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MUSIC anv ARCHITECTURE 
- FROM OBJECT TO EVENT ~ 

by 
Jack Elliott Mevorah 

(ABSTRACT) 

This thesis involves two aspects of Music and of 

Architecture. Art as Object and Art as Event. The 

study is presented in two parts: Architectura Poetica 

and Architectura Practica. 

Architectura Poetica - Art as Object. 

The poeticus of this project, the objective elements, 

are those things concerned with the timely; the means 

of construction; the structure itself. the non-parallel 

walls desired in spaces for music. These are 

expressions about Architecture. 

Architectura Practica - Art as Event. 

The practicus of this project, the subjective elements, 

are those things created by and brought-to-life by the 

experiencing person, but offered by the objective 

elements. They are impressions of the objective 

elements: public/private, dynamic/static, light/dark, 

formal/ informal, inside/ outside. These are 

expressions of Architecture. 
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In his MUSICA of 1537, 
Nicolaus Listenius 

distinguished between the 

performance of a work of 

music and the work itself. 

The former he called MUSICA 

PRACTICA and the latter he 
called MUSICA POETICA.     

There are more possibilities in the 

movement of the mind than are required for 

the mere perception of the object. MAX PICARD
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Impression 

Pythagoras, Plato, Vitruvius, DaVinci, Corbu. This 

thesis begins in the words of others: words that 

presume a priori beauty in certain acoustic and visual 

proportions and foster the belief that these acoustic 

and visual proportions are mutual; words that 

proclaim the existence of an aesthetic yard-stick by 

which equal measure may be given to the beauty of 

Music and of Architecture. 

Music has been an inspiration to artists in every 

medium and in every era, but no artist has answered 

the call as strongly as the architect. The apparent 

ease with which Music commands the ephemeral 

world of Art has continually driven us to remake 

Architecture in its image. Architects attempt to 

make their work like Music, resulting only in 

inadequate metaphor. Our work becomes nothing 

more than a re-presentation of another art form’s 

means of expression — wholly untrue to itself, 
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Most of us don’t analyze Music - we simply listen. 

This is as true of musicians as it is of laymen. We 

allow it to flow over and through us in soothing waves 

or jarring explosions. Either way, we just let it 

happen. I think it was Miles Davis who said, ull play 

it first and tell you what it is later.” 

Yet when confronted with a painting, or a poem, or a 

work of Architecture, we desperately search for 

meaning, certain that we're just not ‘getting it’. We 

want someone to give measure to the work — to 

quantify it, interpret it, translate it, objectify it. 

No
 

 



  

Elliott Sharp, a New York avant-garde guitarist, finds 

in Music a certain amount of spirituality. “T know 

that there’s this other feeling that comes in with 

certain kinds of music, but it’s hard to be very exact 

when you re speaking about these things. In the 

ancient Hebraic bible, even spelling out the name of 

God was the worst thing you could do, and I see that 

as cutting to the essence of the thing — as soon as you 

start to define spirit, you lose it.” ! 

It is this attempt to define spirit; to make tangible the 

intangible essence of Music; that has led to the 

general misunderstanding and resultant misuse of the 

language of Music. What has driven us as Architects, 

as Artists, is the passion to present what music 

expresses, not how it expresses. It is the artistic ends 

of Music and Architecture that may be compared, not 

the artistic means. 

Guitarist Robert Fripp, discussing the act of Music, 

wrote that there are languages of doing and there are 

languages of being.” Music and Architecture are 

languages of being; they house the intangible, the 

impression, the event. Notation and proportion are 

languages of doing; they guide in the making of 

Things. They are the physical qualities, the 

expression, the object. 

Languages of being are universal; languages of doing 

are particular. The problem arises when one 

mistakenly uses a language of doing asa language of 

being. 

So the question to be asked is - as Architects, how do 

we take the ‘unmeasureable’, to borrow from Louis 

Kahn,? and express it through measurable means? Is 

it a question of applying unmeasureable concepts to 

measurable quantities of building material? Or is it 

using these materials in such a way as to allow for 

unmeasureable phenomena to occur? 

