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Two of The mosT basic human needs—shelter and emo-
tional stability—are fundamentally dependent on one another. 
While architectural structures as physical modes of protection 
are essential to survival, sustaining a strong sense of home and of 
place is equally important. Sense of place functions as a way of 
understanding one’s position within the world, represents belong-
ing and contributes to personal identity. By questioning the role of 
architecture in identifying place, I explore the relationship between 
architectural and psychological systems within the domestic realm. 

Contemporary society is dominated by a phenomenon known as 
placelessness- a decline in unique and diverse places¹- which mani-
fests itself through standardization, accessibility and mobility of 
place. While placelessness has led to a decrease in the significance 
of a specific home location and, as a result, a de-prioritization of 
attachment to physical place, maintaining a sense of home has 
remained part of cultural practice. The necessity– and often will-
ingness– to relocate shows the ease with which place affiliation 
and identification with the dwelling place can be reestablished. My 
work suggests an emergent potential that exists in all lived space 
and the possibility of developing a new sense of home.
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“Do houses in themselves hold any guarantee that dwelling occurs in them?”²
        - Martin Heidegger 

 On July 4th we counted American Flags flying above peoples front doors. On the day after 
Thanksgiving, we began counting pine trees strapped to the roofs of cars and then after the 25th 
how many lay on the curb on trash day. And on September 1st we counted U-Hall moving vans.

Since I moved out of the house I grew up in, leaving for my freshman year of college when I was 
18 years old, I have lived in 11 houses - 11 houses in 9 years. Each of these houses, while I was living 
there, I called home. These were the places that were mine, to which I belonged. 

7



Introduction
Two of the most basic human needs—
shelter and emotional stability—are 
fundamentally dependent on one 
another. While architectural structures 
as physical modes of protection are es-
sential to survival, sustaining a strong 
sense of home and of place is equally 
important. Sense of place functions as 
a way of understanding one’s position 
within the world, represents belonging 
and contributes to personal identity. By 
questioning the role of architecture in 
identifying place, I explore the relation-
ship between architectural and psycho-
logical systems within the domestic 
realm. 
Contemporary society is dominated 
by a phenomenon known as placeless-
ness- a decline in unique and diverse 
places³- which manifests itself through 
standardization, accessibility and 
mobility of place. While placelessness 
has led to a decrease in the significance 
of a specific home location and, as a 
result, a de-prioritization of attachment 
to physical place, maintaining a sense 
of home has remained part of cultural 
practice. The necessity– and often 
willingness– to relocate shows the ease 
with which place affiliation and identi-
fication with the dwelling place can be 
reestablished. In the thesis exhibition, 
Capacities, the pieces Frame, Construct, 
and Truss suggest an emergent poten-
tial that exists in all lived space and the 
possibility of developing a new sense 
of home. 
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Place and Space

seeking To undersTand place is crucial 
because of its role in shaping the way we, as 
humans, interact with our surroundings. Much 
of the way we comprehend place is subcon-
scious. We are aware of the specific places we 
go on a day-to-day-basis– we know where work 
is; where the grocery store, the mall, school 
are; we know where home is– and we know 
how each relates to the next. When meeting 
new people, questions such as “what do you 
do?” and “where are you from?” are prioritized. 
Where becomes part of the who, part of iden-
tity; thus, the significance of place goes deeper 
than the shallow knowledge we utilize daily. 
French philosopher, Martin Heidegger, says 
that, “‘place’ places man in such a way that it 
reveals the external bonds of his existence and 
at the same time the depths of his freedom and 
reality.”⁴

Comprehension of the concept of place is 
largely based on the ways in which we under-

stand space. Like place, much of how we nego-
tiate space is subconscious. Moving through 
natural landscapes or built environments of 
cities and towns, navigating maps, reasoning 
with geometry, looking at the stars: these are all 
ways in which we interact with space. E. Relph, 
the author of Place and Placelessness, explains 
that, 

“Space is amorphous and intangible and not 
an entity that can be directly described and 
analyzed. Yet, however we feel or know or 
explain space, there is nearly always some  
associated sense or concept of place. In 
general it seems that space provides the 
context for places but derives its meaning 
from particular places.”⁵ 

The work in Capacities concerns itself with ex-
istential space and architectural space and the 
relationship between the two. 

