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The script of viscosity: the
phenomenal experience in Steven
Holl's museum architecture

Joseph Francis Wong Division of Building Science and Technology, The

City University of Hong Kong, Kowloon, Hong Kong

While some architects have adopted complex free-flowing forms as a response to the
universalisation of modernism, the American architect Steven Holl has taken a different
approach that concentrates on a phenomenology of architecture. His museum designs
focus on constructing a phenomenal experience from multiple perspectives for visitors to
engage in a body-subject experience. To explore the notion of spatial viscosity in Holl's
architecture, the space syntax method of justified graphs (j-graphs) is used to examine
three museums: the Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art in Helsinki, the Nelson-Atkins
Museum in Kansas City and the Knut Hamsun Centre in Hamargy. The analysis discovers
that despite the vast differences in scale and layout among the museums, they exhibit
remarkable similarities in terms of spatial configuration and strategy in the formation of
the continuously unfolding spatial sequence.

Introduction: against modernism and
phenomenology

The universalisation resulting from the positivist
approaches of modern architecture has been criti-
cised by many as a reductionist notion that is
myopic and destructive,” or a formalism resulting
from an oppressive architectural structure.? The
post-modernist response has taken many forms to
re-inject human and contextual elements to repeal
the ‘'hard-edged rationality of the modernist
agenda’.? Seeking for new directions, many archi-
tects have looked beyond architecture and bor-
rowed extensively from various other disciplines to
generate new architectural approaches. In the
latter part of the twentieth century, the explicit con-
nection drawn between architectural form and the
concept of deconstruction, originated by Derrida
in literary criticism,* had opened up the challenge
to modernist pure form. More importantly, this
had legitimised deviation from simple geometry

© 2012 The Journal of Architecture

and the utilisation of complex architectural
forms—Frank Gehry, Zaha Hadid, Daniel Libeskind,
and so on—that disturb rather than assimilate;
provoke rather than soothe.

Parallel to the pursuit of these ‘unsettling’ built
forms® stands an opposite criticality that redirects
the focus on settling the human experience in archi-
tecture: to address the problems of global modern-
isation with a grounding phenomenological view of
place and space.® Norberg-Schultz emphasises the
significance of ‘settling’ in architecture, ‘Architec-
ture is born from the dialectic of departure and
return. Man, the wanderer, is on his way. His task
is to penetrate the world and to set its meaning
into work. This is the meaning of the word settle.
A settlement sets truth in to a work of architec-
ture.”” Seaman defines ‘phenomenology’ as ‘the
careful description and interpretation of human
experience.’”® A phenomenological architecture
thus seeks to interpret human experience and its

1360-2365 http:/dx.doi.org/10.1080/13602365.2012.678646
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meaning in this world through grounding the
understanding in actual experience. Circumventing
‘idiosyncratic explication’® in approach, the architec-
ture re-focuses on the journey of discovery of our
world and our own lived experience in its spaces
and places. A phenomenological perspective in
design ensures that the design is not subsumed by
‘the lure of geometry as an end in itself’ through
‘a critical distinction between lived-space and
geometric space.’'°

Immersion in the world is one of the key themes
of phenomenological investigation, which means
that human experience, awareness and actions are
always intentional. Humans are necessarily oriented
towards finding their significance in a world of
emergent meaning.'" Merleau-Ponty identified
bodily intentionality as a kind of body-subject: the
lived ability of the body to move intelligently and
thus to act as a special kind of subject expressing
awareness in a pre-conscious manner.'? In terms
of this intentionality, it is crucial to understand
body-subject as a knowledge that is only forthcom-
ing in the effort of movement, which in turn only
manifests as the movement unfolds. As Merleau-
Ponty identified the point, ‘It is knowledge in the
[body], which is forthcoming only when bodily
effort has been made, and cannot be formulated
in detachment from that effort.’’®> Movement, and
the intrinsically linked unfolding of it, is thus a
key concern in a phenomenological architectural
strategy.

