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The Qualia of Architecture:  

On Sullivan, Szarkowski, Autobiographies and Ideas
Photograph

John Szarkowski’s book The Idea of Louis Sullivan, first published in 1956, consists of ninety of his luminous black and white photographs of Sullivan’s architecture. Among the most striking is an image of the Guaranty Building in Buffalo, New York seen head on, from an elevated viewpoint, the façade almost filling the frame. Although all twelve bays and ten storeys of the main body of the building are included in the image, the assymetrical composition suggests that the rhythm of window and frame extends outwards and downwards and that we are simply seeing part of some larger order (as in a Mondrian painting). The flat orthogonality of the photo accentuates the order’s highly abstract character, a character which is then undercut by the glimpses of life seen through the windows.  Lamps, blinds and occasional figures punctuate the rhythm of the structure. Sullivan’s architecture is presented straightforwardly and literally as a framework within which the individual dramas of life and work can be played out. As this paper will later elaborate, the same kind of intent seems to permeate most of the images in Szarkowski’s book and sets up deep resonances with Sullivan’s own ideas and methods. But it begins by focussing more closely on the nature of the relationship between ourselves and the built environment that surrounds us – on, for instance, the two men standing at an open window in this Szarkowski photograph, and on the specific qualities lent it by the architecture that frames them.

Encounter

From its earliest moments to its dying seconds, each of our lives constitutes a continuous and ongoing encounter with the world. It is by means of this encounter, by means of our endless meetings with and reactions to other objects and organisms that we establish, define and explain ourselves. And of course it is by the same means that we come to name and know those objects and organisms that constitute our familiar world. There is, in other words, a closely reciprocal relationship between consciousness and situation, between who we are and where we are. Descriptions of self seem inevitably to require a language of spatial definition. Ciaran Bensons’ recent book The Cultural Psychology of Self suggests that a process of spatial orientation and differentiation is in fact central to the very creation of the self.
 We begin to know who we are through our understanding of where we are. But as Benson acknowledges, it is difficult to infer a simple causality from what is more like a reciprocal process, or feedback loop. The self may not initially be spatial, but once we use spatial terms to understand it, those become the terms by which we chart its development. Metaphor enters in from the outset, and governs all subsequent understanding. As Georg Lakoff and Mark Johnson explain:

In all aspects of life…we define our reality in terms of metaphors and then proceed to act on the basis of the metaphors. We draw inferences, set goals, make commitments and execute plans all on the basis of how we in part structure our experience, consciously and unconsciously, by means of metaphor.

In particular, the metaphors of inside and outside and all their correlates become so deeply embedded as to be both inescapable and endlessly useful to our understanding of conscious experience – both our own and others. Here, for instance, is Helen Mirren explaining recently how she prepared to play Queen Elizabeth II:

As she was speaking about the role, she suddenly stopped and held her hands up in front of her face. “I went like this before I did a take,” she said, pulling her palms slowly toward the back of her head, then suddenly swiveling her wrists and thrusting her hands forward, like beams of light, beside her eyes. “She’s way back inside herself,” she explained. “Her personality, her intelligence, everything is way back. Then she’s steadily looking out, as if through a porthole, with this incredibly nonjudgmental, confident gaze.

And the moment we begin to interact with our surroundings, further complexities become overlaid upon our sense of the self’s location. Imagine driving in a car, one’s attention effortlessly divided between the familiar route ahead seen through the windscreen, the rear-view mirror, the radio, a conversation with a companion, between memories of the day before and plans for the day to come. In this everyday situation, how might the location and limits of the self – as experienced – be defined? Through interaction with the car, the self seems to be amplified - extended in space and time – but also fragmented. It seems difficult completely to disentangle the characteristics of the moving car from the qualities of the conscious experience it engenders. Self and surroundings are closely bound together.  But even at those moments when, by contrast, we feel a sharp division between our own internal state and everything external to us, we tend nonetheless to rely on concepts of inside and outside to define our position.

It is at this meeting point between internal and external worlds that the English psychologist Nicholas Humphrey, has positioned his most recent exploration of consciousness. In his brief, eloquent book Seeing Red, Humphrey’s main focus is on the problem of ‘qualia’.
 ‘Qualia’ may be described as the properties of sensory experiences. In efforts to isolate the particularities of conscious experience, researchers of consciousness often focus on how particular sensations – the feeling of pain, the perception of the colour red – occur in the brain. Unsurprisingly, there is a wide divergence of views on the nature of qualia, with some, including Dennett, questioning whether they can be said to have any independent existence at all.

