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Abstract
This editorial is an introduction to the issue of Footprint 
34, ‘Narrating Shared Futures’. The issue is dedicated to a 
transdisciplinary encounter between literature and cultural 
heritage, namely, here we seek to understand how litera-
ture can help us unpack complex meanings of places of 
heritage, and use that knowledge to imagine, design and 
produce shared and inclusive futures. We elaborate on 
three notions that appear in the title of the issue – ‘narrat-
ing’, ‘shared’ and ‘futures’ – and then we explain how each 
of the articles featured in this volume contributes to the 
proposed framing. We conclude with a brief discussion of 
ways in which the past, present and future are constantly 
being made in-the-now through both literary and design 
techniques.
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Introduction

Learning from Literature and Heritage: 
Stories of Shared Futures Yet to be Told

Aleksandar Staničić and Angeliki Sioli, editors
Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands

‘Architecture’s primary function throughout history may 
well be to provide a communicative setting for cultures, one 
that speaks both intellectually and emotionally to embod-
ied consciousness, disclosing attuned places for significant 
human action.’1 Alberto Pérez-Gómez’s claim may sound 
bold or even provocative, particularly given that buildings 
are often reduced to pragmatic institutional shelters and 
‘tools of political domination, technological efficiency, or 
economic gain.’2 This later approach, the theorist argues, 
is the ‘consequence of a mentality that rejected poetry as 
a legitimate form of knowledge and denied the importance 
of myth for man in coming to terms with the ambivalence of 
life itself’ – a claim with which we fully agree.3

In contrast to these damaging trends, places of archi-
tectural heritage have the capacity to condense our emo-
tional and intellectual consciousness, to overwhelm us 
with mythical stories and inspire poetical thinking. They 
can provide the stage for cultural polyphony, where vari-
ous cultures can enter a rich conversation about the aes-
thetics of the place, heated debates about the meaning of 
its architecture, and fruitful exchange about the values of 
its spatial configurations. Architectural heritage augments 
our sense of belonging, gives meaning to the spaces we 
inhabit, and provides socio-cultural scaffolding for life 
itself.4 Contrary to common understanding, architectural 
heritage – codified or not – is also in a constant state of 
flux and not stagnant in the past. Its meaning continu-
ally evolves due to changes in the culture that brought it 
into being, disrupted social contracts, temporal decay, or 
planned interventions. Every time we engage with a place 
of heritage, either bodily or architecturally, we alter how 
it is perceived, understood or valued. How can we then 
ensure that the future worlds we will build, using heritage 
as their base, will be inclusive, tolerant and open to all?

With such an understanding of heritage in mind – an 
evolving architectural entity with a capacity to combine 
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its past stories with its present narratives towards future 
architectural scenarios – this issue of Footprint resorts to 
literature. It turns our attention to the poetic language of 
literature as a legitimate form of knowledge and attempts to 
answer a crucial question: How can literary stories help us 
envision possible architectural schemes for places of heri-
tage? How can the voices of different authors, coming from 
various backgrounds and cultural contexts, help us envi-
sion new possibilities for places of heritage? The title of this 
special issue, ‘Narrating Shared Futures’, touches explicitly 
on the above questions, adding the significant parameter 
‘shared’ to the conversation. But let’s look into these three 
notions one by one.

Narrating
As Margaret Atwood states, human beings make sense of 
themselves and the world around them by narrating and 
sharing stories.5 When we run into a friend or an acquain-
tance we have not seen for a while, our usual questions 
– ‘how are you doing’ and ‘what have you been up to’ – 
are implicit invitations to tell their recent stories.6 With the 
development of new digital technologies and social net-
works, it has never been easier to become a storyteller 
and publicly share our thoughts (for better or worse). The 
publishing of books and short stories has surged in recent 
decades, newspapers suggest lists of novels and literature 
every week, podcasts feature writers reading their work, 
bookstores showcase new novels on a weekly basis. The 
never-ending popularity of literature old and new explains 
first-hand our need to make sense of our world by hearing 
but also sharing stories.

In this issue we take a closer look at narrating from both 
a literary and an architectural perspective. When it comes 
to literature, we see it as the extraordinary human capacity 
to create stories about imaginary worlds that can inspire 
our current lives.7 When we think about it architecturally, we 
trust architecture to create perfect conditions for narrating 
the lives and experiences of the people it is designed for. 
We aim for an architecture that can narrate multicultural 
perspectives, opening up a world of mutual respect and 
cohabitation. We believe in an architecture that can pro-
vide meaning by preserving the values of the past, making 
sense of the ever-complex present, and projecting a better 
and more inclusive future. We align our thinking with philos-
ophers like Edward Casey who argues that narrative can-
not be independent of place and architecture, since when 
we tell a story, we cannot do so without anchoring it into 
spaces, buildings and landscapes.8 Some of the contribu-
tors to this issue make this inextricable link between narrat-
ing and place by focusing on narrating as a way to extract 
complex meanings from the (built) environment we inhabit.

 In the ‘Destruction of Architecture’, Federico De Matteis 

examines in depth the ‘rubble literature’ of Heinrich Böll, 
Stig Dagerman and Hans Erich Nossack, who captured in 
their work how people felt and reacted when they encoun-
tered the destroyed German cities after the end of the 
Second World War. Narrating the damage, pain and fear 
that the bombing inflicted on people and built heritage 
allowed these authors to make sense of a broken world. 
According to De Matteis, literary accounts can provide us 
with ‘embodied and affective cues ...: not merely the mate-
rial description of things, ... but its resonance as mirrored 
in the attitudes, gestures, postures, practices and thoughts 
of those who were affected by the tremendous destruc-
tion.’ He continues that

to sound the deeper stratums of existence, it is necessary to 

turn to more subtle and sophisticated tools, more apt at express-

ing the nuanced, the unspeakable – all that may otherwise be 

lost. Literature, as a practice of describing reality, can reach to 

this magmatic cache of sensations, bringing them to light.

These narratives help us empathise with others, help us 
become present, and help us imagine how to come to 
terms with contemporary catastrophes and related trau-
mas – which unfortunately still abound. 

Samuel Holleran in his ‘Library of Stones’ looks into 
death and mourning from the perspective of epitaphs and 
the stories they carry, understanding them as narratives 
of vernacular literary culture. He argues that these grave-
stone inscriptions served as an ‘inspiration for literature 
that brings necrogeography into tension with programmes 
of growth’, namely, modern ‘designed’ cemeteries and 
memorial parks, which he sees as a ‘shared space that 
is the product of social imaginaries, including idealised 
notions of landscape, memory and storytelling’. By con-
trasting this conversation with the idea of a permanent 
stone archive derived from Saramango’s All the Names, 
he enters the debate about how cities should, now and in 
the future, deal with spaces of memory and eternal rest. 
Holleran asks ‘how future cemeteries might exist as hybrid 
spaces, with physical and digital markers intertwined’, and 
hints at ‘how storytelling and narrative in cemeteries might 
shift the way built environment practitioners think about 
the relationship between these two types of archives’.

In our interview with author Moira Crone, ‘On Science 
Fiction, Heritage Architecture and Other Demons’, she 
discusses how fictional narratives can incorporate places 
of heritage in ways that are subversive, unexpected or 
provocative. In her science fiction novel The Not Yet, 
Crone uses the example of the historic French quarter in 
New Orleans to explain why the preservation of the city’s 
most famous neighbourhood was necessary for the plot; 
in her view, this specific place of heritage holds meanings 
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that are so strong that they have to be respected, even in 
science fiction scenarios. She discusses the difficult and 
cruel history of plantation homes in Louisiana, as well as 
moments in which the strict racial hierarchies broke down, 
creating possibilities for different ways of co-existence 
among their inhabitants. The interview offers a glimpse 
into the creative process of a writer who has never looked 
at fiction as the only possible way of narrating a story.

Like architecture, literature can utilise multiple ways to 
communicate stories from the past, whether fictional or 
factual. This also happens through more impromptu forms 
of narration, like the oral histories of indigenous cultures 
and communities. Groups of women in Oaxaca, Mexico, 
recount mythological stories to the community’s young 
kids in the public square (Zocalo) during the late afternoon 
hours, passing on the cultural stories that are part of their 
identity and character. Similarly, Marcel Proust’s famous 
narrator in Remembrance of Things Past (1913–27) gets 
lost in memories of his childhood, almost involuntarily, the 
moment he dips a small madeleine cookie in his tea. A 
vast and paramount work of literature acts as a connector 
that empathically blends our experiences and memories, 
regardless of our cultural background. 

Shared
The world we live in is a heterogeneous one; its great 
diversity is both a source of an incredible cultural and 
linguistic richness, and of inherently related conflicts. 
These heterogeneous multicultural environments are 
often – despite our sometimes romanticised views on mul-
ticulturalism – characterised by conflicted and contested 
meanings we attribute to heritage architecture.9 Rampant 
globalisation, economic dependency and linguistic hege-
monies propelled by powerful nations sees dominant nar-
ratives suffocate voices of miniscule and underprivileged 
populations. The invisibility of marginalised and oppressed 
communities leads to the slow disappearance of their intri-
cate cultures that took millennia to develop. The search 
for common ground, shared values, shared possibilities, 
shared cultures, for the smallest common denominators 
of tolerance and understanding can, we think, be a cor-
nerstone for constructing more just and inclusive futures.

This characteristic capacity to mediate our shared 
views of the world is one that architectural heritage has in 
common with literature and its multiple narrative forms. As 
Heidegger well points out, the poetic world of literature is 
not a conveying of pure interiority but a sharing of world.10 
‘The poetic imagination liberates the reader into a free 
space of an unlimited connectivity, suspending the refer-
ence to the immediate world of perception and thereby 
disclosing ‘new ways of being-together-in-the-world’.11 
Following along the same path, Gadamer highlights that 

works of art are forms of knowledge and not mere aes-
thetic objects whose only purpose might be to move us 
or inspire us. As soon as we stop viewing literature as a 
mere object and instead see a whole world through it, we 
realise that art is not simply sense perception, but shared 
knowledge.12 This notion is picked up by some of our con-
tributors who develop further the idea of the ‘shared’.

Hanna Musiol’s contribution problematises what it 
means to think of a shared world from the stance of a 
teenager or a marginalised community member who 
engages in acts of storytelling as resistance mechanisms. 
Her work looks into the narrative heritage of selected com-
munities in diverse geographical locations of our western 
world and diverse modes of collective story-creation. She 
seeks to understand the reasons for participants’ specific 
choices and how these choices lead to shared under-
standings of space and shared imagined possibilities for 
the futures of these spaces. In her own words, her arti-
cle ‘focuses on narrative encounters between people, cit-
ies and stories, and … narrative, material, and futuristic 
urban plotting’. Her writing lures us into a world of multiple 
voices with shared points of view, masterfully interwoven 
with her own, bringing to the surface key questions about 
our unjust urban practices that need urgent responses. 
Musiol’s article pleads for urban storytelling and narrative 
repair to be adopted as legitimate pedagogies of futuring 
and the design of urban futures.

Aitor Frías-Sánchez, Joaquín Perailes-Santiago and 
Diego Jiménez-López offer an understanding of ‘shared’ 
that moves beyond our strict human preoccupations by 
introducing the perspective of animals into the discus-
sion. They look into places of heritage in which humans 
and animals coexist harmoniously, namely, the library at 
the National Palace of Mafra, and Coimbra University’s 
Joanina Library, both located in Portugal, and the Karni 
Mata temple, located in Rajasthan, India. They use the 
notion of xenogenesis, coined by Octavia E. Butler, to 
examine these places and suggest further possibilities 
for designing spaces with interspecies coexistence in 
mind. More specifically, authors suggest to ‘extend exist-
ing debates on interspecies co-design practices and link 
them to the concept of xenoarchitecture’. They propose 
Interspecies Interaction Protocols (IIP) to regulate human/
other-than-human interactions in built environments.

Lara Schrijver, in her piece ‘Understanding a Future yet 
to Take Shape’, focuses our attention on future ecological 
concepts, attempting to raise awareness of the tenuous 
relationship between humans and the (built) environment. 
Through a mindful reading of three inspirational science 
fiction authors – Ursula K. Le Guin, Octavia Butler and 
Margaret Atwood – Schrijver examines ‘the underlying 
cultural logic of building on the past’. More specifically, 
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she juxtaposes these literary narratives with the ‘holis-
tic view’ of the 2018 Davos declaration on Baukultur, to 
show ‘how the built environment resonates with societal 
principles, aiding or hindering particular collective values’. 
She offers an overview of possible shared approaches in 
relation to urgent contemporary ecological concerns that 
would embrace a ‘more integral view of the built environ-
ment and society’, including marginalised and non-human 
perspectives.

Architecture relates to the place where it is constructed, 
with its memories, stories, forms, and materialities, and 
reinterprets them according to present-day standards. It 
touches on people’s contemporary lifestyles, trends and 
needs, and responds to everyday social and political cir-
cumstances. As our civilisation continues to evolve, the 
original meaning of the work of architecture evolves as 
well. Countries and nations disappear and then they are 
reborn in some other form; cultural values change over 
time; new users and entire communities inhabit old spaces; 
new habits and rituals require flexible programmes; differ-
ent interpretations and perspectives are born under the 
influence of (social) media and literature; conditions of use 
are altered by climate change and a lack of resources; 
original structures decay and often radical maintenance 
is needed to keep them alive – all of this is influencing, 
often drastically, the way we perceive and interpret sites of 
heritage. An awareness that these different interpretations 
exist is the cornerstone of building shared worlds of the 
future.

Futures
Grounded in the past and created in the present, archi-
tecture and literature ultimately are materialised in the 
future. Our wager is that the number one precondition 
for ‘shared futures’ to happen is our ability to imagine, 
describe and create spatial scenarios in which these 
futures can co-exist. When confronted with this task, the 
usual questions that immediately come to mind are: How 
far into the future? What is the timeline of future spatial 
developments? What will societies of the future look like? 
Should we also be concerned with how these future soci-
eties or cultures will interact with architecture and the site? 
These dilemmas are undoubtedly important and we would 
say inevitable, embedded in the very foundation of archi-
tecture as a discipline. 

Learning from literature, there are also deeper and 
perhaps more covert questions to answer, like: How can 
literary techniques and writing help us imagine these inclu-
sive futures? How can we design with the sensibility of 
different cultures and their (future) needs in mind? What is 
the ethical responsibility of architects when designing for, 
and with, different cultures? When co-creating with various 

actors, what is the role of architects in those processes? 
And finally, how can contemporary building approaches, 
such as recycling, maintenance and care, contribute to the 
discussion and provide for a better future? Again, a series 
of authors featured in this issue offer their views on some 
of these pertinent questions.

Christos Papastergiou’s contribution, inspired by his-
torical travelogues, looks sharply into designed futures. 
His work takes us on a journey around the magical gar-
dens and interior courtyards of Nicosia as seen through 
the ‘alien’ eyes of travellers. Their key spatial character-
istics, as identified by those travellers, were then used to 
suggest future design strategies in which the ‘historically 
iconic element of the garden and its narrated spatial qual-
ities [can offer] an answer to the problem of urban frag-
mentation and the presence of a large number of leftover 
plots in the city’. His project ’Nicosian Garden Network’ 
incorporates unused sites of different sizes into a network 
of shared spaces that could ‘reconnect the landscape, cre-
ate conditions of sharing by the different communities ..., 
and regain its iconic presence in the contemporary city’. 
The intention is to learn from the travelogues and rethink 
the urban environment as a place that allows for serene 
moments of everyday encounters where the senses are 
heightened in small hidden urban oases. 

Michael Hirschbichler’s visual essay offers us a unique 
glimpse into the working of his artistic production and sug-
gests the method of phantom writing for future interven-
tions in urban contexts. He examines stories of ghosts, 
creatures and events in nondescript urban spaces of 
Japan, and proposes ways in which this rich context can 
find a new voice in the future and become part of future 
artistic creations. Hirschbichler proposes phantom writ-
ing or ‘phantasmography’ as a ‘situated, multidisciplinary 
and multisensory approach aimed at understanding and 
designing contemporary places, landscapes and envi-
ronments, acknowledging and mediating the agency of 
diverse phantoms and phantasms’.

Finally, our own visual essay – inspired by the design 
course of the same name, ‘Narrating Shared Futures’, that 
we taught together at TU Delft Faculty of Architecture – is 
also geared towards the design of the future. In this studio 
we invited students to collect and unpack the past stories 
of a place of their own choosing. It had to be a place 
that carried meaningful memories for them personally – 
in a way, a place of heritage for themselves. Then they 
were prompted to listen to this place’s current narratives 
and, from these two points (past and present), dive into 
a creative exploration of inclusive future scenarios for this 
location. The design interventions manifest a rich under-
standing of how heritage can take new meanings into the 
future, and display the full potential of this kind of thinking, 
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which can be implemented not only in a pedagogical set-
ting, but in architectural practice as well. 

This issue looks into architectures of cultural heri-
tage and how they can evolve into inclusive places for 
shared futures, by learning from literature. Literature, with 
its imaginative power, brings to the fore future scenarios 
(both spatial and situational) in which we can situate our 
lives. Writers, like architects, have the difficult and priv-
ileged task to imagine noble, unexpected or unexplored 
future worlds. Their imaginative powers can transport us 
to worlds with endless, architecturally innovative possi-
bilities. Through their eyes we can envision appropriate 
action for heritage architecture – the carrier of cultural, 
social, ecological and economic values, as well as our 
past and present stories – through which we make sense 
of the world. By combining the study of cultural heritage 
and literature within an architectural framework, this issue 
of Footprint examines how the past, present and future 
are constantly being made in-the-now through both literary 
and design techniques.
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Abstract
This article focuses on narrative encounters between peo-
ple, cities, and stories, and the narrative, material, and 
futuristic urban plotting. It explores how people engage 
with narrative heritage, its objects – not just neoliberal wet 
dreams and dystopias, but also speculative street the-
atre, participatory utopian fiction, orature, or lyrics – and 
the practices of co-writing, reading, and listening to ask, 
beyond Henri Lefebvre, not simply ‘who has the right to 
the city’, but who can narrate its shared pasts and futures, 
and how. In the paper, I treat stories and urban architecture 
as interwoven and co-constitutive modalities of heritage 
preservation, destruction, repair and futurescaping, draw-
ing attention, after Don Mitchell and Sara Zawde, to the 
narrative affordances of built landscapes as ‘metaphors to 
live by’ and to the design-making force of narratives and 
words. The narrative heritages I center on are, therefore, 
not simply literary texts but diverse narrative acts, including 
narrators, different media, spaces, and situated rehearsals 
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of public and collective sci-fi storytelling, writing, and lis-
tening for togetherness and less violent futures. The arti-
cle meanders across several urban narrative situations: 
‘Society of the Future’ showcases designed by students 
after dystopian novels and urbanscapes in Boston; specu-
lative heritage live action role-play (LARP) in the streets 
of Cambridge, Massachusetts, US; ‘wave writing’ experi-
ments in Trondheim/Tråante, Norway; and Søstrene Suse’s 
Radiokino listening sessions in the footprints of Sámi Elsa 
Laula Renberg across Scandinavia. It concludes with a 
reflection on the archives of narrative ‘repair’ and urban 
otherworldliness as pedagogies of non-necrotic futuring.

Keywords
Archive, city, listening, narrative heritage, pedagogy, 
speculative playwork, repair, future

There are many debts that await to be paid, resolved, and 

the damage mended and repaired. Rather than producing 

more violence with futuristic plans, rather than thinking with a 

terminology of growth, we should think about doing less and 

repairing what was destroyed but persist in a painful way.  

        Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, ‘Ariella Aïsha Azoulay – Unlearning’1 

World literature [including orature], of which the postcolonial is an 

integral part, is our common heritage as much as the air we breathe. 

	     Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Globalectics: Theory and the Politics of 

Knowing2

Urban futures and narrative heritage
This article, like this issue of Footprint, is an homage to 
marginalized but not marginal bodies, stories and breaths 
in urban space, all demanding space, oxygen, delight, and 
a ‘right to co-existence.’3 It centers on narrative heritage 
and people’s collective footprint(s), highlighting attempts to
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repair the city, narrate other ‘possibilities of living together’ 
in spaces bordered by carceral structures, ‘aesthetic aus-
terity’ politics, and its reductive narrative plots.4 Architects  
often look up to scholars of storytelling, as if, less bound 
by budgets, ideology and politics, they were more daring in 
their narration of future justice.5 In other words, they often 
reach for fiction in distress to find words for the emergent 
urban apocalypses, unspeakable, or yet to be named by 
urban studies.6 While empathetic to this approach, I do 
not engage with that position without reservation. Literary 
scholars and narrative spatialists understand that litera-
ture, like architecture, is an ideological project. Its ‘elegant 
technologies’ – the book, which can ‘fold a lot of surface 
area into a compact … volume’, or the library, ‘a temple of 
compression of many words’ – can also ‘perpetuate’ spatial 
injustice.7 Besides, all our unfair cities come from words – 
budget documents, philosophy, developmentalist fiction, or 
grotesque patriarchal blueprints alike – as much as steel, 
cement, or glass. Yet it is particular networks of narra-
tors, capital and power, often financial speculation rather 
than speculative fiction, that make a story into a public or 
carceral space, or an idea of a nation into a children’s play-
ground or a detention center.8 In other words, a recitation of 
W. H. Auden’s poem on suffering at an architects’ summit 
in Dubai, New York, Shanghai, or London will not prevent 
the destruction of another wetland’s patch chosen for res-
idential development. Neither will it prevent an investment 
in human-caging carceral industry and miraculously inject 
developers with urban justice and ethics.9 

And yet, narratives matter and are ‘spatial matters’.10 
For one, literary and architectural structures — say, 
the greyscale mall, whose façade walls off democratic 
encounters — are both ideological constructs that alter 
how we ‘read’  and relate to our sociocultural landscape 
and bodies around us.11 In that, narrative erasure and spa-
tial exclusion always go hand in hand. At the same time, 
reclaiming diverse communal storytelling practices and our 
complex narrative heritage – ‘world literature’, Indigenous 
‘orature’, children’s theatre, Black women’s fiction, queer 
songs, or spoken word alike – can ‘matter’ urbanscapes 
more equitably.12 Put differently, built landscapes are ideo-
logical scripts we are instructed to ‘live by’, but narrative 
salvaging, co-creation, refusal, and repair can transform 
the urban architecture of segregation and re-construct less 
disabling urban lifeworlds.13 The article, therefore, takes an 
ecosystemic approach to built urban environments and sto-
ries as interwoven modalities of co-creation, speculation, 
sharing, living, preservation, and destruction. Architecture 
and stories are both ideologically and materially entan-
gled, narrated, ‘scripted’, contested, performed, and serve 
equally as generative instruments of future violence and of 
its ‘refusal’ and urban ‘repair’.14 I engage then sincerely with 

Azoulay’s warnings about the toxicity of futuristic plots, as 
I center on living and peopled narrative heritage work and, 
specifically, the rehearsals of narrative resistance, reimag-
ining, and repair.15 This dialogical and narrative approach 
to urban space, while often neglected, is not novel, and 
has many predecessors and practitioners in print and in 
the streets.16 The article tributes its street narrators: chil-
dren and teenagers, students, feminists, migrants and 
Indigenous futurists, excluded in cultural heritage studies 
and urban spaces, while avoiding the uncritical celebration 
of futurity and world-building. ‘We don’t need other worlds’, 
warns the sci-fi visionary Stanisław Lem, because ‘we don’t 
know what to do with [them]’, and ‘we are already choking 
on … the one world’ that we have.17 Lem urges us to look 
for ‘mirrors’ instead, and ‘search for people’.18  Similarly, 
Christina Sharpe highlights the importance of ongoing and 
collective ‘acts and accounts of care’ that serve ‘as mass 
refusals of the unbearable [contemporary] life’ and ‘total 
rejections of the dead future’.19   

‘Urban Lifewor(l)ds’ heeds these ideas by expanding 
the narrow but violently operative definitions of heritage 
and future, which systemically exclude ephemeral narra-
tives, orature, spoken, or shared urban words, imaginings, 
and worlds, especially when these are untethered to cap-
ital but tethered to young, poor, queer, migrant, dis-abled, 
non-white, or otherwise marginal bodies instead.20 In this 
article, urban bodies are not just urban debris, or ‘texts 
on which powerful regimes have written their prescrip-
tions’, but narrating agents, archivists, and foundations 
of urban ‘infrastructures’ and heritage themselves.21 They 
are spatio-corporeal sensors of urban exclusion as much 
as agents and narrators of possibility and resistance. 
This essay wants to linger in their company in urban 
places haunted by ‘hateful energy’, as they look into the 
‘mirrors’ of the present in Boston or Scandinavian urban 
everywhere.22 The article also aims to record the different 
rhythms of their narrative footsteps, paying attention to 
the toxic futures they walk towards or away from, ‘imaging’ 
first and resisting ‘what exists’.23 Therefore, it  deliberately 
foregrounds urban bodies that know, salvage, and tell in 
a classroom and on stage; in a role-playing street game; 
a ‘wave writing’ communal workshop activity or recitation; 
and a curated decolonial listening zone, and across con-
tinents.24 The journey that follows is about learning from 
such ephemeral narrative acts, neglected by planners of 
space, accountants of urban heritage, and apologists of 
disciplinary violence in order to question dominant plots 
of urban futures. Renegade street storytellers have much 
to teach practitioners of architectural foresight about heri-
tage, future, and sharing. 
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Dis-orientation as method: meandering, learning, 
refusing
‘Walking,’ Rebecca Solnit reminds us, ‘generates a kind of 
[straying] rhythm of thinking’.25 It is also a particularly carnal 
way of ‘knowing the world through the body’.26 As such, 
notes Walter Benjamin, it promises to help us read the 
city as an ‘epic book’ shaped by historical ‘echoes’, mate-
rial spaces, and bodies and footsteps.27 Walking, in other 
words, as an embodied, spatial, and epistemic activity, can 
reveal the city as a complex, interdependent ecosystem, 
a partitioned, transhistorical, often violent, storytelling 
lifeworld. It is thus an unruly method of ‘engaging the body 
and the mind with the world’ that can defy what Anna Tsing 
sees as the limitations of ‘precision-nested scales’ of, in 
this case, hegemonic urban knowing.28 Not surprisingly, 
transdisciplinary scholars of urban dystopias that segre-
gate bodies by design with asphalt highways, a redline, a 
xenophobic text, or a cinematic shot, urge us to reorient on 
pedestrian, quotidian, and disobedient urban mobilities, 
and on the lived and shared experiences of different bodies 
in the city.29 They prompt us to recognize that ‘the city’ is not 
simply or only a pre-designed material holder for social life, 
nor ‘a computer’, or a scalable organization system for pac-
ifying human-nonhuman diversity, homogenizing its stories 
and lifeworlds alike.30 

Yet following urban footsteps is as generative as it is 
disorienting. Whose steps should we listen to in the cities 
built for able-bodied men, and how?31 And ‘what does it 
even mean to walk together in a city?’, ponder Judith Butler, 
Sunaura Taylor, Johny Pitts, Jan Grue, and many other 
female, queer, trans, Black, migrant, teenage, undocu-
mented or dis-abled urban residents.32 Embodied journeys, 
across then and now – in wheelchairs, on foot and on skate-
boards, in different bodies, across material and symbolic 
realms, across concrete, asbestos, flesh, cancer, streets, 
racial violence, fentanyl, sexual trauma, and stories – stray 
and surprise. They may reveal not only what the city was 
or is but how urban space is lived, and what might be in its 
future’s bloodstream. In this article, therefore, meandering 
is a metaphor and method of unruly thinking across mate-
rial and textual spaces, time, and bodies. What appears 
below, then, are embodied urban archives of communal 
storytelling, learning, futuring, and listening, which call into 
being different plots, worlds and words, ‘as common’ as the 
air we breathe.33 Teaching arrogant teachers and builders, 
author included, how to listen, and then, how to engage in 
the caring repairwork and non-dystopian worlds-building. 

First stop: Boston. Time: teenage futurelessness. Genre: 
dystopian fiction. Role: befuddled observer. Instructions: 
hegemonic futures simulation.
The lesson that transforms one’s understanding of urban 

futures often comes as a comet, a Benjaminian flash of 
illumination.34 Mine starts as a chance encounter with 
schoolchildren and the dystopias they read, experienced, 
and then re-enacted on a public stage. It’s 2013, and I am 
at an urban storytelling event at a diverse public school in 
Boston.35 Entitled ‘The Society of the Future’, it showcases 
the school’s seventh grades’ semester-long group projects, 
performed as a speculative fiction theatrical play, a kind 
of civics lesson in futurity.36 Each group spent a semester 
reading classic speculative literature and inventing a futur-
istic society, designing its econo-political system and social 
structure, its citizenship requirements and its anthem, 
as well as its aesthetic regime: ‘the culture’. The event is 
an opportunity to share children’s stories of the future as 
designed by them, that is, those who will live it. Kids are to 
perform these futures on stage in a spectacle of futuristic 
time travel. The auditorium is full, and we, the audience, 
are excited. But the showcase turns into an afternoon of 
horrors. All the future civilizations that young students from 
diverse backgrounds co-design are unbearably grim and 
dystopian. In these imaginary worlds, gender and racial 
inequality are widespread; heteronormativity is unques-
tioned and rigid gender roles uncontested.37 Slavery or 
a slave-like system of servitude is legal, and some of the 
roles of servants are performed on stage by children of 
color. None of the future societies are democracies – most 
rest on monarchic, dictatorial, and imperial governance – 
and their social structures are as hierarchical as they are 
unjust.38 Another revelation comes during the Q&A. When 
asked why they had all designed such dreadful visions of 
social futures, students say it was ‘much easier’ and ‘more 
interesting’. They didn’t see their projects as future fiction 
but as an urgent dispatch from their own contemporary 
urban battlefields. It is their grand lesson. Educators and 
urban planners routinely ignore it. 

Literary and political dystopias, it occurred to me then, 
are perhaps the only futuristic urban lingua franca that the 
schoolchildren  (and we) all share, and that we are all taught 
is possible. While we hope for urbanism to have, ultimately, 
an emancipatory impact on the planet’s political ecology, 
so far predictive global urban data is unforgiving in 2023.39 
Boston kids knew it already in 2013. In the post-pandemic 
moment – their future – accounts of deaths and urban dev-
astation proliferate. The 562 mass shootings in the first ten 
months of 2023 alone continue to terrorize the youngest 
urban residents, often at their schools and campuses in the 
US.40 Many devastating reports come directly from Boston, 
the city they were futurescaping a decade earlier. In this 
post-pandemic metropolis, its central urban pathway, the 
intersection of Melnea Cass Boulevard and Massachusetts 
Avenue, transformed in 2022 into a tent city of unhoused 
victims of neoliberal devastation, the pandemic, and the 
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opioid crises.41 An unscalable testimony to the failed sto-
ries we tell about what futures of urban co-existence are 
welcome, necessary or possible. It strikes me now, in 2024, 
that the young Bostonians I encountered a decade ago may 
not have had ‘the right to the city’, but they were right about 
it.42 They were merely, narratively, bracing for impact, aware 
of the dystopian scripts that await them, and the expected 
future roles to play as urban targets of violence or as its per-
petrators (urban roles are distributed across ethnic, class, 
and gender lines, after all). Perhaps, I reflect, those who 
know the city’s violent DNA and its futures so viscerally are 
not taught how to demolish their carceral borders, but sim-
ply tasked with bearing the burden of such constructions. 
And, perhaps, playing with utopian genres of non-toxic 
urban futurology is not only an unpracticed, atrophied skill, 
but a dangerous one to flaunt in public. Which trans, queer, 
female kids, or children of color know well.

Still, in 2013, I leave the dilapidated school building 
with questions: How is it possible that hundreds of kids in 
Boston’s public school cannot collectively construct a sin-
gle narrative blueprint for egalitarian futures? What does 
it mean to be a twelve-year-old living in one of the most 
renowned academic centers in the world and a prominent 
cultural heritage site in the US, and not to be able to imagine 
one just and shared future? Or, not to know the language, 
the genre, with which to express a more utopian urban 
vision? What does it mean for children to be able to predict 
apocalyptic violence with great accuracy? And how can 
we, scholars, architects, planners, educators, move away 
from dystopian urban re-enactments on the page, in the 
classroom, and in the streets? These questions I could not 
answer will shape my city-scale practice in the next decade. 
Boston students’ sense of futurelessness, exacting sense 
of impending dystopia, and punishing observations about 
narrative disenfranchisement and the exclusion from the 
social space they inhabit will haunt me, too, in other urban 
environments, storytelling acts, and classrooms around the 
globe. 

