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Abstract 

This thesis explores the multifaceted nature of thresholds, 

specifically thresholds in relation to transition and their ability 

to generate architectural experience. This is generated out of 

a particular interest in temporal, transitory, and ephemeral 

architecture, qualities which assist in defining transitional 

thresholds.  Thresholds by nature are activated through 

transition and are brought into the world by designers making 

distinctions within the environment.  Exploration of thresholds 

is contextualised using cybernetic reasoning, mathematical 

boundary logic, anthropological research on rituals in the context 

of the nomadic Inuit culture.1

The definition of thresholds is explored to highlight their important 

relationship to transition.  A threshold, boundary or mark is that 

which brings space into existence by distinguishing between 

them.  The threshold can be considered a space itself.  We can 

inhabit this threshold space by the transitional act of crossing.  

When the threshold is activated through the act of transition it 

identifies architecture’s relationship to time which allows for the 

possibility to create thresholds with shifting spatial dimensions.  

One way to construct these purely spatial thresholds are through 

daily acts of ritual.  

1 The Indigenous peoples of the Canadian Arctic.



Architecture provides a framework for ritual to take place and 

ritual contributes to shaping the spatial relations in architecture.  

Performative acts of ritual are one way of constructing 

thresholds that have shifting spatial and temporal dimensions, 

which assist in the definition of transitional architecture.  

Qualities of transitional architecture can be identified in the 

extreme environment of the Artic region of northern Canada 

where the Inuit have been able to use limited resources 

to survive.  The Inuit’s relationship to the environment 

and architecture locate a material example of transitional 

architecture.  The Inuit ritual of the boy’s first hunt identifies 

an architecture that is fluid, dynamic, visceral, temporal and 

responsive to thermal qualities. By merging these qualities with 

the spatial, material requirements of architectural thresholds, 

we can generate a new form of architectural experience that is 

located in the act of transition.  

These transitional processes contribute towards the 

development of a design methodology and design model that 

explores the construction of transitional architecture.   It 

explores ways in which transitional architecture can be created 

and experienced with an emphasis on shifting temporal and 

spatial characteristics. This model places the act of creation 

and experience of architectural thresholds with the observer, 

identifies that architecture, as we traditionally define it, is a 
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framework that allows for the multitude of dynamic thresholds to 

be created.  Locating architecture in the process of transition as 

it builds up and wears away over time,  allows these transitional 

processes to  create a number of spatial typologies that inform a 

liquid architectural language.  This transitional model locates the 

act of inhabiting the threshold as a powerful space for creation 

and design. These thresholds are the locus for architectural 

experience.
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Introduction

Over the years architecture has existed in a fixed, permanent 

and rigid state.  Consequently our perception and ability to locate 

architecture has been limited by the ways in which we design, 

construct and experience it.  In recent times there has been 

discussion about transcending the rigid boundaries of the fixed 

architectural envelope, defined as how the built environment or 

walls begin to define and construct space.  One possible way to 

free us from the confines of the fixed architectural envelope is 

to focus on spatial occupation, in particular ways in which we as 

individuals occupy and inhabit space.  This allows the possibility 

for architecture to be defined within an transitional, temporary 

and ephemeral context.  The key to developing architecture as 

it relates to spatial occupation, expanding the definition and 

understanding of thresholds.

  

Architecture is constructed through the process of layering 

multiple thresholds. Thresholds are multifaceted, and can be 

constructed from numerous materials that create a variety 

of spatial dimensions.  In architecture the threshold may be 

considered a physical and spatial boundary that helps to define 

and designate spatial areas.  It may take the form of the wall, 

window, door, entrance way, fence, lines drawn on the ground, 

and many other features that have boundaries and edges by 

which the built environment can be defined. 



These architectural thresholds are often physical and static, but 

are places where people are able to create and embed meaning.  

Inherent in the threshold is the act of transition, that of moving 

from one place to another by crossing through a space.  This 

act is a temporal one that positions architecture in relation to 

time and space.  The transitional nature of thresholds is the 

focus of this thesis, which sets out to explore the temporal and 

spatial qualities of thresholds.  These transitional thresholds 

are inherently temporal and transitional with shifting spatial 

conditions.  The creation of an architectural experience can be 

located in the threshold.  By exploring the temporal and spatial 

qualities of the threshold we can begin to understand the role of 

multifaceted thresholds in the generation of architectural space. 

This interest comes from an understanding of an environment 

which is in constant flux and transition.  The aim is to design an 

architecture in transition and locate architecture in transitional 

processes.  This architecture is ephemeral, may only last for a 

moment in time, building up and then disappearing again.  An 

example of a location with such an architecture is the Arctic 

where weather limits the materials avalable to construct 

architecture.  The case study of Inuit culture, and how they 

relate to the environment and architecture has assisted in 

locating characteristics that define a transitional architecture. 

Explorations of the threshold in relation to transition will be 

Add here more about a story.  
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contextualised using cybernetic reasoning, mathematical 

boundary logic and anthropological research on ritual and the 

nomadic culture of the Inuit1.

The exploration of thresholds will take place in the following 

sections: 

1. Thresholds as Physical and Material Architecture 

2. Thresholds as Boundaries and Spatial Limits with Edges 

3. Thresholds as Space Itself Created Through 

 Self-Reference

4. Threshold as shifting Temporal and Spatial Conditions

5.   Transitional Thresholds Part 1: Inuit and Arctic       

             Environment 

6.   Transitional Thresholds Part 2: Constructing and 

             Experiencing Transitional Architecture  

Section 1 will clarify the understanding of threshold in relation to 

architecture, in the built environment.  

Section 2 will approach the idea of threshold from the abstract 

mathematical boundary logic of George Spencer-Brown to 

explore how space comes into existence.  

1 The Indigenous peoples of the Canadian Arctic.
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Spencer-Brown identifies the threshold as a ‘mark of distinction’ 

that creates edges and boundaries between two things and how 

this temporal act of making the mark of distinction can occur 

infinitely.  

Section 3 identifies the threshold as a space itself, which may 

be inhabited by the act of transitioning into the threshold.  This 

transitional act of crossing, begins to position architecture in 

relation to time and space, both required to discuss ephemeral 

and temporary processes in architecture.  A selection of case 

studies will explores idea of inhabiting the threshold.  

Section 4 identifies how acts of ritual assist in the creation 

of shifting temporal and spatial dimensions.  These temporal 

thresholds are purely spatial and more intimately related to 

activities being performed.  

Section 5 illustrates anthropological research on the nomadic 

Inuit, highlighting their unique relationship to the environment and 

architecture that is in constant transition and helps to develop 

transitional architecture for their survival.  This case study assists 

in identifying an architecture that can be built up and melt away in 

the Arctic environment.  

Section 6 concludes by suggesting one possible way a transitional 

architecture can be constructed and experienced.





Section 1

Thresholds as Physical and Material Architecture

Thresholds as Physical and Material Architecture



Threshold as Physical and Material Architecture 

In architectural discussion, thresholds are often considered the 

boundaries between things, space, inside and outside here and 

there.  These boundaries have edges that manifest in the forms 

of physical structures such as the façade, door ways, entrance, 

window sill, gateways, fences to name a few.  The architectural 

building identifies thresholds as thick, material and physical places 

that define and cleave space.  These thresholds are boundaries 

with thickness to them.  These boundaries may be embedded 

with meaning and then become social and political boundaries 

that assist in defining public and private space.  In the private 

residential home there may be a gate or fence that would define 

you property, upon entering you approach the steps or door way.  

Entrances may have a front step and an double doors.  This then 

leads you into a lobby or hall way which may be the waiting room 

before you are able to gain entry into the home.  Locating these 

edges emphasizes the multitude of thresholds you need to pass 

through in the act of entering a building.  These edges may not 

only be part of the building façade, but extend out into the public 

environment.  These boundaries between public and private 

space may be indicated through the material change on the 

ground from earth, to pavement, to the road, rivers and railway 

tracks.  In Iain Borden’s essay, Thick Edge, he highlights that such 

boundaries are not finite, but zones of negotiation (p.221).  These 

thresholds are not defined in a physical material, but are spatial 
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and based on social understanding.  The creation and location 

of these spatial barriers may exist entirely in the minds of the 

individual.  These negotiations are a result of the social activities 

that take place at a certain time.  These thresholds allow us as 

designers to structure space which has implications on how 

society operates. 

 By looking at thresholds in their abstraction the next section 

attempts to understand the essence of the threshold beyond the 

initial connections with architecture.





