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Hi Tasheka!

Packet 3. Yes, this is still in packet form. Let me briefly summarize my progress however, which 

I’m feeling pretty good about.

First and foremost, this month was all about getting a first draft of the thesis document 

completed. I ended up starting all over again, which was both a bit painful but also super 

helpful. Having gone through the process of trying different approaches and writing in differ-

ent voices, I finally landed in a place where it all feels pretty great. The document remains 

separated into two sections. First, what I have been calling the ‘holding book’, which remains as 

the main part of the book where I speak in a voice that sounds much like stream of conscious-

ness. My hope is that if someone chooses to only read that part of the book, there is enough 

content there to make it cohesive and interesting. However, that holding book will be home to 

a series of seven small books, each which highlights different sources and aspects of my 

research. These are written in a slightly more serious and practical tone. My hope is that if 

someone chooses to read both the holding book and its accompanying little books, there will 

be greater depth to the overall experience.

Also, this month, I bought a Baby Richeson Press!!! I found it on craigslist for less than half the 

price it would have been brand new. I’m super excited to start playing with it and eventually  

use it to produce my thesis book. In the following pages I will summarize my plans for the 

design and the production of that book.

A first complete draft of the thesis document is included in this packet. It may additionally be 

accessed in my website here

Syncretic Making: Space As the Catalyst for Artistic Experience

I have sent a first draft to Tanya Fleisher, my editor. I have also requested a good friend of mine, 

who happens to have a doctoral degree in philosophy of education, read it for me. I’m confi-

dent both of their insights will be super helpful.

The plan, as of right now, is that I will be printing and binding all of the books myself. I realize 

it’s an enormous task, but if not now, never. I’m very excited to do this combining both my new 

etching press and my regular Epson printer. I have found a bookmaker in town who I will turn  

to for advice and guidance through the process of both designing and binding.

REFLECTION/SUMMARY

THESIS DOCUMENT/COPY

THESIS DOCUMENT/STRUCTURE

http://coppercase.com/graduate-work-1/#/syncretic-order-in-space/
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I’m torn on whether to use the same or a different kind/color of paper for the holding book and 

the small inside books. Unfortunately this may be determined purely by cost. I have requested 

some large sample sheets of this paper by Neenah:

35” x 23” Fluorescent White Lettra, 32W

It is the most affordable color available in large sheets which I will cut down and fold to make 

up each page. To maximize these large sheets, the dimensions of my book will be 11.5” x 7”. This 

will allow me five pages per sheet. Per our discussion last month, all pages will have a french 

fold. Some will be glued above/below (rather than in the gutter) however, to create a pocket for 

the small booklets (refer to my little sketches for a better idea of what I’m talking about here.)

Regarding binding, I will aim to use Japanese stab binding which will incorporate the use of 

thread. As soon as I get my sample sheets of paper I will make a few mock-ups to ensure this is 

all somewhat feasible.

The holding book will be bound something like 

this, which will allow me to either play with 

pattern or actually spell a word like ‘space’ for 

example. The smaller books will either accordion 

fold or simple be saddle stitched in the middle.
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http://www.neenahpaper.com/finepaper/cranepapers/craneslettrapapers/productdetail?color=Fluorescent+White&finish=Lettra
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Here is a bit of a visual reference to the ideas mentioned above:
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That’s it for now.

During our meeting could we take a second to talk about:

1. Citing sources, I have a few doubts on how to do this properly

2. The overall flow of the copy, I’ve read it so many times it’s starting to make me dizzy

3. Brainstorm the production of the book. I’d love your thoughts on my current ideas.  

Could they be made more interesting?

4. Ink vs. blind emboss. I’d still like to blind emboss a large part of the book, but with this much 

copy I realize it’s unrealistic. What are your thoughts?
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Draft no. 1



SYNCRETIC MAKING:  

SPACE AS THE CATALYST FOR ARTISTIC EXPERIENCE 

syncretism   [sing-kri-tiz-uh m, sin-]    noun 

1. the attempted reconciliation or union of different or opposing principles, practices,  

or parties, as in philosophy or religion.01  

At the beginning of the 20th century, just over 100 years ago, then PhD candidate and later art 

historian, Wilhelm Worringer published his doctoral dissertation. Entitled Abstraction and Empathy: 

A Contribution to the Psychology of Style, Worringer’s book speculates on what he believed were at 

the time, the two poles of human artistic experience: abstraction and realism (or what he dubbed 

empahty). Although the intent of his thesis was to comment on art of the European past, his 

assumptions actually correlated with the modernist tenets that would emerge soon thereafter. 

Building an in-depth consideration of the two artistic experiences, Worringer specifically pondered 

on the motivations and spiritual implications that distinguished varying styles found within certain 

periods of Western art. He reflected on their differences comparing them not only to each other, 

but further into the past to those of tribal, primitive art. The artist’s relationship to space, he 

concluded, determined the will to create art that was either flat and 2-dimensional, or vivid with 

realistic impressions and depth. Space, according to Worringer, was the reflection and the catalyst 

of artistic experience.

Today, Worringer’s theories mark a point of departure for this, my own MFA thesis. This document 

embodies a journey of self-discovery and self-reflection regarding my own artistic experience. It is 

the culmination of a quest to understand the connection between my ‘self’ and my surroundings; an 

inquiry into my artistic inclinations from the perspective of how I understand and navigate the 

world around me. It is likewise an investigation into how my view of, and relationship with, space has 

affected and continues to inform my perception, my beliefs, my inclinations, my habits, and 

ultimately my aesthetic impulses as an artist and designer. Like Worringer, at the crux of this inquiry 

lies the concept of space, situated closely to its silent companions, moment and place.

