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Stairways of the Mind

Juhani Pallasmaa, Helsinki, Finland

Pallasmaa J. Stairways of the Mind. Int Forum Psychoanal 2000;9:7-18. Stockholm. ISSN 0803—
706X.

Our materialist culture has turned buildings into objects of utility devoid of any mytho-poetic
content. However, in addition to providing physical shelter, buildings should also house our souls,
memories and dreams. Like all art, architecture expresses the human existential condition, and our
lived space and mind define each other reciprocally. Architecture addresses the body and is
experienced multi-sensorily. Fundamental architectural experiences are encounters that appear as
verbs rather than nouns. One of the most potent images of architecture is the stair, which possesses
a wealth of metaphoric and symbolic connotations. The stair is the symbolic spine of the house,
whereas ascending a stair in dream-imagery signifies copulation. The qualitative differences of
ascending and descending derive from the images of Heaven and Hell. Stairs appear frequently in
literature, cinema and painting due to their extraordinary image power. The staircase is
simultaneously a stage and an auditorium. It is also a vertical configuration of the labyrinth with
consequent associations of vertigo, and getting lost. Our human reality has become threateningly
concrete and one-dimensional as the environment has lost its symbolic dimension. One of the most
demanding tasks of architects today is to re-mythologize and re-poetisize the built environment. Is

it feasible that stairs would again come to express the existence of Heaven and Hell?
Key word: architecture, stairs, senses, symbols, space, myths
Juhani Pallasmaa, Architect, Tehtaankatu 13 B 28, FIN-00140 Helsinki, Finland

Architecture as an Existential Metaphor Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological analyses of
the human encounter with the ‘flesh’ of the world
Our obsessively materialist and quasi-rational ageovide a stimulating basis for an understanding of
has turned buildings into purely instrumentahe mental essence and functioning of works of art
constructions, ‘machines for living’, (1) servingand architecture. He expresses the existential
merely the practicalities of life. The aspiration ta@ontents of art convincingly: “How would the
expand the qualities of architecture into the realpainter or poet express anything other than his
of aesthetics only seems to emphasize the undencounter with the world?” (3:82) How could an
standing of buildings as visually beautified objectarchitect do otherwise, we might ask with equal
of utility. We have almost forgotten that the task ojustification. Like painting and poetry, architecture
our houses is not only to provide physical sheltés engaged in articulating and expressing the
and bodily comfort. A house does not solelyiuman existential experience. The art of architec-
constitute our ‘third skin’, an externalization ofture creates spatial and material metaphors of our
our bodily functions, it is also an externalization ofundamental existential encounters. The fact that
our imagination, memory and conceptual capadeday’s constructed settings most often do not seem
ties. The French philosopher Gaston Bachelars have a meaning speaks clearly of our disturbed
whose phenomenological writings on the poeticeense of being-in-the-world. An architectural
of space have decisively inspired studies of thmetaphor is a highly abstracted and condensed
mytho-poetic basis of architecture, gives a monensemble that fuses the multitude of human
mental task to our houses: “Our house is our cornexperiences into a singular image. The most potent
of the world... itis our first universe, a real cosmof these images continue to structure the course of
in every sense of the word.. It is an instrument civilization, and to make history conceivable. Even
with which to confront the cosmos” (2:4, 46).  today’s necrophilic architectural images are ex-
Buildings and towns are devices, which structungicit metaphors, but of an alarming nature.
and articulate our existential experience. Maurice Karsten Harries, professor of philosophy at Yale
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University, reiterating Bachelard’sview of the
mentalrole of architecturewrites:

Architecturehelpsto replacemeaninglesseality with a
theatrically, or rather architecturally,transformedre-
ality, whichdrawsusin and,aswe surrendetoit, grants
usanillusion of meaning... we cannotlive with chaos.
Chaosmustbe transformednto cosmos.... Whenwe
reduceghehumanneedfor shelterto amaterialneedwe
lose sight of what we can call the ethical function of
architecture(4:47,51)

A building is not an end in itself. It alters our
experienceof reality; a building frames, articu-
lates, structures, relates, separatesand unites,
facilitatesandprohibits Deeparchitectiralimages
areactsinsteadof objects As aconsequencef this
implied action,a bodily reactionis aninseparale
aspectof the experienceof architectre. A mean
ingful architecural experierce is not simply a
seriesof retinal images.The ‘elements’ of archi-
tecture are not visual units or gestalt they are
confrontations.A building is encounteed; it is
approached,confronted, related to one’s body,
moved about, utilized as a condition for other
things,etc. Architecturedirects,scalesandframes
actions,perceptionsandthoughts.