Second stop: Cambridge, Massachusetts. Time: her-
itage futures. Genre: live action role-play (LARP). Role: 
pedagogical thespian. Instructions: collective street 
improvisation.
If anti-racist participatory utopias, queer and feminist man-
ifestos, and other spatial imaginings of urban possibility 
beyond ‘the [neoliberal] dead future’ need to be modelled 
and rehearsed collectively, we, scholars-builders-educa-
tors, have a particular obligation to humanize and urbanize 
our curricula and model activities that foreground non-ex-
tractive collective narrative work in non-dystopian specu-
lative genres.43 For one, imagining the city’s less disabling 
futures requires different pedagogies of urban narration 

and a participatory, reciprocal approach to heritage (co)
creation.44 Which is why in 2013, the entire urban narration 
class, including its teachers, went back to school, which 
was the city.45 Using literature and mixed-media storytelling 
training, we began collaborative experiments with non-in-
strumental, utopian, and communal uses of writing and 
narrative arts in order to learn how my disciplinary instru-
ment – writing – can serve as more than a ‘tactical’, expres-
sive tool of ‘rage’ and ‘disengagement’ from the world, of 
dystopian ‘placelessness’ and ‘despair’.46 Together with 
numerous accomplices – designers, data scientists, tech-
nologists, engineers, activists, students, urban residents, 
and grassroots storytellers – we co-created several rounds 
of transdisciplinary ‘Narrating the Global City’ courses.47 At 
Simmons College, we began with assigned poetry, novels 
and films set in global metropolises – Chang-rae Lee’s 
Native Speaker, Alaa Al Aswany’s The Yacoubian Building, 
Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis, Samuel Delany’s Times 
Square Red, Times Square Blue, Tony Gatlif’s Exils, Tsai 
Ming-liang’s The Hole, Audrey Lorde’s NY York Head Shop 
and Museum, lê thi diem thúy’s The Gangster We Are All 
Looking For, and many others – and with scholarship on 
‘the right to the city’, researched on globalization and young 
urban residents, and on carceral architecture.48 While we 
started with fictive metropolises – imaginary New York, Los 
Angeles, Cairo, Tehran, Taipei, Paris – soon we, and words, 
landed back in our city and its neighborhoods.

The classes’ utopian aim, a hunch perhaps, to bring 
diverse narrative heritage and crowd-sourced practices to 
re-narrate the city with storytellers excluded by the political 
and academic machinery of urban knowing, became more 
feasible after Northeastern’s and MIT’s Alicia Peaker, Jim 
McGrath, and Yves-Alexandre de Montjoye led guest work-
shops about archiving urban violence, Occupy Boston, 
digital humanities, and urban and cyber mobilities. The 
first narrative prototypes in Boston, wobbly as they were, 
were remarkable in the breadth of their transmedial imag-
inaries. Students produced eclectic projects drawing on a 
neglected and polylingual narrative heritage that they could 
access but that we, educators, could not. They contributed 
oral histories to a digital archive of migration and displace-
ment at the University of Massachusetts Boston. Some 
crafted digital cartographies of resources for migrants and 
rewrote atlases of local necropolises, common sites of her-
itage neglect; others wrote petitions demanding resources, 
translations, and accessible trans-media remediations 
for residents with dis-abilities, and suggested revisions 
of exclusionary school curricula.49 Their future-centric 
projects drew from their intimate knowledge of polylingual 
urban lifewor(l)ds and narrative heritages, and demon-
strated a caring commitment to more equitable futures for 
the diverse urban communities.50 
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Fig. 1: One of the LARPing game scenarios for a futuristic ‘An Exhibition Most Fanciful and Archaic’ and two role prompts for passers-by in 

Cambridge, MA. Jonathan Kindness co-wrote the prompt with Shannon Moore, Phoebe Roberts, and Matthew Kamm.
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One speculative project, a live action role-play (LARP) 
street action led by Jonathan Kindness, with Shannon 
Moore, Phoebe Roberts, and Mathew Kamm, offered an 
important retake opportunity of the futuristic assignment 
the middle schoolers on the other side of city could not 
complete in their theatre of urban dystopias. The LARPing 
game invited strangers to an improvised participatory 
street theatre, reimagining Cambridge from a temporal and 
spatial distance. The aim was to re-narrate public space in 
one of the notorious tourist locations near Harvard Square, 
by asking strangers to contribute to a futuristic exhibition 
about Cambridge heritage, which the game creators called 
‘An Exhibition Most Fanciful and Archaic’. [Fig. 1] LARP-
ers engaged directly and playfully with imagining heritage 
futures by asking passers-by to teleport to year 2560  to 
play a part in an urban narrative scenario.

The setting of this impermanent, choreographed, and 
improvised sci-fi heritage game was as significant as the 
narrative script. While the larger Boston metro area, and 
the Harvard environs in particular, is an academic mecca, 
it is also a city of stark inequalities, of spatial, racial and 
economic segregation, and the city offers few, if any, unpo-
liced, anti-racist, queer or feminist agoras. Staging their 
LARPing intervention in the Cambridge colony of high-
end franchises (Harvard being one of them) was no small 
feat. Performing and imagining urban futures live together, 
especially when taking up space in the streets, forced all 
to reflect on what and who can constitute urban heritage.51 
In public, and in a public urban space, outside of normative 
hierarchies and social roles, and away from the predeter-
mined functions that segregated Boston-metro area neigh-
borhoods play in the heritage ecosystem. It also taught 
us a lot about discomfort and participatory speculative 
practices and how they can bear on urban place-making 
and become an urban research method. LARPing not only 
encouraged diverse and random people to plot new sto-
ries together – something Boston middle school students 
were unable to achieve – more importantly, it literally, if 
only briefly, rearranged where different bodies, tourists, 
workers, students, migrants and residents, think and play.

Moreover, if the right to the ‘knowledge of the produc-
tion of space’ and to ‘refus[e] … to be removed from urban 
reality … by discriminatory and segregative organization’ 
is one of the fundamental political rights of a city dweller, 
LARPers disrupted the existing segregation frameworks 
that gender-, class- and color-code and regulate access 
to public space, workplace, play-space, knowledge, and 
storytelling.52 Literally, where certain stories and people 
go, how they disappear, and how they are (de)valued. 
LARPers’ narrative-kinetic act of refusal to be removed 
from space and stories of future meant trying on, defiantly 
and playfully, the narrative personas denied to most of us: 

as narrators, protagonists, and actor-agents of the future. 
Thus, what made their futurescaping work work, beyond 
dystopian simulation, was not simply the fact that these 
older college students read more sci-fi or had a better hold 
on utopian genres, or a better command of futuristic aes-
thetics. If, as Ariella Aïsha Azoulay says, we could end the 
‘violence’ of ‘futuristic plans’ and focus on ‘repair’, LARPers 
did that, too.53 They narratively repaired the unwelcoming 
urban square by repurposing it as an inclusive narrative 
agora open to all bodies. LARP seemed to break then, 
momentarily, the violent exclusionary hold of the carceral 
present on the urban space and narrative imagination, 
which had held younger students in a tight grip on the other 
side of the town. This situated intervention into sectarian 
urban cartography, its ‘segregative’ scripts and urban imag-
inaries, repaired the space and enabled a playful imagining 
of urban futures not limited by visions prescribed by domi-
nant planners of space.54 Such collective futures rehearsal 
playwork remains, invariably, one of the most needed but 
dismissed urban space-remaking acts. And yet, a decade 
later, in other cities, across continents, across research 
and pedagogical praxis, we continue to experiment with 
this generative mode of communal  speculative repair work 
in starkly different North European urban sites.55

Next stop: Trondheim/Tråante (a Norwegian and South 
Sámi port city). Time: precipice of another environmental 
disaster. Rehearsal: collective ‘water wave’ writing. Role: 
interdependent scribe of three words. Performance 
instructions: democratic sci-fi polyphony.
Scandinavian cities are often touted as the apogee of 
humane, ‘scientificities’ and ‘smart city’-sharing of public 
space, and they do a lot of admirable urban planning work 
not to overly limit the access different bodies have to public 
space.56 And yet, the limited presence of gated communi-
ties, barbwire, AK-15s, ghettos, and systemic redlining, that 
is, their cosier aesthetic of human ‘expulsion’ and urban dis-
placement, is not a high bar.57 Norwegian cities also design 
for neglect, foreclose many non-white futures, and engage 
in ethnic segregation, even if their urban ‘necropolitics’ is in 
a softer tone than in the US.58 Yet, different styles of social 
‘expulsion’, Azoulay argues, are still ‘paradigmatic act[s] 
of manufacturing the body politic’, which futures different 
bodies onto or out of an urban and public space.59 The 
exclusion of migrant residents and the poor, or segregation 
based on sexuality, race, ethnicity, or ability in education 
(teaching and administration) might seem less obvious to 
privileged citizens in Scandinavia. Yet they register clearly 
for the Norwegian, and Trøndelag region South Sámis, 
whose rights to sociocultural practices and even public 
school instruction in their own language, protected by 
international and domestic laws, are constantly violated.60 
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Fig. 2: Wave writing session led by Andreas Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, Parissa Chokrai, Libe García Zarranz, and other writers at 

work, co-written futuristic scrolls, and a recitation by Ysabel Muñoz Martínez. Photos: author and Lila Musiol Clark. Photo editing by Anna 

Trojanowska. 
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Urban exclusions are also legible to the (im)migrant poor 
relegated to the urban edges of manual labor, sex, or drug 
trade; to the undocumented, the ‘Afropeans’ forced to 
assimilate; trans and migrant children denied timely access 
to public health care; or environmental activists pointing out 
the toxic impact of extractive industries on fragile coastal 
environments.61 

Narrating futures of non-extractive togetherness here 
needs more than experiments with futuristic genres, espe-
cially when extractivist, neo-colonial, misogynist and tech-
nocratic urban colonization solution plots already dominate 
public spaces and research labs alike. Katherine McKittrick 
reminds us that ‘telling, sharing, listening to, and hearing 
stories are relational and interdisciplinary acts’; that they 
are performative encounters ‘animated by all sorts of peo-
ple, places, narrative devices, theoretical queries, plots’.62 
Reductive futuristic plots often begin with what is most 
obvious: hierarchical narrative relations and the exclusion 
of diverse narrators and their polyphonous vernaculars, 
aesthetics, knowledges, and dreamscapes. In other words, 
while limiting fictions of urban futures proliferate in every 
municipality, or at university leadership future strategy 
meetings – especially as fragile archipelagic biodiversity 
and coastal communities become concerns in Norwegian 
port cities, such as Trondheim/Tråante – more inclusive 
participatory storytelling of future possibilities beyond over-
development does not. 

A 2022 series of urban sustainability and extinction sto-
rytelling events in our port city nurtured a different narrative 
co-design approach. One of the narrative interventions 
included the ‘water wave writing’ workshop led by the legal 
scholar-poet-mixed-media-artist Andreas Philippopoulos-
Mihalopoulos and co-organized under the umbrella of 
Narrating Sustainability, itself an explicitly future-focused 
theme. Since artivists, community poets, scholars, edu-
cators, and humanities practitioners routinely engage 
the literate arts, their diverse genres, plotting techniques, 
and co-writing rituals, we drew on this narrative toolbox to 
transform hierarchical narrative relations, hoping that the 
communal craftwork of poetic, trans-media, and collective 
storytelling can be an instrument of democratic re-imagin-
ing, reflection, and sharing.63

To start, Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, and TransLit 
and Narrating Sustainability groups invited diverse partic-
ipants to the ‘wave writing’ workshop – advanced scholars, 
professional writers, students, migrants, teachers, poets 
– to use the metaphor of water wave as a method for col-
laborative future writing.64 Participants worked in groups 
of four or five at a table, and each writer was allowed to 
contribute only three words at a time to a short story written 
by someone else before, paying careful attention to the 
ethical and architectural weight of words and the textual 

minutiae – protagonists and capitalizations, metaphors 
and periods, tone and commas, exclamation and question 
marks – as powerful story- and world-shaping tools. [Fig. 2] 
After completing a round of short story-writing waves, each 
group had to pass their unfinished three- to four-line story to 
another table, and at the same time, add to a different story 
from another group. After several rounds within each group 
and across the room, several woven stories returned, like 
waves, to the tables where they originated. 

The wave exercise was, however, not yet complete. The 
next stage involved augmenting short stories visually on 
Instagram with site-specific liquid images, a collective rec-
itation of all narratives and, most important, a public reflec-
tion on the wave writing process. Aside from marveling at 
the beauty of poetic water plots and images, we noticed 
how profoundly creative, democratic and awkward the col-
lective writing process, beyond the storyline, became. For 
one, by allowing only three words at a time to be added, 
the exercise was simple and open to all – professional writ-
ers, less experienced speakers of English, migrants, stu-
dents from across the globe, first-time writers, designers, 
educators, published stars, and polylingual urban lurkers. 
The process also valued each word and each contributor 
equally, regardless of their off-the-page place in the social 
hierarchy. This in itself is a rare experience in aqueous 
urban place-making and storytelling. Future-focused meet-
ings in municipalities or other hegemonic narrative encoun-
ters in research labs and urban design studios rarely allow 
such generative and generous polyphony. Simultaneously, 
each narrator experienced a sense of narrative agency and 
responsibility. For instance, adding a full stop at the end of 
someone’s sentence could mean a brutal, untimely end to 
a plot still unfolding. Adding a sudden question mark or a 
colon could transfix an axiomatic statement into a question-
ing note, or function as a syntactical passageway connect-
ing us to other futures. What if? What now? Some writers 
commented on the opposite, experiencing a loss of narra-
tive control and a state of utter narrative vulnerability. We 
grew attached to our future plots, speculations, metaphors, 
observations, protagonists we birthed and spaces we gave 
life to and did not like to see them vanish. Our happy end-
ings could turn into others’ grim crime fictions; our poetic 
incantations, wrangled into corporate dystopian extraction 
scripts. Yet the process was also a generous opportunity 
for second, third, and fourth chances, when our stories and 
fictive spaces returned to us, like waves, some unrecogniz-
able, with echoes of other voices, after each circle around 
the room, and could be tended to, again. 

Although this collective narrating exercise seemed sim-
ple – what can happen in a space by adding three words 
at a time? – it was far from an exercise in narrative accu-
mulation. Each moment of adding was an ethical choice in 



17

Fig. 3: Radiokino’s listening zone at the Luleå Biennial 2022, Luleå Konsthall, Sweden. Photo: Thomas Hämén. 
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narrative democracy, reconnection, and awkward re- and 
co-construction. Each writer-builder had to reposition their 
subjectivity, reflect on what had been written and archived 
on paper before, and decide how to relate their words to 
those of the ensemble before. In other words, futuristic 
plot development depended on a constant awareness of 
how narrative relations, not simply content, generate plot. 
Ultimately, wave writing gave us all a sense of plotting future 
tales together in a performance of repetition, co-creation, 
repair, dis- and reconnection, frustration and trust, narrative 
agency, and loss of control. Co-constructing stories collec-
tively helped us also arc our urban plots and story spaces 
differently, beyond paternalistic, savior-technocratic solu-
tion narratives, or hegemonic ethno-state dreamscapes of 
racial purity in the company of unusual scribes. The wave 
scrolls, luminescent in their complexity, and filled with wit, 
love, difference, and wonder missing from dominant urban 
narrations, did not tell us what our futures hold. What they 
did do was make us practice relational, collective, if anon-
ymous, storytelling and sharing of a democratic narrative 
urban stage. 

Request stop: Scandinavian ‘high colonial’ urban every-
where. Time: present tense of colonial crises. Role: unde-
cided. Rehearsal: collective listening for non-extractive 
futures. Performance instructions: immersive decolo-
nial larghissimo.
Let’s take a slow detour in the same urban space of ‘high 
Nordic colonialism and extractivism’ to listen to Indigenous 
and feminist footsteps: a transmedia Radiokino initiative 
titled ‘I Elsa Laulas fotspor gjennom Sápmi’ (In Elsa Laula’s 
footsteps among the Sámis), literally following Indigenous 
footprints in the Sápmi region in Scandinavia.65 The proj-
ect was created by the Sápmi region-/Norway-based 
decolonial feminist collective Søstrene Suse, as an hom-
age to Elsa Laula Renberg, an iconic South Sámi leader 
of the transnational Indigenous struggle against colonial 
extraction, dispossession and displacement. Renberg, a 
co-organizer of the first transnational Sámi Assembly in 
the city of Tråante/Trondheim in 1917, is a crucial figure in 
the history of feminist and Indigenous rights in the Sápmi 
Nordic region, spanning Norway, Sweden, Finland and 
Russia.66 As part of this ongoing project, the Søstrene Suse 
collective resurrected the Indigenous rights feminist activist 
and developed Radiokino, a multi-episode oral storytell-
ing, orature, a podcast-like kino-radio program devoted 
to Indigenous women, cultural practices, and the ongoing 
anticolonial resistance to extraction, animal culling, and ille-
gal land grabs in Norway.67 Yet their ‘audio-cinema’ project 
does not only focus on documenting oral and visual stories 
of Sámi ‘survivance’, that is Indigenous presence, survival, 
and resistance in the Nordic region.68 It is dedicated both 

to attending to neglected Indigenous stories and audiences 
in the North, and to a retraining of the colonial ear in many 
urban sites of the North. To this end, Radiokino is not just a 
transcript or a documentary broadcast of colonial violence, 
but a project that decolonizes the urban story-sharing and 
listening conditions. 

Søstrene Suse often curate communal Radiokino 
seances, staged as listening spaces in Oslo, Tromsø, 
Trondheim, Luleå, and other cities of the North. In such 
curated ‘reception spaces’ for collective listening, con-
structed in art institutions, lecture halls, and classrooms, 
audiences listen together to women; to Indigenous stories 
of resistance, friendship, and opposition to colonial dispos-
session.69 With or without accompanying visuals, people 
often engage with the voices alone and face each other 
instead of the screen. In this context, this new practice of 
careful listening becomes a transformative political act of 
solidarity, one that requires ‘unlearning’ colonial and ‘impe-
rial’ ways of listening as much as rehearsals of listening 
to site-specific stories together with others.70 Quietly, with 
attention to stories of those whose political investment in 
futurescaping differs from the accounts of inseparability of 
extraction from the national ‘good life’ and ‘smart city’. 

In Thomas Hämén’s photo, the Søstrene Suse curated 
listening space in the Luleå Konsthall seems empty, 
abandoned, unpeopled. [Fig. 3] This eerie image may 
capture the narrative invisibility that continues to haunt 
diverse Sámi communities in the North, as they engage 
in the very real struggle in the streets and in national and 
international courts against policies of forced assimilation, 
environmental destruction, and ‘green colonialism’ of the 
illegal placement of wind farms on reindeer herding lands 
not far from Tråante/Trondheim.71 Yet it also represents a 
dormant ‘space of possibility’.72 It serves as a rehearsal site 
that awaits listener-participants, who can hear the region’s 
ever-replicating violent colonial pasts, sense the toxic urban 
futures, already lived or in the making, but also fiercely 
fought against on the ground. It is also a space of reflection 
from which we can resist the roles we are compelled to play 
in the extractive nationalist discourse. Not less important, 
the image literally anchors storytelling in the material site, 
whose generative role in urban storytelling should not be 
forgotten. Stories makes space but space narrates as well.    

Coda: urban archives as pedagogies of futuring
The city, ‘a linguistic cosmos’, a sort of fleshy ‘library’, is 
now recognized as a justice laboratory, a spatio-material 
distribution site of rights on a planetary scale.73 In that 
context, say, UN-Habitat’s commitment to sustainable, built 
urban infrastructures to ‘promote socially and environmen-
tally sustainable towns and cities’ is welcome and promis-
ing.74 But even in 2024, the cultural preservation industry 
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still rarely engages urban storytelling, the babel ‘talk of the 
town’ – stories of young urban residents, Indigenous radio, 
the polylingual chatter of urban poets, or people’s street 
‘theatre-as-shelter … for every-body’ – as a ‘substantial 
component of the urban [futures] design ideation’.75 And 
yet, it is an invaluable urban archive of pedagogies of futur-
ing. There is no just sanctuary city without its grassroots 
laboratories of repair, respite, rebellion, care, and emanci-
patory storytelling.76 And if diverse narrative practices are 
heritage and pedagogies of futuring, that is, blueprints for 
and building blocks of violent or utopian urbanism, we need 
to learn how to listen to grassroots urban storytelling, its 
irreverent words and worlds. To breaths, polyphony, and 
people. Urban heteroglossia, possessed by conflicting 
voices of seemingly ‘unnecessary’, ‘un-geographic’ bodies, 
or ‘inconvenient’ neighbors and guests.77 Repairing and 
expanding  public urban infrastructures of care may need 
to be anchored precisely in the neglected archives of urban 
possibility in stories and sites: in decolonial listening zones, 
kitchens, sandboxes, rave parties, libraries, parking lots, 
urban waste dumps, bedrooms, dark rooms, prisons, and 
not just design studios, boardrooms, and smart data.78 The 
process requires attention to different narrative footprints; 
to developers, middle schoolers, as well as skaters who 
transform their cities by repurposing ‘the useless artifacts 
of the technological burden’ and ‘the handiwork of the gov-
ernment/corporate structure’ beyond the imagination of its 
‘original architects’; to Indigenous artists, migrant theorists,  
theorists, Black Lives Matter, and feminist activists in street 
and court actions; to urban planners but also drag ballers 
and trans ravers taking by storm a city that had no room 
for them, lipstick on, dancing with abandon.79 It may mean, 
in other words, stringing futures together, awkwardly, three 
words at a time, and paying heed to kids on skateboards 
stepping in and flying off. ‘Kick, push, kick, push, coast . . . ’, 
remaking the possibility for love, urban togetherness, free-
dom, and ‘looking for a place to [just] be’.80 Breathe, ‘kick, 
push’, sweat.81 Together. Making home in a space built on 
hate. 

Saskia Sassen, AbdouMaliq Simone, and Theaster 
Gates offer additional vocabularies of urban disobedience, 
placemaking, and hope here. Sassen calls the city itself 
a ‘hacker’ of urban plans, infrastructures, and ‘top-down 
desires’, of neo-colonial smart urbanism, always ‘foiling 
dominations’.82 Simone reminds us that we, urban resi-
dents, are the conduits, lifelines for urban reimagining and 
repair. We are the ‘hacking city’, too, its ‘infrastructures’ and 
lifeways, and can glitch its violent and segregatory archi-
tectural designs.83 Gates, on the other hand, shows how 
Black urban communities in the US manage to ‘resacralize’ 
violent space and turn it into ‘place’.84 This, to him, is ‘the 
manifestation of care’, and he draws a direct link between 

heritage work, ‘retaining objects of the past’ and ‘devel-
op[ing] a muscle for [urban] caring’. 

In that context, it is also important to account for the 
discriminatory heritage of our own disciplines, which is 
inseparably tied to the history of the city, to see how we, 
literary scholars, architects, historians, urbanists, geogra-
phers, designers of urban futures, execute heritage preser-
vation – by embalming, classifying, racializing, gendering, 
and monumentalizing what dominates and segregates our 
cities – and then, reorient toward living urban archives. 
‘Philosophers have thought the city’, expounds Henri 
Lefebvre, but the city is also a relational, tender, and living 
organism made of flesh, metal, streets, virus, love, touch, 
sound, data, archive, delight, capital, and desire.85 Besides, 
urban philosophers are in the streets, too, and ‘a space of 
possibility’ can be made in a song.86 It is time, as Nora N. 
Khan shows, to commit to ‘the necessary labor of thinking 
with’.87 Attending to live, situated communal space- and 
story-sharing practices in the company of others, in other 
words, may give us a glimpse into ‘urban tonicity’, its nar-
ratives as archives of otherworldliness, that may actually 
perform the spatiotemporal, poetic, urban justice magic 
we long for.88 Radiokino, spontaneous LARPs, inclusive 
recitations without borders, engaging with different bodies, 
words, lyrics, and beyond them, in peopled urban spaces of 
devastation and repair, offer us inclusive models and ‘sto-
ryways’ to urban futures to follow.89 Reciting poems, imag-
ining, wave writing, learning, connecting bodies, breaths, 
sites across time and space are embodied archives of 
possibility. Metaphors and rhythms, punctuation marks and 
tenderness, vulnerabilities and words we understand and 
those we don’t are building tools, too. And so are site-spe-
cific but ephemeral heritage practices that teach us how 
to ‘repair’ what is broken and bring new futures into being, 
for which we have no words yet and no architectural infra-
structures.90 Most important, regardless of how or where 
we place in the future temporalities of urban survival, we 
live together in this world and share its space already.91 
The task at hand is thus not to simply narrate or imagine 
a shared future – as we already live together, and in each 
other’s worlds – but to create one in which the conditions 
of that sharing are not violent, disabling, extractive, or 
lethal to women, queers, Sámi activists, youth of color, 
dis-abled residents, the unhoused, the undocumented, the 
‘unnecessary’, that is to those whose narrative heritage 
we constantly ignore and, often, destroy.92 Ultimately, we 
have ‘many debts that await to be paid’, because we, too, 
live in generous narrative futures, damaged as they are, 
made possible by others’ collective defiance and ‘refusal to 
disappear’.93 
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The Allied bombing campaigns over the German cities 
during World War II produced a vast landscape of destruc-
tion, which has been the object of reports, accounts and 
fictional narratives. Cities and buildings, a fundamental 
architectural heritage binding individuals and communities 
to their existential spaces, were annihilated in the most 
extensive act of deliberate destruction in human history. In 
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Cities are more than just architecture, and historic centres 
more than just sites of heritage. While urbanisation has 
been variously considered as the source of anxiety and 
psychosis, it is nevertheless true that the bond between 
cities and human practices embodies the constituent bed-
rock of culture.1 As Dalibor Vesely observes,  the artic-
ulation of culture emerges from the unfolding relations 
between places and activities, from the daily going about 
of urban subjects within the material constitution of archi-
tecture.2 The sedimentation over time of such traces in the 
urban environment turns the physical scaffolding of the 
city into a dense and meaningful space, enabling us to 
experience it with confidence and stability. We may indeed 
consider this connection as a possible understanding of 
heritage: a sedimented array of relationships between sub-
jects, movements, and things, which allows us to maintain 
our posture in the world without losing our bearings.

Heritage is a notion that has changed over time, pro-
gressively shifting from normative definitions descending 
from materialist, taxonomic art histories, to a more perfor-
mative understanding that focuses on the relations between 
people and their traditional living environments. The Faro 
Convention established a political charter to understand 
our relation to the traces of the past and how to go about 
preserving them for future generations.3 Nevertheless, 
we must observe that its definition primarily appeals to a 
sphere of cognition that is bound to knowledge and an ‘offi-
cially established’ reference framework, such as that pro-
vided by conservation authorities. Beyond this, I would like 
to argue that heritage may not only be about what I know 
that relates to the world that surrounds me: heritage is also 
something that I feel, and that makes me feel in a certain 
way.

In this sense, heritage enters the scene of the affective 
world. We are not considering the case of the lofty monu-
ment, the celebrated archaeological site or the venerated 
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cathedral: heritage is something that speaks to individuals 
and communities, even when its artistic or cultural rele-
vance may be limited. Heritage emerges as such when it 
tells the story of my culture and defines my identity, when 
it makes me feel proud and at home, when it appeases a 
sense of longing.4 While this may be a broad and inclu-
sive definition, expanding the boundaries of what we con-
sider heritage beyond what would be included in tourist 
guides, it also establishes a clear principle: that heritage is 
not a matter of beautiful things, but of a human condition 
that makes us bond to environments beyond their artis-
tic appreciation, prompting us to protect what we consider 
worthy and precious.

Yet, we know, heritage is sometimes lost. Cities get 
destroyed: by natural events, by wars. They can also be 
radically transformed by subtle and corrosive forces that 
apparently bear no violence but prove destructive none-
theless. A damaged city may lose its material articulation 
of architecture, along with its web of practices, relations, 
traditions, values, and the entire range of human dynam-
ics that has coevolved with its physical growth. Under 
these conditions, urban spaces are no longer capable 
of harbouring that sense of confidence and stability that 
its inhabitants are accustomed to. To sound the deeper 
stratums of existence, it is necessary to turn to more sub-
tle and sophisticated tools, more apt at expressing the 
nuanced, the unspeakable – all that may otherwise be lost. 
Literature, as a practice of describing reality, can reach to 
this magmatic cache of sensations, bringing them to light.

Ever since Carthage was razed to the ground by the 
Roman soldiers in an attempt to make even the memory 
of the city disappear from history, ‘urbicide’ has repre-
sented an extreme wartime practice, designed to destroy 
much more than just the physical portion of urbanisation.5 
The rationale and manifestations of these deliberately 
inflicted disasters, including the dialectics of destruction 
and reconstruction, form a field of investigation embrac-
ing a broad range of case studies.6 In this occasion, I will 
focus on one of the most terrifying events of this kind: the 
destruction of German cities during and immediately after 
World War II. The largest campaign of destruction ever 
conceived in human history, its aftermath and its literary 
descriptions offer an occasion to observe and discuss how 
architectures of cultural heritage become part of a narra-
tion, of a shared cultural memory. My primary intention is 
to focus on the embodied and affective cues that the liter-
ary accounts provide us: not merely the material descrip-
tion of things, nor the visual narrative available through the 
vast photographic documentation of the war events, but its 
resonance as mirrored in the attitudes, gestures, postures, 
practices and thought of those who were affected by the 
tremendous destruction.

The Virgil to this journey, quite predictably, will be W.G. 
Sebald. While he was not a direct witness of the war’s 
destruction, his seminal 1999 essay On the Natural History 
of Destruction, established a new literary paradigm.7 As a 
second-order account, it reviewed the paucity of reports of 
bellic destruction available in post-war German literature, 
thus identifying a ‘black hole’ of avoidance, of missing 
personal histories.8 Sebald’s meticulous, at times horrific 
reconstruction of the bombing techniques developed by 
the Allies to raze German cities to the ground makes him 
imagine what the storm of fire might have actually looked 
like for those who were there. 

Although Sebald’s considerations were not univer-
sally accepted, and several critics claimed that there was 
no such process of denial, it is evident that the destruc-
tions displaced the lived experiences to a field of hardly 
fathomable, unsayable depth.9 I will attempt to identify 
the ‘symptoms’ of this trauma as they are indirectly man-
ifested, for example  in the expressions of affect, of cor-
poreal dynamics, and in the atmospheres captured by the 
literary accounts. This description encompasses a twofold 
register: first, the observation of how the spatial settings 
sustain the narratives. The broken architectures and frag-
mented cities, as well as the landscape, which is itself 
shaken by the bombings, all contribute to the construction 
of a certain Stimmung. Second, I will consider the literary 
techniques adopted by the writers: among these, we find 
carefully crafted narratives that lead to a gradual unfold-
ing of awareness, and the ensuing emotional emergence; 
others attempt to remove any subjective filter, describing 
the sequence of events in their sheer factuality. Yet what 
appears as a common note among all authors is that the 
spaces and the human subjects that inhabit them are 
never disjointed, and that describing one inevitably implies 
the foregrounding of the other. In analysing the description 
of spaces, events and subjects, my goal will be to identify 
which features of the texts make the architectural heritage 
and its inhabitants come to life before our eyes.

