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Sensation of Space and Modern Architecture 

A psychology of architecture by Franz Löwitsch 

Abstract: In 1928 the Austrian architect and engineer Franz Löwitsch (1894-1946) 

published the article “Sensation of Space and Modern Architecture” in Imago, the 

psychoanalytical journal edited by Sigmund Freud. Based on Richard Semon’s 

theories of Mneme, which Löwitsch connected to psychoanalytical theories, the 

prevalence of dissimilar sensations of space throughout the stages of the development 

of western architectural history is presupposed, and Löwitsch offered an explanation 

of how their symbolic meanings reflected psychological conditions of a particular 

time and culture. 

By connecting Semon’s theory with psychoanalytical deliberations that equip the 

inherited memory of spatial sensations with pleasurable or unpleasurable emotions, 

Löwitsch furthermore argued that spatial sensations produce spatial concepts, and 

that the dominating shapes and forms of the architecture of a time therefore reflect 

the dominance of a particular inherited sensation of space. The unifying 

psychological make-up of a populace thus leads to spatial concepts that form an 

architecture which reflects these concepts and contain symbols that possess 

‘satisfying powers’ valued by the majority of people of that particular time and place. 

But Löwitsch’s theory speaks of more than a mere justification for the usefulness of 

psychoanalytic theory as a methodology for the humanities. Löwitsch contrasted his 

findings meticulously with Oswald Spengler’s controversially critiqued book The 

Decline of the West, Karl Scheffler’s The Spirit of the Gothic and Eckhart von 

Sydow’s Primitive Art and Psychoanalysis. The discussion of these contemporaneous 

writings that essentially sought to find the driving forces for the development of styles 

helps in formulating Löwitsch’s final hypothesis. Here, he proposes the emergence of 

an ‘energetic space’ in architecture, which is the prevalent sensation of space that he 

predicts to emerge in the near future. His ultimate aim, however, was not to enter 

academic discourse but rather to provide a scientifically based explanation, with 

which the impact of space on the inhabitant can be measured, explained and utilized 

in architectural practice. 
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Introduction 

In 1928 the Austrian architect and engineer Franz Löwitsch (1894-1946) published a 

study that tried to explain the contemporary tendency in architecture to open the 

house to the outside and to relate the rooms toward each other. He interpreted these 

aspects of modern architecture as resulting from a new ‘energetic’ sensation of space. 

This paper introduces Löwitsch’s theory, its theoretical underpinnings and embeds it 

into the discourse in architecture and art history of the time. 

Löwitsch was a prolific writer1, critic, and urban planner2 as well as a designer of 

stage costumes and sets.3 After studying at the school of architecture at the 

Technische Hochschule in Vienna he graduated in 1920.4 During his early career 

Löwitsch entered a competition with Walter Neuzil and Rudolf Scherer for an 

extension to the Technische Hochschule in Vienna.5 This partnership also designed a 

Raumbühne [space-stage] on which they published an article in the magazine 

Österreichische Bau- und Werkkunst in 1924.6 Löwitsch furthermore collaborated in 

the same year, again with Neuzil and Scherer, at the competition for the Great 

Theatre for the Peoples House of Art [Großes Theater für das Volkshaus der Kunst].7 

One of these projects might have provided the contact with the dancer and 

choreographer Mary Wigman, for whom Löwitsch developed scene designs.8 

In 1924 Löwitsch moved to Berlin where his engagement with stage design and 

theatre widened toward deliberations on theories about space, the question of how the 

modern sensation of space can be distinguished from those of the past and the 

unifying aspects of past architectural styles. Between 1921 and 1926 he was self-

employed but obtained a position in Erich Mendelsohn’s office from 1927 to 1929 

where he was involved in the planning of the Department store Schocken in Chemnitz 

(built 1927-1930), plus the Columbushaus (built 1928-32) and the Union house for 

the metalworker’s union [Metallarbeiterverband] (built 1929-30) both in Berlin.9 

During this time he developed the theory of ‘sensations of space’. Publications 

commenced with the 1928 article “Sensation of Space and Modern Architecture” 

[“Raumempfinden und moderne Baukunst”]10 that was published in the 

psychoanalytic journal Imago. Some short notes and articles with similar content 

followed in subsequent years published in the magazine Innendekoration.11  
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As a result of the study on “sensations of space”, Löwitsch called – in a series of 

articles published in the magazine Die Baugilde between 1929 and 1931 – for the 

inauguration of an institute of Raumwissenschaft [science of space] that would 

establish which elements in architecture would be beneficial for the inhabitant. 