Consequetly, the basic architectural experi-
encesseemto havea verb form ratherthanbeing
nouns Authertic architectural experiercesconsist,
for instane, of appoaching or confronting a
building ratherthanthe formal appehensionof a
facade;of the act of entering,not the appreciation
of thevisualimageof thedoor;of lookingin or out
of a window, ratherthanthe window itself.

Buildings relate us to the world in paticular
ways, and they redefine our being-in-theworld,
both in terms of spaceand time. Architecture
makesthe continuumof spa@ andtheflow of time
conceivabé to the humanmind.

The Houseand the Body

The authenticity of architecural experienceis
foundedin the tectoniclanguageof building and
the compehensibilityof the act of constructon to
the sensesWe behold,touch, listen and measure
theworld with our entirebodily existenceandthe
experiential world is organized and articulated
aroundthe centreof the body. Our domicile is the
refugeof thebody,memowy andidentity. We arein
constantdialogueand interactionwith the envir-
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onmentto the degredhatit isimpaossibleto detach
theimageof the Selffrom its spatialandsituatioral
context.“l amthe spacewherel am,” asthe poet
Nod Arnaudstates(2:137)

Thereis a vivid unconsabus resorance,corre-
spondencend identificaion betweenour images
of the houseand of our own body, with its sense
organsandmetabdism. Thehousds ametapho of
the body,andthe bodyis a metaghor of the house.

Place and event space and mind, are not
external to each other. Mutually defining each
other,they fuse inevitably into a singularexperi-
ence.Themindis in theworld andtheworld exists
through experierwe. Experiencinga spaceor a
houseis a dialogue a kind of exchamge.— | place
myself in the spaceand the spacesettesin me.
Writers and artists,born pheromenologistsintui-
tively comprehendhis fusion. “Today more than
everl feelthatcell no.461.. hasremainel inside
me, becomng the seaet of my soul. Today more
thaneverl feel like a bird thathasswallowedhis
cage.| take my cell with me, inside me, as a
pregnantwoman carriesher babyin her womb,”
writes Curzio Malaparteof the harshmemory of
his prison experience (5). Rainer Maria Rilke
internalizes the memory of a houseof childhood
in a surprisinglysimilar fashion:

Afterwardsl neveragainsawthatremarkableéhouse...
it is no completebuilding: it is all brokenupinsideme;
herearoom,therea room,andherea pieceof hallway
thatdoesnot connecthesetwo roomsbutis preserved,
asa fragment,by itself. In this way it is all dispersed
within me — the rooms, the stairwaysthat descended
with suchceremoniougleliberation,and other narrow,
spiral stairsin the obscurity of which one moved as
blooddoesin theveins... all thatis still in me andwill
neverceasdo bein me.lt is asthoughthe pictureof this
househadfalleninto mefrom aninfinite heightandhad
shatteredagainstmy very ground(6:30-31).

Various parts of the househave their resonance
with thehumanbody.Windowsarethefragile eyes
of the house,observingthe world and inspecting
visitors. The eyesof the housepre-selecandpre-
view thelandscapédor the humaneyes.The world
seenthrough a window is a tamed and domes-
ticated world. A view through a window has
alreadybeengivena spedfic meaning A thunder
storm or a srowstormlosesits fearfulnesswhen
viewedthroughthe window of a house.The house
providesprotectionfor the dreamer but windows
enable him/her to dream. The polarized and
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darkenedwindowpans of contempeoary houses,
however areeyesblindedby somehorribleillness;
theseare malicious eyesthat secretlycontrol the
inhabitantsthemséves.