Three authors who are subjected to Sebald’s scru-
tiny will provide tokens of descriptions of the cities during 
and after the war: Heinrich Böll, the acclaimed father of 
Trümmerliteratur (‘rubble literature’), whose short stories 
reflected on the existential conditions of soldiers return-
ing from the front to find their hometowns destroyed; Stig 
Dagerman, the young Swedish reporter who travelled to 
Germany in the autumn of 1946 to publish his accounts 
in the newspaper Expressen, and Hans Erich Nossack, 
whose 1948 essay The End offers an astonishing account 
of the destruction of Hamburg.10 Through each of them, 
we will observe a specific instance of how the destruction 
and loss of heritage deprives the inhabitants of stability: 
by severing the continuity of spatial experience, leading 
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to fragmentation; by prompting a response of indifference 
towards the harsh conditions the ruined cities now afford; 
and by making the inhabitants lose their bearing, their abil-
ity to use urban space as a tool to find one’s standing in the 
world. While the syntheses of the authors’ works cannot 
substitute the original texts, they will help to build and sus-
tain an argument, outlining the crucial topics and devices 
through which the presence effects are achieved.  

Building presence
Before confronting the descriptions of the wartime 
firestorms, we need to assess the tools we can use to make 
sense of the scenes the authors offer us. The texts we will 
consider are not typologically homogeneous: some are 
objective accounts of situations that the writer encounters, 
others are fictional stories that unfold within an architec-
tural scene. Despite these differences, however, the effect 
is that we, as readers, become present to the scenes. Our 
sense of presence, we could say, is articulated or built by 
the written text, which is capable of evoking memories and 
feelings.11

Presence is one of the great philosophical conun-
drums, and many authors, especially phenomenologists, 
have struggled to define what it means ‘to be present.’12 
Works of art – including literature – play a key role in artic-
ulating presence, somehow granting us deeper access to 
the world. Presence is not something that merely happens, 
but, as Alva Nöe notes, a condition that we must labour to 
achieve: 

What is true of the experience of the work of art is true of human 

experience quite generally. The world shows up for us in expe-

rience only insofar as we know how to make contact with it, or, 

to use a different metaphor, only insofar as we are able to bring 

it into focus. One reason why art is so important to us is that it 

recapitulates this fundamental fact about our relation to the world 

around us: the world is blank and flat until we understand it.13

To gain access to the world, skilful engagement is required, 
and in the case of art both the author and the perceiver 
play a symmetrical role. The perceiver must contribute 
attitude and posture towards the phenomenon, lest he or 
she remains indifferent towards it; the creator’s task is that 
of coming into contact with the viewer or reader. ‘Contact’ 
here means more than just a theoretical and aseptic sub-
ject-object relationship; instead it is a spatial, embod-
ied form of touching. Borrowing an expression by Toni 
Morrison, literary critic Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht describes 
the phenomenon of presence as the paradoxical sensation 
of being touched as if from inside.14 

Gumbrecht’s seminal work on the ‘presence effect’ in 
literature is indeed key to understanding what it is about 

the description of wartime destruction that touches us so 
intimately. In building his argument against the Western 
hermeneutic tradition, Gumbrecht makes it clear that even 
a text, which has no proper physical dimension, engages 
us spatially, in ways that are to some extent similar to pic-
tures, music or even architectural ensembles, and that this 
effect of tangibility is in constant movement.15 In address-
ing Heidegger’s concept of Being, and its relation to 
materiality, space and movement, Gumbrecht postulates 
a similarity to what he considers the ontological nature 
of presence. Yet the most acute point of synthesis is not 
presence itself, but rather the tension it establishes with 
meaning, that is, what makes things culturally specific.16

While conceptualisations of what it means to be pres-
ent vary, many theories agree on the centrality of this 
concept. Closer to the architectural domain, German 
phenomenologist Gernot Böhme theorises that beyond 
the classic notions of Cartesian space and of Aristotelian 
place, what we must consider as the site of experience is 
what he terms ‘the space of bodily presence’.17 Böhme’s 
aesthetic model conceptualises space as a tripartite artic-
ulation between the material constitution of the world, the 
more-than-given established by atmospheres and situ-
ations, and the experiencing subject’s bodily disposition 
(Befindlichkeit).18 Adverse to Nöe’s position, which sees 
presence as a wilful condition that, once achieved, grants 
us deeper access to the experienced world, Böhme sees 
it rather as a prerequisite for any spatial interaction. The 
pre-reflective sphere is particularly animated by the stir-
rings produced by our body’s resonance to the ambient 
environment.

We can note that presence is a question that crosses 
from art to architecture, from philosophy to literary crit-
icism. What makes it relevant in contemporary thought 
is its ontological opposition to distance. While what 
Gumbrecht calls the hermeneutic field offers a concep-
tion where meaning is always concealed, and must be 
retrieved through an endless process of interpretation, 
presence acknowledges the fact that we are embedded 
within the world, and can directly witness and be affected 
by phenomena as they unfold, without the need for a code 
to decipher them.19 

What remains a crucial question as we work across 
the reality of architectural space and its literary repre-
sentation, is what these two phenomena ultimately have 
in common. I have argued that while a distance between 
actual reality and its description – no matter how accu-
rate – is unavoidable, the two end up sharing something, 
which could allow the situation to become at least partially 
present.20 As Kathleen Stewart notes, ‘in a situation, things 
hanging in the air are worth describing. Theory becomes a 
descriptive method awkwardly approaching the thing that 
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is happening by attuning to it as a thing of promise and 
contact.’21

What the accounts of wartime Germany offer us is a 
twofold take on lived space. The phenomena themselves 
– the raging fire, wastelands of rubble, razed cities – set 
the stage for the drama. But the attunement to the felt 
experiences, to what makes the spaces come alive, largely 
emerges from the human situations that the authors depict. 
These micrologies, concentrating on the small and petty 
details, on the astonished contemplation of destruction 
and on how the refugees cope with this grim reality, is what 
makes the atmosphere emerge. It is these ‘ordinary affects’ 
– again to quote Stewart’s technique of penetrating lived 
reality by focusing on the minutiae of life – that ultimately 
allow us to be touched ‘from the inside’ by the descriptions, 
accounts, and stories.22 It is the way the authors have to 
make us become present.

Scene 1: fragments of buildings, fragments of men
Heinrich Böll’s short story ‘Stranger, Bear Word to the 
Spartans We…’ tells of a wounded German soldier who, 
in the middle of the night, is carried on a stretcher into a 
school that has been transformed into a field hospital.23 
His wounds are so severe that he is tightly swaddled in a 
blanket and no longer feels his limbs. In the brief transport 
from the ambulance to an upper-floor classroom, he seems 
to recognize the decorations placed along the hallways, 
but reckons that all schools in Germany must be fitted with 
similar items, dictated by a rigid national regulation. Yet 
once he is laid down in the large drawing classroom, amid 
dozens of screaming wounded soldiers, he reads on the 
blackboard, in his own handwriting, the verses Wanderer, 
kommst du nach Spa…, which he had written there just 
shortly before being sent off to war. It is at this moment 
that he understands that he does indeed find himself in his 
old school building, in the art room where for eight years 
he had learned to copy Greek vases and practiced callig-
raphy. And with equal terror he realizes that the reason he 
can no longer feel his limbs is because the explosion has 
ripped them away from his body, leaving him as only the 
‘fragment of a man’. 

Böll’s story first appeared in 1950 in a collection with 
the same title. The writer, who had served as a soldier for 
six years, through this and the other stories in the collec-
tion reflects on the spaces and moods he had encountered 
during his wartime experience. Far from the Hollywood-
inspired clichés of German soldiers as ruthless, robotic kill-
ing machines, the men portrayed by Böll are frail, shattered 
by the brutal events and by the common destiny of having 
been sent off to die by a criminal and psychotic ruling elite. 

Böll skilfully depicts the characters in his stories with a 
few rapid strokes, hinting at their appearance, their ragged 

clothing, their postures and their inner ruminations. The 
architectural settings where the action unfolds are also 
sketched beyond their physical articulation: the writer fre-
quently introduces sensorial cues arising from foul smells, 
evoking the cheap tobacco smoked by the soldiers, the bad 
food served in the Kneipe (bar) where they occasionally 
gather to unwind, the mix of sweat, excrement and blood 
that infests the hideaways tucked amid crumbling buildings. 
Most stories take place at night, in the near-darkness of 
the anti-bombing blackouts or in the flickering light of dim 
lightbulbs. 

There is a striking resonance between the individu-
als inhabiting Böll’s stories from this early collection and 
the architecture and urban places where they take place. 
The common feeling, among both men and buildings, is 
that unity has been lost: the organic solidarity and cohe-
sion of the classic corpus, the overarching principle that 
binds the members of a body – be it physical or metaphor-
ical – into a consistent whole, has been irreversibly shat-
tered. The cities themselves are now in ruins – hence the 
general denomination of this period’s German literature, 
Trümmerliteratur  – and are squatted, rather than inhabited, 
by the few who have remained after the Allied aerial bomb-
ing campaigns. The buildings are fractured, with hollow 
windows gaping onto deserted streets, collapsed roofs and 
the rare occasional sign of inhabitation amid ruin. The peo-
ple, above all, are fragmented: broken bodies, with soldiers 
missing limbs, but also women whose men are dead, cap-
tive, or far away in some distant battle front. Social liaisons, 
the conventions structuring the social body, are fragmented 
too. Strikingly, even feelings seem disgregated, as these 
cannot always be recognised: as a group of soldiers visits 
a musky Kneipe and starts to drink, the narrator observes: 
‘Only after the fourth or fifth glass would we start to talk. 
Beneath the exhausted rubble of our hearts, this miracu-
lous potion awakened something strangely precious that 
our fathers might have called nostalgia.’24 As the war has 
destroyed cities and buildings, has shattered bodies and 
spirits, even the certainty of feelings has been undermined, 
that which had allowed their fathers to conduct a stable and 
confident existence. 

The same appears to happen with the architectural her-
itage. The school in Bendorf described in Böll’s story, the 
lofty institution adorned with the symbols of high classical 
culture (and of German racism), is no longer immediately 
recognisable to the narrator as the place where for eight 
years he had pursued his education. In the semi-darkness 
of the blackout, amid the whining and stench of wounded 
bodies, it turns into an uncanny space of alienation. The 
relationships between subjects and their habitat is broken, 
and heritage architecture is no longer capable of providing 
individuals their place in the world they inhabit.
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Fig. 1: Dresden after the raids of 13 and 14 February 1945. Photo: © Deutsche Fotothek, unknown photographer.
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Böll’s celebrated oeuvre, which led him to be awarded 
the Nobel Prize for literature in 1972, is a thorough inves-
tigation of how the disaggregating forces unleashed by the 
war rippled through German society in the decades follow-
ing the conflict. Each of his major novels addresses one 
particular manifestation of this phenomenon: The Clown 
(1963) is a social satire of the new values that emerged 
in the post-war years, as Germany was experiencing its 
rebirth and economic miracle; Group Portrait with Lady 
(1971) explores the aftermath of foreign occupation on 
German ground, and how it affected individuals and fami-
lies; The Lost Honour of Katharina Blum (1974) describes 
the violence of political terrorism in the early 1970s.25 

As Böll’s novels constantly refer to urban settings 
– shifting from one German city to another – the conse-
quences of the war can also be ascertained in the ongoing 
reconstruction, especially in its shortcomings and cruelties. 
Writing in the same years as Böll, psychoanalyst Alexander 
Mitscherlich identified in the collective history of Nazism the 
roots of a malaise affecting the generation born after Hitler’s 
rise. The sense of guilt, disillusion, and trauma experienced 
in early youth led this generation, in Mitscherlich’s view, to 
develop an ‘inability to mourn’, thus leaving them perpet-
ually connected to the dramatic events of the war.26 Even 
the planning practices of the reconstruction, Mitscherlich 
argues, prove the presence of the destructive forces that 
Böll traces in society, leading to a new, dehumanised 
and dissociated space, where the presumedly rational 
and scientific principles of design altogether fail in nur-
turing the affective bonds between inhabitants and their 
environment.27 

Yet Böll’s one novel that most poignantly epitomises the 
deep connection between architecture and history, its preg-
nancy as heritage embodying traditions as well as collec-
tive and individual destinies, is Billiards at Half-past Nine 
(1959).28 Far from the agile, impressionistic style of Böll’s 
early stories, here the dense and deeply symbolic narra-
tion recounts the story of the Fähmel family, a prominent 
lineage of architects in the western Rhein region, span-
ning three generations, two world wars and half a century 
of German history. As a young architect, Heinrich Fähmel 
unexpectedly wins the competition to design the abbey of 
St. Anton in Kissatal, a neo-Romanesque edifice whose 
sombre appearance elevates it to an austere symbol of reli-
giosity. During World War II, however, the front runs through 
the Kissatal, and Heinrich’s son Robert, who is a blaster 
in the German army, convinces his commander that the 
demolition of the abbey would have provided them with a 
crucial tactical advantage, liberating shooting lines towards 
the enemy’s position. The building’s fate is thus sealed, 
although Robert does not confess to his father his role in 
the abbey’s destruction.

After the war, Robert’s son Joseph, again an architect, is 
hired by the firm that has been assigned to rebuild St. Anton 
à l’identique. While engaged in reconstructing his grandfa-
ther’s masterpiece, he discovers his father’s involvement 
in the destruction of the building, thus closing a circle of 
making and undoing. The parable of the Fähmel family 
and of the abbey of St. Anton, the building that embodies 
its destiny, can be read as a larger metaphor of the fate of 
Germany during the first half of the twentieth century, and is 
equally tell-tale of what heritage stands for in society. While 
under normal conditions a monument can be considered 
the pivotal, stabilizing force for a community, as events 
begin to unravel, when the historical atmosphere – a col-
lective mood experienced by society as a whole, modulat-
ing the people’s corporeal dispositions – can shift from love 
and respect to hate, even leading to its destruction.29 The 
sense of heritage itself becomes fragmented.

Scene 2: indifferent ruins 
The Swedish journalist’s Stig Dagerman’s book German 
Autumn describes the cities destroyed by the Allied bomb-
ing campaigns. He chronicles some of the losses: in 
Cologne, the three bridges crossing the Rhine lie at the bot-
tom of the river; Berlin’s classical columns and friezes are 
shattered; Essen’s once magnificent steelworks are now a 
hulking skeletal presence. He recounts how German citi-
zens seem to take pride in living in the city that has been 
most bombarded. Hamburg, above all cities, strikes him for 
the extent of its destruction: 

if you want to be an expert in ruins, if you would like to have a 

pattern-card showing everything a wiped-out city can offer by way 

of crumbling walls, if you would like to see not a city of ruins but a 

landscape of ruins drearier than the desert, wilder than the moun-

tain-top and as far-fetched as a nightmare, there is still only one 

German city that will do, and that is Hamburg.30

Travelling by train, Dagerman describes the devastated 
landscape as offering a unique array of ruins and rubble, as 
far as the eye can see: a sort of catalogue of the destruction 
produced by the Allied bombing of  ‘Operation Gomorrah,’ 
as the Hamburg aerial campaign was codenamed. Yet 
beyond the lunar field of debris, what equally strikes the 
narrator is the apparent indifference of his fellow-passen-
gers. There is a train line connecting two stations, a ride 
lasting a quarter of an hour: from the carriage windows not 
a single human being can be seen. But no one looks out, 
except the narrator and his guide: 

The stranger betrays himself immediately through his interest 

in ruins. Becoming immune takes time, but it does happen. My 

guide became immune ages ago, but she has a purely personal 
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Fig. 2: View of the Eilbektal Park in Hamburg. Photo: © Imperial War Museum.
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interest in the moonscape between Hasselbrook and Landwehr. 

She lived there for six years but has not seen it again since an 

April night in 1943 when the bombs rained over Hamburg.31 

Descending from the train, the two travellers look for a 
building that once stood close to the stop, but it is nowhere 
to be found. In this area of the city, the bombs have spared 
the cellar roofs, and the basements now host hundreds of 
refugee families. Despite this grim situation, Dagerman 
sees children play among the rubble, laundry left to dry in 
the sun, the timid signs of domesticity and familiar life.

Dagerman’s account of post-war Germany was pub-
lished in Sweden in 1947. The young reporter, writing for 
the Danish newspaper Expressen, travelled through the 
country for several weeks, visiting many major cities and 
sending his reports to Denmark. His interest ranged widely: 
he records the state of devastation of the bombed cities 
and the dire conditions of life of the refugees who squat-
ted among the ruins. He considers the ongoing – and in 
his eyes largely questionable – process of de-Nazification, 
with the hundreds of trials that followed Nuremberg, calling 
before the judges the smaller gears of the Nazi machine. He 
also ponders the slow and timid emergence of a renewed 
political life, with the parties competing to find their place 
among German voters.

While Dagerman’s descriptions of the crippled cities 
are stunning, what is most striking is the keen observa-
tion of the exceptional spatial conditions afforded by the 
ruined landscapes, and the affect they produced in the 
inhabitants. The German population collectively suffered 
a trauma, and coming to terms with its aftermath was no 
simple undertaking. Most cities had been razed to the 
ground, a terrible punishment for the support that the pop-
ulation had largely granted to the Nazis over the previous 
decade. After all, the bombing campaign had been explicitly 
designed to destroy the morale of the enemy civilian pop-
ulation and, in particular, of the industrial workers.32 As a 
consequence, in the bombed-out cities shame was in the 
air: the collective, atmospherically experienced feeling of 
being punished for some wrongdoing, and the sometimes 
tacit acceptance that the destruction somehow had been 
deserved. Feelings like shame, as Tonino Griffero notes, 
are measured against a certain normativity, the definition 
of what has been established to be right or wrong, as the 
‘emotional and corporeal foundation of the whole social life 
(especially of the idea of duty).’33 The embodied dynamic 
of shame – as Hermann Schmitz describes it, the sense 
of crawling into oneself without finding cover – lies at the 
root of Dagerman’s observation of what happened on the 
train: all passengers – except himself – appeared indiffer-
ent to the tremendous devastation of Hamburg, possibly 
prompted to turn away by the sense of shame they were 

collectively experiencing.34 [Fig. 3]
The destruction, a colossal and unprecedented histor-

ical event, created a black hole in the collectively experi-
enced atmosphere of post-war Germany. Before the war, 
the country’s cities were a source of pride, embodying high 
culture and industriousness, the splendour of arts and the 
progress of technology. Yet the Allied bombing – a delib-
erate punishment, not a natural catastrophe like an earth-
quake – conversely transformed them into a source of 
shame, the very monitus against the wrong that had been 
done. What the German citizens had previously perceived 
as the buildings and spaces anchoring them to their tradi-
tions, identity, and values – the heritage architecture – had 
been warped into its exact opposite: the embodiment of all 
that had gone wrong under the Nazi regime. Perhaps no 
wonder then, as Sebald again observes, that the loss of 
this historical burden was ultimately regretted only by a few, 
while many others considered the destruction as an inevita-
ble consequence of the Nazi warmongering.35

The overall impression one derives from reading 
Dagerman’s account, is that the Allied bombing campaign 
had produced a form of collective emotional paralysis, 
which resulted in a sense of apathy. The horror and devas-
tation, Sebald argues, had been more than most were able 
to cope with, and this in his view also explains the emer-
gence of that literary silence he analyses in On the Natural 
History of Destruction.36

It is indeed striking how often Dagerman points to the 
indifference of the German people: indifference towards 
foreign occupation, the resumption of political debate, the 
grim conditions of life. Indifference appears even more fre-
quently in Böll’s work: the soldiers who face death every 
day, and spend their money to get drunk and depart their 
dire existential condition for a single night are indifferent; 
the women living in ruined buildings, waiting for their men to 
return from the front are indifferent. Schmitz describes this 
dynamic as follows:

This really is the case in emotional paralysis …. In the case of 

overwhelming catastrophes, which, like earthquakes, war time 

events or plane crashes, emotionally demand too much of an 

individual, he can become paralysed; the person …. looks down 

on his situation and, as though he were standing beside himself, 

nothing that happens moves him anymore. The affectedness is 

still experienced, but the person affected no longer becomes 

involved; his stance becomes detached.37

There were millions of urban citizens affected by the bomb-
ings; many others came in contact with the survivors and 
were emotionally touched. As the trauma produced by 
the destruction passed from individual to individual, like a 
type of contagion, the emotions became shared, making 
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Fig. 3: A street in Hamburg after 1943. Photo: © Deutsche Fotothek / Germin.
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the bodies of the population converge towards an affec-
tive state attuned to the catastrophe. These collectively 
experienced emotions and their power of attuning all those 
that are perceptually present in a given spatial field have 
been variously thematised, and what we can infer from 
Dagerman’s accounts is the dense, leaden atmosphere that 
the autumn of 1946 afforded to both survivors and visitors.38 
It seems to have been felt as a transversal emotional paral-
ysis, an embodied response to trauma that only a detached 
external observer such as the reporter himself could avert. 
Destroyed with the bombed cities was a significant part of 
their inhabitants’ affective life.39

Scene 3: Losing One’s Way
Der Untergang is Hans Erich Nossack’s vivid memoir of 
the bombing of Hamburg, which the author barely escaped 
since he had taken a short vacation and rented a small 
cabin fifteen kilometers south of the city.40 From there, he 
could witness the gigantic fleet of bombers that unleashed 
an immense storm of fire over the city. His description of 
the nighttime aerial raids records the deep roar of thou-
sands of airplane engines, the howl of the descending 
bombs and the rising flames that could well be seen even 
from a distance. The memoir continues with the description 
of the waves of shocked survivors flowing out of the city 
in the days following the raids, and finally with Nossack’s 
return to Hamburg. Here, his words illustrate both the dev-
astation suffered by the physical structure of the city, which 
has been entirely razed to the ground, and the stunned 
responses of the other people who dared to venture back 
into town. The memoir ends with Nossack’s observation 
of the uncanny silence that has followed the destruction, 
which in his words seems to have deprived the city of its 
place in time.

Nossack’s account of Hamburg’s bombing was written 
only three months after the events, and first appeared in 
1948. His work is among the few that Sebald recognises 
as a candid report of what happened to the German city 
in the summer of 1943.41 Nossack himself, on the opening 
page of The End, says he felt he had a mandate to render 
an account, as an ethical urge he could not set aside. The 
text, which the author claims was originally meant only as 
a form of self-therapy, immediately made Nossack famous, 
was translated into French and republished many times.42

The account, unfolding over the course of a few days, 
is a detailed observation of the dynamics of destruction. 
Sebald’s On the Natural History of Destruction fills the gaps 
of the paucity of reports with a technical description of the 
research and technology that the Allied forces implemented 
to destroy the Third Reich cities, thus reconstructing the 
events from a third-person perspective over half a century 
after they had taken place. On the other hand, Nossack was 

deeply embedded within them, and writes on a surge of 
emotion from a purely first-person perspective.43 His fear, 
reported in the essay’s introduction, is that he would fall 
prey to denial and removal, as his fellow citizens seem to 
have done. The End is valuable because beyond returning 
a vivid and horrifying image of the destruction, the author 
is also constantly observing himself: his responses, emo-
tions, movements, his sense of bedazzlement and confu-
sion as he returns to Hamburg for the first time after the 
major raids.

We can follow Nossack as he explores the razed city, 
glimpses the bundles of corpses laid out along the street, 
feels the absence of that domestic life that had animated 
the houses – no more smell of cake on Sunday coming 
from the windows – and on the contrary contracts to the 
foul stench oozing from the cellars where countless people 
have been burned to death and are now being consumed 
by maggots. The atmosphere of horror and decay is largely 
transported by the smells, and, as he notes, ‘A sudden crav-
ing for perfume arose in us.’44 [Fig. 5]

Stunning in Nossack’s description – and in many oth-
ers as well – is the city’s total loss of structure. Everything 
has been turned upside-down: where houses once stood, 
one now only finds piles of rubble; the survivors no longer 
inhabit the houses, since they have moved underground 
to the basements, the only shelters still left standing; the 
streets and alleys of the historic urban fabric have solidified 
into a continuous, lunar landscape of broken architectural 
fragments. Nossack is surprised to see some of the city’s 
towers still standing, lone surviving landmarks in an urban 
landscape that has lost all verticality.45

While human life slowly adapts to the emergency condi-
tions, with families squatting in flooded basements and chil-
dren scavenging among ruins for any usable material, we 
can grasp the sense of disorientation that these spatial con-
ditions afford. Cities are human habitats, and normally offer 
their inhabitants spaces that feel safe, controllable, where 
one can find one’s way by navigating through the streets 
guided by familiar objects and landmarks. Performing these 
spatial rituals each day, we learn to use our city even in a 
distracted disposition. But when this spatial structure col-
lapses, when the space we once knew no longer helps us 
know where we are, another function of the heritage value 
of cities ceases to be. Heritage architecture – the famil-
iar spatial array of one’s hometown and neighbourhood, 
beyond their possible monumental relevance – at once 
supports one in knowing both where one is and who one 
is, fuelling individuals’ and communities’ sense of identity. 
Once it is destroyed, each movement and each step require 
new intentional labour, and many desperate survivors in the 
post-war reports appear to be burdened by this fatigue. 

In the English edition of Nossack’s account, the text is 
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Fig. 4: The Ringstraße in Dresden after 1945. Photo: © Deutsche Fotothek / Richard Petersen.
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complemented by a set of photographs by Erich Andres, 
who served as a propaganda photographer in the army. 
While on leave in Dresden in 1943, he secretly photo-
graphed the destroyed city, the charred corpses in the 
streets, the crowds of seemingly indifferent passers-by find-
ing their way through the rubble covering a space that has 
lost nearly all structure. The subjects’ postures, gestures 
and facial expressions clearly speak of a gruelling existen-
tial state, burdened by hardship and a collective sense of 
failure, but also the urge to survive in the face of adverse 
conditions. As life adapts to this challenging state of things, 
the crowds start carving new paths amid the rubble of what 
was once Dresden. From these new tracks, the future urban 
life will one day emerge.

Conclusion: the time of ruins
In the preface to a book of photographs published in 1965 – 
the vicennial of the war’s end – Heinrich Böll reflected on the 
effects of the reconstruction of Cologne.46 On some pages, 
photographer Walter Dick pairs images of the ruins and the 
population inhabiting it with views of the reconstructed city, 
inviting the reader to reflect on the social transformation 
that the miraculous post-war renaissance had produced, 
and on the new urban atmosphere that had emerged from 
this process. 

Twenty years after The End, the rubble was gone, the 
country was at the height of its economic rebirth, and the 
cities had been partially rebuilt – although not everyone 
was satisfied with the results.47 The urban atmosphere 
had changed: thriving commercial cores rose where 
twenty years earlier everything had been destroyed, and 
the bridges again connected the two shores of the Rhine. 
Yet what the book implicitly seems to claim is that the dis-
tance between the two historical moments, between the 
dramatic situation of the war’s aftermath and the optimistic 
city of 1965 was somehow shorter than one would expect. 
Something of the atmosphere, of the shared emotions 
caused by the destruction still lingered, perhaps inscribed 
in the lived memories of the survivors’ bodies, those who 
had been there during the nocturnal raids. If in 1965 they 
could feel proud of the German people’s resilience and abil-
ity to stand again, the trauma of the war had not altogether 
disappeared.

Eight decades later, the traces of destruction are no lon-
ger visible, except in those places where it has been memo-
rialised. The contemporary German cities, which have 
returned to being spaces of life for their inhabitants, have 
been domesticated and once again constitute places of her-
itage, which citizens recognise as their own. This new form 
of heritage inevitably embodies the destruction, the events 
that unmade and then remade space. Although the Allied 
bombings may today seem at a sidereal distance, they are 

indeed still somehow present, as a spatialised, affective 
resonance. 

Exactly for this reason, I believe, the literary accounts 
I have reviewed acquire a special role in our culture. It is 
telling that the German debate sparked by Sebald’s essay 
arrived more than half a century after the bombings, when 
the material traces of the destruction and the lived mem-
ory of the events have almost entirely faded. When the 
unbelievable violence and senseless destruction start 
losing their sense of reality, and one may even wonder if 
those events really took place, then it is the role of litera-
ture, more than of space, to preserve the vitality of events 
over time. While I believe that urban space bears a unique 
heritage of human events and memories, literary space is 
the one cultural artifact that can preserve and make ever 
present an aspect of life that is ‘touched from the inside’. For 
this reason, even today, when eyewitnesses of the events 
are dwindling in number, can we somehow imagine that 
the destruction is still going on, in the pages of the books 
entrusted to us.

In the endless cycle of destruction and reconstruction, 
today other cities continue to fall, devastated by earth-
quakes or wars. Just as the literary accounts that tell the 
story of the German destructions are endowed with the abil-
ity to make the events ever present, touching us and bring-
ing us into contact with the deeper stratum of space, we 
may expect a future literature recounting the events that are 
causing the emergence of these new ruins. Viewed in per-
spective, against the backdrop of disasters that we witness 
in real time, this literature may also help open our eyes to 
what we experience today, to the way the heritage of cities 
is warped by the war, and to how we can envisage its future. 
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Fig. 5: Corpses of men deceased in the firestorm, 1943. Photo: © Deutsche Fotothek / Erich Andres.
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Abstract
This article examines cemeteries as repositories for ver-
nacular literary culture, in the form of epitaphs, and as the 
inspiration for literature that brings necrogeography into 
tension with programmes of growth. It starts in the early 
nineteenth century, when Romantic period notions of indi-
viduality, intertwined with the novel, gave birth to modern 
cemeteries. These spaces have, in the interceding centu-
ries, grown old and been threatened by expanding cities, 
infrastructure, and changing modes of memorialisation. As 
sprawling cities encroach on cemeteries, ‘perpetual rest’ 
has been challenged and headstones have been removed 
or consolidated, to make way for parks and amenities that 
benefit the living. Literary depictions of cemeteries in the 
twentieth century have both reinforced, and troubled the 

Corresponding Author Email

samuel.holleran@rmit.edu.au

ORCID

Samuel Holleran https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4037-6240

How to cite

Samuel Holleran,’Library of Stone: Cemeteries, Storytelling, and 

the Preservation of Urban Infrastructures of Death and Mourning’, 

Footprint Delft Architecture Theory Journal, vol. 18, no. 1 (2024): 

41-54, https://doi.org/10.59490/footprint.18.1.6956.

Submitted 26 May 2023

Revised 19 October 2023

Accepted 3 February 2024

Published 30 September 2024

notion, that cemeteries are ‘archives in stone’ that must be 
protected at all costs.

Keywords
Death, memorialisation, cemeteries, archives

Tolstoy’s 1886 story ‘How Much Land Does a Man Need?’ 
sees Pahom, a peasant, develop an insatiable thirst for 
land. His greed leads him to overexert himself while staking 
claim to a new property, and he drops dead.1 The two-me-
tre grave in which he is deposited presumably answers the 
question posed in the title. For cultures that bury their dead, 
these dimensions have stayed more or less the same, but 
the landscape and material world of burial has shifted dra-
matically – from small churchyards honeycombed with 
graves, to sprawling park-like surrounds that borrow their 
design cues from golf courses and pleasure gardens.2 

The contemporary cemetery is not a prototypical use of 
land, like the burial ground, but a shared space that is the 
product of social imaginaries, including idealised notions of 
landscape, memory and storytelling. 

The space of the cemetery is inextricably linked with 
the power of literature to project visions of place, par-
ticularly the novel. Novels and romantic paintings of the 
late-eighteenth century helped to bring modern cemeteries 
into being, by advancing new notions of landscape, and 
by shifting the established cultures of death and mourning. 
The world’s first designed cemetery, Paris’s Père Lachaise, 
opened in 1804. Its creation was inspired by the conflu-
ence of Romantic Period notions of individuality, English 
landscape gardening, and Sanitary Movement reformers 
concerned with miasmic fumes. While burial grounds, 
churchyards and crypts had been around for millennia, 
the grounds at Père Lachaise represented a new form of 
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urbanised nature, dotted with memorials. The ledgers and 
‘death’s head’ gravestones of the eighteenth century gave 
way to more dimensional tombs, obelisks and sculptures.3 

These were placed in highly designed forests and mead-
ows, synthetic evocations of ‘Elysium, the place of the 
blessed dead’ known as ‘rural’ cemeteries to their early 
adherents because of their greenery.4 New cemeteries 
represented an opportunity for a visible improvement in 
the emergent field of public health (albeit one based on a 
later-discredited theory of contagion). They also posited 
a new kind of idealised nature, accessible via new omni-
bus and suburban rail lines that proved incredibly popular. 
These planned and heavily maintained versions of nature, 
would, in turn, inspire twentieth-century landscape imagi-
naries, including garden cities and cul-de-sac suburbs. 

