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Unearthing Narratives
Dealing with urban narratives sometimes requires a certain degree of 
imagination, as many are not directly available in a clear written form, or 
even linked to a specific text. It requires tools and approaches to discover 
and render them legible, an approach almost similar to forensics or archae-
ology. Indeed, while history is built upon the text, archaeological interpreta-
tion begins as the material is being excavated, working directly with debris. 
Naturally, one could ask if unwritten stories can be considered a form of 
narrative. But the interaction between urban space and people always 
implies a certain degree of narrativity – either explicit or implicit – one 
strongly related to the meanings and knowledge of a given place and the 
spatial experiences of that same place. Knowing that many of these narra-
tives and stories provide opportunities to decipher the complex system of 
relationships between urban spaces and its users, it is also true that finding 
these narratives and attaching a written interpretation to them might some-
times require considerable creativity, especially when addressing materials 
or places that are not present anymore to be read and interpreted.
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This is where the discovery of certain urban places by means of construct-
ing narratives seems to share ground with the processes of archaeology. 
Learning directly from objects and places, from instruments of transmis-
sion of knowledge that may have been lost, from materials often not avail-
able at every moment and every place, certainly not in the pervasive manner 
that digital tools now offer us. Doing this kind of research implies looking at 
the methods – including the means, instruments and techniques, along-
side their limitations – to understand how the transmission of knowledge 
operates. And how, unlike history, it sometimes requires looking in different 
directions, realizing things that have changed or disappeared. The methods 
used to find existing narratives, to read them and to construct new ones, 
are crucial to overcome the distances imposed by different times, disparate 
places, distinct cultures and ideas, rendering necessary a certain level of 
openness and, sometimes, performativity.

On the Quest for Methods
To unearth urban narratives, our working group has aimed to locate, collect, 
organize and share the methods that help read, understand and construct 
narratives in the first place. A quest for methods has required an intense 
engagement with the members of the network across all working groups 
brought together by means of different tools, activities and projects. In time, 
all of these actions and components merged and morphed into an itera-
tive space we call the Repository of Methods: a project that has no specific 
form – it takes many forms – and is ‘in permanent expansion, discussion 
and auto-generation’.1

One of the first tangible projects in the process of co-constructing this 
Repository of Methods took the form of an issue of Writingplace, Journal 
for Architecture and Literature, entitled ‘Narrative Methods for Writing Urban 
Places’ (Fig. 1). The issue gathered six articles that ‘relate to urban and 
architectural narratives, understood as the spoken or written accounts of 
connected events that take place in . . . buildings and cities’.2 A second 

Fig. 1. Cover of Writingplace 5: Narrative Methods for 
WritingUrban Places (2021). Design: Studio Sanne Dijkstra
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Fig. 2. A digital platform on Padlet for a fast and wild brainstorming of terms, 
ideas, and references. Available at writingurbanplaces.eu/library/links/

undertaking assumed the shape of a digital environment where anyone in 
the network could, in a fast, dynamic – and almost wild – way, contribute to 
mapping the diverse range of methods that our multidisciplinary commu-
nity was employing to capture, experience, engage with, analyse and even 
transform the material and immaterial dimensions of urban places. This 
mapping unfolded on Padlet – a digital online instrument where partici-
pants could easily add a method followed by a short description.3 (Fig. 2). 
The methods gathered in the Padlet became the basis for a PechaKucha-
style webinar held in April 2021, titled ‘Reading, Writing and Activating 
Urban Places: Methods and Assignments’.4 (Fig. 3). The 21 participants in 
the webinar were invited to rapidly present a method, describe it, explain 
how it had been mobilized in practice and propose an assignment. 