Raumwissenschaft would determine the quality of dwellings with the same dedication 

and effort commonly directed towards the scrutiny and testing of building materials to 

verify endurance, quality, and usability.12 

In the following years his interests shifted again from the impact of architecture on 

the human inhabitant towards questions of city planning and the organisation of 

traffic in Berlin via beltways. Together with Robert Kisch and again with Walter 

Neuzil, Löwitsch proposed The Idea Berlin [Die Idee Berlin], a study on the traffic 

routes through Berlin, at the Bauausstellung in Berlin in 1931.13 Later the same group 

collaborated in a competition for a reconfiguration of the Reichskanzlerplatz [today 

Theodor-Heuss Platz] in Berlin.14 

According to a curriculum vitae in Löwitsch’s personal file at the Landesarchiv Berlin 

his architectural oeuvre includes a 1926/27 theatre [Kleinbühne] in Schäßburg 

[formerly in Siebenbürgen today Sighişoara in Romania], a shop design as well as a 

weekend-house for his father in law and two houses for the Schlecker family in 

Berlin, all of which were probably built before 1936.15 

Apart from further articles on inner-city traffic16, as well as the much-discussed 

question on sun-penetration in high-rises17, his output almost ceases during the mid-

1930s and early 1940s. Only in 1946 a small number of articles on the rebuilding of 

the bomb-damaged Vienna were published posthumously.18 Löwitsch had died in July 

1946 in Vienna. 

Sensation of Space 

In his ambitious essay “Sensations of Space and Modern Architecture’ Löwitsch 

proposes a theory of Raumempfindungen [sensations of space,] their prevalence 

throughout the stages of the development of western history, and how their symbolic 

meaning reflects psychological conditions.19 

The term ‘spatial sensation’ is defined twofold: as the ability to comprehend three-

dimensional space with the help of the senses, and as the ability to create spatial ideas 
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and concepts that are subsequently formed into a more tangible shape such as in 

architecture, sculpture, or dance.20 

Spatial sensations, according to Löwitsch’s argument, produce spatial concepts. He 

assumes that the dominating shapes and forms [spatial concepts] in the architecture of 

a time, culture, and people reflect the dominance of a particular sensation of space. 

The also prevalent unifying psychological make-up of the populace leads thus to 

spatial concepts that form an architecture which reflects these concepts and contains 

symbols that possess ‘satisfying powers’ that are appreciated and understood by the 

majority.21 

An important source and theoretical basis for the paper is Richard Semon’s 1909 book 

Die mnemischen Empfindungen [The Mneme].22 Semon, today a largely unknown 

biologist, had worked around 1900 on inherited memory. His notion of Mneme 

encompasses more than the conventional understanding of memory as a collection of 

remembered events that occurred in the past. The scope of Mneme includes habits, 

instinctive behaviour and other phenomena that Semon observed and which led him 

towards the hypothesis of Mneme as a form of inherited memory. Daniel Schacter, in 

his to date single comprehensive study on Semon, described Mneme as “an 

organism’s capacity to conserve the effects of stimulation and to interact with the 

environment on the basis of conserved experience.“23 This way Mneme connects an 

organism to its predecessors. 

By arguing with Semon, Löwitsch explains how sensations of space are converted 

into concepts and ideas of space: The senses provide stimuli that are disordered and 

chaotic before the mind interprets them as a change in the spatial environment. This is 

achieved by the ‘ecphory of mnemic sensations’.24 

The term ‘ecphory' had also been coined by Semon and relates furthermore to the 

terms ‘engraphy’ and ‘engram’. The three terms are defined in Semon’s first and 

second principal mnemic law: 

First principal mnemic law: Law of Engraphy. All simultaneous excitations 

within an organism form a coherent simultaneous excitation-complex which 

acts engraphically; that is, it leaves behind it a connected engram-complex, 

constituting a coherent unity.  
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Second principal mnemic law: Law of Ecphory. The partial recurrence of the 

energetic condition, which had previously acted engraphically, acts 

ecphorically on a simultaneous engram-complex. Or more precisely 

described: the partial recurrence of the excitation-complex, which left behind 

it a simultaneous engram-complex, acts ecphorically on the latter, whether 

the recurrence be in the form of original or mnemic excitations.25 

While the term engram describes the sum of stimuli that the mind receives through 

the senses, engraphy is defined as the encoding of these stimuli into memory. 

Engraphy is therefore a process whereas an engram represents the result of the 

process. The term ecphory stands for ways in which the engraphically-stored 

memories/engrams are retrieved and accessed.26 

Another term that Löwitsch borrowed from Semon is “homophony”. Semon assigned 

this term in order to differentiate his theory from those of other researchers. While a 

common belief among specialists on memory-heredity was that the repetition of 

stimuli leads to a stronger engram; Semon argued that each stimulus creates a new 

engram. Homophony then explains how stimuli reinforce each other in order to 

achieve a similar effect as the one described by those scholars who had put forward 

the concept that repetition strengthens a memory. Homophony in Sermons concept is 

understood as a ‘resonance’ and interaction between engrams. It creates a network 

between engrams with the result that, even though they are unique entities, they are 

united through homophonous activity.27 

Löwitsch adopts Semon’s terminology as the basis for his deliberations on spatial 

sensation. The ecphory is here responsible for the perception of space. Homophony 

then isolates single forms and helps to differentiate the world from the notion of ‘I’. 