01 “Syncretism.” Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com, n.d. Web. 09 July 2017.
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Book One: Abstraction, Realism & Fear

Abstraction and Empathy, first published in 1908, aims to make a distinction between what 

Wilhelm Worringer dubbed the two poles of human artistic experience. These, he described on 

one hand as “art that takes pleasure in creating some recognizable simulacrum of three-dimen-

sional space—the ‘real’ space of our waking experience” and on the other as “art that sup-

presses that spatial illusion in favor of something flatter, more constricted and abstract.” Both 

of these approaches to art, valid in their own right and yielding their own certain kind of 

beauty, stood “in a very different existential relation to the world of experience”. Each, 

according to Worringer, stemming from the artist’s level of spiritual cognition. While realism, 

or what Worringer dubbed empathy, not only accepts but ultimately idealizes the experience of 

the world within ‘real’ space, abstraction rejects that experience and aims to minimize its 

sovereignty out of a deep-rooted feeling of alienation, uncertainty, and fear created by the 

unpredictably of nature.  

“The less mankind has succeeded, by virtue of its spiritual cognition, in entering into a relation 

of friendly confidence with the appearance of the outer world, the more forceful is the 

dynamic that leads to the striving after this highest abstract beauty.”  

Worringer declared “the need for empathy and the need for abstraction to be at the core of all 

fundamental aesthetic impulses within human culture.” Furthermore, depth, “as the authentic 

dimension of space”, insisted Worringer, “is the major enemy of all striving after abstraction, 

and hence the first thing to be suppressed.” Abstraction purposefully omits the third dimen-

sion of depth in order to appease fear and gain a sense of control over experience. By appro-

priating and manipulating space in such a way, abstraction imparts power to the artist, while 

creating work particularly devoid of the inherent depth in life.

Could a feeling of alienation and fear, and its consequential “immense spiritual dread of space” 

truly be at the root of a maker’s tendency towards abstraction? And furthermore, could one’s 

relationship to the outer world either promote or appease that fear? Assuming one’s relation-

ship to space is in fact the catalyst behind artistic impulse and expression, what could artists 

and designers take from the principles of spatial theory to understand at greater length their 

own making tendencies and in turn the power of their work? 02

Upon weeks of pondering my aesthetic impulses and superimposing them onto Worringer’s 

theories, I was baffled. First terrified, then completely intrigued, I wondered, what am I afraid of? If 

my natural inclination towards abstraction asserts an innate fear within me, what is that fear? What 

is it rooted in and most importantly, is it real? Is it fundamentally true that because I lean towards 

abstraction I have a conflicting spiritual relationship with the space that surrounds me? 

02 Worringer, Wilhelm. Abstraction and Empathy: A Contribution to the Psychology of Style. Routledge & K. Paul, 
London, 1910.
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space   spās/ noun 

A continuous area or expanse which is free, available, or unoccupied.03

In order to grasp the breadth of these questions, and the ensuing exploration of self, I believe it’s 

important for me to consider a few key terms. First and foremost, is the notion of space. Space is 

both a relative concept and a specific term that is as much vague as it is all-encompassing. The 

human race has been endlessly intrigued, attempting to define and understand it as far back in time 

as we can conceive. Like navigating through a maze whose exit at first may seem obvious however, 

the deeper one immerses into its multiple paths, forks, corners, and hallways, the more possibilities 

emerge making for a journey that is unexpectedly complex. Space implies things and non-things. It 

is empty but it is filled. Space lies within our immediate reach as it occupies our physical cavities and 

defines the layers of our identity as we appropriate nationality, language, religion, wealth, political 

views, etc., within it. Silently, it promotes our dreams and paves our memories. Likewise and 

simultaneously, it is unreasonably distant. Past the furthest extent of reason, space can traverse 

into the depths of a completely unknown universe. Space supports every aspect of the micro as 

well as the macro and is just as tangibly real as it is completely intangible. Our collective desire to 

define it traverses the whole of human history, including its evolving schools of thought, alternating 

forms of expression, and countless fields of study.

“Space is the relationship between bodies, without which there could be no energy or motion.”  

— Alan Watts, English Philosopher

For long, the idea of space was situated at the core of scientific discovery, within the realm of 

mathematics, physics and astronomy. Concurrently, it became a prominent driving force behind 

philosophical inquiry in the realm of metaphysics and epistemology. Today, despite the many ways 

in which our understanding of space has evolved, our collective desire to define it prevails. In its 

elusive glory, the exploration of physical space, mental space, social space, personal space, inner 

space, outer space, digital space, absolute space, finite space and every other fathomable form of 

space, continues to provide ample room for us to question, speculate and ponder. We define 

ourselves, and others, by a space we naturally inhabit, yet do not fully comprehend.

“The space in which we live, which draws us out of ourselves, in which the erosion of our lives, our 

time and our history occurs, the space that claws and gnaws at us, is also, in itself, a heterogeneous 

space… we live inside a set of relations.” — Michel Foucault

Book Two: Space as That Which Is Perceived, Lived & Conceived

One of the most influential thinkers to consider the concept of space, in a practical and 

interdisciplinary sense, was French Marxist philosopher Henri LeFebvre. In his most recognized 

03 “Definition of Space in English.” English Oxford Dictionaries. Accessed July 07, 2017. https://en.oxforddictionar-
ies.com/definition/space.
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book The Production of Space, LeFebvre seeks to reconcile the ‘real’ and practical space of 

scientific study, with the theoretical space of philosophical inquiry. In doing so, he considers 

the varying social spheres within which we constantly navigate. He examines not only abstract 

and ideological theories, but also physical experiences as the patterns and routines that make 

up everyday living within the home and the city. His most lasting contribution to the realm of 

spatial theory is a method of categorization which has become known as his spatial triad. 

According to LeFebvre, all three categories, or ways in which one can think about space, act 

together, indivisibly linked and dialectically informed by one another. LeFebvre’s Triad can be 

loosely described as follows: 

Physical Space // Spatial Practice, or perceived space, is the outcome of the choices we make 

and the experiences we have within physical space; in essence it is how we use space. Its 

function is revealed through the process of choice and negotiation and is continually informed 

by our sensory experience. It is also framed by our previous knowledge of that space and 

enhanced with further experience. An example of this form of space can be illustrated by the 

route you may choose to get from any known point A to any known point B. This of course can 

be home to work, work to grocery store, grocery store to friend’s home, etc. Whatever the 

point of origin and final destination is, it’s likely you have multiple options from which you may 

choose to traverse. You may choose one route because it is faster, for example. Or, you may 

choose a longer route because it is more scenic and peaceful. This is spatial practice. You have 

prior knowledge of each route and make a conscious choice to physically navigate it in order to 

have a premeditated sensory experience; which in turn informs similar future choice.