Beyond creating a space that was manicured, well 
drained, and safely outside the city, Père Lachaise – and 
the garden cemeteries that followed its model – promised 
that those buried within its gates would be remembered 
with stone markers and that these gravesites would be 
protected in perpetuity. This marked a departure from the 
churchyard burials that dominated Europe and its colonies 
for over five hundred years, where graves went unmarked, 
and land was routinely turned over to reset supply. ‘The 
nineteenth century saw an expansion of the franchise of 
memory’, led by cemeteries.5 At the close of the eighteenth 
century, burial in a churchyard with a wood cross was the 
norm for all but a thin sliver of elite merchants and nobil-
ity; by the beginning of the twentieth century, even citizens 
from a lower-middle-class background were buried with 
permanent stone markers.6 This was aided, in part, by 
a surge in literacy that allowed for a greater proportion of 
society to read (and chisel) deictic signs to mark the graves 
of their forefathers; and it was affirmed by the new, novelis-
tic understanding of individuals as protagonists in their own 
lives. These forces allowed cemeteries to take shape and 
quickly supplant churchyard burial. Within their walls, the 
stories of everyday people – like those conveyed by litera-
ture – could be condensed into epigraphs. At Père Lachaise 
and its cemetery descendants, these formed a new com-
munity held together by text. 

While cemeteries created a framework for literature-in-
spired memorialisation, literature has also helped us to 
understand the cultural heritage of the cemetery: as a place 
for mourning, as a city in miniature, as an expression of ide-
alised nature, and as an open-air archive that catalogues 
the names of the dead and, indeed, inscribes them on the 
landscape. Novels, with their broad timelines, help us to 
imagine spatial futures and changing cityscapes. The cem-
eteries of the nineteenth century were imagined as perpet-
ual landscapes containing stories that could be read over 
and over, to ‘cultivate the intellect’ and serve as ‘historical 

records’.7 In the twentieth century, many novelists revisited 
the cemetery as a space that stands outside time (or at 
least the timelines of the everyday) and used them as set-
tings for moments of contemplation and revelation. 

Novels and cemeteries are both repositories for knowl-
edge and memory. In novels, the characters’ exploits are 
used to explore larger ideas, providing a record of the 
human experience. Similarly, cemeteries serve as a phys-
ical record of the lives of those who have died, preserving 
their memory for future generations. Some literary works 
put record-keeping and memorialisation in tension, such 
as José Saramago’s All the Names, in which a low-level 
clerk at a Central Registry of Births, Marriages and Deaths 
expands his office’s purview into the neighbouring ceme-
tery, mixing the living and the dead. The novel’s focus on 
names highlights the intersection of mortality, record-keep-
ing and regimes of power – what the historian Thomas 
Laqueur calls the ‘necronominalism’ of cemeteries and 
twentieth-century memorials.8 The clerk tests his bureau-
cracy’s ability to hold onto names, as he attempts to pry one 
loose, an act that has profound implications for the system 
as a whole. 

In other works of fiction, cemeteries serve as both 
‘untouched’ preserves of tranquillity and solemnity in cha-
otic cities, and as a synecdoche for the city itself. Sections 
of cemeteries are presented as distinct neighbourhoods 
that respond to the changes occurring outside their walls. 
This article appraises the deeply reciprocal relationship 
between cemeteries, landscapes that hold human remains 
and memorials, and books, repositories of the written word 
that, through their binding, cataloguing, and preservation 
in libraries, take on their own sacredness. Both forms are 
examples of shared heritages, where disparate worldviews 
and perspectives are held together in the interest of preser-
vation. By collecting memorials in cemeteries, and books in 
libraries, these individual objects stand a better chance of 
preservation and use.

In this article, the relationship between books and cem-
eteries is examined in the European-influenced world, with 
a particular emphasis on ‘Anglosphere’ countries – under-
stood here as the UK, North America, and Australasia – 
where cemeteries are primarily defined as eternal spaces 
and families purchase interment rights in perpetuity. The 
infinite time horizon of perpetual burial arose with rural 
cemeteries of the early nineteenth century, was codified 
by the British Burial Reforms of the 1850s, and reaffirmed 
in the twentieth century, when urban renewal projects cut 
cemeteries off from surrounding communities, but largely 
spared demolition.9 Rather than reusing existing plots – as 
is the norm in many countries – space for new burial was 
provided in newer memorial parks, built at the expand-
ing edge of car-based suburbs.10 Memorial parks further 
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expanded the scale of cemeteries and pushed them further 
into the urban periphery. This article pays special attention 
to the Victorian Era cemeteries ‘rediscovered’ as remnants 
of the pre-automotive city, which appealed to mid- and 
late-twentieth century writers. It is informed by a larger PhD 
project that investigates changes to historic cemeteries in 
the UK, US, and Australia and the introduction of grave-re-
use programs.

Both novels and cemeteries illuminate the past via 
word-based culture, telling stories about power and influ-
ence, as well as resilience, in changing cities. This piece 
takes as its starting point the increased focus on the individ-
ual in the Victorian era. I assert that cemeteries, as a built 
form, arise from a novelistic understanding of humans as 
protagonists in their own lives. The language of headstones 
speaks to this, acting simultaneously as storytelling device 
and as graven record. Moving into the twentieth century, 
I address the relationship of cemeteries to rapidly shifting 
urban peripheries. For mid-century novelists cemeteries 
are often used to explore conventions of memorialisation, 
identity, and communities’ claim on urban space. A prime 
example is to be found in the novels of Philip Roth, who 
deploys cemetery scenes as a way for his protagonists to 
explore their own mortality, and the lifespan of a particu-
lar community. For Roth, cemeteries achieve a form of 
emplacement that extends communities, acting as a rem-
nant in the ever-changing urban landscape of the United 
States. The final section leaves the North American context 
to focus on the previously-mentioned novel All the Names 
by José Saramago, a work that troubles the notion of the 
cemetery as an eternal archive, the Portuguese Catholic 
norms around burial in perpetuity, and record keeping. 

Because I focus on cemeteries in twentieth century nov-
els, this article makes some notable exclusions, leaving 
out two more recent works, Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry 
of Utmost Happiness and George Saunders’s Lincoln in 
the Bardo (both published in 2017).11 These novels are set 
in a heterotopic graveyard in Delhi and a historic ceme-
tery in Washington, DC, respectively. In Sanders’s novel, 
the recently deceased come alive to tell their stories via 
an experimental shuffling of narrative; in Roy’s work those 
who have died a social death outside the cemetery’s gates 
remake their lives with the protection afforded by an over-
looked and highly stigmatised space. These books present 
opportunities for a future study of cemeteries that exist out-
side of the imaginaries of the rural cemetery movement and 
European-infected necrogeography. In concluding, I ask 
how future cemeteries might exist as hybrid spaces, with 
physical and digital markers intertwined, and I hint at how 
storytelling and narrative in cemeteries might shift the way 
built environment practitioners think about the relationship 
between these two types of archives. 

Carved in stone, ‘writ in water’
Before discussing the cemetery in novels, it is worth noting 
the writing that appears in cemeteries. This consists pri-
marily of names, dates and epitaphs. Epitaphs are, simply 
put, inscriptions written in memory of a person who has 
died. Often chiselled in stone and placed above the grave, 
they are one of the oldest forms of writing in the built envi-
ronment. In many cases these phrases are workaday, such 
as ‘here lies’. Their brevity was the product of the labour 
required to produce them. In contemporary burial grounds, 
an economy of words is often still a requirement, but unre-
lated to the labour, as headstones are now rarely carved, 
but instead pneumatically sandblasted and lasercut. Many 
military cemeteries use only a surname, first initial, and the 
years spanning birth and death. In other locations, the lan-
guage of graves is routinised, and mainstays like ‘dearly 
departed’ and ‘forever in our hearts’ are generic enough to 
gain little notice, but slight alterations, like an epitaph that 
says ‘we miss you’ in all caps, have the capacity to bring 
the sting of an untimely death to the fore. [Fig. 1] 

Epitaphs are left behind for coming generations to inter-
pret, so while they reflect on the life of an individual, they 
posit future viewers and assume some degree of cultural, 
linguistic and religious continuity. In honouring the dead, 
they also ‘glorify the living’ and create a ‘place for the peri-
odic assemblage of kin… a rallying point for members of 
a group, a focus for their solidarity.’12 Those who come 
across a headstone are assumed to be literate in the same 
language and schooled in its symbols and conventions of 
the same religious community. The experience of interpret-
ing epitaphs is shared, and it extends well beyond descen-
dants to include other community members, local histori-
ans and passers-by. Epitaphs express private sentiment 
for a core audience of close family members, but unlike 
other receptacles for memory that focus on the family, they 
exist in the public eye. While not meant for the public, these 
engravings are read by the public, collected as rubbings, 
and used as wayfinders in the cemetery. This paradox of 
audience is time-constrained; after three or four genera-
tions all of those who visit the grave can be assumed to be 
relative strangers to the deceased. 

Epitaphs are often ‘picture stories’ that pair a handful 
of words with a stock image. These images have changed 
significantly over time. Botanical and embroidery-inspired 
patterns began to appear on British memorials as early 
as the tenth and eleventh centuries, but most headstones 
remained exceedingly simple.13 This changed in the eigh-
teenth century, with more complex designs (often making 
use of pre-carved ‘blanks’) that feature the angel of death, 
floral patterns, complex crosses and animals. Inscriptions 
also grew longer, including many that elaborate on cause 
of death and on the kinship relationship of stacked, or 
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Fig. 1: ‘We Miss You,’ an epitaph on a 1960s grave in the Melbourne General Cemetery, Melbourne, Australia. Photo: author.
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Fig. 2: A headstone from the 1880s in German and English at the Gnadenfrei Lutheran Church burial ground in South Australia. Photo: 

author.
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adjacent, burials (the most common being ‘Wife’, a descrip-
tion that did not always come with an individual’s name). 
Often, birthplaces were noted and sometimes they con-
tained notes on marriage and migration. At a cemetery in 
the Adelaide Hills in South Australia, an epitaph begins in 
German, and, as if thinking better of it, switches to English 
in honour of the settler’s new homeland and resting place. 
[Fig. 2] 

In the early nineteenth century, the Romantic move-
ment profoundly changed the way that Western Europeans 
memorialised their dead and understood death, particularly 
in Britain, where conceptual metaphors for death appeared, 
namely that ‘death is a journey’ and ‘death is sleep’. These 
stock phrases were frequently used to describe the state of 
those who had died too soon, notably children who died in 
infancy, and they were often paired with imagery of lambs 
and budding trees.14 This metaphorical understanding of 
death marks a shift from early-modern familiarity with death 
to an increased distance between the departed and the 
living in the modern era. 

Philippe Ariès, the French medievalist who turned to the 
subject of death in the last decade of his own life, traced 
the shift in the marking of death in early modernity, when it 
went from a ‘familiar and tamed’ event that occurred in the 
home and was every bit as ‘banal as seasonal holidays’, to 
a great sorrow, borne ‘by survivors… [with] a new intoler-
ance to separation’.15 This obsession defined the Romantic 
movement, with an impact on the built environment as new 
cemeteries appeared:

Beginning with the eighteenth century, man in western societies 

tended to give death a new meaning. He exalted it, dramatized 

it… [this] inspired in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the 

new cult of tombs and cemeteries and the romantic, rhetorical 

treatment of death.16

The dramatisation of death found new and eloquent form in 
the memorial landscape of cemeteries themselves. These 
surroundings hinted at an Arcadian afterlife in pastoral 
calm: an environment created at the edge of cities as an 
antidote to increasingly hectic urban life. Within their gates, 
cemeteries created an idealised and urbanised nature – a 
landscape that could be brought into ‘service to soften the 
keener emotions of mourners’.17 Within these garden-like 
surrounds, elaborate tombstones spoke to the individuality 
and merit of those who had passed on and, it was hoped, 
would someday rise up from their positions. 

The classic example of a Romantic epitaph is John 
Keats’s tombstone in Rome, a trend-setter in the genre, 
and, within a decade of its creation, a place of pilgrimage 
for fellow poets, painters and English gentlemen on the 
European Grand Tour.18 [Fig. 3] The inscription contains 

over four typographical styles, starting with an introduction, 
a large cursive ‘This Grave’; sitting above a tightly kerned 
‘YOUNG ENGLISH POET’, his early death already adding 
to his posthumous reputation; before moving to Keats’s 
own specific request: ‘Here lies one whose name is writ in 
water.’ The full text reads: 

This grave contains all that was Mortal of a Young English 

Poet Who on his Death Bed, in the Bitterness of his Heart at 

the Malicious Power of his Enemies Desired these Words to be 

engraven on his Tomb Stone: Here lies One Whose Name was 

writ in Water. Feb 24th 1821.

Two hundred years later, the meaning of ‘writ in water’ is 
still disputed. Was it, perhaps, ‘an angry protest against 
the unfairness of a fate that appeared to have deprived 
him of a chance of immortality, or an almost zen-like state-
ment of resignation and of the impermanence of all exis-
tence?’19 The grave can be seen as a first entry in a long 
line of wry headstones that protest against the injustice of a 
young person taken too soon.20 The irony is, of course, that 
Keats’s naked display of feeling – his fear that his legacy will 
wash away – helped to ensure its survival. Keats’s burial 
place, Rome’s Cimitero Acattolico (sometimes called the 
Protestant, or English, Cemetery), served as a model for 
many of the rural cemeteries being developed in Northern 
Europe. It was a cosmopolitan space, far removed from the 
closed community of the churchyard. At Acattolico, idiosyn-
cratic headstones were placed in leafy surrounds. In the 
first half of the nineteenth century, civic leaders in the UK, 
France, the US, and Canada moved to replace churchyard 
burial and the gridded ‘reform’ cemeteries of the late eigh-
teenth century with rural cemeteries at the urban periph-
ery. In this way they created hybrid landscapes that would 
join city and country and create sanitary, lasting spaces for 
memorialisation.21

Cemetery as remnant in the changing city
Just as the success of rural cemeteries in the mid-nine-
teenth century helped them to almost completely replace 
churchyard burial within the space of a few decades, the 
rise of automobility and suburban memorial parks made the 
first generation of cemeteries redundant by the mid-twen-
tieth century. Cemeteries established in the Victorian era 
became moribund spaces, notable for tilting funerary col-
umns, groves of trees and sooty angels. Many were largely 
forgotten by neighbouring communities, surrounded 
as they were by high stone walls and opaque fences.22 
Memorial parks began to replace cemeteries, both for the 
interment of bodies and cremated remains. Indeed, crema-
tion grew in popularity in the second half of the century and 
was approved for Catholics as part of the 1960s Vatican II 
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Fig. 3: The tombstone of John Keats in Rome. Photo: Wikimedia Commons.
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reforms.23 While the Catholic Church still forbids ash scat-
tering, members of other Christian groups, especially those 
who embraced a back-to-the-land ethos, took up the prac-
tice, the new rituals for the disposition of the dead making 
cemeteries redundant. In an effort to attract new groups to 
memorial parks, many created special environments and 
structures for the interment of cremated remains, including 
columbaria, rose gardens and rock gardens. These spaces 
often reflect forms of urbanised nature popular with a new 
suburban, upper middle class, such as country clubs, golf 
courses, rock gardens and arboreta. 

Rural cemeteries, so radical in their inception, con-
tained the sprawl and ambition of nineteenth-century nov-
els, but like Victorian novelists, only a handful are well 
known today. For all the immaculately-maintained rural 
cemeteries – like Boston’s Mount Auburn, Brooklyn’s 
Green-Wood, and London’s Magnificent Seven – there 
are dozens that struggle to care for listing obelisks and 
spires. In most cases, only the direct descendants of inter-
ment right holders can make changes to a gravesite, but 
incomplete records and migrating populations make it dif-
ficult to track those people down. Like the books of nov-
elists threatened with obscurity, a great number of cem-
eteries are officially ‘maintained’ but largely forgotten. 
While cemetery land is protected from redevelopment, 
together with chapels, gates and fences often listed as 
heritage at the local level, few individual headstones are 
protected. In most cases, headstones are treated as the 
property of descendant families, and the state can only 
intervene to stabilise them – frequently by laying them flat 
on the ground – but not to restore them. In Commonwealth 
countries, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 
maintains soldiers’ headstones in local cemeteries, and in 
recent years, government and not-for-profit groups in the 
US have raised funds to support the preservation of African 
American Burial Grounds.24 The heritage advocacy of the 
1970s helped to kickstart preservation efforts in the largest 
and most charismatic cemeteries, as well as volunteer-led 
‘friends of’ groups in smaller cemeteries, but the massive 
scale of burial-in-perpetuity means that many are passed 
over. Victorian cemeteries, in particular, became appealing 
in their melancholic disrepair, a natural foil to the same-
ness of strip mall suburbs and ‘rationalised’ city centres.25

In post-war North American literature, the cemetery 
became a talismanic place, not just a setting – a place 
where things happen – but as a place where things are 
supposed to happen. This impulse is most clear in the 
work of Philip Roth, whose novels contain half a dozen 
scenes in cemeteries, including a drunken brawl in a bliz-
zard-bound Chicago cemetery in The Anatomy Lesson 
(1983) and an autoerotic interlude at an ex-lover’s grave in 
Sabbath’s Theater (1995).26 Roth is not alone in situating 

his characters’ stories in the inter-generational composi-
tion of headstones. Don DeLillo’s White Noise (1985) also 
uses the ‘tilted, pockmarked’ graves of a New England 
burial ground as a kind of fulcrum in the novel, allowing the 
protagonist’s everyday life to switch into a wilder series of 
events that examine the ‘power of the dead’ and our fear 
of dying.27 Unlike DeLillo, Roth is less interested in an indi-
vidual’s mortality and more in the continuity of community, 
not least in the rise and fall of his beloved Newark, New 
Jersey, a symbol of upward mobility in his youth, and of 
rioting and urban collapse by his middle age. The deindus-
trialisation and white flight of the 1960s and ‘70s left husks 
of formerly habitable rowhouses and rusting factories – 
urban graveyards.

In The Anatomy Lesson, Roth’s alter ego, Nathan 
Zuckerman, is afflicted by a mysterious pain and spends 
most of his days lying flat or reading through a pair of 
prism glasses. This gives him a great deal of time to con-
template his past romances, novels, and the dramatic 
transformation of his hometown. Entering middle age, his 
parents have died and ‘the Jersey side of the Hudson’ 
has become ‘his West Bank, occupied now by an alien 
tribe.’28 He had imagined the community that he grew up 
in – that of ‘pioneering [Ashkenazi] Jewish fathers burst-
ing with taboos’ and ‘sons boiling with temptations’ – was 
going to last forever, but its existence was confined to just 
two generations.29 For perhaps fifty years Jewish migrants 
who had escaped the Pale of Settlement at the turn of the 
century, were emplaced in Newark’s tight-knit South Ward, 
a place Roth successfully mythologised in many of his 
novels. While suburban development, deindustrialisation 
and lucrative jobs in the sunbelt had already loosened the 
community by 1967, when racial unrest boiled over, it is the 
five days of rioting that he sees as the definitive moment 
of scattering. When Zuckerman meets Dr Kotler, a ‘white-
haired gentleman… [with] the mildest Old Country accent’ 
who offers to help him with his mysterious pain, the doctor 
bemoans the loss of ‘our dear Newark. Large enough to be 
big-time, small enough to walk down the street and greet 
people you knew. Vanished now.’30 To Kotler, Newark is like 
his ‘birthplace, Vilna, decimated by Hitler, then stolen by 
Stalin.’ He is now a ‘man in exile’, having moved across 
the river to Manhattan, to begin ‘life anew in… [his] eighth 
decade.’31 Roth offers up this story of double displacement 
with a tongue-in-cheek nod to the trope of Jewish ‘wan-
dering’ and the implied racism of the ‘riot’ narrative perpet-
uated by an older generation, but beneath this there is a 
real hurt for what the former residents of his city have left 
behind.32 

Once outside of their co-ethnic community in 
Newark, Jewish families ‘assimilated, to be respectable, 
to be detached like the Wasps.‘33 They changed their 
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appearance, changed surnames, and took on new identi-
ties. Roth cannot reconcile these changes, even within his 
own family, preferring to remember his mother before the 
‘Florida retirement and the blond hair’.34 The cemetery is 
where the undiluted, unassimilated Jewish community of 
his youth in the 1930s lives on for Nathan Zuckerman. It is a 
heterogenous city in miniature where ‘gravestones… [are] 
inscribed with Hebrew but that in some cases also bore 
words in Yiddish, Russian, German, even Hungarian.’35 
These disparate communities came together to form the 
South Ward, but soon spread apart, with Newark serving 
as a jumping-off point, not as an end destination. To Roth, 
the Newark of the early-2000s is an alien land that must be 
traversed quickly and cautiously to visit the one site he is 
still interested in: the cemetery. 

In a 2006 interview after the publication of Everyman 
in the same year, the author spoke about cemeteries with 
the radio host Terry Gross, saying he was ‘rather glad 
that his parents were buried in the ground, in a box, and 
not cremated, their ashes scattered somewhere.’36 Even 
the tumble-down cemetery in Newark, where his parents 
were interred (that serves as a referent for a similar Jewish 
burial ground in the highly autobiographical book), ‘gave 
[him] a place to go.’ Roth continues: ‘I don’t believe they 
are present – I know they are dead – but somehow the 
place has a significance, it focuses your thinking, it allows 
you to be alone and uninterrupted in your thinking about 
the past with them.’37 When Gross counters that: 

cemeteries are… almost outdated because people and their 

friends are so scattered geographically, they’re not tied together 

in a physical community anymore and cemeteries… it’s as if you 

bought this home for somebody and [you don’t know] is it a nice 

neighbourhood? Is the neighbourhood being kept up?38 

Roth disagrees, saying: ‘my attention is focused by virtue 
of those gravestones and those dates that I see, they are 
very powerful… those dates that you see are very power-
ful, it’s just four numbers and hyphens and four more num-
bers, but they pack a punch.’39 Even with Newark’s Jewish 
community spread out to neighbouring suburbs, inland 
cities and Florida retirement communities, their cemetery 
remained as a ‘neighbourhood’ within the changed city. 

Roth sees the small Jewish cemetery ‘off the Jersey 
Turnpike’ where his parents are buried as a significant 
remnant of his community as it once was, but he does not 
excise the possibility of others also finding meaning in that 
space. In Everyman, Roth ends the novel with his protag-
onist (the nameless ‘everyman’) visiting the cemetery and 
striking up a conversation with a gravedigger. Family visita-
tion has dwindled and the cemetery is in disrepair. The only 
person who appears to care for the grounds is the digger, 

a fifty-eight-year-old Black man, who the everyman speaks 
with at length. The everyman asks him if he knows some of 
the people buried around his parents, and the gravedigger 
points to headstones, rattling off stories:

this guy here fought in World War Two. Prisoner of war in Japan. 

Helluva nice guy. Know him from when he used to come visit his 

wife… There’s a boy here, seventeen. Killed in a car crash. His 

friends come by and put beer cans on his grave. Or a fishing 

pole. He liked to fish.40

The stories of the Jewish dead have been kept and retold 
by someone outside the community. The everyman is 
touched, realising that this man ‘might someday soon be 
digging a hole for him’.41 He feels a kinship with the man 
but the only way he can express it is in pecuniary form; 
he slips him two $50 bills, they briefly touch bands, and 
with that their communion ends. The exchange, between 
two men from the same city separated by a generation and 
a colour line, represents a continuity of stories, aided by 
headstones as mnemonic devices. On the next page the 
everyman dies, and presumably, the gravedigger will bury 
him. In Everyman, one of Roth’s last novels, the cemetery 
moves from a stage where his characters project their 
voices (and other bodily secretions) to a space of patri-
mony. The terse words on stones, he intimates, may last 
longer than those printed in books. 

The most dogged defenders of cemeteries have pre-
sented these spaces not just as heritage landscapes, pro-
tected by grave tenure, but as brick-and-mortar archives, 
perpetually protected by both church and state. They 
argue that, while paper-based archives are flammable and 
computer-based systems are fallible, the ‘stone libraries’ 
of cemeteries provide a time-tested form of record keeping 
and an open-air gallery of vernacular sculpture.42 As cit-
ies have grown and spilled over greenbelts, annexed sub-
urbs, and have been radically transformed in their ethnic 
and socio-economic makeup, cemeteries preserve original 
villages and districts via the ‘neighbourhoods’ created by 
their tiny street networks and co-religious sections (the 
cemetery is, since its inception, multi-denominational, if 
not always multi-religious). The efforts of cemetery pres-
ervationists have been reappraised in recent years as 
fights over grave tenure and urban land pressures have 
expanded, and as the nature of memorialisation on col-
onised land has been contested. They have also been 
tested by a postmodern scepticism of state authority and 
its tendency towards quantification. The following section 
moves away from rural cemeteries influenced by English 
landscape gardening, to examine a sprawling cemetery 
in an anonymous, Mediterranean country, where burial is 
also in perpetuity. The cemetery’s creep into surrounding 
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neighbourhoods disturbs the figure-ground relationship 
between urbanisation and memorialisation. 

The stone archive
In José Saramago’s All the Names, the chief tenets of 
record keeping and memory are probed by Senhor José, 
a clerk in the Central Registry of Births, Marriages and 
Deaths. He works ‘without cease from morning to night… 
[in a] continual state of agitation’ at the bottom of a pyramid 
of officialdom.43 Eight clerks in the front row do the lion’s 
share of work, sorting through card indexes and chasing 
down slips of paper; their superiors above them do little to 
no work; and at the top of the pyramid, a god-like Registrar 
peers down. The majority of the novel takes place in this 
massive municipal archive where Senhor José, much like 
Sam Lowry in Terry Gilliam’s film Brazil, labours increas-
ingly hard to appease his superiors. Eventually, he runs 
afoul of the bureaucracy, ‘goes rogue’, and creates his own 
counter archive. 

The Central Registry, in which the novel is set, extends 
beyond the clerks’ desks so far that they are made to use 
an ‘Ariadne’s thread’ system to find their way back. The 
files of the living give way to a much larger expanse ded-
icated to the dead, and one unfortunate researcher dis-
appears into the ‘labyrinth catacombs of the archive’ and 
is ‘discovered, almost miraculously, after a week, starv-
ing, thirsty, exhausted, delirious, having survived… [by] 
ingesting enormous quantities of old documents.’44 José, 
who is afraid of heights but cannot tell his superiors, goes 
into the archives of the dead only when he has to. If he 
enters, he is doubly bound, with Ariadne’s thread wrapped 
around his ankle, and his belt lashed to the ladder that pro-
vides access to the upper shelves. When the record of an 
unknown woman catches his attention, José develops an 
obsession and begins a series of secret, after-hours vis-
its to the archive to dig up information. After many twists 
and turns, his quest leads him to the cemetery where the 
unknown woman, alive at the novel’s start, has been buried 
in a far-flung section reserved for suicides. He is devas-
tated, but resolved to complete her entry in his records and 
goes into the cemetery to certify her death. 

Saramago presents the cemetery as the ‘twin sister 
of the Central Registry’, with the same façade, the ‘same 
enamel lettering’, the same ‘arrangement of staff, in a trian-
gle, with the eight clerks in the first row’, the only addition 
being the ‘guides’ sitting at benches ‘on either side of the 
entrance door… gravediggers’.45 Senhor José’s trip to the 
cemetery comes at the novel’s climax, and he goes with 
the hope that the ill-management and senseless practices 
he observed at the Central Registry will be set right by 
death and the order it imposes. He is sorely disappointed. 
The cemetery is the victim of ‘an urban demographic 

explosion’, its historic walls have been demolished and 
the graves have gained ground ‘like floodwaters… snak-
ing along valleys and then, slowly, creeping up hillsides… 
skirting orchards, wheat fields… within sight of houses, 
and, often… right next door.’46 It is a living organism ‘like an 
enormous felled tree… [with] a leafy crown in which death 
and life are mingled.’47 José sets out into the cemetery in 
search of the unknown woman, departing in late afternoon; 
by the time he reaches (what he thinks is) her grave night 
has fallen. Exhausted, he decides to sleep there. He is 
woken up the next morning by a chimerical shepherd, who 
tells him that ‘none of the bodies buried here corresponds 
to the names you see on the marble stones’, because the 
plot numbers have been swapped and the memorials were 
erected over the wrong bodies.48 The shepherd knows 
because he switched them. As a clerk, José is incensed 
but the shepherd explains that, in this way, the dead can 
get their fair share of mourning.

The novel ends when José’s secret pursuit of the 
unknown woman is discovered by the Registrar, but rather 
than being disciplined for his actions, he precipitates 
a change in the institution’s practice of archiving. The 
Registrar announces that there will be a mixing of the files 
of the living and the dead, previously separate sections of 
the building. This change in protocol mirrors the mixing of 
the General Cemetery, the archive’s sibling, with the streets 
and houses around it. Both forms of archiving are shown 
to be unruly; while they help to define and enact the order-
ing practices of the state, their very materiality threatens 
to overwhelm those who work in them, and live adjacent 
to them. The need to keep paper, and gravestones, in per-
petuity threatens growth. The cemetery, ‘in symbiotic union 
with the development of the city and its increased popula-
tion’ will not obey the ‘strict bounds’ of its ‘quadrilateral of 
high walls’ and instead takes the form of a ‘vast octopus’.49 

All the Names is preoccupied with space: the towering 
shelves of the archive, the Central Registry’s long count-
ers and tight, triangular hierarchy, and the secret door that 
gives Senhor José access to the stacks at night. More 
precisely, the book explores the allocation and the limits 
of space. The archive is not Borgesian, but very much of 
this world, and while Saramago finds the cemetery’s ten-
drils reaching into neighbourhoods poignant, he also lets 
out a note of contempt: ‘In civilised countries, they do not 
have this absurd practice of plots in perpetuity, this idea of 
considering any grave forever untouchable, as if, since life 
could not be made definitive, death can be.’50 Saramago, 
a lifelong anarcho-communist and critic of the Catholic 
Church, shows his pessimism, not about the state’s capac-
ity to archive but about the project of archiving in general, 
particularly the need for individuals to inscribe their names 
on the land and the church’s counting of souls. As other 
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Fig. 4: The Lisbon tree (far right) where the ashes of José Saramago were deposited in 2011. Photo: Google StreetView
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countries moved towards cremation and the scattering of 
ashes, he perceived his native Portugal as profoundly stuck 
in its ways. The dead and the living could, he thought, mix 
more freely, liberated from the artifice of headstones and 
identity cards. After his death in 2010, his ashes were bur-
ied at the base of a tree in front of the cultural foundation 
named after him on the Lisbon waterfront.51 [Fig. 4]

If All the Names is a critique of our ordering impulse it 
is a gentle one, positing that archiving is a form of power 
and storytelling and that those who wield power, like the 
Registrar, need sensitive, and disobedient, subordinates to 
hold them in check. Saramago juxtaposes the rigid hier-
archies of the record keepers with the chaotic environs of 
their records: the twisted passageways made of shelving 
in one and the octopus-like expansion of the other. What 
Saramago seems to argue for with his own choice of ash 
disposition is a pointillist network of memorials that run 
through the city. This very much reflects a change to tra-
ditional burial practice that has grown in the early twen-
ty-first century with new notions of rhizomatic webs and 
memorials that could be accessed not (just) by reading a 
plaque but also through new communications technology. 
While All the Names might point to an alternative network 
of knowledge and cataloguing, it also argues for the impor-
tance of forgetting, shuffling, and knotting information. 
Released in English translation in the very last months of 
the twentieth century, it undercuts the giddy boosterism of 
the first iteration of the World Wide Web, and the rise of 
information technology in schools and institutions. Senhor 
José learns that just as papers in his archive become faint 
and illegible, the link that binds headstones – and their 
graven names – with the bodies below them will, sooner 
or later, come undone. The position of the individual in our 
cities’ shared futures becomes blurry, yielding, in death, to 
the collective that is fiercely resisted in life. 