Further ecphory accomplishes that shapes are now comprehended as objects. The 

ecphory of experiences that have been stored in the memory further indicates the 

quality and function of these objects. Finally, emotions give value to mnemic 

sensations and are the reason why a particular memory is delightful or disliked.28 

The individual sensations that lead to spatial concepts are furthermore defined as 

being infinite, stemming from conscious and unconscious experience as well as – here 

Löwitsch’s argument parallels Semon’s – from prenatal and phylogenetically acquired 

engrams. The latter, Löwitsch acknowledges, manifest themselves not as conscious 
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memories but rather as homophonic contributions that enhance the positive or 

negative value of sensations.29 Löwitsch concludes that, if some engrams are 

inherited, there should be some that relate to ‘Riemannian space’.30 Löwitsch most 

likely used the term ‘Riemannian space’ in order to align himself to contemporary 

theories about space. In his inauguration lecture "Über die Hypothesen, die der 

Geometrie zugrunde liegen" [‘On the Hypotheses which lie at the Bases of 

Geometry’] in 1854 the mathematician Bernhard Riemann had challenged the up to 

then prevalent notion of the Euclidian space. Riemann’s thesis became prevalent 

again in 1915 when Albert Einstein developed his general relativity theory that 

heavily drew on Riemann’s findings. One important difference between the Euclidian 

space and the Riemannian space is that Riemann’s understanding of space does not 

ascertain a particular ‘absolute’ space but instead allows differentiating between 

diverse categories of space.31 It might have been this notion of Riemann’s that allows 

for the existence of different understandings and types of space that sparked 

Löwitsch’s use of the term ‘Riemannian space’.  

Based on these assumptions Löwitsch differentiates four types of sensations of space. 

The space which is sensed during prenatal development, where neither a distinction 

between the self and the environment has yet been made, nor where a perception of 

depth has been developed, is termed Sensationsraum der Zelle or zellenhafter Raum 

[sensation-space of the cell or cell-like space].32 In a later stage of development this 

experience of space crosses over to a second one – the höhlenhafte Raum [cavernous 

space]. Here, the womb constricts the movements of the foetus. This experience is 

continued during the early childhood where the child experiences space due to the 

movements of its limbs but where its movements are still constricted due to its 

immobility, the bed, blankets or clothes. The sensation of space remains that of a 

cave.33 

At the same time the child becomes more and more aware of its own body. It learns to 

differentiate between objects and “I”.34 The ‘world as a cave’ disintegrates and 

instead of an enveloping cave the world is perceived as consisting of objects. 

Löwitsch termed this third sensation of space dinghafter Raum [tangible space].35 

The fourth type of space that Löwitsch describes is characterized by the increasing 

mobility of the infant. The urge to move determines an increase in experience of the 
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body’s strength, as well as of the antagonistic nature of objects and environment. 

While accumulating experience, space is sensed as a collection of forces that interact 

– the space is sensed energetically and thus termed energetischer Raum [energetic 

space].36 The activating factor that determines the shift from one sensation of space to 

another is the degree in which movement can be carried out. 

After having established these four types of sensations of space Löwitsch continues in 

asserting that each of these experiences can be associated with pleasure or 

displeasure. Thus, while the cell-like space evokes neither pleasure nor displeasure, 

the cavernous and tangible spaces can both be perceived either way, depending on the 

homophony of the engrams: 

Each spatial experience – and each experience has a spatial element – evokes 

traces of memory of all preceding ones. These resonate, to the extent, which 

the homophony of the original and mnemic stimulus permits. […] 

Furthermore, they reach their intensity from the affects, with which they are 

occupied. If such mnemic elements are associated with displeasure, they are 

able to subtract the attention away from the echphoric elements of cognition, 

and accordingly to obscure their memory or even to draw them into the 

subconscious, displacing them […]. On the other hand certain elements of 

cognition can become more prominent if associated with pleasurable 

sensations.37 

Here Löwitsch merges his argument with psychoanalytic theory: Apart from mnemic 

forces Löwitsch acknowledges libidinous ones as being another determinant 

responsible for the prevalence of a particular sensation of space. Depending on 

associations one particular sensation of space can be preferred or eschewed. This 

phenomenon seems to Löwitsch to be most prominent in the ‘free conception’ of the 

creative process of artists.  

