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Borromini’s Church of San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane and Le Corbusier’s Mill Owners’ 
Association Building shown in the plans above are unrelated in any conventional sense. 
They are from different places, different times, with different clients and functions. 
San Carlo is a church for a charitable order of Catholic priests built in 1630’s Baroque 
Rome; the Mill Owners’ Building is a conference center for capitalist businessmen built 
in 1950’s modern Ahmedabad, India.

Yet, when the drawings are juxtaposed here at the same scale, it shows that these 
different buildings are surprisingly similar; they use the same pattern of order in an 
identical architectural arrangement; both are bisected squares with their main rooms 
filling the left half. The empty right sides are similar too, one a cloister the other an 
open loft. The two buildings are actually the same size, 90 feet across their front 
facades.

The main rooms dominate each arrangement and correspond in similar dynamic 
treatments; one curving up into an elliptical dome with cupola, the other one spiraling 
through the roof into a clearstory skylight. Each room is emphasized by detaching it 
from the building’s outer boundary through a separating layer; Borromini’s on the left 
side, by a sequence of mini spaces that lead to the corner stair tower, Le Corbusier’s 
on the left side, by an empty slot that runs between the continuous room partition and 
the outer wall. There are even corresponding small details; both have switch back 
stairs in the front right and curved spirals in the back. 

It’s as if Le Corbusier used the entire concept of Borromini’s organization as a conscious 
antecedent for his own design, stripping away the Baroque while maintaining the same 
formal structure, translating it into a new, modern architectural language. 

Whether or not Corbu did this, the juxtaposition of these similar plans serves to reveal 
an important, radical difference. They have very distinct, even opposite, conceptions 
of architectural space. 

The interior of Borromini’s “San Carlino” is divided into many differentiated spaces, 
each a distinct hollow shape, each a discrete entity, linked together in a rich 
articulation of plastic, geometric volumes. The interior of Le Corbusier’s Mill Owners' 
Association is the opposite. It involves a group of discrete differentiated objects placed 
in an undivided, continuous, neutral and formless void that flows through and around 
the building.  It is designed in one, empty, invisible, formless space. But, San Carlo is 
designed of space itself, created full, visibly formed, defined, and enclosed. 

The modern free plan in architecture rejected the construction of space in order to 
display the independence and complexity of the sculptural object. Purity of object 
rather than clarity of place would rule. No closed defined volumetric Space would be 
possible in this free-plan conception. No interruption of the a priori background void 
would be permitted. The universal continuum of neutral space was the essence of the 
new architectural paradigm. The Modern idea of space was deliberately inarticulate, 
conceived as ubiquitous and unrestricted, extending everywhere.  Le Corbusier had an 
ambiguous, but accurate term for it: “ineffable space”.

This article, Space and Anti-Space, was originally written to challenge the validity of 
this exclusionary idea of a universal background space in architecture and urbanism and 
to show the consequence; a rejection of all other forms of aesthetic Space. Thirty-
seven years later, as this article is updated, the inarticulate void still dominates. 
Nothing has changed.
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1) Perspective: the perception of space as 
volume, integral with geometry and form.
Abraham Bosse, Les Perspecteurs, 1648



Space and Anti-Space
The form in which space is presumed to exist is the framework of our perception of the 
world. Space, as idea, is the intangible qualifier of our vision of form, of location and 
dimension, establishing the relative measure among physical things (figure 1). Yet recent 
criticism and current architectural polemics overlook or take for granted the exact nature 
of the definition of space and seem oblivious to the consequences. 

To achieve any significant development and growth in architecture, it is essential to 
clarify the restrictions imposed by modern space. Both Modern Architecture and 
contemporary society in general have accepted the destruction of volumetric space in 
order to achieve other things; and this fact conditions all our current conceptions of 
meaning and form.  

Because of this, no criticism of Modern Architecture can be complete and no post mortem 
version of it can be successful without a more exact understanding of what is meant by 
Modern space. Its unique effects are all-pervasive and can only be overcome by re-
evaluating our basic conceptions and transforming our actual sensibility to space itself. 
Built-in biases must be reversed so the fact can be established that space is by definition 
neither ineffable nor abstract. It is an entity which has form and identity. It can be 
subject to analysis and criticism. 

This critique of space which is so necessary for architecture has not occurred and remains 
problematic largely because there is no longer a valid, constructive approach to solutions 
at a time of crisis. The confusion derives from a fundamental attitude toward change 
which has become inverted: it is now no longer based on anticipation but on 
retrospection; it is no longer an Avant Garde revolution, but has become instead a 
conservative reaction. Still, through uncritical habit, the approach to problems is 
couched in the familiar spirit of progressivism; revolutionary actions continue but without 
an adequate process or program to focus conviction. 

While we can now recognize and agree on the limitations of the Modern style, justifiably 
discrediting some of its results, we must also accept the loss of the avant garde itself and 
identify the disjunction between this as a cultural process and new, potentially 
contradictory intentions. The uncritical continuation of the avant garde attitude of crises 
leads only to its unconscious transformation into a posture of dandyism. Just as the 18th 
century dandy attempted to fulfill the social role of the lost aristocracy by substituting an 
extravagant posture for a legitimate old position, the current posturing of the Avant 
Garde architect is a false re-enactment. Ever-new inventions required of 21st century 
“starchitect” buildings, continues this re-enactment of newness for its own sake.

There is now a prevailing sense of nostalgia for the position provided by the lost Avant 
Garde. The past is approached as a substitute for missing convictions about the future. 
New beliefs are postured with extravagant taste and changing rhetoric. There is hope 
that this will still provide legitimate new answers, but it is a struggle within an old 
procedure, which is maintained to keep up with the imagined need for new movements. 

The danger in this nostalgic emulation of the Avant Garde is the risk of being dazzled only 
by performance itself, or blinded by the simplistic identity and popular success of 
extreme positions. In the rush for notoriety, useful information and ideas may be passed 
over; the value of intelligent criticism may be obscured.

We are now at a starting point similar to the beginning of the Modern Movement when 
there was complete frustration with the limitations of the prevailing styles. Despite new 
enthusiasm and fresh stirrings of expectation, no clear and satisfactory direction for a 
new architecture had yet emerged as exemplified by Le Corbusier’s Villa Schwob, which 
represents a struggle between old spatial volumes and new forms of accommodation 
planning (figure 2a, figure 2b). The situation is remarkably similar to Mies' description of 
the mood in 1910: 

“We find ourselves in painful inner discord. Our enthusiastic hearts demand the 
unqualified and we are ready to pledge ourselves to an idea, but the potential 
vitality of the period has by this time been lost.” 

The mood today is the same but the conditions are different. The idea and theory of the 
Avant Garde provided a solution to the dilemma for architects in 1910. The revolt against 
prevailing forms was in itself a source for the energy of invention.

There were no regrets, no hesitations. Now, we no longer can be shocked by the proposal 
of new styles because our vulnerability has been hardened through repetition. Our faith 
in both the modern utopia and its methods has been exhausted. 

2) a. Villa Schwob, second floor plan.

Early modern plans struggled to combine 
expressive exterior forms and the 
thinness of interior partitioning 

2) b. Villa Schwob, front facade.
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The Loss of Space
What is Modern space? The evidence for a confused and incomplete criticism of space is 
found throughout the entire spectrum of contemporary writings on architecture (see 
Box 1: Post-Modern and Neo-Rational) although a specific definition of Modern space 
consistently emerges. In a typical example, architectural space is described by Charles 
Moore and Gerald Allen in Dimensions-Space Shape and Scale,1976, as: 

“...a special category of free space, phenomenally created by the architect when 
he gives a part of free space shape and scale...we cut off a piece of space from the 
continuum of all space,...to make it recognizable as domain.”

This notion of space, as a slice of the continuum, forms the underlying assumption of 
Modern Architecture. Space is conceived to be a free element in nature, a found 
resource. It is thought to be transcendental, abstract, continuous, vast, and with no 
form. This is a repetition of the Platonic ideal concept of space described by Rudolph 
Arnheim in The Dynamics of Architectural Form,1977, as:

“...the mother and receptacle of all created and visible and in any way sensible 
things...the universal nature which receives all bodies...for while receiving all 
things she never departs at all from her own nature and never in any way or at any 
time assumes a form like that of any of the things which enter into her”.

This concept of formless universal space is hypothesized by psychologists as a basic 
condition of perception: Arnheim suggests that modern “space is experienced as the 
given which precedes the objects in it. In the absence of such objects (it is assumed) 
space would still exist, as an empty boundless container.” In other words, modern 
space is exclusively perceived as the background for the figure of form, as the a priori 
natural condition. 

This concept of natural space becomes romanticized and imbued with a kind of implicit 
animism. Moore and Allen even propose that:

“You can capture space and let it go, 'define' it or 'explode' it. Space is surely one   
of the things you have more of after you have 'exploded' it, but it seems to thrive 
in captivity too.”

There is a sense here that, space prefers a free habitat, that it needs to be captured 
and domesticated like a wild beast. 

One can imagine a typical modern interior in these terms, as an attempt to make one's 
particular piece of wild natural space feel at home. The informal arrangement of walls 
and the lifting of all the furniture off the floor, allows the free and natural movement 
of one’s own house space. Like a domestic pet it is allowed to roam freely throughout 
the interior. The white walls, the elimination of clutter, the purity of design are 
placations to the pure habitat of this captured creature. Even the inevitable modern 
house plants casually but strategically placed can be seen as a supplication to this 
special pet space cut off from its true source of nourishment in the natural continuum.

There is an aspect of respect and deference inherent in this idea. Like the notion of 
ecology, neither space nor nature should be overly affected by man's presence. Nature 
and its coincident image of space are to be left in balance so that Modern space is 
conceived to be an independent entity, essentially unaffected by willful human 
intervention.

A definition of modern space emerges almost by consensus from these observations.  It is a 
definition which one suspects is shared unconsciously to some degree by everyone. That is: 
modern space is a natural phenomena, a found condition; it is imagined as an a priori 
continuum; it has scientific connotations similar to the field theories of light and energy, it 
is ever present, untouchable, and abstract. 

