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Abstract 
 

This thesis applies Donald W. Winnicott’s theory of ‘potential space’ to three examples of Modernist 

architecture; Kettle’s Yard, The Royal Festival Hall and the Dominican Monastery of La Tourette. 

Furthermore, the thesis seeks to position Winnicott within the modernisms of art and architecture 

in mid-twentieth century Britain.  

 

Winnicott’s observations of infants playing emphasised a dynamic spatial aspect to psychoanalytic 

theory that has been influential in therapeutic contexts since they were first proposed in the 1950s. 

This thesis uses Winnicott’s theories to analyse three landmarks of modernist architecture and in 

doing so also discloses continuities in spatial theory between a psychoanalysis of object-relations 

and the aesthetic forms of modernist art and architecture in mid-twentieth century Britain.  

 

The first architectural example is the museum and gallery (and collections) of Kettle’s Yard in 

Cambridge. The gallery was created by Jim Ede (1895-1990) in the 1950s, with an extension 

designed by Leslie Martin (1900-83). The second example is The Royal Festival Hall (1951) designed 

by Leslie Martin and others. The third example is the Dominican Monastery of La Tourette (1960) 

designed by Le Corbusier (1887-1965). In analysing this last example, the correspondences between 

Winnicott’s theories and the cubist influences on modernist architecture are drawn out by a close 

consideration of Colin Rowe’s (1920-99) influential essay on La Tourette, written while Rowe was 

working for Leslie Martin at Cambridge University. These three buildings are exemplary cases of 

traditional building types (gallery, concert hall and church) are translated into modernist spatial 

forms. 

 

As well as analysing these three architectural structures, this thesis also maps out interconnections 

between Winnicottian psychoanalysis and modernist architecture and art that demonstrate a shared 

emphasis on the subjectivity and plasticity of space. In particular, the thesis presents Winnicott within 

the broader cultural context of interdisciplinary modernism, with direct and indirect connections to 

pioneering modernist painters such as Georges Braque (1882-1963), Ben Nicholson (1894-1982) 

and David Jones (1895-1974), and architects such as Martin and Le Corbusier. Winnicott’s key 

contact to the post-war British art-world was his childhood friend, the modernist curator Jim Ede. 

Through Ede and Ede’s circle, Winnicott remained connected to key developments in modernist 

art and this thesis suggests that this connection formed an important correlate to the emergence of 

Winnicott’s distinctive approach to psychoanalysis. 
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Introduction 
Winnicott’s space in Modernist Architecture   

Through artistic expression we can hope to keep in touch with our most primitive 
selves whence the most intense feelings and even fearfully acute sensations derive, and 
we are indeed poor if we are only sane. (Winnicott 1945, 140)                           

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Modernist architecture changed the way space was organised and was distinctly different from 

previous forms of architecture. This thesis proposes that a way to understand these modernist shifts 

in organising space is in the cognate and contemporary theories of the British psychoanalyst, Donald 

Woods Winnicott (1896-1971). Winnicott was in close contact with modernist circles, which 

included artists and architects that were significant in developing specifically British strands of 

modernism. My research emphasises a collective social environment where similar themes and ideas 

can be seen to reoccur in differing disciplines. Winnicott’s theory of ‘potential space’, as the location 

of cultural experience, is applied to three examples of mid-twentieth century Modernist 

architecture. The first architectural example is the home, museum and gallery of Kettle’s Yard (fig. 

1.01), which from 1957 was the Cambridge home and gallery of the significant modernist curator 

Jim Ede (1895-1990). Ede, a lifelong friend of Winnicott, remodelled the nineteenth-century 

buildings at Kettle’s Yard, including a modernist extension design by Sir Leslie Martin (1908-99), 

added in 1970. The second example is the Royal Festival Hall (fig. 1.02), which opened in 1951 and 

whose lead designer was also Martin. It was the first civic building to be built in Britain in the 

modernist style. Charles-Édouard Jeanneret (1887-1965), otherwise known as Le Corbusier, was 

well known to have had a striking influence on Martin’s architecture. Accordingly, the third example 

is the Dominican Monastery of La Tourette, completed in 1960 (fig. 1.03), designed by Le Corbusier 

between 1956 and 1960 which stands as an exemplar modernist reinterpretation of a monastic 

architectural form. These examples illustrate affinities with the spatial aspects of Winnicott’s theories. 

Winnicott knew the first two buildings, designed at least in part by Martin, and the last example was 

designed by Le Corbusier who influenced Martin’s designs.  

Winnicott produced his most famous major theories, from the ‘transitional object’ onwards, during 

a similar period to these architectural examples (1951-70) and it is the argument of this thesis that 

both radical developments, modernist architecture and Winnicottian psychoanalysis, share many 

features and that studying them together is inter-illuminating. These formal correspondences are 

not merely coincidences, partly because Donald Winnicott had close personal associations with 
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some of the key figures in British modernism, but more generally because both Winnicott’s 

psychoanalysis and modernist architecture are expressive of a more general cultural turn toward 

plasticity of space and form that is such a striking feature of the mid-twentieth century. Indeed, 

Winnicott’s psychoanalysis stands out against other psychoanalytic schools as having a distinct spatial 

character. This is not to say that a spatial or environmental approach did not exist before Winnicott. 

Indeed, Winnicott paid homage to Freud’s spatial “topography of the mind” (Winnicott 1974, 112). 

I argue that Winnicott’s contribution to psychoanlaytic spatial concepts share similarities with the 

then developing cubist and modernist ideas about space and its imaginary dimensions. For 

Winnicott, ‘potential space’ was the space between infant and mother or primary caregiver1, in 

which the ‘transitional object’ develops. The ‘transitional object’ was Winnicott’s name for an infant’s 

special teddy bear or blanket that plays a very particular role in a child’s relationship to the world of 

objects (i.e. its ‘object relations’). Winnicott proposed that this infantile ‘potential space’ was 

preserved in the adult world as the domain of cultural experience, commonly expressed as religion 

and art. It is therefore significant that the three buildings analysed in this thesis each contain a 

collective cultural experience: Kettle’s Yard is a location for the collective experience of art, Royal 

Festival Hall is a location for the collective experience of music, and La Tourette is a location for 

the collective experience of religion. Winnicott’s theory of ‘potential space’ designates a psychic 

location for cultural experience, and architecture is the name given to the way that humans organise 

the lived space of cultural experience. 

Winnicott’s theories were a paradigmatic shift in psychoanalytic thinking, due in part to his initially 

unique position as psychoanalyst and paediatrician (Caldwell and Joyce 2011, 26, Abram 2004). 

Winnicott investigated the role of the mother in an infant’s development of a self, as well as 

underscoring the impact of the physical, mental and emotional environment on the infant’s 

development. During his career Winnicott developed psychoanalytic techniques that enabled work 

with very young infants. Although Anna Freud (1895-1982) and Melanie Klein (1882-1960) 

represent quite different approaches to children’s play,2 like Freud and Klein, Winnicott used play 

as a replacement for Freud’s dream interpretation and free word association. But this ludic element 

was something that was retained, as well, in his analysis of adults. Since Winnicott’s final book Playing 

and Reality (1971) was published the year that he died, his influence has continued to grow and his 

work remains a significant theoretical and practical current not only in psychoanalysis but in theories 

and treatments of childhood developmental disorders more generally.  

As with other forms of psychoanalysis, the theoretical insights and concepts of Winnicott have also 

been extended beyond the clinical context and used to theorise social and cultural phenomena. 

                                                
1 The mother or primary care-giver is considered a role rather than a biological sex in this thesis. 
2 Anna Freud and Melanie Klein represent two of three different psychoanalytic training regimes that were created during 
the 1940s in was is called the “Controversial Discussions”, while Winnicott was a member of the third Middle Group 
(Rodman 2003, 7).  
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The literary scholar Malcolm Bowie, for instance, proposed that Winnicott had provided a ‘whole 

new world of dialogue’ for artists, art lovers and psychoanalysts.  

One of the nicest paradoxes in this paradox-filled world is that an analyst who had so 
little to say about art explicitly, who was so modest in the comments he did make, so 
reluctant to employ rhetorical finery of his own, should open up a whole new world 
of dialogue in which artists, critics, art-lovers, and analysts can come together to use 
objects, and to play. (Bowie 2000, 29) 

Winnicott’s ‘dialogue’ implies reciprocity and relationship and it is this dialogic dimension that has 

value for cultural analysts, partly because Winnicott expanded the concept of ‘dialogue’ well beyond 

its usual sense as the exchange of words between people. For Winnicott, the communication 

between mother and infant is initially not based on verbal language, but involves a range of non-

verbal exchanges based in body, face, touch, image, and gesture. The art writer John Berger’s 

introduction to his famous book Ways of Seeing (1972) invokes a distinctly Winnicottian theorem 

when he states: “Seeing comes before words. The child looks and recognises before it can speak” 

(Berger 1972, 7). Before Berger was a writer, he was a painter, and painters ‘speak’ with images. 

Berger was also aware of Winnicott’s work with children. A possibly fictitious account by Berger 

notes that his painting studio was in the attic room above Winnicott’s office (Berger and Michaels 

2012, 31). Like Winnicott, Berger understands that seeing and speaking begin in an intimate space, 

between mother and infant, and is interested in the complex connections between words and 

images, and the relationship of primal subjectivity and human creativity. 

There have been various attempts to employ psychoanalytic approaches to the study of 

architecture, some of which have specifically considered Winnicott’s theories.3  The influential 

psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas drew on Winnicott for his essay ‘Architecture and the 

Unconscious’ (Bollas 2000), particularly Winnicott’s concept of a ‘holding environment’, a psychic 

space that has its origins in the security a child derives from being held by its primary carer(s). As 

with potential space with its origins in the mother-child dyad, holding environments are derivatives 

in the adult world of a primal experience from the infantile world. The Italian psychiatrist Cosimo 

Schinaia’s book Psychoanalysis and Architecture: The inside and the outside (Schinaia 2016) draws on 

the connections that Bollas made between Winnicott and contemporary urban spaces: “Cities 

become holding environments that offer inhabitants differing forms of psychic engagement with the 

object world” (Schinaia 2016, 125). Moving beyond architecture into the more general study of 

aesthetics, the psychoanalyst Gregorio Kohon’s Reflections on the Aesthetic Experience: Psychoanalysis 

and the uncanny (Kohon 2015), also draws on aspects of Winnicott’s work.4 For Kohon, one of 

                                                
3 Sustained examinations of Winnicott’s theories and architecture can be found in the work of a small number of 
architecturally trained writers including Jane Rendell (Rendell 2010, 2012, 2017), Sarah Menin (Menin 1997, 2003, 2006), 
Jennifer M. Gamble (Gamble 2006) and Arciela MacGregor (2010).  
4 Briefer references to Winnicott in architectural literature can be found in James Corner (Corner 1996, 222,223,225), 
Elizabeth Ellsworth (Ellsworth 2005, 57-82), Hubert Muschamp (Muschamp 2009), Stephen Kite (Kite 2009, 168, 200, 
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Winnicott’s major contributions is in identifying an aspect of the artist that is deeply personal and 

incapable of being communicated. In his paper “Communicating and not Communicating leading to 

a study of certain opposites”, Winnicott speculated on the nature of artistic expression: “In the artist 

of all kinds I think one can detect an inherent dilemma, which belongs to the co- existence of two 

trends, the urgent need to communicate and the still more urgent need not to be found” (Winnicott 

1965, 184). In this paper, Winnicott explores the ability to retain a private autonomous core where 

“authentic inner experience is not communicable” that paradoxically supports the capacity for 

interrelationship (Kohon 2015, 45).  

Jane Rendell’s investigations of the space between architecture and a Winnicottian psychoanalysis 

combines the British and French strands of psychoanalysis through the work of the French 

psychoanalyst, André Green. Green was influenced by Lacan and Winnicott and his work is 

important for its critique of a Lacanian dependence on language as structural precept for the 

unconscious (Green 2005, 7). Rendell’s The Architecture of Psychoanalysis (Rendell 2017) investigates 

the transdisciplinary space between psychoanalysis and architecture, and draws specifically on 

Winnicott’s theories of the ‘transitional’. The architectural examples that Rendell discusses are from 

British, French and Russian modernism. Additionally, Rendell has previously compared the Russian 

concept of the social condenser to Winnicott’s notion of ‘transitional space’ (Rendell 2012). Rendell 

has also used Winnicott’s work to interpret the spaces of sculpture in Site-Writing (Rendell 2010), 

which considers writing as a form of architectural practice and an investigation of ‘transitional space’. 

In summation, Rendell’s work has demonstrated the value of Winnicott’s theories as having cogency 

outside Winnicott’s specific social and cultural setting, towards art and architecture.  

Jennifer Gamble’s Ph.D thesis ‘The Aesthetics of Mourning and the Anaesthetics of Trauma: 

transformation through memorial space’ (University of Sydney, 2006) explored the architectural 

affinities between memorial spaces and Winnicott’s theories of ‘holding environments’ and 

‘transitional objects’ (Gamble 2006). Gamble focuses on the relational and environmental aspects 

of Winnicott’s psychoanalytic theories and technique. For Gamble, Winnicott’s specific value to 

architecture is the acknowledgement of environmental influences on intrapsychic processes. 

Another Ph.D. thesis, Sarah Menin’s ‘Relating the Past: Sibelius, Aalto and the profound logos’ 

(Newcastle University, 1997) investigated how one could understand Alvar Aalto’s architecture and 

Jean Sibelius’s music through Winnicott’s concept of the ‘transitional object’. My study adds to this 

growing body of work by emphasising the breadth of Winnicott’s application to architectural 

questions with a specific concern for examples of architecture current during the arc of Winnicott’s 

theoretical development.  

                                                
201), Jason Crow (Crow 2012, 185-192), Esther Sperber (Sperber 2014, 3,9), Colin St John Wilson (Wilson 2014, 19), 
Leanne Domash (Domash 2014, 2,15), Lucy Huskinson (Huskinson 2018, 114, 117, 118) and Veronica Ng and Jia Pey 
Lim (Ng and Lim 2018, 78).  
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Where this Ph.D departs from the studies cited above is in the close attention paid to the actual 

historical connections between modernist architecture and Winnicottian psychoanalysis. In this 

respect, the thesis makes two overlapping claims. First, in general accord with Bollas, Schinaia, 

Rendell, Gamble and Menin, I regard Winnicott’s psychoanalytic theories as uniquely instructive in 

understanding the affective dimensions of architectural space. In particular, I develop Winnicott’s 

concept of ‘potential space’ as a thematic structure for analysing buildings and built environments. 

But second, I make the additional claim that Winnicott was a modernist and that his theories share 

a common intellectual and cultural foundation in the modernist revolution of sensibility that took 

place in the late nineteenth century and reverberated through the twentieth century. This is a 

specific extension of the more general view that sees psychoanalysis (and Sigmund Freud) within 

the cultural context of modernism. 

Probably the most overt relationship between psychoanalysis and artistic modernism was in the 

movement known as Surrealism, which specifically sought to ground the expressive possibilities in 

the Freudian unconscious with particular attention to the visual logic of dreams. However, in 

architecture, the focus has tended to be on another stream within the modernist movement, namely 

constructivism. During the 1930s a divergence played out where artists generally sided with one or 

the other. A notable exception, among others was the art critic and theorist Herbert Read (1893-

1968) who was involved with both the Surrealist Exhibition in June 1936 at the New Burlington 

Gallery and the Exhibition of Constructive Art in July 1937 at the London Gallery (Matthews 1964, 

56-57, Matthiesson 2008). Similarly, Le Corbusier wrote an essay on painting, entitled “The Quarrel 

with Realism”, published in Circle: International survey of constructive art (Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 

1937), yet he is often cited as an example of Surrealist influences on architecture. There has been, 

more recently, an interest in the relationship between Surrealism and architecture as evidenced in 

the edited volume, Surrealism and Architecture (Mical 2005) and the architectural historian Neil 

Spiller’s Architecture and Surrealism: A Blistering Romance (Spiller 2016). On the other hand, 

constructivism (and cubism) are less commonly associated with psychoanalytic influence, and this 

thesis helps open this investigation up through the work of Winnicott by drawing attention to a 

shared concern with spatial and relational constructions.  

Surrealism was competing with constructivism in the London exhibitions during the 1930s during 

the formative years of Winnicott and his friend Jim Ede when they both lived in Hampstead. 

Hampstead in the 1930s has long been a focus for historical interest due to the artists, architects 

and psychoanalysts who gravitated to that part of London. Many refugees passed through on their 

way to America such as the Naum Gabo, Piet Mondrian and Walter Gropius. Winnicott lived in 

Hampstead until 1952 when he moved to Belgravia (Rodman 1997, xiv) and was connected to the 

social milieu of Hampstead’s modernists through Ede who entertained many artists, musicians and 

writers on Sunday afternoons, as listed in his visitor books and diaries (Ede Ephemera, Kettle’s Yard 

Archive). Another connection was through the influential book, mentioned earlier, Circle; 
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International Survey of Constructivist Art, jointly edited by Leslie Martin, Ben Nicholson and Naum 

Gabo (Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937). Circle, published in 1937, contained contributions from 

many of the people to whom Jim Ede was also connected in addition to the authors. These 

connections are well known to have included Barbara Hepworth, Henry Moore, Constantin 

Brancusi and Georges Braque. Significantly, Walter Gropius is also named in Ede’s visitor book in 

1934 (Ede Ephemera, KYA). The importance of this book lies in its conception as a constructivist 

rejoinder to the previous year’s Surrealist exhibition. What this exposes is how Winnicott’s 

psychoanalysis was explicitly connected to a Constructivist and cubist stream of modernism and, 

within the immediate politics of this art-world, in active opposition to the Surrealism that is typically 

associated with psychoanalysis (in spite of Freud’s own attempts to distance himself from the 

movement that claimed him as an intellectual patron).5  

These connections between Winnicott and key British modernists like Ede, Ben Nicholson and 

Leslie Martin provide an intriguing interpersonal context for the similarities in the concepts of 

modernism (especially Constructivism and cubism) and the theories developed in Winnicott’s 

psychoanalysis. Most particularly, what they share is a particular interest in the structuring of space 

and relations that a subject has to its objects.  

 The following chapters demonstrate the application of Winnicott’s theories to the architectural 

discourse of modernism, particularly to its forms in Britain. I provide specific evidence of contact, 

expression, and influence and inspiration that supports the idea of a zone of intersection between 

cubism, constructivism, modernist architecture and psychoanalysis during Britain in the mid-

twentieth century. Winnicott’s theories inform a wider discussion of the intangible features of 

relationship, such as the processes and usefulness of aesthetic attachments to objects and 

environments. This application of Winnicott’s theories to examples of art and architecture from his 

own era do not exclude the application of his work outside his time and location. However, the 

contemporaneous examples in this thesis highlight the relational and self-reflexive dimension to the 

cultures of modernism that move beyond the traditional understandings of this as an artistic 

movement. 

Winnicott stated that “there is no such thing as a baby” (Winnicott 1975, 99) to impress upon the 

mind that wherever we find a baby, there is a mother or primary carer.6 Accordingly, we begin as 

part of a relationship, whether we are aware of this condition or not. Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ 

invokes this constitutive relational structure. Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’, such as an infant’s teddy 

bear, stands for the mother and therefore is involved in a replication of the relationship between 

mother and infant. This ‘transitional object’ develops within the ‘potential space’ between mother 

                                                
5 The influence of Freud on André Breton’s Surrealism have been explored in detail by Jean-Michel Rabaté (Rabaté 2002). 
6 The phrase “ ’There is no such thing as a baby’ ” appeared in the 1951 paper “Anxiety Associated with Insecurity”, though 
Masud Kahn estimated that Winnicott had used this phrase ten years earlier (Winnicott 1975, xxxviii) 
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and infant, which, for Winnicott, was the precursor for the ‘potential space’ of cultural experience. 

Winnicott was acutely aware of the value of understanding how we develop relationships with 

aspects of the outer world. For Winnicott, as infants we develop within a relationship of which we 

are not initially aware. This premise insinuates a fundamentally relational basis for cultural practice. 

Thus, this research provides evidence for relational structures within architectural compositions. The 

reason for drawing a comparison between Winnicott’s work and modernist architecture is to find 

new methods of analysing the latent psychic dimensions of the spatial forms of the examples of 

modernist architecture in subsequent chapters.  

Engaging with Winnicott’s theories involves, moreover, adding an additional origin myth to 

architecture. The Vitruvian origins of architecture in a distant past are paralleled with Winnicott’s 

ideas about cultural experience, as involving the story of the infant’s developing self. Thus, I consider 

two cultural timelines for architecture. The traditional architectural timeline is development of 

architecture through historical epochs. The second timeline is the way in which each of us as 

individuals from birth comes to engage creatively with our environment by imagining, making, doing 

and being. By understanding how we develop a capacity to engage in cultural practice, we gain a 

deeper understanding of its fundamental structures. Thus, from a Winnicottian perspective, there 

are two origin timelines that are relevant for architecture, one a story from a distant past, the other 

our own personal coming into being in the world.  

These questions necessarily draw attention to resemblances between the architectural and 

therapeutic encounter. The psychoanalyst Susie Orbach has discussed therapy as being distinctive 

because we reflect on our reactions to and interactions with the ‘other’.7 Psychoanalytic therapy 

pays close attention to the interaction between ‘self’ (ego) and other. The interface between the 

individual and collective experiences are both observed and precipitated through architectural forms 

and built environments. I am suggesting here that Winnicott’s theories of childhood development 

can provide ways of understanding this interface. The following thesis attempts to set out one way 

of examining architecture that addresses the interface between individual and collective experience 

of architecture through three buildings whose purpose is the collective experience of culture in art, 

music and religion.  And so, how we distinguish between what is self and what is other, a primary 

concern of therapeutic interventions, seems to me to be of vital importance to architecture. These 

similarities between therapy and architecture signpost the usefulness of Winnicott’s theories to 

unpicking what is happening in architectural encounters 

Chapter One gives an overview of Winnicott’s theories as having spatial, cultural and relational 

qualities. In particular, I explore the applications for art and architecture of Winnicottian concepts 

such as ‘potential space’, ‘transitional objects’, ‘object usage’, ‘facilitating environment’, and his more 

                                                
7 In the same interview Orbach has listed her influences as including Ronald Fairbairn, Winnicott, 
Joseph and Anne-Marie Sandler and Michael and Alice Balint. 
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general interest in playing and creativity. The research for this chapter is based on Winnicott’s 

theoretical writing and subsequent commentaries. For Winnicott, the source of his theory derives 

not just from his psychoanalytic antecedents, but from the analytic space of the clinic. This analytic 

space includes the analysand, the psychoanalyst, objects, the physical room, the environment 

(including attitudes and capacities), the relationships between all these factors, and finally the 

durations and scales of time of the activities. I argue in this chapter that the particular composition 

of object, space and process is analogous to architectural compositions. 

 
Figure 0.01 Kettle’s Yard house to the left and gallery extension to the right, view from west. 
(photograph by author, 2014) 

In Chapter Two, Kettle’s Yard is used as an illustration of ‘potential space’. Winnicott’s close friend 

Jim Ede began Kettle's Yard in Cambridge in 1957 as a home and later added a gallery extension in 

1970 as part of the 1966 bequeath of the buildings and contents to Cambridge University. Kettle’s 

Yard contains art and objects that Ede collected over his lifetime and Ede’s collection of early British 

modern art provides vivid evidence of a network of friends and practitioners who helped develop 

modernism in Britain in the middle decades of the twentieth century. Both the home and gallery 

extension to Kettle’s Yard, designed by Leslie Martin and David Owers, is imbued with intimate 

connections underpinning the early milieu of such artists as Ben Nicholson and Barbara Hepworth. 

This chapter is based on archival research at Kettle’s Yard and the Tate Gallery archives, and cites 

Winnicott’s theoretical writing and subsequent commentaries. Winnicott’s five suggestions for 

observing the ‘transitional object’ are applied to the setting and building of Kettle’s Yard and used 

to thematically structure the chapter under the headings of form, other, location, imagination and 

affection. Kettle’s Yard can be understood as ‘potential space’ by examining the complex interactions 

of the physical objects and interpersonal environments in which this cultural artefact exists.  
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Figure 0.02 Martin, J.L. 1951. The Royal Festival Hall Yard, the riverside façade (photograph by 
Goh Ong, 2017) 
 
In Chapter Three, the ‘potential space’ of the Royal Festival Hall is considered. Designed primarily 

by Leslie Martin and completed in 1951, it was the first modernist civic building to be built in Britain. 

While Festival Hall is mentioned several times by Winnicott, this chapter looks at two texts which 

help explore the usefulness of applying Winnicott’s theories to art and architecture. The first text is 

an essay by the aesthetician Adrian Stokes (1902-1972), entitled “Art Today” and published in The 

Spectator in October 1933 (Stokes 1978, 305-306). The second text is a chapter written by the 

architectural theoretician and critic Colin Rowe (1920-1999) entitled “Iconography” and published 

in 1994 as part of Rowe’s contribution to the debates on modernist architecture (Rowe 1994, 44-

73). Rowe’s essay extended Stokes’s argument for the denser literary narrative in abstract art of 

modernist architecture and primarily demonstrated this through the work of Le Corbusier. 

In Chapter Four, the final architectural example is Le Corbusier’s late modernist masterpiece the 

Dominican Monastery of La Tourette, completed in 1960. In 1961 Rowe had written a critical essay 

on the building that contrasted the imagined perspectives of the designer and the visitor. Generally, 

the first part was from the imagined visitor’s perspective and hence first approached the building 

from the outside, and the second part was from the designer’s perspective where the initiating ideas 

began internally. There are similarities between this approach of Rowe’s and Winnicott’s ‘potential 

space’ in that they both concerned the interface between internal and external factors. Both Rowe 



 
 
 

10 

and Winnicott examine the ways in which interactions between our inner selves and the outside 

world enact a reciprocal engagement. An additional aspect of comparison between Winnicott and 

Rowe is based on their common understanding of the influence of Picasso and Braque’s cubism on 

their respective disciplines. The theories of Winnicott and Rowe are again deployed under the 

headings of form, other, location, imagination and affection. The starting point for this comparison 

is Masud Khan’s explanation of Winnicott’s understanding of cubism in his 1975 introduction to a 

published edition of Winnicott’s collected papers (Winnicott 1975, xx). This collection of 

Winnicott’s papers was first published in 1958, yet Khan’s introduction dates from 1975 and Khan 

notes that his introduction checked for accuracy by Clare Winnicott, Winnicott’s second wife. The 

validity or accuracy of Khan’s comment is perhaps less important that the basis for the similarity he 

explains between cubism and the ‘transitional object’ as the interaction between the “given to the 

created” (Winnicott 1975, xx). The implications of Khan’s comment are further explored in Chapter 

Four, as it pertains to cubist aspects of architectural design in Le Corbusier’s monastery, La Tourette. 

The simplest form of duality in cubism is perhaps the duality of frontal and profile views. Significantly, 

Rowe situated the roots of modernist architecture in cubism, whilst also using cubist principles in 

his concepts of ‘phenomenal transparency’ among others. This chapter identifies correspondences 

between Rowe’s acknowledgement of the cubist underpinnings of the compositional strategies of 

La Tourette as well as other specific examples of modernist architecture and Winnicott’s ‘transitional 

object’, which extends to a discussion of the principle aspects and implications of ‘potential space’.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
Figure 0.03 Le Corbusier, 1959. La Tourette (photograph from south western corner) archdaily 
website online (https://www.archdaily.com/96824/ad-classics-convent-of-la-tourette-le-
corbuiser/5037f0e128ba0d599b00058c-ad-classics-convent-of-la-tourette-le-corbuiser-photo) 
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1 
Winnicott’s psychoanalytic spaces 
Relating Donald Winnicott’s theories to architectural space 

 

The space that exists between one thing and another, an intermediate/in between area 
that can be designated as spatial, has to emerge since Winnicott proposes that, initially, 
no space exists between thumb and mouth for the baby, but between mouth and TO 
[transitional object], or first possession a space has opened up. (Caldwell 2008, 21) 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Introduction 
The epigraph is taken from a paper by the psychoanalyst and Winnicott scholar, Lesley Caldwell, 

who argues for a significant change in Winnicott’s work during the 1950s. Caldwell identifies this 

shift in Winnicott’s thought as being primarily a spatial one. Therein lies my primary interest; 

Winnicott’s account of how we first learn (in infancy) to negotiate space and the significance this 

has for architecture as a spatial form. The following explanations of Winnicott’s theories are 

therefore selected for their spatial aspects. I pursue these spatial aspects to highlight commonalities 

with examples of modernist architecture in later chapters. In addition to Winnicott’s concern for 

cultural aspects of psychic space, there are further Winnicottian insights that hold importance for 

architecture. These insights are also clustered around the early development of children, but which 

lay long-lasting coordinates for adult activities. Of note are Winnicott’s observations of the pre-

verbal (and pre-Oedipal) phases of infant development, his account of the beginnings of the self in 

the mother-infant relationship, and his identification of a positive and productive role for illusion. 

Each of these elements of Winnicott’s thought contain important insights for architecture. 

In this chapter’s discussion of Winnicott’s theories, ‘potential space’ is foregrounded as something 

which emerges in the earliest moments of infantile development. Yet, Winnicott clearly saw 

‘potential space’ as remaining operative such that it is possible to speak of ‘potential space’ as a 

dimension of the cultural life of societies. Moreover, several of Winnicott’s other theories and 

concepts have a strong correlation to the spatial dimension of cultural life. These include his theories 

of the ‘transitional object’ and of ‘object-usage’, as well as his formulation of the concept of a 

‘facilitating environment’. More generally, Winnicott’s broader theories on play and creativity bear 
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directly on the practice of architecture and fit within his concept of ‘potential space’ that is 

developed in this chapter.  

Each of these theories and concepts has a range of diverse architectural resonances. For Winnicott, 

‘potential space’ is his way of designating the domain of experience that transpires between the 

internal self and the external world. Emerging in early childhood, this space is retained in adulthood 

as the space of culture, that is, of play and creativity and potentiality. For Winnicott, cultural 

experience is neither intrapsychic or externally imposed, rather it is disclosed by the interplay 

between these two things. Turning to another major Winnicottian concept, the ‘transitional object’ 

marks a stage in development where the infant begins to understand that there is an inside and an 

outside to the experience of life. For the child, the transition object is the first ‘not-me object’, 

originating neither from the self nor the mother, but from the space in between and, in fact, it is the 

mechanism the child uses for giving this space an independent reality. I argue that architecture 

provides a resonant metaphor for representing and illustrating this negotiation and interplay 

between inside and outside. The technological advances of modernist architecture broke down the 

rules of inside and outside, creating many more distinctions of spaces that were neither fully inside 

nor fully outside.  

For Winnicott, ‘object usage’ describes the way that children use objects as the material ground for 

‘illusion’, which is their way of imaginatively engaging the world around them and inside them. The 

process extends into later life, with illusion used to test our perceptions of reality in ways that might 

be seemingly aggressive and destructive but which might yet serve positive and constructive 

purposes. When taking an aggressive attitude towards some feature of the world, the extent to 

which this feature resists and contradicts the aggression and illusionary impression of omnipotent 

control creates an opportunity for an authentically felt and more nuanced experience of reality to 

be found. I argue that modernist architecture, using modern construction methods and materials, 

can create spatial illusions to test objective conditions. By blurring the line between inside and 

outside, an illusion can be created by spaces that appear to be inside yet are outside, or are external 

but appear internal. These illusions prompt a re-questioning of what lies between inside and outside, 

what is this space and how can it be used if strict definitions are not enforced. In addition, modern 

technology has created opportunities for structures to seemingly confound gravity, and the viewer 

questions how the building can stand. Additionally, I use Ben Nicholson’s painting of “Au Chat Botté” 

(1932) (fig. 1.03) to illustrate ‘object usage’ as a spatial construction. Here, Nicholson created three 

spatial planes that challenge the viewers’ ability to determine locations where the spaces are 

separated yet interrelated. Winnicott’s concept of ‘illusion’ is also related to the foundational role 

he assigns to play and creativity within infant development. Winnicott identifies sequences of 

relationships and processes that frequently occur during infant play. I argue that the dynamic 

temporality of Winnicott’s schemas of relational sequences and processes are valuable to 

understanding the meanings that attend the experience of architecture. The final component of 

Winnicott’s thinking that I draw upon is his concept of the ‘facilitating environment’, which designates 
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the way in which infants (perhaps unconsciously) reacts to the mother as both an environment-

mother and an object-mother. In a similar way, architecture can be apprehended as both an object 

to be viewed and an environment in which to be contained.  

Winnicott wrote profusely during the latter part of his career, during the 1950s and 1960s, 

culminating in the posthumous publication of Playing and Reality in 1971. Consequently, the sources 

for this chapter are varied, echoing the wide range of Winnicott’s oblique references. My main 

sources for this chapter are the compilations of Winnicott’s papers (Winnicott 1965, 1975, 1992), 

together with his most famous book Playing and Reality (Winnicott 1974). Three biographies of 

Winnicott were consulted to understand the environment in which these theories originated (Kahr 

1996, Rodman 2003, Phillips 2006). Subsequent theoretical commentaries of Winnicott’s work have 

also been consulted (Abram 1996, Caldwell and Joyce 2011, Abram 2012). Additionally, edited 

volumes of essays by various authors help to explain differing disciplinary perspectives on 

Winnnicott’s work (Caldwell 2000, Caldwell and Squiggle 2005, Caldwell 2007). The recent dates 

of most of these publications attest to the ongoing wide relevance of Winnicott’s work.1  

Applications of Winnicott’s work outside psychoanalysis are most prevalent within literary theory, 

through the work of John F. Turner (Turner 2002), Lyndsey Stonebridge (Stonebridge 2000, 1998) 

Brook Hopkins (Hopkins 2005, 2003, 1997, 1984), Peter Rudnytsky (Rudnytsky 1993), Malcolm 

Bowie (Bowie 2000) and others. From an art theory perspective, Peter Fuller is the most well-

known figure to have advocated using Winnicott’s ideas in understandings of the aesthetic response 

(Fuller 1988). The art historian Michael Podro has also considered the importance of Winnicott’s 

theories to art, especially regarding the creativity in destructive processes (Podro 2007, 148-149). 

The film theorist, Annette Kuhn’s edited volume, entitled Little Madnesses (Kuhn 2013) 

demonstrates a range of cultural and academic application of Winnicott’s theories. From a wider 

humanistic perspective, Winnicott’s importance is further emphasised by philosopher Martha 

Nussbaum’s appreciation of the postmodern aspects of Winnicott’s work. Nussbaum observes that 

the ‘transitional object’ and ‘facilitating environment’ theories are still central to therapeutic practice 

today, despite Winnicott never gaining the cult status of the French psychoanalyst, Jacques Lacan 

(Nussbaum 2006, 375). Philosopher, Jane Flax finds Winnicott’s theories of object interactions are 

more flexible than Lacan’s, due to Lacan’s view that external objects are always externally imposed 

compared to Winnicott’s intersection of external and internal, demonstrated first by the ‘transitional 

object’ (Flax 1990, 126-9). The historian Robert Zaretsky positions Winnicott as modern regarding 

normative familial attitudes, but postmodern regarding the conception of the ‘transitional object’ 

(Zaretsky 1996). For Zaretsky, the indeterminacy of the location of the ‘transitional object’ positions 

Winnicott in a postmodern dialogue. The philosopher, Axel Honneth, considers a similarity between 

Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ and Hegel’s claim that when the subject attempts ‘to assure itself of 

the entirety of reality it discovers [it] is the product of its own mental activity” (Honneth 2012, 246). 

                                                
1 Winnicott’s collected works were recently published in 2016, edited by Lesley Caldwell and Helen Taylor-Robinson. 
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The relevance of Honneth’s perception of Winnicott is in the importance of the persisting illusion 

of creating the world into adulthood. Sociologist, Sherry Turkle (Turkle 2007, 313-15) compares 

Winnicott’s intermediate zone of the ‘transitional object’ with philosopher Bruno Latour’s critique 

of modernity, as dependent on dichotomies which ignore the gaps that the dichotomy creates 

(Latour 1993). For Turkle, Winnicott’s intermediate zone focuses on the gap that modernism was 

perceived to have ignored. Turkle’s point is significant for this thesis, given the similarities that will 

be demonstrated between elements of Winnicott’s work and those of the architects and artists 

within his social milieu, which appear to address this gap. I provide evidence that ideas current within 

Winnicott’s circles show that modernism did not always ignore this gap. Nevertheless, it is clear 

from these examples, that beyond his clinical influence, Winnicott’s thought has proved influential 

to scholars across a very wide range of intellectual disciplines.  

Both Caldwell and Loparic have argued that Winnicott’s contribution to psychoanalysis was a 

significant shift from Freud. As mentioned, Caldwell specifically emphasises the spatial dimension in 

Winnicott’s psychoanalytic concepts. In this, Caldwell observes that the ‘transitional object’ paper 

“offered important alternatives for psychoanalytic approaches to art” (Caldwell 2008, 10). This is 

not to say that spatial ideas were not present in psychoanalysis before Winnicott, but that the spatial 

dimension in Winnicott’s work shares similarities with modernist spatial concepts in art and 

architecture, thereby providing a psychoanalytic perspective on modernist architecture.2 In a similar 

vein, the philosopher Zeljik Loparic draws on Thomas Kuhn’s analysis of scientific paradigms to 

consider Winnicott’s intervention in the psychoanalytic field. Loparic argues, in somewhat similar 

terms to Caldwell, that Winnicott’s emphasis on early infancy is a driver of this shift (Abram 2012, 

113-156). Loparic argues that Freud’s Oedipal complex (thought to begin roughly at age four) was 

the central paradigm for psychoanalysis until Winnicott’s contribution subverts this by emphasising 

the psychoanalytic and developmental importance of infancy, before the onset of the Oedipal phase. 

Certainly, the exploration of pre-Oedipal children by Winnicott’s training analyst, Melanie Klein, 

opened this possibility up, but it was Winnicott’s ability to capture the radical dynamics of this phase 

in fluid, evocative prose that saw it become clinically and culturally pervasive in the wake of his 

writing. 

Winnicott’s focus on the pre-Oedipal and pre-verbal stages in early life have additional implications. 

Winnicott observed the early life of infants through their interactions with the mother and through 

playing. Winnicott places emphasis on the mother, where Freud’s main concern was the father. 

Additionally, Winnicott redeems a positive role for illusion in psychoanalytic theory, rather than as 

pathologised delusions in Freudian theory. Finally, Winnicott considered Freud’s death drive as 

problematic, preferring to allow aggression a positive role (Winnicott 1974, 82). Disagreements on 

the value and interpretation of the ‘death drive’ were also central to differences between Winnicott 

                                                
2 The cultural geographer Liz Bondi has identified a distinctive use of spatial metaphors by Freud. (Bondi 2014). Nicholas 
Dion has similarly focused on the spatial aspects of Freud in the PhD thesis entitled “Spacing Freud: Space and Place in 
Psychoanalytic Theory” (Dion 2012) 
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and Klein. The reasons behind these differences are further discussed in relation to ‘object usage’ 

later in the chapter. 

For the literary theorist, John Turner, Winnicott’s stance on illusion followed “the origins of adult 

creativity to infantile omnipotence in a way that suggests an almost Wordsworthian concern for 

creative minds as ‘Powers’ ”, whereas Freud had advocated the renouncing of the omnipotent 

illusion of childhood (Turner 2002, 1072). Turner compares Winnicott’s understanding of illusion 

to the romantic writers, Coleridge and Wordsworth (Turner 2002, 1074, 1080). In this, Turner 

associates Winnicott directly with a post-romantic British literary tradition. Turner’s Brief History of 

Illusion traces a British historical lineage of the uses of illusion and identifies clear distinctions between 

elements of Freud’s theories and Winnicott’s perspectives.  

Where previously psychoanalysis had followed Freud in seeing illusion negatively as a 
failure to adapt to reality, Milner and Winnicott came to view it positively as a means 
of adaptation. (Turner 2002, 1069) 

Further to this, Turner notes that Freud considers illusion as undesirable, whereas Winnicott, in 

common with modernist authors such as Conrad and Woolf, reclaims a positive role for illusion. 

Turner, conversely, identifies illusion as a driver in Winnicott’s work, yet notes that illusion diminishes 

in importance during Winnicott’s career (Turner 2002, 1076). However, Caldwell explains reasons 

for a shift away from illusion in the essay entitled “Changing the terms of psychoanalysis” (Caldwell 

2008). Caldwell is comparing Winnicott’s early versions of the ‘transitional object’ paper with the 

version that was published in Playing and Reality. For Caldwell, Winnicott is challenged by the idea 

that illusion can be seen clearly from the outside, but that from the inside the experience of illusion, 

it is a psychic reality, and therefore not strictly an experience of illusion. Caldwell shows how 

Winnicott replaced the word illusion with paradox, as a way of acknowledging this dilemma 

(Caldwell 2008, 12). Paradox may not be an entirely satisfying theoretical term but the word flags 

an important aspect of Winnicott’s work that consistently parallels experience with theory. For 

Winnicott, it was necessary to acknowledge the differences between the observation and 

experience of illusion, in a way that distinguishes himself from Freud. 

Winnicott and Klein are the most famous psychoanalysts within a wider group that developed 

psychoanalytic work with infants and children in mid-twentieth century Britain, notably including the 

work of Anna Freud and John Bowlby.3 In simplified terms, Klein concentrated on understanding 

the internal world of infants, whereas Winnicott saw a gap in psychoanalytic knowledge between 

the infant’s internal world and her negotiation of external world factors. Consequently, Winnicott 

sought to understand how the self’s internal world interacts with the external world. However, 

Winnicott’s investigation of the intermediate area of experience, especially in play, can be viewed 

                                                
3 The importance of Klein’s work is in its relevance to questions of architectural modernisms due to the development of 
Kleinian aesthetic theory through the work of Adrian Stokes and Hannah Segal. Later chapters explore the influence of 
Kleinian aesthetics on the British modernist architect, Colin St John Wilson, and the architectural historian and theorist 
Colin Rowe. 
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as a development from Klein’s work. Winnicott’s professional relationship with Klein is important 

on two fronts. Firstly, Klein was Winnicott’s psychoanalytic supervisor and therefore influential in his 

theoretical development. The psychotherapist, Christopher Reeves (2006, 282) and the 

psychoanalyst F. Robert Rodman (2003, 123-4), ‘argue for Melanie Klein’s direct involvement in the 

final version’ of Winnicott’s 1941 paper, “Observation of Infants in a Set Situation” (Caldwell and 

Joyce 2011, 103). In contrast, Winnicott withheld his ‘transitional object’ paper from inclusion in the 

edited volume, New Directions in Psychoanalysis, celebrating Klein’s seventieth birthday, first published 

in 1956 (Rodman 2003, 165-6). Secondly, Klein’s theories were translated to an aesthetic theory by 

the psychoanalyst Hanna Segal (Segal 1952) and more importantly the theoretical work of Adrian 

Stokes, writing on art and architecture (Stokes 1978). Stokes was subsequently an influence for mid-

twentieth century British architect, Colin St John Wilson (Wilson 2014) and inferred in the work of 

architectural historian and critic, Colin Rowe, as indicated by architectural historian Anthony Vidler 

(Petit 2015, 47, Vidler 1992, 87, 2012, 8-9). Additionally, Winnicott’s colleague Marion Milner was 

a member of Stokes’s Imago Group that sought to explore aesthetic implications of Kleinian 

psychoanalysis (Letley 2014, 83). Notably, Ede’s diary notes a visit by Adrian, David and Margaret 

Gardiner on 8th October 1933 (KYA, Ede Ephemera). Gardiner was a friend and a biographer of 

Barbara Hepworth, and Ede’s lodger from 1932 (Gardiner 1988, 169, 170). Additionally, Ede and 

Stokes maintained a correspondence and Gardiner corresponded with both Ede and Stokes (This 

correspondence is held in the Kettle’s Yard Archive and the Tate Gallery Archive).  

Winnicott was introduced to Klein’s work by his first psychoanalyst James Strachey4 in 1926 

(Rodman 2003, 106). Klein had moved to Britain from Berlin in 1925 and began supervising 

Winnicott’s professional psychoanalytic training in 1935 (Rodman 2003, 112, 113). Klein’s most 

important psychoanalytic contribution was the postulation of two major positions (defensive stances 

or subjective configurations) in infant development (Klein 1997). The first was termed the paranoid-

schizoid position and the second, the depressive position. The first position is when the infant 

perceives no boundaries between itself and the outer world. To defend itself against the contingent 

nature of their world, the infant subject ‘splits’ the world into good (satiating, comforting) and bad 

(non-satiating, discomfiting) objects. Significantly, within this the infant creates a good mother and a 

bad mother (the mother in the earliest forms is reduced to the breast). The infant focuses its 

aggressive instincts on the bad object (bad breast, bad mother). At this stage, that is in paranoid-

schizoid position, it can be argued that no cohesive sense of selfhood exists. The depressive position 

denotes that point in the development where the infant apprehends the mother as a unified but 

ambivalent subject. This epiphany precipitates a crisis in which the infant feels ‘guilt’ for the sadistic 

wishes and the phantasy of destruction she had visited upon her mother, and at the same time must 

internalise (as self-reproach) aggressive drives it had previous sent outwards to the bad object 

(mother). The process causes a depressive effect on the subject, but also paves the way for 

                                                
4 James Strachey was a peripheral member of the Bloomsbury Group and perhaps rather more famous as being the 
translator for the English edition of Freud’s collected works, and the source of the Latin derived words like id, ego, cathexis. 
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‘reparation’ and the birth of creative and reparative impulses. The depressive position also crystallises 

a boundary between the infant as subject and her outer world. In other words, it provides a 

determination for what is inside and what is outside. 

Klein had revolutionised the conception of an infant’s internal world by analysing children’s play. 

Klein’s approach enabled a form of psychoanalysis to take place around playing with objects that 

formed a substitute for Freud’s ‘free-association’ with words (Rodman 2003, 109). Winnicott took 

up the central clinical opportunity offered by play in the treatment of infants, seeing it as replacing 

‘free association’ for infants who had either no or very limited use of verbal language. Winnicott 

sought to further understand how the various environmental conditions intersected with the infant’s 

developing internal world, as expressed through play. There is a subtle but distinct difference 

between Klein’s inner world being wholly internal and Winnicott’s conception of the intermediate 

zone of ‘potential space’. The paper Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena (Winnicott 

1953) marked Winnicott’s shift away from Klein. The ‘transitional object’ paper, in 1951, was 

Winnicott’s first major theoretical contribution that necessitated a distance from Klein. However, 

precursory insights are detected in earlier papers, such as “The Observation of Infants in a Set 

Situation” (Winnicott 1941) and “Primitive Emotional Development” (Winnicott 1945).5 Reeves 

considered the first paper mentioned as “seeding many of the concepts that were to eventually to 

distinguish his contribution”, also noting other authors such as Bret Kahr as making similar comments 

(Reeves 2006, 275). The focus of Winnicott’s paper observes three phases of the infant’s play with 

a spatula during Winnicott’s therapeutic sessions, as having a beginning, middle and end. Additionally, 

Winnicott states in this paper that the “spatula stands for different things” including " the spatula 

stands for people” (Winnicott 1975, 63-64).  Consequently, Winnicott and Klein developed both 

congruent and conflicting theories of infant development. They both advocated the use of play to 

psychoanalyse infants as an alternative to Freud’s free word association and dream interpretation 

techniques.  

Winnicott describes various boundaries as places of interaction, turning traditional demarcations on 

their heads, such as the one that separates sanity from insanity: ‘we are poor indeed if we are only 

sane’ (Winnicott 1945, 140). Winnicott’s phrase implies a normalising of insane states in a similar 

way to Klein’s adoption of paranoid, schizoid and depressive as qualities that were part of healthy 

and normal development. Klein’s depressive moniker infers a depressive cast to the infant’s growing 

acknowledgement that his actions have an impact on someone else that is not him. Winnicott’s 

rendition of the depressive position and the paranoid-schizoid position, are re-patterned as the 

stage of full adaption and the stage of concern, thereby shifting Klein’s emotional tenor to an 

awakening of empathic relational connection. Notably, Caldwell considers Winnicott’s reappraising 

                                                
5 Calwell and Joyce comment that this paper was “the first serious challenge to Klein” and begins to set out an outline of 
the relationship between inner and outer reality (Caldwell and Joyce 2011), 
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the importance for health rather than sickness is a distinct feature of Winnicott’s work (Caldwell 

2008, 26).  

Winnicott generally adheres to their being two positions, after Klein, yet Winnicott radically alters 

their value. Additionally, Winnicott’s late formulation of ‘object usage’ is a creative extension of 

Klein’s theory, that nonetheless has no equivalent in Klein’s schema. The similarities and differences 

between Klein and Winnicott are further explained in this chapter’s discussion of the selected 

theories of Winnicott. The distinctions between Winnicott and Klein will become important when 

this thesis discusses the influence of  Adrian Stokes’s Kleinian based theories6 on the architecture 

and scholar Colin St John Wilson and traces in the work of the famed architectural theorist Colin 

Rowe. 

