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DDR STATEMENT
The starting point of this doctoral research was a specific problem that I have 
encountered in my practice of residential architecture design. I have noticed that 
the design process becomes more and more optimised in terms of bureaucratic 
efficiency but becomes less and less immersive regarding the moments of imaginary 
inhabitation of the conceived spaces. For that reason, not the design result but rather 
the design process itself and in particular its phenomenological aspect is the subject 
of the research. Because it is grounded in Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology of the 
body the research uses the interdisciplinary methods of dance improvisation and of 
architectural ideation and representation—such as verbal scores for the facilitation 
of the bodily and attentional movement; formats of spoken and written experience 
protocol; and transmedia formats of spatial representation (text into drawing or text 
into movement or text into mental imagination). These methods set the frame for 
iterative trials which aim at the facilitation of an immersive spatial experience or 
imagination. The results of such short trials (5-45 minutes) are then weaved back into 
architectural theory (such as Empathy Theory and Bachelard’s Phenomenology of 
Imagination) and into my own theorisation of the design process. Finally, the scores 
for the following trials are adjusted so that the facilitated spatial experiences exist 
not only in the naive, subjective reality but also in the intersubjective, intellectual 
discourse. These adjustments aim at finding diverse application possibilities of this 
experiential tool—the technique of somatic spatial inquiry within the design process 
as a whole. The tool is developed individually by the researcher and tested with 
architecture students and peers.

ABSTRACT 
The dominant design practices are sometimes described as disembodied and 
superficial. (cf. Pallasmaa, Perez-Gomez) How can this philosophical critique become 
constructive on the practical level? The paper presents one recent experiment—an 
attempt of the re-embodiment of the design practice through the practice of conscious 
movement. It draws the participants’ attention and judgment to the embodied aspects 
of composition—such as the responsive and expansive, respectively contractive 
feeling (cf. Vischer) which seem to be common for both improvisational practices. 
The paper presents then the development of the research hypothesis and questions: 
Does the bodily sensitisation of the designer lead to more immersive design practice 
and better design results? How can such a sensitising movement practice be 
tested in architectural educational context? Can the practice of making conscious 
movement choices also support making the design decisions— being sensitive but 
also decisive? And finally, what might be the objective impact on the design practice 

and its assessment criteria?



 

The problems of some dominant design practices have been described as 
disembodied, superficial, and mechanistic. (cf. Pallasmaa, Perez-Gomez) This 
research tries to face them by posing the questions: How can we facilitate design 
practices that are more bodily immersive? And, can bodily sensitisation of the 
designer improve the design results? Although there are architectural theories that 
address the body as constitutional of the space experience, they are often too general 
and lack pragmatism. This research closes that knowledge gap by drawing from the 
discipline of somatic movement education. (1) The translation of movement practices 
into practices of spatial perception and imagination and into spatial composition and 
design constitutes the core of the research methodology. This presentation begins 
with an excerpt from the recent practice in order to give an implicit sense of it. Then, 
its bigger context and the retrospect of the research hypothesis will conclude the 
presentation.   
The current practice is briefly a sequence of sensing one’s own bodily self, then 
sensing the direct environment and then observing the reciprocal interactions that 
implicitly occur—a classical somatic movement education approach. Over time, the 
sensations usually deepen into feelings and spatial imaginations and thus the 
movement practice seems to be a textbook example of Vischer’s empathy aesthetics, 
in which sensing + imagination = feeling. (2) The movement improvisation is followed 
by the drawing improvisation, in which, despite being focussed on drawing lines and 
their composition, the bodily aspects of seeing, changing perspectives on the paper 
and feeling the illusionary depth of the flat drawing, are also present. (3) The analysis 
of this experiment aimed at clarifying, which aspects of the composition which derive 
directly from the aspects of embodiment and if they are objectively distinguishable.  
 
The following score is a reception score dedicated to two compositions from the 
drawing experiments. It is not the initial movement score, but one focussing only on 
the aspects of embodiment and composition which occurred in both, the movement 
and the drawing improvisation. The score begins with sensing one’s own bodily self—
a classical dance practice from Steve Paxton. (4) 
 
  

Stand up, shut your eyes. 
 

‘This is standing. 
 

Let your butt be heavy, 
relax the internal organs 

down into the bowl of the pelvis. 
 

Breathe easy. 
 

Feel the weight of your arms. 
 

Feel the spine rising through the 
shoulders 

and up to support the skull. 
 

At this center of standing, 
you observe some small movements. 

I call this The Small Dance. 
 

This seems to be a reflexive action, 
especially around the joints, 

to keep you upright even though 
you're very relaxed. 

 
You could decide to fall, 

but not yet. 
 

You're watching yourself stand. 
 

Easy breathing. 
 

Shoulder blades heavy, 
buttocks heavy. 

Feel the breathing. 
 

Let the organs down into the bowl of the 
pelvis, 

Let the spine rise to support the skull. 
In the direction that your arms are 

hanging, 

 

without changing that direction, 
do the smallest stretch that you can 

feel. 
 

