VISUAL ABSTRACTION,
LINGUISTIC ANALOGY
AND THE RETURN TO THE ORIGIN

BER &
Weiling He

LR R A S

23R AMH R A indd 1 2026/4/17 F/F4:31



SR AMERI AR indd 2 2026/4/17 F/F4:31



SPACE WITHIN AND AROUND

4454675 RIS R A indd 3 2026/4/17 F/F4:31



4454675 RIS R A indd 4 2026/4/17 F/F4:31



LHERARS TG, HEWNFE—REREEX
HAR TR RRGE =8 XANE. N E
RYFTEN, FHRNRABSHEZmR. TENS%E
HIETEMARERS; IXERRRBEEE. AfE
. XEE. ERFANE—FHN “@H9L" RE,
R RBIRF R BBIR G "8 MDA,
BFRMERAT U AEEM “=E" . SHRARE,
ZEZFRMNINUAENYEE RO O, DARM=ER
HBRNNE—EFBERZINARL. BREATRE
=ja, ERE=EEREER.

APHNEARZE, EMEEALRNTHN—NERR
&, hRFZHMERNEERS, EMERE - #R
B (=EBS) —BABTHRE, SEERFTYES
FRREMH L. CARTNE, HERTHESEHI®
RUFEEBREASEHRERR—TEEBHER
RESIRNEBHTRY, B EHRS=EER
HITX Do APEXMBRMEEMEAN=EEIZRL
MENFR, MNTEFHERERFNAS, FER
ZEMRIATH LN —Z, BE=EMLEZ(EH7
R, SlEELHRIER. TEFEME, KRGHTE
S5RNHRK. RESUEKRERK,

BRIRMEESE), TADALENEE NG, R .
BHNTRAERRIHAX . ZRERERNEANGEE,
HiBE T HMNBE SN, W=ENESR, K5IARE
HER. FH. TR, LB, BEFXEEN,

20 g H), =EERE—ERANRZRE L RREN
B, FREFNRITMERBEHRT EHMHNE

4454675 MK SN RI A indd 5 2026/4/17 F/F4:31 (



4454675 MK SMNIIRI A indd 6 2026/4/17 F4F4:31



4454675 [ K SN R A indd 7 2026/4/17 F4F4:31



4454675 MK SMNPIRI A indd 8 2026/4/17 F4F4:31



4454675 [ K AN R A indd 9 2026/4/17 F4F4:31



4454675 MK SN R A indd 10 2026/4/17 F4F4:31



4454675 MK SN R A indd 11 2026/4/17 F4F4:31



4454675 MK SN R A indd 12 2026/4/17 F/F4:31



4454675 MK SN R A indd 13 2026/4/17 F45:50



A
(8

EROE T T8, HFUEHMEAEN, THERAZAK,
HEHZ. EBVNAXBEDERETHN, U=EEFHT.
HAERRMAEMRER—HTN. BRAO. DA LA
BME, BNAZZEMNRM, XX R miEH E 50N HE
B, =R DEZMMTEAENATA. BAAELE
7?7 APRKO 20 HEL BB (B MNEIRM AR ILIESR, HEM
PSR, WREARIRBERTEE, XEAERTESE—
ERE RIS ARNTR.

20 L2 AR T BEMEN IR BRM ST L E MR T E

Eﬁ%#m\%Mﬁﬁf%?ﬁouﬁﬁﬁ%%“*ﬁ$%ﬁ
FMAELR, UANEIEEMNBHFEEB RN = e EMAE S HIED
Ro APIFXLEN SFIEZRMALERK, u%% 2 2 [B] 9 A AT
B, BX L, BMELHFBEIMERRRERLHRA, HELRE
AR DTS IR ARIX L BT AR AL B A2 B 25 Bh F /1B ik
HERENMER, FBISNMITEAENTEERZINER. B
T AMFR RN A EZRITEBERRPFT R HANRERR; M
FAENNBEEROTTNEERE, NRITHRRNAEBN
H. Bz BIX LRI IR H AR TR S