Winnicott’s artistic connections 
Winnicott’s main social contact with modernist art is through the British curator and collector, Jim 

Ede. Connections between Winnicott and Ede are explored in the following chapter’s exploration 

of Ede’s home and gallery at Kettle’s Yard as ‘potential space’. In this chapter I will develop an 

argument of commonalities between Winnicott’s theories and the Constructive art of Ben 

Nicholson during the 1930s. Ede credited Nicholson with introducing him to modernist art during 

the 1920s. During the 1930s, Winnicott, Ede and Nicholson all lived in Hampstead. There is no 

proof, but one can suspect that Winnicott and Nicholson physically crossed paths at Ede’s Sunday 

open house at One Elm Row, Hampstead. Certainly, both Winnicott’s and Nicholson’s names 

appear frequently in Ede’s visitor book at the time (Ede Ephemera, Kettle’s Yard Archive KYA). But 

the details of where or whether they met, discussed or inspired ideas is not used here as justification 

for the applications of Winnicott’s theories to architecture. However, a wider collective intellectual 

atmosphere is recorded in the names of Ede’s visitors from both Britain and Europe, including cubist, 

Constructivist and Surrealist artists (Ede Ephemera, Kettle’s Yard Archive KYA). In the 1930s, Ben 

Nicholson took a clear stand for Constructivism in opposition to Surrealism. Customarily, Surrealism 

is acknowledged to have been influenced by psychoanalysis.7 Whereas, Constructivism has not been 

directly connected to psychoanalytic thought. Nicholson, together with the Russian sculptor, Naum 

Gabo, and the British architect Leslie Martin edited Circle: International survey of constructive art 

(Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937). This publication provides an overview to Constructivist 

thought and approaches in both Britain and Europe from its many contributing writers. I cite this 

publication throughout the thesis with regard to similarities between the contributors to Circle and 

elements of Winnicott’s theories. In this chapter I use two of Nicholson’s artworks produced in 

1932 to begin addressing observable similarities between British approaches to modernist art in the 

                                                
6Adrian Stokes was also a friend and correspondent of Ben Nicholson, attested by the correspondence held in the Tate 
Gallery Archive (TGA 8717). 
7 Surrealist founder, Andre Breton directly cited Freud’s psychoanalysis informing an artistic interpretation of the language 
of dreams. Breton’s Surrealist Manifestos set the main ideas from “Manifesto of Surrealism” in 1924 which explains the 
influence Freuds work on dreams had on Breton (Breton 2007, 10-14).  
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discussion of ‘object usage’. Nicholson was a friend of Jim Ede, whose work will be the focus of the 

following chapter. As such, Nicholson was an indirect part of the social milieus in which Winnicott 

moved. The use of Nicholson’s work provides a fascinating parallel between the cubist influences in 

Britain during the mid-twentieth century and the cubist traces in the ‘transitional object’ and ‘object 

usage’ relating to the representations of the interaction between the found and the imagined. 

Winnicott’s Theories  
Before beginning the discussion of specific theories, I share my own experience of Winnicott’s work. 

My training in art therapy began my interest in Winnicott, while my original training as an architect 

ignited and developed my spatial conceptions. Consequently, the spatiality of Winnicott’s theories 

is an interesting convergence. The literary theorist, Barbara Johnson remarks on this quality: 

Winnicott had an ability to give his theories a spatial quality. The ‘transitional object’ 
does not only exist in its own abstract construct, it is a theory evolved out of an 
observation of real life. That Winnicott's language is often out in a space of play ahead 
of him, or encrypted in a space within him, is something of which he himself 
occasionally takes note. (Johnson 2010, 104) 

Johnson’s description serves to emphasise both a physical and metaphorical location for the 

‘transitional object’ and importantly its referent, the body. The psychoanalyst Daniel Stern’s version 

of maintaining the essential core of the self involves Winnicott’s ‘primitive agonies’ as inherently 

spatial conceptions.  

These are “going to pieces,” “having no relation to the body,” “having no orientation,” 
“falling forever,” “not going on being,” and ‘complete isolation because of there being 
no means of communication’ (Winnicott 1958, 1960, 1965, 1971). Such anxieties 
seem to be fairly ubiquitous in older children. (Stern 1985, 200). 

For Stern via Winnicott, a sense of self is concomitant with a feeling of being in space. Questions 

such as am I ‘outside or inside?’, ‘above or below?’, ‘in front or behind’, ‘left or right?’ are then 

formative in the infant’s development. The relevance of these spatial concerns to architecture is 

where buildings aid us to orientate our inner selves in the outer world. Winnicott’s thought offers 

the radical possibility that space is simultaneously internal and external.  

Winnicott was not the only psychoanalyst to talk about space. Marion Milner was also interested of 

what conceptions of space consisted in On not being able to paint (Milner 1957). The art critic, Peter 

Fuller, drew attention to the value for art of Milner’s psychoanalytic insights on space. Fuller notes 

the value that Milner places on distance, perspective and outline in relation to a spatial awareness 

of separation and togetherness (Fuller 1988, 131-133). In succeeding chapters, I will expand on the 

similarities between these psychoanalytic spatial conceptions and forms of space in modernist 

architecture. 
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Winnicott’s terms include ‘transitional’, ‘third area’, ‘interplay’, and ‘intermediate area’. This third area 

involves both the conception and perception of an object.8 Turner commented that this third area 

is not easy to describe with language, ‘which is so good at describing the outside, so good at 

describing the inside, but so poor at describing what lies in between’ (Turner 2002, 1073). I argue 

that this lack in language can be supplemented through illustrations of art and architecture. Regarding 

language, Winnicott’s formulation of ‘facilitating environment’ provides an example of tacit 

definitions that are not to be taken for granted, where object and environment are considered 

interchangeable. For example, the object-mother is also the environment-mother in the ‘facilitating 

environment’. The psychoanalyst Margaret Tönnesmann has described how an embryonic ‘potential 

space’ plays out between an object-environment mother and the infant that allows for contradictory 

elements to share the same space in an ‘intersubjective emotional process’ (Caldwell 2002, 48). 

Additionally, Winnicott’s superimposition of conceptual and perceptual modes of experience and 

thinking are reiterated when the psychoanalyst Juliette Mitchell says “…Winnicott turns the obvious 

on its head – making it just the obvious upside down. But the obvious upside-down makes one see 

differently” (Mitchell 2005, 30). In this respect, Winnicott is inverts Freud’s interpretation of illusion 

as a wish-fulfilment by promoting the role of illusion in the understanding and testing of objective 

conditions. Illusion tends to be regressive in Freud’s schema, pointing to an earlier less cohesive and 

immature ego, whereas Winnicott suggests that the use of illusion promotes the psychological 

development of the ego, as in childhood play. 

Markedly, the experiential side of Winnicott is as important as the theoretical. Winnicott’s theories 

derive from observations within clinical and analytical settings (Winnicott 1974, xi-xii). I found a 

sense of being present in physical form and in physical locations in Winnicott’s use of language. This 

may be a peculiarly individual interpretation from someone used to playing with physical forms and 

space, but may have currency with architects and sculptors. Winnicott’s observations of the mind 

and body, within a physical setting, inform a fuller understanding of the types of interactions that 

happen between physical settings and the mental constructions. In this regard, the French 

psychoanalyst René Rousillion comments that Winnicott suggests the relationship between 

hallucination and perception, or illusion and reality, is one of superimposition and that it marks the 

particular creativity of Winnicott (Roussillon 2010, 833).  I understand superimposition, in the sense 

that Rousillion uses it, to mean that these two conditions occur concurrently with a subtle ever 

changing quality that runs along between them as interplay and interaction, while not excluding a 

mute quality in either at times. Turner, as previously mentioned, considered Winnicott’s positive 

role for illusion as being similar to that of Coleridge and Wordsworth (Turner 2002, 1072). Similarly, 

the American psychoanalyst, Dodi Goldman, has pointed out that the overlap between the 

imaginary and physical world is why Coleridge and Wordsworth were so important to Winnicott. 

                                                
8 Winnicott’s psychoanalytic conception of a third area is theoretically distinct from similar sounding terms such as Jacques 
Derrida’s Chora or Homi Bhabha’s or Edward Soja’s third space. 
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Coleridge and Wordsworth were deeply preoccupied with the overlap between 
seeing and seeing in the mind’s eye, the to-and-fro movement between imagination and 
environment. (Goldman 2012, 3). 

For Goldman, Winnicott was concerned with how this to-and-fro happened. Accordingly, I 

introduce an element of temporality as being important in understanding Winnicott’s theories. 

Therefore, I consider not just the superimposition of both imaginary and physical experiences but 

how this superimposition sets up a reciprocal series of events, in this chapter discussed in relation 

to playing and creativity. These overlaps have rather obvious analogies with cubist productions of 

an imaginative interplay between the canvas and the image. I emphasise that this interplay sets up a 

to-and-fro or reciprocal engagement with the viewer, whereby the representations are multiple and 

often ambiguous. The analogy to cubism gains an increased level of importance through Winnicott’s 

close friend Jim Ede, who personally knew Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque. The succeeding 

chapters illustrate a reciprocity between illusion and physical experience by examining three main 

examples of modernist architecture. These chapters emphasise Winnicott’s attitudes to real world 

locations, objects and relationships, which necessarily involve imaginary experiences.   

Potential Space  
Winnicott identified ‘potential space’ as the psychoanalytic location for culture. The essay “The 

Location of Cultural Experience” sets out Winnicott’s concept of ‘potential space’ in psychoanalytic 

thought (Winnicott 1974, 112, Winnicott 1967). For Winnicott, ‘potential space’ begins in the 

intermediate and pre-verbal space of communication between mother and infant. In this space, it is 

imagined that an individual self begins to form. Within this environment of relationship, a growing 

reciprocity forms a foundational basis for creatively engaging with the outer world.  

Winnicott describes the development of ‘potential space’ in a talk given in 1966 that paid tribute to 

James Strachey, on the publication of the Standard Edition of Freud’s Works. The following excerpt 

describes how Winnicott understood his theory as extending Freud’s psychoanalytic understanding 

of culture. 

Freud did not have a place in the topography of the mind for the experience of things 
cultural. He gave new value to inner psychic reality, and from this came a new value 
to inner psychic reality, and from this came a new value for things that are actual and 
truly external. Freud used the word ‘sublimation’ to point the way to a place where 
cultural experience is meaningful, but perhaps he did not get so far as to tell us where 
in the mind cultural experience is. (Winnicott 1971, 112)  

Freud’s use of the word ‘sublimation’ appears to guide Winnicott to his formulation of ‘potential 

space’ as an intermediate zone. Winnicott locates Freud’s ‘topography of the mind’ in the 

relationship between inner states and the external world. This location appreciates the 

communication of our internal experience through external objects. Additionally, our 

communications necessarily contend the nature of our relationship with external objects. I contend 

that a deeper understanding of ‘potential space’ is gained through observing how the inner self 



 
 

24 

communicates through an external medium such as art or architecture. Winnicott’s move from 

Freud’s instinctual and sexually based theory to a locational and relational theory, emphasises a need 

to locate ourselves in time and space and understand relationships between ourselves and the outer 

world. Winnicott supports his theoretical move through clinical observations where instinct-based 

actions tend to be relatively repetitive and consistent, whereas the area of play includes a myriad of 

variations. This same emphasis appears in the 1958 paper The Capacity to be Alone (Winnicott 1958, 

416-420), foreshadowing Winnicott’s formulation of ‘potential space’. Winnicott observed that 

whilst happy playing could be interpreted through sexual symbolism, children were not happy when 

play was ‘complicated by bodily excitements’ (Winnicott 1958, 419). While Winnicott saw sexuality 

as part of the cultural encounter, it is not the only defining feature or instigator of later cultural 

achievements, that for Winnicott begin with playing. 

Winnicott frames his observations of early infancy as a premonition of mature cultural experiences 

located in ‘potential space’ as an intermediate location. Thus, Winnicott’s approach to psychoanalysis 

intimates a spatial construction of the self; composed of internality and externality, whilst not 

necessarily making a distinction between them. For Winnicott, this construction is laid down in 

infancy and therefore impacts subsequent engagements with external spaces and objects. This spatial 

approach was shared with Winnicott’s colleagues, such as Charles Rycroft (Rycroft 1985, 23-24), 

and though initially derived from Freud’s spatial metaphors, this expanded to become a central 

dimension of the theory of the subject (Bondi 2014, 64-5). Bondi cites Winnicott as using a series 

of spatial constructs for the mother-infant relationship. 

For Winnicott, the place of play and culture is not inside or outside. This contrasts with Freud’s 

wish-fulfilment which is wholly internal, though both have a use for illusions. Winnicott’s importance 

is in seeking to understand the fundamental relationships between the internal and external. At first 

the infant may not perceive any boundary between themselves and the mother, or indeed initially 

perceive any sense of self. Only slowly do the elements of self and other begin to be teased apart 

in the actions of relationship between the infant and mother and later gradually extending to 

elements in the external world. The first human relationship is then a pattern for other kinds of 

relationships. The following quote from Playing: A Theoretical Statement is a concise version of 

Winnicott’s conception of the relational aspects of ‘potential space’ and its structural position in 

play. 

This potential space varies a very great deal according to the life experiences of the baby 
in relation to the mother or mother-figure, and I contrast this potential space (a) with 
the inner world (which is related to the psychosomatic partnership) and (b) with actual, 
or external, reality (which has its own dimensions, and which can be studied objectively, 
and which, however much it may seem to vary according to the state of the individual 
who is observing it, does in fact remain constant). (Winnicott 1974, 47-48) 

While ‘potential space’ starts with an unequal relationship with the mother, this evolves into a 

greater equality of relationships in maturity. In ‘potential space’ there is no one specific role of one 
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person to another. This interplay is as much an interchange between objective and subjective 

experience as it is between internal experience and external observation. 

Figure 1.01 Marion Milner, sketch of two jugs, 1946, pen on paper (Fuller 1988, 134) 

Winnicott uses several images from poems, cartoons and sketches to describe the locations of 

‘potential space’. The first image is the seashore as depicted by quoting a line from Tagore’s 1913 

poem On the Seashore. Winnicott’s colleague Marion Milner inspired the second image of the 

interplay of two curtain edges and a sketch of two jugs overlaying each other (fig 1.01). The 

reciprocity between the players in ‘potential space’ is akin to Winnicott drawing attention to the 

word ‘interplay’ in his descriptions of overlapping jugs. Milner’s image bears an intriguing 

correspondence with contemporaneous paintings of jugs by Ben Nicholson (fig. 1.02). Nicholson’s 

art depicted jugs, mugs and goblets and these words can be interpreted as slang for various body 

parts (jugs are closely associated with breasts, a mug is a face and a gob, a mouth). These images 

are a continuing theme throughout Nicholson’s career and often these paintings and drawings of 

jugs are images that are overlaid inferring an illusionary space between jugs that is neither and both. 

The slang reference to body parts induces a spatial connotation of bodies. 

Winnicott’s clinical observation of pre-verbal play tends to emphasise the interpretation of images 

over the interpretation of words, as in Freud’s free association technique. These observations of 

play may explain Winnicott’s need to use images to illustrate ‘potential space’. The first image 

Winnicott uses is Tagore’s poem On the Seashore, 1913. Winnicott began his chapter on ‘potential 

space’ with the following quote from Tagore’s poem: ‘On the seashore of endless worlds, children 

play’ (Winnicott 1971, 112). This poem is further discussed as an example of boundary negotiations 

in Chapter Two of this thesis. Significantly, Winnicott misquotes Tagore replacing ‘met’ with ‘play’, 

presumably altering the poem’s line to emphasise the focus on play. However, Tagore does evoke 
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an image of playing throughout the poem. Milner describes Winnicott’s use of image at a memorial 

for Winnicott in 1971, describing herself as someone who ‘thought in pictures’, and mentions the 

Tagore quote as ‘one of his images’ (Milner 1987, 203). Tagore’s poem is a collaborative overlay of 

narrative and imagery concerning childhood play. The primary property of the image, as Winnicott 

describes it, is of liminality; the seashore is neither sea nor land, but at the same time shares 

properties of both regions. Instead of the seashore being a boundary between two distinct things, 

the seashore is a location where there is interaction between them. Winnicott provides three 

interpretations. The first is distinctly Freudian in its conception, where the sea and land are a symbol 

of woman and man producing an infant, who then turns into either a woman or man. Secondly, the 

sea symbolises the mother and that the infant is born on the shore. These two scenarios are 

narratives of human birth. The final interpretation is that the shore is a symbol for ‘transitional 

phenomena’, illustrating something neither internal or external to reality, but an interrelationship of 

both. Winnicott’s images develop from a Freudian based symbolism to the location of ‘potential 

space’ sitting between the inside self and the outside world, neither inside nor outside.  

Fig 1.02 Ben Nicholson, Still Life with Jug and Profile 1932, 1932, oil and pencil on canvas board, 
33cm x 40.6 cm, private collection. From the waterman database online, 
http://www.waterman.co.uk/artists/164-ben-nicholson/works/2126/ 
 
Winnicott credits his second image of ‘potential space’ to a conversation with Marion Milner and 

her drawing of two jugs exhibiting an ‘interplay’ of overlapping edges in the early 1940s (Winnicott 

1974, 115). While Milner’s sketch (fig. 1.01) is the source of Winnicott’s remarks, Ben Nicholson’s 

artistic meditations on jugs and goblets illustrate the interplay in a far more complex manner and 
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express the subtleties between the ‘transitional object’ and ‘object usage’. It is worth noting here 

that Nicholson was a close friend of Jim Ede and they shared frequent correspondence. The 

similarity of concern on the space between the jugs marks a common point of interest. Nicholson’s 

paintings of jugs and goblets were a consistent feature during his career, so the development of 

images over time shows an increasing focus on indeterminate spaces between overlapping lines. 

The cubist-influenced Nicholson painted in a way that combined imaginary vision with an expected 

view, emphasising the variability of object positions sometimes together with profiles of the sculptor 

Barbara Hepworth, his partner and later wife during the 1930s. For Winnicott, the boundary 

between mother and infant or self and the world is not a hard division but a space of interaction. 

This space between the self and the outer world is where cultural experience is primitively formed, 

reformed and enacted, beginning with the relationship between mother and infant. On this basis, 

culture is seen to have a foundation in the primary relationship of mother and infant.   

Winnicott presents the early creative playing of infants as a precursor to cultural production, for 

example in art and religion, due to his specific interpretation of interaction between the objective 

and subjective in both ‘transitional objects’ and cultural experience. The area where this happens is 

intermediate because it involves the interaction between the infant and the mother or object. Play, 

for Winnicott, requires both subjective and objective experience, and it is this interplay that 

Winnicott ascribes to the cultural experience. To explain this connection, I refer to an early paper 

from 1948 Paediatrics to Psychiatry that describes the contact between the inner self and outer world 

as an important part of negotiating the objective and subjective experiences of life and why art is a 

primary container for this negotiation (Winnicott 1975, 157-173): 

Apart from [dreams], is it not largely through artistic creation and artistic experience 
that we maintain the necessary bridges between the subjective and the objective? It is 
for this reason, I suggest, that we value tremendously the lone struggle of the creator 
in any art form. For us all, as for himself, the artist is repeatedly winning brilliant battles 
in a war to which, however, there is no outcome. A final outcome would be finding 
what is not true; namely, that what the world offers is identical with what the individual 
creates. (Winnicott 1975, 172) 

Here, Winnicott approaches a central significance of ‘potential space’, that specifically refers to an 

aesthetic experience. He explains the cultural experience as an interaction between the subjective 

experience of creating the world and the objective experience of physically being in the world. It is 

an active negotiation, not easily conducted, that nevertheless involves substantial achievements of 

maturity. The later section of playing and creativity explains these interactions as a series of 

relationships and sequences of developmental achievements.  

The relevance of ‘potential space’ to examinations of modernist architecture is in its conception of 

culture as a psychoanalytic location. The conditions of the interior of self and the actual physical 

location and spatial character of the encounter, between internal and external, are part of this 

construction. ‘Potential space’ contains the interplay of the subjective and objective in a temporal 

spatial context, which sets up a complex series of relationships to be observed in the experience of 
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cultural. This can be couched in terms of a human impulse to find or understand locations in space, 

in physical, cultural and personal terms. However, antagonising this impulse are pathological 

conditions that often involve losing a sense of location. For example, a psychotic condition is one 

where a clear sense of boundary between illusion and reality is lost, yet what is not working can 

give insight into what is working.  

Thematic structure 
Because of his direct relationship to the coteries of artists involved, as well as the fact of a shared 

intellectual and aesthetic milieu (psychoanalysis, modernism), Winnicott’s theories are a 

contemporaneous perspective to modernist architecture, and applying Winnicott’s theories provide 

illuminating insights into interdisciplinary commonalities, as this thesis demonstrates. Most 

particularly, what Winnicott shares with modernist architecture is a view about the radical plasticity 

of space—its uncanny dissolution of the boundaries between inside and outside, containment and 

abandonment, holding and releasing—in fact, the calling into question of spatial boundaries as such. 

Thus, it is possible, with surprising ease, to extend Winnicott’s method for observing ‘transitional 

objects’ to interpret modernist architecture as ‘potential space’. The following list comprises 

Winnicott’s recommendations for observing the ‘transitional object’ in an analytic setting. I will adapt 

this list to develop a method for examining the ‘potential space’ of architecture in the next chapter. 

Winnicott recommended the psychoanalyst to observe:  

1. the nature of the object  

2. the infant’s capacity to recognize the object as ‘not-me’ 

3. the place of the object – outside, inside, at the border 

4. the infant’s capacity to create, think up, devise, originate, produce an object 

5. the initiation of an affectionate type of object-relationship (Winnicott 1974, 2). 

One caveat on using the above guide is that ‘potential space’ moves beyond Winnicott’s description 

of the ‘transitional object’ by involving ‘object usage’, which negotiates the perception and use of 

objective external objects. ‘Potential space’, though it is a space that begins in the primitive world 

of the infant is envisaged as accessible though into mature adulthood. Consequently, it is worth 

noting three differences between the possibilities of primitive and mature ‘potential space’. 

Winnicott referred to ‘transitional objects’ as a ‘bundle of projections’ (Winnicott 1974, 118) and 

as being primarily self-orientated (Winnicott 1974, 14). Whereas, ‘object usage’ marks a 

development stage where the external world is tested, whereby illusions and tangible realities can 

begin to become apparent. True reciprocity begins to occur when the external world is proved to 

be uncontrollable. The second point is that the ‘transitional object’ is singular in nature, which 

contrasts with the multiplicity of objects and constructs in mature cultural experience ‘potential 

space’. The third difference is the temporary quality of the ‘transitional object’, which lasts only as 
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long as the object is used by the infant to stand for the mother. Whereas mature ‘potential space’ 

exists within a multivalent and a temporarily enduring ‘potential space’. 

Transitional Object  
The ‘transitional object’ is not an entirely internal creation, but neither is it fully in the external world. 

The infant’s specific use of a specific object is important here, whereby she changes something about 

herself, and this change defines its transitional status. The ‘transitional object’ is a concept of how 

we begin to negotiate what is inside and outside of ourselves, through the activity of play. 

Consequently, the ‘transitional object’s’ obvious analogy to architectural questions is the interplay 

between inside and outside. I quote Caldwell at length to draw attention to this interface between 

space and object. 

Play inhabits this “intermediate zone”, this transitional space, which is so significant in 
the developmental processes through which the child begins to relate, psychologically 
and somatically, with objects in the external world. But equally significant is its 
importance in indicating the developmental processes that have preceded the child’s 
moves towards it: To arrive at a capacity to inhabit this intermediate/transitional area, 
and, later, to play, involves those processes of illusion and disillusion that for Winnicott 
form the basis of the mother child relation. (Caldwell 2008, 23) 

The ‘transitional object’ indicates past achievements of psychological maturation that begin in the 

intermediate space between mother and infant. Definitive distinctions of object and space, inside 

and outside are not clear cut. Winnicott’s ideas allow for a potentially continuing experience of 

indeterminacy and interplay of inner imagination and real world artefacts.  

Winnicott first formulated the ‘transitional object’ concept in 1951 as Transitional Objects and 

Transitional Phenomena, describing the phenomenon of a teddy bear or blanket to which infants 

become ardently attached (Winnicott 1953, 89-97). The ‘transitional object’ was a major break with 

the theories of Klein as it involved a material object in the external world and not only composing 

internal images. When Winnicott presented this paper, “there was no accounting for the space 

between inside and outside in the psychoanalytic literature” (Abram 1996, 338). Consequently, the 

‘transitional object’ is both an image of the mother and an object transcending this split between 

internal and external. However, Winnicott’s theories can still be considered as a development of 

Kleinian positions. Prior to Klein, Sandor Ferenczi9 had identified a ‘primary love object’, which Harry 

Guntrip considered as a precursor concept to Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ (Rycroft 1985, 14). 

However, Winnicott’s conception of the ‘transitional object’ is the compelling concept that has 

developed its own cultural trajectory, despite where these origins derive. And, it is Winnicott’s 

psychoanalytic technique and framework that is used as the basis for the application to modernist 

architecture. Winnicott’s work owes a debt to Klein who provided a grounding theory of infant 

                                                
9 Sandor Ferenczi was a close associate of Freud and one of Klein’s teachers; Klein’s other teacher being Karl Abraham 
(Klein 1975, x). The psychotherapist Margret Tönnesmann has noted that Winnicot’s concepts pay an inherent debt to 
Ferenczi (Caldwell 2018, 47-49). 
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development. Klein’s enduring contribution to psychoanalysis was the phenomenological account of 

early infant experience of fantasy, illusion and symbolic and pre-symbolic phases. Klein’s account of 

two positions in infant development was developed through analysing children’s play. Klein 

nominated the initial position the ‘paranoid-schizoid position’, evolving into a second ‘depressive 

position’. The paranoid-schizoid position describes the infant’s illusion of being one with the mother 

and the world; a defining feature of this early position was a primitive aggression and destructive 

fantasy. For example, the infant may react with frustration to problematic feeding and other 

thwarted needs. The subsequent depressive position at about six months of age describes the 

infant’s developing awareness of the mother as a separate entity. Winnicott adhered to Klein’s 

hypothesis of a baby born into the world in which he or she is imagined to feel no boundary 

between self and other, yet moving towards a growing understanding of a separate self and 

appreciation of an external world. What happens at this stage of infant development is thought to 

be conveyed through play with a specific teddy bear or similar object. Winnicott distances himself 

from Kleinian orthodoxy by using a part of the physical external world as an aspect of the internal-

self. This early experience of an object as a subjective phenomenon has implications for 

understanding how architecture is potentially similarly conceived as an aspect of interiority as much 

as it is an aspect of exteriority. 

Winnicott’s formulation treats the role of aggression in play in a very different way from Klein. Klein 

supposed infants became aware of their early aggression in the depressive position, resulting in the 

infant’s impulse to make amends through a reparative action of mourning (Kavala-Adler 2014, 85-

86). Additionally, Klein understood this aggression as an expression of Freud’s death instinct (Kavala-

Adler 2014, 182-183). In contrast, Winnicott considered the infant’s aggression as a primary 

expression of being alive and extends its relevance to creative living. Winnicott saw Freud’s death 

instinct as a wrong turn, describing it as a “refuge in heredity” by linking it to the concept of original 

sin (Winnicott 1974, 82). Freud’s death instinct is raised here to identify a possible trigger for 

Winnicott’s view of aggression as an expression of the creative impulse, which I refer to again in the 

discussion of ‘object usage’. Nevertheless, Klein and Winnicott agreed on a fundamental traumatic 

shift in the infant’s perception of the world at around six months. They disagreed on the 

interpretation of infant aggression, but not on its presence. The American psychoanalyst Susan 

Kavala-Adler makes the case for the separate consideration of Klein’s theory of two positions and 

‘death drive’ theory (Kavala-Adler 2014, xv-xvi). Though, Kavala-Adler has her own therapeutic 

reasons for doing so. After Kavala-Adler, by separating out Klein’s opinion of the ‘death-instinct’ 

from the two positions of paranoid-schizoid and depressive, Winnicott and Klein can be assessed 

on their similarity rather than a focus on their divergence. This may be too a neat division of Klein’s 

theories, yet it can also be argued that this reflects Winnicott’s own attitude on the usefulness of 

Klein’s work. Klein’s understanding of Freud’s position is illuminated by the following passage where 

“Freud tells us that the narcissistic libido of the organism thrusts the death-instinct outwards towards 

its objects in order to prevent it from destroying the organism itself. He considers this process 
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fundamental to the individual’s relation to his objects and the mechanism of projection” (Klein 1974, 

126). So, Klein positions our relationships with objects squarely within her understanding of the 

death instinct. However, there is sympathetic correspondence between the phenomenological 

aspects of Klein and Winnicott, despite their disagreements. For instance, Winnicott respected 

Klein’s observation of the terrors and aggression in infant play, though their formulations differed. 

The earlier reference to ‘primitive agonies’ at the start of this theory section further supports this 

aspect of sympathy between Winnicott and Klein. 

The ‘transitional object’ describes the imaginal impositions of the infant onto a physical object. 

Neither the illusion nor the object are by themselves a ‘transitional object’. Winnicott borrowed 

the term ‘cathexis’ from James Strachey’s translation of Freud’s term “bezetzung” to describe this 

complexity between the object and the illusion. The ‘transitional object’ not only refers to the teddy 

bear but also the way in which meaning is ascribed to the infant’s use of it. It is a Latin substitute for 

the German besetzung, which suggests something that is filled up, or charged with electricity (Rycroft 

1979, 16). Other contexts in the German language for besetzung include musical orchestrations or 

theatrical casting, which infer strategies of aesthetic organisation. The object is enlivened or charged 

up by the infant’s creative illusion. This ‘enlivening’ can be thought of as assigning certain attributes 

or agencies to the object, such as the ability to reduce an infant’s anxiety on being put to sleep or 

during travel. The dynamic tension between object and idea - between the actual physical object, 

the canvas or the ‘teddy bear’ - and our imagination engaging with the physical object are central to 

both cubism and the ‘transitional object’. Masud Khan commented that Winnicott was aware of the 

similarities between cubism and the ‘transitional object in 1975 (Winnicott 1975, xx).10 The cubist 

tension between the object and illusion is similar to the relationship between the given to created 

that Khan ascribes to the ‘transitional object’. The relevance of Khan’s comment is extended to 

modernist architecture in Chapters Three and Four. 

The ‘transitional object’ has a location in time and space; it can be physically placed in the world. 

The ‘transitional object’ describes a nascent impulse to locate oneself in the world.  The ‘transitional 

object’ is a temporary attribute of an object, due to its particular use by an infant during a crucial 

period of development where infants begin to play with external objects. The transitory nature 

attributed to the object only holds for as long as the object is ‘cathected’. The word choice of 

‘transitional’ was necessary to Winnicott due to the implication of movement, time and process. 

Winnicott emphasises the aspect of movement in the following excerpt from a letter to the 

psychoanalyst Roger Money-Kyrle, 27 November 1952. 

                                                
10 Kahn went on to identify similar tensions in the work of of Joyce and Mallarmé. Kahn identified Joyce’s “secular epiphany” 
and the importance Mallarmé laid on the word as image on the page as having similar tensions to cubism, between the 
physical form and the meaning conveyed. 
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The word intermediate is certainly useful but the word transition implies movement 
and I must not lose sight of it otherwise we shall find some sort of static phenomenon 
being given an association with my name. (Winnicott 1987, 42) 

The implication of this quote is that something is moved through, rather than permanently created, 

conveying an ephemeral yet dynamic quality. The occurrence of the ‘transitional object’ for 

Winnicott takes place at a very particular juncture in early infant development. The object is then 

generally gradually forgotten and so decathected, though not purposefully discarded.  

This locational or positional feature, which is present in both Klein and Winnicott, is used by architect 

Colin St John Wilson to justify the relevance of Stokes’s Kleinian aesthetics to the spatial experience 

of architecture (Wilson 1996, 67-8). Wilson considered unremembered infant experiences as 

shadowing the feeling of enclosure and exposure in architectural experience. Wilson connects this 

to a feeling of; “…being inside or outside, or hovering on the threshold in-between” (Wilson 1996, 

68), which suggests a variation in degree or kind. The loggia and atrium are architectural examples 

of this threshold space. The loggia is an external space within the structure of a building and the 

atrium is an internal space that suggests an external character, both of which invert internal and 

external expectations. And so, I am suggesting that art and architecture share this capacity to be 

used to negotiate locations, a use shared by the ‘transitional object’. 

The art historian Michael Podro compared the transitional nature of Winnicott’s observations of 

the infant’s object to the way in which depictions of art exist in a transitional zone between “literal 

presence and what is imagined in it” (Podro 1998, 148). In a similar vein, the historian Zaretsky 

draws attention to the ‘transitional’ quality of the object being concurrently internal and external, 

without a resolved composition of internal and external.  

Unlike the intrapsychic activity, such as fantasying, classically studied by analysts, the 
transitional object cannot be understood as “inside” the infant. (Zaretsky 1996, 158).  

The ‘transitional object’ is a real object with physical characteristics, but also imbued with what the 

infant needs it to be; such as a teddy bear as a stand in for the mother’s capacity for effective holding 

of the nascent ego. Winnicott states, “[t]his is because this third area is a product of the experiences 

of the individual persons (baby, child, adolescent, adult) in the environment that obtains.”(Winnicott 

1974, 125). In this third area the infant creates what it needs through the combined illusion and 

reality of enlivened objects. The infant creates what it needs, both internally and externally, through 

finding capacities of the self to create productive illusions and finding elements of the external 

environment to substantiate the creation. As such, the ‘transitional object’ comprises the physical 

object of the teddy bear and a fantasy creation of an active comforting presence to fulfil a specific 

need. This process of adopting/finding/creating pre-existing objects for functional fantasy projections 

extends the experience of a previously unknown external world as the infant’s ability to combine 

found objects with imagined ability grows. The object’s perceived agency is used to ameliorate 

anxiety during in-between states, like going to sleep. In addition, the ‘transitional object’ is used to 
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navigate gaps during periods of inconsistent provision of maternal care. A sense of self develops 

while the relationship to the outer world as separate and potentially autonomous becomes 

increasingly apparent. The quality and character of the infant’s perception of this outer world are 

assumed to be inscribed in the choice and use of the ‘transitional object’11. 

The ‘transitional object’ is symbolic of union with the mother, initially perceived as oneness with the 

total environment. Seemingly conversely, the ‘transitional object’ also expresses a growing 

appreciation of separation from the mother. The specifics of the infant’s relationship with the mother 

are incorporated into the relationship between the infant and the ‘transitional object’. This doubling 

of the self or other as an outer object is first seen in the ‘transitional object’. Winnicott observed 

that the growing sense of the self as separate is a loosening of the infant’s imagined conception of 

the self as the world. The idea that the external world is transcended in some way by the self-view 

is originally found in Freud. The philosopher Lucy Huskinson elaborates on Freud’s view to show 

how architectural interactions can be considered an extension of this process whereby we integrate 

elements of the external world that we personally fin interesting in a process of mimesis (Huskinson 

2018, 99-100).  Further to this, the Australian psychiatrist Russell Meares was influenced by the 

concepts of infant development in Klein’s and Winnicott’s work. Meares observes that until 

approximately seven months “infants seem to conceive (as compared with perceive) others as part 

of themselves” (Meares 2016, 93). Meares’s explanations help to elucidate the idea that an infant’s 

world conception is also a conception of self. For Meares, the ‘transitional object’ displays the 

specifically human capacity for analogy. This capacity for analogy is thought to contribute to an 

understanding of what is internal and what is external, and the confusions that can occur is this 

process. Meares views analogy as specific to the human condition and distinguishes between 

homologue, analogy and metaphor as increasing levels of sophistication. Architecture is one of many 

disciplines that uses homologue, analogy and metaphor. An example is a church or place of 

ceremony or government. The attribution of analogic and metaphoric agency is observed in the 

reverence given to such buildings. This reverence is the meaning we apply to them by imagining the 

church to embody a transcendental spirit, or a court building representing the substance of law. I 

argue that these buildings are representative of the complex relational structures between human 

beings, just as the relationship between mother and infant is inscribed in the ‘transitional object’. 

                                                
11 Various commentators have problems with the concept of ‘transitional object’, though the concept has been generally 
well received. Winnicott’s friend and Jungian psychoanalyst and psychiatrist, Michael Fordham, commented that all infants 
do not universally have an experience of a ‘transitional object’ (Fordham 1998, 62). Winnicott gives no definitive answer 
to why this may be so. The psychoanalyst and Winnicott scholar Lesley Caldwell (Kuhn 2013, xvii) notes that Winnicott 
is vague as to whether the ‘transitional object’ is indicative of pathology or health, as clinical material supporting the 
‘transitional objects’ chapter in Playing and Reality is pathological in nature. If the ‘transitional object’ is considered as 
evidence of health, then its occurrence is an important marker of maturation and ability to engage creatively with the 
outer world. However, if the ‘transitional object’ can express both positive and negative states of mental health, it is 
important to observe how the ‘transitional object’ is used. Winnicott’s includes the case study of a boy using string used 
to tie furniture together as a ‘transitional object’. The relationship issues within the family appeared to induce the boy to 
play a repetitive game of connecting furniture together as a way of symbolising mending broken relationships. Both the 
attachment to string and the image created with it helped to describe a feeling of internal loss of something in the outer 
world. It is not clear whether the string is a reparative action or whether the use of string reveals the pathological conditions 
that continued to be evident in the boy’s case history. 
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Ambiguity and paradox are an essential aspect of otherness in Winnicottian terms. Winnicott 

ascribed otherness as deriving from the infant’s experience of oneness with the mother. The 

ambiguity of selfhood, as something extracted from the union of infant and mother, is a surviving 

element of the rudimentary experiences of oneness and otherness. For Winnicott, otherness 

indicates how we come to acknowledge another as an independent entity with which we can 

develop reciprocal interactions, without resorting to fantasies of omnipotent control. Winnicott 

sought to observe these developments through observing the play of infants and children. The 

resulting concept of the ‘transitional object’ combines the object itself, how we use the object, and 

what our conception of this object is. For Winnicott, this object was allied with aspects of the initial 

relationship with the mother. The task of both separating and conjoining our experience of ourselves 

and the experience of the world is experienced through the ‘transitional object’. 

Object Usage  
Winnicott’s paper “The Use of an Object and Relating through Identifications” (Winnicott 1969, 

711-716) proposes that the abilities to perceive objects as objective can be gained through 

aggressive play. ‘Object usage’ denotes the infant’s testing of an objective or external world through 

aggressive and destructive fantasy play. In contrast, the ‘transitional object’ is under the omnipotent 

control of the infant. ‘Object usage’ starts to define an objective part of the world in relation to the 

inner self, that underscores a deep human need to know where we are in time and space. I argue 

this locational property can be used to interpret our body not only in space-time but also its location 

between impressions of illusion and reality, thus contributing to methods of understanding our 

locations in cultural experience. ‘Object usage’ explains the use of illusion to constructively interact 

with the environment, including architecture.  

The context for Winnicott’s first presentation of this paper was to the Psychoanalytic Society in 

New York on 12th November 1968, where the paper initially received an unappreciative audience 

(Rodman 2003, 323-324, Caldwell and Joyce 2011, 716). In this paper Winnicott clearly reframed 

aggressiveness as a creative impulse in a significant break with Kleinian thinking. Nonetheless Klein’s 

work is creatively founded evidenced by the Kleinian derived aesthetic theories of both Hannah 

Segal and Adrian Stokes. Klein’s view of aggression is uncreative, given that Stokes and Segal explore 

artistic endeavour as a process of reparation, where the child is thought to engage in repairing the 

mother degraded by the child’s aggressive attentions. So, the differences between Winnicott and 

Klein on this point are not straight forward. I draw this distinction. Klein’s main creative drive is 

through reparation, where the child attempts, after acknowledging their aggressive actions, to repair 

the impact of these actions. Kleinian aesthetics situates creativity as the response to aggression. 

Whereas, Winnicott deems a creative process is in play during the acting out of aggressive thought 

and feelings, with ‘object usage’. The acting out of aggression is in and of itself creative from 

Winnicott’s perspective. Winnicott’s papers on ‘transitional objects’ and ‘object usage’ marked a 

critical shift in moving psychoanalytic thinking away from a Freudian emphasis on fearful repressed 
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material in the unconscious to a variable account of the possible unconscious content.12 For 

Winnicott, ‘object usage’ is the process by which the object is made useable by the infant through 

the object’s survival of fantasy destructions. Nevertheless, this use has the potential for actual 

destruction. 

Winnicott’s controversial late paper has garnered both acclaim and criticism. Caldwell and Joyce 

state the object usage paper was keenly received by psychoanalysts such as Dodi Goldman, Michael 

Eigan and Adam Phillips as an important contribution to psychoanalysis (Lesley  Caldwell & Joyce 

2011). Additionally, the psychoanalyst Juliette Mitchell has used the theory of ‘object usage’ to 

question her relationship with academic theory as comprising a subjective or objective object 

relationship to gauge levels of subjective control and external autonomy (Mitchell 2005, 27-38).  

Winnicott makes a list of the elements that constitute the psychoanalyst as being the person, the 

technique and setting. The objective status of each factor can be tested through fantasy destruction. 

The separation also demonstrates different categories of knowledge to be considered. Mitchell adds 

that theory can be included in Winnicott’s list of the psychoanalyst’s components (Mitchell 2005, 

29). Mitchell’s inference is that in testing a theory, we attempt its destruction to derive objective 

qualities, which has a clear relevance to testing a creative production’s ability to function as part of 

a shared external world. Michael Eigan has commented that ‘[i]t seemed to me that Winnicott's 

"use of object" paper marked a genuine leap in his work, and all that he had written must be re-

evaluated in terms of it’ (Eigen 2004 [1993], xx). Eigan recounts that Clare Winnicott confirmed 

Winnicott’s elation at breaking new ground. ‘Object usage’ thus sought to inform our creative 

negotiation of the outer world in an array of cultural pursuits that test limits. 

Winnicott suggests that ‘object usage’ is observed in play where self-finding and self-formation have 

been adequately achieved, which changes the nature of the infant’s relationship to an object 

(Winnicott 1969, 712). Winnicott observed this developmental shift specifically where there are 

aggressive or destructive acts and narratives. Winnicott considered this aggressive expression 

developed an appreciation of an object as autonomous, parallel to the growing autonomy of self. 

Winnicott’s suggested analytic technique requires the psychoanalyst to refrain from interjecting 

interpretations because ‘[t]he principle is that it is the patient and only the patient who has the 

answers’. This encourages the analysand’s autonomy, ’to place the analyst outside the area of subjective 

phenomena’ (Winnicott 1969, 711). In the case of infants, this might result in a limited refusal by the 

psychoanalyst to conform to the infant’s imaginary wishes such as the psychoanalyst playing dead 

on request. The psychoanalyst does not bend to all requests, even if this draws the patient’s anger. 

The patient’s anger is useful for Winnicott’s analytic technique to introduce limits to subjective 

influence over the environment. Winnicott goes on to say that space outside personal phenomena 

                                                
12 Winnicott’s inclusion of a wider possibilities of unconscious content are clearly predated by Carl Jung’s work on the 
unconscious in regards to dream work that precipitated his split from Freud, “during a lecture trip to the United States 
which Jung and Freud took together” in 1909 (Singer 1994, 245). 
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‘must necessarily be real in the sense of being part of a shared reality, not a bundle of projections’ 

for the analysand (Winnicott 1969, 711). The object in ‘object usage’ is understood as part of a 

shared reality and not created by the self as in the ‘transitional object’. Projective mechanisms are 

still useful in the appreciation of the object but are not perceived as having created the object or 

determining all the object’s faculties. In the context of architectural experience, ‘object usage’ asks 

who is the object and who is the subject, in a two-way negotiation of a shared reality. 

Winnicott understood aggression as a life-affirming action contradicting Freud’s ‘death drive’ as the 

source of aggression. According to the psychotherapist and academic Georgescu Matei “death is 

the defining experience of a finite life” for Freud (Matei 2011, 229). However, Winnicott thought 

that the infant was only able to understand ‘death’ after the infant had developed a sense of self 

and subsequently the object or the other; prior to this there was only a potential for ‘annihilation’ 

anxiety. Winnicott considered the more primitive state of annihilation to mean “no hope; cathexis 

withers up” (Winnicott 1974, 110). Annihilation is the end of everything, both infant, mother and 

the world, rather than an understanding of individual death in the context of the continued living of 

others (Caldwell and Joyce 2011, 461). Accordingly, this concept of aggression contemplates death, 

not purely a biological instinct, but one that is also psychic, social and cultural.  

The psychotherapist Christopher Reeves finds a significant relationship between Winnicott and the 

leading modernist poet and theorist, T.S. Eliot. Reeves has suggested that Winnicott drew 

psychoanalytic insights from T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets. Reeves thought Eliot was important to 

Winnicott’s theoretical thinking. Following Winnicott, Reeves interprets the following excerpt as 

suggesting that life and death create the necessary frame that provides the conditions for creativity 

(Reeves 2010, 380). A frame, of course, has a specific meaning as the physical frame of a painting. 

A frame denotes a separation, but also something to be traversed or dissolved. According to Reeves, 

Winnicott had a very specific insight into the importance of the frame for creativity that derived 

from T.S. Eliot’s poem “The Four Quartets” (1936-1942). 

What we call the beginning is often the end,  
And to make an end is to make a beginning  
The end is where we start from. (ll. 214–16) (Reeves 2010, 380) 
 

Reeves thought that Winnicott knew Eliot’s poetry well and that, ‘his explicit and subliminal 

borrowings from it are frequent’ and as such were important to Winnicott’s theoretical thinking 

(Reeves 2010, 375).13 Winnicott had quoted these lines from Eliot in his unseen and unfinished 

autobiography (Reeves 2010, 380).14 Reeves questioned what “Four Quartets” meant for Winnicott 

beyond the confines of poetry. As Reeves puts it, ‘death as an event of life’ is foundational for the 

                                                
13 This was previously discussed in chapter one in reference to temporal interchanges in Winnicott’s theory the ‘Fear of 
Breakdown’. 
14 Reeves notes that the only details we have of this unfinished autobiography are the small details that Winnicott’s wife 
Clare has shared after Winnicott’s death (Reeves 2010, 380). 
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concepts of ‘object-usage’, and also ‘fear of breakdown’ (Reeves 2010, 380). These late concepts in 

Winnicott’s work equate the prospect of fragmentation of the self with death; though Winnicott’s 

conception of death includes the seeds of creativity and a feeling of being alive, and as such is much 

altered from Freud’s ‘death instinct’. My understanding of Winnicott’s intention is that in confronting 

the realities and possibilities of death.  

The lines from Eliot that Reeves and Winnicott quote play with many simultaneous meanings by 

potentially inverting the sense of each word, as in end as beginning and so worth. Reeves describes 

Winnicott’s words as carriages, conveying meanings that can go in either direction and uses ‘the use 

of an object’ as an example of this (Reeves 2010, 385). As I understand Reeves, ‘use’ and ‘object’ 

can be deployed in a way that emphasises a dehumanising or un-relational aspect such as using a 

person for your own ends or objectifying someone. In these senses ‘the use of an object’ involves 

considering how you might deny aspects of the objective reality of the external world for your own 

internal reasons. Though, paradoxically in persisting with a decidedly personal interpretation of the 

world that might deny the two way relational actions in relationship, something dies and something 

survives. Put another way, something ends and something begins. This starting and stopping of things 

or ending and beginning is akin to the frame. In a similar way, the frame of a painting denotes a 

boundary between life and art. By introducing art into life and life into art, an intermediate area is 

introduced that is a place where things end and begin, and begin and end. This frame becomes an 

active agent creating meaning in how objects are being used, or framed. 

Comparatively, Nicholson desired his art to be a living object,15 thus diffusing the boundary or frame 

between life and art. The frame in Nicholson’s sense denotes a boundary condition to be traversed 

or explored. For Winnicott, it is precisely these limitations that contribute to the form and structure 

of a life, that promote the creative impulse. Aggression was a source of creativity for Winnicott, 

precisely because aggression tests how a part of an external reality resists destruction. Winnicott’s 

insight derives from observations of infants’ playing that often included destructive and aggressive 

narratives. The fantasy destruction of the object is a process of testing and proving that the object 

is beyond subjective control, akin to proving the mother as both reliable and inconsistent. Thus, 

Winnicott emphasises the positive role that aggression plays in the survival of an object, just as he 

emphasised the positive role of illusion. For Winnicott “it is the destructive drive that creates the 

quality of externality” (Winnicott 1969, 715). An experience of the world by acting aggressively or 

destructively towards elements in the outside world is proved real by surviving the intended harm 

and so felt to be truly independent of the self. This complex idea of Winnicott’s helps to inform a 

picture of how a developing knowledge of the interplays between self and other through aggressive 

action. An infant’s aggressive or destructive play tests how far their imagined omnipotent control 

extends into the world. Following this, the experience of architecture would then include an 

‘aggressive’ testing of its objective qualities through the use of illusionary perception. One might find 

                                                
15 This phrase was used by Nicholson in a letter to Adrian Stokes in 1963 (TGA 8816.239) 
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frustrations in assuming ambiguous external spaces are internal yet finding the noise, rain and smell 

interfering with an assumed or expected experience. 

Winnicott acknowledges the importance of Klein’s appreciation of the positive role of aggression in 

reparative action; yet thought that Klein lacked clarity in the link between aggression and creativity. 