Holl’s phenomenological architecture
Perhaps one of the contemporary architects most
forthcoming about the direct connection between

their designs and postmodernist theory, the Ameri-
can architect Steven Holl explicitly espouses the
theory of phenomenology in his architectural
work'* and has stated that Merleau-Ponty’s philoso-
phical thinking had inspired his re-thinking of archi-
tecture.’ Adopting intertwining as a device
towards the phenomenology of architecture, Holl
believes that architecture can shape a lived and
sensed inter-weaving of space and time: ‘Phenom-
enology concerns the study of essence while archi-
tectural has the potential to put essences back to
existence and revitalize the essential meanings and
values to human experience. By weaving form,
space, and light, architecture can elevate the experi-
ence of daily life through the various phenomena
that emerge from specific sites, programs, and
architecture.’'® The focus on the body-subject
experience is reflected in Holl's watercolour sketches
for his architectural designs, which Perez de Vega
points out ‘often depict a lonely figure immersed
in the space of its own experience; it is like a
glimpse inside someone’s unique interpretation of
the space.’"” These watercolour sketches form an
important process in Holl’s shaping of ‘the feeling
of a space’."”®

To Holl, this body-subject experience is critical to
the relationship between architecture and us: ‘The
movement of the body as it crosses through overlap-
ping perspectives formed within spaces is the
elemental connection between ourselves and archi-
tecture’,”® and ‘It is precisely at the level of spatial
perception that the most powerful architectural
meaning come to the fore.”?® This primacy placed
on experience is reflected in Holl's aversion to
people getting to know his works through
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photographs in magazines or, more likely nowadays,
through the numerous images accessible on the
internet.2! To him, the essence of a spatial experi-
ence composed of multiple overlapping perspectives
is impossible to capture in image: ‘As you move your
body through space, that's how you really register
what an architectural space is—walking on a
surface, turning your head from side to side,
seeing the space, taking it in, and experiencing it
as a sequence of space.’?? The conviction that archi-
tecture is intrinsically tied to an experiential and phe-
nomenological dimension has led Holl to conceive
architecture as more than an entity to serve particu-

lar functional purposes. He remarks that ‘Rather
than simply solving for a given program, what
architecture contributes beyond the program is
important.'®

Besides the utilitarian objectives of serving differ-
ent functions specific to a building, architecture
serves the more general phenomenological objec-
tive of constructing the sequence of spaces
through which we are cleansed of preconceived
ideas and assumed meanings to allow the unfolding
of our significance in the world, as Holl claims, ‘Our
aim is to realize space with strong phenomenal
properties while elevating architecture to a level of

Figure 1. Changing
perspectival experience
through the Kiasma
Museum of
Contemporary Art.
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thought.”** The architectural process projects
beyond architecture itself: ‘It is driven by some
hope for meaning that is extra-architectural,
outside of the architecture.’?® In Kiasma Museum
of Contemporary Art in Helsinki, Holl composed a
ramp system as the major circulatory element and
designed the circulation not only to provide access
to all galleries ‘but also to experience them in an
intriguing way'.?® Travelling through the curved
ramp presents multiple variations of points of view
(Fig. 1), forming what Deleuze calls the 'basis of per-
spectivism’, and which transform not only the object
but emanate a ‘correlative transformation of the
subject’.?” The object and the subject, the viewed
and viewer, experience change at the same time.
In the phenomenological architectural experience,
the essence is the actual human experience and
not the conceptual abstraction of that experience,
thereby eradicating the objective-subjective split.?®
Such experience, in Holl's words, not only ‘sets a
new frame from which we interpret what we

perceive’, it also ‘shapes our lives'.?°

The script of viscosity

In Parallax, Holl writes that ‘Study of filmic space
provides a dynamic tool for the conception of archi-
tecture. . .Filmic space is often created in linking a
series of interiors in sequence without an overall
objectified exterior.”*° The multiplicity of filmic
space—a hybrid of perspectival variations—cap-
tures the phenomenal reality of motion.?" The
notion of the hybrid occupies a prominent position
in the designs of Holl, as evident in the completed
Linked Hybrid in Beijing and the Sail Hybrid in
China. In her investigation of common themes in

film and architecture, Shonfield contrasts the
hybrid, or impure, with the pure in that while the
pure possesses identifiable classifiable form with
clear delineating lines, the impure/hybrid ‘straddles
two or more classes, its edges are unclear, and dif-
ficult to delineate, to draw a line around...Things
that are impure are therefore form-less in the
sense that they cross delineate edges between cat-
egories of physical form. These edges are estab-
lished by clear lines. The impure, the hybrid,
literally transgresses lines."®> The hybrid space is
thus formless space.