I must argue for the latter. 

 



Architectura Poetica 

  

  

Poetica, from the Greek 

POESIS — to produce or 

manufacture. This is an act 

which “has an end or goal 

distinct from itself” which is 

the work itself. 

The Object.     

Music as mathematics, music as 
architecture or as Image, music in any 

static, seizable form has always held 
fascination for the lay mind. But as a 
musician, what fascinates me is the thought 
that by its very mature music invites 
imaginative treatment, and that the facts 
of music, so called, are only meaningful 
insofar as the imagination is given free 

play. AARON COPLAND
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Architectura Poetica 

The most often quoted yet least often understood 

mantra of the proportion theorists, ARCHITECTURE 

IS FROZEN MUSIC, is an alluring idea for the 
Architect and layman alike. This notion of Music and 

Architecture sharing like physical proportions, though 

initiated by Pythagoras and his followers, has the 

Renaissance to thank for its continued appeal and 

popularity amongst Architects. 

Ancient Greece was the 

first to demonstrate a 

k 

rational, mathematical 

foundation of Music. It 

was developed by 

Pythagoras and is based on 

a series of tonal intervals. 

These intervals are defined 

by the relationship of a 

root tone - produced by 

plucking a length of string 

stretched between two 

fixed points - to successive 

tones produced by 

decreasing the length of 

that string (or, more 

accurately, by decreasing 

the distance between the 

two fixed points). The 

translation of a series of 

tones into a series of 

numbers planted the seed 

for successive centuries of 

number theories. 

The immediate effect of this development may be 

seen in its application to various aspects of Greek life, 

from architectural design, to the stories of mythical 

heroes like the poet-musician Orpheus, to 

Pythagoras’ concept of the ‘Music of the Spheres.’ + 

Classical thought, however, was all but suppressed 

during the Middle Ages, and Music remained 

relatively unchanged until the 13" century.® 

Ironically, it was during these ‘Dark Ages’ that a 

useful musical notation was developed, and by the late 

14" century it is at the center of the emerging 

printing process. It is the dawn of Humanism and 

man is the measure of the universe. 

O
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During the Middle Ages only God could change the 

world, but advances in science during the 15" century 

led people to believe they too could change the world: 

they remade God in Man’s image. 

Notation, the visualization of Music, was a direct 

result of the division of Musica Poetica from Music 

Musica Practica. “Before the Renaissance, European 

music and knowledge depended for the most part 

upon an oral tradition that was written on the wind. 

But in the fifteenth 

century, what had been 

ephemeral became 

permanently transfixed by 

ink and sight: Music and 

speech became visual. As 

Marshall McLuhan has 

pointed out, the 

Renaissance citizen traded 
76 

an ear for an eye. 

For Renaissance artists, 

the tonal intervals became 

the irrefutable basis for 

composing everything 

rom music to 

architecture. Alberti 

stated that “the numbers 

by means of which the 

agreement of sound affects 

our ears with delight, are 

the very same which please 

d our minds.”” our eyes and our minds.   
The intent of Alberti and other Renaissance theorists, 

like Francesco Giorgi, was to apply what they believed 

was the Divinely created beauty, the aesthetic Truth, 

of small-number ratios to the visual art of 

Architecture.® They found in Music audible proof of 

this aesthetic Truth and theorized that if an Architect 

were to use the means of musical expression as a 

means of Architectural expression, the result would be 

an expression of the same aesthetic Truth. 

What one ends-up with, however, is an interpretation 

(notation) of an abstraction (harmonic proportion) of 

Music and rather than resulting in an Architecture of 

these aesthetic truths, we produce an Architecture 

about Music. 

 



Even if one accepts the argument that these 

theories are not recipes for the translation of Music 

into Architecture, one must agree that they do 

present themselves as arguments about forms of 

notation rather than forms of artistic expression. 

As if, in a discussion of ‘Time’, they chose to 

describe clocks, the ‘time keepers.’ Proportion and 

notation, the ‘aesthetic keepers,’ define ideas about 

art rather than expressing ideas of art. In the same 

way notation records only the notes and not the 

music, proportions discuss only the body, not the 

soul. 

