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AESTHETICS AND PERCEPTION OF
MOBILE REALITY:
ARCHITECTURAL PROSPECTIVE

ABSTRACT

This article discusses a possibility that the notion of mobile
reality, as theorised by a few important philosophers at
the beginning of the twentieth century, and contemporary
architectural ideas, could be complementary according to
dynamic characteristics of aesthetic perception and experience.
This, at first glance odd statement, could be justified by the
relative similarity that philosophical and architectural ideas
at the beginning of the twentieth and the twenty-first century
expose through fundamental characteristics of their appearance.
As amatter of fact, dynamic aesthetic sensations are the essential
values of avant-garde understanding of architectural and urban
design, and the notion of mobile reality is one of its fundaments.
These ideas could be applied on diverse design approaches and
dynamic aesthetic sensations of contemporary architecture.

Vladimir Mako
University of Belgrade - Faculty of Architecture KEY WORDS
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As the second decade of this century gets closer to its end, the issues in
architectural theory and practice seem to multiply in a more diverse way. The
appearance of new approaches to the essential aspects of designing and building
our living environment continuously restarts the effort in focusing on permanent
aspects of architecture. The only permanent sense appears to be the continuous
dynamism of change. Consequently, a critique appears regarding aesthetics
as increasingly powerless discipline, unable to manage the issue of constant
reevaluation of contemporary challenges in architectural and urban design. It
seems that aesthetic theories regarding the art of building through an exclusive
evaluation of solid form are possible saturated with displaced theoretical
discussions able to manage only the issues on the margins of contemporary
architecture embracing diverse aspects of dynamic perception. Designing is not
only about producing a tension between framed values and temporal qualities,
but also about establishing essentially different realities of aesthetic perception
and experience.

As this condition undoubtedly relies on the process of development of new
concepts in architecture and aesthetics at the beginning of the twentieth century,
we will reflect on a few philosophical concepts of that time, trying not to discuss
them in detail, but possibly to find inspiration useful for our further debate.

The expression used in the title of this paper, 'mobile reality’, is borrowed
mainly from Bergson’s ideas regarding the essential relationship between
human inner self and external sensations. In a way, it determinates the crucial
understanding of what dynamism in its basic appearance can be.

In his Introduction to Metaphysics, Bergson defines reality as mobility if external
to our inside.! This notion is from a particular interest for our discussion, while
mobile reality means a constant change of directions in idealising our own
understanding of what that reality really means. By this point, mobile reality
is linked to our state of mind, to someone’s view of reality. If an absolute
movement can be conducted by intuition, as Bergson emphasises, using the effort
of imagination, we can understand that constant change of social and cultural
conditions, depend on a number of coordinated personal understandings what
reality could be, and how these fragments can be united into a transformable
power of development. In this context we can think of reality as a dynamic
sense of life, transformable in a fluid and mobile process.

In this context, the sense of transformable reality refers to complexity in the
process of constant development of social and cultural issues, creativity and
aesthetic viewpoints. It indicates the need for everyday efforts within a society
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for keeping this process ongoing. By this, everyday life improving political,
economical, cultural, and social aspects, forms a powerful potential for breaking
already achieved and established standards in these fields. Moreover, even
condition of aesthetic perception and evaluation has been thought as depending
on the everyday life dynamism, correlating to all other social aspects involved in
the process. In his first lecture on aesthetic, Bosanquet emphasises that aesthetic
“is to consider where in life the aesthetic attitude is to be found, and what is its
peculiar form of value, as distinguished from other attitudes and objects in our
experience. It is not to prescribe rules for the production of beauty, or for the
criticism of artist’s work.” In that sense, as aesthetic recognizes and analyses
“forms of reality and their values”, aesthetic sensibility can be thought as a
product of life’s reality developed in a particular moment and by that changeable.

The analysed process is essentially related to our integrated memory as the
power which “keeps the mind of one man single.” It is an important form
of social communication, which also enables development of our capacity
for aesthetic perception. Without memory we wouldn’t be able to manage
the nature of fluid or mobile reality (call it as you wish), or to initiate and
maintain continuous transformations as essential power of social and cultural
development of the human society. Moreover, memory is fundamental for
our ability to experience fragments of reality we aesthetically perceive and
communicate as endless source of creativity. Even if the perceived object is
immobile, the process of aesthetic perception and evaluation increases the
capacity of memory, changing the quality of the next new vision, in comparison
to the previous vision of the same object.* In this sense, aesthetic perception can
be thought as a process of creation of perceiver’s own sensible and imaginative
world. The process of experiencing fragmented reality of space through time
enriches one’s memory, activating apparatus for the continuous process of
personal, individual aesthetic growth.

However, at this point of our debate one can ask a simple question: how the
issues we discussed are reflecting on the aesthetic perception and experience
in architecture? To give a potential answer it seems to be more than helpful
to analyse architectural examples, through which a further understanding and
clarification of debated issues can be reached. For this purpose, the analysis of
perception and experience of two buildings will be sufficient. The first of them
is the Sidney Opera House, completed in 1970, and the second one the Olympic
Stadium in Beijing, from 2008.

It seems that there are mainly two slightly different processes regarding aesthetic
perception of Utzon’s building. The first one can be named as the process of
uncovering the character of the form and structure of the building, and the other
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as searching for it. It can be said that these two processes are closely linked to
the state of perceiver’s previously reached knowledge on the building’s visual
properties, or the lack of it.