Existential space is the lived space of our 
everyday experiences as determined by cultural 

and social constructs– the way we understand 
the significance of particular places is governed 
by the meanings that we give them. Christian 
Norberg-Shultz, an architect and theorist on 
architecture and phenomenology of place, 
proffers a structure for existential space by 
breaking down the system into geography, 
region, city, street, house and finally object. 
Norberg-Shultz begins with geography because 
it is the largest in both physical area as well as 
abstract comprehension. It accounts for the 
earth, continents, nations, states, and regions 
outside of daily experience. Next is the land-
scape, or region, followed by the city. The major 
difference between these two categories is that 
the city, or urban landscape, is a built space 
that is planned, organized, and constructed by 
humans. Street follows city, as these spaces be-
come more familiar. The next level, a house, is 
the most individualized and therefore, the most 
compelling and relevant to my thesis questions. 
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This level can also be described as the home. 
French philosopher Gaston Bachelard, in his 
book The Poetics of Space, says that “home 
is our corner of the world… it is our first uni-
verse.”⁶ Similarly, Norberg-Shutz, suggests 
that home is the most fundamental of all the 
levels of existential space. Finally, the object, 
that which is in the home, is identified as the 
last level.⁷ 

Structures and buildings, those made by 
humans, “reflect the interests and concerns 
of the cultural group of which it is an expres-
sion. Places in existential space can there-
fore be understood as centers of meaning, 
or focus of intention and purpose.”⁸ While 
architectural space deals with the experi-

ences of the individual to derive meaning as 
well, it differs from existential space in that 
it has to do with the purposeful aim to make 
spaces. Architectural spaces define lived 
spaces; they are the structures that become 
the container for the cognitive representa-
tion of home. 

It is important in talking about sense of 
place and sense of home to address place 
identity and how it relates to our personal 
identity. Places have identities the same way 
people, plants, and animals do. The identity 
of a place makes it unique. It allows one 
place to be differentiated from other places. 
The French author, journalist and philoso-
pher, Albert Campus, defines the identity 

of place by citing three characteristics: 
unchanging physical setting, the activities 
that occur in that place, and the meaning.⁹ 
Meaning is derived by human interaction. 
For example, a church gets its meaning from 
the fact that humans believe that it is a holy 
place and the specific activities that happen 
there determine it as such. Thus the identity 
of a house or home is dictated by the indi-
vidual who dwells there. The word dwell is 
used in Heideggerian philosophy to denote 
an active way of living.¹⁰ And since this is 
the case, the identity of the home is a direct 
reflection of the identity of the individual. 
Therefore, place identity is fundamental to 
the identity of the individual. 
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Placelessness

buT, in a conTemporary socieTy ThaT is dominaTed by placelessness, what happens 
to place identity, and, since it is so important to our personal identity, how do we sustain it? The 
concept of placelessness is rooted in the idea that localism and diversity of places that occurred in 
preindustrial societies is diminishing. In 1971 Gordon Cullen, who was a British architect and urban 
designer, said, “we appear to be forsaking nodal points for a thinly spread coast-to-coast continu-
ity of people, food, power, and entertainment; a universal wasteland… a chromium plated chaos.”¹¹ 
And the homogeneity that he speaks of has intensified in the past forty years. Strip malls, housing 
communities—as well as technological advancements such as the Internet, smartphones, and social 
networking—have all contributed to placelessness. To suggest that placelessness is purely a nega-
tive result of modernization and industrialization, as Cullen’s remarks imply, would be dismissive. In 
fact, “in all societies at all times there has been some placelessness, and insofar as lack of care for 
places provides a context and comparison it is essential for a sense of place.”¹² Placelessness is now 
more prevalent than ever and perhaps it is because of its ubiquity–and the fact that a sense of place 
continues to be necessary–that the psychological construct of home has not lost its significance. 



