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Figure 1. Carpenters installed baseboards and crown molding to
cover seams where floors met walls and walls met ceilings.

ii

Architectural Documents:
The Wall at Number 818
Photographs & Text by
Allen C. Benson

Double Ninth Press
Bristol, Rhode Island

iii

First Edition
© 2017 Allen C. Benson. All rights reserved.
ISBN 978-1-387-13647-6

iv

In Sparta, paintings have been taken out of certain walls by
cutting through the bricks, then have been placed in
wooden frames, and so brought to the Comitium to adorn
the aedileship of Varro and Murena.
Vitruvius Pollio, The ten books on architecture, 1914, p.53
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Figure 2. Painted slabs of plaster, smooth and thick, adorn the
wall.
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Foreword
A narrow brick building named Caskey Limited stood alone in a
huge swath of vacant lots at 818 E. Ohio Street in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania. Clinging to the surface of one of its exterior walls
was a mural created not by urban street artists, but by generations
of Pittsburghers who lived and worked next door in a multistoried apartment building. When a wrecking ball demolished
their apartments, a tracing of the interior rooms was left clinging
to the surface of Caskey Limited’s adjoining wall. The details of
this tracing are the subject of the photographic series The Wall at
Number 818.
Allen C. Benson
April 2017

vii

Figure 3. Long view of the wall at 818 E. Ohio Street shows
evidence of former rooms, stairways, wood moldings, and
wall coverings; an underappreciated architectural surface with
tracings of 814 E. Ohio Street clinging to and falling from its
surface.
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Introduction
In The Wall at Number 818, I reveal how techniques of visual
and textual representation frame and construct meaning. I explore
the possibilities using a book, or indeed, the page as a site
presenting photographs and descriptions. The photographic
illustrations reflect my personal interests related to the built
environment and the central object of study within this book,
walls.
The wall at 818 has an especially good claim to be treated as an
object of study. There was no conventional intent to aesthetically
embellish its surface. The unique circumstances leading to the
wall’s appearance as a large surfacescape came only after the
long-established practice of building and tearing down.
Tracings, visual patterning imprinted on 818 like images on the
surface of photographic paper, attached themselves to a brick
masonry backdrop. The pages in this book provide the medium
for exploring these tracings and their relationships with
photographic records and language. My interests lie precisely in
exploring the descriptive plasticity of 818’s wall in each
individual photograph to ascertain the extent to which a focus on
tracings invites memory recall, verbal commentary, and
development of an aesthetic point of view.
This book catalogs the material remains of a category of wall that
is not an architectural functional unit per se, but something closer
to a document. Using the phrase “architectural document” as
nomenclature for the compositional norms of the photography in
this series, I develop from Figure 3’s starting point a definition of
the architectural documentedness of photographs that establishes
not simply a compositional style that draws attention to tracings
of demolished buildings imprinted on architectural surfaces, but
also the production of meaning in textual and photographic
representations presented in book form.
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The intention in this project is two-fold: first, to analyze and
describe photographs of architectural documents, their form and
characteristics; and second, test a method of interpreting the
architectural document in the context of a narrative, making use
of textual and visual elements to explain events that precede or
follow what is represented in the photographs.
As a project of description, the question of image perception and
what constitutes an architectural document, associated here with
elements of the image’s composition, are manifest within the
text. In considering the significance of the range of pictorial
elements I draw upon Lev Manovich’s formulation for describing
image structure (Manovich, 1989). Manovich explains that image
structure can be described not only in terms of surface properties,
for example, color and texture; but also as patterns of spatial
change. For instance, in evaluating the pictorial organization of
architectural documents along the dimension of image detail,
values remain constant. This is due in part to the relatively flat,
two-dimensionality of the architectural surface re-presented on
the surface of film and photographic paper. The consistency in
detail throughout the image is one of the distinguishing features
of the photography in The Wall at Number 818 that set it apart
from, say, landscape photography. In landscape photography
people and buildings may be located far outside the effective
focus range where subject details appear sharp.
As a project of interpretation, I employ the narrative framing of
photographs as the principle interpretive tool for making sense of
architectural documents. I define narrative photography to
include single-frame photographs or photographs in a series that
trigger in the viewer’s mind a sequence of events constructed in
response to the image, text, or both. To understand the
photograph narratively I extend something of Emma Kafalenos’s
approach of “narrative causalities” to 818. That is, the
interpretation of causal events represented in this series depends
on the context in which the events creating the wall are
considered (Kafalenos, 2006).
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The notion that causality can be captured in a single-frame
photograph or series absent of description is questionable. Image
and text together, however, provide a useful mechanism for
expressing narrativity that in a series without text is supposedly
captured by the viewer reading causality into the photographs and
may do so in a complete enough way to allow the simulation of
narrative representation, like Kepule's fictional narrative "Sit
Silently” (Kepule, 2014).
Unfortunately, however, photographs lacking captions or
descriptions suffer from a lack of explicit representation of some
fundamental principles of narrative structure. Photographers are
mostly intuitive in characterizing the narrative meaning of their
representations, and as the relations between images become
unclear, more and more of the story is left to the viewer's
imagination. I submit that architectural photographs in general,
