory perception?

The design of a building affects our sensory perception by utilizing elements
such as light, texture, and space, which can evoke emotions and influence our
experience of the environment.

What role do materials play in the sensory experience
of architecture?

Materials contribute to the sensory experience by providing tactile feedback,
visual appeal, and acoustic properties, which together create a holistic
experience of the space.

In what ways can architecture enhance our connection
to nature?

Architecture can enhance our connection to nature by incorporating natural
light, green spaces, and views of the outdoors, fostering a sense of
tranquility and well-being.

How can color in architecture affect mood and
perception?

Color can significantly affect mood and perception; for instance, warm colors
can create a sense of warmth and comfort, while cool colors can evoke
calmness and relaxation.

What is the concept of 'sensory architecture'?

Sensory architecture refers to designs that engage multiple senses to create
a more immersive and meaningful experience for users, often incorporating
sound, light, and texture.

How does lighting design impact our sensory



experience in buildings?

Lighting design impacts our sensory experience by shaping the atmosphere of a
space, influencing how we perceive colors and materials, and affecting our
emotional response.

Can architecture be designed to accommodate all five
senses?

Yes, architecture can be designed to accommodate all five senses by
integrating elements that engage sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell,
creating a multi-dimensional experience.

What is biophilic design and how does it relate to
the senses?

Biophilic design focuses on incorporating natural elements into architecture
to enhance well-being, which relates to the senses by promoting visual and
tactile connections to nature.

How do cultural differences influence sensory
experiences in architecture?

Cultural differences influence sensory experiences in architecture through
varying aesthetic preferences, material choices, and spatial organization,
which shape how individuals perceive and interact with spaces.
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