Storytelling and cataloguing
This article starts by introducing modern cemeteries as a 
discreet approach to memorialisation that differed markedly 
from the churchyards and burial grounds that preceded 
them. This new land use was informed by public health 
concerns and by Romantic period sensibilities expressed 
in novels, landscape painting and grand-scale garden-
ing. Born in early nineteenth century Europe, this form of 
memorialisation spread, due to the period’s colonisation 
and trade, to most of the world. An emergent middle class 
that was lettered and in possession of some leisure time 
could enjoy cemeteries as spaces of recreation, contem-
plation and memorialisation. Visitation at cemeteries was 
also aided by new transport technologies like the omnibus 
and tram, which could move larger numbers of city-dwell-
ers to peripheral suburbs in relative comfort. Yet, Victorian 

cemeteries were also cut off, as automobility expanded the 
footprint of metro areas in the twentieth century, looping 
around them and sealing in the overfull and under-main-
tained spaces that had lost much of their appeal for strolls 
and family outings. 

Large numbers of Victorian buildings were razed as a 
result of mid-century urban renewal processes, yet cem-
eteries were spared because of their status as perpet-
ual spaces protected by municipalities and hallowed by 
assorted religious groups. Even as attendance waned at 
weekly services, and cremation began to shift bodily dis-
position away from burial, the cemetery retained its status 
as a set-apart land use, where only epochal changes could 
occur. The narrative possibility of epitaphs, and of head-
stones with styles of different periods clumped together, 
made cemeteries an interesting subject for writers, in par-
ticular, post-war novelists who perceived an authenticity in 
stone and lichen that was missing from a world they saw 
as increasingly defined by polymers and plastics. In this 
era, cemeteries were also presented as a form of co-eth-
nic community that authors like Philip Roth saw as waning 
due to the breakup of geographically bounded neighbour-
hoods. Roth thought that the fixity lacking in the lives of 
the on-the-move professional classes might be remedied 
in death, where they would be re-concentrated in eternal 
communities. He also suggests the possibility of a cultural 
transfer, by which cemeteries might serve as didactic tools 
that teach newcomer communities about those who came 
before them. These protected remnants could speak to lon-
ger periods of urban settlement and to the accretive layers 
of community life in the surrounding neighbourhoods. On 
headstones passers-by can read ‘deictic signs – signs that 
depend on where they are’, that carry text such as ‘here 
lies’, and that work with numbers bounded by a dash to tell 
stories about lifespans, marriages, and religious values.52 
While these works of vernacular sculpture come from the 
past, they speak to future publics. The juxtaposition of dif-
ferent languages, ethnic groups, and religions in municipal 
cemeteries speaks to a cosmopolitan mix that is constantly 
being remade.

While this article speaks particularly to the Anglosphere, 
where burial in perpetuity is so normalised as to be taken for 
granted, it also offers insights for other cultures where grave 
tenure is assumed to be eternal, often based on religious 
grounds. In the last section it examines the ‘necronomi-
nalism’ of an imagined Southern European city set forth 
by José Saramago. In this urban context, the names of 
the dead and the living are of paramount importance; their 
maintenance in the appropriate categories is the life’s 
work of scores of civil servants. Yet, the index of names 
is only flimsily held together, with few safeguards in place 
to ensure its longevity. When one functionary chooses to 
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lean upon this edifice it all comes tumbling down, not just 
the catalogue that tracks the living, but also the wall that 
bifurcates the worlds of the living and the dead. Here, the 
act of cataloguing is shown to be not so different from that 
of storytelling, and archives chiselled in stone are revealed 
to be as fallible as those set down on paper. 

A novelistic view of people, as individuals with narra-
tives deserving of long-term commemoration, helped to 
give rise to the cemetery; the novel also redefined the 
cemetery in the twentieth century. In an increasingly secu-
lar era, these greenscaped burial grounds were no longer 
waiting rooms for the second coming, but repositories for 
the preservation and care of memory. Post-war novelists 
subverted the grandiose charge of cemeteries, but never 
actually called for their dismantlement. Their conspicuous 
use of urban land could be dismissed as old-fashioned, 
yet they could not be removed. This paradox meant they 
could remain situated and grow unkempt, but in a manner 
that harkens back to entropic currents that informed early 
nineteenth century landscape gardening. While falling into 
disarray the cemetery can, perhaps, be even more itself. 
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Abstract
In her acclaimed science fiction trilogy Xenogenesis, 
Octavia E. Butler presents a narrative of interspecies 
coexistence involving humans and the alien Oankali. This 
coexistence is facilitated by living entities known as Lo, 
which serve as dynamic architectures mediating positive, 
mutualistic interactions between the two species. These 
entities offer a valuable framework for analysing architec-
tures that seek to integrate the other. In this article, we pro-
pose to extend existing debates on interspecies co-design 
practices and link them to the concept of xenoarchitecture. 
Furthermore, we propose the Interspecies Interaction 
Protocols (IIP) to regulate human/other-than-human inter-
actions in built environments. To demonstrate that xenoar-
chitecture’s interspecies mediating vision can be applied 
to non-fictional real-world architecture, we project ideas 

Corresponding Author Email

fsaitor@gmail.com

ORCID

Aitor Frías-Sánchez https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0131-9219

Joaquín Perailes-Santiago https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0779-3205

Diego Jiménez-López https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6071-3617

How to cite

Aitor Frías-Sánchez, Joaquín Perailes-Santiago and Diego Jiménez-

López, ‘Living Walls: Octavia E. Butler and Xenoarchitecture as an 

Interspecies Mediator’, Footprint Delft Architecture Theory Journal, vol. 

18, no. 1 (2024): 55-68,  https://doi.org/10.59490/footprint.18.1.6927.

Submitted 26 May 2023

Revised 19 October 2023

Accepted 3 February 2024

Published 30 September 2024

from Butler’s onto three unusual examples of buildings 
that achieve this human/other-than-human mediation: 
the library at the National Palace of Mafra and Coimbra 
University’s Joanina Library, both located in Portugal, and 
the Karni Mata temple, located in Rajasthan, India. These 
case studies illustrate positive IIPs that facilitate mutualis-
tic coexistence between humans and two other species, 
bats and rats.

Keywords
Xenoarchitecture, interspecies, protocol, multispe-
cies city, coexistence, bodies

In the plot of her celebrated science fiction trilogy 
Xenogenesis, Octavia E. Butler conceives interspecies 
coexistence involving the human species and the alien 
species of the Oankali.1 Following a fatal nuclear war ini-
tiated by humans at the end of the twentieth century, the 
Oankali rescue (or capture) human survivors. They wish 
to generate a combined (and augmented) Oankali-human 
offspring.2 In the first part of the narrative arc, the Oankali-
human coexistence takes place inside the living entity-ship 
that the Oankali call Lo, a planet-scale autonomous being 
with whom the Oankali establish a mutualistic (and even 
affective) relationship.3 The Oankali possess the ability to 
instruct Lo to modify itself, generating walls, furniture, and 
even food from its own flesh. This ability is passed on to 
those humans who agree to live and reproduce with the 
Oankali. Later, when the narrative moves to planet Earth 
(a re-naturalised planet Earth in which all previous ves-
tiges of human existence have been eradicated, including 
its architectures), the Oankali-human coexistence contin-
ues to be mediated by the Lo entity (more specifically, by 
offshoots of the primal entity-ship), which now takes the 
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form of wooden cabins. Our analysis will be focused on 
these Lo entities, which Butler defines as architectures 
that ‘had been grown’ instead of having been built.4 These 
living architectures act as mediators between the human 
species and the Oankali (as well as other-than-human spe-
cies such as rodents, insects and various kinds of plants) 
in positive, mutualistic interactions.5 Such architectures 
seek to integrate the other, extending interspecies co-de-
sign practices that, we propose, can be linked to existing 
debates around the concept of xenoarchitecture. First 
introduced by the philosopher Armen Avanessian, there 
is currently a vibrant debate surrounding this neologism.6 
This debate is best exemplified in the book Perhaps It Is 
High Time for a Xeno-architecture to Match (2018).7 This 
compilation of articles contains a series of dialogues aim-
ing to incorporate the prefix ‘xeno-’ (meaning ‘other, dif-
ferent in origin’) into philosophical discussions regarding 
architecture. The open format of this debate invites us to 
expand the concept of xenoarchitecture to another area in 
which it can also have an impact: the field that investigates 
the integration of other-than-human agents into the pro-
jected space.

At a time when contemporary architecture and urban 
theory are immersed in a profound search for alternative 
forms of interspecies coexistence that remove the human 
being from the centre of the design practice, Butler’s text is 
particularly resonant.8 Published between 1987 and 1989, 
the trilogy explores an array of topics such as sexuality, 
gender, race, and the ethics of interspecies relationships 
with a contemporary sensibility. This work, along with the 
rest of Butler’s literary opus, became a key intellectual 
reference with significant influence on a new generation 
of thinkers who argue for the necessity to establish new 
worldviews.9 In this article, we argue that the current search 
for alternative forms of interspecies coexistence, taking 
place within the disciplines of architecture and urbanism, 
can and should be enriched by diving into literary works of 
science fiction, such as this one.

To demonstrate that xenoarchitecture’s interspe-
cies mediating vision can be applied to actual built archi-
tecture, in this article we project the ideas from Butler’s 
Xenogenesis onto three examples of buildings that achieve 
this human/other-than-human mediation. Both in the library 
at the National Palace of Mafra and in Coimbra University’s 
Joanina Library, colonies of common pipistrelle bats make 
their home behind the bookshelves and emerge at night-
fall to consume flies, gnats and other insects that endanger 
the centuries-old books.10 In the Karni Mata temple in in 
Rajasthan, India,  a population of more than twenty thou-
sand rats is venerated and cohabit in perfect harmony with 
human beings.11 In this article we delve into these exam-
ples of mutualistic coexistence between different species, 

mediated by architecture, through the prism of Butler’s text. 
This approach offers the opportunity for a rich comparative 
analysis that will allow us to find connections between fic-
tion and contemporary architectural theories.

Perspectivism: we are the aliens!
From the point of view of the Oankali, rescuing the few 
humans who survived the nuclear war (which had also 
annihilated the majority of Earth’s other-than-human 
inhabitants) and then genetically modifying them is a log-
ical thing to do. It is almost an act of mercy, since by doing 
so, they free the human species from diseases, conflicts, 
and pathologically hierarchical behaviour. The Oankali 
do not ask for permission for this act and do not believe 
that they should. They are confused and surprised by the 
indignation shown by the majority of the humans who have 
been ‘rescued’: how is it possible that such an obviously 
flawed species does not appreciate being ‘corrected’ by a 
more advanced species?

From the point of view of the human beings, however, 
the mere fact that the Oankali have genetically modified 
them without their consent is a violation of their rights, an 
affront to their dignity as an autonomous and free spe-
cies. Even worse, they are denied their right to freely 
inhabit Earth, their home planet, the place they inhabited 
until its complete devastation in the apocalyptic nuclear 
war (caused, it is true, by humans themselves). From the 
human perspective, the situation is unambiguous: humans 
have been ‘captured’ by the Oankali. Who gave the 
Oankali the right to decide about other species? The aliens 
are nothing more than occupiers against which fierce resis-
tance is necessary. 

We find here a confrontation between two different per-
spectives – of the rescuers and of the captured – juxta-
posed in Butler’s fiction.12 Butler points out a key issue in 
interspecies coexistence: the confrontation of incompatible 
points of view. In similar fashion, in their book The Ends 
of the World, Déborah Danoswki and Eduardo Viveiros de 
Castro effectively illustrate the perspectives of others in 
the context of Amerindian cosmologies, which has become 
known in the academic world as Amerindian perspectivism: 

Each existing species sees itself as (anatomically and culturally) 

human… We humans (Amerindian humans, that is) do not see 

animals as humans. They are not human for us; but we know they 

are human for themselves. We know just as well that we are not 

human for them.13 

Applying this theory to the fictional species of the Oankali, 
we could state that the Oankali perceive themselves as 
human, while to them, the humans that they have rescued 
from the ruins of the nuclear war are nothing more than a 
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troubled species from which they can obtain genetic mate-
rial in exchange for saving them from extinction. This finds 
an immediate parallel in numerous contemporary situations 
directly caused by humans by humans, such as the estab-
lishment of protected reserves to rescue endangered spe-
cies, experimentation on animals (without their consent) to 
obtain medical or cosmetic benefits, the radical and violent 
extermination of ‘pests’ that invade the human habitat, and 
so on.14 By shifting perspective, as seen in Tânia Stolze 
Lima and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s study on Amerindian 
tribes, we can imagine that laboratory animals, or other ani-
mals that humans hold in captivity, have a perception of 
humans that closely resembles the depiction of extraterres-
trial beings in cinema and science fiction. In other words, 
we are to those other living beings what the Oankali are to 
humans: an invasive and strange species that comes from 
somewhere else and abducts them, experiments on them, 
and claims the right to do whatever they please. By asking 
ourselves who granted the Oankali the right to decide on 
other species, we can immediately ask ourselves the same 
question: who gave humans the right to decide on the rest 
of the species with whom we share the planet?15

This debate currently has a broad significance, framed 
by an active intellectual movement that seeks to challenge 
human exceptionalism, and involving academics from 
diverse fields of thought.16 Butler’s work manages, through 
the intellectual exercise of changing perspectives and ‘oth-
ering’ humans, to confront the reader with these ontological 
and ethical questions. Butler’s fiction enables us to expe-
rience what would it mean for our humanity to be denied 
and subjugated by the prevailing humanity of a stronger 
species.

The key role of architecture in interspecies interaction 
protocols
Human beings share the planet, including the built envi-
ronment, with all kinds of other-than-human beings. Ants, 
rats, cockroaches, larvae, weeds, mould, flies, bees, ter-
mites, birds, fish, and many other species, cohabit with us 
in spaces that were not designed for them.17 As the humans 
expand the agrologistic project, challenging definitions of 
the domesticated and the wild, there is a growing need to 
redefine interaction protocols between these two worlds 
and align them with new socio-economic and political 
realities.18 We propose the term Interspecies Interaction 
Protocol (IIP) as the set of rules that would regulate the 
interaction between humans and other-than-humans in an 
urban context. While it is true that these rules are designed 
and agreed upon mainly by humans, this does not mean 
that we, the humans, should ignore the other party involved 
in the interaction. On the contrary, in the formulation of the 
IIP, we need to make an effort to understand the will and 

needs of both parties.19 The vast majority of human/oth-
er-than-human interactions that take place in the built envi-
ronment involve encounters that were not anticipated by 
architects and urban planners, who designed cities in a way 
that does not take into account the needs and behaviours of 
both parties. The improvised and inadequate Interspecies 
Interaction Protocols often lead to the violent death of the 
other-than-humans.20 For instance, an unplanned encoun-
ter between a rat and a human being in an urban envi-
ronment is a situation for which urban designers have not 
generated an effective IIP.21 Consequently, rats usually end 
up dying or getting seriously injured, while humans may 
sustain a bite wound, the transmission of a zoonotic dis-
ease, and so on. One way to bring a positive outcome to 
the aforementioned encounter between rats and humans 
would involve incorporating mechanisms of detection, pop-
ulation control, and non-lethal evacuation from buildings 
and infrastructure. Any of these solutions hinges on a cru-
cial initial step: acknowledging rats and other non-charis-
matic other-than-human species as legitimate city dwellers, 
rather than denying their presence by implementing hostile 
protocols and architectures.22

Contrary to the negative encounters described above, 
in Octavia E. Butler’s Xenogenesis we find architectures 
(the living entities that Oankali call ‘Lo’) that facilitate mutu-
alistic interactions with a positive outcome for all the spe-
cies involved. Throughout the series, we come across a 
multitude of references to these types of positive interspe-
cies interactions. For instance: ‘The Lo entity shaped itself 
according to the desires of its occupants and the patterns 
of the surrounding vegetation’; it could ‘learn to incorporate 
Earth vegetation, sustain it, and benefit from it’; and ‘it did 
not have problems with rodents or insects that came to eat 
excess human food, as they were able to establish com-
plex equilibrium relationships with the living beings that are 
part of the ecosystems in which they are integrated.’23 We 
propose that this kind of architecture, which acts as inter-
species mediator in mutualistic IIPs, is exactly what can be 
linked with the existing theories on xenoarchitectures. In this 
article we demonstrate that the case studies under exami-
nation, the library at the National Palace of Mafra, Coimbra 
University’s Joanina Library, and the Kani Mata temple, are 
existing and functioning examples of xenoarchitectures.

The Library of the National Palace of Mafra and the 
Joanina Library of the University of Coimbra, both in Portugal, 
are buildings from the eighteenth century that house valu-
able collections of ancient books such as a first-edition of 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus’s Roman Antiquities (1532) and 
several incunabula. Both libraries are inhabited by colonies 
of pipistrelle bats, which have made their home behind the 
towering bookshelves.24 As night falls, the bats emerge to 
feed on flies, gnats, and other insects, before flying out of 
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the library windows in search of water. These bats play a 
crucial role in the library’s ecosystem, as they help con-
trol the insect population that could damage the valuable 
manuscripts. A series of sensors arranged throughout the 
libraries ensures optimal temperature and humidity con-
ditions for the three agents that coexist in the buildings: 
humans, bats, and books. At the end of the day, when the 
library closes for humans, library workers cover the books 
with special cloths to protect them from bat droppings. The 
following morning, after the bats have returned to their rest-
ing places behind the bookshelves, a maintenance crew 
cleans the building, and the library is once again ready for 
human users. 

It is important to note that the very nature of the library 
makes this human-bat interspecies cohabitation highly 
compatible, as a number of special conditions are met. First, 
human users are typically silent in libraries, something that 
allows the bats to rest. Second, public libraries usually only 
allow access to human users during the day, while bats are 
a species that sleeps during the day and becomes active 
at night. The combination of these factors constitutes a set 
of IIPs to the benefit of both bats and humans. The bats 
obtain a safe and comfortable place to live and feed, while 
the humans gain an effective means of protection for their 
valuable ancient books. Thus, the xenoarchitectonic spatial 
elements deployed in this IIP (the high ceilings that allow 
bats to fly; the dark and humid cavities created between the 
wooden shelves and stone walls; the cloth coverings that 
protect the shelves from bat droppings; the sensors and 
other technological devices that monitor and condition the 
space) adjust and mediate the overlap between humans 
and bats, making it possible for both parties to derive bene-
fits from this symbiosis.

In the case of the Karni Mata sanctuary in India, where a 
population of more than twenty thousand rats is venerated 
for religious reasons, human use of the temple requires 
extreme caution. [Fig.1] This is to avoid stepping on the 
rodents, which are considered sacred. Humans are subject 
to heavy fines, should they harm the rats.25 It is manda-
tory for visitors to remove their shoes before entering the 
temple premises, so that they can feel the stone floor with 
their bare feet and the touch of rats passing over them. 
As a result, a series of high-intensity sensory exchanges 
are generated, in which architecture plays a crucial role. 
The pavement is made of soft and cool stone that creates 
a pleasant experience when walking on it barefoot, pre-
disposing the visitor positively for the interspecies encoun-
ter. Furthermore, the temple and its surrounding area are 
modified with architectural elements specifically designed 
to meet the needs of the rats that inhabit it. Immediately 
outside the temple, for example, there are nets protect-
ing the rodents from birds, and non-lethal traps to capture 

rats, preventing them from leaving the building.26 [Fig. 2]
The architectural spaces are also adapted to the needs of 
the rodent inhabitants, with small rooms arranged like bunk 
beds for the thousands of rats. Furthermore, the extensive 
ornamental decorations and details depicting life-sized 
rats  throughout the temple imbues the architectural space 
with complex symbolism.  Instead of being feared, the rat 
becomes a positive figure in the public perception. [Fig.3-5] 

The artifacts of particular architectural interest are the 
large, round, metallic pots located inside the temple from 
which the rodents drink milk. The remaining milk is used by 
humans to wash their feet, under the belief that it contains 
healing properties. This establishes a shared experience 
between species mediated by these objects. In the case 
of the Karni Mata sanctuary, the benefits of the mutualistic 
interaction extend to the realm of affection. This affection 
is manifested first through the overcoming, for mythical or 
religious reasons, of prejudices and stigmas commonly 
associated with rats.27 Second, the exchange of affection 
takes place thanks to the mediation facilitated by the archi-
tectural elements described above, and the set of IIPs that, 
together, foster a conflict-free coexistence without estab-
lishing hierarchies.28 

Different bodies, different privileges
There is also a negative aspect that appears both in the 
xenoarchitectures imagined by Butler and the xenoarchi-
tectures proposed as case studies in this article: the dis-
crimination of bodies. A key aspect regarding the interac-
tion between the Lo entities and humans in Butler’s novels 
is that only those humans who have agreed to live and 
reproduce with the Oankali acquire the ability to modify the 
Lo entities. For a human who has not been endowed with 
such ability, something as simple as leaving a compart-
ment located inside a Lo entity is impossible.29 Only the 
Oankali and the privileged humans are capable of simple 
things like making a door-opening in their living-walls. 

In a similar way, in the cases of the libraries inhabited 
by common pipistrelle in Portugal, the bats cannot actually 
fly freely out of the building until the librarians open the 
windows at night. This happens after the bats have com-
pleted their ‘service’ of consuming all the insects inside the 
building. It implies the continuing rescued-captured dichot-
omy alluded to above, and links with the implementation 
of biopolitical practices, where the window emerges as 
an architectural element through which control over spe-
cific bodies is practiced.30 Something similar happens at 
the Karni Mata temple, where traps are set with the aim of 
capturing rats alive to prevent them from escaping. In this 
case, the control mechanism also materialises in a spatial 
device: the trap. Like the Oankali, humans reserve the ulti-
mate right of control over the bodies of bats and rats, while 
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Fig. 1: Karni Mata plan. The floor-plan of the temple, based on Google Maps aerial view and a sketch by Francoise Cooperman. Areas 

shown in grey are roofed. Source: authors.
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Fig. 2: In this image, we can see the nets covering the temple courtyards. Their purpose is to shield rodents from bird attacks. Photo: Bim. 

Source: Istock.

Fig. 3: People sharing space with rats. Photo: Yogesh Sahu. Source: Istock.
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Fig. 4: Detail of the decorations at a 1:1 scale. Photo: Ostill. Source: Istock.
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spatial devices (in these cases, windows and traps) play a 
key role in this process of control. If the bodies-under-con-
trol behave as expected (that is, if bats eat all insects that 
threaten the integrity of books, and rats remain within the 
boundaries of the temple) the coexistence between human 
and other-than-human agents will be peaceful and harmo-
nious, practically optimal. Otherwise, control devices will 
be put into operation. 

In the case of the Karni Mata temple, only rats con-
sidered Kaba (reincarnated descendants of the Charans, 
the caste dominant in the region, in the direct lineage of 
Karni Mata) have permission to inhabit the temple. Access 
is prohibited to common rats and to human beings belong-
ing to the Dalit caste as well. As Trembley shows in his 
article ‘Jatikaran: Caste, Rats, and the control of space at 
the Karni Mata Mandir,’ the interspecies relationship estab-
lished in this IIP is subject to the mythic or religious belief 
that Kabas and Charans share a familial bond, implying 
a clear anthropomorphisation of the other-than-human 
agents.31 The privileged rights of the dominant caste are 
extended to these rodents for reasons that serve a human 
narrative. This involves an interspecies transfer of a dis-
criminatory system, the caste system, from human agents 
to other-than-human agents. For a kaba rat, the mere act 
of being inside the temple automatically results in a trans-
fer of privileges, as humans believe that kabas mercilessly 
kill other rats that dare to invade the sacred space. The 
xenoarchitectural structure that is the Karni Mata temple 
is thus established as a socio-corporeal device, extend-
ing privileges but also discriminations from some bodies 
to others. 

Of course, the IIPs in both cases could be further opti-
mised to deploy fairer practices related to human and 
other-than-human agents. These modifications to the 
IIPs would necessarily translate into modifications of the 
xenoarchitectures themselves, as the latter are estab-
lished to facilitate the former. In this way, library windows 
could be connected, for example, to motion sensors that 
are activated when bats begin to wake up, so that they 
could come and go at will, gaining a greater degree of 
freedom. Non-lethal traps that seek to prevent Kabas from 
leaving the Karni Mata temple and all protocols that aim to 
prevent common rats from accessing it could also be elim-
inated. Thus, the redesign of the IIPs that govern human/
other-than-human interactions in search of more just and 
balanced relationships has a direct and immediate impact 
on the spatial elements that mediate these interactions. An 
IIP aiming for a mutualistic relationship between species 
cannot be achieved if the architecture that facilitates their 
interaction does not consider the needs and characteris-
tics of the various species involved in such interactions. 
Currently, the vast majority of IIPs deployed by humans 

in built environments result in negative outcomes (either 
for the human side, the other-than-human side, or both).32 
These IIPs are often unanticipated and improvised pro-
tocols, so primitive in many cases that humans resort 
to direct violence against other-than-human entities to 
resolve the encounter.

We still have a long way to go before we can achieve a 
conception of architecture in which the norm is the imple-
mentation of mutually beneficial IIPs, as seen in the anal-
ysed case studies. Before reaching that point, we must first 
ensure that the vast majority of architecture-mediated IIPs 
do not yield negative results. Xenoarchitectural principles, 
as derived from the case studies, advocate for the archi-
tectural design that seamlessly integrates various species 
as legitimate users of the built environment. This involves 
establishing clear IIPs, foreseeing potential encounters, 
and steering clear of negative outcomes through meticu-
lous planning. Adaptive and flexible structures are recom-
mended to accommodate the evolving needs of different 
species, fostering harmonious coexistence. We emphasise 
the role of architecture as a positive mediator in interspe-
cies interactions, with sensitivity to the perspectives and 
requirements of other-than-human entities. Incorporating 
technology and sensors ensures optimal conditions for all 
species, while efforts need to be made to eliminate discrim-
inatory barriers and create environments devoid of hier-
archical distinctions. These principles for an interspecies 
architecture underscore the importance of education and 
raising awareness about multispecies coexistence, aiming 
for inclusive spaces that recognise and respect the diverse 
inhabitants of the built environment.

From utopia to reality 
Reading Octavia E. Butler’s work might lead us to think 
that the positive xenoarchitectures (that is, architectures 
that act as mediators in positive, mutualistic IIPs) are pos-
sible only in the most utopian science fiction. However, 
the case studies presented in this article demonstrate that 
xenoarchitectures are possible in real life. They can offer 
valuable knowledge about alternative forms of coexistence 
between human and other-than-human agents in built 
environments. 

As we demonstrated throughout this article, architecture 
is indeed a key facilitator and mediator of IIPs. Architecture 
that has been designed to take into account the needs and 
capabilities of all agents that interact under its mediation 
will result in positive (or, at least, in less negative) IIPs. On 
the contrary, architecture that only considers the needs of 
humans will result in negative IIPs. Furthermore, architec-
ture can deploy mechanisms to control interspecies bodies 
or, alternatively, inhibit practices that discriminate some 
bodies over others. It can either facilitate more equitable 
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Fig. 5: Detail. Photo: Ostill. Source: Istock.
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ways of engaging with the other, or conversely, become 
an obstacle that hinders the implementation of protocols 
aimed at achieving those objectives. 

In this article, we strongly argue for the principles of 
xenoarchitectures that tend towards the equal integra-
tion of all bodies in a coexistence, based on the model 
of human-built contexts that allow the voluntary asso-
ciation of the beings that inhabit them. It is precisely the 
understanding of architecture as a realm for the voluntary 
association that compels us architects to inevitably turn to 
literature. Taking the specific case of interspecies coexis-
tence discussed in this article, Butler’s work demonstrates 
that literature can serve as a springboard to reimagine the 
ways architecture engages with diverse life forms. By craft-
ing narratives of symbiotic relationships between humans, 
aliens, and other creatures, Butler ignites sparks of inspi-
ration that challenge conventional design paradigms. 
Her fiction engenders a profound shift in our perspective, 
urging us to contemplate spaces that consider the needs 
of all inhabitants, human and other-than-human alike. In 
this dynamic interplay, literature functions as a catalyst 
for architectural innovation, offering a platform to envision 
buildings as ecosystems of cohabitation. The tales woven 
by Butler create intricate connections between species and 
spaces, illuminating how the built environment can evolve 
into an inclusive tapestry where architectural structures 
nurture harmony and cooperation. As we navigate an era 
of ecological awareness, literature can guide us towards 
an architectural future that transcends the human-centric 
and embraces the richness of multispecies coexistence. 
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Abstract
In this article I introduce the alien view of the traveller, the 
view from outside, as presented in a number of travel nar-
ratives describing the type of the domestic enclosed gar-
den in Nicosia. I focus on three books published between 
the fourteenth and twentieth century, and do a comparative 
analysis of the narratives based on the information they 
provide about Nicosian gardens. I investigate how this 
knowledge can be used to develop design strategies for 
gardens as a typology in architectural and urban design. 
As a demonstration, I discuss the project ‘Nicosian Garden 
Network’, which uses the historically iconic element of the 
garden and its narrated spatial qualities as an answer to 
the problem of urban fragmentation and the presence of 
a large number of unused plots in the city of Nicosia. The 
project incorporates unused sites of different sizes into a 
network of shared semi-public urban spaces that could 
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the different communities on a daily basis, and regain its 
iconic presence in the contemporary city. The article aims 
to contribute to the discussion about ways in which trave-
logues, guides and other forms of travel literature can con-
struct a field of knowledge about vernacular architecture 
and implement contemporary approaches to architectural 
design. 

Keywords
Travelogues, narratives, Nicosia, gardens, leftover sites, 
urban fragmentation

From Jacobus de Verona, the Augustinian monk who 
visited Nicosia in 1335, to Archduke Ludwig Salvator of 
Austria, who visited Cyprus in 1873, recorded travelogues 
repeatedly refer to the gardens of Nicosia as an identify-
ing element of the city.1 Either in the form of productive 
orchards during the Lusignan era, enclosures of exotic 
plants and animals during the Venetian rule, or mystical 
domestic spaces with cisterns and small hammams during 
the Ottoman rule, enclosed gardens hidden at the back of 
the house have claimed their historical place in the Cypriot 
capital as heterotopic islands with the purpose of stimulat-
ing senses.2 [Fig. 1] In this article I focus on accounts by 
foreigners who establish a specific ‘alien view’, from the 
outside, of the Cypriot domestic garden. Gardens are also 
mentioned in recent works by Cypriot writers, often as a 
nostalgic memory from their childhood. I reflect on some 
of these descriptions as well, in order to compare alien 
and domestic views of the phenomenon. The gardens of 
Nicosia appear so often in travellers’ narratives, and the 
accounts are sometimes so lyrical, that it seems as if the 
garden was historically the most important and recognis-
able element of the city. Many travellers refer not only to 
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the beauty of the gardens but also to their large number. 
According to these narratives, the grandeur of the gardens 
could be appreciated when the city was approached from 
a distance, but this grandeur was only partially revealed to 
a foreigner who walked through the city streets. [Table 1] 
These gardens constituted a ‘bigness’ in the city that was 
hidden and could only be experienced from within by occa-
sional glances and the hints of smell, touch, and hearing.3 

Nicosian gardens in travelogues
The anthologies, which, as I have mentioned above, are 
the main source of texts for this article, include descriptions 
from many different authors, some of which specifically 
refer to the gardens. The first, Excerpta Cypria: Materials 
for a History of Cyprus, was edited by Claude Delaval 
Cobham, a district commissioner and one of the leading 
antiquarians in Cyprus, during the late nineteenth cen-
tury and published in 1908.4 The work is a compendium of 
accounts by travellers, among them many foreign officials, 
pilgrims, rich Europeans and adventurers, from the year 
23 AD to 1866. The second book is Cyprus through the 
Centuries in the Texts of its Foreign Travellers, edited by the 
Cypriot author Andros Pavlides and published in Nicosia in 
1993.5 The third book, Nicosia: A City in Literature, edited 
by the Cypriot poet Kyriakos Charalambides and published 
in Athens in 2008, is the only one of the three dedicated 
exclusively to Nicosia, and the only one to include not only 
travelogues but also other forms of  literature, such as fic-
tion and poetry, including recent works published during 
the twentieth century. 6

In all three books there are references to the contempo-
rary geographical, cultural or political context in the way the 
travellers understood it during their stay in Nicosia. Typical 
of travel writing, they include many descriptions of the nat-
ural environment of Cyprus. They refer extensively to the 
qualities of the landscape and the natural context of the 
city, commenting on its position at the centre of the plain of 
Mesaoria, on the significant presence of the river Pedieos 
that crosses the city, and on the moat that surrounds it. The 
existence of many private or public gardens in Nicosia is 
frequently remarked upon during travellers’ visits to the 
city. [Table 2] In this article I examine the travellers’ sensory 
impressions as they go beyond visual descriptions in order 
to capture the hidden gardens of Nicosia. I consider this 
sensual quality to be among the most important identify-
ing elements of the garden, and the one that encapsulates 
the heritage of garden in the Cypriot cultural context most 
accurately.

