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Abstract
There have been several suggestions that the analytical theory of configurations that underlies space syntax
may be extended to address those aspects of architecture that the theory of spatial organization does not
cover—aspects like style and expression, logic of constructional systems, and visual composition. These
aspects, though not addressed in syntactical theory, are otherwise central to the concern of practicing
architects. But so far, no approach dealing with them has been consolidated into a standard theory.
The aim of the paper is explore the requirements that such a theory would have to meet, and then to offer
some illustrations of the form it might take. It begins by arguing that theory of configurations that underlies
space syntax is a variant of a functional theory—i.e. a theory that explains the forms taken by buildings as a
response to function. But, it continues, the functional logic underlying space syntax is methodologically
sophisticated enough to avoid naïve functionalism, and that as such it offers a very good model for a
potential theory that covers the material and visual detailing of buildings. It is further argued that a theory
covering the compositional and structural detailing of buildings is not to be considered a theory of form as
opposed to space—since the theory of spatial configuration necessarily deals with form as well. Nor is it
useful, the argument continues, to cast the subject matter of this new theory as dealing with a visual as
opposed to a spatial subject matter, given that visual relations are an integral component of space syntax as
well. Similarly, it is suggested that the temptation to say that such a theory would deal with architecture,
complementing the theory of buildings offered by space syntax, is also best avoided on the grounds that
architecture and building belong to different categories of formal activities and so cannot be served by
complimentary theories that divide a theory of architecture from a theory of building. Ultimately, the
argument concludes, a theory that takes into account the concerns with expression and detailing of buildings
is not so much a theory of form, but rather like space syntax, a theory of function—the role of such a theory
would be to explain the imaginative function of buildings, i.e. the way in which buildings evoke an
imaginative response in their users and viewers, and thus complements space syntax which is best thought of
as a theory addressing generic social function.
It is further proposed that theory of imaginative function cannot be an extension of the theory of
configurations because the imaginative function of architecture depends not on actual form, but instead on
the phenomenal form of buildings. The problem of describing the phenomenal form, which is subjective by
nature, is identified as the central problem that any theory of imaginative function in architecture will have
to address.
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1. ASYMMETRY NOTED
Consider the following excerpts (see figures 1, 2, and 3):
“The temple‐front motive binds the sides to the centre by repeating similar triangular figures at the
small scale and by sustaining horizontal accents across the façade behind the giant order—more
emphatically at San Giorgio than at San Francisco. To speak of a course as being behind an order is
to introduce another innovation in Palladio’s façades: the metaphor of space. The façade was
designed as a relief, different layers of which should be revealed within the thickness of the wall; …
But it is not only the relief treatment that implies depth; anyone reading the temple‐front
historically sees it in part as free‐standing, open portico before a temple cella, or at least is aware
that the similie is suggested.” [original italics]
James Ackerman, Palladio (Penguin Books, 1966, p. 145‐6), on the façades of Palladio’s Venetian churches.
“And, the wall, which previously acted as a backdrop to one field of vision, as a perspective
traversal, now operates as a side‐screen to another, as a major orthogonal which directs attention
into the emptiness of the far distance, but which, by foiling the foreground incident… also serves to
instigate an insupportable tension between the local and the remote. In other words, as the church
is approached, the site which had initially seemed so innocent in its behavior becomes a space
rifted up and ploughed up into almost unbridgeable chasms… It would be possible, and maybe even
justified, to interpret this preliminary promenade architecturale as the deliberate implication of a
tragic insufficiency of the visitor’s status. The wall is exclusive. The visitor may enter, but not on his
own terms. The wall is the summation of an institutional program. But the visitor is so placed that
he is without the means of making coherent his own experience. He is made the subject of
diametric excitations; his consciousness is divided…” [original italics]
Colin Rowe, “La Tourette,” in Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and other Essays (MIT Press, 1971 edition, p.
196), on the approach to Lo Corbusier designed monastery of La Tourette.
“AB: You have talked about wanting to make a building that was not a metaphor because you don’t
work with metaphors, but one that somehow evoked the climate and the park and the nature of
the institution. If it is not metaphor how does it do that, how does it achieve that evocation?
JH: Avoiding the metaphor means that you as an architect don’t tell a story about how something
should be seen or read or understood but that you expose people to their own mental and physical
experience. The building does work like topography. You walk up and down. You are faced with
nature. Nature really “walks” into the building…. All of that is not an illustration or an illusion or a
representation of something, but it is what it is.”
Aaron Betsky, “Interview with Jacques Herzog,” in Diane Ketcham (ed.) “The De Young in the 21st Century,”
p. 152 (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2005); interview conducted at Rotterdam, The Netherlands, March
11, 2005.