Mental Space // Representations of Space, or conceived space, is space as it takes the form 

of 2-dimensional maps, 3-dimensional models, or urban plans. This is generally the realm of 

architects, geographers, urban planners and social archaeologists for example, but increasingly 

designers, and more specifically environmental designers, as they play a role in creating 

representations of functional space. Representations of space exist in the mental realm where 

they can be imagined and conceived according to required and specific functions. Physical 

space within which spatial practice takes place, is the product of that which was originally 

conceived and imagined as a representation of space.

Social Space // Representational Space, or lived space, as it is superimposed onto spatial 

practice, takes on a more theoretical form rooted in meaning. It is the space imagination and 

ideas strive to appropriate. Within it, associations, language, signs and symbols (and the realm 

of semiotics) arise and subsist. Likewise, it is where ideals, protests, and social movements 

emerge. A simple example of this way of thinking about space could be explained through the 

significance of any favorite place. A corner taco shop, for example, may be your favorite 

because the food is delicious, the seats are comfortable, and it was the setting of you and your 

spouse’s first date. You know both the layout and the menu well, and snag that booth by the 
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windows any chance you get. From the booth, you can enjoy the artwork on the walls, you can 

hear the music, you can look out the windows, and reminisce about your first date. Stepping 

back however, what is in essence a brick and mortar physical structure which not only sepa-

rates physical outer space into a confined indoor space, but also houses a variety of everyday 

objects such as tables and chairs, through association is now a space which holds for you vast 

personal significance. You have appropriated that space beyond spatial practice injecting into it 

deep meaning. It’s become part of your personal narrative, a setting within which your life has 

taken place and where memory can be referenced consistently. 

These three distinctions, according to LeFebvre, while individually useful become most 

valuable when considered as an ongoing interaction, simultaneously affecting one another. It’s 

important to note that LeFebvre defined space as a human product. He believed it is some-

thing we live within and ultimately produce. In his view, space is not empty but rather full and 

pliable; full of lived experience, full of appropriated meaning, and full of potential. 04

Space considered in terms of that which is perceived (physical space), that which is conceived 

(mental space) and that which is lived (social space) is an interesting point of departure. LeFebvre’s 

conceptual triad offers a valuable lens through which the meaning and experience of space can be 

separated, examined, and assessed. However, for my purposes here, this system of categorization 

seems much too stagnant. The way in which I see, feel, experience and consider space, while still 

compartmentalized, is separated differently and is much more fluid and spiritual in a sense. I agree 

with LeFebvre on one point however, that the concept of space is something we create. I do not 

believe the production is always conscious, nor that the product is obvious. Product, in my mind, is 

the result of action, but that does not mean it has to be physically manifested, at any point of the 

process. The extent to which we are cognizant of the space we produce is not only complex, but still 

at the core of most philosophical quandary. Yet, I believe it is something we do have agency over, 

conceptually, in some way.

space   spās/ noun 

The dimensions of height, depth, and width within which all things exist and move.05

Since The Production of Space was published, Henri LeFebvre’s theories have influenced countless 

disciplines. Thinkers have pivoted from his categories to speculate, in their own way and for their 

own purpose, the meaning, origin and function of space. For this, my personal inquiry, I will 

reference them to explore my personal relationship to space as I question whether one, two, or an 

interplay of all three are in some way the source of an underlying fear that propels my artistic 

inclination toward abstraction.

04 “Definition of Space in English.” English Oxford Dictionaries. Accessed July 07, 2017. https://en.oxforddictionar-
ies.com/definition/space.

05 LeFebvre, Henri, and Donald Nicholson- Smith. The Production of Space. Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1991.
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Book Three: The Physical Realm

“Science is the attempt to give a rational, rather than religious or magical, explanation for the 

order in nature.” — Alan J. Slavin

Physical Space // The concept of physical space finds its historic roots in scientific, empirical 

study especially in physics, astronomy, and mathematics. These, in turn, have always stemmed 

from our common curiosity to understand the inner workings of the natural phenomena we 

encounter. History’s cultures have conceived countless methods for explaining and document-

ing the natural systems they observed. The early Mayans, in what is now Mexico and Central 

America, lived by intricate and accurate calendars, systematically plotting the movement of the 

sun, the moon and the planets. These, they represented symbolically. Likewise, “the Greeks 

Leucippus (~440 B.C.), Democritus (~420 B.C.) and Epicurus (342-270 B.C.) put forward the 

hypothesis that matter was composed of extremely small atoms, with different materials being 

composed of different combinations of those atoms.”06 Their artistic contemporaries aimed to 

create representations of the world that were not only realistic, but also idealized in their living 

space. “Art of the classical period (when Greek art peaked) is known for its otherworldly calm 

and beauty.”07 Aristotle, concurrently, came to believe that all matter could be classified as 

being made of one, or a combination of, four intrinsic elements: earth, water, air and fire. 

Thereafter, either form an inquisitive ‘scientific’ perspective and/or rooted in religious motive, 

greats such as Plato, Aristotle, Copernicus, Galileo, Descartes, Thomas Aquinas, Leonardo da 

Vinci, Sir Isaac Newton, Benjamin Franklin, Noam Chomsky, and Stephen Hawking, to name but 

a few, have contributed in their own time to the conceptualization and portrayal of space as a 

tool for understanding the world.

During 18th century Germany, a notable change in the way in which space was considered 

emerged. Members of a new school of thought who called themselves ‘nature philosophers’, 

believed that “matter was not inert, but alive, with a universal world spirit that interconnected 

all forces. One member of this movement was the philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), 

who asserted that it was the interplay of innate repulsive and attractive forces that governed 

matter. If only repulsive forces existed, all matter would disperse; if only attractive forces were 

present, all matter would coalesce. This balance between attractive and repulsive forces is 

today the starting point for the theoretical analysis of the structure of solids and liquids, 

although the forces are no longer believed to reflect a life force.”08 Interestingly, nature 

philosophers coincided with Neoclassicism and Romanticism in the world of art. These periods 

06 Slavin, Alan J. “A Brief History and Philosophy of Physics.” A Brief History and Philosophy of Physics. August 
1994. Accessed July 07, 2017. https://www.trentu.ca/physics/history_895.html.