and photographs of walls in particular are traditionally not
categorized as narrative in character, in part because the images
do not depict actions of anthropomorphic agents (Kafalenos,
1996). However, when presented as representing a series of
events,
this
genre
of
photograph gives salience
to
particular fabulas, events as they happened, through their
association with language that narrativizes.
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Figure 4. Within the cycle of building up and tearing down
physical impressions, like inscriptions on parchment, become
imprinted in chronological order on the surface of walls.
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Figure 3 attempts to capture the full view of the wall. It is where
something happened, where our story begins. Someone designed
and constructed the apartment building unseen in this
photograph, a structure once situated adjacent to Caskey Limited.
It was demolished making possible the sight you see in the
photograph. The unseen building, formerly at 814 E. Ohio Street,
was comprised of apartments, some abutting 818’s exterior wall
facing southwest, what shows in the photograph. As tenants
moved in and out, decades of wear and tear, remodeling, and
deterioration followed. Eventually the building became
functionally obsolete, was condemned, abandoned, and
demolished.
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The photographic representations of 818 are essentially a
subgenre of architectural photography, a category of image
making dominated by unique properties, context, and categories
of use that set them apart from other genres of photography.
Understanding the elements shown in the image requires
understanding what was there, Roland Barthes’s “That-has-been”
(Barthes, 1981), a time before now. There is an indexical
relationship between the trace that the photograph is and the wall
and a moment in time where the material reality left its trace on
the wall.
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Figure 5. Masons apply gobs of mortar and bits of brick, thrown
together; wooden joists fit snuggly inside the wood joist pockets.
This image is upside down.
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Figure 6. Temporal patterns vary with the position of the sun in
relation to surface features. Framing these patterns essentially
involves organizing and dividing the wall. Surfacescapes are the
result of this division and the primary subject of the photograph.
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The tracings in Figure 5 show an evenly spaced series of
irregularly shaped empty joist pockets that create the appearance
of movement; a visual rhythm in counterpoint with the
impressions left from three missing identical shelves. In Figure 6,
the joist pockets, now more staccato-like, are juxtaposed with
bolder rhythms appearing over a large surface area nearly three
stories high.
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Figure 7. Daniel Brook (2017) wrote, after touring buildings
damaged by the Beichuan earthquake of 2008, “In some places
destruction had rendered the private public” (p.53). Figure 7
speaks as a record of what plasterers, painters, and masons once
did in private, inside the building. Demolition literally brought
to light what was once invisible.
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Using narrative to reconstruct or recreate events drew my
attention to Russian Formalism as one of 818’s defining
characteristics, the interplay between temporal sequences: The
sequence of representations as they are presented (sjuzhet) and
the chronological sequence of events viewers and readers
construct in their minds in response to representations (fabula).
As stated in Metz’s Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (as
cited in Gérard Genette, 1983):
There is the time of the thing told and the time of the narrative (the
time of the signified and the time of the signifier).
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Figure 8. Within the frame of the photograph there is evidence of
interior decorating, a layer of meaning that draws attention to the
wall’s surface as an assemblage. This suggests a deeper function
for wall coverings and paint colors.
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Figure 9. Decorators encase the wall to color and soften the
masonry surface. The chronology shows in the irregular,
overlapping edges of the paper, the peculiar character of the tears
and folds.
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The building’s size makes it impossible from the ground
for the eye to relate to the whole of the wall in any detail.
When I photographed the wall in smaller and smaller units
I began to lose a sense of scale. My mind lingered on the
light, especially colors. Tracings, even trivial small flecks
of paper fine tuned for close-up viewing, became a
category of picture elements that carried visual importance.
For example, what could be a visually monotonous
wallpapered surface in the background, close at hand I
became preoccupied with its peculiar parts: the
deteriorating ragged edges and abstract irregularities in
terms of color and visual texture (Figures 10-11).
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Figure 10. Upon returning to the wall repeatedly I began using
my camera in a more systematic way to record finer details from
different points of view.
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Figure 11. I searched for details in the wall; looking beneath the
surfacescape’s broad outline to study specific contrast and
uniqueness.
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Figure 12. The wall at 818 rarely displays an abundance of
significant detail when viewed from a distance of 10 feet or
greater. Note the patch of wallpaper peeling away from the wall
midway up the left side of the image.
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The images in Figures 13 and 14 illustrate an atypical
viewpoint and manner of framing the interior wall’s
surface. The images show painted plaster, bricks, and
mortar. Rather than interior lighting illuminating the
surface, which is normal for rooms without windows, the
images show shadows cast by the afternoon sun as it hits
the peeling paint and mortar joints. Moreover, the images
are turned on their sides, a movement towards abstraction
to create the impression of architectural landscape.
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Figure 13. The mason beds the bricks slushed up with mortar.
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Figure 14. Sloppy masonry is a clue that the mason never
intended the wall to be visible. Plasterers covered the exposed
portion and the unexposed portion remained unseen behind
