Letter from the director

Sanchez Merina, Javier’

"Department of Graphic Expression, Design and Projects, Alicante University, Spain.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1973-690X
jsm@ua.es

Citation: Sanchez Merina, J. (2025). "Butterflies in the Stomach", UOU scientific journal #09, 6-13.

ISSN: 2697-1518. https://doi.org/10.14198/U0U.2025.9.01

This document is under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license (CC BY 4.0)

As UOU is an open network of professors,
many often ask how to become involved.
The answer is simple: by being willing to
share a workshop with our students. And
the topic? The most exciting one you can
propose!

By following these two basic principles,
we now count 50 international
architecture schools that regularly
exchange classes and introduce innovative
teaching experiences.

In this letter, | wish to emphasize
our particular focus on the EURAU
congress - an itinerant event we organize
with a special dedication to doctoral
students. Every two years, one of our
partner universities proposes a topic in
architectural research rooted in their
specific cultural context, around which
we engage in multifaceted debate. Indeed
this current issue of UOU scientific journal
features articles derived from the most
recent EURAU Milan conference, held in
June 2024.

MICROARCHITECTURE FOR
OBSESSIVE COMPULSIVE DISORDER (OCD)

Although, as noted, the congress
primarily targets doctoral candidates, the
truth is that the organizers also actively
participate by presenting papers. This
creates a horizontal relationship between
participants and organizers - regardless
of how long ago one completed their
PhD, one feels the urge to return to that
same mindset and condition as young
researchers. It is the continuous need to
feel butterflies in the stomach.

And | believe that, at the end of the
day, this feeling is not just a third
requirement for being part of the UOU
network - it is a distinctive trait. Our
teaching staff recognize that constantly
testing themselves through their courses
and workshops is an essential critical
mechanism to remain current and relevant
in the academic sphere.

Of course, | too participated in the last
EURAU conference, exploring the value
of drawing in relation to the body’s
experience of space:




The ongoing debate surrounding
the dichotomy between the
physical and the virtual has become
a key subject in architectural
education. The global impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic has further
intensified this discourse. Within
this context, this article reflects
on the transformative potential of
architectural projects grounded
in a deep relationship with the
human body - projects capable
of constructing perceptions of
reality that differ from dominant
paradigms.

Exploring Alternative Realities

This exploration centres on
a series of exercises that build
bridges between the physical
world and what may seem to be an
enigmatic virtuality. Notably, this
“virtuality” is not a mere abstraction
- it reflects tangible experiences
for marginalized groups such as
individuals with neurodegenerative
diseases, those experiencing
loneliness, social segregation,
or irregular immigration. The
research aims to illuminate how
their perceptions of space, rooted
in bodily experience, may offer an
“alternative reality” that architecture
can meaningfully address.

Unravelling the Intricacies of
Therapeutic Architecture

The broader goal of this work is
to articulate a notion of Therapeutic
Architecture - a design approach
that draws inspiration from non-
normative realities. The emphasis
lies in showing how spatial
interventions, conceived through
embodied experience, can redefine
our engagement with the built
environment.

To this end, the article redraws six
architectural exercises developed by
students. These projects emerged
in response to a common challenge:
to design spaces for individuals in
conditions of social marginalization.
Importantly, students were urged
to approach this with empathy
rather than pity - investing in
understanding the worldview of
those for whom the designs were
intended.

This collection of exercises gives
architectural voice to those often
unheard.

This project aimed to help
students empathize with
individuals suffering from OCD.
This behavioural cycle - obsession,
anxiety, compulsion, relief - was
adapted so that anyone could
experience its logic. Within an
uncomfortable space filled with
stimuli, the only way to find relief is
to act compulsively to restore order.

Recognizing that OCD often
enhances focus and perfectionism,
the students designed distinct
spatial positions for:

- Working: Kneeling chairs
reduce physical strain and increase
concentration.

- Eating: Sitting cross-legged on
the floor enhances digestion and
mindfulness.

- Reading: Lying on the stomach
frees the hands and facilitates
prolonged focus.

Other positions include:
- Painting.

- Resting.

- Socializing.

- Sleeping... each designed with
sensitivity to OCD needs.

Rooted in empathy, this project
simulates the bodily awareness
demanded of MS patients. A
collaboration with a Multiple
Sclerosis Association informed the
design.

A paper suit - light, elegant,
and precisely constructed using
triangular modules - acts like a
second skin. Inspired by Enric
Miralles' croissant drawing, the suit
demands bodily self-regulation.
One must control even breathing
movements, as the suit can tear
easily - exposing the wearer, literally
and symbolically.
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Marseille - a city rich in
multicultural scents - inspired this
olfactory design. A custom fiberglass
mask fits the face and captures
aromas through capillary action.
Moisture, contained in a perimeter
tube, activates pearls (like those in
sanitary towel) to store the scents.

Inspired by the Rorschach test,
this microarchitecture generates
abstract shadows through
movement and light. These
shadows stimulate memory recall
and imagination in individuals
with Alzheimer's disease, offering
moments of connection with past
experiences or recognizable forms.

This microarchitecture treats smell
The exercise explores: as a cultural archive and sensory
interface with the city.

- Movement as a constant.

- Light as an essential medium.
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The Participatory Stool comprises
two legs, a triangular base, and
a serrated hexagonal top. Each
stool is unstable on its own but
gains stability when connected to
others - symbolizing the strength of
collective dialogue.

It adapts to diverse settings and
encourages co-creation, embodying
architectural participation through
its very form.

MICROARCHITECTURE FOR PARTICIPATION

/

Using thermal blankets made of
aluminized plastic, this wearable
microarchitecture provides
insulation and challenges stigmas
about irregular migrants. The
reflective material evokes luxury
fashion while preserving bodily
warmth, making a visual statement
on the dignity and resilience of
migrants.

The project confronts prejudices,
sparking critical reflection on
borders, identity, and hospitality.

MICROARCHITECTURE FOR IRREGULAR IMMIGRATION

These preliminary exercises lay
the foundation for understanding
and designing from alternative
worldviews. Through close bodily
engagement, students generate
proposals that explore Therapeutic
Architecture - not as a stylistic
trend but as a socially responsive
framework.

This work advocates a paradigm
shift in architectural thinking,
placing empathy, diversity, and
inclusion at the forefront of spatial

practice. The projects exemplify how

architecture can address complex
social challenges and expand our
collective understanding of space.
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