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In the 1950s prizewinning biologist and doctor Jonas Salk was working on a cure for polio

in a dark basement laboratory in Pittsburgh. Progress was slow, so to clear his head, Salk
traveled to Assisi, Italy, where he spent time in a 13th-century monastery, ambling amid its
columns and cloistered courtyards. Suddenly, Salk found himself awash in new insights,
including the one that would lead to his successful polio vaccine. Salk was convinced he had
drawn his inspiration from the contemplative setting. He came to believe so strongly in
architecture’s ability to i'nﬂuence the mind that he teamed up with renowned architect Louis
Kahn to build the Salk Institute in La Jolla, Calif., as a scientific facility that would

stimulate breakthroughs and encourage creativity.

Now research has emerged that could help illuminate Salk’s obsérvation that aspects of the
physical environment can influence creativity. In 2007 Joan Meyers-Levy, a professor off
marketing at the University of Minnesota, reported that the height of a room’s ceiling affects
how people think. She randomly assigned 100 people to a room with either an eight- or 10-
foot ceiling and asked participants to group sports from a 10-item list into categories of]
their own choice. The people who completed the task in the room with taller ceilings came
up with more abstract categories, such as “challenging” sports or sports they would like to
play, than did those in rooms with shorter ceilings, who offered more concrete groupings,
such as the number of participants on a team. “Ceiling height affects the way you process
information,” Meyers-Levy says. “You're focusing on the specific details in the lower-ceiling

condition.”

8 : By Anthes, Emily. "How Room Designs Affect Your Work and Mood," Scientific
American Mind. April 22, 2009 X Y k¥

Prize-winning S EBOH 5 &% 2

in a 13th-century monastery

13 HALICE T O =EER T

ambling amid its columns and cloistered courtyards
ECEBEOH S PELHEED

polio /NRE O, RVU A

awash i bHiEh iz

contemplative S48 H 72