FEENZ, APATREZRERHEM, HERI B4
HREENREBENE =45 ENSNEMAE, £ M IA0
Eha, #FEE "4 "WE” A A” i, FER
DEHFERNARER T T ABEEOTNER? FER 0 8E
RFMER IR R? SHAREXNSEEESEWERE? Xt
ST BAALEINERE, BRI TRNENR = EMERE R IR
MR ATELR, TERLES—MRME, FEEHNHE M
KB ERENITE, NS EEXE, D EaEMTFRN
EE "BE XMARABRARNTHZ—, HEIERNNEES

14

W 4454675 MK SN R A indd 14

2026/4/17 F/F4:31 (




Introduction

Architecture gives and holds us in space in a way that is more intimate than any other medium,
especially the representational arts. We exist in different environments and scales: from the
individual and the familial to the cultural, architectural, and even cyber/virtual. We negotiate
with and are impacted by each. Therefore, we should think beyond merely responding to these
impacts and ask: how do these spaces affect our behavior, perception, and thought? In an
attempt to answer this question from the departure point of architecture, this book will review
theoretical and methodological frameworks of understanding space in the twentieth century.
If experiences and reflections are rooted in space, these frameworks may reveal how humans
approach the question of origin.

The twentieth century witnessed the formulation of space as a modern architectural concept
as well as its evolution from the visual to the structural, metaphorical, and existential. Designers
and scholars experimented with various frameworks in order to decipher the intuitive and general
impression of space by more or less analytical means. Their individual perspectives, when
organized in this book, reveal patterns in how we can think about space. Each one deals with the
issue of abstraction or concretization and develops analytical mechanisms for it. Analyzing these
thought processes will help us move beyond an intuitive response and understand space critically
and thoroughly. As a critic, we can deliberate on space in architectural discourse; as a student, we
can understand designers' strategies; and as a designer, we can efficiently and consciously apply
these strategies and formulate new concepts.

More importantly, this review of architectural theories on space is about understanding the
rationale behind the thought process and the foundations and intentions of specific perspectives.
In each perspective, there is a "what, " a "how, " and a "why." What does a certain mode of
spatial abstraction allow to appear? How do the defined descriptions and frameworks facilitate
the study? Why is a specific mode of study significant? The understanding of the analytical
mechanisms will potentially lead us to new perspectives and frameworks for the understanding
of space. Ultimately, space functions as a metaphor for something significant and brings us back

to the literal ground as well. At a philosophical level, it helps us to understand dwelling and think
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Figure 0-1. Edgar Rubin,
Hidden Faces and Goblet,
1915.

( Public domain, redrawn by
author. )
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about how we reside. Through space, the Architecture discipline contributes to thinking.

Spatial awareness is a foundation of making architecture. This awareness lets us shift our
focus from objects, such as doors, windows, and columns to what is in between them. In Chinese
painting, the essence of the painting resides in the emptiness among the brushstrokes. However,
one has to shift his/her focus from the black ink to the white paper in order to grasp it. Bill Hillier
once said, "It is this ordering of space that is the purpose of building, not the physical object itself.
The physical object is the means to the end” (Hillier and Hanson 1984. This comment resonates
in Lao Zi's emphasis that the usefulness of a teacup exists in its emptiness, the interior space.”
Both recognized space as the purpose of enclosure.

In the early twentieth century, the Gestalt, ®a school of psychology emerged in Austria and
Germany focused on visual perception and indirectly contributed to the study of space. Borrowing
from rhetoric and the logic of synecdoche, Gestalt theory emphasizes the significance of the
whole: the whole is different from the sum of the parts, but the human brain can organize the
parts to get a sense of the whole.

Within the relationship between the parts and the whole, a specific discovery was made
between the figure and the ground. In 1915 at the University of Copenhagen, Danish psychologist
Edgar Rubin introduced the term “figure-ground" in his dissertation, Synsoplevede Figurer (Visually
Experience Figures). His image Rubin Goblet exemplifies the bi-stable state in vision. Two images
simultaneously exist and produce ambiguity in that very simultaneity. The viewer's attention
shifts between the goblet and the human face (fig. 0-1).