From the assertion that the number of spatial experiences is infinite and dependant on 

mnemic and libidinous forces Löwitsch concludes that spatial sensations are distinct 

to an age, person, generation, culture, and race:  

Because it [the sensation of space] is dependant on the spatial experiences, 

whose engrams were phylogenetically inherited, and reacquired in the 
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prenatal and infantile phases, dependent on the destinies, which they [the 

spatial experiences] have undergone during the development of the 

individual, the race, and dependant on the new experiences, which were 

appended during this time.38 

During each of these stages the libido is furthermore bound to a particular goal. When 

changing from one stage to another the libidinous bond is severed and the libido turns 

to another goal. Imperfect separations nonetheless account for ambivalent affections, 

fixations, or regressive tendencies in which a previous stage is reproduced and sought. 

Part of this reproductive urge is therefore the spatial experience that is associated with 

this particular stage of development that is sought. These spatial experiences 

furthermore remain a source of pleasure so that each new spatial experience is 

interpreted as befitting the sought-after one. The artist – as part of the creative process 

– produces a particular spatial sensation that is an expression of a particular stage of 

development – the one to which the individual is bound to most. 

Based on this Löwitsch resumes: 

If one continues to speculate, so one is tempted to assume, that the idea of 

space of a human, a people depending on the onto- and phylogenetical stage 

of development, onto which they are fixated, will be cell-like, cunnic [sic], 

phallic or energetic and that moreover through these features the styles, 

cultures must be able to be characterised.39 

These deliberations form the base from which Löwitsch now explains the prevalence 

of one, or the ambivalence of two, spatial sensations during the history of western 

architecture. 

A particular architectural style might entail several traits but one particular one can 

always be recognised as the dominant one. Moreover, the way in which each 

sensation is associated must be analysed as well. Phallic signs for example can be 

used either as symbols of pleasure or of dread. Different sensations of space can 

therefore be occupied by diverse emotions and affects. 

Based on this theory Löwitsch explains how the Greek temple is an expression of the 

tangible sensation of space, while late Roman, early Christian, Byzantine and 

Arabian-Moorish architecture contain positive expressions of the cavernous sensation 
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of space because, among other things, interiors gained importance. Romanesque, 

Gothic and Baroque architecture on the other hand was marked by a more ambivalent 

sensation of space. The large windows of Gothic architecture are interpreted as an 

attempt to leave the cavernous space, which nevertheless remained dominant and 

connected with a regressive tendency, but progressive-phallic forms were developed 

as well. The Gothic architecture was therefore marked by the ambivalence of approval 

and negation of two sensations.  

Löwitsch nevertheless names the Sainte Chapelle in Paris and the Stephansdom in 

Vienna as examples where this ambivalence had been reconciled and an energetic 

space created: 

The pure objective form elevates to the highest symbolism and is suffused by 

the harmony of a spirit, who consciously affirms the pain and lust of being, 

the rhythm in life. The space is not cave, but also not body; it is suffused by 

currents of energy, light, gravity, stability; from its rising and falling the 

structure emerges, the energetic space. It is termed spiritualization and 

immaterialisation.40 

Energetic space emerges as a result of the homophony of diverse ideas and concepts 

and is neither fully derived from the tangible sensation of space nor from the 

cavernous one. It furthermore cannot be developed until the spatial sensation remains 

captured by phallic symbols. While neither Renaissance nor Baroque could achieve 

such a space Löwitsch believes that the newly-developing objective [sachlich] 

architecture might be able to develop energetic spaces.41 

Sources 

Löwitsch developed his theory not only on basis of Semon’s assumptions but also in 

relation to Oswald Spengler’s Der Untergang des Abendlandes [The Decline of the 

West]42, Karl Scheffler’s Der Geist der Gotik (The Spirit of the Gothic) 43 and Eckhart 

von Sydow’s Primitive Kunst und Psychoanalyse [Primitive Art and 

Psychoanalysis]44. 

While Löwitsch does not follow Spengler’s scepticism, according to which the 

development of a culture follows inevitably the cycle of birth, bloom and decline, he 

finds an accord in the ways in which Spengler explains the genesis of architectural 
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shapes out of the distinct capacities of a people’s ‘soul’. Löwitsch did not disclose 

which part of Spengler’s text he employed but it can be assumed that he refered to the 

chapter Makrokosmos. Apollinian, Faustian, and Magian Soul in the first volume of 

