EXPERIENTIAL ANALYSIS
OF VERSAILLES:

A METHODOLOGY TO
TEACH SPATIAL
THINKING

Catherine Szanto
Ecole d’Architecture de Paris La Villette, laboratoire “AMP” (France)

KeywordsSpace, spatial thinking, perception, gardens of Versailles

Abstract

"#3$%!&' (1 %*+,'%,5(!)' (#'$+-")B(/($&!%'0(12,(3*+4'(5($&!%"(6(1$(1(-4.7!4(%-"%'&, (+
nipresent in the discourse on landscape architecture, few analytical tools exists to
in a more detailed manner our perception of space and its importance in our appre!
designed spaces..

9"((*(&)'$" (&1&):(9(3+44 (4. .; (1, (<H'$+-"H#($&!%'=($2%* (IS -NA#": (", (1S (71%;#).&(/
2)(&N)%'&,+."(/($&!,+HA(7>'%,$:(72,(1B( ($&!, +14(.7>'%, (/(+,$(.3"(+"#:(3*.$'(?&)+"%
T'(#H'S%)+7'#(1.44.3+"-(1(&*".8".4.-+%!4(/)18'3.);(7T'S#(."(,*' (3.); (/(@2$$")4:(A,)!12%(

I"#(B")4"12CD.",EO(F.)(A,)'12$(+"(&!),+%24!):(.2)(17+4+,E(,.(8.G'(#'H"$(,*'($,)2%,2) S|
$&!,+.C,'8&)14(8.#'S(/(<*)'=(1"#(<,*)'=0(1%).2-*(,*'(%*!"-'$(.)(%.",+"2+,E(+" ($&'Yo+H
sensory experiences that occur as we move through space, combined with distant v
memory of what we have already seen, we experience the garden as a successior
combined into structured wholes. The garden invites motion through its spatial form,
ing the possibility for heightened experiences of ‘here’ — views, objects, spaces seel
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- and ‘there’ — views and objects in a distance, that we feel we can reach. But more subtly, the
-D#"(%!"(1%%.8&!"E(*()!"$+,+."(/).8(,*' (124H4A8™,(/(7'+"-(I*)'K(,. ¥ (#'$+)" (S (-.+"-(

‘there’ and enrich through such transitions our motion itself. Space is here conceived not as a
71%:#).&(,*,(3'($"(1S(3'(8.G:(72,(!$(""(+"G+,1,+."(,.(8., +.": (!B (M(P&!, +14(#+14.-2'(,1;+"(

the shape of a promenade.

1E(%.87+"+"-(LM,*(%",2) E(#'$%)+&,+."$(./(&).8"1#'$(+"(,*' (-N#"(""#(1(&*".8*" 4.-+
%!4(#'$%)+&,+."(/($&!,+4("?&)+"%'(.2,4+"#(17.G"(9(&).&.F'(1(-)'&*+%!4 (" 4ES+S(./( .2+F(
NOOKS(3!14;(+"(,*'(-)#"S(*!, (r+-*4+-* $(,* )+ %*"$S(./(,*'($&!,+14(?2&")+"%'(,*!,(,*' (-N#"(
&).&.$'$0(D)'$","#(14."-(1(,+8'4+" (4+;'(1(825+%!4($%.)":(,*' (" AES$+$(>27?,'&.5'$(,*'(8!"E(
sensory and perceptual elements that combine together through time to give the visitor a
meaningful aesthetic experience of the garden.

The methodology developped for this study highlights the spatiality of the experience of the
garden of Versailles. It offers tools to analyse spatial experience that can be useful for the
$,2H#E(/(A4(GH"H#S((H# S+-"H($&I%'SO(I*'P'(,..4B(%0!" (7' (2SH(TE(S,2#",$(,.(""MES (?+8,

ing spaces. They help enhance their spatial awareness and sensitivity, which they can then
exercise in their own designs.