Rubin Goblet is widely quoted in the architectural field, impacting visual representations and
investigations of architectural space. The simultaneous recognition of the face and the goblet in
Rubin's observation is translated into the acknowledgement of the coexisting figure and ground,
solids and voids, as well as objects and space. The focus on the ground, the voids, and the space
decreases the overwhelming significance of the figure, the solids, and the objects and establishes
an interchangeable relationship between them—changes which remain to this day.

To recognize space requires a conscious adjustment of the observational focus. In the
cognitive experiments of the Rubin Goblet, both the vase and the human face are concrete
images; no extra effort is required to recognize either the figure or the ground. However, in the
context of architecture, the buildings naturally are the figure. On the contrary, space is the in

between emptiness and often has complex and vague shapes. Therefore, the viewer's attention

W 4454675 MK SN R A indd 17 2026/4/17 F/F4:31 (



HERT, BRLAzEZTANER, HETEANE 2SN
e, A, NENIRNSTEREREEERNBEBLGE—
“l”%wm,ﬁMW%EWu&%Ezﬁm§EOEMﬂm,

ZERRAE ARNUERNME, FHBE=EHEMLL "'
El’\lﬁﬁﬁ%o

FERSFGE, “poche” @ HEMRERHIE PHRRN MBS
BEURRERI, X—REXZEXMRERERIER, BT
SRIBZRIIMTHNAR, REMNGIF, FE=MN (EFIHE) 7
o XRB—SKHEEHEIE - B8 T 1784 F1HZIMT DRt E,
MEAMER T SRNAERNE, BENEEIBE, BFERLK
%ﬁ%@,#Nigﬁﬁﬁﬁﬂ%%m——%gﬁﬁwi RICER
(B 0-2)

W%ﬂﬁm% TR S THEBXEMK, BA, BAKE
MRELRZEEE/NRE, BlWE (RRF - ELAFE)
(EO%)$,%ﬁw%ﬁ%@,AM§ﬁﬂ, HILERSGh
REKRKETE, XETEIABHERABRILAEAB THIRES
E,WWﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁiﬁm%Eo XA, HEPNREARERT

=[EfER "B MERIEER K MU, EU (B8R
5@’%>> Fri~, BRAEBO#AA "B LR EBURTFRANTERIRW
W, BMNTMUERLXMEFRNFE, MITRNRERS

Eo0-2 (iEFHE) @,
1784

(BRI, NE; BER
SkJE . https: //commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File ;
Giovanni_Battista_Nolli—
Nuova_Pianta_di_Roma_
(1748) _05-12.JPG )
Figure 0-2. Details from
the Nolli Map, 1784.

( Public domain. Image
from https: //commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File ;
Giovanni_Battista_Nolli—
Nuova_Pianta_di_Roma_
(1748) _05-12.JPG.)

18

4454675 MK SN R A indd 18 2026/4/17 F/F4:31 (



is naturally drawn to the buildings, “figures, " and overlooks the space between the buildings. In
order to focus on space, we need a strategy to turn space into the figure.

In architecture, the technique of poché®—shading components within, of, or around buildings
in a drawing—has been gradually developed and commonly used to emphasize building or urban
components since the Renaissance. One of the prominent examples is a map of the city Rome
etched by the Italian architect Giambattista Nolli in 1784, conventionally referred to as the Nolli
Map. In this map, Nolli developed existing figure-ground strategy in map making at the time
by leaving the outdoor space blank, filling building massing in dark shades, and articulating
important buildings in terms of detailed architectural objects in black (fig. 0-2). Poché privileges
the dark areas over the white by drawing visual attention to the areas where the marks are made.

If the visual emphasis tends to be drawn to the black areas, the invert of black-white
color assignments becomes significant in indicating a focus shift. For example, in the Orsoy-
Schwarz Plan (fig.0-3), the buildings are left white while the space among them are in poché.
This inverted black-white color assignment reorients the viewer's attention. Space between
buildings emerges from the background of the buildings to the foreground, the focus of
study. Like the Rubin Goblet, what we interpret as the figure depends on how and what we
consciously choose to see; we can manipulate the “trick” that is being played on us, though

the intent of the transposition matters.

