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Whether we know it or not, the world passes through us and emerges altered. Through all our 

senses we transform the world, taking it in, turning it around, and letting it loose again, subtly 

different to what it was without us; while we in our turn are invisibly molded and shaped by 

its passage. 
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Introduction 

Aesthetics, in common usage, refers primarily to perceptual experience based upon visual 

stimuli. However, in its original formulation aisthesis, it referred to a broader range of 

human perception, that includes the whole realm of sensate experience (Eagleton 1990). 

The visual sense may be considered as the most concrete of our sensory faculties, 

providing a seemingly accurate depiction of the world as it exists ñout thereò. In contrast, 

the other bodily senses seem to inhabit a more subjective realm within our perceptual 

interior, remaining personal and non-verifiable.  

Western cultures tend to privilege information that can be perceived in concrete form; 

that which can be measured, that which can be analyzed and that which can be 

corroborated experimentally (Capra 1988; Tarnas 1993). This is part of the legacy of 

scientific rationalization, which, while tremendously successful at codifying certain types 

of phenomena, remains mute when it comes to understanding the lived experience of the 

world. This emphasis on the rational has come at a great cost to the sensual appreciation 

of reality and the built environment that surrounds us (Howett 1993; Relph 1985). 

Phenomenological studies have tried to address these limitations by focusing upon 

methods for understanding and analyzing perceptual phenomena (Seamon 1993; Relph 

1976; Relph 1985; Seamon and Mugerauer 1985). Nonetheless, the habits of westernized 

space-makers remain firmly entrenched and it is generally the visual senses that are 

designed for. Spatial experiences that are understood internally, through the bodily 

senses, have been marginalized. (Tuan 1995; Rodaway 1994). 

This paper examines how the qualities of urban experience are sensually perceived and 

interpreted according to cultural factors. If space is considered as continuous movement, 

then place is a pause, a node, and each pause makes it possible for location to be 

transformed into place. These pauses form nodes at the conflux of urban conditions, 

where specific dynamics of a surrounding context are gathered  (in a Heideggerian sense 

ï see (Relph 1985) where they can be fused and understood. The node provides a locale 
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where the relationships between sensory perception, culture and the environment can be 

experienced. We perceive, inhabit and develop an understanding of space through its 

nodes. It is here that we mobilize all our senses, cultural biases and determinants to 

unlock the complexities of the abstract term ñSpaceò. The paper examines the 

characteristics of space through the lens of sensoral fusion: how the body is invited to 

participate in gathering meaning through visual, tactile, olfactory and acoustic means. 

Rational and Methodology  

Little has been written regarding the interplay between physical environments and the 

senses. Most research regarding built environments within city fabric examines the 

elements and sequences of physical form (as in Lynch
2
 ï edges, paths, districts, nodes) 

or, throughout the 1960s and 70s, environment research aimed primarily at understanding 

space using methodologies borrowed from the sciences (Porteous 1996). Both these 

ñcause and effectò environmental behaviour models and the city form observations, while 

producing interesting data, are only able to analyze factors that can be easily observed 

and quantified. The more subjective, sensoral, experiential and perceptual understanding 

of place remained an enigma, impenetrable to the ñobjectiveò observer, and therefore 

eluding serious study. Phenomenologists, recognizing this gap, have since made 

significant contributions towards understanding these less quantifiable aspects of space 

(Seamon and Mugerauer 1985). Nonetheless, the body of research focusing specifically 

upon how bodily senses are engaged in interpreting space remains very limited, with a 

few notable exceptions (Tuan 1995; Housden 1993; Pallasmaa 2005). 