These number theories fit 

into the larger scheme of a 
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culture, religious to say the 

least, whose belief in God as 

the architect of the universe 

was . unquestionable and 

unwavering. The belief that 

numbers and their relations 

were the key to Divine design 

ruled all aesthetic thought 

from the 

onward. The ensuing 

Renaissance 

scientific revolution further 

divided the world into mind 

@ body, spirit @ matter, art 

& technology, object & 

event. 

Harmonic proportion is not 

a ‘principle of order’ or a 

‘structure’ for music — these 

‘facts’, so called, are merely a 

mathematical representation 

of the science of sound we 

call acoustics. It is a 

phenomenon all together constituted by man — it 

does not exist in Nature. This may be seen in the 

equal temperament of chromatic tuning, where the 

mathematical distances between each note are 

exactly the same.’ 

A fugue, for example, has to implement (for lack of 

a better word) the rules of harmonic proportion. In 

other words, if a composer expects his composition 

to be played by musicians, he must utilize the 

twelve tones (expanded by the use of octaves), at our 

disposal. So, what makes a fugue a fugue and not a 

concerto is accepted convention. Western practice 

says a fugue presents a ‘subject’ or theme in one 

voice and then imitates it numerous times in 

numerous voices. Each repetition is layered by 

contrapuntal themes in the other voices. 

What makes it music, however, is the performance. 

If I were to enter into a computer all of the notes 

(and even the timbre of the instruments) necessary 

to perform Bach’s Well Tempered Clavichord, it 

would sound mechanical and uninspired. Music 

must return from 

science to. art; from 

object to event. 

While the popular voice 

was that of Pythagoras, 

who considered 

harmonia a physical 

property, there was a 

small, dissenting voice — 

that of Aristoxenus. 

He was concerned more 

with the implications of 

harmonia in musical 

composition observing 

that the Pythagorean 

“recognition of tones 

and their difference (did) 

not constitute the act of 

music, for music begins 

only when there is a 

musical system ... and 

such a system is not 

given by external 

measurements but only 

by the ear of the musician nurtured in that 

system.” 10 

What had been theorized by Pythagoras and 

slorified during the Renaissance, was made Gospel 

by Sir Isaac Newton. The idea that our world 

could be reduced to mathematical relationships had 

reached its apogee and by the 18" century the 

dominance of Science over Myth had been 

solidified. Mysticism and Intuition had been 

replaced by Realism and Determinism. |! 
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There is no language sufficient 

enou oO capture worrs of a gh to capt ks of art 

except works of art. 

    

were | called on to define, very briefly, the 
term “Art” I should call it “the 
reproduction of what the senses perceive in 
Nature through the veil of the soul.” The 
mere imitation, however accurate, of what 
és in Nature, entitles no man to the sacred 
name of “Artist.” EDGAR ALLAN POE
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sixteenth Notes 

The poet A.R. Ammons said that poems “begin 

somewhere, like a walk, and end somewhere. When 

_the walk is over, there is a thing there, which was the 

walk. Things might have been said or observed during 

the walk, but the experience exists in another 

dimension. Jt can only be ‘approached 

impressionistically, as to what it meant and how it 

behaved.” u 

A song, a story, a walk, a space. These phenomena, 

these events, are typically discussed as if they were 

objects, reducing them to mere representations of 

themsélve 5 “Of course a frequency can be metered, 

pen can be put to paper, a mile can be measured, and 

‘square fo. otage can be determined, but if we stop there 

we're left with only half the story; we're left with the 

expression, not the impression; we're left with the   
object, not the event. 

This extracting of object from-event stems from our 

acceptance “of the symbols we use to. re-present a 

a phenomenon as the phenomenon itself. Thus the 

‘intangible aspects which make the song, the story, the 

walk, and the building events are ignored. 

The following photographs are impressions of 16" 

Street, N.W. in the District of Columbia. They are 

for me the catalyst between understanding art-object 

and art-event; between speaking about architecture 

’ and speaking of architecture. 

