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/ EURAU NETWORK

EURAU is a network of schools and researchers in Architecture which meets
biannually in a symposium to share their investigations.

EURAU’s primary goal is to establish a debate and discussion on
contemporary discourses about Architecture, City and Environment. This is a
committed action organized by universities that contributes to the European
Strategy for the transition towards a sustainable and inclusive society.
Initiated by the French Ministry of Culture, EURAU has been active since
2004 organizing ten international conferences by different Schools of
Architecture in various European cities: Marseille (2004), Lille (2005),
Brussels-Liege-Mons [2006{3, Madrid (2008], Napoli (2010), Porto (2012),
I[stanbul %2014], Bucharest (2016), Alicante (2018], Birmingham-Staffordshire
2020-21).

The Department of Architecture and Urban Studies of the Politecnico di
Milano organises at the School of Architecture Urban Planning Construction
Engineering (AUIC], EURAU Milan 2024 “IN-PRESENCE / THE BODY AND
THE SPACE - The role of corporeity in the era of virtualization”, the eleventh
edition of the international conference, which takes place from 19 to 22 June
2024.
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/ EURAU Milan 2024

11th INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

EUROPEAN RESEARCH ON ARCHITECTURE
AND URBANISM INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

IN-PRESENCE /
THE BODY AND
THE SPACE

The role of corporeity in the era of virtualization

For those who deal with the city and the territory, space refers to the body
(C. Bianchetti)

The EURAU Milan 2024 Conference aims to unpack the significance of corporeality
in contemporary times and its relevance for the upcoming years. Specifically,

the focus is on the relation between body and space and how this relates to
architecture, the city and the environment, interpreted as physical facts and
processes. Within the background of a technological turn, the focus is now on what
has changed or will further change in this relationship and what, on the opposite,
remains unalterable, inherently bound to the material and impervious to the virtual.
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With this paper, we aim to take part of the depiction of the shell as an interface between the
macro and micro dimensions of our corporeal relationship with space, as an emergent entity.
With this in mind, it is worth questioning and clarifying the following: are we referring to the
space from which we, that is, the Being emerges, or is space something that emerges from
the Being itself?

Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962) suggests that the shell is an imaginative transposition of the
primordial function of the modern human dwelling, mirrored in nature. By focusing on the shell
as a symbolic expression of intimacy, it appears to be a unique form of life. This is due to its
enclosure in a rigid, rocky structure [Bachelard 2014, p. 155]. When empty and unoccupied by
the invertebrate life form that gives it its shape, it evokes the spatial imaginary of refuge and
the potential of this dimension to inhabit (Bachelard 2014, p. 127).

Indeed, given this rich potential of the shell's imagery, Bachelard begins his reflection by
drawing on Paul Valéry's (1871-1945) poetic vision [1], which synthesises this same singular
and distinctive dimension of the shell and also conveys his absolute fascination with this form
of life; or more precisely, this continuous formation of life, as follows: “[..] a shell stands
out from the usual disorder that characterizes most perceptible things. They are [...] more
intelligible for the eye, even though more mysterious for the mind [...]" [Valéry 1936, as cited in
Bachelard 2014, p. 125].

The mystery lies not in what is expressed by the beauty of its forms, which are guided by a
transcendental geometry, but in the slow and continuous process of formation, which starts
from a dimension of interiority, whose house [emphasis added] emerges out of itself, intending
to protect and shelter this inner substance [Bachelard 2014, pp. 126-127]. To this end, we
return to Valéry's poetic observation: “[...] 'the mollusk exudes its shell, it lets the building
material ‘'seep through’, ‘distill its marvellous covering as needed.”” [Valéry 1936, as cited in
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Bachelard 2014, p. 126].

Bachelard believes that the formation and functioning of the human body is based on a process
of ontogenesis, supported by a theory [2] developed by Jean-Baptiste Robinet (1735-1820):
each organ forms and develops from within itself, much as a shell forms from within itself,
forming the inner substance that is important to protect. This inner substance constitutes the
interdimensional reality of each being. It is here that we can claim a clear approximation to an
approach that is particularly associated with (architectural] space, or, to be more precise, with
the dwelling, as Bachelard says:

[...] Robinet thinks of form, from the inside out. For him, life originates forms, should create
living forms. [...] form is the habitat of life.