P1IQ4R;S

M"#$%!&' (1N %*+,'%,$(!)' (#'$+-")$(./($&!%'0(12,(3*+4'(5($&!%' (6 (1B(!(-4.714(%."%'&,(+$(
omnipresent in the discourse on landscape architecture, it is often treated for its social and
%24,2)14(1$&'%,$0(F'3(,*".)',+%!4(3)+,+"-$(."(41"#3%!&'(#'14($& Yo +HY!44E(3+,*(,* ($&!,+14+,E(./(
space, and few analytical tools exists to describe in a more detailed manner our perception of
space and its importance in our appreciation of designed spaces. Thus teaching students to
perceive space, and to represent space, to understand what they draw in its spatial reality, is

a real challenge faced by teachers.

9"(,*(&)'$",(&!&"):(9(3+44(4..;(1,(,*(5($&!,+14+ E(6(./(#'S+-"#($&!%'B($2%*(1S(-1)#"$(
3*%.$'("?&)+"%"(%!" (7' (#'$%)+7'#(/.44.3+"-(1(&*".8".4.-+%!4(N)!18'3.);(T'$#(."(,*'(
3.);(/(@2%$$)4(TU'4,.":(LVVVW:(A)12$(TLVXYW("#(B"4'2CD." E(TLVZIW("#(."(\],*(%6",2)E(
theories of perception, and the consequences for analysis and teaching.

Active perception : a new paradigm

In recent years, there has been an increased interest on human-environment relations — that
is, on the way humans relate to their surroundings. Theoretical groundings for most of this
)'$'N%*(1.44.3(,3.(#+3$,+"%, (,) 1+, +."$0(M' (X' (" (1 (+, (B H) . (W(&*.8M. 4 - +%!4(1&
&).1%*(7'1$#(."(3.);(7TE(1!1%*'41)#:(B")4"2CD." E:(""#(_.)7")-CA%*24,"K$(+",)&)",1,+."(
J(@'+#'--Na(3*+4' (+'$+5,+"-("(%0.)&.) '+, Ex(+,(4.;B(/.) (8 +"-(+"(,*'(8',1&*.) +%!4()"148(./(
+'H#+GHH214(1"#(%24,2)14(8'8.)EO(N'(,¥' (-, *) (*1"#:(+,(/.44.3%(,* (&PE%*.&*E$+%0!4(1&&).1%*(./(
environmental psychology, which proposes a somewhat mechanical understanding of per-
%'&,+."(3*.$'(8!+"(3.);+"-(8",1&*.) () +-+"L,'S(/).8(YET")™ ,+%S("#(+$(".3(#)!3"(/).8(

computer science (we can often read comparisons of brain and computer). Without always
$1,+"-(+,(.&"AE:(,*+3$(1&&).19%*()'D'%, (I (G+$+."(/(&")%'&,+."(+"(3*+%*(,*'( &) %'+G")$(!)'(
&I$$+G'()'%'+G)S(J(+"#&"#" ($"$.)E($,+824+(/).8(3*+%*(,*'+)(8+"#(%."$,)2%, (+"")(5(
)'&)'$"+."B(6(/(,*(3.)4H#(2&." (3*+%*(,*' E(%!"(,*"'(1%,0
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There has been, however, a recent change of paradigm in research on perception. New
FOHSOEG.(T)+"-(.- ) )'%™, (H" #+"-$(+"("'2).&*ES+.4.-E(I"#(,*'(&*".8".4.-+%!4(
1&&).1%*(./(B")4'"12CD." E(!"#(@2$$")40((F.)(,*'(F)"%*("'2).&*E$+.4.-+$,(1"),x.":(5(&")

ception is not only an interpretation of sensory messages: it is constrained by action, internal
$+8241,+."(/(1%,+.":(>2#-'8"  ("H# % +$+."C8L+"-: (1" +%+&!,+."(/(,*'(%."$'c2"'%'S(/(1%
,+."(60(1*2%(&)%'&, +."(+$(1"(1%,+G'(+"G.4G'8",(/(&)%'+G")$(3+,*(,*'+)(""G+)."8",: ($*I1&'#(

