CONSTRUCTING THE INEFFABLE
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 Written by Noushin Ehsan, AIA the President and Founder of Accessible Architecture and more recently 2nd Opinion Design (www.2ndopiniondesign.com) Edited by Chasi Annexy.

On October 24th, 2007 I attended a conference, at Yale University, entitled “Constructing the Ineffable: Contemporary Sacred Architecture.”  I feel the event is worth mentioning to a larger audience in order to call out the significance of architects finally coming together to speak about designs, which can uplift the human spirit.
I am very thankful for the vision that brought together so many influential professionals such as Steve Holl, Moshe Safdie, Peter Eisenman, Fariborz Sahba, Richard Meier, Kenneth Frampton, Paul Goldberger and many other outstanding architects and critics for a dialogue about this important topic.    

Although, the general public has always embraced the concept, and I have been speaking about “The Spirit of Space,” since 1990 at well known conferences (Habitat II in Turkey, the Women’s Conference in Beijing and Forum 2000 in New York) the concept of “spirituality” in architecture has been a taboo subject among my fellow architects for a long time.  However, presently international universities are offering courses on the subject of the ineffable and its place in architecture, but American universities are behind. 
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Even though at the Yale conference most speakers discussed the concept of the ineffable through their designs of places of worship, they all considered light and clarity of form as the most important factors. As important as these elements in design are, Kenneth Frampton in his talk entitled, “The Secular Spirituality of Tadao Ando,” unveiled the power of silence in architecture. He also discussed the importance of void, which can lead to fulfillment and therefore connect us to the ineffable.  It is my belief that the powers of silence and void have been eloquently expressed in art and music- even ancient architecture- but they have been widely overlooked among contemporary architects.
            “Church of Light,” Tadao Ando
Paul Goldberger summarized the essence of all of the speakers’ presentations and magnificently expanded them to a higher level.  He expressed that feelings of the ineffable and spirituality have not just been achieved in houses of worship but also in 
places such as Falling Water by Frank Lloyd Wright or even the TWA Terminal at JFK by Eero Saarinen. To take this a step further I would suggest that all man-made spaces should provide spiritual energy.
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                                     “TWA Terminal at JFK,” By Eero Saarinen                                          “Falling Water,” Frank Lloyd Wright”
By understanding the ineffable in a space, we come to the conclusion that the feeling of a space should be powerful enough to speak by itself. Steve Holl, at the end of his talk, withheld explanation while showing slides of his magnificent projects.  This reminded me of what a former architectural editor of the Wall Street Journal said in a conference about ten years ago (to paraphrase her words), “I prefer not to have architects explaining their work to me while I am reviewing it for publication because if I don’t feel it, it’s not there.” This logic resonates with me and I feel Steve Holl let us appreciate his work in a similar fashion.
Out of all the presenters I had the chance to hear while attending the conference- Fariborz Sahba was the only one to articulate the importance of the process of design. In addition, throughout his presentations of the Bahá’í House of Worship in India and the terraces on Mount Carmel in Israel (I believe both designs are timeless and meaningful to all) he proved that spiritual power of space could be felt regardless of a person’s beliefs, cultural background, education or age.
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                 “Bahá’í House of Worship in India,”  Fariborz Sahba                           “Terraces of Mount Carmel,”  Fariborz Sahba 
I look forward to attending more symposiums of similar subject matter as I believe the sustainability of built environment needs to begin from a deeper place.