All these statements, chosen more or less randomly from contemporary architectural writing, are
illustrations of the kind of thinking that is involved in causal reasoning about buildings; they are excerpts
from arguments explaining why certain buildings were designed the way they were. They also illustrate the
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kind of issues that space syntax theory has left relatively neglected—issues concerning the role of a
building’s looks, of its style, aesthetics, or cultural context in determining how it is shaped.
This is not to say that such issues were never on the table when syntactical theory was formulated. The
distinctive contribution of space syntax to the study of architecture is to offer an analytical theory to explain
the form that buildings and settlements take, and in such an aim, the role of both spatial organization and
the physical elements that help shape it has always been recognized. This duality is implicit throughout the
space syntax literature, but sometimes is made quite explicit. Here is Hillier in The Space is the Machine:
“A building then becomes socially significant over and above its bodily functions in two ways: first,
by elaborating spaces into socially workable patterns to generate and constrain some socially
sanctioned—and therefore normative—pattern of encounter and avoidance; and second, by
elaborating physical forms and surfaces into patterns through which culturally and aesthetically
sanctioned identities are expressed (Hillier 1996: 24).”
Despite the symmetry in this distinction, in practice much of the actual empirical work as well as theoretical
development has focused on spatial form; the analysis and explanation of physical form has tended to lag
behind. In the Space is the Machine itself, there are no particular case studies on physical form, and in wider
literature on space syntax, there are few studies of physical form of buildings, and almost none that do not
engage the configuration of the space as a necessary aspect of the explanation. Of late there has been some
interest in this direction. In the last symposium, an entire session was devoted to issues related to physical
form. All the papers grouped together in that category, Bafna et al (2009), Holanda (2009), Koch (2009), and
Psarra (2009) discussed approaches to studying the relationship of architecture and building, and on how
space syntax could contribute to architecture, as well as on the visual functioning of architecture—
continuing themes that have previously been broached by Hillier (1996), Hanson (1994 & 1999), and
Peponis, both theoretically (2005) and in specific case studies (Stavroulaki and Peponis 2005, Peponis,
Lycourioti, and Mari 2004), amongst others. But the programmatic flavor of several of these papers indicates
that a stable approach to the investigation of physical form has not yet crystallized, although the need to do
so is becoming increasingly apparent.
Searching for such studies, actually, begins to raise some questions about the distinction itself. The main
problem is to define exactly what aspects of a building are left unaddressed by reducing the building to its
spatial configuration.