Section 2

Thresholds as Boundaries and Markers of Spatial Limits

Act of Crossing as Transitioning Between States

Who is Called on to Draw the Mark of Distinction

Boundary with Two Edges and a Thickness

The Cast and Casting Process as a Means of Mapping the Edge

Boundary as Infinite Regress

Transition



Figure 2.2.  Paper with Spencer-Brown’s ‘Mark of Distinction.’

Figure 2.1.  Dotted line drawn to represent limits of paper.
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Temporal architecture requires that there be a relationship 

between space and time.  This section will explore how space 

comes into existence using the basic boundary logic taken from 

mathematician George Spencer-Brown’s influential book Laws of 

Form.  Thresholds are associated with Spencer-Brown’s term, 

“mark of distinction”. This section refers to the threshold as a 

boundary, considering the qualities of the boundary to include its 

edges, what is adjacent to the edge, and its thickness.  In Laws of 

Form, Spencer-Brown simplified mathematical logic to the mark 

and its value, also known as the distinction within the void.  He 

suggests that in the beginning there is nothing, there is void.  

We can represent void by the blank piece of paper (Figure 2.1).  It 

is important to ignore that this paper has an edge, it exists within 

a space and within the world. However, if we have the piece of 

paper represent the void or nothingness, we can begin to create 

something through making our first call, or the first mark on the 

page,  “Draw a distinction” (Spencer-Brown. G, 1969, p.1).  Once 

the distinction is drawn (Figure 2.2), the contents of either side 

are distinct and can be indicated as a value (Spencer-Brown. G, 

1969, p.1).  A distinction is drawn by arranging a boundary with 

separate sides, so that a point on one side cannot reach the 

other side without crossing the boundary (Kauffman. L. H, 2006, 

p.95).   Mathematician, Louis Kauffmann, demonstrates in his 

paper Virtual Boundaries, that this concept is better illustrated 

with the use of a circle as the mark (Kauffman. L. H, 2006, 



Figure 2.5a.  Act of crossing from state m to 
state p.  

m
p

Figure 2.3.  Circle to represent the mark.  

Figure 2.4.  States ‘m’ and ‘p.’

operand 

Figure 2.5b. Act of 
operand reentering to 
state m.  

m p m p
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p.94).  The circle allows for a clear representation of what is on 

the inside of the circle and what is on the outside (Figure 2.3). 

The notion of inside and outside is immaterial, what is significant 

is the distinction between two states.  One state does not have 

any more value to it than the other.  Where multiple “calls” or 

marks have been made on the page, they may be reduced to 

a single mark, because a mark is simply a representation of 

space. This is a pure way of looking at how space can be created 

without dimension, just with the simple act of making a distinction 

(Robertson. R, 1999, p.52).

Act of Crossing as Transitioning Beween States 

The state or space distinguished by the mark is referred to as 

the value.  We will call one value “state m” and the other “state 

p”.  The act of crossing the boundary of one state and entering 

into another, allows us to register a change in value from ‘state 

m” to “state p” (Figure 2.4).  The operator that crosses the 

boundary is called the operand (Kauffman. L.H, 2006, p.95).  In 

the first instance, the operand crosses the mark from “state 

m” to “state p”, a change in value is registered (Figure 2.5a).   In 

the second instance, the operand crosses the mark from “state 

m” to “state p” then reenters “state m”, no change in value is 

registered (Figure 2.5b).  In the purest sense, the act of crossing 

is not registered, it is the position of being in one value that is 

recognised.



Figure 2.6.  Beyond the limits of a piece of paper is the individual called on to 
make the distinction.  
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Spencer-Brown’s version assumed the boundary to have no 

thickness or value itself.  It is just an abstract mark that is used 

to delineate the two spaces.  Robertson reiterates that Spencer-

Brown leaves it for non-mathematicians to think about the 

implications of what happens when his timeless, dimensionless 

calculus enters a the world of space, time and dimension, a 

world in which we actually live (Robertson. R, 1999, p.52).  When 

bringing this notion of time and space into reality, several issues 

arise.  Of major concern is, who is called upon to make this 

mark and where do they come from?  Immediately followed by 

understanding that this mark must have edges and a thickness, 

the next concern is surrounding where the thickness of the mark 

and edge terminate.   

Who is Called on to Draw the Mark of Distinction 

“At first there was nothing. But nothing is an unstable state. And 

so time and something came into being with a First Distinction, 

an act of creation. And this act was temporal as all acts must be. 

But this first act of creation happened in no time and no space 

and there was nothing but the idea of a distinction, a thought in 

the void.”  

Louis H. Kauffman, Virtual Logic: Cantor’s Paradise and the 

Parable of Frozen Time, (1999, p.150). 



∞

Figure 2.7.  Diagram to demonstrate that the circle has two potential edges and an 
infinite thickness.  

Edge 1

Thickness 

Edge 2
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The person called to make the distinction must exist outside of 

the void (Figure 2.6).  Therefore the void actually has spatial limits. 

The piece of paper that Spencer-Brown uses must then have a 

boundary with an edge that exists in another space.  A space that 

involves the observer drawing the distinction.  In second order 

cybernetics they acknowledge that there can be no observation 

with out an observer (Glanville. R, 2009, p.126).  There for there 

could be no creation, no mark of distinction without a creator. 

Spencer-Brown’s abstract definition, “draw a distinction,” allows 

us as designers to position ourselves as creators of things that 

exist in relation to space and time.  This act of creation is a 

temporal one, whereby the act itself exists within a fixed time and 

space. The paper that Spencer-Brown refers to is the threshold 

that exists between the designer and the call to bring something 

into creation. 

Boundary with Two Edges and a Thickness 

As designers we are called to engage with the world on various 

scales by making distinctions within it.  Within such a world we 

would be well aware that the boundary, or mark of distinction, has 

an edge which meets the one designated space, a second edge 

that borders the second marked space and a thickness between 

these two edges (Figure 2.7).  This boundary in the abstract 

space of the paper is of unlimited dimension and contains within it 

an infinite number of distinctions to be made. 



The opposite is true, as well, in the previous example we 

concluded that the limits of void space were bound to the edges 

of the paper, or more correctly that there were no edges to the 

paper at all.  Instead we know that this paper exists within a world 

and one in which there are an infinite number of distinctions to 

be made; for example, the edge of the paper, the table on which 

it sits, the floor where the table sits, the wall of the room and so 

on.  Exploring the edge and boundaries, with an attempt to situate 

them within the world of space will be illustrated by the process of 

casting.  The casting process is an exercise in mapping surfaces, 

limits and boundaries.

 

The Cast and Casting Process as a Means of Mapping the Edge 

This act of casting requires a constant definition of the edges 

required for the object to be transformed into its negative mould.  

When we begin by defining the edge of the object cast then 

we can see that there is an edge where the object meets the 

formwork.  The formwork itself is a thick layer or with a space and 

then an outer edge.  The limits of this thick layer are defined by 

the container in which the liquid is cast.  The liquid medium is able 

to find the limits of the container as well as the surfaces of the 

object cast.  

Once the form work is created the object is able to be 

reproduced, with each reproduction taking on a unique 
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Figure 2.8.  Multiple spatial relationships indicating elements involved and 
produced in clay slip casting of vessel.  

Cast reproduction 

Form work side 1 

Form work side 2

Fragments of cast reproduction

Box that would create the 
boundaries of the form work



characteristic based on the casting process.  The following 

figures show the results of a slip casting technique (Figures 

2.8 to 2.10).   This technique involves moving a clay mixture 

into the form work and allowing for the clay wall to build up as 

the moisture is drawn from the clay (Figure 2.9).  The second 

illustration shows a different technique where the cast is made 

from a flexible material, requiring its own support in which I 

retrieve plaster fragments (Figure 2.10).  The varying thickness 

and build up of the wall is directly related to the methods of 

creation.  Images 2.9 and 2.10 demonstrate the multiple edges 

limits and boundaries of materials to describe some of the 

interior/exterior relationships such as, the thickness of the walls 

and the fragments of the surface.

In addition to defining the edge and boundaries of the form work, 

the edges and boundaries of the reproductions made from the 

cast are constantly redefining themselves. These processes 

exist in transition as the spatial thickness builds up through the 

processes of transformation that occur as the plaster sets.  This 

leads to fragments of the original object, which we can use to  

locate a new edge maps that faces the formwork, a thickness 

and the smooth interior of the plaster. Indications of edges, 

surfaces, boundaries and thicknesses of the cast can occur in 

the processes of casting and also extend into defining an infinite 

space in which the  formwork sits.  The formwork is part of a 

construction  process where temporary boundaries are set 
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Figure 2.10.  Fragment of spatial reproduction caught in moment of plaster 
setting.

