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Abstract- Architecture is more than the creation of functional and visually appealing buildings; it shapes how people
perceive, experience, and connect with their surroundings. This study explores architecture as a lived experience by
examining how perception, memory, emotion, narrative, symbolism, and atmosphere influence human interaction
with space. Drawing on phenomenological theories and selected architectural case studies, the research investigates
how these experiential dimensions contribute to meaningful architectural environments. A qualitative research
approach based on literature review and case study analysis is used to identify principles that support human-
centered design. The study argues that architecture gains significance through lived experience rather than physical
form alone. It concludes by proposing design principles that help create spaces that are emotionally engaging,
culturally meaningful, and responsive to human needs.
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I. INTRODUCTION aspects alone cannot explain why some spaces are
meaningful and memorable. Experiential qualities

such as memory, emotion, narrative, symbolism, and
atmosphere play a significant role in shaping how
people engage with architecture but are often
overlooked in design practice.

1. Background of the Study

Architecture has traditionally been understood as
the design of functional, structural, and aesthetically
responsive spaces. However, its significance extends
beyond physical form, as people experience
architecture  through  perception, movement,
memory, emotion, and cultural associations. These
experiences shape how individuals understand and
connect with the built environment.

This study addresses this gap by exploring
architecture as a lived experience and examining
how experiential dimensions can inform more
meaningful and human-centered architectural
design.

Phenomenological theories view architecture as a
lived experience, where light, material, scale, and
spatial sequence influence human perception and
create meaningful relationships with place. As
contemporary design increasingly emphasizes
human  well-being and  cultural identity,
understanding architecture through experience
provides a valuable approach to creating
environments that are both functional and
meaningful.

3. Aim of the Study
To explore architecture as a lived experience by
examining how perception, memory, emotion,
narrative, symbolism, and atmosphere shape human
experience of space.

4. Objectives of the Study

e To understand the concept of architectural
experience and its relationship with human
perception.

e To examine phenomenological theories related
to lived experience and architectural space.

2. Research Problem
Contemporary architectural design often prioritizes
function, aesthetics, and technology, yet these
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e To explore the role of perception, memory,
emotion, narrative, and cultural meaning in
shaping architectural experience.

e To analyze selected architectural case studies
that demonstrate principles of experiential
architecture.

e To identify key design principles for creating
meaningful and human-centered architectural
environments.

II. UNDERSTANDING ARCHITECTURAL
EXPERIENCE

1. Understanding Human Experience

Human experience is central to the way architecture
is understood and appreciated. While buildings
provide shelter and accommodate activities, their
true significance emerges through the way people
perceive, inhabit, and remember them. Every
encounter with space is influenced by movement,
sensory perception, personal memories, and cultural
background, making architectural experience both
physical and psychological.

Unlike objects that are viewed from a distance,
architecture is experienced from within. As people
move through a building, they respond to changes
in scale, light, material, sound, and spatial sequence.
These elements shape how a place is understood
and determine whether it feels welcoming, inspiring,
peaceful, or unfamiliar. Consequently, architecture is
not only designed to support activities but also to
enrich everyday human experience.

2. Architecture Beyond Function

Functional efficiency is an essential requirement of
architecture, but it alone does not create meaningful
places. A well-designed building should respond to

practical needs while also fostering emotional
connection, cultural identity, and a sense of
belonging.

This perspective is supported by phenomenological
theory, which emphasizes lived experience as the
foundation of architectural meaning. In The Eyes of
the Skin, Juhani Pallasmaa explains that architecture
should engage the human senses rather than rely
primarily on visual appearance. Gaston Bachelard, in

The Poetics of Space, explores how memory and
imagination influence people's relationship with
place, while Maurice Halbwachs highlights the role
of architecture in preserving collective memory and
cultural identity. More recently, James Tait identifies
concepts such as journey, threshold, memory,
identity, and atmosphere as practical design tools
that shape meaningful architectural experiences.

Together, these perspectives demonstrate that
architecture acquires significance through the
interaction between people and place, where
physical form becomes a medium for experience
rather than an end in itself.

3. Dimensions of Lived Experience

Architectural experience is shaped by several
interconnected dimensions that influence how
people perceive, interpret, and connect with space.
Rather than functioning independently, these
dimensions work together to create environments
that are memorable and meaningful.

Perception

Perception forms the basis of architectural
experience. People understand space through sight,
touch, sound, smell, temperature, and movement.
Qualities such as light, texture, proportion, and
spatial sequence influence how an environment is
experienced and help establish its character.
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Memory

Architecture has the ability to preserve both personal
and collective memories. Places associated with
important events, traditions, or cultural practices
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often become symbols of identity and belonging.
Familiar materials, forms, and spatial arrangements
strengthen the emotional connection between
people and place.

Emotion

Built environments influence emotional responses
through their spatial qualities. Light, scale, enclosure,
openness, and materiality can evoke feelings of
comfort, awe, reflection, anticipation, or tranquility.
Designing with emotional awareness enables
architecture to support human well-being and create
lasting impressions.

Narrative
Architecture

communicates
movement and sequence. As users progress through
a building, spaces gradually unfold, creating a

meaning through

narrative  that encourages exploration and
interpretation. This sense of journey transforms
architecture into an experience rather than a static
object.