2. DISTINCTIONS DISCARDED
Consider again the obvious distinction between spatial and physical form. As far as analytical distinctions go,
nothing could be tidier then separating the surrounded space from the surrounding envelope—each is
materially distinct. But if one adopts a more practical attitude the usefulness of the distinction begins to
erode. For instance, one might quite reasonably invert the point made by Roger Scruton (1979: 43), and say
that if physical form is just the inversion of the spatial form, any description of the spatial form is, in effect, a
description of the envelope surrounding it; one cannot shape the one without shaping the other. To some
extent, this is the position taken by much work in space syntax. Hillier’s strategy against Scruton’s
dissolution of the form‐space distinction is not to argue for a stronger separation between the two, but
rather to accept their ontological equivalence at face value, and to assert the primacy of taking space as the
basis of analysis on functional grounds (Hillier 1996); the physical envelope, then, is seen to follows the
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dictates of spatial configuration rather to field its own rationale for being shaped the way it appears to be.
One may be interested in different behavioral or perceptual outcomes, and so focus attention selectively
either on physical form or on the spatial form, but a single organizing spatial structure is assumed to inform
both. In practice, then, the distinction between physical and spatial form, then, is not treated as one
intended to capture two kinds of organization, but rather as one of recognizing the different aspects of
building that become important depending upon the kind of question one asks. This kind of work has
produced quite innovative methodological approaches. In Peponis et al (1998), the stability of the visual
information about the surrounding surfaces is used to generate a typology of layouts and the structure of
exploration of its bounding surfaces. And, following this, in Psarra (2001) a descriptive methodology for
analyzing the structuring of surrounding surfaces through their mutual visibility is developed.
There is much to be said for this position; it recognizes that the built artifact is a single artifact but with
different aspects that play a role in addressing different kinds of uses one might make of it. And, it
acknowledges the tight‐knit relationship between the shaping of the internal space of a building and the
positioning of its bounding surfaces. However, one troublesome issue remains inadequately addressed. The
theory advanced here is functional, and its main task is to give functional description to the form. This
means that it explains only those aspects of form that have direct functional implications. As far as physical
form is concerned, then, such a functional theory explains those aspects of the physical form that are
directly responsible for the shaping of space—the organizing of walls and partitions to control patterns of
visibility and access that directly impact the configuration of space. But there are aspects of the physical
form that do not have such a direct effect on spatial configuration. These have to do largely with visible
qualities of the physical form—color and surface texture—and with aspects of construction—details
including moldings, grooves, change in materials. Consider again the examples we started with. The problem
addressed by Palladio—that of fitting a temple front to the tripartite, vertically split, cross section of the
church body—is entirely a visual problem, and solved by visual means that have very little effect on spatial
configuration within the building as such. Or in a very different context, but in a similar sense, the stark
beton brut character of the side façade of the church at La Tourette, which Rowe describes as “an enigmatic
plane which bears, like the injuries of time, multiple scars which its maker has chosen to inflict upon it,”
cannot be easily captured in syntactic analysis, nor can the logic of its design moves. Because of the genetic
primacy given to spatial structure, such qualities of the buildings have not found a good theoretical
description—no functioning of a building where these aspects of the physical form play a determinative role
in the genesis of form is systematically considered in space syntax analyses—and this is clearly a concern.
To sum up what we have seen so far: in practice, the distinction between spatial and physical form appears
as a matter of emphasis on particular aspects of the design of buildings, rather than an operative analytical
distinction. In fact, on closer inspection, the distinction transmutates into one between the gross
organization of the elements of the physical form (partitioning walls, their surfaces, and openings in them)
and their finer and phenomenologically superficial features. In this distinction then, gross physical
organization of a building is seen essentially as a mirror of its spatial organization, and so plays a constitutive
role within the functional theory of space syntax, while the finer aspects of the built form function like
accessories to this main role. If then, the finer aspects tend to be associated with the expression “of
culturally and aesthetically sanctioned identities,” (Hiller 1996, quoted above), then the expression of such
identities and other issues of culture and aesthetics naturally take on a subsidiary and derivative role within
syntactical theory.
As our examples illustrate, much of what concerns practicing architects and is the subject of theoretical
writing has to do precisely with these finer features of the physical form. And, if as it appears from our
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discussion above, these aspects can, in principle, be manipulated in complete detachment from the basic
spatial structure, there seems to be good reason to speak of a distinctive visual form of buildings that is at
least theoretically independent of the spatial form. The distinction that we are seeking, then, is, perhaps,
better cast, not as one between spatial and physical form, but as one between spatial and visual form.
There is, of course, a good pedigree to this distinction, a pedigree that can be traced back to the work of the
German theorists of art and architecture of late nineteenth century who were particularly alive to the
perceptual qualities of visual arts. It finds its most elaborate distillation in Paul Frankl’s distinction between
spatial, visual, and corporeal form (Frankl 1973 [1914]). But the distinction between spatial and visual does
not serve us well either. The main problem here is that the distinction skirts the trap of a category mistake
rather too closely; visual and spatial are not naturally opposed categories. Much of the visual aspect of
buildings is, after all, crucial to the configuration of space. All the discretising procedures on which the
description of spatial configuration is based, whether for convex space mapping or linear analysis, are
fundamentally based on visual relationships. It is conceptually difficult to say where one can draw a line
between those aspects of vision that are functionally necessary for spatial organization and those that come
into play solely for vision.
In fact, visual form as described by Frankl is not strictly speaking a description of something that falls
straightforwardly under the category of the visual. If this were so, he could not differentiate between
corporeal and visual form as easily as he does. Visual form in Frankl borrows selectively from all the visual
aspects of buildings, and further includes some aspects that are not clearly visual. What Frankl is describing
within this category is what others later, notably Rowe (1987 [1961): 192‐93), have tended to speak of as
conceptual form. The term conceptual refers to a mental entity that is abstract and schematic, but also
propositional rather than perceptual. Collins English Dictionary (10th edition, 2009) for instance, lists two
closely related definitions: “1. relating to or concerned with concepts; abstract, and, 2. concerned with the
definitions or relations of the concepts of some field of enquiry rather than with the facts.” To speak of a
conceptual form in a building then, would be to speak of aspects of buildings that could be captured in a
specific propositional form.
The idea of conceptual form seems to be much more promising as a description of what we are after, in that
much of the visual articulation of buildings seems to be a result of the intention to perceptually clarify an
underlying conceptual form (see Psarra 2009, for an assertion of this point). It is true that in several
buildings, particularly those noted as architecturally significant, the sense of such a schematic form
informing the overall organization of the building is created perceptually. At La Tourette, Rowe speaks of
the overall form of the monastery as a combination of two generative forms in Le Corbusier’s oeuvre—the
vertical sandwich of a megaron and the horizontal layering of the domino frame. But the idea of conceptual
form is still not adequate in explaining built form. It does not cover all the kind of issues with visual qualities
that concern designers. At the De Young museum for instance, the concept of the exhibition vitrine—
motivating the design of the enclosed gardens—does not completely account for the sharp angles, extended
views, and sheer walls through which the enclosed gardens are seen, and the conceptual idea of the
overlapped temple front still leaves undetermined several aspects of the façades of San Francisco della
Vigna, San Giorgio Maggiore, and Il Redentore, particularly those that led Palladio to introduce subtle, but
significant, differences between these projects. But more crucially, it leaves a critical question begging—for
why should such conceptual ideas be significant to the shaping of buildings at all? Why is it that architects
introduce quite extrinsic ideas—vitrines, façades of other buildings, megarons—into their designs and spend
so much effort in perceptual finessing of buildings to make such concepts manifest?
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3. FUNCTIONAL THEORIES OF FORM
At this point, it is useful to approach the problem from the other end, and to ask what the distinction we are
after is meant to achieve, and to seek to define it from its effects, so to speak. It will help to begin by
thinking again of the nature of theory that space syntax offers.
Space syntax theory is often presented as a structural theory. The adjective “structural” carries connotations
of mid‐twentieth century structuralism and looking at the critical references in early papers and particularly
in the Social Logic of Space, to writers like Claude Levi‐Strauss, Jean Piaget, Rene Thom, and C. H.
Waddington, its structuralist roots are not difficult to find. But from the beginning, Hillier and others
contributing to its early foundations sought to stay away from the doctrinal aspects of structuralism,
particularly from the thesis that there exists a universal conceptual categorization in human social systems
operating through the system of differences constituted by oppositional pairs (Hillier and Hanson, 1984:
198‐200)1. The interest in structural ideas within space syntax was rather methodological and practical—the
idea of discovering a structural consistency within what was on the surface incidental variation in forms
seems to have been the motivating idea behind the development of the theory.
The consequence was that—and this picks up the point introduced in the previous section—for all its overt
structural tendencies, syntactical theory was actually developed as a variant of a functional theory, that is a
theory that depends fundamentally upon functional explanation as vehicle for addressing its central
questions.
A defining characteristic of functional explanation is that effects are marshaled as potential reasons to
explain the phenomena of interest, rather than causes being sought to account for it, that is, one chooses to
explain an observed phenomenon by referring to its potential outcomes. The explanation is teleological in
format; the reason something was done was in order to bring about the phenomenon that was desired. It is
true that this teleological element gives functional explanation an element of circularity, but the circularity is
benign if the relationship between the phenomena to be explained and phenomena proposed as
explanation is causal, so that the effects of the phenomenon to be explained are subject to empirical
prediction and testing.2 Such a causal connection is created by formulating a functional mechanism involving
the observed phenomenon that leads necessarily to the observable effects, with the additional
presupposition that such functional mechanism is necessary for the system to be maintained.
It is easy to see that syntactical theories of built form match the description of a functional explanation.
The aim is to explain the observed variation in built‐form and the general form of explanation is that the
built‐form is shaped to function in a particular way. For instance, the theory argues that the topological
shape of a building—captured by the graph representing a convex partition of its floor plan—functions to
provide opportunities for specific kinds of encounters amongst the people inhabiting the building, which in
turn leads to appropriate patterns of behavior amongst them. The form (expressed more precisely as a
graph) is thus explained by effects that are empirically observed (specific patterns of encounters).
1