One of the earliest examples of literature to mention the 
gardens appeared in the first half of the fourteenth century: 
the memoir of Jacobus de Verona, an Augustinian monk, 
who visited Nicosia in 1335, during the rule of Hugh IV of 

Lusignan. Among the things that impressed Jacobus was 
that ‘the city of Nicosia is adorned with many gardens, and 
has many nobles’.7 This rather laconic comment points 
to the recent establishment of a system of nobility by the 
Lusignans. The new nobility was derived from a feudal 
system, and its power was attached to the land. Gardens, 
usually filled with productive plants, became the symbols 
of Lusignan rule. Léon Le Grand, a notary from Carinola 
in Campania, who visited Cyprus in 1394, a few decades 
after Jacobus de Verona and still during the Lusignan rule, 
provides further evidence of the intensive shaping of the 
land by Lusignans.8 Importantly, Léon distinguished the 
fields that dominated the wider area around Nicosia from 
the gardens or orchards, which were smaller entities and 
probably had defined boundaries within the city. This is a 
first recognition both of the domestic character of gardens, 
and of their scale.

The Czech mathematician Oldrich Prefat, who travelled 
to Cyprus as a student in 1546 during the Venetian rule, 
wrote of Nicosia: ‘In the city there are a few nice houses, 
all of which have flat roofs, according to the habits of the 
Mediterranean countries. I also saw in the city many date 
palms and gardens.’9 Prefat places Nicosian gardens 
within a wider Mediterranean context, where gardens were 
a common part of the domestic environment, present in cit-
ies since antiquity. In the case of Nicosia, the European 
feudal tradition of ownership of large landholdings estab-
lished during the Lusignan and the early Venetian eras was 
combined with a pre-existing Mediterranean tradition of 
small gardens that were an organic part of domestic life.10

Until the middle of the sixteenth century, these written 
narratives maintain the character of travel memoirs by 
people who stopped briefly in Nicosia on their journeys 
to the holy lands and the ‘exotic’ East. They mostly take 
the form of short written impressions. From the middle of 
sixteenth century onwards, the narratives become more 
complex, even containing  historical references or system-
atically recording the qualities of the gardens, for example 
in the case of Tomaso Porcacchi, an Italian scholar whose 
1576 work L’Isole piu Famose del Mondo is a geographic 
and historical guide to the islands then considered the 
most famous in the world. The work is systematic insofar 
as it establishes a frame for a comparative analysis of the 
geographical and cultural contexts of the several islands 
in the Mediterranean. His descriptions stemmed not from 
his own experience, but from the information available to 
him from sailors and other travellers who had actually vis-
ited these islands. Porcacchi’s description of Cyprus, writ-
ten seven years after the siege and occupation of Nicosia 
by the Ottomans, refers to the city’s rich system of water 
and gardens: ‘It is supplied most healthfully and pleasantly 
with running water, and here the nobles of the island lived, 
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Fig. 1: Drawing of an imaginary garden. Hortus Ignotus project, draftworks architects, DK werkraum, Spiros Nassainas. Drawing: 

Aristophanes Hadjicharalambous, Triennale Milano, 2022.
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Table 1: Map of the Nicosian gardens based on the 1882 map by Kitchener, showing the percentage of the garden area (black) as 

opposed to the built area (white). Hortus Ignotus project, draftworks architects, DK werkraum, Spiros Nassainas. Drawing: Aristophanes 

Hadjicharalambous, Triennale Milano, 2022. 
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Table 2: Typology of nine Nicosian gardens from the 1882 Kitchener map, showing the relationship betwee indoor spaces (black) and 

gardens (hatched), with the outdoor furniture elements (solid blue) and open spaces (dashed blue) that mark the transition between the 

two. The space of transition is a multivalent boundary between indoors and outdoors, most of times related with the outdoor furniture 

elements containing water (cisterns, water tanks, fountains). ‘Hortus Ignotus’. Drawing by the author, 2022. 
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who kept adorning it with ever new buildings, gardens and 
delights.’11 Porcacchi was the first to record the presence of 
running water from the numerous wells that existed in the 
city. The wells, cisterns and fountains had been present in 
the gardens since antiquity, but they were given a central 
role as sensory elements when the garden became pre-
dominantly places of pleasure, mainly during the Venetian 
era. Porcacchi’s writings are among the first in Cobham’s 
book to highlight this sensory character of the gardens. 
For Porcacchi, however, the pleasure of the gardens still 
mainly belongs to the nobility.12

From the middle of sixteenth century and during the 
Ottoman rule, there were fewer foreign travellers in Cyprus, 
and especially in Nicosia, but the gardens continued to 
attract their attention. Vincent Stochove, a nobleman from 
Bruges, visited Cyprus with his company in 1631.13 He wrote: 
‘The city is rich in gardens full chiefly of date palms.’14 Noel 
Dominique Hurtel of Artois visited Cyprus in 1670 and included 
a description of his visit in the manuscript ‘Du Voiage de 
Jerusalem’. Hurtel’s short description of Nicosia focuses 
mainly on its gardens: ‘The houses are set in beautiful gar-
dens, well planted chiefly with the palms which bear dates.’15 

Constantius, Archbishop of Sinai, visited Cyprus in 1766. 
His description of this visit was published in 1819 and was 
used for many years by pilgrims to Jerusalem as a source 
of information about the history of the island, and as a type 
of a travel guide. Among other things, Constantius refers to 
the presence of water and orchards: ‘The situation of the 
city is charming, wells and springs and verdant orchards 
abound.’16 His narrative is carefully enriched with flattering 
descriptions of the island and its charms. 

The references to the gardens increased again during 
the nineteenth century, when Cyprus attracted the interest 
of upper class Europeans and more ambassadors, scholars 
and leisure travellers visit and write about them. One such 
description regarding the condition of the city gardens during 
the Ottoman era comes from William Turner, a staff member 
of the British ambassador at Porte. Turner visited Cyprus in 
1815. Among other things, he described his impression of 
the horizon that can be seen above and beyond the walls 
of the gardens:

As every house has a large or small garden attached to it, the 

first view of the city is very pleasing from the contrast which this 

cultivation affords, with the dark mountains behind. … The gar-

dens within the walls are well cultivated, and abound in fig, olive, 

mulberry, orange, lemons and pomegranate trees.17

According to this description, the gardens in Nicosia con-
tinued to be an important part of the city, and an essential 
part of its heritage. However, after almost three centuries 
of Ottoman rule, life in Nicosia had become more private, 

and so had the gardens. They were an essential feature of 
each house, usually hidden at the back of the property, and 
accessible through entrance yards. As Turner noticed, these 
house gardens included productive trees essential for the 
production of domestic goods used on a daily basis, such 
as olive trees, fruit trees and date palms. Regardless of their 
private nature, the gardens did not cease to be oriented toward 
the senses. New leisure elements like small hammam, were 
added, especially to the houses of the rich. The presence of 
hammams – usually places that favour socialisation – indi-
cates that the gardens, although private, were also open to 
visitors, friends or family for small community events or daily 
social interaction. Due to the dismantling of the network of 
nobility during the Ottoman rule, the gardens were no longer 
only reserved for the rich houses, but became an important 
addition the houses of all classes, in various sizes.18

One of the most lyrical descriptions of the Nicosian gar-
dens during the nineteenth century is by Franz von Löher, a 
German jurist and historian, who visited the city in 1876, one 
of the last years of Ottoman rule. For him, the gardens in the 
city constituted a reality that dominated all other realities:

The city lives within fragrant smells. Whenever I stood and walked 

within the tangle of streets flowering pear and apple trees popped 

out above the walls and between the passages of the gates, dark 

shadowy bushes of rosemary and wide-leaved fig trees, and again 

the red and white-yellow flowers of orange and lemon trees, mul-

berry and pomegranate trees drew the attention. However, there 

was no garden with walls so high that would not let cypress trees, 

palm trees and minarets to go up towards the blue sky. Half Nicosia 

consists of gardens, and one hears everywhere the gurgling noise 

of water running out of the pipes to refresh the gardens and make 

them fertile. The city swims within a graceful fragrance and at the 

corner of the streets where the slightest breeze happens to blow, 

that is where the mix of fragrances triggers the coolest mood.19

Almost simultaneously with Löher, some of the most detailed 
descriptions of the Nicosian gardens appear in  book by 
Archduke Louis Salvator of Austria, a Habsburg royal who 
visited Cyprus in 1873. Louis Salvator describes the garden 
as one of the contradictory elements constituting the identity 
of Nicosia. He refers to the contrast between the city and 
its periphery, as well as the contrast between the built ele-
ments within the city. In his descriptions the gardens are the 
dominant element contributing to the coherence of the city:

Almost every house has an orange garden, with gigantic palms 

towering over the fruit-trees ... All these gardens are bounded by 

clay walls on the side of the street; the side adjoining the open 

hall of the house is fenced only by a low wooden balustrade; 

and they are watered either from cisterns or directly from the 

aqueducts. All sorts of fruits are cultivated there; some are very 
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sweet, orange-shaped lemons (Lemonia gligia), … [and] citrons 

of an extraordinary size. … Apricots and other kinds of fruit are 

equally famous: St. John’s bread, pomegranates, and dates. 

[…] The bunches of dates are wrapped up in soft straw mats to 

protect them from the millions of ravens, rooks, and jackdaws, 

which sometimes cover the palm-trees in such numbers that they 

appear quite black. Vines and mulberries are also frequent … 

The ground by the side of the fruit-trees is occupied by fine vege-

table gardens, watered with the help of a sort of shovel.20

Louis Salvator specifically mentions the bounded and 
enclosed character of the gardens, the fact  that they are 
hidden from the rest of the city. The gardens in Ludwig’s 
description appear as rich self-contained ecosystems con-
sisting of both vegetation and animals.21 

The travelogues during British rule, from late nine-
teenth century and on, bear a more colonial character. 
The British were keen to establish relationships between 
their colonies, which is why they note the comparisons 
between garden typologies across the Mediterranean. 
The British army officer William Hepworth Dixon visited 
Nicosia in 1878, in the first year of the British rule, noting 
that ‘these gardens resemble – however in a harsh and 
distant manner – the patios of Seville and the front yards 
of Damascus.’22 For the British, Nicosia was just one of 
the many cities that belonged to the British Empire, and 
comparison was a method by which Dixon could under-
stand and place Nicosia in a wider context. He notes that 
Nicosia’s enclosed domestic gardens were not a unique 
phenomenon, but rather a wide-spread typology in the 
Mediterranean region. 

Émile Deschamps, a French scholar, visited British-
occupied Cyprus in search of its French-Lusignan past in 
1892. His journey took place during a new era of extro-
version of the island: during British rule, Nicosia was 
once again an open city, the capital of the new British col-
ony at the fringe between East and West that many peo-
ple were curious to visit. Due to the absence of physical 
clues about the earlier French presence, much of which 
had been intentionally destroyed during the Venetian rule, 
Deschamps ended up writing a dense record of his impres-
sions of the Cypriot cities, their people and customs. His 
account highlights the ways that nature dominates the built 
elements in the gardens of Nicosia:

Nicosia, the Assyrian Lidir and the ancient Greek Ledra, is a sum 

of brick houses and some stone buildings, divided by narrow 

and small mazy streets woven with each other … During my first 

walks in the city some places appeared to me to be ravishing 

and strange at the same time. We follow an old street, framed by 

brick huts with weathered walls, to find ourselves in a marvellous 

garden, where a palm tree stands close to the white wall of a 

recently built house, caressing with its elegant leaves the green 

shutters of the house.23

Deschamps’s description also depicts Nicosia as a homo-
geneous built environment to which the gardens contribute 
by creating unexpected pauses or small but intense sur-
prises within the urban context. The phenomenon of the 
urban gardens as unexpected pauses in the familiar rou-
tines of the city, continued to amaze travellers in various 
ways during the twentieth century as Nicosia became more 
and more cosmopolitan. The Greek painter and writer 
Athina Tarsouli mentions the importance of gardens in 
Nicosia in her work Cyprus (1955), published after her visit 
a few years earlier. 

At times, when some of these doors happen to stay open, the 

passenger … who will glimpse at the interior of a garden, he 

will stand, unintentionally, as his sight will rejoice with the small, 

secluded paradise that is revealed to him … These old gardens, 

that during the summer days look like fresh love nests, after 

the sunset, when the intense daily chiaroscuro becomes softer, 

change their expression, they become more spiritual, more mys-

terious, and they invite you to a silent reverie, under the light 

blue of the trees.24

In Tarsouli’s description, the garden is more than an 
impressive element of the city; it becomes a sanctuary that 
is hidden and shadowy during the day and mysterious and 
spiritual at night. Her lyrical description confirms what was 
established by earlier travellers, namely, that the garden is 
an important identifying element of Nicosia and a part of 
the city’s subconscious. 

The Greek scholar I.M. Panayiotopoulos, who vis-
ited Cyprus in the 1970s after it gained independence, 
also wrote about its gardens: ‘Nicosia … bears the air of 
a great capital and at the same time the loneliness of a 
rural area … All around the city houses with gardens are 
being built, flowers everywhere create lyrical paradises’.25 

Panayiotopoulos considers the gardens to be a factor that 
retains the sensual character of Nicosia’s past, while at the 
same time acting as an element of coherence in the new 
developing urban conglomerate.

In the last two examples, both from the second half 
of the twentieth century, the gardens of Nicosia are pre-
sented in a more emotional manner as a phenomenon that 
conserves the unique identity of the city in an increasingly 
urbanised environment. The descriptions have a nostalgic 
character in their presentation of the gardens as an ele-
ment of heritage, connecting the modern city to its rich past, 
traces of which were still discernible in the pre-war Nicosia 
of the early 1970s. Both Tarsouli’s and Panayiotopoulos’ 
books, which can be considered two of the most recent 
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travelogue references on Cyprus seen from the eyes of 
two non-Cypriot scholars, can be added to the trilogy of the 
books with the historical references that I referred to in the 
introduction. 

The view ‘from the outside’ and the view ‘from within’
Based on the accounts by Löher, Louis Salvator, Tarsouli 
and Panayiotopoulos, the physical characteristics of the 
Nicosian gardens are the following: they contain various 
architectural elements, such as cisterns and fountains, as 
well as all sorts of cultivated and non-cultivated vegeta-
tion, which appeals to the senses, and they are bounded 
by walls that result in the perception of the gardens as an 
elusive yet dominant urban element. These characteristics 
establish the gardens as a form of protected paradise, a 
heterotopia in the city, which the alien eye, nose and ear 
can perceive only fragmentarily and occasionally, through 
cracks, openings, balustrades, and over high walls. It is 
almost as if their aura precedes their physical presence. 
Literary descriptions such as that of Tarsouli, imply that 
the gardens, although private and secluded, at the same 
time allow entrance to a hesitant foreigner, who can enjoy, 
and be surprised by, their qualities. This means that the 
gardens can, at times, take on an intimate, yet public 
role. [Fig. 2, 3]

Yet, in the travellers’ views ‘from the outside’ discussed 
here, there is no direct reference to the intimate public role 
of these gardens. To show this quality, a ‘view from within’ 
is needed, such as a recent sentimental record of a garden 
by the Cypriot artist and writer Andreas Karayian, a mem-
ber of the Armenian community in Cyprus. His viewpoint 
is that of a local, who has lived all his childhood in such 
gardens, before moving to Athens as a young adult. His 
childhood memories, gathered in the book The True Story, 
published in 2008, after an absence of almost half a cen-
tury, can be considered essential, since it showcases the 
social qualities of the garden. Karayian unfolds the qual-
ity of the gardens as part of the city’s heritage, and, most 
importantly, as spaces of sharing and not only contemplat-
ing. In the book Karayian refers to the garden of Emettes, 
an enclosed domestic garden in Nicosia where a great 
friendship between his mother, a Cypriot Greek woman, 
and Emettes, a Turkish Cypriot woman, developed in the 
years that preceded the conflict of the 1960s and 1970s:

You would ascend two or three steps from the street, you would 

open the door, cross the long eliakos and then you would find 

yourself in front of a miracle, well-hidden from the street by a 

high wall. The magical garden of Emettes, my mother’s dear 

friend, a red-haired Turkish woman. They grew up together and 

were inseparable, until war set them apart.26 

Karayian refers to the physical qualities of the garden, 
describing from memory the trees and plants it contained, 
its qualities of light and shadow and its various resting 
spaces. He also describes what he and his siblings or 
friends did in the garden as children, such as making neck-
laces out of jasmine flowers, or enjoying the treats that 
Emittee offered them when they visited. He relates nostal-
gically how he and his friends found refuge in her garden 
when playing in the neighbourhood or trying to escape 
their strict private school next door. 

The bazaar (market) was traditionally the place that 
brought the different communities in Nicosia together. 
Karayian’s record shows how the garden as a spatial con-
dition, seemingly so different from the bazaar, may have 
performed a similar role, yet with more intimacy and at a 
smaller scale. While the bazaar, a place where goods were 
sold and bought, favoured coexistence and sharing in an 
open and publicly accessible space, the garden estab-
lished a more intimate space of sharing. While preserving 
its private character, the garden would also occasionally 
host the wider family, friends or neighbours, especially dur-
ing the cool summer nights or during important life events 
such as weddings, the birth of children, and yearly celebra-
tions. In this way the garden would occasionally transform 
into an intimate public space, hosting events for small com-
munities, in keeping with the specific culture of Nicosia – a 
city where privacy was protected, and sharing was prac-
ticed in semi-public, almost intimate, settings. 

Garden narratives as sources of information 
According to the British academic Carl Thompson, travel 
writing acts ‘as a vehicle for geographic, ethnographic 
and sociological knowledge.’27 Travel narratives can act 
as sources of historical information, especially in cases 
where no physical evidence survives. Over the years 
there has been a change in the way the garden trave-
logues transfer knowledge. As Thompson relates, the 
style of travel narratives has evolved from the mediae-
val era to the Victorian and industrial era. One can also 
detect these changes in the garden narratives of Nicosia. 
Mediaeval travelogues were expected to offer ‘matter of 
fact’ information to the readers, which is why they were 
mostly factual and objective descriptions of journeys.28 
The narrative style was often dictated by a number of 
widely used and ‘approved’ texts such as religious liter-
ature. Towards the nineteenth century the descriptions 
become more subjective and the writers start using poetic 
forms of literature. The gardens then gain importance as 
subjects of description in terms of the sentimental impact 
they have the visitor. This happened for two reasons. 
First, the gardens are entities that cannot necessarily be 
described in an objective way, as for example, physical 
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Fig. 2-3: Drawings of gardens based on the 1882 map by Kitchener and the travellers’ narratives. ‘Hortus Ignotus’. Drawing by the author, 

2022.
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Table 3: Types of garden walls in relation to their porosity. Drawing by the author, 2022. 
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Fig. 4: H.H. Kitchener’s map of Nicosia. Department of Lands and Surveys Cyprus, 1878-1882.
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remains or archaeological findings could be described. 
Their main element, nature, is an elusive entity, fragile 
and changing over time, which cannot be preserved as an 
archaeological object. This is why today there is not that 
much physical evidences of historical gardens in Nicosia,  
making the written evidence so important as an alterna-
tive source of information for identifying their cultural role 
and spatial characteristics.29 Second, the gardens are 
urban elements, not fully accessible to foreigners, and as 
a result, the narrators often use assumptions or abstract 
descriptions when writing about them. Of course, these 
can also be considered advantages within a more subjec-
tive approach that highlights the elusive, lyrical or poetic 
aspects of the gardens.

There is a category of travel narratives that offers 
exactly this opportunity. Thompson describes how, con-
trary to previous eras, travelogues during the Victorian 
age focused more on the aesthetic and poetic spirit of a 
place and on the traveller’s experience:

They claimed to capture impressionistically or poetically the 

‘spirit’ of a place or culture, rather than offer a comprehensive, 

factual account of it. Thus, in one branch of the travel writing 

genre, it was style and aesthetic effect rather than factual infor-

mation that was increasingly prioritised by writers, and val-

orised by critics and readers.30

Thompson also argues that the travel narratives tend to 
distinguish themselves from others because all journeys 
act, by default, as ‘a confrontation with, or more optimisti-
cally a negotiation of, what is sometimes termed alterity.’31 
Following this argumentation, all the narratives mentioned 
above are experiences of the garden built from the out-
side. They all construct an imaginary world of alterity that 
lies behind the walls, as a fascinating unknown, in the 
form of a private and virtually expandable paradise. 

The garden travelogues link this sentimental con-
struction with the garden’s qualitative characteristics and 
anchor it to actual architectural elements. Most impor-
tantly, the garden is protected behind a wall, a perivo-
los, which protects it from prying eyes.32 The garden’s 
interior is also constituted by fragrances from vegeta-
tion, the sound of leaves moving in the breeze, of water, 
and of birds nesting in the branches. Travelogues stress 
the importance of the aura of the gardens: the sense of 
something that you cannot see, that you partially see, 
or that you see at a distance.33 The visitor’s imagination 
works to complete the fragmented image and often cre-
ates a rather poetic and intriguing outcome. The garden 
fascinates the visitor exactly because it is hidden, and it 
stimulates the imagination by activating all our senses. 
[Table 3] [Fig. 4]

Project Nicosian Gardens Network
What about contemporary Nicosia though? Does this ver-
nacular type still have the potential to communicate the 
aura of the place? As I have outlined above, until the early 
1970s there were still references to gardens as an import-
ant element in the city. This changed in the years that 
followed, because of the uneven growth of the city and its 
increasing fragmentation, for reasons both contemporary 
and historical: the traditional division of land in small par-
cels, the rapid urbanisation since the 1970s, the marks of 
the 1974 conflict on the land, and the subsequent ethnic 
divisions among others. At the same time, the types of 
the buildings constantly changes, resulting in the abandon-
ment of the gardens as a main element of domestic archi-
tecture. The Cypriot writer Giorgos C. Kythraiotis writes in 
his 2008 book A Walk Along the Walls that such a walk 
in contemporary Nicosia is an overwhelming experience: 

Since then the city has grown, has become unrecognisable ... 

it has sprawled wildly in every direction, started growing taller, 

gaining floors. [It is] impossible to see the horizon any more, 

unless you climb up somewhere high – a roof garden, let’s say, 

or something like that.34

The reconstruction of the city continues along with its divi-
sion and fragmentation: ‘And, of course, the city is being 
radically rebuilt, progresses, constantly tangled in the 
scaffolds, divided, uncertain, wounded by check-points 
and machine-gun bunkers.’35 Kythraiotis uses the term 
‘mosaic’ to refer to the fragmentation of the memory of the 
city along with its material fragmentation. The landscape, 
wild, cultivated or domestic, that once acted as the shared 
substrate of a common identity, has now been rendered a 
discontinuous body, a mosaic, a sum of abandoned left-
over fragments. It has been ‘un-shared’. Within this con-
text the city has lost its aura and the disappearance of 
gardens has resulted in the loss of the spirit of the place. 

The urban fragmentation of Nicosia has led to the 
accumulation of numerous empty, undeveloped and 
neglected plots, some state-owned, others privately 
owned. [Table 4] The question I pose here is whether the 
existence of the ‘leftover’ sites is a hidden opportunity to 
read the city’s public space from a different perspective? 
By hidden opportunity, I refer to the inherent qualities that 
derive from the informal character of such sites. [Fig. 5] An 
innovative urban and architectural design has the poten-
tial to reactivate leftover spaces in order to overcome the 
fragmentation of the city on a large scale.36 Furthermore, 
the management of leftover sites can be introduced as a 
realistic solution that can trigger cooperation between the 
communities that now live in the divided city, and estab-
lish a condition of sharing the landscape anew. How can 
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Table 4: Photographs of public leftover sites in the suburban area of Nicosia. 
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Fig. 5: Model of the leftover sites in Nicosia based on the map in Table 5. The fragments as holes on the skin of the city. Model by the 

author and Nicolas Kourtis, from the project: Nicosia Network of Gardens. 
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Table 5: The diptych drawing with all the types of leftover site in Nicosia. The first drawing, a map produced by the method of décollage, 

erases all the urban mass and keeps the leftover sites as the focus of research. In the second drawing, the leftover sites are arranged in 

different types according to size.
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our knowledge of enclosed vernacular gardens, extracted 
from travelogues and literature, inform this sharing?

Kythreotis attempts to connect the growth of the city 
and its fragmentation – what he calls the mosaic – with 
the presence of refugees. He does not refer strictly to the 
refugees of war, political or economic refugees, but more 
widely to the people he calls wanderers, those who search 
for the memory of the city they once knew, and who, as he 
says:

wander around, inconsolable, gathering fragments and pieces 

and constantly struggling to put together an old mosaic that 

they barely remember, who constantly struggle to organise their 

return – a return to  a long-lost past – and look for an aethria at 

the centre of the city, a garden of waiting, within the concrete 

desert.37  

Kythraiotis uses the term aethria, which literary means 
an open-air space or the clear, unclouded atmosphere, 
as a key concept for the understanding of the importance 
that gardens in Nicosia once had, which today has faded 
away.38 The Cypriot poet Niki Marangou, in her poem 
Nicossienses, refers to a similar category of occupant of 
the Nicosian garden that she calls transitory, meaning 
temporary or passing:

In company with the aphid and the grasshopper

But also the spider mite, the tiger moth, the leaf miner,

The mole and the hover-fly

The praying mantis that devours them all,

We shall be sharing leaves, petals, sky,

in this incredible garden

both they and I transitory.39

Both authors describe a kind of a transitory, wandering 
user who escapes the contemporary fragmented reality 
within Kythraoitis’s aethria, an urban condition that acts as 
‘a garden of waiting’ within the built mass of the city. More 
than a spatial element, aethria introduces the garden as a 
state of mind between reality and memory. 

Kythraiotis proposes the term aethria to metaphorically 
describe a pause or void within the city where one is given 
space to think. Aethria can be seen as a mental state, a 
space of transition, in which the mind is clear of everyday 
concerns. The pause can help the city dweller connect the 
present with memories of the city, the way that the garden 
preserves and stores the memories of the daily lives of its 
occupants. I use it to describe a semi-accessible space 
that secures a clearing within the dense city where natu-
ral elements occur: the ground, the weather, vegetation, 
water, nature and unplanned social activities, such as 
spontaneous gatherings, can take place. 

The concept of aethria has outlined an opportunity to 
bring together the emblematic Nicosian garden with the 
contemporary problem of the urban fragmentation. The 
project Nicosian Garden Network addresses the modern 
alienation from nature and taps into the potential of the 
leftover abandoned plots in the city. The purpose of the 
project is to incorporate the leftover sites of different sizes 
in Nicosia into a network of shared spaces in the form of 
urban semi-public or intimate gardens. The aim of the net-
work is to become the new identifying element of the city, 
to re-connect the landscape, and to bring city dwellers 
together by providing them with spaces for interaction on 
a daily basis. 

The project is divided into two parts. The first is about 
documenting the leftover sites of Nicosia, the by-products 
of uneven urban sprawl. Using tools such as drawing, col-
lage and model-making, the project documents the frag-
ments of land of various sizes and in various conditions 
into which the once continuous landscape has broken 
down. [Table 5] The second part is a proposal to con-
vert the leftover sites into a functional network of shared, 
public gardens. This garden network, as I call it, aims at 
reactivating various landscape elements. It also proposes 
uses that engage all the senses and which, as discussed 
above, were an important element of traditional Nicosian 
gardens. 

I consider each garden-leftover site as a distinct entity, 
an ‘island’ that belongs to a wider network of islands, an 
archipelago. These voids can be effectively preserved 
by the creation of a frame around each site. The frame 
is more than a wall; it is a porous entity that bounds the 
site, forms a protective zone around it, and at the same 
time, attracts uses. It establishes the new character of the 
leftover sites in two ways. First, it regulates the relation 
between the site and the city. Instead of strictly separating 
nature within the ‘island’ from the city outside, this framing 
aims to create an intermediary zone between the densely 
built environment of the city and the natural environment 
of the island. On one hand, the zone protects the nature 
within, while on the other, it attracts sense-oriented and 
leisure programmes: children’s play, small public ham-
mams, public kitchens, shared fountains and cisterns, 
structures for small fairs, performances, circuses, and 
small habitats for protected animal species. The formation 
of each site’s boundary as a protective yet porous frame 
reflects the initial idea of understanding the leftover sites 
as aethrias: pauses in the city. Second, the frame also 
acts as the element that connects all the islands within 
a single network. It becomes the common denomina-
tor of the different islands. The recurrent appearance of 
the frame around contained structures creates a shared 
design language that links all the different islands in the 
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Fig. 6: Drawing of the leftover sites in Nicosia based on a part of the map in Table 5. The yellow zones around the leftover sites repre-

sent the programmatic frames. The drawing suggests the possibility of people to wander among the leftover sites in a city, in walkable 

distances and to create alternative routes of moving in the city, creating in this way an informal Garden Network. Drawing by the author, 

from the project: Nicosia Network of Gardens. 
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Fig. 7: Model based on map in Table 5. showing leftover sites as single islands containing nature and surrounded by programmatic zones. 

Model by the author and Nicolas Kourtis, from the project: Nicosia Network of Gardens. 
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Fig. 8: Models of the leftover sites as islands with a natural context at their core and framed by a programmatic zone. Model by the author, 

from the project: Nicosia Network of Gardens.
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perception of a city wanderer. The perceptual connection 
between the different islands would eventually constitute 
an ‘archipelago’, that would re-establish Nicosia’s urban 
coherency. [Fig. 6, 7]

The garden with unrestrained nature is the main 
programmatic element of this archipelago. The porous 
access would allow wild animals to coexist with domes-
ticated ones. The project Nicosian Garden Network can 
contain self-sustaining species that naturally grow in 
Nicosia, do not require much care, and do not consume 
much water, along with fruit-bearing trees, vegetables, 
and other edible plants, whose growth and consumption 
encourages social interaction between local people. The 
gardens can become shelters for animals that once pros-
pered in the area but that are now oppressed by urban 
growth and close to extinction. The gardens can also 
become a refuge for users whose access to the city is 
constrained, like children or disabled people. This new 
identity of the garden rests on the enormous unused 
potential of each leftover site; it is a territory that can 
become a shared urban value of modern-day Nicosia. 

From the garden travelogues to alternative urban 
narratives for re-sharing the city
I have shown how historical travelogues or travel nar-
ratives describe the enclosed garden as a vernacular 
types in Nicosia, with its specific architectural character-
istics and qualities. The narratives refer to the gardens 
as private spaces but also places for sharing: a private 
space that can occasionally open to the local commu-
nity, wider family, group of friends or the neighbourhood, 
transforming into an intimate public space. This knowl-
edge led to a proposal for intimate semi-public spaces 
in Nicosia, with vegetation and animals, yet distinct from 
open public spaces or parks. The travel narratives tran-
scend their original purpose as a valuable source of 
information about distant lands, and become the inspira-
tion and starting point for new imaginative and creative 
approaches to urban and architectural design. Such an 
approach can link the past narratives, present readings, 
and future urban visions of the site, especially when we 
aim for situated architectural projects with distinctive 
local characteristics that can be shared among different 
communities. My purpose is thus not just to present a 
historiographical review of Nicosian gardens through the 
travelogues, but also to show how the knowledge gained 
from bibliographical research can contribute meaning-
fully to the development of architectural imagination and 
practice. 

