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Int roduct ion 

The interaction between the body and mind drive our overall experience of 
architecture, the built environment, and the world.  Throughout our lives, we are 
constantly synthesizing our intellectual and physical understandings of the world in order 
to rationalize our actions and create our values.  As urban and cultural landscapes 
constantly change, architecture can rely on this fundamental and perpetual human 
characteristic as a guide and criteria for maintaining a permanent role in an ever-changing 
world.  Essentially, the practice of architecture itself is the realization and expression of 
this human quality seeing as it is an endeavor that relies on both physical capabilities in 
construction and our intellectual capabilities in order to plan and design.  It seems only 
appropriate that it maintain and prioritize the realization of this quality.   

For sake of this discussion it is necessary to identify what constitutes our 
intellectual and physical experiences.  Intellectual experiences can be regarded as moments 
when our ability to reason, contemplate, and/or process information are required.  For the 
most part, they are internalized.  They do not necessarily require interaction with the built 
or natural environment.  In terms of everyday activities, they include work, study, 
conversation, religion, and contemplation.  Conversely, physical activities require interaction 
with the built and/or physical environment.  Physical situations require physical processes, 
movements, and observations.  In terms of everyday acts, they include exercise, physical 
labor, play, rest/relaxation, walking, eating, shopping, and bathing.  The act of meeting, 
gathering, or congregating is one of the most meaningful experiences of all in that it 
requires both one’s intellectual and physical presence.   

In trying to identify these activities within the contemporary American city, clear 
separations are made between zones for intellectual and physical activity.  They are 
grouped into residential neighborhoods, industrial complexes, office complexes, and shopping 
centers, and connected by an immense automotive based infrastructure.  According to 
urban theorists like Peter Rowe, these conditions have arose out of the primary notion of 
implementing optimal land use that could be rapidly developed through consolidating land 
uses, zoning, and infrastructure.  

Rather than examining the compatibility or synergy of different human activities 
both intellectual and physical, American urban planning has been dominated by the promise 
of maximized economic gains through means of scientific expediency and optimization.  This 
practice has isolated our physical and intellectual activities among various consolidated 
planning zones and causes us to spend an ever increasing amount of our day commuting 
between them.  Ultimately, it can limit our capacity for intellectual and physical activity 
which can be detrimental to our quality of life and the resiliency of our communities.  
Therefore, we should value and critique architecture according to these same standards.       
   Part of the problem is also due to, the general assumption that buildings do 
accommodate physical and intellectual activity.  The expectations of any typical American 
university always include libraries, gymnasiums, green spaces, and pedestrian transit.  
However, there is always the possibility that architecture go beyond basic program 
definition in order to explore and understand a building’s functions in relation to human 
beings’ own physical and intellectual functioning.   Louis Kahn is known for his willingness to 
strip down a client’s different programmatic requirements “to the essence of the human 
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activity they contained.”1  In the process, he addresses the relationship of the body and 
the mind relative to the project and gains insight into how program can be organized in a 
manner which better utilizes and accommodates the physical and intellectual properties.  
Kahn found tremendous inspiration, meaning, and beauty within such everyday human acts.  
Human gathering and learning are two central roots of human activity which he explored 
throughout his career.  Many architects have become desensitized to such everyday human 
activity in favor of other more momentary interests: appealing to a particular genre or 
pedagogy, or something as simple as a form or construction method.  Regardless, essential 
human activities such as congregating and education remain at the core of most great 
examples of architecture. 
 As indicated by the work of Ralph Knowles, our capacity for intellectual and 
physical activity is also marked by how attuned our activities are to their surrounding 
environments.  Planning our activities and space around the passage of the sun has been 
historically proven to increase our capacity for physical and intellectual activity.  It has 
even resulted in their successful integration.  Instances such as Chaco Canyon or Machu 
Pichu demonstrate how environmental synthesis can bring greater meaning and understanding 
to everyday life as well as optimize our use of resources and space.  For a Machu Pichu 
inhabitant, successful tending of a garden not only required physical labor but an 
understanding of the passage of the sun and seasons.  Knowing when and where to plant 
was just as crucial as the physical ability to do so.  This was reflected in a built  
environment that maximized sunlight on open spaces and harnessed thermal energy from the 
sun; creating more comfortable conditions for the inhabitants and more productive 
lifestyles.  The architecture of Machu Pichu integrated physical and intellectual activities 

by framing rational study of the sun and the subsequent 
spiritual beliefs of the society with the physical everyday acts 
necessary for sustaining life.  In turn this elevated the 
experience of these everyday acts because it gave people a 
greater sense of themselves by making them more aware of 
their actions in relationship to the environment and their position 
in space and time. 
 
Restor ing the Relat ionship between Body and Mind 
 Looking back to the last century, even amidst a 
contemporary built environment dominated by separating and 
consolidating specific human activities, we can see that 

architects have attempted to restore this type of relationship between the body, mind, and 
environment within the scope of their own projects.  They fall into three distinct 
categories: projects that incorporate physical experience and activity into predominately 
intellectual settings, projects that incorporate intellectual activity and behavior into 
environments ordinarily characterized by physical activity, and projects that inherently 
synthesize both.   

