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Steven Holl’s approach to architecture combines 
concepts of anchoring, intertwining, and poetic 
space in order to facilitate an  enmeshed experience.

The essence of this enmeshed experience is 
kinesthetic: it is not understood in terms of one 
particular sensory mode but felt as a sensation of 
the body and the space around it.



Emphasis on visual significance is not 
enough for Holl. He wants to engage the 
tactile realm by intertwining the senses of 
vision and touch.

He wants the visual realm to cue a sense of 
tactility in the body, feeling depth, texture, 
weight, and other haptic qualities.

Beyond the Visual
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Tactile Sensation 
of Depth

Parallax implies and subtly approximates 
closed forms, giving a lively sensation of 
movement and texture in a space. The 
symmetry of a circle does not imply a 
sense of depth as with the broken 
intersection of planes, that give the eye 
more space to explore and follow an 
organic paths. 



Materiality

Synthetic materials are made to deceive 
perception. They are sterile and uniform, 
and they defy character, aging, and origin. 
They lack richness and depth. Any deformity 
in their surface stands out as a blemish.

The use of natural materials allows for 
character to show when the materials 
degrade or age. The texture of the material 
gives a sensation of  weight, smell, and 
rhythm that creates a tactile experience 
from a distance. These characteristics reach  
out across all the senses.



Tactility of Light 

“A phenomenal architecture calls 
for both the stone and the feather. 
Sensed mass and perceived gravity 
directly affect our perceptions of 
architecture.” - Steven Holl
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Natural Materials

Synthetic materials do not resonate on 
a textural level. They are uniform and 
dead. Irregularities in their surfaces are 
perceived as blemishes.

Natural materials develop a rhythm 
as they age. As the copper oxidizes 
it grows in texture and hence in 
perceptual experience.



Tactile Layers

“All the senses, including vision, can be regarded as 
extensions of the sense of touch—as specialisations 
of the skin. They define the interface between the 
skin and the environment—between the opaque 
interiority of the body and the exteriority of the 
world.” - Juhani Pallasmaa



“The texture of a silk drape, the sharp 
corners of a cut steel, the mottled shade 
and shadow of rough plaster, and the sound 
of a spoon striking a concave wooden bowl 
reveal an authentic essence that stimulates 
the senses.” - Steven Holl



Density

 

A uniform space can be made to communicate 
sensation by reinforcing the perspectival 
aspect of the relationships between elements. 
The changing density of shapes gives a sense 
of the body’s presence to the space around it 
as it expands and contracts. 



Sensed
Mass

The body in motion throughout the space 
feels contrasting textures in the shifting 
visual planes. The lightness or darkness of a 
perceived body  can give the sensation of 
presense due to its visual weight and 
density, distinguishing it from its 
surroundings.
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“Material is made more dynamic through 
the contrast of heavy and light. A heavy 
and light materiality is conveyed via the 
structure, material and spatial experience 
of architecture.”- Steven Holl



Light 
Texture

Porosity is not just an element to create 
ambience. It is the means by which the control 
of light gives rise to the comprehension of 
texture at a distance. The overlapping of 
different porrosities creates a tension in the 
surfaces it occupies to give a grain distinction 
that is felt as it is seen.
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Light Shape

The function of light is not limited to its visual effects. 
Character is revealed when the uniformity of light is 
taken out of its regular context and made to create 
planes of experience that heighten the sense of the 
space it occupies, giving shape to what is shapeless. 



Light Rhythm   
Patterns of light create a natural 
rhythm, and this rhythm fills space 
with motion as it bounces and 
varies. The textures created by 
the changing perspective of light 
reinforce the sense of a space 
that is alive.



These varying textures of material, light, and shape that 
characterize Holl’s work culminate in a kind of living architecture. 
This architecture does not reduce into a separate interior and 
exterior: it is porous and open. The experience within can unfold 
outward into the surrounding space.





vAdditive and subtractive spaces form the 
textural qualities that highlight the value 
and function of the urban space they fill.Urban Public 

Space
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