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PERCEPTION OF SPACE AND TS SYMBOLIC MEANING

Although we all inhabit the same worid, we do not all
perceive [t In the same way. This is hbecause e world is
comprised of the ftotality eof things end phenomena, we are vl
conscience of all these. and those we are aware of we ofllesn
interpret differently. The environment we perceive and our wa;
of relating fto it depend on our concept of the world whick
derives from slements such as langusage, oUr logical structaure oi
theught, ecwvlture znd ~svenr physical vconditions of <cllmale.
vegetatfon, orography eotc, Applying this to ihe werla of
architecture we can therefore say (fhat we @il see the saus
structures but we perceive them differently, ithe image we haic
ef architecture therefores depends en ocur concept of space.

The subject-object relationship s thus not only fundamenta
for our acknowledgement of space but alse for its actual
existence.

Perception thus mediates between us and architecture or
between us and space. The afm of this work is therefore (tu
insplire designers to create new spatial models that chailenge the
existtng relationship hetween knowledge and perception in the
mind of the observer, so that new aspects of architecionic spacs
can emerge from this conflict.

We know that space is comprised of a set of [igures and =
transformatton system that governs their behaviour. If (hesc
transformations are transliations, rotations or symmetries then
we are fn a metric space. However, i(f the hbehaviour of these
figures is ruled by propertics of continuity and discontinuiiy,
of domain and boundaries, of exterior and interior, then we Kiuw
we are dealiny wilth a topological space.

We are now going to show how these two spatial concepis havs
become an integral part of architecture by analyzling &ao=
individuals from different cultures relate te the objects oi
thetfr environments. We also show t(he very difrerept role oi
gerception in the acknowledgement and interpretation of space i
different groups that can in some cases even be incompatible.

Unti! the end of the [8th century and the beginning ol ti=
20th century, most western architectonic design was address=o
from the viewpoelnt of measurements and proportions. The
architectonic vision of the Reraissance designer L., B. Albertl
whe considered ithat an architectonic work was an entity which
could be subdivided into smaller spatial wnilts, or tic
proportional study of the Milan cathedral carried out by Cesarv
Cesarinme ifu the first half of the 16th century, based en smals
equilateral triagngles, are examplies of (he reasoning (ha! Las
governed the history of architecture to the present day. Always
trying to show the Universe through architecture as irf {l were
geverned by ruler zand compass.

Psychelogists have found that a large number of indigenvus
nopulations live in a world without perspeciive. as proven ij
thelr not being affrcted by the illusory shapes of Necker,
Hering, Ponzo or Muller-Lyer, Their houses are round with rounded
doors so their surrounding space is circular and without
perspective. The absence of angles and parallel lines rfrom lheir
environment makes 1t difficult for them lto estimate distance.
They see the world from the concepts of pear and continuous and
have a strongly topoleogical visien of space.

An extreme example of this Is gliven by jungie populations.
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Siudies on the tribes from the Amazon Basin show thal when tie
indigenous pwople are taken out of thelr environment to a placve
they call "the edge of the world”, or tn other words llie opea
spaces, they have no concept of distance and instead of seeing
distant ehjects as far away, they see them as small.

Taking the risk of simplifying the matter, at this point 1
would like to propose a working hypothesis copcerned wilh lis
habitat, archltecture and space. In genersi, cultures with a morc
developed perspective, sea the world as if they are "lockiag
through [t” and have a greater tendency to penetrale Lhe iedium.
Ip contrast, indigenous cultures with a highly topologicai view
of space, tend to remain in their own environment, provided this
is not hostile ta them. Thus, western cuiture, steeped in a worid
with perspective, has developed an exploratory activiily, wiereas,
on the whole, cultures wilh less developed structures arcz
settlers.

In the present day, our conception of space s not Just &
metrie one, hut a cembination cof the metric and the relaied
projective and topological properties, Studies carried out by .
Piaget in the university of Ueneva, revealed the genelic
sppremsacy of topological aver proejective and Euclldiai
relationships. This means that the conception of space ic
primarily topologicai, then prejeciive and last of all Fuclideai
with the former being related to the se@nse of touch, projective
properties to the sight and the latter, Euclidean, to the
combination of sight and touch. In the field of psycitology tix
principal topolegical preperties are these of proximity and
contact followed by those of continuity and measurement. Melric
spaces are governed by measurements and distances. In summaly,
topalogical properties are concerned with proximity and Euclidess
aspects are related with what is measurable.

