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Khosro Daneshjoo: Associate Professor, Department of Architecture, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.

Extended abstract

Introduction: Phenomenology, as a philosophical and qualitative approach, emphasizes the significance of
lived experience and embodied perception in understanding the built environment. Within architecture, this
perspective has foregrounded concepts such as multi-sensory engagement, memory, atmosphere, and the
sense of dwelling. In line with these philosophical foundations, three contemporary architects—Peter
Zumthor, Juhani Pallasmaa, and Steven Holl—have offered notable interpretations of “place” grounded in
phenomenological thinking. This study aims to comparatively examine how each architect conceptualizes
the notion of place, focusing on their distinctive emphases, such as silence and materiality (Zumthor), multi-
sensory perception (Pallasmaa), and parallax and temporality (Holl). By investigating their theoretical
positions and design works, the study seeks to clarify the shared principles and divergent strategies that
emerge from a phenomenological stance toward architecture.

Methodology: This research employs a qualitative-interpretative methodology rooted in phenomenological
inquiry. Initially, a literature review was conducted, exploring philosophical texts by Husserl, Heidegger,
Merleau-Ponty, and Bachelard to establish the conceptual framework of place as an embodied and memory-
laden phenomenon. Subsequently, theoretical writings, lectures, and selected architectural projects by
Zumthor, Pallasmaa, and Holl were examined through content analysis. Key themes—including silence,
atmosphere, tactile perception, and temporality—were coded and compared to reveal both common and
unique threads in their approach to design. A comparative matrix was then developed, mapping the
architects’ conceptual priorities, use of materials and sensory elements, and their respective interpretations
of user experience. This multi-level analysis facilitated the triangulation of data from primary sources (the
architects’ own texts) and secondary commentaries (critical and scholarly works), enhancing the reliability
and depth of the findings.
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Results: The findings suggest that, despite noticeable differences in aesthetic style and form-making, all
three architects treat architecture as an existential event rather than a mere functional or aesthetic object.
Zumthor’s work underscores the interplay between silence, materiality, and sensory recall—his designs
invoke a “quiet beauty” that resonates through carefully chosen materials and subtle lighting. Pallasmaa, on
the other hand, critiques the hegemony of vision in Western culture, urging an emphasis on touch, hearing,
and smell to foster an authentic engagement with architecture. Holl brings forward the concept of parallax,
advocating for an architecture that unfolds through movement and shifting perspectives, enhanced by
nuanced interplay of natural light and color. Taken together, these architects demonstrate how
phenomenological themes—body, memory, time, and atmosphere—can be integrated into design practice
to cultivate profound connections between users and their environment.

Conclusion: This comparative analysis reveals that phenomenological architecture, as articulated by
Zumthor, Pallasmaa, and Holl, goes beyond conventional notions of form and function. Each architect,
grounded in a philosophical understanding of embodied experience, leverages multi-sensory engagement to
orchestrate spaces that resonate with users on cognitive, emotional, and spiritual levels. The research
underscores that a phenomenological orientation not only has the capacity to enrich architectural theory but
also offers a practical design ethos oriented toward human-centered experiences. In closing, the study
suggests that embracing phenomenological concepts—such as embodiment, atmosphere, and temporality—
can inform more profound architectural solutions that respect cultural contexts, enrich user experience, and
deepen our collective sense of place.

Key words: Phenomenology, Quality of Place, Peter Zumthor, Juhani Pallasmaa, Steven Holl
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