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Abstract. This paper will argue that the cognitive process of conceptual blending 
plays a fundamental role in design and design research by enabling us to 
manipulate - access, share, probe, alter and transpose - (poetic) knowledge and to 
synthesize new (poetic) experiences. This argument is further elaborated by 
discussing a specific case: a design for a research environment that triggers 
conceptual blending. This case addresses my recently completed PhD-research as 
a context for developing and testing ‘the method of good company’, a method to 
become aware of conceptual frameworks one tacitly implements when designing.   
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1. Conceptual Blends
The theory of Conceptual blending is developed by Gilles Fauconnier and Mark 
Turner in 1993 as general theory of cognition that  offers an insight in our conceptual 
system. It  connects with a broader tradition of linguistic research on metaphor. George 
Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s book Metaphors we Live by (1980) caused a radical shift 
in this tradition: it replaced the view of metaphor as a literary ornament by a view of 
metaphor as a surface manifestation of a more fundamental structure: the neural 
mappings in the brain that  underly our conceptual system and enable us to make sense 
of the continuous flux of experiences that  our being in the world entails. From that 
moment on Lakoff and Johnson’s Conceptual Metaphor Theory has found many uses 
in different fields outside linguistics.

Conceptual Blending adheres a very similar approach but since it is slightly more 
generic - for example by considering metaphor as a specific type of blend next  to other 
types of blends like metonymy - I have chosen to implement this framework in my 
research. A good place to begin an exploration of conceptual blending is by looking at 
a compact definition:

Conceptual Blending is a basic mental operation that leads to new meaning, global 
insight, and conceptual compressions useful for memory and manipulation of 
otherwise diffuse ranges of meaning. It plays a fundamental role in the construction of 
meaning in everyday life, in the arts and sciences, and especially in the social and 
behavioral sciences. The essence of the operation is to construct a partial match 
between two inputs, to project selectively from those inputs into a novel 'blended' 
mental space, which then dynamically develops emergent structure. (Fauconnier, 
2001)
A simple example for conceptual blending is this metaphor: This surgeon is a butcher. 
(Grady et al, 1999) Here a partial match between the inputs butchery and surgery is 
projected into a new blended mental space. The emergent structure, a rich imagery of 
slashing cleavers and blood smeared aprons, vividly sketches an incompetent, rough 
and imprecise surgeon.

In his seminal paper The Magical Number Seven (1956) Arthur Miller limits to our 
working memory to a surprisingly low average of seven discrete chunks of 
information. To work around this bottleneck and being able to manipulate more 



complex networks of meaning we implement a process that  he calls Chunking: 
recoding smaller chunks of information into larger structures. According to different 
theories of embodied cognition, inter-connected embodied schemas (e.g. Johnson, 
1987) - multi-sensory experiential patterns based on our concrete interactions with our 
environment  - are (the) elementary building blocks that  enable transparent 
manipulation (chunking) to construct  more complex frames that structure the constant 
flux of experiences that our being in the world entails.

Blending is an online process of sense making that takes place in the limited space 
of working memory. To enable this, compact  mental spaces are constructed by 
dynamically drawing from more complex cognitive frames or conceptual domains of 
inter-related embodied schema stored in long term memory. This means that, in the 
case of the butcher-like surgeon, not the entire network of associations with butchery 
and surgery are pulled into working memory but a selective number of embodied 
schemas based on what Turner and Fauconnier call good reason:“If an element 
appears in the blend, there will be pressure to find significance for this element. 
Significance will include relevant links to other spaces and relevant functions in 
running the blend.” (2003) In working memory these schema dynamically construct a 
generic mental space that  structures the blend where, again in the case of the butcher-
like surgeon, “a person uses a sharp instrument to perform  a procedure on some other 
being.” (Grady et al, 1999).