Two essential issues were raised in this webinar. First and foremost, the 
preparation of this event triggered a process of grouping and categoriz-
ing the different types of methods gathered thus far under the categories 
of reading, writing and activating. Secondly, it introduced assignments to 
accompany the methods. While not featuring prominently in the presenta-
tions, assignments were instrumental in rendering straightforward that part 
of our task that consists of transforming this Repository of Methods into 
an open space that can be entered and searched, and its contents put into 
action outside its delimiting but permeable boundaries. Thus, the function 
of the assignments is to help ‘interpret, complete and continue the methods 
. . . but also encourage constant dialogue between (methods), contributors 
and users, through a series of easy-making and immediate experiments 
and practices within the urban space’.5 All of these outputs – Writingplace 
5, the Padlet, the webinar and the booklet collecting the presentations, 
along with all the discussions that surrounded them – became the founda-
tion of Repository: 49 Methods and Assignments for Writing Urban Places: 
a momentary manifestation of a constantly morphing space that took the 
form of a book.6 (Figs. 4-5).
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Fig. 3. PechaKucha-style webinar Reading, Writing and Activating Urban 
Places, April 7 2021. Design: Carlos Machado e Moura.

Fig. 4. A multitude of different methods rendered 
recognizable, comparable, and exportable to other contexts.

Fig. 5. Repository: 
49 Methods and 
Assignments for Writing 
Urban Places (nai010 
publishers,
2023), a momentary 
manifestation of a 
constantly morphing 
space that took the 
form of a book. Photo: 
Arto Ilkka Jalonen.

Fig. 6. Esteban Restrepo 
Restrepo reading an 
assignment at the 
Repository (2023) book 
launch in Tampere, 
April 2023. Photo:  
Arto Ilkka Jalonen.
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occasion tells somebody else a real or fictional story’.10 In a similar vein of 
thought, sociologist Catherine Riessman defines ‘narrative’ as ‘everyday oral 
storytelling (in which) a speaker connects events into a sequence that is 
consequential for later action and for the meanings that the speaker wants 
listeners to take away from the story. Events perceived by the speaker as 
important are selected, organized, connected and evaluated as meaningful 
for a particular audience’.11 Geographers, like Marie-Laure Ryan, Kenneth 
Foote and Maoz Azaryahu define ‘narrative’ as ‘a temporal art involving the 
sequencing of events’.12 Narrative scholars, such as Jo Woodwiss, Kate 
Smith and Kelly Lockwood argue that ‘narratives are a communicative 
event, not a thing’ and scrutinize the idea that narratives are solely an oral 
form of storytelling.13 In their view, narrative ‘tellings’ are (oral, visual, writ-
ten . . .) texts that involve ‘writerly’ (authorial) and ‘readerly’ (co-participant, 
audience) dynamics.14 These notions resonate productively with multiple 
discussions about the role of the author and text involving various authors, 
from Roland Barthes to Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida.15 Also, with 
the contrasting understandings of the narrative in architecture, ranging 
from its acknowledgment as a representational system that communicates 
– and even that this is its primary mode of operation, imbued with symboli-
cal or political discourses – to the attempts to replace this capacity with a 
focus on the fundamental conditions of its physical nature.

Often, the terms ‘narrative’ and ‘story’ are used interchangeably and their 
distinctions are not always made explicit, thus complicating the task of 
defining ‘narrative’. Ameel, Gurr and Buchenau argue that defining ‘nar-
rative’ also requires determining what a story is.16 They define a story as 
having, ‘first, human or human-like characters doing something; secondly, 
a change of situation; thirdly, an association with mental states’.17 A story, 
Kim argues, ‘is a detailed organization of narrative events arranged in a 
structure based on time although the events are not necessarily in chrono-
logical order’.18 Story structures usually have a beginning, a middle and an 
end. However, narratives may include, but are not reducible to, stories.19 

The architecture of that book was such that it made it possible to render 
each of the different methods – the title with a verb, a short description and 
an assignment in the form of clear sequential steps – easily recognizable 
and comparable. Intended to be taken into the field and used by anyone 
interested in urban places, including students, scholars and profession-
als from all sorts of disciplines and the broader urban community, it even 
includes blank spaces for the users to fill with their own notes and a post-
card to share experiences with others across cities and beyond the lifecycle 
of this network (Fig. 4).

