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Nic Clear
School of Arts and Humanities, The University of Huddersfield, Huddersfield, United 
Kingdom

Future Narratives: The Need for a Progressive 
Architecture in the Age of Climate Catastrophe 
and Social Justice 

“the ultimate, hidden truth of the world is that it is something that we make, 
and could just as easily make differently.”

David Graeber (2015)

Welcome to EAEA 15: ‘Envisioning Architectural Narratives’, I am delighted 
that the University of Huddersfield has been chosen to host such a prestigious 
event, given that the previous fourteen conferences have been held at some of 
the most respected Schools of Architecture in Europe. I would especially like to 
take this opportunity to thank Dr Danilo Di Mascio for all the hard work that he 
has put into organising this conference, during perhaps one of the most stressful 
years that any of us have had to face in our academic careers. Danilo has had help 
and support from many colleagues, both inside and outside of Huddersfield, but 
Danilo has shown a singular determination in making sure this conference has 
gone ahead in-spite of all the difficulties posed by the pandemic.

This conference comes at an important time for the Department of Architecture 
and 3D Design at the University of Huddersfield as 2021 marks the 100th 
anniversary of the teaching of architecture in the town and being able to host 
this event, albeit virtually, is a great honour and I hope that we see this event 
as marking the starting point for the next 100 years of architectural education 
in Huddersfield. The theme of this conference, ‘Envisioning Architectural 
Narratives’, is also timely given the changes that are happening in the town of 
Huddersfield itself, as it rebuilds its identity as a vibrant cultural centre after 
the decline of the traditional manufacturing industries that have led the local 
economy since the industrial revolution. How it aligns its new mission alongside 
the development of new digital and green technologies make it a case study for the 
way towns and cities across the globe have to create new narratives for themselves 
in light of rapidly changing external forces. Huddersfield is a very diverse town 
and encompasses areas of deprivation and neglect, so issues of social justice are 
of particular relevance and the ability of architecture to contribute to creating a 
more equitable and inclusive society is of great importance to the University.

The concept of ‘envisioning narratives’ is an important one because it is how we 
frame the stories around our actions and experiences that will allow us to develop 
progressive opportunities in the face of the challenges that face contemporary 
architecture. The challenges of climate catastrophe and social justice in the light 
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of a recovery from a global pandemic requires ingenuity and innovation and a 
means of developing a collective and collaborative approach to our urban realm, 
to use Donna Haraway’s highly pertinent phrase we need to ‘make kin’ (Haraway 
2016). Architecture, and in particular architectural education, have important 
roles to play in the development of positive ways to influence the future of the 
planet, both through what we say and how we say it.

I have been teaching architecture for over 30 years, and I have run a design-
studios every year throughout that entire period. Even now as the Dean of a 
large multi-disciplinary School I believe that it is vital for me to teach design 
studio, as working with students in developing imaginative ways of addressing 
contemporary issues allows me to reflect on the context of my own practice as a 
designer and academic. It also allows me to continue asking ‘what-if’ questions 
that are pertinent to the wider social and cultural challenges that face us.

Throughout the time I have been a teacher I have been committed to progressive 
conceptions of futurity that thematically link studio to contemporary social and 
political issues to allow students to enframe their work within wider challenges 
but also able to draw upon positive opportunities afforded by technological and 
cultural transformations. I have always been drawn to references outside of 
architectural production, in particular novels, films and music have always played 
an important role in my teaching of architecture, alongside more conventional 
theoretical, scientific and technological narratives. The attraction of architecture 
has always been the opportunity to see it as a site where many competing 
discourses come together and are synthesised into forms of creation, occupation 
and speculation on how we ‘practice space’ to use Lefebvre’s conception 
(Lefebvre 1991), where space is something whose meanings are created through 
how it is performed.

Given such a dynamic view of space the traditional ways in which we design 
and represent architecture have always seemed problematic, using flat and static 
representations to describe something immersive leaves a great deal un-realised - 
as my thesis tutor at PCL, Dr Robin Evans, was keen to point out (Evans 1996). 
Perhaps this is why I became an adopter of digital technology, and was the first 
person to run a fully digital unit at the Bartlett (Cook 2000). The move into 
using animation seemed a logical progression and now for over twenty years I 
have encouraged students to moving images to generate, develop and represent 
their ideas using techniques directly taken from film, gaming and more recently 
extended reality (an archive of student projects from the last 20 years can be seen 
at http://unitfifteen-archive.com).

For much of the time I have been using the narrative opportunities afforded by 
the moving image as part of my teaching and research I have also used ideas and 
concepts taken from science fiction (SF) to imagine a form of progressive futurity 
that challenges the current narratives of laissez-faire capitalism and the dystopian 
narratives that dominate much of the popular imagination as the only alternative, 
given, as Frederic Jameson famously put it, ‘it is easier to imagine the end of the 
world than the end of capitalism’ (Jameson 2003).

Future Narratives: The Need for a Progressive Architecture in the Age of Climate Catastrophe and
Social Justice
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In 2009 I edited an issue of Architectural Design, titled ‘Architectures of the 
Near Future’ (Clear 2009), that was thematically organised around the work of 
JG Ballard who, I believed, had proved more able to conceptualise urban life 
in the late 20th , early 21st century European city more lucidly than almost any 
architectural theorist. Indeed, throughout his work he had been able to frame issues 
as diverse as environmental degradation and destruction, celebrity fetishism and 
urban anomie with a prescience that was almost unmatched. However, at the 
heart of all Ballard’s narratives was a dogged insistence of the human ability to 
move forward, adapt and embrace the unknown.

If many of the storylines of SF tend to present a dystopian future, especially 
screen-based SF, this might be because they present more compelling spectacle 
largely facilitated by access to convincing c.g.i. But there are many examples of 
SF authors who do not conceive of such apocalyptic futures, but explore many 
different types of future, peopled by different forms of agency and occupying 
those spaces in very different ways. In this sense SF can be one of the most 
innovative tools in not only imagining what alternative futures might be like 
but also imaging what future citizens might be like, how they might live and 
what forms their alterity that might take. The ways architects can contribute to 
the creation of such a different world is to also develop convincing models, that 
explore the possibilities of how these worlds might be occupied, something that 
is largely absent from many of the theoretical approaches that come from political 
or technocratic approaches to the future.

Architectural design and SF both, to follow Steven Shaviro’s terminology, 
‘take place (conceptually if not grammatically) in the future tense’ and both 
‘allow us to imagine what we are unable to know’ (Shaviro 2016). The value of 
SF in developing architectural ideas is that it facilitates the asking of the ‘what-if’ 
questions I mentioned previously, and allows the projection of imagined futures 
under the auspices of a speculative imagination underpinned by the extrapolation 
of existing, or possible scientific and technological knowledge. By its very nature 
architectural design is speculative, sometimes those speculations can be highly 
provocative and sometimes they can be much more modest, or even regressive. 
In the design projects I have developed in recent years, I have been creating 
‘thought experiments’ to imagine an alternative post-capitalist future, based on 
literary SF, advanced technology and progressive post-capitalist thinking. To 
make those futures coherent I have created narratives that gives it those projects 
context, meaning and agency (Clear 2014 & Clear 2018).

In these futuristic speculations it is often too easy to focuses on design and 
technical innovation rather than looking at other aspects of the construction 
industry, and an ethical approach not only refers to technical solutions and the 
ways and types of materials we use but imagining completely different ways of 
doing things and to be able to achieve this we need compelling arguments to create 
an environment where profit is no longer the principle driving force. Authors such 
as Naomi Klein (Klein 2014) argue that as long as we adhere to a system of neo-
liberal capitalism then we can never escape the problems of climate catastrophe, 

Nic Clear
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or implement a system of social justice, as the market has too much of a vested 
interest in maintaining the current inequities. The construction industry, largely 
predicated on a profits driven model and underpinned by an inherently adversarial 
model of contractual obligations, is a significant contributor to these problems 
and it is imperative that alternatives predicated around a more, ethical use of 
resources and a collaborative model of funding, procurement and construction 
that are not simply concerned with obtaining the best returns is developed.

That we, as architects, architectural educators and citizens, commit to 
action in the need to make sure that architectural discourse is central to the 
development of future ethical approaches to the environment, the management 
of global resources and the development of social justice seems un-contestable, 
and yet the construction industry, despite its lip-service to a ‘sustainable’ agenda 
is still operating in a fashion that contradicts this approach. Indeed, the term 
sustainability has been so over-used in architecture and the built environment that 
it has become almost meaningless, what we need is a new vocabulary to replace 
this term, comprising of concepts that relate to what we do and how we do it from 
an ethical standpoint.

As a community of academics, we need to tell stories that transform our 
localities into spaces that are more equitable for all their citizens addressing 
the two defining issues previously stated, combatting climate catastrophe and 
achieving greater levels of social justice, indeed one might argue that it would 
be impossible to address the sources of the climate crisis without addressing the 
inequalities that mark the current system and vice-versa.

The 1st of August 2021 marked the coming together of the Schools of ‘Art, 
Design and Architecture’ and ‘Music, Humanities and Media’ to form the School 
of ‘Arts & Humanities’, one of the biggest multi-disciplinary Schools of its 
kind in the UK bringing together subjects from Art and Design to Music and 
Performance, from History and English to Fashion and Textiles and from to 
Media and Journalism to Architecture and the Built Environment. This academic 

Figure. The Gold Mine is a project for a utopian city set in a post-singularity future and 
is intended to test speculative concepts taken from science fiction within the context of a 

formal architectural project.
Source: Nic Clear, The Gold Mine, Concept Axonometric 2014.

Future Narratives: The Need for a Progressive Architecture in the Age of Climate Catastrophe and
Social Justice
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year will also see the School of Arts & Humanities starting courses in filmmaking 
with the launch of the ‘Yorkshire School for Film and Television.’ The School of 
Arts & Humanities will be framed around activities rooted in the local community 
but having national and international importance and part of my role as Dean is 
to help develop a narrative that brings together the various stories that sit at the 
at the core of the School’s disciplines, to synthesise its existing activities and to 
help create new opportunities and to allow the School go be part of a meaningful 
global conversation

This conference and publication represent the type of activity that will be at 
the heart of the School of Arts & Humanities in its endeavours to further develop 
world class teaching and research and I am thankful for the EAEA to be able to 
use this as an opportunity to start that journey.

Professor Nic Clear
Dean of the School of Arts and Humanities

August 2021
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Danilo Di Mascio
Department of Architecture and 3D Design, School of Arts and Humanities, The 
University of Huddersfield, Huddersfield, United Kingdom

EAEA15: Envisioning Architectural Narratives

Introduction 
This monograph documents the 15th European Architectural Envisioning 

Association Conference, entitled ‘Envisioning Architectural Narratives’, hosted 
(virtually) by the Department of Architecture and 3D Design, School of Arts and 
Humanities (former Schoool of Art, Design and Architecture), The University 
of Huddersfield, United Kingdom, from the 1st to the 3rd of September 2021. 
The event has continued the mission of the European Architectural Envisioning 
Association, namely, to create a valuable opportunity for communication 
and exchange of ideas and experiences in teaching, research and practice, 
with a particular focus, for this 15th edition, on envisioning the multiple and 
multifaceted relationships and applications between architecture and narrative. 
By considering the importance of narrative in humankind’s history, the theme 
has invited participants to reflect upon three main topics: narrative and analysis, 
narrative and design, and narrative and representation. Following the approach 
mentioned by Professor Tom Maver, Chair of EAEA13, in the preface of the 
proceedings of the conference he organised in Glasgow in 2017, EAEA15 was 
conceived as a similarly inclusive event which would allow authors to interpret 
the word ‘narrative’ in relation to architecture in an open way.

My development as an academic, and especially as a researcher, owes a lot 
to international conferences. When I attended my first conference and presented 
my research in 2008, just before I started my PhD, I discovered a new world, 
full of people passionate about their research and willing to share ideas and 
pieces of advice with colleagues. I have learned a lot by attending other scholars’ 
presentations, taking notes, exchanging ideas with them and reading their 
publications. Thanks to conferences, I have established a network of international 
collaborators, many of whom have also supported such events as members of 
scientific and international reviewing committees. With some scholars, I have 
developed long-term collaborations and respectful friendships. Hence, the 
opportunity to organise a conference was also a way for me to support and thank 
the international community of academics/researchers who have inspired and 
informed my work for so many years, and also to foster new exchanges of ideas 
and collaborations. In fact, organising an international conference on architecture 
and narrative would also be a means of discovering and gathering scholars 
interested in this specific theme and related topics.

I started to consider proposing the University of Huddersfield as a possible 
host for the EAEA conference in 2017, four years prior to the event, thanks 
to the suggestion by Professor Anetta Kepczynska-Walczak who organised 



EAEA12 in Lodz, Poland, the first EAEA conference I attended. The central 
theme of the EAEA15 conference was developed in 2018 and the first proposal 
was immediately well received, partly because of the importance of narrative 
in the architecture field and partly due to the fact that none of the previous 14 
conferences organised by the European Architectural Envisioning Association 
had explored this topic before.

The final proposal was accepted and officially presented on the last day of 
EAEA14, the conference organised by Professor Laurent Lescop in September 
2019 in Nantes, France. Then, once back in Huddersfield, I started to build 
supporting teams for various committees, comprising a local organising 
committee, a scientific committee and an international reviewing committee. With 
the local organising committee, we exchanged several ideas about the practical 
organisational aspects of the conference in Huddersfield, including options for 
venues, participants’ accommodation, meals and cultural visits. The idea of 
hosting the event and welcoming participants from various countries worldwide 
to our new building, the Barbara Hepworth Building, and our wonderful campus 
and town was exciting. However, life can be unpredictable and since March 2020, 
the whole world has been constrained by the Covid19 pandemic that has still not 
been resolved. In order to avoid unexpected issues caused by this unpredictable 
situation, to safeguard participants’ safety, and in accordance with the university’s 
decision not to run large external events on campus in autumn 2021, we decided, 
unwillingly, to move the whole event online. 

Organising the EAEA15 conference during the pandemic, while also 
running teaching activities and supporting students online, has been challenging 
but rewarding. Despite the challenging situation, the call for papers was very 
successful and attracted several interesting contributions from various countries 
worldwide, and this monograph presents the papers accepted after two double-
blind peer review processes.

This publication has gathered a wide selection of writings, viewpoints and 
references that constitute a precious source of knowledge for all scholars working 
in academia, whether in teaching or research activities, or in practice. I hope 
that it will form a valuable source of inspiration and information for scholars 
interested in architecture and narrative, in the same way as the publications from 
many other conferences have represented precious sources of reference for me.

The EAEA15 Theme
The concept of narrative has always been intertwined with humankind’s 

history. It is impossible to think about any aspect of any society without 
considering its narrative characteristics and implications. Stories have always 
given meanings to people’s lives. In architecture, however, the word narrative 
has only been explored in recent decades, despite the fact that architects have 
considered it in their projects since ancient times. Cities, monuments and small 
vernacular structures always have something else to tell that goes beyond their 
practical functions. The different kinds of narratives that they communicate or 

14  |  Introduction

Danilo Di Mascio



support through their tangible and intangible features are both intentional and 
unintentional. A narrative can inform and characterise lost, real and imaginary 
architectures and places. Moreover, architects have always envisioned their 
narratives by using a wide range of theories, methods, tools and techniques.

Nowadays, in architecture and related fields, there is an increasing emphasis 
on aspects such as efficiency and functionality which, if considered detached from 
other relevant aspects, may result in an impoverishment of aesthetical, spatial and 
cultural qualities in many new interventions, proposed and built, in both historical 
and modern areas. Places and architectures should be meaningful and enrich 
people’s daily lives or sporadic life events. It is not simply that some of the most 
remarkable architectures and places around the world, including fictional and 
unbuilt projects, are those that have strong narrative features which can deliver 
meanings and evoke emotions on multiple levels to different stakeholders, both 
now and in the future. Sometimes, projects involving imaginary architectures 
and places can also embody and deliver more meaningful narratives than their 
built counterparts. Being mindful of the communicative ability and outcomes of 
decisions made in any architectural project is a ground zero of practice for the 
commissioner-client and practitioner.

The concept of narrative is multifaceted and subject to personal interpretation, 
and the conference has encouraged participants to interpret it in a broad way and in 
relation to any aspect of architecture and related disciplines. The emphasis of the 
conference, as communicated by the title ‘Envisioning Architectural Narratives’, 
has been on visual narratives. A narrative can be interpreted as a story (content) 
or as storytelling, namely the way we can tell a story (communication). The broad 
focus of exploration has therefore been on how to envision the design, analysis 
and representation of past, present and future, real and imaginary, architectural 
narratives.

Topics
Considering the multiple interpretations of narrative in architecture and 

related fields, the EAEA15 Conference sessions was organised in three different 
topics/areas of investigation, which addressed several research questions. The 
emphasis was on ‘envisioning’ architectural narratives. Inter-disciplinary and 
cross-disciplinary approaches that included architecture and related disciplines 
were also encouraged.
Narrative and analysis 

This relates to theories, methodologies and tools in the processes of analysing 
narratives connected to or expressed by lost, unbuilt, existing or imaginary 
buildings and places. In how many ways can we analyse an architectural narrative? 
Which theoretical and methodological approaches and tools can be applied? How 
can we analyse connections between narrative, meanings, memories and identity? 
How can we read and analyse a piece of architecture or place and its narrative 
features? How can narrative influence the interpretation and perception of pieces 
of architecture and places?
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Narrative and design
Narrative can be used during different phases of the design process in both 

academic and professional environments, such as the design studio and the 
architectural practice. Within both contexts, narrative can inspire and inform 
the whole design process and/or its individual steps (including site analysis, 
precedents study and design development). A narrative can support the design of 
both real and imaginary architectures and places. This raises questions such as 
how to design places that can tell, support and foster stories and how to structure 
an architectural narrative. Which tools can be used? Designing in both historical 
and contemporary contexts also poses different challenges and narratives that 
designers should consider, such as how to be mindful of the ‘third effect’, that 
is, the idea that two or more buildings which share a site can create additional 
narratives. How can the stories envisioned by client and practitioner agree with 
or challenge existing narratives of place branding? How can interventions to 
existing architectural projects modify narrative? How can architectural narratives 
memorialise historical and contemporary site-specific events?
Narrative and representation

This third topic considers representation and communication of architectural 
narratives in various settings within research, education and practice. How can 
analogue and digital media be used to communicate architectural narratives? How 
can textual and visual elements communicate narrative features of architectures 
and places to different audiences? How can specific cultural meanings be 
communicated through architectural narrative means? What is the role of 
storytelling in communicating architectural narratives?

The monograph
The layout of this book has been designed following the requirements of a 

multi-authored monograph. The publication is composed of three parts, reflecting 
the three main topics of the EAEA15 conference. Before these three parts, there 
are contributions by two of the three keynote speakers.

The papers published in this monograph were carefully selected through 
two competitive double-blind peer review processes, one for the abstracts and a 
second one for the full papers. For the submission of the camera-ready papers, 
all accepted authors were also invited to address reviewers’ comments. Each 
submission was assessed by three reviewers from the EAEA15 International 
Scientific Review committee, which is constituted by scholars from 12 countries. 
The authors of the accepted papers are from 20 different countries worldwide.

Acknowledgments
First of all, I would like to thank Professor Nic Clear, Dean of the School of Arts 

and Humanities; Professor Patricia Tzortzopoulos, Associate Dean for Research 
and Enterprise; and Professor Adrian Pitts, Head of Department of Architecture 
and 3D Design, for fully supporting my proposal and the conference’s preparation 
over the last two years.
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This conference could not have happened without the kind invitation and 
support of Professor Anetta Kepczynska-Walczak, current president of the 
EAEA Association, and the association itself. Thank you for giving us such 
an opportunity to promote the Department of Architecture and 3D Design, our 
school and the University of Huddersfield to an international audience.

As the editor of the book and EAEA15 Chair, I wish to thank all the authors 
who submitted and presented at the conference, and all the sessions chairs who 
led the presentations.

I am grateful to the members of the EAEA15 International Review Committee 
for their input in ensuring the very high quality of the selected contributions, 
especially during the very busy and challenging period of the pandemic.

It is an honour to have had three international keynote speakers at the 
conference: Professor Sophia Psarra, Don Carson and Gijs Rikken. The keynote 
speakers were carefully selected to provide three very diverse interpretations 
of the theme of Architecture and Narrative. I wish to thank them for sharing 
their knowledge and experience, which have made the EAEA15 Conference an 
exciting and inspiring scientific event. I also thank Professor Sophia Psarra and 
Don Carson for their written contributions which enrich the book.

Special thanks are due to Professor Anetta Kepczynska-Walczak and Professor 
Tom Maver, who have constantly supported me with information and precious 
advice throughout the entire process.

Gratitude is also due to the Design Communication Association (DCA), 
eCAADe (Education and research in Computer Aided Architectural Design in 
Europe), CAADRIA (The Association for Computer-Aided Architectural Design 
Research in Asia) and the Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture 
(ACSA), all of which supported our organisation by disseminating the call for 
papers to international audiences in America, Europe and Asia.

As the chair, I had support from the EAEA15 Local Organizing Committee. 
I would like to thank my colleagues Claire Diggle, Caterina Benincasa-Sharman 
and Hyun Jun Park for their help and exchanges of ideas during several 
constructive meetings. I further want to thank our Finance and Marketing offices 
and in particular, Lorna Ingram and her team for helping with financial issues, and 
Rachel Mountford, Abby Butcher and Hannah Stephens for other organisational 
aspects including setting up and updating the website, providing images and 
information about our school and Huddersfield, and for contacting the graphic 
design agency. I also want to thank Laura Williams, our subject librarian, the 
University Library and the University Press for the ISBN allocation numbers, and 
Stephen Calcutt, Technical Manager Coordinator of our school, and his team for 
their support with the technology for the online event.

My thanks also go to Paul Connor, Director of 52 Degree North, for the final 
design and editing of the monograph.

Last but not least, I wish to thank my family, namely my parents and my sister, 
for their constant presence and support.
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Keynote Speakers
Sophia Psarra

Professor Sophia Psarra (Bartlett School of Architecture, UCL) is author of 
‘The Venice Variations’ (UCL Press 2018) addressing cities and buildings as 
multi-authored processes of formation alongside authored projects of individual 
design intention. Her book ‘Architecture and Narrative’ (Routledge, 2009) 
explores the relationship between design conceptualization, spatial narrative 
and human cognition. Her edited book ‘The Production Sites of Architecture’ 
(Routledge 2019) investigates the processes of knowledge production in the 
design, publication and experience of buildings. Sophia has taught and lectured 
internationally at The University of Michigan, Columbia University, Syracuse 
University, Cardiff University, The University of Greenwich, The University 
of Bologna, IUAV, Venice, Gratz University of Technology, The National 
Technical University of Athens and The University of Thessaly in Greece. She 
has collaborated with cultural institutions on layout design, exhibition concept 
and visitors’ experience (The Museum of Modern Art, MoMA, New York, The 
Natural History Museum, London). Her design work was exhibited in Venice 
Biennale, the George Pompidou Centre, NAI Rotterdam, RIBA London, Berlin, 
Milan and Athens, Greece.
Don Carson

Don Carson is a concept illustrator & designer working in the theme park 
and computer game industries. Don has worked as a Senior Show Designer for 
Walt Disney Imagineering art directing projects like Splash Mountain, Mickey’s 
Toontown, and Blizzard Beach. His focus is bringing design principles unique to 
environmental storytelling to projects all over the world. Don has applied these 
designs to computer games, the theater, and other media. Don has a long career 
in theme park design, and he strives to show the potential of using the principles 
of environmental storytelling to influence an audience’s experience, whether they 
are exploring a physical or virtual world.
Gijs Rikken

Associate Design Director, and Architect, Gijs Rikken (NL), joined MVRDV 
in 2007 after completing his Master of Architecture at the Eindhoven University 
of Technology. As Design Director for Studio 8, Rikken drives design direction 
for the development and execution of a wide variety of projects in the Netherlands 
and abroad, ranging from large-scale, complex buildings to detailed innovative 
materials research. Rikken’s core strengths lie in the translation of the brief into 
a design underpinned by intrinsic MVRDV values. His technical background 
influences his fascination for materials and (innovative) materials research, which 
he applies to support the office’s theoretical ambitions.

Rikken is currently responsible for the development and construction of Valley, 
a 75,000m2 mixed-use building in Amsterdam, which boasts three residential, 
green-covered towers and a publicly accessible, vertical park. Other key projects 
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include the Glass Farm in Schijndel, The Crystal Houses in Amsterdam, and the 
Balancing Barn in Suffolk, England. Definitive works consist of the winning 
design for the Urban Hybrid in Emmen, the Coral Tower in Sydney, and the 
Theater aan de Parade in Den Bosch.

“At MVRDV, we continuously push the envelope. As architects, we have an 
obligation to try to change the world into something better. Something greener, 
more social, more mixed, more accessible, more wonderful.”

The EAEA – The European Architectural Envisioning Association
The EAEA was founded in 1993 in Tampere, Finland, and has reconvened 

every two years since then. What had originally started as a platform for European 
academic institutes making active use of optical endoscopy instrumentation, 
gradually but steadily evolved into a wider range of design visualisation and 
simulation interests.

The founding meeting, hosted by the department of Architecture of Tampere 
University of Technology in Finland, was the first international meeting of experts 
in the field of architectural endoscopy, coming from fifteen universities.

The association was intended to become “a platform for communication and
exchange of experiences, experimentation, research and collaboration in the 

field of endoscopy and environmental simulation.” Initially, the focus of the 
European Architectural Endoscopy Association lay exclusively upon the visual 
simulation of the effects of environmental interventions using optical instruments: 
‘capturing’ photographic or analogue (video) images using physical scale models, 
generally using a viewing pipe.

Essentially, the first meeting was a gathering of academic professionals in this 
field, with the delegates representing institutes with some form of ‘endoscopic’ 
apparatus. During the conference the participants took part in a workshop session, 
using the facilities of the Tampere laboratory.

From the first session onward, the exclusive focus on optical endoscopy began 
to shift, first gradually, then more and more steadily towards other environmental 
visualization opportunities, notably using digital media.

This clearly proved to be the case during the presentations of the second 
EAEA conference in 1995, hosted by the department of Spatial Simulation at the 
Vienna University of Technology. In particular, the interdisciplinary conference 
workshop – ‘the (in)visible city’ – stimulated the integration and comparison of 
analogue and emerging digital technologies.

For this workshop initiative participating institutes were sent a study model 
via the post and asked to prepare environmental simulations using their institute’s 
facilities. The varied results were presented and evaluated during the conference.

Similarly, an important element of the third meeting, held at the architecture 
faculty at Delft University of Technology in 1997, was formed by a creative 
study initiative: the ‘Imaging Imagination’ workshop. Essentially, conceived as 
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a professional confrontation between ‘Optical’ and ‘Digital’ Endoscopy. In this 
case study, the participants were free to choose between a physical modelling 
package and a digital file, incorporating texture mapped ‘facades’. Some fifteen 
visualisation proposals were prepared, brought to the conference and viewed and 
discussed during a special Imaging Imagination conference session.

Apart from the quality and content of visualization, the aspect of the Modelling 
as such also became a recurring theme. This was particularly the case during the 
fourth conference, at the Architecture faculty of the Dresden Technical University 
of 1999, whereby participants took part in an impromptu hands-on modelling 
exercise using an interior-scale model.

During the subsequent conferences (the 5th conference at the Institute of 
Urban Design and Planning at the University of Essen, the 6th conference at the

faculty of Architecture at the Slovak University of Technology in Bratislava, 
the 7th conference at the faculty of Architecture at the University of Applied 
Sciences Dortmund and the 8th conference at the Moscow Institute of 
Architecture) the shift from ‘straightforward’ optical endoscopy towards new 
techniques and topical issues became more and more evident. Noteworthy 
developments included the increasingly adaptable, distinctive and indeed elegant 
modes of digital representation, but also the use of digital photography and film, 
the opportunities of combined media and graphics, but also the introduction of 
disciplines such as Experimental Aesthetics and Virtual Archaeology.

This led to recurring discussions concerning the association’s name. To what 
extent should endoscopy be considered a fitting ‘identity’ for the increasingly 
diverse enterprises of architectural imaging and environmental visualization 
addressed at the meetings?

Generally, the sentiment tended to be to uphold the established ‘label’ and to 
keep the EAEA fraternity relatively exclusive and small-scale in comparison to 
other, more computer-oriented academic and professional platforms.

During the 2009 Cottbus conference, the thematic differentiation of 
architectural visualisation approaches and interests once again became manifest 
during the varied presentations, leading to renewed discussions concerning the 
EAEA’s meaning and role. 

What might be an appropriate name that would do justice to the reputation and 
tradition of (optical and digital) Endoscopy, whilst at the same time giving

expression to the steadily unfolding of fields of interest?
Rather than Endoscopy, Envisioning was eventually agreed upon, as it was 

felt that this fittingly evokes the shared ambitions for a dynamic architectural 
visualisation practice and the continued exchange of ideas concerning the 
imaginative conception of future environments.

The EAEA – the European Architectural Envisioning Association.
It was hoped that this small, but significant, name change would broaden the 

appeal of the association on an international level, amongst academics involved 
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with architectural visualisation in the broadest sense, researchers and teachers, 
whilst at the same time stimulating the deepening of the intellectual discourse. 
The following conferences in Delft 2011, Milan 2013, Lodz 2015, Glasgow 2017 
and Nantes 2019 proved a great success of this shift.

Previous Conferences
14 EAEA Conference | 2019 | Nantes | School of Architecture Nantes
13 EAEA Conference | 2017 | Glasgow | Glasgow School of Art
12 EAEA Conference | 2015 | Lodz | University of Technology
11 EAEA Conference | 2013 | Milan | Politecnico di Milano
10 EAEA Conference | 2011 | Delft | Delft University of Technology
09 EAEA Conference | 2009 | Cottbus | Brandenburg University of Technology
08 EAEA Conference | 2007 | Moscow | Moscow Institute of Architecture
07 EAEA Conference | 2005 | Dortmund | University of Applied Sciences
06 EAEA Conference | 2003 | Bratislava | Slovak University of Technology
05 EAEA Conference | 2001 | Essen | University of Essen
04 EAEA Conference | 1999 | Dresden | Dresden University of Technology
03 EAEA Conference | 1997 | Delft | Delft University of Technology
02 EAEA Conference | 1995 | Vienna | Vienna University of Technology
01 EAEA Conference | 1993 | Tampere | Tampere University of Technology

Danilo Di Mascio, PhD, ARB, FHEA, PGCHE

EAEA15 Conference Chair and Book Editor
Senior Lecturer in Architecture

University of Huddersfield, United Kingdom
July 2021
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Sophia Psarra
Bartlett School of Architecture, UCL, London, United Kingdom

The Architecture of Twists and Turns: Space, 
Time and Narrative in the work of John Soane 
and Carlo Scarpa

Introduction 
Architecture has both interactive and analogical relationships with language. 

A designed building originates in a linguistic document, the design brief 
providing a list of functional categories and quantities. In the case of building 
programmes, such as libraries, museums and art galleries, the word-like function 
of the classifications of contents in space are preceded by classifications recorded 
in texts and reflecting the history of thought. The analogical relationship between 
architecture and language goes back to the 19th century and the idea that works 
of architecture should be read like books, narratives or texts (Forty, 2004). 
Quatremère de Quincy for example, likened historical monuments to libraries - 
public inscriptions or records of the people. 

This idea came under strong criticism in the 20th century after modernism 
asserted that buildings were to be read as autonomous works. Writing on the 
occasion of the Museum of Modern Art’s fifth anniversary in 1934 Alfred Barr, 
Jr., MoMA’s founding director, set up a dichotomy between an intellectual 
understanding of art mediated by words and a direct experience of art that comes 
from the unmediated encounter between the viewer and the object. ‘Words about 
art may help to explain techniques, remove prejudices, clarify relationships, 
suggest sequences, and attack habitual resentments through the back door of 
intelligence. But the front door of understanding is through experience of the 
work of art itself’ (Barr, 1934). Similarly to art, architecture has been affected 
by a longstanding assumption that ‘experiences mediated through the senses 
are fundamentally incompatible with those mediated through language’ (Forty 
2004, 12). Yet, as Adrian Forty explains, even if architecture is not a language 
this does not lessen the value of language for understanding architecture. Bill 
Hillier for example, has made a productive analogy between the syntax of space 
and the syntactic and semantic structure of language. The characteristic spatial 
relationships that define the cultural inhabitation of space are similar to linguistic 
rules we use in speaking and writing, or the unconscious mechanisms we ‘think 
with’ (Hillier 1996). 