When applied to architecture, these spatial conceptions noi
only preduce different arckhitectonic models, but completei;
epposing views of the world. Japanese and related archifectusrs
fit inte the topological madel since they strive to {ind
continuity between man and nature. Architecture evolved with 4
concept of perspsctive, however, takes one or twe polnts vi
referehce from which the whole spsce Iis controlied. This
therefore produces a vision of the worid which encourages u
division hetween man and nature.

Insofar as architfecture is inveived wilh the senses and adds
harmony te man's 1ife. it brings us closer te nature and [
ourselves. It can arouse our compley system or perception. Ricn
faced with an architectenic cobject, our flve senses can bLe
stimnlated by the material, shape, colour, scale and space of tiae
obfects intraduced f(h it asnd its meaning stems from the reéesull
of these ideas and forms and the nature and gualily ef vur
perceptions.

Qne setting which seems ahle to arouse our f[ive Senses s
the Japanese Tea House, here a simple space and tea making riliual
aim to trapnsform the architectnre in Kakuko Okakura's (the author
af the Book of Tea) House of Fantasy. A Teca master describes tae
process as follows: the spirit of Cha-noe-yu Is te clean lhe sia
senses free from contamination. By placing the kakemono in (ie
tokonoma and the flowers In the urn, one's sight and sense of
smell are cleaned; listening fe the water boiling In the Iron pol
and the water dripping from the bamboo pipe purifies the sense
of hearing, the mouth Is cleaned by tasting the tea, the sense
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of touch is purified by touchling the tea utensils. When all ih:
sense organs are cleamed in this way, the mind Itselif wiil i«
free from stains.” Here, we are not aiming to emphasize tiar
ethical viewpoint but instead the aesthetic or perceptual aspect:
this ceremony submerges us in an enviroenment that is rich i1n
sensaftions and that can change cur view of the world.

With respect te the design of the Tea House, It follows
metric geometry with very simple forms that, together with its
perceptual geometry, produces srchitecture that reaches beyond
purely metrical and {topological procedures. The Tea House
transforms fnte a process that blends with neture.

In western culture it i5s not easy to find architecture liaf
awakens our senses and Is accessible to all levels of sociely.
such as the Japanese Tea Hovse, Although Iin Gaudfi's architecture
we are faced with a perceptual world that can transport us inie
the past, as Into a fantasy worid, with geometrical shapes thai
evoke the natural world.

The field of tepelogy, by Marcoli's accurate definition in
his book "The Theory of Fielad” [5 a "fleld of communicatfon” and
this also describes Gaudf's work, communicative. It is not just
architecture to be seen, but also to be touched and feard, since
its sfnusoldal reofs and facades share both visual and emotionai
traits. The topologfcal world described by Gaudi is similar tlo
the topological universe of a child. Contcmplating the works o:
Gaudi, the observer not only communicates with the natural woric
but alse with the deeper layers of his inner self, he can evoke
to his conscience the worlds of soft, malleable and curved shapes
that he experienced in the first few years of his life in close
cantact with his mother and the mysterlfous and magical world c¢f
his childhood.

The Casa Batllé and the Casa Mila are two of the most
representative bulldings of Gaudi's later period.

The facade of the former building is made up of organic
foirces that appear to have been moulded by waves from the sea and
its balconies perech on it like guvlls nests on ihe cliffs that
face the ecean. Dips and grooves remind us of the strength or
nature that formed the Earth in another Age., Stratght lines and
angles are absent from the surface which instead I{s finished with
a zigzag line and covered with slates shaped like fish scales and
resembles the back of a dragen.

roriginality is returning to the origin”, this line orf
thought of Gauvdi comes to life fn the Casa Mila, called the
Pedrera (or Quarry}, so named begcause of Its resemblance to a
Jumble of stones., Ihe origin is topologiczl space and lo create
this he designed a structure comprised of helicoidal shapes that
produces gestural spaces. The surrealistic design of the roof
terrace of the Pedrera evokes fantastical and enigmatic worlds.
Gaudf creates an image of the unknown and uncontrollable foerces
of the natural world thal awake in the visitor the old fears of
kis infancy. Thits effect 1s produced by the use of spectrally
shaped chimneys and ventilators and with a path that goes around
the edge of the deep courtyards, this vulnerable sensation Is
accentuated by the lack of railings and the whistling of the wind
as it passes tirrough the chimney shaf'ts.

