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Where are you right now? At this very moment, what do you touch, smell, 
taste, hear and see? Are the sounds around you distracting or pleasing? What 
about the light? Is it soft or harsh? And the air? Is it moving or is it stale? Do 
you want to breathe it, to bring it inside your body? How you are has very 
much to do with where you are and with the particularities of  your situation. 
This is so obvious that we take it for granted—but let us pause for a moment 
to notice what is so very ordinary. Consider the daily experience of  light: the 
light that makes its way through your window not only warms your skin, 
it expands the space around you, making both it and you feel a little larger. 
The light shifts your mood and regulates your hormone levels, tuning your 
body to seasonal and cosmic rhythms. The light not only enters your space, it 
enters your imagination, unveiling the hidden, inviting you to trace its path. 
Without your awareness, your mind begins to fill in the shadows the light has 
brought newly into relief. The light carries your mind along with it, tugging 
your attention towards the opening, tempting you to seek the source of  this 
sure and quiet power. In this instance, is it clear where your mind is? Is it in 
your body, in the window or travelling along with the light? What is outside 
and what is in? Is it clear where you end and the world begins? 

When asked where the mind is, the philosopher John Dewey said if  he had 
to locate it anywhere, he would locate it in the situation.1 And he used this 
word in its original sense. The verb situate is rooted in the words ‘to settle, to 
dwell, to be at home.’ If  it seems difficult to imagine your mind being situated 
in a place that is technically on the other side of  your skin, think for a moment 
again about where you are sited at this moment—your position, your posture. 
The way you are seated right now releases a cascade of  physiological shifts in 
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your body; every gesture has its chemical signature that conditions how you 
feel. And how you feel influences how you think, directs what you notice and 
ultimately contributes to what you do. So, again, is your mind located in your 
skull, in the nervous bundle housed inside your spinal cord, in the arch of 
your posture, in the back of  the chair that supports that arch, in the ground 
that supports the chair—or does it thread through all of  these? 

Something as simple as experiencing light or positioning your body has 
important implications for design, whose full import requires that we “not 
take for granted that life exists more fully in what is commonly thought big 
than in what is commonly thought small,”2 as Virginia Woolf  insisted. To 
fully acknowledge the untapped potential of  what is so seemingly humble 
and patently mundane means reevaluating what is appropriate to the endur-
ing practice of  architecture. All of  our actions are interactions. Our actions do 
not take place in isolation but are influenced and modulated by our situation. 
“The use of  typical situations as a primary vehicle of  design is a new depar-
ture towards an approach that may be best described as situational or as a new 
poetics of  architecture,” wrote Dalibor Vesely. And the proposition of  using 
typical situations as the basis of  a new design approach is more remarkable 
than it might initially seem. We now know that our movements and postures 
shape the way we think and feel, and that these movements are afforded by 
concrete situations. Changing the variables of  the situation means changing 
our possible movements and actions. If each of our movements elicits subtle 
but cumulative shifts and gauges the way we engage in our lives, imagine the 
impact that the compounding of  those changes might have on our moods, 
behaviours and cultural habits. Our buildings structure, choreograph and 
sediment our actions to materialise our collective cultural values and social 
practices. Yet we architects, intoxicated with our grand schemes and over-
arching plans, have missed the radical potential of  what is commonly thought 
small. 

Almost 20 years ago, Vesely clearly articulated the corrective to this 
neglect: “Restoring the practical nature of  situations as a primary vehicle of 
design enables us to move away from inconclusive play with abstract form 
and functions.”3 This directive subjects the broadly misinterpreted dictum 
‘form follows function’ to a new level of  rigour. Once detached from the 
concrete fabric of  practical life, form was hollowed of  meaning and fetishised 
as an end in itself  while function was split from its raison-d’être in the body 
and relegated to the domain of  technological manipulation. Architects’ fas-
cination with games of  abstraction is symptomatic of  the same conceptual 
errors that mired disciplines in the humanities and natural sciences in fruitless 
debates pitting mind over matter and nature versus nurture. Yet such disputes 
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have since been laid to rest. New insights in the cognitive and neurosciences 
have collapsed the lines traditionally drawn between the natural sciences and 
the humanities, grounding them both in “corporeal matters of  fact.”4 Finally 
giving the body its due has shifted the worn ‘I think, therefore I am’ that privi-
leged the mind over the body to the engaged ‘I can, therefore I am’—locating 
intelligence in the mutual interaction between body, mind and world. Restor-
ing the practical nature of  situations means coming to terms with the full 
implications of the fact that “inhabited space transcends geometric space,”5 

as Bachelard insisted. The space beyond our skin is a field of  possibility— 
tempered and conditioned by the possibilities it affords for action. Indeed, 
architectural space is the matrix of  situated human action long before it is 
structured geometrically. It is finally time to accept that architecture is not 
merely a testing ground for novel forms or arbitrary theories but is and has 
always been the very fabric of  human becoming. 