Figure 2.9.  Images indicating the spatial thresholds and thickness of materials 
in formwork used in the casting process.



first to create the cast.  As we are responsible for drawing and 

defining these boundaries, we can extend the boundaries of the 

cast to include the table it may sit on, the room it may sit within, 

the building the room inhabits and so on to infinity.  Just as we 

begin to define one boundary or edge, we are constantly required 

to locate subsequent  boundaries or edges.  This may exist on 

various scales as we expand into the room, defining the edges 

and limits that the object exists in, but also can focus in on the 

material and processes of construction that require we make 

those distinctions.  

Boundary as Infinite Regress

In Spencer-Brown’s version, the boundaries thickness or spatial 

dimensions are not of importance.  It is just an abstract mark 

that is used to delineate the two spaces. Understanding the 

boundary as, first constructed, and then located, leads to its 

constant refinement and redefinition.  The act of definition is 

in constant transition, as you are called upon to make those 

distinctions at a specific time and place. This repeated process of 

construction and location of boundaries can be infinitely defined.  

These distinctions may include: the cast and its relationship to 

the room; moments in the casting process when the material 

begins to transform from its liquid state to a final fixed state with 

varying spatial thicknesses as a result of the hand rotating the 

formwork.  There could be many more; what is important is that 
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the distinction is self-constructed, self-defined, and created by the 

individual. This act of construction is ephemeral in nature as it 

exists within a short period of time. This observation brings up an 

important question, does the distinction or boundary distinguish 

that which it contains or is it actually distinguishing itself.  As 

discussed below, we can begin to understand this distinction in 

relation to architecture and the value placed in the wall.  

Transition

Within the field of architecture, the boundary is often manifested 

or understood as the spatial envelope made up of floors, walls 

and ceilings which construct the limits of internal space.  It is 

the wall that distinguishes the space in which we occupy.  One 

possible reason we overlook walls as being spatial may be, 

because we consider space in relation to our bodies, and the 

temporal act of occupying that space. A void space can be 

occupied while a solid space cannot.  By identifying the boundary, 

the mark of distinction, the wall, for example, as a space unto 

itself, it frees our current thinking from the infinite regress of 

constantly redefining the boundary.  
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Threshold as Space Itself, Created Through Self-Reference

In order to move beyond the constant redefining of the 

boundary, we can recognise the threshold as a space itself. By 

recognising the boundary as a space unto itself, the implication 

for architecture is an opening of a new dimension of our 

interpretation of space and a recognition that the threshold may 

not be physical.  If it is not physical, its boundaries are created 

by individuals.  This act of creation exists in a specific time in 

response to experiencing the threshold through the act of 

transitioning into the threshold and inhabiting it. 

Boundary as Space Itself 

Spencer-Brown concluded his exploration of the mark of 

distinction with self-reference.  His theory put forth the notion of 

the mark distinguishing itself from that which is not itself.  The act 

of distinguishing, is the basis of self-reference.  Acknowledging the 

self-referential act of drawing a distinction, Spencer-Brown allows 

for other disciplines to expand on his findings.  Mathematician, 

Louis Kauffmann, explains the relationship between the mark 

and self-reference in his column Virtual Logic.  His use of a circle 

allows for a full indication of what is inside and what is outside 

of the mark (Figure 3.1). It also allows us to clearly identify the 

points that exist on the circle that are neither inside nor outside, 

but exist as the common boundary between inside and outside.  



Figure 3.1.  Indicating that the threshold, or boundary, between two states 
can have an infinite thickness, as well as the transitional act of crossing by the 
operator as it moves from one state to the other.

∞

m p

Operator 
recrossing the 
boundary

Operator

Operator moving from 
State m to p

Mark
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The boundary is a singular place that achieves its identity by not 

being the space it distinguishes (Kauffman. L.H, 2006, p.96).  

When giving the boundary some thickness we can then see 

that there is an edge facing one state, and another edge facing 

another state.  This thickness can be infinite, although the 

mark on the page may just represent a thin line (Figure 3.1).  In 

architecture we understand the creation of the thick wall and 

varying thicknesses that make up the threshold.  Before we 

carry on with the idea of giving thickness to the boundary we 

must tackle how the boundary is created and that can be better 

explained by understanding the boundary as self-referential.  This 

threshold is a space unto itself. Understanding the power of such 

a space as self-referential will lead to an understanding of how 

transitioning thresholds are constructed.

Self-Reference and The Self-Referential Boundary 

The temporal act of drawing the mark or boundary distinguishes 

between the two spaces or states.  In addition, the mark or 

boundary distinguishes itself apart from the two states.  In 

making the mark, it most clearly references itself, validates its 

own existence as much as any distinction it makes.  This is what 

makes it self-referential.  The understanding of self-reference and 

mark of distinction are explained by Glanville when he writes, the 

distinction distinguishes itself, or the purpose of the distinction 



Figure 3.2.  Louis H. Kauffman’s Mark of Distinction as self-referential 
boundary when we recognise the boundary as a separate entity.
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is to draw itself (Glanville. R, 1990, p.1).  When recognising the 

boundary as a separate entity, a place of self-reference, Louis 

Kauffmann uses the symbol indicated in Figure 3.2.  This symbol 

represents the mark referencing itself.  Glanville points out that 

in some circumstances, we may allow the mark to be its value, 

because distinguished between the mark of distinction and its 

value requires us to make a further distinction (Glanville. R, Thesis 

meeting, 2010).  

The symbol created by Kauffmann represents a combination of 

the mark and its operator.  The operator is that which crosses 

the boundary between the two different states.  The operator 

activates an understanding that there are different states and 

that something exists between them.  When it is displayed as 

crossing itself, and also being part of the mark and the value, it 

recognizes the boundaries’ power of creation and identification 

of existence.  The self-referential boundary is closely linked to how 

individuals construct their own understanding and experience of 

the world.  Second order cybernetics understands that there is 

no observation with out an observer (Glanville. R, 2010, p.26).  

Glanville expands this understanding to include that the observer 

is actually observing the way in which they construct their reality.  

I observe, myself, observing the world in which I am part of 

(Glanville. R, 2010, p.3).  Our ability to be self-observing individuals 

enables us to construct these threshold distinctions.  The self-

referential boundary is a place of construction, where things are 



Figure 3.3.  Image of the form work and my latex Klien bottle, and creation of the 
mobius strip.

Form work  Flexible Klien bottle 

Mobius strip
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made and come into creation.  It requires an ability to shift, alter 

our perception and to observe things from multiple points of view.  

Self-Referential Form:  the Mobius Strip 

The Mobius strip is a formal representation of a self-referential 

boundary, and highlights the role of the observer in relation to 

constructing the distinctions (Figure 3.3).  It is created when a 

single strip of material is laid out and one edge is rotated round, 

so that it is connected with the other face.  It has a pure form 

with no inside or outside, because all entry points blend and 

merge into a continuous loop. The continuity of form requires 

that any distinction exists because of the observer’s position in 

relation to the object. As you, the observer, journey around the 

loop you find yourself always coming back to the same place.  

Once the observer moves position, their relationship to the object 

changes, thereby altering the definition or distinction between 

interior and exterior. This relationship emphasises the creation 

of thresholds, boundaries, and edges with distinctions occurring 

in the interaction between the observer and the object.  This 

notion of “between” as a threshold space allows for interaction, 

communication and creation.  This is confirmed by the fact that 

the form remains continuous if you look at it as a whole, but by 

changing perspective and observation, we are able to redefine 

the object’s edges and boundaries.  Kauffmann notes that the 

distinction is maintained only at the expense of limiting one’s 



m
p

Operation 1

transitional zone

Figure 3.4.  Demonstrating the act of crossing boundary from one state to 
another, and the act of re-entry.

m
p

Operation 2
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viewpoint to a part of the whole (Kauffman. L.H, 2006, p.97).  This 

helps to explain that we create thresholds and the experience 

of thresholds may exist entirely in the moment in time when we 

create them.  The next section illustrates the power to inhabit the 

threshold as a space of creation which is activated through the 

transitional act of entering into the thick wall.  

Finding value in the threshold 

Celebrating the threshold involves understanding it as a 

transitional zone.  The threshold is activated, located or entered 

by the act of movement or moving through it from one place 

to another, through a threshold (Figure 3.4).  Architectural 

examples of such thresholds include doorways, entrance 

halls, front porches, stairwells, half landings to name only a 

few.  They are unique places that emphasise the “in between” 

and are places for new possibility of construction, observation, 

interaction, exchange and reflection.  The following case studies 

provide examples for physically inhabiting the thick threshold in 

architecture. 

