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The creative phenomenon, architecture, is popularly understood through its practical 

profile, as a function of figural characteristics which deals with spatial needs of a social 

class within a certain time period. Furthermore, it seems often that comprehension and 

valuation of current architectural forms and architectural ensembles are affected by the 

already established percepts of the beholder. In this way it seems quite usual the fact that 

lay observers and users rush to conclude to designations like ñbeautifulò, ñcomfortableò, 

ñniceò, ñuglyò. 

But architecture, from the architectôs point of view is a much more multidimensional 

process both to its understanding and its becoming. Into this aspect architecture is directly 

related to a precedent theoretical base. This contemplative face of architectureôs 

becoming is a mental exercise and its existence is important because it formulates the 

architectôs guiding convictions and rules so as to help him establish his expressional 

goals. 

All t his theoretical inquiry in architecture draws on a number of issues that are usually 

inseparably bound to social-economical and human condition of each particular time 

period. Some of the crucial bargained themes that acquired importance in architectureôs 

history have been: - function and its relation to architectural form, - social impact of 

urban design, - environmental consciousness - economy of natural resources used in 

construction, - economy of space, - light and itôs importance to the understanding of 

architecture. This paper deals with the idea that past experiences exert important 

influence both to architectureôs design process and to any present experience and 

understanding of space and forms. 

One aspect of this engrossment involves the manner in which new architectural aesthetic 

might incorporate elements of pre-existing forms and the degree there is a conscious or 

unconscious discourse among the two. Another aspect involves the speculation that our 

experience of space, through perception of forms, might be influenced by instituted past 

encounters.   

A possible approach to the aforementioned issues lies, in my view, within the human 

perceptual structure itself. For this reason, this paper is going to discuss mostly the 

impact of memory on visual structure as it applies specifically on architecture taking into 

account the observation of Gestalt psychology of perception as well as those of certain 

philosophers who have dealt with important aspects of the same subject.  

The content of this paper is significantly influenced by Rudolf Arnheimôs ñArt and 

Optical Perceptionò. 
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ARCHITECTURE ï HOW IDEAS BECOME FORMS 

Let me return once more to the architectural design process and all the precedent mental 

work. We have to explain to this point that any appreciable architectural creation arises 

from the sperm of an idea which leads and evaluates synthetic work. In fact the first 

conception spark maybe originated from a specific point of view of ña pictureò from 

which somebody has to pull back searching for the main theme
1
. The most usual for 

conceptual procedure is to move erratically back and forth among conception of part and 

whole. Only when somebody is able to review the procedure on the whole, he can realize 

the logical scheme which leads from the basic theme to the final embodiment and 

essence. 

The germinal idea is crucial for human conception. Either we are talking for a piece of 

art, or a machine, or a scientific theory, or financial structure, they all spring from a 

central idea and they evaluate around it. In architecture central theme operates like a 

bridge between functional program and synthetical structure. The relationship between 

these fundamental factors has been a kind of mental struggle for architectural theory. 

Nevertheless it is essential to be considered that apart from architectural synthesis, there 

is need even for the buildingôs program itself to employ eventually a form of optical 

arrangement
.
 since it is willing for new datum to get the form of any working structure. 

So, finally everything has to be deployed spatially and usually to this representation is 

assigned a true optical scheme in form of diagram on paper
2
. 

At this point the final creation and its synthesis come to share the same language that of 

optical thought. 

In the first stages of architectural conception the cognitive model does not take on the 

definite form of final object. Just like in the picture 1. models show a configuration of 

dynamic action that can also be depicted on paper using squares, triangles or circles. In 

this way the basic structural theme of a building often takes the form of a system of 

arrows, or of volumes that are designated of direction, general proportion and immiscible 

topological relations
3
. But this postulates that the basic structure is visible. Vision in 

reality is the only medium through which mind apprehends. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               Picture 1. Configurations of dynamic action 

                                                 
1,2,3

 Rudolf Arnheim, ñArt and Optical Perceptionò, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1974 
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If our goal is the understanding of the final building there is no need for us to stay on a 

specific stage of synthetic procedure or to focus to the point where ñstructuralò becomes 

ñopticalò nor to the point when ñessenceò gives place to ñexternalò scheme. Conception is 

optical from the beginning to the end and remains a dynamic structure during its course 

for the final scheme that will allow the objectôs admittance in physical reality and 

existence
4
.  

