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INCIPIT

Sanders Architects state that «as humans and 
biological elements, building have a skin.  [...] 
The skin has a responsibility to protect the 
contents, much like our skin protects us.  It also 
makes a bulging unique, recognisable. [...] 
Given these complex duties, skin [...] show[s] 
the “body” of the volumes». [1]

In this Urban Corporis volume, “The city and the 
skin”,  we asked the authors to read, define and 
interpret the role of the skin as a facade, as a 
protection, as a compositional image of urban 
revelation. Without formal restrictions, without 
ethical preconceptions: the skin as part of the 
building designed to mediate the relationship.

The architectural skin, understood as the tech-
nological system of delimitation between archi-
tectural space and unbuilt environment, can be 
analyzed as a boundary system between interior 
and exterior, the most evident expression of the 
identity of an artifact. In this dual role of border 
and interface, receptive as active, the skin of an 
architecture (seen also through art) is charged 
with a double value: an element of covering 
and protection and, at the same time, a tool of 
relationship and interface, in fact, towards the 
external world.

[1]Sander Architects, 2017, https://www.sander-architects.
com/single-post/2017/09/12/Building-Skin-Whats-In-A-
Face (02/2019).
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PERCEPTIVE LANDMARKS
Superficial and visceral 
experiences

Mickeal Milocco Borlini
Ph.D. in Architecture - Theory and 
Design

PostDoc Researcher at University 
of Udine, Italy

Skin , noun

The thin layer of tissue; the 
thin layer of tissue; a container 
made from the skin of an animal 
such as a goat, used for holding 
liquids; the peel or outer layer of 
certain fruits or vegetables; the 
outermost layer of a structure 
such as a building or aircraft; 
any outer covering ; a thin, solid 
surface.1

If we consider the city as a set of 
objects, it is easy to understand 
how their presence becomes a 
perennially observable and/or per-
ceptible scenario. The urban ele-
ments that are “building” our cities 
are part of what could be obser-
ved; more precisely their envelo-
pe, their volume and their skin: we 
can look at it, touch it, vandalistical-
ly engrave it, tag it and so on. The 
perception of the skin of our cities 
becomes a fundamental element 
for better understanding that layer 
that divides the exterior and inte-
rior of the buildings in which and 
between which - at different levels 
- all the possibilities of daily life are 
manifested.

1  Skin: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/
dictionary/english/skin, 05/2019.
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We live through the skin [...] we 
live through the skin too distant 
to speak of separation; we [...] live 
through the skin of glimpses.

(R. Krynicki, Magnetic Point: 
Selected Poems, New Directions 
Publishing, 2017)

From this extract by R. Krynicki we 
can deduce that we live the city 
through our naturally innate sen-
sory tools, with an emphasis on 
sight and touch. The urban per-
ceptual aspect becomes essential 
in the interaction between the user 
and the built environment; this can 
vary thanks to a different treatment 
of the internal or external cladding 
of buildings and also from the 
way in which the volumes (verti-
cal and horizontal) are positioned 
and exposed on a street; those are 
glimpses, perspectives in which 
the user can have a different per-
ception of space and will be able 
to orientate, knowing where to 
go and understanding what it can 
touch or avoid. The surfaces of our 
cities have “organic” and”living” 
connotations, exactly like our epi-
dermis; 2 in fact “as human beings 
and biological elements, the buil-
ding has a skin. [...] The skin has a 
responsibility to protect the con-
tent, just as our skin protects us. [...] 
Given these complex tasks, the skin 
shows [...] the “body” of the volu-
mes “.3

2  Teknoring, Involucro edilizio come pelle 
e membrana, https://www.teknoring.com/
guide/guide-edilizia-e-urbanistica/linvo-
lucro-edilizio-come-pelle-e-membrana/ 
05/2019

3  Sander Architects, 2017, https://
www.sander-architects.com/single-
post/2017/09/12/Building-Skin-Whats-In-
A-Face (02/2019).