07 Wilder, Jesse Bryant. Art History for Dummies. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2007.

08 Slavin, Alan J. “A Brief History and Philosophy of Physics.” A Brief History and Philosophy of Physics. August 
1994. Accessed July 07, 2017. https://www.trentu.ca/physics/history_895.html.
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“shunned the Industrial Revolution, attacked the excesses of kings, and championed the rights 

of the individual. Some took refuge in nature; others sought an invigorating mixture of fear and 

awe in sublime landscapes and seascapes. Imagination and Nature were the wellsprings of their 

creativity”09 as they retreated into the idealization of natural space, or empathy, once again. 

Throughout this historical conversation, understanding matter, or ether, as the substance 

believed to permeate all of nature was of great importance. Then, in 1905, everything once 

again changed. Albert Einstein published his Theory of Special Relativity in which space, which 

until then had been seen as either a pervasive substance or an absolute geometric three-di-

mensional entity, was proven to be entirely different. Einstein postulated that space is insepara-

bly linked and dependent on the fourth dimension of time which together he called the 

spacetime continuum. He believed that space alone does not exist and that time is not linear. 

This was a counterintuitive, yet more precise, definition of two key concepts that had, until that 

point, been consistently referenced in the quest to understand ourselves physically and 

metaphysically.10 

space   spās/ noun 

An interval of time

Shortly after Einstein published his Theory of Special Relativity and all previous misconceptions 

of space were exposed, the way in which it was approached and portrayed in art also changed. 

Cubism and Futurism, which aimed to “fracture physical reality into bite-size units” conse-

quently emerged. Invented by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso, Cubism aimed to portray 

figures in such a way as to showcase their every side and angle, for the viewer to observe, 

simultaneously. The work of Cubism “moved art toward abstraction by breaking down physical 

reality into geometric shapes, usually cubes, and then rearranging the cubes—often inde-

pendently of what they represent—on a flat surface with little or no perspective.”11 Cubism 

aimed to extract and suppress the third dimension of depth in its body of work, replacing it 

with an exploration of time; no longer predictable or linear. Futurism, likewise, aimed to portray 

simultaneity in space. Thereafter, art movements in which space was reconsidered continued 

to surface, including Suprematism (the aim to convey pure feeling in art, free of preconcep-

tions, by liberating artist and viewer of the shapes of earthly space) and Constructivism (a 

movement I would presume would be a favorite of LeFebvre, which believed that art should be 

approachable and useful, not purely decorative or ornate).12

09 Wilder, Jesse Bryant. Art History for Dummies. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2007.

10 Hawking, Stephen W., and Leonard Mlodinow. A Briefer History of Time. New York: Bantam Dell, 2008.

11 Wilder, Jesse Bryant. Art History for Dummies. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2007.

12 Wilder, Jesse Bryant. Art History for Dummies. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2007.
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When considering my own version of physical space, most of these ideas resonate. Much like the 

ancient cultures, I consider physical space as that which makes up and surrounds my body in the 

form of multiple types of observable volumes. Simultaneously, I can sense physical space as a 

three-dimensional entity which exists between every person and object I encounter. In both cases, 

it is somehow divisible and quantifiable. It is made up of the objects themselves while also the void 

that surrounds them. Altogether, physical space is the sum total of my sensory experience. 

“Space is the outcome of a series of highly problematic temporary settlements that divide and 

connect things up into different kinds of collectives which are slowly provided with the meaning 

which render them durable and sustainable.” — Nigel Thrift, English Academic & Geographer

There are a number of different versions of physical space for me however, whose distinction here 

seems important to investigate. The space I experience while inside my home for example, while 

physically perceived in the same manner, feels quite different to the space I experience outside, 

whether within nature or the city. Without digging in too deeply, I can assert that outdoor physical 

space, to me, poses no discomfort. On the contrary, I find myself at ease in the expanse of nature 

just as much as in the outdoor places and spaces that make up and surround a dense city. While I 

may navigate urban streets differently than say a desolate hiking trail, aside from survival reflexes 

that may arise in response to random perceived threats, my relation with any type of outdoor space 

is totally comfortable. Moments in which I’ve experienced fear in an outdoor physical space have 

always occurred in response to particulars such as coming across a rattlesnake, or having to 

navigate around the bad choices of a drunk jerk. While these both may occur within a physical 

outdoor space, they do not systematically comprise or become an inherent part of it. They are 

merely either an obstacle or a challenge, which can ultimately be overcome through the power of 

choice, i.e. spatial practice. In other words, and referencing LeFebvre’s categories, fear is not a 

meaning I automatically superimpose onto outdoor experience. I am not afraid of expansive open 

space. Being outside provides me with a chance to discover and learn, two activities I relish.

Alternatively, indoor physical spaces conjure up completely different, and more complex, feelings. 

Within indoor spaces, especially those I am familiar with, I generally feel safe. Survival instincts don’t 

kick in, making room for more frequent in-depth experiences. What’s interesting however, is that 

for me not all indoor spaces are experienced the same. Referencing LeFebvre’s theory of represen-

tational space, I can assert that my method of appropriating space and injecting into them meaning, 

for indoor spaces, varies significantly. My home for example, is much more meaningful to me than 

any other indoor space. This isn’t surprising. Digging deeper however, I can see that within the home 

itself, room by room, the space is appropriated differently. My bedroom and my office hold more 

personal value than the garage for example, but the kitchen is equally valuable. The kitchen is our 

most frequented room as a family, and is also the space we occupy and share most with others. 

