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Bounding Space
Jeffrey L Day and Brian T Rex

University of Nebraska

Streamlining becomes here an organic force as it relates
to the dynamic equilibrium of the motion of the body
within encompassed space.

Frederick Kiesler'

Introduction

The cognition and description of spatial conditions are essen-
tial components of any foundation for design and the visual
arts. However, the ability to discern subtle spatial distinctions
and the limits of spatial boundaries is often clouded by habit
and apparent familiarity with the conditions in question. For
example, one thinks one "knows'' the spatial make-up of one’s
bedroom, but can one really see the space of the room from
a position outside of this perceived familiarity?! Can pre-cog-
nitive knowledge be converted into critical understanding?
Or, to invert the question, how can one know a space that
one sees with new eyes! Perhaps we need to take Paul Valery
to heart when he suggests that;'to see is to forget the name
of the thing one sees.”

This process of seeing a thing is a process of defamiliarization.
Such a process involves an abstraction of the familiar object
(or space) which allows one to step outside of the familiar
and habitual understanding of the thing. Orthographic
Architectural drawings can be part of this process, but as
Frederick Kiesler wrote,The floor plan is no more than the
footprint of the house. From a flat impression of this sort it
is difficult to conceive the actual form and content of the
building. If God had begun the creation of man with a foot-
print, a monster all heels and toes would probably have grown
up from it, not man'”? The process must be spatial.

As the basis of a first-year inter-disciplinary foundation design
unit, we propose that the design of spaces proceeds from the
analysis of boundary conditions.* Though in its infancy, we
believe that this approach is more directly suited to design
education that emphasizes the "holistic” approach permitted
by the use of emergent digital technologies. Rather than
introduce students to design with exercises derived from
modern norms of two-dimensional composition (a skill cov-
ered later in the Department of Architecture’s pre-profes-
sional program), we have chosen to explore the relations of
three-dimensiona! space with time and motion. This approach
is, in effect, digital design without the computer.

Part of the University of Nebraska's inter-disciplinary Visual
Lrteracy program, this exploration offers foundation skills and
a glimpse into the mysteries of the familiar by focusing on a
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particular aspect of the formal boundaries. The seven-week
unit, titled Bounding Space© expands the first semester’s
emphasis on the superficial (surface) qualities of form to a fully
three-dimensional and robust understanding of Form. We
conceive the four semester pre-architecture program as an
exploration of what we call Everyday Geometries. Each
semester can be ascribed a geometric equation that denotes
the pedagogical focus of the work. For example, the first
semester project, the Sandbox® (described elsewhere by
Brian Rex) addresses the notion that form = mass x surface.
Projects in this unit introduce methods for describing surfaces
and techniques for coaxing supple forms from two-dimen-
sional surfaces. The third semester; in the Basic Design year,
students explore compositional techniques that follow the
assertion that form » form, of form comes from the manipu-
lation of form. In the final semester of Basic Design thicker
notions of site and program are progressively introduced
along a trajectory best described as form = use / event. The
second geometry, Bounding Space, discussed herein is based
on the assertion that event » form or form is the trace of
motion.

In the studio project we illustrate developing categorizations
of boundaries that range from actual, precise, and material
(Bona Fide) limits to spatial, legal, immaterial, and ephemeral
(Fiat) boundaries. These terms are introduced in the studio as
part of an effort to help the students develop not only a com-
plex understanding of form and space, but also a view of
design as the resuftant vector of an analytical approach to a
place and event. By proposing that analysis is design, we intro-
duce students to design fundamentals in a limited field where
a priori concepts are avoided to allow ideas to evolve through
the work. Thus, the problematic question, “where do ideas
come from” is deferred until the student has developed a
more facile and complex ability to describe and manipulate
three-dimensional form. For the purposes of Bounding Space,
all projects share a common ground as analyses of the stu-
dent’s most familiar place, her bedroom.

A space is something that has been made room for,
something that is cleared and free, namely within a
boundary... A boundary is not that at which something
stops but, as the Greeks recognized, the boundary is that
from which something begins its presencing.®

Martin Heidegger

Boundaries

In the same way that direction and speed are the component
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