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 Body/
 

 The body’s subjective experience in architecture 

can generate a variety of reactions. The phenomenological 

perceptions of the body allow human ecologies to be that 

of our own accord. We are able to mould and form space 

in ways only know to our intelligent species. Architecture is 

a primary consideration in this regard. Architects strive to 

intervene in space and improve it. By doing so, architects 

must consider the phenomenological aspects of the body’s 

experience in space. Steven Holl is an architect who supports 

these hypotheses through his writings and his professional 

practice. This case study will analyze the phenomenological 

body in space through the architecture of the Kiasma 

Museum of Contemporary Art in Helsinki, Finland. Through 

consideration of the interior and exterior conditions of the 

Kiasma Museum, this case study will identify attempts by 

the architect to engage in the creation of phenomenological 

qualities with the body in space, and the symbiotic subjective 

experience. 

 In his book, Urbanisms: Working with Doubt, Holl 

writes particularly about the architect’s purpose bound to 

creation of phenomenology, and how phenomenological 

characteristics can determine the qualities of setting. Holl’s 

supposition reflects the theoretical thinking present in 

Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, where the 

body in space is understood through a relational subjectivity. 

Merleau-Ponty writes, “To be a body, is to be tied to a 

certain world, as we have seen; our body is not primarily 

in space: it is of it.” In elaborating on the affect of this 

phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty states, “There exists an 

affective presence and enlargement for which objective 

spatiality is not a sufficient condition.” This is to suggest 

that, in architecture, phenomenology is able to generate a 

subjective experience for the body in space, and that there 

must be some elemental quality that affects the body beyond 

objective reality. Holl’s architecture, or more precisely, his 

intent, reaches to achieve this affective presence. As a 

starting point for analysis, the exterior conditions of the 

Kiasma Museum are poetic in their subtle differentiation 

and geometric continuity. The lines and edges seem to 

Affect/ing/ed Body in Kiasma Museum Plaza /

the architecture becomes the generator for 

phenomenology in the bodily spatial construct, while 

similarly acting as am affecting body.
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be vectors moving through the spatial construct. The 

architecture clearly defines the limits of the space with strong 

and clean massing. This language speaks as a body and 

becomes affective. The subjective experience of the body 

is transformed through habitation, as Vidler’s anecdote on 

Councillor Krespel, from Unhomely Homes, would reflect. 

 The way in which the Kiasma Museum influences 

the body in space with phenomenological characteristics is 

similar to that of Freud’s discussion in his paper Creative 

Writers and Day-Dreaming. Freud credits the writer for 

creating enjoyment through an imaginative process by which 

the reader is afforded “the character of a fore-pleasure,” 

which precedes the “liberation of tension in our minds.” 

Holl is the poet, affording the body the fore-pleasure of 

form and function. Then it is the architecture that leads 

the body through a series of imagined graduating volumes, 

setting the body within inclines and enclosing space, the 

phenomenological aspects creating enjoyment through 

variation. 

 

 Holl not only aims to affect the realization of bodies 

in space, but modifies and informs the architecture as a 

phenomenological body in space. By proposing the extension 

of Töölö Bay, and integrating the water with the architecture, 

Holl creates a bodily extension. Again, the architecture 

references Merleau-Ponty’s seminal argument for the blind 

man and his cane, where the cane is a phenomenological 

extension of the body’s spatial construct. By extending the 

bay, Holl can successfully extend the architectural body, what 

Merleau-Ponty calls “a bodily auxilliary, an extension of the 

bodily synthesis.” The extension generates a relationship 

between the visual and tactile portions of the body; the 

architecture both sees and touches the bay. To this end, 

Holl is successful in creating a symbiosis; unfortunately the 

extension of the bay was not included in the final realization.

Töölö Bay, Extension of Architectural Body/

the architecture and water cross, creating a chiasma that would extend through the 

subjective experience of the body, linking the building to Helsinki’s Töölö Bay. 
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 The phenomenal qualities of Holl’s Kiasma Museum are relevant to Peter Eisenman’s essay Visions Unfolding: 

Architecture in the Age of Electronic Media. Because Eisenman’s work deals with the vision of the body, and how the body 

may be affected through vision, he speaks of phenomenal characteristics generated through the folding of space, or more 

literally, the way in which form becomes the architectural body and defines spatial relationships. Holl’s Kiasma Museum 

offers pertinent examples of this, particularly the interior gallery conditions. The galleries fold space in a gentle curvilinear 

fashion, with openings to daylight above, affecting the space with an ephemeral quality. The main circulation axis bends 

around corners at such a slight degree, but to leave small portions of detail out of view just enough to create mystery. 

Of these types of folded space, Eisenman highlights their ability to engage in the object and subjective, from effective to 

affective: 

 

Gallery, Folding Space 1/

The body comes to be affected by the  subtle folding, and the 

realization of the subjective beyond the rationalization of space.

Gallery, Folding Space 2/

Reinforcing vision, organizing space and defining the 

relationship between subject and object.
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 Folding changes the traditional space of vision. That is, it can be considered to be effective, it functions, it shelters, it is meaningful, 

it frames, it is aesthetic. Folding also constitutes a move from effective to affective space. Folding is not another subject expressionism, a 

promiscuity, but rather unfolds in space alongside of its functioning and its meaning in space - it had what might be called an excessive 

condition or affect. Folding is a type of affective space which concerns those aspects that are not associated with the effective, that are more 

than reason, meaning and function.

 Holl’s folded spaces are at once affective, informing the body of volume and spatial quality, and what Eisenman 

designates “looking-back.” They reach beyond the rationalization of space, no longer a citation of traditional construct. 

 The experiential and phenomenal qualities of Steven Holl’s architecture cannot go unnoticed. It is clear through 

careful analysis of his formed space that the bodily relationship is a priority. His writings further clarify his intentions; Holl 

writes, “if modern medicine has finally acknowledged the power of the psyche as a factor in physical health, perhaps urban 

planners may realize that the experiential and phenomenal power of cities cannot be completely rationalized and must be 

studied subjectively.” Holl’s views are embedded in his architecture, that which is of body and mind, in the generation of 

the phenomenological qualities we all can appreciate.