Mobility
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 mobiliTy is a major conTribuTor to placeless-
ness and has effected the changes in attitude to 
place. Relph, suggests that mobility has produced a 
decrease in the meaning and significance of home. 
Conversely, it can be argued that mobility causes 
an increase in place attachments because mobility 
allows multiple places to become significant. Mircea 
Eliade, using Le Corbusier’s idea that a house is a 
machine that we live in, says, “You can change your 
machine to live in as often as you change your bicycle, 
your refrigerator, your automobile. You can also 
change cities or provinces without encountering any 
difficulties other than those which arise from a differ-
ence in climate.”¹³ While his assertion may be quite 
broad, he raises interesting points about how easy it 
is to move home locations. This statement was made 
in 1959; since then, relocating has become even 
more effortless.

Mobility has drastically changed the way we un-
derstand place. The fact that we are able to so easily 
travel from here to there, both physically and cost 
effectively, enables strong affiliations with multiple 
places. In 2000, John Urry, a British sociologist, iden-
tified different ways that “overcoming a spatial dis-
tance”¹⁴ is achieved. He identifies them as “corporeal 
travel (the physical mobility of persons, by walking, 
running, or by some means of transport); imaginative 
mobilities (by means of broadcasting media, mainly 
television); virtual travel (by means of computers); 
and the mobilities of objects.”¹⁵ All of these means of 
mobility contribute to emotional, cognitive, and be-
havioral attachments between inhabitants and place. 
Because we are now capable of creating attachments 
in more than one place, a similar sense of home or 

sense of belonging can exist in more than one place 
as well. 

According the United States Census Bureau, 15- 
17% of the U.S. Population, which is close to 50 
million people, moves each year. They report that the 
average American moves 11.7 times in a lifetime and 
that the highest mobility rates are found in young 
adults in their twenties.¹⁶ While this age group moves 
the most, all people relocate for various reasons 
throughout their lives. 

There are many ways that the transfer of sense of 
home occurs, some cultural and some individual.  The 
last level of existential space that Norberg-Shutz iden-
tifies, the object, plays an extremely important role in 
relocation. As Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 
have noted, “the home sustains place identity in large 
part because it is a veritable storehouse of identity 
symbols. Treasured domestic objects–which serve as 
personal and public signs of the self–are themselves 
largely mobile, and can be used ritually to transform a 
new house into an old home.”¹⁷ Also, we have created 
ways of making foreign places feel familiar. Graham 
Rowles, a gerontology professor at the University of 
Kentucky, points out that when we exit off the free-
way, we know what to expect: gas stations, fast food 
restaurants, chain lodging etc. From place to place we 
see the same things. Rowles thinks, “perhaps we are 
substituting the home of generations ago with a new 
set of compensating mechanisms.”¹⁸ Regardless of 
the mechanisms used to cope with change of place, it 
is evident that place affiliations are directly related to 
well-being, self-esteem, and confidence. As a result, 
we use what is familiar to reestablish our sense of 
place and form new place affiliations. 
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Discussion of work

 in CapaCities i am considering the ways 
in which we develop a sense of place and a sense 
of home, as well as the relationships between 
physical space and psychological space, and the 
relationship between architecture and identity. 
Given the function of architecture as both a place 
of tangible shelter and the intangible sense of 
home, this work looks at the potential for those 
things in the face of placelessness. 

The largest piece in the installation, Frame, is 
constructed as a self supporting structure, by the 
intersection of two 8 foot walls, forming an “L” at 
a 90 degree angle. The corner is situated within 
the gallery in open space, intentionally not inter-
acting with any of the gallery walls. Positioning 
the piece this way implies a larger space than the 
walls are capable of enclosing. Also, it causes the 
piece to be non-site specific, because, if Frame 
were to interact with the museum walls, it would 
define a specific space. Similarly, the choice to 
situate the wall not parallel or perpendicular to 
any of the existing walls in the gallery frees the 
piece from the constraints of the museum. It is 
important that the space established by Frame 
remains ambiguous, creating the potential to be 
anywhere and be any space. Peter Eisenman, the 

postmodern architect, used the “L” formation 
in his later work quite often. He says, “[the L] is 
the essential fragment, complete in itself, yet 
asymmetrical, unstable, at once becoming and 
disappearing.”¹⁹ The becoming and disappearing 
he speaks of is essential to this piece as it shows 
the relationship between existential and archi-
tectural spaces. Again Eisenman discusses the 
dichotomy of presence and absence in architec-
ture by saying