Inhabiting the Physical Threshold in Architecture : 

Mayan City of Palenque

One possible way to understand how to inhabit the threshold is 

by studying ancient cultures such as the Maya.  These cultures 



Figure 3.5.  Example of thick walls of a Mayan Temple, in The Maya, Henri Stierlin 
(2004, p.48).

Figure 3.6.  Plan, elevation and section of the Mayan Temple I of Tikal, in The 
Maya, Henri Stierlin (2004, p.48).
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has an understanding and relationship to the built environment 

that recognizes the importance of the threshold and the power it 

holds.  The relation between Spencer-Brown boundary logic and 

the Mayan temple in Palenque has recently been written about 

by R. Glanville (2010).  The Maya had a great understanding of 

the value of zero in mathematics.  Zero is the in-between number 

that does not belong to either the negative number or positive 

number system.  It is a transition zone, threshold or between 

space. The Maya considered outside space to be equivalent to 

the negative number system, the wall to be zero space and inside 

to equate to the positive number system (Glanville, 2010).  Some 

of the walls created in the Mayan temple of Palenque are over 

one metre thick (Figures 3.5 and 3.6).  This was not done for 

structural reasons, but as an attempt to embody the number 

zero, celebrating the threshold.  In the recent article published in 

Cybernetics and Human Knowing, Glanville writes: 

“For the Maya, this strange number between the positive and the 

negative was celebrated in architecture by being understood not 

just as an edge, but as a threshold—a space in its own right.  To 

them the wall is not an edge, but a space itself.  The value of the 

wall is in itself and not in fact that it divides two spaces”. (p.2). 



Figure 3.7.  Kensal Green Cemetery, London; view from cemetery towards 
entrance arch.

Figure 3.8.  Aerial view of Kensal Green Cemetery entrance arch from street.

Line to indicate thresholds



Section 3 Threshold as Space Itself 51

Kensal Green Cemetery 

Some examples in my local built environment in London, England 

include the entrance arch to Kensal Green Cemetery and 

entrances to residential dwellings.  The entrance to Kensal Green 

Cemetery is a thick habitable threshold space (Figure 3.7).  It is 

a transition between the world of the living, and the cemetery, 

the world of the dead.  Within the entry, two structures, being 

an office and storage room, are built into the arch to further 

emphasise the boundary (Figure 3.8).  This is one physical 

example of valuing the threshold.  

These thresholds do not necessarily have to be of such a 

thickness in order for us to enter them and locate ourselves 

within them.  The act of entering any doorway and placing one’s 

hand on the handle can give one reason to pause, consider and 

reflect thereby giving meaning to the act of opening the door.  A 

relevant example would be the medieval walled city, where the 

wall became a place to occupy in order to protect the city while, 

at the same time, define the bounds of the city differentiating it 

from the countryside.  Another such example would be within and 

on the walls of the Great Wall of China, which are inhabited by the 

homes of the soldiers. 



Transition Beyond Inhabiting the Thick Wall 

An understanding about self-reference allows us to define the 

threshold and locate the creation of architectural experience, 

as a temporal experience, with each individual observer.  We 

have explored ways in which the act of transitioning into the thick 

threshold allows for a physical inhabitation of the threshold space.  

The next section will explore this temporal act of transition as a 

means of constructing a temporal architectural threshold and 

locating the experience of architecture in relation to shifting time 

and space.    



Section 4

Threshold as shifting Temporal and Spatial Conditions

Transitional Acts of Crossing, Bringing Time into Existence

Inhabiting the Observer’s Constructed Threshold in Ritual

Transitioning Beyond Acts of Ritual



The threshold is self-referential, constructed, and inhabited in 

various ways. It is capable of transcending its physical nature, 

to exist in shifting temporal and spatial dimensions constructed 

through a ritual performance.  Our understanding how to inhabit 

such thresholds opens up possibilities for defining the creation of 

space in relation to time and locating experience. 

Transitional Acts of Crossing, Bringing Time into Existence

The thresholds or boundaries that exist in our built environment 

are transitional spaces activated through the act of crossing 

them.  In a conference on Laws of Form, Spencer-Brown says 

that the action of making the mark of distinction is responsible 

for the construction of space.  When he talks about the act of 

crossing the boundary, he states that the act of moving between 

two states brings into existence the notion of time.  The quote is 

as follows: 

“Space is what would be if there could be a distinction.  Time is 

what would be if there could be oscillation.” (Spencer-Brown. G, 

1973, in (Robertson. R, 1999, p.51).

In Spencer-Brown’s boundary logic, time exists in the act 

of crossing the boundary and in the frequency in which this 

boundary is crossed. Oscillation is the frequency of moving 

between thresholds from one state to another, similar to our act 
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of crossing the physical threshold of the door.  When considering 

temporal architectural thresholds, the element of time is crucial 

to its construction.  Time begins to structure the speed and 

tempo of the transition and allows for the individual’s experience 

of space to be altered and transformed at any given moment.  

After understanding that the power of creation lies in the 

threshold, new possibilities emerge when architectural 

thresholds are located within a time and space continuum.  There 

are multiple ways in which temporal architecture may be explored 

and constructed.  This next section focuses on relating temporal 

architecture to acts of ritual as a means of constructing non-

physical, transitional thresholds.

Inhabiting the Observer’s Constructed Threshold in Ritual 

Thresholds are always in transition over time.  We can locate 

a specific spatial dimension that exists at one point in time. The 

observer is able to create the threshold distinctions.  The act of 

observation and performance allows for shifting temporal and 

spatial thresholds.  These thresholds exist in society and are 

observed and experienced by human beings.  They are influenced 

by the rituals of human society.  In anthropological research, ritual 

is defined as a form of communication which relies on objects 

that carry a high symbolic content and message in language 

which clearly spells out the significance of the act (Browne. R.B, 

1980, p.64).   Ritual is also composed of a series of parts 



Figure 4.2. Diagram indicating the ritual threshold distinction as it relates to 
performance, in The Anthropology of Performance, Victor Turner, (1987) p.9.

Figure 4.1. Diagram based on van Gennep’s idea of how ritual is positioned 
within society and the important role it plays.
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(sub-rituals or ceremonies) which must occur in a fixed order 

and have a direct relationship to each other (Browne. R.B, 1980, 

p.64).  In the section, Ritual in Architecture, Browne uses the 

example of the use of public space to illustrate the importance of 

the building in the landscape, the symbolic qualities of the building, 

the spatial organisation of the building, and the use of public open 

space in the support of formal ritual.  Architecture assists in 

structuring these rituals of every day life and in turn ritual helps 

to inform the formal and spatial relationships required for us to 

inhabit architecture. 

Time and ritual performance begin to construct thresholds 

with shifting spatial, temporal and material properties, which 

is thresholds in transition.  This thesis focus on ritual acts that 

are transitional rites of passage.  van Gennep discusses these 

rites of passage, threshold conditions, as involving three states: 

separation, transition and incorporation (van Gennep. A, 1977, 

pp.11).  In van Gennep’s transitional stage he identifies the notion 

of the liminal, which is the state of being suspended between 

transitions.  The liminal is a threshold in ritual rites of passage, 

which holds a special status within the community.   The ritual 

performer is separated from his status, goes through a threshold 

and becomes transformed by acts of incorporation into the next 

stage in society (Figures 4.1 and 4.2).  



Figure 4.3. Feather latex lung creating an ephemeral space through gesture 
movement.
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Victor Turner considers rituals as acts of performance.  He 

states that all acts of daily performance have, at their core, 

acts of ritual (Schechner. R, in Turner. V, 1987, pp.7-21). Ritual 

performances activate a different kind of threshold space, 

the threshold space that is neither static nor permanent, but, 

alternately, shifting spatial and temporal dimensions.  There are 

many elements that assist in the creation of ritual thresholds.  

Some of these elements are physical, static and permanent, 

while others are only present for a limited period of time and in a 

limited space. The individuals involved in the ritual give meaning 

to the ritual objects, thereby giving them power to create the 

threshold space.  The architectural framework and ritual objects 

assist in constructing these temporal and transitory thresholds 

through the act of performance.  

Architecture acts as a framework, which meets the needs of 

the ritual, and structures it.  The ritual threshold is constructed 

through the architecture’s location in the landscape, the 

processional route constructed by the partition walls of the 

architecture, the fixed and movable ritual objects, acts of 

consumption, and specific acts of performance (Vega-Centeno 

Sara-Lafosse. R, 2005, pp.55-58). These thresholds may not 

be physical or material, but are constructed at moments in 

time.  The spatial dimensions of such thresholds vary in size, 

shape and materiality because each experience is unique to the 

observer and performer.  The combination of ritual objects, the 



performance and the architecture all contribute to the creation 

of these shifting temporal thresholds. 

