Every social situation has an appropriate ceiling height. If the
ceiling height is wrong, the situation is disturbed.

This subject has most often been
discussed in terms of proportion.
Many efforts have been made to
establish rules which will make sure
that rooms are ‘“‘well-propor-
tioned’’. Thus for instance, Palladio
laid down three rules of propor-
tion: All of them shared the feature
that the height of a room should be
intermediate between its length and
its breadth.

However sound thisamay seem to be
in certain cases, 1t 1s clearly not a
completely valid geometric princi-
ple. There are many rooms with
extremely low ceilings, especially in
cottages and informal houses,
which are extremely pleasant —
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even though they violate Palladio’s
principle utterly.

None the less intuition that the
height of a room does make a dif-
ference to the way it functions, is
undoubtedly real.

The following theory makes it clear
what is wrong with badly propor-
tioned rooms, and gives the begin-
ning of a functional basis for estab-
lishing the right height for different
spaces. We think the problem

hinges on the question of appropri-
ate social distance. It is known that
in various kinds of social situations
there are appropriate and inappro-
priate distances between people.

Ceiling Heights

(See Edward Hall, the Silent Lan-
guage, New York, Doubleday,
1959, pp. 163-164; and Robert
Sommer, ““The Distance for Com-
fortable Conversation’, Sociomet-
ry, 25, 1962, pp. 1171-116.) Now,
the ceiling height in a room has a
bearing on social distance In two
ways:

1. In an acoustic manner (lower
ceilings make sound sources seem
nearer than they are); and

2. Through the medium of three
dimensional ‘“‘bubbles’” (adding a
vertical component to social dis-
tance).

(continued over)

Therefore: Arrange ceilings according to the social situations con-
tained in the space. Let the ceiling over a social situation be about x,
where x is the appropriate horizontal social distance for the
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situation.




Ceiling Heights

Problem (continued)
We discuss the two components of
our social distance theory separate-

ly.

1. The height of a ceiling appears
to affect the apparent distance of
sound sources from a hearer. Thus,
under a low ceiling, sound sources
seem nearer than they really are;
under a high ceiling they seem fur-
ther than they really are.

Since the sound is an important cue
In the perception of distance be-
tween people (voice, footstep, rus-
tle, etc.), this means that ceiling
height will alter the apparent dis-
tance between people. Under a high
ceiling people seem further apart
than they actually are. It may even
be the case that room shape adds to
the effect. (Informal empirical in-
vestigations suggest that this effect
IS true. However, 1t has not been
tested thoroughly, and the social
and physiological literature does
not refer to it. For a similar intu-
ition see Richard Neutra, Survival
Through Design, New York, Oxford
University Press, 1954, p. 169.)

On the basis of this effect, it is clear
that intimate situations require very
low ceilings, less intimate situations
require higher ceilings, formal
places require high ceilings, and the
most public situations require the
highest ceilings: e.g., the canopy
over a double bed, a fireside nook,
high ceilinged formal reception
room, Grand Central Station.

The acoustic theory may account
for some of the effect; we know,
however, that it cannot account for
such phenomena as the way ex-
posed beams seem to “lower’’ ceil-
ing height and make rooms more
Intimate.

The following theory, is similar to

T'his pattern is tentative. If you have any evidence

Environmental Structure,

the acoustic theory, but may ac-
count for these phenomena:

2. We know that each social situa-
tion has a certain horizontal dimen-
sion or diameter. We may think of
this as a kind of membrane or
bubble which encloses the situa-
tion. It is likely that this bubble has

- a vertical component — equal in

height to its diameter. If this is
true, a social situation taking place
iIn @ room which is lower than the
apparent bubble will make the ceil-
ing seem oppressively low, while a
ceilling which is higher than the
apparent bubble will seem uncom-
fortably high. Thus, according to
this theory, the height of the ceiling
should, for comfort, be equal to the
dominant social distance in the
room. Since people in Grand Cen-
tral are strangers, and require a
separation of 100 feet, this would

-explain why the ceiling has to be

very high; similarly, this explains
why the ceiling over an intimate
nook, or over a double bed, has to
be very low.

It i1s clear, in this case, that it is the
apparent ceiling height which
counts — thus, the bottom faces of
the beams, in a room with exposed
beams, create a virtual plane — and
it I1s the height of this plane which
must be measured against the domi-
nant social distance.

This social bubble theory also ex-
plains why the huge but low-ceil-
inged “‘office landscape’’ designs
(introduced by the Schnelle organi-
zation, see Ftrancis Duffy, Buro-
landschaft, Architectural Review,
February 1964) are not oppressive.
Though hundreds of people may be
working in the same basic office
space, the space is “‘landscaped’’
Into small social bubbles through
manipulation of furniture, screens

and plantings. In these relatively
small social bubbles the low ceiling
height of 8’2", specified by the
Schnelle organization, is perfectly
appropriate. Furthermore, due .to
the acoustic phenomenon men-
tioned above, the low ceiling helps
each social bubble retain its pri-
vacy.

Context
This pattern is intended to apply in
spaces containing a recurring social
situation where the appropriate so-
cial distance across the situation
can be fairly well established.

Japanese Rule of Thumb

In traditional Japanese architecture,
this pattern is taken care of by a
simple rule of thumb.

The ceiling height of a room (in
feet = Japanese Shaku) is6'3"”" + .30
X (number of tatami in the room)

This creates a direct relationship
between floor area and ceiling
height. A very small room (3 mats)
has a ceiling height of 7°2”. A large
room (12 mats) has a ceiling height
of 9'11". Although this relates ceil-
Ing height to area, not to social
space, the implication is clearly the
same, since the larger rooms In a
house are used for social gatherings,
and the smaller rooms by individu-
als and couples. See Heinrich Engel,
The Japanese House, Charles E.
Tuttle Company, Rutland, Ver-
mont, 1964, pp. 68-71.
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to support or refute its current formulation, please send it to the Center for
P.O. Box 5156, Berkeley, California 94705, we will add your comments to the next edition.