This formlessness of space echoes Leibniz’s liken-
ing space to a fluid: “We should think of space as full
of matter which is inherently fluid, capable of every
sort of division and indeed actually divided and sub-
divided to infinity’, and ‘varies from place to place,
because of variations in the extent to which the
movements in it run the same way'.3* Disintegration
of the form, and thus the delineating edges, allows
space near and far to flow into a continuum and
must be considered as one, as Holl writes, ‘the
overlap of foreground, middle ground, and distant
view is a critical issue in the creation of architectural
space. We must consider space, light, colour, geo-
metry, detail and material as an experienced conti-
nuum.”** The nature of the fluidity of space is
further explored by Holl by varying its properties:
‘Compression, or densification, is one of my aspira-
tions in architecture; the condensation of a manifold
of requirements: program, site, space, details, via a
single concept that yields exhilarating, experiential
phenomena.”®> Compressing the space generates
a field of varying denseness that defines the viscosity
of space:
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Architecture is sometimes only a slow viscosity of
fluid space in motion. Imagine in a building the
difference in parallax experienced from overlap-
ping perspectives between slipping, staggering,
orthogonal spaces and curvilinear, bending,
aqueous spaces. Spatial viscosity determines
aqueous space. Architecture can define fluid
movement by determining daytime and nighttime
viscosities of light and shadow. Style and form at
some point disappear—this is one metaphysics of
intertwining.3®
The resulting field is one of varying degrees of
spatial, visual, and sometimes even psychological,
viscosity, which in turn creates a topography, not
of physical features, but of intensity and nature of
the experiential phenomena.

The intention to construct a stage for multiple
experiences is the key notion that distinguishes a
phenomenology of architecture from a ‘pure phe-
nomenology’. According to Holl, ‘Questions of
architectural perception underlie questions of
intention. This “intentionality” sets architecture
apart from a pure phenomenology that is manifest
for the natural sciences. Whatever the perception
of a built work—whether it be troubling, intri-
guing, or banal—the mental energy which pro-
duced it is ultimately deficient unless intent is
articulated.”®” Pérez-Gémez compares this inten-
tionality to a script in dramatic arts and believes
that it is crucial to an architecture against the
purity of modernism:

Fully to address the dangers of aestheticism,

reductive functionalism and either conventional

or experimental formalism, architecture must
consider seriously the potential of narrative as
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the structure of human life, a poetic vision rea-
lized in space-time. The architect, in a sense,
now must also write the “script” for his
dramas. .. Architectural work is therefore articu-
lated as a narrative, “metaphoric” projection
grounded on recollection.®
Whilst the continual gradation of denseness of
space is controlled by Holl, visitors to his architec-
tural space form their own ideas through a multi-
plicity of experiencing.®® In discussing the
temporality in Holl's architecture, Pérez-Goémez
points to ‘the possibility to transform a passive
observer into a participant, allowing the inhabitant
to recognize a potential wholeness through
experience.’®® The experience shapes itself after
the viscosity of the space, the script that is laid
down by Holl, but played out by the observers
who themselves become the actor of the script.

