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Introduction i San Marco and Hagia Sophia

Certain buildings, by virtue of their particular geometry, have the power to interact at a
conscious and unconscious | evel i nrientehe obs
connected to sound and light transforms the actual space into an elastic medium, thus
altering the perception of real space. This process of transfiguration, acquires a
significant strength especially in buildings like San Marco and Hagia Sophia,liglet

and sound are modulated so as to slow down the recognition of real space, prompting a
sort of transfer in the perceived image. The profiles of the aesthetic experience undergo
alteration, and the experience itself is transferred into an analbguerogressively
acquires the strength @fcstatsiuchcst phemnheme nTo
precisely in the poetics of Byzantine spa
Cathedral in Venice and Hagia Sophia in Istanbul are examples.
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Figure 1. San Marco, Venice from the Piazza (left). Hagia Sophia, Istanbul (right).

Acoustic Phenomenology: Soundscape and Echo.

A listener perceives the surrounding environment through echo and reverberations. If a
sound reaches the listener, the hurean is able to scan and locate its source, placing

bodies and volumes in the surrounding space. Anyone who has indeed experienced the
echo in a dark space such as the interior
capacity of the ear to carve an irense volume into the void of darkness. The space

traced by the ear, as Juhani Pallasmaa maintained, becomes a vast cavity sculpted in the
very i nt er i’oThe esHo refiebted bynliewalls puts us in direct contact with

a space invisible to theye; thus, sound becomes the measure and scale of our perception,
moul ding in our i magination an intimate s
bound&Bbesadds substance is molten, and flu
acoustic space isne of perpetual flux and change where according to Leibniz, "life is
invested into a physical matter in so far as it is perpetually moving, metamorphosing, or
emi grating from onfe condition to another. o

Figure 2. Plan of Hagia Sophia, Constantinopldtjleand San Marco Basilica, Venice (right)

Let us imagine walking in Saint Mark's and listening to the echo of our steps propagating
and fading away in the distance between the basilica's galleries. As we walk forward, we
get the feeling that we are movingan endlessly extensive space. A sound's echo dilates
during the period of its reflections in a space already existing for the observer through
sight. As a consequence, observers find themselves between two contradictory realms: an
Aobj ect i veeotedrtoahe kemse ofsight and conditioned by perspective and an
Ai maginaryo realm created by echo and soun
perspective and sound reflection behave in ways as opposite as the spaces they generate
(note 1 and fjure 3). Perspective tends to compress differences at a distance on the line
of the horizon; on the other hand, sound reflection phenomena prolong geometrical space
in many directions, extending it beyond the horizon of the visiblae consequent
situaton that comes into being represents a phenomenological paradox. The doubling of
space, in fact, triggers a process of internal division: it is as if our cognitive apparatus has
to process contradictory data, albeit sensing their common brifimis, the ation of a

distinct acoustic, visual and physical space emerges. Acoustic space being that which
Marshall McLuhan described as "...boundless, directionless, horizonless...,” and upon
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which Edmund Carpenter elaborated: "[that] which has no favoured fdsua. dphere
without fixed boundaries, space made by the thing itself, not space containing the thing.
It is not pictorial space, boxead, but dynamic, always in flux, creating its own

di mensi on mo me fBut How camstilinther Yamedspace appsianulta
neously through two so different phenomena. How can a visual space exist together with
its acoustic equivalent when the former denies the latter's premises?

For instance, let us imagine getting closer to the pillar where the nave and aisles meet.
The field of vision, which it dominates broodingly the volume of the pillar, clashes with

the acoustic field: here, the echo coming from the dome and transepts suggests a depth
denied by the pillar's bulk. Distorted by the basilica's architecture, theasdethe heard

differ to such an extent that the observer is unable to recognize unambiguously the
phenomenon he perceives. It is as if acoustic space and visual space together create a
force field so intense that it causes a rupture, a void in the imags/s

As sound and light are simply vibrations, they depend entirely on space as medium
through which to travel and interact. An acoustic image is, therefore, characterized as the
completely absorbing experience of a space, because it is capable gflckto the
observers the interaction of a sound with all the space that contained it (note 2). With
every interaction, the architectural space transfers, to the incident wave, part of its
geometrical features, which the sound moves elsewhere, reflaft@omeflection, acting

as a sort of dynamic spatial memory.

