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Contented Architecture : In search of delight for all senses is an attempt to discover and 
capture the delightful sensory experiences of the users in the architectural space.  Architectural 
space is seen as an artistic space, that appeals to different senses.
 
The project is a Bike Hotel in Old Town, Alexandria.  The situation and orientation of the 
building on site, the program and the features altogether make it possible for bikers to experience 
the space through different senses.  This assembly among other pleasant experiences offers those 
sensory experiences that counteract the bikers daily exhaustive activities.  Their bodies and minds 
feel relaxed, revitalized and encouraged to achieve their next goals. 



TITLE PAGE

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

ABSTRACT

TABLE OF CONTENTS

THESIS 

HUMAN SENSES

SITUATION

EXISTING SITE PICTURES

EARLY SCHEMES - work in progress

PARTS - project features

THE WHOLE - plans & elevations

FINAL MODELS

BIBLIOGRAPHY

VITA

Contented Architecture
iv

i

ii

iii

iv

1

2

4

5

6

17

25

39

46

47

TABLE OF CONTENTS



 

THESIS 
 

How can we create an architecture that gestures, flexes, moves, and unfolds 
continuously – something that’s boundless and discovered anew each day – something 
that is to be savored and experienced as beautiful and meaningful over and over again?  I 
believe in such architecture, which I call contented architecture.  I believe that this 
architecture is not just about a space, but the art of space. 

 
Let’s define “Art”: the application or exhibition of skills, aesthetic principles and 

creative imagination in the production of the beautiful and the meaningful.  Art is 
something that captures your feelings and raises emotions.  Ultimately, art inspires, lifts 
you up and makes you cross the threshold between the ordinary and the extraordinary.  
Art appeals to different senses.  There is the art of cooking with wonderful tastes and 
smells.  There is the art of music pleasing to ears and spirit, and the art of painting, so 
inspiring to look at.  Imagine living in an artistic space that pleases all the senses!  A 
space with all these virtues becomes The Space, unique, remembered and desired. 

 
It is very difficult to clearly determine how people feel about space.  It is not 

something you calculate easily, as you do numbers.  “For even the most precise 
description, enumerating all visible characteristics, will not give an inkling of what we 
feel is the essence of the thing itself”1.  The key is in the attempt to explore and grasp 
this very essence.  Architecture provides not only new ways of considering form, but of 
linking form to physical content.  Its development is organic and dynamic – indicating 
how it will live in time: growing, moving, flowing, taking shape, and metamorphosing 
from one stage to another.  We must explore the internal content of a given shape.  
Proposing shape alone is like luring travelers to an enchanting “paradise gateway” and 
forbidding them from entering it.  As the travelers want to experience the paradise, we 
want to know all about the shape: How does it feel and sound?  Is it solid or hollow?  Is 
it threatening or liberating?  This form cannot be flat or shallow, a façade.  It must be 
internally realized with depth that engages all the senses. 

 
How do we know what we know?  “You will find that it is from the senses that 

the concept of truth has come, and that the senses can not be refuted….  What can be 
held to be of greater credit than the senses?  Reasoning based on false senses is like a 
house built in accordance with false calculations.”2  The human need for sensory 
engagement is shown by the curiosity of young children which overwhelms any sense of 
fear.  So innocently they touch or even bite anything they can get their hands on, striving 
for an understanding derived from all their senses.  As we age, our sensory needs 
remain, but our experience-based caution keeps us from chewing on concrete columns 
or licking marble floors!  Our continued longing for interaction with the objects around 
us, though, is revealed by handprints on fresh-poured concrete or names carved in stone.  
By the same token, standing before a wall whose top we cannot hope to touch, we 
interact with it by tossing a ball against it. 

 

                                                           
1 Rasmussen, Steen Eiler,  Experiencing Architecture, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass., 2000, p. 32 
2 Lucretius,  On The Nature Of Things, Book 4, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1997,        
p. 315 



 

 
 

HUMAN SENSES 
 
Sight.  Images “pass through glass, but are broken up by wood and other rough or 

solid things; but a smooth and compact surface throws them back whole so swiftly that 
there must be a continuous stream of such images.”3  We see objects around us as a 
result of the reflection of the light from their most outer surface.  Some objects are solid, 
some transparent, and some reflective.  A mirrorred wall increases the appearance of the 
room.  A glass wall allows the outside to be part of the inside.  As designers we make 
important decisions such as what should be glass, stone, or transluscent material.  
Imagine if you were blind.  What difference would night or day make?  What if there 
were no windows?  Imagine a “blind” architecture where light does not bounce, reflect 
or shine; where mirrors and crystals have no spectrums and colors are irrelevant.  
Natural light and lighting is crucial in architecture.  Moreover, imagine being deceived 
by color!  Once, when I was a little girl, my mother took me shopping for my dream 
purple dress.  I was so excited that I slept with the dress on and swore I’d never take it 
off.  When I woke up in the morning, I found to my great disappointment that the dress 
has turned from purple to blue.  The store’s neon lights had lied to me and I felt 
betrayed! 