Note though that the arguments here are couched in a slightly different language. Hillier and Hanson are concerned about assumed
objectivity of structural rules and what such objectivity implies for the meaning and culture. There is much complexity to this argument
that is incidental to my argument here and so I gloss over it.

2

th

Functional theory, much in fashion in social sciences in the middle years of the 20 century, was subjected to much critical vilification
in the anti‐positivist and anti‐reductionist ethos of the post‐modern years, but provided some essential considerations are observed
(particularly the assumption of a causal relationship between the trait to be explained and its consequences), it can be a practically
useful form of explanation for social scientific phenomena. A comprehensive review of these limitations can be found in Hempel (1994
[1959]). See also Peter Lipton (1999) for a particularly persuasive use of functional argument in explaining explanation itself. Recent
scholars have adopted a much more accommodating and accepting view of functional theories.

8117:6

Proceedings: Eighth International Space Syntax Symposium
Santiago de Chile: PUC, 2012.

What is critical to space syntax theories, however, is not merely the invocation of specific and workable
functional mechanisms, but beyond that, to posit them as general mechanisms—something that would
govern all buildings. Here is a programmatic statement from the days when space syntax was emerging,
which illustrates the deep functional logic embedded in syntactical thought:
“Social meaning is not a gloss added to buildings: it is an intrinsic aspect of their physical form.
Indeed it is their most important aspect. Buildings are for the organization of space. This is the most
general statement of function. In buildings, technology permits and style confirms that space has
been created and organized for social purposes. This is the unavoidable basis of our discipline.”
(Hillier, Hanson and Peponis, 1984: 62, emphasis original)
Hillier and his colleagues were not merely reciting a hyperbole when they talked about “the unavoidable
basis of [their] discipline”; underlying the many specific theories that have developed within the space
syntax research program, for instance, the economy of natural movement in cities (Hillier, Penn, Hanson et
al. 1993, Hillier 1996: 149‐182), and the city as a search engine (Peponis 2006), the motivating element is the
articulation of some specific form of generic function. In the absence of the idea of generic function, space
syntactical theory would have been reduced to circumstantial reasoning to explain individual variations, and
thus not created a morphological theory.
The success of this theory suggests that if there are aspects of building design that are left unexplained by
the current syntactical theories, then a useful approach would be to identify another generic function of
buildings—one which would explain the interest in, and the subsequent variation, in aspects of the physical
form that have so far suffered analytical neglect.