by their potential abilities to act that the environment affords. We perceive our environment
HF(BIE(R(&N%'+G'(+,(+($. (M (1B(+,(+5(8""+"-124(1.) 2S(1S(4+G+"-(""#(8.,+4' (F+"-$0(D")%'+G
ing is giving meaning, that is, using the word coined by the psychologist J. J. Gibson, bodily
grasping the “affordances” of our environment, the potential actions the qualities of our envi-
)."8",(144.3(Td+73$.":(LVMVWO(I*2$(+,#.'$(".,(8;'($"$'(,. (,14;(/(&")%'&,+."("AE(+"(,") 8%(
JHHEH" (8" )ES, +824+(a(L), ", (#HS(.. (¥ ( )1+ +."14(4+8, (/(HG'($"$'B(., *)$:($2%%(

as the sense of movement, of space, of equilibrium, of effort, of self, of decision, of responsi-
T+4+,E:(/(+"+,+1,+G'e(/.)(*+8:(5($"$'(6(82%,(7'(,*.2-*,(./(1$(1%%.8&!"E+"-(,*'(8"+"-C-+G+"-(
$USH"-(7'+"-B(,. 3NHS( (8" +"-/124(-.14$(F'E(S,(;F'8$'4G'$(TL),*. :(LVVMWO

f8."-(,*$'(8!"E(5($""$'$(6:(,*'(5($"$'(./(8.G'8™,(6(+B(&!),+%24!)4E(+8&.),!",0(9,(+"
G.AG'$($'G)14($"S.)E(%*!"" 4 (TS+-*,:(*'1)+"-:(825%24!)($"$.)$: (c2+4+7)+28($"$.)W(3.);

ing together to allow one to perceive one’s body and one’s body movements in a coherent
manner. The spatial reality of the world as we perceive it is actively constructed by us as mo-
bile animal. In other words, the spatiality of the space we inhabit is a perceptual construction
inherently connected to our capacity of movement, dependent both on our physical abilities
and on the possibilities of movement our environment affords.

This is not a new idea, but it has recently come to the fore, in part due to the (re)discovery and
T)'W)'#+"-(/(&*™".8".4.-E:(""#(+" (&!),+%24!)(T/.) (4!"#$%! &' (1) %*+,'%,$W(./(B")4"12CD.",EQ(
BY4'12CD." E:("#(@2%$)4(7'].) (*+8:(+"$+$, #(."(,*' ($$"", +44E(7 H+AE(%*)) %, ) (/(&")%'&

tion. For these philosophers, we perceive — or using a philosophical term, we constitute — our
“lived-in world” as corporeal beings, whose relation to our environment is shaped by our abil-
ity to move in it. They insisted on the active, purposive nature of one’s own body, its practical
D LEGBNES(GN)+.28( 18, $(1H#(-.14%:(+,8(9!,,+,2#'=(,. 3NHSB(,¥(3.)4#0(h'4], +."$*+&$(

in the lived world are not causal, but ‘meaningful’ and ‘expressive’. Space as experienced is
experienced as a multiplicity of behavioural possibilities at a given time. Going further, they
state that the original consciousness — the original “| am” — is not as Descartes would have it,
"(g9(,*+";=:(72,(1"(g9(%!"=0(

These ideas were developed by the psychiatrist and phenomenologist Erwin Straus. Straus
distinguishes two modes of being in the world, which he calls sensing and perceiving. [Gener-
ally the word ‘perception’ is used to cover what Straus calls ‘sensing’ or both ‘sensing’ and
‘perceiving’. What Straus calls “perceiving” is generally called “cognition” - although these
two words don’t cover exactly the same meaning] In sensing, we are immersed in the world,
here and now; we are directed to the world in the two basic modes of uniting and separating,
+'$./M(1$(3'(1&&) 1%*(""#(b"0("2) (1 7+4+,E(,.(8.G'(I"#(,*' (4+8+,5(/(.2) ($%.&'(/€%,+." (/2"

#18" JAAE(#',)8+"(.2)(,.,'4()'4!,+."$*+&(,.(,*' (3.)4#a(.2)($"$'S () (+,B(&!)),+14()"14+71,+."(

each experienced with a different spatio-temporal form. In contrast, the world of perception is
3.)A#(3+,*(H?'#(&).&"),+'$(+"(.7>'%,+G'($&!%'(1"#(,+8'0(9" (&) %'+G+"-:(3'(#+$,!"%'(.2)$'4G'$(
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N.8(F(L.3(/($"S+"-0(U'(4..;(L(F(B)A#(1S(+().8(.2,$+#'(/(.2)$'4G'$:(,.()"1%*(T7'
E."#(.2)$'4G'$0(I*+$('%*.'$(,*'('7&)'$$+."$(&).&. $'#(TE(B")4"12CD." E:(3*"(*'(.&&.$'$(
“spatiality of position” and “spatiality of situation”.