Figure3.Gal | eri es overrunning the apses in San Marc
the first floor, looking northwards (right).

By virtue of this relationship, it becomes a&tethat the complexity of the architectural
space of San Marco and Hagia Sophia generates very particular acoustical fields. The
peculiarity of such a space rests in having a broad central body surrounded by an
interrupted system of overhead vaulted gadkeralternated with recesses and niches.
Sound comes from the choir through the nave, penetrates into the galleries and there ends
iIts movement, |l osing i1itself in endless ref
majestic tinge. What makes the erpace of these two architectures really unique,
however, is the fact that the visual field, as well, seems to articulate itself in connection
with the acoustical one. In fact, light, when penetrating through the galleries, sculpts a
deep plastic volume vith is enhanced by the echo and reverberation in the acoustical
domain. Therefore, the two experiences generate a single coherent and organic image of
the space perceived; but this image involves a very particular acoustic phenomenon, i.e.,
the echo.
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Theecho introduces the theme of the (acoustical) double which the reflection (of the light
on the mosaics) reaffirms in visual terms. Sigmund Freud was the first one to provide an
interesting analysis of the mysterious effects that 'reflection’ can prodscé&red
reasons, the shift from ‘familiar’ to 'strange’ is due to the perception of images/sounds and

the return of those in mind. This proximit:
which from the familiar is transformed into the strange, and sisange something that
provokes disquiet because of its abs-olute
Ali proposes that the space itself is deformed by this expefiefi@s Freud had hinted,
Aithe feeling of unc an migulanong@nisatien of spabeevheree t u r n
everything is reduced to inside and outsid

space of San Marco and Hagia Sophia would precisely meet this condition: a space of
normal binocular, three dimensional visiompdified by being deprived of depth.

This would lead to the conflation on the same experience of the seen and the heard, of the
visual and the aural space. In San Marco and Hagia Sophia the architecture allows us
neither to stop at the surface nor to g¢teate it, arresting the subject in a state of
permanent suspension, between the real and the unreal, between the human and the
divine. Here is what the historian Procopius wrote in the Sixth century about Hagia
Sophi a: Afand whene vtepray one andezstandaemmediatelly thatit h u r ¢
has not been fashioned by any human power or skill but by the influence of God. And so

the mind is lifted up to God and exalted, feeling that He cannot be far away but must love

to dwell in this place which He hatosen, and we know not whether we were in heaven

or on%earthbo

Figure 4. (left) Representation ofeflected standing waves originating an echo; (right)
Narcissus admiring his image mirrored on the watéichelangelo Merisi da Caravaggi
Narcisais1 6 0 8, Ro ma, Galleria do6éArte Antica

Light Symbolism

The golden surface of the mosaics, dematerialized by the echo and light reflections,
imparts a sense of elevation, loss of gravity, and almost ecstatic retardation. Universally,
a significant isomorphima unites ascent and light, and this is what prompted Bachelard to

write that Ait is the same operation of th
hei ¢t . Augustine and St Bernard stated: i a
prodigjus temple [é] no | iving creature inhabi
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they seem to be made from the golden rays
quotation highlights the colourless nature of the celestial light, so as many religions
affirm. The waking dreams are characterised by blurry and bright images and no

di stinction among the colours. Consequent |
trong feel nRlache] apudri tgsoribed such a
phenomeintahodty phenomenono and paradgmiofoned t
very pureo air as an example.. The purity
achelard shows that the blue sky, lacking in the iridescent play of colors, is
phenometntad it yp wd'neosoreaf visnab and aural nirvana assimilated

either to ether or very pure air.