4. A GENERIC FUNCTION PROPOSED (AND ANOTHER DISTINCTION DISCARDED)
At this point, casting about for a functional basis to explaining form, there is a strong temptation to establish
the distinction that we are seeking in practical versus aesthetic aspects of form, the reasoning being that
aesthetic concerns drive those aspects of form that are left unexplained by generic social function;
complementary to this practical social function, in other words, is an aesthetic function. But on further
reflection this temptation also proves misguided. To see this, consider what exactly constitutes an aesthetic
function. If we were to take aesthetic function to be satisfying of aesthetic problems by the articulation of
form, such that what is achieved in the end is an aesthetically satisfying form, this raises the problem of
aesthetic concerns’ lack of specificity towards their effect—one cannot deduce specific effects from an
aesthetic cause. One cannot conclude that the Le Corbusier’s decision to design the north face of the church
at La Tourette in such a stark and uncompromising manner satisfied an aesthetic concern, without tying
oneself up into tangles of circular reasoning, since another aesthetic concern could have been satisfied by a
sculptured wall articulated to create a welcoming feeling instead; our understanding of which aesthetic
concern is in play depends upon the decision made. In limited cases, particularly those where subtle
discrimination and judgment leads to a progressively refined form—the right proportional relationship
between the height and width of a doorway, for instance—a functional role for aesthetics may be proposed,
but in a vast majority of decisions made regarding form, it does not give us a secure ground for formulating
functional arguments.
But all the same, it is not entirely a mistake to think of the aesthetic interest in a building, or a feature or
some aspect of it, in functional terms. Aesthetic concerns do determine the shaping of buildings—what is
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needed is a better understanding of what functional criteria underlie this shaping. The first thing to realize is
that in defining aesthetic function so far, we have been taking the achieved form as the end to which the
functional mechanism is directed. But this is not how space syntax has normally viewed form—where social
function is concerned, form in space syntax is taken as a means, not the end, for enabling the generic social
function of sorting, arranging, and managing encounters and perceptions amongst the inhabitants of
buildings. The functional argument is not of the form that the generic social function creates the form;
rather the argument is that form has functional effect on social behavior and this can be utilized by the
human designers to achieve specific social ends. This point is not much appreciated, but it is actually quite a
consequential feature of space syntax theory. It is by taking form as a means that syntactical theory
manages to avoid the trap that has continued to bedevil the functional man‐environment paradigm and,
more generally, biological analogy in design (Steadman 1979: 238‐9)—the trap where, by assuming that
functional issues can lead naturally to form, the mediating effect of human agency is removed from the
making and explanation of designs. If there were to be a comparable aesthetic function, then, it would be
better not to describe it as a mechanism for producing specific forms, but rather one in which the shaping of
form with regard to aesthetic concerns has some functional role. The question then, of course, is to specify
the end to which such a functional mechanism would be directed.
One contender for such a role is what we can call ‘imaginative function’. The function here is that of
engaging the imaginative faculty of the visitor to the building in the course of the visitor’s perceptual
encounter with the building. The end therefore, in line with space syntax theory at large, is a behavioral
one—the visitor’s imaginative engagement with the building—and the shaping of form is the means by
which the end is achieved. To the state the basic proposition then: the shape of buildings functions to evoke
an imaginative response in their visitors, users, and even mere observers, as much as it functions to organize
social life, and so while aspects of their form may be explained as being necessary to maintain some social
function, other aspects are similarly explained as traits critical to some imaginative function. Manipulating
the shape of buildings enables designers to control the visitor’s imaginative engagement, or at least, channel
it in specific directions.
But this claim can seem overstated. Most people will agree that buildings have the capacity, in theory, to
engage the imagination of their visitors, and that some of them do succeed in doing so, but most will also
balk at assuming this capacity to be a universal quality of buildings as such, let alone the idea that this
constitutes a generic function. So what are the reasons for claiming such a universal status for imagination?

5. THE UNIVERSALITY OF THE IMAGINATIVE FUNCTION DEFENDED
To see this, it is first necessary to get a better handle on the term imagination itself. The term has featured
long in philosophical discourse as a key human faculty, although what kind of faculty it is has altered
considerably over time.3 A basic definition that suits our purpose admirably is that imagination is a faculty
that allows us to produce images and beliefs of a particular kind. These images seem to have an essential
sensorial character—they can be classed with particular types of sensorial modalities thus producing visual
3

Mary Warnock’s Imagination (1976) traces this history. Since her writing, the topic of imagination has come under scrutiny not just of
philosophers, but psychologists and cognitive scientists (for instance, Harris 2000, and Byrne 2007). My account is mainly derived from
two very recent philosophical treatments (McGinn 2004, and Currie and Ravenscroft 2002); both, in turn, draw heavily from seminal
insights in Sartre’s The Philosophy of Imagination, and Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, as well as from the empirical work in
psychology, perception, and cognitive science. While there are some differences in explanations these two writers offer, the distinctive
phenomenology of imagination that they put together is coherent and dependable enough for our purposes.
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images or auditory images or even motile images—but are to be logically distinguished from the actual
perceptual activity as such. Visual images, for instance, are unlike seeing in that they are fundamentally
subject to the will in the way that percepts created by regular seeing are not. One can not only create
images with deliberate intent (by visualizing something, for instance) and control them, but they cease to
exist if one does not continue with the effort of producing them. There are some complications to this
characterization, and several interesting properties of images follow from it—for instance, images are
attention dependent, they are incorrigible, they do not obstruct actual vision, they cannot be the direct
source of a new perceptual information, and so on—but it is not immediately necessary to delve into those.
More important is to note that apart from being produced in various sense modalities, imagination can also
be discursive or cognitive—one can not only imagine something in the sense of visualizing it, one can also
“imagine that.” One can, in other words, entertain a possibility in words, as much as in sensory media; thus,
one can imagine that there are five hundred and twenty five coins in a jar, although one is not be able to
visualize all the coins themselves. Such cognitive imagination is opposed to actual belief in a way analogous
to the opposition between perceiving and visualizing; essentially, cognitive images are naturally willed, but
unlike beliefs need not be verified with empirical evidence. Of course, in normal cases, our imagination is
shot through with both sense‐oriented and cognitive types in ways that are not easy to disentangle, but
analytically, the distinction is useful. The key idea to anchor all this descriptive characterization is to think of
imagination broadly as the faculty that enables us to create and entertain specific possibilities—things like
specific situations, counterfactual conditions, or states of affairs—within a combination of media including
both sense modalities and thought.
The argument that I would like to propose is that this ability is necessary to one kind of function that
buildings provide. The generic social function of buildings is essentially a matter of unreflective use. It is
entirely possible to use buildings in a state of distracted attentionality, noticing those parts that we need to
in order to navigate or to orient ourselves but never bringing them to the forefront of conscious awareness
as specific artifacts. Possibility aside, however, our stance towards buildings does often take on a reflective
character—we behave towards buildings not as users or inhabitants, but as spectators before a work of art.
This may happen momentarily, when visiting a new building that surprises us, for instance, but there are
occasions when a spectator‐like reflective stance is specifically called for. We may think about a building or
judge its aesthetic quality as an artifact,4 form an opinion regarding its stylistic appropriateness, offer a
critique of its design, take pride in association with it, in short, engage it with respect to its functions of the
kind that architectural literature speaks of as being symbolic. In all these kinds of uses, it seems to me that
imagination—in the sense of entertaining possibility that I have described—comes necessarily into play.
Why this should be the case is better intuited, I think, than reasoned, but still something like an outline of an
argument may be proposed. What follows below is not only schematic, it is quite speculative. But it holds
together as I see it, and is worth proposing, partly to test the waters, so to speak, but partly also to make
explicit questions that might be fascinating to explore.
The first point is that a reflective stance that supports our apprehension of the symbolic functioning of
buildings needs to be supported by a particular type of attentionality. Normally, in unreflective use, we
engage with buildings in various states of attention—we may negotiate them (turn corners, watch out for
others, open doors) without attending at all to them (that is not being conscious of them), or we may attend
4