The unfolding of space

Vidler distinguishes the Deleuzian fold, which he
refers to as ‘an invitation for a rather literal folding
of the envelope, a complex curving of the skin,
that tends to ignore rather than privilege the
interior’, from the Leibnizian fold, ‘an interior mech-
anism which at once reflects the outside and rep-
resents the forces of the inside, is more of a
mediating device, a spatial instruments, than an
object acted on from one side or another.’*' The
former accentuates the substance while the latter
the in-between. Composing his museums with this
spatial folding of the in-between/interior, Holl sets
the stage for the experience of the visitors to
unfold, ‘When we move through space with a
twist and turn of the head, mysteries of gradually
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unfolding fields of overlapping perspectives are
charged with a range of light—from steep
shadows of bright sun to the translucence of
dusk.”*? The folding enables unfolding; from the
space experiences evolve. This unfolding is
described by Perez de Vega as a kind of becoming:
When experiencing space through affect, we are
freeing ourselves of inherited meanings and
associated perceptions; we are experiencing
space as what it does rather than what it aims
to represent. Hence, as seen earlier, there is a
tight link between experience and the notions
of potential and performance. These refer to a
force, a tending towards, in effect; a movement.
And in this process of continual development
and change, of becoming, we identify the
notion of multiplicity as a crucial component.
This kind of experience does not provide a single
reading of a space, but multiple; overlapping,
ever-changing and at times, simultaneous. Out
of these multiplicities of interactions and affects,
certain recognizable patterns will emerge. These
patterns however are in constant process of
evolving, constantly re-defining and creating
themselves.*®
The theme of unfolding clearly resonates con-
stantly in the works of Holl. In describing the
Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art in Helsinki,
Holl speaks of ‘the continuity of the internal
space’ and ‘a continuous unfolding of an infinite
series of changing perspectives** However, his
explicit intention of creating an ‘open-ended’
non-hierarchical organisation to inspire ‘visitors to
choose their own routes through the galleries’,*®
seems at first to be at odds with the creation of

a continually unfolding spatial sequence. How
can the experience be at the same time sequential
(hierarchical) and open-ended (non-hierarchical)?
The open-endedness applies to the phenomenal
experience and not the physical experience: the
intertwining of an open-ended phenomenal
experience and an hierarchical physical spatial con-
figuration, as explained by Holl, ‘These curved
unfolding sequences provide elements of both
mystery and surprise... the visitor is confronted
with a continuous unfolding of changing perspec-
tives which connect the interior experiences to the
overall concept of Intertwining or Kiasma.”*® The
‘routes’ referred to above are routes of perception,
which open up the visitors’ own experiencing, not
routes of physical movement.

According to Dovey, the phenomenological pos-
ition ‘entails a primacy of lived-space over abstract
conceptions of geometric space’, and that ‘the
lived experience of the body-in-space is the
primary relation from which all conceptions of
space are constructed’.*” What unfolds in this
experiencing is not simply an understanding of the
body-to-world relationship*® but an understanding
of one’s own identity. Norberg-Schultz has given a
more spatially defined view of identity in which he
suggested that the relationship between man and
a given environment consists in an act of identifi-
cation, ‘that is, in a sense of belonging to a certain
place...of finding a foothold in a given world’,*°
that is, the notion of spatial identity. The spatial
encounter becomes an act of identifying oneself
with the world within the built environment—a
kind of spatial identity—the encounter with self,
and of self.
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Deciphering Holl’s script: the museum syntax
Developments in museum studies situate the
museum not only as a place for visitors to view exhi-
bits, but as a setting for social interaction.>® The
form of movement patterns in a museum has in
recent years therefore been transformed from that
of solely bringing visitors into contact with objects
to facilitating encounters among visitors, prompting
a focus on the issue of co-presence® in museum
design. The foundation of Falk’s museum visitor
experience model is that such experiences are pre-
dominantly influenced by what he calls the visitors’
‘identity-related visit motivations’, which funda-
mentally shape the way the critical reality of the
visitor and the museum coalesce.®? As these motiv-
ations shift upon different visits, the significance of
each visit changes; both visitor and museum are
“fluid and changing’.>® Each museum visit is a
unique trajectory formed by the merging of the
subject and object. Similar to the phenomenological
perspective according to Seaman—'Human experi-
ence, awareness, and action are always intentional
— i.e., necessarily oriented toward and finding
their significance in a world of emergent
meaning’>*—each museum experience uncovers
more of the visitor's identity.