Release it. [...]’  (4) 
 

How does this resistance of your body 
against the gravity feel like? 

Is it different from  
being that resistance yourself? 
How does it feel to be located  

exactly at this standpoint, in this body? 
What kind of space does this inward 

perspective reveal? (cf. 3) 
What is your bodily response  

to that space? (cf. 2) 
 

Now, draw with your fingertips some 
horizontal lines in front of you. 

What is your bodily response to this 
imagination? How does it feel like? 

And now,  
imagine being in a vast space.  

And picture the line of the horizon. 
What is your bodily response to this 
imagination? How does it feel like? 

What is the difference? 
 

 
Open your eyes and see the drawing. 
Do you see a line within your grasp?  

Or the line of the horizon? 
Does your body respond to it like to a 

line within your grasp?  
Or like to the line of the horizon? 

Which perspective of the imaginary 
observer does the drawing suggest? 
Which standpoint of the imaginary 

observer does it suggest? 
Where do you identify yourself,  

in front of the drawing,  
or within it? (cf. 3) 

 
Close your eyes again 

 and sense the standing. 
And imagine standing at the edge 

 of a vast and deep abyss. 
Extend your attention 

 into that space underneath you. 
What is your bodily response  

to this imagination?  
How does it feel like? 

 
  



 

And now,  
imagine the vast air above you.  

Over there, high in the atmosphere, 
picture some lines. 

Extend your attention  
into that space above you. 

 
What is your bodily response to this 

imagination?  
How does it feel like? 

What is the difference? 
 
 
 

Open your eyes and see the drawing. 
Do you see the space above you? Or 

the space underneath you? 
 

Does your body respond to it like to the 
space above? Or like to the space 

underneath? 
Which perspective of the imaginary 

observer does the drawing suggest? 
Which standpoint of the imaginary 

observer does it suggest? 
Where do you identify yourself, in front 

of the drawing, or within it? 

These experiments demonstrate that three major aspects of embodiment—‘self-
identification, self-location, and the first-person perspective’ (3) as well as the 
responsive feeling and expansive, respectively contractive feeling (2) play a role in 
movement, drawing and reception practices. In each of these practices, the imagined 
forms and spaces seem to cue a specific, although (multi-)stable bodily feeling. But 
how can the bodily feeling become an instrumental, enactive template for the spatial 
interpretation? Can the ability of wilful induction or imitation of such feeling during the 
drawing practice help avoiding the uncontrolled shifts of the perspectival 
appearance? Or to directly externalise an inner imagination, to speak with Vischer? 
Finding these meaningful continuities of bodily form and object form, of attentional 
actions aims at pinpointing the relevance of the movement practice for the 
composition practice and defining the experimental settings in which they might be 
observed, verified and learned. 

 

What has led to these specific experiments? The previously stated problems of the 
dominant design practices—being superficial, mechanistic and disembodied, also 
correspond with the experience of the researcher, in which their architectural design 
practice seemed to be deprived of sensory interactions and immersions, especially 
compared to their experiences from the dance practice. Here arose the questions: By 
what means could architectural practice become more bodily immersive? Could such 
altered bodily state and the sensory sensitisation of the designer improve the design 
results? Or would such  contemplative aestheticisation of the practice remain the end 
in itself? And, what kind of spatial phenomena could be possibly addressed by such 
practice? It is widely acknowledged that the perception of architectural spaces is an 
implicit, sensory-motor process, driven by human movement (5). Then could the 
documentation of the immersive spatial experiences within specific movement 
practices yield a taxonomy of bodily spatial phenomena? That was the hypothesis. 
The explication of implicit spatial experiences was expected to help to address them 
in the design process and thus to inform the design results. Immediately, practical 
questions arose, for although there is a well-established tradition of embodiment 
philosophy within the architectural theory, it lacks pragmatism. What movement 
practices exactly should be investigated? The methods of somatic movement 
education and postmodern dance have been chosen because of their own 
theorisation of space (cf. developmental movement patterns in Cohen) and spatial 
composition (cf. extending kinesphere in Stark Smith) and their impressional, 
contemplative character. While initially, the research consisted of practical trying-out 
and concurrent review of the architectural literature, soon the parallels in both 
became striking. Especially, the reading of Bachelard’s Poetics of Space, through the 
lens of somatic movement, emerged as a productive research method. (6) Such 
translation of literary evocative spatial images into practices of spatial imagination 
through bodily movement yielded a preliminary taxonomy of bodily spatial 
phenomena, besides embedding the movement practice within the architectural 
theory. Initially, the practices have been tested through individual movement 
explorations. This initial research has been reflected with the conclusion that it is still 
unclear whether the sensory immersion of the designer in the interactions with the 
environment might affect the design process and result. But it became palpable which 
spatial phenomena might these immersions address and how. The further testing has 
been planned as an educational progression of the practices of: embodying internal 
space > embodying external space > and architectural daydreaming. 
The next phase of the research, in which the hypothesis was going to be tested with 
architecture students posed new questions. How can the anti-authoritarian, informal 
learning, which somatic movement education aspires to be (7), yield formally 
distinguishable results? How to facilitate open-ended creative processes, which 
however deliver desirable and distinct results? Can such a process result in a method 
of architectural design? According to the hypothesis, the practice should be primarily 
directed towards the uncategorised (cf. Stark Smith), towards the non-habitual (cf. 
ISMETA) in order to access the implicit bodily spatial phenomena and to explicate 
them. The rigour of the perception practice was expected to open the participants to 
new perceptions, imaginations and thus address these phenomena more accurately 
in the design process and thus yield novel design results. The translation as the 
research method was used to conceive movement informed design seminar and 
class scenarios. It included adapting the movement practices from personal 
explorations as well as established post-modern dance practices to the needs of the 
classes. Throughout the semester the testing of the hypothesis and of the method 
had mainly explorative character. Particularly, while initially it was planned to 
progress the movement practices towards the composition practice within actual 