  

These photographs were successful because in showing 

them to other people I witnessed that there was room 

for individual interpretation; there was room for them     to crawl inside and occupy that spate. The images 

present impressions of particular spaces; suggesting 

possible realities and leaving the conclusion to the 

observer. 

Though not fully aware of it at the time (or if I was I 

was certainly not able to articulate it), I was grappling 

with these same ideas in an early studio design 

problem. While working on ‘A House for a 

Bibliophile,’ I found the inspiration not in the book 

as object (as my fictitious client might have), but in 

the knowledge it imparts. Art is, as Benedikt has 

said, “a direct aesthetic experience of the real.” 1? 
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Architectura Practica 

  

  

Practica, from the Greek 

PRAXIS — an action or activity 

“whose goal is the action itself 

.. itis its own goal ... is 

self sufficient. ” Tt is the act, 

the performance. 

The Event.     

The reader of poems is asked to consider an 
image not as an object and even less as the 
substitute for an object, but to seize its 
specific reality. GASTON BACHELARD





  

Architectura Practica 

“I know this much, is all,” Franny said. “If you're a 

poet, you do something beautiful. I mean you're 

supposed to leave something beautiful after you get off 

the page and everything.” 8 

To continue where Aristoxenus left us in Architectura 

Poetica, “a musical system ... is not given by external 

measurements but only by the ear of the musician 

nurtured in that system.”"* The assumption that one 

can take the object of ‘acoustics’ (the so-called 

harmonic proportions) and apply it to the object of 

construction giving rise to architecture is difficult to 

accept. This expectation arises from the belief that 

the ‘object’ called acoustics can be transferred to the 

discipline of Architecture. 

If then Music (or Architecture) is not achieved via an 

applied system of measurements, how does the 

creative expression reach the level of art? I would 

argue that for construction to become architecture; 

acoustics to become music; words to become poetry, 

there must be a transformation of the expression into 

impression, of the object into event. 

Music is inherently incomplete, which is not the same 

as saying it is unfinished. It requires a listener to 

participate and complete it. Music has a seemingly 

more direct channel to one’s emotions because the 

material carrier is non-representational, it does not 

‘communicate’ in the common use of the word. 

Art, such as sculpture and painting, use material 

carriers to re-present recognizable phenomenon like 

humans and landscapes. Once the expression leaves 

the re-presentational arena though, understanding, 

followed by interest, fades. This seems true of all the 

arts with the exception of music. Why is this? 

Because the material carriers of the plastic arts 

interfere. We focus on the symbols, words, and 

building materials and expect to find that this means 

that. 

Take, for example, Brancusi’s Bird in Flight. This is 

a stunning example of expressing the essence of a 

non-material phenomenon. Some might say this 

looks nothing like a bird, but what Brancusi wanted 

to capture was flight, not a bird - the experience flight. 

20



    

  

The plastic arts tend to be so complete, so full, that 

there is little or no room for the observer, imprisoning 

him in the role of passive participant. The architects’ 

(artists’) goal is to blanket the visitor in anticipation, 

suggest possibilities, then step aside — allow the space 

to be filled with the persons’ own associations. 

Art as event requires the participation of an 

experiencing subject; there is a “space” made for the 

person experiencing the work of art. The work of art 

is not complete without the viewer, listener, user. A 

work of Art, Architecture, must be completed by the 

person experiencing it in order to become an event. 

I found in poetry also the dichotomy of object/event 

of material/unmaterial of said/not said. Poetry uses 

suggestion to involve the reader, to allow for the 

reader to insert themselves in the work. In 1930, 

Ford Maddox Ford wrote that “poetry is a matter of 

rendering, not comment. You must not say: ‘] am so 

happy’ ; you must behave as if you were happy.” 1s 

Tadao Ando is a master of suggestion; his 

architecture appropriates Nature — not as ‘greenery’ 

(nature ‘as it is’) — but Nature abstracted.!° His work 

does not say “here is the Sun,” but shows “sun-ness.” 