So, if spatial thoughts and ideas are related to optical onesô, consequently they are 

indissolubly bound to optical perception and the way vision works and apprehends 

reality.  

 

HOW DOES OPTICAL PERCEPTION OPERATE? 

Vision is not constituted into mechanical record of apprehensile elements but on the 

contrary it is a truly creative conception of important structural arrangements, it is ï

fanciful, -inventive, -acumen, -beautiful. Most of times vision grasps a form immediately 

rather as a general structure than as a welding of separate parts. But how is this structure 

finally defined in our mind? At the meeting point where a stimulus, which is projected 

onto retina, encounters the projection that is elaborated to the nervous system, what is 

that which contributes to the appearance of shape in our consciousness?  

When we look at a simple outline it seems that there arenôt many choices. Nevertheless 

why do we tend to see the four spots of picture 2a like square, just like in the picture 2b. 

We can hardly see them like a canted rhombus or side face view even if these shapes 

embody these spots. If we add four more spots in the picture 2a, the square disappears 

and in its place we see a circle scheme, picture 2c. White circles or ï for some beholders 

ï squares are seen in the center of the crosses in picture 3 although there is no mark of 

circle or square outline
5
. 

 

 

 

 

                                       Picture 2a. Perceptual exercise 

 

 

 

 

 

                                      Picture 2b. Perceptual exercise 
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                                           Picture 2c. Perceptual exercise 

 

 

 

 

                                           Picture 2d. Perceptual exercise 

Phenomenon of this type finds explanation in that which Gestalt psychologist call basic 

rule of optical perception: ñEvery arrangement of stimuli tend to be perceived in such a 

way so as the resultant structure in consciousness to be the simplest allowed by the 

apparent conditions.ò
6
  

But what does the word ñsimplestò or ñsimplicityò mean in this case? 

Julian Hochberg attempted to designate simplicity (he preferred to use the pregnant term 

ñbetter formò applying to it the theory of information): ñThe less amount of  information 

is needed in order for a specific arrangement to be set, relatively to other alternative 

solutions, the more possible is for a picture to be perceived in this wayò 

Spinoza at a quotation in his book ñEthicsò alleged that ñorderò exists in things 

themselves although we know nothing about them and their nature. ñThings are arrayed 

in such a way, when they appear to us through our senses, so that we can imagine them, 

and so we will be able to remember them. In this case we can say they have a good order 

but in the opposite case we would say that they are out of order or in fusion.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6
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THE IMPACT OF MEMORY ON VISUAL STRUCTURES. 

 

Any optical experience is embodied and framed in an environment of time and space.
7
 

Just like appearance is influenced by vicinal objects in space, in the same way it is 

influenced by preceding time. But just the fact that we recognize all this influence does 

not affirm that all surroundings of an object alter its color, shape or to go further, an 

objectôs appearance is not just a product of all dynamic effect forced on it. Such an 

understanding would be completely irrational
.
 nevertheless it has often been alleged for 

time relations. There is often the belief that what human sees now ï at a present time- is a 

result of past time. That all the preceding experience, which we can call ñmemorial 

tracesò, influences our present perception in a quite reflective manner - unconsciously. 

For example the fact that I recognize the points in picture 2 like a square is owed to the 

fact that I have seen many squares in the past. 

 

 

 

 

                                                   Picture 3. Perceptual exercise 

The relationship between present and past moments should be considered but in a less 

naµve way.  

First of all we must not continue to put responsibilities in the past days before admitting 

that there has been a starting point which works as the beginning for whatever comes. 

Gaetano Kanizsa poses it as follows: ñwe have been capable to get familiar with objects 

that surround us exactly because them themselves are consisted of perceptual power 

which work independently of our experience, allowing us consequently, to grasp their 

experienceò 

Furthermore, co-action between an objectôs shape that we see at a present time and 

shapes that we have seen in the past, itôs not automatic and ever present but depends on 

whether there is any kind of connection among them.
 8
 

For example picture 3d alone, looks like a triangle attached on a vertical line. But the 

sequence of 3a, 3b, 3c, will probably reveal a square ready to disappear behind a wall. 