The Decline of the West.45 This chapter supports the argument that each culture and 

age had its distinct ‘sensation of space’. Löwitsch nevertheless did not follow 

Spengler in assigning the dichotomy of a Faustian and Apollonian soul to the notion 

of space and the development of art – such as Spengler did when relying on 

Nietzsche’s terms of the Apollonian and Dionysian.46 

Löwitsch’s historical model does not stipulate the notion of birth, growth, and decline 

neither does it strictly follow the Hegelian notion of the development of history 

towards a pinnacle. The sensations of space which Löwitsch describes derive from the 

perception of space during the development of the human, but in Löwitsch’s adaption 

to architectural history they do not primarily stand for higher cultural progress or 

superiority, but are instead put forward as psychological developments that depend on 

the inherited memory or on pleasurable or dreadful perceptions. The energetic space 

is described as a desirable space but not because it delineates the pinnacle of a 

development but with the argument that it fits the needs of contemporary life and 

sensations of space best. His theory is put forward as the result of homophony and 

libidinous forces that are particular to an age and people, which might include 

progressive as well as regressive tendencies that appear in waves, but that do not 

necessarily denote decline or annihilation: 

From the continuous alteration of both tendencies [regressive and 

progressive] a rhythm develops which rocks us in the alternation of pleasure 

and displeasure, of night and day, of life and death, which captures the 

destiny of the individual and the families and forms the history of people and 

humanity in waves.47  

While Löwitsch mentions Spengler merely in order to support the notion that 

sensations of space change throughout the ages, Löwitsch’s discussion of Eckhart von 

Sydow and Karl Scheffler is more comprehensive. Their utilization of psychoanalytic 

theories as a methodology, with which art and architecture can be studied, was of 

interest for Löwitsch who took particular care in contextualizing von Sydow’s 

Primitive Art and Psychoanalysis on a number of occasions. Von Sydow’s 
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explanations of body art in the chapter Die Körper-Kunst. Die absichtliche 

Umformung des menschlichen Körpers [Body-art. The deliberate conversion of the 

human body] served Löwitsch as an example with which to explain the notion of cell-

like space as an autoplastic adaption, whereas he assigned architecture to be an 

expression of alloplastic adaption. Von Sydow interpreted body art as autoerotic and 

narcissistic activities and depictions of erotic symbols as signs of repression. 

Löwitsch demarcated his line of reasoning from Von Sydow’s in that he stressed that 

repression evokes the urge to perform. While an outer condition causes the urge to 

perform [Darstellungsbedürfnis] an inner condition causes the sensation of space and 

subsequently provides a solution for the repression. The inner constitution, the 

sensation of space, which is partly inherited and partly dependent on the ways in 

which the libido is bound to a paternal or maternal symbol, determines the prevalent 

sensation of space and provides at the same time, the possibility to find gratification – 

that is when the sought after space has been built.48  

Scheffler’s The spirit of the gothic presents a theory on the development in history 

that is based on forces which he terms the Gothic spirit and the Greek spirit. The 

former is identified with forces of arousal and the latter with forces of tranquillity. 

Scheffler saw these forces as creative ones that have been prevalent to different 

extents in all art movements, which in turn explains the development of styles. 

Löwitsch referes to Von Sydow and Scheffler again in the bridging passage between 

the analysis of historical styles in architecture and the discussion of contemporary 

tendencies in architecture. Here, Löwitsch indicates a lack in the studies of both 

authors in that both regard and assess the art and architecture of the past, not of the 

present. 

In an attempt to make his findings relevant for the analysis of the emerging 

architecture of his time, Löwitsch stresses that symptoms for the emergence of an 

energetic sensation of space within the arts, architecture and natural sciences can 

currently be found and describes the structure of the modern sensation of space in 

four points. According to those the constitution of the modern sensation of space is 

firstly ruled by the energetic sensation of space because the understanding of space 

has become more abstract due to the advancement in the natural sciences. The 

architectural space also is being planned according to the internal movements, forces, 
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energies etc. Secondly, the appearance of phallic symbols supports traits of the 

energetic space since they are male symbols and thus stand for activity, and the zest 

for action. Thirdly, the endorsement of phallic symbols leads to the loss of female 

symbols. The cavernous space loses its symbolic powers. Cell-like sensations of 

space, finally, are prevalent in the modern sensation of space in those contributions 

that satisfy the infantile-narcissistic lust for sensation.49 

While the subsequent section of the article contextualises this theory with Freud’s 

writings of the psychological development of children, which he then transfers and 

compares with the development of art, the concluding pages of the article are 

dedicated to a further explanation of the modern sensation of space and a prognosis as 

to how the energetic sensation of space can be translated into the ‘language of 

architecture’.50 

Here, Löwitsch explains that the architect of today constructs a building that enables 

and foresees the movements within, he furthermore conceives of the movements of 

light, warmth, water etc. within the house as well as the outside forces (e.g. weather) 

that act upon the house. The architect’s general attention is directed toward the 

movements within the house and its rhythm and tempo. Architecture therefore is no 

longer comprised of independent elements such as columns and beams but rather of a 

frame that cannot be split into parts. The spaces are interdependent; the houses lose 

their solidity and are open to the outside. 