The front door resists my body by its very
weight,it ritualizesentry,andmakes meantidpate
theroomsbehindit. Openinga dooris anintimate
encounterbetwee the houseand the body; my
body meds the massand surfaceof the door, and
the door handle,polishedto a sheenby countless
generationsgives a welcoming handshakeThe
automatedglass doors of today make the entry
physically convenient,but strip the act of any
existential meaning. Excessie convenienceand
functionalizationdilute mearnng. A proper door
simultaneouslyprotects and invites, it mediates
gesturesof secrecyand welcome, courtesy and
dignity. “How concreteeverythingbecomesn the
world of thespirit whenanobject,ameredoor,can
give images of hesitation, temptation, desire,
security,welcomeandrespet,” writes Bachelard
perceptively(2:224).

The Physiognomyof the Staircase

In one of his lectures,(7:99) Alvar Aalto recalls
that one of the worst punishmentsin Dante’s
Infernowasa stairthathadthewrongproportions.
The properdimensionng of the stair hasbeenthe

concerrof architecturatheoristssinceVitruvius of

Romantimes and the RenaissancéheoristsLeon

BattistaAlberti and AndreaPaladio. The rule of

thumbin today’s architecturalpracticeis simple
enoughfor any architectto follow: 2 x the height
of the riser+ the width of the tread=63cm. Yet,

thispracticalrule only guaranteea certainaverage
physicalcomfort. A dull stairmakes the bodyfeel

heavyandclumsy,whereasdelightful stairmakes

oneglide up or down graciouslyand effortlessly.
This qualitativedifference is justasmucha result
of architectiral ambienceasof metric differences

Architecture relativizes physical measuwes and
scales.

Thefundanentalimageryof stairshasremained
practically unchangedsince prehistoic times.
Although its dimensionng is severelyrestricted,
thearchitectiral stairensemblesf historyprojecta
surprising variety. Just think of the range of

Stairwaysof theMind 9

Alvar Aalto. The imagery of steppé streetsis
equaly varied,from the Mediterranearvernacuér
towns to the Lipetta and SpanishSteps,and the
stairmays of Santa Maria in Aracoeli and the
Capibline Hill in Rome.A steppedstreetgivesa
feeling of safety; our body knows that theseare
strees solely for pedestriansThe mentd signfi-
canceandsymbolicconnotationsf stairsaredeeply
rootal. “The stair@aseis the symbolicspne of the
house,"writesthe British-Americanfilm critic and
semiotst PeterWollen (8:15).Stairshavethesame
significancetotheverticalorganizationof thehouse
asthespineto the structureof thebody.Do we not
experiace today’s office blocks, in which the
stair@asesreconceale@ndusedonly for emergen-
cies,asunreabnddreamlikeasif theyweredevoidof
the properphysiognony of a house?Are notthese
buildingswithouttheirproperspinesTherearealso
buildings with externalizedspnes, for instance
Alvar Aalto’s Baker Housedormitory in Boston
(1947-48)andthePompida Centrein PariSRenzo
PianoandRichardRogers,1970).

According to Gaston Bachelard,the ‘oneiric
house’ of the mind (2:33-37) has three or four
storeys; the middle onesare usedfor the normd
actvities of daily life, the attic is reservedor the
purposeof storing pleasantmemories which we
occasiomlly wish to revisit, whereasthe cellar is
meant for hiding unpleasantand frightening
memoies that we wish to bury forever. The stair
medides between the different metaphygical
realmsof the houseof our dreams.

The Staircase— Deviceand Symbol

In additionto the door, the stairis that elementof

architecturewhich is encounteed mostconcretely
anddirectly by thebody.As we ascendr desend
a stair, our stepmeasurests dimensionsand the
handcaresseshe smaoth surfaceof the banistes.