Straus illustrates this distinction by the example of the space of the landscape — in which
JHB(%.$,1AE(H(F(%™,)($2)). 2" #HH(TE( X (41" #3%! &' (#'4+8+,"#(TE(+,$(*.)+."(I("#(

the abstract and homogeneous space of geography. While the later is described in terms of
%..)#+"L'S:(,¥(1)8)(+$(2"#)$,. #(+"(,)8S(/( ;¥ ()'4), +."$*+&SB(/(,*' (. 7>'%,B(8!;+"-(+,(

and located within it. These relationships are a function or the sensing being’s possibilities
J(8.G'8",0(1*28(, ' (#2!4+,E(*)'(i(,*)' (+$(1()'4!, +."$*+&(7",3""(3*) (" (+B(". 3(1"#(

where one can go then. The twofold nature of directedness — now and then - is a fundamen-
J14(%*1)1%,")+$,+%$(./(8.G'8"™,:(3*+%*(+$(7.,*(,1;+"-(&41%'(3+,*+"(,*'(&)'$",(8.8",(1"#(
#+)'%,'#(,.3NH(*¥'(12,2)' 0(1*+$(#2!4+ E(+S("('$$™, +14(/",2)'(/(,;*'()!8'3.);(9(&).&.$'(, .(
#$%)+7'(, ¥ ($&!,+HA(?&")+"% (M) F(TE((-D#":($&'Y+HW44E(,*' (-)#"(/(O")$!+44'$0

Walking in the gardens of versailles
D).8"#'(i(1(4'+$2)'4E(314;(3+,*(".(.,*)("#(,*"(+,$'4/(I(+B(,*2B( /(&) +G+4"-"#(1%,+G+,E(,.(
study spatial experience.

Despite what is often said, Versailles, since its inception, was intended as a place for deam-
bulation. Visitors could come and tour the garden. In the letters and memoirs of the courtiers,
J)'(2+8,(8I"E(8™,+."$(/(B14;B(+" (K (-DE#M(0(12,(,*)'('?+3,(14%.($.8' (#'$%) +&, +."B(./(
8.)'()(4'$$(%.8&4", (+,+" M) +'S(,*).2-* (¥ (-N#" (TA%2#K) E:(LXXVa( I(F.",1+":(LXXVa(Fk4+
7+":(LXMZa(I'$$+":(LXIMa(D+-!"+.4(# (4!(F.)%".(LM]La("#(.,*)$WO(I*' (8.$,(/18.2$(." (+$((
314;(TE( .2+B(NOO(*+8%'4/(TH-2)' (LWO(@' (4+;'#(,.($*.3(*+S(.3"(-N#"$: (""#(3*" (*' (%.24#"K ,:(
he dictated the itinerary to a secretary, who would then transmit it to the guide in charge of
2+#+"-(*(-).2&(/(G+$+,.)$(T .2+$(N9O:(LVIWO

h'l#+"- (S (#'$%)+&,+."$("., (1) (¥ (&.4+,+%!4(8'$S!-'(,*' E(%!))E:(72,(/.)(B*,(,*E(*'G'(, .
SIE(17.2,(,*("?&)+"%' (/(314;+"-(+"(,* (-D#" (" (%! (#+$%.G) (+"(,F'8(#'$%) + &, +."(/(
spatial experience that corroborates that of 20th century philosophers and scientists.