Much more meaning is attached to the kitchen space as it’s become the physical setting of many 

great memories. 
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Here I will pivot back to my original quest. What is my relationship to indoor physical space? It 

seems the more I appropriate a particular indoor space, the more value and responsibility (this is 

key) I impart to that space. This sense of responsibility revolves exclusively around the way the 

space affects either the way I feel, or the way I think, by how the space is physically perceived. I am 

an avid and unstoppable cleaner and organizer, but I absolutely hate cleaning, and mildly enjoy the 

process of organizing. Yet, I do both of these activities daily and compulsively, as almost a living 

pattern. I have a physical need, or perhaps a deeply-ingrained mental desire, to live among things 

that are clean and spaces that look and feel organized. When my office is a mess, most of the time 

no matter how much I try to ignore it, my mind cannot think before a sense of order is restored. As 

if the space which makes up the office was an extension of my own mental space, I need to clear out 

the clutter to be able to think straight. 

If I go to a coffee shop to work however, and the coffee shop happens to be in disarray, the mess in 

this context will not affect the way I feel, nor the way I think, in any way. While I may gravitate 

towards that coffee shop for its representational space in some ways, my lack of ownership allows 

me to detach from its imperfections. Within an indoor physical space that I have not appropriated, 

the mess bares absolutely not weight onto my power to think or concentrate. It’s really quite 

fascinating. I never remember what other people’s home looks or feels like in this way, because it is 

not MY space. There are countless other examples in which something that is of great value within 

my own particular appropriated indoor space does not matter elsewhere. Appropriation of that 

space brings a sense of comfort but can also create major distress. If any space, upon which I’ve 

imparted ownership and responsibility, is lacking the qualities that enable me to feel comfortable, 

that very sense of ownership produces a sort of mental mess and a subsequent need for action. 

This is especially true when that particular space is shared. Physical space and mental space, for me, 

are inextricably linked. Much as LeFebvre asserted, one form of space inevitably informs and 

dialectically affects the other in a continuously cyclical way.

Book Four: Traversing onto Mental Space

Seventeenth-century French philosopher and mathematician René Descartes, famously held 

that “while the essence of body is spatial extension, the essence of mind is thought. Thought is 

taken to be the defining attribute of incorporeal substance that is non-spatial in nature. He 

writes: ‘For if we...examine what we are, we see very clearly that neither extension nor shape 

nor local motion, nor anything of this kind which is attributable to a body, belongs to our 

nature, but that thought alone belongs to it.’13 The mental and the spatial are thus mutually 

exclusive categories.”14 

13 Descartes, René, John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch. The Philosophical Writings of Des-
cartes. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984.

14 McGinn, Colin. “Consciousness and Space.” Rutgers University. Accessed July 07, 2017. http://www.nyu.edu/gsas/
dept/philo/courses/consciousness97/papers/ConsciousnessSpace.html.



PG. 16

Mental space is then in itself a paradoxical term. Descartes states that essence of mind is 

thought and thought is by definition non-spatial. So how could there be such a thing as a space 

within which a mental product exists? Here, once again, definition of terms seems suitable. I’ve 

already thought of space as an apparently empty volume, nothingness or everything-ness, 

between two objects composed of matter. I’ve also considered it as a divisible, three-dimen-

sional entity pointing to either location or position within a defined volume. Additionally, space 

can be considered a container within which activity occurs. This third notion, I believe, is the 

conceptual ground behind the idea of a metaphorical space, which has inherently no physical 

attributes, but which can nonetheless encase a mental product; the product of the mind.

Mental Space // Robert Ornstein, in his insightful book entitled MindReal, generates an interest-

ing discussion on mind, consciousness, and reality. According to Ornstein, what is Real exists 

only in the realm of a Reality that is forever out of our reach, an unknowable, dense entity 

underlying the essence of the universe. What he calls MindReal is our humble interpretation of 

that Reality; one which is limited by our mental ability to perceive, process, and understand 

true Reality. MindReal is all we know, an illusory construct based on our finite mental capacity 

and the quirky and pervasive malfunctions of the mind.

Considering ‘mind’: According to Ornstein, the mind can be defined as our physical brain and 

its corresponding natural processes. It is an automated neurological system in charge of 

accepting, filtering, and reacting to the information it receives via the five senses. The mind is 

in charge of managing subconscious functions that make our bodies work. It is also the source 

of all our thoughts, feelings, and everything we string together and believe to be real. 

The mind, as an innate and crucial part of our human nature, has evolved throughout thou-

sands of years. It has slowly become an amalgamation of evolutionary adaptations that, to this 

day, ensure both our continued function and our basic survival. Many of these adaptations 

however, are also obsolete. The mind systematically (and without our explicit conscious 

permission) compares, categorizes, qualifies and ignores massive amounts of information, cast-

ing judgments and occasionally pigeon-holing people and things. Most unfortunately, our mind 

labors under the illusion that it is thinking in a ‘straight line’, when the truth is, it is far more 

impressionable and unstable than we’d like to admit. Yet, as imperfect as our mind may be, it is 

the ultimate source of all our knowledge and of all our assumptions and beliefs.15

Considering ‘consciousness: This ‘knowledge’ or ‘awareness’ is the greatest product of the 

mind, and is often called our consciousness. Much like defining space however, defining 

consciousness is in itself extremely difficult. Bruce Schneider in Energy Leadership asserts that 

“consciousness is the process of awareness, and the awareness of the process.” Concurrently, 

15 Ornstein, Robert. MindReal: How the Mind Creates Its Own Virtual Reality. Place of Publication Not Identified: 
Malor Books, 2010.



PG. 17

in Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience it is described as “intentionally ordered 

information” which determines the content and the quality of our lives. Because it frames our 

beliefs, consciousness is also closely tied to spirituality, and perhaps to what Worringer dubbed 

the ‘spiritual cognition’ that informs artistic expression.

If I acknowledge that mind is a physical space within which consciousness occurs, I can safely 

assume consciousness is the mental space I now seek to investigate. Contrary to LeFebvre’s stance 

that mental space is only conceived or imagined however, I believe mental space is actually much 

more complex. For me, it entails thoughts, feelings, dreams, aspirations, intentions, and all the 

aspects of what I believe is real. It is a safe haven for lost and found thoughts to bounce around 

in-between. It is extremely personal, my creative source. Likewise it is directly framed by my spatial 

practice within physical space. This experience inevitably affects perspective, making it a volatile 

space. The question is, how is my consciousness affected by physical space, and more importantly, 

how does my consciousness reflect back and manifest on to physical space in the form of artistic 

expression, producing what LeFebvre called representational space?