Architecture’s Resistance 

Though its humanist role has been obscured over the course of  the last two 
centuries, in the long haul of  human development, architecture has undoubt-
edly served as the topological and corporeal ground of interpersonal, cul-
tural and social practices. Here again, let us consider what is most mundane, 
what is most common to human experience: we are born of  the body and we 
are born incomplete. The fact that the way we move—that we walk upright— 
had the combined cause and consequence that we are born before we are 
physiologically prepared and so must complete the last quarter of  our gesta-
tion outside the womb. Our utter dependence on our surroundings is without 
parallel in the natural world: most mammals can run, walk and swim within 
hours of  their arrival into the world. While they are protected from their 
surroundings through the thickness of  their skin, our very survival depends 
on the receptivity and fragility of  ours. Our nervous system wraps us outside 
and in, and our life depends on the sensitivity and integrity of  the succession 
of  envelopes in which we are surrounded. This nascent vulnerability—the 
fact that we simply cannot exist outside a constructed envelope—is, at the 
same time, the very reason that we have become human in the first place. We 
become human only in the arms of  another. Whether held by human arms 
or the support of  an incubator, human life develops in the nested interactions 
that take place in a succession of  constructed envelopes. To say that we have 
coevolved with our buildings is to grossly understate the deeply intertwined, 
developmental nature of  our transactions with our surroundings. We are 
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who we are because of  the innumerable ways we have mutually shaped and 
interacted with our dwellings. And I do not mean this in a strictly functional 
sense—our very existence has depended upon extending ourselves not only 
physiologically, but also psychologically and socially through the medium of 
our constructed habitat. 

Recognising the profound role that environmental factors play in shaping 
cognition is the major catalyst bridging disciplines whose knowledge bases 
were formerly opposed. This research is critically relevant to architectural 
practice, especially since it is our business to structure the environment in 
which we now spend 95 percent of  our lives—the built environment. And 
our unique position between the natural sciences and humanities makes it all 
the more opportune. After all, our position between disciplines underlies our 
long-standing habit of  uncritically adapting theories to suit our needs regard-
less of  the sources or nature of  the knowledge. So, it is particularly puzzling 
why architects have been so slow to integrate this new knowledge base which 
is actually directly relevant—and potentially revolutionising—to our practice. 
Perhaps this resistance stems from two interrelated sources that both have to 
do with architecture’s unique capacity to integrate different dimensions of 
human experience. 

At its most profound level, the character of  architecture—like that of  mat-
ter itself—is resistance. Most of the habits of our daily life, which architec-
ture structures and activates, take place at a preconscious level. We take these 
mundane practicalities for granted. Habit “wears grooves,” as Dewey put it, 
freeing our energies for other pursuits. These patterns of  living are deeply 
resistant to change because they have very concretely shaped who we are. 
Neither our bodies nor our buildings are merely the accumulation of  build-
ing blocks, whether we call them cells or bricks, but the dynamic concretion 
of  kinaesthetic capacities and performances. The astronauts of  NASA, when 
freed from the constraints of  gravity, still insist on eating around a table, even 
though food floats from their plates. This configuration stabilises not only 
their body, but their mental state. This pattern of  activity has shaped our body 
and our appetites and cemented our relationships. Our deep evolutionary his-
tory freshly awakens in the present every time we enjoy a meal. “In every 
culture a series of  things is taken for granted and lies fully beyond explicit 
consciousness of  anyone,” writes Hans Georg Gadamer, “even the greatest 
dissolution of  traditional forms, mores, customs, the degree to which things 
held in common still determine everyone is only more concealed.”6 We are 
largely unaware of our interdependence with our environment for the same 
reasons that other animals are unaware of  theirs—because it operates uncon-
sciously as our extended body. The importance of  that which is most vital is 
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disclosed by the fact that it is very literally overlooked. We tend not to notice 
the mesh that supports us until it is ruptured, just as we do not appreciate the 
background of  good health until we fall ill. The colloquialism ‘to fall ill’ is 
very revealing in this regard; we fall from our tacit means of  support. 

