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Thesis statement

This thesis explores how humans, as sensing creatures, move through and experience 

landscapes.

Abstract

What do we notice and pay attention to? What do we take for granted? This thesis 

is based on the idea that slowing down and noticing is a powerful act. Landscape 

architecture and design are, more generally, focused on the visual and the production 

of images. In this process, the importance of feelings and experiences is often lost. This 

project explores how we can design landscapes that promote embodied multisensory 

engagements with the environments that humans move through. Mindfulness is an 

invitation to be present in the here and now, and to connect with our bodies. Designing 

for the senses is one way of encouraging people to engage with their bodies and 

environments differently. 
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Critical Essay

“We see here a patient, 
calm attention and 
contemplation, rather 
than experience a sudden 
shock of excitement. 
Attention is a kind of 
love”
-Iain McGilchrist (2015, p.113)

Fig. 1: Decorations in a window along Commercial Street (Author 2020)
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Introduction

As a landscape architecture student, I have been taught a new way of looking at and 

interacting with my environment. In plants class, I learned how to look at, touch, feel, and 

smell plants. I learned to take something I would have never noticed before and to really 

carefully pay attention to it. 

In other classes, I have learned about materiality and all the small choices that add up to 

the built world that exists around me. 

We so often and so easily take for granted that things are what they are and that the 

world is immovable, unchangeable, and fixed.

In reality, the world is none of these things. It is constantly changing. Sometimes, it is 

changed through choices actively being made by humans, as we build and unbuild it. 

Other times, it is changed through the seasons and days, the wind and rain and dust.

If we never notice the things around us, how can we shape them or change them? How 

can we enjoy the richness of all the details and wonder that make up the world around 

us?

I believe that the act of noticing, slowing down, and paying attention to the world you 

inhabit and move through is an incredibly powerful one.
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Be here: Mindfulness and meditation

Our senses and perception work hard to make themselves invisible and to carry on 
unnoticed as we move through our lives (McLean 2017). We are highly adaptable 
creatures and grow accustomed to our everyday realities. Johnson observes that we 
mostly engage with our environments in an automatic and unreflective manner (2015). He 
asks, “[h]ow we can meaningfully interact with our world” (2015 p.41). 

Mindfulness takes a secular evidence-based approach to Buddhist meditation practices. 
It was popularized by Jon Kabat-Zinn’s work on Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR), which launched in 1979 at the University of Massachusetts Medical School. 
Kabat-Zinn defines mindfulness as “paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, 
non-judgmentally” (1994 p.4). The University of California, Berkeley based Greater Good 
Science Center defines mindfulness as “maintaining a moment-by-moment awareness of 
our thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations, and surrounding environment” (2020). Attention 
and notice are synonyms of mindfulness (Merriam-Webster 2020).

Meditation is the intentional focusing of attention (Harris 2014). One of the goals of 
meditation is to draw awareness to processes that happen largely unconsciously within 
our bodies. This is often done through focusing on the breath or sensations in the body 
(Harris 2014; Aswegan 2020). While meditation can help one to be mindful, one does 
not have to practice meditation in order to be mindful. Mindfulness is also not the 
same as being calm or serene (Aswegan 2020, Neff 2020). Examples of sensory focused 
mindfulness exercises include sipping a warm beverage or looking for everything of a 
certain colour in your environment (Raypole 2019). 

Mindfulness can help us to question our default ways of being and to act with intention 
and in alignment with our values, rather than because this is the way things usually 
happen (Aswegan 2020, Kabat-Zinn 1994). The built environment is the result of 
decisions made by humans. As designers, what we can and cannot do is largely defined 
by our culture, norms, and governance of landscapes. Hendren discusses culture as “the 
inherited and sometimes arbitrary ways that things have always been done and therefore 

Fig. 3: The process of meditation (Harris 2014)

continue as a normal practice” (Hendren 2020 p.74). By shifting our awareness of the 
spaces we inhabit, we can challenge defaults that go unquestioned and alter what is 
expected of and possible in our landscapes.

Mindfulness is about presence and being with what is. It is an embodied experience of 
active participation in the world. It is also about pausing and noticing (Tabb 2017, Masuno 
2019). As therapist Lisa Olivera notes, “small, slow moments collected over time create a 
life. Don’t underestimate the impact tiny choices can have” (2020). Desmond remarks on 
how noticing is a skill that we can hone by regularly practicing it (2019).

Mindfulness is an invitation to relate to our bodies and environments differently. We 
live in a highly disembodied culture that devalues our physicality and ignores all of the 
complex and remarkable things our bodies do. 