The skin of the city should be desi-
gned to mediate the relationship 
between human beings and the en-
vironment; the direct correlation of 
the user with the architectural orga-
nism can be associated in the way in 
which our cells interact biologically 
between them, opening up to new 
design and urban conceptualiza-
tions in which two symbiotic systems 
must evolve for a “common good”. 
Therefore the use, possession, inte-
raction with a settlement system (set 
of objects) can generate different 
kinds of tactile, emotional and per-
ceptual responses that have visceral 
and behavioral effects, referring to 
the functionality and the interaction 
that occurs using the urban space 
(Norman, 2004). The design approa-
ch that is manifested through the use 
of an interface (man’s skin -the skin 
of the city) must bring the attention 
from the concept of “user” to the 
concept of “person” leading to par-
ticipation and involvement, based 
on the principle that those involved 
in the use of a product - of the city in 
this case - must be directly involved 
in its design.4

Pursuing the study of the inte-
ractions between a person and a set 
of object (i.e. the city) and the resul-
ting actions between them, can help 
understanding the architectural pro-
cess towards a more inclusive urban 
environment; the user needs and 
experiences are fundamental to un-
derstand the city’s taxonomies and 
to improve the critical issues that a 
person may encounter during the 
interaction with the “product-city” 
(Pizzoccaro, Figiani 2009).

4 Summary of the Research project held at 
University of Udine: “Worksite City”, Tubaro 
G., Milocco B. M., 2019
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We can say that the stimulation of 
the urban epidermis can be sum-
marized as the set of responses of 
our (human) senses in a given ar-
chitectural context, both internal 
or external. The “presence” of the 
surfaces can help orientation in 
“disorienting and uniform”5 urban 
spaces. Way-finding becomes a 
fundamental part of the surfaces of 
our cities: indicating, interrupting, 
warning, alerting and surprising.

Wiel Arets defines the human sur-
face “skin, veins and bones”6 as an 
essential element, which can bring 
the architectural system back to the 
organic one in a set of elements 
that decree the contact or separa-
tion between different areas; 7 con-
sequently the surfaces can “vary, 
expose themselves , show, regene-
rate and degenerate “just like our 
cities. 8 Therefore, urban processes 
must take into consideration social 
and architectural stratifications be-
cause, as Malagugini (2007) recalls, 
citing G. Leibniz, “space is relatio-
nal”;9 it is clear that in the context of 
a sensorial and inclusive design, it 
cannot be ignored the relationship 
between space, objects and user, 
who is the person that “touches” 
the city, even with his eyes.

5  SuperAbile (2006), https://mysuperabile.
inail.it/cs/superabile/percorsi-aromati-
ci-mappe-tattili-luci-soffuse-e-la-progettaz.
html, 10/2019

6  “La pelle, le vene e le ossa. Wiel Arets in 
conversazione con Giampiero Sanguigni”. 
Abitare, 10/06/2011.  http://www.abitare.it/
it/architettura/2011/06/10/la-pelle-le-vene-
e-le-ossa/ 5/2019.

7  La pelle, le vene e le ossa, Wiel Arets in 
conversazione con Giampiero Sanguigni, 
Op. cit.

8    Sander Architects, 2017

9  Leibniz G., IV lettera a Clarke, par. 10 e 
16, 1716

Therefore if the urban space is 
subjective (Malagugini, 2007) so it 
is the interpretative perception of 
itself and cognitive strategies that 
redefine places according to ele-
ments of reference and recognition 
are really necessary, to improve - as 
much as possible the “dimension”, 
the “depth” and perception of pla-
ces. To do this it is necessary to 
take into account the different sen-
sory aspects of people, to proceed 
with coherent, adaptable and con-
stantly evolving interventions (Law, 
2004; Howes, 2005). The adapta-
bility of an urban system manifests 
itself in social and economic areas 
that are continuously evolving ac-
cording to the needs of their users, 
so - in this case -  in the interaction 
between objects and users of a gi-
ven urban system (Celucci 2018) . 
Studying the different ways of rela-
ting between the city and a specific 
group of users, analyzing the dyna-
mics that exist precisely in the “con-
tact” between them and the servi-
ces and routes (scattered over the 
territory to be examined), would 
lead to the outcome of a more ea-
sily perceptible and experienced 
city, through all the senses. The 
visual “contact” between the skin 
of the human being and the urban 
organism should be improved to 
facilitate the identification of iden-
tity elements, to easily grasp the 
size and spatial depth of the urban 
sections and also the city itineraries 
while contrasting - where possible 
- the disorienting schizophrenia of 
the “dresses” of today’s cities. 10