The Possibility of an Integrated Approach 

Yet, this richly embodied embedded experience, the formative process of 
daily life that both gives rise to buildings and is then shaped by them, is not 
recognised much less attended to because the intentions of  architecture are 
oriented elsewhere. The narrowed contemporary vision of  architecture as 
a profession positioned within and judged according to the criteria of  tech-
nical disciplines is unequipped to deal with such humble realities. I use the 
word humble here in its etymological sense, as it derives from humus and its 
shared origins in the words soil, human and humour. This loss of  humanity 
has gradually eroded the practice of  architecture to the extent that we are 
now calling for a ‘human-centred’ architecture. If  human beings are not the 
central interest of  our practice, then who—or better, what—is the flash dance 
of vanity, the production of  commodity, the ceaseless fodder that must feed 
the capitalist machine? We all seem to agree, as Vesely did, “that the goal 
of  architecture is life,”7 but we fail to fully understood that technology and 
instrumental rationality are only a means—a means which determines the 
specific ends which can be effected. Our quasi-religious belief  that technol-
ogy will ultimately save us mistakenly assumes that modern society can and 
will undergo a technological transformation in toto. This totalising vision 
does not recognise that different levels of reality undergo different rates of 
change commensurate to their evolutionary histories and constitutions. We 
assume the wholesale adaptation to the levelling imperatives of  technological 
progress without acknowledging that such means and methods operate on 
different strata of  consciousness at varying rates and in differing ways. Deeply 
embedded and slowly accreted cultural habits and practices are immune to 
transformation through technological means alone. The crux of  the prob-
lem, as Vesely explains, is this: 

That the articulation of  cultural life is directly linked with conditions 
that remain relatively unchanged, while at the same time the path of 
culture that is open to technological transformation has changed radi-
cally, creates tension and eventually a deep void in the very heart of 
culture itself.8 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6 Situated Poetics 

This deep void characterises the curious blend that the profession of  archi-
tecture has become: in his words, “a mosaic of  expert knowledge brought 
together either as abstract systems or as the intuitive improvisations of  per-
sonal vision,”9 neither of  which are capable of  responding to the complex 
imperatives of  creating and sustaining a more-than-human habitat. The inad-
equacy of  these approaches is even more evident in the fear that integrating 
this new knowledge will somehow curb personal creativity. Such a fear betrays 
a deep confusion about the nature of  genuine creativity. We have equated 
creativity with personal freedom, yet taking seriously corporeal matters of 
fact argues otherwise. Freedom is built upon limits. Freedom is not free rein; 
it is rather, as Robert Frost insisted, “being easy in your harness.”10 Genuine 
creativity is a spontaneous process like the open-ended play of  nature whose 
staggering diversity is all the more complex because of  its inherent respect 
for limits. Failing to reckon with the facts of  our embodiment for fear that it 
will dampen creativity trivialises the true role of our vocation and the oppor-
tunity to redeem it. After all, “architects determine the nervous makeup of 
generations,”11 as Richard Neutra warned more than 70 years ago. 

A growing chorus of  voices are calling for a new approach to both architectural 
education and practice, and enough momentum is gathering to finally shift an 
exhausted paradigm. As Harry Mallgrave has recently written: “The sovereignty 
of  speculative theory over the past six decades has run its course and today has 
become antiquated by the momentous leaps that have been made in the humani-
ties and natural sciences.”12 The much lamented gulf  between these different 
kinds of  knowledge is beginning to heal because both are discovering that their 
respective disciplines are rooted in the interdependence of  body/mind/world. 
This collective knowledge is reaching a degree of  corroboration to finally serve as 
a source of  rapprochement also for us. Dalibor Vesely was at pains to show that 
the tension that has riddled architectural practice can only be bridged with a new 
kind of  knowledge capable of  reconciling genuine creativity with the productive 
capability of  modern science. And again, he lucidly articulated the antidote: 

To preserve its primary identity and humanistic role in the future, archi-
tecture must establish credentials on the same level of  intelligibility as 
instrumental thinking, while at the same time it must integrate and 
subordinate the instrumental knowledge and technical potential of 
human beings to their praxis.13 

He uses the term praxis here in its classical sense, as a patterning activity 
fundamental to the constitution of  human beings and our concrete situation 
in the world. 