Sense of place
There is a connection between the body and places because the body is how we 
experience and exist in space. The senses mediate between us and the world (Ruggles 
2017). Hopkins describes “[p]erception as making sense of the world and our subjective 
experience of reality” (2016 p.19). Our senses provide us with information about our 
surroundings allowing us to understand and relate to them (Hopkins 2016). Ruggles 
writes that, “[w]hether relying on the eyes, ears, or nose, the living human being is always 
dependent on the modern sensory organ, which has been trained to identify a stimulus 
and attribute meaning to it, to respond cognitively to likes and dislikes, and simply to pay 
attention or ignore” (2017 p.4).

Our bodies are continually adjusting to the spaces we inhabit and move through in various 
small ways. Hendren writes, “[a]ugmented by headphones or a hat pulled low, decked in 
seamless socks or technical Lycra or fuzzy sheepskin, wrapped tightly or loosely, rocking or 
fidgeting or chewing our nails — each body makes a stream of conscious and unconscious 
choices, knitting together a habitable personal universe minute by minute by minute” 
(Hendren 2020 p.141). We instinctively seek out certain experiences and qualities while 
avoiding others (Johnson 2015).

Sensing happens in spaces and is how we relate to them. Pallasmaa emphasizes the 
importance of the built environment as something that is experienced and encountered 
(2015). He writes, “[a]rchitecture is born of the body, and when we experience profound 
architecture we return to the body” (2015 p.70). He seeks to connect humans back to our 
biological roots (Pallasmaa 2015). Crawford describes place as an embodied relationship 
with landscape (2020). Johnson argues that our approach to the built environment and 
how we design it must be embodied. The experience of spaces cannot be separated from 
the bodies in which we move through them (2015).

Western culture includes a binary that separates bodies and minds with minds being 
valued as the place where thought and intellect live (Hendren 2020). Latour rejects 
this binary, writing that “[t]he body is thus not a provisional residence of something 
superior – an immortal soul, the universal or thought – but what leaves a dynamic 
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Fig. 4: The human perceptual systems according to JJ Gibson (1966 p.50)

trajectory by which we learn to register and become sensitive to what the world is 
made of” (2005 p.206). McGilcrhist remarks on how vital our bodies are to shaping our 
thoughts, memories, and experiences in ways we still do not fully understand (2015). As 
our understanding of neuroscience grows, the idea of minds and bodies as separate is 
eroded and instead we can come to view our minds and bodies as linked and interrelated 
(Robinson 2015).

The senses are a means of bringing us back into our bodies. Ruggles writes, “[t]he 
senses whether painful or pleasurable, have a way of snapping us back to the here and 
now” (2017 p.5). Masuno remarks that honing the five senses is an important part of 
experiencing life’s pleasures and finding satisfaction (2019). Swedish researchers have 
used plants as a way to help treat depression. Through touching and engaging with plants, 
patients are encouraged to engage with their senses, and to be present in the here and 
now (Williams 2017). McLean observes that, “direct human olfactory experience results 
in an embodied sense of a place” (2017 p.69). Engaging with our senses helps us to be 
present in our bodies and in our environments. 

Each person has a unique experience of their environment that is shaped by individual 
sociocultural-material-affective relationships and are not experienced in the same way 
by everyone (Crawford 2020, Drever 2019). Senses are both varied and cultural. For 
example, smell preferences are learned (Kwon 2018). Fetell Lee notes the importance 
of environments that provide appropriate stimulation and sensorial richness. She writes 
that “adult brains also benefit from exposure to a diverse array of sensations. In studies, 
adults exhibit significant activation in the emotional regions of the brain when stimulated 
by touch, taste, or smell” (2018 p.53). We need a basic level of sensory stimulation 
to maintain normal functioning, and suffer in environments that are bland and under 
stimulating. Much of our built environment is stripped down and drab (Fetell Lee 2018).

The sensory experience varies between people and over the course of a lifetime. Hendren 
writes “sensory processing anomalies run the gamut from hypersensitivity that can 
make a light caress feel like an assault, or the tag on a shirt a painful, irritating friction, to 
hyposensitivity, where the body under registers cold, heat, or pain” (2020 p.140). Sound 
artist John Levack Drever raises the often overlooked needs of those with non-auraltypical 
hearing. A wide range of factors can impact hearing in humans including aging, allergies, 
migraines, or a cold. Some individuals such as those with tinnitus and hyperacusis can find 
loud noises painful and exhausting (2019). High levels of traffic noise can reduce access to 
public space for individuals with these conditions.