His Chapel on Mount Rokko is a wonderful example 

of this. The approach path twists and turns, offering 

various views of the church as one nears the enclosed 

entry colonnade. From this approach one is also 

presented with a view of Osaka Bay that, once inside 

the chapel, is hidden by a rise of ground cover 

enclosed by a concrete wall. This leaves only the tops 

of trees and the sky to contemplate. 

Ando leaves the view of Osaka Bay to the 

imagination of the visitors, involving them in the 

experience of being there rather than giving everything 

to them pre-packaged. We in the West would have 

placed a picture window and an observation deck 

overlooking the Bay. In the West, when one fails to 

describe, things fail to exist — in the East, when one 

fails to describe, things emerge. 

Architecture renders Nature, gives scale to man, 

making him aware of his surroundings and of himself. 

Architecture articulates the world through geometry 

and material. 

21



Expression 

  

  

Theoretica, from the Greek 

THEORIA — the highest form of 

praxis, it is an action “which 

is its own goal, but which also 

contains its object within 

itself. ” Tt is whoke. 

The Art.     

Somehow 1 too must find a way of making 
Things; not plastic, written things, but 
realities that arise from the craft itself. 
Somehow 1 too must discover the smallest 
constituent element, the cell of my art, the 
tangible immaterial means of expressing 

everything. RAINER MARIA RULKE



  

    

Expression 

A place for music. This is the end by which I have 

realized the means. The process of designing this 

project, like the photographs resulting in ‘Sixteenth 

Notes’, brought me closer to understanding 

architecture as an art and my position as an 

Architect. The place for music is a tangible 

manifestation of the intangible essence of Things. 

My project presents itself more like music than like 

sculpture. Visitors will experience the place moment 

by moment, event by event, and complete the 

composition for themselves. Though never seen ‘all- 

at-once’, as music is never heard ‘all-at-once’, it is 

eventually experienced that way. 

A school for the performance of music. 

The project began in two ways. First, the program 

was inspired by a summer workshop on improvisation 

and spontaneous composition offered by Professor 

Karlton Hester of Cornell University. 1” The 

workshop focused on taking the rigid, mathematical 

construct of harmonics and, through performance, 

realizing Music. Such an institution requires loud 

places and quiet places, light places and dark places, 

collective places and individual places, and places 

where one Can be alone ina crowd. 

Second, the project is a material representation of 

abstract geometric ideas. These geometries, put down 

initially without intent, became an essential piece of 

the thesis. The thesis uses these geometries, planar 

and solid, and makes them real by use of materials. 

A private institution for public performance. 

As a school for the performance of music, an 

audience is most desired. This introduces another 

dichotomy; public spaces and private spaces. The task 

must address the needs of the facility as a private 

space with public intent and the needs of a facility 

requiring acoustically desirable spaces for the 

performance of Music. 

23



  

Geometry 

The poetics for this center is an imposed geometry of 

circles and their corresponding radii. The nesting of 

two circles creates opportunities for architectural 

events; creates spaces in which people interact, or not. 

These nested circles serve both the objective, those 

elements conceived independently of the experiencing 

person, and the subjective, those elements conceived 

because of the experiencing person. Thus, the final 

form of this building results from an intrinsic order 

specific to its function and to its design. While these 

elements may be discussed separately, they are, like 

the geometries that perpetuate them, inseparable. 

The center is not a metaphor for music; it is not 

imitational, leaving no room for human participation, 

but original expression, allowing for, even inspiring, 

human experience. It is a stage for human events; its 

programmatic use being secondary to its inherent, 

timeless, spatial existence. 

These spaces are, as Michael Benedikt has said, 

“found useful.” They are not twisted and 

manipulated to accommodate a program. The 

limitless combinations of materials and geometries, 

when distilled to their purest forms, are capable of 

housing and inspiring any human activity. 

24
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Walls 

The objective elements, as discussed earlier in 

Architectura Poetica, are those things concerned with 

the timely; the means of construction; the structure 

itself; the non-parallel walls desired in spaces for 

music. 