 

 

 

  

 

 

Situated Poetics 7 

Architecture Is a Verb 

Such a reorientation means changing our habits of  thought, and as we have 
seen, the most deeply seated habits are those of which we are least aware. Is it 
not curious that the prosaic word we use to refer to human artifice—the word 
building—is both a noun and a verb? Builders build buildings. But the hal-
lowed realm of  architecture lacks such an option. Why is it that architects do 
not architect architecture? This detail reveals the hidden presence and absence 
of  the body, its presumed level of  engagement and its level of  prestige. The 
builder builds with his body, while the architect projects her ‘vision’ from her 
disembodied mind. It would surely be easier to use the word building for this 
manifesto, yet that would sorely miss the point of  this broader concern: archi-
tecture’s latent capacity to harmonise different levels of  experience is com-
promised when such dualities are left intact. Correlating the profane building 
with body and static architecture with the almighty mind mutilates the very 
basis on which the latter could fulfil its conciliatory role. 

A chief  impediment to imagining this formative capability is the habit of 
thinking of  architecture in terms of  the noun form, rather than in terms of  the 
verb forming. A thoroughgoing interrogation of  the noun is necessary to this 
fundamental reorientation. As the physicist David Bohm points out: “Truly 
original discoveries in science and in other fields have generally involved such 
inquiry into old questions, leading to a perception of  their inappropriateness, 
and in this way allowing of  the putting forth of  new questions.”14 To do this 
is often very difficult because these presuppositions are deeply hidden in the 
very structure of  thought. The well-known example is the way Einstein was 
forced to discard the confused presuppositions commonly accepted in the 
physics of  his day before he could arrive at new questions leading to radi-
cally different notions. The language of  physics is unfit to describe the actual 
dynamic processes that physics itself  studies. “What is . . . is movement,” 
insists Bohm.15 Even particles which are presumably static are actually “ongo-
ing movements that are mutually dependent because ultimately they merge 
and interpenetrate.”16 

An obstacle to dynamic thinking is the subject-verb-object structure of 
sentences which implies that action arises in a subject and is exerted on an 
object. Why do we say, for example, that it is raining, instead of  that rain 
is happening? To whom, exactly, does ‘it’ refer? This is but one example of 
how our language is unable to speak of  ongoing processes. Yet in other lan-
guages, movement is taken as a primary notion and apparently static things 
are treated as relatively invariant states of  continuing movement. In ancient 
Hebrew, for example, the verb was primary. The root of  all lost Hebrew words 



 

 

 
 

 

8 Situated Poetics 

is a verb form, while adverbs, adjectives and nouns were obtained by modify-
ing the verbal form with prefixes and suffixes. Even the English words dwell 
and dwelling, like the word building, are both nouns, verbs and gerunds—their 
versatility demonstrates that both terms are implicitly connected to ongo-
ing living processes. Calling attention to the movement initiated by the verb 
serves to correct this centuries-old deficit. This act of  reordering attention 
forces us to reconsider the realities which the verbs describe and opens new 
possibilities for thinking in terms of  active embodied engagement. 

Radical Embodiment 

John Dewey also complained that language tended to perpetuate and reify 
divisions rather than articulate continuity and movement. The deep void 
present in our language dawns in the fact that we lack a unified word to speak 
about mind and body. “Our language is so permeated with consequences 
of  theories which have divided the body and mind from each other, making 
separate existential realms out of  them, that we lack words to designate the 
actual existential fact.”17 Like the phenomenologists, he hyphenated words to 
knit back together false divisions. Admitting that the term body-mind was a 
half  measure, he lamented that “we find it easier to make a conjunction of 
two inconsistent premises rather than rethink our premises.”18 In the name of 
rethinking our premises, let us do away with the dash altogether and perform 
a kind of  affirmative action on our understanding of  body. Our body is our 
very basis of  knowing and is already a mind. Applying pressure in this way, 
our understanding might swell and enlarge commensurate with the marvel 
that is the dynamic body. After all, if  it weren’t for the body’s astonishing sen-
sitivity and deep knowing, we would never have invented words like ‘mind’ 
and ‘soul.’ 

