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Preface
This report is the result of my final project within the graduation studio 
‘Architecture, Brand & Sustainability’. The graduation studio, led by Mark 
Hemel and Barbara Kuit, investigated ’Architecture’, ‘Brand’ & ‘Sustainability’. 
Our studio came to the conclusion that ‘Brand’ is less interesting for the 
design phase than ‘Architecture & Sustainability’. ‘Brand’ is largely 
disregarded in this report.

My graduation project originated from a long-standing interest in the 
combination of architecture and psychology. In my opinion, architecture 
plays a significant role in the human state of mind.

I would like to thank everyone for their cooperation and assistance, but 
also for their contribution to a fine study. In particular, I want to thank my 
tutors Mark Hemel and Barbara Kuit for their support and the freedom I 
was given to complete a final project within my interest.
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Introduction
Sustainability is a widely used term. In order to get a better grip on the term sustainability, a 
division can be made in 3P’s: Profit, People and Planet. Sustainability means continuity of 
prosperity, people and the environment as long and as good as possible. Because of my 
interest in the interface between psychology and architecture, this report focuses primarily on 
People.

An important phenomenon with a negative impact on the continuity of human beings is 
stress. The growing world population, cultural division and financial uncertainties are some 
examples of current stressors at a global level. It is evident that stress has a negative impact 
on the physical and mental health of the human being. In order to reduce this negative effect, 
one can work on the prevention of stressors. However, stressors will forever remain and new 
stressors will keep appearing. Perhaps it is a better solution to reduce the level of stress and 
to reduce the susceptibility for stress.
Mindfulness receives much attention thanks to the rapidly expanding evidence that it can be 
helpful to reduce stress.1 This report examines the interface between Mindfulness and 
architecture. This examination occurs mainly in the first chapter with the essay ‘Mindful 
Architecture’. The chapter ‘Research’ focuses on the concepts of ‘stress’ and ‘Mindfulness’, the 
location and the chosen building function. The research is translated into a concept and finally 
worked out into a design.
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Essay

Mindful Architecture
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The human well-being depends on physical, mental and social conditions. These aspects are 
interdependent: a good physical condition has an influence on someone’s mental condition 
for example. This essay focuses on mental conditions.

In the Netherlands, 13% of the employees (900.000 individuals) experienced burnout symp-
toms in 2011.2 The amount of individuals with burnout symptoms has not changed in the last 
years. 10% of the Dutch population suffered from feelings of depression in 2012.3 Depression 
will be one of the three diseases with the biggest burden of illness worldwide.

Scientific research shows that mindfulness is associated with mental well-being.4 Mindlessness 
is the opposite of mindfulness. Mindlessness is easy to explain because everyone knows 
it well. An example: someone rejoices to eat tasty food, but while one eats it, the mind is 
somewhere else. One does not taste anything and could eat the food without realising this. 
The person is not aware of the present moment, because the attention is elsewhere. So 
mindfulness is being aware of the present moment with a minimum of judging and thinking 
about the past and the future.

Being mindful can help people feel calmer and more alive.5 Other benefits of being mindful 
are: reduction of stress, enhancement of the immune system, it reduces feelings of depres-
sion and anger, increases blood flows and slows the heart rate. Furthermore, it increases 
energy, helps control thoughts and reduces physical pain. Eckhart Tolle is an influential spiri-
tual teacher and author of several books. Tolle argues that many people are scarcely aware 
of the world around them, especially when the surrounding is familiar.6 Thinking attracts their 
attention. Tolle states that some people feel more alive when they visit unknown places or 
foreign countries, because in this situation sensory perception occupies a bigger part of their 
awareness than thinking. The perception of the surrounding is a possibility to get aware of the 
present moment.
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One becomes aware of their surrounding by sense perception.7 To smell, feel, see, taste or 
hear something can only happen in the present moment. One could become mindful when 
being aware of the exploration of the interior or exterior during their visit of a building. In this 
case, it is important that architecture attracts the attention of the visitors as long as possible. 
The loss of someone’s attention leads to a shift of the awareness from sensory perception 
to thinking. Architecture attracts attention when a building ensures surprises and unexpected 
experiences. Surprises and unexpected experiences are possible when a building does not 
immediately reveals itself. A building with several layers can result in more unexpected dis-
coveries, in comparison with a more open building without multiple layers.