Being indefinite, it cannot carry meaning and must remain the background condition for 
object forms. It can no longer be imagined as a medium of design itself. This is the most 
limiting assumption, that it is wrong or presumptuous to try and make space—it cannot be 
subject to man's intervention nor to the manipulation of his imagination. Modern space 
cannot be conceived as having form. 

The powerful influence of Modern space and its ubiquitous casual presence derive from its 
singular image as the embodiment of nature, as an untouched pristine void. It is a 
precondition that pervades our entire culture, from the individual ordinary realms of 
furnishing and fashion to the macro-environmental scales of architecture and urban design. 
This idea of space is assumed to be inherent, the natural, intangible condition.

Because it is the given, the blank formless, ever-present background, it is overlooked, 
unnoticed and untouched. It is endemic, the invisible pre-condition of most contemporary 
design. Ever present, it can be observed in both the Las Vegas of pop architecture and the  
early modernism of the Ville Radieuse. The underlying endless space is the same, except 
one has billboards (see Box 2: Las Vegas and Le Corbusier). It continues to be the default 
condition for most planning and urban design today, epitomized by Shanghai’s new Pudong 
district, where the underlying blanket of formless space cannot provide a coherent overall 
structure to the area. The prevailing uniform void just forces the scattered architectural 
objects into an extravagant dissonant competition. 

The inherent blandness of modern space eliminates the possibility of urban place, but also 
demands ever new and exaggerated architectural inventions to compensate. The so-called 
freedom of open modern space is deceptive because it is actually proscriptive, narrowing 
formal options and eliminating compositional choices.

To compensate, an alternative spatial hypothesis is needed, one that advocates for 
constructed space. This is certainly possible: space can be man-made, defined, not just 
found; it can be willfully created; it can be made to have form and geometric order; it can 
be limited; it can be figure as well as ground. Space can be treated as a plastic medium of 
design, separate from nature. Architectural space is still accessible. It is a significant 
human innovation, developed over a long history that has unwittingly been discarded.
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Space and Anti-Space
There are two fundamental conceptions of space that have opposite and contradictory 
attributes. It is such an extreme opposition that it can be compared to the theory in 
modern physics of matter and anti-matter, which postulates the existence of two 
different kinds of matter in the universe, composed of equal but oppositely charged 
particles, so that any coincident meeting or collision of the two will cause their mutual 
annihilation.

According to this analogy, Modern space, is the anti-space that will annihilate space. 
Space and Anti-space are oppositely “charged”. Anti-space is undifferentiated, 
formless, infinite, universal, singular, and continuous. Space is differentiated, formed, 
finite, particular, multiple, and discontinuous. Space, by definition, will be obliterated 
by the presence of Anti-space

Complete, uncritical subscription to the limited sensibility of Modern space, or anti-
space, leads to the erosion and eventual loss of space and its capacities. The results of 
this can be seen all around us. It is no longer possible to make a stable public space, to 
design a street or square, or simply form the boundaries of a good room. The sensibility 
as well as the skill to accomplish this have been lost. While we are aware of both types 
of space, there is a predisposition to use only one; modern life is conceived only in 
terms of anti-space. 

Each of these two space types is defined more precisely through a description of both 
the conceptual form ascribed to them and their assumed properties (see Box 3: The 
Fundamental Dichotomy). Space is conceived as a differentiated volume, identifiable in 
its configuration as form, discontinuous in principle, closed and static, but also capable 
of plastic form. It is serial in composition. Anti-space is the opposite. It is 
undifferentiated and ideally formless, continuous in principle, open and flowing. It is 
controlled, directed, or temporarily captured, but never composed.

While, perceptually, the actual visual occurrence of either space or anti-space is 
realized only in the presence of physical things, the illusion of what is seen between 
these things is in each case different. Anti-space appears indefinite; it is perceived as 
the tension and direction in between things. Space is specific; it is perceived as the 
form of the “in-between” itself. This condition is unique to space and is the essence of 
its definition. The successful appearance of this illusion of in-between form is almost 
tangible: something is there. Space does not appear empty; anti-space does, despite its 
animation and flow. Space as opposed to anti-space has identity and value—it is charged 
with a presence. It seems to exist in itself and have properties which are tangible: 
scale, proportion, shape, and size. Its configurations can be measured and its limits 
defined. Anti-space is imperceptible. It is never explicit. 

Historically, the two types of space derive from different world views (see Box 4: A 
Brief History of Space). When space was the dominant concept, its underlying 
assumptions were a finite universe of Cartesian geometric order, a harmony of simple 
mathematical ratios interpretable through geometry. The universe of space was 
imagined as an assembly of pure and crystalline forms whose structure, although hidden 
from ordinary appearances, was the presumed truth, the underlying order. Random 
nature was accepted in this scheme as a profane, unconverted realm, hiding beneath 
the true order. The ideal city was the sacred realization of formed space.

As the universal validity of Euclidean geometry and Newtonian physics were questioned 
and expanded, anti-space emerged as dominant. When “truth” became less certain, 
the underlying assumptions relating to anti-space became an infinite universe, a 
continuum approaching entropy, a condition of pure probabilities and random events 
decipherable only through statistics. Free random nature came to symbolize the truth 
of reality in its unadulterated state. As such, it came to be the proper source of 
knowledge and the subject of science. Within the tenets of anti-space, the precision of 
the city as a reference to pure form and contrived figures of design was now 
interpreted as an esoteric invention without validity. 

The dominance of anti-space as the prevailing spatial sensibility was reinforced by the 
concepts of romanticism. When the individual vision replaces man's general vision as 
the framework for interpretation, each person establishes his own relationship to 
nature as the primal source. After this occurs, there can no longer be a convention of 
universal perception. Space itself loses value since the correctness of composition is 
determined by the picture it makes for each individual (the picturesque). Geometry as 
a generalization of form becomes separate from space and is used primarily as a 
neutral, referential grid, serving as the necessary coordinates (Cartesian) that underlie 
the scientific description that lurks beneath a larger romantic natural milieu. 

This change from the idea of space to anti-space and the consequent deterioration of 
the sensibility to figural space can be seen quite clearly in the image and drawing of 
architectural plans. When Durand draws a Palladian villa, space is somehow missing. 
Although the type remains, it has been neutralized and converted into a mere 
geometric pattern of lines separated from the Space they enclose (figure 3a, figure 3b). 
Palladio’s rotunda is spatially full, Durand’s is just the grid.

3) a. Plan Drawings, 
J N L Durand.

3) b. Villa Rotunda, 
Vicenza, Italy, Andrea 
Palladio, c 1554.

3



The change in sensibility from space to anti-space is also observable in the altered 
configuration of both the garden and the city. When the Bois de Boulogne was 
converted to an English park landscape, it supplanted a forest of geometric space. A 
wandering circulatory system replaced the taut linear allées which form the spatial 
relationships between the edges. Nature is re-established as sacred, tamed by its 
association with anti-space. 

It is apparent that the foundation of Modern Architecture rests on a different 
interpretation of space; one that is a fluid, pre-existing, natural, condition rather than 
an imposed construction. Modern space is Anti-spacial because it is exclusive of any 
other interpretations or formal impositions other than the natural. Any man-made 
figural manipulations of it would violate its basic assumption. All its attributes 
correspond to its conception as a natural phenomenon: a “free” open plan, the literal 
interpenetration of indoors as outdoors, buildings seen as finite objects, standing in the 
infinity of space around them, architecture raised off the ground to encourage the 
uninterrupted and continuous flow. Nature dominates and is encouraged everywhere. 
All exteriors are landscaped. The ordered garden is not allowed, especially with 
nature’s own hedges and trees. Modern space is an uninterrupted fluid, a moving 
ubiquitous continuum. It is Anti-space, because it annihilates the very possibility of 
figural formed Space.

Looking back at Le Corbusier's diagram of the Five Points (figure 4), a sixth point can 
now be imagined as the unspoken common link to the other five. It is clear that a new 
idea of space is present in all the drawings on the left side. Le Corbusier’s “ineffable 
space” (intangible and inexpressible) is an Anti-space, without walls, without rooms. 
The whole history of Space on the right will be annihilated by Anti-space on the left. 

In Le Corbusier's other diagram of the four compositional types (figure 5), there is also 
the implicit presence of an exterior void, which remains untouchable and continuous, 
with each building free-standing in it, self sufficient, alone without context.  

It seems clear that no transformation of architecture can take place without first 
recognizing the power of this sixth point and its influence as an unconscious spatial 
bias. Anti-space is deeply imbedded in the whole framework of contemporary society. 
It is further reinforced by the prevalent political concepts of individualism, capitalism, 
and commercialism as the dominant contemporary forms. The undifferentiated, 
uniformly-equal value of anti-space serves as the perfect equivalent of an 
undifferentiated society of equals. Its abstraction is embraced as a metaphor for 
freedom and equality, while its implicit openness continues to symbolize the general 
scientific image of free nature.

Despite the apparent cultural integration of this spatial concept its effects are 
disastrous. The free, flowing aspect of anti-space obliterates the important distinctions 
necessary for the definition of place, the formed location between things. Place 
requires constructed Space with unique specificity, confinement and closure, with 
measurable scale. By making everywhere the same, Anti-space destroys honorific 
distinctions between public and private realms, breaking down the barriers and layers 
required for transitional passage.

This modern, Anti-space is defined by its opposite. It derives its authority from the 
obliteration and rejection of space itself. Anti-space, because it is by definition 
formless, can carry no specific meaning beyond its transcendental aspirations. If there 
can be no form without meaning, there can be no meaning without a form. An 
inarticulate vacuum is the inevitable consequence of the elimination of formed figural 
space as a medium of architectural manipulation. 

Surely this contributes in a significant way to the current crisis of meaning in  
architecture. The concept of a universal inexpressive anti-space, must result in the 
rejection of figural space. This induces a loss of formal capacity and a reduction in 
communicative content. To re-establish place, Space needs to be re-incorporated into 
architecture.