At the outset, Humphrey draws a fundamental distinction between perception and sensation. The two are almost independent, and can sometimes operate without each other. But usually, sensation can be seen as the registration of perception – the means by which we become aware of having perceived (of the physical process of light striking the optical nerve, for instance.) For Humphrey, sensation is essentially the evolved version of a feedback loop. And it is what creates the self, by generating an awareness of experience alongside the immediacy of experience itself. 

Humphrey expands the argument in evolutionary terms, explaining that, as the processing of perception begins to happen at a remove from the site of its generation (i.e. as central brains begin to evolve in organisms), there is a concomitant development away from immediate, responsive action towards reflexive perception. A gap opens between action and reaction. It is in this gap that sensation, and hence self-awareness, emerges. Where once there was only the bare capacity to react to external stimuli, there is now an added ability to be aware of and control that action. Sensation, in other words, is reaction reacted to.  But even as emerging consciousness – in the form of sensory activity - internalises and privatises reactions, its essential characteristic as something active and responsive remains. Humphrey sees sensation as always active rather than passive: he ‘puts sensation within the sphere of agency, on the production side of the mind rather than the reception side..’
 In evolutionary terms, the capacity of humans to receive a continuously updated report on our own condition confers clear advantages. Consciousness may be an illusion – a by-product of the perceptual process – but for Humphrey it is a ‘deliberate trick’ rather than ‘an honest error’, a trick which, because it allows us to survive and flourish, becomes increasingly part of our genetic make-up.

Central to Humphrey’s explanation is the idea that consciousness evolves from the outside inwards rather than, as might more intuitively be thought, from the inside outwards. As reactions to external stimuli evolve into internal states of reflection, consciousness perpetuates the feeling of there being a slight distance between the organism and what happens to it. Even when we are examining our own actions and mental activity, we replicate the manner in which we examine the world beyond.
 In support of this argument, Humphrey details recent research by V.S Ramachandran and others on the prevalence of so-called ‘mirror neurons’ in the brain. These are ‘neurons that link the observation of someone else having a sensation to the execution of a similar sensation oneself.’
 For Humphrey, these mirror neurons are evidence of the outward-directed nature of consciousness. If the human brain has produced consciousness as a kind of hyper-evolved version of our reactions to other organisms and environments, it is hardly surprising that it should retain a pronounced capacity for what Humphrey chooses to define as ‘empathy’. He quotes Nietzsche on the subject:

To understand another person, that is to imitate his feelings in ourselves, we […] produce the feeling in ourselves by imitating with our own body the expression of his eyes, his voice, his walk, his bearing. Then a similar feeling arises in us in consequence of an ancient association between movement and sensation. We have brought our skill in understanding the feelings of others to a high state of perfection and in the presence of another person we are always almost involuntarily practicing this skill.

Empathy 

Discussions of empathy - in German Einfühlung – were in fact prevalent in the German intellectual culture of the late nineteenth century in which Nietzsche was writing. But the term was primarily used not to examine consciousness itself, or the relations between people, but rather to understand the aesthetic experience of works of art and architecture, a school of thought usually referred to as ‘empahty theory.’ As Mitchell Schwarzer explains: ‘In empathy theory, the source of pleasure resides neither in the object nor in the subject, but in the relationship of the consolidating perception between object and subject.’ 
 Writers like Theodor Lipps, August Schmarzow and Heinrich Wölfflin sought to concentrate their discussions of works of art on the detailed analysis of how they were perceived by the human subject. Partly, this was in an effort to counter explanations of aesthetics based solely on their inherent content and narrative, and partly it was in response to the emerging field of psychology, pioneered by figures such as Johann Friedrich Herbart. Building on Kant’s separation of perception and cognition, Herbart ‘argued that the human mind is a simple and unchanging entity at birth which, when stimulated by the world, responds with ideas [which] compose the statics and dynamics of mental life.’
 In empathy theory, the ideas constantly forming and reforming in this active mind are explained as attempts to conceptualise the perceived world in the human image. As Heinrich Wölffllin saw it: 
Forms become meaningful to us only because we recognize in them the expression of a sentient soul. Instinctively we animate each object. … We read our own image into all phenomena. We expect everything to possess what we know to be the conditions of our own well-being. Not that we expect to find the appearance of a human being in the forms of inorganic nature: we interpret the physical world through the categories that we share with it. We also define the expressive capability of these other forms accordingly. They can communicate to us only what we ourselves use their qualities to express.

Without fully subscribing to this view of forms as being meaningful only to the extent that we can recognize ourselves in them, I think it’s still possible to value the scrupulous attention paid by writers like Wölfflin to the human response to space and form.  In contrast, what might be termed the qualia of architectural experience – the ‘what it is like’ to encounter a building or place – has latterly been the subject of relatively little detailed description or investigation. Recent efforts to foreground a previously under-recognised role of the senses in our experience of buildings, have tended rather to downplay the psychology of the architectural encounter. It might even be argued that the mind-body split has been perpetuated, with the body now taking clear precedence and the psychological and intellectual components of experience relatively ignored. 