As this project continues to expand and generate new outputs, and starts to 
be used in different disciplinary arenas, a critical task we must confront is 
defining the terms we utilize. Only after many iterations has it become clear 
that our mission has not been to locate or develop ‘narrative methods’ for 
Writing Urban Places, a term utilized in the network’s general statement.7 

Instead, as noted above, it is to find, gather and share ‘methods’ to unearth, 
understand and construct those urban ‘narratives’. Thus, the methods 
contained in the different formats of the Repository of Methods are not 
intrinsically narrative. But what could we then try to unearth (and why?) and 
how do we intend to do so?

On Narratives and Methods
Defining ‘narrative’ in a multidisciplinary context, like this network, requires 
a certain degree of ambiguity (and open-mindedness). Etymologically, it 
derives from the Latin narrat- (‘related’, ‘told’), narrare (‘to tell’) or the late 
Latin narrativus (‘telling a story’).8 However, depending on the discipline in 
which it is employed, narratives may be understood and used differently. 
Literary urban scholar Lieven Ameel defines ‘narrative’, following James 
Phelan, as a ‘rhetorical act: somebody telling somebody else on some occa-
sion and for some purpose(s) that something happened’.9 In their practical 
field guide for narratives in urban design, Ameel, Jens Martin Gurr and Bar-
bara Buchenau define ‘narrative’ as being ‘when somebody at a particular 
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For example, Jeremy Allan Hawkins’s contribution to Repository, ‘Collaging 
Community Narratives’, problematizes definitions of ‘narrative’ that con-
sider it a ‘temporal art’ and argues that the polyphony of a textual collage 
is ‘seemingly ill-suited to immersive storytelling’ but can be accommodated 
under broader understandings of ‘narrative’.20 

But are these ‘tellings’ and ‘communicative events’ solely human? What 
can non-human others, like trees or inert material, buildings or visual mat-
ters, ‘tell’, or can they be part of such communicative acts and events? As 
Mark Wigley put it: ‘Architecture is nothing but discourse about building, 
but something about building supposedly precedes discourse . . . a kind of 
quasi-philosophical claim about the status of objects that is built into our 
endless conversation about buildings.’21 Indeed, while almost philosophical 
in nature, these questions were latent throughout the process of editing 
the Repository, which included nearly as many varied voices from different 
disciplines as its methods. For example, in a Latourian approach, Saskia de 
Wit, a landscape architect, invites readers of the Repository to engage in a 
sort of communicative event or act with the ‘innumerable other-than-human 
beings’ that also inhabit our cities.22

Like that of De Wit, several other contributions to the Repository of Methods 
problematize the argument that non-human others or the built environ-
ment ‘cannot literally tell a story’.23 Ameel et al. argue that they ‘can have 
narrativity’, which they define as ‘the ability to evoke stories’.24 The built 
environment is an intrinsic element of inquiry that brings together scholars 
and practitioners from a multiplicity of disciplines in Writing Urban Places. 
Few would deny that architecture communicates and, in that sense, is a 
language or like a language with its own signs – classifiable according to 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s semiology or Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiot-
ics, as Umberto Eco clearly synthesized.25 Still, digital technologies and 
alternative approaches to the built environment presently introduce new 
dimensions and emphasize the communicational ability, either by the use of 

digital devices in our current ‘smart cities’, able to read and respond to our 
online footprint, or through ‘forensic architecture’, an emergent academic 
field that refers to the production and presentation of architectural evidence 
in legal forums, including courts, and for advocacy purposes.26

Besides providing a definition of the term ‘narrative’, this chapter aim to 
illustrate the complexity of the Repository of Methods and the way its 
multiple manifestations problematized and broadened the existing defini-
tions of ‘narrative’. Besides searching definitions of ‘narrative’, is it equally 
relevant to ponder what exactly narratives do, particularly in the context 
of Writing Urban Places? Narrat-, narrare, narrativus, Kim notes, ‘are akin to 
Latin gnārus (‘knowing’), derived from the ancient Sanskrit gnā ‘to know’)’.27 
Thus, it is a ‘form of knowledge that catches the two sides of narrative: tell-
ing as well as knowing’.28 In this spirit, anthropologist Clifford Geertz coined 
the famous definition of culture as the sum of ‘the stories we tell ourselves 
about ourselves’.29 Thus, as theorist and philosopher Benedetto Croce 
stated: ‘Where there is no narrative, there is no history.’30 In the context of 
Writing Urban Places, we believe that narratives offer a situated, experiential 
and subjective way of telling and knowing urban places. The question that 
follows is: How can we unearth such narratives to construct (new) knowl-
edge about urban places? 

