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The Rubin Vase is one of the most iconic examples of optical illusions and visual perception. It
challenges viewers to see beyond the obvious and understand the complex interplay of positive and
negative spaces within a single image. At its core, the question of "Where is the negative space in the
Rubin Vase?" invites us to explore how our perception shifts based on what we focus on and how the
visual elements are arranged. Whether you see a vase or two faces in profile, the negative space—the
area that forms the background or the "empty" part—plays a crucial role in shaping the illusion.

This article delves into the concept of negative space within the Rubin Vase, examining how it
manifests in both the white and dark areas of the image, and how our perception can change based
on how we interpret these spaces. Understanding this interplay not only enhances our appreciation of
optical illusions but also offers insights into visual cognition, art, and design.

Understanding Negative Space: The Basics

What Is Negative Space?

Negative space, also known as "white space" or "background space," refers to the unoccupied or less
prominent areas within a visual composition. In art and design, negative space is used intentionally to
create balance, emphasis, and visual interest. It often forms the outline or background that allows the
positive space—the main subject—to stand out.

In optical illusions like the Rubin Vase, negative space is not merely the background but an active
component that can be perceived as a different image depending on how it is viewed. It is integral to
the illusion, as the brain toggles between different interpretations of the same visual data.

The Rubin Vase: A Classic Optical lllusion

The Rubin Vase was introduced by Danish psychologist Edgar Rubin in 1915. It is a bistable image,
meaning it can be perceived in two distinct ways:

- As a vase or goblet in the center

- As two profiles of faces looking at each other

This duality hinges on how the viewer's mind interprets the positive and negative spaces within the
image.



Analyzing the Negative Space in the Rubin Vase

The White Areas as Negative Space

In the classic depiction of the Rubin Vase, the central shape of the vase is often rendered in a darker
color—black or dark brown—while the surrounding space is white. In this setup:

- The white areas form the background

- The dark shape forms the vase

From this perspective, the negative space is the white space that surrounds the dark vase. When
focusing on the white background, the viewer perceives the silhouette of the vase in the dark area.

What does this mean?

- The white space acts as the negative space, defining the shape of the vase.

- The contrast between the white background and the dark shape enhances the perception of the
vase.

Visual cues:

- The edges where the white and dark areas meet are critical for the brain to interpret the shape.

- The white space on either side of the vase also forms the profiles of two faces in profile, depending
on focus.

The Dark Areas as Negative Space

Conversely, if the viewer shifts focus to the dark shape:
- The dark areas become the "positive" object—the vase
- The white areas then serve as the negative space, forming the profiles of two faces in profile

In this interpretation:
- The dark shape is perceived as the main subject.
- The white spaces on either side are seen as the negative space, creating the profiles of faces.

Implications:
- The negative space here is the white space forming the outlines of the faces.
- The perception flips depending on what part of the image the viewer emphasizes.

How Perception Changes Based on Focus

The Role of Cognitive Focus

Our perception of the Rubin Vase is highly dependent on where we focus our attention:
- When looking at the white space, the dark shape of the vase becomes prominent.
- When focusing on the dark shape, the white space reveals the profiles of faces.

This phenomenon demonstrates the bistable nature of the illusion and shows how negative space can



switch roles based on cognitive focus.

Factors Influencing Perception

Several factors can influence how you perceive the negative space:

- Lighting and contrast: Higher contrast makes the shapes more distinct.

- Viewing distance: Closer viewing emphasizes finer details, affecting perception.

- Prior knowledge: Familiarity with the illusion predisposes viewers to see one image or the other.
- Context and surroundings: Additional visual cues can sway perception toward a particular
interpretation.

Practical Implications of Negative Space in Art and
Design

Using Negative Space Effectively

Artists and designers leverage the concept of negative space to create compelling visuals. The Rubin
Vase serves as a perfect example of how negative space can:

- Create dual images and illusions

- Add depth and complexity

- Engage viewers more actively

Tips for utilizing negative space:

- Use contrast to delineate positive and negative spaces clearly.

- Balance the positive and negative spaces to avoid visual fatigue.
- Employ negative space to form hidden images or messages.

Examples in Modern Design

Many brands and logos utilize negative space for clever visual storytelling:
- FedEx: The arrow between the E and x

- Baskin-Robbins: The "31" hidden within the logo

- NBC: The peacock's feathers formed by colored shapes

These examples show how negative space can be a powerful tool in branding and visual
communication.