Not only shall the pipes and lines that distribute water and electricity be enhanced as 

carriers of these forces but also the house shall be considered as a vessel, which 

absorbs and collects outside energies and makes them available for the inhabitant. 

Moreover, movable walls and windows are thought to aid the energetic space in 

capturing these forces. 

The changed modern psyche determines the new efficacy; the new needs 

give space a new sense, a new shape. The house is not a support and cover, 

but machine, transformator between cosmos and human.51 

Conclusions 

Löwitsch’s ultimate aim was to prompt the implementation of a scientific institution 

with the objective to systematically analyse the effects architectural space might have 
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on the human subject.52 In a number of publications in 1929 and 1930 he argues for 

the instigation of an institution of such research assignment because: 

It is out of the question to disregard the effects of space as imponderabilities 

[sic] or to merely estimate them intuitively.53 

The 1928 essay offers in this context an example as to how scientifically researched 

findings can contribute to the renewal of architecture and at the same time offer a 

theory on the development of architectural styles. Löwitsch’s analysis of previous 

styles in architecture served to reinforce the concept that a unity of styles exists and it 

furthermore helps to delineate clearly the architecture of the past from that of the 

present. It explains the emergence of modern architecture not as a result of 

technological or aesthetic considerations but as a development resulting from 

psychological and mnemic forces. The opening of the architectural structure to the 

outside and of the rooms towards each other is explained as resulting from the 

energetic sensation of space and “the urge of the active being for powerful 

movement”54 Contemporary architecture thus is developing in accordance with the 

changes within the psychological constitution of the age. 

The theory on ‘energetic space’ therefore can be embedded in and related to the 

theoretical framework of the Neues Bauen. Löwitsch mentioned the organisation of 

floor plans and the reduction of traffic routes within the house, an undertaking which 

was intensely discussed by Ludwig Hilberseimer, Grete Schütte-Lihotzky and Walter 

Gropius, to name a few.55 

Löwitsch’s rendering of the future use of materials is, furthermore, reminiscent of the 

similarly utopian theories of Siegfried Ebeling in Der Raum als Membran [Space as 

membrane].56 The ‘energetic space’ where the wall has been replaced by a frame57, 

seems to give an explanation for contemporaneous efforts that aim to break open the 

conventional architectural box as in Le Corbusiers “plan libre”, Adolf Loos’ 

“Raumplan” and Theo van Doesburg’s theories on the fourth dimension.58  

Löwitsch’s text offered a theory for the genesis of a strand of contemporary 

architecture where large horizontal windows, the opening of spaces to each other and 

to the outside, unadorned surfaces, electricity, running water as well as considerations 

of the ways in which modern life inside would unfold were common denominators. 
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He related this development in architecture to the psychological development of the 

human being and thus rendered this architecture as inevitable and a logical genesis 

that came about due to inherited engrams and the psychological framework of the age 

and individual.  

This theory reflects the search in the late 1920s for an explanation of the rapid 

technological developments and the subsequent changes in the overall appearance of 

the architectural form. Since the early years of the decade architects had embraced 

technology and also grappled with the consequences. The widespread desire for 

complete renewal in architecture with the help of technology was often expressed. Le 

Corbusier for example wrote in 1926: “Now, the art of constructing buildings is 

different, different methods on different plans. We must start again from zero”59 and 

Gropius said in the same year “It is our task to adapt to our time. As we wear clothes 

of today, we must also create in our environment items that belong to our time“.60 

While Le Corbusier explored in his 1926 article “Architecture d'époque 

Machiniste”, published in the Journal de Psychologie Normale et Pathologique61, 

possibilities of both technological developments and of reconciliation of technology 

and aesthetics that would befit the machine age, Löwitsch did not touch aesthetic 

considerations. His idea of the artist is that of an individual bound to the overarching 

psychological outfit of an age. Aesthetics are the result of mnemic and psychological 

forces, not the achievement of an individual. This reflects recent changes in the self-

conception of the architect. Instead of envisaging a genius who receives inspiration 

from inner mental capacities, a rational, scientifically-versed engineer was now being 

educated at the Bauhaus and other progressive schools. Thus, the new engineer had 

replaced the artist/genius.62 

The origin for this understanding in Löwitsch’s theory lies in psychoanalytic theory. 