There is a fine line between having aesthetic response to one’s presence in a building (being awed by the scale of a grand hall, or
pleased when entering a cool shaded corridor) and making an aesthetic judgment of a building as an artifact that I want to emphasize
here. The object of the aesthetic judgment in the former is one’s own sense of being but it is the building in the latter, and it is that
which requires a reflective stance.
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to them with a fleeting awareness that comes from a diffused attention (being aware of the entering a vast
hall, or a long narrow corridor), or we may give our focal attention to them (arriving in the lobby of an
unfamiliar building, we may look around to find a staircase). In all these cases, the objects of our attention
are features of building that exist in our physical space and in what we may call real time—they are of a
piece with our being embodied in the here and now. However, when we regard buildings in the context of
their symbolic function, we move to a mode of attention where we perceptually interact with the building,
but attend to something else altogether—something that need not be actually present in the way that a
perceived object is, but is rather produced as an image. In other words, we perceive the building as
something, and do so while scrutinizing it perceptually. So the second point is that the particular
attentionality that underlies reflective reasoning necessarily involves imagination.
Consider once again the quotes that we began with—in the design of San Giorgio, we are invited to see
multiple overlapping colonnades, even façades, creating a layered but virtual space; Rowe, similarly, finds
himself thinking of the curiously blank face of the church at La Tourette as an element of a stage scenery,
first a backdrop against which a drama of sculptural skylights takes place, and then a side‐screen that
dramatizes the entire landscape; and even when pointedly disclaiming metaphorical associations in the
design of the De Young museum, Herzog finds himself resorting to describing the building as functioning like
a topography. Although these cases are only illustrative, not demonstrative, they do give a sense of
naturalness by which imaginative perception pervades design, and reciprocally, critical thinking.
Why this should be the case needs systematic inquiry; perhaps the reason lies in the effort that holding
attention to an object of perception requires. It is virtually impossible to hold attention to an object of
perception for more than a second (James 1950 [1890]:420), but adding content to the attentive scrutiny,
say by positing an imagined object, can give a viewer reasons for continued attention to the perceived
object. If this is true, then we have not just an argument for imagination, we also have a description of what
a reflective scrutiny of a building would consist in: it would consist of a constant noting of perceptually
available features with a view to bringing them under the purview of the imaginative form that is suggested.
The viewer then is not seeking to arrive at a conceptual form, but is using the conceptual reading of the
form to add richness and meaning to his or her perceptual experience—reading the quotes we began with
gives a fairly good illustration of this process.
But two points do need to be noted to complete our characterization of this reflective scrutiny.
1. We may not maintain this reflective mode of attention for extended periods, even in a careful and
absorbed scrutiny of a building; indeed, reflective scrutiny of a building may involve periods of inattentive
ruminations as thoughts wander, but such ruminations still need to be anchored to episodes of attentive
thought.
2. Our mode of perception, although dominantly visual, need not be so exclusively, nor what we see the
building as need necessarily be a specific image, as the example of De Young illustrates. But imagination
plays the same role, regardless.
Both serve to relax the restrictions that theory provides by allowing for the richness and complexity of actual
experience that imaginative scrutiny of buildings actually involves.
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6. THE MECHANISM OF IMAGINATIVE FUNCTIONING DISCUSSED
If the reasoning presented above is correct, imagination is central to the symbolic uses to which buildings
are put. But what exactly is the mechanism by which imagination is tied to the manipulation of form. After
all, imagination by definition has few restrictions and a suitably imaginative person may imagine whatever
he or she pleases. The answer lies in a particular form of imaginative activity—imaginative seeing—which is
integrally tied up with perception, and in the process restrained by it. What is further heartening is that
invoking imaginative seeing leads to two empirical observations that strengthen our case for the generality
of imaginative function.
Imaginative seeing is the seeing of figures or objects, when looking at entirely different objects, for instance,
seeing faces in clouds. The key condition for imaginative seeing is that it be aspectual, that one can,
potentially, see it one way or another, the phenomenon of ‘seeing‐as’, as in the famed duck‐rabbit example
of Wittgenstein, being the prototypical example of imaginative seeing. But it should be pointed out that it is
not the ambiguity of duck versus rabbit that defines imaginative seeing, but rather the seeing of duck or
rabbit in what otherwise can be seen as simple marks on a paper. It is interesting, and instructive, to note
here that ordinary seeing is not imaginative seeing even if one uses the terms “seeing‐as” to describe it. As
McGinn clarifies (2004: 53), “I might speak of seeing an apple as green or a building as cubical. But
imaginative seeing is a different matter… it makes no sense to order someone to see something as green [if
it is actually green].” Richard Wollheim has argued that the phenomenon that characterizes imaginative
seeing is not that of “seeing‐as”, but a logically different one of “seeing‐in” (Wollheim 1980: 205‐226).
Imaginative seeing may take pathological forms as well—hallucinations are often taken to be yet another
mode of imaginative seeing, although a pathological one.
Imaginative seeing is a form of imagination, but a hybrid one. Although still subject to the will, it is not
triggered endogenously but rather exogenously through perception, and unlike basic imaginative visualizing
depends on continued perception for its existence. Like a percept, its scrutiny can be informative—thus, to
borrow from Wittgenstein, it makes sense to ask someone to see something as something else, whereas it
makes no sense to order someone to merely see something.5 But also, like a visualized image, imaginative
seeing produces images with incomplete spatial information.; it has a definite extension but no information
about where in the actual space it exists (McGinn 2004: 48‐55, for a comprehensive review of these points).
Imaginative seeing then confirms remarkably well to the characteristics discussed earlier with regard to the
kind of attentionality involved in reflective scrutiny of buildings.
Armed with this concept of imaginative seeing, we can then turn to the two considerations that persuade us
of the universality of imaginative function. The first has to do with the criterion of economy of explanation.
As we have seen above, at least some buildings invite, and support, imaginative seeing and it makes sense to
posit a common mechanism that always comes into play when we see something rather than think of such
buildings requiring a specialized visual faculty. Current accounts of the functioning of our visual system
satisfy this requirement—when we see, objects constituting the scene and their layout are not given; rather
we construct all that on the basis of the distribution of patterned information arriving to our eyes in the
form of varying intensities of light waves.6 From this distribution, our visual system allows us to progressively
construct elements of increasing complexity—edges and contours, basic surfaces, simple objects and then
5