Methods
We thus enter the realm of methods, and query what exactly can be consid-
ered legitimate methods to find, understand and construct urban narratives. 
Etymologically speaking, the word ‘method’ derives from the Latin metho-
dus, ‘way of teaching or going’, from the Greek methodos, ‘pursuit or fol-
lowing after’, from meta, ‘in pursuit or quest of’ + hodos, ‘a way or manner’ 
and also ‘a travelling, journey’.31 Any dictionary includes several definitions 
of ‘method’ and depending on our disciplinary alignments, the word may 
evoke different emotions and judgements of what a method legitimately is 
and how it is to be employed. For the Repository of Methods, we decided 
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to embrace one of the broadest definitions: method is ‘a (particular) way of 
doing something’.32 So, a method works primarily as a roadmap for what it 
is to follow.

In the introduction to the Repository, we argue that ‘the ways we choose to 
inquire about the world around us are strongly influenced by who we are 
and where we stand’.33 Therefore, adopting a broad definition of ‘method’ 
has been an intentional move because the Repository of Methods, in its 
many forms, is a project built by a multiplicity of ontological, epistemologi-
cal and theoretical perspectives and positions. Nonetheless, these multiple 
perspectives cohabit in a realm that recognizes narratives as a form of 
knowledge and that knowledge can be constructed from a situated, experi-
ential and subjective position.34 Thus, while not (entirely) narrative in nature 
nor even deriving (wholly) from literary studies and regardless of their 
theoretical underpinnings – either ontologically or epistemologically speak-
ing – all of the methods we collected throughout this journey function as 
a roadmap to unearth narrative knowledge about urban places. A process 
that, as noted by the editors of Writingplace 5, is ‘seemingly unattainable by 
other means’; a view that is echoed in several chapters of this book.35 
See, for instance, the chapters on Tampere and Çanakkale.

The Repository of Methods contains ways and roadmaps that employ a far 
larger degree of experimentation and creativity than commonly established 
methods. Some ‘tailor’ academically conventional approaches, such as 
ethnography or interviewing (‘Tailoring Ethnography and Weaving Stories’).36 
Others capture (mini-)narratives in unexpected or idling moments – when 
sitting on a bus or waiting in a line, for instance (see ‘Eavesdropping’).37 
Others find inspiration in creative literary works to invent methods that 
invite other engagements – sometimes playful or seemingly absurd – with 
urban places (see ‘Uncannying the Ordinary . . . with Cortazar’).38 In other 
words, the Repository of Methods, in its diverse forms, offers a rich palette 
of methods to draw from to approach urban places. Furthermore, it recog-

nizes that those places are experienced in multiple ways all the time, and 
that taking the everyday and the ordinary seriously as sources of knowledge 
is perhaps one of the major advantages that narratives can provide.

The question that follows is where, then, can we find such narratives? 
Throughout our quest for methods, we stumbled upon expected and 
unexpected venues where narrative knowledge can be found. ‘Graffiti and 
street art,’ Clara Sarmento tells us, ‘are produced to be discodified.’39 She 
argues that ‘there are two possible layers of meaning in graffiti and street 
artwork: the internal narrative (the story told) and the external narrative, i.e. 
the social context that produces the image and sustains the framework of 
its interpretation when visualized.’ Hers is just an example of where one 
might unexpectedly find narratives.40 What is more, in her contribution, she 
explains what kind of knowledge they may render and puts forth a method 
to engage with graffiti by mapping digital routes of graffiti and street art. 
In ‘Reading the City’, Onorina Botezat locates narratives in literature and 
urban texts. She argues that ‘urban narration can play different roles, from a 
simple description to a central part of the plot’.41