We apply conceptual blending to realize a certain goal in thinking and expression. 
A central process in achieving this goal is conceptual compression or compressing 
diffuse and abstract concepts to concrete experiences we can relate to: “We do not 
establish mental spaces, connections between them, and blended spaces for no reason. 
We do this because it gives us global insight, human-scale understanding, and new 
meaning. It makes us both efficient and creative. One of the most important aspects of 
our efficiency, insight, and creativity is the compression achieved through 
blending.” (Fauconnier and Turner, 2003)

A very powerful, yet disturbing, illustration of good reason and compression can be 
found in the metonymy found in the quite dramatic announcement  made by Marsellus 
Wallace (a fictional character played by Ving Rhames in Tarantino’s 1994 movie Pulp 
Fiction) to man, gagged and tied to a chair in a dark cellar: “I'm gonna get medieval 
on you.” In this phrase a historic period of a thousand years with all its connotations 
of deep religious devotion, superstition, lack of hygiene and especially its extremely 
blunt  torturing techniques is compressed in one word. The principle of good reason 
draws out the relevant  torture-related connections from the complex cognitive frame 
of medieval times based on the specific context in which this phrase is uttered. Since 
the man who is informed by Marsellus Wallace’s tainted intentions is gagged and tied 
to a chair in a dark cellar, we simply do not  assume that he is going to go deeply 
religious on him or something of that kind. 

Until now I only gave examples where words triggered the blend. Since conceptual 
blending is a general theory of cognition and thinking is dependent on multi sensory 
inter-connected embodied schemas blending works across very different media. 

Recently I was looking at a sixteenth century painting by Bruegel. It  depicts a rural 
landscape by the sea. On the foreground a man is ploughing his acre, another herding 
his sheep. An ordinary day in the life of common people. It  was only after a while that 
I noticed a marginal but strange detail in the lower right corner op the painting: a 
naked leg in the sea, indicating that, completely unnoticed, someone had fallen into 
the sea.  When I read the title “the Fall of Icarus, 1558”  the meaning of the painting 
shifted completely. At  once what  seemed tribute to the beauty of the mundane was 
contrasted by the extraordinary, a mythical figure experiencing a dramatic event  after 



flying too close to the sun. The blended space of these two different ‘worlds’ creates a 
tension that makes the picture funny, ironical and critical. Whatever, life just goes on. 

A striking example where conceptual blending generates a poetic experience 
through the juxtaposition of two artifacts is found in“A girl phoned me the other day 
and said” an artwork created by Freek Wambacq in 2009. This piece poses a custom 
casing for a basic cellular phone, on a booklet  that is opened to a page where a picture 
is printed of the rudimentary front  door of a house. Various similarities are discovered 
and/or generated on very different levels. Both objects share formal elements 
(rectangles, color, etc.) as well as more conceptual elements (customization, identity, 
etc.). This juxtaposition opens up a poetic space for interpretation, by triggering 
associations, analogies and meanings.  

2. The method of good company

2.1 Specifications for a Method for Fundamental Architectural Research

Include Poetic knowledge.
Poetic knowledge consists of cognitive structures (memories / schemas / frames) 
constructed drawn from concrete poetic experiences arising from interacting with our 
environment, from our being in the world. Architecture aims at  creating novel 
qualitative combinations of sensation and feeling in which poetic experiences clearly 
play a fundamental role. Hence experiencing architecture and, by consequence, 
designing it, depends on poetic knowledge and entails knowledge that is subjective, 
qualitative and diffuse. 

Since architecture overlaps with many other fields, a wide range of different 
research methods may be implemented to perform research in, for and by design. In 
that sense architectural thinking may be ‘applied’ in many ways. For 'fundamental' 
architectural research - research that examines and expands the fundamental 
architectural mechanisms for creating novel qualitative combinations of sensation and 
feeling - we should however be aware that the method we use allows us to manipulate 
- access, share, probe, alter and transpose - poetic knowledge without the need to 
convert  it  to another form of knowledge first. Research in disciplines whose core 
business is create quantitative theories based on fixed points of reference implement 
methods that  minimize the subjective, qualitative and diffuse aspects and translate 
them into objective, quantitative and explicit  facts. Research in disciplines whose core 
business is to create structures that cause poetic experiences should look for 
approaches that do exactly the opposite, include the subjective, qualitative and diffuse 
aspects. The aforementioned examples have illustrated that  conceptual blending is 
quite capable of manipulating poetic knowledge.