“Space is the physical setting in which everything occurs.”  

— Lynn Meskell & Robert W. Preucel, Social Archaeologists

I’ve discovered, to a certain extent, how physical space affects my consciousness. Of most impor-

tance, the notion of order and perhaps more specifically, visual order. I gravitate towards creating 

and experiencing physical spaces that display a visual sense of premeditated pattern, harmonious 

relationship between forms, and ordered simplicity. For me, physical order literally translates into 

order in consciousness, which in turn grows into a feeling of comfort and a heightened ability to 

focus and concentrate. 

Book Five: Order in Consciousness, Optimal Experience & Happiness

In Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, Hungarian psychology professor Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi asks the primordial questions “what is happiness?” and “when do people feel 

most happy?” According to his findings, happiness, or “the optimal state of inner experience, is 

one in which there is order in consciousness. This occurs when a person’s body or mind is 

stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and worthwhile.” 

It is the product of a wholehearted focused mind. ‘Flow’ is “the way people describe that state 

of mind when consciousness is harmoniously ordered, and when they want to pursue whatever 

they are doing purely for its own sake.” In other words, contrary to what many believe, 

happiness is not the result of good fortune or random chance. It is not dependent on material 

possessions or even power command. No single external factor or event can produce happi-

ness, only the way we choose to interpret and experience it. This entails achieving mastery of 

consciousness itself. “How we feel about ourselves, the joy we get from living, ultimately 

depends directly on how the mind filters and interprets everyday experiences.” Optimal 
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experience can be reached through work, through play, through physical challenge, through 

personal interaction, or even through immersion in a lifelong hobby. It can be evoked by any 

activity which requires our full concentration, and in which our knowledge and skills are 

challenged in an achievable way. It is usually bound by certain rules and regulations with a 

specific end goal or intent. 

The root of discontent, on the other hand, lies at the opposite end of the spectrum. Mental 

entropy, in the form of anger, sadness, confusion, stress, or fear, occurs “whenever information 

disrupts consciousness by threatening its goals.” Naturally, living in a constant state of optimal 

experience is unrealistic. Our objective however, should be to find those activities, those 

challenges, whether mental or physical, that consistently bring us back into the present 

moment, into the task at hand, to momentarily forget about space or time and truly be, inside 

our being.16

“Meditation in the midst of activity is far better than meditation in stillness.”  

— Renowned Monk Hakuin

Spatial Consciousness, Temporal Consciousness

Consciousness, in its eternal complexity, can also be considered as either spatial or temporal. 

Temporal consciousness, as the name suggests, is founded on an awareness of change and the 

passing of time. Ordinary thinking is temporal by nature. Much of what we desire in our daily 

lives is rooted in either past experiences or future aspirations. As we contemplate and reach 

for those desires, we end up spending much of our mental time either in the past or in the 

future, not in the present. Opposed to the temporal, is the spatial. This is consciousness 

focused, not on what was, or what could be, but what is, right now. It is an awareness of being. 

The practice of meditation, which has made a resurgence in the West, could be considered the 

practice of “minimizing temporal consciousness while maximizing spatial consciousness. In 

practical terms, this means turning attention away from thoughts that suggest process.” The 

past and the future are temporal constructs, the present moment is ‘real’ and it is spatial. 

Spatial in the sense that the moment exists within certain physical, quantifiable parameters, 

and can be located in a specific place, at its corresponding moment in time.17

“Place is the outcome of the social process of valuing space; a product of the imaginary, of 

desire, and the primary means by which we articulate with space and transform it into a 

humanized landscape.” — Jaimie Gunderson18

16 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. New York: Harper Perennial Modern 
Classics, 2009. IBooks.

17 “Spatial vs. Temporal Consciousness.” August Meditations. June 04, 2016. Accessed July 07, 2017. https://august-
meditations.wordpress.com/2016/06/04/spatial-vs-temporal-consciousness/.

18 Gunderson, Jaimie. “Introduction to Spatial Theory.” Theory and Methods in the Study of Religion. December 9, 
2014. Accessed June 06, 2017. https://sites.utexas.edu/religion-theory/bibliographical-resources/spatial-theory/over-
view/.
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Unfortunately, and as a brief mention of a new space not considered by either Worringer or 

LeFebvre, I believe our constant immersion into digital space accentuates our inability to 

remain within spatial consciousness. What once could have been idle times conducive to being 

present in the moment, as in walking through a park observing the trees, or waiting for the bus 

while intently noticing the marching ants under our feet, are now moments polluted by digital 

distractions which extract us out of our physical space. My inquiry here will not delve further 

because I believe the exploration of digital space, as it affects our mental space, could in itself 

become a new thesis. Suffice it to say I believe digital space could be considered an extension 

of physical space that affects our mental space and is just as infused with meaning. It is a type 

of virtual human space, within which connections, associations and experiences exist just the 

same.

It’s been said that everything we do, we do either out of love, or out of fear. Overlaid onto Csiksz-

entmihalyi’s theories, I believe we can re-frame this statement to say that everything we do, we do 

from within a state of order in consciousness, or within a state of mental entropy. If we suppose 

that the will to abstraction, per Worringer’s theories, is solely motivated by a state of mental 

entropy, what is it about producing art devoid of three-dimensional space that helps put order back 

into consciousness? Presuming happiness, or optimal experience, is in fact our common human 

goal, how does the inclusion or removal of depth from artistic expression enable that goal? And in 

less general terms, does producing work devoid of spatial depth truly provide me, personally, with 

order in consciousness and optimal experience?

As I embarked on writing this thesis, I will confess to have set to traverse a path that was completely 

unknown and different to any other past experience. Each day, as I mulled over content and ideas, I 

also experienced what could be best described as unexpected personal epiphanies. Through the 

writing of this book I’ve slowly uncovered parts of myself of which I had little conscious awareness. 