If ordinary language offers a paradigm for understanding the unconscious 
apparatus of meaning-making in architecture, what about the literary function of 
language? This question concerns works of architecture as intentional aesthetic 
systems rather than as unconscious structures shared within a society like 
language. It also allows literary narrative to function as a critical tool and a design 
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tool as opposed to explanatory paradigm. If the principles of spatial structure 
function similarly to those of ordinary language, what can we say about narrative 
devices or rules used in literary texts? Or what about buildings as social objects, 
understood in a historical context and the ordering mechanisms of language to 
organize cultural messages and relations of power? 

In this essay I address these questions first, by focusing on how devices 
ordering our perception of space and time in literature can illuminate spatial 
practices as aesthetic systems; second, by exploring our perception of space-time 
in buildings housing collections, such as museums, galleries and exhibitions. 
Buildings devoted to displays share the assumption that the spatial arrangement 
of objects, supported by object-based interpretation, offer a narrative to be 
understood through the physical experience of reading, looking, and walking. 
This experience is staged by the linguistic strategies of classification, taxonomy 
and lists, and the architectural strategies of viewing sequences, mediating the 
encounter between the architect, the curator, the objects and the viewer. Museums, 
galleries and private collections therefore, are ideal candidates for addressing the 
analogic and interactive encounter of architecture with linguistic strategies and 
narrative form. 

The choice of these narrative strategies is critical when the container is itself a 
historical monument or is embedded in a historical context, as the meanings that 
are attached to the building and the displays can be motivated and invested with 
potential significance. Although separated by a century and a half, John Soane and 
Carlo Scarpa had a strong relationship with history and context as artistic practices 
and inspirational resources. Soane’s house-museum and Scarpa’s projects such 
as the Castelvecchio, the Olivetti Showroom and the Canova’s extension, seem 
to present a common paradigm: all housing collections, albeit Soane’s house-
museum accommodates his own private collection; all fusing the architects’ own 
interventions within the existing fabric; all collaging contemporary architecture 
over the substrate of previous historical episodes; all eschewing the idea of a 
single unified form as the central governing composition by which the building 
could be read; all forcing the visitor into sinuous routes and around art works 
to see the building and the objects. For Nicholas Olsbeg, Scarpa opened the 
possibility for an architecture in union with poetry, sculpture, painting and craft 
around the themes of memory, allegory and metaphor (Olsberg, 1999). Soane also 
conceived his house-museum as a union of architecture with the arts, engaging in 
spatial optical mechanisms and an eccentric taste in narrative expression (Soane 
1830, 1832, 1835-36). Deriving from these common tendencies for itineraries 
and multiple associations, works of the two architects present suitable examples 
to examine the perception of space, time and meaning, drawing parallels between 
motifs in architecture and narrative.

Context
Advancing from A to B, narrative occupies ‘space’ and involves time (Cobley, 

2001). Fiction writers traditionally have valorised these features of narrative, 
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adopting spatial and temporal models as metaphors for space and time in their 
work. From Odysseus’ journey in the Odyssey to Dante’s travels in the Comedia, 
and from Jorge Luis Borges’ Garden of Forking Paths to Italo Calvino’s Invisible 
Cities and Umberto Eco’s labyrinthine library in The Name of the Rose, the 
experience of reading has been paralleled to the experience of travelling and 
wandering in actual space and time. In his essay Cybernetics and Ghosts Calvino 
discusses stories which derive from combinatorial games, the formal exploration 
of the possibilities for permutation and transformations, such as George Perec’s 
narrative strategy in La Vie, Mode d’Emploi, proceeding through the rooms of 
an imaginary house in the knight’s moves of chess, describing always the same 
elements in the different tales in the different rooms (Calvino, 1986).

Similarly, architects have harnessed a range of literary strategies anchoring 
meaning-making in the context of crafting stories. A characteristic example is 
Giuseppe Terragni’s and Pietro Lingheri’s Danteum, an unbuilt monument 
dedicated to Dante and structured around the division of the Divine Comedy 
into three realms (Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso). Another example is Rem 
Koolhaas’ Delirious New York, conceiving of Manhattan as an unwritten manifesto 
of capitalist vernacular, an investors’ architecture without a blue print (Koolhaas, 
1994). Pretending he is the city’s biographer, Koolhaas furnished Manhattan’s 
built evidence with a theoretical frame, serving as an intellectual terrain for his 
own architecture. His second book, S,M,L,XL with Bruce Mau, appropriated 
the linguistic conventions of list and taxonomy in order to fabricate proximity 
between heterogenous objects and ideas (Lueder, 2019). Another architect who is 
fascinated by literary pursuits is Bernard Tchumi, who in Manhattan Transcripts, 
transcribed events, normally removed from conventional architectural 
representation, as theoretical propositions through drawing from real New York 
locales to express the idea that architecture resides in the superimposition of place, 
movement and event (Tschumi, 1994). Peter Eisenman also experimented with 
literary composition as seen in his project Moving Arrows Eros and Other Errors, 
translating the story of Romeo and Juliet into an architectural project in Verona. 
More recently CJ Lim’s Virtually Venice, an exhibition for the British Pavilion 
at the 2004 Venice Architectural Biennale, was derived from the legendary story 
of Marco Polo’s first meeting with the Mongolian Emperor, Kublai Khan (Lim, 
2006).  His latest books London in One and Half Dimensions and Once Upon a 
China use themes of English and Chinese identity as critical tools to re-imagine 
the urban condition beyond the exuberance of non-contextual Western capitalist 
models (Lim and Liu, 2011; Lim and McCloy, 2021).

Recent scholarship has explored the intersection between architecture and 
literature through creative site-writing (Rendell, 2010), translations and analogical 
relations between the two media (Psarra, 2009; 2018; Kanekar, 2015). Yet, in 
spite of rich studies in this area, the relationships that allow literary principles 
of composition to ‘speak’ to architectural design languages have not attracted 
the attention they deserve. There is very little critical analysis of the exchange 
between architecture and narrative in relation to how literary principles can inform 
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design explorations. This is primarily because, with a few exceptions, most of 
existing scholarly work focuses either on signification – what the interaction of 
architecture and fiction means - or practice-led investigations. 

In his article ‘How Buildings Mean’, Nelson Goodman argues that we must 
consider the question of how a particular work conveys meaning before we 
are able to address what they may mean (Goodman, 1985). This essay is a first 
attempt to elucidate the categories of meaning and the mechanisms by which 
these meanings are transmitted in both media. It takes inspiration from the work 
of Umberto Eco (1981) and Marie-Laure Ryan (1991) about the theory of possible 
worlds as addressed in The Role of the Reader and Possible Worlds Artificial 
Intelligence and Narrative Theory respectively. The essay does not claim 
authority over literary theory, but rather calls for a more focused architectural 
study of space-time in the two symbolic media.

The model reader and circumnavigational time
Before exploring this topic in the work of the two architects, it is essential 

to discuss some theoretical concepts. In his book Six Walks in the Fictional 
Woods, Eco (1994) discusses fiction as a mode of travel in textual space and time. 
Referring to literature as wood or garden of forking paths, a metaphor devised by 
Borges, he explains that in a narrative text, the reader is forced to make choices 
that refer to the type of reader the author has in mind, a sort of ideal type [or 
model reader] whom the text not only sees as a collaborator but also tries to 
create. The model reader is instructed by the model author, a voice that speaks to 
the reader as a narrative strategy, a set of instructions he or she needs to follow 
by reading the text more than once, forcing a reading time and inducing them to 
take ‘inferential walks’. 

Not only architecture and the arts of space allow time to be entirely 
experienced and enjoyed, but also engage viewers to take actual and inferential 
walks. Curators of museums, art galleries and private collections increasingly 
recognise the need for divergent ways to engage visitors with the building and the 
display. However, curatorial interpretation has traditionally addressed an ideal, 
hypothetical or imagined visitor and threaded ideal visiting routes through spaces 
and collections. Architects also work with an ideal user in mind, close to Eco’s 
model reader. This type of user is different from the empirical user, which implies 
a link between the function of the building and social behaviour. The ideal user 
comes closer to the visitor Soane had in mind, who would visit his house-museum 
with ticket in hand saying that the museum is open only on sunny days. Soane 
placed demands on visitors to read between the lines, directing their attention to 
the tinted skylights bringing warm Mediterranean light into the building, and the 
influence of the Classical world in his museum and collection. 

A recent competition organised by the curators of Soane’s Museum asked 
participants to name their favourite object in the building. A winning entry drew 
attention to relationships intentionally created by the architect: the nymph by 
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Richard Westmacott in the Picture Room Recess overlooking and tempting ‘padre 
Giovanni’ in the Monk’s Parlour, the Gothic lair in the basement (Fig. 01). The 
fictitious monk was the satirical alter ego of Soane.

Visitors to the Museum come across the nymph first in the Picture Room, 
when the hinged panels open revealing the statue in the Recess presiding over a 
void that connects with the Monk’s Parlour. The interface of the statue with the 
hermit takes its true meaning only at a later moment when they look up from the 
monk’s cell with the Picture Room panels open (Figs. 02A-B).

Fig. 01. John Soane’s Museum – Richard Westmacott’s statue of Nymph in the Picture Room 
Recess overlooking and ‘tempting’ ‘padre Giovanni’ in the Monk’s Parlour.

Source: Image drawn by Carlota Nunez-Barranco Vallejo using photography by Eva Tisnikar.

Fig. 02. A (Left) John Soane’s Museum – Richard Westmacott’s statue of Nymph in the Picture 
Room Recess seen from the Corridor. B (Right) John Soane’s Museum – Richard Westmacott’s 

statue of Nymph in the Picture Room Recess seen from the basement.
Source: Eva Tisnikar.
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The incongruous encounter between the Classical sensuality of the nymph 
and the Gothic melancholy of the monk is dramatized through the synchronous 
viewing of the two spaces, the forward glimpse of the basement from the Picture 
Room and the sequence in which they are visited. Soane invites the visitor to 
recognise the craft of interpretation, revealing his identity as the model curator 
and collector to the model viewer as a set of display mechanisms and viewing 
strategies. This interplay between the architect collector and the visitor can only 
come into being through the process of moving and viewing. 

Foreshadowing an encounter or event, space-time manipulation is frequently 
found in literature, film and drama. It communicates that life is not framed by 
rationality and predictability. Characteristically, the opening paragraph of One 
Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcias Marques reads: ‘Many years later 
as he faced the firing squad, colonel Aureliano Buendia was to remember that 
distant afternoon when his father took him to discover ice...’ (1998, 5). Known 
as prolepsis and analepsis, the motifs of flash-forward and flash-backward often 
structure a large part of a narrative. A clear example of this strategy is the Odyssey 
which begins in media res when Odysseus having escaped from Calypso’s island 
and her amorous advances, is shipwrecked among the Phaeacians and tells his 
tale (Dimock et al, 2014). The story moves backward in time as the hero narrates 
his many adventures, and only in book 13 does the text return where we were in 
book, 8 as he sets sail for Ithaca. 

In the opening lines of the Odyssey, Odysseus is described as the man of 
‘twists and turns’, defining the identity of the hero whose intelligence enables 
him to defy death and escape the wrath of Poseidon. ‘Twists and turns’ refers both 
to Odysseus’ multiple adventures during his homeward journey, and his mental 
capacity to twist and turn facts in order to escape danger, gain advantage over 
his enemies and test the loyalty of his family. We encounter the device of twists 
and turns in other instances in the epic, such as in Odysseus’s ability to be the 
great teller of tales, telling his story many times in the lofty palaces he visits in 
his travels and in his own palace in Ithaca, where he disguises his identity to 
Athena, his son Telemachus and wife Penelope. The motif of twists and turns is 
further accentuated by the trip of Telemachus in the first rhapsody in search of his 
father, including the stories told by other characters, or sang by bards in banquets 
and gatherings. ‘Twists and turns’ therefore, reflects not only the shape of the 
plot comprising flash backs and flash forwards, but also the motifs of repetition, 
remembrance and prediction in the Odyssey.

Using Leibniz’ concept of possible worlds, Marie-Laure Ryan (1994) explains 
that the aesthetic appeal of a plot is a function of the richness and variety of 
embedded narratives, story-like constructs contained in the private world of 
characters or implied by their actions, or the propositions through which the 
reader fills informational gaps in the story. In many cases these embedded 
narratives derive from tensions between the events occurring in the fiction and 
unactualized possibilities. Ryan explains that narrative suspense derives from 
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‘the confrontation of characters of limited foresight and a reader who anticipates 
– correctly or not – the situations into which they should run’ (ibid. 174). The 
reverse strategy also captures the readers’ interest, delaying their understanding 
of a sequence of actions or leading them in the wrong direction. The themes of 
twists and turns and embedded narratives in the Odyssey therefore, cast the epic 
as a field of narrative possibilities where readers expect developments or form 
retrospective interpretations. 

In his book Six Memos for the Next Millennium, Italo Calvino argued for the 
value of quickness, but also acknowledged the importance of narrative time which 
is decaying, cyclic or motionless. ‘In any case a story is an operation carried out 
on the length of time involved, an enchantment that acts on the passing of time, 
either contracting on dilating it’ (Calvino, 2009, 35). Eco also emphasized the 
idea of manipulating time to explore the pleasures of lingering and explained 
time in a work of fiction as one of the strategies used by the model author to 
engage the model reader. He explained that delaying tactics, such as those found 
in the Odyssey, allow the reader to take ‘inferential walks’, a term he put forward 
in his book The Role of the Reader, the readerly process of making predictions. 

For Eco, time in fiction appears in three forms: ‘story time’, ‘discourse time’ 
and ‘reading time’. (Eco 1994). Story time is part of the content of the story. If 
the text says ‘a thousand years pass’ the story time is a thousand years. But at 
the level of linguistic expression, which is at the level of fictional discourse, the 
time in this sentence is very short. A story or event lasting two seconds (story 
time) might take a longer text to describe, for example a reading time of forty-
two seconds, as is the case of the death of Le Chiffre in Casino Royale by Ian 
Fleming. The opposite can be the case, as in Proust’s taking of thirty pages to 
describe someone tossing and turning on his bed. 

Eco proposes that authors can vary these three types of time or make them 
congruent. With a few exceptions, the congruence between the three types 
distinguishes banal or ordinary works from works of literature that aim at 
constructing an aesthetic experience. He goes on to explain that the arts of space, 
such as painting and architecture require ‘circumnavigational time’, a time to 
be experienced, which depending on the level of detail may require more time, 
such as the cathedral at Chartres, or multiple viewings as in Jackson Pollock’s 
paintings where we find ourselves focusing on different parts of the painting in 
order to pick up specific patterns out of the dense labyrinth of lines. But for Eco in 
general, the qualities and complexities of story time, discourse time and reading 
time are not to be found in architecture or the visual arts. It is mainly literature that 
invests on these three notions of time causing readers to take inferential walks. 

Nothing can be further from the truth, and thus, I move to describing the 
techniques by which Soane and Scarpa construct complex perceptions of 
space and time, inviting the viewer to travel along real and virtual pathways in 
imagination. 

Sophia Psarra
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Soane’s House-Museum
The first technique to discuss in Soane’s museum is the contrast between the 

matrix of rooms with clearly defined geometrical centres – a characteristic of 
the classical treatment of rooms with centrally positioned windows, decorations, 
cornices and ceilings – and the diagonal visual lines that travel through doorways, 
windows, light courts and skylights (Fig. 03A-B). Linked in sequence, the 
geometrically defined rooms imply the Classical axial principles of composition, 
in which there is a frontal approach to each room and axial synchronicity. The 
diagonal lines of the other hand, are akin to the picturesque logic of composition, 
exposing multiple distant views without a direct approach route to far off seen 
spaces (Psarra, 2009). The composition of rooms as spatial enclosures and the 
decomposition of them by these diagonal views create two contrasting notions 
of space-time: ‘circumnavigational space-time’, using Eco’s term, according to 
which we move from room to room in order to see the building and the exhibits, 
and ‘synchronic space-time’, due to the simultaneous visibility of rooms and 
objects.

Fig. 03. A (Top) John Soane’s Museum – ground floor plan with centres of rooms. B (Bottom) 
John Soane’s Museum – ground floor plan with diagonal visual lines.

Source: drawings by Sophia Psarra.
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Synchronic space-time is when we are offered views into spaces that will be 
accessed later as part of the visiting route or views to spaces that we have already 
seen and. In this case the impression is of leaping forward or backward in space-
time. This technique of staging space and time features in many instances in 
Soane’s house-museum, as in the case of the sarcophagus in the Crypt revealed 
through the void in the Dome area, and the previously discussed Monk’s Parlour 
seen through the folding panels in the Picture Gallery. 

The second technique Soane uses is the circuit, a long sequence the visitor 
need to walk through in order to see the majority of spaces, eventually returning 
to the front of the layout and completing the visit (Fig. 04). Circling the central 
light court, the circuit takes the visitor from the Georgian rooms at the front to the 
Picture Gallery, the Crypt and the deepest parts of the house. As visitors return 
to the Dome area on the ground floor - exhibiting a large collection of ancient 
fragments and Soane’s own bust - they reach the Breakfast Room, taking its 
architectural theme from the recurring usage of the vaulted ceiling in Soane’s 
projects. Stringing rooms in linear sequence, from the front to the rear of the 
building and back, the circuit stands in clear contrast with the diagonal vistas 
revealing distant parts of the interior (Psarra, ibid.). Circumnavigational time - 
the time it takes to walk through the circuit – is in this way, juxtaposed with 
synchronic time, instantaneously linking rooms and objects across distance.

Mirrors in the museum are key protagonists in the construction of these two 
notions of time. Soane placed mirrors at the periphery of the rooms, over the 
Library shelves, on doorways, window mullions and the frames of furniture. 
The mirrors dissolve the walls, open the boundaries of space and create distorted 
perspectives. Through the mirrors located between the two front openings in the 

Fig. 04. John Soane’s Museum – axonometric of the ground floor plan showing the Library, 
Picture Gallery and Breakfast Room.

Source: Image drawn by Carlota Nunez-Barranco Vallejo using photography by Eva Tisnikar.
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Library and the mirror over the mantel in the Breakfast Room, one can see the 
central Court reflected in two directions (Figs 05-07). 

These reflections intensify our awareness of the Court as the centre of the 
layout, a centre we see in real space and in reflected space but cannot occupy 
with our bodies (Psarra, ibid.). This dislocation of empirical, forward moving 
space-time - the space-time we experience with our bodies - from synchronic 
space-time – the space-time in the mirror - engages our cognitive relationship 
with space-time. Following from Eco and Ryan, this cognitive relationship can 
be described in three ways: first, as unfolding along a line, where we cannot skip 
moments leaping forward or backward; second, as a calendar or a building plan 
where all events are seen in one moment; and finally, as a malleable entity based 
on our recollections from memory and predictions about the future.

Fig. 05. John Soane’s Museum – Breakfast Room with reflection of the central court on mirror 
over the mantel.

Source: Image drawn by Carlota Nunez-Barranco Vallejo using photography by Eva Tisnikar.

Fig. 06. John Soane’s Museum – Library with reflection of the central court on the mirror between 
the two openings.

Source: Image drawn by Carlota Nunez-Barranco Vallejo using photography by Eva Tisnikar.
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The reading of architectural prolepsis, analepsis and sequential movement 
through the interior suggests an analogical relationship of architecture with 
literary language. The interactive relationship of architecture and language 
defines a building and its meaning in a real-world context (Markus& Cameron, 
2002). Exhibiting a large collection of historical objects and building fragments, 
Soane’s Museum has history as its thematic cultural context. Soane’s view of 
history, however, is fanciful, ‘smitten with love of novelty in animated by direct 
defiance of all established rules of the architectural schools’ (Soane, 1830, 1832, 
1835-36). Domes, colonnades, crypts, vaults, sky-lights, recesses, niches and 
ante-rooms treat history as a pantheon of forms and a repository of combinations. 
Like the interplay of space and time, history for the Neoclassical architect is 
an interchange of past and present that is both sequential and synchronic. 
From the Georgian front rooms to the back areas and the basement with their 
Classical, Roman and Egyptian displays, the Museum thematizes history as an 
imaginative, unbounded and directly accessible supra-historical world freed from 
the constraints of historical, stylistic and museological knowledge. 

Carlo Scarpa’s Castelvecchio, Olivetti Showroom, and Canova’s 
Extension

Scarpa’s relationship with history is also based on the notion that the past is 
malleable. Scarpa lived all his life in Venice, a place where, over the centuries, 
historical forms, types, materials and methods of construction have coalesced 
into a single urban artifact like a fossil ‘petrified in layers of rock’ (Howard 2002). 
In the Olivetti Showroom, Scarpa’s inspiration for the linear vertical slicing 
of space, the narrow walkways in the mezzanine, the sculptural staircase, the 
water in the central zone and the glass mosaics comes from that great catalogue 
of forms that is Venice, with its narrow passages, fondamentas, sottoporticos, 
bridges stretching over the water, water flooding the edges of spaces, the range of 
colourful materials and the rich surface decorations, (Fig. 08).

Fig. 07. John Soane’s Museum – Library and Breakfast Room with reflections of the central court 
on mirrors.

Source: Image drawn by Carlota Nunez-Barranco Vallejo using photography by Eva Tisnikar.
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By extending circumnavigational time through twists and turns of circulation, 
Scarpa contrasts the synchronic views from the front and back ends of the 
showroom with the sinuous progress of the viewer through the interior. There 
are many similar views in Venice extending over the linear stretches of the 
canals, to link places that are reached only indirectly, by the meandering and 
intersecting canals and alleys. Staging movement through a long sequence is 
a device frequently used by Scarpa (Curtis, 1996) even when spaces are not 
linearly shaped, as in the extension to Canova’s Museum in Possagno and the 
Castelvecchio in Verona, where the varied positioning of statues of different size 
and height requires the visitors to walk around them crossing their own paths 
multiple times (Fig. 09). The Castelvecchio moves the visitor through a single 
space three times, reminiscent of Venice’s shifting floor planes, countless steps, 
stairs and loggias, while the pond at the front of the building recalls the way in 
which Venice doubles images in the reflections of its canals.

Fig. 08. A (Right) Carlo Scarpa’s Olivetti Showroom, Venice – axonometric of ground floor and 
mezzanine level. B (Left) Carlo Scarpa’s Olivetti Showroom, Venice – view of mezzanine.

Source: Figure 8A drawn by Gustavo Maldonado. Figure 8B photography by Sophia Psarra.

Fig. 09. Carlo Scarpa’s extension to Canova Museum, Possagno – plan (left) and gallery (right).
Source: Figures drawn by Gustavo Maldonado.
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Another linguistic motif used by Scarpa in the extension to Canova’s Museum 
is mise-en-byme, which means placing a copy of an image or object inside itself, 
like the snow globe in Orson Wells’ Citizen Cane. Metonymically referring to the 
prismatic windows at the corners of the tall space in the Canoviana extension, 
the glass cabinets containing figurines function as mini galleries inside the larger 
gallery, linking the scale of the building as a whole to that of the windows and the 
displays. Mise-en-byme has a strong presence in Soane’s Museum too. The vault 
sail in the Breakfast Room, the cork models of Pompeii and Gandy’s paintings of 
the Museum are demonstrations of Soane’s desire to embed his own architecture 
into the historical ancestry. The Breakfast room has been often discussed as a 
miniature version of Soane’s oeuvre, linking thematically his own career with 
architectural history, the larger narrative in the house, while the placement of his 
own bust in the Dome testifies to his desire to install himself in the panorama of 
architecture. 

Wholeness versus fragment and the preference for drawings
Architectural criticism has rarely explored the complex dynamics of space and 

time in architectural works, but rather looked at photographs, drawings and plans, 
fixing in one’s mind both a visual impression of architectural works as featured in 
an image and their abstractions in plans. A clear example is Colin Rowe’s analysis 
of Villa Malcontenta by Palladio and Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein, in which the 
momentary visual perception of the two buildings in photographs is compared 
with the synchronic perception of drawings (Rowe, 1976). A preference for 
drawings seems to be behind Bruno Zevi’s question: ‘Was Scarpa an architect’. 
This question was triggered by the fact that, in Zevi’s words, ‘Scarpa left behind 
no memorable plans’ (Murphy). In fact Scarpa left no plans at all but a series 
of layered drawings, palimpsests that worked as mechanisms for his thoughts 
rather than a set of instructions to builders of a finished object. Richard Murphy 
explains that Scarpa drew to build. For him there was no sequence of thought 
or organisation which ordered the progress of a project from general design 
concept to detailed construction (ibid.). Whilst representing a unity of craft and 
design, this approach has been criticised as attacking the edges of a problem at 
the expense of an overall unifying concept. 

For Zevi, Scarpa ‘would not start from a general set-up to later focus on 
structural joints and mouldings, he would reverse the process, attacking with 
ferocious inventiveness and extraordinary tension of energy each and every 
detail, in order to make them significant, in the certainty that from their dialogue 
and interlacement would spontaneously spring the message of the whole.’1 
The preference for drawings is a preference the historiography and criticism of 
architecture have demonstrated alongside the concepts of wholeness of form and 
composition as a relationship between parts and whole, whether this relationship 

1 Bruno Zevi quoted in Murphy, R., Ibid.
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represents a classical axial system or a picturesque composition. Scarpa stayed 
outside the influences of Western architectural academy, escaping the prejudice 
or impulse for wholeness, composition and the whole-part relationship.  

In Goodman’s terms, buildings mean in four ways: by denotation, as when 
meanings are denoted directly by texts onto their walls; exemplification, drawing 
attention to certain properties in the work; metaphorical or metonymic expression, 
referring to properties not possessed by a work, but expressed by the work; and 
finally, mediated reference, a chain of reasoning that leads to a succession of 
meanings linked by association by the work (Goodman, ibid.). Critics interpret 
Scarpa’s work as being about a metonymic articulation of found fragments, spoils 
of the constructed world, metonymic being a term that described the capacity 
of a fragment to express the whole, as in Goodman’s third category. Scarpa’s 
tectonic poetry was brought into being by the growth of a tradition within the 
trade of modernity. This tradition was based in the Venetian constructive ability 
to reconcile discrete building elements of disparate origin without being eclectic. 
Venetians built most of their city using building spoils that came from their trading 
routes. A clear example of a built structure made of found elements is the façade 
of San Sebastiano in Venice facing a narrow triangular campo. As Carlo Frascari 
explains the upper columns are shorter than those in the ground floor and raised 
on pedestals so that the two floors can have matching heights. This is because the 
columns on the upper level were found objects that came from another structure 
(Frascari, 2004). 

In Soane’s and Scarpa’s work, wholeness is not of greater significance than 
the ways in which space-time relationships structure the perception of the work, 
or the ways in which the fragment evokes the whole in the mind of the viewer. 
For these architects, the work takes shape and form in the process of moving and 
viewing rather than through a two-dimensional drawing, plan or elevation. The 
work comes alive through the ordering and rich relationships of space-time; the 
work becomes the process of interaction between the physical reality, the time-
based encounter of the viewer with the building and the processes that bind the 
different types of space-time in the mind of viewer. 

Architecture and Language: Analogy and Interaction
If collecting is ‘inherently a cult of fragments, a sticking together of material 

bias that stand as metonyms and metaphors for the world’ (Elsner, 1994), museums, 
exhibitions and private collections are not simply actual spaces organising spatial 
sequences and temporal experiences, but also world-making devices, staging and 
memorialising the past out of fragments as complete worlds within the walls of a 
cultural institution. The relationship of these institutions with knowledge, history, 
the past, present and future is mediated not only by twists and turns, orchestrated 
journeys through spaces and contents, but also through world-making, the exercise 
of collecting, classifying, organising, illustrating, annotating, visualising, writing 
and publishing.
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Markus and Cameron explain that language is a neglected subject in 
discussions of architecture, conventionally approached as a visual rather than 
verbal statement (2002). Any social practice, like architecture, has both verbal and 
aesthetic dimensions. While the syntax of space structures social relationships, 
these relationships, their meaningfulness, and the subtending relations of power 
are also a function of the ordering systems of language. These operate in the 
interactive production of the architectural brief as well as of the drawings and 
conventions that enable exchanges between architects, clients, contractors and 
builders. As to the aesthetic function of the linguistic analogy, any epic or myth 
from the Odyssey to Ariadne’s thread demonstrates the age-old relationship 
between space and language as symbolic media that interlace in imbuing our 
experience of buildings with narrative sense.2
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Don Carson
Senior Art Director, The Hettema Group, Pasadena, California, USA

Communicating our storytelling designs with 
new techniques and technologies

Introduction 
I am a veteran illustrator, designer, and art director in the worlds of theme 

park and video game design. Over the course of my career I have witnessed 
the evolution of the tools we use to communicate our designs to the various 
disciplines that will be responsible for implementing them. In that time, I have 
learned to reach for the tools that best supports that communication. This might 
come in the form of a quick sketch on a napkin or it might be delivered as a 
complete interactive virtual experience. I will describe how this evolution has 
influenced the various ways I currently communicate to both my clients and 
colleagues. I will describe the steps I have taken along the way and end with 
a few predictions regarding where we may be evolving as these tools become 
increasingly ubiquitous in our daily and professional lives.

How it used to be
When I left art college as an illustration major, I had been trained to expect that 

the tools I would be using in my career would primarily be traditional, tried and 
true mediums. Sketches would be followed by first loose then increasingly tighter 
color artwork. Design was a linear path from rough to finish, each step getting 
closer to a final design. Sketches were two-dimensional images, communicating 
depth, through the rules of perspective. All of my creative idols had worked using 
this method and all of my technical skills had been focused on communicating 
my designs through the use of pen & ink and watercolor. 

I was lucky enough to spend some of my formative professional years working 
as a Show Designer for Walt Disney Imagineering1. At WDI every effort was 
made to retain the creative spark found in those early drawings and bring it to 
the eventual physical product. I left WDI in the mid-1990s and moved to Oregon 
where I would continue my work as a freelance designer for all of the major 
players in the theme park industry. I discovered when “working-for-hire” that 
I was seldom invited to the meetings where my work would be presented, so 
my concept work needed to communicate much more on its own. The concepts 
needed to contain the depth of my intent since they would be translated later 
down the production process without the benefit of my being there to fill in any 
of the blanks. Quite literally, the success of my design depended on my ability to 

1 Walt Disney Imagineering - https://sites.disney.com/waltdisneyimagineering/
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infuse these sketches with all the information I could if there was any hope for 
these designs to guide the final product. 

Video games and the promise of a new way to design
Before leaving Disney I purchased my very first color home computer which 

came with a CD-Rom drive. While purchasing it I asked the clerk if they could 
recommend something that would take advantage of my new color screen and its 
ability to play CD-Roms, so they tossed a copy of Myst into my shopping basket. 
Myst2 was a revelation to me. It used all of the storytelling techniques that I was 
using as a theme park designer but it allowed for 40 hours of experience rather 
than the customary 15 minutes or less from a typical theme park attraction. Myst 
suggested that there was another outlet for a designer of themed environments 
like myself and so I looked to the computer game industry as a means to express 
my desire to transport my audience into environments that told stories. Around 
that same time, the game Doom II3 came out and although an entirely different 
genre from Myst, it hinted at the potential for creating 3D spaces that could be 
navigated using a mouse and keyboard. If only there was a way to combine the 
rich details of Myst with the full range of moment found in 3D shooters like the 
game Doom. More importantly, was there a potential for designers to use these 
tools to create virtual versions of the attractions they are designing as a means 
to proof their concepts before any concrete was poured or steel was welded into 
place? Although these connections seemed so obvious to me they were not to my 
fellow designers at Disney and it would take another 20 years before these tools 
would come close to offering a mainstream solution for designers. 

Transitioning to game design
After leaving Disney, I looked to the video game industry as a potential 

venue for my need to tell stories through environmental design. Unshackled by 
the law of gravity, the expense of physical materials, and the need to “keep the 
guests safe," video games seemed the perfect place to expand my environmental 
storytelling skills. Two things became quickly obvious to me upon entering the 
world of video games. Although there were no physical limitations, there were 
technical constraints, particularly in the mid-1990s where CPUs were hard pressed 
to render all but a few hundred polygons in any given environment. Another 
limitation came in the form of the mindset of the industry which struggled to 
imagine creating a game that didn’t involve some sort of achievement system or 
“something to shoot at”. My desire to explore more Myst-like projects was not 
shared by my video game industry employers, in fact they actively hated this new 
genre of exploration games.