4) ‘Five Points’ from Oeuvre 
Complète, Le Corbusier, 1910-29.

5) Diagram of 4 House Types, from Oeuvre 
Complète, Le Corbusier, 1910-1929.
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Characteristics of Anti-Space
The loss of figural space as an intermediary structure between form and the observer 
has also left a vacuum in the process of seeing and interpreting our relationship to 
form. In anti-space there is a reduction in the equation of perception from three 
factors to two, whereas in the presence of volumetric space the identity of the space 
itself acts as a separate third term between a form and the observer, with each 
relating to it. The observer moves through space which the form itself creates. Form 
and space together act as a constellation, legible and integrated in a mutual 
relationship against which motion and navigation are measured through a fixed 
unchanging figure. 

The destruction of space and its disassociation from form removes the constant third 
term in this perceptual relationship. When anti-space, as a freely moving continuous 
ground, becomes independent of form, it loses its value as a mutual reference. In a 
sense the location of space is reversed. Anti-space becomes associated primarily with 
the observer rather than with the forms which create it, so that architecture receives 
its vitality not from an integrated figure but only from a personal space which is mobile 
and individualized. 

Relationships are perceived within anti-space as if it were a force field activated by the 
presence of isolated things: each object, in a sense, radiates its own influence 
animating the space so that mutual relationships are revealed primarily through the 
motion of the observer. We no longer move through a fixed space, but along with a 
fluid, moving one. 

It has been the primary formal concern of Modern art and architecture to analyze this 
mode of perception and explore the appearance of form through movement and time. 
This analysis is exemplified by Cubism, where the transformations of shape and space 
derive from the movement of the viewer in the fluid, non-sequential medium of anti-
space (see Box 5: Cubism - The Turning Point). 

Cubism and Collage
From Cubism it is readily apparent that the following three anti-space characteristics 
have become provocative determinants of our perception of form in architecture: first, 
the interpretation of form as a relative state, its basic characteristics and appearances 
can be transformed by the events of moving and observing over time; second, the 
interpretation of solid mass as if it were both present and conceptually dematerialized by 
the permeation of space, or in a sense transparent; and third, the acceptance of the 
incompleteness of the collage compositional technique, that juxtaposes fragmented 
figures as a free-range method of finished composition. 

The collage aspect of anti-space is particularly pertinent because it is both a 
characteristic compositional device and it represents the process of modern perception. 
The experience and meaning of formal relationships are known to the individual 
through non-sequential appearance, fragments of thought and assembled memories. 
This process of individualization of thought is itself the paradigm for collage.

In addition, collage, incorporated as a general attitude, promotes a critical and 
speculative relationship between the ideal and the real. It is a form of visual analysis. 
As in a collage “painting” the application of a real fragment onto the canvas challenges 
the painted image. It establishes a dialogue between fact and illusion, between real 
and ideal. With collage, useful attributes and partial references deriving from an ideal 
or utopian framework can be appropriated and used without accepting the whole 
premise of this position.

The capacity for simultaneous multiple viewpoints enabled through collage, offers a 
way out of the destructive dilemma inherent in the Anti-space/Space annihilation.

This attitude provides the means to incorporate multiple spatial typologies into 
architecture. It eliminates the necessity to accept the premise of a world of anti-space 

in order to use the valuable devices and perceptions which have emerged from it. It is 
not necessary to believe in a vast infinite flux as the only representation of the reality 
of space. There are two scales to our perception and knowledge—the vague reality of 
the expansive concepts of cosmological space and the specific reality of finite place 
and time. The collage process should be as applicable to the form of space as it is to 
the forms in anti-space. 

The perceptual characteristics of anti-space allow us to understand that form can be 
perceived relative to its appearance through motion and time; that mass can be 
conceived as transparent, permeated with anti-space; that relationships can be 
established through fragments and the incompleteness of memory. These are conditions 
requiring further exploration. They are the lessons of anti-space we do not wish to 
unlearn, because once the image of form and the process of perception have been 
transformed by anti-space, a new conjunction of space and anti-space in architecture is 
possible. 
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Space: Negative and Positive
A new architecture of volumetric space, qualified and transposed into the context of 
modern perception and thin-wall construction can be made without traditional mass. 
But, it requires the transformation of our sensibility; embracing the enclosing plasticity 
of walls and accepting the existence of multiple spatial types. It also requires the 
identification of an inherent binary condition; Positive Space depends on a 
corresponding Negative Space.

What is Negative Space? It is the space within the walls. In general, the design of 
volumetric or positive space depends on the use of thick walls shaped so that the space 
formed on one side of the wall can be different, discrete, and independent from its 
opposite side. In the Villa Rotunda, 1571 (figure 3b) the four corner triangles of thick 
wall partly define three different positive spaces each, the center circle, a corner hall, 
and, a vestibule. These triangles appear as “solid” piers, defining space externally, but 
inside, they are empty. This is the negative space, set apart from, but creating the 
necessary backup for the larger geometric volumes. Negative space is occupied but 
experienced as a separate place here, in this case as a place for stairs. These empty 
triangles are like hidden pockets, within the building fabric.

The French word for pocket is poché. It is the term used for the areas of wall that are 
shaped to define the different positive spaces in a composition of rooms. When the wall 
is literally solid it is poché; when it is hollowed out and accessible it becomes negative 

space, also called habitable poché.

To illustrate the difference between an actual solid-wall architecture and negative 
space, we can imagine the transformation of the walls and piers of St Peter’s into 
negative space. The piers are, of course, the necessary structural solids supporting and 
defining the building’s massive vaulted and domed space. There is no negative space 

here because all is pure solid and void (figure 6). Suspending reality, for a moment, If 
one imagines the solids to be rebuilt in their exact present shape out of steel and light 
cladding so that empty space was also provided within the dimensions of the pier’s 
present thickness, then this void can be called negative space. 

Bramante's earlier plan for St Peter’s (figure 7) creates, more directly, the conditions 
of negative space. The building is essentially a central cruciform void wrapped in a 
square, with the crotches between them “filled in” with a  descending order of smaller 
spaces, a fabric of positive and negative conditions overlapping and nestled in each 
other. For example, the two triangular apses in back of the colonnaded squares act in 
two ways. One as subsidiary niches behind the colonnades, but second as the negative 
space backing up the solid rear wall of the exterior porches, which themselves are 
carved within the bounding square.

This formal idea is the same in both plans for Saint Peter’s, but Michelangelo, the 
sculptor, treats the whole as a solid plastic block, while Bramante, the architect, 
designs a fabric of woven voids, where space triumphs over mass.   

7) Early Plan, St Peter’s Rome, 
Bramante, circa 1506.

6) Partial Plan, St Peter’s Rome, 
Michelangelo, 1546.
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From its integral presence in the thick walls of Bramante and Palladio, negative space 
has evolved into a useful contemporary form that provides independent overlapping 
places for a variety of uses.

At the neoclassical Caffè Pedrocchi in Padua, built in 1831 (figure 8), the pockets of 
negative space within the walls have expanded into a spreading realm of niches, anti-
rooms, left-over closets, hidden chambers, and buried stairs. Positive spaces fill the 
plan, the whole enabled by the back-up of negative space, within the walls. The large 
meandering empty area of negative space in the middle of the plan behind the main 
hall is a residual precursor to modern flowing space. Here it both separates the main 
Sala Rossini from the diagonal enfilade of different rooms, but also joins them through 
a common backstage serving-pantry.

In a similar, more humorous illustration, the rectangular room inside Lucy the Elephant 
(figure 9) is created by hiding the inner skin behind a fattened thickness in the 
shoulders and stomach. Here, the empty thickness is filled with closets, storage, and 
ingeniously gives place for the main entrance stairs. This can be thought of as negative 

space.

This condition of negative space is not limited to the gaps between interior volumes. It 
can exist between the outside and inside of buildings as well, if the walls are shaped to 
form external urban spaces. In the Sapienza block, in central Rome, finished in 1660, 
Borromini inserted his spatially dynamic church of Sant’Ivo into the calm of Della 
Porta’s existing arcaded courtyard with a curved wall that terminated the court and 
gave a front to the church. These separate forms are welded together through the web 
of negative spaces that are cut into the surrounding fabric of walls. Here, imbedded 
within the thickness, are the subsidiary places for small chapels and wardrobe rooms in 
a complex ritual program integrated through the intrinsic concordance of positive and 
negative space (figure 10a-d).

Historically, the design of volumetric space inherently depends on the use of thick walls 
so that the shape of one space can be formed independent of the next, as in the 
Palazzo Barberini, where the oval space of the foyer is completely independent of the 
flat exterior surface of the facade. The Palazzo Barberini plan intentionally uses the 
hollow of the thick wall to produce two conditions of negative space, in the servant 
stairs and passages as well as in the rear public stair (see Box 6: Palazzo Barberini - 
Negative Space). The capacity of the wall to be formed differently on each side is the 
direct product of its thickness. Its inside and outside faces, being dimensionally 
separate, can act independently. Although today, we can no longer afford, or need, 
thick massive walls, the new capacity to build and define space with thin materials still 
allows us to make negative space according to the formal properties of the thick wall. 

Thinness can be used to produce the illusion of thickness through the exploitation of 
precedents found in the architecture of volumetric space. We can have it both ways, 
solids and voids as places of occupation, space and anti-space separated by an empty, 
conceptually transparent mass. The work of John Soane is filled with intuitions of 
negative space. The vaulted ceilings of the Bank of England and the thick wall/facade 
of his own house suggest the possibilities of an architecture conceived in the formal 
principles of volumetric space and mass, but opened up by the actual thinness of its 
construction (see Box 7: The Invention of Virtual Thickness).

Negative space is the specific design of an apparent solid to serve the formation of 
space, both inside and outside itself. It is a condition of multiple appearances, looking 
like a solid boundary enclosing positive spatial rooms, but being empty creating 
another, simultaneous ,“hidden” place within itself. 