Of course, one can order, or instruct, or request, someone to “look at” something, but, colloquial use notwithstanding, looking is a
different kind of verb as compared to seeing.

6

Any handbook on visual perception will give a useful comprehensive account, but for a handy overview see Hoffman and Singh (2003);
see also Bafna et al. (2009) for discussion of case studies with architectural implications.
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complex assemblies of these—till we reach a useable description of the scene before us, that is to say a
description that allows us to negotiate our environment, to interact with its constituents appropriately, and
also map it in our mind. But because the information on the basis of which we do this is so limited—
essentially a range of light intensities received on the retina—the description that we work with is not firm
and incorrigible. Rather it is heuristic and provisional, and depends on top‐down processes as well as
bottom‐up ones; we not only build up the description of our environment by assembling cues about it, but
also use information from the more complex organization of space, from prior knowledge, and from
experience, to refine and modify constructions at a lower level. It follows that this constructive approach
depends integrally on imaginative procedures, depending not only on heuristically putting together abstract
cues, but also on matching items in memory to test constructive interpretations.7 All this is not to dissolve
the distinction between normal seeing and imaginative seeing. The two are distinct, but imaginative seeing
is not an extra faculty overlaid on top of normal visual mechanism, to be used as needed; it is rather a
natural outcome of the process by which our visual system works. Imaginative seeing happens when the
information reaching our visual system (or aspects of it) leads us to construct an interpretation of the scene
before us in a form that uses only a subset of all the cues available to us, and ignores some other relevant
ones, so that we end up constructing objects that do not actually exist in front of us. Of course, this is not
always possible, since the subset of cues that we interpret should have an intrinsic organizational structure,
and this cannot happen by random chance, but if an appropriate interpretation is potentially available, our
visual system will invoke it naturally. We have, in brief, a natural propensity for imaginative seeing and this
may be sustained to a greater or lesser degree depending to a great extent upon what is presented to us.
The second consideration is found in the very evidence we have for the phenomenon we want to explain. A
persuasive reason for believing in the universality of imaginative seeing is its very ubiquity; invocation of
imaginative seeing is not just a feature of some special buildings, but something that drives the designs of
almost all buildings. Figure 1 from our initial examples reminds us that such imaginative seeing has had a
long history. This is true not just for the European classical tradition, but for several other architectural
traditions as well. The centrality of imaginative reading is, in fact, asserted in a number of recent accounts of
architectural aesthetics (Scruton 1979, Hill 1999, Winters 2007). This should not be surprising, given the
observation in the previous paragraph that the mechanism creating imaginative seeing is essentially the
same one utilized in normal seeing, and that imaginative seeing is simply normal seeing “fooled” into
constructing absent objects or figures by an unusual and uncommon arrangement of cues. In all likelihood
designers and builders in any tradition would be likely to notice that manipulation of visual detail on
buildings can give rise to conditions that invoke imaginative seeing in viewers. It is not difficult then to
imagine them exploiting these conditions both to develop styles, but also to add some content to the forms.
Imaginative seeing is then a natural outcome of our visual system—encountering a building either physically
or in its representations, we tend to see other things in or see it or part of it as something else—and there is
a rich history of this phenomenon being exploited in various architectural traditions throughout the world—
so much so, in fact, that rules and conventions have been developed to address this issue, and styles have
emerged in response. We have, therefore, some grounds for believing in the ubiquity, if not quite the
universality, of the imaginative response to buildings and of the shaping of buildings in response. The point
to remember, of course, is that imaginative seeing is one aspect of a broader mode of attention that it is a
7

There is some controversy about this since aspects of vision are clearly beyond the will (see Currie and Ravenscroft 2002: 29), but it
seems reasonable here to go along with a distinction between early vision whose organization is entirely involuntary and higher order
vision which can be influenced by the knowledge or voluntary intent. Imaginative activity thus has room to operate here. I should also
add as a reminder that, although, in imagination vision is the dominant perceptual mode, it is by no means the exclusive one, and
arguments for vision could in principle be extended to other modalities as well.
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generic function of built form to invoke. It may be more accurate to speak of imaginative perception,
treating perception as being sensorially multi‐modal, although, to me the dominance of the visual in
architecture seems undeniable.

7. METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
What I have been meaning to work towards, however, is not merely conceptual clarification, but also a basis
for more practical work—a basis for a methodological approach to explaining those aspects of building
design that the social‐logic‐of‐space explanations do not cover. I want to end, therefore, with some
comments on possible methodological issues raised by the idea of the generic imaginative function, and of
the possibilities of further work that this opens up.
To begin with, because imaginative seeing results in a form that is subjectively created—because it is subject
to the will—and not objectively available, it creates a very difficult problem of description. What comes into
play, functionally, in imaginative seeing is how a given building, or more generally a designed artifact, is
read. This reading is what dictates the nature of imaginative engagement it generates, but it seems that
there is no objective way of describing what is seen. The traditional strategies of description of physical
form—those based on the visual field morphology—do not lend themselves to capturing this imagined form
accurately.
The problem would be intractable but for the special character of imaginative seeing. If imaginative seeing
is not mistaken or pathological (hallucinatory), then it is anchored in, and necessarily derived from what is
available perceptually. In fact, this is precisely what makes imaginative engagement in architecture possible.
Designers can manipulate physical, visual, and spatial aspects of buildings confident of the designed objects
being seen imaginatively in specific ways, and because our interest is not the imagined form as such, but
rather in explaining what leads buildings to be shaped the way they do, the problem reduces to the aspects
manipulated by designers and linking them to imaginative effects.
What is needed then is a methodological approach that seeks systematic relationships (perhaps law‐like)
between visual qualities of objects and perceptual, behavioral, and emotional outcomes. But if this sounds
too much like the subsuming of architectural research under the vast umbrella of behavioral research in
psychology, some crucial distinctions need to be observed. The interest of such a research would not be in
understanding behavior as such, but rather in using behavioral or perceptual tendencies to understand how
buildings are shaped. The crucial question, in other words, is to see whether there are any systematic
structures underlying the designers’ design manipulations. This kind of statement can seem quite vague and
overly general, so I want to end with a more specific hypothesis—very schematic at the present, but which
may illustrate a bit more concretely what studies of imaginative function may produce.
The hypothesis is this: the structure of reading of a building has the character of a causal argument—
specifically it has the character of an explanation of action, in which beliefs and desires constitute a primary
reason for doing the action, and a causal account relates the primary reason to the action performed
(following, in essence, Davidson 1980 [1963]). The design of the building according to this account, is seen,
and comprehended, by being rationalized as a product of a deliberate action, but the really interesting
assumption is that the reasons (beliefs and desires) are to be inferred from the design itself.

8117:13

Proceedings: Eighth International Space Syntax Symposium
Santiago de Chile: PUC, 2012.

This is necessary because many imaginative aspects are possible in reading a building and the viewer is
compelled to select those that are true to the inclinations or motivations of his or her natural visual
mechanism, and simultaneously those that give reasons for why the visual form is the way it is. The
consequence is that the visible form, imaginatively conceived, should take on a form that answers to the
“why” question internally, if it is to work in way that supports imaginative reading. This is quite speculative,
of course, but a few supportive observations can be brought to bear on the hypothesis—first, we are as a
species pre‐disposed to causal explanation (Lipton 2004): we take inordinate effort, and consequently
pleasure in solving puzzles; second, from Aristotle’s conception of unity of the art work, to Baxandall’s
(1983) championing of internal order as a critical criterion for assessing any inference about the cause of art
work, there seems to be a persistent sense in the history of critical writing on art that a work—particularly a
work of art—should have the character of a causal puzzle resolved.
If this is true, then the case presented here opens up a potentially useful line of research—one can perhaps
work towards a syntax of imaginative form, parallel to that of social form (imaginative and social forms
naturally referring to formal aspects explained by imaginative and social functions respectively). Of course,
complexity arises from the fact that same aspects of buildings—the organization of layouts of buildings in
particular—can play a role in both kinds of function and not always in equally suitable ways, which is why
architects are constantly compromising one in adjusting to the other (recall that we have already discarded
the usual parallels such as spatial =social and physical =visual), in ways that truly great talents can avoid
seemingly effortlessly. But what is troublesome synthetically need not create problems analytically, thus
leaving the way open for a challenging program of inquiry.
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Figure 1.
Palladio’s design for the façade of San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice, showing the intended reading of overlapped façades (source: author,
after Wittkower, 1971)
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Figure 2.
The Monastery at La Tourette. View from Northwest showing the contrast between the megaron type block of the church (foreground)
and the horizontal slab‐and‐column arrangement of the monk’s quarters and refectory behind it. The subtle slope in the parapet of the
church can be discerned clearly by looking at the form‐work patterns. Source unkown.
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Figure 3.
Interior views of the De Young museum, San Francisco. Compare the showcases in the African art gallery (a) to the windows looking out
into the interior courtyards in (b), (c), and (d). Photographs courtesy of Hyun Kyung Lee.
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