The impact of vehicle noise on a space can be significant. In noisy spaces, people talk 
less and end conversations sooner. They are more likely to become agitated or get into 
arguments. They are also less likely to help strangers (Cerwen 2017). Even when we 
are not consciously aware of it, we are impacted by traffic noise. Even light traffic can 
flood your system with stress hormones (Montgomery 2013). Urban noise pollution can 
cause higher blood pressure (Roehr and Bailey 2020). As Williams writes, “just because 
you don’t notice certain noises anymore doesn’t mean your brain is not on some level 
responding to them” (2017 p.88). There are certain situations in which sounds are 
perceived as being less annoying and can even be viewed as exciting and contributing to 
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the hustle and bustle of a space -- for example, the din of a cafe or a restaurant (Cerwen 
2017).

The senses are often placed in a hierarchy with vision at the top and smell at the bottom. 
Pallasmaa critiques the ocularcentric nature of Western culture and the built environment 
professions in particular (2005). Landscape architecture has roots in the field of landscape 
painting (Mooney 2020; Waldheim et al. 2014; Jackson 1984) and is based in large 
part around visual representation techniques. Hunt observes that, in periods like the 
eighteenth-century, when the picturesque was popular, the visual received excessive 
attention and became dominant (2017).

As a visually-oriented field, landscape architecture often neglect to think about other 
senses or to think about how bodies actually move through and interact with space 
(Pallasmaa 2005). Designer Bruce Mau observes that we allow sight and sound to 
dominate the design imagination, while mostly designing for the visual. He describes 
design as being about producing images rather than feelings or experiences (2018). 
Cerwen notes that, despite growing interest in sound and landscape architecture, the 
importance of sonic design and sounds are not being fully considered in landscape design 
(2017).

It can be difficult to describe our sensory experiences. Artist and researcher Adam Jasper 
and researcher Nadia Wagner remark on how, because smell is often devalued and 
overlooked, English has very few words specifically devoted to describing smells (2018). 
Writer and perfume enthusiast Rachel Syme writes, “[o]ur sense of smell has many 
functions: it’s a warning system, a taste enhancer, a pheromone alarm. But it is also an 
instrument for wonder, for noticing that which we often take for granted, and for which 
we rarely have a name” (2021).

Our senses rarely work alone. Instead, we experience the world as multi-sensorial, for 
example, because sound is a wave we can feel it as well as hear it and the colour of a plate 
influences how we perceive the taste of the food on it (Lupton, Lipps and Cooper-Hewitt 
Museum 2018). Crawford suggests an approach based on haptic or kinaesthetic ways of 
relating to the world rather than the partitioned model of the five senses (2020). Roehr 
and Bailey observe, “[a] garden is a multi-sensory experience and a holistic living system 
that simulates our senses: taste, smell, sight, touch and sound constantly in different 
ways’’ (2020 p.31). For example, rain changes the way things look and smell. It also has a 
variety of sounds from rain drops falling against pavement to the sound of water rushing 
into a gutter or collecting in a rain garden. Landscape architecture uses the whole range of 
sensory responses (Fowler 2017; Xiao, Tait and Kang 2018 p.84).

Humans are rarely still. We do not just sit or stand in landscapes and public spaces, 
we also move through them. Walking is linked to physical and mental health benefits, 
including reducing depression and anxiety, improving self-esteem, reduced loneliness 
(Institute for Transportation Development Policy 2020), and feeling more energetic 
(Montgomery 2013). Bicycles build on this same impulse, but allow humans to move very 
efficiently and cover longer distances than on foot. It is easier to engage with the world 
around you when walking or biking (Montgomery 2013). Johnson writes, “[a] vast amount 

of the information one receives about the world comes as a result of our ability to move 
ourselves within our environment and to move our hands over surfaces. At a very deep 
level, we learn the contours of our world and the possible ways we can interact with it via 
movement” (2015 p.44).

Sensory mapping and walking
Research on soundscape began in the late 1960s with the World Soundscape Project, 
based out of Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, BC, Canada, led by researchers 
including Murray Shaffer, Barry Truax and Hildegard Westerkamp. These researchers are 
credited with inventing soundwalking (Cerwen 2017; Frauke 2019; McLean 2020). 