Shells, like fossils, are so many attempts on the part of nature to prepare forms of different
parts of the human body; [Bachelard 2014, p. 133]

Once placed within the possibility of considering the body as an entity beyond the fundamental
concepts, essentially as an entity “more-than-human” constituted and living in a body-house-
shell continuum, the previous observation finally correlates with the vision and understanding
of the French archaeologist and historian Louis Charbonneaux-Lassay (1871-1946) in Le
bestiaire du Christ (1940]):

[...] Taken as a whole, with both its hard covering and its sentient organs, the shell, for the

Ancients, was the symbol of the human being in its entirety, body and soul. In fact, ancient

symbolics used the shell as a symbol for the human body, which encloses the soul in an

outside envelope [...]." [Charbonneaux-Lassay 1940, as cited in Bachelard 2014, p. 135]
Certainly, in the context of our reflections, both from Bachelard and his cross-dialogue with
Valery, Charbonneaux-Lassay and Ribonet, the shell is duly supported as a synthesis of what
we wish to convey, based on all this gathering and interweaving of poetic, allegorical and
symbolic perspectives: an entity [body-mind], or, alluding to the diagram presented above, an
entity [skin-brain] that includes the [IntralBody [3], that is, and according to the Portuguese
architect and researcher Maria Jodo Soares ﬁb. 1964), "[...] a superimposed enrichment of
soul, mind and flesh, in succession, or progression, without boundaries, without limits [...] an
enhanced version of our bodies.” [2018, p. 241]. And, inherently, the [Meta-Baroque] House
[3], which, as Soares suggests, resides, precisely, in “[...] the body, as an intrabody, and the
architectural object [...] [which] are forced together resulting in an architectural apparatus in
constant metamorphosis.” [2018, p. 242].

In this sense, and returning to the idea and proposal of the [meta-baroque] house as “[..]
something close to a living-in-a-living-object - a house in a continuous process of change
through reaction to being [...]" [Soares 2018, pp. 242, 243], it may be possible to conceive of the
body-house-shell continuum as a spatial and architectural fact, encoded as the inhabitation of
a dynamic inner space, fully interdependent, without rationally imposed limits or boundaries.
The body-house-shell continuum becomes “la] living machine” [Soares 2018, p. 243] that is
permeable and in harmony with the context, with the environment, with the world of which
we human beings, as living machines, are vital and dynamic engines and gears that function
with other living machines. The notion of Living machines such as an architectural object,
as Soares and Goncalves demonstrate, is reflected upon the Chapel of Notre-Dame-du-
Haut, in Ronchamp, France (1950-1955), by Le Corbusier (1887-1965), which also alludes to
the [intraldimensions of the shell as an allegorical and poetic extrapolation to this particular
architectural object:

And so we have the Ronchamp Chapel. [...] One sees its exterior, but one sees it as a whole
body - as an organ. But the interior body feeds off another body, folded in itself - that which
is truly interior. The interior of the interior [...]. The Chapel is a Body: a centrifugal force
that takes control of its organs, designing its own interiority in interiority. From non-unity
as a whole to machinic unity as an engulfing whole. A part object swallowed by an internal
organism. (Soares & Goncalves 2017, pp. 96, 97)

Thus, in this article, by recognising this (intraldimensionality of architecture and based on
the most plural imagistic dimensions of the shell, we propose to question and (relequate, in
an increasingly virtualised world, the current conceptual, theoretical and practical paradigm
based on which we think and design space, seeking to discuss the need to (re)anchor this
space or habitat on a level of actualisation in a dynamic of flow. We want to discuss the need
to (relanchor this space or habitat in a dynamic of flow, that is, in constant transformation and
interaction with our environment, with a world from which we are increasingly disconnected,
as a symptom of a distance from ourselves, as individual beings of such interiority, and yet
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increasingly governed by an artificial and closed vision and way of being, guided by the body-
mind binomial and, externally, by the world, as if we were not part of it.
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ENDNOTES

[1] Referring to the essay Les coquillages (1937), written by the 20th-century French poet, essayist, and
critic.

[2] Referring to the book Vues philosophiques de la gradation naturelle des forms de 'étre, ou les essais de
lanature qui apprend a faire lhomme (1768), written by the 18th-century French naturalist.

[3] These two concepts refer to the research of the Portuguese architect, professor, and researcher Maria

Joao Soares, whose reflections have been published in numerous articles, some of which were co-authored
with the Portuguese architect, professor, and researcher Clara Germana Goncalves (b. 1969).
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