Peter Eisenman makes use of a layering technique for the design of House II. This building 
is uncommon, because of its ambiguities in reading and its sequences of spaces. The HSBC 
building in London is an example of a contemporary office building in a dense city. This build-
ing does not make use of a layering technique, resulting in large open spaces. This essay 
investigates the concept of ‘layering’ as an architectural design tool to create a mindful expe-
rience. Firstly, this essay researches the layering technique of House II, thereafter it compares 
this building with the HSBC Bank, an example of a contemporary office building in a dense 
city. This building does not make use of a layering technique, resulting in large open spaces. 
This essay investigates the concept of ‘layering’ as an architectural design tool to create a 
mindful experience. Firstly, this essay researches the layering technique of House II, thereafter 
it compares this building with the HSBC Bank.
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Fig 1
South facade, House II
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Layering technique House II
 
House II is part of a range of eleven house projects.8 The title House II already reveals that 
this is the second project in the series. The building is located on the highest point of a large 
site with panoramic views on three sides, which extend for 20 miles. Vegetation is not present 
at the hilltop; the design simulates the presence of trees and hedges, by a sequence of col-
umns and walls. The columns and walls frame and focus the vistas.

The initial grid of the plan is a structural grid with a square form.9 This square consists of nine 
smaller squares with an equal size (Fig.2). A matrix of 16 square columns marks these nine 
squares (Fig.3). The second grid is a non-structural grid that organizes non-supportive dividing 
and enclosing walls. This grid emerges by the help of a diagonal shift of the initial grid. The 
matrix of columns and beams defines the initial layer and the walls define the shifted layer. 
This shift creates the potential for developing a set of oppositions, a systematic development 
of two ways in which information may be conceived.10 The diagonal shift creates two datum 
references. Columns seem to be the datum reference, when perceiving the south facade. 
Alternatively, walls appear as the datum reference, when observing the north side.

Spatial layers divide the building into three equal parts; each layer contains three squares of 
the initial grid (Fig.4.a). Two volumes are set back to define a diagonal, the initial grid deter-
mines the outline of these volumes (Fig.4.b). These volumes gradually pull up to create a 
difference in height of the roofs (Fig.4.c). Elevating floors emphasizes the division of the total 
building volume in three parts and creates layering (Fig.4.d). Reducing the size of building vol-
umes leads to voids (Fig 4.e). Each spatial layer has an extension on the east side (Fig 4.f ).
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2nd grid (non-structural)

1st grid (structural)

Fig 2
Initial and second grid, House II

Fig 3
Architectural representatives of both grids, first floor, House II
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House II and HSBC building
The Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank (HSBC) offers Foster + Partners a challenge to design its 
world headquarters on a site in Canary Wharf.11 At the completion in 2002, it was the second 
tallest building in the United Kingdom. The facades of the HSBC building exist completely out 
of glass surfaces. These glass facades are unambiguous, while House II has several ambigu-
ities in reading the facade. Phenomenal transparency creates some of these ambiguities. Rowe 
and Slutzky describe phenomenal transparency as a fluctuation of layers that produces an 
ambiguity of spatial depth in its simultaneity of perception of multiple or overlapping planes 
and readings.12 Eisenman creates an ambiguity in the south facade with the aid of phenomenal 
transparency (Fig.1):

“... the final shear wall to the right is the same width as the fascia of the south facade and is 
placed in such a way in relation to the articulation (the way it is cut on the right) of the fascia 
so as to force the most exterior plane to be seen as completing itself with this shear wall 
behind. This sets up a warping or distortion in the frontal plane. While the diagonal shift forces 
the two layers apart, now a pressure is created for the individual to read them as one.” 10

Such ambiguities are not visible at the facade of the HSBC building, because of the literal 
transparency of the glass surfaces. Phenomenal transparency is a conceptual transparency, 
while literal transparency is a perceptual transparency. Sol Le Witt was an American artist of 
conceptual art. Le Witt gives a reinterpretation of transparency as being perceptual or con-
ceptual:

“Art that is meant for the sensation of the eye primarily would be called perceptual rather 
than conceptual. Conceptual art is made to engage the mind of the viewer rather than his 
eye or emotions.” 13
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Literal transparency or perceptual transparency engages the eye, whereas phenomenal trans-
parency engages the mind of the viewer, in one’s interpretation of spatial organization. Literal 
transparency is a transparency of looking, while phenomenal transparency is a transparency 
of reading. Phenomenal transparency engages the mind of the viewer, in order to interpret 
successive layered spaces. The enormous glass facades of the HSBC building might instantly 
engage the eye, but it only engages the mind for a short time. Ambiguities are not noticeable 
at the facade, so there is nothing to read or interpret. It is previously stated that House II has 
several ambiguities in reading the facade. Especially the west, south and east facades engage 
the mind over the viewer, in order to read the successive layers.
It is easy to interpret the volume of the HSBK building. The glass facades are not fully trans-
parent at daytime, because it reflects the sky and the surrounding. Therefore, facades appear 
as solid surfaces, which define the volume of the building. The glass facades suggest the 
presence of large open spaces behind it. The actual presence of open floors confirms one’s 
suggestion. It is much more difficult for the mind to interpret the volume of House II. The 
initial shape of the building has a square volume. The shift of the initial volume results in two 
intersecting volumes. Solid surfaces do not determine these volumes. Alternatively, columns, 
beams and a walls mark these volumes of House II. Layers of planes and implied planes 
provide contradictions and multiple readings. Eisenman gives an explanation of these implied 
planes:

“The implied planes formed by the columns and beams cut through the volumes in such a 
way as to create a condition in space where the actual space can be read as layered. The 
layering produces an opposition between the actual geometry and an implied geometry; 
between real space which is negative or void and implied volume which is positive or solid.”9

Spatial reading behind the south facade is difficult, partly because of the presence of shear 
walls (Fig.5). It is previously stated that the second grid orders the dividing and enclosing walls. 
Eisenman defines these walls as shear walls.8 The sequence of shear walls lies along the 
north-south axis, perpendicular to the layering of building volume. This contradiction makes 
it difficult for the mind to interpret the building volume. The dividing and enclosing walls act 
as vertical layers. These layers reduce in length in a sequence: the wall at the north has the 
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Fig 5
Shear walls (dark blue) and columns (ligth blue), first floor, 
House II

Fig 6
Plan, HSBC building
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same length as the wideness of the grid and the wall at the south is very narrow. This princi-
ple creates a diagonal of vertical layers, which cuts through the three volumes. House II is to-
tally closed at the north side and gets more open in south direction. The exterior wall of the 
north facade is one of the shear walls defined by Eisenman. The totally closed wall seems to 
stand apart from the building volume. Vertical circulation occurs behind the north facade; the 
exterior wall hides the staircase.

The HSBC Bank forces Foster + Partners to create a flexible office building within tight cost 
limits.11 This leads to goals like: maximising the development potential of the site and optimis-
ing net to gross floor ratios. Given these strict design criteria, Foster + Partners situates all the 
facilities within the building’s core, allowing open floor plans (Fig.6). The open floor plans of 
the HSBC Bank prevent surprises and unexpected discoveries. Spaces reveal itself immediate-
ly, because of their openness. All the employees and furniture on one side of the building are 
noticeable from one viewpoint. One does not have to move in order to discover the building. 
Eisenman creates a sequence of continuous spaces, which leads to surprises and unexpected 
discoveries in House II. One has immediately a long view to the east side when one enters 
the building. A long wall and a sequence of columns guide someone’s eye to the east. An 
opening in the dividing wall attracts attention and creates curiosity in the space behind it. The 
solid wall of the north facade and multiple columns frame a long view through the entire 
building when one goes to the first floor by using the staircase. When one reaches the first 
floor, the attention turns to the south. Three continuous spaces lie along the north-south axis. 
Openings in the floor ensure sight to the ground floor (Fig.7). Pierced walls and open spaces 
between columns and beams allow insight in the adjacent rooms, increasing curiosity for the 
visitor.
The equality in height of floors in the HSBC building allows open floor plans and flexibility, 
but it leads to similar and predictable experiences within one building. One’s interpretation of 
different floors is the same, because of the homogeneity. The only noticeable difference 
between, for example, floor 14 and 18 are the employees. There is not an architectural dissim-
ilarity. In contrast to the HSBC building, slabs of House II has differences in height. The ground 
floor has an equal height and the movement on this floor is considerably free. In contrast to 
the first level, with its unequal floors and well defined movement. This circulation is defined 
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Fig 7
Voids, first floor, House II