Generate ‘Transposable’ Knowledge
Architectural theory consists of a multiplicity of juxtaposed specific ways of 
understanding specific conditions. Those who appropriate these theories in their 
practice are not as much concerned with their truth as they are with their viability or 
generative potential. Practice learns us that a specific way of understanding a specific 
condition might  be transposed to another specific way of understanding of another 
specific condition. The interesting part  in this is that  this transfer of knowledge 
through appropriation occurs without the necessity to strip a theory from its specifics. 
It  is, for example, not  rally the question whether ornament  is really a crime or not, but 
whether Adolf Loos (2001) creates an operational space with his subjective opinion 
on the ornament  as an integrated part  of other architectural components? Do we 
recognize an intrinsic logic within his subjective opinion on the architecture of his 



time? It is evident that other views, in which ornament are definitely not considered a 
crime, have also produced superb architecture. Notwithstanding Loos personal 
understanding is still frequently transposed to inspire different  subjective opinions on 
architecture in very different conditions. His outdated and politically incorrect view on 
tattoos on which he builds his case, does not seem to hinder the process. 

Research in disciplines whose core business is to creating novel qualitative 
combinations of sensation and feeling should look for research methods that  generate 
transposable knowledge: knowledge structured by an intrinsic logic within a clearly 
articulated frame in order to create an operational space that  allows appropriation from 
one specific condition to another without the need for generalization. One again I will 
turn conceptual blending as a useful candidate to enable the process of transposing 
knowledge from one specific frame directly to another by means of the compression it 
allows.

In the example of the quote from Pulp Fiction, a specific situation, a man tied to a 
chair, selectively activates our understanding of medieval times to generate a very 
detailed imagery of future torture actions that  might be performed. The fact that  this 
metonym creates such a precise image is not  evident since no two individuals share a 
completely similar understanding of medieval times. If we would have no notion of 
medieval times the blend would obviously not  work. Yet based on many conditions we 
do share most of us seem to share an rather complex inter-subjective frame drawn 
from subjective experiences that allows to be compressed - using good reason - by the 
one who shapes the blend and to be expanded  - using good reason - in the mind of the 
one who interprets the blend. We could say that compression creates a space for 
interpretation, a void or ambiguity if you like, that enables a transposition of poetic 
knowledge from one subjective mind to another. The blending process draws from 
similarities between shared inter-subjective frames while it  simultaneously respects 
the subjective differences when the blend expands in the mind of others. This means 
that the chain of compression, ambiguity and expansion enables a transposition of 
concrete subjective experiences from one mind to different concrete subjective 
experiences embodied in another. If needed, the precision of the process can be 
enhanced by gradually sharpening the context in which the blending occurs.

A more schematic representation of this process would be: specific experience -> 
(inter)subjective poetic knowledge -> compression (using good reason) -> ambiguity -
> expansion (using good reason) -> (inter)subjective knowledge -> specific experience 

2.2. The design for a research environment that triggers blending. 
The PhD-research ‘Substantiating Displacement’ consists mainly of a general 
reflection on architecture through the specific lens of my own spatial artistic practice. 
In that  sense it relates a specific design process with more general understanding of 
design processes. The central engine that  drives the research is the design and 
production of new work in collaboration with artists. 

At the outset of the PhD a general approach was put  forward. The aim, the means 
and the zone of interest of this approach can be roughly approximated by the 
following phrase: the PhD-project aims at  revealing and questioning the frameworks I 
work with(in), by actively engaging with mediators (i.a. art  & artists) in the design and 
creation of new work, in order to explore the transitional space between subject  and 
object. 

To implement this approach, a series of designs was initiated. For these designs I 
displaced myself from the center of architecture to a more liminal position. I engaged 
with the space between art  and architecture through a series of trans-disciplinary 
collaborations with different artists, selected for their specific spatial practice. 



Parallel to this series of autonomous designs, a method of identifying, naming, 
exploring and contextualizing heuristic devices that  were at work during the 
conception, the construction or the experience of the trans-disciplinary designs, was 
recursively applied throughout  the research. These heuristic devices are also informed 
by a series of reflective actions: a small design that  is intentionally performed as an 
exploration of a heuristic device. These heuristic devices are catalysts for revealing 
and questioning the frameworks I work with(in). While much of this process already 
happened implicitly in the autonomous designs, the actual revealing and exploration 
of the heuristic devices often happened on what I call a ‘proximity wall’.