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  41

Communicating our storytelling designs with new techniques and technologies

2 MYST - Cyan Inc. - https://cyan.com/games/myst/
3 Doom II - Id Software - October 10, 1994



In 2000 I came to the realization that both the theme park and video game 
industries were working towards similar goals but neither could recognize it. Each 
industry is striving to transport their audiences into worlds that include narratives 
which help move the experience along. They also share, very industry specific 
languages to describe and guide this process. Although they each have found 
solutions for telling stories within physical and visual spaces, neither can talk to 
the other, purely because they didn’t speak each other’s design language. This 
encouraged me to write an essay for the online game industry site Gamasutra4  
entitled “Environmental Storytelling: Creating Immersive 3D Worlds Using 
Lessons Learned from the Theme Park Industry”5. 

This article covered some of the fundamental aspects of theme park 
environment design and it encouraged both industries to reach out to each other 
to see where they could learn from the design principles that are both unique 
and shared between them. In the end this was only partially successful as games 
became more environmental and theme parks introduced more game mechanics 
and achievement systems. A side benefit from writing the articles was being 
introduced to Will Harvey6, a software engineer and entrepreneur who dreamed 
of creating the Metaverse7 and he wanted me to art direct it8. In 2000 I was hired 
as the senior art director at there.com where we explored the earliest version of 
an online community designed specifically for gathering people together within 
a virtual themed context.

Principles in practice
This began an eleven year journey working to bring the principles of 

environmental storytelling to the virtual world. The biggest challenge in 2000 
was the limits of personal computers especially when it came to our target 
market of regular everyday people, not just gamers with beefy 3D graphics 
cards and powerful CPUs. This meant that everything we designed needed to 
be as economical as possible while still delivering an immersive environment 
for hundreds of avatars to meet and socialize. Before working for Disney, I was 
the art director for the Renaissance Pleasure Faire9, festivals that took place 
in both northern and southern California. Our budgets, by Disney standards, 
were laughably small so we became very resourceful, recreating Elizabethan 
England using primarily plywood, burlap, and hay bales. Much like designing 
for the physical world, working in computer games during those early 3D days 
demanded that our designs be effective within limited budgets, in this case our 

Don Carson

4 www.gamasutra.com
5 https://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/131594/environmental_storytelling_.php
6 Will Harvey - https://www.linkedin.com/in/will-harvey-b15611/
7 Metaverse - https://www.matthewball.vc/all/themetaverse
8 https://themedenvironments.blogspot.com/2017/05/theme-park-101-therecom.html?q=there.com
9 Renaissance Pleasure Faire origins - https://fairehistory.org/faire-founders.html
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environments needed to be built using as few polygons as possible. Despite these 
limitations and the fact that we were twenty years too early to the virtual world 
party, we succeeded in creating immersive environments that had the potential of 
communicating a narrative. 

All the while I was building virtual worlds I continued to freelance for the 
theme park business. I found I was increasingly bringing the tools that I used for 
video games to the concept designs I was generating for these physical projects. 
In fact, in some cases the 3D tools did a better job of communicating my designs 
than the sketches once had. At the very least they were able to add a depth of 
thinking and detail that would increasingly compliment the more traditional 
sketches I was still producing.

Bringing you into the designs
Over the course of the past 20 years I have developed a hybrid approach to 

design where I fluidly move between both 2D and 3D output. What determines 
which tool I use is often based on which tool does the best job of communicating 
the concept to the clients and my fellow team members. The question “What will 
it look like?” is often followed by “How will it be built?” or “How much will it 
cost?”. These last two questions are often best answered by a 3D model, one that 
can be measured and estimated. The sketches deliver the creative design intent 
while the models allow for the architects and engineers on the project something 
to work with earlier in the design process. Still, as powerful as these tools were 
becoming, I still longed for the ability to explore and share these 3D designs 
beyond 2D renders or the occasional fly through video. I remained optimistic that 
one day we would be able to share the experience of our designs much like those 
early video games which have since grown into massive multiplayer communities 
filled with virtual environments.

In 2013 I found myself back in the theme park business full time as a Sr. 
Art Director at The Hettema Group10. Although my design work was initially 
very traditional, I continued to explore how the models I was creating could be 
shared virtually. Starting with the Unity11 game engine I could import my models 
and generate the first person shooter equivalent of a model tour. The fact that 
the presentations “felt” like a video game was often enough to keep colleagues 
from even investigating my designed environments and they certainly weren’t 
going to invest the time to learn these tools for themselves. Undeterred, I selfishly 
continued to explore and experiment. If nothing more, I was gaining valuable 
knowledge regarding my own designs based on my experiencing them in 3D.
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Virtual reality
The arrival of virtual reality headsets offers yet another opportunity to 

communicate a design but from inside of it. Early development of VR technology 
appeared to be predominately video game focused but over the years, industry 
and design tools have made their way into the offerings. Although imperfect, it 
is becoming much easier to quickly jump into your model to evaluate it from a 
first person perspective. It has been my observation that one of the greatest gifts 
of VR is that the moment you enter your model you can immediately confirm 
“what isn’t working”. This is valuable insight that traditionally doesn’t happen 
until years into the design, while the project is under construction, which is a time 
when changes are either very expensive or impossible. 

As a designer and art director my job is to communicate my designs through 
whatever tool will best illustrate both the aesthetic and practical aspects of the 
project. Originally this work was done with drawings only, but with virtual reality 
as a resource my design process has evolved to a new level. Although the pen 
and pencil are still often what I reach for as I begin to explore a new concept, I 
quickly move onto a virtual landscape to verify these early ideas. Whether I am 
3D sketching out a conceptual plan or roughing in the beginnings of walls and 
pathways, I find I reach for my VR headset multiple times a day to confirm that 
the design is heading in the desired direction. In many cases I bring these rough 
early sketches into the 3D world to help me determine scale and location before 
formalizing these elements as three dimensional objects. The back and forth 
between the drafting table and the virtual environment is becoming increasingly 
fluid and this process is becoming something I can share with my colleagues 
along the way.

Meeting in VR
The global pandemic created a world all too familiar with the idea of the 

Zoom meeting. We have now individually clocked hundreds of hours starring 
at each other as images on our computer screens and the process can get tiring. 
Most recently some of our teams have started to use Zoom only for our initial 
kickoff meetings, all subsequent gatherings happening inside VR as we meet to 
discuss the evolution of our model while we congregate inside of it. This means 
that no matter where each team member lives in the world we can tour the same 
environment, commenting on the evolving design from a first person perspective. 
Best of all we have unchained ourselves from the conference call and we can 
communicate through gestures and proximity. Another unforeseen benefit is that 
anyone with a VR headset can join us in these meetings. No longer are models 
only consumed by the creative department, anyone in the team can meet inside of 
these three dimensional environments with us! This means that even during the 
earliest phase of design the architects, engineers, and project management can get 
an early glimpse at the project they will ultimately be building.
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There are no perfect tools
It took me a while to come to the conclusion that I had been waiting for someone 

to create that perfect design environment but I have now come to realize that that 
tool may never come. We currently jump between software packages to generate 
the various assets that will ultimately be brought together for a presentation or 
as documentation for the project. These tools are constantly evolving and new 
tools are arriving all the time. Over the course of my career, I have left in my 
wake many applications that I became proficient using to only have them become 
suddenly unsupported and then finally made obsolete. What this means for us 
is that we need to become software agnostics, reaching for those tools we need 
at the moment and avoiding the temptation for us to identify ourselves by the 
applications we are good at. This also suggests that to stay relevant we need 
to be ever curious about what is coming next. I have seen too many seasoned 
colleagues fall back in the race forward when confronted with a new tool that 
appears potentially difficult to learn and master. My philosophy is that you only 
need to learn those functions available in any tool to do just the work you need to 
get the results you are looking for.

Another realization was that the best, friendliest, or most intuitive tools don’t 
necessarily reach the coveted position of becoming a ubiquitous industry standard. 
We all have had the experience of using software that can be frustratingly difficult 
and in some cases downright dismissive of the actual needs of the designers 
tasked with using them. We are forced to use them because the project demands 
it, even if, by doing so, you are adding unnecessary complexity to the process.

What do we do with these realities?
Trailblazing a new technology or even being willing to experiment with 

cutting edge tools can be scary to peers and established design studios. I have 
spent my years growing hoarse from evangelizing new technologies to a reluctant 
audience. I have come to the conclusion that the best way to teach is by example. 
Become the designer you imagine we could all be one day. Use the new tools 
that do the best job communicating your designs. It wasn’t that long ago that 
integrating 3D into the design process was a scary proposition, one that received 
a lot of pushback. Today, 3D tools are the norm, as we see the demand for pre-
visualization moving earlier and earlier into the design process. If VR is the best 
way for you to both confirm and communicate your design, use it, even if you are 
the only one doing so. At some point your fellow designers will become curious 
about the magic you appear to be doing as part of your contributions. Be patient 
with them and when they finally ask how they might do the same, become the 
patience teacher so that we all can evolve together.

I am an advocate for “over delivering” on an assignment. If the project needs 
a few still renders I will offer the presentation a fly through and narrated VR 
walkthrough videos. It is up to the project team to use what they want and discard 
the rest but more often than not, you are handing them images and documentation 
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they hadn’t known they could have asked for in the first place. As realtime 
rendering eliminates long rendering time, our ability to generate imagery has 
become effortless encouraging us to produce as many images as we want rather 
than the output dependent on the limited time or the CPU rendering power we 
have to produce them.

Balancing the traditional and the digital
I have recently run into situations where I am told that the client loves my 

rough sketches and specifically wants the design work to be presented using 
traditional physical mediums. Strangely, these sketches are well received but 
don’t necessarily make it into the final presentation in favor of tighter digital 
renders. I still think best and fastest with a pen in my hand and I often reach 
for my sketchbook first when starting any project. This quickly migrates to 3D 
tools where I can start roughly massing these ideas into three dimensional spaces. 
Still, it can be difficult for some clients to understand what they are looking at 
when faced with renders of a 3D model that might suggest the design is further 
along than it actually is. I have been working to find that illusive middle place 
where I can work fast and loose and yet still derive important information from a 
virtual model, while making sure the results remain conceptual. To do this I have 
started scanning my rough sketches and using them as placeholder flats inside 
the virtual model and in some cases using these roughs as textures applied to the 
virtual surfaces. This means that I am consciously avoiding applying any photo-
real textures, that might be offered by the software I am using, in favor of keeping 
the spirit of conceptual design alive. The side benefit is that I can now wander 
around inside my rough sketches, and there is no doubt in the mind of our client 
that these models represent conceptual exploration rather than our suggesting a 
final design this early in the process.

Designs unshackled from budget and limitation
Until recently I was living under the belief that to produce my very niche form 

of art, I needed a combination of a venue I can fill and a huge amount of investment 
dollars to spend. Although this is true for my day job, I realized that in the past, to 
design a theater set, I needed a physical theater, or to design an attraction I needed 
a theme park. Yes, there are those projects that necessitate both of those things but 
there is a new landscape where I can scratch my itch to design places and share 
them with others. I also now have an infinite canvas where I can explore ideas and 
concepts that would otherwise need investors and luck to grant me the funds and 
time to make them a reality. We are beginning to see a small army of maverick 
architects explore how light plays in and around conceptual structures through 
the use of rendering engines and VR. I too have recently created virtual theme 
park rides that can be experienced by anyone around the world and these don’t 
need to be physical to be enjoyed. I have also recently had my traditional rules of 
place making challenged to imagine that scale is relative and your imagination is 
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no longer constrained by a budget beyond the hardware being used to present it. I 
have also learned that the amount of time it takes for me to create these places is 
relative as well. I can sculpt objects and places with the ease of making balloon 
animals and I can invite friends and colleagues to come experience these places 
with me. The only price to pay is the cost of a VR headset and a little willingness 
to learn a few new tools.

In conclusion
Twenty-five years later my dream of marrying the freedom of exploration found 

in video games with the design process used for creating physical environments 
has finally come true. Upon reflection the way we have communicated our 
designs in the past has been through 2D pictographs, a special code that can be 
read by those that have learned to those flat drawings and turn them into physical 
places. The same is true of the fact that 40 years ago we were trained to use what 
is essentially a bar of soap with buttons on it as an input device to create these 
drawings. Even when we design 3D objects and environments, we are doing so 
on two dimensional screens. We are finally at the very beginning of being able 
to design our environments while inhabiting them, and best of all, we can do it 
together.
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Architecture and Allegory, A Tale of Three Sites

Architectural Narratives, Allegory and Issues of Site
The architectural narratives in this paper are used as means to interpret 

buildings and spatially reinterpret research material. History and/or historical 
events are not regarded as passive sources of information but are actively 
prescribed within current architectural sites and reworked as design proposals. 
Hence, events that would otherwise be consigned to memory or totally forgotten 
are retold and given new meanings. The reading of architecture over time enables 
multiple interpretations, depending on the physical and/or theoretical contexts in 
which the works are located at particular moments. At the most basic levels of 
interpretations these narratives revolve around programme and function or are 
recounted through the marks of the environment and user patterns. (Lau, 2016) 
These chronological shifts, and the ensuing gaps between form, function and site, 
create opportunities for differences of opinions concerning meaning and use to 
emerge.

Additionally, the notion of narrative in relation to the process of architectural 
design has wider implications where works of architecture are concerned. In this 
paper, the narratives derived from research material are expressed as experiential 
architectural qualities and/or literally, as physical components. Underpinned 
by theoretical understandings of Elizabethan and modern allegory, the study 
considers the consequences of didactic and dialectic approaches in the shaping 
and construction of the ensuing narratives. In didactic allegory the use of different 
readings leads to similar meanings while dialectic allegory advances individual 
interpretations through facilitating active user participation. In the recounting 
of architectural narratives, dialectical allegory acknowledges the important 
contribution of people, exploits the inevitable shifts and gaps, and engages the 
user to the extent that new meanings are created.

The Ditchley Portrait, c.1592, and the National Portrait Gallery, London where 
this portrait of Queen Elizabeth I is exhibited anchor these discussions through 
ideas of analysis, representation and design. (Fig.01) The first narrative starts 
with stories of and in the Portrait, a painting that adheres to Elizabethan ideas of 
allegory and the notion of ‘lost sense of sight’. This approach to representation is 
manifested through issues of conveyance and includes the construction of visual 
symbols embedded with allegorical references as well as allusions to specific 
narratives. (Strong, 1977) These compositional techniques are also inherent in the 
construction and reading of the Accession Day Tilts, a major sixteenth-century 
event that is tightly intertwined with the elaborate.

Festivities concerning the inception of the Portrait. These analytical studies 
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Fig.01. Queen Elizabeth I, also referred to as the Ditchley Portrait, c. 1592, attributed to Marcus 
Gheeraerts the Younger, oil on canvas, (2413 x 1524 mm). 

The main composition depicts the Queen standing on a globe, specifically on England with her 
feet pointed in the direction of Ditchley in Oxfordshire. The remaining elements scattered around 

the figure of the Queen consist of storm clouds, a burst of sunshine, three Latin mottoes and 
a sonnet. She is positioned as a figure between England and God, thus pertaining to George 
Peele’s description of her as a ‘great Empresse of the world’ and ‘Star of Englands Globe’. 

(Frye, 1993; Horne, 1952, p. 232)
Source: National Portrait Gallery, London, UK
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are essential for the reconstruction of Ditchley Manor and Woodstock Palace 
as neither building survives, and the historical site confines are not definite. 
Hence historical knowledge as manifested by means of associated memories and 
intangible allegorical narratives that can be read  through the Portrait are critical 
to site investigations. The bequeathment and displacement of the Portrait to the 
Gallery in 1933 furthers the discourse on allegory through analysing the site-
specific narratives derived from the original Gallery designed by Ewan Christian 
in 1896, and the outcomes of the major overhaul by Dixon Jones Architects in 
2000 that concealed substantial aspects of the Gallery’s architectural history.

These explorations demonstrate that the multi-faceted role of narrative in 
design practice can be enhanced through co-authorship and multidisciplinary 
collaborations with fields like art history and archaeology. This approach to 
envisioning narratives is important because it highlights the different manners 
that architectural narratives can be revealed through precise research material and 
methodologies that are discipline specific. Most importantly, these new working 
practices and the sharing of expertise expand the capacity for user intervention to 
shape the reading of the work through knowledge and use and, additionally create 
individual narratives.

The Ditchley Portrait: Allusion and historical presence 
The larger-than-life-size painting that depicts the Queen as both ruler of 

England and the universe with divine powers to banish storms and usher in the 
sun was part of an ‘orchestrated propaganda program designed to build up the 
crowne’ at the advent of the English Reformation. (Strong, 1987, p. 12; Yates, 
1975) The English monarch was subsequently proclaimed the supreme head of 
the Church of England. Allegory was employed to allude to certain points of 
view and enhance the potency of particular narratives that were apparent in the 
work. Understanding the meaning of key elements in works of art was a skill 
that sixteenth century viewers were trained in. Akin to medieval art, the allusion 
to specific narratives through the placement of objects within a picture plane is 
emphasised. Hence the term ‘perspective of mind and/or meaning’ is also used as 
the accurate depiction of scale and optical distance required for a visually unified 
picture is disregarded. Significantly, this approach enabled the ‘unambiguous 
affirmation of dynastic control and power’ to be articulated through portraiture, 
and pageantry during major state festivals. (Howard, 1995, p. 69.) The latter was 
most evident on Accession Day where the jousting events were staged in the 
tiltyard of Whitehall Palace and the public could witness the knights pay homage 
through exaggerated didactic enactments of devotion and loyalty. Similar to 
paintings, the sixteenth-century audience could understand the implied meanings 
embedded in the rhetorical structure and aesthetic language of the fixed narratives 
in these displays. Hence the term ‘lost sense of sight’ alludes to the fact that the 
ability to see and understand works of art and/or performances presented in this 
manner is no longer common practice. 
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Even though there are no existing visual images that depict the Tilts, the 
Ditchley portrait is hailed as a reflection of these significant celebrations. This 
painting was commissioned by Sir Henry Lee, who was the Queen’s Champion 
and credited as ‘one of the builders of Elizabethan mythology’ for his role in 
devising the extravagant annual court festival of the Tilts.1 (Yates, 1995, p. 9) 
Significantly, the work was first unveiled by Lee to the Queen as part of private 
entertainments that were stretched over two days in Ditchley and Woodstock in 
Oxfordshire. There are no detailed records and the geographical extents of the 
two sites are used interchangeably in discussions of these events. 

The earliest verifications of the Portrait and Lee’s ‘old Elizabethan house’ 
were recorded by the antiquarians Thomas Hearne in 1718, and George Vertue 
in 1762. Architectural descriptions of Lee’s sixteenth-century Elizabethan manor 
in Ditchley which subsequently burned down, refer to a long hall in which the 
said portrait hung. (Strong, 1987, p. 135) The alleged site is presently occupied 
by Ditchley Mansion, commissioned by the second Earl of Litchfield in 1722, 
and designed by James Gibbs. There is also enough reason to believe that some 
of the organised festivities could have taken place at Woodstock Palace which 
Lee was responsible for as of 1573, and located in the vicinity of Ditchley Manor. 
Woodstock was demolished in 1720 and the reputed site, marked by a stone 
memorial now forms part of Blenheim Palace and Gardens.

While ‘lost sense of sight’ literally refers to the fact that these buildings are 
no longer visually evident, it also suggests a lack of inference and the ability to 
use works and knowledge from other disciplines to allude to and (re)construct 
architecture. In this instance, through analysing ideas of representation as 
initiated by the Portrait, the use of allegory and narratives can inspire the readers’ 
imaginations to recreate the festivities of the Tilts, as well as these significant 
historical sites.

1 While the idea of an annual event honouring the day of a monarch’s accession is not exclusive to 
England, the earliest records of this form of celebrations date from the reign of Elizabeth I.



Ewan Christian’s National Portrait Gallery: Defining ‘lost sense of 
sight’ differently

The Portrait was lost to sight for the next century until its displacement to the 
Gallery in 1933. This new phase started with Viscount Dillon’s bequeath, with 
records in the Gallery’s Heinz archive detailing the transportation of the Portrait 
from his Ditchley residence in Oxfordshire to London. There is no documentation 
of the Portrait between Hearne and Vertue’s accounts, and Dillon’s gift.

The Gallery’s current site in the west end, located to the north of the National 
Gallery was offered in early May 1889, on condition that the unsightly blank 
wall belonging to the latter on the eastern elevation would be covered. It was to 
be on this narrow strip of land between the blank wall and St Martin’s Place that 
a portion of the new building would sit. This portion was to be paid for by the 
government as the additional space promised to the National Portrait Gallery. 
(Fig.02) The narrative concerning this next site regards Christian’s design that 
enabled the east wing of the Gallery to appear as integral with the National 
Gallery’s short façade.2  (Hulme, et al. 2000) This design strategy is elaborated 
alongside Fig.03. Visual deception was adopted as a design strategy to address 
the stipulated requirements through continuing the language of the first three 
corner windows of the National Gallery at the junction of Trafalgar Square and 
St Martin’s Place. (Fig.03)

Hence ideas of allusion and spatial deception can be used to analyse the way 
the design of the east wing was approached. This is most apparent in the didactic 
manner in which the east wing visually alludes to being part of the National 
Gallery despite belonging to the other building spatially. Hence the visual reading 
of the east wing does not reflect the alleged ownership of the spaces. Similar to 
the ability that enabled sixteenth-century viewers to comprehend the intention of 
allegorical symbols in works of art, the term ‘lost sense of sight’ in this instance 
can be applied to the situation regarding knowledge of how the architecture of 
the east wing came to be. This design narrative is not apparent to viewers and 
the reading of the façade when viewed from the outside remains unrelated to 
general assumptions concerning the Gallery’s spatial organisation. Accordingly, 
knowledge of this story will certainly facilitate the viewers’ participation in the 
historical and allegorical reading of the building. This dialetical approach will 
enrich his and/or her level of understanding and appreciation of the façade.

2 The National Portrait Gallery was officially declared open to the public on 4 April 1896. 
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Fig.02. Site Layout Plan, National Portrait Gallery, c. 1900, London, Ewan Christian
Source: National Portrait Gallery, London, UK. The text and highlights are added by the author.

Fig.03. This image shows the east wing facade of the National Portrait Gallery, London 
Ewan Christian’s east wing facade was designed to blend seamlessly into the National Gallery’s 

short facade along St Martin’s Place in order that the two Galleries should appear as a single 
building. The success of Christian’s design also meant that this east wing was commonly 

assumed to be part of the National Gallery. Hence this facade has remained little altered over 
the years despite the east wing having since been given over to the National Gallery during 

negotiations for the major overhaul in 2000. 
(The description of the facade from left to right) The first three windows form part of William 

Wilkin’s 1838 short facade design for the corner of the National Gallery. Christian’s design for 
this east facade of the National Portrait Gallery almost half a century later, follows the same 
two-storey height with a continuous parapet and balustrade line. This horizontal line visually 

continues through to the design of the delineation and string courses. The issue of scale 
is further addressed by the use of similarly proportioned and spaced Corinthian columns, 

and rectilinear windows with similar frame details to that of the National Gallery. The facade 
concludes with Christian’s design for the entrance block of the National Portrait Gallery.

Source: Author’s own
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NPG 2000: Perspective of meaning and use
A century later, lengthy negotiations with the National Gallery resulted in 

another design solution that also concerned windows. This time to accommodate 
the ‘right of light’ easement in the site of the shared courtyard between both 
Galleries. The ensuing NPG 2000 project was essentially a triple volume block 
that was inserted into this shared space in exchange for the aforementioned 
east wing being returned to the National Gallery. The proposal necessitated the 
bricking up of the original courtyard windows for protection due to conservation 
and planning laws.3  (Figs.02 and 04) Consequently, this material feature of history 
is completely hidden from the views and knowledge of the current visitors. 

In archaeological studies, knowledge inferred from interpreting material finds 
enable a study of the human past. Architecture is part of this material culture, 
and through design practice the knowledge and finds can be appropriated 
to assume some form of contemporary presence. This rigorous translation 
of research material into works of architecture encourages history to be (re)
presented and take on its own relevance in the present-day to further inherent 
transformational qualities. Hence the courtyard is understood by archaeologists 
as a quantifiable material space to delve into as well as a conduit to the past 
with an existing narrative that occurs within. In this instance, the notion of ‘lost 
sense of sight’ extends to the physical context of the entrance concourse, and how 
deeper knowledge of historical events facilitates an enhanced experience for the 
current users. The application of excavation and dissemination techniques from 
considered archaeological traditions will enable innovative manners by which to 
reveal these features. The response to these changes can be manifested in design 
practice as new finds are discovered and new narratives constructed. (Lau, 2020)

The site of the NPG2000 courtyard insert which also serves as the new 
entrance concourse is anchored by an auditorium in the basement, a mezzanine 
floor, balcony gallery, rooftop restaurant and significantly, the Tu¬dor Gallery 
hovering within the triple height space where the Ditchley Portrait is currently 
exhibited. (Figs.05 and 06)

Multi-faceted Narratives and Design Practice
The discussions reveal the design strategies adopted and the consequent 

response of each proposal to specific situations. These notions of sites within 
sites advocate for the intertwined architectural narratives to be further devised 

3 The project was so termed as the negotiations started at the turn of this millennium. The 
windows were bricked up for protection in accordance with English Heritage regulations. 
In general a listed building, the National Gallery in this instance, may not be demolished or 
altered without special permission from the local planning authority and the appropriate central 
government agencies. Available at: 
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/ (accessed 19.03.2021).
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Fig.04.  This image is titled ‘High View, Construction of the Floor Slab for the Lecture Theatre’ 
This image forms part of a series of photographs that recorded the transformation of the 

courtyard during the construction process of the NPG2000 project. The picture was taken by John 
Goto in January 2000. 

Source: National Portrait Gallery, London, UK

Fig.05.  (Left) The new triple height entrance concourse
Fig.06.  (Right) The new Tudor Gallery exhibiting the Ditchley Portrait 

The blocked up windows are currently hidden behind the internal elevations of the entrance 
concourse. This new Tudor Gallery that houses the Ditchley Portrait is on the top level.

Sources: Fig.05. Author’s own. Fig.06. National Portrait Gallery, London, UK
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as dialogues with the users to enhance the reading and experiential qualities of 
the works. The narratives serve to confront, place and integrate chronological 
shifts to initiate the notion of multiple interpretations in the meaning, reading 
and experience of these sites. This supports the underlying argument that ‘there 
is always a history of drawings, objects and buildings within and against which 
an architectural work can be seen’. (Manoloupolou, 2013, p. 124) Through issues 
of transience and permanence, a work of architecture can function both as a 
historical marker and a catalyst for transformation. In The Architecture of the 
City Aldo Rossi discusses the manner in which history preserved as built form 
enables aspects of the past to be experienced in the present, and that architecture is 
essentially a collection of ‘other architectures’ located within a historical lineage. 
(Szacka, n.d.) This also implies that every site has its own narrative that can be 
woven into a work of architecture, and the story can be simultaneously composed 
of material remains as well as related historical events. Buildings have their own 
inherent narratives and user participation is generally inevitable through issues 
of use and habitation. To avoid the argument of multiple interpretations being 
an accidental and existing by-product, design authorship can ensure that the 
occurrence of different readings and experiences shift from an assumption to a 
working focus. (Lau, 2016)

Each of the sites discussed has its own tale concerning allusion, inception and 
construction. The recording and recounting of history are not linear processes and 
all views expressed are interpretations of selected research material. Hence in 
design practice the process of (re)constructing and ‘erasing’ history is dependent 
on how a work of architecture responds to a particular site at a given moment, and 
how spaces are used and experienced by the inhabitants. (Lau, 2020) Particular 
meanings from precise sources can be used to construct new narratives that 
are articulated through the architecture, and these allusions can be spatially 
considered in their entirety or occur as architectural fragments. The occurrences 
imbue the spaces with alternative readings and connotations, which are further 
subject to interpretation. This dialetical layering of meaning over function allows 
for the possibility of new dialogue to be created between design conversations, 
the site and the user to enrich the experience of the work. Time enables buildings 
and people to tell stories of themselves and through interactions with each other. 
Hence the term ‘lost sense of sight’ can be simultaneously applied to the analysis 
and reading of all these sites that are visible and/or alluded to, and suitably 
demonstrates the idea ‘layers of meaning’. 

The reconstruction of different research fragments through analysis and 
complex networks encompassing historical, archaeological and theoretical 
research, conceptual and spatial design strategies as well as construction 
knowledge establish how narratives can include different disciplines and range of 
tools to enrich architectural design practice. The research processes established 
through the introduction of multiple authorships that are receptive to new ideas, 
techniques and operating systems facilitate open-ended narratives. This is 
important as the assumption of a singular claim to authorship in the practice of 
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architecture is misleading. The notion of authorship has always been ambiguous 
and the meaning of the project changes at different stages. Buildings are made 
by many people and inherently used and appropriated by different people in 
numerous ways. This inherent dialectial quality contests the straightforward 
argument that buildings are conceived, constructed and attributed to a single 
architect and/or a singular source and makes the idea of a single claim to 
authorship questionable. (Lau, 2016) In this instance, the multidisciplinary proto-
practice that includes the creation of new meanings and different readings of the 
work is furthered through focused approaches that embrace different skillsets. 
Collaborative efforts resulting in new working methods and perspectives ensure 
the provision of innovative ways to encourage an ongoing dialogue with the user. 
The different aspects in terms of historical events, site features, and the allusion 
of these events and features to other narratives provide a landscape of different 
readings that not only contribute to their presence and historical significance, 
but also reflect the different disciplines involved. This also implies that in order 
for the users’ impact to be a conscious consequence, the construction of the 
design strategy needs to be deliberate and integrated from the outset. Hence the 
additional consideration of ideas and conversations outside the immediate field 
of architecture is implemented to knowingly generate narratives and further the 
possibilities and outcomes of multiple interpretations.

Here, the methodology is structured to facilitate dialetical individual 
interpretations through the development of narratives that express a range of 
readings and responses pertaining to different sources. Hence the notion of 
multiple interpretations is explored through the architectural narrative and used 
to construct a dialogue with the user. Precise decisions that stage the works 
differently, question known conventions and encourage user involvement, result 
in the creation of new meanings and different readings of the material. These 
further reveal different manners of envisioning multiple user-centric multi-
faceted architectural narratives. 
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Lee Skolnick 
SKOLNICK Architecture + Design Partnership, New York, NY, United States

Narrative in Action: A Litmus Test

Introduction 
In previous papers on the subject of narrative (Skolnick 2005; 2012), I have 

tried to make the case for two somewhat opposing positions: the recognition 
of the fundamental and natural role of narrative as a tool for making meaning 
through design, and a critique of an oversimplified interpretation of narrative as 
it is often deployed by curators, educators, and designers. These papers stayed 
predominantly rooted in the academic and theoretical exploration of the topic, 
although I did cite examples of projects which were exemplars, both positive and 
negative, to illustrate some of the arguments I made. Significantly, I proposed 
the drafting of a new vocabulary both to explain and to differentiate aspects and 
the relative potency of narrative as a strategic objective, as a process and as an 
existential state of being.  This language included terms such as representation, 
embodiment, revelation, and epiphany.   These terms, co-opted from other realms 
of inquiry and exposition, brought out relevant associations with art, philosophy 
and religion, all of which conveyed a cross-disciplinary context that conferred a 
broader, yet more particular set of connections.  In some ways, my hope was that I 
would describe various phenomena associated with narrative convincingly enough 
to render these words useful in discussing and exposing some foundational ideas. 

However, it occurred to me that what I omitted in these previous papers was the 
analysis of specific projects, both with regard to their genesis and their ultimate 
effectiveness.  In an attempt to deepen and broaden the discourse surrounding 
narrative, what I will aim to do this time around will be to trace the impact of 
a few distinctly different experiences that we have designed, noting how they 
reached toward the holy grail of embodiment through operationalizing narrative 
for all its profound interpretive potential. Implicit in this exploration will be 
the underlying presumption that the concept, or better the practice, of narrative 
design is often somewhat misunderstood, or at least superficially interpreted 
and deployed. We must transcend the prosaic notion that “narrative” equals 
“storytelling”. We must go beyond the objective of mere “representation” and 
seek to achieve an essential “embodiment”. As much as our creative design work 
is ultimately aimed at interpreting complex or even abstract content and making 
it tangible, meaningful, and relevant to those who receive/experience it, so too 
must we invert our perspective to dissect and examine a heterogenous group of 
real projects in order to explore and uncover the lessons they can offer to us.