For Winnicott, aggression was an expression of being alive and thus connected with his idea of 

creative living (Winnicott 1974, 82). In contrast, Kavala-Adler comments that Klein’s paper “Envy 

and Gratitude” from 1957, though profound, explains the reparative process as making amends for 

past aggressive acts that derive from the ‘death instinct’. Peter Wilson’s review of the Caldwell 

edited volume Winnicott and the Psychoanalytic Tradition (Caldwell 2007), references a chapter by 

Michael Podro (Podro 2007, 24-32), which identifies aggressiveness as central to the differences 

between Klein and Winnicott. Wilson explains that; 

Michael Podro’s chapter on ‘Destructiveness and Play’ questions Klein’s view that ‘the 
content of works of art [is] always symbolizing the inward reparation towards damaged 
but loved objects’ (p. 26). [Winnicott] argues for a more constructive notion of 
aggression in the service of the mind’s capacity ‘to invent and expand the range of its 
interests and activities’ (p. 26). (Wilson 2009, 114)  

Winnicott argues that while the orthodox psychoanalytic view is that aggression is reactive to the 

environment, aggression has a role in the creation of the perception of the external world 

(Winnicott 1971, 110). Winnicott states that ‘[o]bject-relating can be described in terms of the 

experience of the subject’, as in the ‘transitional object’ (Winnicott 1969). The inference here is that 

the object-relating of the ‘transitional object’ is a purely subjective experience of external world 

objects. In comparison ‘object usage’ moves beyond our projective identifications onto an external 

world, which may or may not agree with out assumptions. Further, we might hope to aspire to an 

objective appreciation of an external and autonomous world that exists without our approval or 

intention. Therefore, I argue that ‘object usage’ is as important to understand as the ‘transitional 

object’ in applications to architecture that appear to focus on the tensions and interactions between 

objective realities and subjective phenomena. 

I now turn to Ben Nicholson’s painting ‘Au Chat Botté’ (1932) (fig 1.03) to assist in illustrating 

Winnicott’s concepts of interplay between objectivity and subjectivity.16 This cubist work by 

Nicholson illustrates relational structures involved in the ‘transitional object’ and ‘object usage’. 

Nicholson’s painting is one of a series of several paintings from the early 1930s that take a shop 

window in Dieppe as their subject matter. This series slightly predates Nicholson’s white reliefs, 

where Nicholson is generally acknowledged for his architectural relevance. Nicholson’s art in the 

                                                
16 During this period, Nicholson was living in Hampstead and part of what Herbert Read referred to a ‘gentle nest of 
artists’ (ref). I hasten to point out that Winnicott was living close by in Pilgrim’s Lane (Rodman 2003, 54-56, 66), and Jim 
Ede lived further up the hill at One Elm Row (Rodman 2003, 388n4). 
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1930s deals with the to-and-fro of relationship through a spatial construct.17 Nicholson’s painting 

illustrates a reciprocal relationship, where the painting acknowledges the space between the painting 

and the viewer.  

Fig 1.03 Ben Nicholson,  Au Chat Botté, 1932, oil and pencil on canvas, 92.3 cm x 122cm, Manchester 
Art Gallery (@ Angela Verren Taunt, all rights reserved, DACS 2018) From the artuk database 
online, https://www.artuk.org/discover/artworks/1932-au-chat-botte-205720 
 

‘Au Chat Botté’ is essentially a representation of a view through a window. However, the window 

is a shop window, displaying objects or signage on the glass while also reflecting the viewer on the 

pane of glass. The commercial nature of this subject matter infers a material transaction of some 

kind, so a relationship is a basic subject premise. Objects are on display in the shop window, on 

which signage is clearly drawn, while in addition the reflected portrait also appears at this window 

plane. This relationship is paralleled by that between viewer and artist. The connection to 

Winnicott’s theory of ‘object usage’ is where the painting conveys an awareness of the self in 

relationship to things in the external world.  

Nicholson presents an overlay of faces and goblets that appear to deliberately complicate the 

identification of the painting’s images. Nicholson positions the viewer as if looking at a shop window. 

There is signage on the glass denoting the viewer’s external position. Yet the edge of a letter dips 

behind a jug confusing any fixed interpretation of location. A jug and a bowl on a table behind the 

                                                
17 Jutta Vinzent has discussed the distinctly spatial character of Nicolsons’s ‘Au Chat Botté’ (Vinzent 2015) and further 
proposed a spatial approach to Art History in a forthcoming publication (Vinzent 2018). 
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glass can be interpreted as goods for sale. A portrait is placed next to these objects. The question 

the painting raises is whether the portrait is an object behind the glass or a reflection of a person in 

front of the glass. The objects then have the potential to be perceived as people and vice versa. 

These ambiguities play on the relational conflict between whether the reflection to the left of the 

painting is perceived as reflection or as one of the objects behind the glass. Here, expected 

knowledge of inside and outside is challenged through illusionary devices. Another ambiguity is 

whether the reflection can be imagined as the viewer of the painting. Another reading is the personal 

connotation of the reflection as a portrait of Barbara Hepworth, Nicholson’s soon to be wife 

(Lynton 1993, 103). Nevertheless, any personal interpretation does not affect the viewers’ 

perception of the variable relational structures, as discussed here. More importantly, the painting 

and the ‘transitional object’ both involve a nuanced and changeable relationship of what is perceived 

between external and internal experience. Correspondingly, the window becomes a metaphor for 

the canvas, while the painting describes complex interactions. The spatial strategy represents the 

multiple relationships between what is in front of the canvas, what is on the canvas, what is behind 

the canvas, or within the canvas. Subsequently, the painting’s inherent ambiguity is between the flat 

canvas and the representation of a spatial construction. Nicholson articulated three planes of 

pictorial spatial construction in an article for Horizon in 1941.  Nicholson described the interaction 

of these planes as an interplay between real and unreal, indicating a continuing concern with the 

metaphoric capacity of transparency. 

What was important was that the name was printed in very lovely red lettering on the 
glass window – giving one plane – and in this window were reflections of what was 
behind me as I looked in – giving a second plane – while through the window objects 
on the table were performing a kind of ballet and forming the “eye” or life point of 
the painting – giving a third plane. These three and all their subsidiary planes were 
interchangeable so that you could not tell what was real and which unreal, what was 
reflected and what unreflected, and this created, as I see now, some kind of space or 
imaginative world in which one could live. (Nicholson 1948, 26-27) 

Nicholson’s comments suggest that the Dieppe paintings infer a metaphor concerning relationship. 

Accordingly, they unpick the structure of the relationship we have with the outer world whilst also 

conveying the character of that experience. The planes Nicholson describes express variable 

interpretations of transparency, reflectivity and opacity. Thus, Nicholson’s painting uses the shop 

window as a spatial strategy where the canvas functions concurrently as a specular plane, a 

transparent plane, a physical plane of glass and the actual canvas. Numerous relational structures 

are implied for the same painted object, which then infers relationships between these 

interpretations.  

A similar structure appears in Nicholson’s “1932 (Auberge de la Sole Dieppoise)” (fig. 1.04). The 

subtlety of this painting is in rendering the clashing perspectives as if harmonious, expressing the 

difficulty of separating our subjective and objective perceptions. The painting illustrates the claims 

of both the physical and the imaginary that share the same space and both lay interpretive claims 
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on the viewer. To some extent, the ‘transitional object’ has a similar dilemma to anyone observing 

an infant play with ‘their’ object, The imagined animated object is observed yet at the same time 

the physicality of the inert bundle of cloth and stuffing is also observed. The overlay of front and 

side portraits reflects the profiles of the jugs and goblets, emphasising a doubling of person and 

object. The glass plane is not just reflective; it is a surface where the view beyond is overlain with 

an image of the viewer. The reflective clear glass replaces the mirror as an illustration of real world 

perception.  

Fig 1.04 Ben Nicholson, 1932 (Auberge de la Sole Dieppoise), 1932, oil paint, graphite and plaster on 

plywood, 93.9cm x 75.9cm, Tate Gallery Collection (@ Angela Verren Taunt all rights reserved, 

DACS 2018) From the Tate website online, http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nicholson-1932-

auberge-de-la-sole-dieppoise-t00944 
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I argue that the spatial structure of Nicholson’s painting has similarities to Winnicott’s ‘transitional 

object’ and ‘object usage’. Nicholson’s painting and the ‘transitional object’ both replicate physical 

conditions and metaphors, between inside and out. Cubism might have flattened the illusion of 

depth on the canvas, but out of this came more freedom to illustrate complex spatial constructions. 

These constructions engage the viewer in the active contemplation of who is reflected and whether 

the objects and persons are in front of the glass, on the glass or beyond the glass; inferring possible 

variations of locations and relationships. There is a dynamic sense of to-and-fro. Nichsolon’s spatial 

construction describes a positional relationship between the viewer and the object/person and is 

indeterminate. This indeterminacy is a special focus of psychoanalysis that observes the differences 

between healthy and pathological engagements with illusion. Winnicott’s theories offer one way of 

tracing these differences by observing the locations and relationships between things. Nicholson’s 

Dieppe paintings as an illustration of the ‘transitional object’ and object usage’ show a combination 

of subjective and objective input we perceive in our experience of the world, of a context to be 

within.  

Facilitating Environment  
The ‘facilitating environment’ can be read as the mother, the psychoanalyst and the setting. 

Winnicott’s concept of the mother is a complex set of attributes, which parallels the psychoanalyst 

as person, technique and setting. Winnicott observed the infant’s experience of the mother in two 

ways, the object-mother and the environment-mother, in the 1963 paper The development of the 

capacity for concern (Winnicott 1965, 74). This distinction of the two dimensions of mother (as 

object, as environment) has an obvious resonance with architecture, which is both an object of 

contemplation and use, and an environment. However, the infant’s experience of the mother is not 

a clearly conscious or knowing one, despite the infant responding to the mother directly in terms 

of communication and then responding to the cues of the environment that creates conditions in 

which differing things ca occur. 

The term ‘facilitating environment’ is prominent in Winnicott’s lexicon in 1963 papers “On 

Communicating and Not Communicating leading to a Study of Certain Opposites and Fear of 

Breakdown”, including the 1964 seminar “The Importance of the Setting in Meeting Regression in 

Psycho-Analysis” (Winnicott 1965, 69). An earlier paper from 1941 “The Observation of Infants in 

a Set Situation” contains initial insights. The papers from 1941 and 1964 describe the ‘facilitating 

environment’ as a benignly supportive condition enabling maturational development. The following 

quote describes the key requirements of the ‘facilitating environment’: 

The operation of the facilitating environment starts with near 100 percent adaption, 
rapidly diminishing according to the growing needs of the baby. These needs include 
opportunity for object-relating through aggression. (Winnicott 1992, 101) 
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Therefore, developmental processes are dependent on the capacity of the facilitator to contain 

aggressive behaviour or maintain acceptance of imaginary elements in play and this renders the 

‘facilitating environment’ as an essentially relational construction.  

Winnicott’s concept of the ‘facilitating environment’ is that provided by the mother for an infant 

which supports successful psychological maturation. The mother, in this instance, being the role of 

primary carer rather than denoting a biological sex. Winnicott’s idea of ‘potential space’, is the space 

between mother and infant where the other is acknowledged and reciprocal play ideally begins. The 

premise is that from a certain developmental stage the infant perceives the mother as an 

environment and also an object. So you have an object-mother and an enivronment-mother; 

something to be within and something to respond to. A corrollary of this nursing couple is the 

psychoanalytic setting between psychoanalyst and analysand, where the psychoanalyst provides an 

environment for the psychological change of the analysand as well as providing an object for 

reciprocal interaction. Winnicott describes environmental provision in the 1962 paper, “Providing 

for the child in health and in crisis”, as follows; 

the provision is facilitating the child's innate tendency to inhabit the body and to enjoy 
the body's functions, and to accept the limitation that the skin provides, a limiting 
membrane, separating me from not-me. (Winnicott 1965, 68).  

Winnicott nominated the ‘facilitating environment’ as that which the mother provides for the 

growing infant, helping to locate being in the body in the world. This environment was assumed to 

influence the infant’s choice of ‘transitional object’, or whether it occurred at all. Winnicott observes 

that awareness of this ‘facilitating environment’ is normally only observed when an interruption 

occurs, notwithstanding the importance of a ‘facilitating environment’ for the development and 

maturation of playing. Another way of saying this is that identifying problems in the environment 

that hinder playing, helps us to understand how the ‘facilitating environment’ functions positively; so 

that what doesn’t work illuminates what does work. 

The way we use objects can be instructive as to how an environment is functioning in a facilitating 

manner. The ‘transitional object’ is an expression of the infant’s growing experience of being in a 

body in relationship with the mother. The mother provides a ‘facilitating environment’ within which 

the infant develops a cognitive response to this relational situation. The construction of the 

‘transitional object’ to some extent replicates aspects of this relational situation between mother 

and infant. As such the ‘transitional object’ is constructed of human responses engaging nonhuman 

objects and acting out in specific observable ways. This interpretive construction has multiple 

relationships; mother-infant, infant-object, mother-object, infant-space, mother-space, object-space. 

The ‘transitional object’ cannot then be understood separate from its context. In a sense, the 

‘transitional object’ does not exist without observing the spatial and temporal context. The 

development of ‘object usage’ can be considered in the same ways as consisting of space, object, 

person and action. The ‘facilitating environment’ is not just the mother or mother figure; it also 

includes the capacity of the actual room, home and other areas inhabited. 
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The nursing couple sets up a dialgoue of sorts. The focus is not so much on the two entities, but 

the character or nature of the interplay between mother and infant. For me, it is useful to think of 

a building in a similar way, something that I exist within, without being that consciously aware of 

what or how it operates. However, it is also an object to which I can respond. This then leads me 

to think of a building as something that is reciprocal, capable of responding in a way to my different 

ways of being in a building, both in compliance and resistance. Here, I suggest that variable physical 

conditions within a building support a process of interpretation and developing meaning.  

The physical characteristics of Winnicott’s analytical room are also an extended part of the 

‘facilitating environment’. The analytic room is here considered as the physical proportions and 

properties of a room and its contents and, in addition, the way the psychoanalyst uses the room; as 

well as agreements of timing, durations, and money. The analytic room however also encompasses 

the attitudes the psychoanalyst and analysand bring to the encounter. Winnicott’s theory of 

‘facilitating environment’ considers both mother and psychoanalyst as providing inherently variable 

capacities, which impact the ability to facilitate maturational processes. The actual room where 

Winnicott worked has been described both by himself and others as being relevant to his work as 

an psychoanalyst. The psychologist, Harry Guntrip’s (Guntrip 1996 [1975], 745) reference to Clare 

Winnicott’s description of Winnicott’s analytic space demonstrates that Winnicott’s attitude 

towards the space changes its analytic capacity;  

His consulting room was simple, restful in colours and furniture, unostentatious, 
carefully planned, so Mrs Winnicott told me, by both of them, to make the patient feel 
at ease. (Guntrip 1996 [1975], 745) 

Undoubtedly, Winnicott and his wife Clare considered the impact of the analytical room on the 

patient valuable enough to pay specific attention to observing the room’s physical arrangement. 

Clare Winnicott had described the playful nature of their home life by saying “[w]e played with 

things – our possessions – rearranging, acquiring, and discarding according to our mood” (Winnicott 

1992, 14). These comments emphasis the quality of space at work or home was intentional, to both 

engender an ease and to also create a space to play, no matter what age.  Winnicott also discusses 

the nature of his analytic room in the paper “The Observation of Infants in a set Situation” 

(Winnicott 1975, 52). The room was large with the desk situated on the far side of the room from 

the door. Mother and infant walked across the room during which Winnicott made initial 

observations regarding the nature of the maternal relationship. Winnicott directly used the physical 

attributes of the room in a specific way to enhance the therapeutic engagement within the analytic 

process. The distance between the door and the seat in the large room gave Winnicott time to 

watch the minutiae of expression and gesture between mother and infant as they walked towards 

him. This is an example of the interplay between space, objects and people. The large room, the 

position of the door, desk and chairs are in addition to Winnicott and the mother and infant: all 
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combine to create the conditions conducive to therapeutic and clinical work. In this, Winnicott 

brings attention to the interplay of the inner self with the external world.18 

Playing and Creativity  
Winnicott’s work is consistently concerned with playing and creativity. Winnicott developed 

techniques of observing how internality and externality are inter-related in the intermediate location 

of creativity. Winnicott takes this seemingly simple topic of play and then handles it in a complex 

way. If a specific relationship is found it is not assumed to be the only relevant one. For Winnicott, 

play, whether constructive or destructive, is a creative expression, where 

[i]t is in playing and only in playing that the individual child or adult is able to be creative 
and to use the whole personality, and it is only in being creative that the individual 
discovers the self. (Winnicott 1974, 63) 

That creative expression is intrinsic to self-discovery for Winnicott. Self-discovery is also discovering 

the self in the world entailing interplays of locations and relationship found through creative play. 

Winnicott discusses play and creativity in four chapters of Playing and Reality (Winnicott 1974, 44-

100), where playing is described as a process of developing a creative capacity preceding mature 

participation in cultural experience. Winnicott also described psychoanalysis as a sophisticated form 

of playing:  

The natural thing is playing, and the highly sophisticated twentieth-century 
phenomenon is psychoanalysis. It must be of value to the analyst to be constantly 
reminded not only of what is owed to Freud but also of what we owe to the natural 
and universal thing called playing. (Winnicott 1974, 48) 

Here, Winnicott directly parallels playing with psychoanalysis. The psychoanalyst Michael Parsons’s 

comment that ‘play is at work all the time in psychoanalysis’, deriving from Winnicott’s theory, 

provides contemporary validation of the ongoing usefulness of considering analysis as a form of play 

(Parsons 1999, 871). A central contention of this thesis is that the conditions of play can be observed 

in art and architecture through adapting Winnicott’s theories. 

Winnicott considered play as the experiential reality of the ‘transitional object’ and ‘object usage’. 

Playing in Winnicott’s sense is in the intermediate area, between the internal self and the external 

world and so playing has a vital physical dimension that involves tangible contacts with the external 

environment.  The teddy bear, or even cardboard box, need to be physically touched and held and 

manipulated. While dreaming and fantasy are part of a ‘transitional phenomenon’ they are not to 

be confused as equivalent to playing or creativity, and it is important to draw the distinctions 

between physical and imaginary functions, however much they might interrelate. For instance, 

Winnicott observed fantasy as having “no poetic value”, of being rather fixed and repetitive, while 

dreaming “had poetry in it”, involving a fluidity of shifting imagery (Winnicott 1974, 42). The physical 

                                                
18 The concern for the quality of space in Winnicott’s work and home life are not unique to Winnicott in psychoanalytic 
literature, though, an emphasis on play is emblematic of Winnicott’s contributions. 
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dimension of play introduces an uncontrollable or unreliable element in playing and outside the 

omnipotent control of the child. Winnicott describes fantasy as a pre-determinism of imagined 

future events rather than an unknown future in the spontaneity of play and creativity. Albeit, the 

creative act may have pre-determined implications for the future, but in every creative moment, a 

freedom of expression is vital. For Winnicott, the infant’s narrative play with ‘transitional objects’ 

incorporates poetic content, where he states, “[i]t will be observed that creative playing is allied to 

dreaming and to living but essentially does not belong to fantasying” (Winnicott 1974, 37). The 

aggression in playing described as ‘object usage’ “…gain[s] from the experience of frustration, since 

incomplete adaption to need makes objects real” (Winnicott 1974, 12). The frustration or anxiety 

caused by real world imperfectness reinforces experience as real and physical enacted rather than 

as fantasy. Play and poetry is therefore implicated in the infant’s growing understanding of the world. 

This point that connects poetics to self-making is something that Meares dwells on throughout The 

poet’s voice in the making of mind, which I referred to earlier (Meares 2016). 

Winnicott commented on the real-life conditions of play in Observation of Infants in a Set Situation 

(Winnicott 1941). The setting is described through the people and objects present, their potential 

capacities, the physical aspects of the room and the activities during consultation. I earlier discussed 

Mitchell’s view of the separation of the psychoanalyst into person, technique and setting, in relation 

to ‘object usage’. The inference is that knowledge is both information and experience, and changes 

the way things can be interpreted. Illusion, for instance, is not strictly illusion for the infant playing. It 

is the experience of play that is important for Winnicott, including what and where it happens and 

what capacities the players bring to the encounter. 

The essential feature of my communication is this, that playing is an experience, always 
a creative experience, and it is an experience in a space-time continuum, a basic form 
of living. (Winnicott 1974, 59) 

The physical attributes of the room have previously been discussed concerning the ‘facilitating 

environment’. However, here, I emphasise the temporal aspects. The timing of events in analysis 

corresponds to life events, intimating that beginnings, endings and relationships between past and 

future are important elements of play. The temporal quality of ‘transitional objects’ comes about 

through the process of play and creativity, including ‘time interval[s]’ between states (Winnicott 

1974, 1). Winnicott advised the armchair philosopher to get out of the armchair and into the space 

of play in order to understand his concept of the intermediate area (Winnicott 1974, 105). The 

richness of undirected play observed in an infant child ‘lost’ in the moment of play is something that 

needs to be experienced rather than observed. The inference by Winnicott is that knowledge of 

this intermediate area is inaccessible without the experience of doing.  

Winnicott considers playing as a precursor to mature creative expression in cultural experience. He 

views creative ability as a normative human capacity, though this capacity is dependent on specific 

conditions. The basic premise is that the infant’s ‘transitional object’ is a creative act and that mature 

expressions of creativity derive from this foundation. The implication of this early creativity for 
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relational representations is that mature creativity also contains forms of relational structures. 

Creativity for Winnicott is an expected healthy developmental competence and developed in the 

‘potential space’ between mother and infant. For Winnicott, an infant’s inability to play signifies an 

environmental deficit or absence of a ‘facilitating environment’, which has the potential to impede 

psychological development. So when Winnicott comments that; ‘in playing, and perhaps only in 

playing, the child or adult is free to be creative‘, playing is viewed as the gate through which creativity 

is achieved and through which subsequent collective culture projects occur (Winnicott 1974, 62). 

In contrast, an inability to play results in an inability for therapy to occur; when playing stops no 

change occurs, things remain static. No change means that nothing new can occur and this includes 

psychological development. The problem then is how to maintain the risks and changes that 

creativity demands. 

The literary scholar Brooke Hopkins saw similarity between the desire of both Winnicott and John 

Keats to understand the conditions of creativity. Hopkins uses Keats’s concept of ‘negative capability’ 

as being ‘capable to maintain uncertainties, Mysteries, doubt, without any irritable reaching after fact 

& reason’ (Hopkins 1984, 85). Hopkins reports that Keats’s idea was that Shakespeare’s output 

derived in part from a capacity to maintain creative work, even when he was overwhelmed with 

doubt. Keats sought to understand the ability to withstand confusion and persist. In tandem, 

Winnicott considered play as fraught with risk, that persisted in the ‘facilitating environment. For 

Winnicott, the inner self developed in an environment and relationship of trust where the infant is 

not required to react to or act on the outside world, usefully discussed in the 1958 paper “The 

capacity to be alone” (Winnicott 1958). The implication of Winnicott’s work is that a sense of inner 

self is developed in a supportive yet difficult and diffuse space that continually evolves throughout 

life and is a fundamental condition of creativity. Additionally, Hopkins sees a common concern of 

Keats and Winnicott in “the perpetual human task of keeping inner and outer reality separate yet 

interrelated” (Winnicott 1974, 3). The dividends of play and creativity, involving both separating and 

interrelating, are psychological development and maturation. Consequently, the connection 

between play and creativity includes withstanding anxiety and risk. The requirements for play, 

creativity or psychoanalysis are an allowance of non-doing and doing, a frame or setting, and trust 

through reliability in the mother/infant relationship. Consequentially, a supportive, structured and 

relational environment is an important constituent of both play and creativity that allows one to 

withstand the feelings of risk and unknowing. 

Winnicott, Marion Milner and Adrian Stokes have all noted that creativity in infancy had similarities 

with mature cultural experience. For Winnicott, a sense of separation is first observed in the 

‘transitional object’, as mentioned earlier. This separation is a creation of space between things, as 

the epigraph points out it is the point where space is created, where once it did not exist. However, 

Winnicott’s ideas about separation do not lose an early sense of oneness with the subject, or no 

space, they co- exist in some form in healthy adaption to life. Similarly, Marion Milner and Adrian 

Stokes note the importance of separation and oneness in art from the 1950s.  Both authors detect 



 
 

48 

a connection between infant play and mature cultural production. For instance, Milner notes in the 

1952 essay, “The role of illusion in symbol formation”, that a prior condition to symbol formation 

was understood as an ‘oceanic feeling’, which refers to the oneness of the infant’s initial world 

experience and assumed to be retained in later life (Milner 1987, 71). Milner also notes the 

developmental significance of the illusion of oneness in the discovery of twoness (Milner 1987, 75). 

Similarly, Stokes mapped a sense of oneness and otherness onto his conception of modelling and 

carving in art and architecture, modelling being associated with an ‘oceanic feeling’ (Kite 2009, 198).  

Winnicott described play as a “sequence of relationships related to the developmental process” 

and extends this statement into a detailed explanation (Winnicott 1974, 54-56). This sequence has 

four parts, beginning with the infant’s experience of a merged relationship between the object and 

infant. The second relationship is the repeated giving away and receiving of an object, where the 

mother is perceived as separate. The third relationship is of “being alone in the presence of 

someone”, in which the mother is present but forgotten (Winnicott 1974, 55). The final relationship 

is where both the mother and infant engage in initiating and reciprocating in play. These relationships 

form a sequential development of play as observed by Winnicott. All four components participate 

in a creative activity. 

The first relationship is one of immersion with the mother, understood as the world. This experience 

of merged experience is not lost in adulthood and posited as a source of creative activity such as 

Marion Milner and Adrian Stokes’s putting value in Freud’s ‘oceanic feeling’. At the beginning of 

Civilization and Its Discontents Freud famously stated he had never experienced the ‘oceanic feeling’ 

yet posited the source of this common experience as the sense of oneness of an infant with their 

mother (Freud 1961, 11-12). The second relationship is illustrated by Freud’s ‘fort da’ game where 

the infant continually receives and gives or throws away an object. The notion of something that is 

not-me develops as evidence for an outer world.19 The mother becomes a separate entity. Yet, the 

infant creates the meaning of a teddy bear for her own need rather than the needs of the 

environment. When the meaning of a teddy bear is a compliance with an externally accepted 

meaning of a teddy bear, then there is no ‘transitional object’. The third relationship developed is 

with the self, evolving out of acceptance of relational structures. Winnicott surmised that we develop 

a capacity to be self-contained in the presence of the mother, though the mother’s presence is 

‘forgotten’ by the infant, and therefore not strictly solipsistic. The presence of this relationship is not 

predicated on a current relationship but the conditions of the past mother/infant relationship. 

However, when an element of reciprocity is demanded in the fourth relationship, a two-way 

interface is required. Winnicott’s fourth stage involved a reciprocity in playing, where both 

psychoanalyst and infant offer and accept contributions, which reduces the ability for either party to 

                                                
19 It is perhaps more than a coincidence that Winnicott’s repeated reference to the ‘not-me’ is a term that Peter Fuller 
noted in Bernard Berenson’s Sketch for a Self Portrait (Berenson 1949, 9) in his essay “Abstraction and ‘potential space” 
published in Art and Psychoanalysis (Fuller 1988, 195-196). As Fuller explains it, this is an evocation of an experience where 
the divisions between self and other become blurred. 
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predict the consequence of events. Winnicott’s sequence follows the negotiation of immersion, to 

realising the otherness of an object, developing the capacity for being alone and finally negotiating a 

reciprocating object.  

As a corollary to the series of relationships, Winnicott’s notion of play as self-searching involved 

three processes. The initial process of play is one of relaxation in an environment of trust. The 

second process is where play requires, “creative, physical, and mental activity manifested in play” 

(Winnicott 1974, 66). The third process is where the previous two processes contribute to a 

developing ‘sense of self’ as a creative agent in a reflexive manner. Trust and relaxation are therefore 

important environmental conditions for creativity. Winnicott additionally identifies the need for the 

vulnerability of play to be contained in an environment of trust. I would argue that mature culture 

experience, like playing, still requires a trust in the environment. I do not think the self-searching of 

play stops before maturity, but extends into relationships and locations of life, including architecture. 

In the following chapters, I argue that the series of relationships and processes I have described here 

can help to observe and identify how things happen in the intermediate zone of ‘potential space’.   

Conclusions 
This chapter has considered Winnicott’s observations of early infant play in the foundations of adult 

cultural experience. Winnicott’s central theory of ‘potential space’ begins in early infancy in the 

mother-infant relationship and develops into a sophisticated mature space involving multiple 

relationships, locations, spaces and times. I have shown that Winnicott’s theories constitute 

fundamental changes to Freud’s conceptions of inner life by extending the human psychological 

developmental schemas to the very early life of infants. Thus, Winnicott’s theories represent one of 

modernism’s paradigm shifts. Winnicott’s account allows to our early life a sophistication of 

conceptual and perceptual abilities that has repercussions for how we think about cultural 

experience. In the subsequent chapters, I will show how Winnicott’s theories demonstrate 

similarities to concepts within modernist art and architecture, and especially within Winnicott’s own 

social milieu. 

I have introduced Winnicott’s close friend, Jim Ede, and cited indirect connections Winnicott had 

to many of the prominent figures of modernism. In the next chapter, I will explain more details 

about the interconnections that Winnicott’s friendship with Ede enabled. Additionally, Winnicott’s 

first psychoanalyst, James Strachey, was a peripheral member of the Bloomsbury Group that was 

immensely influential on modernism in Britain. Many of Winnicott’s connections with principal 

modernist figures centre on Hampstead, London. Hampstead, from the 1920s and particularly in 

the 1930s was an important locale for the initiators and promoters of psychoanalysis and modernist 

art and architecture within Britain.  

The purpose of this chapter has been to demonstrate how several interrelating theories operate 

within ‘potential space’. The concept of ‘potential space’ is then applied to the cultural expression 

and experience of modernist architecture in subsequent chapters. I argue that Winnicott’s 
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observations of playing can help us to understand the development of how we relate to objects. 

Subsequently, it is through objects that we can communicate a cultural experience of locating the 

internal and bodily self. Therefore, a human impulse or need is to locate where our experiences 

take place. The negotiation between illusion and the concrete world is also a fundamental 

component in mental health, as a lack of ability to creatively distinguish between reality and illusion 

underscores issues related to mental discord. Winnicott’s boundaries between the objective and 

subjective provide a tool to examine the way relationships between objects, people and 

environments function. Winnicott finds non-pathological psychic spaces, which are not wholly inside 

the self, that stretch the limits of psychoanalysis to an explicit and tangible contact with the external 

world.  In this contact lies the link that I draw from Winnicott to modernist architecture. 

Winnicott’s theories have a spatial aspect, suggesting an architectural application. The first theory is 

‘potential space’, which has a corollary to the in-between of inside and outside spaces, of modernist 

architecture, which, through modern technology, could be increasingly expressed. The second 

theory is the ‘transitional object’, where a simultaneous paradoxical experience of imagination and 

physical reality is experienced. The third theory of ‘object usage’ posits a valuable role for illusion in 

testing the veracity of reality. The fourth theory is the ‘facilitating environment’, where Winnicott 

considered the mother as both an object to which the infant responded and the creator of 

environmental conditions in which to be within. In both architecture and the conceptual position of 

the mother there is an object to observe and something to be within. Additionally, Winnicott’s 

statements about playing and creativity are considered as a series of sequences and relationships 

that the infant needs to negotiate in psychological maturation, which has a corollary to architectural 

sequences and relationships. 
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2 
The ‘potential space’ of Kettle’s Yard  
Contextualising Kettle’s Yard within the friendship of Donald Winnicott and Jim Ede. 

 

I am confronted by the adventurous pursuits of the outward and the inward which 
constitute our lives. (Ede 1984, 64) 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.01 West elevation of Kettle’s Yard 
(photograph by author 2014) 
 
One of Winnicott’s longest friendships was with the modernist art collector and curator, Jim (H.S.) 

Ede (1895-1988). The above epigraph is an uncanny repetition by Ede of Winnicott’s “perpetual 

human task of keeping inner and outer reality separate yet interrelated” (Winnicott 1974, 3). Ede 

and his wife Helen moved to Cambridge in 1956, and into the renovated Kettle’s Yard (fig. 2.01-

03) in 1957, with the intent of arranging their home around the modernist art Ede had collected 

since the 1920s (Barassi 2004, 2006, 134). Ede oversaw the development of the gallery extension 

designed by Leslie Martin and David Owers that opened in 1970. The art collection at Kettle’s Yard 

is largely based around the works of Henri Gaudier-Brzeska (1891-1915), Ben Nicholson (1894-

1982), Winifred Nicholson (1893-1981), Christopher Wood (1901-1930) and Alfred Wallis (1855-

1942). The Nicholsons were friends of Ede, and Wood was an acquaintance of Ede’s, while Ede 

exchanged letters with but never met Wallis (Smith 2001, 67-68). However, Ede had never met 

Gaudier-Brzeska, who died during the First World War. Ede acquired Gaudier-Brzeska’s estate in 

1928 through his role as curator, after the Tate Gallery turned the purchase of the estate down 

(Barassi 2006, 131-132). Ede subsequently became significant in establishing the reputation of 

Gaudier-Brzeska by writing his biography based on correspondence from the estate (Ede 1931) as 

well as lecturing and donating art from the estate to major international institutions (Matthias 1982, 

135). The Kettle’s Yard collection came to represent over one hundred artists, collected mainly 

from personal friends and acquaintances of Ede.  
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Figure 2.02 West elevation of Kettle’s Yard, the main house (photograph by author 2014) 
 

 
 
Figure 2.03 West elevation of Kettle’s Yard, the gallery extension (photograph by author 2014) 
 
The research for this thesis found new, though mainly circumstantial, evidence that implies 

intellectual cross influences between Winnicott and Ede occurred. These cross influences may have 

been brought about by a shared context of friends within an intellectual climate of similar sensibilities 

that began in Hampstead during the 1920s, which is detailed throughout this chapter. Within this 

milieu, modernist continuities are clearly demonstrated across the disciplines of psychoanalysis, art 

and architecture, during the mid-twentieth century in Britain and illustrated in the house, gallery and 

collections of Kettle’s Yard. Yet, Ede’s creation of Kettle’s Yard was an uncommon intermingling of 
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art and home, private collection and public display which is here interpreted via Winnicott’s 

psychoanalytic theory of ‘potential space’. Furthermore, the interconnections between inside and 

outside is a particularly common spatial aspect of both Ede’s curatorial approach and Winnicott’s 

concept of ‘potential space’.  

Form and building  
Ede’s creation of Kettle’s Yard was in many ways a microcosm of British modernism. Ede began 

collecting modernist art in the 1920s before establishing Kettle’s Yard in 1956. The house was Ede 

and his wife Helen’s home from 1957 until 1973. The 1970 gallery extension was part of the 

agreement to bequeath the house and modernist collections to the University of Cambridge in 

1966 (Barassi 2006, 129) (Kettle’s Yard Archive, KYA). The gallery is considered an important, albeit 

understated exemplar of British modernist architecture. Until recently, Kettle’s Yard was a building 

on which few architectural discussions have focused (Cantacuzino 1971, Gregory 2005, Barassi 

2006). A public reappraisal of Kettle’s Yard has been prompted by the opening of a new extension 

to Kettle’s Yard by Jamie Fobert architects in February 2018. In comparison, literature on the artists 

that Ede collected is extensive. Kettle’s Yard collection contains work from major modernist artists 

such as Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth, Georges Braque, Jean Miro and Naum Gabo. 

 
Figure 2.04 Jean Miro, Tic Tic, 1927, oil on canvas, 23.3cm x 32.3cm, Kettle’s Yard Collection 
(copyright DACS).  From the Kettle’s Yard website online, http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/collection-
item/tic-tic/ 
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Figure 2.05 Ben Nicholson, may (still life with knife and lemon), oil on canvas, 91.5cm x 122cm, 
Kettle’s Yard Collection (@ copyright Angela Verren Taunt, all rights reserved DACS 2018) From 
the Kettle’s Yard website online, http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/collection-item/still-life-with-knife-
and-lemon/ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.06 Christopher Wood, Le Phare, 1930, oil on board, 53.5cm x 79cm, Kettles Yard 
Collection. From the Kettle’s Yard website online, http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/11/get_img257.jpeg 
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Figure 2.07 Alfred Wallis, Seascape – ships sailing past the Longships, 1928 (circa), oil on canvas, 
62cm x 75cm, Kettles Yard Collection. From the Kettle’s Yard website online, 
http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/get_img22.jpeg 
 
On first entering the house, you see a yellow lemon placed on a pewter tray, renewed each week. 

This lemon shifts the colour perception of a duo of paintings, by Alfred Wallis and Christopher 

Wood, from warm grey tones to cool greys (fig 2.06, 2.07). The yellow of the lemon recurs within 

Miró’s painting “Tic Tic” to the right (fig 2.04). The lemon is repeated in Nicholson’s paintings “May 

1927 (still life with lemon)” (fig 2.05), where a lemon is depicted on a pewter plate, which hangs 

above the stair in the gallery extension. Adjacent to the Miro painting is a spiral cider press, on 

which two glass decanters sit. In the next room a timber spiral staircase produces a spatial fluidity, 

ascending to the first floor. The round back of the grand piano is encountered at the top of the 

stairs, and replicated again in the head of Brancusi’s “Prometheus” placed on the grand piano (fig. 

2.08). During a late afternoon in November, the sun produces an ephemeral rainbow light spectrum 

on the wall next to this sculpture, which recalls Prometheus’s gift of fire to humanity. The complex 

connectivity of Ede’s arrangements is not spelled out to the viewer; instead ‘space’ is left for the 

viewer to come to their own interpretations.  
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Figure 2.08 Constantin Brancusi, Prometheus, 1911, sculpture, cement cast, 13.7cm x 17.8cm x  
13.6cm, Kettle’s Yard Collection (photograph by author 2014) 
 
Externally Kettle’s Yard is readily identifiable as a vernacular house, with brick walls, tiled roof and 

typically sized and spaced windows. In comparison, the wall to the gallery extension might be 

mistaken for a garden wall, as the building is not obviously signposted apart from a permanently 

curtained window (fig. 2.03). The temporal shifts between the original house and the modern 

extension of 1970 are well defined, though a similar aesthetic sensibility runs throughout. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.09 Kettle’s Yard, interior 
view of original house, ground floor  
(photograph by author 2014) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.10 Kettle’s Yard, interior 
view of original house, ground floor 
(photograph by author 2014) 
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In 1957 bay windows were added to the original nineteenth century building infusing light and 

openness (fig. 2.02, 2.09). Walls were knocked out, opening out the initial cramped spaces into 

accessible, open, asymmetrical rooms. Meanwhile, the modernist gallery extension is approached 

via a series of intermediate areas, the first filled with plants stacked on shelves in front of the wide 

window located above the alley leading to the front door (fig. 2.11). The first space in the sequence 

opens to a second slope-walled room, where a low wall hides a bookcase introducing hints of a 

modern aesthetic. Next, through glazed doors, the space transitions into the new extension with 

rough rendered, white walled room. On entering the gallery extension, a second planted stacked 

window reminds you of the window just passed in the original house (fig. 2.12). The scale of space 

gradually increases, first horizontally and then vertically as the glazed balustrade gives views to the 

lower gallery where musical concerts take place. The light source shifts from horizontal to vertical 

as hidden roof windows illuminate the space.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.11 Kettle’s Yard, interior 
view of original house, first floor 
(photograph by author 2014) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.12 Kettle’s Yard, interior 
view of gallery extension, first floor 
(photograph by author 2014) 

 
The volumes of the extension are not a straightforward four-walled enclosed room; the walls shift 

asymmetrically on both levels giving a sense of movement to the static elements (fig. 2.14). The 

room elements of walls, floors and ceilings are all there, but off-set to each other, creating small 

gaps and dissonances so that it cannot be read as a clear rectangular space. There is a character of 

interiority in these interconnected spaces. The elements of walls and floors are a remove away from 

the anticipated. The lower floor is wider and larger than the upper room, making spatial connections 

between them dissonant despite the central void. In response, these volumes seemed to fluctuate 

between the mental expectations and the actual physical experience of its spatial organization. The 
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carpet hanging on the wall is also a floor object, which shifts the perceptions between the horizontal 

and the vertical before the lower floor plane comes into vision (fig. 2.13). The carpet hanging on 

the wall draws the eye down to a similar carpet on the lower gallery floor. Thus, wall and floor are 

inferred as interchangeable with carpets on the floor or hanging on the wall, drawing the eye 

successively from floor to wall to floor.  

 
Figure 2.13 The interior of the Kettle’s Yard gallery extension, view to ground floor form the first 
floor void (photograph by author 2014) 
 

 

Figure 2.14 The interior view of Kettle’s Yard gallery extension from the ground floor to the first 
floor (photograph by author 2014) 
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Kettle’s Yard has a distinctive split between the original home and the modernist gallery. The 

modernism of the original home is most clearly evidenced through the art works, while the rooms 

are discrete spatial volumes. In the original house, the whitewashed walls are a canvas for the light 

streaming through the west facing windows casting different shapes in different spaces, revealing 

resemblances to various objects throughout the house. This light casts distinct shadows in 

compositional play. The extension, in comparison, is filled with diffuse light, source unseen, 

emphasising a spatial character of interiority. The architectural modernism of the gallery is further 

evident in the spatial sequencing and interconnection of spaces. The specific gives over to the whole 

and the new extension is intentionally a shared space large enough for communal music 

performances. Spatial distinctions between private and public are blurred where the private home 

is exposed to the environment while the public gallery is a space of interiority. 

The friendship 
Winnicott and Ede first met at The Leys School in Cambridge in 1910 (Rodman 2003, 23). The 

Leys School provided a privileged private Methodist education for boarders. Ede’s diaries verify the 

continuing friendship in 1920s and 1930s when they both lived in Hampstead.1 However, the 

friendship between Winnicott and Ede has been noted in passing in the biographies of Winnicott 

(Kahr 1996, chapters 2,3,6, Rodman 2003, 13, 16, 21, 30). Winnicott’s name appears on over twenty 

occasions in Ede’s diaries from 1928, during the time Ede and his family lived at One Elm Row, 

Hampstead from 1923 to 1936. The oral histories of Ede’s daughters, Mary Adams and Elizabeth 

Swan suggest that Winnicott and Ede visited each other both earlier than the diary entries and more 

frequently (KYA, MYKY06, MYKY25). Tellingly, Winnicott was affectionately known to Mary and 

Elizabeth as ‘Donald Duck’. During this time, Winnicott lived at 7, Pilgrim’s Lane, a ten-minute walk 

away from the Edes. F. Robert Rodman’s biography of Winnicott also emphasised the familial nature 

of the friendship to Ede, noting how Mary and Elizabeth remembered Winnicott and his first wife 

Alice2 as ‘surrogate parents’ during their parents’ frequent travels abroad (Rodman 2003, 64-65). 

Such anecdotes convey the closeness of Winnicott to Ede and his family (KYA, MYKY06, MYKY25; 

Rodman 2003, 64-65).  

Extant correspondence between Winnicott and Ede appears to be confined to their schooldays 

(Rodman 2003, 31). The letters confirm that Ede made several visits to Winnicott’s family home in 

Plymouth (Winnicott 1987, 1-4), a detail repeated by Winnicott’s second wife, Clare, (Winnicott 

1992, 10-11). Clare Winnicott described Winnicott and Ede as lifelong friends and cites early 

schoolboy correspondence, though assigns no specific relevance to it (Winnicott 1987, 1-4). Later 

                                                
1 Winnicott’s family were based in Plymouth, whereas Ede’s family were in Penarth, near Cardiff. 
2 Although Alice Winnicott’s work does not lend any easy contribution to the research questions in this thesis, it is worth 
mentioning that Alice was an artist and potter as has been researched in a PhD by Julie Anne Greer in 2014 (Greer 2014). 
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correspondence is assumed either to be lost or suggests that the main mode of contact was in 

person. Neither Ede nor Winnicott mention each other in either interviews or their work. The line 

between public and private appears to have been drawn heavily by both men. Nevertheless, the 

research has identified many connections between Winnicott and Ede. The evidence suggests that 

Ede likely understood aspects of Winnicott’s ideas, and applied them (consciously or unconsciously) 

in his own curatorial creation, while Winnicott’s work contains traces of artistic influence. 

 
Figure 2.15 Telegram from Winnicott to Jim Ede, Kettle’s Yard Archive (KY/EDE/2) (photograph 
by author 2014) 
 
Further evidence implicates Winnicott in the initial manifestation of Kettle’s Yard. In an interview 

with artist John Goto, Ede mentions that the idea for Kettle’s Yard began with moving furniture 

around with an unnamed school friend. Ede tells the story of visiting a school friend in Plymouth 

and rearranging drawing room furniture.  

I don't know how I did it, we shifted the piano into a different place and changed all 
those cosy nooks they had in corners until the room had a good sense of light... So it 
started young. (Goto, Ede, 1988) 

Harold Swan, Ede’s son-in-law, recalled a request by Ede for him to visit Donald Winnicott’s family 

home while visiting Plymouth, to check to see if the furniture, including the piano, was still in Ede’s 

position (KYA, MYKY07). Harold Swan’s recollection confirms Winnicott as the unnamed school 

friend and unintentionally associates Winnicott with the beginnings of Kettle’s Yard. Winnicott’s 

experience of early furniture arranging with Ede may well have contributed to Winnicott’s own 

interest in the impact of his consulting rooms on his patients, as Harry Guntrip (Guntrip 1996 [1975], 

745), as quoted in the previous chapter.  
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A telegram sent by Winnicott to Ede at the opening of the gallery extension on 5th May 1970 

confirms Winnicott’s and Ede’s life-long friendship (fig. 2.15). The telegram was found in an archive 

containing all the architectural drawings for the 1970 gallery extension to Kettle’s Yard (KYA, 

KY/EDE/2). The telegram’s wording ‘grieved, devastated, shattered, cannot come’ is repeated in a 

handwritten note on a copy of Winnicott’s invitation to the event, also found in the same 

uncatalogued archive (KYA, KY/EDE/2). The telegram attests to a deeply felt friendship, and 

Winnicott’s strong desire to be at the opening of the Kettle’s Yard gallery extension in support of 

his friend.  

 
 
Figure 2.16 Invitation, with hand written note, Kettle’s Yard Archive (KY/EDE/2) (photograph by 
author 2014) 
 

Ede’s Intent 
Ede’s home in Cambridge was open on weekday afternoons to students interested in learning about 

art (Barassi 2006, 134). One of those visiting students was the art critic Peter Fuller. Fuller met Ede 

at Kettle’s Yard, as an undergraduate at Cambridge. and credits Ede with introducing him to the 

work of Henri Gaudier-Brzeska (Fuller 1985, 142-43). Fuller independently cited both Winnicott 

and Ede in different chapters of the book, Images of God. However, whether Fuller appreciated the 

biographical connections between them is uncertain (Fuller 1985, 78-79, 95, 142-43). Fuller may 

have been cognisant of continuities between Winnicott and Ede, without necessarily knowing of 

their social and intellectual connections. Other students who visited Kettle’s Yard included the art 

historian Stephen Bann and the architects Colin St John Wilson, Patrick Hodgkinson and Lionel 
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March (KYA, Ede Ephemera).3 Coincidentally, the architectural theorist Colin Rowe’s first address 

at Cambridge was 4a, Castle Street, which is now incorporated into the larger complex of buildings 

that comprise Kettle’s Yard (Rowe and Naegele 2016, 123-125). 

A Way of Life, written by Ede in 1984, includes a photographic record of Ede’s arrangements of 

objects, art and furniture in Kettle’s Yard. These arrangements still exist today, though minor changes 

have occurred, specifically changes made to the attic room after Ede left. Past directors, Michael 

Harrison and Sebastiano Barassi, have remarked on the unchanging nature of Kettle’s Yard. 

Jim Ede hadn't wanted an exhibition gallery. For him Kettle's Yard was the house, with 
its extraordinary accumulation of Nicholsons, Wallises, Gaudier-Brzeskas, Miró and 
Brancusi, laced with furniture, glass, ceramics and pebbles, and St Peter's Church next 
door. (Harrison 1994, 104-105) 

The building of the modernist gallery extension was a condition of the bequest to Cambridge 

University and opened on the 5th May 1970. Barassi called Kettle’s Yard ‘Ede’s masterpiece’ and 

refers to an unpublished memorandum on 28th November 1966, prescribing that a condition of 

Ede’s bequest was “to establish a permanent Collection in which the said contents and works of art 

will be maintained together for exhibition in their present setting“ (Barassi 2006, 129). Barassi has 

written on the control exerted by Ede in the composition of the house and extension as well as his 

precise instructions for its future continuation. According to Barassi, Ede “expected it to be 

preserved and run exactly as it was during his tenancy” (Barassi 2006, 129). The house and its 

arrangements of objects, art and furniture are today much as Ede intended. Kettle’s Yard forms a 

complex composite of artwork, buildings and domestic objects. According to Barassi, Ede thought 

the “elaborate network of visual and emotional strategies” at Kettle’s Yard were an important 

contribution to academic education (Barassi 2006, 137). Accordingly, Ede’s awareness of an 

emotional tracery is expressed through the various aesthetic compositions of Kettle’s Yard. The 

house and the gallery are two kinds of spaces, interdependent and yet separately conceived. As 

such the interaction of these elements provides a kind of intermediate area that tangibly expresses 

the extension of Ede’s personal interests into a physically manifest engagement with the outside 

world. 

Ede’s own recollection of Kettle’s Yard explains the concept of providing a supportive environment 

in which to learn about modernist art. 

I found myself dreaming of the idea of somehow creating a living place where works 
of art could be enjoyed, inherent to the domestic setting, where young people could 
be at home unhampered by the greater austerity of the museum or public art gallery, 
and where an informality might infuse an underlying formality. (Ede 1984, 17) 

                                                
3 Lionel March visited several times in the October of 1958 and January 1960; Patrick Hodgekinson visited on the 23rd 
February 1958; Colin St John Wilson visited on 8th February and 13th March during 1958. 
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The collection of art with found objects, poetry extracts and musical recitals give a rich experiential 

insight into what Kettle’s Yard meant to Ede and how he strove to communicate what he found so 

important about art to others. Rowena Joy Smith’s unpublished Ph.D “H.S. Ede: A Life in Art” (Smith 

2001) supplements Ede’s own writing with the views of subsequent curators and directors of Kettle’s 

Yard. Sebastiano Barassi’s essay “Kettle’s Yard, Museum or way of life” for instance, gives a general 

introduction to Kettle’s Yard, as well as exploring the importance of the 1930s social gatherings to 

modernism’s developments in Britain (Barassi 2006, 129-141). Dennis Farr discussed the significance 

of the exhibition held at Kettle’s Yard in 1982 “Circle: Constructive art in Britain 1934-40”, which 

affirms the importance of 1930s Hampstead social networks to the formation of Kettle’s Yard (Farr 

1982, 380). 