The proximity wall is an appropriation of the method used in the field Cultural 
Studies by Aby Warburg in his Mnemosyne Atlas. The proximity wall is a space where 
(representations of) artifacts are juxtaposed, using the principle of good company. 
Placing (representations of) artifacts in good company amplifies and reveals analogies 
and differences implicitly embodied in them. By displacing (a representation of) a 
project in proximity to other (representations of) projects, their juxtaposition generates 
different  relationships. Naming a specific relational web of analogies turns this elusive 
web into a more stable operational heuristic device that becomes able to be identified, 
manipulated, reused and explored. 

In this sense the heuristic devices are only temporarily stable because they are 
informed by relations that are volatile and may shift, for example because of the fact 
that similar artifacts might  resonate differently when represented differently, or 
because the whole resonance shifts when a new item is added to the wall, or because, 
when scrutinized with a different mood or intention, a different pattern may surface 
from the proximity wall.

In an attempt  to describe the revealed heuristic devices in an explicit way, I poured 
them in the format  of a glossary. The seemingly stable formal appearance of a glossary 
contrasts with temporarily isolating one thread from the cloud of resonances. A single 
thread is drawn from the space of possible threads, to enable a temporal stabilization 
of the fuzzy clouds of resonances.

2.3. How ‘good company’ crystalizes diffuse meaning.

Mnemosye, researching cultural history without words
The aforementioned proximity wall is an appropriation of the method used in the field 
Cultural Studies by Aby Warburg. In his Mnemosyne Atlas this method served to 
examine the survival of cultural ideas throughout history. Warburg described this 
gigantic encyclopedic enterprise himself as “Mnemosyne, a Picture Series Examining 
the Function of Preconditioned Antiquity-Related Expressive Values for the 
Presentation of Eventful Life in the Art of the European Renaissance”. Mnemosye 
consisted of a ‘Bilderatlas’ of more than 2000 black and white photographs that  served 
as a source to create different constellations of thematically selected pictures, carefully 
juxtaposed on wooden panels covered with black cloth. The pictures were regularly 
reconfigured to create different  thematic panels that were used for exhibitions or 
lectures. By means of juxtaposing pictures, the depthless black cloth between the 
pictures gets charged with meaning and opens up a new space for associative and 
metaphorical thinking by means of conceptual blending.  

Revealing frameworks one tacitly implements when designing.
When we consider a representation of a project, especially when we designed it 
ourselves, we dispose of a vast amount  of multimodal information about this project. 
Besides the formal appearance of the representation on itself we also associate with it 



a complex network of experiences, image schemas, frames or domains. In that  sense 
each representation provides access to a complex network that may inform many 
different  mental spaces that each could serve as an input  for blending. So when we 
juxtapose two randomly chosen projects, an online process of sense making through 
blending may be initiated. At the same time this juxtaposition may stay completely 
silent  and make no sense whatsoever. This ‘random’ blending has also the tendency to 
over-accentuate superficial analogies contained the formal appearance of the 
representation (shape, material, color...). So while randomly clustering representations 
until a blend occurs that  reveals a new insight  might provide a good staring point, it 
would be more efficient  to draw out  more unexpected and new insights by avoiding a 
brute force approach by means of heuristics - making use of educated guesses. This 
can be implemented by aiming on triggering what  is called a borrowed blends 
(Fauconnier & Turner, 2003): blends in which one of the inputs is already compressed. 
This may be facilitated in many different ways. These are the most important steps I 
took in my approach to create the heuristic devices that enable more directed 
borrowed conceptual blends to occur on the proximity wall:
1. Compress the insights you already have on your practice in a ‘manifesto’.  
2. Initiate a new design with mediators selected based on these insights (in my 

case leaving my comfort zone by displacing myself from the center of 
architecture toward a more liminal position in the overlapping space between 
art and architecture). Only sometimes look over your shoulder to consciously 
see what you are actually doing to minimize the ‘observer effect’. 

3. Compress the operational tactics implemented in this new design by naming 
them so they constitute a heuristic device for further exploration.

4. Evaluate the proximity of heuristic devices in relation to earlier work: identify 
where they may be transposed to or differ from earlier work by (dis)placing 
them in good company on a proximity wall. 

5. Perform ‘reflective’ actions: small designs that are intentionally performed as an 
exploration of a heuristic device.

6. Contextualize these heuristic devices by placing them in good company with 
works and theories of others.

7. Compress the result of steps 4,5 and 6 by describing the transformed heuristic 
devices in a glossary.

8. Iterate. 
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