“architecture is intrinsically bound up with the 
fundamental need for shelter, but shelter has 
both physical and metaphysical implications. 
The physical aspect requires that architecture 
be constructed, be a material reality. This 
situates architecture inescapably as a condi-
tion of presence. But as shelter also exists in 
the mind as an idea, in its metaphysical state 
architecture is a conceptual reflection of 
physical presence, an ‘absence’ in a material 
sense.”²⁰ 
The relationship between the physical 

structure and sense of home, or presence and 
absence, is expressed in all three pieces of the 
installation through the way they are constructed 
and by the use of color. 
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Construct and Frame are assembled 
with linear, extruded clay coils to 
create the outline of wooden 2x4s. 
The boards are perceived as hollow, 
empty vessels defined by their outer 
edges. The drawings in Truss, on the 
other hand, are embossed images of 
rooflines. To create the embossment I 
traced the outer edge of a stencil that 
I fabricated to make a solid plane. Here 
the outline is perceived as a mass. In 
an article written by Rosalind Krauss, 
This New Art: To Draw in Space, she 
discusses the phenomenon of how 
perceptions of space change as line 
is brought from two dimensions into 
three dimensions through the work of 
Julio Gonzalez, a master craftsman and 
collaborator with Pablo Picasso. She 
discusses how the quite literal transla-
tions between Gonzalez’s two dimen-
sional sketches and three dimensional 
drawings loose a certain readability. 
Woman Combing Her Hair, a sculpture 
made in 1931, is the main example 
used to show how a line is unable to do 
the same things in three dimensions 
as it is on a plane. In referring to the 
differences between Gonzalez’s sketch 
and his final piece, Krauss writes,

“The four rods of metal that loosely 
configure a W as they project from 
the neck of the figure do not “read” 
in anything like the way the almost 
identical profile reads in the  
drawing. Unlike its penciled version, 
the metal W is unintelligible as hair 
tossed forward over the head; it is 
a gangling shape, as ineffectual as 
a half-clenched fist closing over a  
portion of empty space, its grasp 
on the conventions of figure/ground 
separation forever relaxed.”²¹ 

 Although my work does not translate 
the same image from two to three 
dimensions as Gonzalez did, it uses 
the same process, defining the outline, 
with extremely different results. In one 
I create a presence and the other I cre-
ate an absence; in doing so, in both the 
two- and three- dimensional work, I 
look to our cognitive understanding of 
space to discuss a sense of home. 

Frame is constructed the same 
way construction workers frame walls 
of a house. I used this construction 
reference for several reasons. First, the 
wooden frame of a house is never seen 
when finished, despite being the struc-
ture that keeps the house standing. 
Modern houses are generally built with 
a technique called platform framing. 
A house framed with wooden 2x4s 
and then sheathed with plywood is ex-
tremely strong and can withstand time 
and weather. Also, houses built with 
this method are constructed by floor. 
The first story is completely framed, 
then the floor for the next is added and 
the framing continues upward. The 
accumulation of physical structure is 
analogous to the creation of a sense 
of home. Although it is something that 
we establish quickly in a new loca-
tion, the strength of place affiliation 
increases over time. 

The shapes formed by the outlines 
in Truss are rooflines. It can be argued 
that the roof is the most important 
part of the house. It protects both 
physically and emotionally. The roof 
encloses the rest of the structure 
ensuring safety from the outside and 
defending against weather. Similar 
to the way the 2x4s are filled in by 
the viewer, the body of the house is 

peter eisenman
Palo Alto: House XIa: sectional 
axonometric drawing project
1987
ARTstor: Data from: University of 
California, San Diego

julio gonzalez 
Woman Combing Her Hair I
66.3 x 21.3 x 10.6in
1931
ARTstor: HA0006389
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to be inferred when looking at 
the embossments. The saying ‘a 
roof over one’s head’ is com-
monly used to refer to a whole 
house. In these prints I provide 
the information to define the 
roof and in doing so I refer to the 
whole structure. Furthermore, it 
is important that these prints are 
impressions into the paper. Place 
affiliation creates an impression 
on the identity of the individual. 
We carry with us the memories, 
emotional responses, and mean-
ings associated with one place to 
new places as a form of comfort 
and to expedite the process of 

creating a new sense of place. By 
rendering the 2x4s hollow and 
the rooflines without defining 
the body of the house, I depend 
on a cognitive understanding of 
space, which I use to refer to the 
psychological construction that 
builds a sense of home. 