The deep-seated and unconscious valuations privileging mind over body, 
thinking over doing, theory over practice, architecture over building are 
based on premises that are frankly obsolete. We now know that the pre-
cious concepts with which we construct our vertiginous theories are born 
in bone, muscle and nervous skin, that they originate in the primal move-
ments of  play.19 The dynamic behavioural patterns from which concepts 
arise have deep evolutionary histories that we share with other animals. And 
what’s more, the so-called external world has shaped our perception. Our 
well-known preference for the dialectic of  prospect and refuge derives from 
our deep past on the African savannah.20 Our preference for vertical lines, the 
calming sense of  colonnades, likely originates in our primate experience of 
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swinging through trees.21 We were shaped by our interpersonal relationships 
in the natural world and belong to it—it is only in the last two millennia that 
we have decisively lost contact, which in the time horizon of  human evolu-
tion is but a brief  episode. The undeniable proof  of  this enduring connection 
is written in our bodies—in the fact that our hearts beat in synchrony with 
those near to us,22 in the fact that our stress hormones decrease when we 
walk on grass23 and in the fact that we are cleansed in the bath of  the forest.24 

Alongside John Dewey, the other champion of  embodiment whose voice 
resonates throughout this endeavour is Maurice Merleau-Ponty. A student 
of  Edmund Husserl, the founder of  phenomenology, he was committed to 
restoring the validity of  human experience to legitimate inquiry. Our project 
to restore lost dimensions of  life to the legitimate practice of  architecture 
follows his precedent, and the success of  our efforts hinges on adopting his 
particular orientation. Whereas Husserl’s protégés, Heidegger among them, 
tended to emphasise the ontology of  the body—that is, they endeavoured to 
understand what the body is—Husserl’s concern was epistemological—that 
is, how the body knows and in turn how the body makes knowing possible 
at all. His work was critical in bringing to light how embodied experience is 
a communal nexus of  meaningful situations, expressive gestures and prac-
tical actions—the very ground of  praxis. This crucial difference in orienta-
tion shifts our preoccupation with what a building is—a passive form—to a 
what a building does in an active sense, and asks how we know, feel and sense 
according to our buildings, how they afford and reinforce certain gestures and 
modes of  perception while atrophying others. The phenomenologists built 
the crucial groundwork for such a shift and their work has been corroborated 
and reinforced by subsequent work in the natural sciences. Long-neglected 
subjective experience is gradually being legitimised through instrumental 
methods, and we gain to profit from this alliance. Addressing architecture 
as a verb—asking not what a building is in an object sense, but what it does 
in the sense of  an ongoing dynamic process—can inform our practice in just 
this radical way, if  by radical we mean radici, Latin, meaning ‘from the roots.’ 

Situated Poetics 

The aim here is not to proffer a new theory to which we append yet another 
‘ism’ or to construct a foolproof  system intended to substitute genuine cre-
ativity. An approach worthy of  honouring architecture’s latent capacity to 
integrate multiple dimensions of human experience can only be poetic. 
And this approach is called ‘poetics’ for precisely this reason—poetry distills 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
  

 

 
 

 

 

10 Situated Poetics 

meaning in few words to go beyond them. “The difference between the action 
of  a poem and of  an ordinary narrative is physiological,”25 wrote Paul Valéry. 
Poetry moves us in a way other than ordinary narrative precisely because it 
is rooted in the viscera. A word refers not only to a concept; it also evokes an 
image and makes a sound. The fact that a word is also a sound and a shape, 
that it emerges through the collective embodied processes of  history, that 
it belongs to everyone and no one, is more than a metaphor to guide our 
efforts. The use of  the word poetic here has not to do with its strict reference 
to a literary type, but its deeper kinaesthetic moorings in the body. 

In its original sense, poetics refers to a way of  making, rooted in the Greek 
poeisis, which in turn derives from the even more ancient Sanskrit word meaning 
‘building, piling up’—and it is this sense of  piling up, accrual and accretion of 
processes already in motion, that is emphasised here. It was perhaps this sort of 
primordial condensation of  embodied meaning over the long haul of  human his-
tory to which Valéry was alluding. Even before words are formed into language, 
there is the sensitive fabric of  a living mesh, what Husserl called ‘kinaesthetic 
consciousness’ and Merleau-Ponty named ‘the Flesh.’ This is the kinaesthetic 
fabric of  daily life. In Vesely’s words, “the implicit (tacit) level of  the pre-reflective 
world is highly structured but not articulated in a way possible to express in lan-
guage and thought.”26 This place inaccessible to language is the prima materia of 
architecture. The poetics he outlined at the conclusion of Architecture in an Age of 
Divided Representation was based on a way of  making that revealed the richness 
of  this latent world by means consistent with its origin, situated in the communi-
cative space of  culture and characterised by a deep respect for the natural world, 
made manifest in the rich articulation of  typical situations. And despite its rather 
ominous title, at the heart of  his masterwork is a message of  hope: 