The potential of this idea seems far-reaching. Space, geometric, volumetric and 
contained does not need to be discarded because of the prevalent anti-spatial world 
view. Space can be constructed next to, or within anti-space, if it is separated by the 
thickness and independent surfaces of a corollary condition that is negative space. 

“Free” plans using volumetric space can be composed by maintaining a boundary of 
virtual thickness, hollowed out to form the void in-between. 

9) Lucy the Elephant, 1881, Margate, NJ, 
developed by James Lafferty, design 
by architect William Free.

8) Caffè Pedrocchi, Giuseppe Jappelli,
1831, Padova, Italy.
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10) c. Plan of the Dome.

The surrounding buffers of negative 

space in the base allow the complex 

energetic spatial interior of the chapel 

below to rise up as an inversion, from 

void to solid, emerging through the roof 

as a disengaged free-standing object 

into the forming space of the courtyard 

attic.   

10) d. Detail plan of Sant’Ivo with 

subsidiary wardrobe rooms, and 

altars.

The plan is a proliferation of interlocking 

negative and positive spaces. Every piece 

of “wall” is carved away within the 

central Star of David chapel itself. 

Imagine moving into the private 

hexagonal chapels, through the walls and 

window wells, and up the tower stairs 

with their own windows in the most solid 

tip of building mass.   

10) b. Plan of the Sapienza block.

The Church of Sant’Ivo is the focus of the 

entire composition. Even though it was 

built last, it totally integrates the 

surrounding arcades and courtyard  

engaging them through its four hexagonal 

corners in a web of negative space.  

10) a. View of the Sapienza courtyard.

The Church of Sant’Ivo was inserted into 

Giacomo Della Porta’s existing building. 

Borromini placed the chapel behind a 

new curved end wall attached to the 

arcaded courtyard to establish a hollow 

“thick wall” condition of negative space 

that simultaneously defines both the 

horizontal court and the vertical chapel.
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Re-reading a History of Space
With negative space in mind, it is possible to look back at the history of architecture 
and see new things. The eyes of our imagination can walk through walls. We can enter 
into the space of solids. We can relearn the lessons of space, mass, and volume, 
appropriating old plans through this new interpretation, revealing space that was never 
intended to be seen. We can imagine the poché and the secondary spaces being 
perceived as negative space and move through the building, with the perception of 
anti-space in a wandering, exploratory promenade—finding new figures and unexpected 
possibilities. 

Confrontations of alternative space types can be imagined in other plans: figural and 
non-figural space is combined circumstantially in the perimeter of Mansart's Church of 
the Visitation, in Paris (figure 11), and in Fischer von Erlach’s Holy Trinity Church, in 
Salzburg (figure 12). We can compare the different degrees of hollow form in the 
negative space of the Church of Sant’Agnese in Agone, in Rome (figure 13), and the 
pavilion of the Piazza d’Oro at Hadrian’s Villa (figure 14).

We can see with new eyes; to compare the Medieval Claypotts Castle (figure 15 a, b)  to 
the Modern Carpenter Center (figure 16a, b) to observe different spatial images of the 
same figure. We can re-inhabit the side walls of The Sultan Hassan Mosque, in Cairo 
(figure 17), or compare the dynamic plans of Castell Coch, in Wales (figure 18), to the Old 
Sacristy of St Peter's, in Rome (figure 19), repossessing space within the walls. The thick 
walls of every castle and fortification suggest a version of a free plan with the formation 
of space (figure 22). 

To develop the potential of negative space, it is necessary to transform our way of 
seeing and making plans, to work with different objectives and judge with new values. 
Wasted space must be made intentionally to produce the left-over dimensions 
separating spaces. With special attention, this dimension can be made into negative 
space, to be exploited as the raw material for the formation of a new use of space.

11) Ste Marie de la Visitation, Paris, 
France, François Mansart, 1632-34.

14) Piazza d’Oro, Hadrian’s Villa, Tivoli, Italy, 125 AD.12) Holy Trinity Church, Salzburg, Austria, 
Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach, 1695.

13) Sant’Agnese in Agone, Piazza Navona, 
Rome, Italy, begun by Rainaldi, 1652.
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16) a. Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, MA, Le Corbusier, 1964, view.

15) a. Claypotts Castle, Dundee, Scotland, 1569 - 1588, view.

16) b. Carpenter Center, plan.

15) b. Claypotts Castle, plan.
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Once present, this thickness can be usefully reoccupied. Closets, cabinets, shelves, 
even whole rooms such as toilets and vestibules can become a dense continuous 
medium of surface and negative spaces. They need no longer be seen as the still-life 
objects required to animate a modern interior.

The re-submersion of subsidiary elements into the thickness of the wall provides the 
necessary dimension for the plastic manipulation of space. What remains is the question 
of refinement and the precise focus of these spatial configurations. We will have to 
relearn the definition of continuous surface and re-acquire the skills to make good 
profiles and taut silhouettes, as the characteristics which join the wall to space. If the 
wall is to make space, it must manifest a dense architecture all its own (figure 20).

The architecture of the wall, of negative space, can incorporate another world of 
intimacy, emotion, and memory. It can contain places which are the equivalent of 
attics and basements. Alcoves, window seats, inglenooks, hidden panels, and secret 
passages, can be carved from the solid. The space of the walls can provide new 
mystery, illusion and surprise. 

With the enriched variety of spatial separation, a new functional adaptability is also 
possible for both architecture and the city, based on a classification of space rather 
than a separation of uses through zoning. The conventional relationships of plan and 
program can be rethought. Incompatible functions can be adjacent to one another but 
separate and unconnected. Spatial uses can be mixed in unconventional but non-
conflicting ways as circumstance requires.

17) Sultan Hassan Mosque, Cairo, Egypt.

18) Castell Coch, Cardiff, Wales, 
11th - 13th centuries.

19) Old Sacristy, St Peter’s, Rome.

20) Lord Derby’s House, London, England, Robert Adam, 1777.

The profile and poché make an architecture of the walls.
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Perhaps Louis Kahn had a similar idea about the negative space in a thick wall when he 
wrote: 

“The dark architectural directness of the castle and the musically rhythmic image 
of the Greek temple combines in my mind a thought about Le Corbusier. I believe 
Le Corbusier, even in the light of his marvelous revelations in architecture, is just 
beginning to create his greatest work. I dare to think of a building that he might 
make, a great block of building, which is cut into from top to bottom in varied 
places of varied shapes neither forgetting the castle, nor the order of the temple, 
giving light to spaces and passages on the immediate interior and leading to a 
glorious central and single space, their walls and their light left in faceted planes, 
the shapes of the record of their making, intermingling with the serenity of light 
from above.” 

The notion of servant spaces as articulated by Louis Kahn for mechanical equipment or 
subsidiary functions can be contained within the negative space of the walls forming 
the preferred positive spatial sequences. Essential but secondary spaces no longer need 
be embarrassing appendices to a configuration, or justified through a conscious 
expression. Servant space, is reimagined castle space, and becomes instead, part of the 
supporting ground for the design of space (figure 21). 

The architecture of positive space, supported by the illusion of negative space and 
thick walls, can occur only with the transformation of our sensibility to space itself. 
We can focus on the tautness of shapes and the specific definitions of space for its own 
sake. Once positive space has again become a medium of architecture, its capacity for 
meaning will unfold. 

The use of negative space, is not a fashion. It is not a justification for collecting 
architectural antiques or the making of a super-graphic mannerism. The dignity and 
repose of precise, clear spatial figures should generate both elevation and plan. Space 
should become explicit, form less autonomous. The particularity of walls should be 
consistent with the spaces they enclose. The reuse of space does not imply a new 
version of total design nor a temporary posture of historicism. It is an association of the 
oldest principles of architecture with contemporary technology and perception. 

The rediscovery of the virtual thick wall and the value of negative space result from the 
need to break through the limitations of anti-space. It has emerged slowly through 
drawing and design, and grown without conscious articulation in the struggle to make 
space. However, the testing has just begun. Architecture will talk back, in an 
interaction of design and critical conviction, establishing and confirming the 
condensation of these ideas. 

21) Erdman Hall Dormitories, Bryn Mawr, PA, 
Louis I Kahn, 1965.

22) Castle plans.

Dover Castle. World War 1 Fortress.
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The City of Space - A Revised Agenda
We have at our disposal the knowledge to develop a new strategy for architecture 
which can, through its formation of exterior space, affect the configuration of the city. 
It is possible to produce a new city of space by extending the definition of negative 
space to the larger scale of the urban block. The result will be a new interpretation of 
streets, squares, and public places. 

To achieve the city of space a specific program of goals can be established for the 
process of work, which reconsiders the relationship of space to the plan and the wall. A 
new agenda is required for architecture and the city as follows:

First, the wall must promote the architecture of space by joining with it in mutual 
configuration. To accomplish this requires new priorities—it will be necessary to: 

• Make walls primarily to shape space—the wall is not a neutral partition which 
 simply divides anti-space; it can be made with density, texture and configuration. 

• Make walls which are thick and contain space—the thick wall is the medium of 
negative space; its dimension is a primary condition of volumetric space. 

• Make walls only for the sake of space; walls are not just the perimeter edges of 
programmed functions; they are the location of transitions and are places in 
themselves. 

• Make walls which define exterior space first—facades are not just the skin of a box, 
the representation of the interior, nor the surface for signs; they are the boundary 
walls of urban rooms, the street and the square. The facade is the generator of 
public space and the boundary of enclosure.

Next, the plan must be re-established. It must become again the mechanism for 
invention and the generation of space. In order to compose a plan of space, it is 
necessary to make plans which integrate geometry with the composition of space—
geometry is not just a modular system within free space, nor is the plan limited to 
abstracted coordinates for locating forms. 

• Make plans with more than one spatial order—the plan is not simply a clear 
arrangement of areas; it must also provide for the multiple interpretation of events 
and experience through space. The plan is the generator of order.