To provide the most valuable and instructive information to our design 
colleagues, I have chosen three case studies to illustrate a range of salient points 
for consideration. While they are all projects with high “interpretive quotients”, 
they vary greatly as to program, context and scope. One is a relatively modest 
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Following more than a decade after the events of 9/11, why make a museum 
to tell the story of it again when the enormous (and enormously funded) 9/11 
Memorial and Museum does such a good job of it?  For two reasons.  First, there 
is something completely different and painfully personal in hearing about how 
this nightmare was experienced by those who witnessed it and those who were 
directly impacted by its horror and the loss of loved ones.  There is nothing more 
authentic, more moving, or more inspirational than these first-person accounts.  
The second reason, although growing naturally out of the first, combines the 
unstated but fundamental intertwined goals of giving the survivors a venue in 
which to reflect upon the events and share stories of hope and resiliency, and 
at the same time motivating visitors to find their own ways to make the world a 
better place.  It was with these ambitious objectives in mind that the storyline, and 
ultimately the design of the exhibition experience was crafted.

but intense exhibition project in New York City; the second is the architectural 
design of a large, community-based public school; and the third is a sprawling 
entrepreneurial education campus for which we provided complete architectural 
and site design as well as exhibits and graphics.  What ties these projects together 
is their roots in interpretive experiential design and the foundational use of 
narrative as a means of organizing and presenting their underlying themes.

By offering up these designed experiences which differ with respect to their 
explicit vs. implicit reliance on, and communication of their essential narratives, 
I will hope to assist design practitioners in their successful employment of 
interpretation in service to embodied meaning-making. Or better, to bridge the 
gaps from exposition to revelation to epiphany.

9/11 Tribute Museum

Fig. 01. Left: Dark colors and jagged geometry evokes feelings of chaos and sorrow; Fig. 02. 
Right: Bright colors and rounded forms lift visitors’ spirits

Source: Left: Photo by SKOLNICK Architecture + Design Partnership; Right: Photo courtesy of 
9/11 Tribute Museum

Lee Skolnick
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How does such a visceral narrative unfold?  How is it organized?  How does 
the story manifest itself through the four-dimensional medium that is exhibition 
design?  To approach these questions, we must tap the powerful potential that 
is generated by people moving through space, impacted and influenced by 
such design tools as dynamic changes in lighting, choreography of movement, 
ambient and interactive audio and video presentations, shaping and relative 
sizing of spaces, and the richly interpretive qualities of materials.  Through the 
strategic deployment of these baseline design elements, and a harnessing of their 
suggestive and associative qualities, we can more forcefully impart stories in 
a manner that is the distinguishing advantage of the exhibition as a means of 
communication.  And, if we are particularly successful in utilizing these design 
elements, we can aspire to realizing the kinds of revelations and epiphanies that 
will result in the visitor feeling empowered and responsible to take action in their 
own lives.

Through concentrated and focused interaction with the survivors, the first 
responders, and many others, we were able to discern a set of patterns and 
guidelines – a narrative – which could help us to embody the qualities that 
characterized the specific situation of 9/11 and the transformative objectives that 
we set out for ourselves.  These included such transitional phenomena as darkness 
to light, jagged to smooth, chaos to calm, monumental to intimate, dense to open.  

On the operative level, we sought to have these design techniques serve to drive 
home the ultimate, embedded themes of tragedy to hope, and most importantly, 
witness/victim to protagonist/activist.

Fig. 03. Concept Diagrams for 9/11 Tribute Museum
Source: Design by SKOLNICK Architecture + Design Partnership



As it happens (and this is the belief and faith in the process that we must 
bring to every situation), these individual strategies were synthesized in an 
overriding design concept, a narrative which we utilized to structure and propel 
the entire experience:  radiating ripples, like the concentric resultant movement 
on the surface of a pond when a pebble is tossed into its calm, static state – the 
natural and implacable evolution from the central point of disruption all the way 
out to the dissolving of the ripples into the smooth normalcy of the surrounding 
environment.

As a final, summative yet open-ended chapter of the exhibition, there is 
the sense of release and hopefulness when visitors are encouraged and invited 
to be agents of change in order to counteract the negative and replace it with 
the possibilities that personal action can offer to both the individual and the 
community.

If we did our job right, all the various constituent parts of the narrative would 
blend together seamlessly to transcend the specific story and immerse visitors in 
the healing light of positive and active participation.

Fig. 05. Left: The “Seeds of Service” exhibit; Fig. 06. Right: Visitors add their pledges
Source: Left: Photo courtesy of 9/11 Tribute Museum; Right: Photo courtesy of Unified Field, Inc.

Lee Skolnick
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Schools don’t have to be designed as anonymous, generic places to learn.  Then 
why do so many schools look alike regardless of where they are?  Additionally, 
there’s more than one way to teach.  So why are we bound by regulations and 
guidelines that drastically limit the potential for educators’ own creativity?  We were 
given the opportunity to address these fundamental questions by an exceptionally 
dedicated and visionary school district in Casper, Wyoming.  It was clear that we 
were dealing with an extraordinary client due to the very circumstances of our 
engagement.  Representatives of the district attended an American Alliance of 
Museums (AAM) Conference in Denver, Colorado because they suspected that 
museum designers might have a unique and valuable perspective on what it takes 
to “re-think elementary education” in a compelling way. 

As always, at the outset we were determined to find an essence that could 
be identified as the fundamental and defining nature of the particular locale and 
its culture.  Through our own independent research, coupled with a tremendous 
amount of outreach to and feedback from all levels of project stakeholders 
(teachers, students, parents, local officials and businesspeople, and potential 
contributors), we unearthed a veritable plethora of themes and characteristics 
that were uniquely Casper.  Ultimately, these coalesced around the overriding 
theme of ‘convergence’ – of people, weather, explorers, geography – and its 
corollary in the idea of a ‘village square’ – a place where a divergent collection 
of individuals and groups come together to create a sense of belonging, mutual 
support, understanding, celebration, and unity.  A community.

Summit Elementary School

Narrative in Action: A Litmus Test
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Fig. 07. Interior of Summit Elementary School
Source: Photo by SKOLNICK Architecture + Design Partnership



The spirit of community informed a fresh approach to making the school into 
a true ‘center’.  And the interpretation of this center, this village square, this 
commons, led us to envision a procession and a spatial organization that would 
naturally generate beneficial social interaction. And it worked!

Instead of dropping their children at the curb, parents and caregivers parked 
their cars, came into the large central space, and gathered at welcoming picnic 
tables to grab a coffee, or to wait to see the space morph from morning staging 
area to mid-day cafeteria to afternoon gymnasium and auditorium.  The story that 
unfolded was one of a special place that would be a crossroads, where ‘learning 
houses’ would encircle the ‘town square’.  Where art studios and science labs would 
merge as ‘creativity studios’.  Where the library would serve as an ‘information 
commons’ and where ‘learning houses’ would be easily transformable through 
the deployment and manipulation of furniture and partitions that could define 
spaces of differing scales and proportions.

Fig. 10. Left: Creativity Studio at Summit Elementary School; Fig. 11. Right: Flexible seating
Source: Photos by SKOLNICK Architecture + Design Partnership

Lee Skolnick
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A bare tree trunk that appears to pierce a glass wall, joining outside to inside 
and imperceptibly transitioning from its natural state to a fabricated bench.  A 
reflecting pool which abuts a natural pond and whose bottom is lined with scattered 
small tiles that coalesce to spell out the word “focus”.   A tight corridor whose 
floor is a series of monitors running a loop of videos of challenging pathways, 
including churning lava, shifting ice floes, and a cable bridge over a deep ravine.  
What are these unusual experiential features doing in a facility that purports to aid 
entrepreneurs in growing their businesses by adopting professional management 
strategies?  The answer is that they are attempting to enhance the message 
that Aileron is a place where visitors are immersed in the endemic themes that 
characterize the life of an entrepreneur.

Once again, the path to understanding what the unique characteristics of 
entrepreneurship were was one of research and first-person input from those who 
were themselves deeply immersed in that world.  Of particular value were the 
extensive conversations with the founder and patron of the organization.  Having 
lived the entrepreneur’s life from the inception of his business, through the 
trials and tribulations of sustainability and growth, and finally to extraordinary 
success, he was uniquely suited to impart the “traits of an entrepreneur” that are 
the inspiration and foundation for the organization.  And it was in pursuit of the 
‘embodiment’ of these themes that the design for Aileron was aimed.

Narrative in Action: A Litmus Test
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Fig. 12. Left: Change Corridor; Fig. 13. Center: Focus Pond; Fig. 14. Right: Risk Corridor
Source: Left: Photo by Alan Karchmer; Center: Photo by Aileron; Right: Photo by Alan Karchmer



Every element of the design was conceived to communicate fragments 
of a story, the sum total of which would constitute the greater narrative.  One 
significant element was the name itself.   An ‘aileron’ is the flap on the trailing 
edge of an airplane wing which enables navigation and stability.  The Aileron 
mission is to act in that capacity and advise business owners as to how they can 
operationalize these strategies in their own businesses.  This message, along with 
the serendipitous fact that Dayton, Ohio is both the home of the Wright Brothers 
and a concentrated hub for aviation in general, led us to design the floating, wing-
like roofs which are one of Aileron’s most distinctive architectural features.

It should be noted, however, that I would categorize this design element as 
a good example of ‘symbolic representation’, not a salient narrative point of 
embodiment.  Rather, it is in the implicit and explicit interventions that I have 
noted above and many others that the subtle (and not so subtle) ingrained storyline 
is suggested and revealed.  The message that an entrepreneurial life must confront 
and embrace the ‘journey’ is imbedded in the ‘journey corridor’, a teak-lined 
passage which is punctuated by quotes about ‘journey’ from figures who have 
lived that dynamic existence and/or opined on the theme, including world leaders, 
philosophers, writers, and other notable personalities.  These quotes, cast into 
bronze plaques, are accompanied by tiny video monitors that display journeys in 
nature, from seasonal wildlife migrations to the journey of water from its source 
through lakes and rivers and finally, emptying into the sea.

Lee Skolnick
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Fig. 15. Left: Traits of an Entrepreneur; Fig. 16. Right: Detail
Source: Left: Photo by Alan Karchmer; Right: Photo by Lee Skolnick



Another revelatory design feature appears in the large multi-use auditorium, 
where the need for acoustical dampening is addressed through the installation 
of fabric-wrapped panels onto which are printed digital images depicting aerial 
views of the Dayton region, reminding clients that in order to best serve their 
businesses they must remove themselves from working ‘in’ their businesses to 
working ‘on’ their businesses, and that this requires them to view things from 
30,000 feet. These and other designed interventions worked together to embody 
the central narrative which used the “traits of an entrepreneur” as a road map.

Analysis and Conclusion
The foregoing examples are meant to illustrate some of the techniques we 

utilized for embodying a given narrative within a designed experience and 
inducing impactful revelations in the minds of visitors/participants/users.  But 
how do we gauge the success of our efforts in this regard?  In actuality, it’s harder 
than it might seem.  Because powerful revelations, and to an even greater degree 
epiphanies, require an internalized synthesis that may take time to emerge and 
develop, typical post-experience evaluation techniques cannot be relied upon to 
be conclusive.  And on the other hand, because these realizations can be fleeting, 
or even operating below the conscious level, it might be very difficult to ask the 
right questions and/or pinpoint the types of responses that would be indicative of 
realizing the desired objectives.

In the absence of more tailored evaluative methods, we turned to those who 
operate and manage the venues cited above in order to glean from them the most 
relevant feedback available to measure our effectiveness.  Significantly, each of 
the three projects employed its own type of visitor feedback.  

In the case of the 9/11 Tribute Museum, the experience concludes with an 
invitation to visitors to offer their own thoughts on how to improve the lives of 
their neighbors and society in general.  The medium for recording their responses 
are the good, old fashioned pencil and index cards.  This familiar and consciously 
analog means for compiling first-hand impressions seemed to be more fitting 
to the mission and tone of the museum than a cold, digital/electronic interface 
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Fig. 17. Left: 30,000 feet Auditorium; Fig. 18. Right: Quotes on the Journey Corridor wall
Source: Photos by SKOLNICK Architecture + Design Partnership



in terms of eliciting sensitive, deeply personal feelings. Below is a selection 
of visitor responses from between 2017 and 2019, demonstrating the different 
ways in which the experience impacted visitors and the resulting revelations and 
epiphanies that occurred. 

First and foremost, the physical design of the space immersed visitors and 
revealed the thematic journey of tragedy to hope. Visitor responses included: “[...] 
if this tragedy has proven anything, it is that all clouds thin, all clouds disappear, 
and soon light is present again. This place is that light.” “[…] it took you from 
the tragedy of it all to the triumph that we have all overcome [...]” “[...] I am 
humbled... I am inspired... I am determined to pursue love, mercy, justice and 
peace.” 

The experience also moved visitors to make public commitments to service. 
Pledges included: “Coming to this museum […] has caused me to reconsider the 
way I currently live my life […] I hope to help others that may be affected by 
traumatic events in the future.” “[…] The museum has inspired me to help others 
in my community because it showed me how much it can benefit a person’s life.” 
“[…] This exhibition has reminded me of my duty to teach children love not 
hate.” “[...] I feel that I have found my calling. I want to be able to respond the 
way those heroic people did. I want to do everything in my power to save lives. I 
pledge to serve the people of this country until the day die.” 

Along with these pledges of service, visitors remarked on way in which the 
experience filled them with hope and inspiration: “[…] the whole world seemed 
to be asking one question: What can I do to help??? So, YES, humanity is good 
and generous. I leave this place with this feeling in my heart like a song of hope! 
[...]” “[...] This place is inspiring as it illuminates how people from all over the 
world can work together to make a better world [...]”

For Summit Elementary School, we conducted an anonymous staff survey on 
2nd March 2021 to gather their feedback on the experience of the school building. 
They were delighted to supply us with their personal opinions and comments they 
have received from various stakeholders over the years.  This broad range of 
visitor responses is especially fitting and useful as one of the fundamental goals 
of the programming and design effort was to live up to its basic narrative – to 
create a place of convergence in the form of a village square that welcomes a 
wide variety of members of the community to come together.  

Staff responses allude to the ways in which the building achieved this goal: 
“[…] It has created a community of learners and educators that collaborate well 
with each other and we no longer have that ‘old school’ feeling [...]” “I think the 
Village Center has enhanced the culture and functionality of our school [...]” “[…] 
It can have a “town hall” feel to it.” “[…] It feels open and full of possibilities for 
students. […]” “The Village Center truly is a gathering place, parents, students 
and staff meet here to start and end the day and have lunch. The learning houses 
are helpful with the collaboration room setup, teachers communicate far more 
than when they are isolated in individual classrooms.”

Lee Skolnick
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Lastly, in the case of Aileron, we reached out to Stacy Sheldon, Market 
Engagement contact in February 2021 to help us conduct a survey with select 
staff members who interact and maintain quality relationships with Aileron 
clients. Their responses reveal some of the ways in which the building and 
campus have embodied the spirit of entrepreneurship and inspired visitors. “The 
design of the building helps clients separate ‘working in the business’ to ‘working 
on the business’.” “The grounds and the building placement encourage Business 
Owners to relax and think differently […] It’s mind opening and sets the stage 
for awareness, reflection, and renewal.” “I see people stopping and reading the 
quotes in the Journey Corridor often, and it’s a great reminder to keep persevering 
in the face of opposition. […]” “The campus provides a space to step away from 
the day-to-day demands of their business and to refocus on the bigger picture.” 
“The design includes words and visuals that help people reflect and dream.” 
“Risk corridor makes you pause and reflect on the risk entrepreneurs take. […]” 
“[…] The Change Station is a powerful representation of the visible change your 
business or you can make over time. […]”

The results of our inquiries do and don’t speak for themselves.  Most notably, 
we found a pronounced bias in favor of positive responses which may point out a 
flaw in our means of soliciting input.  It is perfectly conceivable that respondents 
felt some motivation to please the staff and/or designers of the each of these 
venues.  It is even possible that the representatives of the venues who conducted 
the exercise and delivered the results to us believed that we were looking for 
complimentary assessments rather than looking more critically into the qualities 
that we were attempting to measure and analyze. 

However, if one reads through the feedback that we received, one can unearth 
some fundamental sense that in their own individual ways each project did achieve 
a level of internalization with respect to the mission, themes, and values that 
we intended to impart.  And this positive reinforcement of the more complexly 
and subtly embedded forms of narrative seems to substantiate the efficacy 
of an approach and methodology that underpins each design with a narrative 
foundation.  It also points up the fact that a longer-term form of evaluation that 
can collect and analyze visitor impacts over a more protracted timeframe could 
be an invaluable strategy to gauge whether embodiment leads to revelations and 
whether these revelations synthesize over time to form epiphanies.
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Narrative Structures in Peter Eisenman’s 
Architectural Texts for Venice and Verona

Introduction 
Since the first experiments in his series of houses, Peter Eisenman’s 

investigations aim at elevating architecture to the category of autonomous 
discipline (Hays, 2010). This process was mainly due to the self-reflection of the 
architectural object from the structuralist precepts: Removing the object from the 
historical and physical contexts, in addition to the annulment of any subjective 
interpretation that could be raised by architecture (Hays, 2010).

His next set of projects, however, receives a different direction. Eisenman’s 
Cities of Artificial Excavation do consider the elements that surround them: 
The city. Considerations about the pasts of certain places become the focus of 
the architect’s research, assuming they are the result of invented conceptions. 
Eisenman, then, starts from “fictions” of these cities’ past for the construction of 
new fictions, generating what we here call as “narrativities” for these projects, 
leading to them a literary dimension.

This paper was done through Eisenman’s writings, making comparisons to 
literary theory, along with analysis of written works by scholars and critics of 
his projects. With this study, we intend to analyse the literary mechanisms by 
which Eisenman “fictionalizes” the past and how this operation strongly inquires 
the current way of conceiving architecture. The aim of this study is, therefore, to 
identify the textual aspects employed by Eisenman and their application in the 
artificial excavations of Venice (1978) and Verona (1985), and to present how 
they contribute to the rupture of architecture as a representation and product of 
authorship defined by subjectivity.

The former city was chosen for being the inaugural moment when Eisenman 
incorporates the site to the project’s conception, and his approach using textual 
structures. This operation will only be effectively applied on the second city, 
through the appropriation of the textual matrix strongly present in the place that 
was the stage of Luigi da Porto’s novel and William Shakespeare’s adaptation, 
Romeo and Juliet.

From Linguistics to Literature
Comparing the structuralist precepts to Eisenman’s practices in his houses, 

we observe the clear affinity between his architecture and the theories that come 
from language studies, with emphasis on Ferdinand de Saussure’s semiology 
and Noam Chomsky’s generative grammar. According to Josep Maria Montaner 
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(2015, p.99), the reflections of linguistics from the syntax allowed thinking of 
architecture as a system composed of elementary structures governed by its own 
rules and therefore independent of external references such as function, context, 
materiality or client.

In his house designs, Eisenman believed that mechanisms of syntax would 
finally enable architecture to become an autonomous discipline and so overcome 
the humanist age – established in the Renaissance and perpetuated since then 
(Eisenman, 1984). In “Post-Functionalism”, Eisenman (1976, p.238) argues that 
the break with humanist thinking did in fact happen in some fields of the Modern 
Movement, such as in the cases of philosophy, music, painting, and literature. But 
the same was not true in architecture: Man was still seen as an originating agent, 
a thought that legitimized to history and design ideas of linearity, beginning, end, 
history and design, even if modern architecture believed that the break with the 
centrality in the man was in functionalist practice (Eisenman, 1976).

And so the architect’s formulations followed: Operating on his projects 
considering them as independent systems, governed by their own structures. 
Hays argues that, through the designs of the houses, Eisenman was looking for 
architecture’s “[…] primordial flow of signification […]” (Hays, 2010, p.52), for 
the development of an etiology’s of its forming processes, the search for reason.

However, Eisenman could not stare at the clarity of “[…] the truth of reason 
[…]” (Eisenmnan, 1989 cited in Jameson, 1991) for so long. This analogy is 
complementary to the one made by Manfredo Tafuri when he says that Eisenman 
was like Icarus, because he flew too close to the sun, “[…] looking for […] the 
ultimate finality of reason […]” (Eisenmnan, 1989 cited in Jameson, 1991). 
But, then, he fell from the sky, (finally) hitting the ground. The allegory seems 
categoric when applied to Eisenman’s work if we notice that House 11a (1978) is 
the first one of his series of houses to be attached to the ground. This   new phase 
inaugurates what the architect would call his digging projects,1 involved in the 
conclusion that “[…] life did not begin at ground zero […]” (Eisenmnan, 1986 
cited in Bédard, 1994a), which means that there is always something beyond 
what surface shows. 

In other words, Eisenman’s interest was no longer in “[…] architecture’s ‘deep 
structures’ […]” (Hays, 2010, p.52) – the search for its origin from syntactic 
tools of linguistics – and starts to be for “deepness” in the scope of what is not 
superficially visible, or even real. His research, then, turns to the question already 
present in Michel Foucault’s writings, as in The Archeology of Knowledge (1969), 
such as the questioning of linearity and the writing of history. Expanding this 
perception, Eisenman starts to consider the past itself as an invention, assuming 
it as fiction. In this way, history can be considered a story, which allows the 
insertion of new elements (since everything is just an invention), rewriting what 
would have been the past of his excavated cities.

1 Which include what would later be the Cities of Artificial Excavation.
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Fictionalizing the Past
In parallel to Foucault’s readings, Peter Eisenman also uses Jean Baudrillard’s 

theories about simulacra2 (1981) to point out the character of representation present 
in the architecture from the Renaissance until the recent Modern Movement. 
Eisenman points that, during these five centuries, architecture remained based 
on the precepts of Classical Antiquity (Eisenman, 1984), but detached from its 
original signifieds.

In other words, architecture would be reproducing a message that no longer 
corresponds to its real intrinsic values, which he calls “classical” (Eisenman, 
1984, p.524). Thus, for Eisenman (1984), Architecture would be conditioned to a 
state of simulation, as it was not recognized as what it really was: A representation 
of these values, and not their real evocation. This situation would not be applied 
only to the formal reproduction of classical architecture. “Classical” would be 
embedded in every way of conceiving architecture, which would still be guided 
by three “fictions” based on this thought: representation, reason and history; 
corresponding to simulations of meaning, truth and timeless, respectively 
(Eisenman, 1984).

When dealing with issues such as value, message, meaning and signified, we 
have the impression that the architect’s research is still focused on the intercessions 
between architecture and Saussurian linguistics, following syntactic paths. On 
the contrary, Eisenman’s focus becomes what is understood by poetics, no longer 
by semiology. From this moment onwards, his concerns are much more related to 
the criticism of signifiers dissociated from their signifieds in architecture than to 
their structuration as a system.  

In very general terms, signifier here refers to one of the components of the 
sign, together with the other component, the signified. According to the Swiss 
linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics (1916), in the 
spoken language, the ‘signifier’ would correspond to the acoustic image of the 
sign, while the ‘signified’ would be responsible for carrying its concept (Saussure, 
2006, p.81). It is possible, perhaps, to transcribe these definitions for architecture 
as the form and the values that accompany it. Its exemplification is clearer with 
classical architecture, in which a column of Doric order, for Antiquity, not only 
differs in form from that of the Ionic order, but also has different values. In this 
context, what Eisenman is dealing with its form, but emptied of its possible 
meanings, using it only as a signifier.

This new strategy is expressed in Eisenman’s statement (cited in Bédard 1994, 
p.13): “I am no longer interested in semiology. I am interested in poetics and I 
think they are very different concerns.” The approach to poetics can be an affinity 
with poetry itself and with the “potential poetic” present in what would be the 
architectural text (Eisenman, 1984, p.533). When it comes to written and spoken 
language, one of the main characteristics of literary theory (in which poetry is 
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included) is precisely the attempt not to stipulate a supreme truth, an opposite 
situation to that proposed by linguistics (Portella, 1979, p.8).

Back to Eisenman’s interest in poetics, this does not mean that he is getting 
closer to what would be the subjective character of architecture. The displacement 
of the critical bases on which the architect relies only demonstrates, in our 
interpretation, the ratification of the condition of uncertainty that Eisenman 
starts to use in his notions of history and architecture. This scepticism denotes 
the arbitrariness involved in the production of both disciplines. Included in this 
understanding are questions about origin, end and, above all, reason – reflection 
of the contests about historiography, of which Foucault is an agent and, as we 
have seen, a reference for Eisenman’s studies.

In this way, fiction becomes the great guide for the elaboration of his thought, 
a position previously occupied by philosophy. Such a substitution is visible in 
the following statement: “I am no longer interested in philosophy, but rather 
fiction. I think fiction is much more philosophical than philosophy.” (Eisenman 
cited in Bédard 1994, p.13). Based on fiction, we see the architect assuming 
the abandonment of rationalism (his initial research through syntax), and the 
search for truth, objects of philosophy’s desire, indicated in the first definition 
of “philosophy” in Oxford English Dictionary (2007, p.2,181): “Love, study, or 
pursuit (through argument and reason) of wisdom, truth or knowledge.” 

This is not to say that there was a complete renunciation of his philosophical 
aspirations. It is still a reflection on the concept of architecture, the change is 
only in the object pursued, which is no longer the truth. According to Patrícia 
Lavelle (2020), narrative, the use of fiction to expose reasoning about values 
and concepts, was a resource used by some philosophers in the first half of the 
20th century, among them, Walter Benjamin. This method was part of many 
others to meditate on new ways of presenting thought, and she cites Ernst Bloch 
and Theodor W. Adorno as other examples that sought alternative forms to the 
Hegelian philosophical exposition (Lavelle, 2020).

In Benjamin’s work, this way of exposing ideas is used in his reflection on 
the act of storytelling. For Lavelle (2020), Benjamin’s discussion of traditional 
narration lies in a fine line between his critical essays and his fictional production. 
In other words, the criticism of the German philosopher is given by metalanguage, 
when he uses short stories to reflect about storytelling. In the case of the fictional 
past of Eisenman’s excavations, it can be said that the architect also uses the 
resources of this same function of language, as he deals through fiction in 
architecture to point out architecture as fiction.

In making this link, Eisenman removes the reality condition of his projects 
(from the physical world) and operates on it in the imaginary (virtual) plane. 
Through these projects, the architect is engaged in a discussion about what it 
is to do architecture, as some of his artificial excavations are not intended to be 
carried out: They exist only as drawings and models – especially in the case of the 
projects for Venice and Verona. Thus, Eisenman defends the discourse of “[…] 



project […] understood to be a drawing as such and not a drawn representation of 
a hypothetical building construction […]” (Hays, 2010, p.63).

Still concerning metalanguage, Eisenman’s narratives are not given by the 
literal writing of stories invented about the past of the cities he digs. The written 
text does exist and occurs in parallel with the thought and design of the projects 
as a way of neutralizing the subjectivity of authorship (Eisenman, 1994, p.124), 
but the narrative is only configured, in fact, through the project itself, the sum of 
its components (text, thought and drawing), and not one of them alone.

If it were that way, that is, the narrative carried out by the texts that accompany 
the projects, there would not be a full self-reflection on the theme, and even its 
critics would not be so efficient. The success of his projects while theorizing 
about architecture is precisely in due to the fact that he makes architecture itself 
fiction: The appropriated elements and the inserted elements are, effectively, 
architectural projects. This is the reason why we use the term “narrativity”, to 
differentiate it from what would be a narrative itself.

We consider Invisible Cities (1972) a narrative, for example. Its focus is also on 
architecture (the cities visited by Marco Polo), but his descriptions and exposures 
to the reader is through literal writing, through words. Eisenman’s Cities of 
Artificial Excavation, on the other hand, are “told” based on architectural signs, 
projects elaborated by the architect. When Eisenman (1984, p.533) proposes 
architecture as text, like writing, it is in opposition to the idea of architecture as 
an image, as representation of an image. It is not referring to a literal transcription 
of architecture in words.

Thus, the path through “narrativity” would allow the much-desired liberation 
from the design determinants, the ambitious autonomy of architecture, as it 
would leave the condition of representation that continued in the discipline for 
five hundred years (Eisenman, 1984) and even the physical and social contexts. 
History would no longer be limiting the design act since they could be manipulated 
through fiction.

However, the fictionalization of the past is not a recent agenda. Saint Agustine 
(1955), in the 4th century AD when he was reflecting about Genesis, already 
questioned what was meant by time, both from the perspective of man and that 
of his Creator. From reading S. Augustine (1955), we understand that, even 
when dealing with time in a mundane way, the notions of past and future are 
still creations, in the sense of something that is produced, because what we 
have palpable is just the present. We can thus say that the past is an invented 
conception. As its name says, past is what has passed, and “[…] since it is past, 
it no longer exists.” (Augustine, 1955, p.312). And the same can be applied to 
the future, which is something that will still exist (Augustine, 1955, p.312). Let 
us consider then the past as an invention and the future as a projection. Both are 
definitions that can be framed outside the realm of real, more related to fiction.

What Eisenman does is to emphasize the fictitious character of what is told as 
past, as history, and, assuming its tone of invention, he operates on it in the same 
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way, as a fictional work, something that can be written and re-written as a fictional 
text. The difference between the two forms of “fiction” (the criticized and the 
practised) is precisely in the act of recognizing itself as something that does not 
belong to the realm of reality. If the former one occurs through simulation, as we 
have seen above, for believing that it is detached from classical values when, in 
fact, it continues to practice them (Eisenman, 1984, pp.529-530), the second one 
is through dissimulation, an act that makes explicit the difference between the 
real and the invented (Baudrillard, 1991, pp.9-10).

If the architect’s criticism was directed to the use of architectural signifiers 
unrelated to their respective signifieds – by using it in a classic way without 
actually transmitting the values attributed to it by Antiquity, for example –, his 
way to conceal this operation is in the deliberate act of “[…] appropriation and 
semantic nullification of signs […]” (Hays, 2010, p.68).

It is noteworthy that much of the past in which Eisenman operates is not 
materialized in the city, as it is usually composed of ruins, fragments, or even 
projects not executed (Hays, 2010), often accessible only through drawings. 
And, due to his physical absence, the only way to deal with them is through the 
excavations he conducts, an operation equivalent to an archaeological expedition, 
since he also seeks to recover artefacts buried by time. In Eisenman’s case, this 
archaeology takes place through fiction, hence its artificial character. And so, he 
produces what we are calling his “narrativities.”

The Rehearsal: Cannaregio – Venice
In the catalogue of the exhibition organized by the Canadian Center for 

Architecture, Jean-François Bédard (1994b) explains that the proposal for the 
artificial excavation of Venice took place on the occasion of the International 
Seminar of Design for Cannaregio West, in 1978, organized by the city hall and 
the Instituto Universitario di Architettura de Venezia, in order to think about new 
possibilities for the restoration of the historic city centres.

The project for the Cannaregio district is a milestone in the approach of 
Eisenman’s architecture to the city and the departure from his search for the 
origin of architecture. According to Michael Hays (2010, p.62), “Cannaregio is 
the first of Eisenman’s projects in which the site becomes a major factor in the 
signifying practice” This is because, before it, Eisenman’s solutions were still 
focused on architectural interiority, for the production of an “[…] autonomous 
and self-referential ‘language’ of architectural form […]” (Bédard, 1994a, p.11).

Even though the place has become the starting point for the elaboration of 
the project, Eisenman does not deal with the presence of elements of the city’s 
history, but with its absences (Hays, 2010). The main (absent) component of the 
city of Venice for the Cannaregio project is the Venice Hospital, designed by 
Le Corbusier, but which was never built. The fact that it was not executed is 
precisely what makes it the fiction that triggers the other stories that make up the 
project, since its physical absence is the site of the artificial excavation in Venice. 

Narrative Structures in Peter Eisenman’s Architectural Texts for Venice and Verona

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  77



According to Hays (2010, p.62), Eisenman appropriates the symbolic order of 
the “[…] emblem of the utopian, salutary ambition of modern architecture […]” 
and nullifies its semantic content, using only the signifier emptied of its signified, 
grafting to it a completely arbitrary content: his other fictions. The act of grafting 
is very important to approach architecture to the textual production, because it is 
a tool by which texts appropriate the content of other existing texts, as we will 
see as an intertextual property. And the element that allows and combines these 
grafted elements is the grid (the biggest mark of architectural rationality) of the 
project that was not carried out.