Similarly, the role that culture plays in interpreting built environments remains poorly 

understood. Edward T Hall, in ñThe Hidden Dimensionò and other writings, began to 

make inroads toward understanding the relationships between culture and space, but 

follow-up to this pioneering work has been contained to a limited focus by 

anthropologists and geographers (Porteous 1996). Part of the reason for this may be that 

the interplay of culture and geography spans disciplines, with physical planners not being 

familiar with the work of anthropologists examining cultural dimensions. Literature that 

examines the nature of city form tends to emphasize precisely that: the visual form of the 

city, rather than other sensoral aspects. (Seamon 1993; Howett 1993) 

By the use of case studies, we will try to advance the argument that there are cultural 

differences in how actively the senses are engaged within similar physical settings. At the 

same time, the design of physical settings varies in accordance with how much emphasis 

a given culture grants to the importance of the senses. This interplay between 

environment and perception forms a hermeneutical circle that creates specific places, and 

cultural attitudes towards those places. The paper will examine two spatial nodes, one in 

Turkey and one in North America. These have been chosen because, in many aspects, 

they are functionally and structurally similar and yet they differ both in terms of their 

cultural settings, and in how actively they engage the whole realm of sensoral perception. 

The paper makes a variety of observations regarding fragmentation versus integration of 

aesthetic experience and the corresponding manner by which individuals within a culture 

may perceive or fragment their own modes of being-in-the-world. 

The Nodes 

We have selected two nodes, one in Ankara, Turkey, and one in Winnipeg, Canada to 

provide a context for analysis. Each are rich in meaning; places where a variety of uses 
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and ideas converge, spaces that serve as a physical locus for a region (Relph 1976; 

Seamon and Mugerauer 1985). Heidegger describes such sites as ones which ñgather 

meaningò - that is, in some way provide an existential foothold for a given place and 

culture (Relph 1976).  

Neither site is unique within its own cultural context. Rather, each typifies examples of 

public nodes from their respective countries. Both sit at the intersection of a variety of 

urban conditions that involve the convergence of water, religion, movement, and repose. 

Physically and functionally they perform in similar manners, however the perceptual 

integration of the sites through sensoral means varies significantly.  This variation may 

help illuminate cross-cultural differences in aesthetic experience.  

The Winnipeg site, in contrast to the Turkish example, occupies an interior, but this is 

largely due to climatic factors rather than any fundamental difference between the two 

physical junctures. The spaces also differ in terms of the perceptual scale of their 

respective surroundings. However, it will be argued that this scalar difference emerges, in 

part, due to cultural biases that make it difficult to compare environments of identical 

scale. What follows is both a physical description of each site, supported by maps and 

images and a sensoral survey of each siteôs attributes. 

Physical Descriptions 

Selale Caf®, Ankara 

The Selale Caf®, in Ankara is located at the intersection of Gazi Mustafa Kemal 

Boulevard and Strasburg Street (see Figure 1). It is at the base of a topographical rise, 

upon which sits a mosque, Maltepe Cami. There is a vertical wall of water that physically 

connects the elevation of the mosque grounds to the foot of the Caf®ôs Garden. This wall 

of water is formed into small pools adjacent to tables. The space can accommodate 

outdoor seating for approximately one hundred people at a variety of tables (see Figures 

2, 3). 

Selale Caf® has multitudes of entries and provides a variety of interaction points to the 

users. The porous boundary of the garden acknowledges the interests and the needs of the 

individuals democratically. There is no one privileged entry - users can enter the garden 

at any point they choose. A pedestrian route cuts diagonally through the space, leading 

from Gazi Mustafa Kemal Boulevard to the sidewalk of Strasburg Street. 

                                  

Figure 1. Regional Plan 
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    Figures 2, 3. Selale Caf® Exterior, Maltepe    

A portable outdoor grill is located at the centre of the tea garden to serve local food and 

drink to the patrons. As well, there is as a large screen projection television for sports 

viewing. In addition to the outdoor space, there is an interior used for tea service (see 

Figure 4).  Functionally, the garden operates as a place of repose within the busy urban 

realm. Users can stop to relax, remaining any length of time, starting from early hours of 

the day until midnight.  