 
Sound.  “Can architecture be heard?”  Most people would blithely reject such a 

proposition, since it produces no sound on its own.  “But neither does it radiate light and 
yet it can be seen.  We see the light it reflects and thereby gain an impression of form 
and material.”4  In the same way we hear the sound reflected by objects and we judge 
their position and understand their composition.  We know how voices echo in an empty 
room.  On the one hand, we are driven to modify the sound with rugs and furniture.  On 
the other hand, we are captivated by the raw echoes of a thunderclap between 
mountains.  We revel in the sound of a fountain or of raindrops on the roof.  Ancient 
Greek architecture respected the power of sound, building theatres whose sound 
replicated that of the clay “vase” behind the spectators’ heads.  The voice was 
“collected” in the vase and bounced around creating an immediate and reinforced echo.  
The Chinese built temples based on natural acoustics with natural materials. The sound 
of  architecture, if properly designed, can be regarded as a source of providing important 
information. If the sound is not annoying or harmful to the user or the surroundings, the 
right sound is an attractive attribute about the function, quality, and adds to the 
experience.  The sound shall not be an incidental waste product. It shall be attractive to 
the user. Designing the sound is also part of the development as well as design of shape, 
colour, lighting etc.  A “deaf” architecture would have no resonance and no vibration.  
Such architecture would rebuff attempts to understand it – denying the dimensionality 
that reveals solidity or hollowness. 

 
Touch.  While we are in contact with objects or surfaces at all times, humans 

have to touch them to know them.  It is not possible to avoid this interaction.  The 
tactility of surfaces is important in making proper design decisions, whether we choose a 

                                                           
3 Lucretius,  On The Nature Of Things, Book 4, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass 1997, p. 289 
4 Rasmussen, Steen Eiler,  Experiencing Architecture, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass, 2000, p. 224 



 

non-slip bathroom floor, or a smooth dance floor.  Our first handshake with a doorknob 
or faucet leads to a lasting relationship – a first step on a hardwood floor or warm carpet 
becomes an enduring love affair for the foot.  There are things feet know that hands 
never will.  Imagine the feeling on your feet of cool water on a hot summer day, or 
running barefoot down a grassy field.  It is critical to understand the importance of the 
interaction of our body with Architecture to achieve a great sensory experience. 

 
Smell and Taste.  Imagine the spice, herb or rose garden without aromas.  Would 

that be fair, true, believable, or expected?  Imagine a roaring fire, complete with 
crackling sounds, yet void of the comforting fragrance!  In a sensory architecture, we 
revel in the smell of the fire, of a cedar closet, of fresh baked bread scents wafting 
upwards in the home, or of an ocean breeze.  The structure welcomes and embraces 
these smells through the careful placement of the building on site and its components, 
such as doors and windows, porches and kitchens. There is a strong link between smell 
and memory.  The smell will contribute to the users enjoyment which they'll associate it 
with their pleasant experience. 

 
Haptic Sense, Sense of Time and Distance, Speed and Movement.  These are 

all aspects of the sensory experience in addition to the five human senses, still to be 
considered in the making of contented architecture.  We are always in motion.  We walk, 
we laugh, we accelerate, and we age.  “A colonnade seems to vanish in a point…  The 
sky seems to be contained into a puddle.”5  Things are relative and perceived in a certain 
way depending on the individual and the point of origin.  Architecture must respond to 
all of these senses.  Climbing stairs or riding elevators changes our perspective of 
architecture.  We interact with the meta-architecture of a city as we traverse it by car, 
bike, or on foot.  We bear a sense of orientation, or we feel lost in the city.  Our 
surroundings make us feel small, big, comfortable, or out of place. 

 
Our senses are deeply intertwined.  Each sense contributes to the fuller 

comprehension of other sensory information.  The more senses in the play, the “smarter” 
the building will become.  I would like to compare multi-sensory architecture with the 
concept of human multi-intelligence.  A “multi-talented” building is fulfilling, offers 
more choices and gracefully “handles more tasks”.  These principles must apply to the 
building itself, as a unit, but never in isolation from the next larger thing, neighborhoods, 
towns and cities. 

 
Sense of Love.  In the design process, we continuously seek the line that is more 

pleasing, the just-right palette, and the most perfect overall impact or contribution of the 
building to its environment.  The challenge is that while still on paper, architects must 
travel through the space in their mind’s eye, imagining reality fulfilling the desires of all 
senses.  Architects are constantly seeking opportunities to establish the sense of love 
between architecture and its users.  At the end of the day we hope to have discovered 
and orchestrated the dimensions that engage all senses – in a way that pleases, lingers, 
and ultimately leaves us satisfied.   

 
This is truly contented architecture! 
 

                                                           
5 Lucretius.  On the Nature Of Things, Book 4, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1997, p. 311 
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“The Bike Hotel” in Old Town, Alexandria, near the Potomac River faces the river and between King and Prince Street, with main entry from 
Strand Street.  The location is chosen as a point of connection between South and North of the Mount Vernon trail along the Potomac, to 
Great Falls.

SITUATION

SITUATION
Computer drawing based on Alexandria City Map.

VICINITY MAP
Color pencil drawing, 

insipired by Car Free Day, September 21.
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