• Make plans where circulation is integral with the sequential forms of space—
circulation is not a separate element of architecture, nor is a plan generated simply 
by the path of a promenade. 

• Make free plans composed of space rather than of objects—the use of volumetric 
space does not require rigid, inflexible plans nor is a free plan the exclusive 
province of anti-space. 

• Make plans with negative space—the wasted space of apparent mass and thickness 
are preconditions for the presence of space. 

Space is the qualifier of both wall and plan. Through this agenda, space can be re-
incorporated into architecture and the city with the necessary form and dimension to 
again become a figure of composition capable of a broader range of meanings. 

The purpose here is not to create a new style or justify a more arbitrary, expressive 
architecture, but to provide a simple and clear way of accommodating a complexity of 
conditions with appropriate spatial configurations. This implies the existence of more 
elaborate intermediate categories—in effect, a complete typology of space and form 
integrated together into a larger fabric of order, beyond the individual work of 
architecture.

It is now clear that to make a truly connective city and a complex responsive 
architecture with anti-space alone is impossible. The simultaneous presence of a free 
plan inside and a free plan outside will obliterate all distinctions, destroy all space, and 
lead to a chaotic placeless uniformity. Nothing can cohere because there is no means or 
need for interdependence. Without the nuance and variations produced with multiple 
differentiated spaces, there are no collective ordering devices available for the larger 
urban environment. Without the responsibility to make space, architecture is left alone 
in self-reflection, striving for attention, searching for identity, and trying to rediscover 
its own missing purpose.

Through concentrated attention, a revived sensibility to space can be re-integrated into 
architecture and city as a primary purpose. This critical task has been the motivation 
and the aspiration of our work.

To paraphrase Mies van der Rohe:

“...we are ready to pledge ourselves to this idea, to believe that the potential 
vitality of the period has...not yet been lost,”

to make space the generator of place.
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B1-b Plan and axonometric of the Ehrman House, Armonk, 
NY, Robert Stern and John Hagmann, 1974-6.

B1-a  Plan and view of Robert Venturi’s Mother’s House, 1964.

Box 1: Post-Modern and Neo-Rational Page 14

Initially, Post-modernism was chiefly concerned with 
alternate forms of the architectural object and its 
surfaces, as articulated in Robert Venturi’s 1966 book 
Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture. The 
meaning and style of building forms, shapes, and details 
constituted a search for an appropriate symbolism of the 
individual and the cultural problem of popular 
expression that had been redacted from Modern 
Architecture’s vocabulary. However, there was no real 
challenge to the underlying premise of modern space.

Robert Venturi’s inventive tour de force design for his 
Mother’s House (B1-a) in suburban Philadelphia 
combines a modernist formal structure of frontal 
layered planes reminiscent of Le Corbusier's Villa 
Garches with an appliqué of historically-referential 
pitched roof and ornament. The pedimented front with 
its large elevation openings suggests an arrangement of 
interior volumetric spaces. But the rooms remain 
incomplete, fragmented voids tied together by a curved 
wall of implied spatial continuity. This was a first step 
away from the free plan towards an architecture of 
volumetric space.

Post-modernism assumed that Modern Architecture was 
worn out. It proposed new elements that referenced 
historical allusions as a substitute for the limited 
communicative devices of Modern Architecture’s 
abstract message of pure rationality. It was nostalgic for 
architectural ornament, espousing a return to exterior 
decoration and complexity following Venturi’s book with 
its advocacy of a knowledge of pre-modern formal 
history.

Ten years later, Robert Stern’s Ehrman House (B1-b) of 
1976 uses highly decorative surfaces, but still depends 
on the modern premise of a flowing free plan of 
continuous space pushed to its limits. It is a dazzling 
display of free forms overlapping inside and out trying to 
break the bounds of pure modernist geometries. It is the 
last gasp of high modernism. The fragmented free plan 
of curving volumes resemble the multiple forms of a 
Braque Cubist painting. Which also prefigured the 
coming shapes of deconstruction.

Post-modernism was essentially a revolt against Modern 
Architecture. It was a significant achievement. 
However, there was no recognition or challenge to the 
debilitating limits placed on architecture by the 
underlying context of Modernism’s continuous void of 
Anti-Space. It did not yet make new proposals for the 
external space of the city, nor did it offer a completely 
different kind of space for the interior. It was largely an 
American and suburban phenomenon reflecting a society 
of strong individualism.

Return to Table of Contents



B1-e  Plan by Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand circa 1805.

Box 1: Post-Modern and Neo-Rational Page 15

The Italian Neo-Rationalists of the 1960’s represented by 
Aldo Rossi’s seminal book The Architecture of the City 

published in Italy in 1966, (the same year as Venturi’s 
Contradiction..) were concerned with the opposite of an 
architecture of individual expression. Their concern was 
to reestablish the urban with a new monumental 
institutional architecture. Like the modernists, they 
focused, on a few general typological forms to be 
repeated on a giant scale. The intention was to represent 
a new ideological structure and meaning for a new kind 
of future reconstructed city. 

Like Modern Architecture, the Neo-rationalist Tendenza 
ignored the existing city fabric and presumed a tabula 
rasa would be necessary to make room for their new, 
rational autonomous architecture of elements, consisting 
of giant squares and grids of repeating parallel bars with 
occasional symbolic arcades. The formal architectural 
typology dominated all other considerations so that the 
same gridded monumental figures would serve any use, 
institutions, housing, dormitories, schools or cemeteries. 
In the plans, elevations and site plan of Competition for 
Monza, Italy, (B1-c,d) by Aldo Rossi and Giorgio Grassi, 
1966, exterior space was captured in the waffle-iron 
plan, but it is not really a new positive volumetric space. 
Rather, it is the inevitable leftover from the systematic 
rational geometric mega-building pattern. 

Outside the buildings, the surrounding emptiness remains 
a black hole of modernist, undefined Anti-Space with no 
alternative spatial ideas for interior space, which is a 
punitive and anonymous layout of repetitive cells. 

There is a clear nostalgia for the strict categorization of 
typological form deriving from the Enlightenment’s Neo-

classicism, categorized in J.N.L. Durand’s Typologies of 
Institutional Monuments published in 1799 (B1-e). 
Compare the parallel building bars to the Chieti student 
housing project by Grassi, Monestrou, and Conti of 1974 
(B1-f).

Despite their general criticism of Modern Architecture, 
neither the classically-oriented Italian Neo-Rationalists nor 
the eclectic-oriented American Post-Modernists recognize 
the dilemma of Modern Space’s bland uniformity. 

Neither provides a clear critique or an explicit 
alternative to the underlying necessity of a continuous 
space. Like Modern Architecture itself, both groups 
remain object-fixated in their attempts to establish 
clear architectural symbols and icons. They tend to 
maintain the assumptions of Modern Space while seeking 
alternatives to Modern Architecture's more explicit and 
obvious rejection of meaning.

Neither makes plans with a complex spatial focus, but 
concentrate instead on external appearance and literal 
symbol. The elevation, the bird's eye perspective, have 
become the generators as both movements indulge in a 
kind of historical mythology, returning to pre-modern 
architectural conditions and attitudes. It is as though 
each imagines that history can be rewritten to suit its 
own purposes. One starts with Ledoux and ends with an 
architecture for the worker, while the other begins with 
Lutyens and ends with an architecture for the consumer. 
They represent opposite poles of a similar investigation 
to discover anti-modern alternatives. Each aimed at 
revitalizing the meaning and symbolism of form; one 
slanted toward the collective memories within a 
collective order; the other toward the individual in a 
capitalist society. 

Plan of Competition for Monza, Italy, by Aldo Rossi and 
Giorgio Grassi, done in 1966. 

The huge square grid of continuous architecture proposed 
In the site plan.

Elevations and site plan of Competition for Monza, Italy by 
Aldo Rossi and Giorgio Grassi, done in 1966.

B1-c
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Box 1: Post-Modern and Neo-Rational Page 16

Neither position provides a solution for the complex 
spatial range which must exist between public 
requirements on the one hand and private needs on the 
other. No urban image emerges comparable to the 
sequence of movement through the namable spaces of a 
traditional city from the public Piazza, along the 
Avenue, down the Street, into the semi-public 
Courtyard, through the communal Foyer, up the Stairs 
and into the private Rooms. This is an elaborate 
sequence of passage through a rich typology of spaces 
for which there is a vocabulary of discrete terms. The 
complex linking of these provides an accommodation of 
the conflicting public and private domains, offering a 
place for the unpredictable and a location for 
intermediate transitions.

Contrary to these other movements of the 60’s and 70’s, 
Rob Krier and Leon Krier, formed a northern branch of a 
Rational Architecture which advocated a revival of an 
anti-modern typology, but it was a typology of 
volumetric spaces as opposed to a typology of object 
forms. Space was to be the primary positive figural 
ingredient required in the reconstruction of the city and 
its architecture. 

Rob Krier’s grid Typology of Urban Spaces of 1979 (B1-g) 
demonstrates the range, complexity and richness that is 
possible when a city is composed from the medium of 
figural space. It was a direct attack on the empty 
promise of Modernism’s insistence on a singular 
unmodified background uniformity. 

Leon Krier’s three analytical diagrams of the True City 
in Streets and Squares, Typological Order of Public 
Spaces of 1978 was composed of two essential 
constituent realms (B1-h). There is another realm 
undrawn, the third ingredient of public space. Space 
needs to be formed as a consciously constructed volume 
to make the city, because it is actually the joining 
element, that integrates and binds the objects of the 
Res Publica and the blocks of the Res Economica into a 
completed urban fabric of CIVITAS.

Chieti student housing, Giorgio Grassi, 
Monestrou and Conti, 1974.

B1-g   Typology of Urban Spaces by Rob Krier, 1979.

Streets and Squares, Typological Order of Public Spaces 
analysis by Leon Krier, 1978.
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Box 2: Las Vegas and Le Corbusier Page 17

In their book Learning From Las Vegas, 1977, the 
authors took a clear stand against the idea of modern 
space virtually calling it Anti-Space. 