Fig 8
Circulation, first floor, House II
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by position of walls and columns (Fig.8). The initial and second grids both determine the lo-
cation of staircases and corridors. Stairs at the north side lead to the three-leveled first floor. 
Short stairs ensure movement between the three unequal slabs. Every slab has a north-south 
orientated longitudinal circulation. Circulation on the first floor is well defined but one has to 
imagine how to circulate at this floor, because of the absence of corridors. One has to move 
trough continuous spaces. Movement between the three unequal floors is only possible by 
using the stairs. The mind has to focus on how to move through this building, because of 
this uncommon way of circulation. It is easier to interpret the circulation in the HSBC building, 
because of its homogeneous floors. The central core with the elevators is immediately visible 
when one enters the building. The mind only has to focus on choosing the right floor.
The central core of the HSBC building accommodates toilets, elevators, stairs, storage rooms 
and pantries. The office space surrounds the central core. This program can be observed at 
every floor. Eisenman locates the building program at House II in a more complex way. The 
initial grid guides the layering of the building volume, which defines the main spaces. Eisenman 
situates the spaces at the ground level in a west-east direction, in contrast to the first floor 
with spaces in north-south direction. The layering of building volumes divides the program at 
the first floor into three parts and the shear walls divide these parts further into subparts.

Columns, beams and pierced walls of House II frame views of the wide landscape.14 A view 
to outside is possible from every room, but every vista is framed in another way. These 
different vistas give the mind multiple insights of the surrounding. Phenomenal transparency 
does not only occur from outside to inside, but also from inside to outside. Stratification of 
pierced walls, beams, and columns in combination with a view of the surrounding produce an 
ambiguity of spatial depth. Again, phenomenal transparency engages the mind of the viewer 
in order to interpret successive layers. Architectural elements do not frame the view from 
a floor towards the surrounding at the HSBC building. The literal transparency of the glass 
curtain walls ensures wide views towards the surrounding without ambiguities. Although the 
floors at the top of the building have a nice panoramic view over London that engages the 
eye, the entire panoramic view is immediately visible when someone enters a floor. The wide-
ness of this view and the greatness of the city engage the mind for a short moment, because 
the literal transparency of the curtain wall reveals the surrounding immediately. The mind has 
nothing to explore anymore. 
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Conclusion
A visit of the HSBC building results in a totally different experience in comparison with House 
II. Surprises and unexpected experiences are minimal at the HSBC building because of the 
openness of spaces, the literal transparency of the facades and the homogeneity of floors. 
One does not have to explore the building, because the building reveals itself immediately. 
House II engages the mind much more. Layers of walls, columns and beams ensure a layered 
experience. Framed views toward adjacent rooms and the surrounding landscape create cu-
riosity for the mind. The phenomenal transparent layers of walls, columns and beams ensure 
sensations for the eye and mind. All the ambiguities of House II are difficult to interpret for 
the mind, but this principle engages the mind for a long time and leads to a mindful experi-
ence. The mind focuses on exploring the building, especially when someone visits House II for 
the first time. The attention of the mind in exploring the building leads to a shift of the aware-
ness from thinking to sensory perception. Sensory perception can only occur in the present 
moment. One could become Mindful, because Mindfulness is being aware of the present 
moment.
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Research



21



22

Stress
Stress means tension or pressure.15 It is not harmful to feel stress before an exam, 
performance or job interview, because tension decreases when the stressful event is over. If 
one experiences stress for a long time, more time is needed to recover. If stress persists too 
long, too frequent and/or is too high, there is insufficient opportunity to recover. In this case 
one experiences unhealthy stress.
We currently live in a hectic time. Economic crises, terrorist threats and social intolerance lead 
to tension in addition to the stresses of daily life such as work pressure, relationship problems, 
physical problems, etc. 
Stress can cause headaches, insomnia, palpitations, etc. But in the end stress can lead to 
depression, nervous exhaustion or burnout.16
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Mindfulness
Mindfulness receives much attention, thanks to rapidly expanding evidence that it can be 
helpful for many mental and physical health problems.1 Mindlessness is the opposite of 
Mindfulness.17 Mindlessness is easy to explain because everyone knows it well. An example: 
someone rejoices to eat tasty food, but while one eats it, the mind is somewhere else. One 
does not taste anything and could eat the food without realizing this. The person is not aware 
of the present moment, because the attention is elsewhere. So Mindfulness is being aware 
of the present moment with a minimum of judgement and thought about the past and the 
future.
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Past Present Future Past Present Future