In spite of the topology, these perceptions of space, that
are linked to our subconscious, produce a violent and hostile
image of nature, In these spaces, the individual feels like the
traveller lost f{n the wood or trapped by the dark where his



perception betrays him and converts the trees into mensters aud
cocooned enigmas 1like the chimneys and ventilalors of 1the
Pedrera. This s far removed from the harmony with nature created
in the Tea House; Iinstead, ihis work of Gaudi refiects maa 3
conflict with pature.

With the same passion as Gaudi, Shin Takamatsu 15 developiug
his architecture, but following the [anverse proecess. In some <!
nis projects, Takamatsu aims to architecturallze nature. MHis
building Origin III, resembles a2 ruby or 3 beautifully sel gquarte
crystal; his building Earthtecture has a /ight tower in the shape
of & butterfly's wings. However, in the Kuntbi Messe museum, in
2 rectangular courtyard between twe glass walls is where e fully
schieves this objective. This space is called Takamalsu. T
garden of abstract forms”. The organic clements of this gardes
are made up of metal and glass spheres, cones and crystals which
change throughout the day, thanks to the two large windows., Tae
1ight and the exterior landscape continually change tlae
perception of this space; during the night artificlal Iighi
fulfils the same preole. A "building in constant flow"” is tithus
created which transfers us to the world of floating forms that
the Japanese artists of the last century called "ukiye~e”, ithat
is, a world in whkich not only phenomena but also ebjecis are
transient. It 1s an environment of geometric shapes and higa
technology that, thanks to the nature of the visitor's
perceptions, one feels as If emersed in nature.

This setting seems to combine both the oriental anrd
sccidental cultures. The courtyard seems to represent a sacred
place, which in the West would be a new cathedral In which the
visitor participates in cosmic rather than celestial experiences.
The Japanese, on the other hand, would consider [t as & kind ol
sand garden, or a new selting for the lea ceremony.

Perhaps because of technelogical development or the rirt
between man and nature in western soclietlies, designers and
artists are explering new spatizl concepts, seme of which ars
inspired by the philosophy of eastern cultures and otaers by
design techniques that change the normal mode of perceptlen. Many
of these. however, aim to convey the dynamic ano changing
structure of nature.

A Madrid sculptor, following the teachings of Tacism.
creates his works fn large open spaces that, since the space tae
sculpture occupies is penetrable and can be used, permits It fo
function as an architectenic cobject. I would also llke te show
you the "Winter Mountain”" by Jesds Gironella, censtituted of
8,000 kg of welght on a 400 metres square surface. This sculpture
is a sonorous space that enables us to become acquainted with and
participate in the rhythms of nature or, as its creator says, "It
entails knowing and contributing to the fates of the Universe”.

The Winter Mountain (s a mandala, but & three dimensional
one, in the form of a lotus flower ¢n & cement pond. This
structure, llke all mandalzs, reflects an image of the Universe
and can serve as an instrument in the integration of man witk
nature and space. Another possible and simpler purpose, and
probably Girenella's objective, is the creation of an abstract
garden, with disposable elements, In the urban environment. For
this purpose it incorperates a metal sphere with a number of
attachments suspended !n the sir. The visitor can bang the sphere
and prodpeoe a faree varistyv of different sounds. which Gironeilia



It seems that at Isast part of wesitern society Is noe longer
satisfied with the exploratfen and doemination of nature, and
prefers to contemplate it and understand it. On these Ilners, I
designed a small inert garden, based on the dry Japanese gardens.
for a Madrid buslnessman. i