Ede described Kettle’s Yard as a ‘nursery in the visual arts’ in his opening speech on the 5th May 

1970 (Checkland 2012, Gregory 2005, 74, Ede, Ede Ephemera). This may have been a latent 

acknowledgement of Winnicott’s theory of the ‘facilitating environment’ that encourages reciprocal 

creative interactions. To this end, Kettle’s Yard displays its modern art without labels to encourage 

a direct experience of the art, comparable to the supportive space of a nursery to explore new 

forms of experience. Ede’s lack of explanatory commentary alludes to the kernel of Winnicott’s 

observation that the analysand “arrives at understanding creatively and with immense joy”, when 

making his own psychoanalytic interpretation, rather than accepting that of the psychoanalyst 

(Winnicott 1969, 711). Ede’s writing sometimes indicates further understanding of Winnicott’s 

concepts. Ede describes the significance of Ben Nicholson’s art as being found in “the fusing of 

human experience with the visual world, the combining of the inner life with the outward, which is 

surely the domain of the visual arts” (Ede 1984, 136). Clearly, Ede’s written work does not include 

any psychoanalytic terminology. However, Ede’s deliberations on internal and external experience 

replicates a key feature of ‘potential space’. The child in the nursery has a transparent analogy with 

the visitor to Kettle’s Yard, an analogy that meshes both Winnicott’s and Ede’s aims of providing 

transformative environments.  

Thematic Structure 
The following thematic discussion introduces a series of overt psychological interpretations of 

relationships into the interpretation of artistic and architectural forms.  I am using psychoanalytic 

ideas to inform the way our relationships with environments and objects are constituted into our 

interpretations of art and architecture. Comments by the psychoanalyst Charles Rycroft are useful 

in this regard. Uncomfortable with a scientific conception of the psychoanalyst observing the patient, 

Rycroft understood that the developing relationship between the psychoanalyst and patient was a 

creative and active part of therapy. In particular, Rycroft questioned whether the psychoanalyst 

could assume an objective perspective within the analytical relationship, of which they are an integral 

part (Rycroft 1985, 21). Thus, the way in which we relate to or are using the objects and 
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environments we are interpreting are part of interpretive and critical approaches to art and 

architecture.  

The following subheadings constitute an examination of the wider relational aspects of Kettle’s Yard. 

This examination is foreshadowed by Ede’s intent for Kettle’s Yard to be a space of interactive 

contemplation. Features of Kettle’s Yard, following the previous discussion of form, are examinations 

of otherness, locations, imagination and affection, and based on a therapeutic technique for 

Winnicott’s relational theories. 

Winnicott gave no specific technique for observing or analysing ‘potential space’ in his exposition of 

the theory beyond a generalised psychoanalytic technique. However, Winnicott did offer five key 

observations an psychoanalyst can make when trying to make sense of an infant’s ‘transitional object’.  

These were: 

1. the nature of the object 

2. the infant’s capacity to recognize the object as ‘not-me’ 

3. the place of the object – outside, inside, at the border 

4.  the infant’s capacity to create, think up, devise, originate, produce an object 

5. initiation of an affectionate type of object-relationship. (Winnicott 1974, 2) 

Because Winnicott viewed the ‘transitional object’ as occurring within a rudimentary ‘potential 

space’, these observations can be plausibly extended to cultural questions beyond Winnicott’s 

psychoanalytic environment. The nature of the object has already been discussed as the architecture 

of Kettle’s Yard. A subsequent set of four themes has been developed from Winnicott’s 

observations that identify affinities between the work of Winnicott and Ede through art objects 

from the Kettle’s Yard collection and including Ede’s archive material. The spatial qualities identified 

in these art objects will then, in the subsequent two chapters, focus specifically on architectural 

elements and qualities. It is on this basis that the composite set of observations examines the 

‘potential space’ created by art objects and architectural environments: 

1. Form – observation of the material nature and structure of the object. 

2.   Otherness – recognition of an objective external world separate from the internal self. 

3.   Locations – the place of the object –internal, external, intermediate. 

4.   Imagination – capacity to generate creative elements and symbolization in everyday life.  

5.   Affection – initiation and sustenance of an affectionate relationship with an object. 

The last four themes add to the initial critique of the physical building and provide a way of reading 

Kettle’s Yard that is grounded in Winnicott’s psychoanalytic technique. This critique of Kettle’s Yard 

is facilitated by similarities between Ede’s and Winnicott’s social and cultural context.  
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Otherness and transitional objects 
The discussion of the ‘other’ relates to how we negotiate between the inner self and the outer 

world, shown by the mixed-up quality of subjective and objective appreciation, which begins with 

the ‘transitional object’. The ‘transitional object’ and later ‘object usage’ can be inscribed with and 

interpreted as having features of the outer context and therefore descriptive of a relationship with 

something other than the self. Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ stands for the mother. The mother 

is the first other, however, the infant originally perceives no distinction between the mother and 

themselves. The thematic of otherness in this commentary is therefore fundamentally intimate in 

character. Winnicott observed that subjective and objective nominations are negotiated through 

play and cultural experience and mirrored in the analytic setting. Two sculptures are described, now 

both emblematic of the art collection at Kettle’s Yard, that provide insight into the subtlety and 

complexity of distinctions between self and other at Kettle’s Yard. The sculptures are Henri Gaudier-

Brzeska’s sculpture “Dog” 1911 and “Dancer” 1911. 

Ede made an oblique reference to the ‘transitional object’ concerning Gaudier-Brzeska’s sculpture 

“Dog” (fig 2.17).  

It might be thought simple to make a sculpture like ‘Dog’ by H. Gaudier-Brzeska, but 
so far as I know no one had done so in the whole world of sculpture, nor is it like any 
other sculptor’s work. It is essentially sculpture and at the same time is deeply realistic. 
I have known a child take it to bed instead of his ‘Teddy Bear’. This might seem 
derogatory but it is not. (Ede 1984, 109) 

Ede refers to a ‘transitional object’ by drawing attention to the importance of a ‘teddy bear’. Ede 

notes his comments might appear derogatory to art scholars by comparing it to a ‘teddy bear’. 

However, Ede is obviously aware of the sophistication in this comment, which allies with Winnicott’s 

observation of an infant’s enriched development through possession and play with a special object 

such as a teddy bear or blanket. Moreover, the ‘stoniness’ of “Dog” is reminiscent of the 

psychoanalyst Robert F. Hobson describing stones as ‘transitional objects’, where “[t]he shape of 

the touch – the ‘feel’ of a stone, can have a ‘personal’ quality, it can be an emerging symbol of 

togetherness” (Hobson 2013, 83). The sculptural qualities of “Dog” involve a mature ability to 

distinguish reality from illusion; “Dog” has qualities of both sculptural abstraction and toy-like 

reduction. Its ability to be something that could be cuddled may be more questionable. However, 

a stone pebble becomes a steady source of warmth after holding it close to the body for a time 

and its smooth curves enable it to be held close to the body. There is a visual and a tactile response, 

with which art and architecture also continually contend.  
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Figure 2.17 Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Dog, 1914, posthumous bronze cast 1965, 15cm x 35cm x 
8cm, Kettle’s Yard Collection (photograph by author 2014) 
 
During the research, the archivist at Kettle’s Yard, Frieda Midgely, drew attention to another mention 

of stones by Ede. The following extract from a letter Ede wrote on 4th October 1940 to the 

American sculptor Richard Pousette-Dart, emphasises a link between intimacy and stone. 

How long it takes to impart heat to a stone – perhaps that is why we have the phrase 
‘cold as stone’. I’ve been holding your pebble in my hand this last two hours and it 
feels hot in my hand, but if I put it to my cheek it is quite cool. Odd that I should take 
away a stone as a relic of you, perhaps too, appropriate to a sculptor! It’s nice of you 
to lend it to me. (Ede, KY/EDE/1/13, KYA) 

The stone’s warmth is dependent on holding and develops associated relationships through an 

attendant kind of psychic holding. This holding is a reciprocal ‘facilitating environment’, which is 

associated with ‘potential space’. The tactile nature of being in the house comes from sitting in the 

chairs rather than merely touching objects or artwork, which is at odds with a museum experience 

which emphasises the distances between viewer and object. The closeness, intimacy and imaginary 

quality of being in a home, albeit Ede’s previous home, provokes a fantasy of relational closeness 

and familiarity. This familiarity lends an added dimension to what is essentially a visit to a museum, 

rather than a home. Kettle’s Yard contains the remnants of a home, but it is essentially fantasy or 

imagination to render it functioning as an actual home. 

The duality of physical form and meaning, present in the sculpture “Dog”, is inherent in Winnicott’s 

understanding of duality in the cubist collages of Picasso and Braque, previously mentioned in 

Chapter One (Winnicott 1975, xx). One of Ede’s diary entries records a visit by Braque on the 6th 

July 1934 to Ede at One Elm Row (KYA, KY/EDE/6, Ede Ephemera). Ede’s later description of “Dog” 

as suggestive of a ‘transitional object’ in 1984 appears to be cognisant of a link between cubism and 
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‘transitional objects’. Apparently for Ede, “Dog” is a ‘transitional object’ when used by a child as her 

special object, yet a cultural experience when appreciated in a gallery as sculpture. Ede’s inference 

is that the object exists in a contextual duality. The object is placed and viewed at a critical and 

appreciative distance but also held and cuddled and taken into human intimacy. Hobson’s 

commentary in the previous paragraph raises the potential for the pebbles and stones Ede collected 

and displayed to infer a similar kind of specialness and connection. Hobson wrote Forms of Feeling 

in 1985 (Hobson 2013), which included the passage quoted earlier. Hobson goes on to include a 

description of the psychologist Wolfgang Kölher’s experiments with chimpanzees. Kölher identified 

a female adult, called Tschego, that used a pebble as a special object. Hobson noted that the way 

this chimpanzee used the pebble indicated the significance of the pebble in relation to others. So, 

the pebble became symbolic of social currency. Similarly, attentiveness to this quality of pebbles and 

stone is present in the work of Ede’s friends, Hepworth, Moore and Stokes.  

 
Figure 2.18 Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Dancer, 1913, posthumous bronze cast 1967, 75.6cm x 22cm x 

21cm, Kettle’s Yard Collection (photograph by author) 

Placed on a table in front of an arched window sits Gaudier-Brzeska’s sculpture, “Dancer” (fig. 2.18). 

The sculpture dominates this space, which casts a shadow of a dancing silhouette that transverses 

the walls. “Dancer” provides a ready example of the contradictory spatial sense of self, described in 

Winnicott’s work. The sculpture expresses Winnicott’s spatial sense of self, to which Caldwell drew 

specific attention in the epigraph to Chapter Two. Additionally, there is a spatial quality to Daniel 

Stern’s reference to Winnicott’s ‘primitive agonies’. Here, a problematic situation is created when 

the body has a lack of spatial quality, as in “having no orientation” (Stern 1985, 200). The implication 

is that in health a more concrete spatial sense of body and self is achieved.  
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“Dancer” helps illustrate how a sense of both spatial states can exist in one place and time. 

Specifically, the sculpture displays a formal composure from the frontal aspect, yet, displays a disunity 

of limbs out of control as the viewer moves to the side. The sculpture’s pose renders both an 

integrated and un-integrated formal presentation of human form. Ede, in his biography of Gaudier-

Brzeska, refers to a temporal duality by using the following quote from William Casson. 

The dancer is a figure in which movement is detected rather than seen, and detected 
at a moment when it is neither static nor in motion; when it is potential, and not yet 
stopped. No sculptor, to my knowledge has ever depicted a figure thus descending 
out of one movement into another. Rodin’s definition of movement as “transition” is 
here carried out more clearly than he could ever have wished, and more effectively 
than he could ever have achieved. There is no representation of movement here only 
its full and direct expression. (Ede 1931, 256) 

Casson uses the terms ‘potential’ and ‘transitional’, to describe a specific artistic expression. Perhaps 

it is not entirely coincidental that Winnicott subsequently uses these same terms in the late 1940s 

in naming ‘transitional objects’ and ‘potential space’. Additionally, the commentary emphasises the 

complexity of two seemingly opposite conditions happening in the same place and time. It is a 

glancing moment between other possible states on being. The importance here is that a spatial 

quality of the body and self is rendered in artistic form in a way that can be construed as consistent 

with Winnicott’s conception of the transitional and intermediate states of being. Winnicott’s and 

Casson’s use of the words transitional and potential demonstrate a similarity of intent between 

artistic and psychoanalytic disciplinary phrasing and meaning. Winnicott used the word ‘transitional’ 

specifically because a sense of movement is inferred and this meaning is also present in Casson’s 

description. Stillness and movement is not just an opposition between, but reveals a deeper 

exploration of the interplay between states, a point where movement and stillness become 

ambiguous, potential, possible or imminent.  

Within the more composed frontal expression of “Dancer” there is a subtler expression of body 

dynamic. Casson recognises an extension of the classical contrapposto sculptural device of dynamic 

posture suggesting the potential of movement embodied in the sculpture (fig 2.18). The weight 

shifting and twisting torso of classical pose is far more charged, supported by the presence of the 

secondary fluid body posture. The frontal address is that of a classical pose, while the side view 

provides an additional ‘far more dynamic’ aspect of the pose. The sculpture communicates the 

dynamism of uncontrolled movement (fig 2.19). The temporality of Casson’s description of the 

dynamic pose accords with Winnicott’s reasoning that ‘transitional’ word and concept underscores 

interpretations of movement and time (Winnicott, 1971, 7). 



 
 
 

73 

 
Figure 2.19 Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Dancer, 1913, posthumous bronze cast 1967, 75.6cm x 22cm x 

21cm, Kettle’s Yard Collection (photograph by author) 

The similarity between Winnicott’s and Ede’s reference to the dynamism of the transitional state is 

further accentuated in the way Ede arranged the sculpture in the arc of a window (fig 2.20). The 

light shifts through the day and the seasons to present the “Dancer” as forever dancing in silhouette 

around the room. The silhouette’s pose changes depending on where the light hits. Thus, Ede’s 

placement of the sculpture displays a cognisance of a spatial temporality. In this, the architecture of 

the room is used in concert with the object to accentuate and emphasise certain aspects. Therefore, 

what is expressed is contingent on how it interacts with the environmental conditions. This might 

seem an obvious statement, however, curatorial work is not commonly as closely integrated with 

such specific spatial conditions of architecture. This aspect of “Dancer” also highlights the 

psychoanalytic interpretation of Winnicott’s intermediate states. 

Ede’s curatorial approach at Kettle’s Yard is inevitably personal, given this was his former home and 

his art collection comprises works by many of his artist friends. Further to this, Ede’s placement of 

individual pieces reflects its context in an interplay that affords a dynamism to the artworks. Shapes 

are replicated in the object, the architectural context and to the relationship to other objects, both 

art or found. For example, the entry hall on the ground floor opens onto the refined and sparsely 

detailed spiral staircase in the semi-circular alcove. In the first room, you find a spiral cider press, 

reflecting the staircase. The next room contains a set of uncommon round pebbles set in a spiral 

on the round table in the semi-circular bay window. At the top of the stairs the curves flatten out 

in grand piano or Brancusi’s “Prometheus”. The curves and circles continue into the room where 

the “Dancer” stands in the arc of the window. Circles repeat in the objects at the back of the room, 

the chair, the light cast by the window. Each repetition sets the viewer up to recognise these 
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interspersed repetitions. The house collection is in a relatively fixed arrangement so that the 

organisation of the whole is an installation where the building becomes part of the artwork.  

“Dancer” demonstrates how locations and boundaries between the self and another and between 

aspects of the self is something to be negotiated throughout life. Whereas, “Dog” illustrates the 

location of ‘transitional objects’, between the conceptual creation and a physical material form, 

between representation and the object. Specifically, “Dancer” illustrates spatial aspects of boundary 

locations that form an intermediate area between the poised unity and dynamic fragmentation. A 

secondary aspect to the “Dancer” is the way in which the boundary between art object and 

architectural enclosure become blurred. These sculptures have been used to illustrate Winnicott’s 

theories in a way that emphasises their spatial form as being representative of psychoanalytic 

conceptions of the self and the body. These sculptures designate the fragility of the process of 

continually locating the self as a set of intermediate and temporally fleeting moments. In such ways, 

we can see that Winnicott’s psychoanalytic ideas can be expressed through artistic form. “Dog” and 

“Dancer” demonstrate the oscillations between a spatially integrated and disintegrated conception 

of the self.  

 
Figure 2.20 Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Dancer, 1913, posthumous bronze cast 1967, 75.6cm x 22cm 
x 21cm, Kettle’s Yard Collection (photograph by author) 
 
Locations of potential space 
Winnicott included sound and gesture as well as a physical object in his theory of transitional 

phenomena. The transitional nature of the works on display at Kettle’s Yard is also apparent in the 

literary art form of lyric poetry that Winnicott and Ede valued. Winnicott began the essay “The 

Location of Cultural Experience” with an epigraph “On the seashore of endless worlds, children 

play”, which presumably unintendedly misquoted Tagore (Winnicott, 1971, 112). Winnicott appears 
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to have fused content from lines later in the poem. Winnicott’s interpretations of this poem, 

discussed in Chapter One, are strikingly intellectual and distanced from any emotional tone. 

However, the same line from Tagore’s poem, uncited though quoted correctly, appears in Ede’s 

unpublished memoir recounting his time in Tangiers during the 1940s.  

But again ‘of endless worlds children meet’ Sunday was miraculous: a close-up of 
astounding beauty. I think we could call it the day of towering waves.   (Ede 1946).  

During World War II, Ede hosted servicemen at his home in Tangiers, providing respite from the 

war. The coincidence of using the same reference indicates a shared image of significance to both 

Winnicott and Ede. Quoting from this poem of loss might then also recall the loss of friends that 

Ede and Winnicott experienced during the First World War.4 In 1914 Winnicott was still at The 

Leys while Ede, only a year older, was serving in the war.5 Here there is an exquisitely raw edge 

between life and death, which is paralleled with the emergence of adulthood from youth, which 

finds resonances within Tagore’s poem. 

On the seashore of endless worlds children meet.  

The infinite sky is motionless overhead and the restless water is boisterous. On the 

    seashore of endless worlds the children meet with shouts and dances.  

They build their houses with sand, and they play with empty shells. With withered 

    leaves they weave their boats and smilingly float them on the vast deep. Children  

    have their play on the seashore of worlds.  

They know not how to swim, they know not how to cast nets. Pearl-fishers dive for 

    pearls, merchants sail in their ships, while children gather pebbles and scatter them 

    again. They seek not for hidden treasures, they know not how to cast nets.  

The sea surges up with laughter, and pale gleams the smile of the sea-beach. Death- 

    dealing waves sing meaningless ballads to the children, even like a mother while 

    rocking her baby's cradle. The sea plays with children, and pale gleams the smile of  

    the sea-beach.  

On the seashore of endless worlds children meet. Tempest roams in the pathless sky, 

    ships are wrecked in the trackless water, death is abroad and children play. On the  

    seashore of endless worlds is the great meeting of children.  

Tagore, On the Seashore, 1913  

                                                
4 Though Winnicott and Ede were still teenagers when WW1 began, both men served during the war and lost many 
friends. 
5 The Leys produced a bi-weekly newsletter and entries from the 13th November in 1914 show that Winnicott was 
playing in the first XV rugby team, while Ede had already begun his wartime service as a Lieutenant in the South Wales 
Battalion. 
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If Tagore’s poem was a shared touchstone between Winnicott and Ede, then the loss of childhood 

mixed with the potential for violent death creates several close formed yet unresolved boundary 

edges. Tagore’s line, ‘restless water is boisterous’ is comparable with Ede’s mention of ‘towering 

waves’. Tagore’s description of a still blue cloudless sky above pounding waves is an image one 

imagines of Ede’s Atlantic coast of Morocco not far from his Tangiers home in the 1940s. The image 

contains both calm and anxious feelings in a similar way to the feeling duality of Gaudier-Brzeska’s 

“Dancer”. These simultaneously contrasting feelings have an ambiguous and indeterminate location 

that is emblematic of ‘potential space’.  

Tagore’s shore is a threshold location. The liminality of this location is also the place of creation for 

Winnicott, which allows both integration and disintegration. A testing of objective reality is kept at 

bay in the poem that disregards the work of merchants and pearl divers. It is the imaginary ‘boats 

of leaves’ and the ‘houses of sand’ that command attention. The poem gives a sense of unending 

creative insights of objects found, lost and created in a continual cycle. The poem conveys the 

importance of the distinction between infants and adults, where infants are not so calculating in their 

use of the setting. Children do not take fish and pearls away for profit; they give them back. In 

addition, the significance of the ‘endless’ worlds, the ‘vast’ deep, the ‘death-dealing’ waves, and the 

‘pathless sky’ is that it evokes the realm beyond transitional phenomena, which the infant cannot 

yet master, nor come to terms with, while the youth is forced to come to terms with the hard-

edged objective potential of death. The ‘meeting’ place foregrounds the challenging transition from 

infant to adult; without the daunting measurelessness of the sky, sea and land, the shore would not 

be a ‘threshold location’ between the measurelessness of the internal self and the external world. 

For Winnicott and Ede this was a highly emotive edge, fraught with foreboding anxiety. 

Temporal locations, as well as spatial locations, are worth considering here. John Fielding draws out 

similarities between the Tagore quote and Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from 

Recollections of Early Childhood”, 1807 (Fielding 1987, 90-91). Fielding points out that 

Wordsworth’s ninth stanza includes the following lines illustrating the concept of ‘potential space’, 

‘And see the Children sport upon the shore, And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore.’ (Fielding 

1987, 91). Tagore’s poem creates links to other moments in time. Kettle’s Yard, in a similar way, 

contains these links to multiple points in time through its spaces, objects and compositions.  

For Barbara Johnson, Tagore’s poem expresses Winnicott’s tendency to find places in language 

rather than meanings in language, which is evidence of “already a structure of object use” (Johnson 

2010, 60).  Johnson infers Winnicott’s locating the self is either a precursor to meaning or part of 

the meaning. The poem emphasises the spatial attributes of ‘potential space’ as a boundary location, 

which makes it particularly applicable to the way architecture negotiates internal and external 

boundaries. This aspect also resonates with the accumulations of new architecture in a world of 

older buildings and the negotiation between private and public spaces, since beaches are where 
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children create worlds of their own in sand.  The poem expresses similar negotiations of children 

testing out life in the process of finding it, through sand houses and leaf boats, which emphasizes 

the transitory and imaginative process and illusions of play.  

A further interpretation of Tagore’s poem is the wider content of loss mixed up with gains, just as 

separation is mixed up with a union. The poem helps to extend Winnicott’s discussion of the 

paradox inherent in the ‘transitional object’ where the understanding of separation creates a symbol 

of union. In this way, Winnicott’s misquote of Tagore emphasises Winnicott’s concept of transcribing 

the real mother into the ‘transitional object’. Purnima Mehta, drawing on John Bowlby6 rather than 

Winnicott, reminds us that Tagore’s experience of familial loss is identified with this poem; part of 

a collection titled “Under the Crescent Moon” 1913, written specifically for children (Mehta 2003, 

234). Tagore prematurely lost both his mother and his wife, so the poem has a doubling of his own 

loss with his children’s loss of their mother. The poem is a lament and remembrance of loss, while 

the poem itself is a recreation of what was lost in childhood. Mehta’s discussion of this poem 

compares mourning in adults and children, and the significant shifts that enable children to keep 

alive an internal imago of absent parents. Mehta’s image has a resemblance to meanings signified by 

‘transitional objects’. Both share the recreation of the lost object as transcribed into alternative 

objects. However, loss is not always death and Mehta’s observation gives way to a Winnicottian 

notion of the presence of human agency that is given to objects through the act of creation. This 

active negotiation of boundaries expressed in this poem is experientially acknowledged in terms of 

both presence and absence.  

Winnicott recorded another image at the beginning of the essay of cultural locations. This second 

image is of Marion Milner’s sketch of two overlapping jugs and is associated with a further image of 

two overlapping curtains (Winnicott 1974, 115). Milner’s sketch of two overlapping jugs (fig. 1.01) 

displays an interplay of two conditions or positions. This image conveys a sense of dynamic transition 

and a to-and-fro movement that belies any singular interpretation, yet is far more playful than the 

image inferred by Tagore’s poem. This implied dynamic of a to-and-fro movement that has a 

similarity with much of children’s play that include the multiple crossing of boundaries between what 

is or is not in any given situation. Milner discussed sharing images during a memorial for Winnicott 

in 1972 and stressed that the transitional quality of the images was “a two-way journey that 

facilitated both a mutual exchange of views and the forging of two personal, subjective idioms” 

(Caldwell 2000, 99, Milner 1987, 204). These images share a theme of mutual reciprocity that 

acknowledges the subjectivity of both elements, while simultaneously grappling with an objective 

                                                
6 The psychoanalyst, John Bowlby, was a colleague of Winnicott’s and known for his ‘attachment theory’. By using Bowlby, 
Mehta emphasizes the value and power of attachment and the influence of environment on relational features. Bowlby’s 
noted publications included Attachment and Loss in 1969 (Bowlby 1982). In the book’s forward Alan Schore notes that 
Bowlby had written an article in 1940 entitled ”The influence of early environment in the development of neurosis and 
neurotic character”  exploring “how the early environment influenced the development of character” (Bowlby 1982, 7) 



 
 

 

78 

world. Milner’s image of overlapping jugs is reminiscent of Ede’s 1930s description of Ben 

Nicholson’s drawing of two goblets as “…the togetherness of these two and their separateness – 

the effect of one line on another, the flow from one to another” (Smith 2000).7 Jugs and goblets 

were a persistent theme of Nicholson’s work and these images were frequently depicted as overlays 

and interpenetrations of form that manipulated the physical conditions of transparency and opacity. 

The upshot is that Winnicott was likely aware of this thematic emphasis in Nicholson’s art. 

For Winnicott, the character of any cultural interchange can be observed through attention to the 

variable conditions that occur between things, rather than characteristics of the object. It is the 

dynamic interaction of an item in its location. Milner’s sketch of jugs identifies potential interactions 

between two jugs or curtains, whereas Tagore’s poem identifies potential interactions between two 

environments or experiences. Milner’s memorial talk references Winnicott’s Tagore quote as a 

description of a porous boundary location that allows a periodic fluctuation. Milner commented that 

Winnicott’s use of images were both aphorism and meaning: 

Winnicott said that, for him, the aphorism aided speculation upon the question. If play 
is neither inside nor outside, where is it? For me it stirred thoughts of the coming and 
going of the tides, the rhythmic daily submergence and smoothing out of this place 
where children play. (Milner 1987, 204) 

Milner’s comment implies that layers of meaning are revealed in a creative contemplation on the 

condensed form of an aphorism, beyond its obvious ‘wisdom’. Milner alludes to the possibility of a 

cadenced remaking of life in psychoanalysis, where the past can be remade through regressive 

processes. Evidence of this may be sourced in the rhythmic quality in the play of young children, in 

closing and shutting doors, being inside or outside, on a table and under a table. In this shifting play, 

a liminal location is found, which plays at reality while making it. Milner’s quote brings out two 

essential elements of boundaries; the need to locate playing, both physically and psychoanalytically 

and, secondly, the need to identify the phases, repetitions and pauses of activity. The inference here 

is of a temporal aspect to these intermediate locations.  

Imagination and space 
The main illusion of Kettle’s Yard today is the enduring essence of the place as a lived-in home, 

which gives rise to personal responses and feelings of connection to the real lives of the visitors. 

However, it is important to remember that this was not an illusion of Ede and his wife Helen. 

Consequently, Kettle’s Yard illustrates ‘potential space’ as a demonstration of the interplay between 

illusion and physical experience, which reiterates Winnicott’s concern for the boundary conditions 

and the intermediate zone of the object/environment that is partly constituted by us. Thereby 

                                                
7 This text is from an unpublished lecture by Ede called “Five contemporary British Artists” (Ben Nicholson, Winifred 
Nicholson, David Jones, Alfred Wallis and Christopher Wood), and likely dating from the late thirties (Kettle’s Yard 
Archive, Ede Ephemera). 
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Winnicott suggests that we respond creatively to space and the way it is constructed and conceived. 

Discussion of artworks cannot be considered as pure mental abstraction of spatial conditions, but 

also something that is physically experienced. The inherent contradictions of this structure imply a 

paradoxical process between dissimilar or divergent elements that nevertheless bring them into a 

creative reciprocity between painting and viewer. Our imaginative engagement with spaces and 

objects explores the edge between the inner self and the outer world as it appears to be, at its 

most tenuous. Yet these illusionary and imaginative aspects of space that overlay the actual appear 

to be a necessary constitution of Winnicott’s version of culture. 

Kettle’s Yard does not sit within a discrete frame. The building has a public access path traversing 

through at ground level, and integrates with the larger network of publically accessible space. These 

relationships are between the internal structure of an artwork and its outer context. Something 

similar is expressed by several of the art works at Kettle’s Yard. I examine the spatial construction 

of two examples: “Flora in Calix Light” by David Jones and “Relief design” by Ben Nicholson. Kettle’s 

Yard and these two artworks express the relationships between the inner self and the external 

world. 

Figure 2.21 David Jones, Flora in Calix Light, 1950, graphite and watercolour on paper, 76.8cm x  
57cm (copyright Anthony Hyne 2010) From the Kettle’s yard website online, 
http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/collection-item/flora-in-calix-light/ 
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The imaginative elements of Kettle’s Yard are overlaid with similar themes in its art collection, such 

as “Flora in Calix Light”, 1950 by David Jones (fig 2.21). The subject matter is an open window with 

views beyond, inferring an ever extending outer world, replicating the way Ede treated the windows 

of the original house. There is a spatial ambiguity between inside and outside, internal and external. 

Space is depicted as both physical and the imaginary in a way that emphasises the intersections 

between art and everyday life. The spaces are both physical and illusion, and this kind of space can 

be found in the art, domestic objects and the buildings of Kettle’s Yard (though this does not suggest 

this space is not evidenced in other spaces and places). 

“Flora in Calix Light” holds a prominent position in the house at the top of the spiral staircase on 

the first floor of the main house. The spatial structure of this painting combines a perspectival mode 

expressed in the angle of the window casement. Yet, contradictorily the table top is depicted as a 

rectangular plan view rather than perspective or elevation. Clearly, there are contradictory spatial 

views inhabiting the same space, following the inventions of cubism. In this painting, modernist ideas 

about space overlap with more traditional ideas about space.  

The subject matter of “Flora in Calix Light” is an open window with three glass goblets sitting on a 

table in front of the window. Flowers are placed in the central goblet, which entwine with flowers 

and plants that are confusing outside the window. Inside and outside are mixed, they are interrelated 

yet separate, mirroring the challenge of the ‘transitional object’. The three glass goblets have a strong 

religious meaning, referring to the Christian Eucharist.8 Ariane Bankes and Alex Potts have noted 

that Jones produced a series of works that focused on the chalice or goblet of the Eucharist or Mass, 

of which this painting is one of the first (Bankes 2018, 145). Religious themes are an accepted part 

of Jones’s work. However, it is not the specificities of the spiritual aspects that are relevant here. 

What is at issue is the way in which the immaterial superimposes the material in everyday life for 

Jones. The symbolic content of the painting is obviously rich and deeply layered. Bankes quoted a 

passage written by the historian Kenneth Clark that clarifies the layering of content in Jones’s work. 

Bankes and Potts write that “we are in the presence of no ordinary still life, yet, as Kenneth Clark 

comments, ‘none of this is insisted on, and we are far from the closed world of symbolism. Every 

flower is there for a dozen reasons” (Bankes 2018, 145). The layering of meanings leaves a space 

open for the viewer to engage with the painting in a creative and rather open ended way, perhaps 

as the potential starting point for a personal meditation. 

The placing of the painting at the top of the stairs next to a large west facing window brings the 

content of the painting and the context in which it is placed into a rather overt interplay. The 

spatially ambiguous edge that the painting depicts between the inside and outside of a house is 

                                                
8 Ariane Bankes and Alex Potts wrote an extended commentary on this painting that elucidates the context and religious 
meaning of Jones’s work at this time (Bankes 2018, 145-149). 
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doubled in both context and content. The many interpretations induced by the painting are brought 

into a lived experience by Ede positioning next to a similar window setting. The contextual 

construction of the symbolism as well as the symbolism itself is important. The construction lays 

emphasis on the spatial aspects of the painting that point to similarities with the spatial organisation 

of the original house at Kettles Yard. This also has the effect of emphasising how the gallery 

extension differs as light sources are hidden and contact with the outside world curtailed. Jones’s 

seemingly simple still life offers a spatial complexity that contains a modernist core of indeterminism 

and affirmation of personal experience. 

 
 
Figure 2.22 David Jones, Flora in Calix Light, 1950, graphite and watercolour on paper, 76.8cm x  
57cm (copyright Anthony Hyne 2010) (photograph by author 2014) 
 
Jones’s watercolour painting places an emphasis on the multi-positional aspects of space. The 

physical nature of the architectural context of the painting further informs an understanding of the 

act of being in space. The spatial contradictions of the painting evoke similar contradictions in the 

assemblages within the original house. The position of the painting on the west wall imitates the 

arrangements in the settings for the windows along the same wall. The painting at times fuses inside 

and outside, intertwining the foliage and flowers between window and garden. Ede often arranged 

a table in front of the window with flowers, goblets, shells, pebbles, pictures and sculptures. Ede 

brought fragments of the natural world inside and integrated the arrangements with his art 

collection. The subject matter of Jones’s painting is replicated in the physical manner of Ede’s 

curatorial arrangements, so connections are made plain between the physical world and artistic 

representations. However, this oscillation of space, between outside and inside is also an oscillation 

between abstract conceptions of space. The perspectival, the multi-perspectival and cubist forms of 

space are all contained within the planar frame of the painting. Nevertheless, the variation in spatial 
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modes still holds a recognisable form. Consequently, the work is an aggregation of multifaceted 

spatial expressions, yet still retains a singular identity. Additionally, Ede’s positioning of the painting 

gives clues on how to understand Kettle’s Yard as an aesthetic experience of everyday life. It is the 

collision and separation of inside and outside space as well as the concurrent expression of 

perspectival and oblique view that renders the painting and by inference Kettle’s Yard a modernist 

space. 

Ede had written on the edge between inner and outer life on David Jones’s portrait of Petra Gill, 

where “we shall begin to approach the inner life of this picture.” (Smith 2000, 45). Smith 

paraphrased another article Ede wrote in 1928 for the publication “Artwork” regarding a group 

exhibition at the Lefevre Gallery on the same theme. Smith has commented that Ede’s perspective 

was that Nicholson “had more varied and subtle colouring, as well as an ability to bond his actual 

painting to the idea behind it, and to his own inner life” (Smith 2000, 43).9 Ede’s art collection and 

writing exhibit the same interrelationship between internal and external.  The repeated concern for 

the inner life’s relations with the external world is a central aspect of ‘potential space’ throughout 

Winnicott’s work.   

Nicholson’s “relief design” of 1934 (fig. 2.23) is a very small work that is nevertheless emblematic 

of Nicholson’s celebrated white reliefs, which he produced during the 1930s. This small work sits 

on a window sill in the original house (fig. 2.24). The relief is positioned adjacent to an assemblage 

of objects and art that is somewhat reminiscent of the assemblages depicted in “Flora in Calix Light”. 

The art critic Norbert Lynton commented that Nicholson’s approach of “dual exploitation of real 

space and what people call illusionary space in the 1930s and later is unique” (Lynton 1993, 437). 

This overlap of real and illusionary is as central to an artistic sensibility as it is to Winnicott’s premise 

for the ‘potential space’. The spatial flux inferred in Nicholson’s relief has a strong connection to the 

spatial forms of the modernist gallery extension by Martin and Owers. The spaces of the gallery 

have some similarities with Nicholson’s pictorial spatial strategies. Nicholson’s white reliefs depict a 

pictorial space that is foreclosed, flattened and shallow. This foreclosed representation of space 

repeats the interiority of the gallery extension, bounded by clean white walls, where the light only 

enters from obscured roof lights.  

The smallness of this relief is something that can be easily carried and put into a bag or large pocket. 

The fact that this painting can be easily carried around echoes an element of the ‘transitional object’ 

which is often held close and possessed, having a talisman type of quality. Nicholson had expressed 

the wish that his art be a ‘living object’ (in a letter quoted below). The mobility and smallness of this 

painting, together with Nicholson’s aim, suggests a possible enlivening beyond is value as a material 

                                                
9 Ede wrote this only five years or so after Winnicott began his psychoanalysis with James Strachey in the late 1920s and 
predates by decades Winnicott’s proposal of ‘potential space’. It is also worth noting that Smith’s comprehensive Ph.D on 
Ede omits mention of Winnicott (Smith 2001) 
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possession. Ben Nicholson infers two possible interpretations of the relationship of the object to its 

context in a letter written to the Kleinian aesthetician, Adrian Stokes, on 20th May 1963. The 

interpretations view the artwork’s frame as having either a distinctly cleaved boundary with its 

context or a blurred division between art object and its context. 

I am very keen on the idea of my ptgs, reliefs or whatever not merely viewed ‘as a 
kind of picture’, they should be a kind of OBJECT and one which takes part in this life 
of whatever it is - in fact a living object. (TGA 8816.239) 

Kite, citing this same extract, understands Nicholson’s object as something in the world like 

architecture, unmediated by a physical frame (Kite 2008, 73, 2009, 161). Kite emphasises the obvious 

architectural interpretation of Nicholson’s living object, while Winnicott’s theories offer a personal 

interpretation, as expressed by Ede as a ‘combining of the inner life with the outward’ (Ede 1984, 

136). The inference is that for Nicholson and Ede art is not a different order of living, but entwined 

with it. 

Figure 2.23 Ben Nicholson, 1934 (relief), 1934, oil, graphite and incised coloured card, 8cm x 8cm, 
(@ copyright Angela Verren Taunt, all rights reserved, DACS 2018) (photograph by author 2014) 
 
The subtle spatial oscillation present in Nicholson’s shallow white reliefs and the interrelation of 

planar forms are deliberately ambiguous. Similarly, David Owers is reported to have described the 

extension to Kettle’s Yard as having “a sequence of descending levels and increasing volumes” 

(Cantacuzino 1971). Stokes made a similar comment on Nicholson’s 1930s ‘white reliefs’. Kite 

comments that Stokes admired Nicholson’s relief “for their tactile realization of the 'steps of 

architectural surfaces’” (Kite 2008, 63, 2009, 156). These references complement the shifting spatial 

organisations that sequentially change orientations within Kettle’s Yard, which are experienced as 

an imperfect physical encounter with the external world. Nicholson’s white reliefs deliberately 

obstruct the visual resolution of exact relationships between the planes. Similarly, the experience of 

a clear fix on the boundary of the gallery space at Kettle’s Yard cannot be appreciated with any 
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certainty from a singular point. Consequently, both Kettle’s Yard and Nicholson’s reliefs are spatially 

indeterminate, oscillating definitions in a quiet and subtle form of shifting.  

Figure 2.24 Ben Nicholson, 1934 (relief), 1934, oil, graphite and incised coloured card, 8cm x 8cm, 
(@ copyright Angela Verren Taunt, all rights reserved, DACS 2018) (photograph by author 2014) 
 
Affectionate connection 
Affection, on the face of it, might not seem an obvious matter for the aesthetics of architectural 

space. Yet, intimacy and domestic depictions at Kettle’s Yard denote affection as an important 

matter for both Ede and his artist friends. Ede’s representations of friendship show similar attitudes 

with Winnicott’s concern for the affectionate type of relationship of the ‘transitional object’. 

Furthermore, this collective concern for affection and intimacy is a rather anti-heroic aspect of 

modernism. 

For Winnicott, affection has a role in the intertwining perceptions between object and person.  This 

feature is illustrated with a dining setting in the gallery extension to emphasise the importance of an 

attitude of friendship that exudes through Kettle’s Yard. For Winnicott, affection is part of relating 

to the eternal world, who requested that we observe “an affection type of object-relationship”, as 

an essential component of the ‘transitional object’, where the object is cathected by the infant 

(Winnicott 1974, 2). The object becomes more than just its physical or symbolic content. The 

object is enlivened and has an illusionary capacity to change the emotional state of the infant. And 

so, for Winnicott, the process of cathecting a ‘transitional object’ involves an affectionate attachment. 

Yet, Winnicott’s nuanced concern for the ‘transitional object’, as an analogy of mother and infant, 

aimed to observe rather than assume the nature or presence of affection. Winnicott’s inclusion of 

affection as something to be particularly observed during an analysis with a known individual, derives 
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from the importance of a positive relationship between mother and infant. This affectionate relating 

is then transferred to the use of a ‘transitional object’; this is formed within the affectionate 

relationship of the mother-infant, yet the object also embodies this relationship. For the infant, the 

rudimentary first human relationship and first object relationship provide the prototype for all 

subsequent relationships. At Kettle’s Yard, Ede’s curation provides many examples of objects 

embodying human affectionate relationships, and helps to explain how the rudimentary ‘transitional 

object’ develops into creative aesthetic engagements with objects in adulthood.  

 

Figure 2.25 The dining composition on the first floor of the gallery extension at Kettle’s Yard. 
Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Caritas, 1914 (posthumous stone cast n.d.), 46.5cm x 23cm x 26.5cm, 
Kettle’s Yard Collection (photograph by author) 
 
A dining table and chairs are set out on the first floor of the gallery extension (fig 2.25). It looks like 

a domestic setting, but it is illusion. The table is the one that Ede had at One Elm Row in Hampstead 

during the 1930s (Ede 1984, 58, 138). As such, the table infers memories of Ede Sunday gatherings, 

attended by an array of interconnected artists, architects, dancers among others (Ede Ephemera, 

KYA). In the middle of the table sits the Gaudier-Brzeska sculpture “Caritas” 1914 (fig 2.25). The 

abstracted form depicts a mother figure and two infants at each breast. The sculptural theme of 

mother and infants has an obvious affinity to Winnicott’s central therapeutic work with mothers 

and infants. Adjacent to this sculpture is a large oval stone, a little too large to be called a pebble, 

yet replicating the ovoid form of the table. Either side of these objects stand two crystal candle 

sticks, replicating the twosome of relationship. The chairs that sit around the table emphasise a sense 

of containment. On the adjacent walls hang two paintings by Winifred Nicholson. Resting against 

the wall are two framed pencil drawings by Elizabeth Velacott, “Trees and Water – Moat of the 
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Manor, Hemingford Grey”, 1971 and “Entangled Trees”, 1976. The composition is contained and 

held.  

Figure 2.26. The dining composition on the first floor of the gallery extension at Kettle’s Yard. 
Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Caritas, 1914 (posthumous stone cast n.d.), 46.5cm x 23cm x 26.5cm, 
Kettle’s Yard Collection. Winifred Nicholson, Roman Road (Landscape with Two Houses), 1924 , oil 
on canvas, 126.5cm x 189.5cm (photograph by author 2014) 
 
Intimacy is an assumed condition of the mother and infant. For Winnicott, the space within this 

relational intimacy is the beginning of ‘potential space’. Winnicott’s concept of the ‘facilitating 

environment’ has an architectural corollary. The building and the mother are both something to be 

held within and something to be responded to. The setting of “Caritas” is reminiscent of Winnicott’s 

concept of the mother as both object and environment, as discussed in Chapter One. The objects 

arranged in this concentric manner focus inwards, towards the central sculpture, depicting an 

intimate familial scene. The focus is the object, yet the objects create a contained space. The dual 

layer of artistic engagement of Kettle’s Yard as both object and environment contains the viewer 

yet challenges curatorial approaches that treat architecture as both distanced and passive regarding 

the presentations of art. The intimacy expressed by this assemblage within Kettle’s Yard is an 

important thematic of the overall character of Kettle’s Yard. Kettle’s Yard conveys a place where 

people and objects and buildings are all interwoven into a complex engagement that is neither 

objective nor subjective.  

Furthermore, the implied interactivity of the elements of the “Caritas” setting is a theme evident in 

the work of Ede’s close friends Hepworth and Nicholson. The art historian Anne Middleton Wagner 

discusses the interactive qualities of both Nicholson’s and Hepworth’s work. Wagner’s review of 

the Hepworth’s retrospective exhibition at Tate Britain in 2015 touches on this sense of empathic 

intimacy in Hepworth’s work. 
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Paintings, drawings, prints, photographs, sculptures, textile designs, collages: all the 
things they made invent a specific aesthetics of intimacy, a shared exploration of what 
it means to love and be loved, to feel close and yet distinct, to wish to enter the other 
and yet be kept out. (Wagner 2015, 33) 

Wagner’s descriptions of Hepworth’s art invoke the image of relationships, particularly intimate 

ones, involving conflicts between connection and disconnection. An expressive receptivity is an 

aspect of Hepworth’s and Nicholson’s work. Nicholson’s shop window provides a visceral dividing 

line between intimacy and separation, through the ambiguous depiction of Hepworth as reflection 

or object. These descriptions of intimacy are also heavily inferred in the “Caritas” setting. 

Relationships are a zone of interface and can be alluded to through the medium of art. As such, 

they are also representations of Winnicott’s ‘potential space’, between the inner self and the outer 

world. The negotiation of self and other, as an ‘aesthetics of intimacy’, in Wagner’s description 

approximates to Winnicott’s observation of cathexis with respect to the ‘transitional object’. Here, 

the ‘transitional object’ is receptive to and expressive of the intimacy shared between mother and 

infant.  

 

 
 
 
 
Figure 2.27 Barbara Hepworth, 
Helicoids in Sphere, 1938, Photo-
collage with in the entrance hall of 
flats designed by Alfred and Emil 
Roth and Marcel Breuer at 
Doldertal, Zurich, gelatine silver 
prints on paper, private collection 
(Wagner 2015, 35) 
 
Wagner highlighted the boundary of the object and its adjacent context, distinguishing between the 

external and internal relationships of an object.  

Art critics usually have a lot to say about ‘internal relationships’ – what happens within 
a composition or frame. They find less occasion to notice that a work which 
materialises the physicality of relationship takes up a central reality of embodied 
existence, when two or three are gathered together, or when a single form stands 
alone. (Wagner 2015, 33) 

Wagner cites Hepworth’s photographic collages that situate sculptures in various settings that 

emphasise this concern for context, which is often omitted. Sculptures, unlike paintings, do not have 

an obvious delineated frame. The boundary is indicated through the sculpture’s base, where present. 

Accordingly, the contact with the outer world is more like a boundary zone and potentially 

fragmentary. Hepworth’s photographic collages suggest that the sculpture transposes the frame’s 
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line of exclusion into a porous zone of interaction with any given context (fig. 2.27). This internal 

relationship has echoes with the contained relationship and inherent affection within the ‘transitional 

object’. 

So much of the artwork hanging on the walls of Kettle’s Yard derives from personal friendships 

resulting in an intertwining of object and person. Ede discussed the importance of friendship in a 

lecture on the work of Nicholson describing an undisclosed painting of two jugs in the following 

manner, “I thought that its subject was friendship … the togetherness of these two and their 

separateness – the effect of one line on another, the flow from one to another” (Smith 2000, 42, 

2001, 64). For Ede, objects hold representations of his friends. Similarly, Winnicott thought it 

important to discover the ability of an infant to initiate an affectionate relationship by observing an 

infant’s play with his ‘transitional object’. The theory of the ‘transitional object’ proposes that the 

first experience of the ‘other’ is the mother in the first relationship. The infant choses his object due 

to a specific resonance of a place or a thing to the mother. The capacity to express affection for an 

object derives first from the affection felt for the mother. The affection for the object is evidence 

of the transference of affection from the mother to an inanimate object in the outer world, yet 

contains a creative element of the self.  

In a similar manner, Ede’s many friendships have been transferred to the objects, spaces and art of 

Kettle’s Yard. There is a thematic resonance between Ede’s friendship and the affection expressed 

in the way certain objects are positioned in a contained and held manner. Why affection is inherent 

in Ede’s arrangements of objects at Kettle’s Yard is perhaps explained by some of his comments 

referring to the art of his friends. Ede had written in 1928 on the boundary between the object and 

the context. He referred to Nicholson’s inner life as being expressed through his painting, which 

demonstrated a blurred relationship between the object, context, the artist’s inner self and Ede’s 

personal friendship with the artist (Smith 2000, 42-47). Similarly, the ‘transitional object’ describes a 

subjective relationship, in which the infant is partly constituting their relationship with the mother as 

well as aspects of the infant’s response to that relationship. Nicholson’s nomination of his art as a 

‘living object’ is reminiscent of Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’, standing for a living person due to 

the process of cathexis. The ‘transitional object’ begins within the nascent ‘potential space’ between 

mother and infant.  