Spaces for music and curved walls. This is 

tantamount to mixing oil and water. However, the 

nature of a circle is such that two geometries are 

present within a single entity. The first, and in this 

case dominant, order is that of the circle itself; the 

circumfrential ‘wall’. The second order, that of the 

radial ‘wall’, simultaneously gives definition to the 

circle while being contained by it. 

The cixcumfrential walls address acceptance and 

rejection, inside and outside, public and private, and 

carves-out pieces of the land and sky and wind to 

claim as part of the institution. The radial walls 

address habitation and use, making otherwise 

acoustically undesirable places desirable.



  

Spaces 

The subjective elements, as discussed earlier in 

Architectura Practica, are those things created by and 

brought-to-life by the experiencing person; but offered 

by the objective elements. These are expressions of 

the objective elements: PUBLIC/PRIVATE, INSIDE/OUTSIDE, 

FORMAL/INFORMAL, DYNAMIC/STATIC, LIGHT/DARK. 

While standing at the center of the courtyard, one 

perceives the formal, centralized space echoing the 

monumental expression of the Roosevelt Memorial 

and of nearby Washington, D.C.. More remotely the 

ideas of Alberti — that perfect geometric forms be 

reserved for the most important public spaces (at the 

time of his writing, the Church). 

Alberti thought the public, as an entity, was a 

generalization of the individual — thus the generic 

purity of the centralized space.” This space, 

conceived independently of the beholder, is static; 

demanding that one be at rest, somewhere near the 

center, in order to experience it properly. 

The introduction of the second, larger circle — its 

center offset slightly from that of the interior 

courtyard — creates opportunities for dynamic, active 

spaces. While moving through and along the walls — 

within and without the dynamic spaces created by the 

nested circles — one perceives less formal, multi- 

centered (as opposed to a-central) spaces. 

This nesting of geometries also addresses the 

programmatic needs of a center for musical 

performance. Walls radiating from and rotating on 

the center of the formal courtyard — kept from 

continuing out into forever by the second, larger 

circumfrential wall - produce a series of walls that can 

never be parallel, and thus pertect for good acoustics. 

So the circle as the highest and most formal order 

allows for yet another, less formal, and more flexible 

order of radial walls. 

26
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Site 

The speed at which society currently blinds its way 

through the day leaves little room for reflection upon, 

let alone anticipation for, the events that define our 

lives. Car phones, fax machines, and the World Wide 

Web mean instant access, instant response, and 

instant gratification. The immediacy of results, 

because it diminishes the time required to accomplish 

something, also diminishes the experiencing of the 

event. In addition, there is little differentiation 

between how long one spends on mundane events 

versus significant cultural events or rituals. 

The mind and the spirit should be prepared to receive 

the aesthetic of life, to take what Kakuzo Okakura 

calls “the passage into self illumination.””! In The 

Book of Tea, Okakura explains that the Japanese tea 

house and its surrounding gardens are as much a part 

of the tea ceremony as the implements used by the tea 

master. The guests walk along the rojl, Or path; a 

journey “intended to break connection with the 

outside world, and to produce a fresh sensation 

conducive to the full enjoyment of aestheticism in the 

tea room itself.” 22 

In the spirit of the full enjoyment of aestheticism, the 

project is located on Roosevelt Island in Washington, 

D.C. A site offering a rich dichotomy of potential 

readings, it is both separate and connected, public and 

private. The surrounding roadways and city landscape 

make it extremely visible and therefore accessible, 

while the dense vegetation makes it a secluded and 

meditative place. The fact that it is an island reached 

by foot from the ancillary parking reinforces the path 

as the fundamental means of approaching and 

understanding the site. The roji for the center begins 

at the bridge, leaving behind, figuratively, the 

mundane world. One walks across the bridge and 

around the monument to the gate. The long arching 

path allows one to pause, go slowly forward toward the 

entry of the center. 
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I saw a man pursuing the horizon; 

Round and round they sped. 

I was disturbed at this; 

I accosted the man. 

“Tt is futile, "7 said, 
“ 7 
You can never -- 

“You lie, ” he cried, 

And ran on. 
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