Other contributions, instead of looking for narratives, aim to produce them. 
For example, one of Luc Pauwel’s contributions, ‘Re-Acting with Images’, 
‘involves asking respondents to produce visual output (such as photo-
graphs, videos, drawings and installations) in connection with a specific 
research question’.42 In ‘Scaling Stories’, Klaske Havik proposes a method 
that ‘explores urban places by means of storytelling’ operating at different 
scales.43 For each scale, ‘participants first identify a local protagonist’ they 
will either interview or walk with and document this process ‘by means of 
a map, a series of photographs and a text’ collated to produce a triptych 
‘in which the three scales are represented side by side’.44 The production 
of narratives (in diverse media) was also the aim of many of the work-
shops organized by Writing Urban Places, including the production of 
co-constructed narratives that weave visual material, poetic practices and 
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interviews into a ‘visually expressive-form of scholarly communication’ in 
Tampere; the construction of travelogues in Çanakkale; and production 
of ethnographic visual material in Tirana. See the chapters on these three 
cities in this publication.

Moreover, some contributions are aimed not only at producing narratives, 
but at using those narratives for the production of space. This is the case of 
‘Co-creating’, in which the contributors organize a workshop with a com-
munity and invite them to tell ‘stories of places and actions’ as a way to 
learn about the sites of intervention. These stories are shared and further 
explored in a storytelling session where texts and images are produced. 
Subsequently, together these stories, texts and images are translated into 
‘inhabitable spaces’.45

These are just a few ways in which narratives shape our understanding of 
urban places and small samples of the methods we gathered to unearth 
them. While our task comes to an end, the Repository of Methods continues 
to evolve and has now taken a life of its own. This is evident in the second 
part of this book, in which a diverse range of methods were tested or fur-
ther developed in different cities and contexts. 

On Cities
The original plan of the COST Action, in 2018, established that the initial 
phases – focused on investigating the possibilities of cross-disciplinary 
tools and techniques and previewing key literature on methods and con-
cepts relevant to narrative analysis – should be followed by an engagement 
of the group in the exploration and ‘testing the possibilities of identified 
methodologies and tools through site-specific workshops’ in a series of 
medium-sized European cities.46 This took place on different occasions: 
working group meetings, workshops and training schools for PhD stu-
dents and young researchers. Throughout these activities, the members 
discussed various methods, aiming to raise the awareness of city dwellers 

in their own urban environments and to build democratic places. These 
processes involved highlighting a series of narratives, identifying their 
origins and multiple sources, and producing new outputs that could gener-
ate knowledge and convey various interactions with those urban places. 
Although the activities that unfolded in those cities are discussed in detail 
in other chapters, grouping them according to their objectives and methods 
employed has turned out to be quite a productive exercise.

The first group, predominantly referring to the initial two years of the Action, 
corresponds to a series of meetings that provided the occasion for differ-
ent looks at cities. Various activities made use of written or visual forms of 
communication – such as literary texts or graffiti – for the construction of 
meaningful itineraries. This was true of the WG3 and WG4 joint meeting in 
Almada, Portugal, in November 2019 and the WG2 and WG3 joint meeting in 
Limerick, Ireland, in December 2019, where the analysis of literary excerpts 
provided clues for the discovery of certain parts of the city. Confronting 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature with the present conditions of 
a specific urban area revealed significant changes in cities’ flows, reading 
patterns of phenomena over extended periods of time and documenting 
those changes’. A similar experience was later provided during the mid-term 
conference that took place in Porto, Portugal, in October 2021. Thanks to 
the occasion offered by other projects affiliated with the Action, the walks 
through the easternmost area of Campanhã allowed for some activities of 
reading the city through the presence of graffiti and other physical ele-
ments. The perception of such traces offered opportunities to research 
social change and physical and cultural expressions as they develop, over 
time, in a particular material or cultural space.