 

 

Figure 4. Selale Caf®, Interior 

Vision 

In the Turkish node, all scales of visual space are absorbed simultaneously, with a sense 

of visual input and overload coming from a wide array of sources. There is a lack of 



International Congress of Aesthetics 2007, ñAesthetics Bridging Culturesò 

5 

 

strong visual hierarchy or privileged views dominating the space. Instead, the space can 

be conceived more as a visual tapestry, with meanings superimposed one upon another, 

each carrying different environmental cues. Depending upon the direction of oneôs gaze, 

the environment can carry meanings related to nature, (water and gardens), city life 

(people and traffic), commerce (signage and buildings), or religion (minarets and 

mosque). There are no ñgrand vistasò or clear site lines that state an unambiguous 

narrative regarding meaning in the city. Instead meaning is gleaned from a plethora of 

unrelated, overlapping sources, competing for attention in the visual array of space.  

Sound 

Soundscapes can be identified as the acoustical environment that frames a given space 

(Schafer 1985). The Selale Caf® soundscape includes the backdrop sounds of the profane 

(the drone of vehicular traffic punctuated by the honking of horns) contrasted by ñsound 

landmarksò of the sacred (the call to prayer). These overlap with the day-to-day sounds of 

commerce (the simitchi caller and other vendors), and the hum of conversation. 

Background television or music establishes either a casual social ambiance, or during 

televised sports events, a communal passion and excitement for the game. The cascading 

waterfall provides a natural context, as do the call of birds, attracted by the landscaping. 

The muezzinôs call to prayer, five times daily, gives shared, communal understanding of 

the bodyôs kinaesthetic alignment to the cycles of time. These sounds all form an integral 

part of the environment and no attempts are made to mask any of the inputs, or to limit 

the overlap of their contradictory messages. Instead, the space is able to absorb and 

celebrate the contrasts.  

Smell 

Scents form a landscape by framing a sensory experience of foreground smells, 

background smells, and ñsmell eventsò that waft through space (Fernando 2005; 

Rodaway 1994). Like soundscapes, smellscapes convey a variety of information about 

specific dynamics of place. The caf® smellscape is rich with a variety of smells and the 

meanings associated with these. The smells of adjacent traffic, diesel fumes from trucks 

(profane) are absorbed simultaneously with the smell of blossoms in the landscaping 

(sacred). Both the smell of the nargile pipe, which is a feature of many gardens, (although 

to a lesser extent today) and the rich scent of coffee, suggest spiritual intoxication and the 

escape from worldly concerns. These exotic odours are contrasted with the occasional 

passing by of the simitchi vendor, whose fresh baked bread scent is both familiar and 

eminently practical by nature. Upon leaving the garden, patrons are traditionally offered 

the refreshment of scented cologna.. The smell of bodies is made tangible, either sweetly 

perfumed by cologne or given earthly presence by sweat.  

Tactility and Kinaesthetics 

The skin forms the largest sensory organ of the body, and yet touch is one of the least 

explored senses when it comes to the design of spaces (Tuan 1995; Porteous 1996). 

Linked to the idea of touch is kinaesthetics, or the manner by which the body senses its 

own internal movement through space. The public node in Ankara is characterized by a 

rich pallet of materials, each with specific tactile characteristics. The rough stone of the 

waterfall, and the smooth and gleaming qualities of the metal tables are balanced by the 

colorful soft fabrics of the awnings. The interior space offers a variety of wood materials 

to sit on or touch. The smooth texture of the wall and floor materials are counterbalanced 
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by the tensile fabric domed ceiling structure. The daylight is filtered through the fabric 

ceiling and creates a luminous interior. The texture of the low bushes and the flowers 

offer the opportunity for a tactile connection with nature. Weathering on the materials 

also expresses their age and helps the senses of the body to locate itself in the continuum 

of time.   What is significant within the environment, however, is not only the variety of 

pallets, but their availability for the body to explore and experience, or alternately to 

manipulate, and thereupon gain a sense of kinaesthetic control. The surfaces of nature in 

the garden are accessible to touch. A hand can be dipped into the cooling wall of water. 