For Yve-Alain Bois (1994, p.42), in Eisenman’s excavations, “[…] grids 
are means of producing events (that is, fiction)”, which, in literary terms, we 
could say that he is the plot of the “narrativity” created. It is the network that 
connects the other fictions that make up the project, which are the “Three Texts 
for Venice”. Each one of them involves nostalgic malaises of architecture: 
“Modernism, a nostalgia for the future; post-modernism, a nostalgia for the 
past; and contextualism, a nostalgia for the present.” (Eisenman 1980, p.9). And 
each one has a corresponding intervention: The holes on the ground (text 1), 
which “[…] embody the emptiness of rationality” (Eisenman 1980, p.9); the 
three identical objects inserted into each other (text 2), which “[…] stand the 
limits of architecture both in terms of their scale and their naming.” (Eisenman, 
1980, p.9); and the diagonal cut on the ground (text 3), which crosses the axes 
of the previous objects, revealing a layer below the apparent surface of the city, 
“[…] some ‘inside’ which cannot forever be suppressed or submerged under the 
rationality of an axis.” (Eisenman, 1980, p.9).

Fig. 01. Site plan for Cannaregio-West, 1978.
Source: Peter Eisenman fonds – Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.
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These three texts, configured projectually as the objects grafted into the city, 
constitute the whole (which is a project in itself). They are interconnected, but 
each one could be presented as an individual narrative without losing its internal 
logic. It can be said, then, that there is a narrative within another narrative, 
complexifying even more Eisenman’s act of writing. This resource is similar 
to what other authors have used in their stories and, once again, we mention 
Benjamin’s work. We realized that, to intensify his reflection on storytelling, 
Benjamin used to tell a story within another story, a situation that occurs in short 
stories like “The handkerchief”3 (1932), “The cactus hedge”4 (1933), among so 
many others that operate, through metalanguage, the discussion in two or more 
layers about what it is to tell a story. And the same is true with the overlapping 
of the layers of fiction, of “narrativities” in Eisenman’s objects and project for 
Cannaregio (Fig.01).

The Text: Romeo + Juliet – Verona
The Verona project was conceived closer to the end of the artificial excavation 

cycle, taking place in 1985 for the Third International Exhibition of Architecture 
of the Venice Biennale (Bédard, 1994). In it, the main mechanisms used for 
excavations are already more developed, like tracing, grafting, the introduction 
of scaling and, the most important to us, the conscientious use of text (Eisenman, 
1989 cited in Jameson, 1991, p.32). 

These issues are applied to Eisenman’s appropriation of Romeo and Juliet 
tragedy, by William Shakespeare, which is actually a dramatic adaptation of a 
medieval popular story widespread by many authors, such as Arthur Brooke 
and Luigi da Porto. The second one was inspired in Masuccio Salernitano’s 
version, a collection of short stories, associated with the geographic position of 
two fortresses in Verona – which face each other, seeming to belong to rival 
families (Veronissima, 2021). In other words, the project is (at least) a fourth 
layer applied to a theme that, apparently, has as one of its inspirations the city’s 
architecture, two fortresses of the city, that later were renamed Romeo’s and 
Juliet’s houses. The project basis in these fictional stories (by nature) is not a 
reference or inspiration, but material for the collages that Eisenman makes, in an 
attempt to remove as much as possible the creation as a result of the “[…] hand 
of the author.” (Eisenman, 1994, p.122). 

The elimination or the alienation of the author is also a tendency followed from 
literary theory, as we can see in “The Death of the Author” (1968), the famous 
essay in which Roland Barthes (2004) reflects about the idea of authorship, 
increased by the capitalist ideology of genius, whose name adds value to his or 

3 Benjamin, W., (2020). O lenço. In: P. Lavelle, org. O contador de histórias e outros textos. São 
Paulo: Hedra. pp.61-67.
4 Benjamin, W., (2020). A sebe de cactus. In: P. Lavelle, org. O contador de histórias e outros 
textos. São Paulo: Hedra. pp.81-90.
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her work. Also, the concept of authorship is raised in the Modernity (Barthes, 
2004), along with Humanism. That’s the time when we can point out the great 
artists for their work, something that could not be done during the Middle Age – 
all the mosaics, stained glasses, paintings, etc. used to be done by corporations: 
The collectivity was more important then the individuality.

Breaking with the idea of the author, Eisenman is both cutting off the architect’s 
subjectivity and the humanist tradition perpetuated since the Renaissance.

Another issue pointed by Barthes about the Author is related to the work’s 
origin, or even its originality, because “[…] the text is a tissue of quotations, 
originary from thousands of focuses of culture. […] the writer can only imitate an 
ever previous, never original gesture […].”5 (Barthes, 2004, p.62). Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet is the perfect example of the use of a previous text, as well as 
Eisenman’s project; both of them use the device of the intertextuality. That is, 
they are texts (since we are considering Eisenman’s Romeo + Juliet project as an 
architectural text) that make allusion to or start from another text (Charaudeau 
& Maingueneau, 2002) and as this also confronts the idea of authorship, since it 
dissolves origins (always alluding to a previous construction) and ends (because 
it is also susceptible to pass through the appropriation of someone else making 
another hypertext). So, following Charaudeau and Maingueneau’s (2002) theory, 
Shakespeare’s and Eisenman’s texts would be hypertexts of the previous versions 
of the two lovers’ story, since their narratives are originated from another one. 
Eisenman’s case could be even framed by architextuality, due to its relation to the 
previous texts be less literal and more abstract than usual, as it

 […] puts [the] text in relationship with the various categories to which 
it belongs ([for example:] this Baudelaire’s poem is found in an architextual 
relationship with the class of Sonnets, that of Symbolist works, that of poems, 
that of lyrical works, etc.) […].6 (Charaudeau & Maingueneau, 2002, p.328).

Eisenman’s architextuality is based on an architecture that is conceived as a 
text: Its concerns, its tools, etc. It can basically be explained by the fact that it is a 
project dealing with the textual and physical records, or even traces, of the Romeo 
and Juliet story through history. 

5 From the consulted version in portuguese: “[…] o texto é um tecido de citação, oriundo de 
milhares de focos de cultura. […] o escritor pode apenas imitar um gesto sempre anterior, jamais 
original […]” (Barthes, 2004, p.62).
6 From the original: “[…] met [le] texte en relation avec les diverses classes auxquelles il 
appartient ([par example:] tel poème de Baudelaire se trouve en relation d’architextualité avec la 
classe des Sonnets, celle des oeuvres Symboilistes, celle des poèmes, celle des oeuvres lyriques, 
etc.) […].” (Charaudeau & Maingueneau, 2002, p.328).
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By the textual approach, this project completely escapes what would be its 
characteristic of representation, but it is important to highlight that it happens 
only on the realm of imagetic representation, since we have seen that he use of 
intertextual and architextual devices transport the project/text to other texts, a 
situation brilliantly described by Erich Auerbach as mimesis in his homonymous 
book7 (1946), when he writes about literature as being a representation of reality, 
always based on something else.

What Eisenman does to swerve this condition to which his work is submitted 
is by reinforcing its self-referencing – through the mechanisms of scaling and 
grafting, by which he removes some objects from their original places at the site 
and grafts in different scales at another position of the project (Fig.02). By these 
operations, origin and external references are excluded from the project, because 
it only deals with its own (fictitious) elements, also excluding the intervention 
of the author’s subjectivity. Also, there is a reflection on the double condition of 
what is “real” and what is “fiction” in this project, making 

[…] architecture denies origin and closure in both fiction (which is seen 
to have no origin in reality) and reality (which is seen to have no origin in 
fiction). (Eisenman, 1986, p.585).

Fig. 02. Site plans for “Moving   Arrows, Eros, and Other Errors”, 1985.
Source: Peter Eisenman fonds – Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.

7 Auerbach, E. (2013). Mimesis: a representação da realidade na literatura ocidental. 6th ed. São 
Paulo: Perspectiva.
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Summary
Throughout his research until the 80s, Peter Eisenman looked for ways 

to express his criticism of what he considered as an architecture doomed to 
representation. In the end of the 70s, he sceptically faces the architecture’s 
course, leaving aside the search during the 60s for its truth and origin since he 
starts considering architectural production as a simulation (Eisenman, 1984). 
His criticism of architecture as a representation remains, but his approach is no 
longer elaborated through alternative possibilities, and is now conceived by the 
recognition of its unreal and fictional condition. 

This new approach is done by the architectural text, a way of simultaneously 
alienating issues like subjectivity, authorship, origins, ends and his main 
concern, representation. Due to the textual conduction done by Eisenman to his 
architecture, we analysed his projects and writings through a literary regard, 
treating his architectural fictions as architectural literature, following some 
narrative structures. 

This operation displaces the field from de realm of image representation, 
but not from all kinds of representation, since literature itself is deals with 
representation of actions all the time and the continuous referencing to other texts. 
But in Eisenman’s Romeo + Juliet project, the intertextuality with Shakespeare 
and so on is balanced mostly by self-reflection and self-referencing of site-fiction-
architecture-fiction-site.

The literary devices and the narrative structures allow architecture to be read as 
a fictional work (such as a novel) and created by the arbitrariness of its beginning 
and end. It can be done even without the conception of an author, as Roland 
Barthes has shown us. Thus, it is possible to treat architecture as an autonomous, 
self-referential object, just like a text, as it has a source and an end in itself.
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Introduction 
Surrealism is an art movement advocated by the poet André Breton; however, it 

was developed mainly in art and literature and was not widely used in architecture. 
This is because Surrealism sought the root of art from human unconsciousness 
and fantasy and tried to express ‘a reality beyond reality’ to the level of super 
reality. In contrast, architecture is an actual physical entity; the discipline of 
modern architecture is rooted in rationalism. Therefore, the relationship between 
Surrealist thoughts and modern architectural practice has not been thoroughly 
examined compared to other contemporary art movements (Mical, 2005, p.2).

Le Corbusier’s designs showed an affinity for Surrealism, although he did 
not admit it (Gorlin, 2004, p.103). In contrast, Murata Yutaka (1917-1988), a 
Japanese disciple of Le Corbusier, openly showed his interest in Surrealism. 
Murata was known for his tensile structure, but how his technologically advanced 
structure was related to the artistry of Surrealism has rarely been studied. This 
paper aims to analyse the narratives in the architecture designed by Murata as a 
possibile example of Surrealistic architecture.

Surrealism and painting 
In the 1920s, after the end of World War I, André Breton started to develop 

the art movement of Surrealism, derived from the art movement of Dadaism 
that explored the unconscious world. After Breton published Manifeste du 
surréalisme (1924), the era of full-fledged Surrealism began. Today, Surrealist 
paintings are widely known, but Surrealism itself initially began as a literary 
movement. Breton thought that painting was the medium that could fully express 
the world of Surrealism; thus, he actively conversed with the painters and 
published Surrealism and Painting (1928). Breton did not define what constitutes 
a Surrealist painting, but he introduced contemporary painters as ‘Surrealists’. 
Thus, Surrealist paintings did not have a fixed style, and many Surrealists such 
as Joan Miró, André Masson, Max Ernst, Rene Magritte, and Salvador Dali used 
their own methods to create Surrealist paintings.

Important techniques in Surrealist paintings included Automatism, 
dépaysement, collage, and décalcomanie. This paper focuses on two methods, 
Automatism and dépaysement, which are particularly important in the discussion 
of Surrealist paintings and architecture.
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Automatism
Automatism was first described by Breton in Manifeste du surréalisme as 

writing down thoughts that are free from logical controls and concerns (Breton, 
1924, pp.22-24). Automatism was originally a physiological and psychiatric term 
that referred to automatic and reflexive body reactions. Breton believed that it 
could be applied to artistic methods that drew out new creativity by exposing 
the unconscious mind using clinical methods such as hypnosis, performed by 
psychologists in the 19th century, and psychoanalysis, proposed by psychiatrist 
Sigmund Freud. Following this, other Surrealists have further applied this 
Automatism. In particular, Joan Miró and André Masson have been heavily 
involved in the development of this Automatism.
Dépaysement

The concept of dépaysement, meaning displacement or disorientation 
(Hauptman, 2014), was a method that shocked the recipient by juxtaposing 
unexpected combinations of factors such as size, location, arrangement, human 
anatomy, material, and time. This method was used by Rene Magritte, Giorgio 
de Chirico and Salvador Dali.Dali created illustrations for the poems of Comte 
de Lautréamont’s Les Chants de Maldoror (1869), which were discovered by 
Surrealists and considered to be the origin of the concept of dépaysement.

Automatism and dépaysement became important in the Surrealist art 
movement and were widely used in the field of painting. Neither method allowed 
the intervention of reason, which was a characteristic of Surrealism. However, 
they could be applied to the field of architectural design and could be essential in 
defining Surrealist architecture.

Yutaka Murata’s architecture and Surrealism
This paper focuses on the works of Yutaka Murata, who sought for possibilities 

for Surrealist architecture using Automatism and dépaysement. Murata had a strong 
interest in art since his childhood (Murata, 1986, p.13). He studied architecture at 
the Tokyo University of the Arts, which was unusual for Japanese architects, as 
most were educated in the engineering schools.  After graduating, Murata joined 
the office of Junzo Sakakura, one of Le Corbusier’s disciples. Murata moved 
to Paris in 1957 and worked under Le Corbusier for two years. Although Le 
Corbusier despised Surrealism (Koolhaas, 1978, p.246), both his paintings and 
architecture turned more organic and softer in his late career, showing Surrealist 
influence when Murata worked in his office. Murata returned to Japan in 1959 
and opened his own office.  The remarkable features of his architecture were the 
usage of membrane pneumatic structures and suspension structures. This paper 
analyses the surrealistic aspects of his architecture using those structural systems.

Fuji Group Pavilion: Pneumatic structures (1970)
Fuji Group Pavilion was one of Murata’s masterpieces and was a pavilion 

designed for the 1970 Japan World Exposition in Osaka (Fig. 01.).
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It consisted of 16 interconnected air tube arches, which were 4 meters in 
diameter and 72 meters in length, arranged around a circle with a diameter of 50 
meters. The central arch formed a semi-circle, but the distance between the feet of 
the tubes narrowed on both ends, making the arch higher and sharper accordingly.

Viewers found the form that the 16 air tube arches created both strange and 
unique. The most notable feature of this design was that its unique form was 
constructed utilising air, which is both intangible and invisible. Utilising the 
ability of air to transform and freely adapt to various environments meant that 
no one could predict the exact final form of the pavilion at the design stage. The 
use of vivid colours, such as orange and yellow, also helped portray a strong 
impression to viewers.

The structural engineer in charge of the structural design of Fuji Group 
Pavilion was Mamoru Kawaguchi (1932-2019). He expresses high regard for 
Murata’s architecture in his book Kouzou to kansei II:

Although he basically created forms based on solid principles, he did not 
worry about a specific shape of the finished architecture.He had a firm belief 
that if he made it based on this principle, the resulting shape would surely be 
excellent (Kawaguchi, 2008, p.42).1

In designing actual architectural form, ‘architectural drawings’, which 
represent coordination between architecture, structure, and mechanical systems, 
are drafted. These are inevitably logical and represent the final form. Mario 
Carpo defined the Albertian paradigm as ‘architecture as an allographic art, and 
of building as the notationally identical copy of a single, authorial act of design,’ 
(Carpo, 2011, Chapter 3, Section 3, para. 15). In line with this thought, modern 
architectural authorship has been based upon architectural drawings. In Murata’s 
method, his architectural design was completed according to a solid principle set 
before the architectural drawings were made, and it was difficult and useless to 
represent the exact form of his architecture in the architectural drawings (Murata, 
1987, p.25).  

Fig. 01. Fuji Group Pavilion section.
Source: Kenthiku May 1970

1「彼は基本的にしっかりとしたプリンシプルを持った造形をするが、その結果が具体的
にどういう形になるかはあまり心配しないのです。プリンシプルが正しければ必ず良い
形になるという、揺るがない信念を持っていました。」



Surrealist André Masson (1896-1987) was a painter who used Automatism.  
In composing his work, Automatism Drawing (1924), he did not have an idea 
regarding the final form of the painting during the proces of painting. Since 
the principle of Automatism in Surrealism was to bring out creativity from 
unconsciousness and dreams, the final painting consisted of intricately intertwined 
lines of different thickness.

Kawaguchi claimed that Murata’s idea of architectural design was highly 
original not only in Japan but also in the world (Kawaguchi, 2008, p.44).  Murata’s 
unique architectural design method had a strong connection to Automatism in 
Surrealism.
House of Tension Structure: Suspension structures (1977)

Murata won an honourable mention for the Pompidou Centre design proposal 
in Paris in 1971, the scheme for which he later downsized and reused while 
designing the House of Tension Structure (Figs. 02,  and 03.).

Fig. 02. House of Tension Structure first plan.
Source: Kenthiku Bunka Sep. 1977

This house divides a long and narrow site of approximately 1,000 square maters 
into three parts: a front yard, a pond, and a back yard, with four columns are built 
in the pond that support the house. The entrance hall is located on the suspended 
second floor, and a spiral ramp that connects it to the first floor. Murata’s unique 
architectural concepts are expressed in this three-story house, which consisted of 
a pond and a gallery on the first floor, a residential area on the second floor, and a 
rooftop garden, which was supported by a suspended structure.
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Murata referred to an “object of symbolic function” discussed by surrealists in 
the article he wrote when the House of Tension Structure was published (Murata, 
1977, p.76). In this text, he argued that the pond and the suspension structure used 
in this house acted as a symbols, rather than a method of isolating the interior from 
the exterior, which was a fundamental function of architecture. He also imbedded 
objects with symbolic functions throughout the house. The inner grid, which 
was composed of the dominant four columns, with a staircase leading from the 
gallery on the first floor to the rooftop, was an external space, and the suspended 
second floor allowed a column-free space under it, where a pond was placed. 
These could be deduced as freer interpretations of the concepts of ‘free plane’ and 
‘piloti’ by Le Corbusier, Murata’s mentor, while simultaneously emphasizing the 
symbolism that Murata himself described.

The composition of the House of Tension Structure may have been inspired 
by the works of Salvador Dali (1904-1989). Dali was a leading Surrealist from 
Spain who frequently used the method of dépaysement and invented Paranoiac-
Critic (Double Image). In 1931, he produced Surrealist Objects That Functioning 
Symbolically – Gala’s Shoe. This work used dépaysement, in which he arranged 
unrelated items such as a red heel and a white marble, with each object having 
a symbolic meaning. This seems to be part of the principle used by Murata in 
designing the House of Tension Structure. In other words, Murata transformed 
a red heel and a white marble into architectural elements, such as suspended 
structures, ponds, and gardens. He may have regarded the House of Tension 
Structure, to be an assembly of these elements, and an object of symbolic function.

Fig. 03. House of Tension Structure section.
Source: Kenthiku Bunka Sep. 1977
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Another possible source of inspiration was the works of Rene Magritte (1898-
1967). We would like to focus on the work Le château des Pyrénées (1959, Fig. 
05.), which uses the method of dépaysement, and analyse it in relation to Murata’s 
principle. 

Le château des Pyrénées depicts a floating mountain, such that the viewers’ 
attention is naturally drawn to the top of the mountain. In doing so, the composition 
directs the line of sight to move from the centre to the upper part of the painting, 
where the castle is placed. This movement of the line of sight makes the mountain 
appear floating. In addition, the lower part of the painting depicts what appears 
to be a beach, but no land. The only land in this painting is the floating mountain. 
Magritte made the mountain a part of the earth, while also keeping it separated. 
The question of how to climb the mountain top and enter the castle is left to be 
answered by the recipient’s imagination.

The surrealistic method of inducing fantasy and imagination that can be seen 
in Magritte’s other works. A comparison can be made between this painting 
and many of Murata’s architectural works with suspended structures. Murata 
considered the basic function of architecture to be isolation from the external 
world, and explained five possible methods to achieve this isolation:

Fig. 05. Rene Magritte, Le château des Pyrénées, 1959.
Source: WikiArt

Fig. 04. Salvador Dali, Surrealist Object That Functioning Symbolically – Gala’s Shoe, 1931/73.
Source: WikiArt
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2「夢想する技士」
3「象徴的機能の物体ということをいい出し、オブジェという芸術分野を発明したのはシ
ュールレアリストで1930年代のことである。自然やレディメードの物体で、見ても何の
感興も湧かないものもあるが、中には強烈に詩的アッピールを持つものもある。構造に
ついても、たまには象徴的機能を持ち得る構造がないわけではない。有機的形態はいろ
んな連想作用を誘発する。」

a. A shelter-type isolation surrounded by walls, ceilings, and floors
b. A paradise surrounded by peripheral walls
c. Mt. Horai (an island in the Tokai region of Japan; a utopia where  

 immortal hermits dwell)
d. An enclosure by water like a citadel
e. A structure that is floating in the air, like a hanging garden or tower  

 (Murata, 1977, p.76)
Murata explained that the last method (floating in the air), which only existed 

in imaginary scenery, became possible with technical advances. The House of 
Tension Structure realised the spatial expression of the Pyrenean mountain, 
which was seemingly floating, above the water, with no ground. The residents 
were securely isolated from the external world, like the occupants in the castle in 
Magritte’s painting.  

Murata attempted to add a new dimension to architecture by adopting 
symbolic function from Surrealist art. He was a Modernist architect and agreed 
with Bauhausian rationality and rejection of ornaments. He applied the objects 
of symbolic function to his architecture not as ornaments, but to detach people 
from the harsh external world. By adopting the concept of Surrealism, he took 
the occupants to his fantastic spaces, which were supported by the logic of 
progressive technology.

Summary
Arata Isozaki called Murata a ‘dreaming engineer’ (Isozaki, 2014, p.77)2. 

Murata’s architecture, hanging in the air like a balloon, induces wonder, which 
parallels the Surrealist pursuit of the fantastic. In the description of Fuji Group 
Pavilion project, after explaining technical developments of pneumatic structrure, 
he abruptly started discussing Surrealism:

It was in the 1930s that Surrealists found objects of symbolic function and 
invented the artistic field of objects. Some of the objects are natural or ready-
made and do not impress you at all, but some have a strong poetic appeal. As 
for the structure, it is possible to make a structure that can have a symbolic 
function once in a while. The organic form induces various associative actions 
(Murata, 1968, p.68)3.
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In Murata’s later career, he designed a pavilion for the Orchid World 
Exposition (1987) with a pneumatic structure. Upon its publication, he wrote 
a text entitled Originalite (Murata, 1987, pp.24-25). In the text, he referred to 
his pneumatic structure as ‘laissez faire’ and ‘Automatist’, since the air in the 
film and net structure automatically equilibrated when blown into it, to make 
a form that was unique and unforeseeable, even by its architect. By adopting 
the concept of Surrealism into his architecture, Murata pursued the creation of 
original architecture,  not only with regard to its concept but also to its space, by 
making forms that could not be identically reproduced.  

Murata’s strong interest in, and pursuit of Surrealism, opened the possibility 
of a new design approach, based on the associative actions and the principles of 
making forms. The artistry of Surrealism, which was considered to have little 
impact on the field of architecture, showed new possibilities and a novel narrative 
in architectural design through the works of Yutaka Murata.
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Analysing space through narratives: A case 
study of Queensgate Market of Huddersfield

Narratives and perceptions of space 
Jacob argues that a building is not just an object or form but is produced 

by diverse processes of everyday life (Jacobs, 2006). Llewellyn (2004) concurs 
architectural spaces are reproduced by its users as part of their everyday life. This 
suggests the material environment of built form enters a symbiotic relationship 
with human experiences by incorporating its everyday practices. Through 
mundane instances of everyday life, buildings shape their users and their civic 
life by evoking feelings, adding meaning, and in turn embody humane stories. 
Can narratives produced in the process influence the way a person experiences 
and understands their built environment? Lonsway (2009) points out the measure 
of the experience has been restricted to controllable elements that are visual and 
spatial. This is evidenced in Lynch’s studies of imageability that highlights visual 
factors - identity and structure- as elements that influence the quality of urban 
space (Lynch, 1960). The reduction of experience to these elements assumes that 
the tactile qualities dictate how people perceive their environment (Dovey, 1999). 
The third factor, namely meaning, defined as the practical and emotional value of 
the space, is emphasised the least as it varies because of each user’s unique social 
and cultural background. 

Although there has been an historical precedent and ever-increasing interest 
across various disciplines, including architecture, to illustrate how the built 
environment shapes human perceptions of space, there is potential to add to 
the literature by exploring the relationship between physical qualities of space 
and cognitive effects on its users in their everyday lives and how they together 
contribute to shaping the perception and experience of that space. By analysing 
everyday narratives of human life, defined as a composition of everyday stories 
or events of the past that arise from memories or records, this paper attempts 
to highlight the confluence of lived human experiences in space and visual-
spatial elements of space in influencing interpretations and perceptions of a built 
form. It draws on ethnographic data collected during a multidisciplinary study 
of Queensgate market at Huddersfield, UK, as part of a residency that ran from 
February to April 2019 to propose a multi-phase methodology based on a variety 
of adapted methods and tactics including photo-elicitation, non-interactive forms 
of observations and mapping. The process is a means to show what is taking 
place and how it can be used to bring the voices of the users to the forefront in 
discourses of spatial design, community engagement and participation.
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An experimental methodology
Under the scope of the study, the sample group selected to observe were visitors 

and stallholders, specifically over the age of 65. The age group was selected for 
two main reasons. Firstly, they were identified as the primary users of the market 
who used it not only for shopping and trade but also to socialise, interact and for 
entertainment and secondly, because giving voice to this age group would benefit 
their own social atmosphere and wellbeing through the intervention. 

As part of the residency, the authors attained an empty stall - Stall 19 - that 
served as the testing ground for all data collection activities. Data collection 
was conducted in three phases, during which live activities ran consequentially 
and each with an interrelated purpose. The first phase included growing an 
understanding of the context of the study. As such, situating the context of the 
study and understanding the target age group was achieved by reviewing existing 
literature on Huddersfield’s local markets throughout its historical timeline. The 
second phase comprised of primary data collection through fieldwork. Following 
the methodological framework of ethnographic research methods, two live 
activities were hosted at Stall 19 called memory wall (Fig.01) and data string 
mapping (Fig.02) relying heavily on participant observation and engagement.

Fig. 01. Memory wall.
Source: Authors, 2019
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The memory wall (Fig.01) invited people to look at the archival photographs 
of Huddersfield marketplace, including Queensgate market, between 1940 to 
1970 and leave replies to the posed question “What do these images remind you 
of?”. The activity was derived from the visual method of photo-elicitation - a 
technique meant to generate verbal discussion and knowledge (Thomas, 2009) 
using multiple photographs on which the participant is encouraged to comment on 



(Bignante, 2010). Questioning through exposure to visual elements in this case, 
archival photographs - triggered deeper parts of the participants’ consciousness 
than verbal interviews and allow them to engage with memories attached to what 
the photograph represents (Harper, 2010). The data string mapping (Fig. 02) 
attempted to ask the participants more specific questions such as their age, when 
and how they use the current market and allow space for them to share their ideas 
about it. While the study was directed towards users over 65-years old only, the 
methods being tested in a live public setting attracted opinions of all age groups. 
Colour coding of the yarn used separated the answers - over 65 (pale orange) and 
under 65 (dark orange) age groups and the concentration around each peg gave 
an understanding of the majority’s opinion.

The rationale for using non-interactive methods branched from two stances. 
First, to observe the patterns of the group in the specific market settings without 
interfering and second, to highlight an unbiased point of view required a distance 
between the researchers and the site. Although researcher-led, this approach 
established the role of the researchers as observers (Groat & Wang, 2013) and 
lifted the pressure of the presence of the researchers from the participants. Moving 
away from the format of a rigid questionnaire, the DIY approach created a relaxed 
setting for participants to converse about their ideas and opinions anonymously 
and organically. The photo-elicitation intended to trigger discussions by sharing 
opinions about the past and current state of the markets, and the data string 
mapping encouraged the sharing of ideas from the users’ perspectives about the 
market. 

The non-interactive observations and context-specific findings of this 
ethnographic approach helped to shape the framework for the final intervention. 

Fig. 02. Data String Mapping.
Source: Authors, 2019
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This was further aided by informal discussions with stall visitors and stallholders. 
Hence the data collection phase ended with a community informed temporary 
intervention - screening of a Huddersfield based documentary called “Portrait of a 
market (1970)”1 at Stall 19 (Fig.03). At this pop-up event, the authors encouraged 
the audience to fill in questionnaires after watching the movie expressing their 
mood, emotions, and thoughts. The combination of three stages produced three 
kinds of data: quotations, descriptions, and excerpts of documents, resulting in 
thick narrative descriptions of the market from the users’ perspective (Collins, 
2018).

Findings
The findings of the study can be grouped into two major categories. First, a 

rich collection of local narratives reflecting on the past and present state of the 
market, highlighting opinions of its primary user group. Second, ideas shared 
by users suggesting how they want to see the market. Additional informal 
interviews and spatial mapping unfolded usage patterns of the space and added 
to the account of the markets, along with Huddersfield’s history that contributed 
to an understanding of the context. The sections to follow discuss the findings 
generated through the methods used and their convergences towards the overall 
aim of the study.
Understanding the context

To draw an understanding of markets that the target age group has experienced 
in the past, an evaluation of the town’s markets along its history was conducted 
through locally written literature. Huddersfield was historically a thriving market 
town that attracted people over distance. After being granted rights to hold the 
weekly market in the 1670s, Huddersfield started hosting its weekly markets near 
the Parish Church, which ranged from general markets to speciality ones such as 

1 Portrait of a market (1970) is an archival property of the Yorkshire Film Archive (YFA). 
Permission to showcase it public was granted by YFA against a fee. More information can be 
found here: http://www.yorkshirefilmarchive.com/film/portrait-market

Fig. 03. Live event – screening of the documentary
Source: Authors, 2019



the beast market (Minter & Minter, 1993). Establishing the Cloth Hall in 1768 led 
to a spur of clothing business at the town centre for clothiers from far and near. In 
1880 a Victorian market hall was established as the first covered marketplace of 
Huddersfield, followed by its outdoor extensions for wholesale fruit and vegetable 
market into the Shambles in 1930. The Victorian market hall was replaced with a 
modernist market hall in 1970 at Queensgate after the former faced hygiene and 
maintenance issues (Griffiths, n.d). In line with the death of the high street in the 
UK as 20th century progressed, the Queensgate market faced a quick decline in 
footfall and loss of interest. The apparent difference between the vibrant market 
life of predecessors of Queensgate market and its current state contextualises the 
research background and investigates how the change is interpreted by the users. 
Observational studies were also undertaken that surveyed the current marketplace 
at both the building scale and urban scale. By mapping the market from various 
points at peak and off-peak hours the authors unfolded usage patterns of the 
space and its malleable socio-spatial qualities (Fig. 4). At the time of the study, 
roughly 40% of the stalls were vacant. While it sold a variety of local goods at the 
occupied stalls, the authors noticed an increased footfall around stalls that housed 
social atmospheres such as food and drinks outlets and art interventions.

Instigating discussions about the market by the recollection of lived experiences
The photo-elicitation on the memory wall revealed personal stories of the 

locals of Huddersfield related to their experiences in the old markets of the town. 
This included its lost uses and practices, reflections on how the market changed 
over the years and comments on usage satisfaction in the current market. The 
amalgamation of various perspectives revealed a pattern of constant comparison 
between the memories of the Victorian market hall and Queensgate market. 
Keywords surfaced such as “vibrant culture of the market”, “the old market 
hall”, “community interaction”, “variety and niche products”, “missing life in 
Queensgate”, “loss of community spirit” pointed towards users’ social needs.

 Fig. 04. Maps showing the layout of shops (left) and where people gather most (right)
Source: Author a, 2019
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Table 01. Excerpts from post-it notes collected from the memory wall.

Source: Authors, 2019

Some responses on memories of the markets

Sitting upstairs having a warm on big pipes, looking over the balcony having fun with friends

Catching bus across from the bus station, council offices now.

