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The Death of the Wanderer 

An investigation into the lack of embodiment within digital archives 

 

     Historically the concerns and desires of the body have been neglected in the design of 

physical architectural spaces. Most famously during the Modernist period Swiss architect Le 

Corbusier went as far as saying that the body was a contaminant to the perfect geometry that he 

strived for (Imrie 47). This neglect of the body has carried over into designs of digital spaces. 

Although there are a myriad of different spaces, both physical and digital, that could be 

discussed, each having their own unique qualities and properties, for the purpose of this essay 

the archive will be the focus. With the advent of digital technology, the practice of archiving data 

has seen a dramatic increase, the most obvious example of this being the Internet - an archive of 

archives. However, the problem is not in the manner in which data is collected, but rather in the 

way that data is experienced. The solution for these disembodied archives is not to return to a 

collection of artifacts in a physical space but rather a hybrid environment that takes into account 

our physical bodies as well as our digital bodies. By exploring the history that lead to disembodied 

spaces, specific examples of hybrid environments, and the theoretical framework that support the 

duality of experience within hybrid environments it will be clear that the future of the archive does 

not solely lie within a physical space or a digital space but rather a marriage of the two. 

     During the early part of the 20th century, Modernist architecture was at its peak. Le Corbusier, 

Walter Gropius, and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe were the most commonly recognized architects 

of this period. The tenants of Modern Architecture were that of a simplified form and lack of 

decoration, commonly distilled into the idea that form follows function. In search of the purity of 

design the human body was quickly forgotten within Modern architecture. Le Corbusier went to 

the extent of creating the Modulor Man, where “the human subject became divided into mind and 

body, with the body cast as the subordinate and negative counterpart of the mind.” (Imrie 49) One 

of the most powerful, and tragic, examples of the disembodiment within High Modernism is Le 

Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, which was both commissioned and subsequently abandoned by the 

Savoye family after deeming it unlivable. By the 1970’s the disembodied state of the architectural 

landscape inspired change.  

     Post Modern architecture emerged as a response to the failed ideals of Modernism; it was an 

attempt “to reconnect architecture to the socially, politically and economically engaged ambitions 

of (early) Modernism.” (Jacob 25) Moreover, Post Modernists were beginning to see the influence 

of electronic media and the inevitable flattening of cultural structures. Post Modernism “not only 

told us this would happen (why else would it have been so invested in flatness of two 

dimensions?), how it would happen (media, advertising, cars and other consumerisms) and why it 
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would happen (the ideology of late capitalism). (Jacob 25) With the rise of Post Modernism in the 

1980’s, there was a repositioning of the body within the context of architectural design; Post 

Modernism “addressed the scenarios of the ‘real’ directly. It is not about these conditions, but 

locates its practice among them.” (Jacob 29) Consistent with the rise of embodiment within 

architecture The New French Feminists, a group of writers, “championed the reclamation of the 

body.” (Elder 144) The idea of the plural self was an important notion to the French Feminists; the 

idea that the body exists in multiple forms and that multiplicity is integral in creating a rich 

experience for the self. An important figure that bridges the gap between the theoretical 

framework of the New French Feminists and the electronic network’s influences of Post 

Modernism is Donna Haraway. As both a feminist and a Post Modernist Haraway cited the value 

of acknowledging the digital body as well as the physical body, in arguably her most important 

text - The Cyborg Manifesto (1991). In the Cyborg Manifesto Haraway says “by the late twentieth 

century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine 

and organism; in short, we are cyborgs.” (Haraway 14) At the time (1991), these opinions were 

revolutionary; however, perhaps even more interesting is how obvious they seem now. Today, as 

digital spaces continue to become increasingly important, Haraway’s claims have been 

vindicated. The line between the physical space and digital space has begun to erode; however 

the design of archives seems to be stuck in the 20th century. 

     Up until the invention of the database and the ability to store information digitally, the archive 

existed as a collection of objects that were deemed important because of various factors such as 

cultural significance, age, scarcity, etc. The experience of being amongst these objects relies on 

the body’s ability to seamlessly move through different scales The user experience shifts from 

looking at an entire stack of photographs to then moving in and examining each photograph 

individually. This juxtaposition of scales is what makes the user aware of their body, thus creating 

a rich experience. Within the physical archive “the (diverse) bodily form is not independent of the 

architecture, nor is the architecture independent of the body.” (Imrie 51) However, within the 

design of digital archives the role of the body seems to be reduced to the click of a mouse. The 

multiplicity of scales, within the current design of digital archives, struggles to exist in any 

meaningful way. The creation of the “digital archive actually seemed to stimulate interest in 

access to the physical collections rather than sedate it,” (Losh 379) which speaks to the 

relationship between an embodied space, the richness of experience, and the current state of 

digital archives. Hubert Dreyfus, American philosopher and professor (UC Berkeley), writes about 

the distance between the physical body and the digital body in On the Internet. Dreyfus argues 

that embodiment cannot exist within a digital space because “the distance undermines our sense 

of direct presence.” (Dreyfus 54) Dreyfus cites Rene Descartes’ theory “that the world and even 

our own bodies are never directly present to us but that all that we can directly experience is the 

content of our own minds.” (Dreyfus 53) However, Marshall McLuhan says “When faced with a 
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totally new situation, we tend to attach ourselves to the objects, to the flavors of the most recent 

past,” (McLuhan 74) which is to say that when considering embodiment within digital spaces, it is 

important not to attach the qualities and properties of physical embodiment, but rather to develop 

new parameters for its digital counterpart. 

     The digital body is a notion that is usually accompanied by the fear of the dissolution of the 

physical body in favor of a virtual existence; however the digital body is a concept that exists 

along side the physical body - it is not a replacement but a reincarnation. Moreover, with the 

acknowledgment of the multiplicity of our own bodies comes the realization that “embodiment 

does not disappear, instead it must be taken into account through new form of technological 

mediation.” (Ihde 5) Now, we have arrived at a point in time where the lines between physical and 

digital space are less defined, creating hybrid environments, catering towards the multiplicity of 

the self. Within the context of art, Rafael Lozano-Hemmer is creating these hybrids that engages 

both the physical and digital body in what he calls Relational Architecture. Lozano-Hemmer work 

strives to “open the body of the participant to beings and events outside of it” (Fernández 83) in 

order “to make digitally encoded information sensually apprehensible.” (Fernández 86) The work 

of Lozano-Hemmer and other site-specific installation artists is helpful in beginning to 

conceptualize how hybrid environments, such as archives, might be constructed outside of the 

context of art.  

     The embodied archive is a space of information exchange; it should “be a highly dynamic 

space that responds to and interacts with people, data inputs and the surrounding environment.” 

(James and Nagasaka 171) In a hypothetical situation, the embodied archive would be a physical 

space that the user entered, upon entering and through the mediation of a technological device; 

they would navigate through a digital database with their physical bodies. Each step in physical 

space would alter the digital code; engaging both the physical and digital body simultaneously. 

After examining the history of both physical and digital spaces in relation to the body and 

embodiment, examples of hybrid environments, and the properties of the embodied archive; it is 

clear that “The world is changed” (Ihde 6) in a profound way. Digital technologies have become 

ubiquitous and it is time that the archive embraces the new ways humans move through space, 

both physical and digital, in order to create a rich user experience.  
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