
Understanding Space -  by  Ar. Shirish Beri. 
 
Space as Aakash is one of the five basic elements of life.  
 
It is infinite, homogeneous - all pervading, acting as the universal container as well as the 
universally contained - space in everything as well as everything in space. Space is the sum of 
all places. It is neither an external object nor an internal experience. 
 
We cannot divorce man from space -  cannot  have man  & space besides. 
 
Thus space as formable formless and  embodiable emptiness becomes the ultimate canvas 
of our lives. 
 
Space makes possible the manifestation of Reality. All reality in as much as it is manifested, 
is spatial although space is not the whole of Reality. 
 
Space is neither subjective nor objective. It is prior to these categories. 
 
Space is inseparable of time and observer. 
Time and space are both constitutive of existence. According to R. Shwartz - 'Time and space 
become the history of man's life. 
 
Space makes 'room' for movement   Movement is inherent to Being because space belongs 
to 'Being'.  Things are spatial; basically all existence is spatial. 
 
Space is neither material nor immaterial, but it can be the "locus of freedom" or "the place 
of bondage or constraint". 
 
Our ancestors too recognised space and its three categories (for the sake of classifications & 
understanding) 
 
the Chidakash - space of the mind 
 
the Chitakash - space of consciousness  
 
the Bhutakash - the physical space of action. 
 
Basically these can be summerized as two - the inner space and the outer space. 
 
The advaitic  experience of space is neither that of inner nor that of outer space, but that of 
the one in the other, as it were. In the inner, we discover the outer and in the outer inner. 
 
Inner space and outer space are the two faces of same reality.  
 
"As far indeed, as the vast space outside, extends the space inside  within the heart - (the 
Hridayakash) - within it indeed are contained both heaven & earth, fire & wind, sun & moon, 



lightning and the stars, both what one posseses here and what one  does not posses - all is 
contained in space" says the  'Chandogya upanishad'. 
 
That dimensionless point is that external silence - more eloquent than words - yet from 
which words (forms) appear and into which they disappear. 
 
The modern science too has came closer to understanding the oneness of the inner and 
outer space. 
 
In the past what Jesus said sounds so much Vedantic. Once Jesus saw children that were 
being suckled. He said to his disciples 'These childrens are like those who enter the kingdom.' 
They asked him "If we as children, shall we enter the kingdom?" Jesus said to them "when 
you make the two one, and make the inside like the outside and outside like the inside and 
the upper side like the underside  and when you make the male and female into a single one 
so that the male will not be male and the female will not be female.... than you shall enter 
the kingdom." 
 
 
Before understanding the inner & the outer space as one, comes a stage where we 
experience the right harmony between the inner space and the outer space. This person 
with the sensitive mind who is eager to absorb and harmonize the outer as well as the inner 
responses is called the "Sahridaya". 
 
The Chinese thinking about space is also very interesting. 
 
'Thirty spokes meet at a hub  
but the void (space) within them creates the essence of the wheel Clay forms pots 
but the void (space) within creates the essence of the pot.  
Walls with windows, doors & roof  make the house but the void (space) within them creates 
the essence of house.  
 
Fundamentally  -  the material contains utility (The Purusha) 
                       -  the immaterial contains the essence (The Prakriti) 
 
Further, the quality of this void space is decided by the configuration of the material solids. 
 
Space, though indivisible could be divided into a few major categories of outer space for the 
sake of convenience. 
 
The pragmatic space of physical action - that integrates man with his environment. 
 
The perceptual space of immediate orientation - essential to his identity as a person. 
 
Cognitive space - being able to think & visualize space.  This faculty is more acute in scien-
tists, philosophers, artists & architects. 
 



Abstract space of pure logical relations - offers the tool to describe the others. Mathematical 
space could be part of this. 
 
 
Existential space - the landscape of man - forming man's stable image of his environment - 
makes him belong to the socio-cultural totality. 
Expressive space - Meaningful environment is created assimilating it to his purposes, and 
accommodating to its conditions.  The following spaces could be the major examples of  the 
expressive space. 
  
Architectural space -   is  concretization of man's existential space and the inner space. 
Sculptural space -  concretization of man's imagery.   
Dancer's space - inner & outer space expressed through the dynamic bodily  
        movements. 
Painter's space   - two  dimensional  expression of the three dimensional & inner  
       space. 
Dramatists' space - exploration of light, sound &   architectural qualities of space for  
       the  creation of th desired moods. 
The Musicians'space -Music - appropriate modulations in the space - time unity. 
The Literary space   - Similar to cognitive & abstract space. 
 
Man is trying to probe into space at two different extremes. In the Astronomical space, he is 
trying to understand phenomena that are hundreds of thousand light years away, whereas 
at the subatomic level, he is delving deep into protons & electrons, cells & genetic 
structures. 
In such spaces, the normal coordinates such as left, right, above below do not hold good.  
 