The creation of Kettle’s Yard would have been impossible without friendship and friend’s prices, for 

paying real prices for the paintings would have been impossible for Ede’s budget. Ede collected 

Nicholson’s paintings for between one and three pounds and Alfred Wallis’s paintings for a couple 

of shillings each in the 1920s (Smith 2000, 45). Nonetheless, Ede did not shie away from the on-

going financial and professional support given to his friends, as friend’s prices came with certain 

responsibilities. Subsequently, the art at Kettle’s Yard is a collection of art and objects from a social 

group interrelated through Ede, rather than defined by historical era, style or mode. Ede’s 
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interactions with Nicholson and others were also commercial transactions, things were exchanged 

for mutual benefit, where Ede reciprocates by promoting his artist friends. Other aspects of Ede’s 

friendships encompass a shared spiritual vision in a rather discreet and aesthetic manner. Ede 

envisions David Jones’s depictions of crockery in spiritual terms where  

‘[a] tea-cup the cup of life, a window the heavens opened, a boot, the fragility of flesh. 
If it was a light it was the light that shineth in the darkness’ (Smith 2000, 44) 

This quote takes its lead from David Jones’s reformulated Christian imagery of a domestic scene in 

the painting “Flora in Calix Light” 1950 (fig. 2.21). This quote is from Ede’s autobiography (not 

publically accessible) and cited in Smith’s Ph.D (Smith 2001, 69). David Jones, a practising Catholic, 

influenced Ede’s spiritual understanding, as did the Christian Science of Ben and Winifred Nicholson 

(Barassi 2006). The art historian Norbert Lynton saw Nicholson’s spiritual artistic vision as one not 

widely shared by his contemporaries (Lynton 1993, 451). However, Ede and Jones provide 

validation of a limited yet common spiritual, artistic vision. Neither Ede nor Jones is mentioned in 

Lynton’s monograph of Nicholson. Lynton substantiates Nicholson's spiritual concerns through a 

letter Nicholson wrote to Winifred Nicholson on 13th October 1933. The letter confirming the 

Christian Science substance to Nicholson’s work. Nicholson had also stated during the 1930s that 

”[p]ainting and religious experience are the same thing.” (Lynton 1993, 451). This phrasing is very 

reminiscent of Winnicott’s repeated pairing of art and religion as standing for culture. However, 

Lynton observes the neglect of a spiritual dimension in Nicholson’s work has been addressed by 

the art historian, Vanja Malloy.10 Malloy emphasises both the spiritual and scientific resonances, in 

addition to the domestic, in Nicholson’s reliefs (Malloy 2013, 5). The point for Winnicott may have 

been the metaphorical or symbolic constituents of objects that only come alive through the 

imaginative capacity of people by reinterpreting objects in context.  

The objects of Kettle’s Yard commonly stand for the friends of Ede just as Winnicott observed that 

‘transitional objects’ stand primarily for the mother. Ede’s curation demonstrates a fluid concept 

between the person and the art object. Ede’s description is reminiscent of the importance Winnicott 

placed on the ability of immersing one’s self in the outer world.  So much of the artwork hanging 

on the walls or sitting on the floor or tables in Kettle’s Yard derives from personal friendships that 

evince an intertwining of object and person. The artwork is a physical object whose significance 

changes depending on who makes it, uses it, defines it. Viewing the object in context has a parallel 

                                                
10 Malloy raises the issue of a scientific resonance in Nicholson’s work and can be substantiated by a letter that Ede wrote 
to Nicholson on the 5th November, 1929. Nicholson had evidently recommended a book by Eddington and Ede had 
begun to read it. Ede, after again viewing Nicholson’s painting “Plate with knife and lemon” (fig2.05), states that “Ben and 
Eddington are of course talking about the same thing” (KYA, KY/EDE/1/13, Ede Ephemera). The book is likely to be Arthur 
Eddington’s “The Nature of the Physical World” published in 1928. Eddington is well known for promulgating Einstein’s 
physics in the English-speaking world. The first few pages of the book contain a discreet section entitled “Frames of Space”, 
in the first chapter. 
 



 
 

 

90 

with the way Winnicott observed the infant playing with the ‘transitional object’. The emphasis is 

laid on an object that is created through the attribution of meanings and the way the object is used, 

in addition to who physically made or conceived the original object. At Kettle’s Yard, the friendships 

embedded in the art and objects have an impact beyond the life of the friends linked by the object. 

The deliberate connectivity of these assemblages emulates the human affectionate of relationships 

through a resolved artistic form. For Winnicott, relationships are just as much about the relationship 

to ourselves as they are to other people. Barassi’s comment on Ede’s visual concerns is reminiscent 

of Winnicott’s theories of how we come to make meaning out of objects in the following quote:  

I suspect that today most of us would argue that Ede’s visual concerns and cultural 
priorities have aged as much as the aesthetic of the house. However, his understanding 
of the potential of a collection as its capability to stir emotions and lead us to establish 
a new relationship with our inner feelings, beauty and the past appears to me as valid 
today as it has to many visitors over the last fifty years. (Barassi 2004, 4)  

Many years after Ede and his friends have passed away, visitors still have personal responses to 

Kettle’s Yard, as if this place encourages an engagement with our own aesthetic assemblages and 

allows us to forge new and unexpected connections. Barassi infers that Kettle’s Yard’s significance 

today lies in its capacity to form connections between our inner selves and the outer world while 

igniting affectionate responses. The affectionate response has an aesthetic dimension at Kettle’s 

Yard, in common with the ‘transitional object’. As such, Kettle’s Yard shows the evolution of the 

‘transitional object’ in mature cultural creativity. The constant is an agency created by the viewer 

and imputed to objects as a representation of mediated relationships. The apparent common 

affectionate response that Kettle’s Yard now elicits does not seem to depend on having directly 

known the artists or the nature of their interactions with Ede. Kettle’s Yard brings into clear visual 

form the common affectionate response, indicating that the complexity of cross connections 

between objects is viewed as a conscious and deliberate interaction between our inner lives and 

the engagement with the external world.  

Social Milieux 
Ede was an intentionally social character. During his time living at One Elm Row in Hampstead 

during the 1920s and 1930s he entertained many influential artists, writers, musicians and dancers 

(Barassi 2006, 131-132). Ede kept a visitor book for his Sunday afternoon open house, which noted 

many influential characters (Ede Ephemera, KYA).11 Ede created a social space for people in the 

                                                
11 Visitors included Christopher Wood on the 28th June, 1925; Mark Gertler, 12th May 1925; Frank Dobson, 6th November 
1925; Paul Nash, 4th July 1926; Duncan Grant, 18th March 1926; Cedric Morris, 5th December 1926; Vera Moore was a 
frequent visitor between 1926 and 1934; Arnold Bennett, 27th June 1927; Frederick Ashton, 18th March 1926; David 
Bomberg, 18th December 1927; Alexandra Danilova, 26th June 1927; Ian Fairweather, 18th December 1927; R.H. Wilenski, 
26th June 1927; Kenneth Clark, 15th March 1928; John Gielgud, 7th August 1931; Graham Greene, 8th February 1931; 
Herbert Read, 29th June 1933; Ralph Richardson, 21 May 1933; Robert Sainsbury, 5th November 1933; Adrian Stokes, 8th 
October 1933; Elizabeth Summerson, 27th July 1933; Margaret Gardiner was a frequent visitor between 1933 and 1934; 
John Betjeman, 1st January 1934; Ivon Hitchens, 7th January 1934; Jean Helion, 6th July 1934; Georges Braque, 6th July 1934; 
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arts. Accordingly, Ede did not create Kettle’s Yard in a vacuum. He became friends with many 

modernist artists and collected their work and so the evolution of Kettle’s Yard was supported 

through Ede’s friendships (Ede 1984, 14, Barassi 2006, 130, 2004). Ede’s early career as an assistant 

curator at the Tate, in the 1920s and 1930s, enabled contact with a wide range of artists and the 

formal public presentation of art. Ede became an enthusiastic supporter of modernist art after 

meeting the artists Ben Nicholson and his first wife, Winifred Nicholson in 1924 (Ede 1984, 15). 

This put Ede at odds with the staunchly conservative director of the Tate at the time, J.B. Manson 

(KYA, oral histories; MK06, MK25). In the 1920s, Ede’s modernist artistic preferences were out of 

step with the general artistic appetite in Britain. Ede was again out of step, promoting the artwork 

of artists such as Nicholson who were avant-garde in the 1920s and 1930s but rather too established 

in the 1950s and 1960s. This though is a perennial problem of the avant-garde, too new when first 

created and too old when first understood by a general audience. 

Figure 2.28 Postcard from David Jones to Jim Ede, c/o Winnicott, Kettle’s Yard Archive 
(KY/EDE/1/8/1) (photograph by author 2014) 
 
Winnicott visited Ede on some of the same days as Ede’s regular visitors such as Vera Moore, 

Margaret Gardiner and Helen Sutherland, and so was involved to some degree with Ede’s larger 

circle of connections. Much later, during 1943, the artist David Jones sent Ede a postcard (fig. 2.28, 

2.29), an excerpt read “I so very much enjoyed my evening – it was quite like old times*”. The 

postcard implies that Jones spent the evening with Ede and Winnicott and recalled the Elm Row 

soirees Jones had attended during the 1920s and 1930s. In the postcard, Jones mentions the ‘W’s’ 

                                                
Lazlo Moholy-Nagy, 20th October 1935; Walter Gropius, 6th January 1935; Leonard Elmhirst, 2nd October 1935; Naum 
Gabo, 14th July 1935; James Pope Hennessey, 22nd September 1935. 
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while referring to the recent shared evening. Jones had been a frequent visitor of Ede’s, as noted in 

Ede’s pocket diaries (KYA, KY/EDE/4). Ede also recalled Jones reciting passages from his long poem 

“In Parenthesis”, during the 1930s (Ede 1984, 54). Ede and his wife lived in Tangier between 1937 

and 1952. It was during a return visit Ede made to Britain that Jones sent Ede this postcard (fig. 2.28, 

2.29) addressed “c/o Dr Winnicott, 7, Pilgrim’s Lane Hampstead” on 11th March 1943 (KYA, 

KY/EDE/8/1). This postcard implies that Ede may have regularly stayed with Winnicott, and his first 

wife Alice on his visits home from Tangier. The psychoanalyst Brett Kahr has pointed out that David 

Jones was one of Ede’s few artist friends that Winnicott befriended (Kahr 1996, 80-81).12  

Even though it is not easy to make specific determinations about the interconnectedness of Ede’s 

and Winnicott’s social interactions, their shared repetition of ideas and approaches to their work 

suggest that conversations were powerful conduits of modernist ideas between disciplines. 

Figure 2.29 Postcard from David Jones to Jim Ede, Kettle’s Yard Archive (KY/EDE/1/8/1) 
(photograph by author 2014) 
 
Conclusions  
The exploration of Kettle’s Yard as ‘potential space’ identifies continuities between the modernist 

endeavours of Donald Winnicott and Jim Ede. However, this investigation, following Winnicott’s 

suggestions, brings to the surface matters that are not normally found in architectural commentary, 

such as affection or fantasy, or the creativity elicited from using, viewing, and visiting Kettle’s Yard. 

                                                
12 Kahr has noted other occasions during 1943 where Jones reported meeting Winnicott and his wife independently to 
Ede, though the contact seems to have ceased by 1944 (Kahr 1996, 81) 



 
 
 

93 

Approaching Kettle’s Yard as ‘potential space’ yields a psychoanalytically informed understanding of 

the processes involved in how we, as designers or users of buildings, embed significance into our 

environment from both personal and collective perspectives. The architectural scholar Adam Sharr 

and the political historian Stephen Thornton have said of Kettle’s Yard, that Martin and Owers 

“designed a sequence of interiors with a rich, finely judged and subtly shifting balance between the 

qualities of domestic and semi-public space” (Sharr and Thornton 2013, 195). At Kettle’s Yard the 

balance between the individual and the collective in architecture pervaded certain examples of 

Martin’s architectural output in 1970.  

The discussion of form in this thesis entailed a descriptive commentary of Kettle’s Yard, 

concentrating on the physical form and visual elements. However, my commentary suggested 

relationships of objects and space that referenced Ede’s experience of human relationships. This 

overlap of the animate with the inanimate is suggestive of Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ where the 

infant reimagines the relationship with her mother through object relationships. The physical aspects 

of Kettle’s Yard involve a highly complex series of assemblages that nonetheless have an integrated 

sense of unity. The original house and the gallery extension are a series of spaces whose focus 

expands and contracts. The differential lighting between the original house and the gallery both 

present different aspects of modernism, yet both still promote a series of quiet but complex 

intersections between things. 

How we relate to objects is illustrated in the complexity of Winnicott’s conceptions and is 

highlighted in two sculptures by Henri Gaudier-Brzeska. The relationship to objects is often 

intertwined with our perceptions and conceptions of living. Winnicott’s theory of the ‘transitional 

object’ demonstrated how our early relationships to objects can be expressed as interpretations of 

the conditions of our first relationships with primary carers. The discussion of the other has been 

demonstrated through selected artistic objects in Kettle’s Yard described in this chapter. The 

Gaudier-Brzeska sculptures “Dog” and “Dancer” are remarkably expressive of the confusions 

involved in conceiving of self and other. Ede sees “Dog” as being both susceptible to a ‘transitional’ 

reading of a comforting object and a more sophisticated reading of a sculpture, while “Dancer” 

expresses something between unity and fragmentation. Each of these sculptures express something 

of Winnicott’s ‘transitional’ concepts where the infant’s ego shifts between integration and 

integration. Confusions between what is felt to be integrated within the self or felt to be a 

fragmented does not seem to leave us as we move to adulthood, though we might be progressively 

more aware of it. 

The spatial connotations of the locations of Tagore’s image of the seashore and Milner’s image of 

two overlapping jugs are indicative of Winnicott’s psychoanalytic emphasis on the in between. The 

boundary between the inner self and the external world is given a specific location in Winnicott’s 

image of the shore through Tagore’s poem. An illustration of the overlap and interplay between 
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internal and external is emphasised by Milner’s sketch of two overlapping jugs. The images Winnicott 

used to explain ‘potential space’ gain an added significance when compared with Nicholson’s Dieppe 

paintings. The inanimate and the animate collide, where jugs are rendered in a similar manner to a 

portrait reflected in the glass. Other overlaps are inferred, such as the personal with the impersonal, 

the past with the present.  

Imagination has been incorporated into two very different types of spatial organisation at Kettle’s 

Yard. These two three-dimensional spaces are the original home and the modernist gallery 

extension. “Flora in Calix Light” and “relief design” show how similar ideas about space were 

replicated in two dimensional representations. These spaces are a metaphor of the locational 

aspects of Winnicott’s theories where imagination or illusion is part of a productive psychological 

process. This process is a series of reflexive modulations of integration and separation, between the 

internal self and the external world. Rather than just wish fulfilment, illusionary aspects of art were 

understood to play a role in our adaptions of our personal self to collective living. Kettle’s Yard has 

an abundance of imaginary interpretive suggestions, where the objects and their arrangements are 

not only seen objectively in their physical materiality, but also valued for their suggestive nature. 

Ede’s use of Gaudier-Brzeska’s sculpture Caritas as the central focus of an assemblage of domestic 

items conveyed a sense of containment and support. The mixing up of objects and people at Kettle’s 

Yard has similarities with Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’. Friendships that are held in deep affection 

have a lasting resonance in the collections and buildings of Kettle’s Yard. The art collection is made 

by a friend of many of the artists rather than a professional collector. Thus, the palpable personal 

feeling at Kettle’s Yard is conveyed in a heightened aesthetic manner that deliberately intones a 

subtle emotional quiet atmosphere. Affection was central to Winnicott’s understanding of early 

mother and infant relationships. Winnicott theorised that the ability to form relationships with 

human or inert objects is bound up with our capacity for affection, a robust affection that can 

withstand and survive the aggressive testing of reality. 

The friendship between Winnicott and Ede crossed the boundaries of family and profession. The 

evidence for cross influences between Winnicott and Ede is largely circumstantial, yet the repetition 

of specific occasions of commonality indicates they may have had sustained conversations on the 

connections between art and psychoanalysis. I have illustrated Winnicott’s theories of creation 

through observing the objects and spaces of Kettle’s Yard and I have emphasised that creativity does 

not end with the creator but persists through the visitors to Kettle’s Yard in their potential for 

creative appreciation and experiencing of place.  
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3 
The ‘potential space’ of Royal Festival Hall  
Examining connections between Winnicott, Leslie Martin, Ben Nicholson, and Le Corbusier 

 
In the main foyers of the concert hall the very freedom of the plan that the light, transparent 
structure has made possible results in almost too much freedom to move in any direction, 
which may prove bewildering to those unaccustomed to so much architectural 
emancipation. (Richards 1951, 356)  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

J.M. Richards suggested we might have expectations of architecture that, when they are not met, 

cause bewilderment. This suggestion was made in response to the opening of the Royal Festival 

Hall in 1951(Richards 1951, 356). Bewilderment is not necessarily native to the building or the 

visitor; rather, it is an aspect of the relationship between architecture and the one who experiences 

it. The reason for the bewilderment was a confrontation with the uncommon spatial freedom of 

Festival Hall, designed by Sir Leslie Martin.1 These complications in experiencing buildings are 

discussed here as ‘potential space’. The structure of the discussion follows the previous chapter, 

exploring in sequence the themes of form, other, locations, imagination and affection. The 

architectural singularity of Festival Hall highlights how one specific space has a variety of psychic 

dimensions between our experience of interiority and exteriority. Moreover, interrelationships 

between subject and object are overlaid with the locations between internal and external. 

Consequently, this interdisciplinary contemplation of the ‘potential space’ of Festival Hall identifies 

spatial affinities between the architectural qualities of Festival Hall and the spatial and relational 

aspects of Winnicott’s ‘potential space’. Winnicott explained play as a precursor to cultural 

experience with a direct reference to Festival Hall where, “[w]hat holds for play also holds for the 

St Matthew Passion at which I am almost certain to find colleagues when I go to the Festival Hall in 

a few weeks’ time” (Winnicott 1992, 206). Consequently, for Winnicott, both play and culture 

occur in ‘potential space’, between the inner self and the outer world that is encapsulated in the 

experience of Festival Hall. 

 

                                                
1 Martin was assisted by Peter Moro, and both served under Robert Matthew, the head architect at London 
City Council. Two decades on from the opening of Festival Hall, Martin was also the architect the 1970 gallery 
extension to Kettle’s Yard, with Davis Owers. 
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Figure 3.01 Royal Festival Hall, circa 1962. Photograph from the Wikimedia website online, 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2c/Royal_Festival_Hall%2C_Belvedere_Road_
%281%29.jpg 
  

 
Figure 3.02 Royal Festival Hall, circa 1951. Photograph from the London Inheritance website 
online, http://alondoninheritance.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Festival-H4.jpg 
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Form and building 
Festival Hall has many cultural associations. These associations continue to grow and change as the 

succeeding generations find new ways in which to relate to Festival Hall. However, the initial 

associations were built around an embodiment of a nation’s hopes of recovery from World War II. 

Accordingly, this modernist civic concert hall was dedicated to the collective experience of musical 

culture for a nation in the process of rebuilding.2  

 
Figure 3.03 The River Thames, the Houses of Parliament, the Festival of Britain South Bank Site, 
and St Paul’s in the distance, 1951. (Photo by Aerofilms Collection via “A History of Britain From 
Above”) http://www.vintag.es/2014/05/vintage-photos-of-britain-from-above.html 
 
The external form of the building is a simple box with an ovoid auditorium that contravenes this 

cubic envelope. The disarming simplicity of Festival Hall’s form stands on a curve of the River 

                                                
2 J.M. Richards regarded Martin as the primary driving force behind the design (Richards 1951, 355-356), 
referring to Dr Martin and the design team. Accordingly, the discussion in this thesis based on my research 
has concentrated on Martin’s involvement for this reason as well as Martin’s connections to Jim Ede and Ben 
Nicholson, outlined in the previous chapter. 
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Thames. The building has sightlines to both Westminster and St Paul’s Cathedral (fig. 3.03). Festival 

Hall has a very clear formal schema consistent with modernist aims. At the building’s opening, J.M. 

Richards described Festival Hall as a “leviathan among sea-horses” (Richards 1951, 355). This 

descriptor conveys the immanent monumentality of the building compared to the accompanying 

temporary structures of the Festival of Britain,3 such as the Skylon and Discovery Dome, which were 

both demolished after the festival finished (fig. 3.03).  

The modernist form of the building was rather comically described as an ‘egg in a box’ (Richards 

1951, 355-356, McKean 1992, 4). The nascent auditorium is a solid egg like form, while the 

surrounding box, generally open and transparent in structure, contains foyers, cafes, restaurants, and 

exhibition space. The building’s skin has an expansive manner that is both opaque and transparent. 

The clear open space of the foyer is visible to passers-by, yet the auditorium is occluded. The foyer 

is inviting, free and almost always intentionally open to the public, even when there are no 

performances. The various entry points in the glazed foyer wall allow visitors to meander through 

the building without planning or a retracing of steps. The formal entry (Carolin 1996, 46-47), being 

on a lower level to the main foyer, can easily be bypassed. Thus, the building can be experienced 

both formally and informally. By contrast, the auditorium is elevated into the volume of the building, 

creating the free-flowing foyer space below. The curve of the auditorium punctures the roof 

indicating its presence in the building’s external form and enhancing the image of new life, emerging 

upwards. The prospective audience ascends through the building from the expansive foyer via a 

series of platforms, sequentially expanding and contracting the experience of space, as they proceed 

to their seats in the auditorium. The views from these platforms vary from close-up detail to 

watching the other visitors across the open internal volumes and then to views out and across the 

river and beyond.  

The total effect is of a complex system of imaginatively related spaces, where changes of 
level add interest to every vista, where low-ceilinged areas open up dramatically into spaces 
where the ceiling appears to rise out of sight, where sudden contrasts of light and dark 
bring variety to the vast interior. (Richards 1951, 356) 

Architecturally, form and space are both precise and indeterminate. In contrast to the external form, 

the internal spatial circulations are complex, yet pointedly modernist. 

Martin’s modernism redoubles the description of ‘egg in a box’ as a symbol of new life, associated 

with national rebuilding. J.M. Richards’s contemporary critical review of the building reminds us that 

the architectural expression of modernism was an incomplete yet ongoing project in the process of 

growth (Richards 1951, 355). In the context of the aftermath of World War II, these symbols of 

new life were a national edict of recovery and belief in a better future. Food rationing was still in 

force in 1951, yet the building was a manifestation of hope for a peaceful future and intentionally 

                                                
3 The Festival of Britain famously took place in 1951 and centered on the South Bank of the River Thames at 
the behest of the then Labour Government. The Royal Festival Hall was its permanent centerpiece.  
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revered the imagined present. Festival Hall (fig. 3.01) was the first modernist civic building in Britain 

(LCC 1951, 63), and the focal building for the Festival of Britain in 1951. The Festival of Britain, itself, 

harked back to the 1851 Great Exhibition and Crystal Palace, another technologically and 

expressively ground-breaking building. The traumatic origins of the building were re-awakened when 

the temporary exhibition buildings were demolished, leaving only the Festival Hall standing. The 

building’s surrounds were left in a state of disrepair for over a decade, providing further symbolism 

of the decades long process of rebuilding. In 1995 the architectural historian John McKean wrote 

about the way Festival Hall had been subjected to yet resisted being a political object through which 

Labour and Conservative streams of politics. The demolition of the temporary structures was 

untaken after the Conservative government had taken power late in 1951 (McKean 1995, 1). 

Further to this McKean’s contemporary view is that the building continues to resist, this time in the 

form of “comfortable ‘heritage’ “(McKean 1995, 1). From my perspective, while the mundane 

reading of this was through political action, the more interpretive and speculative reading further 

supported the idea of Festival Hall as a survivor through struggle and to carry on living through 

difficulties. The paradox of this new building continuing to be an obvious visual emblem of survival 

in the years after the war touches on some of Winnicott’s concepts of the teddy bear; bearing the 

marks of the struggle to organised selfhood, whilst simultaneously heralding new forms of creativity 

and achievement. Thus, psychoanalytically, the image of new life birthed from trauma has a strong 

affiliation to the personal experience of therapy. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.04 The Royal Festival Hall and other specially erected buildings at the site of the 1951 
Festival of Britain on the South Bank of the River Thames (GETTY Images) 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/8270360/The-1951-Festival-of-Britain-in-pictures.html 
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Figure 3.05 Royal Festival Hall, showing the Discovery Dome and the Skylon in the distance. 
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2015/feb/02/royal-festival-hall-reopens-london-symphony-
orchestra-1965 
 
The Festival Hall introduced a civic modernism into the national architectural lexicon, fundamentally 

changing the appearance of British civic buildings. Festival Hall is evidently neither gothic nor classical, 

its style and structure had no obvious stylistic references to other times and places, save its explicit 

nod to Le Corbusier’s architecture. The sleek white cubic shape represented a paradigmatic change 

from the past architectural styles of civic buildings, acknowledging the advent of modernist 

architecture in a very public manner.4 The form and structure of Festival Hall approximately follows 

Le Corbusier’s five-point plan (Le Corbusier 1985) that was most obviously expressed in his design 

for the Villa Savoye in 1929 (fig 3.06). Le Corbusier’s five-point plan provides a short yet 

comprehensive guide to the tectonic contributions of modernist architecture. The freedom afforded 

by modern construction methods changed what was possible in plan, section and façade. The five-

point plan explains how these new technologies instigated changes in the visual and sculptural 

aspects of architectural form.  

 The 5-point plan 

1. Piloti 

2. Free plan 

3. Free façade 

4. Horizontal strip windows 

5. Roof terraces/garden 

                                                
4 Festival Hall has been subject to ongoing changes and upgrades to façades and internal spaces over the 
course of its existence. One of the most significant changes took place in the 1960s, which simplified the 
facades and glazing patterns. 
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Le Corbusier’s piloti (columns) lift the building from the ground, supported by columns leaving a 

free open space. The extensive glazing at the main foyer level reveals the clear structural system. 

The free plan, façade and strip windows emphasise the formal advantages produced by a steel and 

concrete endo-skeletal structure. The edict for roof terraces was notionally independent of modern 

structural systems, yet promoted a drive for efficiency where every part of the building was utilised. 

The piloti (columns) of Festival Hall are expressive of the dominant columnar concrete structural 

system. The main building is elevated on this columnar structure, allowing for the open freeform 

space of the foyer, while the elevated and seemingly suspended auditorium is visually apparent 

internally from below. Accordingly, Festival Hall’s celebrated open foyer conforms to Le Corbusier’s 

free plan. The post and beam construction does not dictate frequent solid spatial divisions; rather 

this system opens to a more fluid spatial organisation. The stripped and sparse façades are wrapped 

around the building, emphasising their release from any load-bearing function. Thus, the functions 

of the façade overturn traditional forms of spatial divisions. Here, the façades are free to transition 

between internal and external space by varying the level (or lack) of transparency. The façades 

frequently employ horizontal strip windows, also emphasising the façades’ absence of core structural 

function. The limited roof terraces of Festival Hall afford views of the Thames.  Accordingly, Festival 

Hall illustrates a near complete conformance to Le Corbusier’s 5 point plan, which is visually 

apparent rather than theoretically derived. By comparing the five point lists of Le Corbusier with 

Winnicott’s theories an associative core of bodily orientation is illuminated. We can change how 

our bodies touch the ground or reach to the sky and we can also understand that the way we see 

the world is not wholly informed by our internal structures of support. By comparing a building with 

a body, a desire to understand the underpinning and extent of a structural experience can be 

explored. 

Festival Hall is a tectonic cousin to Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye (fig. 3.06) in that they both follow 

the same principles of piloti, free plan, free façade, horizontal strip windows and roof gardens. Both 

are examples of how modernism’s construction methods and spatial organisation provided a new 

intertwined and variable relationship between systems and elements. Here, both private house and 

collective civic space demonstrate accordance with Le Corbusier’s simple outline for modernist 

architecture. 

The architectural theorist, Colin Rowe’s (1920-1999) scholarship of Le Corbusier’s written and built 

work described new kinds of relational dilemmas that modernist architecture ignited. While Rowe 

has not commented specifically on Festival Hall, his work can be used to show another way in which 

Festival Hall expresses modernist innovations, deriving from cubist pictorial strategies. Rowe’s 

critique of Talbot Hamlin’s review of architectural modernism highlighted the omission of modernist 

architecture’s cubist legacy, first published in 1952 (Rowe 1996, 107). Here, Rowe discussed how 

cubism’s reimagined optical processes expressed a multiplicity of time and space, which transformed 

the modernist architectural lexicon. Thus, Rowe highlighted the implicit compositional importance 
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that cubism held for modernist architecture. Rowe identified a dramatic shift between the traditional 

architectural compositional strategies of symmetrical, concentric and gravitational form to the 

introduction of asymmetrical, peripheric and levitational compositions by the early 1920s (Rowe 

1996, 115-116). Rowe cited the first of cubism’s contributions to architecture as the idea of 

levitation, most nominally concerned with Le Corbusier’s pilotti that elevated the building from the 

ground.5 Expressions of levitation contrasted with a gravity bound architectural legacy aggressively 

dependent on load-bearing walls. Of course, it was not possible for the levitational to supersede 

gravity. Instead, an overt illusionistic dialogue between levity and gravity became a modernist 

thematic. The expression of light and heavy characteristics now included the extraordinary 

possibilities that the new construction techniques afforded, such as cantilevers and wide column 

free spans. Rowe identified a second contribution that preferenced a peripheral spatial composition 

over a centralised plan. Cubism emphasised peripheral compositions by no longer prioritising the 

single point view of a perspectival construction. Cubism’s third contribution, for Rowe, was the 

prominence of dynamic asymmetrical composition over one that tended towards a rigid symmetry. 

The move away from a rigid symmetry repeats the same dissolution of the single revered position, 

towards a multifaceted spatial and axial organisation, as well as the variable interpretations associated 

with such compositions. Thus, cubism stressed the context or artistic setting and its inherent 

relationships. Accordingly, the advent of cubism encouraged consideration of the viewer’s variable 

position and subsequent interpretation.  

Figure 3.06 Villa Savoye, Le Corbusier, 1929 (photo: Renato Saboya, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) From 
the smart history website online, https://smarthistory.org/le-corbusier-villa-savoye/ 

                                                
5 Adrian Forty noted that the value of Rowe’s commentary on Villa Savoye highlights the structural freedoms 
that modern construction methods afforded the architect (Forty 2000, 25). 
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Rowe’s three compositional insights into of how cubism influenced and evidenced in modernist 

architecture suggests destabilising structural tendencies. The comparison of Rowe’s compositional 

insights with Winnicott’s theories of childhood development and its relationship to cultural 

experience highlights a paradoxical creative pattern of destabilising experience that prefigures 

psychological achievement. Thus, the cubist destabilising tendencies towards levitation, asymmetry 

and peripheric composition provide an opportunity for modernist architecture to account for a 

wider range of metaphorical expression that includes, for example, Winnicott’s notion of ‘primitive 

agonies’. 

Abstract narratives 
Martin’s joint editorship, with Ben Nicholson and Naum Gabo, of Circle; International Survey of 

Constructivist Art (fig. 3.07) in 1937 had explicitly connected cubism and constructive art with 

modernist architecture.6 Additionally, Le Corbusier had contributed an essay to the publication, 

entitled ”Quarrel with Realism”. Corbusier’s essay was ostensibly on painting, yet nevertheless cited 

the paradigmatic shift for architecture that cubism presaged (Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 

65-74). Here, Le Corbusier argued that abstraction allows a deeper acknowledgement of a physical 

reality. The realism of which Le Corbusier talks does not negate the potential for the artist to “blow 

open all the doors to the deep land of dreams – especially there, where there is no real depth” 

(Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 73). Corbusier’s comment is likely an anti-Surrealist position in 

the 1930s, as Circle was a ‘constructivist’ response to the Surrealist exhibition in 1936 (Matthiesson 

2008, 5). Accordingly, dreams were seemingly not as important for Corbusier as the illusionary and 

creative discoveries of everyday life. Corbusier describes a relational dialogue between what is 

physically present and what can be inferred, thereby upending a simple division between what is 

real and what is unreal. Appreciably, Corbusier’s argument is akin to Nicholson’s interplay of real 

and unreal, as discussed in Chapter One regarding “Au Chat Botte” 1934 (fig. 1.03). Both 

approaches reveal a common concern for how relationships and interplays between the real and 

the unreal can be expressed in art. Where Nicholson plays impossible spatial games by depicting a 

jug over the red lettering of the shop window, Corbusier might infer space where there is solid, or 

suggest levitation where there is an oblique structural support. The complex relationships between 

real and unreal that are depicted in Nicholson and Corbusier offer a similar concern with the edge 

between imagination and reality that Winnicott expressed in the concept of the ‘transitional object’.  

Festival Hall’s modernism necessarily decreased the ability of architectural form to physically quote 

the past. Festival Hall’s modernist style did not have visually explicit references to other things, times 

                                                
6 Curiously, Rowe acknowledged architecture’s cubist debt without reference to the editors of Circle; Martin, 
Nicholson or Gabo, as Rowe had worked for Martin at Cambridge University from 1958 to 1961 (Rowe and 
Naegele 2016, 123). 
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or places, instead a diversity of abstract references provided a way for making meaning. The way in 

which the levels of abstraction worked for Martin appear to be aligned with Corbusier’s comments 

on the value of abstraction in the essay “The Quarrel with Realism” insofar as abstraction was 

connected to an experience of physical reality (Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 67-74). 

Additionally, the structure of Le Corbusier’s argument is akin to arguments made by Adrian Stokes 

in 1933 and later by Rowe in 1994.7 The basic argument underlying all three proposals was that 

abstract expressions contained a richer intensity of narrative when compared to the narrative of 

representational art. Stokes argument was set out in the essay “Art Today”, which was written for 

The Spectator in 1933 (Stokes 1978, 305-306).8 Rowe’s argument was made in a chapter titled 

“Iconography”, in 1994 (Rowe 1994, 44-73). The importance of these arguments is in prompting 

the idea that an artistic work can accept and contain the viewer’s projective associative meanings 

that allow a feeling of personal connection in a similar way to the ‘transitional object’. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.07 The front cover of Circle: International Survey of Constructivist Art 1937 
 

                                                
7 During the 1930s Stokes was in analysis with Melanie Klein and Winnicott had begun Kleinian training. 
8 This essay is associated with Stokes’s three short essays on the art by Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth 
and Henry Moore for an accompanying exhibition during 1933. 
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Stokes’s essay “Art Today”, despite its brevity, is a dense and complex argument. Stokes’s 

psychoanalytically informed observation was that a singular abstract art object suggests manifold 

layered narrative interpretations in contrast to the more pictorially fixed associations of 

representational artwork. This argument suggests that abstract forms invite multivalent meanings. 

Abstraction, for Stokes, increases the complexity of narrative insights rather than reducing the 

narrative.9 Stokes’s essay argues that a new approach in art was already evident from the 1850s, 

although it had only recently removed its “musty garments” with the introduction of abstract 

composition (Read 1998, 228). In addition, the potential for multiple narratives might not 

consciously be inferred by the artist but supplied in the viewer’s imaginative reception of abstract 

art. Consequently, these responses are an intermingling of unconscious and conscious responses. 

To a degree, Stokes’s earlier essay prefigured Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’, by stressing an active 

and creative engagement with art, where art is conceptualised as a reciprocal and intersubjective 

activity.  

Rowe made a strikingly similar argument to Stokes in the chapter “Iconography” in the publication 

entitled The Architecture of Good Intentions (Rowe 1994, 44-73). Here, Rowe argued in line with 

Stokes that the abstract forms of modernist architecture encourage multiple narratives. Rowe used 

similar late Victorian pictorial examples to Stokes, which Rowe contrasted with the abstraction of 

Le Corbusier’s modernist architecture, effectively extending Stokes’s artistic argument to modernist 

architecture. Rowe argues that abstract art and modernist architecture both contain a dense literary 

narrative due to the abstraction of form and space. The importance of these arguments depends 

not so much on the differences between representational and abstract art, rather that architecture 

is inherently abstract. Rowe’s architectural example was Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye (fig. 3.06), which 

Rowe discusses as an interpretive interrogation, citing metaphors of simple structures, ships and the 

insides of bodies. For Rowe, Villa Savoye is a structure with variable interpretations, including Le 

Corbusier’s Maison Domino, Greek Temples after Viollet-le-Duc, Andrea Palladio’s Villa Rotunda 

and the Abbé Laugier’s primitive hut (fig. 3.08). Rowe then extends these interpretations of the Villa 

Savoye to include ships as a “floating palace, an emblem of the island and of the soul” (Rowe 1994, 

55-60). For Rowe, efficiency is imbued through the emblem of the ship and emancipation is 

architecturally inferred through the potential structural separations of floor, wall and column, which 

allude to social emancipation. For Rowe, an additional element at play is that the Villa Savoye “is 

also a symbol of the automobile”, or that the house’s internal convolutions symbolic of the “spiral 

                                                
9 This essay positioned Stokes in opposition to Ezra Pound’s view of abstract art as moving beyond the 
narrative. Richard Read, Stokes’s biographer, comments that Stokes’s essay argued that Pound’s abstraction 
found its values in line, form and volume. Read explained that in comparison Stokes identified a relatively new 
“self-conscious and literary approach” inherent in abstract art, which combined “personal projection” and 
“synthesis of experience” (Read 1998, 228). Read draws out a connection between Stokes’s essay and the 
later “Image in Form” essay, written in 1967 (Read 1998, 233). By establishing a connection to Stokes’s later 
work, Read confirmed the “Freudian infrastructure” of the earlier essay, which primarily addresses the 
censorship and manipulations that occur in the interpretations between word and image. 
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of a shell”. These references extend to analogies to the human body’s internal systems, suggesting 

entrails, ligaments and digestive tracts (Rowe 1994, 60). For Rowe, the Villa Savoye’s contrasting 

forms suggest a metaphor for the human body’s smooth exterior against the internal spirals of the 

gut.  Accordingly, Rowe’s interpretation of Villa Savoye explicitly shares Stokes’s argument that 

abstract forms contain narrative depth and intensity. These formal substitutions share the associative 

structure of the ‘transitional object’ which accepts projective characteristics. Furthermore, the 

capacity for narrative that the multiplicity of available interpretations in abstract representations 

allows shares a commonly evidenced aspect of the ‘transitional object’, where the teddy bear has a 

seemingly independent life of its own, albeit illusory. Thus, meanings are not solitary but have the 

potential to exist in a compositional narrative. 

 
Figure 3.08 Left; Maison Domino, Le Corbusier, 1929, Centre; Engraving of Villa Capra, Palladio, 
1570 Right; Engraving by Charles Eisen accompanying (Abbé) Marc-Antoine Laugier’s Essai sur 
l'architecture 2nd ed. 1755 (images reproduced from The Architecture of Good Intentions (Rowe 
1994, 44-73)) 
 
Rowe’s interrogation of the associated imagery of Villa Savoye provides a comparison with the 

formal similarities of Festival Hall. Villa Savoye’s cool sparse exterior contrasts with the spiral motions 

of the ramps and stairs at the core of the plan, which associates the twists and turns of internal 

circulatory spaces with the intestines and the smooth exterior with the skin of a body. Rowe’s body 

metaphor, as both internal as external form, also holds for Festival Hall, where the simple exterior 

form contains the complex circulatory routes through the building that enable each person to arrive 

at their allotted seat. Festival Hall shares anthropomorphic similarities with Villa Savoye, in so far as 

they both initiate an analogy with the physical body. Rowe’s image of ‘emancipation’ readily applies 

to Festival Hall due to the foyer’s unlimited open function for collective purposes. The foyer’s 

collective form is achieved in part due to technological advances in construction. The architect and 

architectural historian, Flora Samuel pointed out further intimations of Rowe’s multiple images 

where in “[r]evealing the political implications of something as seemingly innocuous as a structural 

frame, Colin Rowe wrote of the Maison Domino and its off- spring, the Villa Savoye, as being 

‘symbols of emancipation’ which carry implications of ‘social liberty’.” (Samuel 2007, 21). If Rowe’s 

reading of Villa Savoye was emancipatory, then it follows that an emancipatory reading of structure 

applies doubly so for the civic purposes of Festival Hall. Festival Hall’s emancipatory architectural 
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gesture is extended by the freedom of movement encouraged by subtle delineations between 

spaces. Both Festival Hall and Villa Savoye have defined and undefined boundaries between internal 

and external space. Internal and external definitions become diffused at the entry levels in both 

buildings, the expansive horizontal glazing and the openness at roof level. A sense of containment 

and exposure is common to both. Spatial dimensions are nominally defined, yet the boundary 

between what is contained and what is exposed is in flux. Again, this concern for what happens at 

the boundaries between things recalls Winnicott’s intermediate concerns.  

Martin’s contribution to the Circle publication was entitled “The State of Transition” (Martin, 

Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 215-217). Here, Martin developed a somewhat similar argument to that 

of Le Corbusier, Stokes and Rowe. Martin suggested that artists “have replaced the ornamental by 

the constructional” whereby artistic form “avoids the ‘personal’ element in order to make its ‘human’ 

appeal more profound, and that it has abandoned ‘realism’ only in its effort to get a firmer hold on 

‘reality’ itself” (Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 217). Additionally, Martin alluded to a similar 

body analogy by saying “its unity of external and internal and by its integration of structural heating 

and ventilation systems, the world of separate effects and separate systems has been broken down. 

The building is itself something in the nature of a living organism” (Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 

1937, 218). For Martin “[t]he world of appearances has given place to a world in which things 

unrelated to each other in appearance are united in the completeness of a single system”(Martin, 

Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 217). Martin’s commentary discusses the interrelations of systems and 

their analogical value for architecture. Thus, for Le Corbusier, Martin, Stokes and Rowe, the value 

of abstraction rests in the ability of abstraction to mediate a multiplicity of meanings between the 

viewer’s intent or imagination and the physical elements in the external world. These theories 

describe the central concerns of ‘potential space’ and the ‘transitional object’ where internal and 

external states combine to produce an intermediate experience of being. 

Festival Hall and Winnicott’s psychoanalysis 
Festival Hall was one of the very few buildings that Winnicott mentioned by name in a talk given in 

1968 to the Imago group entitled “Playing and Culture” (Winnicott 1992, 203). Here, Winnicott 

asked what we are doing when we go to such a building as Festival Hall to listen to a music concert. 

When I go to a concert and meet a psycho-analytic colleague at the same concert I wonder 
whether we know as much as we would like to know about the experience we are both 
having. (Winnicott 1992, 204) 

Winnicott answers his rhetorical question with his concept of ‘potential space’ as the location of 

cultural experience, which begins in the child’s experience of play. Consequently, for Winnicott, 

both play and culture occur in ‘potential space’, between the inner self and the outer world that is 

expressed by Festival Hall. A reading of the Royal Festival Hall as a statement for a hopeful future 

would have been powerful for Winnicott and his generation, having barely left school when they 

served in World War I. 
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Coincidentally, Adrian Stokes directed one of his few comments on modern buildings towards 

Festival Hall, not long after its completion, in a notebook entry, dated 31 July 1953. 

The creation of space & smooth-&-rough is the whole of the Festival Concert Hall. At last, 
space in London, with the surround & river. Hardly necessary to go to Italy for it. The great 
silent corridors with glass walls beyond which the electric trains are seen to slink on the 
bridge though they cannot be heard. What is this space psychologically, the essence of 
architecture & all visual art. It provides both the feeling of oneness & distinctness. (Kite 
2009, 203)  

Stokes posed and answered his own question as a psychologically spatial rendering of art and 

architecture. The reference to oneness and distinctness would appear to be a direct reference to 

the Kleinian positions as formative in Winnicott’s theories, as previously discussed in Chapter One. 

Here, Stokes makes a direct relationship between architectural form and psychological states 

induced by the modernist design of Festival Hall.  

The connections that Winnicott made between play and culture were a significant point for Malcolm 

Bowie, the cultural historian and theorist. Bowie has argued that the importance of Winnicott’s 

theories for art is in the equivalency of play to cultural experience. In so doing, Bowie highlighted a 

passage from Winnicott’s 1968 talk, as being indicative of the way Winnicott viewed play. 

It is exciting not because of the background of instinct, but because of the precariousness 
that is inherent in it, since it always deals with the knife-edge between the subjective and 
that which is objectively perceived. What holds for play also holds for the St. Matthew 
Passion at which I am almost certain to find colleagues when I go to the Festival Hall in a 
few week's time. [1968a, pp. 205-206] (Winnicott 1992, 206, Bowie 2000, 12)  

Bowie used this quote to provide evidence of Winnicott’s relevance to the arts by prompting 

fundamental questions about the subjective, intersubjective and objective nature of the arts. For 

Bowie, Winnicott never explicitly provides a detailed psychoanalytic view of art, though the 

possibility for this was obviously inherent in his work.  

The reason for Winnicott’s mention of Festival Hall was his puzzlement at what he and his colleagues 

were doing when they went to a musical performance there. Winnicott attended concerts here, as 

did his friend Jim Ede, who noted attending various performances in his diaries (Ede Ephemera, 

KYA).10 As discussed in the previous chapter, manifold connections and correspondences exist 

between Winnicott and his friend Jim Ede, one of the first curators of modernist art in Britain. 

However, these mundane aspects of shared visits to musical concerts are superseded by Winnicott 

positioning Festival Hall as a potent site of ‘potential space’ By mentioning or alluding to Festival 

Hall, Winnicott himself opens the door to considering the value of Festival Hall in terms of a 

psychoanalytic location for cultural experience as ‘potential space’. 

                                                
10 Visiting Festival Hall appeared to be a relatively common experience for Winnicott. Additionally, Ede’s diary 
records a visit on 2nd December in 1951, next to “Donald”, underlined. Ede noted another occasion in his 
diary on the 9th April 1958, two days after Winnicott’s and Ede’s shared birthday (Ede Ephemera, KYA) 
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Otherness and transitional objects 
The relational structure of the ‘transitional object’ provides one conception of how identity is 

involved in objects by fusing the experience of the mother with an inanimate object and enlivened 

through illusion. Furthermore, Winnicott’s theories elucidate an intersubjective element within 

modernist art and architecture, in conjunction with personal experience. Accordingly, our 

relationship with art or architecture, like the ‘transitional object’, pertains to an understanding of the 

object as both other and self. The abstract theories of Le Corbusier, Martin, Stokes and Rowe lend 

weight to architecture promoting a multiplicity of personal interpretations where visually unfamiliar 

or dissimilar things are experienced as having a similarity of emotional tone. These arguments for 

the deep narrative of abstraction supports a view of Festival Hall as the site of a new form of dense 

architectural meaning and interpretations. 

The metaphor of the body, as applied to Festival Hall, upends easy distinctions of internal and 

external, as the interior of Festival Hall is still exterior to the body. Parallels between the internal 

body and consequently the interior space of Festival Hall can tend to paradoxically exteriorise a 

sense of the internal. These inversions may at times be confusing by adhering an awkward sense of 

exposure to things that are normally hidden from view. However, the experiences of the physical 

form of Festival Hall can also potentially infer interrelations between bodies, that both have an 

interior, as well as the relationship to our own body. As previously mentioned in the discussion of 

abstract narratives, Martin observed that elements can share an operational similarity within a shared 

system without sharing visual similarity, in the essay “The State of Transition” (Martin, Nicholson, 

and Gabo 1937, 215-217), which highlights the similarity of body and building as containing various 

elements that all work within one entity. These systems may or may not be visually apparent, such 

as power, heating and ventilation systems. Much like the body, the operational basis on which the 

building functions is often hidden or partially hidden from view, yet its impact is nonetheless felt and 

experienced. Martin’s comments are also reminiscent of the complexity of elements and interactivity 

that Winnicott detected in the psychoanalytic encounter with infants’ playing. Additionally, the 

psychoanalytic setting itself mirrors the mother-infant relationship, which is where the inchoate 

boundaries between self and other are in the process of being discovered by the infant, through 

the play that occurs within this relationship. The infant’s experience of inside and outside in 

relationship with the mother can be imagined as going through an externalising of the internal, which 

is paradoxically sourced or created in a semi-external, semi-internal space of potentials. To make 

this point clear, the mother is imagined to be part of the infant’s experience of self, without 

necessarily appreciated a sense of other as being external to them. Accordingly, Winnicott’s 

fundamental boundary in ‘potential space’ is the encounter between the self and the other and 

forms a foundation for an individual’s encounter with the expanding concrete experience of the 

world. 

The ‘transitional object’ necessarily describes how the infant transfers its perception of effective 
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abilities of one thing onto another. In this process, the ability to connect things that are visually 

different yet generate a similar emotional response is the basis for the ‘transitional object’. 

Winnicott’s colleague, Marion Milner, explained how we use illusion in the natural process of 

symbolisation, thereby expanding the known world by making connections between what we know 

to what is unknown. Milner theorised that the process of symbolisation connects visually dissimilar 

things that are nonetheless experienced as sharing an emotional tone (Milner 1952, 181-195, 1987, 

62-84). Again, referring to Martin’s elliptical view in his essay “The State of Transition”, Martin 

suggests that the human in architecture is achieved by supressing the personal element and that 

reality is found through abandoning realism. The interplay of seemingly opposing ideas where 

moving in the opposite direction gets you closer to where you want to be are frequently recurrent 

in psychoanalysis. Realism is abandoned in favour of an abstraction that tries to get at the heart of 

something less tangible than visual similarity. Yet, Martin grounds his similarity on a rather abstract 

or mental systems basis, which contrasts with Milner’s feeling and emotion laden similarity.  