This trick is brought out not only due to spatial settings just like in picture 3 but more 

imperatively it comes from temporal precedent. For example like a, b, c, d, scenes will 

follow one the other like spots of movement in cinema-film.  

Also the trick is taking place because a strong structural resemblance gathers the forms 

together. In the same way in picture 4 the shape will change completely if we are told that 

a camelopard is passing by sawn from a window. This verbal description stimulates an 

optical memorial trace which looks like the pictures shape and connects it with our 

perception. 

                                                 
7,8
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                               Picture 4. Perceptual exercise 

There are lots of times when stimuli arrangement are in a way insufficient, and misty. In 

picture 5a the shape can be seen in different ways because its structure gives us room to 

read it through perception either as clepsydra or as table
9
.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                   Picture 5. Perceptual exercise 

The aforementioned experiences do not show that all that we see are totally affected from 

what we have already seen or that such settings are forced out from language.
 10

 They just 

show that memories of familiar objects may influence the shape that we perceive at a 

certain moment and that this perception is totally connected to their structure.       

The influence of memory is becoming important when a strong personal need forces the 

beholder to watch objects of certain apprehensile attributes. As Combrich says: ñéthe 

stronger the biological relation to the object is to us the ripest we are to recognize it and 

accordingly the more tolerant will our judgment be to its figurative structure.ò   

An extravagant example is that of a man expecting to meet his girlfriend at the corner of 

the road. He will probably see her at every passing woman and in this abstract action we 

can place the ñtyrannyò of ñmemorial traceò.
 11

   

 

PERCEPTION ï MOVEMENT - TIME   

In this point I would like to pose a new dimension to the approach of perception through 

memory and time sequence. I will attempt to distinguish being from becoming. 

Objects are exposed to our eyes especially like stable entities that accomplish some 

actions. For example a beholderôs gesture is an action but he himself is perceived as 

something stable, although biologists and physicist react to this.
12

 Even a cloud is 

                                                 
9,10,11,12 

Rudolf Arnheim, ñArt and Optical Perceptionò, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1974 
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perceived rather as an object which is transformed than like an action. The same idea 

holds for any example where change is not depended on movement.  

Movement forces the most intense optical influence onto our attention. It implies some 

change to the surrounding conditions to which man and animals are expected to react 

automatically. There are two kinds of movements, those who evolve in space and those in 

time.
13

 Is it in reality the experience of time that which separates the perception of a 

dance notation from watching a painting? When a dancer crosses over the stage carrying 

out a leap, this might be a part of our experience, maybe the most important, that time is 

passing during this action? It comes from the future, jumps into present and moves to the 

past. So if the leapôs action belongs to present then which part of the performance 

belongs to past? 

In a letter of 1789, which is attributed to Mozart, but probably wasnôt written from him in 

this form, the phenomenon of ñmusical co instantaneityò is described greatly. When a 

musical theme calls forth his attention as a composer ñit becomes all the more bigger and 

I evolve it all the more widely and clearly and the whole thing tends to get completed in 

my mind even if it is too long, so that now on I have a full supervision of it with my eyes 

just like a beautiful picture or person. And I hear it in my fantasy not in cohesion, just 

like it will evaluate later on, but letôs say all together simultaneously.ò
14

 

Something similar is needed for the true understanding of a symphony, a movie, a dance 

performance, an architectural experience. In every specific movement we may be 

unaware about what will happen next, but we should not put away what we have seen or 

heart previously. The whole action evolves step by step to a whole and as we watch its 

progress we turn back not to loose the existent optical or acoustical perception, which 

survives in memory.
 15

 Past is not available to our mind as ñpastò. The perceptible and the 

sentiments, not only of yesterday but also of the preceding second, have gone. They donôt 

survive anywhere else but only in what they left behind in us, like remnants, called 

ñmemorial tracesò
 16
. Whatever these tracesô nature is to our mind, they adhere to 

ñtemporal co instantaneityò reacting with each other and alter from new arrivals. The first 

beats of a dance composition will never be the same by the time we have seen the rest of 

it. Everything that precedes is continuously reformed from what follows later on. 