Idea

 John Szarkowski’s The Idea of Louis Sullivan is worth examining in detail precisely for its capacity simultaneously to treat with the material facts and the intellectual structure of architecture. This examination raises interesting parallels with theories of empathy and the formation of consciousness. The interest of this book begins with its very title: The Idea of Louis Sullivan, which immediately suggests that somehow, collectively, these photographs can communicate the governing principles of Sullivan’s architecture, and indeed of the man himself. Also, and obviously, the title is intended to echo both the title and the spirit of Sullivan’s famous account his own life, The Autobiography of an Idea. 

Starting with its own title, The Autobiography of an Idea is a very curious book. It dwells a lot on Sullivan’s childhood and early training, and says relatively little about his mature work as an architect. And then there is the fact that the whole book is narrated in the third person. This has the disconcerting effect of distancing and ‘objectifying’ all the reported events and emotions, but is completely in keeping with the thematic pattern of the book, in which Louis’s character - his autonomous self – is formed through a series of encounters, firstly with physical and natural things, and later with abstract orders and systems. In each case, a new stage of self-awareness is marked through Sullivan’s understanding of the discrete nature of the things to which he forms strong attachments. Early on, this happens with the plants he is fond of tending: 

How often on hands and knees had he peered and gazed long…indeed worshipped them in friendship until he seemed to feel them grow: that they were of this world and yet not of his world, that they seemed to live their own lives apart from his own life.

And then later with an elm tree:

But the lovely elm was his infatuation – he had adopted her at first sight, and still gazed at her with a sweetness of soul he had never known. He became inflitrated, suffused, inspired with the fateful sense of beauty. He melted for an instant into a nameless dream, where he saw she was sufficient unto herself, that like his garden plants she lived a life of her own, apart from his life. Yet they both lived in the same big world – they both, for the moment, stood in the same green field. Was there nothing in common? Did she not know he was there?

Louis subsequently goes through more or less the same process of absorption and separation with the city of Boston, with his beaux-arts training, with the emerging capitalist society in Chicago. In each case, coming to terms with things external to him clarifies his sense of his own self and the experience galvanises him towards more concerted and deliberate action. We might recall here Humphrey’s description of a consciousness created from the outside in, and the notion, as proposed by Kant and elaborated by Johann Herbart, of the conscious self developing by shaping experience into ideas. It is not clear whether Sullivan knew the work of Herbart directly, but he certainly absorbed a lot of nineteenth-century German philosophy, in particular Nietszche, as witnessed by passages such as the following:

Louis saw power everywhere; and as he grew on through his boyhood, and through the passage to manhood, and to manhood itself, he began to see the powers of nature and the powers of man coalesce in his vision into an IDEA of power. Then and only then he became aware that this idea was a new idea – a complete reversal and inversion of the commonly accepted intellectual and theological concept of the Nature of man. 

That IDEA which had its mystical beginning in so small a thing as a child’s heart, grew and nurtured itself upon that child’s varied consistently continuing and metamorphosing experiences in time and place…
 )

Much has already been written about the influence of American thinkers and writers on SullivanHe drew on Thoreau, on Emerson, on Willam James and, above all, on Whitman, to concoct his own blend of American ‘trascendental pragmatism’, summed up in the book’s final chapter: 

And thus the natural man ever enlarges his range of beneficence. His life experiences are real. He reverses the dictum ‘I think: Therefore I am.’ It becomes in him, I am: Therefore I inquire and do!

It is this affirmative ‘I AM” that is man’s reality.

This – rather than the proposition that Form follows Function – is the Idea whose autobiography Sullivan writes. And the intense, insistent manner in which he intertwines his personal development with his thoughts on architecture and society is reflected in Szarkowski’s book, in which passages from Sullivan’s writings and those of his contemporaries, admirers and sources of inspiration are interleaved with the photographs. Among these are extracts from Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, from Frederick Turner’s classic The Significance of the Frontier in American History and from Frank Lloyd Wright’s autobiography. No direct connections are suggested between words and images – rather they are two parallel streams which between them encompass both the creation and the subsequent life of these buildings. Szarkowski’s camera acts to mediate this relationship. 