While ritual performance can be located in thresholds that 

are physical and material, within the rituals themselves exist 

thresholds that are entirely spatial. Interaction between the 

performer and the ritual object constructs ephemeral temporal 

space through gestural movement.  Figure 4.3 demonstrates 

such spatial configurations, created by the gesture of the object 

waving as it interferes with light.  

Transitioning Beyond Acts of Ritual 

Inherent in the notion of threshold is the act of transition.  This 

may be described in the act of crossing; moving into the physical, 

thick wall space; or the transition and transformation of non-

physical threshold through acts of ritual.  The following section 

will explore further the relationship between thresholds and 

transition.  This is initially highlighted in the anthropological 

research on the Inuit relationship to the Arctic environment and 

to architecture.  
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Figure 5.1.  Image of the tempting emptiness of the arctic region, from website 
Panoramio (2010).

Figure 5.2.  Map of Arctic region, in Sacred Hunt, David F. Pelly, (2001) p3.
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Introduction 

The nomadic Inuit have been able to inhabit the extreme 

environment of the Arctic, living with very few tools and building 

materials (Figures 5.1 to 5.5).  The Inuit culture have developed 

a unique understanding and relationship to the environment and 

architecture.  Identifying a few examples of the Inuit’s relationship 

to the environment and architecture can provide us with in site 

into locating and creating a transitory architecture in the arctic 

environment.  

This section attempts to illustrate one way of merging these 

temporal thresholds with the physical, material and spatial 

threshold.  This relationship is explored in the ritual of the 

boy’s first hunt as a means of exchanging one familiar form of 

architecture for a transitional architecture with characteristics 

that include being dynamic, fluid, temporary, transitional, 

transitory and responsive to thermal change.  This exchange 

of architecture will be defined as inhabiting the threshold of 

transitional space.    



30 km 

Figure 5.3.  Map showing the 
Mackenzie River journey as it 
empties out into the Arctic Ocean. 

Figure 5.4.  A real view of site taken from 
Google Earth Maps (2010).
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Figure 5.5.  Reconstructed site. 



Figure 5.6.  Images of the mapping of the action of hanging laundry while the 
observer position moves from inside to outside.  

Figure 5.7. Images of a diagram to explain the relationship between the 
movement of the observer, the movement of the object (hanging laundry) and 
how it transforms the context from being static to fluid1.  

Fixed context

Transformation into fluid context

Movement of 
object

Movement of 
observer

1. See appendix 1 for complete analysis.
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Inuit’s Unique Perspective of Time and Space 

Modern man has standard and linear units of measurements 

for time and space.  The Inuit understand they exist within an 

environment in constant flux; there is no fixed measurement 

of time or space.  They do not expect to find the same thing in 

the same place if they return to visit.  In modern society, we do 

not accept that the environment is in such a high degree of flux 

and rely on notions of permanence.  They have training to relate 

to shifting spatial and temporal conditions that allow them to 

perceive the environment in a haptic and auditory way.  The Inuit 

training and relationship to the environment being in constant 

flux begins with the spatial training of the child experiencing the 

environment from changing perspectives and scalar relationships 

when strapped to its mother’s back (Montagu. A, 1971, p.297).  

The Inuit perspective on time and space will assist in locating 

an architecture in the process of transition.  Suspending this 

architecture in a moment in time assists in the design and 

construction of fluid, transitory architectural space.  

Such mapping of an environment and space in constant flux is 

depicted in Figure 5.6.  The performative act of hanging laundry 

is seen through shifting time and space as the observer holding 

the camera is moving while observing the performance within 

an environmental context that is changing at a much slower 

rate (Figure 5.7).  This example begins to depict and formulate 



Environment Context

Architecture Envelope

Human Skin Boundary

Nomadic Inuit Culture Contemporary Society

Scale 1:50

Figure 5.8. The creation of fixed, physical thresholds by contemporary society, 
making the distinction between environment, architecture and human body.

Figure 5.9. The Inuit’s winter igloo, constructed from snow and ice, from 
www.firstpeoplesofcanada.com (2010).
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the transitional space created through gestural movement.  This 

temporary threshold is ephemeral in nature and closely connected 

to the body, movement and every day elements that assist in 

structuring this performance.  

Inuit Relationship to Transitory Environment and Temporal 

Architecture 

The relationship of architecture and the built environment for 

modern man is based on the premise that we extract natural 

materials from the environment, process them to form bricks, 

concrete, and lumber, and combine the secondary products 

to create a structure situated within a permanent space.  This 

architectural envelope is often enough to maintain thermal 

comfort for the individual inside the building.  Given this 

relationship, we can make the analogy that the individual’s clothing 

layer is also part of their thermal comfort, but it plays a minor role 

in thermal regulation. What is important is that the structures 

modern man creates are often permanent and have fixed spatial 

dimensions and static physical thresholds (Figure 5.8).  In the 

examples previously presented, demonstrate that we may inhabit 

the spaces created by the thick threshold, but they remain static.  

For the nomadic Inuit, winter requires them to trade in their skin 

tents for igloos constructed out of snow and ice (Figure 5.9).  They 

cut blocks of snow from the surrounding environment, moulding 

and shaping the blocks to form a dome.  This architecture can be 



Figure 5.10.  Diagram locating the distinction in Inuit culture between 
environment, architecture and human body.
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constructed in a day and suits the transitory, nomadic patterns 

the Inuit follow in search of food during the harsh Arctic winters.  

Although the blocks have been formed and shaped, the material 

qualities are the same as the surrounding environment.  The use 

of snow and ice blurs the boundary between what is environment 

and what is architecture (Figure 5.10).  This blurring of the 

boundary is a characteristic of transitional architecture, identifying 

that the ability to locate the threshold in that moment in time 

resides with the individual observer.  

Transitional architecture exists for the period of time in the winter, 

but then the distinction we make between the architectural igloo 

and the environment as it undergoes a process of transformation 

as it melts and becomes part of the environment again.  The 

snow and ice of the igloo construction provide us with a physical, 

material and visual description of the processes involved in 

transitional architecture.  These processes are highly dependent 

on temperature and thermal zones of comfort.  This igloo 

threshold only raises the internal temperature to around 10°C, 

which is not enough for us to maintain homeostasis.  Before 

carrying on to locate the threshold that makes up for this 

temperature difference we will discuss the importance of heat in 

locating transitional architecture.  



Transitional Thresholds as Thermal Zones 

Included in the definition of transitional thresholds is recognising 

the thermal spatial envelope as one form of shifting temporal and 

spatial conditions.  The thermal threshold is considered of equal 

importance to the physical threshold.  This is further explained 

by understanding one of the basic functions of the architectural 

envelope.  One of the functions of the architectural envelope, 

the threshold between the external and internal environment, 

is to “temper the built environment.”  That means to create an 

internal environmental temperature that is comfortable in which 

suitable activities occur.  This zone of thermal comfort is about 

the exchange of energy and thermal regulation.  In the book, Fire 

and Memory: On Architecture and Energy, author Luis Fernandez-

Galliano writes, 

‘Energy is installed in the heart of architecture in two ways: 

through energy consumption in buildings thermal regulation 

(water, heating, lighting) and in energy to organize, modify, 

maintain and repair the building domain (p.8).’  

One way this may be described is as the energy required for 

maintenance and construction.  If we regard architecture as 

a transformation of energy  then we may consider the first 

architectural space to be the thermal zone that existed around 

the hearth of the fire (Fernandez-Galliano. L, 2000, p.8).  “The 

thermal space of the bonfire is no less architectural than the 
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visual space of the hut.”  Equipped with our new tools for drawing 

threshold distinctions, the identified thermal space is a shifting 

temporal and spatial threshold.  Energy brings architecture into 

the world of processes and life (Fernandez-Galliano. L, 2000, p.8).  

There is a certain level of thermal comfort our bodies need to 

maintain homeostasis.  Within the Inuit example we are now 

prepared to locate the architectural envelope that assists in 

providing their thermal comfort.  