The poetic paradigm lingering in the depths of  our culture has been 
overshadowed by the contemporary version of  poetics often reduced 
to technical innovation and aesthetics. Yet we should not therefore con-
clude that the creative power of  the poetic paradigm is lost or dead. It 
is still alive in many areas of culture, including architecture, and most 
strongly in the creative conditions and possibilities of  practical life.27 

Yet, when the world is on fire and we are drowning in the consequences of 
our apocalyptic actions, is it not a luxury to invest our efforts in the rich artic-
ulation of  typical situations? Again, let us consider that which is commonly 
thought small—the act of  eating. Our life obviously depends on consuming 
food for nourishment. But eating is far more than a biological fact or even a 
discrete act. Eating is a process that extends backward and forward through 
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time and is therefore ripe with personal, interpersonal, social, cultural and 
political consequences and implications. Cooking our food triggered a cas-
cade of  consequences that were physiological, leading to enlarged brain size, 
social, leading to communal group bonding, settlement patterns, and politi-
cal, leading to the division of  labor, consolidated power structures and elabo-
rate cultural expressions28—a constellation of  consequences blossomed forth 
from this act—which is not an action per se, but an interaction in a situa-
tion whose variables interact and reinforce each other. Eating processed food 
enacts a chain of  consequences not only in our body chemistry but in agri-
cultural and labor practices, leading to fossil fuel dependence, deforestation, 
etc. It not only matters what you eat but how and where you eat. Overeating 
tends to occur when the occasion of  the meal is stripped of  interpersonal and 
social meanings, leading to emotional isolation, depression and obesity. The 
role of the atmosphere of  the meal is as substantial as the food itself.29 This 
action/interaction envelops divisions like body/mind/nature/culture. It was 
perhaps for this reason that John Dewey said that the mark of  civilisation is 
determined by the extent to which its cultural practices unite the actions of 
the body and mind. Far from being a luxury, these seemingly small adjust-
ments have a major collective impact. And as he insisted, “the integration 
of  mind-body in action is the most practical of  all questions that we can ask 
of  our civilisation.”30 Dignifying something as mundane as eating—sourcing 
food locally, preparing it with care, sharing it attentively in an atmosphere of 
love—is a poetic act. This kind of  enacted poetry triggers a cascade of  mate-
rial, emotional, social, cultural and political consequences that when com-
pounded over populations and across time are by no means trivial. 

The approach outlined here shifts the fundamental premises of  architec-
tural design and practice in four ways: first, it acknowledges the centrality of 
the human organism as an active participant interdependent in its environ-
ment. Second, it understands human action in terms of  radical embodiment— 
grounding the range of human activities traditionally attributed to mind and 
cognition: imagining, thinking, remembering—in the body. Third, it asks 
what a building does—that is, extends the performative functional interpreta-
tion of  design to interrogate how buildings move and in turn move us, how 
they shape thought and action. Finally, it is committed to richly articulating 
practical, concrete situations. To do this, we develop a taxonomy of  human/ 
building reciprocities—and study them through the mesh of  diverse disci-
plines, asking how interdisciplinary research in the cognitive sciences, ethol-
ogy, psychology, anthropology, architectural and literary history, film and 
poetry enrich a multidimensional understanding of  how design impacts not 
only human behaviour—but human becoming. 



 

  

 

  

  
  
  

  

  
   

  
  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12 Situated Poetics 

Paying particular attention to the humble, to that which is commonly 
thought small, favours practical ground-up interventions to abstract top-
down solutions. It builds from the rubble of  the ivory tower, rather than 
denying that it has already fallen. It is not a denial of  technology but a more 
rigorous evaluation of  its intended use and outcomes in terms of  the com-
plex bio-cultural history of  the situation at hand. It positions the architect as 
a generalist whose professionalism consists in responsibly interpreting, inte-
grating and poetically responding to interdisciplinary facts. Who, rather than 
dictating a totalising solution, more closely resembles the physician—whose 
use of  the expertise of  the physiologist, radiologist and neurologist, com-
bined with carefully attending to the patient—is ultimately the only person 
who can undertake treatment for the case. Who, like one bound by oath to 
the art of a practice that considers the complex web of environmental, social 
and ethical variables, shares the attitude of  Hippocrates, who declared: “We 
cannot understand the body without a knowledge of  the whole of  things.”31 

Situated poetics is the skill to cultivate meanings that are already there. It is 
not so much creation as revelation—in an attitude of tenderness and acts of 
exquisite care. 
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From Vitruvius to the 2 
Resonant Body 