Symbolism

Architectural elements often represent cultural
beliefs, traditions, and shared values. Symbols
expressed through materials, forms, patterns, or
spatial organisation strengthen cultural identity and
reinforce the relationship between communities and
their built environment. Thoughtful integration of
symbolism allows contemporary architecture to
preserve continuity while responding to present-day
needs.

Atmosphere

Atmosphere refers to the overall character and
emotional quality of a place. It emerges from the
interaction of light, material, sound, proportion,
landscape, and movement rather than from any
single element. A carefully composed atmosphere
enriches architectural experience by creating spaces
that are immersive, memorable, and emotionally

engaging.
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11l. EXAMPLES RELATED TO THE TOPIC

1. Jewish Museum Berlin, Germany

Fig 2. Interior voids of the Jewish Museum Berlin.
(Source: Daniel Libeskind/Jewish Museum Berlin.)

Architect: Daniel Libeskind

The Jewish Museum Berlin demonstrates how
architecture can communicate history through space
rather than relying solely on exhibitions. The building
guides visitors along carefully planned circulation
routes that evoke reflection, uncertainty, and loss. Its
fragmented form and symbolic voids represent the
absence created by the Holocaust, allowing visitors
to engage emotionally with the narrative.

Experiential Elements

e Narrative circulation creates a
journey through history.

e Void spaces symbolize absence, memory, and

sequential

loss.
e Light and shadow intensify emotional
experience.

e lrregular geometry conveys disruption and
uncertainty.

2. Therme Vals, Switzerland

Fig 3. Interior of Therme Vals.
(Source: Peter Zumthor.)
Architect: Peter Zumthor

Therme Vals is designed to create a multisensory
experience through the careful integration of
architecture and nature. Constructed using locally
quarried stone, the building responds to its
landscape while emphasizing touch, sound,
temperature, and movement. The gradual transition
between enclosed and open spaces encourages slow
exploration and contemplation.

Experiential Elements
e Local stone establishes a strong connection with
the site.

e Natural light changes the atmosphere
throughout the day.

e Water, sound, and temperature enrich sensory
perception.

e Sequential spaces create a calm and immersive
experience.

3. Church of Light

Fig 4. Interior of the Church of the Light.
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(Source: Tadao Ando.)
Architect: Tadao Ando

The Church of the Light demonstrates how simplicity
can create a profound architectural experience. A
cross-shaped opening behind the altar allows
daylight to become the defining feature of the
interior. The contrast between exposed concrete and
natural  light creates an  atmosphere of
contemplation without relying on ornamentation.

Experiential Elements

e Natural light becomes the primary architectural
element.

e Concrete surfaces emphasize the contrast
between light and shadow.

e Minimal design encourages reflection and focus.

e Simple spatial composition strengthens the
spiritual experience.

IV. DESIGN PRINCIPLES OF
ARCHITECTURAL EXPERIENCE

The literature review and case studies demonstrate
that meaningful architecture emerges from the
integration of human experience with spatial design.
The following principles provide a framework for
creating environments that are functional,
emotionally engaging, and culturally significant.

1. Design Beyond Function

Architecture should respond not only to practical
requirements but also to the experiences it intends
to create. Every space should support physical
activities while encouraging comfort, interaction,
reflection, or inspiration according to its purpose.

2. Integrate Multiple Experiences

Spaces should accommodate different forms of use
and interaction. A courtyard, for example, may
function as a circulation route, gathering space,
climatic buffer, and place for rest. Designing multiple
experiences increases flexibility and enriches
everyday life.

3. Design with User Intent
The intended experience should guide decisions
related to layout, proportion, materials, lighting, and

circulation. Understanding users and their activities
helps create spaces that are intuitive, meaningful,
and responsive.

4. Use Materials to Express Identity

Materials should contribute to the character of a
place rather than serving only as finishes. Their
texture, craftsmanship, ageing, and local significance
can strengthen cultural identity and establish a
deeper connection between people and their
environment.

5. Create Meaning Through Spatial Sequence
The arrangement of spaces should encourage
gradual discovery. Variations in scale, enclosure,
openness, and light create rhythm and anticipation,
transforming movement through a building into a
memorable experience.

6. Shaping Atmosphere Through Design
Atmosphere should be considered from the earliest
stages of the design process. The careful integration
of light, sound, materiality, landscape, and
proportion creates environments that support
emotional well-being and reinforce the intended
character of a place.

V. CONCLUSION

Architecture is experienced through the interaction
between people and space rather than through
physical form alone. This study demonstrates that
perception, memory, emotion, narrative, symbolism,

and atmosphere are fundamental to creating
meaningful architectural experiences.
Phenomenological theory provides a valuable

framework for understanding these relationships,
while the selected case studies illustrate how
experiential qualities can be translated into built
form.

The proposed design principles highlight the
importance of designing spaces that support
emotional engagement, cultural continuity, and
human well-being alongside functional
performance. By recognizing architecture as a lived
experience, designers can create environments that
are memorable, responsive, and closely connected
to the people who inhabit them.
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