Let us analyse the possible process of aesthetic perception of a person who
has never encountered any information regarding the form and structure of
the Sidney Opera House. Approaching it from the city side, at first glance the
perceiver can experience the building from the left flank (Figure 1). At that
position, one can reach a vague sense of the building’s size and form. It partly
reveals the character of the structure, where the base mass of the exterior walls
and the front stairway are dominating over the white shell-like forms on the
top of it. Further movement over the large front stairway offers particularly
surprising visual sensation. The strong lower mass of walls disappears, and
the shell-like forms start to dominate the perceptual field. As one reaches the
entrance platform on the top of the staircase, the sense of a large, massive building
is replaced by a number of shell-like forms, perceived as glassed envelope
structures (Figure 2). At that position, the perceiver is experiencing sensations
caused by the arrangement of separated forms, which is confronted with the
impression got at first glance from the ground level. For a person ignorant in
what the complete building’s form and structure look like, it is a moment of
perceptual confusion. When the particles of a whole are building up separate
and diverse, but real sensations, in perceiver consequently arises a need for
uncovering the character of the whole structure. This is by its nature a dynamic
process which in our example can be completed but through a particular time
period sufficient for recomposing, until then separated sensations and individual
experiences acquired by walking through and around the building structure.
However, there is still a question: does the general look at the building from
the seaside contribute to the perception of the ‘real’ form of the opera house, or
can it be thought of as just one more visual particle increasing the sense of the
diverse character of the whole structure?

Being the most complete general view on the Sydney Opera House, the sea side
look was the most exploited image in the history of this Utzon’s architectural
work (Figure 3). It reveals the powerful compositional role of the shell-like
forms, as almost metaphorical image overtaking the notion of that what is the
‘reality’ of the building’s perceptual quality. Many generations of architects and
other people educated in art identified the formal architectural character of the
Opera House with that exact representation. However, that image has little to do
with the sensations that we just analysed when approaching the building from
the city centre. Actually, one can see the other side just occasionally, sailing
from the Darling harbour towards the open sea, and back. At first glance, the
approaching educated person sense a kind of disappointment with the look of
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Figure 4. Herzog and De Meuron, Figure 5. Herzog and De Meuron,
Olympic Stadium, Beijing, 2008. General view. Olympic Stadium, Beijing, 2008. Interior particle.

Figure 6. Mondrian, The Gray Tree, 1912, Hague, Gemmentemuseum.
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the building. There is even a possible rhetorical question: am I on the correct
spot? Am I looking at the wrong building? At that moment the visible particles
of the shell-like forms are indicating the correctness of the site, identifying the
building intuitively. From that point, the perceiver is entering into the process
of searching for the ‘real’ look of the building, intuitively enriching its own
experience with particular variables of other ‘realities’ of the structure. At the
end of this process, at least at that first searching quest, the perceiver is fulfilling
its aesthetic perceptual capacity with diverse, but important experiences of
new values. To an attentive ‘searcher’ of the formal and structural reality of the
building, the process demonstrates the importance of the dynamic perception,
forming sense and experience of mobile reality, and the potential capacity of
memory in creative reconstruction of the image of the whole structure.

The second architectural example, the Olympic Stadium in Beijing designed
by Herzog and De Meuron, reveals a different kind of dynamic perceptual
process related to the sense of mobile reality. It engages subjective reflections
on aesthetic values and metaphorical associations, guided by the perceiver’s
memory, intellectual and imaginative capacities. Moreover, the perceptual
dynamism is based on the sense of shifting from three-dimensional into two-
dimensional reality, changing the perceptual quality from generally solid form
towards a pictorial imaginative reflection. The general visual characteristic of
the building’s facade already contributes to this perceptual process, combining
a sense of solid form with the visible structural elements presented as two-
dimensional graphic like surface (Figure 4). However, after entering the building,
the patterns like structure transforms into a number of three-dimensional
particles penetrating into the interior space. Their tree like structure is, however,
converted into an almost abstract perceptual value, by the means of their metal
quadrilateral trunks and branches (Figure 5). Undoubtedly, these structures
contain an associative potential, provoking our imagination and shifting it into a
subjective creative domain, because, as Bergson emphasises, aesthetic intuition
which is here at work “only attains the individual.” The ‘reality’ of walking
through an abstracted grove, easily awake parallels with pictorial abstractions
as, for instance, those of Mondrian (Figure 6). Such a parallel between the
‘reality’ of interior structure and ‘reality’ of its pictorial counterpart, confirms
the notion that even a result of deeply subjective imagination should be thought
of as a part of a number of successive realities. The sensitive aesthetic properties
of all these realities are mobile and they are passing from one stage to another
increasing their creative potential as the capacity of memory. The fact that
this succession can be shared between a number of perceivers as a visible and
comprehendible value, proves the consistent reality of all parts.
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The analysed examples are suggesting that aesthetic perception and evaluation
of existing forms of reality, as process of developing inner creative sensitivity
always produce a new reality. It seems that this process can be clarified
according to Bosanquet’s philosophical position by which the “embodiment of
aesthetic feeling can only be an object as we perceive or imagine it.”® By this,
the semblance of an object composed by a number of perceptual fragments
appearing in a successive flow of images is valued above the reality of fixed
formations. It is strongly linked to memory and imagination as creative aesthetic
potentials, but also to the perceiver’s “own activities in approaching” the object,
in order to “compose the feeling of the object or the object as an embodied
feeling.”” According to these potentials, aesthetic perception produce a number
of successive realities, composing them into a kind of emotional mobile reality.
It proves Bergson’s idea that all reality is tendency as an incipient change of
direction in perceiving and imagining.® In this context, the factual properties
of an object exist in principle, but its aesthetic reality is linked to the mobile
successive transformation of perceptual values.
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