“Perhaps the most tyrannical element in architecture 
now is space. Space has been contrived by architects 
and deified by critics, filling the vacuum created by 
fugitive symbolism”.

At the same time, they also admired the desert version 
of this same space found along and behind the main 
highway strip (B2-a,b). Their primary criticism of Modern 
Architecture was its rejection of symbolic form and the 
elimination of ornament, but the deified exclusivity of 
its space was also a liability. As they say about Le 
Corbus ier: “In the architecture of abstract 
expressionism, space is what displaced symbolism”.

Venturi’s affirmation of the unique expressionless, but 
all encompassing, qualities of Modern space is quite 
clear and correct. However, because Le Corbusier does 
not describe Modern space specifically, it is also possible 
to misinterpret his statement as a rejection of all types 
of space. This implies an inherent opposition: 
architecture is a question of signs versus space, but 
empty space is what both Le Corbusier and Venturi had 
in mind, not figural space deliberately formed. Figural 
space, because it has form, can be symbolic and carry 
meaning in itself.

Although the continued deference to Modern space is 
rightly criticized by Venturi as tyrannical, when this 
same type of space is discovered in the open context of 
Las Vegas, it is embraced as an acceptable phenomenon 
with a legitimate historical pedigree. 

“The A&P parking lot is a current phase in the evolution 
of vast space since Versailles. The space that divides 
high-speed highways and low, sparse buildings produces 
no enclosure and little direction. To move through this 
landscape is to move over vast expansive texture.”

The Highway Strip and Modern Architecture

View of Las Vegas, Nevada, from Learning from Las Vegas, by 
Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour, 1977.

Figure-ground plan of main strip, Las Vegas, Nevada, from Learning from Las 

Vegas, by Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour, 1977.
Click image for larger version
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Box 2: Las Vegas and Le Corbusier Page 18

This vast expansive texture of space discovered at Las 
Vegas in 1977 is the same vast Modern space used as the 
pervasive unifying abstraction for Le Corbusier’s 
Antwerp plan in 1933. As one can see in the two 
comparable wide views of each place (B2-a,c).  This is 
the dilemma that architecture and urbanism must face. 
Anti-Space is not friendly. It has a placeless melancholy 
and alienation built into it.

However, this is not inevitable. There are not one, but 
at least two kinds of space. This one: vast, expansive, 
and homogeneous is imagined as an inevitable progress 
toward historical truth, “A current phase in the 
evolution of vast space since Versailles” — the other: its 
opposite, bounded, configured, and heterogeneous, is a 
deliberate aesthetic invention with the potential for its 
own symbolism, complexities and contradictions. 

If the overall space of Las Vegas, like the vast expanse 
of suburban sprawl, is really the same space as Le 
Corbusier’s modern city, this is the unchallenged 
assumption which should not pass without criticism. 
Compare the site plans, drawn to the same scale, of Le 
Corbusier’s 1945, post-war rebuilding project for the 
small town of Saint-Dié, France and the main 
intersection in Las Vegas, Nevada in 1977 (B2-d). Each of 
the four casinos is a self sufficient crawling organism 
bigger than the pure slabs and boxes of the 
geometrically ordered town center at Saint-Dié, but in 
both cases the architecture sits alone disconnected in 
empty space. The casinos’ enclosed private pool areas 
attached at the back of each complex indicate the 
realistic need for an enclosing architecture of space.

Without reconsidering the definition of architectural and 
urban Space, the highway strip, suburban sprawl, “A&P 
parking lots”, and the destruction of the city will 
continue. All are direct consequences of this “tyrannical 
element” or, Anti-Space, which has become the 
uncritical dominating presence of the contemporary 
environment.

B2-c  View of Le Corbusier’s Plan for Antwerp, 1933.

Figure-ground drawings of city plans were first done by Wayne 
Copper in Colin Rowe’s Urban Design Studio at Cornell.  

Interestingly, “Corbu” never drew traditional solid/void city 
plans, because they would look too empty. He always used 
shadow plans with lots of trees and dark grass to fill up the 
emptiness. 

Figure-ground plan of Saint-Dié, France, Le 
Corbusier, 1951 (by Wayne Copper, bottom), 
compared to the main intersection in Las Vegas 
(by Venturi, Scott Brown, top).

B2-d 



Box 3: The Fundamental Dichotomy Page 19

Space vs Anti-Space

ARCHITECTURAL SPACE
The interior of Palladio's Villa Rotonda is made of 
multiple, bounded, discrete, Space. Distinct rooms that 
can be different, but linked together in sequences (B3-
a). The inside and outside of the box are separate but 
linked by a transition element, the contained space of 
the columned portico.

ARCHITECTURAL ANTI-SPACE

The interior/exterior of Mies van der Rohe's Farnsworth 
Weekend House is carefully positioned and designed to 
not enclose anything, but to support the impression of a 
singular, continuous, universal, open-ended, unimpeded 
natural flow, an Anti-Space that passes around, through, 
and even under the “floating” planes (B3-b).

URBAN SPACE

The variety of different sized and shaped public piazze 
in Parma’s Centro Storico is a collective civic 
construction, deliberately bounded, man-made, and 
formed to assert the visibility and symbolism of Space as 
the essential constituent of urban form allowing the 
surrounding town to develop and change independently 
(B3-c).

ANTI-SPACE CITY
Le Corbusier’s proposed town center for Saint-Dié, 
France, is a place without closure. Rather, it is an open 
assembly of public buildings carefully placed apart and 
freestanding from each other in a purposeful balance of 
distances. It all sits in a geometric, layered form of 
Anti-Space meant to be perceived in motion along the 
riverside site. Note that the Anti-Space sense of 
boundless infinite flow can exist even where everything 
is on the same geometric orientation. A key question is 
how could Saint-Dié have grown? Any change to the 
center or additions onto the surrounding site would 
damage the composition (B3-c).

SPACE IN GARDENS
The Villa Lante is a formal garden conceived as an 
interlocking sequence of varied Space (B3-d).

Farnsworth Weekend House, Plano, 
Illinois, Mies van der Rohe, 1950.

Plan of Villa Lante, Bagnaia, Italy, by Vignola,1564 - 
drawing from Shepherd and Jellicoe.

Note: The client, Dr. Edith Farnsworth, hated the house and its 

transparency. She eventually moved to a villa outside Florence, 

Italy, built in 1492 with solid Tuscan stone walls, a central 

interior courtyard and a walled formal garden with clipped 

hedges - now the home of The International School of Florence.

Villa Capra (Villa Rotonda), Vicenza, 
Italy, Andrea Palladio, c 1554.

Click image for larger version
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ANTI-SPACE IN PARKS

Fredrick Law Olmsted's public park designs such as 
Jackson Park in Chicago, Central Park in Manhattan, and 
Prospect Park in Brooklyn, are all conceived as 
deliberate exhibitions of natural landscape, understood 
as important healing natural antidotes to the confines 
and grit of urban life. The American public park was 
intentionally designed as a museum of nature, an anti-
space to the city.

The two phases of Jackson Park’s design history make 
this clear. First designated as the site for the World's 
Columbian Exposition, it was designed in the tradition of 
Space-making and occupied the ground for only six 
months from May 1 to October 30,1893 (B3-e). 

When it was over the site was transformed into an Anti-
Space model of nature that eradicated the exposition’s 
famous formal geometric composition planned around 
the lagoon as a Venetian urbanistic Space (B3-f).

It would have been perhaps easier, cheaper and more 
poetic, historically to have built a formal landscape 
based on the exposition plan. But the powerful vision of 
a public park as antidote was to prevail here. It is 
interesting that Olmsted in effect did both versions in 
sequence, using different spatial palates as the 
legitimate contexts for different purposes. 

In fact, it can be argued that Olmsted is a planner of 
positive space even in the ”natural landscape” parks. 
These plans are always divided into discrete separate 
meadows. Jackson Park has six distinct open rooms that 
one has to step into from the surrounding path corridors.  
Then there is the Stanford University campus in 
California, formed as a series of linked rectangular 
closed courts, as well as the Biltmore Estate in 
Asheville, North Carolina, where the rectangular front 
approach is part of a series of terraced formal gardens. 
Olmsted recognized and used the full range of spatial 
typologies in different formal settings before the arrival 
and eventual dominance of modern Anti-Space.

Figure-ground plans to the same scale of Le Corbusier’s 
1945 proposed Town Center for Saint-Dié, France (top), 
and the Centro Storico in Parma, Italy (bottom); both 
drawings from Wayne Copper, Figure-Ground Studies, 
Cornell Urban Design graduate thesis 1968.

Plan of Jackson Park, Chicago, Illinois, by Frederick Law 
Olmsted, 1895, after the World’s Columbian Exposition of 
1893. 

Plan of the preceding World’s Columbian Exposition of 
1893 by John Wellborn Root and Frederick Law Olmsted. 

Click image for larger version

Click image for larger version
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Space, as positive form, was first invented and 
developed by the Romans. Three-dimensional deep 
architectural space emerged as a natural consequence 
of the inherent plasticity of brick and concrete vaulted 
construction. Two-dimensional painted illusions of deep 
space evolved to enliven the extensive wall surfaces 
(B4-a,b).

This concept of man-made constructed space could not 
have existed before Rome because Greek Architecture’s 
columned porticos were not meant to contain or define 
it. Greek space could not be articulated by man: it was 
the irresolute philosophical void, the mere interval 
between things, between man’s architecture, the gods, 
and landscape. It was not a medium of design, but 
rather the immutable continuity of nature (B4-c). 

The Roman invention of space as a medium of design, 
molded by bounding walls and covered by arching vaults 
was perhaps the most important contribution to the 
whole innovative development of Western Architecture.

Only an Architecture of walls and spatial volumes had 
the inherent capacity for attachments and connections 
that allowed multiple forms to be joined together into 
complex patterns and extended sequences.