Under Falk’s model, the museum trajectory is con-
tingent upon three contextual factors—the personal
context: the prior experiences and knowledge of the
self; the physical context: the built space and the
exhibits; the socio-cultural context: the interaction
with other visitors.>® These first two contextual
factors correspond somewhat to the three themes
that Seaman locates at the very core of everyday
environmental experience. Through observations
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and dialogues with environmental experience
groups, Seaman identified movement, rest and
encounter as the themes central to an inquiry into
the phenomenological experience of the body-in-
space.56 Here, 'encounter’ refers not to interaction
with other people in the same space but to the mul-
tifaceted ways in which people make attentive
contact with their world.>” Seaman’s emphasis
falls on spatial encounters, not social encounters.
Exploration of the physical context of the museum
trajectory can therefore expose valuable insights
on the contributions of architectural interventions
to the three core themes of body-in-space
experience.

Holl strongly believes that ‘it is the responsibility of
every generation of architects to clarify a purpose—
to articulate a vision through building.’*® From his
writings, it clearly emerges that his agenda revolves
around a phenomenological investigation into
human spatial behaviour in architectural space and
how that experience can be enhanced to facilitate
the understanding of self. The hypothesis put
forward here is that Holl has designed the spatial
configuration in his museums in with a common
intentionality, that there exists a script that he
follows and reinforces with successive museum
designs. The remainder of this paper will analyse
three museums designed by Holl in an attempt to
decipher this script: Kiasma Museum of Contempor-
ary Art in Helsinki, Finland (1998); Nelson-Atkins
Museum in Kansas City, United States (2007);
Knut Hamsun Centre in Hamargy, Norway (2009).
The layout of the main exhibition floors of the
museums will be converted into abstract configura-
tional diagrams using Space Syntax methodology,
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which was first developed by Bill Hillier and Julienne
Hanson to represent the configurational character-
istics of architectural space through a series of
complex diagramming and graphing methods.> In
particular, a modification of the Justified Graph
(j-graph) method will be used in this analysis to rep-
resent graphically the spatial structure of the area
layouts in a ‘visually useful way of capturing some
of the key differences between the two spatial
patterns’.®°

J-graphs are particularly useful to represent the
pattern of permeability of a spatial layout and
would hence ‘make a dramatic difference to how
the layout would work’ by generating ‘a range of
limitations and potentialities’.®' In j-graphs, the
spatial layouts are divided into units of convex
spaces that are represented as nodes in the graphs
arranged according to their spatial depth from the
root space. Thus, this spatial approach allows the
configurational structure to be highlighted: ‘the
configurational structure of the shape is a uniquely
powerful property, and gives insights into properties
of spatial and formal shapes which are increasingly
manifesting themselves as the most fundamental,
especially in studies of architectural and urban
objects.’®? Seaman agrees that space syntax meth-
odologies provide a valuable tool to study the phe-
nomenology of architecture, as he remarks: ‘I
became especially interested in space syntax
research because it seemed to provide powerful
conceptual and empirical support for the phenom-
enological claim of a reciprocal relationship
between human action—i.e., everyday spatial
movement—and qualities of the physical-spatial
environment—i.e., the world’s underlying pathway

structure, or spatial configuration.'®® In the follow-
ing sections, analysis based on j-graphs and isovists
will be used to extract the script and understand
the intentionality of Holl's architecture.

Convexity and configuration
There are two key spatial concepts central to space
syntax methodology: the convexity of a space, and
the configuration of a number of spaces. Hillier pos-
tulates that human movement and subsequent
interaction ‘is essentially a linear activity’, and there-
fore the constituent unit of space is a convex space
in which a person can see everyone else within the
same space, that is, all points within the space can
be seen from all others.®* In terms of visual field,
the isovist—the 360-degree visual field from a
given point in space—from any point of a convex
space covers the whole space. As the built environ-
ment never consists of isolated spaces, the charac-
teristics of individual spaces are not adequate to
determine human activity. Instead, one must under-
stand the spatial configuration, which Hillier defines
as 'the simultaneously existing relations amongst
the parts which make up the whole’.%> The focus
on the real phenomenon of space distinguishes
space syntax and other analytical approaches:
The key difference between it and other
approaches to space is that space syntax seeks
first of all to address space as relatedness, and
as it is, and might be, created by buildings and
cities, and as it is experienced by the people
who use them. It is not that it is not interested
in the spatiality of social processes, but it sets
out from the idea that the most powerful evi-
dence for spatiality must be the ways in which
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Knut Hamsun Center