Temporary and Transitory Thresholds : 

Architecture and the Human Body 

If a characteristic of transitional architecture recognises the 

importance of shifting temporal, thermal thresholds then a 

further distinction is required in order to locate this threshold in 

the Inuit’s habitation of this environment.  The architecture that 

assists the Inuit in surviving the cold Arctic winters is developed 

through processes and rituals created purposefully to maintain 

an intimate relationship with the seal.  One place we may locate 

this difference is in the clothing worn by the Inuit which is made 

from seal skin (Figure 5.11). In the winter the Inuit depend solely 

on hunting the harp seal for survival.  All aspects of the seal are 

used to maintain and regulate thermal temperature.  They eat 

the seal blubber and meat to produce metabolic energy, burn the 

blubber to heat the internal space of the igloo, and finally, wear 

the seal skin in order to enter the harsh environment.  The Inuit 



Figure 5.12a. Early 20th Century 
Inuit clothing made of seal skin.

Figure 5.11.  Indicating architecture as clothing on the human body.

Figure 5.12b. Inuit undergarment made out 
of seal gut.
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women and men wear a series of layers of clothing and skins to 

build up thermal layers around their own skin.  The outer layer 

has fur facing the outside, with a layer of fur facing the inside 

towards the skin (Figure 5.12a).  An undergarment is made of 

pieces of thin bladders sewn together and worn next to their skin 

(Figure 5.12b).  If we consider architecture from the stand point 

of thermal regulation, when the Inuit go out into the environment 

we may conclude that their clothing forms a transient and 

temporary architecture. 

This type of architecture is generated through the relationship 

the hunter maintains with the seal.  The seal is so important 

for the Inuit’s survival that they developed a series of ritual 

performances that assist in maintaining this bond.  A relationship 

that is developed out of respect, and a belief that humans and 

seals have the ability to transform into one another’s species 

(Pelly. D.F, 2001, p.18). 

The Threshold Between the Fluid and the Static World 

The interplay between the Inuit hunter and the seal reveal a 

continuous flow of thresholds with either party exchanging roles 

of the observer and the performer as part of the process. The 

sea ice is the temporary threshold that allows for the ritual of 

the boy’s first hunt to be performed.  The Inuit are successful 

with catching their prey as the seal submerged under the hard 



Figure 5.13. Mapping the trajectory of the seal’s movement through fluid space 
to reach breathing hole and trigger the feather sensor.  
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ice come up to breathe through the pre-arranged hole that 

choreographs the moment of the kill (Figure 5.13 and 5.14).  

There are a multitude of changing thresholds that exist in the 

process of hunting the seal, leading to a series of rituals the 

Inuit have established to maintain this relationship with the seal, 

depending on the seal for survival.  One threshold is the ice 

that builds up between the warm fluid world below separating 

the warm, wet world of the seal from the cold, dry world of the 

hunter.  It is the interface and threshold that allows for the hunt 

to occur (Figure 5.15).  It is a temporary threshold as it builds 

up over winter and wears away again in the summer. After 

exercising deep patience, ‘quiniutuq’, waiting hours for the one 

second, the hunter drives his harpoon through the hole, piercing 

the flesh of the seal (Figures 5.16 and 5.17).  The breathing 

hole, ice, harpoon, jacket, and the seal are the ritual objects and 

structural elements that choreograph such a performance.  The 

performance sets up the possibility for a familiar architecture for 

one in transition.  This transitional architecture is illustrated in the 

ritual of the boy’s first hunt.  

Ritual of the Boy’s First Hunt : Merging and Dissolving Thresholds

The ritual of the rite of passage is a series of continuous 

transition (Figure 5.18).  Once the seal is pierced by the harpoon 

and dragged out of the hole into the cold air, the Inuit go through 

a series of rituals in an attempt to fuse the spirit of the boy with 

the spirit of the seal (Pelly. D.F, 2001, p.18).  



Figure 5.15.  Image of Inuit boy waiting at the breathing hole for the seal to 
surface. 

Figure 5.14.  ‘Seal Hunter with a Harpoon’, 1994, drawing, Germaine 
Arnaktauyok, in Sacred Hunt, David F. Pelly, (2001) p.41.
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Figure 5.16.  Notation for the meeting of the Hunter above and the seal below 
at the point when the harpoon pierces the lung.  

Figure 5.17 Images of the transitory movement space located in the trajectory 
of the harpoon. 
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Once the seal is brought to the surface and killed, it is cut open 

and a piece of the liver is eaten.  This is one of the only times that 

the hunters are able to remove their hands from their gloves, as 

they are immersed in the warm blood.  The boy then takes off his 

jacket exposing his upper body to the cold air.  He lays down onto 

the ice (Figure 5.19).  The sweat built up on the skin of the body 

from waiting, and from having to drag the heavy seal out of the 

hole, would immediately make his skin freeze to the ice (Figure 

5.20). The fusing of the skin to the ice creates a temporary 

boundary in the permeable skin layer in which it is neither ice nor 

skin, but that which binds the two together.  He is now bonded 

to the layer of ice;  if he were to try and get up, he would leave a 

layer of skin behind and create deep wounds along his back.  

The other hunters then drag the body of the seal over the boy’s 

chest.  There would be moments in which the boy would be fully 

immersed inside the seal, and this sense of interior and exterior 

relationship would change in relation to the speed in which the 

seal is dragged over his body.  The blood from the seal covers 

the boy’s body and begins to erode at his skin’s connection to the 

ice (Figure 5.21).  As it does this, its warm fluid begins to melt 

the surface of the ice, creating a fluid barrier between the ice 

and the boy’s body (Figure 5.22).  The blood is the medium that 

activates and interacts within a threshold between the ice and 

the boy’s skin, as well as between the boy and the seal. The fusing 

of the boy and the seal is the act of becoming one by dissolving 



Figure 5.19. Time space mapping of the gesture of laying down on the ice.  
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Figure 5.20. Notations of how the lying down on the ice and the fusing of the 
seal and the boy, indicated through the performance of the lungs.  



Figure 5.21. Impression of fluid space of ritual performance.  

Figure 5.22. View from under ice of the ice at the skin on ice and blood wearing 
away at the surface.  
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the boundary between the boy and the ice.  If the mixture of blood 

and ice reach a certain temperature, and the boy continues to 

lay on the ice, this temporary mixture of water and blood would 

freeze again. This threshold of blood is keeping the boy warm, but 

only for a period of time, before the thermal envelope disappears.  

Once the boy feels his skin release from the ice, he transitions 

from the liminal state and rejoins the group with new status. 

The transitional architecture threshold identified in the ritual 

is the fluid blood of the seal, as it wears away at the ice, mixing 

in a pool of water.  This blood is the fluid, warm, immersive 

architectural threshold, which exists for a moment before 

it freezes again. The material properties of ice, and our 

understanding of the creation of ritual thresholds, provides us 

with a means of constructing transitional thresholds.  Transitional 

thresholds are defined as thresholds with shifting temporal and 

spatial dimensions. 

Transition : Bringing the temporal and spatial understanding of 

threshold back to the physical, material and spatial architectural 

threshold 

Defined through cybernetics and boundary logic established in the 

first section, we are responsible for the creation and identification 

of thresholds at a specific moment in time.  Inhabiting the 

temporal and spatial thresholds created through ritual is one 



possible way to interact and generate architectural experience.  

This new understanding of thresholds opens up new possibilities 

for the creation of architectural space; one that exists between 

places and has shifting temporal and spatial dimensions.  One 

way of understanding how to inhabit thresholds, as a means of 

physically inhabiting a thick, material wall, no longer captures 

the spatial richness of the multifaceted nature of the threshold.  

By merging the fluid, dynamic, visceral, temporal and thermal 

qualities with the physical, spatial and material qualities required 

in architectural thresholds, we can generate a new form of 

architectural experience that is located in the act of transition, 

transcending the thresholds physical and static state to include 

one that has shifting spatial and temporal dimensions (Figure 

5.24).  

My architecture proposes the construction of a metaphysical 

first floor utilising Inuit cultural ideology.  The sense of verticality, 

inherent in the first floor, is located within a transitory landscape.  

Such a construction begins by compressing the handrail, which 

maps the shore line of the arctic ice (Figure 5.23).  This stair 

assists in the transition to a fluid dynamic world and locating an 

architecture in transition.  
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Figure 5.24. Drawing of conceptual stair to first floor showing collapse of 
landscape into hand rail.  

Figure 5.23. Potential image from the last section beginning to show where this 
may be heading.  
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Architecture and Transition 

 

Inherent in the notion of threshold is transition.  The threshold 

acts as a marker that indicates the transition from one state 

to another.  The threshold is an “in-between” place.  One way of 

activating this threshold is through the act of transition.   This 

notion of transition will be explored in a number of ways as 

follows: 

1.  Architecture in transition, described as valuing the threshold 

as a changing spatial and dimensional boundary; 

2.  The transition of architecture, one where we expand our 

current understanding of architecture to include one that 

identifies it as temporary and existing only for one moment 

in time.  This type of architecture may appear for a moment 

and then easily disappear and fade away again, similar to the 

construction of the igloo wall, and the blood in the ritual. ; and 

3.  Finally, architecture which exists in the process of transition.  

It is architecture that exists at the unique state of being between 

two states.  This last section will explore ways of identifying 

architecture and its relationship to transition, structured by 

identifying one possible way it may be constructed followed by 

how such an architecture may be experienced.  