Conclusion: The Dynamic Nature of Negative Space in
the Rubin Vase

The question of where the negative space in the Rubin Vase lies reveals more than just a simple
answer; it exposes the fascinating interplay between perception, cognition, and visual design.
Depending on how you interpret the image, the negative space can be seen either as the white



background forming the vase or as the white profiles of two faces. This duality exemplifies how our
brains process visual information, switching between different interpretations based on focus and
context.

Understanding the role of negative space not only enriches our appreciation of optical illusions like
the Rubin Vase but also enhances our skills in art, design, and visual communication. By manipulating
negative space thoughtfully, creators can craft images that are engaging, memorable, and thought-
provoking.

Whether you are an artist, designer, or simply a lover of visual puzzles, recognizing the importance of
negative space opens up a new realm of creative possibilities. So next time you encounter an illusion
like the Rubin Vase, pause and consider: what is the negative space telling you? Is it the background

or the profiles? Or perhaps, both at once?

Frequently Asked Questions

Where is the negative space located in the Rubin Vase image?

The negative space in the Rubin Vase is the area surrounding the central black shape, which forms
the white background and the profiles of the two faces when viewed differently.

How does the perception of negative space change in the
Rubin Vase?

Depending on how you focus, the negative space can be seen as either the white background or the
dark shapes of the faces, illustrating figure-ground reversal.

What role does negative space play in the visual ambiguity of
the Rubin Vase?

Negative space creates the illusion by blending with positive space, allowing viewers to switch
between seeing the vase and the two faces, highlighting its figure-ground ambiguity.

Can understanding the negative space in the Rubin Vase
improve visual perception skills?

Yes, analyzing the negative space helps enhance perceptual awareness and understanding of how our
brains interpret ambiguous images.

Is the negative space in the Rubin Vase static or can it be
manipulated?

The negative space is flexible; by shifting focus, viewers can manipulate their perception to see either
the vase or the faces, demonstrating its dynamic nature.



How does the concept of negative space in the Rubin Vase
relate to other optical illusions?

It exemplifies how negative space can be used creatively to produce multiple interpretations in optical
illusions, similar to other ambiguous images like the Necker cube or the duck-rabbit.

What techniques can help viewers better identify the negative
space in the Rubin Vase?

Focusing on the background rather than the central figure, or alternately shifting your attention
between the positive and negative areas, can help reveal the negative space more clearly.

Additional Resources
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Introduction

The Rubin Vase, also known as the Rubin Goblet, is an iconic optical illusion that has captivated
viewers for over a century. Its simple yet profound design masterfully demonstrates the principles of
figure-ground perception, highlighting how our visual system interprets ambiguous images. At the
heart of its intrigue lies a fundamental question: Where is the negative space in the Rubin Vase? More
specifically, how does the negative space manifest within both the white and dark areas depending on
how viewers focus or interpret the image? Exploring this question involves delving into perceptual
psychology, visual cognition, and the nuanced interplay of light, shape, and context.

This comprehensive analysis aims to dissect the concept of negative space within the Rubin Vase,
examining how it exists in both light and dark regions and how perception shifts based on viewer
focus. By understanding the dynamic nature of negative space in this illusion, we gain broader
insights into human visual perception and the cognitive processes that govern figure-ground
organization.

The Rubin Vase: An Overview

Created by Danish psychologist Edgar Rubin in 1915, the Rubin Vase is a classic example of a figure-
ground illusion. It consists of a symmetrical black-and-white image that can be perceived either as:

- A vase or goblet in the central area (the figure), or
- Two profile portraits of faces in the white regions on either side (the ground).

This duality arises because the image is designed to be ambiguous; the viewer's perception alternates
between these two interpretations, with the figure and ground switching roles depending on focus and
contextual cues.



Understanding Negative Space in Visual Perception

Before analyzing the Rubin Vase specifically, it is essential to understand the concept of negative
space. In art and design, negative space refers to the unoccupied or background areas that surround
and define the positive space—the main subject. In optical illusions like the Rubin Vase, negative
space plays a pivotal role because:

- It forms the background that supports and defines the figure.

- It can itself be perceived as a figure, depending on how the viewer interprets the image.

- Its perception is highly subjective and influenced by contextual cues, prior experience, and
attentional focus.

In the Rubin Vase, the negative space is intricately intertwined with the positive space, making it a
prime case study for exploring how negative space can exist in multiple regions simultaneously.