I remember the old market in King Street and going on the balcony for pie and peas

We knew all the regular shops where we visited every week and always went for a cup of tea 
or ice cream

The dolls hospital in the alley, fruit and vegetable market for all local produce

Would finish school at dinner and go for pie and peas with mint sauce for 1 shilling

Used to play football from Conduit Street to the Viaduct for 3 hours

Fresh produce–here (point at the photo) was greengrocer and butcher

Although discussions about the Queensgate market started with a focus on 
the lack of community spirit - a loss of “buzz” and “no atmosphere”, the tone 
of the conversation changed slowly as the activity progressed over time from 
negative and resistant to a more open and nostalgic resonance. Participants stated 
they would visit the Victorian market hall every week for the local “Pie & peas” 
or “ice cream”. Among all its indoor stalls, the most recalled was the doll’s 
hospital, Dr Dan’s herbal drink, D’ Agostino’s ice cream shop, linen shops and 
greengrocers, remembering the market as a place of friendly chatter, for its warm 
atmosphere and its bustling environment. While the over 65 age group connected 
to the activity for the nostalgic resonance, the under 65 age groups focused more 
on the current dismal state of the market. A growing conversation of what the 
current market is missing compared to the vibrant markets of the past led to a 
collection of ideas from the community through data string mapping as described 
in the next section.
Mapping ideas for the current market through data string mapping 

A data string map was introduced at the second stage to understand the 
demographics of the users and to collect ideas on how they perceive the future 
of the market. Most participants being local visited the marketplace weekly. The 
reasons for their visits were predominantly for hot beverages and socialising, 
but a large number used the market daily as a cut-through covered corridor to 
get to the bus stop behind it. Many believed Huddersfield markets were thriving 
in the early 1970s and 1980s, where their earliest memories relate to the niche 
products and busy environment of the market. Skill-sharing, intergenerational and 
communal crafting activities were the most desired among what they wanted to 
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see at the Queensgate market in the future, which also correlated to activities they 
enjoyed doing for their mental well-being. Ensuring the ideas were not limited to 
the options on the board, the authors supplied optional questionnaires. The last 
question asking, “if you could bring back anything from those days, what would 
it be?”. The majority suggested ideas such as lower stall rent, intergenerational 
interaction, stalls with workshops and crafting, diverse shops, and even public 
houses. Although the younger age groups who were denoted by the colour coding 
of strings rarely used the market and related little to its heritage, they still showed 
interest in skill-share workshops and exercise classes. All age groups suggested 
the use of public engagement, creative intervention to rethink the usage of the 
market beyond its primary function of trade.
Co-curating an activity with the community.

The screening of the documentary “Portrait of a market (1970)”2 as a live 
event was a provocative collaborative effort of bringing the much-loved Victorian 
market into the new one. Not only did the nostalgia allow more room for people 
to speak up and encourage sharing their ideas about the market and town, but it 
was also a pilot event to see how the community reacted to pop-up social events 
in the market - one of the social needs expressed in the previous stages of data 
collection. Their responses captured through feedback forms and a cumulative 
representation of what was received are presented graphically (Fig. 05).

Conclusive reflections: unfolding the case of Queensgate market 
through its users’ eyes

 By bringing elements from the past market life at Stall 19, the study used the 
agency of nostalgia to evoke thoughts, opinions and draw an outline of a rich 
account of ideas that can help to reimagine the Queensgate market. Upon critical 
analysis, the findings show themes that reflect on the needs of the community 
within the marketplace. More importantly, it showed the equal influence 
cognitive processes of human minds have on experiences, just as spatial and 
visual elements do. What follows below is an attempt to discuss the findings to 
not draw conclusions but to start a discussion of integrating this assemblage of 
perspectives and narratives in the processes of spatial organisation and design.

The Queensgate Market suffers from low footfall and a growing decline of 
the social atmosphere, with many users dissatisfied with its empty environment 
of vacant stalls and unkempt appearance. The intention of its monumental 
architecture was to recreate the ambience of the former Victorian market hall by 

2 “Portrait of a market (1970)” shows the old market hall (and its market life) that existed in 
Huddersfield before Queensgate market was built. It documents how the old market operated 
from its opening early morning to its closure with the day’s end sirens. It also shows a 
recollection of a busy day in Huddersfield’s market. People in groups out shopping for their 
daily necessities. Some enjoying a cup of tea while others queuing up to drink a glass of the 
famous Dr Dan’s drink. Part of it shows the ever-familiar shops of that time – the butchers, the 
fruit stalls, the fabric, the catalogues.
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bringing the stalls under one large, monumental canopy of Queensgate instead 
of enclosing them individually (Marsden & Evans, 2009). However, our findings 
indicate spatial reconfiguration and modernist expression in its architectural form 
has negatively impacted its users’ connection to the place as it starkly disrupted 
the flow of cultural and historical experiences offered by its predecessor. The 
findings further demonstrate that the lived experiences of the Victorian market 
stored in memories are so vivid that there appears to be a sheer rejection of the 
present market.

Fig. 05. Summarised graphical representation of feedback received from the live event.
Source: Authors, 2019
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Although the Latourian claim suggests bodies are constantly adapting and 
transforming to what the material surroundings offer (Latour, 2004), findings 
of this study suggest everyday experiences and practices greatly shaped one’s 
perception of a place and creates a collective response to it that is not subject 
to the users’ background or identity. This expands the assumption of perception 
of space relies solely on material, spatial and visual characteristics of the built 
environment and highlights an equal influence of practices and actions of everyday 
life. This reinforces the iteration by Lynch of his own theory of imageability 
to add emphasis on ‘meaning’ of place, which is based on history, socio-spatial 
behaviour, experience (Lynch, 1972); influenced by accessibility, diversity, and 
comfort (Lynch, 1981); and related to the observer’s psychological reaction to the 
place (Lynch et.al, 1990). 

Queensgate market portrays a classic example of decline of the rhythms of 
practices and actions daily life and as a result reshaping its urban environment 
rarely consults with the people who embody it. It must be noted, measures for the 
cultural regeneration of Queensgate market by Kirklees Council were already in 
motion during the time of the study, through introduction of artworks and spatial 
rearrangement3. The findings of this study show to truly rejuvenate the space, an 
equal emphasis needs to be given to incorporating an understanding of the space 
from its users’ perspective and evaluating how these transformations impact the 
user’s perception of the market. If public spaces are largely representations of the 
sense of community (or the lack of), involving participatory processes can act 
as an effective method of bringing together different citizen groups and address 
issues from a user’s perspective, as demonstrated at Stall 19. Acknowledging 
and acting upon these comments could make way for aiding the regeneration of 
Queensgate Market, ensuring a sustainable economic and collective social future 
for the town.

Methodologically, this public intervention has demonstrated how curation 
and utilisation of a creative environment allowed participants to find a safe 
space to engage in deep and organic conversations as opposed to conventional 
methods which could formalise thoughts and feelings of the participants. 
Utilising an empty market stall to house visual yet non-obstructive methods of 
photo-elicitation, post-it dialogues, and a data string activity opened the space to 
intrigue and informal setting. Participatory approach facilitated the formation of 
a joint enterprise by working ‘with’ and not ‘on’ participants. Even though the 
methods used may be unoriginal, the authors see strength in the fluid and informal 
nature of the methodology tested in a creative setting that allows room for it to 
be applied to study various age groups, extending the project to other forms of 
public spaces and user groups. As such the localised experiment has already been 

3 See Creative Kirklees, Temporary - contemporary.  
Available: https://www.creativekirklees.com/temporary-contemporary/
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adapted in councils led cultural regeneration festivals such as Woven in Kirklees4 
and is currently mutating to take other forms of community engagement space for 
cultural regeneration at a public space in Glossop, UK.

The adaptive and iterative nature of the chosen methodology implies certain 
limitations within the study as well. As it was carried out within the peripheries 
of an academic enquiry, the methodology was tested under a limited period and 
has not been fully refined. Use of one case study with a predetermined target 
group did not allow the framework to be tested in other contexts for a wider 
range of age group. Although the authors focused on age-specific quotations and 
narratives, Stall 19 as an intervention has also given voice to the other age groups, 
namely an age range of late 20s to mid and early 30s who also use the market 
occasionally. Use of emotionally inclined tools such as the screening of a historic 
film may gather criticism of generating a biased view but as an engagement tool 
it encouraged participation of broad range of audience. Further ethnographic 
research with a variety of case studies and user groups using participatory 
methods could allow it to be developed more rigorously.
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On the influence of narrative in the perception of 
raw earth construction

Preface  
Among human activities, the construction sector is one of the biggest energy 

consumers; it depletes over 40% of the annual global energy supply1-2-3. It is also 
a major consumer of resources - it consumes 40% of the world’s production of 
natural aggregates, a quarter of the world’s virgin forests and 16% of the water 
annually2-4. The European Commission estimates that the sector is responsible 
for 50% of extracted raw materials in Europe5. Likewise, it is a major generator 
of waste6.

Raw earth as a resource possesses reversible characteristics as well as being a 
local and natural material7. In addition, is has low embodied energy2. Moreover, 
about 75% of the waste from the building sector is made up of mineral soil, the 
raw material used in raw earth construction8. Due to all the above reasons, raw 
earth stands out as an important building material in addressing the climate crisis.

1 Manish K. Dixit “Life cycle recurrent embodied energy calculation of buildings: A review”. 
Journal of Cleaner Production nº 209. 2019. p. 731–754. 
2 Keefe, L. (2012) Earth Building, Methods and materials, repair and conservation. Taylor & 
Francis Group, Abingdon (UK), 2005
3 Grace K C DING. (2004) The development of a multi-criteria approach for the measurement of 
sustainable performance for built projects and facilities. PhD, University of Technology, Sydney, 
2004.
4 Manish K. Dixit et al. “Identification of parameters for embodied energy measurement: A 
literature review”. Energy and Buildings, nº42. 2010. p. 1238–1247.
5 Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe. Brussels : European Commission, 2011.
6 Dahlbo, H. et al. ”Construction and demolition waste management - A holistic evaluation of 
environmental performance”. Journal of Cleaner Production, nº107. 2015. p. 333–341.
7 Hamard, E. Cazacliu B, Razakamanantsoa A, Morel J-C. “Cob, a vernacular earth construction 
process in the context of modern sustainable building”. Build Environ, nº106. 2016. p103–19.
8 Cabello Eras, J. J. et al. “Improving the environmental performance of an earthwork project 
using cleaner production strategies”. Journal of Cleaner Production, nº47. 2013. p. 368–376.
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Moreover, raw earth as a material has numerous technical advantages, which 
can contribute to the quality of life of people living in and using raw earth buildings. 
To date, its hygrothermal advantages are probably those which have been most 
widely investigated9. However, raw earth has other strong points which can also 
contribute to quality of life in a building, but which are less well known and less 
researched, such as acoustic performance.However, raw earth´s contribution is not 
purely technical. Its performance in the sensory domain deserves more attention. 
Earth buildings are often reported to bring great benefits in terms of comfort 
and quality of life for their inhabitants. Investigating the sensory domain in the 
design of inhabited space is essential, as it takes into account the experiences and 
responses of people who will build and use the buildings10. In order to treat the 
issues connected with both technical and sense-related factors, this study will 
take an approach based on architectural ambiances11.

Introduction
The return of raw earth

In many countries of higher income, the emergence of industrial materials in 
the early 20th century led to the abandoning of traditional ones, including raw 
earth12-13. However, these past decades, raw earth has garnered renewed interest, 
particularly as a material with a low carbon footprint. This can be observed from   
the increased number of projects and studies around raw earth14.

Interest in raw earth is also present within institutions, with an increasing 
number of sustainable and clean public buildings15. This research has identified a 
total of 16 newly-built school buildings in France, built between 2009 and 2019, 
with raw earth in some parts of the interior and/or exterior walls. (Fig.01). The 
demand for such buildings continues to grow, with new projects in, for example, 
Guérande (44, France), Guenrouët (44, France) and Villepreux (78, France).

9 McGregor, F. and al. “A review on the buffering capacity of earth building materials”. ICE 
Publishing, University of Bath, 2016. 
10 Audas, N. “Le rôle de l’affect dans l’ambiance ressentie”. 1st International Congress on 
Ambiances. Grenoble, France 2008. p. 213–219.
11 Dubois, D. “Dénommer, définir, identifier, décrire une ambiance - A semantic analysis of the 
word ” soundscape ””. Ambiances in action / Ambiances en acte(s) - International Congress on 
Ambiances. Montreal, Canada 2012. p. 683–688.
12 Erica, A., Guillaud, H. and Mary, H. Terra Literature Review: An Overview of Earthen 
Architecture Conservation. The Getty Conservation Institute, Los Angeles (USA), 2008.
13 Villain, V. Sociologie du champ de la construction en terre crue en France (1970-2020). PhD, 
Université de Lyon, 2020.
14 Morel, J. C. and Charef, R. “What are the barriers affecting the use of earth as a modern 
construction material in the context of circular economy?”. IOP Conference Series: Earth and 
Environmental Science 225. Brussels 2019.
15 22 retours d’expériences pour des bâtiments publics durables et sains. BRUDED Bretagne 
rurale et rurbaine pour un développement durable. 2019.
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Despite the increasing relevance of raw earth, both in research and new 
buildings, technical guidelines on raw earth´s qualities are yet to be developed. The 
raw material sector faces serious challenges in becoming integrated into modern 
standards and productivity models, which are tailored to industrial materials. The 
vast majority of existing standards focus on structural engineering of materials 
with limited attention to the nature of materials and the role of water in materials 
such as raw earth. On the other hand, experiences from finished projects evidence 
high appreciation of the usage of raw earth16. As such, the main subject of this 
work is to explore the relationships between narratives around the use of raw 
earth in buildings, and perceptions of these buildings by their users. It will also 
examine the way these narratives and perceptions may reinforce each other. 
Narrative as a boundary object

With the exception of self-built constructions, buildings are designed and 
built in three main phases: the determination of a programme, design, and finally 
construction. These three phases are connected to one another but require different 
skills. The programme will take care not to suggest architectural forms but will 
define articulations between spaces and their proportions. The design phase 
will provide the set of graphic documents that establish volumes and guide the 
construction. During the construction phase, the graphic documents are followed 
and adapted if need be. The project clients are involved in the whole process. 

16 Pélissier C. “Matériaux naturels et expériences sensible : Les matériaux de construction 
biosourcés et géo sourcés particpent-ils à répondre au besoin de nature ? ” École Nationale 
Supérieure de Paysage – AgroParis Tech, 2020. 

Fig. 01. 1: Kindergarten - Les Roches-de-Condrieu © Studio Erick Saillet | 2: Miribel School – 
Drôme © NAMA Architecture | 3: Public school – Treffieux © M.Miranda | 4: Elementary school – 
Saint Germé © CAUE du Gers | 5: Kiethon, day centre of autistic individuals, Médréac © Art Mur 
| 6: Félix Leclerc School - Bouvron © Jean François Mollière | 7: « l’Écol’eau » kindergarten - La 
Chevallerais © Journal La Mée Châteaubriant | 8: Primary school – Veyrins-Thuellin © Design & 
Architecture | 9: Hauts-du-Moulin school - Villepreux © 78actu.fr | 10: School and health facilities 

- Salies-de-béarn © Luc Claverie | 11: Public primary school – Baulon © M.Miranda | 12: La 
Madeleine kindergarten – Fégréac © M.Miranda | 13: Public school - Mouais © M.Miranda | 14: 

Miriam-Makeba School group – Nanterre © ArchitectureTerreBois.



However, in most cases, the final user will know and use the building only after 
its construction. This is even more frequent for public buildings.

The appropriation of the building by the final user is thus subject to the 
perception of the finished object, often without knowing the design team’s 
intentions. However, there exist projects in which such intentions are clearly 
exposed and will be part of the users’ appropriations. This is the case, for example, 
in Rezé, in the Nantes area, with the “Les Jardins de la Pirotterie” operation 
(2005), which gained significant media coverage and gave the inhabitants the 
impression of living in an innovative and exceptional place. A similar mechanism 
is found in Patrick Bouchain’s projects and in the recent Pritzker Prize winners, 
Anne Lacaton and Philippe Laval for their Grand Val operation in Bordeaux.

In this way, narrative can be developed within the design teams. It then 
spreads through different media and infuses future users of the space, who grasp 
the building and its conceptual “instruction manual”. This type of process is 
even further developed in self-build projects, in which the appropriation of the 
project by its users implies their direct participation in the design phase and, most 
importantly, in the construction phase. In this case, the narrative of the project is 
written collectively and is shared by all parties involved. It will continue to be 
shared and will build the set of values of the community that inhabits it.

This process, aiming to put in common the values of a project to make its 
design and construction more efficient, is well described in the world of innovation 
for applications beyond architecture. Therefore, reflections are carried out to 
understand how to realise projects subject to multiple constraints, especially 
when they are carried by different actors, each with their own precise reference 
framework that is not always compatible with all the stakeholders. The concept of 
boundary-crossing was developed by John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid17, who 
proposed to overcome the outline of their attributions in order to put their skills at 
the service of the common interest. The concept of the boundary object, proposed 
for the first time in 1989 by Suzan Leigh Star and James Griesemer18 proposed 
a method to reconcile scattered interests. The boundary object goes beyond the 
object on which everyone must work to give it values that can be shared.

School projects incorporating earth walls are halfway between self-build and 
conventional projects. Raw earth allows for the involvement, however modest, 
of future users (including children) in the construction process: this could be, 
for example, by making earth bricks, or by participating in awareness-raising 
sessions to better understand the benefits of raw earth. This appropriation by 
realisation represents a story that is shared between parents, teaching teams and 

17 Brown, John Seely and Duguid, P. “Organizing Knowledge”. California Management Review, 
nº40. 1998. p. 90. 
18 Star, S. L. and Griesemer, J. R. “Institutional Ecology, ’ Translations ’ and Boundary Objects : 
Amateurs and Professionals in Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, 1907-39”. Social 
Studies of Science, nº19. 1989. p. 387–420.
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the director of the school. If we consider the educational stakes as a project in its 
own right, the narrative of the construction of the school becomes a boundary 
object, in the sense that it federates the parents, the teachers and the school teams.

Methodology – The construction of narrative and its dissemination
If we acknowledge that the narrative of the school construction is a boundary 

object, we need to ask how it is shared and how it acts, and to identify how it is 
built and what consequences it can have on the final experience by the users.

The approach implemented in this study aims to go beyond objectivised 
phenomena, such as thermal, acoustic factors, etc. of a place to focus instead 
on the non-objectivised ones. With a transversal approach, it aims to understand 
the qualification of raw earth spaces and to evaluate the permeation force of the 
narrative in the perception of the school and thus the persistence or not of this 
boundary object in the life of the school.

The non-objectivised data collected for the analysis of our cases in this 
research stemmed from different sources: surveys of parents of pupils; surveys 
of employees of primary schools; one-hour interviews with primary school 
head-teachers; surveys and 40-minute semi-structured interviews with architects 
(interviews were correlated with survey answers); surveys of the technical 
managers of the city council; commented walks with pupils; other documents 
and public information on the project.
The origin of the narrative

  Initial surveys identified origins of the narrative and the choice of using 
raw earth. Firstly, architects who create their narrative from lessons learned by 
experience and knowledge of facts around topics such as energy savings and 
environmental values, among others. This is particularly true amongst those that 
showed confidence with and had led raw earth projects. In some projects, such as 
the Fégréac or Chevallerais schools, the architects also strengthened their story 
with the presence of raw earth heritage (Fig. 02). The architect Loïc Daubas, from 
the Belenfant & Daubas studio, explains the thought process in our interview:

 “But there’s a story that we’ve been looking for. For Fégréac in particular, 
it was in the first talks with the city. Are there raw earth constructions on the 
territory? It participated in the story a little. That is, they showed us, almost 
like bourrines, animal shelters along the Vilaine. There even was an earthen 
house that, if I remember, wasn’t so far from the school, and we relied on that 
too. You can’t invent something you don’t know, we got inspired by a type of 
construction that was already there in the city, and it helped us because they 
didn’t feel like they were going down something crazy, an architect’s project, 
but rather like they were continuing an idea. It was a bit different but relying 
on similar foundations.”
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Secondly, project clients narrative is underpinned by economic reasons  and 
environmental values. They show true interest in using excavated raw soil from 
the project site mainly due to savings in transportation costs. For example, the 
City Council representative of Baulon highlighted the low cost of raw earth due 
to source proximity when asked which was the major factor in their decision to 
use raw earth.

The interview with the architect in charge of the school of Baulon confirmed 
that the choice of raw earth came from the City Council. The architect Cédric 
Smal, from the Faro collective, added: “There was one city council representative 
that was interested in the question of earth constructions, and he asked for an 
analysis of the earth”. He also outlined the need for the project leaders to rely on 
organisations specialised in raw earth, to conquer the reluctance around the use of 
raw earth by some professions, such as economists or consultants. 
An enabling environment for construction sites

Another noteworthy fact involved in the creation of narrative is that 
interviewees often reported that the construction process with raw earth generally 
went smoothly and with careful attention to implementation from all involved. 
For example, Bruno Belenfant explains that “what struck me was that the raw 
earth constructions worked really well every time. There are no problems because 
everyone is careful with the execution.” Also, earth construction elicits reactions 
from other companies. Bruno Belenfant recalls: “The raw earth constructions 
spark the curiosity of other companies”, and Cédric Small adds: “It doesn’t leave 
anyone indifferent.”

As mentioned previously, in contrast with building sites using conventional 
materials, earth construction sites can offer greater involvement and participation 
for future users, non-professionals, and the general public. In countries such as 
France, it is common to organise workshops or training sessions for professionals 
or volunteers, supervised by raw earth craftspeople in order to lower the expenses 
of building and/or to create a synergy of exchange and a diffusion of knowledge. 
In the cases of the Fégréac or Chevallerais schools, the city councils chose to 
work with social integration companies in order to develop local employment 

Fig. 02. Examples of raw earth constructions in the Fégréac and Chevallerais  
cities ©M. Miranda

Marta Miranda Santos, Laurent Lescop, Erwan Hamard and Antonia Navarro Ezquerra

110  |  Narrative and Analysis



opportunities and enable the dissemination of skills. For the Bouvron school, 
the architects asked the manager about their preference between training and 
integration, as Loïc Daubas states: “[...]he chose training for the symbolic fact 
that a school also trains. Building a school in itself offers training.”
Earth that signifies, and the impregnation of the narrative on the pupils’ parents

The underlying curiosity during the construction phase seems to linger 
beyond that point. During the interview with principal of the Bouvron school, 
he explains that when we enter the building, “the first things that startles are the 
earthen walls”. This is also mentioned by the Bouvron town hall, which mentions 
“very positive” feedback from users. He also adds “it’s the presence of earth 
that is most striking, from the first second, it’s almost like a shock.” Surprise or 
approval, confirmed by the answers to the questions from pupils’ parents. Many 
recall that the first thing they noted the first time they entered the school was 
“a warm ambiance created by the raw earth walls, large spaces (large hallways, 
classes…)”, “the earthen walls, a clean ambiance, natural light, thermal inertia”. 
Many also mentioned the natural, ecological, etc. aspect of the walls: “walls in 
natural materials”, “comfort for eco materials”, “large spaces, buildings in natural 
materials” (Fig. 03 Set of answers summed up in one word). By observing Fig. 
03, we can see that the concept of space prevails over the other concepts. Raw 
earth is only ranked second. However, when the words are studied more carefully, 
it is possible to identify certain instances like: “natural materials”, “ecological 
materials”, “ecological” associated with the construction of the walls, thus with 
the presence of earth. The presence of raw earth implies the association between 
the material and the ambiances generated, with mentions such as: “muffled 
atmosphere” or “warm ambiance”.

Fig. 03. Parents’ answers to the question “What was the first thing you noticed the first time you 
entered the school?”. In total, 70 answers were gathered, representing 51% of the families with 

children in the raw earth school building.

 The ecological aspect of raw earth seems even more prominent in the analysis 
of a second question asked to the parents: “Write five words that pop into your 
mind when you think about the school.”, in which the ecological notion associated 
with the use of natural materials, more precisely raw earth, is obvious (Fig. 04).
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The new building of the Bouvron school was delivered in 2015. This building 
takes in children from the first year of kindergarten to the second year of primary 
school. A large portion of the parents questioned were not present during the 
construction phases and did not participate in the integrated design project of 
the school, and we might imagine that they are unaware of the story developed 
during the project, or the particular involvement of certain users in the processes 
before the delivery. However, the feedback from the surveys shows the presence 
of certain key notions running through this school project, such as ecology, the 
size and distribution of spaces or the use of raw earth. Therefore, it seems obvious 
that the sharing of the narrative is done mostly by the school head-teacher, who 
organised a long visit for the parents and recalled that the school was conceived 
to respect the environment. He clarified that the construction materials came from 
construction site waste. Instead of disposing of them, they were recycled to build 
the school. Later, he described the participation of the parents and children in 
the construction of the bricks and the community project that was built at that 
moment. While we enter the school, the head-teacher mentions a rite of passage 
– the silence settles, and the perception becomes almost sacred.
The persistence of a fading narrative

However, although obvious for the parents, the impregnation of the story of 
the raw earth school’s construction and its ecological notions gradually fades for 
the school staff. The spatial qualities, the organisational or technical qualities, 
such as acoustics seem to take over the materiality of the project (use of raw 
earth) or the realisation of a building with a low carbon footprint. When they 
are questioned on “What is your general impression of the school? What do you 
feel? Briefly describe (from your perception)”, only one teacher, who arrived 
at the school in 2019, mentions the earth and the fact that it conveys a peaceful 
ambiance: “the workplace is pleasant, “peaceful” kindergarten building with its 
colours, the earthen walls.” This lack of reference to the earth is also present in 
the analysis of the question “What is the first thing you noticed the first time you 

Fig. 04. Parents’ answers to the question “Write five words that pop into your mind when you think 
about the school.”, with 71 answers and 317 words collected. To facilitate the understanding, 

words from the same semantic area were summed up in one word. Only words or word groups 
repeated at least 3 times are shown in Fig. 04.
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entered the school?” Only two out of the eighteen answers collected (employees 
who arrived at the school in 2018 and 2020) mentioned “earthen walls”. The 
“space” is the most highlighted element for the employees at the Bouvron school 
(Fig. 05) even more than amongst parents’ replies. However, in the descriptions of 
their general impression, the “pleasant” notion is also highlighted: “Very pleasant 
school, I don’t feel cramped. It is calm and the view is pleasant.”, “This is a 
pleasant school where we enjoy working” or “a pleasant living place”. Unlike the 
parents’ feedback to the question “Write five words that pop into your mind when 
you think about the school.”, the presence of earth or ecology remain limited 
(Fig. 06).

In line with the design construction, in June 2016 Véronique Girard organised 
a workshop on experience feedback. The analysis highlighted the space: “We are 
calm. There is a lot of space, we went from 54m² to 80m². We have room, we 
don’t bump into each other, the circulation is easier”, and the acoustic qualities of 
the classrooms: “In the classroom, the sound level has lowered. It is like we are in 
a cocoon, a bubble.” The acoustic aspect was also mentioned in the present study 
when the employees were questionned on the classroom: “Write five words that 
pop into your mind when you think about the classroom.” (Fig. 07).

Fig. 05. School employees’ answers to the question “What is the first thing you noticed the first 
time you entered the school?”. We collected 18 answers (78% of the employees) and 24 words. 

Words from the same semantic area were summed up in one word.

Fig. 06. School employees’ answers to 
the question “Write five words that pop 
into your mind when you think about 
the school”. 18 answers (78% of the 

employees) and 82 words were collected. 
Words from the same semantic area were 

summed up in one word. Only words 
repeated at least 2 times are shown in 

Fig. 06.

Fig. 07 School employees’ answers to the 
question “Write five words that pop into your 
mind when you think about the classroom”. 

15 answers and 63 words were collected. To 
facilitate the understanding, words from the 

same semantic area were summed up in one 
word. Only words or word groups repeated at 

least 2 times are shown in Fig. 07.
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An absence of predisposition 
In the case of the pupils, the perception of the place is mainly associated with 

the activities and situations they have been through. After commented walks 
with the pupils from two mixed last-year of kindergarten classes, one first-year 
primary school class and one second-year primary school class from the Bouvron 
school, rare were the cases where raw earth was mentioned. This could strengthen 
the importance of the story to support the use of raw earth.

Main takeaways
The work carried out has confirmed the existing relationship between the 

narrative and the perception on sites that have used raw earth. First, a more active 
engagement to a broader range of stakeholders and their participation from early 
stages of the project generates a unique conducive narrative for uptake. 

Indeed, raw earth narrative seems to drive strong levels of commitment based 
on perceptions. School employees’ relate to building functionality features more 
prominently, mainly due to their usage time. Conversely parents’ perceptions 
have an emphasized focus on materials since they enter at a school where raw 
earth is found. Also, raw earth intrinsic characteristics and positive perceptions 
further reinforce the narrative presented by stakeholders. 

This ongoing analysis provides initial insights on the complexity of narratives 
that raw earth building project stakeholders generate based on a set of experiences. 
Going forward, the analysis will enlarge the scope of site experiences (i.e. 
schools with raw earth) and deepen technical findings. For instance, a comparison 
to non-raw-earth schools is foreseen to better ascertain the role of raw earth in 
“architectural ambience” and strengthen the distinct aspects shown in narratives.
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Water as the Narrative – Case Study: Story of 
Dezful 

Introduction   
Rarely can you see a phenomenon without a story to read, let alone cities 

or works of art and architecture, which represent almost every aspect of 
humankind’s story. Having known the storytelling background of the cities, it is 
obvious to conclude that every Historic Urban Landscape (UNESCO 2011) has 
historic, functional and dynamic narratives, which are the basis of recognition, 
interpretation, interaction and formation of the case. Most of the seasons of these 
stories are memoirs of the past or in other words they are builders of the history.

From the primary settlements in Europe to advanced ancient cities in 
Mesopotamia, there is one major item to turn separate buildings into complexes: 
water. Considering the very basic needs of human being from drinking to 
agriculture, Water, in any shapes of it, like river, stream, etc. is believed to be the 
main reason to establish primary settlements.

Historically, like any other primary settlement, everything was depended on 
water in Dezful, It is also clear from the name of the city which reads in old 
Persian the bridge by the castle, directly points out a bridge which indirectly 
proves a river. This bridge is famous as the oldest functional bridge in the world, 
built by Roman soldiers in the 3rd century. The city is located on the border of 
mountains and plain. Hence fresh, clean and cold water has always been available 
for the inhabitants. This geographical conditions has turned Dezful into one of 
the unique cities in Iran, which is contrary to most of the Persian cities has an 

Fig. 01. The geographical location of Dezful.
Source: Google Earth
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everlasting access to the water in every season. This body of water is named Dez, 
and this river has brought up massive blessings to its region in every period of 
time. There is no way to read the story of this city without having considered 
Dez River as the main narrative. 

Formal establishment of the city dates back to the 3rd century when the bridge 
was built. It is, however, believed that life existed before that date in the vicinity 
of the river (Imam Ahvazi 2003). This article will try to study and analyse one of 
the deepest relationships between a city and a river. The methodology for doing 
this study is to categorize the history of the city into three main periods and try 
to discuss what are the major roles of water as the main narrative within the 
urban life in Dezful. In order to reach a descriptive answer to this question we 
try to summarize more than 1700 years of story of this city in a period called 
pre-industrial era. This era came to an end in the 20th century by the emergence 
of new sources of energy or in a more exact description by the Iran’s industrial 
revolution (Mahdavinejad, Didehban, & Bazazzadeh 2016). Furthermore, for 
reaching a wide perspective towards the issue writers used several personal and 
public experiences, some non-official interviews and asked opinions were also 
benefited this study as two of the writers has lived and explored the city for a long 
period of time. Dezful is located in southwest of Iran (Fig. 01), being a part of 
Khuzestan, the city experienced this transformation faster than many other cities 
due to its potentials. Industrial era lasted for more than 60 years and by entering 
the last decade of 20th century, post-industrial era started.

Pre-Industrial Era
Social practices

Traditional people in Dezful spent several hours at the riverside, drinking, 
swimming, and cleansing. What is more, entertainment and even religious 
practices were conducted there by some minor religions in the town (Fig. 02). 
And for further quarters there was an underground artificial river (ghomesh) 
flowing from Dez and transporting water through heart of the city into plain 
lands for agricultural uses. To suggest a thorough view, we can admit that in 
traditional life-story of Dezful everything in the city was related to its main 
“narrative”: Dez River. If we try to explore the history of this waterfront city in 
historical records by different narrators (Imam Ahvazi 2003; Robubi 1975), there 
is always one main narrative pointed out, the river. For example, in 14th century 
Ibn-Battuta states that: “Desbool, is a city on the river Dez, whose origin name 
was Dezhpol, which pronounced differently after conquer of Persia by Arabs” 
(Ibn-Battuta 2011), while Jane Dieulafoy says in 19th century: “We reached 
Dezful from west and through the bridge, it was like the houses were sitting in a 
theatre and watching the river” (Dieulafoy 2006).
Urban Planning and Architecture 

As it was said before, the establishment of Dezful was triggered by the 
river. Based on historic records, the bridge was built by Roman captives, and it 
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was mentioned as the Roman Bridge in several records namely by the famous 
Moroccan geographer Ibn-Battuta (2011). Dezful was once a castle and a military 
town, then gradually raised population because of having the access to fresh water 
and also its strategic location due to the castle and waterfront borders. So the city 
was built and grew with all the grace of the river, its main narrative (Fig. 03).