The concept of aethria is one such research-driven 
design idea. Aethria can be seen as spaces that link the 
gardens to the leftover sites and enhance the sensual 

experience of the city. The project Nicosian Gardens 
Network also proposes an alternative form of urban nav-
igation and mobility that reconnects the existing network 
of streets, pavements and parks through walking and 
cycling.40 This new urban mobility provides opportunities 
for people to construct new narratives for understanding 
their city, as an alternative to the dominant ones dictated 
by the planning departments, similar to the way in which 
travel narratives establish an alternative, lyrical, and sen-
sual way of understanding a city. [Fig. 8] 
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Understanding a Future Yet to Take Shape: 
The Worlds of Butler, Le Guin and Atwood as Prism for 
Building (in) Society
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Abstract
An issue on narrating shared futures (‘How will we live 
together?’) implies being able to conceive of a mutual and 
shared experience. The history of shared heritages often 
contains other figures in the margins: those who were not 
seen as part of the dominant cultural narrative, or whose 
contribution to its heritage went unacknowledged. The 
holistic view of the 2018 Davos declaration on Baukultur 
embraces a more integral view of the built environment and 
society. In order to explore some of the cultural narratives 
that shape our past and envision a shared future, this arti-
cle takes a closer look at three science fiction authors and 
how their stories draw lessons from the past into a narration 
of possible futures. Ursula K. Le Guin, Octavia Butler and 
Margaret Atwood have each envisioned futures that draw 
from contemporary developments and expand them to an 
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overarching logic as the setting of their tales. Rather than 
directly examining (un)built heritages, this article examines 
the underlying cultural logic of building on the past. If archi-
tecture provides a foundation for a shared (and inclusive) 
future, the stories constructed by these authors show how 
the built environment resonates with societal principles, 
aiding or hindering particular collective values.

Keywords
Ursula K. Le Guin, Octavia Butler, Margaret Atwood

‘How will we live together?’ This is a question that has 
been asked throughout the history of architecture, with 
particularly salient moments providing many different 
visions of a shared future. The question has resulted in 
utopian projections and idealist projects, and it marks 
a great deal of architecture’s history, particularly since 
the nineteenth century. These possible futures, whether 
sketched out in broad contours or in great detail, often 
demonstrate salient features of their own time. In this 
manner, the visions materialised in architecture – whether 
they remain on paper or come to be realised – share 
features with science fiction narratives, which build on 
a (recognisable) societal logic in order to envision other 
futures or alien worlds. In this article I explore the under-
lying cultural logic of a shared future through this dual 
perspective of architecture and the extrapolation of future 
worlds in a selection of science fiction novels from 1972 
through 2013. In so doing, I aim to gain insight into cur-
rent, holistic perspectives in architecture and heritage, 
such as the Davos declaration of 2018, which explicitly 
approaches ‘building culture’ as a holistic activity, stat-
ing that ‘Baukultur embraces every human activity that 
changes the built environment’.1
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The departure point of an issue on narrating shared 
futures also means being able to conceive of a mutual 
and shared experience, thereby acknowledging that it is 
possible to tap into a shared, communal, or intersubjec-
tive understanding. In this sense, one must be able to 
apprehend a recognisable cultural logic in the project or 
in the narrative. In this article, a series of future visions 
by Ursula K. Le Guin (1929–2018), Margaret Atwood (b. 
1939) and Octavia Butler (1947–2006) provides a coher-
ent narrative of societal habits in relation to the built 
environment, thereby offering a foundation for a shared 
(and inclusive) future. The stories constructed by these 
acclaimed authors help to show how the built environment 
resonates with societal principles, aiding or hindering par-
ticular collective values.

Additionally, it is important to bear in mind that the 
shared futures envisioned in architecture have also been 
marked by exclusions. For example, the narrative of mod-
ern architecture may have been aimed at the masses, 
but its realisations were often only available to a more 
privileged group of clients. In other words, the history of 
shared futures often contains other figures in the margins: 
those who were not seen as part of the dominant cultural 
narrative (or indeed of the envisioned future), or whose 
contribution to its history went unacknowledged. Finally, 
a rising awareness of the many non-human actants 
that are (or should be) part of a shared future has also 
shifted these visions from strongly human-centred to a 
more inclusive approach, taking into account a variety of 
lifeforms.

Rethinking the future: recalibrating modernism 
The twenty-first century has seen a number of shifts in 
architecture debates, which arguably are founded on 
recalibrations of modernist thinking that took place from 
the 1970s onward. Central issues that were taken on in the 
past fifty years include a revaluation of ‘the presence of the 
past’ (the theme of the first architecture biennale in 1980), 
a revisiting of the built environment in relation to the social 
fabric, and the multiple perspectives that are expressed 
in different cultures and contexts.2 Many of these issues 
were first raised in the context of postmodernism, a term 
that in architecture was explicitly positioned as a counter-
weight or reconsideration of modernism, which was felt 
to be lacking in symbolic richness and awareness of con-
text. All in all, these shifts in thinking constitute a plea for 
resituating architecture and its impact in the (expanding) 
context it affects. This approach resonates with the Davos 
declaration of 2018, which positions societal values and 
the built environment in relation to each other. As such, the 
discussion of cultural heritage and the built environment 
has become broader than specific buildings, and instead 

are fundamentally entangled with questions on shared val-
ues. In this article, they will be addressed as expressions 
of the cultural imagination, as conceptual structures and 
material artifacts that help to define societal logic. 

In this context, the increasing attention given to ques-
tions of climate change and the impact of architecture is 
hardly surprising. A holistic perspective on the built envi-
ronment and cultural heritage must by necessity include 
urgent challenges such as the effects of climate change, 
particularly given the large impact of building on global 
emissions.3 A heightened awareness of particular contexts 
and environmental concerns was present in the architec-
ture debates of the 1970s, but in recent years has become 
increasingly fundamental.4 Issues of ‘site’ or ‘context’, both 
important conditions in architecture, are expanding to a 
general question of ecologies and entanglements. While 
the environment has been present in architectural debates 
in recent history, it is now rapidly transforming from ‘back-
ground’ or ‘precondition’ to an active understanding and 
logic that underpins every step of the design process.

As an expression of the cultural imagination, architec-
ture is perhaps more rooted in a conceivable reality than 
science fiction. That is to say, the implication of the archi-
tectural drawing is usually (but not always) the possibility 
of building. At the same time, both architecture and sci-
ence fiction articulate societal values and concerns. As 
such, there are relevant ideas to be gleaned from science 
fiction novels, particularly those set in a recognisable yet 
distinctive future. These novels often pick up on contem-
porary developments and magnify particular features; they 
provide believable future scenarios for a world yet to be 
shaped. In this manner, they also reflect the societal val-
ues shaped in and with the built environment, which are 
to be found at all levels, as also emphasised in the Davos 
declaration: ‘Baukultur encompasses existing buildings, 
including monuments and other elements of cultural her-
itage, as well as the design and construction of contem-
porary buildings, infrastructure, public spaces and land-
scapes.’5 From the perspective of Baukultur, the cultural 
imagination is present both in exceptional works of archi-
tecture and in the everyday environment. 

The three authors selected for this article, Ursula K. 
Le Guin, Margaret Atwood and Octavia Butler, represent a 
critical perspective within their own domain and in the con-
text of architecture, albeit all from a North American view-
point. Le Guin and Butler were both from the west coast of 
the United States, and Atwood is from the east of Canada. 
The writings examined here show their North American 
roots, yet their narratives also provide more generally 
applicable questions of how society works – or could be 
envisioned differently. They share a feminist approach, 
and have each written out many possible futures, on earth 
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and beyond. They have each envisioned futures that draw 
from contemporary developments and expand them to an 
overarching logic as the setting of their tales. Their sto-
ries serve as warnings, to present possible societies, and 
to reflect on the pain of historical atrocities.6 Overall, their 
stories examine the cultural narratives that shape our 
understanding of a shared past and a shared future, and 
their approaches show a heightened awareness of struc-
tures of subjugation, exclusion and power, drawing les-
sons from the past into a narration of possible futures. 

The works selected for this article serve to tease out 
particular narratives that help to situate how we bond with 
our built environment, indeed, how we understand our 
heritage through multiple lenses of historical coincidence, 
of cultural narrative and of social context. The stories are 
reflections on their own time, refracted through the prisms 
of alien worlds and uncertain futures. In this, they provide 
a cultural imaginary that brings the present into sharper 
focus. Moreover, in combination with an architectural per-
spective, they are a powerful example of how the cultural 
imagination is articulated in multiple iterations across 
disciplines. 

The efforts of science fiction to give form to the incon-
ceivable consequences of climate change are unmistak-
able (certainly since the 1970s), even if at a distance in 
either time or space. Throughout the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries, novels of speculative or science fiction have 
provided social critique and evocative visions of possible 
futures, and as such they provide a cultural imaginary to 
envision what we may have found important, or dismissed, 
or torn down.7 Certainly the works highlighted in this article 
show an awareness of the tenuous relationship between 
humans and the environment, and their inclusion of ecolo-
gies and incorporation of climate change in their narratives 
may be remarkable to those who feel the urgency of this 
topic is recent. Yet one must also bear in mind that by the 
1970s, there were already groundbreaking publications 
such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) and the 
Club of Rome report Limits to Growth (1972). Yet while the 
knowledge has been present and available, it can become 
more tangible through the cultural imagination. This arti-
cle therefore focuses on elements in the story that align 
with broad narratives that may not yet have come fully into 
focus, based on evocations of a society that is expressed 
not only in its conventions but also in its material reality, in 
artifacts and in the built environment.

Settings and contexts
From today’s perspective, Margaret Atwood’s Maddaddam 
trilogy is perhaps the most immediately recognisable, 
both in terms of the built environment she describes and 
its potential transformation. The series comprises Oryx 

and Crake (2003), The Year of the Flood (2009) and 
Maddaddam (2013).8 The narrative takes place in some 
unidentified future, and it describes the aftermath of a 
global pandemic from different perspectives. In Oryx and 
Crake, the reader follows the events leading up to the 
pandemic and its aftermath through the ruminations of 
Jimmy, who calls himself ‘Snowman’. Through Jimmy, 
the reader learns that genetic manipulation has become 
common, that there are now spliced animals such as ‘wol-
vogs’ and ‘rakunks’ roaming the land. As a result of these 
genetic manipulations, increasingly dangerous microbes 
are circulating and treated with the utmost vigilance. In 
Oryx and Crake, a world emerges that is strongly drawn 
along lines of what we would now call big pharma and 
big tech, where corporations do cutting-edge research 
to expand their profits, and where those who are part of 
these corporations (with genetic splicing and microbial and 
immune research) are under constant surveillance within 
the compound. Others live outside in the dangerous and 
unruly ‘pleeblands’. Those outside need to scrounge and 
scavenge, eking out a living from gathering and cultivating 
small patches of land. Here, the early twenty-first-century 
world provides countless freedoms and ease for a privi-
leged class, but is equally defined by restrictions, with 
walled and guarded compounds under constant threat of 
biological contamination. 

The society described is far from the type of ‘living 
together’ discussed in current debates, yet it draws out 
lines already visible today: gated communities and the 
privileges of wealth and access, versus those who sur-
vive in the margins. In The Year of the Flood the reader 
becomes more familiar with the pleeblands, primarily 
through a religious group called God’s Gardeners, who 
live on abandoned rooftops. In their religion, the pan-
demic is presented as a biblical cleansing and called the 
‘waterless flood’, and their saints include a number of well-
known ecologically-oriented thinkers of the twentieth cen-
tury such as James Lovelock and Rachel Carson.

The buildings and infrastructure described in the tril-
ogy, especially in The Year of the Flood, are likely familiar 
to those currently living in the US or Canada, or perhaps 
even many other globally-oriented cities. Atwood’s large-
scale mass extinction event may have seemed somewhat 
remote when the books were first published between 2003 
and 2013, but after the global pandemic of 2020–22, the 
books ring eerily familiar in their details of hygiene, dis-
tancing and disinfectants. The remaining population 
rebuilds life in the detritus of the cities, reimagining the 
everyday environment through small-scale interventions. 
God’s Gardeners are vaguely reminiscent of the ecofem-
inist movement and of 1960s communes that sought to 
return to nature, combined with eco-Christian elements 
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that reconcile scientific progress with stewardship of the 
environment. 

In Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower, published ten 
years earlier, walled compounds play a similarly promi-
nent role in the residential environment.9 Here, a version 
of California emerges that is largely privatised and that 
is also deeply marked by social inequality and climate 
change. The privileged class is secure and has access to 
amenities, while less fortunate people who still own prop-
erty cluster together in walled neighbourhoods and grow 
their own food to supplement costly store-bought goods. 
Clean water is increasingly scarce and more expensive 
than gasoline, and services such as the police and the 
fire department come at a cost. Those who do not own 
property are seen as drifters and referred to as the ‘street 
poor’. 

The protagonist Lauren Olamina is the daughter of 
a preacher, and her observations are interspersed with 
the verses that form the beginnings of what will become 
Earthseed, a religion that assumes people will eventually 
migrate to space. Through Olamina’s journal, Butler paints 
an evocative picture of the late-twentieth-century city 
fallen into ruin, where the neighbourhood is walled off by 
necessity: ‘Crazy to live without a wall to protect you. Even 
in Robledo, most of the street poor – squatters, winos, 
junkies, homeless people in general – are dangerous.’10 

In the Parable of the Sower three types of environments 
play a central role and define the chronology of the book. 
First, the spaces of the former city, which have increasingly 
become gated enclaves, where families and friends group 
together. There are occasional references to a vaguely 
traditional architecture that appears to include a variety 
of influences from the broader southwest United States 
and western Mexico. Second, the transitional space of the 
highway, rarely used by motorised traffic, but still the main 
connecting arteries between the cities of the west coast of 
the United States. And third, a self-sustaining type of farm-
house, situated in and protected by the landscape. This is 
the environment Olamina eventually reaches after she has 
travelled north along the highway, finding people along the 
way who are interested in her views on Earthseed. Other 
spaces also play a role throughout the book – an implied 
corporate area that oscillates between traditional industry 
and contemporary service, a vaguely militarised version 
of the motor home that serves to both house and protect 
its occupants, and the occasional gang-demolished ruin – 
but the main areas of the narrative are clearly grafted onto 
contemporary (or late twentieth-century) California. 

Compared to these eminently recognisable environ-
ments, Le Guin’s The Word for World is Forest, a novella 
first published in 1972, is far removed from what we 
know.11 The story is set on a planet twenty-six lightyears 

from Earth, a distant logging colony. From the beginning 
the narrative is coloured by a tone of domination, of disre-
gard for anything other than the (male) self. The reader is 
dropped into the life of an off-world colony where an army 
and loggers are at work. Earth has no more (or very lit-
tle) wood, and humans have turned to other planets for 
their resources. In the first chapter, Captain Davidson, a 
member of the military staff is thinking about the women 
who have just been brought in as brides or as ‘recreational 
females’, and at the same time thinking about how to keep 
the ‘creechies’ in line. ‘Creechies’ is the derogatory word 
the military use for the indigenous Athshean population, 
a small and furry green humanoid they have enslaved 
and generally consider stupid and slow. Davidson consid-
ers the environment something to be tamed and used for 
resource extraction. This attitude is subtly present in the 
buildings of the colony: barracks and prefab cement slabs, 
nothing of aesthetic or cultural value. While one could 
argue that this is due to the architecture being merely a 
functional backdrop to the narrative, I would say that 
rather, it is meant to show something about the current 
(then 1970s) world. Or as one of the ecological special-
ists in the crew notes to Davidson: ‘You want to make this 
world into Earth’s image, eh? A desert of cement?’12

The novella alternates between different views 
throughout the chapters, shifting from the military and col-
oniser perspective, to the scientific or anthropological per-
spective of trying to understand the indigenous population, 
to the Athshean perspective. This allows Le Guin to con-
trast the different and often opposing habits, emphasising 
the culture of dominance and colonisation in the human 
world to highlight what we might see as a more nature-in-
tegrated approach to environment in the alien world. The 
homes of the Athsheans are largely ensconced in the 
ground, built into hollows and the shoulders of the trees in 
the forest. The Athsheans wonder at the destruction that 
comes along with the ‘yumens’ (in their own language), 
describing how they cut down all the trees and leave noth-
ing but beach (as they have no word for desert). These 
reflections serve to highlight the extractive logging already 
taking place in many areas of North America at the time. 
The habits of the Athshean community seems more akin 
to what was known at the time of jungle-dwelling tribes 
of South America. Whether these are direct inspiration 
is less important than the manner in which Le Guin taps 
into the imagination of a society based in care for environ-
ment from the perspective of being part of the environment 
rather than dominating it.

Overall, the three authors emphasise the importance of 
collective action and the common good. Whether concern-
ing the destruction of an ecosystem on the planet Athshe, 
the destruction of a community in future California, or 
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rebuilding a community in the wake of a pandemic, one 
of the key values put forward is care for those around us, 
for understanding the interconnection between people and 
their surroundings. 

Past tense and future perfect 
These narratives all highlight different ways of relating to 
the environment, providing a clear view of the dangers of 
abstracted and self-centred thinking on the level of the 
individual, and of extractive capitalism as a system. Topics 
such as exclusion and domination are incorporated in the 
scenarios, and are emphasised in the structures they envi-
sion their characters to be living in. The narratives build 
on the mutual interaction of society and environment: hav-
ing walled-off sections of the city in order to keep out oth-
ers reduces the ability of those living inside or outside to 
empathise with each other. The wall constructs an artificial 
boundary that increasingly becomes part of the actions of 
the society it serves. 

The narratives of these novels show a resonance 
between environment, architecture and the cultural imag-
ination. Their environmental constellations reflect back 
societal habits and how they are shaped by design deci-
sions. The narratives thus help to examine how particular 
buildings are seen to embody particular values. Octavia 
Butler’s work, for example, shows a heightened sensitiv-
ity to exclusion and the potential danger of groupthink. 
Her sensitivity runs to the use of – and care for – the 
land. Whether intentionally or not, she may be the most 
eco-conscious of the three writers addressed in this arti-
cle, though each has clear and unmistakable positions 
on the care for the planet. They show the type of aware-
ness that Donna Haraway might call ‘situated knowledge’, 
which highlights the importance of ‘other voices’ in provid-
ing important new and complementary forms of knowledge 
not predetermined by dominant narratives. 

What writers like Le Guin, Atwood and Butler potentially 
add to disciplinary debates on cultural heritage, is to high-
light implicit societal values and preconceptions that may 
be linked to architectural and urban qualities. Their narra-
tives offer a coherent worldview that makes the entangle-
ment of society and its built environments clear. Through 
these scenarios, the historical continuity of our built fabric 
is placed in the critical view of unforeseen futures. Both 
Butler and Atwood present recognisable environments that 
have been repurposed or have transformed due to funda-
mental changes and ruptures in society. In The Year of the 
Flood, we are reintroduced to the late-twentieth-century 
city, but now from the perspective of living on rooftops. In 
Oryx and Crake, Jimmy lives in wooded areas along the 
shore, and takes shelter from storms under the remains 
of twentieth-century infrastructure like crumbling bridges.

For Atwood, ‘living together’ is expressed best in the 
structures of God’s Gardeners, which recapture some typ-
ical utopian features such as an equitable distribution of 
labour and shared communal spaces. They are a vege-
tarian religious sect, living in a commune on the rooftops, 
and share the responsibilities of cultivating the garden and 
foraging for food. 

In Atwood and Butler in particular we can read the 
traces of the late twentieth century and of concerns about 
an increasingly stratified society, where the privileged 
class can retreat behind the walls of gated communities 
and compounds. They are the only ones who can afford 
luxuries (such as personal enhancement in Atwood’s 
Oryx and Crake) or even basic necessities (such as inter-
ventions by the fire department, which come at a fee in 
Butler’s Parable of the Sower). Those left outside of the 
compounds are left to their own devices, and by necessity 
survive on handouts or by scavenging, and they scrounge 
together their food and shelter, living in the margins and 
on outskirts of the cities. These themes are recognisa-
ble as fictional counterparts to concerns voiced by many 
scholars, concerns that the fabric of society is no longer 
shared but rather isolated in small heterotopic and homo-
geneous communities.13 In Atwood’s trilogy the restric-
tions and surveillance are sometimes aggressive (includ-
ing strip-searches of women entering the compound) but 
mostly more insidious: mail being read, computers being 
confiscated. In this she reflects concerns of her time, when 
the Internet was already broadly in use and the power of 
big tech and data collection was on the rise. In Butler’s 
work, the restrictions are a combination of negligence (the 
absence of police and fire department intervention) and 
aggression: trespassers coming to steal fruit off the trees 
and valuables from the homes, or simply vandalise, pref-
erably by arson.

All of these books provide a spectrum of architectural 
environments that can show us some of the values implied 
in their material forms. Butler’s parables provide a rural 
perspective, back to the land. Atwood’s The Year of the 
Flood takes the ruins as its departure point, but although 
she adds a feminist perspective to the late-twentieth-cen-
tury buildings, she uses the rubble as foundation for envi-
sioning her new society. Le Guin’s forest takes in the eco-
logical concerns of the 1960s and 1970s, and expands 
them to a coherent logic of a symbiotic relationship with 
the forest in alien surroundings. In fact, the manner in 
which Le Guin creates a language and social order that 
aligns with the ideas of the community as a whole is akin 
to the holistic approach of the Davos declaration.

Heritage: everyday presence and cultural imagination
The Davos declaration suggests that we not only examine 
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what is of value in our histories and traditions, but also that 
we understand the cultural imagination at work, that we 
gain insight into the mutual interaction between the built 
environment and the society it co-creates. More than any-
thing, these science fiction narratives allow us to enter a 
different world and envision other relations to the environ-
ment, built and otherwise. Atwood describes a city after a 
pandemic has caused full societal collapse and buildings 
and infrastructures are no longer maintained. The series 
shows human communities working in the margins of 
what was once constructed. Butler returns to what might 
seem a pastoral ideal with the self-sustaining household 
in a remote area, yet is grounded in feminist approaches 
of working together to provide for the community.14 And Le 
Guin uses an alien community to highlight the differences 
between the logic of dominance and extraction versus a 
more integrated approach to environment and resources. 
All three include fundamental changes to the earth’s 
climate. 

What these stories show beyond the particular nar-
ratives of a feminist, egalitarian, embedded and entan-
gled perspective, is that there are cultural and material 
expressions particular to a time and a context. In this, 
they provide a specific, concrete expression of the type 
of holistic approach legible in the Davos statement on 
building culture. Stories such as those of Le Guin, Butler 
and Atwood offer us precisely this type of integral narra-
tive: the environment and the social structures are inter-
twined, presenting us with a view to our own ‘collective 
unconscious’. A future policy approach to heritage may 
benefit from taking into account not only existing architec-
tural examples and a historical survey, but also the cul-
tural imaginations present in literature and pop culture, as 
additional expressions of the fundamental question: how 
do we wish to live together, and how will we shape the 
future?

The powers of observation these three authors apply 
to constructing the worlds they can envision, draw out the 
more hidden logic of power, of dominance, of the threats 
inherent to placing one perspective and one group above 
others. Le Guin clearly describes the abuse of power 
that is fed by a system of colonisation. When we seek to 
articulate a way of living together that applies to the com-
mon good, Atwood and Butler also show how insidious 
some of the small, seemingly insignificant decisions can 
be. Butler, in describing the corporate towns beginning to 
arise, shows how the public good, the shared services 
and the idea of solidarity are easily dismantled in favour 
of security when society is under siege, and when food 
and clean water are scarce.

As such, these three authors reflect on the underly-
ing habits and conventions through which society and 

the built environment shape each other. If the stories of 
Le Guin, Atwood and Butler present us with futures we 
hope to avoid, they also extrapolate the hidden habits 
embedded in our built environments. They offer a chal-
lenge to architecture and heritage thinking to include the 
more complicated entanglements between the built envi-
ronment and collective values. They provide an image of 
what is needed for ‘resolving the challenges facing our 
living environment with shared responsibility and cooper-
ation for the common good’.15
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Interview

On Science Fiction, Heritage Architecture and 
Other Demons: In Conversation with Moira Crone

Angeliki Sioli and Aleksandar Staničić
Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands

Abstract
This conversation with Moira Crone was inspired by her 
science fiction novel The Not Yet. The interview opens with 
a question regarding the capacity of architectural heritage 
to carry past and present values, as well as our stories, 
and help us make sense of the world. With an emphasis on 
the historic French quarter in New Orleans, Crone explains 
why the preservation of the city’s most famous neighbor-
hood was necessary for the plot and how in reality this 
preservation takes place. She discusses the difficult and 
cruel history of plantation homes in Louisiana, as well as 
moments in which the strict racial hierarchies broke down, 
creating possibilities for different ways of co-existence 
among its inhabitants. Crone unpacks her ideas about 
archetypical architectural spaces like the theater, and the 
subversive role it can play in contemporary or imaginative 
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societies. The interview concludes with a discussion about 
science fiction’s connections to architectural thinking and 
the author’s creative process.
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New Orleans

Author Moira Crone is known for novels and short stories 
that exemplify the spirit of the New South.1 We were espe-
cially intrigued by her science fiction novel The Not Yet 
(2012), which portrays cultural and contested architectural 
heritage, while imagining distant future societies. [Fig. 1] 
Set in the year 2112, the plot takes place primarily in the city 
of New Orleans, the enclaves surrounding New Orleans, 
and the new Walled Urb of Re-New Orleans, located at the 
edge of the United Authority Protectorate (what used to be 
the United States). In the novel Lake Pontchartrain and 
the Mississippi River have merged, flooding major portions 
of the mainland. Humankind has managed to extend its 
life expectancy considerably, hoping to reach eternal life.
This has become possible through a surgical procedure 
that adds a protective prodermis to the body and delays 
the process of aging. This possibility is strictly available 
to the societal stratum of Heirs, who control the country. 
Two other groups comprise the society of the novel: the 
Not Yets and the Nats. The Not Yets are sponsored by the 
Heirs and spend their early life trying to acquire the trust 
that can afford them the surgery. The Nats are condemned 
to a mortal life. The spatial division between these three 
societal rungs are very strict, the rules of conduct highly 
controlled and prescribed. For example, a Not Yet cannot 
touch an Heir or address them unless explicitly asked so. 
The story is narrated through the perspective of Malcom, 
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a Not Yet whose work is to perform at the theater. The 
book has been inspiring for the spatial imagination, as it 
has been used in architectural studios and eco-futurism 
classes.2 Here we wanted to learn more, from the author 
herself, about her understanding of the connections 
between imaginative world making, architecture, contested 
heritage, and writing.

The Sunken Quarter and its significance
Angeliki and Aleksandar: It comes as no surprise that 
The Not Yet has been inspiring for the spatial imagination 
given how it depicts space: New Orleans in particular. The 
well-known Louisiana city is transformed into a bunch of 
islands, inhabited by the Heirs. Floodwalls and levees pro-
tect these islands from the rising waters, while keeping Not 
Yets and Nats away. The urban environment is distinctly 
different from the way New Orleans looks today. Yet, there 
is a part of the city that is not flooded, in your story. A levee 
keeps the Old River from flooding New Orleans’s historic 
French Quarter, known in the narrative as the Sunken 
Quarter. Malcolm, the protagonist of the story, is mesmer-
ised when he first lays eyes on the Quarter and the way 
the spine of the cathedral (which is recognisable as the St. 
Louis Cathedral) catches the light. 

We feel that, like us, you see architectural heritage (like 
the French Quarter) as a carrier of cultural, social, ecologi-
cal values. You trust that architectural heritage protects our 
past and present stories; stories through which we make 
sense of the world. We speculate that this may be the rea-
son why you have chosen to keep this old part of the city, 
the city’s heart, intact. In a narrative where it would have 
been possible to flood it – at least this is what we feel as 
readers – you chose not to do so. What more than a point 
of reference does the architecture of the Quarter offer you 
in creating the dystopian future world of your novel? Why 
do you spare the Quarter and its architecture from the 
water? 

Moira: At the time I wrote the novel, it made sense to keep 
the Quarter intact given its character as some centre for 
pilgrimage, where people go to have a good time, let go 
of their normal puritanical restrictions. The Quarter still 
has this quality for people all over the country. It’s a place 
where you let your hair down, where you don’t have the 
same kinds of rules: you drink on the street, for example, 
or people wear costumes. America is a very strict place in 
a lot of ways, in term of its puritanical and Protestant ethic, 
and people still have those social rules. But the Quarter 
has never been that way. For example, during Prohibition, 
when drinking was illegal in the United States, there were 
literally hundreds of speakeasies in the French Quarter. 
They just completely ignored this law, as if it were in 

another country, as if it were Cuba which was also attrac-
tive to tourists because drinking was legal, during that 
period. So, I had the idea that it would be economically 
feasible or useful for what’s left of New Orleans in the far 
future to preserve the Quarter for the purpose of bringing 
people there.

Second, I think it is a shrine in a way, the thing that peo-
ple in the city will always save, the identity of the city. In the 
Quarter the buildings can become extremely dilapidated. 
There is constantly a mould problem, a crumbling problem 
– because there are layers of stucco on top of very old 
bricks. Stucco and bricks were used because there was 
a fire in the eighteenth century, which led the government 
at the time to implement a rule regarding building materi-
als: no wooden structures were allowed in the Quarter. And 
even though it’s really hard to maintain this kind of archi-
tectural materials in such a damp climate, as water is con-
stantly seeping up from beneath, people do maintain them. 
The built environment, in a way, becomes a lived environ-
ment. It is almost alive, because you constantly have to 
feed it, to take care of it. This is also true for some of the 
wooden structures uptown. They’re maintained in such a 
way where almost everything about them is new, but the 
old design remains. This is why I talk about a shrine-like 
quality. This kind of approach reminds of the Shinto tem-
ples in Japan. Shinto temples are made of wood, so they 
don’t last that long. The claim is that this is a 1400-year-old 
temple, but actually every piece of wood in it gets replaced 
every twenty years.3 There is something similar in a lot of 
New Orleans’s buildings that people maintain in this kind 
of religious way. The preservation of the Quarter feels like 
a regional practice of devotion.

The Wooden Palace and architecture with historical 
references
Angeliki and Aleksandar: Besides the strong presence 
of the French Quarter in The Not Yet you also employ 
architectural spaces that remind us of some strong histor-
ical precedents. For example, the Wooden Palace recalls 
images of big plantation houses, surrounded, as you write, 
by oaks and even some fields of cane. To us it is fasci-
nating that you use a reference of architectural heritage 
like that and make it evolve into, what we call in this issue 
of Footprint, an inclusive place for shared futures. In the 
privacy of her Wooden Palace, the Heir Dr Greenmore 
studies books she is not supposed to study and discovers 
information about people’s old ways of living, their beliefs 
about religion, family and love. She slowly falls in love 
with Malcolm, who is a Not Yet. She sheds her prodermis 
– something completely inconceivable – to make love to 
him. She rebels against the established regime by refus-
ing to show up to her standard yearly appointment for the 
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Fig. 1: Moira Crone, The Not Yet. Second Edition. New Orleans: University of New Orleans Press: 2024. Cover Design: Kevin Stone.
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renewal of her prodermis. In the microcosm of the Wooden 
Palace, a place steeped in history, you offer a possibility to 
assess the past, present and future impact of a heritage 
site on the (re)creation of shared cultures and memories. 
Why do you imagine all these events and a place reminis-
cent of a plantation house? 

Moira: There’s the general horrible story of the planta-
tions and slavery, as we all know. Then, there are variants, 
things that happened, particularly after the Civil War, that 
broke down some of the barriers in the plantations. For 
example, in cases when the patriarch had died or was 
very severely wounded, there would be a disruption of the 
usual social order in the plantation, because to maintain 
these properties there had to be a whole lot more interac-
tion between African Americans (now freed men) and their 
former owners. So, there were areas in this society where 
the relationship between the races was negotiated differ-
ently. Louisiana is a unique place because there’s more 
interaction and more intermarriage historically among 
black people and white people than anywhere else in the 
United States. The reason is that many, largely Catholic, 
men (since Louisiana is a Catholic society) who had a 
black mistress, recognised their children and their children 
inherited money. This created a whole society of mixed-
race people, now called the Creole society. Unlike much 
of the South, in Louisiana it was more common, as it was 
in the Caribbean. Because the Wooden Palace, in the plot, 
doesn’t have a patriarch or somebody pushing the rules 
and making sure everybody stays separate, some bound-
aries are renegotiated. There are rules that determine the 
interaction, a lot of rituals and a very high level of intri-
cacy, but at the same time there is also mixing among the 
people.