A second group of activities, mostly corresponding to the PhD training 
schools and workshops, offered not only opportunities for reading the city 
but also to engage in the analysis and production of textual and visual 
material. This was the case of the training schools ‘Local Stories and Visual 
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Narratives’ that took place in Tallinn, Estonia, in September 2021 and ‘Urban 
Chronicles in Empirical Context’ in Osijek, Croatia, in April 2022, as well as 
in the workshop ‘The City and the Myth’ in Çanakkale, Turkey, in July 2022. 
In all these experiences, participants explored historical perspectives of the 
city, either through the cultural identities forged in ancient myths (Çanak-
kale), a past rescued from oblivion through literature (Osijek) or local urban 
stories (Tallinn), in their multiple perspectives, agendas and reappearances 
throughout time. Complementing the tasks of discussing historical, seman-
tical and archetypal settings of these narratives, participants used different 
creative methods to explore and produce heterogeneous materials, includ-
ing visual narratives and scholarly articles (Tallinn), creative workshops for 
writing, drawing, creating psychogeographical cartographies and construct-
ing plaster objects (Osijek), and the recording of the personal experiences 
of each researcher during the fieldwork activities into an individual personal 
travelogue (Çanakkale).

Finally, a third group of activities focused primarily on the contempo-
rary city, adopting an activist approach to the current problems of urban 
development and the inequalities thus generated. It was the case of the 
workshop ‘Narrating Hiedanranta: Stories of Objects and Subjects of Urban 
Places’ in Tampere, Finland, in June 2022, the workshop ‘Skopje Brutal-
ism Trail’ in the capital of North Macedonia in September 2022 and the 
training school ‘The Planned, the Unplanned and Everything in Between’ in 
Tirana and Kamza, Albania, in March 2023. All of these activities brought 
new perspectives on the present and the exploration of multiple methods 
to generate different forms of activism. Either regarding the erasure of 
the Brutalist architecture of Kenzo Tange’s reconstruction plan after the 
1963 earthquake under the classicizing urban plan Skopje 2014 (Skopje), 
the developments foreseen for the former industrial area of Hiedanranta 
into a creative technological hub (Tampere) or the contrasting realities of 
the commercially-oriented planned city versus the informal and unplanned 
approaches of the local residents (Tirana). Those occasions allowed for 

the exploration of visual, performative and literary methods, revealing how 
approaches similar to the ones explored in other activities can also be 
incorporated into different political, urban and architectural discourses. 
These methods include the use of video and cinema (Tirana), dance and 
performance (Skopje), graffiti making (Skopje), different types of visual 
representation methods, including the construction of new narratives with 
‘visually expressive-form of scholarly communication’ (Tampere), poetic 
practices and midnight readings (Tampere), narratives of personal experi-
ence through situated-interviewing methods (Tampere), and the construc-
tion of multiple visual and poetic descriptions.

(Un)Classified Methods
As may be noted from the above, we attempted to group the city events 
under categories that come close to those of reading, writing and activat-
ing, following the titles of the three sessions of the webinar (Fig. 3). This 
classification was based on similarities in the scopes and methods used to 
engage with the city. Those under reading apparently focused on reading 
textual and visual material; those classified as writing not only read but 
also produced textual or graphic material; and the third group, activat-
ing, are those that seemingly are political in nature. However, organizing 
and classifying methods revealed to be a critical aspect of our work on 
methods and the motive of much debate throughout the entire process of 
the COST Action. During the webinar, one of the participants invited us to 
reflect on the usefulness of metaphors like reading, writing and activating 
and to question if the use of categories limits the scope of methods as 
they travel from one context to another. Another participant asked whether 
a city is something waiting to be activated and if the acts of reading or writ-
ing are any less political than others.

Classifying or grouping cities based on the ‘main’ methods employed in the 
different activities obscured ‘minor’ methods – those that are present, but 
seem to take backstage. This is problematic because what is particularly 
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interesting about the fieldwork events in the different cities is that they 
reveal different combinations of methods to reveal, interpret and create 
individual urban narratives – like the travelogues in Çanakkale, as well as 
collective ones – like the co-constructed narratives in Tampere. Similar 
discussions emerged while editing the Repository, in which we ultimately 
decided to organize the contribution lassify the collected methods released 
them from categorical constraints, provoking unexpected and creative 
applications while inviting exciting approaches that might weave different 
methods, configuring new ways to explore the multiple dimensions of urban 
places. Countless opportunities emerge: one might choose to wander aim-
lessly, find a bench to sit to eavesdrop on conversations and collage these 
moments to create a new urban narrative.
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