Seeing with all the senses

F)(FS'(G+$+,)$0. (X (-N#": (314 +"-(+" (' (-NH#"(&).G+#'#(&4"1$2)'(,.(g,*' (8+"#(""#(,*'(

senses”. While the senses most frequently mentioned by name are sight, hearing and smell,
FEQ) (CMMAEB™,+H(, ) (2% (1B() (+H'$,1"%' ()1, (0.3)$ (ML (&4 (7., *(

sight and smell, fountains that please both sight and hearing. These parallel expressions
)'b'%,($%+",+$,$K(%0.",",+."(*L,(3'(#."K,($"(+"#'&"#" AE(./(3*],(3'($8'44(.)(*')0(9"(-.2)(
perception of a fountain, we don't just see a fountain and hear a fountain: we see the fountain
FLEB'D(T)(G+%'(G)SIWO(I* ($+-*,(S(1(/.2" 1+ (+S(+") " AE(A+"#(,. (¥ ($.2"#(./ (¥,
fountain, as well as other sensory characteristics of that fountain, such as its refreshing effect,
'%0("2)(&)%'&,+."(/(,;*'(/.2" ! +"(C(,*'(/.2" \+"(1$(3'("?&)+" %' (+,(C(+$ (143 ES("#("%'$S

sarily multisensory perception.

For most of us, sight is felt to be our dominant sense, and in our descriptions of the experi-
ence of seeing, we often obliterate the multifarious characteristics of seeing. We just need
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complete
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to thing about the fundamental difference in the experience of seeing the same la
through a closed window (when we only see it with our eyes) and an open window, \
1%,2144E($"(1(41"#$%!&'(,*1,()'$.2"#$(I"#(7)"'$0

12,(.,%)('4'8",$()'(8",+."#(1$(3'44:(3*+%*: (1%%. ) #+"-(,.(,*' ("3(#'H"+,+."(/(&Y%'&
tion mentioned above, are to be considered as senses as well : the sense of light ar
3*+%0*(+$(&)%'+GH(TE(7.,*(.2)('E'S(I"#(.2)($;+"a(,*' (;+"I'$,*' ,+%($"$":(3+,*(}(G")+,
'S F +06(2&)+"%'$: ($2%* (1B(-. +"-(1"#(S, . &&+"-:(314;+"-(2&3NH(1"H#(#.3"3N)#: (-.+"-(
straight or turning right or left, etc. By listing all the different sensory experiences mer
KHEHN (#$%)+&,+."S:(3'(%0!"(-,(1(/244($S.)E()'&)'S™ L+ (/(I(B14;(+" (P (- e (3'(
could then represent on a time-line the succession of each sensory experience (for
the rhythm of the succession of light and shade): we can also represent all of the
$"S)E(?&)+"%'$(."(7'4.3(, (LX) (%), +"-(1(-)'&*+%!4()'&)'$™ 1 +." (I (,*(3'4;:(
3*+06*(%. 24#(7' (%44 #:(+"(1"4.-E(3+,*(1(82$+%!4($%.)":(1(9$"'$.) E($%.)'=(TH-2)'(\W
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Figure 2.
Sensory
$9%.)'(/(.2+%$(
N9OK$(3!4;0

Seeing with a motile body

The dynamic character of seeing has been much studied by psychologists. It appears also
+'(F(#'$%)+&,+."$a() 1#+"-(AY2#K) EKS(#'$%0) +&, +."(/(3*,($*'($"$(4..;+"-(#.3"(,*'(8!+"(
124$:(3' (%" ("G (- 1+" K+ (S (+, (1B (&I $S+C'($,!, +%(G+'3(TH-2) (YWO(A¥ (4..; (", (*'(3*.4'(
space, then at an object close by, then at a space again, then at another object farther away...
@")('E'$(14)"HE(3!4;(1%).$$(,*' (-NH#"(7'1.)'($*' (#.'$0(U'(143. (H"#($2%*("?&) $$+."$(

in a contemporary treatise on garden design, which recommend a spatial composition that
invites the promenade of the eyes before that of the feet. Seeing thus involves more than the
movement of the eye: it implies the imagined movement of the body.

Figure 3.
View down
the main axis
(spring 2009;
photo by the
author).
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