To be precise, a stair is not an ‘architectural
element’, butratheroneof the primaryarchitecur-

al images. Works of art in general are not

composd of visual ‘elements’, they constitue

lived imagesandfantasiesinderlying ourrecollec-

tions, and the partsalwaysacqure their meaning
throughthe whole, not vice versa.

staircase$rom medievalcastlesandRenaissance  The staircaseas the mostimportantorganof the

andbarayuepalacesto thedesignf contanporary
masterdike MiesvanderRohe Arne Jacobseand

house Without this inventionour housesvould be
withoutfloors cellarsandattics.We would remain
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asJoeBousgiet’'smenwith only onestorey— “He
wasamanwith only onestorey;hehadhiscellarin
his attic” (2:26). As our modern houseshavelost
their attics and their cellars, they have also lost
their memory; mostof our houseshaveforgotten
the mytho-poeticground of architectiral experi-
ence. The esalator and the elevator of the
mechanial age maximize physical comfort, but
these tecical inventions eliminate a central
metaphoricingredientof the house.One of the
tasksof architectire is to reinforceand articulate
the verticality of the human experiere of the
world, but the inhabitedtowersof our age,served
by medanizedstairs, have degenerai@ back to
merehorizontalty. A modern tower is a stackof
platescreatinga senseof abstractedorizontality,
alienatedrom gravity andearth.Today’splanning
regulationswhich aim athelpingthe handicajped,
tendto eliminatestepsof thetownscapendpublic
buildingsaltogetherandthusdeprivearchitectire
of oneof its mostpoweaful expressivaneansWe
areall becominghandicgped.GustaveFlauert’s
exclamation,“Architects, all idiots; they always
forgetto putstairsin the houses’(9:244),assumes
a new significancehere. In contrastto today’s
stairlesstowers Pigter Brueghelthe Elder’s The
Tower of Babel (1563)is a man-mademountain,
hollowed out into countless chambersgconnected
by a labyrinth of stairs.

An intriguing specal caseof the stairlesshouse
is a multi-storey housewith a vanishingstaircase.
In Pierre Chareau’sMaison de Verre in Paris
(1931) the stair from the dayroom (petit salon)
leadingto the masteredroomabovefolds against
the ceiling and turns invisible by means of a
complicatedpivoting and balancingmechanism.
Arne Korsmo deviced a similar vanishing stair
betweertheliving roomandbedroomsnthefloor
abovein his houseon Planetveienin Oslo (1953
55). Theimageof a vanishingstairevokesa sense
of secrecyand hiding but also an air of amnesia
andanartificially extractedbrgan.Themechanistic
gadgetsof the Maisonde Verre arerelatedto the
gynaecologisbwner'smedicaldevicesandinstru-
ments, and they also evoke the image of a
bachelor-mahine.

Stairsareresponsibldor the vertical circulation
of the housein the sameway asthe heartkeeps
pumpingblood up anddownthebody. Theregular
rhythm of the stairsechoeghe beatingof the heart
and the rhythm of breathing. Ascendinga stair

Int Forum Psychoanal 9, 2000

makesour heartbeatand breathingfaster. Steep
stairsaddresshe heart,whereagyentlestairsecho
the rhythm of our lungs.

Accordingto SigmundFreudtheregularrhythm
of stairsalsoaddressesur dreamimagerythrough
its essenceas a sexual metaghor. The fact that
certainwords relatedwith climbing stairs, like to
mountandto treadalso signify copulatio, lends
supportto Freuds analsis of dreamsymbolism.
Freudcommentedn the sexualcontentof dreams
of stairsalreadyat theturn of the century(seel0).
His later formulation of theseobservationsnakes
the sexualsymbolismof ascendingstairsexplicit:

We ... beganto turn our attentionto the appearancef
stepsstaircaseandladdersn dreamsandweresoonin
apositionto showthatstaircasegandanalogoushings)
were unquestionablysymbolsof copulation.It is not
hardto discoverthe basisof the comparisonwe come
to thetopin a seriesof rhythmicalmovementsandwith
increasingbreathlessnesand then, with a few rapid
leaps, we can get to the bottom again. Thus the
rhythmical patternof copulationis reproducedn going
upstairs.(11:355)

A phenomenologial survey of architectre does
not, however,seemto sugort this sexualcontent
of the stair imagery. Rene Allendy suggests
anothergenderreading of the two directions of
the staircase:*Man climbs the stairs (activity),
woman comes down them (passivity)” (12).
Marcel Duchamp’s seminal painting Nude Des-
cendinga Starcase (1912) and Rita Hayworth’s
seducingdescentof a staircasein Gilda (1946)
lend support to All endy’sobservation.