Frame presents itself as a 
ghostly presence of a house. The 
white hollow boards are, at once, 
there and not there. They have 
physical substance yet they only 
suggest an idea of a solid board. 
The choice to minimally keep the 
colors of the Capacities to white 
and grey speaks to their poten-

tial as well as the reoccurring 
contrast between presence and 
absence. In color theory white is 
both the absence and the pres-
ence of all color. That is, in the 
way we see color through light, 
white is the blending of all colors 
but, in the molecular make up of 
colors, pure white is the absence 
of color. In this installation I use 
white for its rawness and purity; 
it is a blank canvas. I give my 
viewers a suggestion of form 
and ask of them to complete the 
idea.

The window and door on 
Frame speak to the identity that 

is related to sense of home. 
These entrances and exits imply 
an inside and an outside. To walk 
through the door is to pass into 
a new or different space. The 
segregation and accessibility of 
different spaces created through 
the wall and the void spaces 
within it suggest belonging 
through a concept called “in-
sidedness and outsidedness”²², 
theorized by Norberg-Sultz in 
1971. “The essence of place 
lies not so much in these as in 
the experience of an inside that 
is distinct from an outside… To 
be inside a place is to belong to 
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it and to identify with it, and the 
more profoundly inside you are 
the stronger is this identity with 
place.”²³ This sense of insidedness 
and outsidedness are particu-
larly strong with sense of home. A 
house becomes a home when the 
inhabiter feels inside of it and feels 
as though they belong to it. 

Like Marcel Duchamp’s piece, 
11 Rue Larry, the door in Frame 
creates an ambiguity of space. 11 
Rue Larry works by a single door 
being responsible for the open-
ing and closing of two different 
spaces, creating unclear relation-

ship between the seen and unseen 
places within the house. In Frame 
the single door jamb works to 
separate two spaces. As discussed 
earlier, passing through a doorway 
represents entering a new space. 
Determining where the inside and 
where the outside is also changes 
and is dependent on the percep-
tion of space by the viewer. This 
again, confuses what is being 
defined and causes ambiguity of 
the space. Beyond the 8 feet that 
the sculpture occupies, the space 
is only separated by imaginary 
extension of the walls. The space 

created by this piece, is depen-
dent on the viewers willingness 
to complete the image. Again, the 
physical structure of the house 
and the psychological participation 
of the viewer are contingent on 
one another for the piece to have 
meaning. A house is a physical 
structure that does not become a 
home until an emotional and cogni-
tive response is formed. 

Mobility and the relocation of 
home are represented through the 
use of zip-ties. Zip-ties are most 
commonly used in electrical work 
as a way of holding wires together. 

marcel duchamp
11 Rue Larry 

86.6 x 24.7 in
1927

ARTstor: HA0007154
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In the case of Frame the zip-ties, which ref-
erence mechanical fasteners such as nails 
and screws through color, are a temporary 
method to secure the boards together. 
Their tight grip holds each board in place, 
but with one snip the zip-tie is removed 
and the work can come down. The imper-
manence of the installation and its ability 
to be reconstructed elsewhere is analogous 
to the idea of relocating homes and rees-
tablishing a sense of place. Similarly, the 
prints are not framed in an archival manner. 
They hang on the wall in a temporary way, 
ready to move to the next place. Construct, 
which is situated against the wall next to 
Frame, references building materials and, 
again, contributes to the feeling of mobility. 
At the same time, Frame is in the process 
of being built and deconstructed. 