Mindlessness Mindfulness
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Architecture & Mindfulness
The use of a staircase interfaces with the principle of Mindfulness. It is not scientifically proven, 
but in my view the use of a staircase attracts attention of the mind, particularly when using 
unknown stairs. The following aspects attract the attention of the mind when using a 
staircase: to stay in balance, to estimate height of the riser and the depth of the tread, to 
estimate progress of the stair and to determine rhythm.

Physical movement is another advantage of climbing stairs. Physical movement when 
climbing stairs is good for physical and mental health.18 It is one of the best activities which 
people can add to their daily routine if they want to improve their health.
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London, Elephant & Castle
In a study of airline EasyJet, London was elected as the most stressful city in Europe (2009).19 
David Osborne, easyJet’s commercial manager, said:
 “London is known for some of the longest working hours in Europe but what makes  
 London most stressed is the fact that we do not seem able to unwind.”
Long working hours, people, rising cost of living and traffic are major stressors of living in the 
UK’s capital city.

Elephant & Castle is a busy traffic junction in Central London. The area is now subject to an 
enormous redevelopment project. This project increases the attractiveness of Elephant & 
Castle, but also provides more stressors: more traffic, more people, rising cost of living, etc.
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Housing Expats & Bathhouse
Expats have to deal with various stressors. Major stressors are: culture shock and homesick-
ness, work-related stressors and social isolation.20

In EasyJet’s study, 57 per cent of the respondents claim London as the most stressful city of 
Europe.19 Helsinki is rated as the least stressful, receiving 2 per cent of the votes. Riitta Balza, 
of Visit Finland, said: 
 “Helsinki’s secret weapon is its sauna culture. Relaxing is big on our agenda in Helsinki.  
 Having one sauna for every three people seems to be going a long way to help us  
 unwind.” 
The Bathhouse will encourage stressed out people to take time to relax.
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Ancient Bathhouses: Types
Three types of Bathhouses were most common during the Roman period: Row type, Ring 
type and Half-axial type. Visitors primarily entered at the Atrium (A), from where one could 
reach the dressing rooms (B). At the Row type, one came first in the Frigidarium (F) and then in 
a succession of areas with an increasing temperature (I, II and III). Ultimately the visitors arrived 
in a bath with a high temperature (C). After the use of the hot bath, one walked in the 
opposite direction back through the successive spaces with a decreasing temperature in this 
case.
At the Ring type, the visitors walked directly into the spaces with an increasing temperature. 
One walked in a ring through the successive spaces. The visitors could shorten the route by 
walking from space II towards the Tepidarium (t) instead of space III.
The Half-axial type had many similarities with the Ring type. The main difference was that one 
passes through the Frigidarium in order to arrive at the spaces with an increasing temperature.
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A = Atrium
B = Apodyterium (dressing room)
I, II & III = Sequence warm rooms 

C = Caldarium (warm room with warm water bath)
T = Tepidarium (warm room)