 

improvised dance sessions, it became apparent that the minimalist, pedestrian post-
modern dance practices (cf. Paxton, Dilley, Little) are more amenable for the students 
and still complex enough for the study of the associated spatial phenomena. The last 
three weeks of the semester were devoted to the design task in which the students 
were expected to independently apply the experiences from the whole semester to 
design an intimate place in the public space. Reflecting the results, which have been 
documented through students’ drawings and journal notes, the design processes 
seemed indeed more sensory engaging and phenomenologically intense than usual 
but the design results were too diverse to be easily classifiable. The approach 
seemed to strengthen the descriptive design thinking, rather than the constructive 
one. One work, moreover, which transgressed the design task, displayed the 
exceptional performative spatial thinking. Concluding, the movement informed 
imagination practices induced visions of new spaces, but did not result in students’ 
concrete design-decisions, not to mention a design method.  

 
This led to new questions: How can somatic movement, as an emancipatory practise, 
support not only the making of the movement choices (8) but also the design 
decisions? How can it, as the practice of raising one’s bodily awareness, support 
being sensitive as well as decisive? And could such a critical somatic approach serve 
as a design tool? The hypothetical solution was conceived as a progressive practice 
of articulating one’s own attention (cf. Little), followed by the bodily articulation of the 
felt preference or disfavour of a spatial phenomenon (cf. Cohen and Vischer), then 
the articulation of one’s own movement and gestures, and then the articulation of 
architectural structures. According to this model new exercises have been 
developed—this time, less concerned with the documentation of existing architectural 
spaces, instead focused on bodily and imaginary immersion and the immersive 
aspect of drawing architectural plans. It was an attempt of translating into movement 
practices the insights from environmental psychology regarding human evolutionary 
spatial behaviour (cf. Ellard) and stress-causing spaces (cf. Adli). For that purpose 
further practices of post-modern dance (cf. Shelton Mann, Little), modern dance (cf. 
Whitehouse), and environmental somatics (cf. Münker) have been adapted. The 
practices have been tested exploratively by the researcher themself and then by the 
students. This time the design task was less open and the design process semi-
facilitated by the researcher with the aim of testing its efficacy. Overall, the tests have 
demonstrated that this approach indeed yields designs more articulated than in the 
previous experiments, however, the design results were bare executions of the task, 
without the transgressive or novel qualities. It also became clear that the lack of 
objective design assessment criteria hampered the efficacy testing and impeded the 
instrumental function and the optimisation of such a design tool. 
Currently, the research focuses on the question, what are the most fundamental tasks 
or abilities through which the subjective process of the designer becomes an 
objective design result. That is, which aspects of the embodiment are constitutive for 

 

the composition and form? Which objective criteria or methods can be used for the 
assessment of such results? And, what relevance of such embodied composition 
practice remains for the design practice? Accordingly, the investigation had to be 
narrowed from the design process to the composition process and again from the 
composition process to the moments of composing. The hypothesis is that these 
constitutive moments can be identified through the somatic re-reading of empathy 
aesthetics, which, being fine art theory, describes the processes constitutive of spatial 
composition and form more precise than the dance literature, which despite being 
more pragmatic, describes rather the processes constitutive of the performative 
spaces and of the subject themself. Composition experiments based on such 
translation can be potentially conducted in simpler, controlled settings, in which, also 
the open-ended tasks and the result-oriented ones should be clearly distinguished.  
In this way, the empathy aesthetics became the core of the final stage of the research.  
 

 
Currently, it is being translated into experiential theory—that is the body of text 
containing Vischer’s, Schmarsow’s and Wöllflin’s main arguments and a set of short 
practices bringing the examples used by them into life. Admittedly, the resulting 
theoretical-practical knowledge might be punctual and atomised and thus not directly 
applicable to the architectural design, nevertheless it might be easier verifiable by the 
experimental psychology research methods. The first exploratory tests of this 
approach have been presented today. After further specification and optimisation, it 
will be tested with groups of students and architects, as an embodied design 
interface.  
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Fig. 1, 2: Drawing improvisations. Fig. 3, 4: Movement improvisations. All images © author.  