Figure 2. Division of the
museums into convex
spaces.
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human beings actually organise and arrange real
space. Space syntax then begins by studying the
phenomenon of space as it is found in the real
world, and from this works towards an under-
standing of the spatiality of human activity.®®
One of the basic analytic tools of space syntax is the
justified-graph (j-graph) that involves dividing an
architectural layout into its constituent convex
spaces and then illustrating their configurational
relationships in graphic form (figs 2, 3). It should
be noted that any space can be taken as the
j-graph’s root space, which is the space at the
lowest level to which all other space is related. For
the purpose of this study, the main entry spaces to
the museums are taken as the root space as all
museum experiences start upon the visitors’
advent at the museum.
The resulting diagrams present configurational
information that is quite different from conventional
understanding of architectural layouts through
relational diagrams, such as bubble diagrams,
which demonstrates relational but not sequential

Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art
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Knut Hamsun Center

information. The levels in a j-graph denote directly
the spatial depth of the space in that level from
the root space. The shallower a spatial configur-
ation, that is, the lower the number of levels, the
more integrated the layout.®” Higher integration
translates to a lower mean depth between spaces,
which means that the spaces in the layout are
closer to one another.

Initial comparison of the j-graphs shows both
similarities and  differences in  the three
museums. Despite the variable sizes as well as
the different number of total convex spaces
among the three museums, they all have a very
similar spatial depth of between 13-14 levels.
Users thus have to go through multiple layers of
spaces in their experiences of these museums.
Furthermore, they all have a predominantly ring
structure with many spatial loops (Fig. 4). Hillier
states that ring structures and tree structures—
configurations with no spatial loops—behave
very differently.%® Since the ring spaces c-spaces
(through-spaces in a spatial ring) and d-spaces
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(link-spaces between two spatial rings) afford the
visitors more ways of approach than tree spaces
a-spaces (dead-end spaces) and b-spaces (simple
through-spaces),®®  therefore museum layouts
with a high number of interconnected spatial
rings are more probabilistic’® in nature. Paradoxi-
cally, this observation seems to contradict the
notion of an unfolding spatial sequence in Holl’s
museum architecture, which entails a more deter-
ministic spatial property.

Visual narrative

Holl creates the parallax through a multiple perspec-
tival experience. The experiential phenomena
emerge from a narrative generated not only from
the configurational characteristics but more so
from the visual intentions planted by Holl. To
dissect the phenomenal experience of the visitors
to his museums, potential visual fields data are
used to refine the j-graphs (Fig. 5). The upper
plans show the visibility graph analysis (VGA)”" indi-
cating visual integration values of the entrance levels

Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art
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Knut Hamsun Center

of the three museums, with the darker tones repre-
senting higher integration values. Previous space
syntax studies have verified that higher integration
values correspond to higher circulation of
people.”? Thus, the darker the region in the inte-
gration map, the higher the number of visitors
passing through. Isovists—the field representing all
the spaces visible from a particular point in
space—are drawn from the point of highest inte-
gration in each of the museum layouts to determine
whether any circulatory elements are emphasised by
the spatial layout: lower plans.

From the isovist studies, it can be seen that some of
the vertical circulation elements are hidden from
view where most visitors will pass through. Interpret-
ing this as Holl's spatial narrative, the j-graphs for the
three museums are refined by deleting the links
formed by the hidden circulatory connections
(Fig. 6). The resulting configurations convey a very
different intention from that reflected in the pre-
modified j-graphs (see Figure 2 above). In all three
museums, de-linking the hidden connections

Figure 4. Spatial rings
in the museums.
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Figure 5. Integration
values (upper plans) and
isovist from the most
integrated point (lower
plans).
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untangled the multiple ring structure and resulted in
a similar spatial configuration typology: a dominant
ring structure featuring a single deep (12-14
spatial levels) and large (22—-27 spaces) major ring
with minor rings and branches growing off it. The
modified j-graph unfolds the spatial configuration
to reveal the ‘continually unfolding spatial
sequence’.