Bachelarchotesthatthe dreamof thestaircases
closely related with the dreams of flight and
falling. On the other hand, theseare two of the
basiconeiricimages:Of all metaphorsmetaphaos
of flight, elevation,depth,sinking andfall arethe
axiomatic metaphors par excellence. Nothing
explainsthem, and they explain everything”, he
writes. (13:10).

Thefearof falling in dreamsdoesnotarisefrom
theterrorof hitting theground butfrom thefearof
not hitting firm ground at all. Significantly,
Lucifer, castout of heavenin Milton’s Paradise
Lostfalls for nine days.

Symbolic Stairs

The purely metaploric, symbolic or conceptal
purpose®f astaircanevenbemoreimportantthan
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Fig. 1. Pyramidof the Magician,Uxmal. Templer,John.The Staircase CambridgeMass.,London, The
MIT Press1994.

its practical function. Throudhout the ages,the
stair has representedcosmological ideas and
spiritual aspirationspowe andauthority, prestige
and status,hierarchyand classification Stepsand
stairs conventionally symbolize the ascentto a
higherspiritual plane,closerto Heaven Climbing
stepsreflects an archetypal psychic longing to
approachthe heavety sptere of the cosmos.The
templesof ancientculturesare often terracedto
createan image of gigantic stairs,asfor instance
theziggurat of Mesopotania, Stoupof southAsian
Buddhism, and the pyramids of ancient Mexico
(Fig. 1). Thetemplesof ancientGreecewerebuilt
on a terraced formation to create a sense of
elevation. This idea of an elevated terrace, ap-
proachedby a greatflight of steps,reappeagd in
contemporaryarchitectire through the work of
Jgrn Utzon, most notably in his Sydney Opeaa
House. Also Alvar Aalto frequently used the
symbolic effect of an artificially elevatedground
level, a man-madehill-town, for instane, in his
town halls at Sayn&saloand Seingoki.

In the symbolism of Freemasonrythe steps

ages of man, and the seven cardinal virtues,
believed to lead to self-knowledge masteryand
improvement. Seven steps also lead up to the
philosopher’sstoneaccordingto alchemicalalle-
gory. (14:326)

As architecs, we tend to think that stairs are
symmetricalin relation to ascendinganddescend-
ing. In the prosaic acts of daily life the two
directionsmay well appearequal But alreadythe
specializedmentalfunctionsof the extremefloors
of the oneiric houserevea the naturalsymbolism
of aboveandbelow. Rising stairsendin Heaven,
whereasdescendingtairseventuallyleaddownto
the Underwofd. A characterisc image of the
meaning of ascensionis the theme of The
Presenation of the Virgin, a popular subject in
Renassance religious paintings. The ultimate
configumation of the as@nding stair is expressed
in Jacob’sdream:

And he dreamed,and behold a ladder set up on the
earth,andthetop of it reachedo heavenandbeholdthe
angelsof God ascendingand descendingon it. And,
behold,the Lord stoodaboveit, andsaid,l amtheLord

depictedin allegoricaltapestriesrepresentdegrees goq of Abraham thy father, and the God of Isaac

of initiation. Threestepscomrespondo moderation,
justice,andbenevolenceSeverstepsepresenthe
sevenliberal artsof the medievalworld, the seven

(Genesi8:12-13).

Anothe imageof stairsextendingto Heaven is the
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Fig. 2. A vertical labyrinth. GiovanniBattistaPiranesiInvenzionicapric. di Carceri (imaginaryprison
scenes)1761.(Barrier, Janine Pirangse Paris:Bibliothéguede'lmage, 1995)

Ladderof Judgemat, wherethesous climbingthe
ladderare draggedoff by devils andfall into the
mouthof Hell.