18 g v i 1 R 1 V)

Figure 5. Gold mosaics in Hagia Sophia, covering the main nave and the galleries (left) and
San Marco (right)

Quoting Durand: i Tehaddedctothecamure togatity af thenWranian b
light, as synonymous with white This synonymy is even clearer in the Apocalypse, in
which the apostle John |links together HAhai
flaming eyes and shining feet, hiscfe fAshi ning | i ke the suno
swor d an d®The sard paricularky the rising sun, is thus the main hypostasis of
divine powers through the many overdeterminations of elevation such as light and gold.

In the mediaeval tradition, @ist is constantly compared to the sun, he is catleld

salutis, sol invictusor in a clear allusion to Joshis®,0 | occas d'nnflrercedc i e ns 0
by the solar archetype, the term AOriento
Persian and Christins turns towards the East to pray
spirit turns toward excellence. o It is ind

and it is there that the Psalmist situates the Ascension of Christ, and St Matthew the
retum of Christ. From the Christian mystical point of view, the East has the meaning of
origin and illumination. For this reason the Christian temple is oriented to the East
direction.
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Ascension and Gravity

Just as the schema of ascent in its symbolic developm opposed, point by point, to

the schema of the fall, so the symbols of darkness and earthly gravity are opposed to
those of solar and heavenly light. On the golden mosaics, the iridescence of the
reflections evokes archetypes of light and ascengnhanced by the echo inside the
church, which arrests the subject in a state of permanent suspension. Ecstatic rupture,
sense of elevation and feeling of suspension, they all are symbols featuring an ascetical
nuance, a sort of sublimation of the flesh ameéditation on purity. The imagery
connected to elevation, according to Durand, can also manifest itself as the conquest of a
dimension existing beyond tirtte a metaphysical space represented symbolically by the
uprightness of the ladder and of the saaremlintains. This remark introduces the last
theme we will mention in this research, i.e., time. A famous passage from John Ruskin

il lustrates i1its meaning: A[fin San Marco,
cupolas starred with gold and chequerechwitgl oomy f i gur es. [é] A
glances across the narrow room, dying as it falls from a window high in the wall, and the
first thing that it strikes, is [Duke And

alabaster, but worn and shattered] darkly stained with age, almost a ruin, in places the
slabs of marble have fallen away altogether, and the rugged brickwork is seen through the
rents, but all beautiful. The ravaging fissures fretting their way among the islands and
channeled zones ofdhalabaster, and the tirs&ins on its translucent masses darkened
into fields of rich golden brown, like the colour of seaweed when the sun strikes on it
trough th'® deep sea. o

In this passage, time elapsing does not suggest duration, but rather thekdsa of
retardation, almost like an estrangement from the speed of the becoming which is
masterfully represent e-doted wtill murneuring fréno theo f it
square] through t he gt %ahMalco and Hadi® Sophizcalf t h e
the sensation of a thick and penetrating f.
have defined it, thrusting in a parallelis
[ €] with no spring nor origin.o
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Figure 6. John Singer SargenBan Mar cods Pavement, 1898, Col |l ec
Steven J. Ross

iAnd here and there a ray or two from some far
and casts a narrow phosphoric stream upon the waves of marble that heave and fall in a
thousandcbour s al othg the flooro

What is challenged here is the actual i dea
matter and space, and enables man to cast a simultaneous look on the opposite sides of

t he ¢g19d0D ¢he oontrary, time, as described byskKn, is a substance which
precipitates and settles on objects like dust. Here, time becomes the shadow of the past
and its measure is represented by the degree of impenetrability it opposes to sight, to the
possibility of recognizing the phenomenon immaéely. Today, the visible experiences

of space and ti me, have instead become #Afu
a consequence we are witnessing a distinct reversal of the two dimerisians
temporalisation of space and a spatialisatiotimé&, causing us to live increasingly in a
perpetual present, fl2ttened by speed and