The concept of man-made space was integral to the 
development of architecture, but it was not identified 
as a discrete categorical term, until 1000 years after 
Rome with the Renaissance discovery of linear 
perspective by Brunelleschi in 1415. Perspective defined 
space itself because it provided a constructive 
framework for location, direction, and order through a 
complete geometric system of reference (B4-d). 

Linear perspective was both a representational device 
and a method of craft. It incorporated a unified concept 
of design, integrating painting, architecture, and the 
structure of society and religion to embrace the 
complete image of Renaissance man and Humanism. The 
station point, symbolized the individual and his 
virtuosity in an ideal preferred view and location. 

Plan of Small Bath at Hadrian’s Villa illustrates 
the elaborate flexibility of Roman space.

Wall painting illustrates two- dimensional 
deep space, Pompeii.

Plan of the Acropolis, Athens, the Propylaea filters, but 
does not enclose, the spatial continuity of nature.

Piero della Francesca’s Flagellation, 1455, One-point 
perspective orders and defines layered space.

Going From Foreground to Background

Click image for larger view
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The vanishing point symbolized the centrality of man in 
general, focusing on the unified origins of form 
generating back to the human eye. Perspective thus 
combined in its concept of space both the principles of 
an underlying geometric order and the framework of its 
appearance to the individual (B4-e,f).

It was a codification however, that came with a built-in 
dichotomy because it was possible to see two versions of 
space implied by the viewpoints chosen within this 
construction. A one-point perspective emphasizes the 
surfaces and boundaries of interior shaped deep volume, 
(Space) but a two-point perspective emphasizes the 
object in an unbound, open exterior void (Anti-Space).

Both space and anti-space therefore, can be described 
by perspective, so that either one has the potential to 
dominate, depending on the prevailing world view. 

Historically then, the form of space has been linked to 
the contemporary understandings of nature, of science, 
and of cosmology, as well as reflecting the philosophical 
and religious views governing at the time. The concept of 
aesthetic space is a cultural representation that describes  
both man’s place in the perceivable world, but also 
reflects his idea for the larger structure of the universe.

The designed form of space changes to correspond with 
these ideas, beginning with the finite solar system, 
contained within the static outer sphere of fixed stars in 
the Renaissance (B4-g), to the unconfined, dynamic, 
expanding infinite universe of the modern era. The 
result is a historical shift in awareness from finite to 
infinite, from static center to moving periphery, from 
wholeness of myth to a breakdown between scientific 
cosmological knowledge and our daily experience. From 
space to anti-space.

This historical relationship shows how today’s Anti-
Space, can dominate architecture and urban design by 
default, because it is implicitly justified by the present 
state of scientific knowledge. The emptiness of Anti-
Space fits nicely with current theories of physics and 
cosmology, because empty space is known to make up 
99% of everything. Science tells us that it is all a void in 
flux from inside the atoms of “solid” mass to the outer 
vastness of an infinitely expanding universe (B4-h,i).

The question is, since it is no longer really possible to 
conceive of any human-scaled Space that could 
represent or correspond with the incomprehensible 
esoteric reality of scientific knowledge, why not make 
Space anyway, as pure architectural intention. We 
already know what it is. It is not lost or invalidated. 
And, we still live in a world of Euclidean geometry that 
is not determined by historicism.

Space of the Solar System, 
the five Platonic bodies 
shown within the immobile 
sphere of the fixed stars, 
Kepler, 1596.

Anti-space at the cosmological scale, a view of clustered 
galaxies floating in the empty void of outer space. The 
infinite expanding universe was first revealed by Edwin 
Hubble, 1926, suggesting that, a universal void links the 
cosmological and atomic scales.

Two-point perspective: emphasizing the 
object in an unenclosed space.

One-point perspective: man’s preferred 
position at the center of closed space.

Anti-space at the atomic 
scale, diagram of the empty 
atom as a “planetary 
model” according to 
Rutherford, 1911.

Click image for larger view

B4-e 

B4-f B4-g B4-h B4-i 



Box 4:  A Brief History of Space Page 23

Nature Discovered and Space Abandoned 
The history of Anti-space not only reflects the current models of 
modern science, but also correlates with the romantic/modern 
idealization of Nature as a sacred refuge, a concept discovered in 
the early 18th century and institutionalized in 1970 with the 
establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency, whose 
purpose was to guard and maintain this Nature.
The suggestive illustrations on this page document and compare 
the historical transformations to each of the three man-made 
environmental constructs of place: the garden, the city, and 
architecture have all been handicapped by what Mies called 
“the abandonment of space”. 

 THE THREE PLACES OF  MAN 

GARDEN

ARCHITECTURE

CITY

The Garden of SPACE 
Perspective view of the Gardens at Villa d’Este, Tivoli, by 
Piero Ligorio, 1560-1575.

A Renaissance garden was like a book: a gridded space of paths in 
which to read an iconography of historical and mythical references. 
It focused on the relationship between Nature and Art.

The Architecture of SPACE
Byzantine Plan of San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, 547. 

The City of SPACE
Plan of the Hexagonal City of Grammichele, Sicily, 1693. 

Built following the earthquake of the same year, it exists today, and 
epitomizes the Ideal City of Urban Space (and without fortified walls).

The Park of ANTI-SPACE
Plan of Prospect Park, Olmsted and Vaux, 1867-1873.

The Park was disconnected from the surrounding city, kept as a 
preserved piece of “landscape” with picturesque wild meadows, 
wooded ravines, and a meandering lake. Olmsted believed that 
natural landscapes were a necessary antidote to the confines of 
city life. It focused on the relationship between the Individual 
and Nature.

The Architecture of ANTI-SPACE
Plan of Mies’ Brick Country House, 1924.

Mies’ goal was "to bring Nature, houses and people into a higher 
unity….In the ground plan of this house, I have abandoned the 
usual concept of enclosed rooms and striven for a series of 
spatial effects rather than a row of individual rooms. The wall loses 
its enclosing character and serves only to articulate the house 
organism.” 

The City of ANTI-SPACE
Plan of Salt Lake City, Utah, in 2010.

The Mormons’ Ideal City of Zion from 1848 is now a continuous 
graph paper grid of sprawl, crashing into hills. The streets are 
130ft wide, the blocks 660ft square. Brigham Young hoped, that 
his new city of “Zion will extend, eventually, all over this 
earth.” (DBY, 120)

Click image for larger view
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Box 5: Cubism - the Turning Point

A Cubist painting is a formal dissection of seeing, as experienced in a fluid moving 

space. Its contents and constituent properties are isolated for examination from 

different points of view, then partially recombined into a pictorial image of 

unexpected relationships. Although the canvas is consciously composed and structured, 

and the subjects are real, it is not a representational perspective of reality. 

This dynamic manipulative process of partial imagery requires a new context of space. 

Cubism can’t work unless there is a new arena of flexibility in which to operate, one 

that provides an open, unrestricted spatial background of uniform continuity that is 

non-hierarchical. This is modern space, a place for dynamic play in an unstructured 

free continuum. Cubism provided the definitive transition from formed Space, integral 

to what eventually became Anti-space: 

—Anti-space moves. The transformation of the objects illustrated is a result of a 

moving observer in a dynamic space, fragmented by time.

—Anti-space is a force, or at least the conveyor of forces, which emanates from 

objects. Anti-space distorts or transforms form; it is the medium of exchange for the 

energy of objects. 

—Anti-space is independent of geometry, and geometry is itself an independent 

structure, a grid appearing in both solids and voids. 

—Anti-space exists within physical mass. Everything has an aspect of transparency. 

Nothing is totally solid. All objects have the potential of perceptual penetration. 

—Anti-space is ever-present. There is no preferential place for anything, and space is 

uniformly ambiguous and agnostic.

—Anti-space is uniform and infinite. It obliterates distinctions between figure and 

ground; there is neither a background nor a limit to the space. 

—Anti-space is equated with time. An unknown and indefinite duration is assumed for 

the observation of a Cubist image. Time is combined with space to have equal value 

and extent. 

—Anti-space promotes collage. Composition is achieved through the juxtaposition of 

fragments and the acceptance of incompleteness. 

The complex intricacy of a Cubist composition is still emotionally moving because it 

has the magical capacity to dematerialize mass, to transform objects through time and 

movement, and to reverse the appearance and location of figure and ground. These 

ambiguities and contradictions result from the conditions of anti-space which are 

accepted as the basic context of Cubism. Its obliteration of pictorial space confirms 

the presence of this new spatial framework. The painting thus provides an analysis of 

the mode of perception which transforms the appearance of things, demonstrating 

that within anti-space, the experience of form is interpreted as a derivation of 

personal memory through time and motion.

Formally, this is accomplished through a 

juxtaposition of fragments and the acceptance of 

incompleteness: it is the process of collage. Cubism 

rejects any single interpretation of reality in terms 

of single position or time, and challenges the simple 

comprehension which might be elicited by a finite, 

stable space. It dissects pictorial space into the 

multiple images produced in time from different 

“station points”. It represents the frozen moments 

of a multiplicity of impressions through the dynamic 

relative motion of the “observer”. It is not about 

the optics or rays of vision nor the actual three-

dimensional real form of the objects. It is an 

abstract presentation of the conditions of 

“relativity”. In this way it evokes the process of 

individual memory. It is representative of the way in 

which we see, but not of what we see. It is a 

caricature of experience and perception, 

interpreted in the simultaneous exposure of 

multiple impressions (B5-a,b,c). 

The lesson of Cubism is not in its depiction of reality 

as fact, but rather in its demonstration of the actual 

mode of comprehending within the real, normal, 

dynamic process of human perception. Cubism 

establishes a different understanding of our spatial  

framework. It establishes the parameters for Modern 

aesthetic space which prioritize the dominance of 

the non-centralized multitude of individual points of 

view. This is the aesthetic of unrestrained anti-

space.