The function of Festival Hall as a music concert hall was familiar. Yet, the physical and material form 

of the building was decidedly unfamiliar to the wider British public when first built. The design of 

Festival Hall was in an abstract style, and therefore did not have a prior, culturally agreed 

interpretation of architectural form. The seemingly unfamiliar abstract forms of Festival Hall 

potentially engender an unconsciously familiar maternal imago that is both ambivalent and 

multivalent. The unconscious memory of the first space in which another object in the world appears 

might necessarily be associated with the early maternal environment. Yet, we need to account for 

the variable nature of this environment for different people visiting Festival Hall. For some, 

ambivalence may not be a strong factor, and for some a maternal remembering initiated by Festival 

Hall may be neither consciously or unconscious and therefore absent. The multivalence of maternal 

images that we carry around in our psyche are not necessarily of given or straightforward 

occurrence. In addition, the previous arguments of Le Corbusier, Martin, Stokes and Rowe support 

a complex interpretative narrative response to the increased abstraction of Festival Hall’s physical 

form. However, I am not promoting the idea of Festival Hall as a ‘transitional object’. The ‘transitional 

object’ occurs in a very specific time and place and relationship during infant maturation. The 

relevance of the ‘transitional object’ to Festival Hall is in suggesting that the process of illusionary 

connection between visually dissimilar things, such as a mother and a teddy bear or a building and 

a boat, share a similar process of symbolisation.  

Following Winnicott, the Australian psychiatrist Russell Meares has suggested that “‘[o]therness’ and 

self, emerge hand in hand” (Meares 2016, 96). Meares considered the concept of self as not born, 

but something that develops through life experiences (Meares 2005, xii). Meares supports 

Winnicott’s view of early infant development with current research, which in turn, supports 

Winnicott’s contemporary relevance.11 Accordingly for Meares, the interactions between the self 

                                                
11 Meares proposes that metaphoric thinking is a fundamental developmental marker and evidence of what 
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and not-self “are the basic components of an emergent human consciousness” (Meares 2016, 98). 

One would assume that such a fundamental basis for psychological development would be 

observable in the objects of art and architecture and our reactions to them. Accordingly, the 

ontology of an architecture environment can be considered variable, depending on the illusionary 

and symbolic processes involved in experiencing architecture.  

The architectural historian, Adrian Forty cites the emancipatory gesture of Festival Hall as being 

uncommon in British post-war architecture. In this regard, Forty has noted similarities between Leslie 

Martin and Berthold Lubetkin’s architectural concern with the interplay between the individual and 

the collective (Forty 1995, 32). Martin’s assistant, Peter Moro provides a tangible link between 

Martin and Lubetkin, as Moro had previously assisted Lubetkin (Carolin 1996, 35-36). In addition, 

Lubetkin had contributed to Circle in 1937 (Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 28, 29, 30).  

The complication with the individual experience of architecture is that it is also a collective 

experience in civic architecture. Forty commented on the democratic nature of Festival Hall that 

negotiates between individual and collective needs and desires. For Forty, the collective and the 

individual intertwine in the architectural expression of Festival Hall. The democratic nomination is 

not antithetical to intimate and personal qualities, rather, both coalesce in a seeming paradox. As a 

civic building Festival Hall’s collective function is obvious, and the collective is most commonly 

ascribed to the foyer. Forty, has described the foyer as having no prerequisite for being in the 

building other than being (Forty 2001, 202). The foyer is where the inside and the outside are most 

permeable. Here, the edge between object and space/environment is diffuse. However, the 

contrasting solid opaque auditorium is open only to those who pay to attend musical performances. 

Festival Hall has a resulting ambivalence in response to its various visitors, between the yielding foyer 

and conditional resistance of the auditorium. 

Forty explains the opportunity of Festival Hall to be seen and to see others as an expression of 

Sartre’s third dimension of the self (Forty 1995, 31). Here, Forty explains that Sartre’s third 

dimension of self occurs where there is an opportunity for mutual and reciprocal recognition. Briefly, 

the first dimension is the recognition that the other exists. The second dimension is when the other 

recognises us. The third dimension is reached when the self understands the mutual reception of 

recognising and being recognised. Forty’s association, between Festival Hall and Sartre, can be 

triangulated to Andy Leak’s comparison between Sartre’s concept of other12 and Winnicott’s 

formulation of the ‘transitional object’ (Leak 2008, 3-4). Leak observed that both Sartre and 

                                                
we think of as culture. Meares was influenced by various psychoanalytic works, including those by Winnicott, 
Bob Hobson, Charles Rycroft and others. However, Meares’s work has previously never been used to address 
architectural concerns. Meares illustrates homologic, analogic and metaphoric as increasingly complex ways of 
thinking about the world. 
12 Leak is referring to a specific passage in part IV of Sartre’s What is Literature?, written in 1949 (Sartre 1949). 
Leak notes that this publication of Sartre is his “best-known statements about communication in the sphere 
of artistic production” (Leak 2008, 1). 
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Winnicott inform us of the complications of determining what is me and not-me. Leak recognises 

that by conflating ideas from different disciplines any similarity could be refuted as purely a 

coincidence of terminology and of “supposing a compatibility between terms that belong to quite 

distinct epistemological fields: ontology and psychoanalysis” (Leak 2008, 5). Yet Leak digs deeper. 

Noting that Winnicott and Sartre have distinctly different ideas of the self, for Leak, Winnicott and 

Sartre have some commonalities in the area of subjectivity. Winnicott’s development of the 

‘transitional object’ in the inchoate self is compared to Sartre’s process where “the idealised 

relationship between creating consciousness and created object – forever rehearsing the movement 

whereby subjectivity attempts to become the foundation of its own objectivity” (Leak 2008, 6). 
Leak notes the danger Sartre sees in identifying too closely with the created object, which is echoed 

in Winnicott and a key to the status of the ‘transitional object’ where the self and the object are 

not clearly differentiated. Yet, paradoxically this confused ‘bundle of projections’ (Winnicott 1974, 

118) is part of the longer developmental process of making sense of these distinctions. 

Sartre might be more well known for contributing to the notions of crisis and alienation of the self 

(Tarnas 1991, 389). Though, like some of the arguments I have been discussing in this chapter, 

playing with seemingly opposite or dissonant ideas can contradictorily develop a more integrated 

sense of what it is not. So, the result of concerning yourself with how the psyche disintegrates, fails, 

or ceases to know itself gives insight into how the psyche integrates and synthesises its relationships 

with the outside world.  Nominally, the ‘transitional object’ describes the infant’s development of 

negotiating capacities between recognition of self and other. Winnicott’s sequencing of events in 

play observes the changing interactions with others that cause development shifts in the experience 

of the self and the world, including where it fails. These aspects of cadenced reciprocity of play is 

not something that is lost in later life. As such, Winnicott and Sartre both help to identify the 

complications between me and not-me as often fraught and anxiety laden (Leak 2008, 6). 

Correspondingly, the experience of Festival Hall engenders a potential external recognition of 

experiencing a self, as well as a recognition of what is not-me as either the diminution of self into 

the environment or the identification of something alien to the self. These states of familiar and 

unfamiliar are not uncommonly co-present. Accordingly, there is value in the specific design of 

Festival Hall as an experiential environment that is conducive to negotiating these complications 

between self and other and the familiar and unfamiliar.  

However much the experiencing of the self has been discussed here, the location of Festival Hall is 

a collective space and how the individual interacts on a wider forum is worth noting. Winnicott 

compared the quality of individual maturity with collective interactions in an essay, entitled “Some 

Thoughts on the Meaning of the Word Democracy” in 1950, discussed democracy as “allied to the 

quality of individual maturity which characterises its healthy members” (Winnicott 1989, 155-156). 

The psychological component of democracy was based on its implication of psychological maturity, 

collectively and individually. Accordingly, democracy ensured the “freedom to express deep 
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feelings”, including the expression of unacknowledged unconscious content (Winnicott 1989, 157). 

The implications for Winnicott are that the “to-and-fro” of the external struggle of political 

democracy had a corollary in the internal struggles of the individual, where the external can be 

perceived as a kind of substitute for the internal. For Winnicott, maturity was the capacity to 

negotiate complexity and ambivalence, and acceptance of limits to omnipotent control over the 

outer world.  Winnicott’s discussion of democracy connects external processes with internal 

processes and suggests that even in maturity these distinctions are blurred. This interconnection of 

internal and external has implications for architecture, where conscious and unconscious internal 

feelings are played out in collective spaces.  

Accordingly, Richard’s response of bewilderment to Festival Hall’s spatial freedoms suggests a 

corollary with the gap in provision or holding that is a necessary part of an infant’s development, a 

gap that the experience of the ‘transitional object’ fills by creative invention. Perhaps the accessibility 

of Festival Hall’s outer skin recalls the image of an infant climbing over the yielding surface of the 

mother’s body as if it were a landscape to be claimed. In juxtaposition, the closed shielded 

auditorium is womb-like and suspended within. The inner sanctum of the building is closed from 

view. The layered accessibility of the building resonates with the infant’s experience of the layers of 

admission and withholding in relation to the mother’s ‘body’. For Winnicott, ambivalence is a mature 

way of thinking about objects and being in the world. The world is not ideal; it is neither wholly 

perfect nor treacherous and Winnicott’s mother is neither good nor bad. The good-enough mother 

has an ambivalence where the gaps of incomplete provision or adaption provide opportunities to a 

developing self-hood. Speculatively, the visitor to Festival Hall metaphorically replicates the process 

of discovering the other in a reciprocal dance of objectivity and subjectivity. Thus, the visitor has an 

ambivalent relationship to the building which yields to the visitor whilst simultaneously resisting. 

Festival Hall works as an abstract manifestation of the maternal imago that follows Winnicott’s 

conception of the ‘good-enough’ mother as both adequate and imperfect. 

Locations of potential space 
Festival Hall is positioned within the liminal space of the Thames riverbank. This location recalls 

Winnicott’s images of ‘potential space’, such as Tagore’s image of the shoreline, or Milner’s 

overlapping jugs or the interplay between curtains. Winnicott’s location between things explores 

what occurs in the reciprocal interactions between the internal self and the external world. The 

river’s edge has been mediated by manufactured river banks, limiting geomorphological change. 

Additionally, the static form of Festival Hall resists a natural reciprocity between land and water. Yet 

other kinds of interchanges rely on more illusionistic or abstract readings of the building. The 

modernist form encases a traditional function of auditorium, which presents a new interchange 

between form and content. For Festival Hall, the inter-relationship is two-fold, first in the physical 

composition and second in the inter-relationship between the viewer and the building. Additionally, 

the liminal location of the Festival Hall on the river’s edge has given rise to the illusionistic imagery 
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of a ship, reminiscent of nautical overtures,  sitting on the physical boundary between land and river.  

The Royal Festival Hall is like some giant postwar ocean liner berthed on London's South 
Bank in the long shadows of the Palace of Westminster and the London Eye. (Glancy 2007) 

Glancy’s nautical reading of Festival Hall is shared by Rowe’s reading of the nautical elements of Villa 

Savoye. The ship is neither land or sea, and becomes something created in the interrelationships 

between them. 

Winnicott’s fundamental boundary of self and other extends to include other interpretations of a 

boundary as a location between one thing and another. Festival Hall negotiates the locations 

between the self and other as analogous to inside and outside. Additionally, the variability of real 

and unreal and object and environment invite variable interpretations. The comparison of ‘potential 

space’ to architectural boundaries includes: fragment and unity, inside and outside, above and below, 

order and disorder, harmony and discord, beauty and ugliness. Winnicott’s descriptions of the 

complexities of the intermediate zone provide further insights to the interpretations and 

experiences of architecture, both consciously and unconsciously.  

Even though the nominal form of Festival Hall is distinct, there is still a tendency to dissolve distinct 

boundaries, especially at the level of the open foyer, which takes advantage of new Modern 

structural systems. The design tackles boundaries as interactive spaces, between inside and outside 

and between object and environment. Additionally, the abstract elements of its composition readily 

give rise to imaginary perceptions. The composition of the architectural forms hints as to how we 

interact with the architecture and derive personal meaning, by encouraging spatial explorations. This 

explorative rather than prescriptive invitation on entering the building suggests that we can creatively 

negotiate Winnicott’s gap between what we feel to be our inner selves with what we find in the 

world. Thus, there is the potential for a meaningful connection with the things we find.  

The thin glazed wall that divides the foyer from the surrounding external space is a physically minimal 

architectural threshold. Added to the accessibility of the foyer, such a thin threshold suggests a 

permeable edge. The architectural historian, Anthony Vidler has argued that “[t]ransparency, infinity, 

ineffability, liminality, and the expansive extensions of the post-Nietzschean subject demanded as 

few boundary conditions as possible; the thinner the line, the more invisible the wall” (Vidler 2008, 

190).13 Yet, however physically thin or seemingly insignificant these boundary conditions may be, 

there is still a shift between significantly different conditions. The inference is that we can 

unknowingly pass through boundaries, without attempting to address any changes that might entail. 

Festival Hall’s glazed walls barely interrupt a clear delineation between inside and outside in a way 

                                                
13 Vidler’s mention of the “post-Nietzschean subject” is perhaps a reference to the importance that the work 
of Frederich Nietzsche had in defining what post-modernism might entail. Though this comment is perhaps 
more generalist than it may seem. The philosopher Richard Tarnas describes Nietzsche as “[b]y all accounts 
the central prophet of the post-modern-mind” (Tarnas 1991, 395). Thus, the term “post-Nietzschean” points 
to the contemporary value placed on indefinable or intermediate states and the reduction of boundaries to 
seeming invisibility.  
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a load-bearing masonry wall cannot. However, the description of the wall as a thin line that divides 

spaces is deceptive. The columnar structural support for the external wall is not always in line with 

the wall, often lying inside the building. The building overhangs the columns so that the zone of the 

wall extends above your head. The separation of wall function expands the space that the wall 

occupies, making the wall zone inhabitable, exchanging assumed expectations of solids and voids. In 

other parts of the building the use of terraces and balconies expands the liminal zone of the building’s 

skin. The skin is habitable. There is a potential for being both inside and outside while standing in 

the same position. The visitor to the building has an opportunity to decide where they are in a 

metaphorical and physical sense. Furthermore, there is the possibility to experience sequential 

variations in locations, while standing in the same spot, resulting from the various interpretations of 

wall construction and physical form. Additionally, the thinness of the line between inside and outside 

emphasises the partly internal and partly external nature of the ‘transitional object’. 

The parallel drawn here is that the architectural threshold between inside or outside is analogous 

to psychological locations. The boundary is a location of interactions and interplays of various 

relationship characteristics between things rather than of things. Winnicott’s observations of 

interactions at boundary locations in children’s play emphasise the complexity of this zone of 

interactions, exchanges, reciprocity, relationships and sequential events. Observing what happens at 

these edges is valuable for understanding the interactive architecture of Festival Hall.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.09 “World Inside a Frame”, Leslie Martin, The Listener 27 January, 1949 From the Listener 
archive website, online, https://www.gale.com/intl/c/the-listener-historical-archive 
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Imagination and space 
During the development of Festival Hall, Martin wrote a short essay on Ben Nicholson’s cubist 

inspired paintings, entitled “A World Inside a Frame” (Martin 1949) (fig 3.09). The importance of 

this essay is in establishing Martin’s knowledge of the spatial construction and complexities of 

Nicholson’s art and their consequent value for modernist architecture. Specifically, Martin described 

Nicholson’s paintings as containing a rare construction of space, where there is a relational exchange 

between the viewers’ perception of reality and unreality. Concomitant to this, Martin appears to be 

cognisant of the relational aspects of the spatial structures in Nicholson’s paintings. Furthermore, 

Martin clearly recognised a legacy for architecture in Nicholson’s spatial compositions. The 

implication is that the building’s design invites an innovative two-way relationship with its users. 

Accordingly, the reading of Festival Hall in this thesis as ‘potential space’ is involves the construction 

of  imaginative space and the metaphorical understandings of spatially structured relationships. 

Figure 3.10 Ben Nicholson, 1935 (White Relief), 1935, painted wood, 101.6cm x 166.4cm, Tate 
Gallery Collection (copyright Angela Verren Taunt, all rights reserved DACS 2018) From the Tate 
website online, http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nicholson-1935-white-relief-t00049 
 
Martin quoted Nicholson’s description of his 1930s paintings as a composition of three planes, 

where “[t]he three planes and all their subsidiary planes were interchangeable so that you could not 

tell which was real and which was unreal, what was reflected and what was unreflected, and this 

created, as I see now, some kind of space or an imaginative world in which one could live” (Martin 

1949). In quoting Nicholson’s reading of spatial imagination in relation to architecture, Martin 

demonstrates the value of Nicholson’s relational spatial construction at the time he worked on 

Festival Hall. Martin’s essay is accompanied by Nicholson’s painting “Still life and Cornish Landscape” 

(1944) (fig. 3.09). However, Martin quotes Nicholson when talking about “Au Chat Botte” (1932), 

the painting previously discussed in Chapter One (fig. 1.03). Superficially, the first plane was a plane 
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of glass, the second was the reflection of the subject and the third were the objects the other side 

of the glass. However, Nicholson plays at intermingling these planes so that what is real and what is 

perceived are difficult to identify with clear certainty. Martin summed up his commentary by saying 

“[f]or my own part, there is no doubt also that as we see and sense his imaginative world we can 

see and sense the world outside his frame with greater clarity and judgement” (Martin 1949). As 

previously explored in relation to Winnicott’s theory of ‘object usage’ in Chapter One, Nicholson’s 

complicated spatial relationships involve both physical and illusory conditions. Here, we find that 

Martin clearly sees Nicholson’s use of illusionary spatial tactics as providing the viewer with greater 

insights into the details of experiential physical realities. 

Martin’s comments of the value of imaginative space for ordinary living share a similar sentiment to 

the value Winnicott found in the imaginative play of children and the creativity of ordinary life. 

Nicholson sets up a series of planes that are in conflict with each other in “Au Chat Botte” (1934) 

by superimposing imagined spatial situations which confuse the conditions of images either reflected 

on glass, seen through glass or placed in front of the glass plane. Nicholson’s painting “Still life and 

Cornish Landscape” (1944) does something similar but a little different. Instead of a shop window, 

a domestic window is viewed from the inside rather than the outside. However, cubist strategies of 

combining the table views of plan and elevation are still evident. The focus is on the foreground of 

still life in front of the window, which is neither explicitly open or closed. Through the window a 

landscape has been depicted. Nicholson conflates still life and landscape painting genres. The 

construction of the painting emphasises three rectangles, the canvas, the table top, and the window 

opening. Each rectangle represents a different kind of frame of experience that are nonetheless 

interrelated. When viewed this way the landscape rectangle appears a little ambiguous and provides 

another reading as a painting hanging on a wall, contradictorily foreclosing the space. These overlays 

of rectangles are visually reminiscent of Nicholson’s earlier minimalist white reliefs.  

I previously discussed Nicholson’s 1930s paintings and their ongoing relevance to Nicholson’s art 

during the1940s. I used these paintings as an illustration of Winnicott’s concepts of ‘potential space’ 

and ‘object usage’. I described Nicholson’s three planes as having a fundamentally relational structure, 

which had a corollary to Winnicott’s analytic setting, including both physical and conditional 

parameters. I explained how Nicholson’s spatial organisation of three planes combined an imaginary 

view with the mundane or expected view. “Au Chat Botte” when viewed as a precursor of the 

white relief’s spatial composition allows the white reliefs to be considered as having a reciprocal 

spatial structure. The structure of the white reliefs’’ interleaved and parallel planes of space were 

produced directly after the Dieppe series of paintings (fig 3.10). Effectively, Nicholson’s white reliefs 

are an abstract version of the earlier Dieppe paintings, thereby inferring a reciprocal relational 

structure to the white reliefs. Accordingly, similar relational structures occur across the work of 

Winnicott, Nicholson and Martin. Nicholson’s Dieppe shop window paintings of the early 1930s 

evolved into the sparse abstract ‘white reliefs’. The continuity between this shift in Nicholson’s’ 
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output is confirmed in Martin’s text.  

When Martin says of Nicholson’s painting that “simple objects at once come alive with content” 

(Martin 1949) there is a striking similarity to the ‘transitional object’, though Martin was writing this 

before Winnicott’s publication of the ‘transitional object’ paper in 1953. Again, there is also a 

continuity with Nicholson’s desire for his paintings to be a ‘living’ object, previously discussed in 

Chapter Two (TGA 8816.239). This living sense of a painting may be attributed to the necessity of 

the viewer to make variable interpretations that have to negotiate the dissonant gap of 

comprehension and continuity between variable readings. Like the ‘transitional object’, Nicholson’s 

paintings do not make sense without addressing the living imagination of the viewer. The parallel 

here is that an object is alive when someone’s active imagination engages with the object that forges 

relationships between the physical and imaginal. 

Nicholson’s paintings asked the viewer to hold several potential interpretations of spatial 

organisation at the same time. Martin quoted Nicholson’s explanations of reciprocal spatial 

constructions without explicitly explaining the value of such spatial compositions. Martin explicitly 

states that Nicholson’s value to architecture was through his “brilliant and subtle range of 

proportions, colours and forms for which architects and designers will owe him a lasting debt” 

(Martin 1949). However, his earlier mention of the value of Nicholson’s imaginative spaces suggest 

there is an architectural value in ambiguous spaces that demand the imaginative spatial engagement 

of the architectural visitor. I suspect that Festival Hall’s sparse abstract rectilinear and circular forms 

are consciously visually reminiscent of Nicholson’s white reliefs. Martin and his wife Sadie Speight 

had bought one of Nicholson’s white reliefs in 1934, soon after first meeting Nicholson (Sharr and 

Thornton 2013, 152-154). The white reliefs have an undeniably three-dimensional quality that 

emerges from their shallow physical form in indeterminate and interconnected ways (fig. 3.10). The 

spatial conception is enhanced by the disruptions to a single spatial reading. The emphasised flatness 

of the foreclosed shallow spatial plane of the white reliefs appear to intensify the illusion of space 

created by the ambiguous relationships between layers of cut forms. Confusions arise between the 

thin layers of the relief leaving one to contend with deciphering which one is in front or behind the 

other. Similarly, spatial confusions arise in “Au Chat Botte”, as discussed in Chapter One (fig. 1.03). 

Ambiguity or multiple readings of space are then consistent between the Dieppe paintings and the 

white reliefs. The simplicity of the white reliefs belies a complexity of spatial construction inferring 

a depth of relationship between the art and the viewer. Accordingly, the paintings suggest that what 

one might perceive in the outside world is not necessarily there. The commonality between Festival 

Hall and Nicholson’s art addresses not just the formal similarity but the interpretation of both as 

having a reciprocal relational structure. The specific relational structure of Festival Hall encourages 

a reflexive engagement. These relational similarities also redouble on Forty’s identification of an 

uncommon relational structure that appears in the architecture of Martin and Lubetkin. 
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Connections between Nicholson’s artistic spatial organisations and Martin’s spatial organisation of 

Festival Hall have another corollary. Martin begins the essay “World Inside a Frame”, by dedicating 

the first paragraph to explaining the continuity between the abstract and representational works in 

Nicholson’s career and thereby making a connection between the physical world and the imaginary 

world. Martin’s text identifies abstractive and representative art forms on a continuum of expression. 

Both Festival Hall and Nicholson’s work suggest interchanges between what is imagined and what 

is physically found. They provide a variable replication of the experiential interface between our 

internal selves and the external world. On the face of it, abstract and representational forms of art 

are seemingly diametrically opposed. Yet, Martin explained that this continuity in Nicholson’s work 

was also endorsed by Herbert Read and John Summerson (Martin 1949). Martin cites Summerson 

discussing the continuity in Nicholson’s work is a defining feature (Summerson 1948, 5). A decade 

later, Herbert Read emphasised the continuity of Nicholson’s work in a small book for the Little 

Library of Art series published by Methuen in 1962. Read emphasised the reality from which 

Nicholson’s abstraction emerged by saying that “[f]orms cannot be divorced from visual experience: 

the circle, the rectangle, all geometric forms evolve from primary sense-data“ (Read 1962). 

Accordingly, Nicholson’s abstract circles and rectangles have continuity with the real world. The 

emphasis placed on a continuity in Nicholson’s work supports a spatial reading of the white reliefs 

that corresponds with the reciprocity within the foyer spaces of Festival Hall. Accordingly, Martin’s 

architectural abstraction at Festival Hall pays a debt to readings of Nicholson’s abstract art and both 

forms of abstraction are founded in experiences of physical living. The sparse forms of Festival Hall 

are not meant to divorce the viewer from the physicality of existence, but rather their effect is to 

forge a deeper resonance with the physical and sensual experience of living. 

Meares offers reasons why complex metaphorical associations have significance for our mental 

health and development (Meares 2016, 30, 36). Meares describe a metaphor as the creation of 

complex content that reveals a deeper meaning of something than might otherwise be revealed, 

involving “a special way of representing and so bringing into being, the complex feeling states” 

(Meares 2016, 61).  Metaphors involve a complex similarity by using dissimilarity to inform both 

presence and absence, internal sensation and external physicality. For Meares, his argument was 

“that a particular kind of ‘make-believe’ leads to the use of symbols, which is the enabling factor in 

the formation of culture” (Meares 2016, 3-4). These metaphorical interpretations then contribute 

to a productive reflexive understanding of both ourselves and the objects in which we find an 

interest. For architecture, the building is outside yet sometimes understood as replicating a formal 

organisation of both the body and its relationships with the outer world.  

I argue that Festival Hall provides an example of the value Meares places on metaphor, on both 

individual and societal levels. There are a variety of complex and often contradictory ideas and 

constructions in Royal Festival Hall. I make the case that Festival Hall’s complex tectonic structure 

provides the ground for the viewers’ and users’ recognition of complex emotional responses within 
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themselves, despite an apparent formal simplicity. I draw further on Meares’s observation that a vast 

range of little emotions (Meares 2016, 67) can bypass consciousness if they are not experienced in 

some form of physical manifestation. Therefore, the manifestations of art and architecture potentially 

provide physical facsimiles of our seemingly contradictory and nuanced emotions. Meares’s goes on 

to identify the mental resilience that is gained through resolving often paradoxical and complex 

emotions and feelings. Following Meares, such examples of architecture embody emotional 

complexities that can potentially contribute to the growth of creative mental faculties. The potential 

is that architectural form, style and expression assist in articulating a broad range of micro emotional 

changes, reflected in the experience of visitors of that building. I suggest that the emotions that 

Meares describes are perhaps best understood as compositional in form rather than separate 

identifiable emotions. This emotional composition involves rich and dense elements in a variety of 

structures rather like a piece of classical music. The exact emotion maybe not be able to be defined 

as either a separate entity or as a specific change in emotional tenor, yet shifts are felt. More 

importantly this emotional landscape encompasses a vast array of intertwining, complex and 

potentially contradictory emotions in a constant flux.  Thus, cultural manifestations that register the 

depth of micro changes in the emotional landscape provide avenues by which to exchange or 

communicate ideas, emotions, and feelings in physical form and feed the senses of our ever-

developing selves. 

Affectionate connection 
Affection is not a word you usually associate with the public’s attitude to modernist architecture. 

Though for all the talk of the public’s distaste for modernist architecture, the Royal Festival Hall 

remains one of London’s most loved buildings. This overtly modernist building has established an 

affectionate place for the British public. The design critic, Stephen Bayley, has commented that 

“[w]hile Fifties modernism is generally reviled, the public retains an overwhelming sense of affection 

for the Royal Festival Hall” (Bayley 2007). After the recent renovation of Festival completed in 2007 

by Allies and Morrison, the architectural writer Jonathan Glancy described Festival Hall as; 

one of the greatest and best-liked modern buildings in Britain. Great, not as in the biggest, 
shiniest and most extreme, but great as in big spirited, a building of substance rather than 
spin, a building that will continue to sing out in praise of a democratic and quality-driven 
public realm that, for the most part, seems like a far-off dream, a faded song, today. (Glancy 
2007) 

Deeper reasons may lie behind the wider public’s connection to Festival Hall and its modernist 

schema. Potentially, Winnicott’s concepts tell us something about the affection in which Festival Hall 

is held. 

Winnicott theorised that through inter-relational social exchanges from infancy we develop the 

capacity for creative living. For Winnicott, the mother initially reflects or mirrors the little emotions 

felt by the infant, both internally and reactively to the outer world. The attention of the mother 

towards the inner life of the infant is an important component of the infant’s developing perception 
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of the outer world as being intrinsically connected to the self. Winnicott observed the infant’s 

relationship with the ‘transitional object’ is foundational evidence of an infant’s capacity to initiate 

affectionate connections. The resulting ability for the infant to initiate other affectionate relationships 

develops meaningful contact with the wider external world. The presumption is that these early 

affectionate relationships with inanimate objects do not stop in childhood and are maintained in 

some capacity throughout life. Perhaps the affectionate relational interface between architects, their 

friends and buildings are potentially constituent of creativity for both architect and the user of 

architecture and further to the collective connections of cultural interaction. Accordingly, the 

affection for Festival Hall provides evidence that a capacity to feel affectionate towards an inanimate 

object established in infancy is capable of being maintained into adulthood. 

Earlier, I described Forty’s comments on Festival Hall incorporating a reflexive quality that has an 

inclusive and collective attitude to the unsegregated visitors of various social stratum. Festival Hall 

contains people watching people in a relatively unstructured series of spaces. Similarly, Forty 

suggested that the structure of the building allows and encourages the recognition of others as 

autonomous, a kind of democratic voyeurism. In so doing, Forty identified Festival Hall as a significant 

site of interrelation. Forty advocates for interpreting the architecture of Festival Hall as a way to 

understand ourselves when he says “I would like to suggest that there is another discourse, to be 

understood through the way in which people acquire consciousness of their bodies as social beings” 

(Forty 1995, 34). Forty goes on to discuss how we don’t yet have a way to articulate architecture 

functioning as containers of social beings. However, Winnicott’s understanding of affection provides 

a framework for beginning to understand the connection between affectionate relating and how 

architecture helps to develop social capacities.  

Festival Hall’s formal organisation encourage various interactions, which rely on the strength of its 

relational structure. Festival Hall’s form plays on transparent and opaque boundaries between 

internal and external, foyer and auditorium; providing two conditions. While internal and external 

space can be imagined merged, the auditorium is distinctly separate from the foyers. These formal 

and spatial differences set up complex sequences of spatial forms, set against a formal simplicity, for 

the visitor to negotiate. A similar inter-relational concern is evident in Naum Gabo’s opening 

manifesto to the Circle publication, who sets out the common cultural ground of the many 

contributors.  

The borderline which separated the external world from the artist and distinguished it in 
forms of objects disappeared; the objects themselves disintegrated into their component 
parts and a picture ceased to be an image of the visible forms of an object as a unit, a world 
in itself, but appeared as a mere pictural analysis of the inner mechanism of its cells.  (Martin, 
Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 4) 

Gabo identifies a potential collapse of the boundary between the artist and the external world. 

Gabo’s quote is similar to Winnicott’s concern for ”the perpetual human task of keeping inner and 

outer reality separate yet interrelated” (Winnicott 1974, 3). Similarly, Stokes, cited earlier in this 
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chapter, described Festival Hall as a place where “oneness and distinctness” are represented. The 

resulting inference is that Festival Hall encourages the finding of meaning in its ability to reflect the 

self, yet also affirm the self as autonomous. 

Festival Hall’s sense of inclusivity is illuminated further through the importance Meares imputed to 

the physical expression of small emotional tonal shifts. These little emotions are so imperceptible 

that they often pass without recognition in normal daily life, unless the feeling of recognition is a 

bodily experience that brings them into conscious awareness. Meares’s premise is that “frail and 

evanescent feeling…can only be ‘realized’ by means of rhythm and imagery” (Meares 2016, 64). 

Consequently, emotions are not consciously acknowledged unless emotions have a reflective 

presence in the outer world, as reflected representations of the inner world, otherwise their 

significance is diminished. Meares thought that “[u]nless they have some means of representation 

they will wither and sink to the bottom of consciousness, so diminishing not only an emotional range 

but also the differentiation in feelings, which through their expression, contribute to the 

connectedness among people” (Meares 2016, 68). By applying Meares’s insights, the question is 

how and when these representations of fine emotional register are apparent in architecture. Festival 

Hall is an exemplar building that takes care to register various micro emotional states in the form, 

use and detail, such as the addition of an occasional circle to the hexagonal carpet design, 

reminiscent of a tennis net or honeycomb (ball or bee), where something dynamic interacts with 

something static. The potential is there to consciously feel what you find in the outer world that 

reflects some inner sense of how you feel yourself to be. The question is whether one is able to 

bring into consciousness the subtle emotional register of your being, if it is not found in the outer 

world? The vulnerability is that inner feeling becomes senseless when divorced from the tactile 

biological senses. The implication for architecture is that Forty’s ‘social bodies’ connect to the 

building’s feeling of reciprocity through acts of self-reflection. In consequence, a range of complex 

emotional tone informs the quality of personal meaning derived by Festival Hall’s visitors. 

The common affectionate response to Festival Hall enables a further understanding of the 

complexity of the interrelations between visitor and building. Dinah Casson recalled that Festival 

Hall was special in a way that was not understood.14 

The Hall is still fused with a deep sensation, not fully understood, of something very special. 
Apart from its architectural intelligence, there is a special warmth about it. It was a kind of 
oasis when everything else seemed to be grey and mean. (Bayley 2007) 

Casson’s “deep sensation” might be explained in part by the role that Winnicott afforded to 

affection. This sensation also has something to do with Meares’s little emotions and Forty’s call to 

understand ourselves as social bodies. By exploring Festival Hall in such terms, I hope that 

Winnicott’s concepts can provide a framework for understanding how we develop capacities for 

                                                
14 Dinah Casson is the daughter of Hugh Casson, the creative director of the Festival of Britain 1951. 
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creativity and inter-relational exchanges between ourselves and our outer world. Understanding the 

engagement between the mother and the inner life of the infant is an important part of the infant’s 

developing perception of the outer world and is intrinsically connected to the experience of 

selfhood in our adult lives. Our most meaningful encounters involve affection, where relational 

interactions invite reciprocity. Reciprocity is a complex, paradoxical and ambivalent experience, that 

bridges the gap between external and internal. The potential result is a richer environment that 

expresses an acceptance and recognition of a wide range of human experience. 

Social Milieux 
The various people referred to in this chapter were involved, to varying degrees, in deciphering how 

the populace derive rich meanings from modernism, both personally and collectively. Martin, Stokes, 

Summerson and Read were all well-known friends of Nicholson; correspondence between them is 

catalogued at several archives including the Tate Gallery and the Scottish Gallery of Contemporary 

Art. Architectural modernism was a hitherto avant-garde re-presentation of the physical world. In 

Britain, this new aesthetic understanding was propagated in several publications to promote public 

discussion. The Listener magazine provided a wide readership with access to expert knowledge 

between 1929 and 1991. Additionally, Penguin’s ‘Pelican’ paperbacks were published in all manner 

of subjects, including Penguin’s series on modern artists comprising twenty-four books. These 

publications included editions on innovative painters such as Ben Nicholson, Georges Braque, Henry 

Moore, and David Jones. Pelican provided a platform to disseminate specialist knowledge on 

modernist subjects to a non-specialist audience in subjects as diverse as psychoanalysis, philosophy, 

history, economics, science, art and architecture. Notably, Martin published essays in the Listener 

and Architectural Review. The Listener was aimed at a broad general audience, whereas the 

Architectural Review’s editor J.M. Richards promoted the expansion of architectural knowledge in the 

British middle classes (Kelly 2016, 350-351). Similarly, Winnicott was publishing for a wide audience 

in his radio broadcasts from the 1940s. The psychoanalyst, James Poskett has described Winnicott’s 

work located “at the intersection of specialist and popular psychotherapeutic culture” (Poskett 2015, 

248). These instances express a common aim to disperse expert knowledge of both architecture 

and psychoanalysis to a wide general audience.  

Additionally, Martin knew Le Corbusier and Rowe, as well as Jim Ede through Kettle’s Yard. Le 

Corbusier’s explicit influence on Martin is demonstrated through the form and spatial organisation 

of Festival Hall. Furthermore, Rowe was employed by Martin at the University of Cambridge 

between 1958 and 1962 and both were behind awarding Le Corbusier an honorary doctorate from 

Cambridge University in 1958 (Iuliano and Penz 2014, 309)(fig. 3.11).  
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Figure 3.11 Le Corbusier & Henry Moore at Cambridge University, 1959 (Iuliano, Marco, and 
François Penz. 2014. "The Cambridge Experiment." Arts 3 (3):307-334. doi: 10.3390/arts3030307) 
 
Winnicott’s friendship with Jim Ede makes clear that Winnicott was part of a social milieu that was 

at the very heart of twentieth century Britain’s visual and literary arts. Ede’s visitor books show that 

Winnicott was connected to the intellectual milieu of Hampstead circa 1934, which included Leslie 

Martin and his architect wife, Sadie Speight. Both Ede and Nicholson maintained correspondence 

with Martin, and Ede later entertained Speight at Kettle’s Yard on frequent occasions. For example, 

during 1958 Speight visited Ede on 16th and 23rd February, 4 and 7th August, 20th October, 19th 

November and 11th December (Ede Ephemera, KYA). Speight also stood in for her husband on the 

opening night of the gallery extension to Kettle’s Yard on the 5th May 1970, designed by Martin and 

David Owers (Ede Ephemera, KYA). Ede’s relationship with Martin appeared to be more 

professional than personal as correspondence during the design and construction of the gallery 

extension was often addressed to Martin and responded to by David Owers (Ede Ephemera, KYA). 

Accordingly, Winnicott had indirect associations with the creators and commentators of modernist 

art and architecture during the mid-twentieth century, through his friendship with Jim Ede and 

elements of his ideas are consistent with the intellectual concerns of modernism. 

Winnicott and Martin both attained pre-eminence in their contemporaneous careers in post-war 

Britain. However, while Winnicott’s work is well read today, Martin’s impact has been relatively 

overlooked, considering his pivotal position for British modernism. Sharr and Thornton have noted 
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the continuing academic neglect of Martin, observing Martin was “[o]ne of the first architects in 

Britain to hold a PhD” (Sharr and Thornton 2013, 2) and sought to emphasise the value of research 

to the architectural profession. Martin’s career included heading the architectural department at 

London City Council from 1953, not long after the completion of Festival Hall. Martin then led the 

School of Architecture at Cambridge University from 1956 (Kite and Menin 2005, 63). The 

Architectural Review dedicated the whole June 1951 edition to the opening of the Royal Festival Hall. 

Similarities between Festival Hall and Winnicott’s theories centre on ideas that were common within 

a specific social context in 1950s London. Common themes of self-determination, and relational 

concerns cross disciplines, mixing perspectives on architecture and psychoanalysis.  

Figure 3.12 Leslie Martin, Sadie Speight and Ben Nicholson photographed at Kettle’s Yard (n.d.) 
(screenshot from Kit Martin’s youtube talk) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TvhKf4-nT_4 
 
Conclusions 
I have argued that the Royal Festival Hall invites reciprocity between the building and the viewer by 

using abstract forms that express analogies and metaphors of relationships between the bodies, 

objects, environment and psyche. Furthermore, these relational analogies in the material 

composition of Festival Hall mirror Winnicott’s account of the development of self. These 

relationships are not fixed by the formal expression but chosen specifically for their ability to express 

variable conditions. This examination of Festival Hall offers meanings of relational structures 

embedded in architecture, which are involved in making sense of our environments. In addition, the 

democratic nature of Festival Hall’s design denotes relationships on a collective scale. 
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Festival Hall is naturally emblematic of the rebirth of a country after the trauma and deprivations of 

war. As an emblem of birth or rebirth, Festival Hall is variously, traumatic and celebratory, cautious 

and hopeful. Confidence in a peaceful future, was hopeful rather than a given. Festival Hall, as a 

metaphor of rebirth, can be extended to the country whose outer layers were damaged and torn, 

but whose inner substance and ability to regenerate was ‘untouched’. The initial external wall 

surfaces of Festival Hall were not smooth, rather, they were covered in small repetitive scars, shown 

in the photographs at the beginning of the chapter. The collective image is layered with the individual 

image, where the known self is changed and challenged by confronting the other. The transitions 

between known and unknown are negotiated through metaphorical thinking. Any image can 

simultaneously be resisted and accepted. Images thought of as multivalent have a temporal and 

ephemeral quality that changes and shifts depending on any number of internal or external 

circumstances. Winnicott’s account of the development of the self has been mirrored in this account 

of Festival Hall. Winnicott’s concept of mirroring provides a location that simultaneously locates the 

self internally and externally, whilst also identifying our relationship to external locations in the world. 

Thus, Festival Hall provides an environment conducive to reflections on self and other, which 

Winnicott’s theories imply, and results in an understanding of your own identity. Martin appears to 

imply that architecture is an important part of that interaction by say that “this new awakening of 

the arts is not merely a fashion but has its basis in the psychological, economic and social needs of 

the present moment” (Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 219). Though relationship is not stressed 

by Martin, it is implicit. Additionally, psychologically speaking, Meares has described the ability to 

contain emotional ambiguity as denoting mental resilience. Given that the building is both familiar 

and unfamiliar due to a known function and new form, the contradictory quality of the building’s 

expression provides a complexity more capable of replicating the complexity of human emotions. 

Festival Hall is a staunchly modernist building that is paradoxically held in high regard and affection 

for many Londoners and visitors to the city. Britain’s modernists have always had difficulty in gaining 

the affection of a British public. So, it is puzzling when an assumed divide appears to dissolve, in the 

case of Festival Hall. When first built Festival Hall had a familiar content, yet was unfamiliar in form. 

I argue that, just like the mother, Festival Hall is a complex mixture of what is found to be familiar 

and unfamiliar. In this regard, modernist art and architecture provides palettes of multiplicity from 

which viewers and users derive interpretive meanings. These meanings are not completely fixed, 

there is room for the viewer to use imaginative means to make connections that are both 

collectively and personally meaningful.  

The boundaries of self/other, inside/outside, real/unreal, familiar/unfamiliar, and between object/field 

horizontal and vertical are all negotiated in Festival Hall. These dualisms add to the oppositions 

discussed in relation to form, such as asymmetrical/symmetrical, levitational/gravitational, 

peripheral/centrist. The examples of modernist architecture discussed in this thesis visibly 

demonstrate poignant interactions between a variety of formal and textural qualities. I argue that 
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Winnicott’s understanding of psychological experience has a potential bearing on the interactions 

between the various poles of architectural composition. Mixing between these descriptors produces 

complex results which have a bearing on imaginative engagements with buildings. 

An achievement of artistic and architectural endeavour, such as Festival Hall, has been considered 

in the context of Winnicott’s psychoanalytic encounter. This encounter is not wholly concerned 

with the physical or historical aspects of an object nor the viewer’s internal projection onto the 

object, but also takes into account the inter-relational circumstances in which things occur. The 

spatial and formal compositions of Festival Hall are cognisant of a relationship in form and intent; 

here an interaction with the wider public presents itself as a form onto which personal meaning can 

be overlaid. Festival Hall’s form has a sense of collective holding, in which un-predetermined things 

happen. There is space for the unknown, where understandings of space and form have a correlation 

with Winnicott’s concept of ‘potential space’. 
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4 
The ‘potential space’ of La Tourette  
Identifying affinities between Winnicott, cubism, and modernist architecture. 

All modern design, architecture and town planning seems inconceivable without the 
initial example of Cubism.  (John Berger 1969, The Moment of Cubism) 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 4.01 Le Corbusier, The Dominican Monastery of La Tourette, 1960. Image form the archdaily 
website online, https://www.archdaily.com/96824/ad-classics-convent-of-la-tourette-le- 
corbuiser/56ddcef6e58eceaa4a000001-ad-classics-convent-of-la-tourette-le-corbuiser-photo  
 
La Tourette, like the Royal Festival Hall, takes a traditional building typology and reinterprets it in a 

modern idiom. This modern idiom was influenced by the spatial innovations of cubism. John Berger 

posited cubism as a defining moment in time, which had far reaching consequences for art and 

architecture. The Convent of Sainte-Marie de La Tourette, designed by Le Corbusier and completed 

in 1959, is an example of architecture that illustrates the changes wrought by cubism. Le Corbusier 

was also a painter and developed an approach closely allied to cubism from the 1920s, and his 

architecture may rightly be regarded as illuminating at the level of lived space, the plastic forms of 

cubist painting. As we have already seen, Winnicott’s spatial approach to psychoanalysis invites 

comparison with the contemporaneous cubist origins of modernist architecture. Indeed, even more 
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directly, his collaborator and analysand Masud Khan (1924-89) stated that Winnicott was aware of 

cubism’s similarity to the ‘transitional object’ (Winnicott 1975, xx). In Chapter Two, I noted that 

Winnicott’s friend Jim Ede had known Braque in the 1930s and Braque had visited to Ede’s 

Hampstead home in 1941. Interestingly, Khan himself had befriended Georges Braque in the 1950s 

and 1960s and collected Braque’s printed works (Poore 2014, 200).1 Khan’s comment in the 

introduction to Winnicott’s papers specifically points to the complex interface between imagination 

and reality that is creatively subverted in both the ‘transitional object’ and cubist art, between what 

is seemingly physically found and what is imagined (Winnicott 1975, xx). In this chapter, Le 

Corbusier’s late cubist architectural masterpiece, La Tourette, is read against the theory of ‘potential 

space’ that Winnicott developed in his psychoanalytic theory. In particular, this seminal essay written 

by Colin Rowe (1920-99) about the newly built monastery is used in this chapter to highlight some 

of the experiential aspects of Le Corbusier’s monastery. 

While Rowe did not know Winnicott or Jim Ede personally, he was associated with Ede’s circle and 

of those who designed the Royal Festival Hall. Rowe was at the School of Architecture at Cambridge 

from 1957 to 1961, where Sir Leslie Martin was the first Professor of Architecture (Kite and Menin 

2005, 63). Martin and his wife Sadie had been intermittent visitors to Ede at Kettle’s Yard from 

February 1958, as well as being close friends of Ben Nicholson (Ede Ephemera, KYA). These 

interconnections and common influences reveal ways in which the impact of cubism was 

understood in the cognate intellectual circles in mid-twentieth century Britain. 

There is no evidence that Winnicott and Rowe ever met. However, they were both part of the 

larger groupings of people that drove the developments of modernism in Britain. Cross pollinations 

between disciplines were not uncommon, and the 1937 publication Circle, discussed in Chapter 

Four, confirms a deliberate exchange of ideas between the disciplines of art, science, architecture 

and literature. Additionally, Rowe’s library, now housed at the Charles Moore Foundation in Austin, 

Texas, contained several psychoanalytic publications of Freud, Jung, Eric Fromm and Ernst Kris, and 

a near complete collection of Stokes’s writings.2 Colin St John Wilson applied the psychoanalytically 

informed theories of Stokes to architecture, notably in Architectural Reflections, first published in 

1992, in which Wilson had also mentioned the ‘transitional object’ (Wilson 2014, 19). Furthermore, 

Wilson encouraged Rowe to teach at Cambridge University from 1957 to 1961(Kite and Menin 

2005, 66, 71). Stokes may have been referring to Wilson’s interest in Stokes’s ideas based on Kleinian 

aesthetics when he wrote to Ede on the 3rd of January 1966, noting a following at Cambridge 

University (Ede Ephemera, KY1/1). Additionally, Wilson’s name appears in Ede’s visitor’s book at 

                                                
1 There is no evidence to suggest that Khan personally knew Jim Ede, however he was possibly aware of Ede 
and of Ede’s connections to an array of modernist artists, via Winnicott. During my research, I found no record 
of personal connection between Khan and Jim Ede. However, Poore’s research shows that the list of artists 
that Khan collected in the 1950s and 1960s bears a striking similarity to the artist friends of Ede’s in the 1920s 
and 1930s. 
2 Rowe’s Library is catalogued in the Unversity of Texas Collections 
http://catalog.lib.utexas.edu/search~S29?/xRowe%2C+Colin%2C+former+owner/xrowe+colin+former+ow
ner/1,1,2507,B/exact&FF=xrowe+colin+former+owner&1,2507 
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Kettle’s Yard on the 8th February and 1st March 1958 (Ede Ephemera, KYA), so it was likely that 

Rowe knew of Jim Ede even though there is no record of Rowe in Ede’s visitor’s book. 

Another instance of a shared contact between Winnicott and Rowe was the art historian Ernst 

Gombrich. Gombrich was teaching at the Warburg Institute when Rowe was studying there during 

the 1940s.3 Rachel Dedman’s investigations of Gombrich’s contact with the Imago Group mention 

that that Gombrich recalled a talk that Winnicott gave to the Imago group in 1968 (Dedman 2012, 

Dedman, Sandler, and Gombrich 2012). Gombrich had recalled the event as possibly being at 

Winnicott’s home, in his interview with Dedman. Though, as rightly Dedman mentions, Winnicott 

was not a member of the Imago group. 

I was part of a group called The Image Group which met regularly, and often in 
Winnicott’s home. I enjoyed that very much, Adrian Stokes was of that group, Anton 
Ehrenzweig was, and a number of other people, (Dedman 2012, 13, Dedman, Sandler, 
and Gombrich 2012, 28) 

Gombrich misnames the Imago group, but the reference is clear from Dedman’s interview. 4 Though 

Dedman appears to think Gombrich’s memory of Winnicott’s presence may have been mistaken. 

However, Winnicott had delivered his paper entitled “Playing and Culture” for the Imago group in 

1968 (Winnicott 1992, 203).  As a result Gombrich, one of Rowe’s teachers, was likely in the 

audience when Winnicott delivered his paper, which included a mention of Festival Hall as noted  

in Chapter Three.  

Form and building  
The design for La Tourette was commissioned by the Dominican order of monks (Perez-Gomez 

2017, 185, Samuel 2013, 124). Le Corbusier was entrusted to create a modernist monastery at 

Eveux- Sur-Arbresle, just outside Lyons in France. The building commission specifically asked for a 

modernist interpretation of traditional religious forms. The resulting building is a touchstone of 

modernist architecture perched on the upper slope of a wide valley. The building is made from 

roughly cast concrete (Samuel 2013, 142) bearing the marks of the coarse sawn timber formwork 

and composed in an almost balletic performance of dynamic and static interplay. The form of La 

Tourette resides in a sculptural balance between the partly submerged weight of the main church 

and the comparative lightness of the glazed façades to the refectory and teaching spaces that 

overlook the surrounding landscape. The courtyard is in a state of partial liquid dissolution, with a 

lowermost corner falling away with the slope of the valley. The slope exposes the underbelly of the 

buildings, whilst revealing the structural support of pilotis that penetrate through the structure above. 