Kahn’s design for The Salk Institute provides and assures physical experience and 
delight to a predominately intellectual environment but also makes connections between 
opposing fields of academics.  Johannes Salk’s intent with the Salk Institute was to 
                                                    
1 Brownlee, pg 137 
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address the rift that had occurred between science and the rest of academia by means of 
a multi-disciplinary facility that encouraged a cross pollination of scientific and poetic 
thought.  This in and of itself is a different effort in restoring a more balanced 
relationship between our intellectual and physical experiences and understanding.  As 
mentioned earlier, Kahn would respond to these issues and programs by first understanding 
them in their most basic terms.  He identified the necessity of spaces for the individual; 
emphasizing privacy and comfort along with personal study and contemplation.  
Simultaneously spaces for congregating and meeting were equally important but would only 
be meaningful in conjunction with spaces for the individual.  Such is the case with the 
singular courtyard which frames the Pacific while unifying the two ends of the campus.   

Kahn's attempt to establish individual and collective 
zones had been an initial point of conflict between architect 
and user.  In addition to basic lab work, lab technicians 
preferred to study, break, and eat together in the lab as 
well.  They didn’t see the need for separate facilities for 
different activities or to leave the lab at all for that 
matter.  Fortunately, Kahn was able convince them that 

separate individual offices were appropriate by promising “the territory of the oak table 
and the rug”2.  Moreover, separate individual offices fit in better with the greater idea of 
reconnecting science with the humanities by providing scientists with offices in which they 
could entertain.  In addition to having a better means of receiving guests, by pulling 
individual offices away from the collective labs, Kahn also created a series of sunken 
courtyards and passages which established a more fluid transition between the individual 
and the collective where impromptu activity would occur.  Kahn accentuated the impromptu 
further by creating alcoves within the courtyards faced with slate so that they may be 
used as chalkboards where discussion and calculation between researchers could take place 
outdoors in a spontaneous and more physical manner.  What was initially a conflict 
between both mind/body and architect/user ended up being a very strong and meaningful 

representation; synthesizing these opposing forces. 
Similar to the Salk Institute, Parc La Villete was 

based on a larger idea of the client and user.  The 
competition brief reads:  

“To realize on the same site: the largest Museum of 
Science & Technology, a Music Centre, and the largest park 

in Paris…”.3  
      It was also considered to be the park for the 21st 
century.  Encompassing such distinct and immense program 
elements within the same scope was unprecedented and would 
require new serious consideration of the park users’ use and 
experience of the park both at a physical and intellectual 
level.  Given that the Music Centre and Museum of Science & 

Technology were already underway with the museum at the northern end and the Music 

                                                    
2 Brownlee, pg 142 
3 Baljon, pg. 16 
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Center at the southern, the winning scheme for the competition would be determined by how 
well a connection could be made between the two without compromising the activities of the 
park in between.   

Bernard Tcshumi’s planning scheme was able to 
achieve this through employing a series of overlapping 
systems of points, lines, and planes, each of which 
responded to different programmatic activities (the primary 
two being intellectual/physical, individual/collective).  The 
combination of different interdependent systems expressed 
the similar relationship between the mind and the body, as 
well other opposing forces such as Science and Art, 
Suburbia and the city, and the collective and the individual.  
More importantly it didn’t place any particular hierarchy or 
sequence in how these landscapes should be experienced by 
the user. 
 La Villette’s design also appropriated the two 

predominate European typologies of parks and gardens in a way which provided new ideas 
for engaging the body and mind.  The historical French garden had been characterized by an 
overall view and understanding of the whole project, axial, immediate, and easily navigated.  
Typical French gardens such as Versailles and Chaumont did not require users to physically 
engage it.  More often, it was a single immense visual experience of the whole project from 
a court or balcony. Contrary to the French garden, the English garden was conceived as a 
sequential series of landscapes with no overall view or understanding where users had to 
explore in order to understand.  Users themselves would also become a piece of the 
landscape, thus part of other users’ experiences.  Essentially, La Villete was able to blend 
the best of these two typologies, where users can have both an explorative and overall 
experience through the overlapping of different systems.  The point grid of Red Folies 
serves as highly recognizable clear overall organization reminiscent of the French Garden.  
Meanwhile, as Tschumi describes: the systems of lines and planes create a more “cinematic” 
and “delirious” experience.  This is comparable to the English garden typology.  By blending 
these different typologies— the French garden suggestive of the intellectual and overall 
reading, and the English suggestive of the physical and experiential— Tschumi is able to 
establish a connection between mind and body from a historical point of view in addition to 
contextual and programmatic terms. 