The Art and Architecture that have followed do not 

look like Cubism, but they depend on it for 

justification. They have subscribed to the same 

spatial paradigm because it can foster diverse 

individual perception and expressions without 

constraint, without closure, without boundaries, 

without perspective, without recourse to geometric 

space. This is the free blank slate universal void, it 

is presumed to be homogeneous, infinite, and 

isotropic (extending uniformly in all directions).

Analysis of a Cezanne 

painting, by Erle Loran, 1943.

Cubist painting: Pitcher and 

Violin, Georges Braque, 1909.

Cubist painting: Glass, Cup 

and Bottle, Juan Gris, 1914.
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The ground floor plan of the Palazzo Barberini is 

completely open to the exterior along a central 

organizing axis. It penetrates from the front court, 

through two loggias, into an oval stair hall behind a 

semicircular apse, then emerges into a grotto, and onto 

a ramp that flows up into the asymmetrically-arranged, 

rear parterre gardens, level with the piano nobile (B6-

a,b,c). It is a dazzling linkage of positive spaces that 

funnel down, squeeze in, and squirt out in a dynamic 

cascade of Baroque sequential flow, the loggias even 

prefiguring the later modern piloti, that hold up 

buildings above. 

Built into thick walls along this axis is an oval stair hall 

of positive space oriented laterally across the axis of 

the primary sequence causing a pause; its walls are 

intertwined with stairs and recesses contained within 

them as negative space providing an actual situation in 

which the condition of negative space can be 

experienced (B6-d,e). The service stairs, minor 

passages, and hidden chambers contained within the 

walls of both the stair hall below and oval room above 

it, operate as a second world of activity independent 

of the main sequences. These internal wall spaces and 

the main oval stairs themselves can be perceived as a 

parallel architectural experience that passes through 

the main spatial volumes of the building in unexpected 

and even contradictory ways. 

From the oval stair hall one can choose to either continue 

along the main axis to the gardens via the ramp, or climb 

the stair (B6-f).

Nolli map fragment, Palazzo Barberini, Rome, showing the 

external axis in the figure/ground. 

Ground floor plan, Palazzo Barberini begun by Maderno, 1628, completed 

by Bernini and Borromini.

B6-d  Ground floor plan of the oval foyer.

View of axial sequence from the parterre garden, through the oval foyer into 
the entry court.

B6-e  Piano nobile plan with main oval room.

Click image for larger view
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This is where the surprise of negative space occurs by 

actually moving through the walls and altering their 

sense of solidity. Expecting to land in a corresponding 

interior oval room above, the stairs instead thrust 

through the thick rear facade of the building to climb 

out under a window directly onto the upper terrace at 

the level of the piano nobile, top of the ramp, and 

parterres beyond (B6-g).

From this exterior arrival point, a central door in the 

facade finally connects back inside to the matching oval 

room on the piano nobile, over the stair hall where it all 

began (B6-h). Inside, there is no evidence of the 

necessary headroom for the stair below. It has 

apparently disappeared: two spaces, the curved stair 

hall and the oval room, are somehow impossibly made to 

co-exist at the same point in plan. 

In fact, a condition of negative space has been produced 

which disguises the location of the stair space, absorbing 

it into the raised sill and recess of the monumental 

window and balcony accessed from the oval room (B6-i). 

This illusion of solid and the dimension of thickness is a 

condition of negative space which provides a simple 

resolution to a difficult circumstance of function and 

location. This is achieved through the thickness of walls 

and by a reversal of the understanding of solid and void 

along the sequence of movement.

Sketch of rear window into the oval foyer at stair 

to below, shows the plunging negative space 

through the doorway.

Sketch of interior view of the same window over the stair to below, 

shows positive space within the room.

View of the oval stair hall on the ground floor. Ahead is 

the grotto and ramp to the gardens, the stairs lead 

directly to the upper garden terrace.

View of rear window, balconies, and stair to the oval foyer 

from the rear terrace.

View of rear garden wall of the oval space on the piano 

nobile. The stairs lead to the projecting balconies; the 

central door leads to the upper garden terrace.
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The early use of hollowed-out space, carved from 
conceptual thickness, is evident in the three shaped 
rooms at the rear of Lord Burlington's Palladian plan for 
Chiswick House, 1729, where the corners of the rounded 
Gallery rooms are effectively disengaged from the 
perimeter walls of the building by subsidiary spaces. 
(B7-a). 

However, it is the work of John Soane that truly 
represents the first realization of negative space, 
beginning with the vaulted ceiling volumes in The Bank 
of England between 1788 and 1833, and epitomized by 
the elaborate spaces of his own house in 1811. Soane is 
the starting point toward an architecture which actively 
occupies the space of the wall. This is nowhere more 
apparent than in the facade of his own house. The 
facade itself, which was added as a layer in front of the 
existing building as a thick, double wall is a contrived 
thickness, conceived as a solid, but completely occupied 
by a void. A constructed habitable poché (B7-b,c).

The John Soane House

The consequences of this are clearly revealed in the 
upstairs sitting room (B7-d,e) where the room in plan is 
shaped independently from the surface of the facade 
and related only through a thick wall of windows. This is 
a plan condition similar to the vestibule and facade wall 
of the Palazzo Barberini in which a curved room is 
juxtaposed against a flat exterior, but at Soane's house 
the thickness and solidity of the in-between wall is not 
literal but a more illusory and incomplete conception. 
The mass of the wall has been opened up.

Sketch of interior sitting 
room, Soane House. 

Chiswick House, Chiswick, England, 
Lord Burlington, 1729.

Plan of Upstairs Sitting Room, Lincoln's Inn Fields, showing 
projecting thick facade, Sir John Soane, 1812-13.

Facade of Soane Museum and sketch of 
“thick facade” adjacent to sitting room.

View looking into “thick 
facade” from sitting room.

Illusion of wall defined by 
thin construction 
elements.
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This space, however, is not empty, but is articulated to 
reflect and describe the spatial connection between the 
window on the facade and the openings in the room. 
These demarcations form a tiny series of spaces which 
are parallel in sequence to the sitting room. These 
spaces have a miniature architecture all their own, with 
columns, niches, vaults, and statues, designed so that 
the details inscribe the space with geometry and scale, 
asserting a density and sense of enclosure to each part, 
which completely contrasts with the sparseness of the 
main room. Because of this, the space of the wall is 
identified — it exists. One feels as within a thick form, 
rather than simply in between two separate walls or 
planes. 

Although Soane's negative space is tentatively formed, it 
is a subtle phenomenon rather than a literal disguise of 
mass, as in the Palazzo Barberini. Here, it promotes a 
multiplicity of interrelated, but separately defined 
spaces, yet also explores the technological capacity to 
make things thin. Old perceptions and a new type of 
construction appear together as Soane exploits both 
thinness and thickness at the same time (B7-f,g). The 
compositional precedents of volumetric space are 
incorporated into a new situation which does not use 
massive walls. The illusion of the wall remains but it is 
hollowed out and its presence is re-established by the 
specificity of its own interior space. Nothing is lost and a 
great deal is gained.

John Soane explored other uses of negative space in the 
house, particularly in unique modulations of the section, 
where he invented a form of ceiling using false domes 
and vaults to create the same kind of thick double 
layered space overhead as in plan (B7-h). This vertical 
formation of space is one of the most difficult things to 
accomplish today because of prejudice in favor of the 
honest treatment of structure. Yet even at that time, 
Soane's vaults were an ambiguous spatial vision which 
contradicted the real construction. It was, in effect, the 
invention of a free section — spatial volumes formed 
independently of structural elements.

These interior vaults and domes were not the actual 
structure any more than they had been, for example, in 
a Palladian interior, but Soane exposes this condition 
and consciously incorporates the space of the attic into 
the room. The many variations of negative space as free 
section are clearly demonstrated in the vaulted rooms of 
the Bank of England, in his own dining room, at the gate 
house of Chelsea Hospital, and at the Dulwich Picture 
Gallery.

Soane's negative space is particularly evocative because 
its transparent multiple readings, alluding to mass with 
thin materials of construction, demonstrate the 
feasibility of combining volumetric space with modern 
technology. It is also an attitude which accommodates a 
contrasting and flexible range of scales, between large, 
open, simple volumes, and small, closed, intricate 
spaces. In the plan to the right, note the breakfast room 
with the round ceiling pattern (blue circle) and observe 
the surrounding layers and slots of space (B7-i).

Plan of first floor, Soane Museum, note the breakfast 
room next to an outdoor court at the heart of the plan.

B7-h   Section, Soane Museum, through the rear sequence of rooms. Click image for larger view

Click image for larger view
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Editors’ Note

As architects have become increasingly concerned with the 
emotional and cultural effects of their designs, they have 
rejected the ambiguous, abstract spatial configurations of 
Modern Movement architecture in favor of the making of 
'places' which are enclosed and well-defined. The typical 
Miesian house consisted of an organization that was highly 
regarded because it held true to a simple diagram; space 
was left free and unencumbered whenever possible. By 
contrast, contemporary designers are rediscovering the 
value of enclosure and definition of architectural space, of 
making space readable through the use of formal circulation 
and sequential, articulated rooms.

In poetic language, Steven Peterson contrasts modern and 
traditional space through the effects of enclosure, opening, 
and partition. Implicit in this argument is a re-affirmation 
of pre-modern ideas, and a re-integration of the 
architectural tools of ornament, symmetry and poché. The 
author speaks in the language of the designer, presenting 
the means for forming enclosure and containing spaces in 
specific, architectonic terms. The message is presented so 
strongly that it begins to be reminiscent of the 
oversimplifications inherited from the Modern Movement 
itself. One might question, in fact, whether a new role for 
design is being suggested, or just proof that the architect’s 
palette should be broadened and revitalized through 
recovery of long disused techniques.

In any case, the striving expressed here for greater 
involvement in molding architecture and architectural 
space, through methods previously considered regressive by 
Modern Movement designers, exemplifies the investigations 
which a generation of architects are occupied with today. 
They are searching for ways to make architecture mean 
more than shelter through investigating its forms: the 
thickness of a wall, the shape of a space, the nature of 
enclosure.
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