Stairs as Vertical Labyrinths
Thehorizontal,verticalanddiagonaldirectionsare

interconnectd in the designof a staircaseandthis
formal compleity turns it into an architectral
miniature, a microcosm and an abstractedand
condensedousewithin a house.The imageof a
staircaseesembleshatof thelabyrinth;astaircase
is a vertical labyrinth. A staircasecanmediatethe
experienceof gettinglost, losing one’s balarce or
even one’s mind. The endlessly crisscrossing



Downloaded by [National Sun Y at-Sen University] at 15:04 29 December 2014

Int Forum Psychoanal 9, 2000

Fig. 3. An endlessstair of vertigo. M. C. Escher, Relativity,
lithograph,1953.(Ernst,Bruno, TheMagic Mirror of M. C. Escher.
New York: BallantineBooks,1976)

stairs in the prison scenesof Giovanni Battista
Piranesi’s Carceri drawings (c. 1745) (Fig. 2)
createa spatiallabyrinthwhich permitsno exit; the

hauntedprisonersare doomedforever to ascend

and descendthis endlessmaze.M. C. Eschers
drawingsof ‘impossible’ staircaseghat simulta-
neously lead upwardsand downwards,creding
endlesdoops, arefurtherexanplesof labyrinthine

stairs(Fig. 3). Theimpossibilty of actual descent
or ascensiorcreatesanexperiencef hopelessness

and suffocation. Ascending the confined and

claustrophobicflight of stepsinto the Pharaoh’s

burial chambey half way up the greatpyramid of

Gize,actuwally turnsinto a paradoxicadesceninto

Hades.Interestinglyenough,Bachelardinterprets
the imaginaion of the fall asan inverted ascent

(13:15).

Thelibrary labyrinthin JorgelLuis Borges’short
story The Library of Babyon credes a similar
dizzying densityof spacesanarchitectral mistas
it were,without a beginning direction,or end:

Also throughherepasses spiral stairway,which sinks
abysmallyand soarsupwardsto remotedistances...

they always arrive extremelytired of their journeys;
they speakof a broken stairway which almostkilled

them;theytalk with the librarian of galleriesandstairs
(15:78,82).

Stairwaysof theMind 13

Cinematic Stairs

Starcasesand stairwaysplay a paticularly im-
portent role in cinematic dramaturgy Stairsform
simultaneously a stage and an auditorium. The
stair@asesf cinemarevealtheirinnateasymmeéry.
Climbing stairsimpliesexiting the socialstageand
withdrawal into privacy, but it can also signal
movement into a prohibited realm, a way to
disclosethe secretor thefinal journey to purifica-
tion, judgementor amnesty.
Descendingstairwaytothemainfloorin filmsis
usually relatedto entry into the public sphereand
selfpresentation.Curving stairs are particularly
popularin cinemabecausethey can presentthe
dese@ntof theprotagonistfirstasadistantsideview
andfinally asa closefrontal view. Desceding a
stairasantoacellarsignifiesgheentryintotherealm
of fear andmenace Stairsin films are mostoften
phoographedipwarddrombelow,soanas@nding
person is consequetly sea from behind and a
desendingcharacterfrom the front. Stairsphoto-
graphed from above express vertigo, falling or
panicstrickenflight. This preferace for showing
stairasesfrom below has its naturl technica
reasons— a stairway photogrghed from above
seans to escapethe picture — but this very fact
revealsthe psychologial differencebetweenthe
asendinganddescendingnovementsTheOdessa
Stepssequence SergeEisenstein’§ heBattleship
Potenkin, the spiralling stairsof anguishin Fritz
Lang’sM for Murder andthestairwellleadingtothe
bell loft in Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (Fig. 4) are
memorbleexamplef the cinematt dramaticsof
stairs. Why are the stairs in Hitchcock’s films
invariablyto theright of the entrancedoorasseen
by the enteringperson?ls it becausehe staircase
standdor theheartof thehouseandconsequtly its
properlocationis to theleft from thecentralaxis?

Stairs of Hierarchy and Classification

Stepsandstairscreatea metapho or instrumentof
hierarchicalclassificaion. In Liber de Ascensiet
Desceasulntellectus the medievalChristianmys-
tic RamonLull depidstheactof creationasa stair
of ascentand descent.Each step representsone
stagein the creation,rangingfrom the inanimate
rock at the bottom to the flora, wild animals,
humans, firmament, anges$, and finally, God and
the Houseof Wisdomat the top (16:7).
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Fig. 4. A stair of terror. Alfred Hitchcock, Vertigo (1958). The
verticallabyrinthinestairleadingto the bell loft. (HumpriesPatrick,
TheFilms of Alfred Hitchcock London: Bison Books,1987)