Single-sense maps focus attention on a particular sense. Sound and smell mapping is more 
popular than touch and taste (McLean 2020). Artist and researcher Kate McLean organizes 
smellwalks and makes smellmaps to switch participants from passive smelling to active 
smelling. She writes, “[u]sing design to present urban smellscapes is a relatively new 
discipline; our approach takes a phenomenological perspective of re-exploring through 
an alternate sensory modality” (2017 p.92). These mapping processes vary in how walks 
are conducted and how the final maps are made (Perkins 2018). Visualizing other senses 
can help draw attention to them and communicate information about our environments. 
Ellen Lupton writes, “[v]isualization offers a rich path for experiencing sound beyond the 
audible. Graphic interpretations of sound illuminate patterns and structure and generate 
new memories and associations. Communication that bridges our senses helps connect us 
to each other and to the physical world” (2018, p.216).

Immersive experiences of landscapes and sensewalks can help people to consciously 
engage with their senses beyond the visual. While we unconsciously engage in physical 
processes of hearing, smelling, and touching, bringing these experiences to the forefront 
can transform how we relate to ourselves and the spaces we spend time in (Roehr 2020). 
McLean notes how the process of smell walking, and especially discussion during walks, 
helps to draw attention to the smaller smells of everyday life (2017). 

Soundwalks can be used as a tool of urban site immersion as well as to increase 
awareness of urban sounds, and to learn how to describe sounds and how to listen. 
Westerkamp has emphasized the importance of using soundwalks to teach people 
to listen and educate themselves about sound (Roehr 2020). McLean writes,  “[o]ne 
of the main ways in which smells helps to understand place better is enabling a new 
interpretation and a revisiting of places that we once thought that we knew… the smaller, 
hidden, ephemeral, transitory, volatile, nuances are revealed as will learn presence in the 
present” (2016 p.71).

Walking is an important part of soundwalking. These walks usually involve moving at a 
slower pace and pausing frequently (Frauke 2019). Butler writes, “[i]t was also apparent 
that the physicality and sensation of walking in the locality is a powerful part of the 
sensation of being connected to place” (2007 p.369)

Sensory walks involve slowing down and can be a transformative experience for 
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Fig. 5: The multi-sensory experience of eating an ice cream cone 
(Lupton, Lipps and Cooper-Hewitt Museum 2018)
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Fig. 6: Words describing associations and experiences of different landscape materials (Soft Surfaces Ltd 2010)
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participants. After a walk led by Hildegard Westerkamp, a participant remarked,  
“[a]s a sound student and a student of yoga, I drew parallels between the two for their 
appreciation for slowness, for introspection and contemplation. Rather than through 
controlling our environment, yoga teaches us equanimity and to be present. Similarly, 
soundwalking and an awareness of the soundscape call attention to the fleeting nature of 
our attentiveness and the ephemerality of our sensorial experience” (Westerkamp 2017 
p.7).

Design as process and practice
The senses are ephemeral and constantly changing. So is the world, our bodies, and 
our lives. Plants grow and evolve, materials wear and weather, the seasons change. Our 
environments are constantly being built and unbuilt (Gonzales 2016). They are never 
finished. Design is an ongoing process rather than a fixed point that we arrive at.

Mindfulness and meditation are a practice. Simply meditating is what makes one 
successful at meditating, not achieving an end goal or particular outcome.

This project approaches design in a similar way. It is about going through a process and 
seeing what will happen and what can be discovered (Rahm 2013). Phillippe Rahm, a 
Swiss architect who works on climatic design, describes his process as being about seeing 
what happens when he prioritizes and focuses on certain things (2013). Thibaud asks, “ 
[h]ow design can be a way of immersing in life, pervading bodies and places, and 
enhancing everyday sensory experience” (2018 p.81). Bruce Mau suggests focusing on the 
senses as a way to find a process that brings the multi-sensory experience into design.
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Conclusion
Too often, design fails to consider the sensory experiences of the users who will end up 
engaging with it. We must value how people interact with a place over time far more than 
a pretty render or diagram of a place that will not work in reality. Landscape architecture 
has much to gain from considering how bodies meet and perceive the world. We are 
uniquely placed to work with plants and materials, water, and active transportation 
as tools for making this possible. Integrating the rich recent research offerings of 
neuroscience into how we design the built world will make it more pleasant and more 
inclusive. By moving through the world as embodied creatures, and by taking time to 
slow down, pause, feel the breeze on our face, and listen to a bird chirping, we can begin 
to shift what is and is not possible, what is and is not valued. We can become better 
designers and provide users with richer ways to engage with our designs.