In nature too, different landscapes with different spatial qualities evoke different moods. We 
also see specialized spaces created by different plant and animal species in Nature to adapt 
themselves to a particular environment. Some attach importance  to security, protection 
from predators whereas some strive for protection from adverse climatic forces and so on. 
 
Space has unfortunately been degraded to mere physical space in modern society - a 
continuation of the old Greek & European philosophy that acknowledged more the outer 
space. 
 
Though space is an inevitable and important aspect of our lives, it is very rarely noticed, 
acknowledged and understood inspite of the fact that our daily unconscious - conscious  
identification with space gives us the assurance of  "being in this world". We seem to take it 
for granted, underestimating the effect of the spatial quality on our behavior.  
 
On studying space & human behavior, we find that different kinds of outer spaces result out 
of the differences in the inner spaces of man, in his attitudes, values & priorites. These outer 
spaces in their turn contribute their share in  shaping and changing the quality of our inner 
space. 
 



Some questions come to my mind at this point. 
 
What is the quality of spaces that we inhabit today? 
 
 
How developed is our space consciousness that is based on our operational schemata i.e. 
our experiences with things - spaces? 
 
Isn't our 'Bhutakash' or outer physical space today, expressive of the fragmentation or split 
that exists in our inner space? 
 
Doesn't our outer space express a cluttered crowded scenario  that  depicts our today's over-
crowded world of redundant information? 
 
Is our private space being encroached upon by the urban congested space? Is our personal 
space conducive to our individual growth & development? 
 
Does our personal space get cut off and isolated in today's urban space, dominated by the 
criterion of security & economics? 
 
Are we too carried away by creating our enclosures, domains that fix the emotionally 
insecure limits between the ego and the outside world? In the earlier days, these physical 
enclosures were more for protection, security,  privacy etc. But today these have assumed a 
psychological entity. Inspite of the forced physical proximity in apartments & cities, we seem 
to stay within our own enclosure and interact  little. 
 
Are these spaces that we inhabit today - (where we live, work, play, relax etc.) - interactive in 
nature? Do they encourage interaction or isolation? 
 
Has'nt the expansiveness of our landscape been closed in, restricted, constricted by our 
today's built  form? 
 
Over 50% of our urban space on  ground is consumed by the automobile  - for its roads, 
garages,  parking lots, turning spaces etc. The time spent in the automobile has initiated 
some people to design work spaces, kitchens etc. in the car. The traffic jams and the 
commuting time are forcing many citizens to prepare and eat breakfast in the car en route to 
work. 
 
In order to create an easy access from one space to the other, man creates hodological 
spaces - 'hodos' in Greek means way. Thus hodological spaces means spaces expressing the 
ways or the paths connecting two or more spaces. The quality of these spaces changes 
considerably due to changes in its adjoining environment. As only path on a plain barren 
land looks very different from the path of the same width with trees on both sides or with 
buildings on both sides etc. This is an important space where man spends a lot of time but 
very little is done to make them beautiful and lively. They just seem to be a by product 
happening. 



 
The character of our hodological space (space of possible movement) has changed 
considerably - Trees have been  sacrificed at the altar of the automobile & speed. Rigid 
straight lines for automobiles and services sacrifice the sense of mystery that prevailed in 
curved, meandering streets.  
 
 
 
The restlessness of our inner space is made visible in this modern urban scenario  with  the 
hurrying and  the  importance attached to speed. This introduction of haste in our mental 
space leads further to poor quality consciousness. 
 
Our dependence on the technological infrastructure to create a desirable environment has 
brought about the rise of the infrastructural spaces; e.g. certain buildings today devote 30 to 
35% of their volumetric space for these services.  
After sacrificing  much space for the automobile & other services technologies, we try to do 
with  smaller living  & work places for ourselves. The major reason for this are the soaring 
prices of space resulting out of the heavy pressure on their availability.   
 
Thus, don't we see that the undue, created value attached to money in our minds finds its 
expression in the commercialization of our space? Don't we see the tendency to commodify 
and commercialize any living experience and use it to one's advantage? 
 
Doesn't this commercialization plant images of craving and dissatisfaction in our mental 
space? 
This creates desires that crave  for immediate gratification. To satisfy these, we do not 
hesitate to destroy our natural resources for quick gains. As if to compensate for the lost 
Nature, don't we commercialize natural symbols to create a synthetic environment around 
us? 
 