The one word name for each piece, 
Frame, Construct and Truss, have multiple 
meanings. A frame is “a structure that 
encloses something, or one that supports a 
system or concept”. To frame, on the other 
hand, is “to build or to conceive as in an 
idea”. Similarly, construct means both “an 
idea or concept” and “to build or put to-
gether”. And lastly, truss is defined both as 
“the framework that makes up a roof (as in 
the rafters, posts and struts)” and “to sup-
port.”²⁴ Each title is both a noun and a verb. 
Like the relationship between the physical 
structure and the physiological responses 
that give a structure a sense of home, the 
titles express both an object and an action 
that is related to developing an idea. 
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Conclusion
 Through The work in capaciTies, I suggest that unique places are no longer as significant 
as they once were.  The work, in its temporary state, implies an ambiguous space that can be 
anywhere and through evoking a response that uses a cognitive understanding of space I show 
that the psychological construct of home has not been lost in a time dominated by placeless-
ness. Like an unoccupied house, the work appears, at first, formally cold.  Once it is experienced 
and interacted with it takes on a warmer quality, similar to the transformation of a house to a 
home. Whether it is a favorite quilt brought to a new location, a collection of photographs, or the 
fact that the mall down the street has all the same stores that the old one had, there are things 
that we do to make ourselves feel at home in new places. Shelter and emotional stability are 
fundamentally dependent on one another and Capacities shows that there is potential for both 
in physical structures. 
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Clay Body Recipe:
Talc ---------------------- 45%
Om4 Ball Clay --------- 45%
Tile 6 Kaolin------------ 10%
Cotton Linter Paper --- 20% by 
volume 

The clay body remained 
unglazed and was fired once 
fired to Cone 03 (1987˚ F) 

Zip- ties: 4 inch 80 lb zip-ties
Paper: Canson Johannot in white 
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Process, Technique, 
and Material

The pieces used to make Frame and Construct were built in the 
kiln on leveled kiln shelves because they were too fragile to move 
in their green state. Each coil was extruded through an extrusion 
die with a 1/2 inch square whole in the middle. The extrusion die 
was made out of cutting board plastic, cut out with a jewelers saw 
and filed to the desired size. The coils were extruded to 50 inches, 
left to dry to a hard leather state and then cut to the specific board 
size– the longest was 48 inches. 

Each board was built with the 4 inch side flat on the kiln shelves. 
One coil was rolled into place along an edge of a level. Rolling the 
coils instead of picking them up ensured that they would stay as 
straight as possible and reduce warping in the drying and firing 
process. 3 inch sections were attached to either end of the longer 
coils and a second coil was added to complete the rectangle. Next, a 
1 inch section was secured to all four corners and support spacers 
were place along each long coil, as well as down the center of the 
rectangle to keep the boards straight and square. The top coils were 
picked up on a yard stick and rolled onto the supports, then con-
nected to the corner pieces. When the whole board was assembled 
the level was used again to straighten anything that moved during 
the building process. The pieces were covered with plastic and dried 
slowly in the kiln.

The embossed prints were made with a dry embossing tech-
nique. The imagery was hand drawn, then scanned and redrawn on 
the computer in Adobe Photoshop. Once the images were in a digi-

tal format they were imported into Rhinoceros 3D and stencils were 
cut out of matte board on the laser cutter. The stencil was placed on 
a light table with the image opposite of the desired result. The paper 
was set down on top of the stencil and with a stylus, the outer edge 
of the shapes were traced to push the paper into the stencil. The 
result was a raised, embossed image on the front side of the paper. 

Assembling Frame took time and patience. The first time it was 
put together, both walls were built on the ground and secured 
together. The attempt to erect the walls was met with great chal-
lenge. Any twisting or torqueing of the boards caused them to 
break. When assembling the piece in the gallery space, the method 
of “platform framing” was employed. Because of the constraints in 
kiln size, the longest section was built at 48 inches. Thus, to achieve 
the 8 foot wall, the boards had to be made in two parts. So, Frame 
was built from the bottom sill upward. Each board was squared and 
leveled with shims during construction so the final piece would 
stand plumb. 

Frame and Construct were built out of a low fire white clay body.  
Although clay plays a secondary role in the concept of the piece, its 
function is still important and was intentionally used for its fragil-
ity and tenuousness. The piece, in its constructed state, is sturdy 
and stands on its own, but, when touched it will still wobble. The 
tenuous nature of the work reinforces the ideas of weakened place 
attachments.
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Frame
Ceramics and Zip-ties 
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Construct
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Dimensions variable
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Truss (1-6)
Embossed Paper 

19 x 27in
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