Planting and material choices are one of the biggest and most important tools landscape 
architects have to work with. If we consider the senses more carefully we can craft spaces 
that invite pausing, noticing, play, joy, and embodiment. We can create new ways of 
relating to land, our bodies, and the spaces that make up our environments.
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Case studies

Fig. 9: Signage and lighting at Jim Deva Plaza (Author 2021)

“Our most immediate, 
most immersive 
environment: the city, 
which hides extraordinary 
miracles of ordinary life, 
if only we know how to 
look for them”
-Maria Popova (2021)
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Southeast False Creek Energy Centre Stacks

Location: Vancouver, BC, Canada

Team: City of Vancouver, Pechet and Robb Art + Architecture, 

Knight Signs, CDM2 Lightworks, EOS Lightmedia

Date: 2010

The False Creek Neighbourhood Energy Utility is a plant that captures energy from sewage 
to provide heating and hot water to nearby residents. The stacks have been made into a 
piece of public art that indicates how much energy is being used in the area. Resembling a 
hand, a portion near the fingertip lights up and changes colour depending on the level of 
energy being used.

This strategy engages residents with their energy infrastructure and provides information 
in an inviting and interesting way about something that is usually overlooked.

(City of Vancouver 2021a; CDM2 2021)

Fig 10: Lights look like fingertips and indicate energy usage (Author 2021)
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Viva Vancouver Pavement-to-Plaza: Jim Deva 
Plaza

Location: Vancouver, BC, Canada

Team: City of Vancouver, West End Business Improvement 

Association

Date: 2016

Jim Deva Plaza is the first in the City of Vancouver’s Pavement-to-Plazas program, which 
seeks to transform streets into engaging public spaces. The former street right-of-way is 
converted into a single smooth surface with spaces to gather, planting, and a megaphone 
soap box that references the queer history of the area and Jim Deva’s activism. 

In an evaluation done by The Happy City in 2019, Pavement-to-Plaza sites were compared 
to nearby control sites that remained unchanged. The Pavement-to-Plaza spaces were 
found to support social connection and created new spaces for social interaction, 
improved levels of social trust and sense of safety, were welcoming and showed higher 
levels of place attachment than control sites.

(The Happy City 2019; Fisher and Gallagher 2016; The West End Business Improvement 
Association 2021; City of Vancouver 2021b; City of Vancouver 2021c)

Fig 11:Jim Deva Plaza facing north (Author 2021)
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Paley Park

Location: New York City, NY, United States

Team: William Paley, Zion & Breen Associates

Date: 1967

Located in Midtown Manhattan, Paley Park is a quiet respite from the bustle of city life. 
The park was designed to minimize noise, and create a sense of peace and refuge. Ivy 
on the walls and a low tree canopy muffle sounds. The waterfall provides white noise to 
drown out traffic from the street. Moveable chairs were selected for flexibility.

The space was studied by William Whyte and features in his 1980 film The Social Life of 
Small Urban Spaces.

(Project for Public Spaces 2015; The Cultural Landscape Foundation 2020)

Fig 12:Paley Park (Kruglov 2014)
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Site

Fig. 13: 1913 view of the 3500 block of Commercial Street 
looking north from 20th Avenue (Matthews)

“I believe that Main 
Streets serve us as a net 
of connections, a source 
of knowledge about our 
society, and a tool for 
naming and framing our 
problems and fixing them”
-Mindi Thompson Fullilove (2020a, p.161)
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Site selection and goals

The COVID-19 pandemic has been a reminder of the importance of having services and 

public spaces within walking distance of homes. Mindi Thompson Fullilove describes the 

importance of main streets as community hubs and gathering spaces. She also emphasizes 

how important main streets are as spaces where people can easily run quick errands 

and engage in mundane activities like getting an ice cream (2020b). The Canadian Urban 

Institute observes that, “main streets are iconic symbols of urban life and belonging — 

where we go to shop and do business, eat, play and participate in civic life” (2020), while 

also supporting walkability for residents and employees. The pandemic has also shown us 

how important it is to have easily walkable destinations close to our homes. The Institute 

for Transportation Development Policy writes, “[w]alkability helps families manage the 

stress of lockdown measures by ensuring safe, healthy, reliable access to their needs. 

When people live close to parks and other car-free public places [...] they have places 

for safe socially distanced outdoor exercise and recreation” (Institute for Transportation 

Development Policy 2020).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, streets have changed in ways that would not have been 

possible under normal circumstances. The demand for outdoor public spaces has grown 

and streets have proven to be the ideal place to create more of them. Cities around the 

world have started patio programs, given over lanes for wider sidewalks, and closed 

streets altogether (Aljazeera 2020, Haggert 2020). Perry writes, “[p]olicy and behaviour 

change may take a long time, but there exists a building momentum across the world that 

recognises car-free streets as a critical way of tackling the urgent climate crisis, as well 

as a strategy to improve health and wellbeing” (2020). In this moment, we can seriously 

reconsider what streets are for and how we want to use them. Montgomery has observed 

that “all the real estate now used to facilitate the movement and storage of private 

automobiles is public, and it can be used any way we decide. Cities that are serious about 

the happiness of their citizens have already begun to confront their relationship with 

velocity. They are making what once seemed to be radical decisions about what — and 

whom — streets are for” (2013 p.173).