The dominant ring converts the majority of the
spaces into c-spaces—through spaces in a spatial
ring—that increase sequencing and every visitor to
the museums is conditioned to follow the same
general sequence of space over the same order.”?
This configurational type mitigates the social effect
of co-presence because all the visitors are moving
through the museum’s spaces situated in the
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dominant ring in the same direction. Except at the
junction to minor rings to branches, there is there-
fore primarily no head-on flow of visitors coming
from the opposite direction and the kind of recipro-
cal visibility’* that generates social encounters
among the visitors is minimised. It seems that Holl
has de-emphasised social encounters in favour of
spatial encounters through manipulating the per-
spectival field: ‘It is precisely at the level of spatial
perception that the most powerful architectural
meanings come to the fore.’””®

To examine how the viscosity of the museum
spaces varies over the visitors’ experience, each of
the spaces in the dominant ring is assigned a vis-
cosity value. The viscosity is determined by a
number of factors—the number of links to other
spaces, visual perspectives, natural lighting, external
views, volumetric proportion, etc.—and their poten-
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tial impact on the phenomenal experience of the
visitors, as Norberg-Schultz writes: ‘The identity of
a place is determined by location, general spatial
configuration and characterizing articulation.””® As
exemplification, each of the spatial nodes in the
dominant ring of the museum j-graphs is toned to
illustrate the variation of viscosity over the spatial
sequence; the darker the tone the higher the vis-
cosity (Fig. 7) and a closer examination of the
viscosity of the spaces on the dominant ring
passing through the second floor of the Kiasma
Museum of Contemporary Art illustrates the
interpretation of viscosity variations along the visi-
tors’ path (Fig. 8).

There are eight convex spaces that form part of
the dominant ring on this floor and each of them
are toned to represent the different levels of vis-
cosity. Visitors arrive at an intermediate landing

Figure 6. Modified j-
graphs illustrating the
hidden dominant ring
structure.
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Figure 7. The viscosity
of Holl's museum
configuration.
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space (S0), where the view opens up to the city
through the large glazed wall at the southern end
of the museum, before moving on to a staircase
(S2). Looking back inside the building, the visitors
have a view down the central atrium to reflect on
where they came from, as well as a glimpse of the
upper floors to allow clues on where they are
going. The landing is assigned the highest level of
viscosity based on this interplay of internal and
external views. All visual connections are cut
off from the small staircase space at the end
of the landing in preparation for the exhibition
spaces that follow, resulting in a significant drop in
viscosity.

The staircase leads to a sequence of three gal-
leries (6, 7, 8) that are devoid of tactile features
in accordance with the intentions of Holl to
provide 'neutral’ and ‘Zen-like’ exhibition spaces

The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art
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to push the artworks themselves to the fore-
ground.”” The main factor that distinguishes one
gallery from another is the lighting quality. The
entire eastern wall of the first gallery in the
sequence (6) features translucent glass that allows
natural light to wash into the room evenly, giving
it stronger lighting characteristics, and thus higher
viscosity, than the two galleries that follow.
Exiting the galleries, visitors move onto an
elongated circulatory space (C1) that further con-
nects to a long ring of galleries. This space has
the highest connectivity as the most number of
spaces is directly accessible from it. So while expan-
sive visual connectivity leads to the high viscosity at
the landing space, it is the strong physical connec-
tivity that plays the major contributor here. Again,
the high viscosity space is followed by one with
the lowest viscosity, a small landing (C2), which
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then opens up to a space with a moderately high
viscosity: the ramp (R2) that cuts through the
atrium and leads to the upper floor.

However, it should be noted that the assignment
of viscosity level is by no means an attempt to quan-
tify architectural spatial properties. On the contrary,
the approach stems from the interpretivist paradigm
and follows the qualitative approach of the constant

comparison method”® in which each phenomenon
is compared constantly with previous ones to ascer-
tain its nature and properties—in this case, its vis-
cosity level—and any levels adjudged beforehand
may change as a result of comparison with a
newly examined phenomenon. These are interpret-
ations of relative values of a complex phenomenon
that defies absolute quantification.