Interestinglyenoudn, the sameimageryappears
in thecosmologyof the Dogonin Mali.* Thekeyto
the World Order of this legendary tribe is the
mythologicd ark, ‘The Granaryof the Master of
Pure Earth’, by meansof which the first man, a
smith, descendedrom Heavento earth. Each of
the four sidesof the heavenlygranaryis equipped
with astairof tensteps As theark desendedn 22
stageslongasevenfoldspiral (notetheemeagence
of mathematichwisdom:22/7 is anapproximaton
of Pi), various animal specieswere placedon the
steps;the northen stepscontainedhumansand
fish, the southern steps domestic animals, the
easternsteps birds, and the western steps wild
animals, vegetablesand insects. The individual
speciesvereplacedon thetensteps.For instance,
the westernstepscontaned, from the top down-
wards, antelopeshyenas,cats (2 steps),reptiles

1 Theastonishingdogoncosmogonyis impressivelydocumentedn
Marcel Griaule.Conversatios with Ogotemmeli- An Introduction
to DogonReligiousldeas(17)
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and lizards, apes,gazellesmarmots,the lion and
theelephantThusthestepsof theark constituteca
primitive classifiation systemof flora andfauna.
Winnersof sportsevens today continueto be
awardedon a similar stair of classifiation.

The Narrative of Stairs

Greatworksof architecture,asall art, aresaturated
with images and inducementsthat direct our
attentionaway from them as physical objectsto
themetaphysicatlimensionof humanexperience.
A great stairway transcendsts physicality and
functionalty and turnsinto a microcosnic com-
plex of images suggestingan epic narrative.

Oneof the mostdeeplytouchingstairwaysn the
history of architectire is surely Michelangéo’s
stairhallin the Biblioteca Laurentana, nextto the
Churchof St. Lorenzoin Florene (Fig. 5). The
gray stonestaircasedetachedrom the walls of its
cubic spatial container,awakensthe image of a
dark streamsolemnlyflowing downfrom thelevel
of the library itself. One can almost hear the
rippling of the solitary stream.This is a liquid
stairway.The oddly placedconsolesof the lower
partof thewalls andthe columnsall butdevoured
by thewalls,crede anexperiencef thepressuref
beingunderwaterThe streamturnsinto anunder-
water stream.Michelangelo’s stairhal spe&s of
another dimension of time; it speaksof the
metaphysicof time. This stairhall expresseshe
samemelancholy,the sarow of loss, as Miche-
langelo’smoving pietas.

CasaMalaparteis the metaphysicahouseof the
Italian writer Curzio Malaparte,overhangig the
sheercliffs in PuntaMassullaon the Isle of Capri,
made known outsidethe architectiral professon
by Jean-LucGodard’sfilm Le Mepris (1963) A
straightflight of everwidening stepsleadsto the
roof terracehoveringover the Mediterraneanhalf
way betweenthe earthand the sky (Fig. 6). The
absenceof any kind of balustrade or handrails
createsa feeling of fear andvertigo. The stairway
is simultareously part of the cliff and part of the
house,but it belongsto the sky. It induces an
experienceof breathtakingbeauty, flight, levita-
tion, and the suffocatingfear of falling. It makes
one think of the tragic myth of Icarus, and the
journeysof Ulyssesacrossthe seabelow. But it
alsomakesonerecdl the maidenssacrificedto the
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Fig. 5. Stairsof Melancholy.Michelangelo,The Staircaseof the LaurentianLibrary, Florence, 1524-57 (Heusinger Lutz, Michelangelo
Florence:Scala,1989)