What are streets for?

Connection
Movement

Rest
Gathering

Play
Flow

Surprise
Habitat

Green + blue infrastructure
Resilience

Fig. 14: People waiting in line at a bakery on Commercial St (Author 2020)
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Fig. 15: Locations of cafes along side streets in Vancouver (Author 2021)
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The site I have selected is a block of Commercial Street between Commercial Drive/
Victoria Diversion and East 20th Avenue in East Vancouver in the Kensington Cedar 
Cottage neighbourhood. The street has a wide range of uses including residential, 
commercial, office, and light industrial with most ground floor frontages including some 
type of public facing business. Buildings range in age and are generally two to four storeys 
tall. There are residential spaces above many of the commercial frontages. Buildings go 
right to the edge of the sidewalk with no setbacks. The edge of both sidewalks contains a 
row of street trees. Most of these trees are mature. Some were planted alongside newer 
developments. There is parking along the street. It is located near cycling routes as well as 
buses and the Skytrain.

A former interurban stop spurred the concentration of activity in this space. Montgomery 
describes how streetcar suburbs were designed so that people were a five minute walk or 
a quarter of a mile from shops and streetcars (2013). In this model, residential streets with 
narrow lots provided enough density to support market streets and transit.

When the Skytrain’s Expo Line was built along the former interurban route, the Epworth/
Cedar Cottage stop was not included so the site sits between the Commercial-Broadway 
and Nanaimo Skytrain stations. The elevated Skytrain track is a visible presence on the 
eastern side of the site. 

Today, this stretch of Commercial Street is a secondary commercial street. There has been 
a high degree of turnover in some of the retail spaces.

Fig. 16: Public transit and active transportation in the site area
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Fig. 17: Site context
1:10,000

N

Fig. 18: Site plan
1:2500

N
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Fig. 19: Elevations along Commercial Street
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Fig. 20: Axonometric of site and context
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Site history

Pre-colonial

Bruce Macdonald’s map of Vancouver in the 1850s shows several streams in the area 

along with active beaver populations and dams near Trout Lake (2000). The China Creek 

system in this area was the second largest in the Lower Mainland after the Still Creek 

System (Kass 2009). Gibson Creek ran near Clark Drive. Kass describes the feeling of this 

as “a shaded creek flowing through forest in some National Park north of here. Imagine 

a ravine 30 and 40 feet (9–12 metres) deep” (2009 p.3). Gibson Creek contained salmon, 

trout, lamprey, eels, and sticklebacks (Kass 2009). 

There was no known Indigenous settlement in the area (Kass 2009), however, an 

important Indigenous foot trail and wagon road was located just south of the site that 

would later become Kingsway (Macdonald 2000; Our City Our Art 2012; Kass 2009). 

Common trees in the area were Douglas fir, cedar, hemlock, pine, spruce, maple, yew, and 

crabapple (Macdonald 2000). 

Colonial

The first colonial settlement in the Cedar Cottage area occurred in 1888 when Arthur 

Wilson bought 43 acres of land at the corner of Knight Street and what was then the 

Westminster Road (and would later become Kingsway) to start the Cedar Cottage Nursery 

(City of Vancouver 2020; Wilson 2012). Others bought land near Trout Lake for farming 

(City of Vancouver 2020). 

The area boomed with the arrival of the interurban streetcar system between Vancouver 

and New Westminster in 1891 (Wilson 2012; City of Vancouver 2020). A British Columbia 

Electric Railway (BCER) station, named Epworth/Cedar Cottage, was located near the 

junction of what is today Commercial Drive/Victoria Diversion, Findlay Street, E 18 

Avenue, and Commercial Street (Wilson 2012). 

At the turn of the 20th Century, the area became a bustling commercial hub with a silent 

movie theatre, bank, hardware store, and briefly a roller coaster (Wilson 2012). The City 

of Vancouver writes, “by 1910, a small but independent village with a post office, 40 

stores and a two-storey school” (2020). Before amalgamation with Vancouver in 1929 the 

area was known as South Vancouver (Wilson 2012). 

As the automobile became more popular, from the 1920s onwards, businesses moved 

southward towards Kingsway (City of Vancouver 2020). Streetcar service was phased 

out and replaced by buses following World War II as part of the BCER Rails-to-Rubbers 

program. The last interurban ran between Marpole and Steveston in 1958 (Hatanaka 

2019).