Proximity

Interaction occurs betw
een

output: heat

input: heat

output: melting

input: heat removed, 
cold sensation

material 
transformation 

immediate response, inherent in material

Figure 6.1. Diagram illustrating the responsive nature of material in relationship 
to proximity. 
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Constructing Architecture in Transition 

The architectural intervention is located in the Arctic region of 

Northern Canada.  The programme is an ice road trucker training 

centre where the trucker trains for the moment of falling through 

a hole in the ice.  This program merges the Inuit understanding 

that the world is in constant flux, with these fluid spatial typologies 

identified in transitional thresholds. 

Having focused on the continuous nature of thresholds in 

transition I sought to find a design methodology which would 

exemplify, both physically and conceptually, thresholds in constant 

transition.  These processes are inspired from the Inuit ritual 

involving the boy immersed in the body and blood of the seal on 

ice and snow.  From these processes we can extract the design 

agents of ice and warm ink, creating a design process which 

literally allows the observer to experience the construction of 

thresholds and locate architectural thresholds in transition.  

These agents generate architectural spaces that undergo 

transition, interacting with each other and allowing for the 

building up and wearing away of spatial dimensions over time.  

One way of constructing a transitional architecture is through 

material choices.  As the architecture is situated in the Arctic, I 

am specifically looking at the materials of snow and ice. The ability 

of the snow and ice to interact and change its spatial dimensions 

over time is in direct response to temperature.  



Figure 6.2.  Elevation of structural skeleton that is to be placed in the arctic 
which allows snow and ice to build up along it. 

Figure 6.3. Image of ice melting off of the skeletal structure.  
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Water has multiple states; the transformation between solid, 

liquid and gas, which are activated through the exchange of 

heat.  Relating the proximity of the observer to the block of ice 

demonstrates a cyclical relationship with multiple inputs and 

reactions (Figure 6.1)1.  This aids in the creation of an experience 

that activates the senses and allows for a creation of a parallel 

experience to the architecture located in the arctic.   

One possible way of using these properties is to allow it to build 

up around a structure to create an architecture.  I have created a 

structural skeletal form, based on the building up of the graphite 

drawings, and performed some tests to see how the ice can 

build up along the brass wire structure (Figure 6.2).  I intend to 

contrast the images of the architecture building up, by projecting 

it onto processes of the architecture melting away to reveal 

frozen moments that have occurred during the design process 

(Figure 6.3).  This may take the form of an installation where the 

performative design agents, ice and ink, reveal to the observer an 

architecture in transformation. 

The vast scale of the Arctic region is reduced to a series 

of threshold creations in a model installation intended to 

be experienced in London. This work exists through the act 

of inhabiting the threshold between disciplines, mediums, 

representations, and actual architectural construction.  

1.  See appendix 2 for work contributing to these ideas to date.  



Figure 6.4.  Image of drawing surface construction as site is imposed into 
the drawing table, becoming one of the tools required to develop the fluid 
transitional architecture. 
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I have recreated the site, and site conditions, by manufacturing 

blocks of ice and using them as a drawing surface and as a model 

that suspends frozen elements of architecture.  I have recreated 

the site by first designing the drawing board that would assist 

in locating and containing a liquid architecture.   Secondly, the 

shape of the table and the impressions carved into the surface 

are taken from the original site photos (Figure 6.4).  Blocks of 

manufactured ice became the drawing surface that allows for the 

liquid architecture to melt  away at the surface of the ice forming 

shifting and changing threshold spatial dimensions.  

These processes assist in identifying new spatial typologies and 

spatial relationships that assist in the construction of a liquid 

architecture (Figure 6.5).  Using the ice as a drawing surface 

also allows for the representation of the architectural threshold 

to build up and then melt away.  The melting away of the thick 

line that represents the threshold, reveals infinite possibilities for 

shifting spatial conditions (Figure 6.6).  These processes will be 

contrasted with the projection of a graphite drawing of the ice 

building up and forming the architecture.  Exemplifying the heat of 

the light displays the transition nature of the build up process, is 

also contributing to the melting and disappearing processes. 



Indicating the drawing of the section of the architecture which begins to bleed away and develop new architectural 
spaces where the lines collapse, merge, and melt away.

Image of lines being carved into the ice table 

Example of how spatial typologies begin to be identified

Example of thick line representing the threshold melting away

Figure 6.5.  Development process of bleeding thresholds, revealing shifting 
spaces over time. 
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Figure 6.6.  Processes of liquid architecture melting away on ice drawing 
surface.



Figure 6.7. Where the drawing of the section of the architecture begins to bleed 
away and develop new architectural spaces where the lines collapse, merge, and 
melt away.  

Build up of lines on surface

Fusing of ice and ink

Beginning of melting process

Melting begins to carve into ice and bleed away
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The following processes have been identified and will assist in the 

construction of the design methodology:

1.  Using the ice as the drawing surface

The drawing of the section of the architecture begins to bleed 

away and develop new architectural spaces where the lines 

collapse, merge, and melt away. (Figures 6.5 to 6.7).

2.  Creating pockets of air and building up the ice through moving 

water.  I then pierce the surface and place warm ink in the 

pockets and allow for the ink to move and create 3 dimensional 

spatial forms as it makes its way to the surface of the ice block.  

Plans, elevations, and spatial primitives can be taken from 

transformative processes of the ink merging with the ice and 

melting water (Figures 6.8 and 6.9).

3.  These findings are contextualised as examples of architecture 

that exist in that moment in relation to the program are 

reconstructed and embedded within the block of ice creating 

suspended and frozen moments of architectural thresholds and 

spaces (Figures 6.10 and 6.11).

Currently these methodologies and threshold spaces are 

assisting in the creation of moments and spatial relationships 

that describe the building and the temporal events that occur 

within the building.  



Figure 6.8. Spatial typologies for the construction of a liquid architecture, 
created as ink moves through and inhabits pockets of air within the ice.

Chain of bubbles that act as passage way for ink

Flat plan of cracks highlighted by ink seeping inLines carved out on surface

Hair

Bubble 
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Figure 6.9. Example of locating threshold movement in the build up and melting 
away of the elevation.



Figure 6.10. Suspended and frozen movements of architectural thresholds; 
example of formwork frozen in ice.
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Figure 6.11. Frozen architectural threshold 2; in relation to ice road trucker 
entrance door handle.



Figure 6.12. Section of moment in which the architecture bleeds into the 
landscape.
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Figure 6.12 begins to indicate the marker that orientates the 

ice road trucker to turn off to the site.  This marker is illustrated 

at a moment in time with the graphite drawing, and then in a 

transitional moment, melting away into the landscape.   

Understanding the multifaceted nature of these transitional 

thresholds has assisted in recognising the possibility of 

constructing the experience of them.  This model demonstrates 

their shifting, spatial and temporal nature.  This new 

understanding allows us to create an architecture in transition.  

The architecture is in constant transition and therefore exists in 

the experience of the observer as they are called upon to locate 

the thresholds.  

Locating the Generation of Architectural Experience 

The construction of this process proposed two conclusions.  

Firstly, it proposes that the architectural representation is 

the authentic architectural experience; meaning that what we 

experience of architecture, is through its representation.  This 

methodology constructs a parallel experience of transitional 

architecture.  Secondly, the power to create and locate 

thresholds rests with the observer’s ability to locate potential 

thresholds and spatial relationships as they shift and change. 

You create the architectural threshold by locating its existence 

in the moment of transition.  The architecture then exists in the 



experience of the observer. 

This methodology sets up parameters that allow for the creation 

of an infinite number of spatial thresholds that are located in 

transition.  Viewing this architecture in transition, the observer 

locates the desired thresholds, suspends them in a moment 

in time, and then observe its transition.  An architecture exists 

entirely in a moment during the process of its construction, 

from your particular point of view, and in your ability to make the 

distinction between changing thresholds.   