SunGodat thetop of the endlessflight of stepsof and towns@pesof our time lack a spiritual and
anAztecpyramid.Thisis unavoidaby the stageof emotiond content. The senseof emptinessdis-
Divine Judgemat. tane and rejection derivesfrom the inability of
modern setthgsto resonatewith the unconscious
contents of the humanmind. The architectre of
The Re-Enchantmentof Architecture modern times has normalized human emotions,
and consequentlyis unable to reflect their ex-
It is acommonexperiecetodaythatthe buildings tremesjike ecdasyandmelarcholy. A work of art
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Fig. 6. A stair of judgementCurzio Malaparte AdalbertoLibera, CasaMalaparte Capri 1938—40.(PhotoMarkku Komonen)

and architecturecan touch our soul only if it (4:47),asKarsen Harriesacknowledes.The art
touches something familiar in our collective of architecture elaborates existential themes,
memory. Technical ingenuity, novelty, formal which echo the primordid depths of human
inventiveness,or mere aspiration for aesthetic experience “Architectural forms are a language
pleasurecannotmoveus.“Meaning cannotfinally confinedto the joining of a few ideographsof
be madeor invented;it can only be discovered, immenseramificaton” (18), writes the British art
wheresuchdiscoverywill alsobeaself-discovey” essayistAdrian Stokes who viewed works of
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architecture and art through a psychoanalytic
understanding.

As the human existentid experierce keeps
drifting towardsplacelessnessnsignificanceand
the absencef hierarchy,oneof the mostdemand-
ing tasksof architectireis to resistthis erosionof
mental value and experience At the turn of the
millennium the greatchallengefor us architectss
the re-sensualizationte-mythobgization and re-
poetizationof the humandomicile. The task of
architectureis to resist the processef mentad
entropy.

Oneof the symptomsof alienationin the modernageis
the widespreadsenseof meaninglessness. Modern
man’s mosturgentneedis to discoverthe reality and
value of the inner subjectiveworld, to discoverthe
symboliclife ... The symboliclife in someform is a
prerequisitefor psychichealth’,

writes the psychologist E. F. Edinger, and this
advice oughtto be taken seriouslyby the archi-
tecturalprofesson (19:107,109,117).

Is it conceivablethat once again stairs could
reawakerour awarenessf HeavenandHell?
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Summariesin German and Spanish
Pallasmaal. StufendesGeistes

Unserematerialistisch&ivilisation hatBautenzu Gebrauchs-
gegenstaden ohne jeden sinnlichen Inhalt gemacht. Sie
solltenaberunsereSeelen,Traume und Erfahrungerbehau-
sen. Auch Architektur bringt die Conditio humanazum
Ausdruck. Belebter Raum und gelebter Geist entsprechen
einanderArchitekturerfahrungantsichleichterals Gescheh-
nis beschreibemennals GegebenheitEinesder wichtigsten
Elementeist dabeidie Treppemit ihren metaphorischennd
symbolischen Bedeutungen. Sie erscheint auch in der
Literatur, im Film und in der Malerei. Vielleicht kommt es
einmalwiedersoweit, dal3 Treppenwiederdie Existenzvon
Himmel und Holle zum Ausdruckbringen.
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Pallasmaal. Escaleragle la mente

Nuestra cultura materialistaa convertido los edificios en
objetos de utilidad desprovistosde cualquier contenido
mitopodico. Sin embargoadenia de proveerrefugio fisico,
los edificiospuederdar cabidaa nuestrasalmas,memoriasy
suéios. Comotodo artela arquitecturagxpresda condician
existencial humana, nuestro espacio vivido y la mente,
definiendocadauno recprocamentelLa arquitecturaaborda
el cuerpoy es una experienciamultisensorial.Las experi-
encias arquitecfmicas fundamentalesson encuentrosque
aparecermas como verbosque como nombres.Una de las
imagenes mas poderosadentro de la arquitecturaes la
escalerala cual planteauna abundanciade connotaciones
metafagicasy simbdicas.La escalerasla columnavertebral
simbdica de la casa,mientrasque el ascensoy descenso
derivade las imagenesdel cielo y el infierno. Las escaleras
aparecenfrecuentementeen la literatura, cine y pintura
debido al poder de imagen extraordinario. La escalera
representdaambien la configuracio vertical de un laberinto
con las consecuentessociacionesde vértigo y de poder
perderse.Nuestra realidad humana ha empezadoa ser
amenazantement®ncretay dimensional comoel ambiente
ha perdido su dimensim simbdica. Una de las tareasmas
encomendadaslos arquitectoshoy endia esremitologizary
repoetizarl ambientedela construccio. ;Esposiblequelas
escaleragpudieranexpresaruna vez mas la existenciadel
cieloy el infierno?