The warmth of the tea served to patrons is experienced through a cup, ergonomically 

shaped to transfer the warmth of the glass smoothly onto the skin of the hand. The 

microclimate created by the waterfall provides a shift in humidity levels from the heat of 

the city, which is experienced by the skin as a pleasant respite. On hot days, shaded tables 

mediate the heat of the sun hitting the body and on cool days a sunny spot can be found. 

Different bodily preferences for subtle shifts in climate and light are accommodated by 

the variety of table settings, each providing tiny variations in microclimate conditions.  

Until recently, tables and chairs could be moved by the patrons, allowing the users to 

create their own sitting environments according to kinaesthetic preferences. This ability 

of the space to respond to bodily preferences, such as desires to configure slightly 

different bodily proximities depending on social contexts, or to shift zones according to 

climate, has recently been lost due to recent renovations. This marks an abrupt end to the 

organic manner by which the body was physically implicated in shaping the environment. 

At the moment the garden still offers the choice to situate oneself according to 

preferences for privacy. This provides some amount of control regarding the intensity of 

sensoral input one chooses to absorb.  

Taste 

City gardens in Turkey are ubiquitous in their serving of tea as the prime refreshment. 

The drink forms a standard backdrop for conversation, and is strongly associated with 

hospitality. While the range of culinary experience is minimal, tea signifies a democratic 

and shared taste experience for all patrons. 

In addition to having tea as a common taste ñbackdropò, there are specific ñtaste eventsò 

that are enjoyed on occasion. These would include the tastes of ice cream, or ñsutlacò, a 

traditional creamy dessert. In these cases, the sensation of taste is generally 

complemented by the other senses, such as vision and tactility. There is an undeniable, 

subtle transference between the visual, tactile and taste sensations. The materials used in 

the Selale Caf® interior, particularly the luminescent ceiling canvas, evoke a coolness, 

and a kind of synaesthesia with the tastes described. This type of engagement of all 

senses within the interior space enriches the experience and reinforces the development 

of spatial meaning.  

Salisbury House on the Esplanade , Winnipeg 

Salisbury House, a local chain restaurant, is located at the centre of a pedestrian 

footbridge, (Esplanade Riel) adjacent to ñThe Forksò site in downtown Winnipeg. The 

Esplanade bridge spans the Red River and runs parallel to a major traffic artery, 

Provencher Blvd. This serves both functionally and metaphorically as a connection route 

between the English and French districts of the city. ñThe Forksò is at the intersection of 

two rivers, marking the cityôs original settlement area. The site is surrounding by features 
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that are considered culturally significant to the city - St Boniface Basilica (a Historic 

French Church and Landmark), and the Red River. The importance of the node is further 

emphasized by virtue of the fact that the bridge upon which it sits has itself been 

developed as a prominent city landmark. The restaurant acts as an anchor point of the 

bridgeôs structural tension cables and was designed in parallel with the footbridge by a 

well-known local architect. The carefully crafted and engineered aesthetic of the 

restaurant looks polished, and maintains a symbiotic relationship with the Bridge.  

A typical example of Western commercial structures, only one entry point is provided to 

users. Access to the space is along one linear route, following the bridge. Although the 

structure can only be approached by pedestrians, it is still configured as if to respond to a 

vehicular approach with its privileged single entry point. 

Like the Tea Garden in Ankara, this location serves as a place of repose and refreshment 

within the urban environment. The atmosphere of the restaurant is casual, and is intended 

to be accessible to all social-strata within the city. The restaurant is totally enclosed and 

its footprint forms a rough semi circle, perched over the water with windows facing out to 

surrounding landmarks. The service areas for the restaurant form a buffer zone to the 

bridge itself. Large glazing on the restaurantôs south facade offers a direct view of the 

Historical French quarter where the Saint Boniface Basilica is located. Functionally, the 

restaurant seats approximately seventy-five people. The restaurant operates throughout 

the day, serving breakfast, snacks, lunches and dinners and its menu consists of typical 

North American fast food selections (see figure 5). 

 

 

Figure 5. Regional plan view 
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Figures 6, 7. Salisbury House exterior views, Winnipeg 

 

 

 

 Figure 8. Salisbury House, an interior view 

  


