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Gordon A. Nicholson was born in Mississauga, Ontario, Canada.  He is an architect and sole practitioner in Charleston South Carolina.  He has won design awards and been published nationally for his residential design work.   He holds a bachelor of architecture degree from the University of Tennessee, a master’s degree in urban design from the University of Oklahoma, and a master’s degree in architectural history and theory from McGill University.  
In Steen Eiler Rasmussen’s book Experiencing Architecture he asked the question whether architecture could be heard?  Further he examined the poetic qualities of historical precedents and briefly commented on the banal acoustics of his contemporary world.  His book was first published in 1959.  Today in a culture dominated by auditory and visual noise perhaps the questions to be asked are what are qualities of silent space and of what value are they to architects?  First, this paper will attempt to identify those qualities by examining a fairly recent built work - St. Petri Church in Klippan by Sigurd Lewerentz.  Second, it will explore the ethical dimension of such qualities grounded in the notion that they invite a tender form of participation on both an individual and collective level.  Further that such participation, imbued with meaning and beyond the constant barrage of information and commodity reception, is of great relevance to the practice of contemporary architecture.  
Silent space is a loaded term.  It comes with many associations and is difficult to define.  The term could be simply defined as the absence of sound within a space.  Yet this definition seems limiting.  Even in the most silent of built spaces we hear our own breath.  Though difficult to define silent space is recognizable.  In order to move towards a definition of silent space it becomes necessary to use an example – in this case a built work.   Steen Eiler Ramussen in Experiecing Architecure presented several churches to aid in his chapter on hearing architecture.   For this paper I propose a relatively recent building St.Petri Klippan by architect Sigurd Lewerentz.   The qualities I’ve chosen to elaborate upon, though not necessarily within the realm of technical acoustics, are tranquility, suspension, and apprehension.
However, the most essential auditory experience created by architecture is tranquility.

Tranquility is often presented in painting or photograph form as a serene view of a natural landscape.  Architecture has the ability to create tranquil spaces as well.  Though difficult to characterized more often than not tranquil spaces usher in silence. When building and landscape are deeply understood as a single gesture the silence can be profound.
Sigurd Lewerentz had a strong mastery of landscape architecture from his work at Woodland Cemetery and Eastern Cemetery at Malmo.  At St. Petri Klippan Lewerentz saw both building and landscape as sanctuary.  From the outset of the project he differed with the building committee on the location of the church.  Lewerentz insisted on locating the church further in the interior of the site than what had been previously decided by the building committee.  The main sanctuary building is sheltered on the north side by a vista of trees and on south and west side by a gravel filled courtyard.  Lewerentz had used gravel at both St Knut and St Gertrude at the Eastern Cemetery in Malmo.  In both settings the imprints of footsteps intermingles with shadows from the buildings elevations and metal gate work.  Stones set within the gravel serve as entry paths to the various offices of the assembly hall.  Some of the paths are angled and some gently fade out to the sand.  The gravel is raked periodically in similar fashion to a Japanese garden.
 

The notion of tranquility is also reinforced by the use of berms, trees, and shrubs around a shallow reflecting pool in front of the main sanctuary doors of the church.  Winds from the north and west are blocked.  The pond at a constant state of stillness reflects the entire west façade of the main sanctuary.  A few bricks surface just above the water line.  Un-cut bricks at the edge of the pond are visible beneath the shallow water.  A similar detail is used inside the church at the baptismal font where the brick edging breaks away.    Also, the space between the bricks is generous –matching the oversized mortar joints of the building beyond.  A lone tree between the main chapel and pond is fully reflected in the width of the pond. 

Other paths leading to the building from various points in the site are seemingly random at first actually line up with notable elements.  The path from the north side of the site is on axis with the large curving brick chimney of the assembly hall.   Another path, adjacent to a large open lawn in front of the east façade, leads to an angled brick wall that directs one into the gravel courtyard.  The curving and angled roof lines and horizontally justified fenestration serves as a backdrop to the austere lawn.  Through the landscape one is constantly drawn into the building and site, into the sanctuary of the church, and along the way there are opportunities for a pause.

Suspension is often associated with a silent space. A pause to reflect invokes silence.  Light as a measure of time can facilitate such an experience.  Buildings’ orientation and fenestration reflect the passing of a day.  A stream of light from above can be visually recorded as it makes its way across a wall.  Light that gradually fill spaces invokes a sense of silence. 

Instead of the colored radiance of the Gothic or the dazzling luminous white of the contemporary tradition from Bryggman to Leiviska, we are invited into the dark.  Enveloped in the heart of darkness that calls on all senses to measure its limits, we are compelled to pause.  In a rare moment of explanation, Lewerentz stated that subdued light was enriching precisely in the degree to which the nature of space has to be reached for, emerging only in response to exploration.  This slow taking possession of space (the way in which it gradually becomes yours) promotes the fusion of privacy in the sharing of the common ritual that is the essence of the numinous.