44 45

Fig. 21: Pre-colonial site context
1:10,000N

Fig. 22: Kingsway Trail sign designed by Sonny Assu to mark Kingsway’s history as an indigenous 
foot trail and early colonial wagon road (City of Vancouver 2021d)
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Fig. 23: Map of Vancouver streetcar and interurban lines including the Cedar Cottage stop on 
the Central Park Line (British Columbia Electric Railway 1923)

Fig. 24: View of Commerical Street facing south in 1907 (Major)
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Fig. 25: Horizontal textures at the site Fig. 26: Vertical textures at the site
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Sensory mapping

Drawing on the work of soundscape researcher Hildegard Westerkamp (2017) and designer Kate 
McLean (2019), I carried out sensory mapping of my site. Sensory mapping is normally done in groups 
however, because of COVID-19 physical distancing, I carried out sensory mapping myself and recruited 
volunteers via Facebook.

The goal of this sensory mapping exercise is to experience and think about the world in a different way 
rather than to produce a particular visual output. Sensory walks serve as an invitation for participants 
to carefully consider and notice something they often overlook. Participants in sensory walks have 
noted how they can feel meditative and transformative. By changing the way people think about the 
places they inhabit we can change what is expected of and possible in the built environment.

Fig. 27: Sound note given to volunteers

Fig. 28: Instructions given to sound walkers

Fig. 29: Instructions given to smell walkers
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Fig. 30-33: Materials returned by volunteers
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Fig. 34: Map of all the smells recorded during smell walks
1::2500N
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Fig. 35: Map of food related smells
1:2500N
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Fig. 36: Map of petrochemical related smells
1:2500N
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Fig. 37: Map of household and cleaning related smells
1:2500N
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Fig. 38: Map of all the sounds recorded during sound walks
1:2500N
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Fig. 39: Map of human related sounds
1:2500N
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Fig. 40: Map of Skytrain related sounds
1:2500N
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Fig. 41: Map of nature related sounds
1:2500N
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Design

“A building is 
encountered; it is 
approached, confronted, 
related to one’s body, 
moved through”
-Juhani Pallasmaa (2005, p.63)

Fig. 42: Zoomed in site plan
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Principles + objectives

Prioritizing active transportation and 
movement

Providing a range of materials and 
experiences

Minimizing the negative impact of vehicles

Providing opportunities for interaction

Creating moments of rest and pause

Fig. 43: Commercial Drive/Victoria Diversion (Author 2020)
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Add Amplify

Bike lane

Interaction

Water

Fig. 44: An approach of amplyifying positive experiences on site, adding new experiences, and subtracting or masking unpleasant experiences was taken

Subtract

Vehicle traffic

Seating under trees

Cafes

Street trees

Cafe

Area under Skytrain

N
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Fig. 45: The add/subtract/amplify approach was combined with specific site features and strategies (Lygum 2018; Xiao, Tait and Kang 2018; Cerwen 2017; Thibaud 2018; Abros 2021; Conners 2016)

Strategies

1. Raised planting beds

2. Interaction

3. Conifers

4. Masking of traffic noise

5. Positive benefits of water

6. Fragrant planting

7. Limiting vehicle access and speeds

8. Planting to reduce noise pollution 

along the arterial

9. Songbird friendly planting

10. Spaces for gathering and eating

11. Rain friendly space under Skytrain

12. Signage

13. Raised crosswalk



78 79You glide along on your bike. You can feel the wind in 
your face, against your hands and your arms. As you 
pedal you appreciate the feeling of power as your 
body propels you forward. You can hear the hum of 
the wheels and the click of the chain. You can feel your 
hands pressing into the handlebars and your body 
making contact with the saddle. 

You selected this route while cutting between the 
Dumfries bikeway and Trout Lake. The green asphalt 
demarcates this space as yours. It is sturdy and smoothly 
meets the wheels beneath you.



80 81You walk across the hard and smooth paving stones to a 
bench. The wood seat is smooth as is the colourful metal 
base beneath it. 

You notice a sign that tells you the plant behind you is 
Dwarf Japgarden Juniper (Juniperus procumbens ‘Nana’) 
and that it has nice blue-green foliage. You turn and 
reach behind you. The raised planting bed makes it easy 
to grasp the plant between your fingers while you take a 
closer look.
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You walk along a gravel pathway. It feels 
soft and you can feel the shifting of the 
small rocks beneath your feet.