another wall. The excavator operator made it visible.
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The term “architectural document” may be used to denote some
novel set of symbolic signs recorded on surfaces. From one
vantage point the wall can be described as a carrier and the
tracings signifiers or sjuzhet.
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Figure 15. We can imagine the hooks were placed here with a
certain intention, or for this reason or that.
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Photographing and describing the walls surface contributes to the
still image record of architectural documents and their meaning;
the architectural/photographic-image/text triad, the relationship
between the wall viewed as an architectural document and the
textual and visual representations testifying that the wall exists.
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Figure 16. Bullet hole.
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The wall’s images are reminiscent of deteriorating landscapes
suffused with decades of creative affection and sadness. The
scenes are totally pitiable, beautiful sights speaking not just to the
wall’s condition, but also to the cultural realm of Pittsburgh and
memories that went wrong in quiet and violent ways.
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Viewing these events through a camera lens leads me to think
that I was there, when in fact I am only imagining these
landscapes existed, built up from architectural planners and
interior decorators. Seeing Figure 17, now isolated from its
referent, causes me to pause and remember something else: Mille
Lacs Lake in northern Minnesota, not the wall.
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Figure 17. Mille Lacs Lake, northern Minnesota.
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The photograph has a way of flattening the wall’s surface,
sometimes making visual patterns appear map-like. My
mapping of 818 could describe specific characteristics in the
wall’s terrain. Some of it is readable. Figure 18 could be
viewed as a map, or it could simply be that the plaster needs a
good scraping and a new coat of paint.
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Figure 18. The concept of a static mapping might link the surface
of the wall to the surface of the photograph—a stronger form of
representation, a more permanent, long-term memory.
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I remember the sun setting during rush hour and the shadows
smoothing over the wall, path-breaking between different
surfaces. It is easy to engage in this peculiar sort of space
travel, although we are aware of significant boundaries. The
frame of the photograph has to be similarly limited. From a
distance Figure 19 appears to be an aerial photograph of a
large swath of desert, melting snow and rivers branching in
different directions; the division of Figure 19 into earth and
sky is another alternative perspective for reading the wall’s
geography.
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Figure 19. The interplay between designer’s colors and
patterns and the workaday world of the paperhanger survive
in this fragmentary form. I photograph the most recent layer,
a three-centimeter shred.
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Figure 20. Interpreting photographs requires looking inside the
image for answers. Where photographs are tightly cropped,
difficult to contextualize, picture elements may not be
recognizable until the scene is understood in its original context
(presented in Figure 3).
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The first order of concern for the visual experiencing of walls is
to ask what viewing reveals about a wall’s surface. I moved my
eyes around the surface, randomly taking in details, establishing
mental relationships between the visual elements of the wall. It
seems that walls elicit a kind of wall-appropriate behavior. This
wall was meant to be seen, made sense of.
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Figure 21. Architectural documentation is, above all, a search for
stimulating views; form in surfaces as an aesthetic quality.
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Figure 22. Reading descriptions of events represented on
surfaces is a study in viewing context in visual information.
Personal convictions had a way of self-justifying my study of this
fragment of wallpaper.
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Transformations continued to rage on unabated even while I
photographed. Rainwater seeped into the exposed wood soaking
the remnant millwork. The wood swelled, pushing green paint off
its surface. Daily the wind peeled off generations of wallpaper
layered over lath and plaster walls.
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Figure 23. Painters know a good coating job begins with a
thorough preparation of the surface. Environmental conditions
must be right for the paint to dry and remain adhered to the
surface.
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Just as human knowledge enters into a relationship with text
and image, the photograph description becomes part of the
architectural document and architectural tracings coalesce
with the photograph.
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Figure 24. Bricks and mortar are made of material taken from the
earth. Meticulous and patient, the mason stacks bricks atop one
another to make the wall. Unpierceable by nails, durable, scarcely
affected by water, air, or fire.
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Figure 25. As a gestalt, each of these signs—bricks, wallpaper,
paint, plaster, wood, and metal—encapsulate a chain of memories
in human labor.
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Figure 26. It is from my own understanding of architectural
documents that I create narratives about them. I view their
surfaces as place of action, a story space
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Figure 27. Of course, the extent to which fragments of wall
coverings dominate in my photographs of architectural
documents is a matter of personal choice, but there are no reasons
to exclude images that rely on a designer’s hand for their effect.
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The workmen devoted themselves to using one building’s
exterior wall for another building’s interior wall. The plasterers
covered the brick surface with metal lath and plaster and then the
painters followed. The bonding powers of plaster added solidity
and smoothness to the brick surface.
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Figure 28. This stubborn piece of metal lath and plaster presented
a clear representation of form and detail.