Corridors extend from the four ‘walled’ enclosing buildings to dissect the courtyard, forming a spiral-

                                                
3 Rowe continued his contact with Gombrich into the 1990s, having written a letter to him in September 
1995 (Rowe and Naegele 2016, 443). This instance of shared contact adds weight to Winnicott’s position 
within an influential larger milieu of modernist artists, architects, art writers and psychoanalysts.  
4 The Imago group was formed by Adrian Stokes, Roger Money-Kyrle and others in the 1950s, as mentioned 
in Chapter One. The significance of imago was Freudian rather than relating to art history, Imago being the 
name of a publication that Freud initiated to investigate applications of psychoanalysis (H.S. 1968, 386). 
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like composition that enhances the human dynamic of these spaces. These courtyard spaces 

resemble connective tissue within a mid-paced swathing structure. 

 
Figure 4.02 Le Corbusier, The Dominican Monastery of La Tourette, 1960. Image from archeyes 
website online, http://archeyes.com/sainte-marie-de-la-tourette-le-corbusier/  
 
The architectural form of La Tourette exhibits a more complex and nuanced mode of composition 

than Le Corbusier’s 5-point plan of the 1920s that governed designs such as the Villa Savoye of 

1927-9 (fig 3.06). At La Tourette, modernism encounters an older habitual and ritualised form of 

building. Piloti are partially present in the living spaces of the u-shaped courtyard building, which are 

ever more exposed as the hill slope falls away. Yet, piloti are absent in the church at La Tourette, 

being heavily grounded into the earth. The free plan is constrained at La Tourette where the 

columnar structure of the u-shaped courtyard building is dominated by the strict rhythm of the 

monastic living cells on the upper floors. The architectural historian, Flora Samuel has noted Patrick 

Hodgkinson’s (an early visitor to Kettle’s Yard) comment of the “Janus” character of the building 

section, where the monastic cells are poised on top of the open glazed aspects of the communal 

living and teaching spaces below (Samuel 2013, 152). The plan of the church at La Tourette is again 

constrained by enclosing immoveable concrete walls. Though, the organic protuberances of organ 

and altar spaces break the frame. The free elevation is in evidence of the living spaces and developed 

in a playful rhythmic design of the glazed façades. In contrast, the façades of the church are again 

dominated by the concrete mass walls that block and control the way light penetrates the internal 

space. The church’s blanks walls are confounding, yet provide a metaphor of challenge and 

obstruction that characterises the solitary spiritual journey. Horizontal strip windows are formally 
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present as the continuously rhythmic windows to the refectory and teaching spaces, though absent 

in the church where light is restricted in a way that contrasts bright shards of light with intentionally 

darker spaces. Perhaps, it is only in the roof top promenade that the 5-point plan is undisturbed. 

Though, paradox is again in evidence due to the separated and relatively inaccessible ground level 

quasi traditional form of a cloister created by piloti, adding yet another level of complexity between 

the physical and the imaginary. The result is an involved and intertwined reciprocity between the 

new and the old, vertical and horizontal, sacred and secular, the special and the everyday. Modernity 

references historical precedents while creating new spatial forms that produce subtle and reciprocal 

interactions.  

 
Figure 4.03 Le Corbusier, The courtyard of the Dominican Monastery of La Tourette, 1960. Image 
from the archinect website online, https://archinect.imgix.net/uploads/ma/maklvspcilqz58pc.jpg  
 
The living spaces are organised around the u-shaped courtyard building, which includes sleeping 

cells, refectory and teaching spaces. The inward facing glazed walls of the courtyard are rhythmic, 

shifted and split that create multiple views from a singular position (fig 4.03). The outward facing 

glazing details have a primary emphasis on the vertical which plays with the broad sweep of a 

horizontal glazed wall, opening out on to a horizontally framed landscape. The open glazed spaces 

of the refectory and teaching rooms provide little interruption to the wide-open landscape 

surrounding La Tourette (fig 4.02). The landscape is framed by the horizon line of the floor rather 

than framing specific views, as with the courtyard fenestrations. This architectural expression moves 

beyond specific definitions to the co-presence of seemingly opposite forms, in common with cubist 

spatial structures. This rhythmic quality of the externally facing glazed walls was an intentional design 

component, Le Corbusier had referred to Xenakis’s design as “musical glass panes” and undulating 

densities (Xenakis 1987, 146). The window designs contrast a heavy vertical rhythm of unequal 

concrete mullions with a light tracery of variable transoms. This verticality is juxtaposed with the 

overall horizontal form (fig 4.01). Additionally, the strong vertical elements contrast with the wide 

horizontal planes of the stacked floors, while contrasting at a smaller scale with another more 

delicate layer of horizontal mullions. The interplay of scaled verticals and horizontals are symbolic 
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of a religion that symbolises the relationships between an earth plane and the spiritual in the image 

of the cross. The structure of the mundane living spaces illustrates how post and beam concrete 

structures unchained walls from their load-bearing functions, providing near infinite opportunity for 

architectural deviations from traditional forms of enclosure. Walls could now be separated into 

layers of structural, climactic and visual functions that could involve multiple parallel planes. 

Transparency was a vitally important aspect of modernist architecture, deriving from the practical 

(new glazing innovations and construction methods) and the metaphorical (clarity of modernist 

aims). Variously, walls planes express qualities of transparency, reflectivity, translucency or opacity.  

The church’s sense of interiority is bounded by massive embedded walls. The emphasis on vertical 

light in the church contrasts with the horizontal light of the courtyard buildings. Sparse light is 

modulated into clusters of skylights or linear wall incisions, obscuring external views. The alter 

spaces, just off the main church, are lit by specially designed light canons (Xenakis 1987, 146). The 

vertical light sources encourage an experience of interiority by denying a connection with the 

surrounding landscape. Additionally, the spatial verticality of the church emphasises the connections 

between the earth beneath your feet and sky above your head, contrasting with the horizontality 

of the more mundane buildings that strike a connection between inhabitant and the topographical 

setting. Adrian Forty described the church as having a spiritual core fashioned through concrete 

imagery, obliquely remarking on the formal and expressive duality of La Tourette. 

The architect’s own descriptions of the light sources as ‘cannons’ and ‘machine guns’ 
emphasizes, as if they were needed, the military associations. The aggression of the 
exterior and the roughness of the surfaces apparently encouraged some of the 
monks�to see the building as the ‘stigmata of suffering’, a rare instance of concrete 
being associated with religious iconography.23 Inside the church, though, the 
atmosphere is of complete calm, of security and withdrawal from the world: with no 
more than a trickle of light coming through the illumination slits low down and from 
the narrow clerestory, you do not know whether you are above or below ground. 
(Forty 2013, 181) 

Forty’s account of the monastery echoes the observations that Winnicott commonly made about 

ordinary creative living. The psychoanalyst Simon Grolnick’s comments illustrate the strength of this 

sentiment in Winnicott’s work: 

Overriding all of Winnicott’s contributions is the concept of creativity. Life without 
creativity is not authentic. Psychic death occurs without a sense of experiencing the 
innovative and the new. It should be stressed that Winnicott was not talking of the 
artist’s or the genius’s creativity, but the creativity of everyday life. (Grolnick 1990, 32) 

Forty supposes that the monks engaged in a creative reciprocity with the building, which is very 

similar to Winnicott’s emphasis on the creativity of everyday living. Winnicott stated that “Playing is 

an experience, always a creative experience, and it is an experience in the space-time continuum, a 

basic form of living” (Winnicott 1974, ). Winnicott accords an innate therapeutic value to play and, 

we can surmise by extension, also to wider cultural activity. Significantly, Winnicott allows that 

“playing is always liable to become frightening” (Winnicott 1974, 58). Playing, therefore, is not 
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restrained by what is allowed or restricted. Winnicott emphasises this point by contrasting ‘free-

form playing’ with games which have set rules. Rules can be seen as a way of managing or curtailing 

what kinds of experiences happen within a set time-frame. For Winnicott, playing is permissive in 

the sense that whatever is experienced is encouraged to be authentically and uninhibitedly 

expressed. In a similar vein, Samuel drew attention to the fortress-like nature of La Tourette (Samuel 

2013, 120). The hurt and the majesty live in the same space of creative living or playing. La Tourette 

encapsulates the religious imagery of Christianity in a modernist visual language, including the 

imagery of crucifixion overlaid with a regal spiritual coronation.  The crucifixion is barely referenced 

by unadorned cross. The spatial proportions denote the importance of the religious references. The 

nature of Christian imagery necessarily brings elation and pain together. For a monastic community 

the knowledge and experience is not one that needs to be explicitly communicated. The sparse 

modernist design is left to infer feeling and impact over detail. The building, in contrasting dark with 

light and weight with levity, leaves room for the inhabitants to imaginatively experience the 

fundamental contradictions at the centre of this religious community. The church stands as an 

example of the modernist concern with spiritual, physical, mental and emotional states of interiority. 

Psychoanalytic endeavours have done much to explore the nature of human interiority and have 

influenced many forms of art. 

 
Figure 4.04 Left: Interior view of the church at La Tourette,1959 (Samuel 2013, 90) Right: Interior 
view of the Church at La Tourette,1959 (Samuel 2013, 63)  
 
La Tourette juxtaposes an intense interiority of the church with the open living spaces that connect 

so directly with the surrounding landscape. The composite form of the monastery moves from the 

heavy, grounded church to the gradually elevating mass that lifts out of the ground to a point where 

long spindly piloti defiantly supports the mass of concrete of the living quarters above. The singular 
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solid form of the church contrasts with the enclosing gridded structure of rhythmic glass and 

modulated concrete of the living quarters. La Tourette’s depictions of mundane living spaces 

levitating above the ground and the sacred as earth bound associates a sacred aspect to the 

mundane and an everyday notion of the sacred; both inversions have an understandable spiritual 

value. The incongruously playful inference of these inversions is that new knowledge is gained from 

abstract forms derived from traditional forms of art, religion or architecture.  At La Tourette, the 

compositional interplay is a lived sensory experience rather than a potentially obscure architectural 

design schema. The placement and tectonics of La Tourette create opportunities for the visitor to 

make conscious connections between states of interiority and exteriority, involving an interpretative 

interaction with the building.  

 
Figure 4.05 First Page of Rowe’s essay on La Tourette, Architectural Review June 1961 (Rowe 1961, 
401)  
 
In 1961, Colin Rowe described Le Corbusier’s La Tourette as a “machine à émouvoir” (Rowe 1961, 

401). Rowe describes the casual visitor as being variously dismayed and potentially shocked by the 

arrival at La Tourette’s church wall devoid of detail, apart from an apparently protruding ‘nose’. 

Rowe spent three days at the monastery in December 1960 (Vidler 2012, 12) to write a critical 

essay commissioned by Hugh Casson for the Architectural Review. Rowe puts two essentially 

opposite terms together for effect, emphasising the poetic content of the word ‘machine’, as 

conveyed in Le Corbusier’s architecture. Rowe’s descriptor suggests that this example of 

architecture has something to do with igniting and tempering the emotional content of life. The 

dialectic between an organic disarray, on the one hand, and a machinic container that insists on the 

elements of symmetry and gravity frames Rowe’s discussion of the building. In particular, what is 
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noticeable at La Tourette, is how Le Corbusier displays an incomplete and contradictory adherence 

to the kind of asymmetrical, levitational and peripheral qualities that Colin Rowe had cited as central 

to modernist architecture (Rowe 1996, 115-116) In La Tourette, Le Corbusier makes concessions 

to the symmetry, gravity and centrality characteristic of older architectural forms, and the monastery 

thus exists in the space between Rowe’s oppositions. In this way, the formal qualities of La Tourette 

are less dogmatic than earlier forms of modernism, evidenced in the variance between the symmetry 

of some planning and elevational elements, and the asymmetry of the courtyard’s spiralling forms 

or the church’s off-set altar space, lit by striking light canons. In general, the fenestration design 

provides a contained and ordered asymmetry, that nonetheless has a strong rhythmic form. The 

levitational aspect of Rowe’s features is illustrated by the partial presence of piloti below the living 

quarters as the slope falls away. As mentioned earlier, the church is dominated by gravity, partially 

embedded in the earth. Evidence of a peripheral or centrifugal composition is predominantly shown 

by the courtyard design rather than in the main building. The forms in the courtyard infer spiral 

dynamism, gesturally pushing out, yet constrained by the outer walls. La Tourette’s outer walls 

conform to an older courtyard typology.  

 
Figure 4.06 Ondulatoire, La Tourette, 1959 (Samuel 2013, 82)  
 
The distinctions and control between inside and outside are deliberately negotiated at La Tourette. 

Divisions and connections are distinct yet interrelated. Most obviously, the horizontal tendencies of 
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the internal and external divisions contrast with the vertical tendencies of the split between earth 

and sky or earth and heaven. Cubism’s co-presence of vertical and horizontal views is recalled. The 

elevation, section and the plan are conceptually compressed in the way that these divisions are 

handled. The strange and complex interweaving of compositional tactics at La Tourette (vertical 

and linear, dark and light, inside and outside) reflects, in Rowe’s analysis, the contradictory stances 

of the viewer and the designer. This approach pits theory against experience in a way that is 

comparable to Winnicott’s call for the philosopher to leave the armchair and play with a child to 

understand the paradoxes of playing (Winnicott 1974, 105). For both Rowe and Winnicott, 

experience is contingent on your perspective. Similarly, cubism exploits another kind of paradox, 

where perception and imagination coexist for the viewer. Cubist pictorial strategies were cognisant 

of the interplay between the imagined and materially present, and for Rowe a similar interplay 

existed in modernist architecture. As such, the imagined experience is in parallel to what we assume 

to be physically real. The art historian Michael Podro compares the relationship a child has with her 

transitional object (e.g. teddy bear) with the way that an adult views art: 

The transaction [of the child with its object] occupies a transitional space in which 
external and internal pass into each other; correspondingly, depiction occupies a 
transitional space between literal presence and what is imagined in it. (Podro 1998, 
149) (elipsis by author) 

A similar process is at work in architecture, where built structures redouble the layers of inside and 

outside, creating paradoxical experiences of spatial illusions. Modernist architecture, in particular, 

drew on cubism’s visual strategies by offering simultaneous views of front and profile or plan and 

section. 

 
Figure 4.07 Floor Plans, Dominican Monastery La Tourette, France 1959. Image from voussoirs blog 
website online, http://voussoirs.blogspot.com.au/2012/05/corbusier-renaissance-man.html�The 
distinctions and control between inside and outside are deliberately negotiated at La Tourette.  
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Otherness and transitional objects 
In 1959, the modernism of La Tourette was strikingly new. This effect was accentuated by the fact 

that the monastery, with its origins in the early middle ages, was a very traditional and familiar 

building typology. The negotiation between familiarity and unfamiliarity at La Tourette is akin to the 

Royal Festival Hall’s modernist reinterpretation of the existing functional form of a concert hall. The 

functional aspects were known to the initial visitors, but the formal aspects of modernism were 

unfamiliar. The expression of religious forms in terms of a modern outward physical presence was 

initially unfamiliar, contrasting with the long history of monastic and religious buildings. In this respect, 

by casting something familiar into a strange and novel form, the situation of modernist architecture 

is akin to the infant discovering that the mother has always been a separate entity. And just as, for 

the child, the initial illusion of union can persist so that two different experiences exist in the same 

temporal memory, modernist architectural works like Royal Festival Hall and La Tourette sustain 

the image of an earlier common experience (concert hall, monastery) in the estranged form of a 

new spatial idiom. 

Winnicott’s theories posit playing as having a central formative, indeed existential function, locating 

the child in the realm of symbolic relations. A central premise for Winnicott was that through the 

illusionary tactics of play we achieve psychological maturation. Our early play determines how we 

relate to objects and position ourselves in the external world and the impact this has on our internal 

mental and emotional processes. It is the reawakening of the pathways of this early exploratory play 

that gives cubist art its uncanny pleasure and allure. Masud Khan reveals that Winnicott had been 

aware of similarities between cubism and the ‘transitional object’. Khan grounded this similarity in 

the relationship between the “given to the created”. 

Winnicott was very well aware that his concept of the transitional object had many 
close correspondences to some of the concepts in literature and art. For example, the 
Cubist collages of Braque and Picasso have distinctly the quality of the transitional 
object in so far as they assimilate the given to the created, the imagined to the 
concretely found in one space—that of the canvas—and there give it a new unity and 
reality. (Winnicott 1975, xx) 

Correspondingly, Winnicott described the central paradox of the ‘transitional object as being both 

found and created, being both material and imagined, as such the ‘transitional object’ transcends the 

split between the internal and external of the self. The ‘transitional object’ is both found and created. 

Though, for Winnicott, the illusion of the ‘transitional object’s’ creation is paradoxically only seen by 

the child’s parent or psychoanalyst. Later in life, the division between what is found and what is 

created is far more obvious, yet the underlying value of Winnicott’s paradox is to continually 

challenge accepted norms. The illusion of the ‘transitional object’ is only observable from outside 

the experience. A paradox is created from the differing experiences of the same event, depending 

on one’s viewpoint; Winnicott and the infant had varying capacities influencing their viewpoint and 

subsequent relationships. 
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Le Corbusier introduces his chapter “The Lesson of Rome” in Towards a New Architecture with the 

words, “[t]he business of Architecture is to establish emotional relationships by means of raw 

materials”, thereby connecting human experiences to the relationships between people and things 

(Le Corbusier 1985, 151). La Tourette is then a preeminent site of relationship making for Le 

Corbusier. In particular, La Tourette contains complex interplays and inversions that express 

vulnerability as well as strength. This coexistence of contradictory and complex tangled elements is 

necessarily part of the lived experience. Artworks hold value for people precisely because they 

capture in some part the complexity of being human, with all its ecstasy and toxicity. In short, we 

recognise something in these artefacts that we identify in our experiences.  

Rowe sets up a similar kind of paradox in his description of the experience of the approach to La 

Tourette (fig. 4.02). His description fuses the present era with older, even unconsciously 

remembered pasts.  

A vertical surface gashed by horizontal slots and relieved by a bastion supporting 
gesticulating entrails; an enigmatic plane which bears, like the injuries of time, the 
multiple scars which its maker has chosen to inflict upon it; by any standards an 
inference of his own complete irrelevance—the visitor had anticipated something 
either a little less or a little more than this. (Rowe 1961, 401) 

Rowe seems to be inferring that a past memory impedes the present in a way that unsettles and 

arrests the progress of Rowe’s casual observer. The shock of Rowe’s deeply felt language at this 

point in the essay pays attention to what the visitor brings to this encounter and the ways in which 

a building can trigger deep personal feelings and responses that may visually appear mundane. The 

language of “injuries”, “scars” and “complete irrelevance” are quite painful responses, and quite 

possibly frightening, which nonetheless is included in Winnicott’s account of the possibilities of 

playing and creative living. Perhaps Rowe is suggesting that a concurrent conflicted experience of 

life accompanies the more mundane aspects of life. In so doing, Rowe conveys the depth of 

imagination involved in the aesthetic experience of La Tourette. For Rowe, the impending 

experience of the building’s interior is assumed to be informed by the initial challenging experience 

of the exterior. Rowe imagines the visitor’s experience may be more or less deeply felt than his 

own experience. 

Vidler noted the similarity between Rowe’s description and the following passage from Stokes’s 

autobiographical book Smooth and Rough (Stokes 1951). 

[T]hough we have bitten, torn, dirtied and pinched her, though we thought to have 
lost her utterly, to have destroyed her utterly in fantasy and act. We are grateful to 
stone buildings for their stubborn material, hacked and hewed but put together 
carefully, restored in better shape than those pieces that the infant imagined he had 
chewed or scattered, for which he searched. (Stokes 1978, 240) 

The way in which both Stokes and Rowe write of walls as a metaphor for human relationships 

introduces paradox and an oppositional interplay, in common to Winnicott’s language. The 

inference is that, Rowe allies Stokes’s Italian stones with the off-form concrete of Le Corbusier’s La 
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Tourette. The boundaries of old and new are disrupted allowing for new material interpretations. 

Literary theorist, Lyndsey Stonebridge, explained the similarity between Winnicott and Stokes as 

exploring the interactive ambiguity of relational perceptions. Winnicott’s theories of infant and 

childhood playing show that the mixing up of objects and persons can be traced to our very early 

experiences of life, and are interconnected with psychological development of relational capacities:  

[E]mphasis is on the ability to tolerate the ambivalence of the relation between a 
subject who is not yet a subject and an object which is not yet individuated. The 
subject, says Stokes, ‘cathects a medium’; the object is both medium for projective 
desire and yet has a meaning, an autonomy, outside the ego’s phantasies: the object, 
hence, is both ‘me’ and ‘not-me’ in partial negotiation between the symbolic and 
imaginary where meanings are at ‘play’. (Stonebridge 1998-134) 

The negotiation between ‘me’ and ‘not-me’ is fundamental to the entwining of objects and people 

in the ‘transitional object’. The internal experience of living becomes projected into the objects and 

environments that are encountered. Similarly, Stokes describes the experience of art and 

architecture, by saying that the “emotive conceptions of physique are ancient in us; an awareness 

of our identity has always been based on the flesh; the outer world of objects was conceived in the 

first place almost as an extension of our bodies” (Stokes 1978, 33). The similarities in theoretical 

points between Winnicott and Stokes are not superficial given the common influence of Klein on 

both. 

The doubling of familiar and unfamiliar in the same space, object or concept was a common feature 

of twentieth century culture. This new expression of modernism was a multidisciplinary venture. 

The architectural historian and theorist Alexander Tzonis has noted that; 

Many architects and artists of the 1930s saw in Le Corbusier, as they did in Einstein 
and Picasso, a model of progressive man, a man of the modern, of the “New Times”. 
(Tzonis 2001, 174) 

Tzonis’s comment is useful in making connections between Le Corbusier, Einstein and Picasso, yet 

emphasises a masculine version of modernism, concerning both men and masculinity. Architecture 

as a discipline has been specifically and enduringly associated with the masculine, such as Ayn Rand’s 

male architectural protagonist in the novel Fountainhead (Rand 1943). However, modernism’s 

maternal imago was identified by Vidler in the writing of Vincent Scully, John Ruskin, Rowe and 

Stokes (Vidler 2015, 46). Vidler perhaps unintentionally highlights the problem of how to deal with 

feminine in a male dominated architectural profession by not mentioning the contributions of actual 

women. Comparatively, modernist literature boasted figures such as Virginia Woolf, Edith Sitwell or 

Gertrude Stein, who are all associated to some degree with the wider circle of associations in which 

Winnicott was embedded. Additionally, Psychoanalysis has a distinct advantage over modernist 

architecture or art in investigating the feminine aspects of modernism through the multiplicity of 

contributing women.5 Winnicott was either a colleague of or was associated with many female 

                                                
5 Melanie Klein, Anna Freud, Alice Balint, Enid Balint, Esther Bick, Karen Horney, Hannah Segal, Betty Joseph, 
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psychoanalysts. This is not to say that men cannot contribute value ideas of the feminine or act in 

roles such as the primary care giver, or that conversely women cannot contribute to ideas of the 

masculine or act in roles such as an architect. However, a more balanced gender split in any 

professional sphere is likely to increase the range of gendered ideas contributed in any discipline 

and hopefully exposing the potential creativity in such negotiations. The ‘transitional object’ 

describes how our first maternal relationship is embedded in our relationships with objects, 

something that has a tangible representation of many cubist approaches to art and extended to 

architecture, and so affirms important maternal aspects within modernism. 

The window is a metaphorical interface expressing the boundary between the self and the external 

world and a common motif of modernism across many disciplines. Furthermore, modernist images 

that involve windows address the sensitivity of interaction between our inner self and the outer 

world. For example, Winnicott’s reflective mother as a mirror is one aspect of a window’s potential. 

Similarly, Nicholson’s paintings of shop windows act as prescient illustrations for Winnicott’s 

theories, as described in previous chapters. Winnicott’s mother both anticipates and replicates the 

reactions of the infant in such a way that the infant see themselves reflected in the face of the 

mother.  Winnicott talks of the loss of something of the self, “unless observed and mirrored back 

by someone trusted” (Winnicott 1974, 71). Winnicott’s mother acts like a mirror in such a way as 

to witness and affirm something about the self. The mirror analogy applied to architecture is one 

where the mirror is not inert, it has an imaginative reciprocal capacity, perhaps echoing early 

experiences. The glass acting as a reflective plane brings a self-reflective metaphor into play. 

Norbert Lynton described Nicholson’s admiration for Le Corbusier as a family affair, shared by his 

first wife Winifred and architect brother Kit. The Nicholsons’ had sought out Le Corbusier’s new 

buildings on visits to France from the 1920s (Lynton 1993, 116-118). Furthermore, Lynton has 

directly forwarded the possibility that Le Corbusier’s white architecture influenced Nicholson’s 

1930s white reliefs (fig. 4.08) (Lynton 1993, 118). Appreciably, the metaphorical aspect of 

transparency, in Nicholson’s hands, provide a connecting thread between art, architecture and 

points to associations with psychoanalysis and literature, showing modernism’s increasing interest in 

the variability of personal understanding and interpretation. As such, it is a metaphor for the kinds 

of things a painting can communicate. 

For Nicholson, reality was a starting point. Nicholson addressed the problem of comprehending 

new forms of art for a newspaper article in the Daily Mail on the 7th August 1951. 

To put it plainly, as a result of Cezannes’s discoveries the artist no longer approaches 
his subject form a single viewpoint but from a number of different viewpoints all seen 
at the same time building up within the new freedom this created a structure of colour 
and form exciting in its own right and merely using the subject as a starting point. 
(Nicholson 1951, TGA8717.3.1.11)  

                                                
Marion Milner, Margaret Little, Joan Riverie, Pearl King, Margaret Mahler, Susan Sutherland Issacs and many 
others. 
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For Nicholson, cubism sought to find expression for colour and form that allowed a free play of 

ideas, without conformance to redundant traditions. Ben Nicholson’s post-cubist paintings of 

abstracted jugs create paradoxical positions of jugs occupying the same space involving both visual 

representation and imagined aspects. Furthermore, the transparency of glass was a distinct feature 

of Ben Nicholson’s paintings, depicting anything from shop windows, goblets, bottles and open 

windows. Nicholson used both transparent and opaque planes to create layered spatial 

compositions.  

 
Figure 4.08 Ben Nicholson, 1934 Relief, 1934 (Copyright Angela Verren Taunt) Oil on a carved 
mahogany panel, 71.8cm × 96.5cm × 3.8cm. Tate Gallery Collection. Image from Tate Gallery 
website online, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nicholson-1934-relief-t02314� 
 
The mixing up of people and objects in Nicholson’s work often featured jugs, mugs and goblets, all 

of which pertain to parts of the human body. In so doing, Nicholson infers breasts, faces and mouths 

with his inanimate objects, which directly pertain to mother and infant interactions. These features 

of Nicholson’s work mix up people and objects without necessarily any clear distinctions between 

them. Accordingly, the inference is that Nicholson’s post-cubist still-life paintings contain ambiguous 

personal allusions. Similarly, Winnicott puts Milner’s image of two jugs in the mind of the reader at 

the beginning of his essay on ‘potential space’ (Winnicott 1974, 115). Jugs are a slang term for 

breasts, and breasts are arguably our first object. It would seem highly unlikely that professionals 

trained in Freud’s word association methods would not be aware of the associative language they 

used, even though Winnicott does not directly highlight this point when discussing Milner’s sketch. 

Moreover, the importance of mother-infant relationships for Nicholson is discussed by Stephen Kite, 
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commenting that “Nicholson himself said that his reliefs were not unlike 'scrubbing the much scarred 

kitchen table’ and linked the works' 'severity' to his affection for his mother'’ (Kite 2008, 63). Lynton 

also brought attention to Nicholson’s maternal associations with the table (Lynton 1993, 80-81). 

The art work replicates both visible and invisible marks of physically living in a material world. Clearly, 

the tangible presence of the everyday is a potent marker in Nicholson’s work rather than some 

abstract concept. The table exists in the space between Nicholson and his mother that persists past 

the day to day experience of his maternal relationship in the form of a table. The table is not just 

an object; Nicholson enacts his mother’s scrubbing the table clean in his scouring marks when 

creating the white reliefs. The surface bears the marks of time spent together, a surface that is also 

the multiple planes of his canvas, the imagined painted planes and the tangible planes of the white 

reliefs. Additionally, Kite cites Stokes’s recollection of the impress of ‘table’ on Nicholson’s mind, 

which recalled when his mother “’herself an artist, distressed by high-flown talk, would find herself 

wanting to scrub the kitchen table’” (Kite 2009, 156). The table is tactile rather than conceptual for 

Nicholson, a part of the mundane everyday life. The linking of severity and affection chimes with 

Winnicott’s account of the infant’s aggressive attention to the mother, in ‘object usage’. This rather 

mundane memory holds a deep significance of familial connection, extending to human frailties and 

ego foundations, recalling Winnicott’s descriptions of the infant’s primitive agonies. Winnicott’s 

primitive agony is replicated in the monastic experience of spiritual agonies expressed through the 

concrete walls of La Tourette, bearing its scars in the rough paucity of its concrete. The perception 

of scars bears witness to the projective quality of personal memory engendered through the specific 

formal treatment at La Tourette. 

Locations of potential space 
The easy metaphor of ‘potential space’ is the way modernist buildings express an architectural 

interpenetration and reciprocity between inside and outside. La Tourette inherently questions 

boundaries between inside and outside, internal and external, face and profile, mundane and 

spiritual, horizontal and vertical, inside and outside, contained and leaky, light and dark, transparent 

and opaque. The artist, educator, and sometime Rowe collaborator, Robert Slutzky (1929-2005) 

considered modernism as attempting to resolve or negotiate similar paradoxical and indeterminate 

locations. 

The diagrammatic representations of such an abstraction were in this sense close 
replications of a "new world of space," as Le Corbusier called it, that was to dissolve 
all traditional monumentalisms, styles, institutions, and habitats in the universal flux of 
the abstract. Transparency, infinity, ineffability, liminality, and the expansive extensions 
of the post-Nietzschean subject demanded as few boundary conditions as possible; 
the thinner the line, the more invisible the wall.  (Slutzky 1976) 

Slutzky implies the possibility of unconsciously crossing a boundary or a boundary with a positional 

flux, which has a striking affinity to Winnicott’s intermediate zone. Rowe and Slutzky developed a 

concept of literal and phenomenal transparency in 1955-6 in two essays not published until 1963 

and 1971 (Rowe and Slutzky 1963, 1971). The variable position of elements, as described in these 
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essays, provide affinities with Winnicott’s constant themes of paradox and indeterminate locations. 

These essays explicitly contrasted a physical transparency of glass as literal with the metaphorical 

and illusionary qualities of glass as phenomenal. Rowe and Slutzky identified phenomenal 

transparency as cubism’s “principal method of composition” (Rowe and Slutzky 1971, 300). This 

concept was an explicit rejoinder to Modern architecture’s emphasis on physical or literal 

transparency,6 and reconnects architecture with its cubist legacy by re-emphasising the illusionary 

aspects of art in conjunction with a perceived physical reality. 

Phenomenal transparency involves the interpenetration of spatial layers that suggests that elements 

of different layers potentially occupy the same space, depending on how the viewer experiences 

the building. Thus, phenomenal transparency is not unlike Nicholson’s descriptions of three planes 

in his paintings and reliefs, where they “were interchangeable so that you could not tell what was 

real and which unreal, what was reflected and what unreflected” (Nicholson 1948, 26-27). The 

viewer in each case is assumed to be an active participant in the perception of the object at hand. 

For Rowe, the painting or building creates a space between maker and viewer that is potentially 

reciprocal.  

In previous chapters, the discussion has focused on the boundary between one element and another 

as an oppositional interplay, such as sea and shore, individual and collective, reality and illusion, inside 

and outside and between object and environment. In Winnicott’s terms, these spaces present 

infinite potentialities. The definition or nomination of something is only part of what can be 

observed. Another aspect is the sequences of events and relationships of play that can be observed 

in the interplay between things. In this examination of La Tourette, further locations of boundaries 

can be observed. Primarily, the church and monastery address the interplay between the sacred 

and the secular. Indeed, the La Tourette complex is effectively split into two buildings, one housing 

the church and the other the more mundane functions of eating, sleeping and studying. Another 

boundary between the land and the sky is also emphasised. The church is bound to the earth 

seemingly embedded, where natural light enters nominally from above. Whereas, the refectory and 

sleeping quarters benefit from large swathes of horizontal light, providing wide views of the 

surrounding topography. The interplays between things offer a space of potentiality. For example, 

illusionary experiences that confuse inside and outside is not possible in a building that starkly divides 

the experience of inside and outside into two definitive spaces. 

 ‘Potential space’ is not a wholly physical location and allows the more nebulous aspects of 

transcendent human experience to come into consideration. For La Tourette, these nebulous 

aspects are redolent in the spiritual focus of the physical form of the building. For La Tourette to 

work as a space, capable of holding transcendent experience, the inference of an unseen presence 

                                                
6 Scientific theories of space influenced architectural writers such as Sigfried Giedion, as well as the literal 
transparency of glass (Giedion 1962). Glass was in many ways emblematic of modernism, eschewing both a 
constructional and material transformation and a metaphorical transparency of boundary dissolutions and 
multiple perspectives. 
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counters an experience of a mundane building. La Tourette infers transcendence in an oblique 

manner, achieved through paradox, where nothing is quite what it seems. Horizontally is embedded 

in verticality, levity is in co-presence with a pressing gravity. Undiluted directness is not an attribute 

of La Tourette. If there appears to be a no-nonsense formal presence it is diluted or contradicted; 

any attempt at simplicity is diffused. At La Tourette, an illusionary spatial conception sits side by side 

with the physical. In this manner, the transcendence of spiritual life is recognised in the building 

through the lived experience of the resident monks (Perez-Gomez 2017, 186, 189). Paradoxical 

duality is also an immanent marker of many modernisms, including a multiplicity of viewpoints and 

categories of perception. 

Modernism questioned how we understand and represent space. Behind this shift in thinking is the 

theory of relativity and cubist approaches in art, combined with a literary and psychoanalytic concern 

with the space of interiority. An intellectual consideration of space was promoted as modernist by 

Sigfried Giedion. Additionally, Giedion’s “Space Time and Architecture” in 1941 (Giedion 1962) had 

positioned transparency as a defining feature of modernism’s expression in both art and architecture. 

A couple of decades later, Giedion proposed a tripartite development of cultural conceptions of 

space (Giedion 1971) that roughly addressed how art corresponded to the development of 

cosmological concepts, such as the flat imagery of icons to Medieval flat earth or the Copernican 

movement of the planets to renaissance perspective. Consequently, Giedion very tentatively 

proposed that modernism provided a third conception of space as transitional (Giedion 1971, 266). 

Additionally, Giedion thought “[o]ur period has lost interest in purely physical appearance; it is the 

nature of space that now occupies the forefront of art investigation” (Giedion 1971, 266). The visual 

is only one aspect with which modernism was concerned. Giedion also acknowledged modernism’s 

concern with interiority by saying that artists “probed the depths of human experience, the well of 

the unconscious sphere of our being” (Giedion 1971, 266). Thus, the relationship of the new 

relativity of cosmology to art conveys multiple perspectives and orders of experience that involve 

conscious and unconscious, conceptual and illusionary. Interiority is not something that can be solely 

contained and measured, and unstructured experience of being also plays into what is understood 

to be occurring. Giedion comes close to Winnicott’s intermediate concerns, by saying that the 

concern of modernist artists with the “fluctuation of volume and void, interior and exterior, was 

followed up in architecture, where interior and exterior space continually interpenetrated one 

another, establishing new interrelationships” (Giedion 1971, 268). This kind of interrelationship and 

interpenetration of categories is especially evident at La Tourette. Consequently, where formal and 

spatial conditions are variable, new forms of interrelationship can be understood. 

The art critic Peter Fuller had considered three kinds of spatial conceptions that roughly coincided 

with cosmological world views in his essay, “The Rise in Modernism” (Fuller 1988). The first 

conception was the flat earth, the second was the sun centred gravitational system, and the third 

corresponded with Einstein’s theory of relativity (Fuller 1988, 151-153). For Fuller, art has tended 

to reflect these three spatial conceptions of the world. Medieval art expressed a flatness associated 
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with the concept of a flat earth, central to the universe. Accordingly, art expressed a flatness in its 

depictions. For Galileo and Newton, the cosmological structure positioned the sun at the centre 

and the earth revolving around it. Accordingly, perspective provided a singular view point and that 

objects were arranged accordingly in a depiction of three-dimensional space. Einstein’s theory of 

relativity in 1915 expressed a notion where the experience of the world and the universe depended 

on where you were positioned. Likewise, Picasso and Braque developed a way of expressing space 

and objects from multiple viewpoints simultaneously in pictorial space. Fuller’s rough 

correspondences between cubism and the Physics of Relativity describe ways in which different 

disciplines describe how we conceive ourselves as positioned in the world. Similarly, Winnicott’s 

theories can inform a way of thinking about art and architecture as a way of locating ourselves, our 

position in space, mentally, physically and emotionally.  

The increasing complexity of spatial conditions in modernism has been noted across the disciplines 

of art and science. Though, evidence of direct influence is uncommon. However, in one case of 

influence, Ede wrote a letter to Nicholson on the 5th November 1929 where he commented that 

in spatial terms “Ben and Eddington are of course talking about the same thing” (TGA 8717.1.2.858).  

Eddington is the physicist Arthur Eddington, who wrote The Nature of the Physical World in 1928. 

Eddington included a section dedicated to the nature of space and it is this section of Eddington’s 

book to which Ede appears to be referring. The letter is evidence that Nicholson and Ede drew 

connections between artistic conceptions of space and the then new discoveries in physics. 

Eddington’s publications were read by Nicholson and Ede as early as 1929. Alongside this interest 

in the science of space Ede and Nicholson had made direct contact with many of the cubist 

influenced artists. Ede had visited cubism’s instigator Picasso at his studio in his role as assistant 

curator at the Tate Gallery in the 1920s and 1930s. Additionally, Nicholson had sought out Le 

Corbusier’s buildings in the 1920s (Lynton 1993, 116). The connections between Le Corbusier, 

Picasso and Einstein are more than accidental, inferring a distanced acknowledgement of the 

similarity in concepts across disciplines. For instance, Vanja Malloy’s cites the importance of Katy 

Price’s examination of “the diversity of sources through which relativity was disseminated to a 

general audience in Britain” (Malloy 2014, 61) in the first half of the twentieth century, which 

documented how a vast array of people were influenced by Einstein’s work.7 

 

                                                
7 Katie Price’s Loving Faster Than Light: Romance and Readers in Einstein’s Universe (Price 2012) 
included a chapter on William Empson (Price 2012, 100-127), for instance, explains the influence of 
Eddington’s writing on William Empson. William Empson had written The Seven Types of Ambiguity in 1937 , 
which had later influenced both Colin St John Wilson (Wilson 1992, xi-xii, 11, 12) and Marion Milner 
(Milner 1987a, 77, 1987b, 156). Notably, Colin Rowe referred to Empson’s text in the second Transparency 
essay (Rowe and Slutzky 1971, 300).  
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For certain artists, architects and psychoanalysts, ambiguity was an important aspect of the aesthetic 

experience of form during the mid-twentieth century. Nicholson defined both the immediate 

moment and duration, yet sought artistic inspiration in the present.  

[I]t is more interesting to investigate the vitality of the present movement than to 
predict its precise future development; a living present necessarily contain its own 
future and two things are indisputable – that the present constructive movement is a 
living force and that life gives birth to life. ((Martin, Nicholson, and Gabo 1937, 75)  

For Nicholson, art begins in the present with a generative force. Correspondingly, ineffable space 

was Le Corbusier’s term for the design of space that was beyond communication by words, 

introduced in New World of Space (1948). Ineffable space infers an experience beyond definition 

and therefore related to direct experience. Therefore, architecture space resides in an experience, 

just as much as it is a conscious mental construction. Similarly, the psychoanalyst M. Guy Thompson 

has described the immediacy of an experience as containing “something ineffable about the concept 

that defies categorisation and even definition” (Thompson 2000, 494). Accordingly, the experience 

can be simultaneously emotionally unstructured and intellectual structured.  

Winnicott’s sequencing of relationships in play is a useful rejoinder in relation to the usefulness of 

considering experience. In Chapter One the sequence of play was set out as a sequence of 

relationships that involved an interplay between the relationship with the outer world and 

relationship with the self. Each step involved a greater understanding of either the world or the self. 

The to-and-fro between self and object is described in the unbidden experience of Rowe’s ‘casual 

visitor’, where the external object provides an insight into personal experiences, perhaps consciously 

unremembered and unconsciously remembered. So, there is not just one instance of response to a 

cultural manifestation, but many potential insights and responses that reveal themselves in a 

cadenced reciprocation. Accordingly, the characteristics of space can variably describe relational 

experience or absence of such, depending on both the quality and characteristics of an environment 

and our capacity to use and exploit these characteristics.  

Imagination and space 
The imaginative qualities of space of La Tourette are addressed through the concept of phenomenal 

transparency conceived by Rowe and Slutzky. Additionally, spatial affinities are identified with 

Winnicott’s concern with illusion in a way that inter-illuminates both psychoanalytic and artistic 

concepts. In both concepts, an imaginative space occurs in an intermediate zone between the viewer 

and the object.  

Rowe and Slutzky developed the concept of phenomenal transparency as illusionary spatial effects 

of spatial compositions. The first essay addresses these spatial effects in cubism, and then compares 

these strategies with those found in the architecture of Michelangelo’s design for the San Lorenzo 

Façade (1518) and Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein (1927). The second essay extends the scope of 

phenomenal transparency to several examples of modernist architecture and provides a potential 
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reason for such complex patterns in the visual theories of gestalt. The imaginative qualities of 

phenomenal transparency posit a non-specific spatial fluidity, in contrast with the physical nature of 

literal transparency. At La Tourette, this is illustrated by the transgressions of spatial boundaries 

between inside and outside and the subtle shifts between the horizontal and vertical.  

Rowe and Slutzky discussed a series of contrasting cubist paintings as being either literal transparency 

or phenomenal. Literal transparency deals with the inherent opacity of painting and represents 

transparency through a visual “seeing through” objects to view the objects apparently behind, 

represented by Robert Delaunay’s ‘Windows Open Simultaneously (First Part, Third Motif)’ 1912 

(fig 4.09). Phenomenal transparency is comparatively represented by Juan Gris’s ‘Bottles and Knife’, 

which, while representing ostensibly transparent glass bottles, suppresses the inherent or literal 

transparency of the material, while presenting an interpenetrating system of diagonal lines in 

conjunction with a shallow space that foreclosed the picture plane. Therefore, phenomenal 

transparency is expressed through the interpenetrating structure of object representation and 

compositional strategy. While both paintings play with a multi-perspectival approach, Gris’s painting 

introduces a superimposition of compositional systems, that replays the duality of transparency, 

which paradoxically suppresses a literal transparency. For Rowe and Slutzky, Delaunay’s multiplicity 

of perspective is surpassed by Gris’s multiplicity of ontological representation.  

  
Figure 4.09 Left; Robert Delaunay, Windows Open Simultaneously (First Part, Third Motif) 1912 . Oil 
on canvas, 46cm x 37.5cm, Tate Gallery Collection. Image from Tate Gallery website inline, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/delaunay-windows-open-simultaneously-first-part-third-motif- 
t00920 Right; Juan Gris, Bottles and Knife, 1912. Oil on canvas, 54.6cm x 46cm. Kröller-Müller 
Museum, Otterlo, Netherlands. Image from Kröller-Müller website online, 
https://krollermuller.nl/en/juan-gris-bottles-and-knife  
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In relation to phenomenological transparency, the lack of windows in the church, at La Tourette, 

suppresses visual transparency yet this is the place in the building where the experience of spiritual 

transparency would be assumed to be at its height. Comparatively, the mundane living spaces 

express a physical transparency yet the nature of spiritual life in the everyday is somewhat obscured 

and secondary to more physical matters. 

Rowe and Slutzky applied cubist strategies of layering to modernist architecture to infer a deep 

metaphorical quality. Phenomenal transparency accepts the imagined compositional strategies of 

architecture are a co-present reality of the concrete and physical aspects of architecture. Affinities 

result from Rowe’s and Slutzky’s theory of phenomenal transparency, which supposes that illusionary 

space co-creates or contributes to the material experience of spaces. This illusionary space is a 

subjective response constructed by the viewer in response to the objects and spaces of art and 

architecture. Similarly, ‘potential space’ is a location, partially in the mind and partially in the world, 

which collapses ordinary distinctions. Certain places support, encourage, or allow an experience of 

such a place where distinctions are consciously blurred and disrupted, allowing a myriad of 

experiences to occur. The blurred spatial distinctions at la Tourette are a space where the visitor 

has an opportunity to create a variety of experiences that actively sit between distinctions. 

Accordingly, architectural space as an analogy of the space between the self and the outer world 

underscores the various oppositional interplays of La Tourette. 

The essay “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal. Part II” makes a distinction between examples 

of architecture as either displaying ‘literal’ or ‘phenomenal’ transparency, stressing the nature of 

plastic space. Literal transparency was dependent on the viewer’s perception of an actual physical 

plane of glass and its inherent properties, whether transparent, reflective or obscured. Phenomenal 

transparency was considered as involving the viewer’s conception of a set of imaginary organisational 

spatial possibilities simultaneously to physical perceptions. Similarly, Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ 

holds a claim as being both found and created, which, like Nicholson’s ideas, confuses the boundary 

between real and unreal. The illusion of the animated ‘transitional object’ may seem to be supressed 

by the infant, yet this seemingly unacknowledged illusion heightens the illusionary nature of the play 

for the viewer of such play. For Winnicott, the paradox between the two is most useful when it is 

appreciated yet not resolved. The valuable thing is the experience of the paradox. Rowe and 

Slutzky’s phenomenal transparency similarly proposes that two objects, elements, or compositional 

strategies can hold an equal claim on our credulity, without destroying each other. Their claim for 

phenomenal transparency was that different elements, seemingly in different locations, can hold 

claim to the same space; as in the layered planes of cubist painting. La Tourette’s church has a strong 

physical presence yet demonstrably achieved spatial transcendence. 

Consequently, the ‘literal’ concerns objective perception, while the ‘phenomenal’ concerns 

subjective conception. Taken together, these two forms of transparency confer the same objective-

subject dilemma with which the ‘transitional object’ engages. The resulting architectural strategy 
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involved the conception of two different structural systems occupying and organising the same 

architectural location. Rowe describes this as a system of interactive layering. 

figures…intersecting, overlapping, interlocking…building up into larger and fluctuating 
configurations. (Rowe and Slutzky 1963) 

Similarly, the evident layering system within Nicholson’s Dieppe paintings and white reliefs involve 

an interlocking ambiguity, discussed in the previous section of this chapter. What is real and unreal 

is ambiguous. Ambiguity is an aspect that Slutzky thought was missing from Rowe’s essay on La 

Tourette (Slutzky 1976). So, perhaps we can assume that Slutzky viewed ambiguity as a fundamental 

aspect of La Tourette. However, Rowe’s splitting of the essay into discussions about something to 

be both conceived and perceived suggests Rowe’s fundamental acceptance of ambiguity at La 

Tourette is demonstrated through the paradox of his split commentary. At heart, the transparency 

essays concerned the instabilities in how space was depicted in both two and three dimensions. 

Correspondingly, La Tourette as a site of ambiguity holds a special resonance with the paradoxes 

of Winnicott’s theories where conditions co-exist; reflecting potential instabilities in experience, 

through art and architecture, can be brought into conscious awareness.  

Rowe and Slutzky cited gestalt visual theories as a psychological reasoning behind the tendency for 

phenomenal readings of transparency. Their reference to gestalt visual theory infers that concepts 

of layering, transparency, reflectivity and opacity are evidence of more general psychologically based 

principles underlying art and not necessarily specific to cubism. For Rowe and Slutzky, the multiple 

simultaneous diagrammatic readings of Michelangelo’s façade suggest that a deeper human condition 

is necessary to explain the tendency to recognise many different patterns within one object.  

During the 1950s, problems with gestalt visual theories were being discussed in Britain. In the same 

decade that Rowe and Slutzky developed the transparency essays, Winnicott’s colleague Marion 

Milner, together with Anton Ehrenzweig, were disputing the lack of due regard to the unconscious 

process in Arnheim’s theory of gestalt (Milner 1987a, 79-80, 1987b, 157). In contrast, Rosemary 

Haag Bletter has criticised the ambiguity of Rowe’s description of gestalt’s ambiguity as not being 

present in Arnheim’s conception. Bletter considered that Rowe’s deliberate ‘confusion of the object 

and its matrix’ was not a feature of gestalt visual perception (Bletter 1978, 243, Blau, Troy, and 

Cottington 1997). Bletter contended that “[t]he authors mistakenly conclude from such examples 

that ambiguity is a basic ingredient of perception, that ambiguous perception is in effect archetypal” 

(Bletter 1978, 3).8 However, Milner considered that ambiguity was a problematic omission of the 

gestalt theories, as well as a lack of concern for unconscious process. Furthermore, Winnicott’s 

‘transitional object’ and ‘potential space’ are both consistently dealing with the ambiguity and lack of 

clear demarcation between our inner life and the external world. In so doing, Winnicott, Milner, 

Ehrenzweig, Rowe and Slutzky conform to similar ideas of conflict in appreciating the interface 

                                                
8 Here, it is worth noting that Bletter's use of the word “archetypal” does not contain any reference to Jungian 
archetypal material. 
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between imagination and a tangible physicality. Consequently, phenomenal transparency describes 

architecture as composed of potentially unstable planar figurative elements variously interacting with 

their environment or field conditions. Bletter may have been correct in noting that gestalt did not 

cite ambiguity, yet Rowe’s and Slutzky’s position is akin to the one put forward by Milner and 

Ehrenzweig, where a state of overlapping ambiguity is considered. 