If  there has been the equivalent of  a bible for architects, it was written in 
the first century BC by Marcus Vitruvius Pollio. His Ten Books on Architecture 
covered the most practical concerns, from site selection; identifying patterns 
of  wind, water and stars; techniques of  slaking lime and laying bricks to the 
aesthetic concerns of  proper proportion. Buildings were codified according 
to their uses and the formulae of  their component parts; columns, orna-
ments, doorways and sound vessels were proportioned according to the clas-
sical canon that had been handed down from the ancient Greeks. No clear 
distinction was made between the practical and the aesthetic. Architecture 
was ordered according to his eponymous triumvirate of  commodity, firm-
ness and delight. 

Although Vitruvius was the first to explicitly codify the practices of  build-
ing, his efforts were not a matter of  invention but of  transcription. He sys-
tematised what was then commonly understood practical knowledge that 
had been passed from master to apprentice in a craft tradition. The finest 
buildings of  antiquity were scaled according to the Greek canon whose pro-
portions derived from the human body. The body was measure in every sense 
of  the word; early systems of  measurement all stemmed from the actions and 
dimensions of  the human body. Thales determined the height of  the great 
Egyptian pyramid by comparing its height to his own shadow. The length 
of  one’s stride was the basis of  the Roman mile, which equalled 1,000 paces. 
The size of  the earth was understood from the number of strides it took 
to cross its surface. The vast and the small were measured according to the 
body. Vestiges of  this ancient reliance are still with us today. Even in the ‘abso-
lute’ metric system, the modern meter is one forty-millionth of  the earth’s 
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circumference; 40,000 kilometres is very close to 252,000 Roman stades, 
which were strides.1 In Vitruvius’s rendering of  the canon of  ideal propor-
tions, finger (digit), palm, foot and cubit were associated with Pythagorean 
perfect numbers of  6, 10 and 16. Their perfection derived not from a transcen-
dent source, but from the concrete facts of  the body: six related to the unit 
of  the foot, which is one-sixth of  a man’s height; ten because the hands are 
composed of  ten digits, which relates back to the foot, which is 16 digits long. 
These numbers were understood in terms of  the relationship between the 
part to the whole, and their harmonious relation was understood to reflect a 
larger harmony between human and cosmic worlds. 

The Greek standard of  proportions that Vitruvius codified, known as the 
Polyclitan canon, was not a prescribed system, but was embodied three-
dimensionally in the figure of  Doryphoros and his counterpart the Amazon. 
The two most copied sculptures of  antiquity, they were understood to repre-
sent the ideal proportions of  the human form—and their authority reigned 
unquestioned for two millennia. For the ancient Greeks, movement was 
innate, and this inner sense of  animism emanated from their depictions of 
the body. As Dewey pointed out, the organic body held a special position in 
the Greek hierarchy of  being. Their “pious attention”2 to the body is evident 
in all of  their art forms—their sculpture, religion and various forms of  rec-
reation. Vitruvius converted the Polyclitan canon from three to two dimen-
sions by imagining him lying flat on the ground, with the point of  a compass 
centred on his navel, his fingers and toes passively outstretched to touch the 
circle in which they are encompassed. In this move, the ideal man lost not 
only a dimension, but also his female counterpart and his sense of  move-
ment. Circumscribed by the heavenly geometries of  the circle and the square, 
this description was the basis for Leonardo’s homo quadratus 1,500 years later. 

From Source to Subject 

It is important to remember that Vitruvius considered architecture to be an 
imitation of  nature and the human body to be nature’s most refined expres-
sion. The body was a microcosm of  a greater macrocosm; there was no dis-
continuity between them. It was this underlying sense of  harmony that made 
the human body worthy of  representing the proportions of  the cosmic order; 
the body was ideally proportioned to mediate between them. The very fact 
that there was only crude technological mediation between body and build-
ing meant that the buildings of  antiquity were perforce intimately related to 
the proportions and capacities of  the human body. The limits of  the body 
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tempered and constrained every detail of  the built environment. Bricks were 
scaled to the size of  the hand and bore fingerprints; terra-cotta tile shingles 
are flared at the sides to this day because they are shaped by the human thigh, 
which served as their original formwork. These details belonged to the Ptol-
emaic world understanding, in which things were nested inside other things. 
Medieval medicine understood the body in the same way that it understood 
the cosmos—as a series of nests.3 Both cities and houses were modelled on 
the body and were interchangeable metaphors echoing the nested structures 
that ordered the relationship between macrocosm and microcosm.4 In these 
early conceptions, the body was an idealisation, but not yet an abstraction. 
This sense of protected containment gradually began to lose its coherence as 
the Renaissance discovery of  the perspectival sense of  space began to take an 
increasingly powerful hold. 

