
Space is the three-dimensional realm that encompasses 
all materials and bodies. In the two-dimensional visual 
world (including painting, photography, and this page) 
space is the word for an illusion of that three 
dimensional world; an illusion of foreground, 
background, and depth.
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Spatial conventions
(a) Changes in scale create an illusion of space. We 
assume these are houses of the same size  at varying 
distances from us, and not a picture of houses of 
varying sizes. 

(b) Vertical placement of figures can convey different 
locations in space. We assume the house at the top is 
in the distance, and the house at the bottom is close. 

(c) Overlapping figures create an illusion of space. 
While in figure (a) we assume the smallest house is in 
the distance, in (c) we assume it is in the foreground.  

Visual Literacy: Space & Depth

(a)

(b)

(c)

Projection
Projections are geometric ways of creating an illusion of space. Linear perspective, 
used in the image at left, is a form of geometric projection created during the 
Renaissance. If we extend lines from the edge of all the square objects in the room, 
they converge at one point. Linear perspective recreates space as seen from one 
person’s fixed point of view. Other cultures, times, and situations recreate space in 
other ways. Metric projection, used in the image at right, is often used in Japanese 

woodcuts and paintings. Here, 
the edges do not recede to a 
vanishing point, and the 
viewer feels like they are 
floating. Objects in images 
created with metric projection 
don’t vary in scale, creating 
an omniscient view. You can 
see good examples of both 
types of projection in the 
tutorial “Space: 3 Battles.” 
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Depth
The illusion of space in a two 
dimensional image is also called 
depth. The amount of depth in an 
image can vary from flat to shallow 
to deep. The Mondrian painting at 
right has very shallow, or even flat 
space. All the shapes appear to be 
on the surface.

In the painting below by Torben 
Giehler, there is an illusion of very 
deep space created by l ines 
receding to a vanishing point. Even 
abstract or non-representational 
artworks have depth, and our 
experience of that spatial illusion 
becomes part of what the painting is 
about.
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