E0-3 (RRF-HBER
Fm@), 1819

(1ERARIX: AftHE; BR
kB : https: //commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File;
Schwarzplan1819.jpg )
Figure 0-3. Orsoy-
Schwarz Plan, 1819.

( Public domain. Image
from https: //commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File;
Schwarzplan1819.jpg. )
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The concept of figure-ground appeared simultaneously in the disciplines of Art and
Architecture in the 1950s. In 1954, Rudolf Arnheim published his seminal book, Art and Visual
Perception: A psychology of the creative eye. In chapter V, “Space, " he specifically discusses the
figure-ground relationship in art. In 1955, Colin Rowe, Bernhard Hoesli, and John Hejduk, who
were teaching at the University of Texas in Austin, issued an urban design project and referred
to the term "figure-ground.” To Rowe, the concept of figure/ground served as both an analytical
framework and a design method, which is evident in his teaching and scholarly articles. During
Rowe's tenure in Cornell between 1963 and 1982, the urban design graduate course that he
taught yielded multiple theses on the topic of figure/ground. His articles, "Transparency, Literal
and Phenomenal, Part II" (1971) and "The Crisis of the Object: Predicament of Texture" (Rowe and
Koetter, 1979) examine architectural and urban form and space through the lens of figure/ground.

The significance of the figure-ground relationship does not reside in a binary focus of either
the black or the white. Instead, it promotes a simultaneous awareness of both. Exemplified in
Colin Rowe and Fed Koetter's Collage City, the figure-ground relationship serves as a mechanism
to highlight the difference between the overly planned modern city layout and the genuinely
unplanned but naturally grown ones. "The one is almost all white, the other is almost all black...
In both cases, the fundamental ground promotes an entirely different category of figure—in the
one object, in the other space” (62). This awareness leads to Rowe and Koetter's identifying the
difference between the two models “typified as acropolis and forum” (62) as well as postulating
that "both buildings and spaces exist in an equality of sustained debate” (83).

When applied to a physical space, the concept of figure-ground evolves into the
interchangeability between form and space. Although the concept of figure-ground has been
used in abstract art since the early twentieth century, two American artists Rachel Whiteread
and Gordon Matta-Clark expressed the concept in the most literal way in relation to architectural
space. Whiteread reversed the solid-void relationship between objects and space by filling them
with concrete, resin, and other materials to materialize the negative shape; Matta-Clark cut the
buildings and created forced voids and gaps within architectural objects (fig. 0-4). Whiteread's
casting process places the object of space in front of the viewer and simultaneously drives the
viewer to imagine the originally empty space and the architecture around it (fig. 0-5). Matta-
Clark's cutting process reveals invisible volumes penetrating the architecture. Although both

originally intended broader concepts than iteration of space, Whiteread's solidification of space
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Figure 0-4. Rachel
Whiteread, House 6, 1994.
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Figure 0-5. Gordon Matta—
Clark, Conical Intersect,
1975.

(© 2022 Estate of Gordon
Matta—Clark / Artists Rights
Society ( ARS ), New
York. Photo credit: Digital
image © Whitney Museum
of American Art / Licensed
by SCALA / Art Resource,
NY.)

and Matta-Clark's construction of voids provide an undoubtedly exciting perspective from an
architectural point of view.

In the field of architecture, the awareness of the figure-ground relationship has been
demonstrated in the shift away from architectural figure towards the focus of space during the
Modern Movement in the early twentieth century. As one of the early works summarizing this
awareness, Architecture as Space: How to Look at Architecture (1957) by Bruno Zevi provided
a comprehensive argument of the subject and emphasized the significance of "space.” Zevi
points out space as a framework to reveal essential characteristics of architecture; other ways of
interpreting architecture are only subordinate to space. By referring to examples in architectural
history and categorizing them as various representations of space, Zevi also proves that the
concept of space existed long before the Modern Architecture Movement. Zevi's work suggests
the double role of the concept of space exemplified in modern architecture, both distinguishing it
from and associating it with prior architecture.