44

The recurring establishment of the wall and the photographic
records are reason enough to consider architectural documents a
topic. Architectural documents leave room for insights into the
interpretation of tracings left behind. Taken together,
photographs in a series shed light on the way that uncovering and
evaluating architectural tracings, this time a wall, in effect extend
our memory of a city’s culture and idea. Perhaps Figure 28 is
today not even a ruin. The wall at number 818 has utterly passed
away under the energy of another wrecking ball since this series
was created.
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Figure 29. During the first days of shooting it was only by good
fortune that many of these photographs contain information that
would be unobtainable when I later returned. Anyone who has
watched exterior walls closely in urban renewal projects knows
that elaborate details like this image, only seen using close-up
photography, will not be saved.
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Figure 30. I could offer a litany of painted surfaces that comprise
detail in any given region of the wall. Instead, I offer visual
documentation of a category of detail particular to 818: arid,
rock-hard landscapes devoid of flaking.
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Figure 31. Other properties unique to 818’s painted surface:
arrayed, multicolored crust.
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Figure 32. Photographs and descriptions of architectural
documents are storytelling structures. In this figure the image and
text gather together in one frame the experiences of people:
painters painting in repeated situations.
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Figure 33. The rigorous photographic documentation of detail
communicates the fragility of wall coverings. Unfortunately, I
found most of these tracings were in a lamentable state of
deterioration, sometimes disappearing in a gust of wind as I
photographed.
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Elements of Architectural Documents
My project took the starting point that many types of
architectural surfaces are not so much a structure as a document;
a complex site where meaning is made in unexpected ways. I
then proceeded to examine the denotative layers of meaning
(Barthes, 1973), the literal substance of architectural documents
represented in photographs.
A first distinction that needs to be made is the difference between
architectural documents and photographs. Architectural
documents are surfaces in human-built environments that carry
indexical markings. Signs that some process took place.
Architectural documents exist when noticeable differences in a
surface’s form excite awareness, invite interpretation, and call
attention to what is normally taken for granted.
Cameras are programmed to reduce spatiotemporal objects, for
instance, architectural documents, to the two light-sensitive
surface dimensions of a photograph (Flusser, 2013). The
photographs become an imprint of the real, close to what Susan
Sontag (1978) described as a “trace.” The photographs in this
series repeatedly advance the idea that a surface exists as a
chronology of events, a product of processes. The text serves as a
description of events represented in the photographs and as an
organizing narrative for the events taking place during the
creation and deterioration of the surface. The images themselves,
as simple thematic cues, sometimes prompt pre-existing
memories. For example, in Figure 17 my reminiscence of Mille
Lacs Lake.
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My exploration of 818 reveals, I believe, that various types of
information can be learned about architectural documents by
studying photographs. I uncover phenomena unseen, but
remembered through photographs of their traces. For example,
empty joist pockets where floor joists once supported a floor and
imprints left in the plaster where shelves once were (Figure 5, 25,
and 28); exposed panel adhesive where demolition stripped away
wooden paneling (Figure 15); and the obvious absence of the
building at 814 that made visible its tracings on the exterior
surface of 818.
I emphasize the role of humans to include social meanings along
with physical characteristics in the analysis of architectural
documents. A narrative unfolds in the layers of paint and
wallpaper that reflected and affected the lives of tenants. Through
photographic processes I chart a timeline of activities with a
tendency to render abstract, artful images, downplaying the
evidence of a story that ended in the total destruction and
removal of both 814 and 818.
Needless to say, what I encountered in the real world left a
different impression on me than the images captured to film and
reproduced in this book. What you see here are facsimiles of
photographs with scenes shown on a much smaller scale than
they appear in the real world. I placed reality inside a frame,
controlling the flow and organization of a series of pictorial
compositions, which raises the question: Will viewers’
understanding of architectural documents change depending on
the manner in which objects are later reproduced and described?
By virtue of my control over the camera, film type and speed,
lens, shutter speed, f/stop, and how the photographs are presented
and described in a book, I intentionally place the architectural
document in an aesthetic space where it is viewed more as
narrative, as art, and less as architectural surface.
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I encourage exploring your environment, directing attention
towards processes of architectural document visualization and
reading and interpreting images that fall within this particular
genre of architectural photography. Perhaps now, when you are
out walking, you will come upon visually interesting architectural
surfaces that strike your eye, cue memories, and cause you to
pause and consider the narratives that are stirring below their
surface.
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