So any new apprehensile which appears finds its place in the spatial structure of memory. 

In our mind every trace has a direction but not a date. The structure of this execution 

arises from the co action of these traces and what all these leave in as.
 17

          

An interesting approach on this subject, referring to architectureôs objects, has been made 

by Merleau-Ponty in his ñPhenomenology of Perceptionò saying:  

ñé..But we still believe there is a truth about past; we base our memory on the worldôs vast Memory, in 

which the house has its fireplace as it really was on that day, and which guarantees its being at this moment. 

Taken in itself ï and as an object it demands to be taken thus ï object has nothing cryptic about it; it is 

completely displayed and its parts co-exist while our gaze runs from one to the other, its present does not 

cancel its past, nor will its future cancel its present. The positing of an object therefore makes us go beyond 

the limits of our actual experience which is brought up against and halted by an alien being, with the result 

that finally experience believes that it extracts all its own teaching from the object. It is this ek-stase of 

experience which causes all perception to be perception of somethingò  

 

                                                 
13,14,15,16,17 

Rudolf Arnheim, ñArt and Optical Perceptionò, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1974 
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MEANING IS THE INNER QUALITY OF OBJECTS. 

At this point we have to emphasize that it would be fallacious to approach perception of 

shapes disposing from them meaning. 

Going back to the basic rule of ñsimplicityò we would say through the words of Kurt 

Baut that ñit is true that in order for somebody to perceive creationôs simplicity, he has to 

be able to understand the order that rules a whole world of active expressive forcesò and 

goes on designating creative simplicity as ñthe wiser arrangement of means based on 

apperception of the vital inner part, under which everything else have to truckleò 

It is true that every painting or sculpture is supposed to contain a meaning. Either it is 

ñdescriptiveò or ñabstractò it refers to something. It constitutes a declaration to the nature 

of our experiences. In the same way, functional objects like a building or a tea kettle, 

proffer expression of its utilitarian existential qualities in our eyes.
18

 Hence, these 

objectsô simplicity concerns not only their optical appearance but also the relation among 

visual picture and indented statement. Disaccord between a complicated meaning and a 

naively simple shape will probably produce a sense of consternation. 

In picture 6, one group of six keyed forms is connected with each other through a rule of 

logical sequence of objects. Watching them, our eyes create a down strike curve 

connecting the figures in a row of objects that inclines and finally falls down.
19

 The 

dynamic figural meaning of this painting personate the successive phases of a course: 

careless walking, demur, panic, false-step, back fall. All these meanings are perceived 

and refer to the inner dynamics embodied in pictures elements as whole through its parts. 

This comprehension is attained through changes of optical elements like vertical 

alignment, direction, lineôs length and order of the co-existent parts. The resemblance of 

shapes is strictly reiterated based on the gradual change, so as the eyes will follow the 

natural evolution of action. Maxim of cinema is applied here in cohesion of coincident 

point in space. Factitious movement in cinema is based on the principle of simplicity in 

temporal dimension. 

   

 

 

 

 

                                        Picture 6. Perceptual exercise 

 

The unifying force of logically steered form is used symbolically in Cezanne painting 

ñUncle Dominicò, picture 7. The crossed hands seem enchained in their position, like 

they can never separate. This effect is achieved in some measure through the fixing of the 

sleeveôs strip on the perpendicular axis which is defined by the symmetry of face and 

cross. Symbolically speaking the picture represents the connection between human mind 

                                                 
18,19

 Rudolf Arnheim, ñArt and Optical Perceptionò, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1974 
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and faithôs symbol, to which thought is dedicated. Natural body action is restricted and so 

quiescence of contained energy is created.
20

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                Picture7. Sketch of Arthur Dominic painting, Cezanne 

EXPRESSION AND SYMBOLISM IN ARCHITECTURE   

Two of the most important aspects of architectureôs substance as we have already 

mentioned are function and expression. The later is usually directly connected to form. 

Although expression is cardinal, it usually takes less importance in architectural 

discourses, and when it does it can be often confused with traditional symbolism.
21 

On one hand, function has gathered great importance and it is falsely identified into the 

bodily needs. Function owes to refer to the totality of human needs, both bodily and 

mental. 