Answering these last questions, specifically, brings me to the first of a few of these epiphanies: 

much of my personal affinity towards abstraction is not inspired by a need to suppress spatial depth 

out of fear of the world around me. It is neither a desire to reconsider time as its ambiguous 

companion. Rather, it is entrenched in a deep love of order and pattern. I find solace in the execu-

tion of patterned action because it reliably imparts order into the depths of my spatial conscious-

ness. This order consequently produces joy, comfort, happiness, and a feeling of being perfectly 

centered within my own mental space. Piecing together, repetitive motion, conversing with material 

while flowing to its rhythm, is a reliable and consistent method for me to loose myself in action. It is 

also a direct path to a state of optimal experience. Abstraction, or rather “the freedom from 

representational qualities”, provides a platform from which the most basic forms and shapes, and 

ensuing patterns, can be used and produced without necessarily referencing any aspects of the 

physical space that surrounds me. Abstraction, for me, is not about creating work that is purpose-

fully devoid of depth, but rather it is about honoring, producing, and inhabiting my optimal mental 

space. A space which is undoubtedly influenced and inspired by the beauty and patterns of nature.
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Book Six: Wabi Sabi

One of the most beautiful philosophies on aesthetics I’ve ever encountered is the old Japanese 

tradition called wabi sabi. Guided by the fundamental theories of Zen Buddhism, which was 

itself deeply influenced by its predecessor Taoism, wabi sabi art “challenges us to unlearn our 

views of beauty to rediscover the intimate beauty to be found in the smallest details of nature’s 

artistry.” Combining the worlds of art and philosophy into a symbolic whole, wabi sabi 

“suggests such qualities as impermanence, humility, asymmetry, and imperfection.” It encour-

ages us to accept things as they are, finding beauty in the truths and transience of nature. 

Likewise, it seeks to manifest focused attention (or mental order as flow) through active 

meditation (within spatial consciousness) in the form of art-making. 

Space is an important element in the Japanese aesthetic. This concept is “more pressing in 

Japan than in most other countries both in physical and metaphysical terms. Physically because 

the mountainous regions that dominate the landscape severely limit the amount of space 

available for living. This restriction has out of necessity affects the way in which space has been 

used to maximize potential.” Metaphysically, and through the creation of art, the Japanese have 

become “masters of space, and have throughout their long artistic history stressed the 

importance of space, or nothingness, as a juxtaposition to things that presently exist.” The ebb 

and flow of being and not being, represented as positive and negative space in art, is a 

fundamental fact of life. Our own impermanence is something we cannot change. With this 

realization, we are presented the opportunity to reassess our personal values and deepest 

aspirations. We can also re-evaluate our relationship to nature. “As the silence between notes 

in music is vital, so the space provided in art is just as expressive, and wabi sabi has used 

brevity to magnify the intensity of that expression.”19 

A second important epiphany comes as the realization that my artistic expression explicitly 

manifests as two very different practices. My art practice, for the most part, is a reflection of my 

experience within mental space. My design practice, conversely, is mostly a reflection of my 

experience within social space.

Expounding further, ‘art’ presents an opportunity to play with physical materials and try new 

techniques, mostly uninhibited. The product of this play oftentimes results in repetition and 

pattern. Devoid of a need to reference social repercussions, and with a minimized awareness of 

process, ‘art’ presents itself as a visual representation of my achieved order in consciousness. In 

other words, when I aim to create art, I immerse into my mental space and produce work that 

visually depicts the feeling of being in that space; nothing more, nothing less.

“The aim of art is to create space—space that is not compromised by decoration or illustration, 

space in which the subjects of painting can live.” — Frank Stella, Visual Artist

19 Juniper, Andrew. Wabi Sabi: The Japanese Art of Impermanence. Tokyo: Tuttle Publishing, 2010.
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Graphic design, on the other hand, is a practice entrenched in awareness of both the social and the 

physical. Space in this sense becomes a tool with which I arrange and organize physical working 

elements, whether analog or digital, according to predetermined and set parameters. These 

parameters are set to measure the ‘quality’ of the work in relation to myself and others. My design 

practice consistently produces work that reflects how I prefer to inhabit and navigate physical 

space; amidst order, harmony and simplicity. It is also the product of years of a design education 

that was explicitly precise and steeped in taught processes and habits. Interestingly however, 

despite the fact that when I design I am fully aware of process, and do so working with tangible 

objects, the practice itself is similarly conducive to producing a state of optimal experience. 

Through the practice of graphic design, I am able to simultaneously access multiple spaces in either 

an incredibly gratifying way, or in a painfully draining way. This perspective is entirely dictated by 

the underlying content of the work. This is the moment in the process of design in which my 

internal moral compass is vigilant of my personal core values. When a project melds well with these 

values, to work is a joy. When the project challenges or goes against any of these values, it’s a dread 

to immerse myself in the work. Regardless, I am invariably granted the opportunity to convey 

message and share meaning with others through the product of that work.

Book Seven: Representational, human space

In his book entitled Human Space, German philosopher and teacher Otto Friedrich Bollnow 

explores at great length the many ways in which human beings experience and inhabit space.20 

This entity, similarly referred to as lived space or representational space by LeFebvre, is space 

as that in which purpose and meaning materializes and subsists. It is the metaphorical culmina-

tion of mental space superimposing its meaning onto the physical space it encounters, and 

conversely of physical space influencing the inner workings of mental space as mutable 

thoughts and feelings. Human space is a common space where goals, trials, triumphs and 

conflicts are shared. Without each other as companions and occupants of a common human 

space, life would have little purpose and meaning. It would be a systematic set of random 

occurrences, whether abstract or physical, of little consequence or reason. Sharing the 

essence of our human space makes life worth the journey, worth the challenge and struggle. It 

is the metaphorical icing on the cake of life, if not the sweetness of life itself. It propels our 

inner being and connects our collective consciousness. Human space confirms the depth and 

breadth of our commonalities, a platform for shared living, knowledge, and experience.

“Social space thus remains the space of society, of social life. Man does not live by words alone; all 

‘subjects’ are situated in a space in which they must either recognize themselves or lose themselves, 

a space which they may both enjoy and modify.” 