10  From a conversation with Ferraro F., 
2019
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The direct perceptive presen-
ce of the artifacts, synthesizing 
the words of W. Rybczynski by D. 
Howes (2005), is given by the emo-
tional reactions that it manages to 
release - on site - together with the 
poly-sensory reactions given by 
the physical composition of the hu-
man beings and the environment 
around them. Identifying through 
the words “mediation” and “recon-
ciliation” the space and its percep-
tion (Howes, 2005) leads to an in-
terpretation of the architecture “of 
the senses” as part of a relationship 
process  as an environmental and 
social interaction (Human Cente-
red Design), where the user is at the 
center of the process (Pratt, Nunes, 
2012). The intention is to increase 
the awareness of multi-sensory de-
sign processes, “Sensory Design” 
(Malnar, Vodvarka, 2003), which 
takes into account the user’s cogni-
tive aspects by using visual, tactile 
and auditory devices that facilitate 
the interaction between the human 
being and the space that surrounds 
him (Conti et. al., 2019). The user’s 
cognitive and kinetic abilities must 
be studied to improve a specific 
urban area (set of objects) and to 
reconfigure its size and location 
in space (Mallgrave, 2015): “archi-
tecture has always been first of all 
something to experience with the 
body and with the senses “.

Architecture therefore, as J. Palla-
smaa (2007) argues, should “ac-
commodate and integrate”, per-
ceptually and sensorially including 
all human beings in a continuous 
renegotiation of perceptual expe-
riences that are established betwe-
en the user and the built environ-
ment (Pallasmaa, 2007). Tactile 
experiences, interactive facades, 

roads and visually redefined pa-
ths - through the use of color or a 
different texture - can redefine and 
outline the identity characteristics 
of a place, not only from a “panora-
mic” point of view, but also thanks 
to the possibility of being touched, 
experienced, stimulating a set of 
emotional and cognitive reactions 
that can make an urban environ-
ment memorable: a perceptive 
landmark. The city, which is a set 
of objects to interact with, acquires 
a poetic that distances itself from  
the  typical formal anonymity of the 
“unflavored international style”. 11 

All Italian quotations have been 
traslated by the author.

11  From a conversation with De Cesaris A., 
2017
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e accessibilità: note sul rapporto persona 
- ambiente e sulle strategie di design, in 
TECHNE, vol. 13, pp. 55-62;

Malagugini M. (2008), Spazio e percezione. 
Appunti di progetto, Alinea Editrice.

Mallgrave H. F. (2015), L’empatia degli 
spazi. Architettura e neuroscienze, Milano, 
Cortina Raffaello. 

Malnar M. J., Vodvarka F. (2003), Sensory 
Design, Univ of Minnesota.

Norman D. (2004), Emotional Design, 
Apogeo, Milano

Nussbaum M.c. (2006),Frontiers of Justice: 
Disability, Nationality, Species Membership,

Pallasmaa J. (2007), Gli occhi della pelle. 
L’architettura e i sensi, Editoriale Jaca Book.

Pizzocaro S. , Figiani M. [a cura di] (2009), 
Argomenti di Ergonomia. Un glossario (vol. 
1), Milano, Franco Angeli, p. 111

Pratt A., Nunes J. (2012), Interactive 
Design: An Introduction to the Theory 
and Application of User-centered Design, 
rockport Publishers.

Tatano V. (2018), Atlante dell’accessibilità 
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