
Preface

‘‘The boat of my soul staggers.’’

There are not many doctoral theses that have attained the status of classics in
psychology. One such is Edgar Rubin’s thesis Synsoplevede Figurer, Visually
Experienced Figures, defended at the University of Copenhagen in 1915. In this
book the figure-ground distinction, which still plays a highly important role in
perceptual psychology, was first elucidated. The figure-ground distinction has
reached beyond the confines of academic research, not least because of Rubin’s
illustration of the alternating vase and faces (Fig. 4.5 in this book), now univer-
sally known as Rubin’s Vase. This book tells the story of Edgar Rubin’s contri-
butions to psychology, both in his book on Visually Experienced Figures, but also
in his later career as professor of psychology at the University of Copenhagen in
the first half of the twentieth century, contributions ranging widely in perceptual
psychology.

In this book, the life and career of Rubin is viewed against his educational
background at the University of Copenhagen, where he was taught by three out-
standing professors, namely, Harald Høffding, Kristian Kroman, and Alfred
Lehmann. Høffding, Kroman, and Lehmann had managed at the turn of the
twentieth century to put Copenhagen on the map of important centers of psy-
chological research in Europe. They also saw to it that the education in philosophy
and psychology at the University of Copenhagen was second to none available in
those years in western universities. The subtitle of the book can thus be taken as
referring on the one hand to Rubin’s discovery of the figure-ground distinction, on
the other hand as pointing to Rubin as the figure standing out against his teachers
and predecessors forming the ground.

Rubin’s contribution to perceptual psychology in his thesis in 1915 was stun-
ningly original, though admittedly somewhat puzzling to his opponents at the
defense. This prompted one of them, Alfred Lehmann, to quote Rudyard Kipling’s
novel Kim on the occasion: ‘‘The boat of my soul staggers.’’

I would like to acknowledge the help of many individuals in small and large
matters. Librarians and archivists in the Royal Library and the Danish State
Archives in Copenhagen have been most helpful in obtaining manuscripts. In
particular, I would also like to express my gratitude to two librarians at the
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Institute of Psychology in Copenhagen, Karin Winther and Simone Schipp von
Branitz Nielsen who were always willing to assist. My sincere thanks also to Erich
Schröger and A. Meischner-Metge of the Department of Psychology, University of
Leipzig, for providing me with documents pertaining to Wilhelm Wundt. Fur-
thermore, I thank Carl Henrik Koch and Niels Thomassen for procuring a set of
laboratory exercises in psychology used in Copenhagen and Lejf Rasmussen for
showing me Lehmann’s collection of instruments for psychological research. For
answering individual queries I am grateful to Finn Collin, Jan Riis Floor, Bjarne
Sode Funch, Rolf Kuschel, and Eyjvind Slottved in Copenhagen, Ulrich Hunger,
Gerd Lüer, and Bärbel Mund in Göttingen and Anna Wolodarski in Stockholm. I
thank April Lindner for sharing with me her poem The Rubin Vase and Jon Turner
for his drawing Paradise Lost, both referred to in the last chapter of the book. I
owe a particular debt of gratitude to Axel Larsen, head of the Institute of Psy-
chology in Copenhagen, and to the Nordea Foundation for a three-month stay in
one of the Foundation’s well-equipped apartments in Heerings Gaard in Chris-
tianshavn, Copenhagen. Peter Østergaard made us feel particularly welcome there.
I would also like to thank Edgar Rubin’s youngest daughter, Inger, for receiving
me in her home, sharing memories of her father with me, and for providing some
of the illustrations. Lastly, my thanks go to three people for a detailed reading of
earlier versions of the manuscript and many suggestions for improvements: my
brilliant young colleague (and former student) Árni Kristjánsson, Arne Friemuth
Petersen, emeritus from the Institute of Psychology, Copenhagen, and my wife
Aldís Unnur Guðmundsdóttir, whom I also thank for her unwavering faith in this
project.

All translations from Danish are by the author, except in a few cases otherwise
noted. In quoting Danish sources, I follow historical spelling according to which
the first letter of nouns was written in upper case until the spelling reform of 1948,
in lower case after that. For ease of readability, I have often translated titles of
works discussed in the text into English even though they may not be available in
that language.
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