On the other hand, buildingôs expression is based on what we have already described as 

dynamics of optical form. Dynamics is an attribute which is ascribed by mind 

spontaneously and ecumenically to every perceived form. Any figure is conceptualized 

by nervous system in such a way that perceptual mechanism can grasp its inner 

structure.
22

 Perceptual dynamics is used as vehicle of expression, under its general 

meaning, giving examples and depictions to ways of existence which are included both in 

natural and artificial objects, and to bodily and mental courses. 

Dynamics have general attributes like directness or flexibility, expansion or contraction, 

open or close, bright or dark. These dynamic characteristics can be perceived not as 

optical features of a specific object but as fixture in nature itself. They are experienced 

like ways of existence and communication to which we can find examples in our mind.  

Letôs take an example close to architecture, an armchair. When somebody looks at 

Barcelona armchair, designed by Mies Van de Rohe in 1929, he first of all notices the 

absence of vertical and horizontal elements. Accordingly to ñmodern movementò attitude 

this armchair does not demand from the user to accommodate his body to the rigidity of 

                                                 
20,21,22

 Rudolf Arnheim, ñArt and Optical Perceptionò, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1974 



International Congress of Aesthetics 2007, ñAesthetics Bridging Culturesò 

10 

 

the basic perpendicular frame, but to be adjusted to his own sense of comfort.
23

 The 

vertical alignment of the chairôs back and seat is attenuated through inclination and favor 

to attraction of gravity. In this way the back is used rather for reliance than as a brace 

which compels alignment. To this chairôs composition another important element is 

ascribed, that of the curved steel bars which add to it elastic compliance. 

The curves are designed in such a way that they demonstrate adequate stability to hold 

the burden with safety. The whole structure attains finally an optical consistency, due to 

its conformation to simple geometrical relations. This immanent contradiction between 

light, elastic form and strong sense of stability implants to this object a compelling 

dynamical expression. It transforms it to a symbol of a life style of the current cultural 

conditions under which it has been conceived. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                        Picture8. Sketch of Armchair Barcelona, Mies Van de Rohe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    

 

                               Picture9. Armchair Barcelona, Knoll International. New York 
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The ability to perceiving expressional character in things is inherent in human mind. It 

exists in pure form in children, in primordial civilization and also in people with 

developed intuitional sensitivity, like artists.
24

 This human ability is usually blocked by 

civilization which favors functional avail under the pure material meaning, denying to 

identify things that can not be counted.    

SYMBOLISM 

As we have already mentioned symbolism is usually confused with expression. But 

spontaneous symbolism works completely differently. Oral speech forces us to account 

object attributes like adjectives that is to say objects attached to objects. But by the 

moment we will consider them dynamically we find that they attach better to action than 

to objects and so they are better adverbial than adjectival.
25

 Thatôs why when we say that 

a tea-kettle has elegance we actually say that it serves with elegance or that its form 

introduces us gracefully in the world of its action.   

Architectural symbolism begins to act when the synthesis of a building uses shapes that 

comprehend a conventional meaning. Medieval thinking particularly tends to pose such a 

meaning in every shape. In Pevsner projects this aspect is referred to the Gothic cathedral 

temple. For example for the ñGulielmus Durandus cruciform churches represent the cross 

symbol and wind vane in its aciculate acumen is the preacher who Awakens the sleeper 

from the night sins.ò 

 History has shown that architectural creation, both to its whole and its parts carry, in one 

way or another, a symbolic statement which transfers through our senses, qualities and 

meanings important to the understanding of existence. Symbolism appeal to our senses 

revealing the general which is contained into particular and consequently uplifts the later 

on a stage of higher meaning.
26

 These expressional qualities can survive in a building and 

go on ïin time- to create a profound experience even when a specific tone of meaning can 

be found only through historical investigation.  Maybe the arched form of a cupola is not 

implying anymore to the religious picture of the ñheavenlyò sky. But as a flying curved 

casing it preserves eternally a spontaneous affinity to natural sky and so takes part in 

some of the most crucial of its expressional implications. 