You notice conifers planted among the 
usual deciduous street trees. A bird 
fluttering around the branches of one of 
the trees catches your eye and you can 
hear bird song off in the distance.

Another handy sign tells you that this 
tree is Fraser Fir (Abies fraseri) and that it 
smells sweet and spicy. It reminds you of 
Christmas trees. It is fresh and calming. 
You reach out to touch it. The needles are 
flat and stiff.



84 85You stop at a planting bed. It is raised so that the plants are easy to reach and engage 
with. You notice some French lavender (Lavandula stoechas). The smell reminds you of 
some lotion you use before bed. The rich pink colour is striking. The metal planting bed 
is shiny and cool as your hand grases it while reaching in to sniff the lavender. Solid rock 
pavers support your feet.

Next to it is another member of the mint family: thyme (Thymus vulgaris). You stop to 
smell it as well.

Behind you notice a silver birch tree (Betula pendula) with interesting grooved bark. The 
etched white with spots of black is beautiful.



86 87Out of the corner of your eye you see a man walking 
on some panels. They light up as he steps on them. 
You nudge your friend, point over to it and walk over 
to check out the panels for yourself.
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You hop, skip, and jump spurring the panels to light up in different colours. 
You notice the bend and flex of your feet and legs as the panel catches them 
with each landing. You rarely notice the process of walking, of planting your 
foot, what it is that your foot is landing on, but right now you do.



90 91You picked out this particular spot because of the pleasant cacophony 
around you. You can hear birds in the trees, the water rushing in the 
fountain, the hum of bikes rolling along, and people talking, laughing, 
and playing. It is kind of like the pleasant din of a cafe. You do not want 
quiet here. You want this delightful mixture of activities unfolding 
around you. You alternate between reading the magazines you brought 
with you, feeling the glossy paper in your hand, and people watching, 
while sipping your latte the warm coffee flavoured milky liquid on your 
tongue, the feeling of the cup in your hand.
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Next to the fountain you can hear the 
sound of rushing water. The air feels cool 
and moist. The water is mesmerizing. The 
sound is peaceful and calming.
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You are first drawn in by the pop of colour. 
Then you notice that the sprayed rubber is 
squishy beneath your feet. You sit on one of 
the mounds and relax.
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It is raining so you picked this spot to meet 
up with your friends. It is dry under the 
Skytrain tracks. You listen to and watch the 
rain fall. You notice a fresh crisp smell. The 
air feels moist and humid. 

Every few minutes a train rumbles above.



98 99Looking down you notice a poem stamped 
in the concrete sidewalk. It tells you that 
there used to be a wooden roller coaster 
here, and that sometimes the Skytrain feels 
a bit like a rollercoaster too. You glance up 
at the concrete tracks and wonder what 
other treasures this landscape has in store 
for you.
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Conclusion and 
bibliography

“Stand facing the breeze 
with your eyes closed. 
Open your mouth 
and taste the air. Can 
you taste salt on your 
tongue?”
-Deborah Cracknell (2019, p.95)

Fig. 57: Mural outside the Chance Cafe (Author 2020)
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Conclusion
The more I learn about how my body meets and perceives the world, the richer my 
experience of spaces is. By valuing and noticing our sensory perception, by thinking about 
ourselves as embodied creatures, we can design differently and have richer experiences of 
the world.

As designers, we need to ensure that our processes pay closer attention to how bodies 
operate in space. As Bruce Mau (2018) suggests, we need to spend more time thinking 
about how spaces will work for people than what they will be like as images. We do not 
need more pretty renderings filled with stock people doing activities that are unlikely to 
ever occur in a space. We need to think about what it is like to be a person in that space.

I comment on renderings, cutouts and CAD blocks with caution knowing that I have used 
them too, knowing that they are very much tools of the trade. As Ellen Lupton notes, 
there is power in visualization and how we can use it to represent and consider the other 
senses (2018). This project will live on as a visual report.

I have tried to represent bodies in spaces, interacting and engaging with them. I have 
tried to represent people touching and noticing plants. I have used serial vision to try 
to represent movement through space. While working on my renders, I found it helpful 
to move through a 3D model of my design. This inspired changes that I would not have 
made in plan, section, or axonometric. I have intentionally chosen to present my design 
using renders because I felt that they were a good tool for representing the material and 
experiential qualities of spaces.

Landscape architecture is well-placed to consider the multi-sensory experience and to 
bring our growing awareness of neuroscience to the built environment professions. We 
are good at thinking about multiple scales and components of a space at once. The spaces 
we design will be richer, more diverse, more inclusive, and more engaging if we can do 
this.
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