It was called the "Garden of Silence” and was to comply wiltil
certain conditions. The proprictor wanted a pleasant environmenl
in which he could relax and bep free from worrles but which was
dynamic¢. I thererfore designed a2 microhabitat as alive and dynamic
as the real thing hut completely silent. The garden consisted or
the following riements: a river. some mountains, a Iaks, a planw
and some clouds. Playting with the oriental philosephy of tics
harmony of opposites I tried to convey dynamism to the model &}
balancing vertical elements, such as moantains and clouds agains!
borizental elements such 3s the lake and the plane; or static
elements such as the lake or the plane against dynamic elements
such as the river or the clouds. The texture of the maierials and
the calours of the rocks imitatle a part of nature ahd both change
with sunlight and rain which makes the colours of the rocks
brighter. The dragon shaped river appears to flow beneath one’s
feet and gives eneprgy and movement to the creatien.

This Garden of Silence is thus compossd of 5 series of {neri
objects which, in spife of being unalterable forms, ars
centifnually changling.

This view of nature has net always existed in the weslecrn
wopld. In previous eras, when srchitecture and nature both played
a decisive rele in the development of art, the situation was very
difrevent.

Nature was most highly esteemed fn the Romantic era. During
this movement, the garden lost [ts formal. geomelrlc appearance
and acquired a more natural aspect. 4s Constable in 1822 said,
in reference to the formal garden, "it Is not beauti{ful because
it Is not natural”. At this time, the first naticenal parks
appeared In the United States In an attempt t¢ conserve nalure
in its wild untouched state., The traditional image of (he
gentleman in the formal garden, in which he was looked aa &s lix
central focus fin 3 frame of natural brauty, was abandoned, and
the romantic gentleman more in harmony with nature emerged.
Around the middle of the last century, construction of the
gardens in Sintra. which were to become the most beautiful
romantic pgardens tn the world, began. In the same era, ilie
gardens of the Melji restoration such as the Murin-an and Heian
Shrine, which have & naturalist external aspect, were built.
There fs a clear difference between these (wo worlds, however.
although the Sintra landscape beautirfully combines nature and
architecture, (t Is designed to be seen from an external
independent viewpornt. fn contrast, in the Murin-an these thres
elements are unfted. In other words, tite romantic traveller sees
his suvrroundings across himself and In Murin-an he sees lhe
garden as an Indivisible unit of individual, landscape &and
architecture.

In Sintra, the ltraveller does not seek harmony and fusiun
with the l{andscape, hut the emotion of the sublime. the
affirmation of himself with nature. n Beaudelalre's words
"romanticism is neither the selection of a lheme or complete
sincerfity but is a way of feeling”. This emoetion is an exaltation
of the imaglnation, mystery and exeticism with which the inner
self of the traveller meets the no-yo of nature.
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Murin-an makes use of a double shakkel. The first (=
bringing the mountains from the landscape into the garden and tie
second is the Incorporatfon of rocks fnto the house. Although onw
can walk around the garden, *the view from the house invites
contemplation. Unlike in Sintra, the traveller is not tempied tc
explore the imwmense, powerful landscape unfolding before him. His
perception of the pgarden incites reflection, this is a reai
landscape and net a fanlasy.

Japanese designers are changing under infiuence trom tac
West. In the garden of the Crystal Light building designed by m.
Takasaki, instead of following traditionszl ideas, he glorfes in
the dualiism of man and analure.

At present, the Fast and the West sesm to be unretrievabiy
en the brink of a drastlec change. They will elther fellow tle
path of destruction or thalt of synthesis. If the latter way (s
chesen, architecture will become a flux, like space and nature.
Behaviours such as that observed in Mediterranean villages, waere
the people open the windows during the day and close them in the
evening Iin order to enjoy the fragrance of the orange blossom or
designs sucir as Atsushi Kitagawara, Fog-forest park and Frespecta
92 by Shoei Yoh are all examples of design en the route fteo
synthesis.

Te coanclude, | would like (o quote the words of Ludwig
Wittgenstein "The mystical is not hoew the world fs but what the
world 5" applying this to owr Ffield we can thus sax
"architecture fs nat how space fs but what [t fs".