Leonardo could not have diagrammed his homo quadratus without Euclid-
ean geometry. This two-dimensionalisation of  the body that started with 
Vitruvius’s description, and came to fruition with Leonardo, introduced an 
entirely new notion of  space. Euclid mathematised and axiomatised space, 
permitting it to be considered homogeneous, universal and regular—thus 
providing the decisive condition for a scientific account of  space that would 

Image 2.1 Robert Fludd, Anima Mundi, 1617 

Note: In the world picture of the Ptolemaic cosmos, the body was understood to be 
nested within in a hierarchy of spheres. 
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Image 2.2 The microcosm of the eye understood within the concentric circles 
of the cosmos, MS Sloane 420, from the fourteenth century 

Source: The British Library London. 

follow 400 years later. The discovery of  space in the Renaissance led to math-
ematisation of  space in the Enlightenment. The ‘space’ that had hitherto sup-
ported the body became a meaningless backdrop from which the human was 
abstracted. The human body that was the very source of  geometry became a 
mere subject of  geometry with the rise of  the new science. Claude Perrault, 
who was commissioned by the King of  France to translate Vitruvius’s treatise 
from Latin to French, set out to establish his own canon of  columnar propor-
tions in an effort to impose a discipline on the incipient wave of  neoclassi-
cism. In his studies of  renowned classical buildings, Perrault found no rigid 
and consistent measure to which the columns of  those buildings adhered. 
This led him to make two decisions—moves that, as Harry Francis Mallgrave 
has stressed, proved to be disastrous to humanist theory.5 First, he jettisoned 
the classical canon, and in its place devised his own canon by simply averaging 
the measurements of  the classical buildings he had surveyed. And secondly, 
he used his authority as a medical doctor to openly declare that canonical 
proportions were in no way informed by the proportions of  the human body. 
The final severance was executed by his brother Charles, who was instrumen-
tal in establishing Cartesian physics in France—when he famously proclaimed 
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that “man has no proportion and no relation with the heavenly bodies infi-
nitely distant from us.”6 This attitude was so prevalent by the eighteenth cen-
tury that Edmund Burke casually discarded one of the last cornerstones of 
Renaissance: “The body never supplied the architect with any of  his ideas.”7 

As the traditional cosmos disintegrated, the relationship between body and 
building that had been affirmed for millennia had all but dissolved and con-
cern for the body virtually disappeared from architectural discourse. 

Qualitative Measure 

Understanding the implications of  shifting the body from being the source of 
measure to being the subject of  measure might help in restoring meaning to 
bodily experience and dignity to the essential task of  housing the body. For 
the ancient Greeks, the notion of  measure was qualitative—everything in the 
right measure was the key to the good life. Measure was not considered as 
it is today as a comparison between a thing and an external standard. Mea-
sure had an inner and outer meaning—if  something went beyond its proper 
measure, that did not mean that it no longer conformed to an external stan-
dard, but that it was inwardly out of harmony and was therefore bound to 
lose its integrity and to fall apart. The Latin mederi, from which the word 
measure derives, meant to cure and is the root of  the word medicine. Good 
health was the consequence of  having things in their proper measure. The 
body and music were understood to share the same harmonic system of  mea-
sure, and like the sense of  measure as related to health, an understanding 
of  measure was essential to understanding harmony in music, which was 
considered rhythm and right proportion, tonality and intensity. This measure 
was applied equally to architecture. This qualitative sense of  measure went 
entirely beyond the sense of  an external standard and pointed to an under-
lying order that could be perceived through the senses. By the time of  the 
Enlightenment, measure lost its meaning as a tempering force and indicator 
of  relationships and retained that of  being a strictly external standard with an 
independent existence. Torn from its mesh of  broader meaning, in Perrault’s 
codification of  proportions, measure was strictly quantitative. This loss of 
quality was indeed to have devastating consequences—Dewey traces the final 
unraveling of  body from mind whose unity had hitherto been unquestioned 
to the surrender of  quality as a matter of  serious study, much less scientific 
investigation.8 Quantity which could be objectively measured was considered 
to be real, while qualities which were immeasurable—but whose existence 