F = Frigidarium (cold room with cold water bath)
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Ancient Bathhouses: Plan
The high amount of narrow passages in the walls is characteristic for the rooms of Small 
Baths in Tivoli. The visitor is forced to choose a route and becomes more disoriented. The 
dynamic rooms encourage experimentation and surprises. 
The site of Thermae Sosandra is different than the others because of the location on a slope. 
The bathhouse is built in parts with different heights. Every part of the building has a nice view 
towards the sea. The complex has two large open spaces: one with an enormous rectangu-
lar pool and the other has a small circular pool. Several more closed and private spaces are 
situated adjacent to these open spaces. Openings in the walls of these spaces ensure sight 
lines towards the pools and the sea.
Antonine Thermae is completely symmetrical in one axis. The Palaestras, Frigidarium (cold 
room with cold water bath) and Swimming bath are gigantic open spaces. This openness 
results in the entry of a lot of daylight, clean air and ensures proper orientation. Several 
smaller rooms are located adjacent to these open spaces.
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Bath C is a bathhouse of the Early Byzantine World. Geometric shapes are juxtaposed clearly 
and in order. Twenty congruent spaces are grouped symmetrically around the main north-
south axis. Large open spaces of the exercise court, the cold bath and the hygienic area are 
located upon this north-south axis. Several smaller and more intimate rooms are situated 
adjacent to these open spaces.
Therme Vals is admittedly not a historical bathhouse, but it is interesting to add to this chapter, 
because the plan of this bathhouse is very different from the other. Therme Vals has no main 
axis and has no clear routing and sequence of spaces unlike most Roman baths.
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Current situation, Elephant & Castle
The gray blocks on the map mark the existing buildings, the blue blocks mark buildings which 
will be completed in the next few years. This new development is part of a major redevel-
opment project with a budget of £ 1.5 billion. The redevelopment project consists mainly of 
new housing, small shops and a park (dark green). The surface marked with dotted line is the 
center of Elephant & Castle. This outdated center currently consists of a large shopping mall, 
music theater, train station, monument and an entrance to the metro station.
A real estate developer (Delancey) from London studied the opinion of the residents of 
Elephant & Castle regarding the center.21 The results are shown in the diagrams on pages 41 
and 42.
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Do you think the whole of the Elephant 
and Castle Shopping Center site should be 
redeveloped rather than refurbished? 

Would you prefer the redevelopment to 
be a town center rather than a shopping 
mall? 
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Do you think the transport interchange 
needs to be improved?

Would you like the development to include 
homes?
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Concept



43
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Archetype Batthouse
The Baths in Thenae consist of several spaces organized by two concentric rings around a 
Frigidarium. This ensures an optimal use of a limited floor area and a clear organization. 
Another fascinating aspect of the Baths in Thenae are the circular spaces. The alternation of 
rectangular rooms with circular areas ensures variety and create surprises.
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The circular spaces of historic bathhouses often had a domed roof and a floor at the same 
height.
Reversing the section of a historic bathhouse (in this case an Ottoman bathhouse) offers 
opportunities to create interesting stairs in the design.
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Reversing the section of an Ottoman bathhouse
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Housing Expats
Multiple floors with studios and apartments for expats form a grid (a). An interesting staircase 
(b) is created by taking a cut from the grid (c).
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+ =
a. b. c.
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Concept
Three routes with several stairs are the concept of this project: Stairs Housing Expats, Stairs 
Rooftop and Stairs Bathhouse. The routes are connected at several points. Expats and visitors 
of the expats can use Stairs Housing Expats and Stairs Rooftop. The Stairs Housing Expats is 
the fastest route to reach the houses of the expats. The Stairs Rooftop is located on the roof 
of the Bathhouse. Expats can relax and calm down by taking a rooftop walk in the open air. 
Visitors of the Bathhouse can use the Stairs Bathhouse. The space below the Bathhouse and 
the houses of expats is publicly accessible.

The focus of this project is to reduce stress by using the stairs. Other stress reducing issues 
are taken into account: sight towards green, sunlight accession and prevention of noise 
pollution.

Brand(ing)
This project expresses a calmer way of living. It will encourage people to take time to relax 
and to slow down.
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Design
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Masterplan
The new park from the current redevelopment plan extends to the city center. This green 
strip forms the heart of the new Elephant & Castle Center. This strip provides space for 
relaxation, recreation and rest. In addition, this strip has a positive effect for the orientation 
when visiting Elephant & Castle. The passages are restored under the railway lines, resulting in 
a stronger relationship between east and west. The new space below the railway lines 
provides opportunities for small shops from the existing shopping mall to settle there. A long 
boulevard (yellow line) creates a physical connection between east and west. The boulevard 
invites visitors to take a relaxing walk.
The new building (dark gray) consists of houses for expats, a bathhouse and an entrance to 
the metro station. This building is the eye catcher of the master plan.
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