Löwitsch’s argument is developed alongside Sigmund Freud’s writings on the theory 

of sexuality and the unconscious, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, which 

were first published in 1905. It is also informed by Freud’s disciple and colleague 

Otto Rank and his books The Trauma of Birth and The Artist.63  

In the chapter Kritik der Psychoanalytischen Kunstphilosophie (Critic of the 

Psychoanalytical Philosophy of Art) Von Sydow critically appraises Otto Rank’s 

1925 Der Künstler (The artist). Von Sydow summarizes the Freudian notion of 
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sublimation as a source of artistic creation. According to Freud’s Three Essays on the 

Theory of Sexuality, strong sexual agitation leads to the utilization of surplus energy 

in other fields such as the arts. Otto Rank, in his book The Artist, developed a 

philosophy of art on a psychoanalytic basis. Von Sydow, however, remains critical 

towards Rank’s deliberations and notes that psychoanalysis must be regarded as a 

method not a theory, so that all results of psychoanalytic study have to be constantly 

verified and that its importance cannot be found within the research of cultural 

relations, but rather as a therapeutic method.64 Von Sydow criticises a main premise 

in Rank’s reasoning by rejecting the theory that all cultural activities deviate from 

psychological motivations. The artist is rendered into a being that is steered by 

subconscious drives only. In Von Sydow’s opinion the conclusions made by Rank 

remain superficial and merely ‘the human who suffers through life, but who is 

nevertheless swollen by the lust of productivity’65 is picked out to be the central 

theme. This, so Von Sydow criticises further, renders the analysis of the actual 

artwork secondary to the analysis of the artist. Löwitsch does not concern himself 

with this rather fundamental criticism on the usefulness of psychoanalytic theory. Von 

Sydow’s sceptical remark that psychoanalysis should be regarded as a method rather 

than a theory does not echo in Löwitsch’s paper. Instead, findings by the scholars he 

cites are at times assumed uncritically.66 

Löwitsch did not join deliberation on the role of the architect in contemporary times 

because his text is more closely related on an academic discourse – that he does not 

mention – but that had around 1900 instigated a novel understanding of interior space. 

Among the central scholars to this discourse were Heinrich Wölfflin and the German 

architectural theorist August Schmarsow.67 

Essential to Schmarsow’s writings on architecture between 1893 and 1905 was the 

notion that architecture is an expression of human interaction with the world and has 

therefore always been transformed in accordance with changing lifestyles and 

requirements. Schmarsow’s texts “Das Wesen der architektonischen Schöpfung”, 

1893 [The essence of Architectural Creation]68 and “Der Werth der Dimensionen im 

menschlichen Raumgebilde”, 1896 [On the Importance of Dimensions in Human 

Spatial Creation]69 heralded a novel understanding of architectural space, which 

subsequently influenced a number of theoretical writings on this topic70 so that by 
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1933 Schmarsow’s theories had become “accepted foundations of the aesthetics of 

architecture”.71 

He furthermore developed a theory of space, based on theories of empathy and 

psychology, in which the perception of space was the focus of his examination. By 

not defining architecture as the “art of physical masses”72 as had been Heinrich 

Wölfflin’s designation,73 but as “Raumgestalterin” [“creatress of space”], the 

architectonic space was now regarded as enveloping the human being and its 

activities. This moved away from the appreciation of the surface and the study of 

architecture as a solid structure, and positioned the creation and perception of interior 

space at the centre of his analysis. 

Schmarsow’s goal was thus to discuss the rules according to which the spatial 

engagement of the human subject with its surroundings is based. The three-

dimensional space – height, width, and depth – was to be examined not for its 

mathematical value but instead from the viewpoint of “physiological psychology”. 

Three-dimensional space is therefore perceived and comprehended sensually; by 

extending the axis of the body, height is perceived; width is comprehended as an 

extension of shoulders and outstretched arms, and depth through mobility and the 

location of the eyes in the head.74 Human perception of space was in Schmarsow’s 

view a synthesis of sensory experience and spatial intuitions that originated in the 

human body. From this premise Schmarsow’s understanding developed, that 

architecture has always been created depending on changes in life-style, culture and 

habits. For Schmarsow, the history of architecture is the history of spaces and how 

these spaces were perceived.75 

This notion of space became widely known and Art Historians such as Alois Riegl 

and Paul Frankl who drew on Schmarsow’s concepts.76 The connection between 

interior space and the psychology of the inhabitant was thus already established when 

Löwitsch’s ‘sensations of space’ were published.  