Overconsumption seems to be the malady of our age. Overconsumption also has spatial 
implications. It implies putting in a space much more than the space can hold. According to 
Ayurveda one of the root causes of our ailments is the "Sanchaya" Vritti - the trait of 
collecting or having more than one can sustain at a time.  
Putting in too  much food in our abdominal space creates indigestion. Putting too many 
technical gadgets for comfort reduces our sensitivity & adaptation capacites. Putting in too 
much information in a given space causes confusion, non discretion and lack of wisdom. 
Overconsumption of energy also puts a great strain on our natural resources.  
 
Doesn't the cluttered and showy space tend to become hedonistically  vulgar?  
 
The inner exhibitionist urge to show off and stand out results in a conspicuous space that 
vociferously declares its existence. Isn't this an outcome of the one upmanship and 
competative rat race that is part of contemporary social psyche? Isn't it also an effort at 
carving out ones identity in a spatial form  in a social mileu that faces an identity crisis? 
 



In order to get over our feeling of insecurity at losing our expensive possessions, we need 
security, predictability and invulnerability. Why do we see protected spaces with predictable 
solutions?  Doesn't this also result in dull monotonous space or closed, isolated spaces? 
 
Between two different kinds of spaces (public & private, open & enclosed, noisy & quiet etc), 
man tends to create a differentiation with the means of a spatial structure such as an  
entrance portal or gate. This acts not only as  a pause but as a psychological preparation for 
the persons using these spaces. Thus the quality of the entrance space is the first indication 
of what one can expect to find inside, thereby it becomes an important spatial image 
formation. 
 
This entrance creates another spatial demarcation called the 'threshold' - which indicates 
the emotionally secure limit for human being as well as for the animal. This also defines his 
territorial, possessive & economic assets. 
 
Between this entrance threshold and the main functional space lies another spatial category 
which is the transitional space. 
 
Many buildings today sit on the site as if they have been plonked there from outside without 
any relationship with the site. They do not grow or build up on the site. There is no gradual 
transition from the outside to the inside of the building. 
 
Is it not important for our inner space to get adapted, adjusted to the different spatial 
journey by means of a transitional space? This  gradual growing of the space upon you 
becomes a rich, unifying experience.  
 
The quality of the physical space changes considerably by the different ways in which a de-
signer uses the space defining forms, shapes, colours, texture, light and scale to create 
space. 
 
Man still insecure and trying to give meaning to life, its creations, etc. started using symbols 
to express certain ideas about God, power,  sanctity, etc. 
 
Every society has formed their own symbols in space based on their beliefs, cosmology, etc. 
Modern day symbols of communists or capitalist societies are variations on these earlier 
ones. 
 
However, recently the tremendous strides in communication technologies, the cross  
cultural currents & universalization seem to have blurred out the archetypal images. 
Could we then as designers think of certain universal images that could bind people and 
have people relating  to them anywhere in the world? Could Nature and Natural elements be 
recognized, revered  and given an important place in our spatial set up? 
In todays's world of technocratization, could we design and live & work in spaces that have 
an integral relationship with Nature? 
These spaces could create a greater awareness amongst us about our dependence on 
Nature. 



Couldn't these spaces act as rejuvenating & revitalizing elements in a mechanized urban 
world of fatigue and stress? 
These spaces could also be less energy intensive and less taxing  on our natural resources. 
Wouldn't these spaces be less artificial, synthetic, pretentions and be more simple, direct & 
spontaneous? 
 
These days, we see that space seems to have lost its sanctity and has become more of a 
mass produced consumable commodity - buyable and sellable.  
 
 
 
  
But in some traditional societies, the ground breaking or foundation stone ceremony for a 
new building is called the "Garbhanyasam', where an empty copper pot symbolizes the 
female womb in which nine grains are thrown in to give rise to life - i.e. the new building - a 
living space -  'Pran Pratistha'. Couldn't we start looking at  space as a beautiful living 
experience rather rthan a commercial commodity? 
 
If space - outer and inner is not understood clearly, it gets degraded, degenerated to the 
misconception of territory. Space is part of our being - Landscape is the space that we are. 
(Country, territory is objective - outside us. Landscape is not sheer objectivity - it is part of 
us.)  The animal territorial instinct seems to be pretty strong in us even today. Animal 
territory is guarded as its sustainance depends upon it alone. Today, as a global village, this 
idea of dividing, demarking of territories and fighting, killing for it sounds absurd. But still 
many countries  spend billions  on this account. 
 
At this juncture, I recall the beautiful understanding about the unity of space that prevailed 
amongst the saints, seers and wholistic persons all over the globe. 
 
Could we become more sensitive, and understand the true meaning, and  beauty of space? 
 
Could we unclutter our space - simplify it, thus relieving the strain on our environment as 
well as on our psyche? This could help in  the creation of space within our inner space that 
could vibe  with  and unify with the outer space. This would mean harmony, compassion & 
joy in our lives. 