Buildings that inherently integrate intellectual and physical program and engage the 
mind and body are rooted in similar historic typologies.  The simple reason being that 
buildings based on essential human activities are what create relevant and enduring 
typologies.  The monastery is one of the most clear and specific.  Simultaneously 
facilitating the need for housing, worship, gardening, congregating, teaching, and study 
through unifying separate buildings and enclosed outdoor spaces, the monastery is the 
precursor to the university, the prison, the hospital, and many projects which must unify 
various uses.  Le Corbusier recognized this early on and embraced it; making constant 
reference between the design of La Tourette and precedents such as Charterhouse of Ema, 
Thoronet Abbey, and the Monastery of Mt. Athos.  For the most part La Tourette is 
planametrically identical to these projects.  However, Le Corbusier expands upon them 
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through the implementation of modern materials and tectonic capability.  Through materials, 
tectonics, sunlight, and color he further explores the typology and carefully highlights and 
the different physical and intellectual activities which mark the lives and culture of the 
Dominican monks.  Rather than choreograph the lives of the monks, Le Corbusier’s design 
exihibits a willingness to be choreographed by the specific and spiritual nature of Dominican 
life.   

  The composition of La Tourette’s elevations provides a clear understanding of how 
program was expressed tectonically in terms of intellectual and physical activities.  At La 
Tourette, there are three major types of window systems, each of which corresponds to a 
specific zone of activity.  The lower floors containing the classrooms and library spaces 
are composed of “H” and “Z”4 concrete panels.  Their proportions are determined by Le 
Corbusier’s studies of the Modulor, and in paralleling his own studies with those of the 
monks in the study spaces as well as the elevation, Le Corbusier is able to establish a 
strong connection between space, study, and tectonics.  From a purely functional standpoint 
they are also more appropriately adapted to a library or classroom condition by reducing 
glare and direct light by integrating concrete panels into the glazing.  The floors above the 
modular “H” and “Z” panels are fitted with a concrete “undulating mullion” system.  Their 
varied spacing is derived from studies of musical harmonies.  This is meant to correspond 
with the circulation, congregating, and spontaneous activities which are to occur in the 
dining halls, atrium, and courtyard passageways which employ the mullion system.  In 
contrast to the mullions and panels which suit and signify collective zones, the top two 
floors which contain the monastery cells establish a zone for the individual.  Each cell is 
fitted with an individual loggia providing outdoor space to accompany the cell’s desk and 
also provides a volumetric reading of the individual cells from the exterior.  The careful 
composition of the three systems and vertical hierarchy could only be derived from an 
inspired understanding of the intellectual and physical activities which compose Dominican 
lifestyle.   
 
 
 
Beyond Architecture          

Fortunately, architects aren’t the only people concerned by 
what may come from seriously considering everyday 
activity/environment in terms of the body and the mind.  Like 
Kent Bloomer and Charles Moore’s study on “Body, Memory, 

                                                    
4 Potie, pg 40 
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and Architecture”, Alfred Hitchcock explores similar notions of how our relationship to the 
world begins with our body, “our most fundamental three-dimensional possession”5 in the 
film Rear Window (1954).  We are most reminded of this condition when our physical 
capabilities are hindered.  Such is the case with the photographer played by Jimmy Stewart.  
After breaking his leg during a photo shoot, he becomes confined to his New York City 
apartment until he can recuperate, subsequently so is the audience for the entire duration 
of the film.  The only thing Stewart and the audience can really do to pass the time is to 
look out the rear window and observe what’s going on in the neighborhood courtyard.  Being 
physically bound, his aperture refocuses from the entire globe to the courtyard outside his 
apartment window.  What began as a natural tendency toward voyeurism turned into 
serious analysis of everyday occurrences and interactions normally taken for granted.  
Through a series of seemingly unrelated and insignificant observations, the photographer 
realizes a murder has taken place and becomes determined to expose the culprit despite his 
disability.  By the end of the film one commentary becomes clear: our empirical interactions 
with the world, while seemingly commonplace, are critical in helping us to gain a greater 
understanding of the world and communities around us because they help to transmit 
complex ideas into easily accessible terms.   

In relation to this discussion, such empirical interactions require the involvement of 
the body and the mind, but when architecture or other forms of media and expression 
create conditions which utilize both, there becomes new and more numerous opportunities 
for such ideas and concerns to reach those who would normally be without them.  In 
addition to the buildings already discussed, there are countless other examples that are 
able to discretely transmit complex ideas to their users.  In occupying the Pantheon long 
enough, anyone will become aware of how the sun moves, and how it affects seasonal 
change.  Before the general public was substantially literate, institutions and religions 
relied on architecture and sculpture as the primary media to visually and spatially engage 
users in a manner that communicated their ideals and beliefs.  Though architecture is no 
longer the primary media in today’s world, it is the hope of this discussion that its 
capability for engaging users in a physical and intellectual sense and empowering them 
should come to the forefront of how we value good design.  It is also important to 
recognize that as people have different aptitudes for learning, providing the widest range 
of different experiences (visual, audio, physical, olfactory, and intellectual)  is 
complimentary to the increasingly pluralistic range of users and issues that architecture 
encounters.  This is one way that architecture can assure its constant role in an ever-
changing world without sacrificing its intrinsic value but exploring it further.    

 
  

                                                    
5 Bloomer, pg ix 