The most stable a traditional symbol is attached to the appropriate concrete picture, the 

more possible is for it to survive through the changes of philosophy and culture.
27   

In this 

way lots of symbols have been assigned with specific meaning that anchored their 

figurative expression in a rather barren way. Furthermore, it is important to consider that 

all these conventional symbols, with their rather confined meanings, do not constitute a 

prototype expressive path anymore, but only a restricted application to it.  

Based on the aforementioned approach, a lot of misunderstanding was brought up in 

architectural creation and perception. 
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ARCHITECTURAL LENDING 

During time many architectural synthetic courses have been searching into pre-existent 

established formations to borrow elements that could be used so as to represent the 

current timeôs ideas. For example in Renaissance time,  when ñmanò was conceived as 

the center of the epochôs beliefs and ethics, architects turned to classical forms. They 

searches for them either in Greek ñGolden ageò studies of 4
th
 B.C. century or to Roman 

formations which have been fully effected by Greek classical tradition, and were still 

alive in the surrounding ruins. What has led Renaissance architects to classical 

architectural creation was the fact that classical forms were determined in relation to the 

human scale-according to their timeôs cultural and religious status- and this expressive 

quality matched perfectly to renaissance spirit.  

 

 

 

         Picture10. Greek temple typology ñPeripteros naosò  

 

 

 

Picture11. Chapel in Saint Peter Cathedral, Bramande, Rome 

For example, in the chapel of Saint Peter in Rome designed by Bramande there is an 

important reference to the classical type of ñperipteros naosò (picture 10). This lending of 

architectural typology was common at that time as it was already spread even during 

Roman times. But Bramandeôs creation which is based on a circle plan, with its curved 

dome casing, has a figurative rigid expression quite different from that of Greek templesô. 

This transformation was important in order to represent properly the specific use and 

character of the chapel. We could say that generally Renaissance employs classical 

formations in a quite ñanalogicalò manner. They moved on to alterations in scale, 

structure and figurative details so as to support the ideas of the time being. 

Letôs take another example in 18
th
 century, ñeclecticismò, which came up as a result of 

ñhistoricismò, brought up architectural creations which combined heterogeneous forms 

both historically and geographically. Usually the final produced image seemed 

complicated and foggy due to the all the promiscuous effects and conjunctions.  For 

eclecticism Alan Colquhoun wrote in his ñThree kinds of Historicismò for ñTheorizing a 

new Agenda for Architectureò: ñ..eclecticism is based on the power of different historical 
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styles, aiming to become a symbol of ideas detached from the cultures that brought them 

forthò 

There are many other examples in history and practice of architecture where 

incorporation of past elements constitutes simply a superficial longing of figures 

detached from any expressive power and dynamics. This sterile contact to past figures, 

which sometimes get the face of mime, benefits the ability of forms to carry a meaning 

and become symbols. Usually this phenomenon arises either when there is inconsistency 

between intended meaning and its embodiment or when there is loose desire for pure 

expression or when architects feel insecure to decline from their epochôs figurative 

tradition. The activation of this mechanism is popularly linked ï even in our days- to a 

generalized way to demonstrate respect to tradition and far distant history.    

Modern movement, in 19
th
 century, was one of the most important theoretical and 

practical, artistic and architectural, institutions that altered completely the intercourse of 

present and past forms. Some of the basic elements which contributed to the synthesis of 

ñmodernò idea have been: - a new approach of history and construction, - visual and 

philosophical concerns with mechanization, -attempts at distilling certain essentials from 

tradition, -moral yearning to honesty in form expression, - integrity and simplicity, -

aspiration towards internationalism and ñuniversalityò
28

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture13. Piet Mondrian, Composition in Blue, 1917, oil on                                 

canvas, Kroller-Mulle Museum, Otterlo  

 

Picture12. Pablo Picasso, Lóaficionado, 1912, oil on canvas, Offentliche Konstsammlung, Balse 

 

However, without the influence of cubism and abstract arts, the architecture of the 1920s 

would probably be different. This was not much a matter of architects lifting motifs from 

paintings and aping their forms, as it was a matter of infusing the entire three-

dimensional anatomy of architecture with geometrical and spatial character analogous to 

that first discovered in illusionist world behind picture plane.
29

 The emphasis on 
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