Löwitsch’s theories were contemporaneous in that architects and critics alike asserted 

that a new type of space was being created that would be befitting a likewise new life-

style.  
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During the 1920’s the psychological impact of space on the inhabitant was studied, 

for example, by a number of Viennese architects who designed the interior of their 

houses accordingly.77 Oskar Strnad in particular was interested how spatial sequences 

and the bodily movement through these spaces might lead to “a more profound 

awareness of space, which in turn served to heighten the observer’s architectural 

experience.”78 The effects, that such architecture achieves in the inhabitant are 

asserted to be not only visual but also prone to “producing certain psychological 

impressions”  that derive from numerous causes. Strnad explains that a space has an 

impact based on an impression of it, as well as based on the movement through it and 

of other elements such as materials and light that effect the senses.79 As Christopher 

Long has shown, Strnad draws on writings by Adolf Hildebrand and August 

Schmarsow, both of whom had published on spatial perception and bodily movement 

through space, and asserted that in order to be able to perceive three-dimensional 

space, movement is essential.80 Adolf Loos had also been interested in notions of 

empathy and thus in the writings of Robert Vischer and Theodor Lipps that gave 

insights into how emotions impact in the perceptions of space.81  

In Germany this topic was likewise prevalent.82 The architect Adolf Rading was also 

interested in the psychological impact of architecture on the dweller: “Psychologically 

the attitude is thus, that living spaces open towards the outside, that one opens 

towards the outside, that one lives towards the outside and therefore does not as usual 

hole-up in ones cave”83. Hans Scharoun, and Hugo Häring, representatives of ’organic 

functionalism’ furthermore were at the same time interested in how functions create 

shapes. Häring’s article “Wege zur Form“ [‘Paths towards Form’] is, for example, 

concerned with the ways in which objects of daily use have ‘organically’ developed 

due to the changes in the ways they have been used. Häring concludes that such 

objects/architecture reflects the psychological constitution of the time they were 

created.84 

While the influence of a “psychology” of space can be discerned in the work of the 

above-mentioned architects, none of them seemed to have overtly drawn on 

psychoanalytic theories.85 The significance of Löwitsch’s essay can thus be found in 

the ways in which he aimed at finding reconciliation between discourses in the 

humanities, architectural practice, and sciences by combining theories into an 

overarching one. Löwitsch’s engagement with psychoanalytic theory, the 
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subconscious and the development of the human psyche on the basis of Semon’s 

theory on Mneme is, to my knowledge, unparalleled. While the engagement of other 

theoreticians with scientists can be found more often – Ebeling, for example, 

developed his theory with the help of the popular books by the psychologist and 

politician Willy Hellpach86 – ‘Sensations of Space’ is based upon a series of 

hypotheses that are contemporaneous with a number of modernist theories that aimed 

at giving plain and overarching explanations about topics of immense pluralism, such 

as the question of how history developed throughout the ages and throughout different 

cultures. In his aim to finding such overarching theory that might explain the change 

of architectural styles of all times and people Löwitsch did, however, overlook 

pluralism and also bases his assumptions on misleading terminology. The use of the 

term ‘Moorish’ seems, for example, rather cumbersome. It was informed of the ways 

in which architecture of Hindu or Muslim origin was perceived throughout the 19th 

century in that ‘Moorish’ architecture built in a western context aimed at creating an 

exotic and outlandish atmosphere that was particularly popular when building 

structures for entertainment.87 The term described, on the other hand, also the 

traditional architecture of Muslim and Hindu cultures built between North-Africa and 

India. In order to support an all-encompassing theory, cultural and local differences 

were neglected to an extend that the smallest denominator would be found which 

then, in turn, would not relate to an architecture of a people or culture anymore, but 

which would merely amount to a stereotype. 

Löwitsch’s ultimate aim, however, was not to enter academic discourse but rather to 

provide a scientifically based explanation, with which the impact of space on the 

inhabitant can be measured, explained and utilized in architectural practice. If he 

utilized this theory for his own practice as an architect cannot be ascertained since his 

oeuvre as practitioner was limited and no accounts that demonstrate how he merged 

theory with practice seem to have survived.88  

Löwitsch’s text therefore can nevertheless be placed at the margin between those 

methodological approaches that engaged with psychoanalytical theories and the arts 

(Rank, Von Sydow), as well as those who explored notions of Zeitgeist and style 

(Spengler, Scheffler), and also of contemporary architectural theories that were 

mainly pursued by its practitioners. Löwitsch’s text is an example where those fields 

of research and study meet. In discussion with and based upon these theories 
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Löwitsch developed a theory about a fundamental question that art historians had 

been concerned with – the question of how a particular style emerges and the driving 

forces of art and creativity. It is therefore not surprising that Löwitsch’s 

contemporaries associated his writings with those of Ernst Cassierer89, whose 

philosophical work was pioneering in that he was not only equally concerned with 

natural sciences and the humanities, but that he also aimed at mediating between the 

two.90  

It is not only Löwitsch’s utilization of psychoanalytical theories that might provide 

with impulses and insights when discussing ‘architecture and psychoanalysis’ or 

‘psychoanalysis and space’ both of which were the topics of recent publications and 

conferences.91 His interest in bringing together the natural sciences and the 

humanities also gives Löwitsch’s text currency today.92  
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