Figure 8. Sequence of
second-floor spaces on
the major ring.
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Figure 9. The changing
rhythm of viscosity over
the unfolding spatial
sequence.
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Since the major circulation spaces are located to
the left side of the dominant rings, the sequence
of spaces in the j-graphs proceeds in a clock-wise
direction. To illustrate the rhythm of changing vis-
cosity in Holl's museums, it is possible to unfold
the spatial ring and depict the museum experience
as a linear spatial sequence with vertical bars indicat-
ing the viscosity level (Fig. 9). Despite the consistent
dominant ring structure among the three museums,
the ‘rhythm of viscosity changes’ exhibits similarities
in general but differences in detail. While there are
multiple viscosity thresholds in all the museums,
the peaks are distributed differently along the
spatial sequence. There are also different rhythms
of viscosity changes: both gradual and abrupt
jump and drop in levels. These differences within
the sameness—the parallax—nurture open-ended-
ness for the free interpretation of oneself and
one’s meaning in the world.

Holl ended his description of the Knut Hamsun
Centre with the sentence: ‘Strange, surprising and
phenomenal experiences in space perspective and

light will provide an inspiring frame for the exhibi-
tions.’”® Visual field, lighting conditions, views to
the outside and so on, are therefore all part of the
architect’s palette to control the viscosity of the
spaces in his museum layouts. The attachment to
the rhythm of viscosity and the varying phenomenal
experience evokes detachment from the fixed form,
the formlessness of the body-in-space. Whilst
according to Hillier the geometric language that
defines the city reflects human behaviour and
experience,®® the spatial language of Holl's
museum architecture germinates the hybrid field
from which the human phenomenal experience
emerges.

Conclusion

As with various forms of creative arts such as
music, sculpture, painting and other design disci-
plines, the exemplary emanates a clear consistency
in his/her work that transcends mere replication of
form.8" Rather, it is a consistency in intention. Holl
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echoes this view: ‘It is the responsibility of every
generation of architects to clarify a purpose —to
articulate a vision through building.8* Norberg-
Schultz criticises the modern environment as one
with a character that is ‘usually distinguished by
monotony’, and he goes on to argue that ‘lack
of character implies poverty of stimuli’.® Reacting
to this burgeoning purity in our built environment,
Holl attempts to enrich the character of his
museum spaces with the parallax as an ‘always-
changing, visually tectonic landscape’®* to stimu-
late phenomenological architectural experiences.
Creating an architecture of phenomenology has
become his purpose.

This study has focused on the spatial configur-
ation and visitor movement of three of Holl's
museum designs. The intrinsic connection between
the phenomenal experience and the movement
through space is explained by Seaman, ‘From a phe-
nomenological vantage point, one of the most
powerful aspects of space syntax is the way it
demonstrates that everyday environmental move-
ment and action are intentional in the sense of a
lived synchronicity between human movement and
the pathway structure through which that move-
ment unfolds.’®> The methodology adopted in this
study is space syntax, which ‘provides a conceptual
and analytical language to identify and understand
ways in which spatial configuration contributes to
particular lived modes of being-in-the-world.’® It
may seem incompatible at first to investigate an
architecture of phenomenology, and Holl’s architec-
ture in particular, through the methods of space
syntax as the tools involve operations on the plan,
the ‘helicopter view’, to which Holl specifically
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objects as a means for understanding his buildings.
But as demonstrated, the space syntax j-graph
method can be refined to abstract and extract
certain configurational properties from the architec-
tural layouts.

Contrary to efforts to enhance social interaction
in museums, Holl instead seeks to alleviate the dis-
ruption of co-presence on the body-in-space experi-
ence in his museums: spatial encounters over social
encounters. The results of the j-graph analysis of
Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art, Nelson-
Atkins Museum and Knut Hamsun Centre reveal a
remarkable consistency in their spatial configur-
ation: a single major spatial ring that dominates
the configuration of each of the museums’
layouts. The much-intertwined physical spatial con-
tinuum unfolds to a narrative of formlessness. A
formlessness not of form, but of space. Holl’s inten-
tions for the museum narrative play out not in phys-
ical form, but transgress to a higher formless level—
formless as a strategy, not an outcome—unveiling a
script of spatial viscosity.
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