Moreover, Winnicott’s theories contradict gestalt visual perception on some critical points, which 

can be explained by differences between Gyorgy Kepes and Anton Ehrenzweig. A comparison 

between Rowe and Winnicott on the issue of gestalt perception clarifies differences in value 

ascribed to the chaotic or destructive. Rowe and Slutzky began their first essay with a quote from 

Gyorgy Kepes’s Language of Vision, published in 1944, whose debt to gestalt theories was clearly 

acknowledged by Kepes. The second essay finished with a longer discussion of gestalt. Thus, gestalt 

theory is an implicit influence throughout the essays, though only explicitly declared in the final 

paragraphs. Rowe’s and Slutzky’s discussion of Kepes’s use of gestalt theory, as “powers of 

discrimination” appears to confirm Anton Ehrenzweig’s contention that gestalt held little value for 

unconscious process (Milner discusses Ehrenzweig’s point at length, in relation to art and 

psychoanalysis (Milner 1987a)). However, Rowe’s essay on La Tourette implies that his casual 

visitor’s unconscious responses are architecturally valuable. 

Contemporaneous concepts of oppositional interplays are evident in Rowe’s understanding of Le 

Corbusier. The second transparency essay begins with a quote from a gestalt psychologist Wilhelm 

Fuchs, writing in 1938; 

Can there be in visual space a simultaneous perception of two objects one behind the 
other? When I look through a transparent object do I really see a complete, unbroken 
surface? Or is this the case: I see only parts of�the nearer object, and, through gaps in 
its surface, parts of the other object and from these fractional sections / mentally 
construct the�two surfaces? (Rowe and Slutzky 1971, 267) 

Winnicott’s reference to Milner’s sketch of the overlapping jugs as ‘potential space’ describes a 

similar overlapping and perceived dissolution of edges. The distinctions between what is part of one 

jug or the other are clear in both texts. The position of Rowe’s quote marks the importance of the 

psychological imperative of phenomenal transparency. Again, we have an associative connection 

that the value of object interplay to be found in psychology. Rowe and Slutzky acknowledge the 

difficulty of the simultaneous perception of various spatial planes and so concentrate on the two-

dimensional qualities of phenomenal transparency, where three dimensions are inferred from a two-

dimensional plane (Rowe and Slutzky 1971, 267). This approach suggests that imaginary perceptions 

of space are entwined with the objective experience of space. Moreover, as Rowe and Slutzky are 

discussing a series of architectural examples, the inference is that the experience of space is parallel 

to the experience of two-dimensional patterns as imagined space; though the gap between these 

two experiences is not fully explored in their essays. Accordingly, David Diamond has commented 

that the transparency essays explain the structure but not the event (Diamond 1998, 497). Though 
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a few years later, Rowe’s La Tourette essay contrasts and explores the event or experience of 

architectural space from the perspective of the casual observer, as well as from the architect’s 

perspective. Although Rowe’s La Tourette essay does not mention transparency, the inference of 

phenomenal transparency is present. 

The impact and subsequent commentary on Rowe ‘s and Slutzky’s transparency essays have been 

immense and ever growing, though generally noted for Rowe’s formalist-historicist tendencies (Baird 

1997, Vidler 2003, 6-7, 2012, 7-11, 2015a, 42, Petit 2015, 18). The significance of comparing 

Winnicott to Rowe is that psychological and philosophical imperatives identify a relational structure 

embedded in the formal architectural composition, describing and inviting a creative engagement 

with the viewer. More recent commentary shares this approach by highlighting commonalities 

between phenomenal transparency and non-Winnicottian aspects of psychoanalysis.  

The architectural historian, John Shannon Hendrix has argued that the phenomenal transparency of 

Rowe and Slutzky is constructed between a Hegelian dialectic and Freud’s dream space (Hendrix 

2006, 15-16).9 In so doing Hendrix cites a psychoanalytic aspect to phenomenal transparency. When 

the depiction of the transparency of objects in paintings, such as windows or glass bottles, is 

suppressed then the active imagination of the viewer’s knowledge of transparency interacts with the 

received meanings of that painting, this emphasising transparency by its depicted lack (fig 4.03). 

Hendrix’s purpose is an analysis of Peter Eisenman’s work, an erstwhile student of Rowe’s at 

Cambridge (Vidler 1994, 45), and explicitly drawing on Lacanian theories. Hendrix’s description of 

Hegelian discrepancy exists between sensory perception and the thought that understands that 

perception. As such, both sensing and thinking exist in the same space, without the possibility of 

unified conclusions. Hendrix goes on to explore the overlay of the multiple images of the Freudian 

dream space that are superimposed as an “interweaving of reciprocal relations” (Hendrix 2006, 16). 

For Hendrix, Rowe and Slutzky connect the paintings of Cezanne and cubism and Le Corbusier’s 

architecture through their conception of phenomenal transparency.  

Hendrix’s comment prompts us to question further the psychological sources for Rowe and 

Slutzky’s phenomenal transparency. The first transparency essay begins with a quote from Gyorgy 

Kepes, first published in 1944. Kepes observed differing spatial orders that co-exist in the same 

space. As Kepes relates;  

If one sees two or more figures overlapping one another, and each of them claims for 
itself the common overlapped part, then one is confronted with a contradiction of 
spatial dimensions. To resolve this contradiction one must assume the presence of a 
new optical quality. The figures are endowed with transparency; that is they are able 
to interpenetrate with-out? an optical destruction of each other. Transparency 

                                                
9 The philosopher Richard Tarnas has explained the “foundation of Hegel’s thought was his understanding of 
the dialectic, according to which all things unfold in a continuing evolutionary process whereby every state of 
being inevitably brings forth its opposite” (Tarnas 1991, 379). Hendrix considers something similar is at work 
in Freud’s symbolic dream space, where meanings are not at first obvious. In addition, Hendrix appears to be 
drawing on Freud’s concept of the ‘uncanny’ or unheimlich, where the meanings of heimlich and unheimlich 
(homely and unhomely) bleed into each other (Freud 1919), as being similarity to Hegel’s dialectic. 
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however implies more than an optical characteristic; it implies a broader spatial order. 
Transparency means a simultaneous perception of different spatial locations. Space not 
only recedes but fluctuates in a continuous activity. The position of the transparent 
figures has equivocal meaning as one sees each figure now as the closer now as the 
further one. (Kepes 1995, 77)  

Further to this, Kepes saw the conceptual interpenetrations between scientific and artistic disciplines 

as important markers of his time. Kepes also acknowledged the debt his diagrams of vision paid to 

gestalt psychologists, such as Wolfgang Kohler. Much later, Anton Ehrenzweig contributed the essay 

Conscious Planning and Unconscious Scanning to Kepes’s publication “Education of Vision” (Kepes 

1965). Coincidentally Winnicott’s colleague, Marion Milner was in contact with Ehrenzweig from 

1953 (Letley 2014, 34). These intersections are evidence of common ideas between art, 

architecture and psychology, which Kepes identified as early as 1944. Furthermore, art historian Beth 

Williamson has noted that both Milner and Ehrenzweig were concerned with “symbol formation 

and the inner world of psychic reality while maintaining a related concern with bodily experience” 

(Williamson 2015, 44). All these interconnections show that the conceptual underpinnings of 

Rowe’s and Slutzky’s transparency theories are interconnected with ideas that were being 

concurrently addressed in psychoanalytic circles in which Winnicott was embedded. These ideas 

show similarities in how orders of understanding may be interrelated across these sources, though 

the ideas can necessarily be equated.  

For the architectural historian, Lorens Holm, the value of the transparency essays informs how 

“architecture constructs subjectivity”, and in this, Holm cites Le Corbusier’s planar focus, suggesting 

a pictorial experience of space in architecture. 

Le Corbusier was interested in the taut ‘planar qualities of glass’ [167], the frontal view, 
and the Leger-like composition of strip windows, balconies, and other elements which 
undermine simple figure/ground oppositions. In plan, Le Corbusier aligned columns 
and walls to imply a dense layering of shallow stratified spaces that crosscut the deep 
space running back from the façade; rather the way the jars and bowls in the cubist 
still life are organized by dense gridding and diagonals which seem to impart to them 
a dual allegiance, to the picture plane and to the shallow space sponsored by it. (Holm 
2014, 64-65) 

Holm’s emphasis on planarity as an imaginary element is involved in the mental and physical 

experience of space. Spatial depth can be understood as an imaginal projection of the viewer.  

Holm’s reference to cubist still-life is reminiscent of Nicholson’s pictorial treatments of indeterminate 

spatial relationships. Holm points out a direct relationship between phenomenal transparency and 

the psychoanalytic concept of projection. Holm’s theoretical underpinnings are, like Hendrix’s ideas, 

Lacanian in origin where the projective subject becomes an identifying figure for phenomenal 

transparency.  

Concepts of modernist space commonly revolve around cubism’s concern for multiple positions 

and orders of experience, of which La Tourette is especially illustrative. The indeterminacy of 

potential spatial readings emphasises the space as part created by whoever experiences the space. 
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Rowe and Slutzky gave credence to the imaginative perception of space, where phenomenal 

transparency involved interplays and superimpositions of patterns potentially inferring and inscribed 

on the painterly canvas. The canvas and painting infer transparency rather than are transparent, and 

so associated with phenomenal transparency. Less than a decade after Nicholson’s descriptions, 

Rowe and Slutzky discussed the interactions of three planes in the following quote regarding the 

garden façade of Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein at Garches. 

These two planes are not all; a third and equally distinct parallel surface is both 
introduced and implied. It defines the rear wall of the terrace and the penthouse, and 
is further reiterated by other parallel dimensions: the parapets of the garden stairs, the 
terrace, and the second-floor balcony. Each of these planes is incomplete or perhaps 
even fragmentary; yet it is within these parallel planes as points of reference that the 
façade is organised, and the implication of all is that of a vertical layerlike stratification 
of the interior space of the building, of a succession of laterally extended spaces 
travelling one behind the other. (Rowe and Slutzky 1963, 50) 

The way Rowe and Slutzky describe the succeeding architectural planes, both physical and imaginary, 

is not unlike either Nicholson’s description of ‘Au Chat Botte’, or his descriptions of the white reliefs. 

Subsequently, both the garden façade of Villa Stein and Nicholson’s white reliefs reveal a similar 

interplay of imaginary and physical planar elements, that can be variably deciphered. 

For Rowe, the lessons of cubism underpinned architectural modernism. Throughout his career, 

Rowe consistently connected the spatial aspects of cubist pictorial composition with modernist 

architectural spatial strategies, predominantly through examples by Le Corbusier. Consequently, 

Rowe argued that spatial affinities can be identified between art and architecture. Similarities are 

typified by the concurrent separations and dilution of distinctions between things and overlays or 

doubling of things such as internal and external spaces. The spatial and illusionary aspects of La 

Tourette articulate Rowe’s opinion that illusionary space is a distinctly modernist compositional 

strategy. Rowe’s specific critique of La Tourette examined the experience of the building’s physical 

and illusionary aspects as well as considering how the design was conceived.  

Affectionate connection 
Rowe’s division between the spectator’s experience and the architectural intention, demonstrates 

differences between the assumed considerations of each perspective. The split emphasises 

experience as being contingent on previous knowledge and capacity, that is, a conditional 

experience issuing from personal history. The first part approaches the building from the outside in 

as an experience of architecture, while the second part considers the building as a mental 

conception. Rowe’s essay on La Tourette makes us think about buildings as both an inside-to-

outside and an outside-to-inside experience and allies that with an experientially embodied 

experience and as a mental conception. Broadly, Rowe’s split viewpoint emphasises the multi-

perspectival cubist compositional strategies, as extended to architecture. The essay contrasts the 

physical experience of the building with the abstraction of the conceptual design. Vidler noted the 

arresting and potentially unsettling impact of La Tourette on Rowe.  
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It is significant that Colin Rowe, when faced with the impenetrable (in all senses) side 
wall of the chapel at Le Corbusier’s monastery of La Tourette, fell into a quasi-
Stokesian reverie on the qualities of the wood-formed concrete, reading the lines of 
the brut surface as so many perspectival traces leading the eye and the body to turn 
around the apparently implacable corner to the monastery entrance. (Vidler 2015b, 
43-44) 

The church presents a blank side wall to the approaching visitor. The nature of the building is closed 

in on itself and obscured from the initial view. A ‘nose’ protrudes around the corner. Only when 

you are within the building does the full architectural composition unfold. La Tourette does not give 

up its secrets easily; locating you within itself before the entreaty to meditate on its architecture. 

Rowe directly addresses the cubist tactic of overlaying front and side, by noting that the casual 

observer is presented with the front of the building that looks like the flank (Rowe 1961, 402).  In 

this comment, Rowe observes Le Corbusier’s mixing up to different modes of representation at La 

Tourette. Rowe makes a direct anthropomorphic association by describing the building as presenting 

both a profile and façade. Le Corbusier does indeed confront the visitor with a blank façade, 

obscuring an easy facial reading of the building. Visually, the church’s organ recess appears to 

protrude like a nose on the return face of the building, clearly seen on the approach to the building 

(fig 4.01, 4.02). Thus, the frontal face of the building is simultaneously a profile, a common cubist 

device. Initially, the design for this recess that protrudes externally was described as a ‘knapsack’ by 

Xenakis, who describes Le Corbusier straightening Xenakis’s original design proposal for the ‘nose’ 

(Xenakis 1987, 147). However, the reading of a nose may not be intentional, even though the nose 

does seem to be an architectural reference to the cubist pattern of overlaying profile and portrait. 

Examples of this overlay include such as Picasso’s ‘Marie-Therese – front and profile’, 1931, and an 

example from Le Corbusier (fig. 4.10). Le Corbusier may have been aware of the extension of this 

dual point of view to architecture at la Tourette, given his understanding and participation in cubism. 

Rowe makes another anthropomorphic association of La Tourette’s form. Rowe portrays his casual 

visitor as confronting La Tourette’s uninteresting façade, while memories of infant experiences and 

the architectural expression of the building as scars and entrails are recalled (Rowe 1961, 401). 

Rowe puts the image of the relationship between mother and infant forefront in the mind of the 

reader. Accordingly, inanimate object and animate human are the subjects of cross-identifications, 

right from the very start of the essay. In a similar way, Rowe’s references to the human body appear 

to oppose that which is externally visible, the scar with the cause that is hidden, but that we know 

is there. Several decades later Rowe expanded on the architectural expression of internal organs of 

Le Corbusier while examining the multi-layered lyrical content of Le Corbusier’s’ machine (Rowe 

1994, 44-73). 

Slutzky, writing in 1987, notes that Le Corbusier’s paintings frequently contain latent 

anthropomorphic references.  

Thus pitchers, glasses, bottles, carafes, siphons, pots, dishes, dice, boxes, lanterns, 
architectural moldings, books, violins, and guitars become actors on the stage of a still-
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life theater (notwithstanding the curious inclusion of musical instruments in the 
repertory of mass production). Reclining guitars become surrogate odalisques; bottles 
and jugs double as orators and statesmen. The "noun" definitions proclaimed in the 
manifesto give way, in effect, to a syntax nuanced by "adverbial" modifications and 
"adjectival" qualifiers. (Slutzky 1987, 96) 

Thus, objects and people are mixed up in the art of Le Corbusier. To imagine that his architecture 

also contains humanistic references is not so much of a stretch. Rowe infers as much, writing later 

in 1994 while discussing the iconography of Le Corbusier’s architecture (Rowe 1994, 58-60). For 

Rowe, the human body is replicated in architectural form just as much as cars, planes or ships, for 

Le Corbusier. Rowe, writing in 1994 identified where Le Corbusier made associations between 

human body parts and machines as part content of his architectural and artistic output.  

Figure 4.10  Left- Le Corbusier, Taureau III (Bull III) 1953. Oil on canvas, 161.9cm x 113.7 cm, Tate 
Gallery (copyright DACS). Image from Tate Gallery website online, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/le-corbusier-bull-iii-n06224. Right- Pablo Picasso, Marie-Thérèse, 
Face and Profile (Marie-Thérèse, face et profil) 1931.  
Oil and charcoal on canvas, 110.2cm × 81cm, The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation. (copyright 
estate of Pablo Picassso) Image from website online, http://www.pablo-ruiz-picasso.net/work-
1831.php  
 
Rowe gave us a hint of some deep sources of imagination in his essay on La Tourette. This passage 

suggests that Rowe understood buildings as having a potentially visceral power for human 

experience. Correspondingly, Klein had given psychoanalysis a much-needed view into the 

aggressive play of infants and Stokes had written provocatively as well as convincingly of the creative 

experience of dread in Hyde Park at the beginning of the semi-autobiographical Smooth and Rough 

(Stokes 1978, 240). Stokes involved a complex set of psychological reactions to buildings, informed 

by the physical materials, climate and form together with our applied meanings, derived from 

personal experience. Stokes’s description of a childhood memory of Hyde Park included simple park 
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railings, denoting the edges of the park and its various areas, transcends the physically of a fence and 

transforms them into a medium conveying a vast tract of emotions and associations that are 

undeniably personally derived. 

The railings were cruel, I think, because of the tramps who sat on seats outside, in 
waste-paper and drowsy filth: and whatever was railed within the Park, suggested a 
burning-cold, a searing prohibition against those who would slink away into the iron 
ivyness of copse or plantation. Other single railings were isolated in the open parts of 
the Park. Their usefulness would seem to be confined to that of a threat against couples 
who blundered in the dark (Stokes 1972, 289) 

The inanimate objects of Stokes’s descriptions take on an animated presence belying their inert 

reality. What Stokes’s adds is a personally imaginative skein drawing heavily on emotional reactions 

to the places he knew. There is a feint shadow of the ‘transitional object’ which fuses physical things 

and imaginative play.  

Rowe and Stokes rely on a language of aggressive frustration that implies an entropy of action. 

Though, in Winnicott’s terms, aggression expresses a potentially creative impetus, so frustration 

exists for a further advantageous purpose. Elizabeth Presa recently discussed Rainer Maria Rilke’s 

reading of Rodin’s sculptures in a Winnicottian manner. Presa stresses a haptic sense of art that 

invokes an ambiguous primal sense of the self that is both distressing and nurturing. 

Touch comes before vision and puts us in touch with our earliest emergent selves. 
Winnicott privileged touch and the proprioceptive sensations of early subjectivity. Art 
is always the result of touch, some action, some manipulation—modeling or chiseling, 
biting, chewing or scratching, scraping—performed on matter. Rodin obsessively 
modeled a multiplicity of bodies and body parts in clay, the most tactile of materials. 
The anatomy of these sculptures was directly formed by the pushing, squeezing, 
pounding, and gouging of his fingers, palms, and fists. There is no part of a Rodin 
sculpture where you do not see the imprint of a thumb in the hollow of an eye, or of 
his palm pressed into the clay shaping the form of a shoulder. Some forms arise from- 
an attentive stroking and caressing where the clay is smoothed as a skin stretching over 
internal structures or folded into crevices. In other places the clay has been violently 
hacked, gouged out by a metal implement, revealing an anatomy of dark striations and 
crevices. Clay becomes flesh to be stroked and pounded, but for another artist food 
becomes flesh. (Presa 2014, 323-324) 

Presa’s descriptions have distinct similarities to the passages quoted from Rowe and Stokes, where 

biting and chewing are directly related to the activities of artistic practice. Presa stresses how the 

experience of the body minutiae is impressed on artistic creativity, in relation to external elements. 

The language Presa uses, such as folds, striations and crevices are both body form and 

geomorphology. Hacked and gouged suggest the purpose of the quarry, as well as human violence. 

Elsewhere, Presa uses the language of human intimacy, such as caressing, stroking or smoothed. 

There is a language interplay between our personal self and geomorphology, between the personal 

and the external world and geomorphology has strong architectural connections. 

Rowe’s essay suggests that the casual visitor that is aware, on some subliminal level, of an 
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unremembered infancy, rather than the designer who is already ‘inside’ the design. It is as if Rowe 

acknowledges that the designer is somehow enmeshed within the structure of the building, both 

conceptual and physical and yet to regain some sense of otherness. The two halves of Rowe’s essay, 

sitting side by side, interfere with the sense of the other, even though the essay is structured 

between experience and object. This structure is explicitly evident in Rendell’s Winnicottian reading 

of modernist architecture, which interleaves psychoanalytic, personal and architectural strands 

(Rendell 2017). Thus, the casual visitor has an unconscious perception of the building that is yet 

detached enough to perceive otherness, while the designer’s intellectual enmeshment in the object 

potentially obscures detachment.  

Conclusions 
This chapter has identified a similarity of spatial conceptions across the disciplines of psychoanalysis 

and modernist art and architecture, as exemplified in the work of Winnicott, Le Corbusier, 

Nicholson and Rowe. The epigraph at the beginning of this chapter is not from someone you might 

associate with architecture, though John Berger has been one of Britain’s most visible interpreters 

of art. At the beginning of the last century, the advent of abstraction in art emphasised the continuity 

of architecture’s inescapable abstraction and exemplified in the abstract expression of the sacred at 

La Tourette. As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, John Berger’s quasi-fictional memoir 

recalled his studio in the attic above Winnicott’s consulting rooms in Queen Anne’s Gate (Berger 

and Michaels 2012, 31). Berger drew the parallel between his playing in the attic and Winnicott 

playing on the ground floor, equating the practice of art and psychoanalysis. Playing often takes place 

in one of the rooms of architecture, and one might deduce that this room might then at the very 

least be incorporated into whatever playing occurred. The point is that abstraction allows a 

multiplicity of meaning and the spatial indeterminacy described in this chapter again multiplies the 

meanings that can be derived. The part of life in which we play (be it as a child, painting or any 

other form of culture, including psychoanalysis) engages with the metaphorical qualities of 

architectural form and space. Winnicott’s work can address the processes that can occur in the 

space, and so be a useful metaphor for architecture that consciously engages with cultural life. 

The transparency essays address how architecture engages with culture, suggesting that the 

functions of form might also be found in psychology. Thereby, creating a purpose for architecture 

that crosses disciplinary borders. In this case, gestalt provides the psychological reasoning for the 

tendency to make patterns, and how we make them, in what we perceive in the world. 

Simultaneously, Rowe and Slutzky applied cubism to architecture, and British psychoanalysis 

developed object-relations theory where the boundaries of self and other are both separate and 

interrelated. Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ argues for the co-presence of self and other as 

intertwined in the relationship between an infant, their first object and mother and gives value to 

illusion as a part of reality testing. During the 1950s, Milner (Milner 1952, 181-195) and Stokes were 

also moving to place the same value on an undifferentiated state of being, that contrasted with the 

standard view of Kleinian aesthetics that Segal had developed in 1947. This co-presence allows a 
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positive value to uncertainty. Milner and Ehrenzweig also gave value to an entwining of focused and 

unfocused thinking for art, in a direct questioning of gestalt theory (Milner 1987a, 79-82).  

Rowe’s theories have a resonance with Winnicott’s theories. Similarities have been emphasised in 

this chapter by looking at elements of Nicholson’s and Stokes’s works. However, the sense of play 

that was elemental to Winnicott is not apparent in Rowe’s work, though clearly an aspect of both 

Nicholson and Stokes.  For the literary theorist Mary Jacobus, the poetics of play is “evidence of the 

lasting entanglement between psychoanalysis and the ‘magic of art’” (Jacobus 2005, 96). Similarly, 

Lynton noted that a convergence between Nicholson and Stokes was on this very point where “art 

was ultimately a form of magic” (Lynton 1993, 116). Play is also an important site of magic, where 

the inanimate becomes animate, and the imagination adds to the layers of life in a myriad of manners. 

Winnicott’s theories of play can assist interpretations of artistic and architectural examples whereby 

the process of magic can be understood as an imaginative mixing of ontologies involved in reciprocal 

sequences. My contribution is the illustration of Winnicott’s theories through architectural examples. 

The imaginative qualities are only in the object but also in the spectator. 

Rowe and Slutzky’s mutable idea of transparency, reflectivity and opacity encourages a viewer’s 

variable perception of space in either cubist painting or modernist architecture. Rowe and Slutzky 

describe phenomenal transparency as producing a planar form that paradoxically discloses the 

internal structure it conceals, thereby breaking down the interpretations of transparency and opacity 

as discreet two independent characteristics. The notion of transparency and opacity are therefore 

revealed not as oppositional entities but as the ground for a far more dynamic set of occurrences 

that are not easily reconciled. Similarly, Winnicott assumed “that the task of reality-acceptance is 

never completed, that no human being is free from the strain of relating inner and outer reality” 

(Winnicott 1974, 15).  

Winnicott’s theories can be applied to architecture through a close consideration of Rowe and 

Slutzky’s conception of phenomenal transparency. A common concern is in understanding the 

complex interactions of objectivity and subjectivity. Between literal and phenomenal transparency 

is a ‘potential space’ involving a conflict between our magical ability to imagine and the limits of our 

control over external physical conditions. Winnicott’s careful observation of how we come to play 

widens the scope of architectural considerations as sequences of relationships that play back and 

forth as a cadenced interplay of objective and subjective experience. In this regard, the metaphorical 

value of reflection opacity and transparency are in the self-reflexive function and reality testing 

inherent Winnicott’s theories. The experience of La Tourette has been described by the 

architectural theorist and historian, Alberto Perez-Gomez, as possessing “the power to transform 

any inhabitant into a participant” (Perez-Gomez 2017, 185), which can also be claimed for Kettle’s 

Yard and the Royal Festival Hall. Winnicott’s theories navigate between internal imaginative 

conceptions and the conditions of the external world, as experienced in ‘potential space’, which 

emphasise a particularly participatory architectural experience.  
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Figure 4.11 Le Corbusier, The Dominican Monastery of La Tourette, 1960, western façade. Image 
from archdaily website online, https://www.archdaily.com/96824/ad-classics-convent-of-la-tourette- 
le-corbuiser/56ddcf3fe58eceaa4a000003-ad-classics-convent-of-la-tourette-le-corbuiser-photo   
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Conclusions 

 

We are regarding the same universe, but we have arranged it in different spaces.  

Arthur Eddington, The Nature of the Physical World, 1928 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Winnicott’s theories posit a particular form of inhabitable three-dimensional space that has both 

physical and imaginary dimensions. That space existed in Winnicott’s various consulting rooms, the 

setting of the encounter. Winnicott considered the physical parameters of the room and the objects 

(human and non-human) arranged in this space. Winnicott’s setting is a corollary of architectural 

space, comprising spaces, objects, people, relationships and capacities. Winnicott’s work pointed to 

the inability to easily separate the components of a therapeutic space; comprising interactions of 

things and people, necessary in therapeutic work. Applying Winnicott’s theories to architecture 

demonstrates the potential of objects, spaces and temporality to be fundamentally social, as the 

relationship between the self and the outside world. That self is not a constant, rather that self is at 

variance and a continuous state of developing. 

Aesthetic modernism also introduced different ways of thinking about space. Winnicott’s space was 

an intermediate area where all kinds of relationships are played out. Winnicott’s work emphasises 

the way humans develop the capacity to engage in cultural experience by observing the early 

evidence of how we inhabit space in infancy and childhood. The simpler context of infancy highlights 

the to-and-fro nature of in-between spaces and its continued relevance in the cultural interface 

between the self and the outer world. Arthur Eddington’s view of space, drawing on the 

breakthroughs of Albert Einstein, is comparable to Winnicott’s concepts insofar as the multi-

positional ambiguities and multiple perspectives he cites emphasise the illusionary aspects of space.  

The external world of physics has thus become a world of shadows. In removing our 
illusions we have removed the substance, for indeed we have seen that substance is 
one of the greatest of our illusions. Later perhaps we may inquire whether in our zeal 
to cut out all that is unreal we may not have used the knife too ruthlessly. Perhaps, 
indeed, reality is a child which cannot survive without its nurse illusion.  (Eddington 
1928, xvii) 

In retrospect, Eddington’s words appear to be a foretelling of Winnicott’s work by describing 

illusions as a necessary condition of living. The metaphor of the child’s illusion of the nurse 
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underscores the fundamental value of the developmental stages of becoming, examined in 

Winnicott’s version of infant development are used to critique architectural exemplars. 

This thesis posed two interrelating questions. The first question was how to apply the spatial aspects 

of Winnicott’s theories to modernist architecture. The second question was embedded in the first, 

which questioned Winnicott’s position within the larger project of modernism, and specifically the 

modernisms of art and architecture in mid-twentieth century Britain. The resulting thesis mapped 

out interconnections between specific elements within the disciplines of psychoanalysis, architecture 

and art that show similar ways of thinking about spatial ideas. The findings point to the value of 

Winnicott’s theories in informing the personal interiority of cultural experience, whilst not losing 

touch with objective physically present experiences. 

This thesis contributes to the understanding of Winnicott’s modernist context, beyond a 

psychoanalytic or therapeutic context. Interdisciplinary research on Winnicott to date has tended 

to concentrate on his psychoanalytic contributions or the direct application of his theories to 

disciplines outside of psychoanalysis. This thesis positions Winnicott within the broader cultural 

context of interdisciplinary modernism. He was a contemporary of the pioneering modernist 

painters, such as Braque, Nicholson and Jones, and architects, such as Martin and Le Corbusier. This 

thesis holds that similar ideas can be traced between Winnicott and certain artists and architects.  

Winnicott had both direct and indirect contacts with significant pioneers of modernist art and 

architecture. This thesis documents evidence of similarity and connectivity between Winnicott’s 

psychoanalysis, modernist architecture and cubist influenced art. Winnicott’s key interdisciplinary 

contact was the modernist curator Jim Ede. This friendship attests to Winnicott’s ready access to 

the new and developing practices and theories of modern art and modernist architecture. 

Furthermore, instances of similarity between modernist relational ideas of space and the attendant 

negotiation of ambiguity have been documented across disciplines. An array of characters, 

connected to Winnicott, explored spatial ambiguity including; Jim Ede, Adrian Stokes, David Jones, 

Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth, Naum Gabo, Henry Moore, Marion Milner, Leslie Martin, Le 

Corbusier, Colin St John Wilson and Colin Rowe. Together their work forms a circumstantial case 

for interdisciplinary correspondences synthesising a precise strand of modernist spatial ideas 

circulating in mid-twentieth century Britain. The research has compiled a relatively consistent series 

of similarities of spatial ideas in the modernist art and architecture I have examined. These spatial 

similarities have been further illuminated by associating similar concepts in Winnicott’s 

psychoanalysis with the chosen artworks or architectural building. The research has disclosed a 

similar relational basis to spatial structures that are reliant on the variables of creator, physical object 

and viewer, together with the differing contexts of these elements. 

The reported experience of Kettle’s Yard is very much as a supportive and affection laden place. 

Any ambiguity is derived from the illusion of home and the fluctuations of exteriority and interiority. 
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Comparatively, the examples of Festival Hall and La Tourette have been reported as experiences 

of bewilderment and confrontation, which seem at odds with the oft lauded commentary commonly 

afforded these two exemplary examples of late modernism. The wide scope of emotional reaction 

attributed to these buildings here alludes to the complex character of human experience. Yet, the 

ambiguities of interiority and exteriority in each of the three examples have been discussed as 

separate yet interrelated. Winnicott’s work points to the value of perturbing experiences as an 

acknowledgement of the wide range of possibility in the human condition. The minutiae of life’s 

fleeting and fluctuating feelings and emotions find a consciously expressed presence in the material 

form. 

Chapter One selectively examined Winnicott’s theories to highlight the spatial approach that 

emerges in his work. This approach was initiated by Lesley Caldwell’s observation that the spatial 

character of Winnicott’s theories represented a paradigm shift in psychoanalytic thinking (Caldwell 

2008, 21). This spatial approach naturally lent itself to questions of an architectural nature. ‘Potential 

space’ describes interplays between the self and external world. The architectural corollary of this 

is the boundary between inside and outside space. ‘Potential space’ is Winnicott’s overarching 

cultural theory in which subsidiary theories can occur. Each architectural example has been explored 

in terms of both the physical object and the way in which it has been contemplated by scholars. 

Connections have been made to pertinent art works ‘where appropriate’ to explain the theoretical 

context in which these examples of modernist architecture developed. 

Chapter Two explored ‘potential space’ through the example of Kettle’s Yard. This assemblage of 

architecture and art provided the basis for the application of Winnicott’s theories to modernist 

architecture. Poignantly, Ede had implicated Winnicott in the initiation of Kettle’s Yard, when as 

school boys they set about rearranging Winnicott’s mother’s parlour. In the work of both Winnicott 

and Ede multiple common references have been identified that collectively build a body of evidence 

suggesting a close theoretical attitude to the dynamic quality of space, which emphasises potential 

relational structures. Winnicott’s social context was therefore aligned with cubist and Constructive 

approaches to art rather than the contemporaneous Surrealism most often associated with 

psychoanalysis. Affinities between the work of Ede and Winnicott show evidence of cross influences 

and suggest undocumented interdisciplinary conversations. Ede’s conception of Kettle’s Yard as a 

nursery of the visual arts has a sophisticated conception of space resembling aspects of Winnicott’s 

theories.  

Chapter Three began with Winnicott’s brief mention of his visit to Festival Hall. Leslie Martin 

regarded Ben Nicholson’s abstract spatial compositions as being particularly important for modernist 

architecture, which is illustrated in the formal composition of Festival Hall. Winnicott’s theories and 

the use of abstract form in art and architecture all point to the importance of being consciously 

aware of multiple potential interpretations. Additionally, the notion of selfhood ascribed to Festival 

Hall by Adrian Forty strikes an immediate equivalence to Winnicott’s theories. Winnicott’s version 
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of the creation of the self is a creative individual optimally engaged in reciprocal relationships. The 

boundary negotiation between self and other is critical and involves an ambiguity of external and 

internal. The interplay between the external and internal at Festival Hall provides a ready physical 

metaphor for these human challenges. The porous external box and the conditional entry to the 

closed auditorium provide a level of complexity to the ready notions of inside and outside.  

Chapter Four entailed a discussion of La Tourette as ‘potential space’. This might seem a strange 

deviation from the focus on British mid-twentieth century developments in art and architecture. 

However, the influence of Le Corbusier’s architecture on British architects is difficult to overstate. 

Leslie Martin, Ben Nicholson and his architect brother Kit, were some of the first champions of Le 

Corbusier’s innovations. Accordingly, Le Corbusier was a contributor to Martin and Nicholson’s, 

together with Naum Gabo’s edited volume ‘Circle’ in 1937. Subsequently, Le Corbusier was a major 

influence on Colin Rowe’s work, which in turn has been astoundingly influential in Britain and Rowe’s 

adopted home in the United States. La Tourette illustrates deviations from Le Corbusier’s original 

5-point plan for modernist architecture and how cubist and constructive influences can be tracked 

through architecture. 

Winnicott’s awareness of the cubist nature of the ‘transitional object’ correlates with the cubism of 

modernist architecture, which interrelates what is found with what is imagined. The interrelationship 

of the objective and subjective nature of both the ‘transitional object’ and cubist innovations lends 

itself to an architectural application which emphasises the interpretive or metaphorical nature of the 

architectural boundary between inside and outside. Additionally, the theory of phenomenal 

transparency emphasises the ambiguities that can be found between the objective and subjective 

realms. Rowe and Slutzky sought to explain how the deliberate suppression of a physical 

transparency of material can paradoxically emphasise the illusionary perceptions of transparency.  

This theory renders illusion and material reality as intertwined in a similar paradoxical manner to 

Winnicott’s theories. 

The value of researching Winnicott in the context of interconnections between cubism and 

modernist architecture is further confirmed by Masud Khan’s contention that Winnicott was aware 

of similarities between the ‘transitional object’ and the principles of cubism. Khan’s contention is 

supported by Winnicott’s friendship with the modernist curator and collector Jim Ede, a friend of 

many cubist influenced artists. Benjamin Poore’s study of Masud Khan positions “the postwar object 

relations school of Khan, Winnicott and their colleagues, and its varied intersections with literary 

and artistic culture” as illuminating the ongoing study of modernism (Poore 2014, 27). Furthermore, 

Poore addresses Khan’s connections to Georges Braque and Jean Miro (Poore 2014, 200), who 

were well known to Jim Ede. These social networks are not necessarily clearly defined, as there is 

no evidence that Ede and Khan interacted directly. However, the repeated intersections between 

art, architecture, literature and psychoanalysis point to a transitional modernism that bled into the 

spaces between things. 



 

 

177 

Several themes have recurred throughout the research and writing of the thesis. These themes have 

a resonance across the discipline of art, architecture and Winnicott’s variant of psychoanalysis; 

layered space, the co-presence of illusion and reality, interrelationships between interiority and 

externality, the psychological aspects of anthropomorphic and metaphorical thinking, the value of 

the paradox and the power of relational forms.  

Layered space emphasises a complex structure of experiencing space as dependent on position(s), 

relationships and capacity. Commentary of Winnicott’s work has often mentioned the importance 

of the setting. The setting is a complex construction composed of therapist, patient, the character 

and physical dimensions of the room, and the conditions by which the encounter is managed, such 

as time and money. The relationship of each of these aspects to each other and the components 

of each element are variable. Winnicott considers these interrelating elements in a way that recalls 

the constructive approach to art. The examples of art and architecture display a multi-positional 

composition of forms as well as intimations of ontological variance, where the object, subject, 

environment, inside and outside are considered as unstable or variable conditions. 

The architectural examples have been considered as a relational composition, which play with the 

interface between designer, object and viewer. This boundary is a location rather than an edge, 

where the character of relationships can be analysed. I began with the example of Ben Nicholson’s 

Dieppe paintings to show evidence for a relational and spatial character in Modern British art. The 

strongest point of architectural layering is the edge between inside and outside, as a corollary of a 

human sense of interiority and exteriority. By applying Winnicott’s formulation of ‘potential space’ 

this corollary is exposed in a way that identifies the boundary relationship as separate yet 

interrelated. The layering can be physically formed through the layering of structure, wall, cantilever, 

environmental controls and weather exclusion. The architectural example of boundary as location 

rather than edge, helps to expound how Winnicott’s sense of ‘potential space’ is a layered 

experience of varying form. 

The illusion and reality of the ‘transitional object’ draws attention to the subjective nature of certain 

objects. Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ fuses form and content with the added dimension of the 

observation of the infant’s experience of that object. The content of the ‘transitional object’ was 

revealed in the infant’s imaginative animation of an object. Thus, the object is partly located within 

the imagination of the infant, where emotional agency was bestowed on the object by the infant. 

Similarly, modernism has tended to fuse the form and content of art, where the form of the art 

expresses content, such as Nicholson wanting his art to be a ‘living object’. Examining the 

relationship between the form and content of the artwork informs how abstract art communicates 

to an audience. Modern art sought to understand the content of form.  

The interior and exterior are interrelated in the intermediate character of ‘potential space’. Both 

Kettle’s Yard and La Tourette can be broadly split into two distinct parts, separate yet interrelated. 
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In each of these buildings one section focuses on interiority and the other on exteriority. Both the 

church at La Tourette and the gallery extension at Kettle’s Yard remove any direct visual contact 

with the external world. In contrast, the living spaces at La Tourette and the original house of Kettle’s 

Yard both make an intentional play between the inside and the outside by contravening this 

boundary and inviting illusionary in-distinctions.  

Ede’s curation at Kettle’s Yard displayed flowers, plants and other natural objects frequently placed 

in front of windows. These natural displays are interspersed with art objects that introduce potential 

illusionary identifications or interpretations. The positions of certain paintings, such as David Jones’s 

“Flora in Calix Light” that substitutes for a real window, which then layers meanings of interiority 

and exteriority. The way in which the windows are designed at both buildings mediate the interface.  

Festival Hall takes a different approach to the question of interiority and exteriority. The form of 

the internal auditorium is clearly visible from within the building’s main foyer level. The auditorium 

is a closed in interior space that, again, removes direct visual contact with the outside world. The 

enclosing building contrasts with the auditorium through large expanses of glazed walls. The foyer 

space opens out connections to both the form of the auditorium and the extending environs within 

which the building is placed. The boundary between the inhabitant and the external world can be 

a leaky affair, where the boundary between inside and outside seemingly expand or contract 

depending on the feeling of where the boundary is located. 

La Tourette’s wide and often full height glazed walls emphasise the presence and topography of the 

surrounding countryside. The rhythmic placement of mullions and transoms derive from musical 

patterns, layering a constructed language over a previously constructed landscape. The differing 

character of spaces within the building offer a variety of experiences between intense interiority to 

an imperceptible edge between the sense of building and landscape as the slop falls away from 

underneath the structure. 

The anthropomorphism of the ‘transitional object’ is in the infant’s attribution of human form and 

the capacity to animate an inanimate object. The main anthropomorphic device is the transmission 

of the infant’s perception of the mother’s agency and capacity into a non-human object. The process 

elucidates the manner of introjection and cathexis, whereby psychic elements of the infant mother 

relationship are transferred between parties. At Kettle’s Yard the anthropomorphism of Gaudier-

Brzeska’s ‘Dog’ sculpture or the teacup that represents human friendship for Ede show how 

Winnicott’s theories were represented in his intimate social context. Anthropomorphism is allied 

to the process of cathexis, or the enlivening of personal matter into the inanimate. The object of 

the cathexis conveys, in some way, the personal aspects that need to be given external voice. The 

anthropomorphism of objects has a relational aspect that is created through a combination of the 

physicality (form and materiality) of the object and the perceived human elements attributed to that 

object.  
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The paradox of otherness in Winnicottian terms is a sense of otherness that emerges out of the 

infant’s initial experience of oneness with the mother. The ambiguity of selfhood is founded in the 

union of infant and mother and as a surviving element of the rudimentary experiences of oneness 

and otherness. For Winnicott, otherness indicates how we come to acknowledge another as an 

independent entity with which we can develop reciprocal interactions, without resorting to fantasies 

of omnipotent control. Winnicott sought to observe these developments through observing the 

play of infants and children. The resulting concept of the ‘transitional object’ combines the object 

itself, how we use the object, and what our conception of this object is. For Winnicott, this object 

was allied with aspects of the initial relationship with the mother. It is the task of both separating 

and conjoining our experience of ourselves and the experience of the world. Winnicott’s version 

of infant development makes clear an obscure part of human experience that gains a metaphorical 

reading through the illustrations of Nicholson’s paintings and reliefs and the creative adaptions of 

transparency engendered by the three examples of modernist architecture. 

An architectural corollary to Winnicott’s formulations of paradox is found in ‘phenomenal 

transparency’. The architectural formulation of ‘phenomenal transparency’ suggests that when one 

intentionally suppresses physical transparency where it would be expected, the result is an 

accentuation of the character of transparency in the deep experience, and even the meditation, of 

architecture. The paradox is that suppressing an element of reality serves to emphasise the value of 

illusion in understanding a more complex version of physical material conditions. Here, the value of 

illusion is shown to be a part of reality testing, where the physical conditions of life can often be 

below the level of conscious experience. Ultimately, an architecture that records the paradoxes of 

human life provides a full range of objects and phenomena that express a non-edited version of 

human life. 

The relational form of Winnicott’s theory of ‘potential space’ signals a space as situated between 

the interiority of the self and the exteriority of the outer world. This is also the space where 

architecture exists. Here, the poles of experience are not as important as the interaction between 

them. As such, ‘potential space’ codes relationship into the formal structures of art and architecture. 

All the architectural examples examined in this thesis contain a fundamental duality of form. On a 

very basic level, the existence of two interacting forms in art or architecture present a striking 

relational metaphor for each building. The art collection at Kettle’s Yard is housed in two main 

buildings, the house and the gallery. The house is connected to the external environment through 

the large bay windows that Ede introduced to the existing house. On first entering the gallery 

extension you pass a window decked with plants, then this gallery becomes an interior focused 

space; albeit one with a collective function of musical performance. The Royal Festival Hall presents 

as one building form yet the transparent external box contains the inner form of the suspended 

closed in auditorium. The clarity of these two forms are apparent, one within the other. Similarly, 

La Tourette also has two distinct forms. The u-shape of living spaces creates direct visual 
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connections to the surrounding countryside as well as into the courtyard, whereas the church at La 

Tourette is intensely internal. The simple reciprocal relational diagram of Kettle’s Yard and La 

Tourette contrasts with that of the Royal Festival Hall, which embeds one form within another. As 

a result, one form partly obscures the form of the other. However, all three express the possibility 

of sequential experience that oscillates between relational dyads, such as interior-exterior, 

horizontal-vertical, open-closed, connected-disconnected. The oscillation between these dyads 

invite the application of Winnicott’s relationally and spatially grounded theories. As such, Winnicott’s 

theories assist in understanding the relational aspects of the three case studies of modernist 

buildings. 

My application of Winnicott’s theories has been confined to architectural examples 

contemporaneous to the late flowering of Winnicott’s career from 1951 to 1970. The temporal 

limitation enabled the contemporaneous and geographically proximate examples of art and 

architecture to be examined within a continuity of ideas that occurred between disciplines. The 

narrowness of the historical period does not in any way intended to limit applications of Winnicott’s 

theories to the mid-twentieth century, and because he supplied a general theory of subjective space, 

one may take his approach to any architectural form. 

Furthermore, Winnicott’s work cannot be regarded as a complete theoretical framework for cultural 

critiques. Winnicott certainly played an important role in rebalancing Freud’s deficient treatment of 

the mother’s role in psychoanalytic theory. However, Winnicott has been criticised for not paying 

enough attention to Freud’s Oedipal complex, the role of the father and the impact of culture, 

community or civilization on the individual. This is not to say that Winnicott ignored the importance 

of Freud’s theories, rather Winnicott’s work can be regarded as an extension as well as a re-visioning 

of psychoanalytic theory. Winnicott necessarily concentrated on certain aspects of human 

experience to the potential detriment of other areas, in part due to his position as a paediatrician. 

Instead of seeing this as a failure, the specific emphasis of Winnicott is understood as a contribution 

to the larger project of psychoanalysis rather than providing a complete theoretical framework. 

Similarly, human interconnection obviously has wider political and social continuities than those 

considered in this thesis. The thesis is further restricted to an application of spatial dynamics in early 

infant psychological development that are here considered as formative to adult experience. The 

continuing applications of Winnicott’s work outside of psychoanalytic disciplines negotiates 

Winnicott’s limitations as well the paradigmatic change in psychoanalysis wrought by his theories 

that addressed social and biological environmental interconnection. 

Further research into the application of Winnicott’s theories to architecture provides an adjunct to 

the far more common applications of Lacanian psychoanalysis to architecture. Most architectural 
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theory that allows for an intrapsychic architecture is accordingly Lacanian in origin.1 In comparison, 

Winnicott’s work is rarely cited and even more rarely explored in depth. Furthermore, the 

interdisciplinary humanities scholar, Mari Ruti has explored correspondences between Winnicott 

and Lacan based on paradox, however else their theories diverge. Mari Ruti considers Winnicott’s 

‘false self’ and Lacan’s ‘ego-bound self’ as having a similar fluid approach to subjectivity (Ruti 2010, 

353-354).2 For Ruti, the relevance of this commonality is in examining creativity and creative living 

in a postmodern context. This opens a comparative basis between Winnicott and Lacan in which 

to explore the psychic dimensions of architectural theory and develop further methods of testing 

approaches to architectural hermeneutics.  

Additionally, the investigation of primary archive material relating to Leslie Martin, Colin Rowe, Colin 

St John Wilson and Le Corbusier may well contribute to a greater understanding of Winnicott’s 

context within modernism. Both Winnicott’s writings and personal friendships point to Winnciott 

being interconnected with the British adoption of artistic and architectural modernisms. Thus, further 

research work is suggested by this thesis, involving the following archives: Sir Leslie Martin (personal 

papers), Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art Archive, Edinburgh; Colin Rowe’s library, Charles 

Moore Foundation, Austin, Texas; Winnicott’s archive, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York; Tate 

Gallery archives, London; RIBA archives, London; Wellcome Medical Archive, London. 

Collectively, the research has illustrated a particularly spatial and relational thread of modernism in 

the approaches to art architecture and psychoanalysis n mid-twentieth century Britain. Winnicott’s 

psychoanalysis is emblematic of this thread in his emphasis of indeterminacy in examining the space 

of relationships. Focusing on the in-between of art-works and architecture through a Winnicottian 

lens has provided a nuanced perspective on the modernisms of mid-twentieth century Britain. 

Winnicott’s teddy bear is important not for who designed it but how that design is chosen by whom 

and the way in which she uses it. The question this observation raises for architecture concerns 

where creativity and its initiators reside. More commonly the creativity of the designer has been 

lauded. To then ask how the creativity of the users of buildings is enacted shifts the perspectives of 

creative endeavours to the potential spaces between people and buildings. The three examples 

have begun to unpack the question of user creativity. In addition, these examples are not just objects 

but also conscious containers of people. Winnicott’s ideas about facilitating and holding 

environments apply to architecture as an environment containing a dynamic acting out of creative 

behaviours. 

                                                
1 Psychoanalytic publications have addressed connections and differences between Winnicott and Lacan (Kirshner 2011). 

2 Winnicott’s concepts of the false self and the true self have not been addressed in this thesis as they are not readily 
identifiable as having a spatial nature, yet Ruti’s work suggests there is scope for future work to address the architectural 
applicability of this aspect of Winnicott’s work in relationship to Lacan’s concepts. 
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