Book

The project began in 1951, when Szarkowski found himself teaching in Buffalo and began photographing the Guaranty Building. Quite quickly, he began to discover a deeper intention than simply recording the architecture:

As I began to work I found, to my own surprise, that I was seeing this building not with the decorous disinterest with which a photographer is supposed to approach a work of formal architecture, but as a real building, which people had worked in and maimed and ignored and perhaps loved, and which I felt was deeply important. I found myself concerned not only with the building’s art-facts but with its life-facts. (Louis Sullivan had claimed they were the same.) This concern began to show in the photographs, and the idea grew.

Over the following four years, Szarkowski made a large series of deliberate, painstaking images, mostly with a medium-format Graphic View camera. (A few were taken with a more lightweight Rollieflex.) The dark tones and sharp shadows of the photographs reinforce the feeling of weight and measure particular to Sullivan’s architecture. The deep, crisp focus serves to animate the heavy vegetal ornamentation. The architecture and the photographs share a calm, powerful clarity.  Beyond this, the framing and composition of the photographs is used to produce a rich interplay between architectural intention and lived experience. One can imagine Szarkowski balancing and tuning the visual relationships in the gridded glass of the viewfinder, conferring coherence and order on the seemingly disparate elements of a scene. Thus the photographer’s eye (to use the title of one of Szarkowski’s later books) becomes analagous to, and offers an extension of, Sullivan’s own methods of intellectual development. Certainly there is something comparable to Sullivan’s modus operandi in the seemingly artless directness with which Szarkowski discusses the making of photographs:

To a photographer the world consists of an infinite number of vantage points – places to stand – of which very few are altogether satisfactory. The photographer’s goal is simple in principle and seemingly modest in ambition: it is to find the place and moment from which some interesting aspect of the world can be converted into a photograph that will be both clear and lively.

Alas, when we remove from the world its space, texture, smell, temperature, sound, and often color, the aspect that remains is seldom either clear or lively. We aim for clarity and generally get stasis; we hope for liveliness and too often get what is merely messy.

Nevertheless, occasionally photographs are made that are good to look at and unfamiliar (clear and lively), and from those pictures we may learn something.

…Such occasional small blessings accumulate in a photographer’s mind, not in a form conscious enough to be called ideas, except in the most inchoate form, but as a growing awareness of the pictorial possibilities of the world – of some of the ways in which the visual data of the world form clusters – that can be recognized in very different circumstances.

As if in anticipation of this affinity with the camera, in The Autobiography of an Idea Sullivan draws attention to the fact that his name in Irish – O’Suilleabhain - means One Eye, and imagines an ancestor, the Prince with One Eye who ‘must have seen much’.
 And in the later edition of his book, Szarkowski overlays further autobiographical resonances, recounting how he came to show these photographs to Frank Lloyd Wright – Sullivan’s apprentice and self-appointed heir – and then subsequently to Walker Evans, Szarkowski’s own direct photographic forebear and future friend.
 The Idea of Louis Sullivan folds closely together the autobiographical experiences of both men –Szarkowski’s own adventure in creating the images, and Sullivan’s architectural development through words and buildings. Central to both is the notion of the ‘Idea’, which for both Sullivan and Szarkowski - as it had for Herbart – constitutes a kind of willed concordance between the self and the world. But this concord is not reserved purely for the artistic creator. What Szarkowski’s luminous photographs capture is the manner in which the encounter with architecture can - sometimes fleetingly, often enduringly – also lend some kind of conscious shape to our everyday existence. 

Qualia, as Nicholas Humphrey proposed, emerge in the process of translation from sensation to perception, producing what he terms the ‘thick moment’ of consciousness. It is from the steady, unending accumulation of these thick moments that our autobiography is written. The neurologist Antonio Damasio refers to consciousness as the continuous enactment of ‘the autobiographical self’. But autobiography is something more than the mere accumulation of experience – it is experience deliberately shaped, told and retold as a story to ourselves and others. As Sullivan’s own autobiography suggests, we become ourselves only in so far as we develop the capacity to differentiate, define and describe that self. And from this it might be concluded that qualia themselves can only be said to exist to the extent that they can be described and communicated. In Consciousness Explained, Daniel Dennett takes the view that qualia are like versions of Richard Dawkin’s ‘memes’ – ideas that can become transmitted from one human to another so that they eventually acquire a quasi-genetic status.
 

The photographs in The Idea of Louis Sullivan are certainly intended to transmit something of the architect’s creative process. As Terence Riley points out in his introduction to the more recent edition: ‘Szarkowski’s book acknowledges that any real understanding of Sullivan’s work on the part of the reader derives from the leap from the image to the idea – in effect, tracing in reverse the path Sullivan himself took.’
 More importantly, though, they allow us to trace in reverse the path from image to lived experience, communicating completely and precisely the encounter with Sullivan’s buildings – their art-facts and their life-facts, their role in countless unwritten autobiographies. 
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