Angeliki and Aleksandar: So, you find it natural that this 
mixing of people would happen in a place reminiscent of a 
plantation house, because historically this kind of mixing 
has taken place there? 

Moira: Indeed, there are some precedents. There was an 
incredible amount of brutality in the plantations, of course, 
but I think this brutality did break down at various times. 
For example, the Melrose plantation, in the Natchitoches 
Parish in Louisiana. This plantation was run by a woman 
of colour, a black woman who inherited it from her white 
husband. Of course, we cannot know what it was really 
like when she ran the plantation, but the strict hierarchical 
structure broke down, at least to a degree, according to 
African Americans who lived there. There are many fea-
tures of that plantation that make it feel like an African 
village. For example, some of the architecture is African 

in origin. When you go there, even now, you see a lot of 
things that look African. For example, the cows are grazing 
under shade trees, which you don’t usually see in America. 
Here most cattle graze on open pastures with no shade or 
very few large trees. In the Melrose plantation there are 
also buildings with extremely high-pitched roofs and very 
deep eaves, which are also not common in the US. 

There is a famous painter, Clementine Hunter, a 
self-taught black folk artist, who lived and worked in the 
Melrose plantation. She started painting in her late fifties. 
She depicted all these scenes from her childhood, creating 
environments that again look like an African village, and 
communicating a sense of community: people in groups 
going to church, or working together, for example. [Fig. 2] 

For the theme of this issue of Footprint, I think you 
will very much appreciate the fact that there is a piece 
of architecture in the Melrose plantation called the Africa 
House. [Fig. 3, 4] Some people have speculated it’s the 
only example of truly African architecture in the United 
States, because it was built by African artisans, though 
others have disputed this. In any case, if you look at the 
building, it obviously has enormous resonance with African 
architecture and the designer was familiar with African 
building styles. It has a thatched roof that overhangs the 
entire second story. So, nobody walks on the balcony out-
side the second story without being in this deep shade. It’s 
of earthen materials and it does not look like American or 
English architecture at all. 

I also think of the French architecture that was orig-
inally constructed in New Orleans and Louisiana in the 
eighteenth century. The deep eaves were very common, 
and so were roofs that overhung the second storey of a 
house, keeping the first and second storey cool. The first 
storey would be out of brick and the second storey would 
be wooden. Those houses also incorporate African ideas. 
It is also what you see in the Caribbean, in Key West, in 
Saint Martin’s, in Cuba. The plantation architecture that 
came later, with its neoclassical white Greek columns, is 
out of place, not particularly harmonious with our climate 
and actual society. These were, in a sense, later temples to 
the wealthy families. This architecture was meant to allude 
to the great temples and highly cultured, stratified societies 
of antiquity. The grandiosity was a political statement made 
by slave-owning men who wanted to glorify their position 
and display their wealth.

The theatre and its subversion
Angeliki and Aleksandar: As readers with an architectural 
interest, we were highly fascinated, and maybe surprised, 
by the way you used the space of the theatre in your nar-
rative. The theatre is an archetypical architectural space. 
Its significance socially and culturally is described even in 
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Fig. 2: Everyday work in the Melrose plantation, with the Africa House in the background. Clementine Hunter, The Wash, 1950s, oil 

on board. Source: Minneapolis Institute of Art, The Ethel Morrison van Derlip Fund. © Clementine Hunter Estate and Cane River Art 

Corporation.
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the very first surviving architectural treatise by Vitruvius, 
dating back at the first century BC. The theatre has histori-
cally been the place to educate, to inform, to express polit-
ical opinions or oppositions, to feel catharsis, to be part of 
the community, to prepare to go to war (soldiers in ancient 
Greece would go to the theatre before heading to battle). 
In the novel there is a striking scene in which the Heirs go 
to the theatre, where the Not Yets perform, to see some-
one dying in real time on stage. Why are you imagining 
this dystopian scenario in the space of the theatre? What 
do you see in this archetype of heritage architecture that 
sparks a future scenario like that? 

Moira: Let me start by saying that the idea of the Heirs 
watching an actual death as if it is a performance, came 
from a movie by Luis Buñuel, The Discreet Charm of the 
Bourgeoisie. There is a scene where people can’t stand to 
watch each other eat, but they watch each other use the 
bathroom. This is a bizarre concept, you know. It is surreal 
and sort of just absolutely disgusting. But the people in the 
film are bored beyond belief, and are seeking titillation, 
stimulation. The Heirs in the novel are constantly looking for 
novelty, to see something that they have never seen before. 
And of course, there are so many examples in ancient his-
tory of people watching carnage, like in the Colosseum 
and all those stadiums all over the Roman Empire. I was 
thinking about a stadium, really, more than a theatre, but a 
stadium with very steep seats. The space where the Heirs 
go to watch someone actually dying is inside a high-rise. I 
was thinking of the ruins of the hotels associated with the 
current casinos on the Gulf Coast, essentially skyscrapers. 
There are real theatres inside these buildings which can 
host thousands of people, for concerts by famous artists. I 
assume they don’t have quite the same feeling as the inti-
macy of a theatre where you can actually see the people 
performing or see their physical bodies up close. The zeal 
of the audience, as I describe it, came very much from the 
ideas of what went on in ancient Rome. Because the Heirs’ 
whole lives are bent on never dying, watching a person die 
becomes the most fascinating form of entertainment, the 
irresistible glimpse of the forbidden.

Science fiction and its architectural possibilities
Angeliki and Aleksandar: Science fiction is a unique liter-
ary genre where our own past histories merge with present 
concerns to form an improbable vision of future societies. 
What prompted you to write a science fiction novel?

Moira: I have always very much admired people like 
Margaret Atwood. And I really love this book called The 
Children of Men by P. D. James, which was also a departure 
or deviation from the work that she usually did. P. D. James 

was mostly a mystery writer and did not write another sci-
ence fiction novel, but I think this is one of her best works. 
It is set in England, and it has the interesting premise that 
for twenty-some years, there have been no people born. 
There’s infertility all over the world and nobody knows the 
cause. The novel explores how the society deteriorates 
under these conditions. I always loved this book and then 
I had a dream, about a woman who is much older than the 
male companion that she is with, and they are together in 
a restaurant on Magazine Street in New Orleans. In my 
dream a voice came to me and said: ‘She’s two hundred 
years older than he is.’ So, I guess I just started thinking of 
how a society deteriorates not if people are not born, as is 
the case with The Children of Men, but if people do not die. 

In the beginning I was very reluctant to write the book. 
I didn’t think I knew enough about the genre. I published 
chapters of it in The New Orleans Review, which is a small 
magazine run by Loyola University. And for the first time in 
their history, they got letters. People wrote to the magazine 
asking to read more of this. So, I started writing again and 
I published a second instalment in the magazine, but then 
I stopped because I had not read any science fiction really. 
Not because I do not appreciate science fiction. On the 
contrary, I personally think it to be the most inventive form 
of literature and probably the most useful. So, I sat down 
and read a lot of it. And I got ideas from writers such as 
P. D. James and Margaret Atwood and other people that I 
really admired first for their work in other genres. And then 
I read Dune by Frank Herbert and many works by Philip 
Dick, whose writings I love, and Ursula Le Guin and, one 
of my favourites, Octavia Butler. All these gave me a lot to 
work with and finish the novel. I have not written another 
science fiction novel since The Not Yet either, though I am 
working on one now.

Angeliki and Aleksandar: In depicting the city of New 
Orleans as sunken, there are many evocative descriptions 
of third floor balconies that have turned into porches on the 
water, or the protagonist navigating his way through the 
water and seeing the roofs of the camelbacks – a charac-
teristic housing tye of the city – slightly protruding from the 
water. The descriptions are so poetic and so believable. 
How do you build these spatial images? 

Moira: I actually had the chance to look into real life urban 
examples: cities like Venice and Prague. I had visited 
Venice and I had looked at how these buildings had sur-
vived various changes in sea level. As you probably know, 
palazzos and streets there have sunk considerably over 
the years. Also in Prague, where I used to teach in sum-
mer schools, there are actually several storeys below the 
current street level that exist in almost every building in 
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Fig. 3: Africa House, one of the earliest buildings built by black people with an interesting roof reminiscent of an African design, constructed 

circa 1820, Melrose Plantation, Natchitoches, Louisiana. National Register of Historic Places NRIS Number: 72000556. © Library of 

Congress / public domain.
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Fig 4: Africa House, elevations and sections, Melrose Plantation, Natchitoches, Louisiana. National Register of Historic Places NRIS 

Number: 72000556. © Library of Congress / public domain.
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the old town. They raised the street level because of the 
Vltava  river, which has flooded the city at different occa-
sions over the centuries. So, the level of the street has 
been altered radically over a very long time, and the for-
mer first storeys of the stone buildings became basements. 
Those were the kinds of ideas I had as I was writing it 
and imagining New Orleans flooded. It had nothing to do 
directly with hurricane Katrina. I finished a draft of the book 
long before the hurricane, but it was published afterwards. 
People saw it as a commentary on the destruction the hur-
ricane caused, though in reality it was not.

Creative process
Angeliki and Aleksandar: Finally, we are inspired by the 
fact that you are both a writer and a painter. We are curi-
ous about your creative process, whether you use your 
painting as an inspiration for your writing or the other way 
around.

Moira: This is actually a bit hard to describe. Let me begin 
by saying that the reason I started painting is because it 
gives me, it has always given me, so much pleasure. I 
have now, more or less, spent the last four years just being 
a visual artist, focusing exclusively on painting. Writing is 
a very hard task. You sit in a chair for months, or years, 
and at this point in my life I didn’t want to sit in a chair for 
another ten years, let’s say. Maybe I even lost my patience 
with writing a little a bit. When I work on a painting, I will 
see something that indicates a narrative. Actually, some-
times, I make paintings based on things I have researched 
for novels. I tend to use collage. I take a lot of digital 
photographs, I print them out, and I use these images – 
that come from my environment – in the paintings. Then 
the works usually have a narrative reference and I tend 
to see a story that emerges from the unconscious, what 
you might call the back of your mind. I have come to trust 
feeling more than the rational part of my awareness in the 
creative process. I really can’t say why this is, but I think 
maybe because I have trouble hearing. I am spending a 
lot of energy processing verbal stuff, and it gets exhaust-
ing, and I think the rest of my mind has just started to take 
over. I like the idea that when you start painting you don’t 
know where you are going, what is going to happen. In 
a novel you have to prepare, you have to plan and so 
forth. In reality, though, I feel the two arts, and all the arts, 
are one endeavour. When I was teaching creative writing 
and short story writing I tried to get people to use another 
medium to express the structure of the tale, the goal being 
to recognise the sisterhood of the arts, and the way that 
prose has structure, as does music, and of course paint-
ing, architecture… all are related. In reality my writing and 
my painting are the same activity, just the emphasis is 

different. A great deal of visualisation and intuitional think-
ing went into the design of the world of The Not Yet.
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Notes
1.	  For more information on Moira Crone’s work and biography 

see her personal website: https://moiracrone.com/bio/.
2.	 We first came to know about The Not Yet through the Option 

Design Studio ‘Speculative Urbanism and Imagination 
of City Futures through Science Fiction’ (ARCH 5000) 
that associate professor Traci Birch ran at the School of 
Architecture of Louisiana State University in the autumn of 
2020. We had the chance to participate in online reviews 
and see the students’ experiments with cartographic exer-
cises inspired by the novel. 

3.	 The process is called tokowaka.
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Abstract
In this visual essay I present a body of artistic work done 
within informal urban and suburban heritage sites in Kyoto. 
Through the media of text, photography, film and site-spe-
cific painting, my works from the cycle Spirit Grounds 
engage with these sites involving material physical aspects 
as well as beliefs, fictions, and more-than-human beings. 
Building upon this, I propose ‘phantom writing’ or ‘phan-
tasmography’ as a situated, multidisciplinary and multi-
sensory approach aimed at understanding and design-
ing contemporary places, landscapes and environments, 
acknowledging and mediating the agency of diverse phan-
toms and phantasms.
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Phantoms, phantasms, spirits, ghosts, and spectres – very 
broadly defined – are invisible or hard-to-grasp agents that 
exert an influence on our present world. They can be for-
merly existing persons or species, very small or very big 
things or beings, mental images, and sociocultural narra-
tives, accepted or often neglected pasts and anticipated 
futures, hopes, dreams and fears. Situated between estab-
lished categories – such as humans and other-than-hu-
mans, active and passive matter, the secular and the 
nonsecular, the living and the dead, the real and the imag-
inary, and so on – they offer powerful vantage points from 
which to understand and reconceive our contemporary 
environment.1

Every ground bears traces of past events and is imbued 
with histories and beliefs, turning it into heritage in the 
broadest sense. This is especially true for the city of Kyoto, 
home to Nintendo and other high-tech facilities. This con-
temporary city (like many others) is saturated with a net-
work of densely storied grounds that extends well beyond 
well-known monuments. Even more than the official herit-
age sites, these everyday places and landscapes, which 
are covered with stories, myths, beliefs and superstitions, 

shape perceptions and actions. According to popular con-
ceptions, they are not only inhabited by the living, but also 
by spirits, phantoms and other (un)dead. Amid a well-kept 
residential area, for example, a muddy pond (Midoroga-
ike) opens up. Strange creatures are said to mingle in 
its rich flora and fauna, and at its bottom a passage to 
the netherworld and the realm of demons is assumed. 
Expressways lead across former graveyards (Toribeno) 
where birds have pecked at unburied bodies. Noses and 
ears of nameless victims of war amass in grass-covered 
monuments (Mimizuka) next to children’s playgrounds and 
single-family homes, and the ghosts of the dead huddle 
together in secluded underpasses (Kazando Tunnel) when 
the nearby tourist attractions are deserted at night. Taken 
together, such places constitute a more-than-human and 
more-than-secular common ground, in which matter and 
stories, facts and fictions, past, present and future merge. 
In this regard, they are a repository of real and imagined 
pasts that influence the present life and from which shared 
futures can be imagined, narrated and constructed.

Fig. 1, 2: Michael Hirschbichler, ‘Geistergrund / Spirit Grounds / 霊地’, texts, 2019–21.
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Spirit Grounds
For the work cycle Spirit Grounds I worked in and with 
these storied environments, employing different forms of 
sensing, recording, and writing, through the media of text, 
photography, film and site-specific painting.2

The texts were created as a filtrate from various 
sources: from popular stories, scholarly articles, maga-
zines, encyclopaedia entries, social media, Google and 
YouTube posts related to the sites in question. The origi-
nal texts were translated from Japanese into German with 
the aid of machine translation tools (it was yet not possible 
to achieve correct translations in 2019), resulting in pro-
found shifts in the fabric of meaning. From this raw mate-
rial, I composed new texts through an intensive process 
of editing and imagining on the basis of the erroneously 
translated source material. Thus existing stories of various 
kinds, from various times and from various cultural spheres 
were taken up and transformed, and reapplied to the (sub)
urban spirit grounds. Between languages, genres, and 
meanings, the resulting poem-like texts reveal new per-
spectives upon the city’s narrative-material topography.

This is continued in the media of photography and film, 
in which a visual and aural foray through the thick of storied 
and haunted places unfolds. This begins in the swampy 
waters of a fabled pond and continues through forests and 
bamboo groves, across cemeteries and informal garbage 
dumps, along walls, through underpasses, over bridges, 
past war monuments and historic execution sites, down 

into ossuaries, over gravel shores and along riverbanks. 
Various actors, events and temporal episodes that crowd 
these places are thereby brought into play.

In a series of experimental site-specific paintings I 
eventually took an approach that fuses a material, dirty 
and an immaterial, narrative engagement with places. My 
intention was to capture traces between the field and the 
archive, between then and now, between real places and 
imaginary beings, and to set these physical and narrative 
traces in relation to each another. The paintings are based 
on scans of spirit scrolls from the Edo period. Thereby I 
focused not on the depictions of the supernatural, but on 
the image background onto which these depictions had 
been drawn and painted. On this pictorial ground, traces 
had accumulated over the centuries. I printed these archi-
val traces on white cotton fabric (the material used, accord-
ing to legends, to fashion the robes of female ghosts) and 
then exposed them to the influences of various mytholog-
ically important haunted locations for an extended period 
of time. As a result, traces of the imaginary historical picto-
rial space and the physical contemporary urban space are 
superimposed and intertwined on the same canvas.

In each of the works, the exploration of particular places 
is tied to their speculative transformation, whereby transla-
tions – into other languages and media, and the errors and 
slippages that occur in the process – offer new viewpoints 
and generate new associations of meaning.

Fig. 3–9: Michael Hirschbichler, ‘Drei Jahre Herbst / Three Years of Autumn’, photographs and film, 2019–21; places: Midoroga-ike pond, 

Kazando tunnel, Mimizuka, Otani Honbyo cemetery.
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Phantasmography
I like to think of these experiments as starting points for 
a more comprehensive engagement with the phantoms 
and phantasms that contribute to shaping our natural-cul-
tural environment, our perceptions thereof and the actions 
that we take in the present and future. Such an engage-
ment with the invisibilities, intangibilities or inaudibilities 
involved in placemaking could be called ‘phantom writing’ 
or ‘phantasmography’. 

The term phantasmography was originally coined by 
American anthropologist Robert Desjarlais, while reflect-
ing upon the role of photographic images in the context 
of visual anthropology. Desjarlais pledged to practice an 
‘imagistic anthropological mode of knowing’, a ‘fantastical 
anthropology’ that blurs empiricism and fiction.3 Building 
upon Desjarlais’ definition of phantasmography as the 
mere ‘writing of the flows and currents of fabulation’, I 
envisage such an endeavour as transcending the disci-
plinary scope of anthropology and expanding the media 
from images to more broadly conceived imaginative con-
structions.4 These constructions can make visible (or audi-
ble or otherwise sensible), make appear, materialise and 
critically engage with the phantoms and phantasmas that 
co-create places, landscapes and environments. This per-
tains to places officially considered heritage sites, where 
attention is specifically focused on past events, actors and 
stories. But it equally relates to other places and environ-
ments, the stories, phantoms and phantasms of which are 
generally overlooked. 

I therefore propose phantasmography as a multidisci-
plinary, multisensory and multilayered practice – a situated, 
site-specific, hands-on approach that relies on embod-
ied perspectives instead of that of a privileged, neutral 
observer with an overview. Phantasmography, as I under-
stand it, aligns scientific, secular, fact-based, modern, and 
artistic, nonsecular, speculative, nonmodern modes of 
sensing and knowing. Only by dissolving these commonly 
upheld oppositions is it possible to understand the agency 
of diverse phantoms and fantasies in contemporary world-
making. Such an approach could be called a nonsecular, 
or more precisely a ‘more-than-secular’ approach, as the 
secular and rational are not negated but expanded by 
including those forces and beliefs that come from without. 
These forces and beliefs are essential in understanding 
contemporary cultural landscapes – and heritage sites in 
particular.5 Phantasmography acknowledges that cultural 
and religious beliefs and ideologies of various kinds inform 
our views, values and relations with the environment, pro-
vide narratives of world-making and world-destruction, and 
inform rituals and patterns of behaviour. Phantasmography 
is therefore concerned with tracing the interrelations that 
exist between facts and fictions, in order to grasp the real-
ity that they jointly create. Fictions are not mere fantasies. 
They possess an agency to form beliefs and memories and 
motivate actions – and they are real insofar as they cause 
real effects. Starting from the reality at hand, describing, 
writing, drawing, recording, and enacting it, and thereby 
including the ghostly and fictional, phantasmography is the 
practice of an ‘expanded realism’.

Fig. 10–12: Michael Hirschbichler, ‘Spirit Cloths’, the cloths in their respective contexts, pigment prints on Hahnemühle Baryta paper, 

mounted on museum boards, 84.1 x 59.4 cm each, 2019–2021; photos: author.
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Its principal aims are:
1) To see, listen and sense. Phantasmography 
begins with devising ways for paying close attention 
to our environment and thus noticing subjects and 
objects – both human and nonhuman, and in their 
entanglements – that are frequently overlooked and 
in many cases are hard to see and grasp. It is there-
fore necessary to broaden our awareness and to 
‘extend our senses beyond their comfort zones’.6

2) To trace. Such ways of seeing and sensing ena-
ble us to trace the presence or absence of these 
subjects and objects and the often uneven histo-
ries that connect or separate them. Many of these 
absences – so I assume – can be read and recon-
stituted from the material traces that they leave 
behind. 
3) To construct new kinds of historicity. Starting from 
the present, phantasmography tries to comprehend 
the different temporalities that are engrained in our 
environment. These temporalities include forgot-
ten or repressed pasts that haunt the landscape, 
as well as imagined futures. Moving beyond linear 
progressive modern time, phantasmography enters 
into the swirling temporalities that are spread out in 

the landscape and strives to attain a more complex, 
nonlinear and situated conception of time.
4) To negotiate (in)visibilities, (in)audibilities and (in)
sensibilities. Thereby we have to take into account 
that what seem to be invisible or overlooked histo-
ries for some, constitute a factual and often pain-
ful experienced reality for others. So, what is (in)
visible, (in)audible or (in)sensible depends to a 
large extent on the viewpoint. By approaching dif-
ferent viewpoints and negotiating (in)visibilities, (in)
audibilities and (in)sensibilities, phantasmography 
attempts to gain a broader and more differentiated 
understanding of present realities.
5) To imagine and design. By sensing, trac-
ing, observing, and negotiating presences and 
absences – and the more-than-human and non-
linear histories that they are enmeshed in – phan-
tasmography helps to expand our consciousness 
and imagination. Observation and interpretation, 
reading and writing, recording and inscribing these 
recordings back into sites and situations in a spec-
ulative way can therefore not be clearly separated. 
Phantasmography thus fuses imagination and 
design. 

Fig. 13–15: Michael Hirschbichler, ‘Spirit Cloths’, pigment prints and environmental traces on cotton fabric, 70 x 110 cm each, 2019–21.
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All of this is particularly important for heritage sites, as 
places charged with memories, where sociocultural his-
tories are negotiated and transmitted. The matter of her-
itage is both material and discursive. It can be physically 
experienced in the present and it points to past events as 
elements in narrative constructions and webs of mean-
ing, which entangle the living with the dead and the yet 
unborn – human and other. A critical and differentiated 
engagement with the past (or rather various pasts with dif-
ferent degrees of visibility), such as phantasmography is 
concerned with, is essential for imagining and responsibly 
constructing desirable shared futures.

Moving back and forth between sensing and making 
sense, between facts and fictions, between interpretation, 
invention and intervention, I like to think of phantasmogra-
phy as a critical and sensitive practice through which we 
curiously and courageously engage with the environment 
around us and make and re-make it, piece by piece, over 
and over again.

Fig. 16: Michael Hirschbichler, ‘Spirit Cloths’, exhibition view at Galerie Karin Sachs, Munich, spring 2021.
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Visual Essay

Narrating Shared Futures

Aleksandar Staničić and Angeliki Sioli
Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands

Abstract
This visual essay features students’ projects from 
the MSc2 design studio ‘Transdiciplinary Encounters: 
Narrating Shared Futures’ offered at TU Delft Faculty of 
Architecture in Spring of 2022, which served as an inspira-
tion for this issue of Footprint. Designed and taught by the 
issue editors, Aleksandar Staničić and Angeliki Sioli, the 
course combined cultural heritage and literary narratives 
to ask students: How can places of memory be rethought 
using literary techniques, so that they provide the ground 
for new meanings to emerge and get shared across dif-
ferent cultures? Seven visionary architectural projects fea-
tured in this essay, offered their responses to this pertinent 
question that is fundamental for narrating, imagining and, 
ultimately, creating shared futures.
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In the way it was traditionally set, before we got involved, 
the MSc2 design studio ‘Transdisciplinary Encounters’ – 
offered by the Chair of Methods of Analysis and Imagination 
at TU Delft’s Department of Architecture – was a laboratory 
to examine the productive relations that can be established 
between architecture and other disciplines. These may be 
artistic disciplines, providing instruments such as literary 
description, choreography, montage and scenario writing, 
or disciplines from the line-up of social sciences, providing 
fieldwork techniques related to social-spatial practices and 
user behaviour. The studio allows students to experiment 
with various methods coming from the study of these dis-
ciplines in order to obtain innovative instruments for the 
development of architectural analysis and imagination. 
Based on the definition of architecture as a cognitive prac-
tice, trans-disciplinarity offers fresh insights and innovative 
viewpoints to appraise age-old architectural questions, but 
it also provides valuable counter-hypotheses and criticism 

against architectural conventions and canons, challenging 
the notion of disciplinary autonomy in the production of 
architectural knowledge.

In Spring of 2022, we, the editors of this thematic issue, 
got invited to combine our research interests in cultural 
heritage and literary narratives and create a new edition of 
this MSc2 design studio. Together with students, we inves-
tigated how places of memory can provide the ground for 
new meanings that can be shared across different cultures 
and times. We studied and unpacked past stories, analysed 
and examined present narratives, imagined and created 
future scenarios, all in relation to selected places of mem-
ory. We used literary sources to look into the previous life 
of cultural heritage sites, employed narrative techniques to 
interpret their current conditions, and incorporated design 
and writing methods to propose new possibilities for these 
very sites. 



The students were invited to explore, examine, and dis-
cover the intricate connections between places of cultural 
meaning and literature, and the potential of literary meth-
ods to address such topics as architectural experience, 
use and imagination. We started from the premise that 
literary language has the capacity to dwell on the complex-
ities of spatial experience. Evocative literary descriptions of 
spaces, whether in novels or poetry, often provide detailed 
information of how people experience architecture. While 
in architecture the visual and the formal tend to be domi-
nant, literature often describes other sensory perceptions 
of spaces with great detail and intensity, focusing on other 
aspects of experience that remain largely untouched in 
architectural discourse, such as atmosphere and memory. 
Literary narratives often reveal the social aspects of space; 
it is through the literary accounts of places that we can learn 
how they are used. Exploring the relationship between the 
activities of characters and the spatial setting of the novel 
allows architects to consider the life of a building after its 

inauguration: a life marked by changing uses and users. 
Finally, novels can often be seen as sketches of another 
world, balancing between reality and imagination.

Eleven students offered their responses to the pro-
posed studio setup.  A selection of these projects, seven 
in total, is featured in this visual essay. Ranging from small 
scale interventions to large urban visions, projects show 
the creative power of deep emotional connections, vivid 
memories, and rich stories associated with those places of 
(formal and informal) heritage. They also show the readi-
ness to rethink those places through the eyes of strangers, 
to open them for re-evaluation by others, to adapt them 
and make them accessible to other people and their cul-
tures. This article, and the entire issue, is also an homage 
to our students, the passion with which they approached 
the task, their kind occasional disagreements that broad-
ened our own horizons, their humour, and their inexhaust-
ible imagination. Thank you.
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Anna Maguire
For decades, the public square in front of the Central Bank 
building was an important social space for young people in 
Dublin. However,  after the building’s redevelopment, the 
square was privatised into a sunken shopping centre – a 
move indicative of the city’s attitude towards public spaces. 
My project instead imagines the building’s redevelopment 
into a public space, a vertical maze encouraging sponta-
neous meetings and informal interactions.
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As you ascend the building,  the spaces become more 
intimate with each floor  providing room for  distinct cul-
tural activities (and thus communities) in the city: a stage, 
a theatre, a skate park, and a gallery space. The floors, 
though mostly separate, are connected at points by large 
sculptural interventions that puncture the rigid structure of 
the existing building, allowing for auditory, visual, or spatial 
connections between spaces and communities.
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Daphne Naaktgeboren 
Where past meets present and future:  former power plant, 
current theatre hall, and future pod-system hotel. Even 
though the original function of the building has become 
redundant in today’s society and that of the future, its 
mechanical characteristics remain. The machinery that was 
part of the building’s old life is reincarnated in its future as 
pods, retaining their organic rounded shapes and mechan-
ical details. Retaining elements of the past gives ruse to a 
conversation between the time layers of a building.  
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Helena van Swaay De Marchi
The project casinha (small house) consists of an inter-
vention on my grandparents’ house in Jundiaí, located 
in the countryside of São Paulo, Brazil. Architecture is 
approached as an extension of nature, in this case repre-
sented by the vineyard landscape, with the intention of spa-
tially translating my grandfather’s and my own childhood’s 
memories. In this sense, the ultimate goal of the project 
was to enable us, in the words of Juhani Pallasmaa, ‘to 
perceive and understand the dialects of permanence and 
change, to settle ourselves in the continuum of culture and 
time.’

The unadorned architectural style of the existing bare brick 
walls and the new wooden roof was consciously chosen 
to emphasise the landscape and to reflect the simplicity of 
immigrant family life in the 1930s. The synthetic bird net-
ting, typically used to protect grapevines, is used for the 
curtains in the interior space, its transparency and juxta-
positions creating a sense of spatial thickness, changing 
the sensation of movement and light. The coexistence of 
temporalities is spatially conveyed by the contrast of the 
linear man-made timeline, expressed in the vineyard land-
scape, and the memory timeline, reflected in the sinuous 
paths formed around wall fragments in the house’s interior.
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Isa van der Bijl
Rodenborch Continuum is about the reinterpretation and 
transformation of a former high school into a commu-
nity centre incorporating an outdoor art exhibition. The 
school walls are reimagined to create a new composition 
of rooms. The created spaces are enclosed with a lively 
outdoor agora, designed to engage all visitors to pause, 
remember, reflect and connect.

A notable feature within this project is called the non-room. 
The glass has engraved sentences, reminding the visitor 
to ‘please look, don’t touch’. It is a reinterpretation of a 
previously exclusive meeting room that was not accessible 
to student. It was strictly meant for teachers, but now all 
visitors are invited to observe but prohibited from entering.
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Mateo White
The Paillon River, a Mediterranean river that fluctuates 
between summer tranquillity and the cataclysmic floods of 
winter, meets the sea in the city of Nice. It was covered in 
the nineteenth century and entombed by concrete tunnels. 
This project imagines a near future where the Paillon runs 
dry and the harsh sun of the south forces cultural events 
underground. A square pavilion is proposed, surrounded 
by a park on the old footprint of the river, offering access to 
the tunnels directly below.

The tunnels are imagined as spaces for informal cultural 
events alongside official exhibitions from the nearby mod-
ern art museum. Openings are cut in the walls, and walk-
ways are suspended centimetres above the last remains of 
the river. When and if the rain returns, the art pieces are left 
to wash away, leaving open spaces for festivities to return 
the following summer.
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Nicola Caporaso
The city of Benevento, nestled between the Calore and 
Sabato rivers like a miniature Mesopotamia, has been 
inhabited since ancient times. Its origins have been inter-
twined with pagan culture and mystical rituals, foster-
ing an enduring aura of mystery and infamy, particularly 
associated with tales of witches’ Sabbaths. In 697 AD, 
Bishop Barbato of Benevento, seeking to eradicate pagan 
practices, famously ordered the uprooting of a large wal-
nut tree, believed to be a site of demonic gatherings, yet 
legends persist of Lucifer resurrecting it overnight in a 
hidden location, perpetuating the dark allure of the city. 
Reimagining the abandoned villa Perrotta as this clandes-
tine site of occult gatherings, its former grandeur and pres-
ent decay merge with the spirit of local witches, infusing 
the space with a haunting mystique, echoed in the incan-
tation: ‘Ointment, ointment, take me to Benevento’s walnut 
tree, over water and wind, beyond all ill weather’.
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Ana Suso Jimenez
Built in 1961 by Manuel Suso and Stelia Dominguez, 
Petequí is a house located in Jamundí, Colombia, and 
has served as a home, gathering space and sanctuary for 
the Suso family for four generations. In all its modesty, the 
essence of this place lies in the family’s stories as told and 
remembered by its members, often through the objects 
that are found in and around the house. After the death 
of its founders Manuel and Stelia, both of who have found 
a resting place under a tree on the site, the house has 
gained a new purpose and meaning for the family. It is now 
a place of peace, rest, and remembrance. The purpose of 
the architectural intervention is to transform the site into a 
burial ground and a memorial space, bringing to the fore its 
spiritual importance.   
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