The old town contains about 30 quarters, some are waterfront with a direct 
access to the river (Bendar) (Fig. 04), while others used to reach water through an 
indirect way (sar-b-taaq). This accessibility in waterfront quarters was available 
through sloped alleys called bendar, these alleys were designed perpendicular to 
the stream of the river, and provide dwellers not only with an access to the water 
but also with fresh breezes into town (Robubi 1975). Almost every waterfront 
quarter has one of them and through their bendar everyone could reach the river. 

Fig. 02. Daily use of river in Dezful para 1950s.
Source: Unknown

Fig. 04. Bendar Bachilun, The most famous 
Bendar of Dezful 1980s. 
Source: Hamid Tajalifard

Fig. 03. Oldest map of Dezful (1850).
Source: lieutenant Noskov

Fig. 05 Location of 15 sar-b-taaqs in non-
waterfront quarters 
Source: Ali Kolahchi
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On the other hand, for non-waterfront quarters, People used an underground 
stream flowing from the river in upper parts of the town. These streams are named 
ghomesh and are unique to Dezful, it is hard to find them in other parts of the 
country (ICHHTO 2016). Ghomesh was also a small model of the natural river 
with the same various water-related practices (Attarian & Safar Ali Najar, 2019). 
There were more than 10 ghomeshes in Dezful, all supplied by the river, and 
the most unique one is Ghomesh-Momenun, which transported water under the 
quarters of the town (Imam Ahvazi, 2003). So people built staircases to reach the 
stream. These staircases are called sar-b-taaq, and their function is like bendars. 
There were 15 sar-b-taaq in the old town, almost every non-waterfront quarter 
possessed one staircase (Fig. 05). Considering the urban planning and image 
of the city we can easily reach the narrative role of the river and its branches.

Economy
Traditional economy of the town can be categorized in three main divisions: 

agriculture, Nile and milling crops. Having agriculture as a beneficial investment 
area for the dwellers, cultivating qalam-ney (a type of calligraphy natural pen) 
was the best-known agricultural product of the city. Another massive business 
in Dezful was production of Nile, which was a wild grass used to grow on the 
side of river. This plant was processed by use of ponds near the river to obtain a 
fine sky-blue pigment, functional in traditional dyeing of textiles and ceramics. 
There is almost no physical evidence of the grass and the ponds nowadays, and  
qalam-ney cultivation is about to disappear.

The most notable economy-based practices of traditional story of the town 
is milling crops using hydraulic energy, again with the same narrative, river. 
Fortunately substantial ruins of watermills are still visible in the bed of river. 
Dezful can easily be named the second centre of historic hydraulic structures 
after its neighbour, Shushtar (ICHHTO 2011). Almost every type of historic 
hydraulic structures can be seen in the city and the most important of them are 

Fig. 06. The ruins of a watermill-complex including 11 watermills. 
Source: Ehsan Iravani



the old bridge and the watermills. The old bridge has put the city on the roads of 
traditional trades, while the watermills wrote the most successful part of economy 
in the town. Agriculture, process and trading are the parts of this comprehensive 
successful economic story in Dezful with an undeniable narrative role of 
Dez River. There were about 50 watermills in the bed of the river (Fig. 06), 
not counting the other rural ones. These watermills are of unique type, which is 
different from other Iranian watermills and to some extents resemble European 
watermills especially in functional terms. By gaining the knowledge of the river, 
Dezfuli architects built their most sustainable work; Buildings that had lasted for 
centuries against massive floods before reaching the 20th century. The shapes of 
the watermills are designed concerning the flow of water, handing a more energy-
efficiency to millers and providing safety during floods. On the other hand, the 
watermills have proved to be particularly flexible structures due the location and 
the building materials used. These materials - especially the mortar (Saruj) - adapt 
easily with water. Besides, architects built the watermills on natural rock-beds in 
the river without any need of foundations. In functional terms, every watermill 
includes a huge waterwheel, which is put in motion by the hydraulic energy and 
makes two other wheels rotating in order to turn a millstone, all possible by the 
existence of the river.

Fig. 07. Aerial picture of Dezful showing the massive expansion of middle-
aged fabric around the old town in the 1970s.

Source: National Organization of Geography and mapping of Iran
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Industrial Era
Industrial revolution came to Iran by the beginning of 20th century and 

since Dezful was a part of Khuzestan (oil land), the city experienced a fast 
transformation in urban life (Bani Masoud 2015; Bazazzadeh & Ghomeshi 
2018). The city is recognised as the first in the country enjoying water-piping 
systems for domestic purposes. By the emergence of piping phenomenon, 
urbanization accelerated in the city and a new type of urban planning became 
fashionable among organizations and people, in which the traditional thin, short, 
organic alleys were replaced by modern, long, wide, interception streets (Fig. 
07). By the advance of technology, electricity became a necessity, and due to 
the geographical conditions and closeness to the mountains, a massive hydro-
electric dam was built in the 1960s. The dam was known as the highest one in 
the Middle East and the world’s sixth highest dam in its time. The construction of 
dam and its electricity production brought about a massive change in the lifestyle 
of the Dezful and other cities around. Also, being beneficiary of the dam and its 
water management systems, a massive network of watering canals was built. This 
network along with the climatic features, turned the area into one of the most 
efficient food productive parts of the world. This short-term story of prosperity 
has only one narrative, the generous river Dez.

As a result, the urban, economic and social story of the city underwent a new 
narration. The narrative stayed, however, the same. Electricity, agriculture, urban 
planning and social activities still had the same basis: the Dez River, However, 
the base points of this storytelling are not located in the vicinity of the town, so 
we can say that the story was written indirectly by the narrative.
Social Practices

Social practices, which were related to water, stayed the same as in pre-
industrial era, for example: still swimming was something about Dezfuli identity. 
Entertainment section of the town was bound with the river and started an 
expansion to different waterfront areas.

Fig.08. the Old Water Tank of Dezful.
Source: Authors
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Urban Planning and Architecture
A new expansion plan for the once organic city with small houses was designed 

including straight streets and big residencies, all blessed with a direct access to 
the water from the river via piping system. This, in turn, helped architects to add 
private baths in every house and put public hygiene facilities (baths, ghomeshes, 
sar-b-taaq and etc.) to an end. A water tank (Fig. 08), a pumping machine and 
a piping system triggered a new lifestyle for locals, a direct access to water and 
literally an indirect access to the river. Although the new urban areas were built 
far from the river, the piping system held them in touch with it.

This brand-new urban and architectural typology developed around the old 
town like a belt. Later, it was named the middle-aged fabric, where all the houses 
were of a modern style in architecture, and streets dedicated to car transportation 
became the main basis of urban planning.
Economy

In the industrial era, agricultural business soared eye-catchingly and the region 
became one of the most productive lands in the country, due to the dam building 
and controlling the streams, a network of watering canals filled the agricultural 
lands within the city and nowadays Dezful is well-known for its food products. 
All parts of this network were planned and designed on the basis of river, so not 
only the narrative did not lose its position, but also took a more important role to 
play.

Unfortunately, the nile production became only a memory by the beginning of 
industrial era and the watermills were replaced by new urban workshops called 
makinehs in the new quarters of the city. Makinehs were small factories for 
producing electrical power (electrical makinehs), milling wheat (flour makinehs) 
and ice (ice makinehs) (Bazazzadeh et al. 2021). These urban facilities put an 
end to the legacy of ancient watermills and moved the economy towards a new 
narrative: fossil fuels.

Post-Industrial era
In the last decade of the 20th century or in other words by the start of  

post-industrial era, we witnessed that the heydays of makinehs had already 
passed and most of them have become deserted or demolished. The production 
of electricity is nowadays coming from other massive generators rather than the 
Dez Dam. The water piping system and the water tanks are not functional and the 
urban planning and architectural designs are based on the high rise buildings due 
to the soaring prices for land. On the contrary, social practices and agricultural 
economy are still massively based on the river. In tourism section, some public 
and private water-entertainment centres have been established and are seeking 
a spot in tourism-based economy, while the expanding agriculture sees a bright 
future in exports.
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Social Practices
Most of the riverfront was filled with public spaces – so-called beach parks, 

but unfortunately some investments brought a negative impact and a great loss to 
the natural and cultural landscapes of Dezful. For establishment of a new road, 
several unique parts of cityscape were demolished, and as a consequence the 
direct relationship between the historic quarters and the river were cut at the 
waterfront. 
Urban planning and Architecture

The city planners kept the development pace high due to immigration and raise 
of metropolitan population. More than nine new districts are added to the city after 
the industrial era. All of these additions tend to represent a vast neighbourhood 
designed by the 21st-century standards, including greenery and public spaces, 
plus wide boulevards, pedestrian promenades and children playgrounds. New 
parts of town seem very vibrant, however they cannot compete with middle-aged 
fabric since the commercial centre of the city is still in the old town and there is 
a long way from river to the new parts of the city.

There were still some barren waterfront lands available for jousting but they 
were filled by high-rise apartments and unfortunately the western side of the river 
has lost its image (Fig. 09). This image consists of several ancient structures 
which are in the severe danger due to the mass of new high-rise buildings.

Moreover, having several issues in transportation, surprisingly a long 
road was designed and built in the 1980s, which truly caused an interruption 
between old town and the river. This road is known as the beach road and has 
caused irreversible damage to every part of the waterfront, some bendars were 
demolished, about 10 watermills were buried under the road, and a magnificent 
urban landscape has disappeared (Fig. 10).

Fig. 09 High-rise buildings at the west side of the river.
Source: Khouzestan News Agency
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Economy
As it was already mentioned in the section on Dezful’s industrial era, the 

local agriculture thrived vastly and as a result the city has become one of the 
major centres for agricultural business. This activity keeps expanding in the post-
industrial era and by the establishment of cargo terminals, transit companies 
and airport, the future seems brighter. On the other hand, tourism has become 
a prominent part of the local economy. Tourist attractions in Dezful represent 
various fields of interest like old town, heritage sites, natural resorts and – the 
most valuable of all – riverside. Water-related tourism is the most thriving tourist 
business in the city. In this period a huge water-related tourist attraction started 
to commerce, viz. Alikalleh. Alikalleh was a natural valley in north of the old 
town which is transformed into a massive beach park, including accommodation, 
services and campsites thanks to municipality. (Fig. 11)

Fig. 10 Beach road made an interruption between the old town and the river.
Source: Authors

Fig. 11 Alikalleh in summer days is filled with tourists.
Source: Dezful Municipality Human Resources
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These developments, however, seemed to be unconscious of the future. In 
other words, the city managers and organizations tend to exploit the river as much 
as possible in order to maximise profits. They allowed several high-rise buildings 
at the waterfront, as a consequence of such a short-sighted policy. In 2010s a 
high-rise tower was designed on the river and its construction started rapidly, 
fortunately the project was cancelled for the military reasons, but its impact on 
the waterfront area has been highly destructive. 

Generally it seems that in post-industrial era the economy in Dezful is still 
based on Dez River, so the narrative remains the same. However, the storytellers 
consciously overexploit it with the highly negative impact on the continuity of 
the river-related narration in the future.

Looking into the future
It seems that things will be more or less on the tracks of post-industrial era 

in future, but some effective decisions need to be made. Several water-related 
stories are told within the city and their evidence is, fortunately, still available to 
some extent. It seems that the future story of Dezful should be continued with its 
main narrative: the river. There are some suggestions for the storytellers of the 
future and there is one thing to rely on: the role of water. 

It is necessary to act carefully not to lose this main narrative, so sustainability 
should be considered in every activities. New housing and urban planning 
should consider the blue mother of the city. Waterfront landscape planners of 
the city should consider every season of the old story of river in order to have 
a comprehensive story in the future. In economy-based activities like tourism 
and agriculture the role of water should be guaranteed through sustainable 
developments for the future generations. There are numerous ancient and 
historic sites and structures which could easily turn into heritage sites and tourist 
attractions, namely: the watermills, the old bridge, bendars and etc.

Conclusion
In summary, it is vividly obvious that the story of this city has been built over a 

strong narrative during several years. In the past, all the traditional aspects of this 
story pointed out that narrative directly. By the start of industrial era the value of 
this narrative did not decline but changed from a direct focal point to an indirect 
stimulus for expansion of the city. And by the beginning of post-industrial era 
we are witnessing that although the role of river is of great importance in every 
aspect, the practices seems not to consider the future. As it was discussed in the 
whole text, people played the main role as true storytellers of the story of their 
city and no matter how different their stories look, they all relied on one main 
narrative: the river. Additionally, we can say that we had a same narrative but 
different narrations. Having discussed the past, it seems that in future, the story 
composers of the town should not neglect the main narrative. This seems possible 
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through considering the river the main axis for developments and by application 
of sustainable development attitudes.

The famous phrase, attributed to St. Augustine, says that cities are not just 
houses and streets, but also people and their hopes. The history of Dezful confirms 
this observation. For centuries, people living on the Dez River have hoped for a 
better life through water. Looking ahead, the authors of this paper hope that it will 
continue to do so.
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Narratives ‘by’, ‘with’, ‘through’, ‘on’ and ‘despite’ 
architecture 

Introduction   
Within the last decade or so, the intrinsic relationship of architecture and 

narrative has been the focus of a number of researchers within and around the 
architectural discipline, resulting on substantial contributions on the topic. Before 
explaining the specific lens the present research has adopted, a brief mention of 
some of those other approaches dealing with the subject is first presented. Their 
differences do not only reveal the diversity in scope and methodology but the 
richness and depth of the topic itself.

Sophia Psarra in her book ‘Architecture and Narrative: The Formation of 
Space and Cultural Meaning’ looks at the ways in which the aspects of social, 
conceptual and perceptual space interact in the design and human experience of 
a building. According to her,

Narrative enters architecture in many ways, from the conceptual ‘messages’ 
it is made to stand for to the illustration of a design through models, drawings 
and other representational forms. This aspect of architectural expression, what 
the design speaks of, is relevant to narrative as representation (Psarra, 2009, 
p.02). 

Nigel Coates in his book titled ‘Narrative Architecture’ offers a rich analysis 
of the many and diverse forms narrative takes in the experience as well as in the 
design of architecture. He suggests that there are three different types of narrative 
in architecture: the ‘binary, that of the dual identity, is the easiest to define, the 
most purely visual and often the most obviously witty’; the sequential which 
‘encompasses the added factors of time and direction, in a more experiential 
environment’; and the biotopic which is ‘more nuanced but less prescriptive, 
offers multiple readings and levels in the coexistence of coherence and diversity’ 
(Coates, 2012, p.109). Coates sees architecture as a vehicle for the narrative layer 
which seems to imply that the narrative is not generated by the architecture but 
can rather be added to context and use (Coates, 2012, p.32). Yet, he also finds that 
‘buildings can be invested with narrative content by the architect in ways that are 
only possible through the medium of space’ (Coates, 2012, p.32).

A more recent attempt in understanding how space is inscribed in narrative 
theory and how narratives are projected in spatial environments is undertaken 
by scholars Marie-Laure Ryan, Kenneth Foote and Maoz Azaryahu. Their book 
titled ‘Narrating Space/Spatializing Narrative: Where Narrative Theory and 
Geography Meet’ offers 
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practical demonstrations of how narrative theory can address space, place and 
mapping, both within the bounds of particular texts and out there in the wider 
world (Tally, 2017, p.781).

‘Spatial narratives’ are a central topic in the research work of Tricia Austin, 
one of the key founders of the postgraduate programme ‘MA Narrative 
Environments’ at the Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts, London. 
Through a methodology that brings together narratology, psychology and spatial 
theory, Austin explores the fundamental components of what she defines as 
‘narrative environments’ and the ways through which these sites, physical and/
or digital, communicate stories or allow stories to be told through the medium of 
space (Austin, 2020).

Perhaps, what differentiates the present research from the above is that it sees 
narrative as potentially emerging or generated by any set of relationships between 
any group or kind of parts. Such an approach then, cannot but acknowledge the 
potential co-presence of many types of narratives since any architecture is made 
up of different groups and kinds of parts.

Narratives as sets of relationships or configurations
Architecture and narrative have something quite basic and thus important in 

common; they are both the result of a configuration of parts. Like all designs for 
that matter, they may potentially emerge because someone has created a set of 
relationships between a set of ingredients or parts. Coherence or a discernible 
structure may or may not be a characteristic of the arrangement. For some, 
architecture happens or emerges only when experienced by someone, which 
means that the same piece of the built or designed environment may become a 
different piece of architecture depending on who perceives it. 

The same could be said regarding any kind of narrative. Every reading of the 
same text, even by the same reader, may result in a different narrative. If this is 
the case, the emergence of a narrative occurs when a subject experiences it and 
not when a ‘composer’ puts the parts together. In the case of a written text, the 
narrative which emerges may be influenced, among other things, by the mood 
of the reader, while in the case of the built environment, the architecture that 
emerges does not only change with the mood of the user but because, unlike the 
printed letters on a page, the weather may be different or the other people present 
may be different and so on. Nevertheless, in both cases the architecture as well as 
the narrative emerge after experienced by a subject.

The next question to be answered is: if architecture and narrative share such 
a basic characteristic, can architecture tell narratives and can narratives exhibit 
architecture? The answer to both is probably yes. If the question was whether 
architecture can tell one narrative and whether a narrative can exhibit many 
architectures the answer would have probably been negative to both. What needs 
to be substantiated for the present discussion though is whether architecture may, 
always potentially, indeed tell many narratives.
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What is proposed here is that architecture can indeed tell many narratives 
because, as the discussion that follows will argue, narratives can potentially be told 
‘by’, ‘with’, ‘through’, ‘on’, or ‘despite’ a piece of architecture. If the narrative 
told ‘by’ architecture is seen as using architecture’s own ‘native’ language, then 
it is also proposed that other narratives are also inevitably told, making any piece 
of the designed environment polysemic since many juxtaposed narratives may 
emerge at the same time. Furthermore, the setup could be characterized as fluid, 
as one narrative may recede for another to surface. 

Since what is proposed here is that any piece of architecture can potentially 
tell all or most of these different types of narratives, it was decided that, rather 
than using a different piece of architecture each time, all types of narratives are 
discussed by referring to one building. Furthermore, in order to have as much 
material for discussion as possible, a rather extreme case was selected, namely 
Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, Turkey. Built between AD 532 and 537, by two 
Byzantine architects, Anthemios of Tralles and Isidoros of Miletus, Hagia Sofia 
was considered for a long time the principal cathedral of Eastern Christianity 
(Fig. 01).

While keeping the emphasis on one building, namely Hagia Sophia, for the 
reasons stated above, a number of other pieces of architecture will be used to 
further facilitate the discussion. Some may be brought in because, while seemingly 
sharing common features or characteristics, they seem to tell completely different 
narratives, while others may look very different but may share a deeper structure 
thus murmuring a narrative with a different content yet belonging to the same 
genotype.

What is aimed at is not only a deeper understanding of the narratives told 
by architecture but, more importantly, a more sophisticated understanding of 
architecture itself. Concepts such as transparency, layering, metaphor and allegory 
seem useful in first understanding and then describing the setup. The five types of 
narrative identified above are first presented separately, followed by a discussion 
on how they interact or combine.

The narrative told ‘by’ architecture
Before any part is named according to one or other system of reference 

such as the structural or the functional, some believe that the spatial and formal  
configuration presented is architecture’s own unique nature. Before we can 
identify an element of the arrangement as a column and another as a beam, a 
space as a kitchen and another as a corridor, we only see the spatial and formal 
relationships that the arrangement contains. The narrative told in this case could 
be seen as spoken in architecture’s own native language.

Any piece of architecture, as an arrangement of spaces and forms, contains 
many narratives. The one ‘read’ depends on the path walked and the images 
collected by the visitor who perceives the work. Such a narrative is possibly the 
strongest and the one we relate to in the most basic way and yet, at the same 



time the one we may have the hardest time describing or understanding. This is 
because, even though like any other system is based on the difference between the 
members configured, most people do not know the appropriate language to speak 
about it. One could argue that surely architects should speak their native language 
fluently but most of us don’t. One reason could be that the other languages 
available such as that about structure, or materiality or that about functionality 
are much easier and more frequently used in our dealings with the other parties 
involved in a project.

Peter Eisenman has invested a lot of energy in not only writing about this 
native language of architecture but also experimenting with it. Through his House 
designs where he manipulates the 9-square grid, he attempts to uncover this 
language by removing, as much as possible the possibility of ‘using’ the other 
languages available. Commenting upon his housing projects scholar Amir Djalali 
writes, 

Eisenman’s Houses series provides an understanding of architecture as a 
non-signifying, self-referential, collective practice intended to produce social 
organisation and determine certain behaviours (Djalali, 2017, p.1295).

What is interesting about his method for our discussion here is that he starts by 
taking an existing building plan and performs a number of operations on it. Such 
move could be seen as similar to the use of an existing piece of literature by an 
author when creating a new work, thus creating links of a literary nature between 
them. In other words different pieces of architecture may tell narratives which are 
related to each other strictly in architectural ways. Time is a parameter here but 
the kind of history involved is more layered than linear.

Hagia Sophia is famous for so many older and more recent events and 
situations that it is quite difficult to ‘listen’ to the narrative told solely by the 
configuration of spaces and forms that make up the building. Still, it could be 
described as a hierarchical composition in which a large central space and form is 
surrounded by progressively smaller volumes and shapes (Nice, 1948) (Fig.02). 
Unlike Eisenman’s designs, the whole arrangement has an order that is not only 
rather consistent but also clear (Fig. 04).

The Pantheon in Rome, a much older building, also has a central domed space 
but the perforated side boundaries in the case of Hagia Sophia are here substituted 
with vertical wall surfaces with no openings. The main source of light is the 
oculus, a hole at the top of the dome. A good third case for comparison purposes 
is provided by a much more recent project, namely the Bruder Klaus Field Chapel 
by Peter Zumthor, which was completed in 2007. The interior of the chapel is a 
vertical dark cavity with many small holes in the walls.
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It could be argued that the less you are familiar with a project, the more you 
can read what can be considered as the purest of architectural narratives. The 
more you already know about the whole composition, and you already have a 
name for the parts, and you recognize their materiality or function, the more 
difficult it is to listen to the narrative told purely ‘by’ the architecture. Correction: 
you are always listening to this narrative but you may be barely aware of its 
existence. When looking at a painting that is not abstract we are mostly conscious 
of the story or the character of the objects it portrays. An abstract painting on the 
other hand gives us no option but stare at the very structure of the composition 
itself.

The narrative told ‘with’ architecture
The material used, the finish, the color, but also the details of the shape of 

each part, all contribute in the creation of a second set of relationships that may 
or may not map directly on the set of relationships described above. Depending 
on how much the two sets are in phase, the one may accentuate or play down the 
characteristics of the other. 

In the case of Hagia Sophia, the exterior was originally covered with a white 
marble veneer. If, excluding the dome, all or most of the exterior surfaces were 
monochromatic, then it could be argued that the narrative told by the architecture 
is not that different from the narrative told with the architecture. This does not 
seem to be the case with the interior. Here, the dome and vaults are covered with 
mosaic decorations and figurative compositions with a background of gold, while 
the vertical wall surfaces are covered with horizontal bands of stone veneers and 
the columns are of different natural stones (Fig. 03). The surface that delineates 
the interior space is thus divided into two differently treated areas (Fig. 05).

Fig. 01. Hagia Sophia, exterior 
view.

Source: Author

Fig. 02. Hagia Sophia,
interior view of central space 

from a peripheral space.
Source: Author 

Fig. 03. Hagia Sophia,
interior view of a peripheral 

space from the central space.
Source: Author
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Clearly, the above described treatments of the exterior and the interior were 
chosen among many other possible options, not only in the way they relate to the 
narrative told by architecture but in the way the relationships operate within this 
second narrative as well.

The Pantheon could be seen as adopting a similar narrative structure of 
the ‘with’ type in that it also treats the upper coffered domed interior surfaces 
differently from the vertical walls which form the base of the configuration. Still 
apart from this admittedly basic common characteristic the rest of what is narrated 
is quite different. Similarly, Zumthor’s Chapel may have a vertical main space 
but it acquires a quite unique interior character due to the construction method 
used.  The 112 tree trunks that were stacked in a curved conical form and served 
as the formwork of the interior, were burnt after twenty-four layers of concrete 
were poured into a rectangular exterior frame surrounding them. The result is a 
conical interior surface with small holes scatterred all over it.

This new layer could be seen as resulting from the skin applied on the first 
set of relationships mentioned in the ‘by’ type of narrative. It could also be seen 
as camouflaging or obscuring the reading of that first narrative by luring us into 
focusing on what is recognizable or even logical. Here, the distinction between 
materiality and physicality is important in understanding the way perception may 
oscilate between narratives. As Hayles and Cannon explain: 

Physicality alone, then, is insufficient to specify an object. Rather, certain 
physical attributes are typically of interest in a given circumstance…
Materiality expresses this junction of attention and attributes, Focus, and 
physicality. Attention shifts, Focus changes, and materiality transforms. 
Always embedded in an overt or implied context, materiality, far from being 
given by an object’s physicality, is an emergent event (Crysler, Cairns and 
Heynen, 2012, p.486).

The narrative told ‘through’ architecture
A third set of relationships is what could be referred to as the phenomenologically 

generated narrative, a set of relationships that is offered to the visitor through the 
senses. In Hagia Sophia, and especially in the interior, the body is exposed to a 
plethora of experiences depending on where one is positioned. Whether in the 
side volumes or in the large central space, one is always drawn upwards and 
towards the highest point of the dome. This is achieved through the overall spatial 
syntax of the composition which, strictly speaking, is part of the narrative told 
‘by’ architecture but is here seen as part of this third kind of narrative because it 
is now perceived through the participating body rather than through an analytical 
attitude regarding these same features.

The visual experience offered by the arrangement of the main spaces mentioned 
above is greatly influenced by a number of other phenomena, some generated by 
the mere relationship of the building with natural light and others emerge due 
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to the specific practices hosted within the building. So, the perforated boundary 
of columns and arches between the secondary spaces and the central space as 
well as the strategically positioned openings on the outer shell of the building, 
create a number of unique types of transparencies arranged hierarchically so that 
the visitor experiences a visual climax towards the dome. The phenomenon was 
reinforced by practices during the liturgy performed inside such as the burning of 
incense; the small particles of smoke rising up reflected the light entering through 
the windows creating a pattern of light bands that travelled through the volume 
(Fig. 06). The chanting contributed in the overall experience offered, giving the 
observer/participant the chance to feel the immense space through his/her senses. 
As Bissera V. Pentcheva eloquently states:

In this distinction between sight and hearing, we can detect a Byzantine 
hierarchy of the senses implied by Hagia Sophia’s interior and ritual. The 
closer this gradation of sensual perception reaches to the spiritual, the more, 
paradoxically, it strives toward greater bodily investment. The faithful move 
from the mirror reflections of sight to the consumed energy of sound, to climax 
with the sweet taste of the body and blood of Christ at the Eucharist (Bissera, 
2011, p.106).

A type of building that also creates a rich sensual experience is the Turkish 
bath which tends to have a similar composition but smaller in size. Here too, a 
central dome is surrounded by smaller spaces but the experience itself is quite 
different. Light bands are here created by light entering from many small holes 
scattered on the surface of the dome and reflected by the vapors in the interior so 
while the eye is led to look up it then wonders around without any central focus 
until it looks around observing naked bodies emerging from or disappearing into 
the mist created by the vapors. The smell is of soap, massage oils, human sweat 
and wet cloth.

As already mentioned, the medium through which the narrative described here 
is conveyed are the senses. Phenomena emerge and the senses perceive them 
without any need to interpret or understand them. The experience one has may 
depend on how sensitive he is but not on the subject’s knowledge or participation 
in one belief system or other.
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The narrative told ‘on’ architecture
A fourth narrative is available through a hermeneutical lens. As is the case 

with the previous narratives, this new type of narrative feeds on the previous 
ones. It may appear when the stimuli offered through the set of relationships 
conveyed through the senses is interpreted through the mind. This is the first 
type of narrative that superimposes a foreign or external to architecture set 
of relationships on the narratives already told by, with and through strictly 
architectural sets of relationships.

Hagia Sophia was a Christian church and as such it was built to accommodate 
the functional as well as symbolic needs of the Christian faith. The symbolic 
construct of the specific religion map directly on the hierarchical qualities of the 
composition described above regarding the spaces, forms and sensual experience 
of the subject. As the faithful are invited to form a collective body which 
undertakes an upward spiritual journey in order to unite with God, so are the 
visitors positioned together in a space which encourages them to literally look up 
towards Christ Pantocrator found on the highest point on the dome. A comparison 
with Norman Foster’s Reichstag design shows how the central domed space tells 
a different narrative in each case. Here the visitor is literally and physically lifted 
up to the highest point and is offered not only a panoramic view of the city of 
Berlin but a top view of the space in which the German parliament comes together 
to discuss matters of state. 

Public and politicians enter the building together and the public realm 
continues on the roof in the terrace restaurant and in the cupola, where  
ramps lead to an observation platform, allowing people to ascend 
symbolically above the heads of their representatives in the chamber  
(Foster and Partners, 1999).

Clearly, a visitor who knows nothing about Orthodox Christianity and its rituals 
will not be able to read the specifics of the narrative told ‘on’ Hagia Sophia. Still, 
he/she may potentially get aspects of it like the feeling of coming together and 
a general sense of uplifting, a reading which could be seen as pulsating between 
this type and the previously described type of narrative.

Fig. 04. Narrative told ‘by’ 
architecture.

Source: Author

Fig. 05. Narrative told ‘with’ 
architecture.

Source: Author

Fig. 06. Narrative told ‘through’ 
architecture.

Source: Author
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The narrative told ‘despite’ architecture
A new fifth set of relationships may be superimposed on the already described 

configurations despite the structure or other characteristics of the other four sets 
of relationships. For this to occur, as is also the case in the fourth type of narrative 
just discussed, it is the knowing subject who is ultimately responsible for its 
emergence. The new element here is the degree of irrelevance, architectural 
and other, of this last set of relationships. A degree of general irrelevance could 
be due to the topic of this new narrative while an architectural irrelevance is 
when the structure or syntax of the new configuration cannot be mapped on the 
architectural configuration but is rather forcefully superimposed on it. This is the 
case with the conversion of Hagia Sophia by Tagip Ertogan from a museum into 
a mosque. According to the Turkish President, Hagia Sophia’s future is an issue 
of national sovereignty (Atchison, 2020).

It was Sultan Mehmet II who, after the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople 
in AD1453 first converted the church into a place of worship for muslims. This 
strong political move was reinforced with an architectural move by which four 
minarets were added around the building’s central dome. Hagia Sophia  repeatedly 
changed function through time, serving as a cathedral, a mosque and since 1934 
as a museum. This last conversion was performer by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, 
the secular founder of the Turkish Republic ‘in a symbolic break with the past, 
but Turkish Islamists and nationalists have campaigned for decades to restore its 
Muslim heritage’ (McKernan, 2020). The motives behind Ertogan’s recent move 
‘appears to be designed to please his ruling Justice and Development party’s 
conservative voter base as the government struggles to shore up popular support 
amid a burgeoning economic crisis’ (McKernan, 2020).

The conversion of a church into a museum for political and economic reasons 
clearly falls into the category of the narrative told ‘despite’ the characteristics 
of the specific piece of architecture. The structure and other characteristics of a 
museum regarding lighting, sound or circulation cannot be smoothly mapped or 
layered over those of a church. The conversion of a church into a mosque though is 
another story and may be more of a case where an existing narrative is transformed 
or forced onto the structure of another narrative. The two conversions may thus 
be seen as examples of two different cases of the despite-the-architecture type.

The case of Hagia Sophia carries the ‘despite’ narrative because of the way 
the building’s function has been changed in order to serve political purposes. 
Also due to events that are political but in a different way the United States 
Capitol in Washington D.C. is also telling a ‘despite’ the architecture narrative. 
Here the function has not been changed but the riots have violated the image and 
atmosphere of power, order and hierarchy that the architecture itself conveys.