Representing the Threshold 

This new understanding of the threshold will assist in allowing 

the observer to locate such spaces and appreciate the moment 

of transition.  I intend to translate my experience by identifying 

elements of the architecture in transition that I locate, in relation 

to my architectural program.  These elements will be frozen in 

time, and represented in a threshold between the photograph, 

the drawing and the installation. The processes involved in the 

installation are moving and changing at different rates, but we are 

able to locate the construction of space in those processes and 

suspend those moments in time through the act of photography 

and film.  The process of these design elements melting away 

and transforming, emphasise the understanding that the world 

is in constant flux and in transition.  Architecture comes into 
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existence when one is able to make the distinctions that locate 

its thresholds.  Knowing that the world is in constant flux, these 

thresholds have shifting spatial and temporal characteristics, and 

allows us to position architecture within a state of transition.  



Figure 6.13. Moment of architectural threshold bleeding, dissolving and 
suspending in transition.



Transition
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Thresholds have always been a powerful influence in architectural 

design.  Designing material thresholds are key to constructing 

our social understanding of space, which structures our every 

day life.  Designers tend to consider thresholds as boundaries 

and edges, by which we define space.  In more recent times, 

the existence of non-material thresholds, spatially defined and 

redefined and constantly in flux have become equally important 

in contributing to the discussion of the occupation of space.  

Developed from an interest in inhabiting temporal, transitory and 

ephemeral architectural thresholds, this thesis illustrates the 

journey taken to appreciate the power of the threshold in locating 

the experience of transitional architecture.  

With the realization that the environment is in constant 

transition, designers are called upon to make distinctions and 

create thresholds.  The physical and material thresholds of 

architecture provide us with a framework in which we can locate 

the temporal transitory threshold that is more intimately related 

to the rituals of life.  Understanding these transitory thresholds is 

the key to locating and creating transitional architecture.  

Spatial characteristics of transitional architecture include; 

blurring, layering, dissolving, collapsing and merging of the spatial 

envelope in one area, while revealing and opening up space in 

another; undefined and ambiguous space with multiple ways of 

locating and experiencing it.  This space is fluid, visceral, dynamic, 

temporary, ephemeral, transitory, thermal and haptic.  



Inherent in the creation of transitional architecture is recongising 

the potential to work with transitory material and design agents 

that assist in generating infinite number of spatial relationships 

and spatial typologies.  Such transitional architecture exists 

in the experience of the individuals who are observing and 

locating these thresholds at various moments in time while the 

architecture undergoes transition.  The model I have created 

proposes the framework that will generate a unique architectural 

experience for each individual.  I will select the key moments 

frozen in time that are relevant to my architectural program, but 

will be open to possibilities that other people may locate in the 

model.  

As architects we create representations of architecture 

through drawings and models.  This transitional model is not 

a representation but a unique architectural experience. The 

observer is not looking at an architecture that exists somewhere 

else.  The viewer is experiencing the architecture in constant 

transition by internalizing and freezing different architecture 

thresholds in their unique time and place.  This locates the 

architecture within their unique individual experience, which may 

differ from anyone else.   

Referring to Spencer-Brown’s quote “Draw a distinction” we can 

modify it as a call to create transitional thresholds.  
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Locating yourself as a designer inhabiting threshold space 

opens up a multitude of new ways of locating architecture and 

methodologies for generating architectural space.  

Transitional methodologies advocate the use of a liquid agent; 

transformative processes assist in the generation of spatial 

typologies, threshold relationships and spatial configurations.   

I have focused on developing a design methodology and model 

for allowing designers to locate and create an infinite number 

of potential spatial configurations. Locating the temporal and 

ephemeral nature of transitional thresholds transcends the idea 

that architecture and spatial occupation require thresholds with 

fixed dimensions which are physical and material.  

Using transformative and transitional processes has allowed 

me, as a designer, to locate the experience of architecture in the 

interaction between the observer and the transitional model.   

In a day where people are reshaping our environment and 

embedding technology into the thresholds of our buildings 

this paper demonstrates that by shifting our perspective and 

opening up new ways to locate the generation of architectural 

experience we can create a multitude of ways to interact and 

inhabit thresholds.  The power to inhabit and locate transitional 

thresholds exists within ourselves.  



If we change our perspective on where architectural thresholds 

exist, we can activate shifting temporal thresholds which are 

more dynamic than what will be achieved through mechanics and 

embedded technologies.  A simple shift in perspective opens up a 

whole new temporal space, defined by transitional thresholds.

  

The conclusion is not the end.  It is just a process of meeting one edge 

of a threshold in preparation for transition.    
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Complete analysis of time space mapping of the action of hanging 

laundry. 

Appendix 2:  Current Design work and Explorations to date.





 

Complete analysis of time space mapping of the action of hanging laundry. 

Appendix 1



How does our physical presence embody architecture and how does 
architecture surround and envelope our bodies?
Exploring how physical bodies move through a specific space, I am mapping 
bodily movements to infer how our bodies relate to the external space of the 
static environment and locate the threshold or blurred boundary between the 
fixed spatial environment and the ephemeral and temporal experience of the 
environment. A closer look at the space between the mechanical eye and the 
organic eye, leads to determining the transformational relationship between 
the context, object and observer.
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How does our physical presence embody architecture and how does architecture surround and envelope our 

bodies?

Exploring how physical bodies move through a specific space, I am mapping bodily movements to infer how our 
bodies relate to the external space of the static environment and locate the threshold or blurred boundary between 
the fixed spatial environment and the ephemeral and temporal experience of the environment.  A closer look at the 
space between the mechanical eye and the organic eye, leads to determining the transformational relationship 
between the context, object and observer.  

The ephemeral is with in the world and human trajectories are only inscribed with in the general instability of the 
environment.
JOHN WEAVER IN DANIEL DOBBELS, GRAVITATIONAL SPACE IN TRACES OF DANCE, ED. LAURENCE LOUPPE, PARIS: FRANCE, 1994) PG 28



Figure. Context 1 Rear Garden.
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Figure. Context 2 Kitchen.



Figure. Transformative mapping of every day gesture 1.  Opening Window, 
removing Laundry from machine.  
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Figure. Transformative mapping of every day gesture 2: Hanging Laundry.



Figures.  View of Gestures from 3 camera positions and explanatory diagram. 
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Figures.  Merging movement with context 2.
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Figures.  Merging movement with context 1.



Figures.  Fixed context and observer moving.  





Figures.  Transformative space.  
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Figure.  Transitional space existing between every day gesture.  
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Appendix 2

Current Design work and Explorations to date.



30 km 

Figure 5.3.  Map showing the 
Mackenzie River journey as it 
empties out into the Arctic Ocean. 

Figure.  A real view of site taken from 
Google Earth Maps (2010).

Arctic 
Ocean

Mackenzie 
River
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Figure.  Reconstructed site. 



Figure.  Initial site plan.  

North
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Figure.  Image of drawing surface construction as site is imposed into 
the drawing table, becoming one of the tools required to develop the fluid 
transitional architecture. 



Figure.  Elevation 2
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Figure.  Elevation 1



Figure. Drawing of conceptual stair to first floor showing collapse of landscape 
into hand rail.  
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Figure. Drawing of initial stair to first floor.  



Indicating the drawing of the section of the architecture which begins to bleed away and develop new architectural 
spaces where the lines collapse, merge, and melt away.

Image of lines being carved into the ice table 

Example of how spatial typologies begin to be identified

Example of thick line representing the threshold melting away

Figure.  Development process of bleeding thresholds, revealing shifting spaces 
over time. 
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Figure. Moment of architectural threshold bleeding, dissolving and suspended in 
transition.
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Figure. Moment of architectural threshold bleeding, dissolving and suspended in 
transition.



Figure. Where the drawing of the section of the architecture begins to bleed away 
and develop new architectural spaces where the lines collapse, merge, and melt 
away.  

Build up of lines on surface

Fusing of ice and ink

Beginning of melting process

Melting begins to carve into ice and bleed away
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Figure. Where the drawing of the section of the architecture begins to bleed away.



Figure.  Processes of liquid architecture melting away on ice drawing surface.
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Figure.  Melting and bleeding section.  



Figure. Suspended and frozen movements of architectural thresholds; example 
of formwork frozen in ice.
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Figure. Frozen architectural threshold 2; in relation to ice road trucker entrance 
door handle.



Figure.  Processes of liquid architecture melting away on ice drawing surface.
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Figure. Photos of interior space being carved out of ice by warm fluid.  



Figure. Ice Road Trucker Training centre road marker and door handle.  
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Figure. Section of moment in which the architecture bleeds into the landscape.



Figure. Spatial typologies for the construction of a liquid architecture, created as 
ink moves through and inhabits pockets of air within the ice.

Chain of bubbles that act as passage way for ink

Flat plan of cracks highlighted by ink seeping inLines carved out on surface

Hair

Bubble 
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Figure. Example of locating threshold movement in the build up and melting away 
of the elevation.









Transition..........