At St. Petri light unfolds gradually within the interior spaces and the courtyard of the building.  In doing so a sense of silence is evoked as one is not immediately given everything as a visual feast.  The high windows of the sanctuary provide just the adequate amount of natural light to light the floor.  Candles supply light at the baptismal font and behind the altar.  Suspended light fixtures light the path the altar and ceiling simultaneously.  Each fixture reflects another in the curve of its own cylindrical metal housing.  The massive steel cross is not spot lighted nor is the brick vault arches it supports.  There is a sense that shadow and darkness are necessary.  When the sanctuary doors are open the bright light from outside contrasts sharply with the cut brick opening of the baptismal font.

Perhaps we can apprehend silent space only with our body.  We may hear nothing but we can feel silence in our core.  Something we take into account though our body can makes us suddenly reflect inward in silence.  It could be stepping down a worn set of stairs in an old ruin or noting the opening of a door with our hand on a crafted handle.  As Juhani Pallasmaa has noted:

…an architect internalizes a building in his body; movement, balance, distance, and scale are felt unconsciously through the the body as tension in the muscular system and in the positions of the skeleton and inner organs.   As the work interacts with the body of the observer the experience mirrors these bodily sensations of the maker.  Consequently architecture is communication from the body of the architect to the body of the inhabitant.
  

St. Petri Klippan is entirely constructed of uncut brick and mortar - walls, ceiling, furniture and floors.  The joints are all flush and the mortar is thicker than normal.  This was required to make up the difference in long runs in lieu of no uncut bricks yet for its limited material palette the building is far from monotonous. Standard brick construction is manipulated in a multitude of ways so each room has its own character
.  Several different brick coursing patterns, corbelling and other well crafted masonry details can be seen throughout the building.  Yet for all it’s technical poise there is also a sense of gentleness to the work.  There are invitations to touch brick such as finger holes in the mortar joints, brick benches and seats, and imperfect bricks right at eye level.  A sense of engagement with the visitor exists at a very sincere level.  In the very center of the building the overwhelming weight of the brick vaulted main sanctuary ceiling is experienced with our body.  We feel the immense gravity of the space – yet it is not threatening but the opposite, deeply moving.  Coupled with the gentle sloping floor one is cast into silence upon entry.  Lewerentz had a vast knowledge of brick masonry – yet he also had the poetic sensibility to make it humane.  It is known that Lewerentz spent up to 3 days a week on the building site during construction.  He worked very closely with the master mason and often carried out on the spot instructions in the field.  This connection to the actual making of building, of crafting the architectural experiences, was communicated to the visitor through the architect himself. 

We were a silent, hidden thought in the folds of oblivion, and we have become a voice that causes the heavens to tremble.

 
Kahlil Gibran

In contemporary society we are constantly saturated by information – both auditory and visual.  Everything is immediately present and finished.  At a voice command or touch of a button everything is lit exactly and our appliances and media sound on and off.  Much of the built environment today regardless of style echoes a slick dullness.   With standardization of materials, building methods, and codes it is difficult to stray from the norm.  More often than not the outermost machine finished skin of a building is often what we come in contact with the most.  Take for example a tilt up brick wall panel.  The brickwork and joints are perfect – the hand of the mason is not present.  There is nothing to look at twice.  This is not necessarily a bad thing, however, because it makes architecture outside this genre all the more experiential.   

I have tried to discuss the qualities of tranquility, suspension, and apprehension not as ends in themselves but means or experiences towards silent space.  If this attempt at a definition has revealed anything, however, it has to be the importance of the pause.  Though perhaps only if for the slightest of time, a gentle unassuming pause, in our contemporary world may be all that is possible.  It is still a way to reach out – to acknowledge the other.  Eventually it falls on the architect to attempt this gesture.  One possibility may lie in questioning building program.  This is nothing new.  As well as changing the original location of the building Sigurd Lewerentz also made a traditional departure from Swedish Church architecture:

Countless of our churches are laid out with a choir to the east, entrance porch to the south, bell tower to the west, and sacristy to the north, all more or less loosely appended to the east-west oriented in the main volume.  Klippan church is a radical departure from this time honored standard.  Its main volume is static, unpopulated to the east, south, and west, all its subordinate functions gathered on the north side.

Another possibility may be a rethinking of the final building image.  Many buildings today seem to be photo ready for a magazine cover – almost as if they were designed for that very purpose.  In contrast St.Petri Klippan is very difficult to capture in photographic form.  

…Lewerentz’s facades resist being photographed, and surprisingly, any photographs one takes of his work inevitably acquire the same character.  The architecture of Lewerentz is never seen from afar, as if its construction can only be seen and understood at close range, where surface and texture predominate, and the building may be touched and almost felt.

Two possibilities, questioning building program and rethinking building image may be ways to uncovering that gentle pause towards silent space.  Ultimately, however, the starting point is that we recognize the very absence of silent space within our environment.
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