—Henri LeFebvre

20 Bollnow, Otto Friedrich. Human Space. London: Hyphen Press, 2011.
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Graphic design, as both a process and a product, is in the unique position of being a key player in 

the creation and dissemination of meaning within human space. Our work as designers, albeit 

usually a product of spatial practice, as it is superimposed onto physical space, purposefully 

presents abstract ideas that affect the viewer’s sense of that space (and consequently of them-

selves and others). Representational space is at the core of corporate branding for example, just as 

much as it underlies the power of a single hand-made protest poster that has been pinned up to a 

corner light post. Embedded into the way in which we manipulate physical space, our job is to 

initiate a conversation of consequence between viewer and context, which in turn enables the 

production of association and meaning as narrative. In a cyclical way, spatial practice turns into 

representational space which in turn incites action in the form of spatial practice once again.

Yet, in its crucial role as facilitator of meaningful experience, I believe the contemporary designer, 

by and large, is oblivious to this power of influence. The essence of graphic design, as that which 

some loosely call visual communication, commercial art, solutions-driven design, guided by 

function, creating work for vetted clients and catered to target markets, works largely with the 

intent not to create meaningful content relevant to our shared human experience, but rather to tap 

into and exploit our innermost weaknesses; those which rise out of and produce mental entropy. All 

the time, effort, money and resources spent on creating multi-million dollar branding or marketing 

campaigns that result in loyal customers, rather than meaning, fabricate a false sense of desire. 

Amidst the throws of consumerism, designers who boost companies like McDonalds, Pepsi and 

WalMart, perpetuate temporal consciousness, propagate mental disorder, exploit and dismiss 

natural resources, derail purposeful spatial practice, and walk away without regard as to where their 

work is situated within the realm of a lived space they too inhabit, yet vastly do not comprehend.

But I digress.

There are also designers who, aware of this interplay, try to deviate from the norm of destructive 

practices. These designers work bravely with love, empathy and compassion towards others as well 

as the space that surrounds them. Not all design is destructive, nor all designers oblivious. While I 

cannot claim to be in the camp of the enlightened, I will say my ultimate goal is to mindfully steer 

myself in the direction of empathetic and informed awareness, and the production of constructive 

spaces. Through my work I’d like to perpetuate awareness and harmony within the multitude of 

spaces I encounter, conscious of the way in which these not only overlap and affect each other, but 

deeply impact that of others. Human space provides a context in which the beauty of life can revel. 

Just as love/fear, peace/conflict, solid/space are not polar opposites but rather different parts of the 

same thing, we too are parts of the same whole life experience that ebbs and flows in space.

fear  [feer] noun 

1. a distressing emotion aroused by impending danger, evil, pain, etc., whether the threat is real 
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or imagined; the feeling or condition of being afraid.21

This leads me to my third and final epiphany and a brief exploration of fear. This journey, I realize, 

has been of incredible significance. It has radiated light onto a path to greater self-knowledge and 

revealed some of my most important needs and desires within mental, physical and shared 

experiences. This, in turn, has exposed some of my design and making tendencies which influence 

my aesthetic impulses. Going back to my original questions, what have I learned? 

First of all, a century later, I agree with Wilhelm Worringer in that one’s relationship with space is 

the driving force behind artistic and aesthetic tendencies. I disagree with him however, on how that 

space is produced and defined. As a multi-dimensional concept and term, our relationship with 

space is determined by much more than just spiritual cognition. It is additionally influenced by 

mental cognition, cultural cognition, physical cognition, and awareness of self in these contexts. 

Likewise, it is influenced by our personal narratives. Our notion of space is subjective and reliant on 

our limited understanding of the world. The knowledge we reference as we practice art and design 

is the culmination of all the spaces we experience and inhabit; it is the product of a syncretic 

experience. Space is much more than what we perceive with our senses. It is also much more than 

what we conceive in our minds. It is incredibly complex, a knotted ball of multi-layered threads one 

must labor to unravel and inspect.

I also agree that my natural inclination towards abstraction potentially asserts an innate fear within 

me. Yet, this fear is not a fear of space itself, rather it is a fear of the condition of space; disorder in 

my case. I believe disorder is a driving force behind the way in which I experience the world because 

I see it as an elemental characteristic within conflict. Conflict, to me, is incredibly unpleasant. It is 

something in fact I labor extensively to avoid. It is the one single condition that immediately pushes 

my mind into complete disarray and entropy. Consequently, order is what I seek. Through my work I 

manifest this desire and this need. This is evident in my preference towards minimalist layouts and 

the use of structured grids. It is also evident in my use of pattern and quiet, subdued color palettes. 

I prefer typography that is clean and that is legible, and can be experienced with visual ease, and the 

use of much, much negative space. Areas left bare, to me,  provide opportunities for breath which I 

wish to share. Order within any form of space, and as a product of that space, promotes internal 

and external peace. It provides a safe and comfortable context within which I can exist as the 

natural and sensitive introvert I was born to be.22 

Two key questions remains for me unclear. Are realism and abstraction truly the only two existing 

forms of artistic expression? And, are these two categories still at the core of all fundamental 

aesthetic impulses? 

Perhaps.

21 “Fear.” Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com, n.d. Web. 08 July 2017.

22 Cain, Susan. Quiet: The Power of Introverts in A World That Can’t Stop Talking. London: Penguin Books, 2013.
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Perhaps it doesn’t matter. 

Conventions and dualistic categories never quite describe experience at its fullest. Non of us exist 

as that which is strictly one thing or another. We are all inevitably the product of our own syncretic 

making in which truth lies as much within the categories themselves, as in the spaces that either 

unite or separate them. I have never been able to define myself by socially imposed limits. On the 

contrary, I find solace in the fact that I am this thing and that thing, or neither, simultaneously. 

The truest version of me always lies in the space in between.

“We are in the epoch of simultaneity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near 

and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are at a moment, I believe, when our experience 

of the world is less that of a long life developing through time than that of a network that 

connects points and intersects with its own skein.”   

— Michel Foucault, French Philosopher 