The Dual Nature of Negative Space in the Rubin Vase
1. Negative Space as the White Background: The Portrait Profiles

In the classic perception of the Rubin Vase, the white regions on either side are seen as the profiles of
two faces looking at each other. Here:

- The white areas are perceived as the figure (the faces).
- The black central area is perceived as the background (the vase).

In this interpretation, the negative space is the black vase, which disappears into the background,
providing a silhouette that defines the profiles.

2. Negative Space as the Dark Vase: The Central Black Region
Conversely, when the viewer switches perception to see the vase as the figure:

- The black central region becomes the figure (the vase).
- The white areas on either side become the background (the negative space).

In this case, the white regions are perceived as the background or negative space surrounding the
vase.

How Perception Shifts: The Role of Focus and Context

The perception of negative space in the Rubin Vase is not fixed; it is highly dependent on how viewers
focus their attention and interpret visual cues. Several factors influence this perceptual switch:

- Intentional Focus: Concentrating on either the white or black regions can prompt viewers to see one
interpretation more readily.



- Contextual Cues: Surrounding images or instructions can prime viewers to perceive the image
differently.

- Cognitive Biases: Personal experiences and expectations influence which figure or ground is
perceived as dominant.

- lllusory Ambiguity: The symmetrical and contrasting design inherently invites the brain to alternate
between the two interpretations.

This dynamic nature exemplifies figure-ground reversal, a fundamental principle in Gestalt
psychology, where the figure and ground can switch roles based on perceptual cues.

Deep Dive: The Visual Mechanics Behind Negative Space in the Rubin Vase

Figure-Ground Organization and Perceptual Ambiguity

The Rubin Vase embodies the principle that the brain uses heuristics to organize visual input into
meaningful figures and backgrounds. The key factors include:

- Contrast: The stark black and white contrast accentuates the ambiguous regions.

- Symmetry: Symmetrical design encourages the viewer to toggle perceptions.

- Closure: The brain fills in gaps to perceive complete figures—either a vase or faces.

When viewers focus on the white regions, the black vase recedes into the background, becoming the

negative space. Conversely, when attention shifts to the black vase, the white profiles become the
background.

Spatial Relationships and Negative Space Partitioning

The spatial distribution of light and dark areas creates a dual role for the negative space:

- It defines the positive figure when perceived as the background.
- It becomes the figure itself when the perceptual focus shifts.

This duality is a testament to the flexible nature of negative space — it is not a static region but a
fluid element that can serve as a figure or ground depending on context.

The Influence of How You View the Rubin Vase

The phrase “depending on how you” in the keyword hints at the subjective nature of perception. How
viewers approach the illusion determines where they locate the negative space:

- Selective attention: Focusing on either the white or black regions.
- Perceptual priming: Being guided by instructions or surrounding cues.
- Cognitive strategies: Intentionally trying to see one interpretation over the other.



The ability to switch between perceptions demonstrates that the negative space is inherently
malleable—existing in both the light and dark areas simultaneously, but revealing itself differently
depending on viewer intent.

Practical Implications and Broader Context

Understanding the dual nature of negative space in the Rubin Vase has implications beyond optical
illusions:

- Art and Design: Artists leverage negative space to create compelling compositions that evoke
multiple interpretations.

- Cognitive Science: Insights into perceptual switching inform theories about consciousness and visual
cognition.

- Psychology of Perception: Studying how perception switches helps explore how the brain resolves
ambiguity.

Conclusion

The question “Where is the negative space in the Rubin Vase?” reveals that negative space is not
confined to a single, static region within the image. Instead, it exists dynamically in both the white
and dark areas, depending on how the viewer perceives the image. When seen as a vase, the black
region serves as the negative space surrounding the figure; when seen as profiles, the white regions
assume that role. These perceptual shifts highlight the intricate dance between figure and ground,
emphasizing that negative space is a fluid, context-dependent element of visual cognition.

The Rubin Vase exemplifies how our perception is an active process—one that can flip roles and
interpretations based on focus, intent, and contextual cues. Recognizing this fluidity deepens our
understanding of visual perception, illustrating that negative space is both a fundamental and
adaptable component of our visual experience. In essence, the negative space in the Rubin Vase is
not merely a background but an active participant in the illusion, existing in both the white and dark
areas, waiting to be perceived depending on how you choose to view it.
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In summary, the negative space in the Rubin Vase exists in both the white and dark areas, depending
on how you interpret the image. It is a testament to the perceptual flexibility of the human visual



system, illustrating that what we see is often shaped by where we direct our attention and how we
interpret contextual cues.
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