Furthermore, the focus on space in the Modern Architecture era challenged the
establishment of “room" and replaced it with “space.” As a result, interior walls dissolved into free,
transparent, and well-lit spaces. These spaces choreographed a new way of living informed by
machine aesthetics and social freedom. The spaces also implied a level of complexity of inherent

spatial properties that rooms do not possess.
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To truly grasp the complexity of space, we need to take an analytical route. Space is the
emptiness in between objects, where its essence is defined in terms of topology, geometry, scale, and
meaning. At the same time, many aspects interact with space and reflect its laws, such as behavior,
social relations, body, perception, phenomenon, materials, and construction. Therefore, the discussion
of space involves two kinds of relationships: (1) the internal, which focuses on the spatial relationship
itself, and (2) the mapping, which focuses on relationships that map themselves onto space. These
two relationships are interdependent.

This book traces theories and methodologies within and around the topic of space, prior to
and after Zevi's summary. Its framework follows the sequence of visual abstraction, linguistic
analogy, and the return to the origin. This sequence influenced architectural thinking in the
twentieth century, while emphasizing perception, conception, and sensation, respectively. As one
cannot exhaust the discussion on the perception, conception, and sensation of space in three
independent books, this book will focus on a review and critique at an introductory level.

This book consists of three parts. Part I, Visual Abstraction, will review the understanding
of space as visual perception, representative of the modern movement in the early 20th century.
Extending from the visual spaces in painting, | aim to discuss the following topics: how spatial
relationships are extracted through visual abstraction and studied as a composition; how the grid
facilitates as a mechanism for manipulating and discussing space; and how depth serves as a
fundamental aspect of spatiality.

Part II, Linguistic Analogy, will discuss theories of space on a linguistic basis, including structural
linguistics, from the 1960s to the 1980s and continuing into the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Through the lenses of structural linguistics, the abstraction of space and form evolved in terms
of geometric relationships, topological relationships, and metaphysical meanings. In a way, these
theories focus on the logic of space that is not completely visual, including computational logic,
configurational logic, and the logic between form and meaning.

Part Ill, The Return to the Origin, will revisit the theories and practices departing from architectural
phenomenology and conclude at the beginning of space. The focus resides on our physical existence:
the phenomena stimulating the senses, the spatial relationship of these phenomena, and the
embodied experience in space and time. The return to bodily experiences leads to architecture's origin,
the ground. If the human body is the origin of the perceived space, then the ground is the origin of the

physical existence of space. Architectural space is first and foremost an intervention on and in the
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ground, and the intervention itself establishes a spatial relationship. The last chapter was co-authored
with Dr. Brian A. McNeil who, from the perspective of comparative literature, elevated the discussion of
the ground with philosophical investigations of the relationship between the body, the ground, and the
origin of architecture.

Case studies will be structured in two layers as the discussion progresses in the book. On
an introductory layer, examples across design, biology, philosophy, linguistic studies, and various
forms of arts will provide illustrations of the ongoing argument. On a detailed and in-depth layer,
John Hejduk's early work will be examined to exemplify the departure of design thinking from the
formalist tradition to the metaphysical investigation of space. Hejduk's work uniquely weaves
the topics of visual abstraction, linguistic analogy, and the return to the origin, revealing the
mechanisms within spatial conceptualization and design strategies.

This book is bi-lingual in Chinese and English. The two languages define a space and
a structure of their own. Across the boundary between the two arise inconsistencies and
irreconcilable differences. As a language reflects the cultural context that supports it, common
references in one language may need details in another to make sense. In order to compensate
for the complexity in translation as well as maintain the fluidity of the writing, the two versions will
present the same content and argument progression without being a word-to-word translation to
one another.

Every book unfolds narratively, telling many stories. The stories here will unpack architectural
space, painting space, linguistic space, and the concrete existence of space. These spaces were
anticipated in the late nineteenth century when the modern architectural movement was about
to explode into dramatic developments in society, technology, science, and art. At this moment of

possibility, the story of space will begin.
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