Yet another way a building or site ends up carrying this type of narrative is by 
being used in movies. A famous older case are the Spanish Steps in Rome with 
the film ‘Roman Holiday’ (1953), starring Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck. 
Even more recent cases include the ESO Hotel by Auer + Weber Architekten 
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in Chile, featured in ‘Quantum of Solace’ (2008), the Phaeno Science Center 
by Zaha Hadid, in Wolfsburg, Germany, featured in ‘The International’ (2009). 
Another way narratives are created despite the architecture is event involving 
the projection of images or films on buildings despite the nature its façade or its 
function. As with the narrative resulting from the building’s featuring in a movie 
this type of layer or narrative is only perceived by those who have seen the event.

The layering of the narratives
Looking at the sets of relationships separately helped in our effort to understand 

the way each is distinctly created or the way it potentially emerges. The fact 
though is that rarely, if ever, are these sets so clearly separated or distinguished. 
The above discussions already began to touch upon the relationships between the 
sets. What follows is an attempt to gather and rather sketchily present any such 
observations:

• Perhaps the main characteristic of the arrangement containing all the sets 
 is that it is a layered one. All the layers/narratives coexist and could be 
 seen as laying on top of each other giving a sense of depth to the arrangement.  
 It could be argued that the order of discussion of the different types above 
 corresponds to the natural state of the arrangement before it is perceived 
 by any observer. So the narrative told ‘by’ architecture is the deepest while 
 the shallowest or top narrative is the one told ‘despite’ architecture. All the 
 layers/narratives are experienced at all times but the degree of consciousness 
 for each one of them varies.
• Still, no one single layer/narrative is privileged in any absolute fashion by 
 the setup, so the sequence between layers/narratives is not fixed. The 
 observer/creator of the setup can bring forth one layer/narrative and make 
 others recede. 
• Layers/narratives can be opaque, translucent or transparent, or they may 
 be potentially rendered so depending on what matters at the moment. What 
 matters is greatly influenced by what type of narrative one is interested in 
 ‘listening’ to.
• Time is part of the setup, not in any linear sense but in the sense that change 
 is inherent in the setup. 
• Elements from one layer/narrative can ‘contaminate’ another  
 layer/narrative.
• New layers/narratives can potentially be created by events, other subjects, 
 or the observers themselves.
Clearly the setup described above is fluid, vibrating and unstable (Fig. 07). And 

this may be the richness of the experience offered by architecture. Its seemingly 
stable nature as something that has to respect gravity and the laws of physics, 
something that takes years to construct and something that many people need to 
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agree on for it to materialize, is probably what misleadingly lets us assume that 
its strongest characteristics and qualities are inertness and stability.

The mechanisms responsible for this shifting nature of architecture are many 
and take different forms. Some simply depend on one presence while others 
require analytical thought. Some cut and paste pieces together while others 
smoothly montage segments foreign to each other into a smooth whole. Some 
use memory, allegory or metaphor to transfer while others use various degrees 
and kinds of transparency, translucency or opaqueness to reveal or hide. Many of 
these operations could be seen as happening through the participating observer. 
At the same time, none of the narratives can be told if the design does not allow 
for them to emerge. In any case, the narratives that emerge are inevitably very 
subjective because they depend on who is doing the ‘reading’.

Fig. 07. The layering of narratives. Transparency and the ability to ‘read’ the narrative told by one 
specific layer decreases with depth.

Source: Authors

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  137

Narratives ‘by’, ‘with’, ‘through’, ‘on’ and ‘despite’ architecture



Bibliography
Atchison, B. (2020). 2020 - Hagia Sophia today in great danger. [online] 
Available at: https://www.pallasweb.com/deesis/hagiasophia.html 
[Accessed 23 January 2021].
Austin, T. (2020). Narrative Environments and Experience Design, Space as a 

Medium of Communication. New York: Routledge.
Bissera, P. V. (2011). Hagia Sophia and Multisensory Aesthetics. GESTA, 50(2), 

pp. 93-111.
Coates, N. (2012). Narrative Architecture. New York: Wiley.
Crysler G., Cairns S. and Heynen H. (2012). The SAGE handbook of architectural 

theory. London: SAGE Publications.
Djalali A. (2017). Eisenman beyond Eisenman: language and architecture. The 

Journal of Architecture, 22(8), pp. 1287-1298.
Eisenman, P. (2004). Eisenman Inside Out: Selected Writings, 1963-1988. Yale: 

Yale University Press.
Foster and Partners (1999). The Plenary Building in the Converted Reichstag. 

[οnline] 
Available at: https://www.fosterandpartners.com/news/archive/1999/04/the-

plenary-building-in-the-converted-reichstag/ [Accessed 12 February 2021].
Mainstone, R. J. (1997). Hagia Sophia: Architecture, Structure, and Liturgy of 

Justinian’s Great Church. London: Thames & Hudson.
McKernan, B. (2020). Erdoğan leads first prayers at Hagia Sophia museum 

reverted to mosque. [online] 
Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jul/24/erdogan-prayers-

hagia-sophia-museum-turned-mosque  [Accessed 08 January 2021].
Nice, R., L. (1948). Hagia Sophia: new types of structural evidence. Philadelphia 

: The Society of Architectural Historians.
Psarra, S. (2009). Architecture and Narrative: The Formation of Space and 

Cultural Meaning. London: Routledge.
Ryan M., Foote K. and Azaryahu M. (2016). Narrating Space / Spatializing 

Narrative: Where Narrative Theory and Geography Meet. Columbus: The 
Ohio State University Press.

Tally, R. (2017). Narrating Space/Spatializing Narrative: Where Narrative 
Theory and Geography Meet by Marie-Laure Ryan, Kenneth Foote, and Maoz 
Azaryahu. Poetics Today, 38(4), pp. 781-783.

Christakis Chatzichristou, Kyriakos Miltiadous

138  |  Narrative and Analysis



Salim Elwazani 
Department of Architecture and Environmental Design, Bowling Green State University, 
Bowling Green, Ohio, United States 

The Motive, the Argument, and the Narrative in 
Historic Preservation 

Introduction 
A discipline such as architecture or sociology drives validity from the insight of 

its rationale, principles, and workability for the human good, an argument, per se.  
Historic preservation, the discipline of interest here, is no exception.  The concept 
of argument holds the position of an arguing entity—an individual, organization, 
or even a county—on an issue and the entity’s burden for making the argument 
credible to the intended audience. Arguments, however, have varied nuances 
and purposes. Macagno et all (2017) explain “Argumentation schemes can be 
described as abstract structures representing the most generic types of argument, 
constituting the building blocks of the ones used in everyday reasoning.”

Can we say historic preservation is an argument?  The first step in entertaining 
this question is pointing out to the eminence of the tents of the historic preservation 
field.  These include heritage values of the heritage resources (Díaz-Andreu, 
2017); identification and documentation of the resources (Eppich and Chabbi, 
2007); designing for the changes of intervention into the resource (Prudon T, 
2017); and, implementing the changes (Hein and Houck, 2008). To follow up, 
consider the statement: “A historic building with spatial information provides a 
framework for “preservation” design that, in turn, provides a framework for the 
physical intervention into the building.” This statement asserts with specificity 
the tenets at work in the preservation discipline:

• The heritage value of the building drives the reason for its protection; this 
 is the preservation motive tenet.
• The information about the building is a prerequisite for identifying the 
 resource; this is the resource identification tenet.
• The “preservation” design is the approach for developing the intervention 
 plan scheme; this is the preservation design tenet.
• The in-situ implementation goes with the preservation design scheme; this 
 is the in-situ implementation tenet. 
The four tenets amount to a global argument for the curation of the heritage 

resources. The global argument amalgamates from the assertive dispositions of 
the four tenets, each with its own contributing argument. The body of documents, 
works, and methodologies related to a tenet become the outward manifestation 
of the argument: the declarer or narrative of the argument through which the 
discipline’s theoreticians and practitioners endeavor to shine the relevance of the 
discipline in the context of the specialized knowledge and the circle of service 
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to society. Puckett (2016: 3) emphasized the importance of narrative in the 
humanities and social science desiplines.

The discipline’s argument and narrative flow into each other. The argument 
conveys the intent to assert; the narrative conveys the intent to show how to 
declare the assertion. In harmony of the discipline’s four tenets highlighted 
above, a set of commensurately evolving narratives breed along, each with own 
aim (Table 01).

Narrative of Aim

Preservation motive tenet Articulating the value of the heritage resource, hence the 
rationale for protection and preservation

Resource  
identification tenet

Forming the geographic, physical, and spatial configurations of 
the resource that will inform the preservation design

Design role tenet Charting the changes of the resource through the “preservation 
design,” a paradigm governed by the preservation standards

Implementation tenet Implementing the changes in the field as charted by the 
preservation design

Table 01. The narratives of the preservation tenets with their own aim.

Scope and Aim
This study singles out the first tenet, the preservation motive, as the argument 

narrative of focus. The motive derives from the assumption that historic resources 
that accumulate value lay out the grounds for the resource protection and 
preservation. The preservation theory has maintained for long that the value of 
historic resources accrues through the effect of agents rooted in the history and 
culture of the place. These agents involve the events, trends, and accomplishments 
defined by time and geography, all acting simultaneously in the resource context. 

The coalescence of cultural agency(CA), temporal stream (TS), and 
geographic space (GS) is the framework for assessing the value of the historic 
resources, which, in turn, establishes the motive for preservation. In the nuance 
of this study, the three motive components CA, TS, and GS represent constituent 
arguments declared through narratives—argument narratives. With the heritage 
value of the resources as the backdrop of the preservation motive, this study aims 
at examining the role of the three motive components in terms of their argument 
narratives (Figure 01).
Research Design

The research design is set to analyze the role of the cultural agency (CA), 
the temporal stream (TS), and the geographic space (GS) in the context of two 
established heritage programs, the United States’ National Park Service (NPS) 
Program and the UNESCO’s World Heritage Centre (WHC) Program. The 
choice of these two programs has to do with their comprehensive and diversified 
experiences in the “value” assessment and recognition of historic resources. They 
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come the closest to represent the heritage evaluation and preservation norms 
practiced in many jurisdictions worldwide. Further, the two programs provide 
a cross-cutting, ever-cumulative information appropriate for deciphering the 
targeted motive components CA, TS, and GS. The research will particularly draw 
on the NPS and WHC doctrinal documents dealing with the definition and value 
assessment of heritage properties that underlie the heritage preservation motive, 
the heritage tenet singled out for this study.

Organizationally speaking, a separate analysis will proceed for CA, TS, and 
GS components, in this order.  Each component analysis will handle, a) the NPS 
Program, b) the WHC Program, and c) a comparative summary for the two 
programs to bring out diversities and particularities. The next three sections of 
the study hold the discussion of the CA, TS, and GS, respectively

Cultural Agency (CA)
CA: National Park Service Program 

The National Park Service Program of the United States uses the criteria 
of the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP), a member agency of the 
Program, for heritage value assessment. The properties that meet the criteria will 
be eligible for listing on the Register with the rehabilitation financial benefits that 
come with it.  A resource such as a courthouse (building), a bridge (structure), 
and a downtown area (district) needs to meet at least one of four NRHP criteria 
categories. The criteria fall within these areas of distinction:

A. Events and trends in the thematic activities of the society such  
 as law, arts, etc. 

B. Individuals such as poets, industrialists, and inventors
C. Physical design or construction in architecture, engineering,  

 artwork, etc.
D. Information that adds to history or prehistory including of  

 archaeological sites
Table 02 below contrasts cultural agency information underpinning the 

heritage value between two resources, the Soap Creek School House (NPS 

Figure 01. The three motive components and the associated argument narratives.
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NRHP, Soup) (Figure 02) and Matchless Mine District (NPS NRHP, Colorado) 
(Figure 03). The comparative information hints to the range of cultural agency 
expressions of the value of heritage resources underlying the preservation 
motive component. 

In the context of heritage value assessment, the source integrity comes to play. 
In broad strokes, this is to make sure that the resource’s physical conditions and 
spatial configurations, such as location or materials, are intact enough as they 
were during the historic period of significance. For example, if the resource was 
moved, it will fail the test of integrity.

Soap Creek School, 
Corvallis, Oregon*

Matchless Mine, Leadville, 
Colorado**

Property Category Building District

Criteria A and C A, B, C, D

Significance Area Architecture; Education; S 
History

Archaeology; Architecture; 
Industry Engineering; Social 
Hist.

Significance Lev. Locally Significant Locally and State

Table 02. Contrasting cultural agency information underpinning the heritage value.

Source: *NPS NRHP. Soap Creek School; ** NPS NRHP. Colorado Matchless Mine

Figure 02. Soap Creek School House, 
Corvallis, Oregon. 

Source: NPS NRHP. Soap Creek School

Figure 03. Matchless Mine, Leadville, 
Colorado. 

Source: NPS NRHP. Colorado MPS Matchless 
Mine
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CA: World Heritage Center Program
The World Heritage Centre of the UNESCO uses the Criteria for Selection 

to evaluate the Outstanding Universal Value for the resources to be included 
on the World Heritage List (WHL).  The nominated properties that meet one or 
more criteria will be eligible for listing on the WHL.  The criteria, catering for 
the humanity, address wider, across the border related values. Ten in count, the 
criteria classify as cultural or natural as extracted in Table 03.

Source: UNESCO World Heritage Center. 2019. “Operational Guidelines for the Implementation 
of the World Heritage Convention.

Cultural Heritage Criteria Natural Heritage Criteria

I.    Masterpiece of human creative genius
II.   Interchange of human values on 
      developments in architecture or 
      technology, monumental arts,  
      town-planning, or landscape design;
III. Cultural tradition or…a civilization 
IV. Significant stage(s) in human history [by 
      examples of buildings, landscape, etc.]
V.   Traditional human settlement, land-use, 
      or sea-use which is representative of  
      a culture
VI. Events or living traditions, with ideas,  
      or with beliefs, with artistic and  
      literary works

VII.  Natural phenomena or areas of 
         exceptional natural beauty
VIII. Outstanding examples of major stages 
         of earth’s history, including the record 
         of life
IX.    Outstanding examples of significant on 
         going ecological and biological 
         processes
X.     Significant natural habitats for in-situ 
         conservation of biological diversity

Table 03. The WHC Outstanding Universal Value Criteria

Table 04 contrasts cultural agency information underpinning the heritage 
Outstanding Universal Value between two international resources, Jantar Mantar 
Astronomical Observatory, India (WHC, The Jantar) (Figure 04) and the Fortress 
of Suomenlinna, Finland (WHC, Fortress of) (Figure 05). For compatible 
comparison, the sources selected are both cultural properties.

Jantar Mantar, India* Suomenlinna Fortress, 
Finland**

Property Category Astronomical Observatory Fortress

Criteria (ii), (iv), and (vi) (iv)

Significance 
Description

Interchange of human values; Human 
history stages; Events or living trad.

Stage(s) in human history 
(outstanding military arch.

Table 04 Contrasting cultural agency information of the Outstanding Universal Value

Source: *Column information extracted from WHC. The Jantar Mantar, Jaipur. 
**Column information extracted from WHC. Fortress of Suomenlinna 



The World Heritage Center further entertains the concept of authenticity of 
resources to substantiate the heritage value.  Following the Nara Document on 
Authenticity, the WHC Program addresses authenticity in this manner: “The 
ability to understand the value attributed to the heritage depends on the degree 
to which information sources about this value may be understood as credible 
or truthful” (WHC, 2019a). The Center asserts that the heritage value can be 
convincingly maintained through meeting the physical and contextual integrity 
attributes of the property including form and design, materials and substance, etc.  
CA: Contrasting Summary

Table 05 shows a selected set of the cultural agency related attributes that 
reflect how the NPS Program and the WHC Program go about articulating the 
value of heritage resources associated with the preservation motive.

Figure 04 Mantar Kantar Astronomical 
Observatory, Jaipur, India. 

Source: Author

Figure 05 Suomenlinna Fortress, Uusimaa 
Province, Finland. 

Source: Author

CA Related 
Attributes

National Park Service 
Program

World Heritage  
Centre Program

Jurisdiction Country, State, local Country or more

Cultural Agency Country-based: National, State, 
and Local

International: across countries & 
cultures

Resource Type 
Consideration

Cultural heritage emphasized; 
natural heritage integrated

Cultural heritage & natural 
heritage balanced

Criteria Four broad criteria integrate 
cultural & natural heritage

Six cultural & four natural 
heritage criteria

Authenticity-  
Integrity

Addresses integrity; authenticity 
implied

Addresses integrity and 
authenticity

Table 05. Contrasting summary of the cultural agency
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Temporal Stream (TS)
TS: National Park Service Program

The allocation, or designation, of time in association of historic properties 
draws on the reality that a property accrues value with the passage of time, giving 
rise to the “period of significance” in the NRHP parlance. Still, within this take, 
the NRHP recognizes the need to mark, within the period of significance, one 
or more specific dates where leading events or accomplishments took place. 
To illustrate, time allocation information for the two NPS example resources 
identified previously displays as follows:

• The Soap Creek School House: Period of Significance, 1932-1941; 
 Significant Dates, 1932
• The Matchless Mine District: Periods of Significance: 1878-1954 (Criterion 
 A); 1879-1899 & 1901-1935 (Criterion B); 1888-1954 (Criterion C); 1878 
 1954 (Criterion D). Significant Dates: 1930, 1935, 1954
The two compared properties reflect the wide range of time allocation. In 

comparison of the Soap Creek School, the Matchless Mine shows multiple, and 
overlapping, periods of significance.

The NPS Program takes advantage of the chronological narration in the 
form of the historical period timelines established for the country, the States, 
and local jurisdictions for evaluating the resource significance. The timeline of 
Ohio History below (Ohio History Central) is an example. The well-defined State 
periods of the timeline mark broad themes pertinent to any Ohio resource. The 
first four timeline periods, out of nine, display below: 

1. Prehistoric Period: 13000 BC-1650 AD
2. Exploration to Statehood: 1650-1803
3. Early Statehood: 1803-1846
4. American Civil War: 1860-1865
Time comes to play in the historic context, an established construct of the NPS 

Program. This Program mandates that properties be evaluated in their historic 
contexts, of which time is a principal component. A knowledge of historic 
contexts allows nominating applicants to understand a historic property as a 
product of its time” (NPS NRHP, Bulletin 16, p.4). This signifies the temporal 
role in completing a credible integrity evaluation of the properties associated with 
the historic context development (NPS NRHP, Bulletin 15).

TS: World Heritage Centre Program
Specific dates and periods are used to frame the temporal limits of the 

universal value of the resources across the WHL nominations.  Dates mark 
significant events or define a period within which an important cultural trend or 
a phenomenon has persisted. To illustrate, the time allocation information for the 
two WHC example resources identified previously show below.  In the case of 
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the Jantar Mantar, Jaipur, India, the temporal dimension shows in the definition 
of broad phases of development, of which the first three depict as follows: Phase 
I, Foundation of the Observatory to 1771 AD; Phase II, 1778 AD-1876 AD; and 
Phase III, 1880-1947.  In case of Suomenlinna Fortress, Uusimaa, Finland, the 
temporal dimension shows in the definition of broad eras of development: the 
Swedish era, 1748–1808; the Russian era, 1808–1918; and the Finnish era, 1918-
1947 (WHC, A Prosperous).

The WHC Program nomination process folds the requirements for verifying 
the cultural agents of significance in a temporal mold.  With an eye on the 
Outstanding Universal Value, the nomination documents weave time into value-
related concepts such as evolution, interchange, and authenticity.  The Cultural 
Landscape, a special category of resources, illustrates “the evolution of human 
society and settlement over time. (WHC, 2019b). The Organically Evolved 
Landscape, a sub category of Cultural Landscape, is, in turn, classifies into 
the Lyric Landscape and Continuing Landscape obviously based on temporal 
qualities (WHC, 2019c: p.83). The concept of “interchange of human values, 
over a span of time,”  (WHC, 2019d: p.25) espoused by OUV Criterion (ii) is 
very much indicative of the layering of time for the intended interchange.

Time is not less of a qualifier for the characteristics of information to establish 
authenticity: “knowledge and understanding of these sources of information, in 
relation to original and subsequent characteristics of the cultural heritage, and 
their meaning as accumulated over time, are the requisite bases for assessing all 
aspects of authenticity” WHC (2019e: p.26).
TS: Contrasting Summary

Table 06 shows a selected set of the temporal stream related attributes that 
reflect how the NPS Program and the WHC Program go about dealing with the 
time construct to articulate the value of heritage resources.

TS Related Attributes National Park Service 
Program

World Heritage Centre 
Program

Events, trends Accommodates both Accommodates both

Dates, periods Uses both Uses both

Evolution Recognized and implied Emphasized  

Interchange Recognized Emphasized

Authenticity- Integrity Integrity emphasized 
authenticity implied

Integrity & authenticity 
balanced

Study Framework Formalized historic context 
approach 

Generalized descriptive 
approach

Context Geography Where history is made: 
National, State, or local

Where history is made: 
country or inter-country

Table 06. Contrasting summary of the temporal stream
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Geographic Space (GS)
GS: National Park Service Program

The common characteristics such as building scale, age, materials or site 
plan and content arrangement amalgamate to give the area its distinctiveness 
(NPS NRHP, Bulletin 15) and subsequently, its boundaries. The NPS Program 
invariably requires the development of the historic context for evaluating the 
significance of the property. Regardless of the type of resources—building, 
structure, district, site, or object—under consideration, geography comes to 
play in explaining the cultural agents at work during the property’s period of 
significance. The geographic scope of the historic context needed to evaluate the 
property’s significance is defined by where the cultural agents have transpired. 
The local, State, or national cultural agents moderate the geographic consideration 
into the local, State, and national historic contexts respectively.

The use of the spatial and physical attribute information of the property 
in evaluating the property for listing on the National Register is part of the 
geographic space role. A property can be judged as significant if it passes the test 
of integrity based on, for example, the location constancy. Moving a building 
from its original location would disturb the building integrity and then renders it 
insignificant. Introducing changes to the site layout of a historic district or altering 
the common character of its buildings and open spaces would also disturb the 
district’s ensemble integrity. By extension, “a designed landscape that has had 
major changes to its historic design, vegetation, original boundary, topography/
grading, architectural features, and circulation system will not qualify” (NPS 
NRHP, Bulletin 15: p.18).

GS: World Heritage Centre Program
Boundary demarcation according to the WHC Program is important for 

defining the scope of protection and is based on the physical and spatial elements 
that possess the Outstanding Universal Value (WHC, 2019f: p.29). For the 
same protection end, the Program incorporates the buffer zone concept into the 
geography of the property. The buffer zone is an area adjoining the property 
and provided with legal controls to protect the property itself. The buffer zone’s 
attributes, such as size and use, are case-dependent, catering for the context of the 
property in question (WHC, 2019g: p.30).

The WHC Program requires a planning and management approach that 
involves the concept of the “broader setting,” the geographic layer beyond the 
buffer zone. The approach is meant “to guide the evolution of properties over 
time and to ensure maintenance of all aspects of their Outstanding Universal 
Value” (WHC, 2019h: p.32).

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  147

The Motive, the Argument, and the Narrative in Historic Preservation



The geographic space comes to play distinctly when the property is not 
contiguous or when the property extends geographically across the national 
jurisdiction lines. The WHC Program addresses such cases through the processes 
of serial nomination and transboundary nomination, respectively. The Serial 
properties components should have a clear relationship with each other, and that 
each component contributes to the Outstanding Universal Value of the property 
collective (WHC, 2019i: p.39). Similarly, the WHC Program clarified the 
responsibilities of the State parties’ co-authors in the nomination of transboundary 
properties (WHC, 2019j: p.23).

The geographic space plays a role in evaluating the property’s authenticity, 
measured, for example, by form/design and location/setting. While an attribute 
like form and design is inertly associated with the place, another, like location 
and setting, conveys a more dynamic relationship. Evaluating location and setting 
involves determining whether they had changed in reference to defined property 
boundaries (WHC, 2011: p.64). A no-change, or tolerable change, determination 
conveys the location and setting contribution to safeguarding the Outstanding 
Universal Value towards the potential inscription of the property on the World 
Heritage List. 
GS: Contrasting Summary

How do the National Park Service and the World Heritage Center programs 
compare in terms of the geographic space component—of the preservation 
motive? Table 07 shows a selected set of the geographic space related attributes 
that reflect how the NPS Program and the WHC Program go about dealing with 
the geography of the place to articulate the value of heritage resources.

GS Related Attributes National Park Service 
Program

World Heritage Centre 
Program

Location Information needed Information needed

Land features Topographic & other needed Topographic & other needed

Cultural content Buildings and facilities need 
identification

Buildings and facilities need 
identification

Buffer zone Not emphasized Emphasized

Transboundary properties Happens for properties 
crossing State line

Happens for properties 
crossing country lines

Integrity and authenticity Permanency of property 
position and content needed

Permanency of property 
position and content needed

Table 07. Contrasting summary of the geographic space
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Discussion and Concluding Matters 
This study hypothesized the importance of the historic preservation relationship 

with the humanistic concepts of argument and narrative. Singling out one tenet 
of the preservation discipline, the preservation motive, the study has examined 
the role of the three motive components of cultural agency, temporal stream, 
and geographic space in terms of argument narratives. This Section reflects on 
the study accommodations and limitations, conclusions, and implications and 
recommendations. 
Accommodations and Limitations

In scope, this study accommodated only the preservation motive tenet of the 
historic preservation discipline. Purposefully and feasibly, the study avoided the 
remaining tenets.  Further, the scope of considerations brought to the discussion of 
the cultural agency (CA), temporal stream (TS) and geographic space (GS) were 
sufficient to help build up a comparative platform to understand the diversity of 
practices; other considerations were left out.  For this reason, although the NPS 
and the WHC heritage programs are comprehensive in geographic coverage and 
massive in disseminated information, they do not accommodate all the practices 
in many of a country and local jurisdiction. 

The study clarified the argument and the narrative constructs enough to 
facilitate the transition into the component triad of the preservation motive: 
CA, TS, and GS.  However, the relationship between the preservation motive, 
the argument, and narrative is not overt. This relationship can be inferred from 
the programs “content” and “communication,” namely, the program’s body of 
work and the means by which the work is presented and disseminated.  Heritage 
programs present themselves in a variety of ways, to fit their goals. At any rate, 
the concept of the “discipline as an argument and narrative,” is implied, never 
plainly stated by the programs themselves.
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Conclusions
Taking a fresh look at the epistemological definition of historic preservation 

as a series of arguments and narratives, this study shows that the transformative 
relationship between the preservation motive, argument, and narrative parallel 
the relationship between what historic preservation is, what the discipline stands 
for, and how the discipline reveals its ideals. 

The breakdown of the motive tenet into the cultural agency, temporal stream, 
and geographic space components helps understand the argument and the narrative 
constructs and their relevance to the definition of the discipline.  Further, despite 
the study limitations, the analysis of the motive in this component sense indicates 
shared and independent practices among heritage programs. The international, 
national, and local preservation programs are bound to have clear differences in 
considering the domain of individual components.
Implications and Recommendations

The remaining tenets of the historic preservation discipline including the 
resource identification tenet, design role tenet, and implementation tenet are 
candidates for research in the discipline-argument-narrative continuum. The 
discipline as argument narrative is useful for the heritage programs. This intellectual 
paradigm can guide heritage programs and agencies in reviewing their plans 
and strategies for argument-based content and narrative-driven communication. 
Understanding the relationship of historic preservation, argument, and narrative 
is a domain for further research.  Work is needed to clarify how heritage programs 
would realign preservation policy documents and operational guidelines to take 
advantage of the argument narrative proposition.  The proposition is applicable to 
any discipline, tenet by tenet or collectively—the latter epitomizes the hypothesis 
that the discipline is a global argument narrative.
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Introduction: Spatial Textuality between Representation and 
Production

Architectural form is inherently textual. Although unquestionable, this 
property of space has been diversely approached in practising, theorising and 
understanding the built environment. From Victor Hugo’s understanding of 
textuality as the quality that essentially defines architecture1, through postmodern 
valorisations of the explicitly textual typologies of the “Duck” and the “Decorated 
Shed” (Venturi, Scott Brown, Eisenour, 1972), to more abstract textual properties 
of space, seen as a “system of architectural codes” (Eco, 1997) - in all these 
contexts architectural text is interpreted structurally, as a collection of signs that 
reflect specific, previously defined, and consciously placed meanings. Understood 
as a designed aspect of space, the textuality of architecture essentially refers to 
the representation of meanings. However, the post-stucturalist rethinking of text 
highlights that the text is always determined by its context. This brings into focus 
the process of its production (rather than representation) and its fundamentally 
unstable nature. Such a position indicates that the meaning of text is not inherently 
determined, but realised in a dynamic process of intertextual networks and 
dialogues. Bringing this standpoint into architectural discourse, the established 
meanings of space are understood as inevitably produced in a specific moment in 
time, their flows to some extent unpredictable. Architectural text is no longer seen 
as a passive, previously defined attribute of a (static) object, which is then reflected 
through architectural form, but as a flowing, unstable and productive quality, in 
itself a (dynamic) act, theorised through the notion of spacing (Hannah, 2019). 

These two distinct relations between architectural structures and their meanings 
presuppose two different types of spatial narratives. The first relates to the question 
of representation and allows for a somewhat passive “reading” of space. It refers 
to the material embodiment of a narrative that precedes architectural form. The 
second, related to the production of meanings, calls for active employment of 
a productive architectural text and can be analysed in relation to the type of 
utterances that J. L. Austin marked as “performatives” (Austin, 1975). This shift 
from representational, towards a productive text, in the context of architecture, 
marks a distinction between the different sub-types of spatial textuality. One of 

1 In the famous chapter of ‘Notre-Dame de Paris’, titled ‘This Will Kill That’, Victor Hugo 
announces the irrevocable death of architecture, that will arrive with the first invention of printing 
technology.
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the key ideas of this paper is that the described characteristics can be theorised 
and understood as specific functions of space.

A Hypothesis for Architectural (Dis)function 
The idea of understanding architecture through its many functions shifts away 

from the long-standing polarities between the primacy of function over form 
(or vice versa) in the process of architectural design. It transcends the notion 
of function conventionally understood as utilitas, in favour of the multitude of 
purposes that an architectural form fulfils or generates in its physical and cultural 
context. Emphasising the notion in its plural form, the theory of functions in 
architecture2 thus focuses on the idea that all of the functions always exist 
simultaneously, either as a hidden potential or a realised property of any space. 
This indicates a certain hierarchical constellation of functions, which reflects the 
space observed in a specific moment in time. 

The phenomenon of functions (pl.) represents an open assemblage – not only 
a list that corresponds to the qualities of space determined in the design process 
but also a dynamic system, that has the ability to transform over time, marking 
the once established hierarchy of functions as an unstable category. This opens 
possibilities for exploring ephemeral functions of space, the circumstances of 
their development, and their effects on the social and cultural environment. 
Moreover, spaces become especially susceptible to developing multiple functions 
when their utilitarian function is questioned or neglected. This phenomenon is 
emphasised by Barthes, in juxtaposing the “utilitarian excuses” of the Eiffel 
Tower to its “great imaginary function”:  

[The Tower] has arisen from a great human dream in which movable and 
infinite meanings are mingled: it has reconquered the basic uselessness which 
makes it live in men’s imagination. (Barthes, 1997, p.167)

This specific relationship towards architectural (dis)function, whether as a 
gained or a designed feature of space, is generally seen as a fruitful platform 
for the development of different (“secondary”) functions that reach beyond 
architecture’s basic purpose, or its utilitarian (“primary”3) function. More 
specifically, this paper focuses on several ephemeral functions that emerge from 
the state of (dis)function, and expand or transform spaces precisely in the domain 
of their meanings.

Doing Things with Space – a Mode of Production
In his lecture series “How To Do Things With Words”, J. L. Austin distinguishes 

two different types of utterances – the “Constatives” – utterances that describe 

2 The theory of functions in architecture is actively explored at the Department of Architecture and 
Urbanism, Faculty of Technical Sciences, University of Novi Sad, Serbia, through many courses 
and on different study levels.
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reality, and “Performatives”, that can’t be certified from the aspect of true/false, 
but that imply a specific effect on reality – or simply said, that “do” something 
(Austin, 1975). This consequence, which highlights a certain active state of 
language, was later introduced to numerous different disciplines, architecture 
included – as David Leatherbarrow states, performative architecture “argues for 
a shift of orientation in architectural theory and practice, from what the building 
is to what it does” (Leatherbarrow, 2005, p.7). However, exploring what it is, 
that the building actually does, can lead towards many different, sometimes even 
opposed spatial outcomes. Focusing on the phenomenological line of thought, this 
question can be understood and analysed in relation to the theories of performing 
arts.  

One such theory that supports the possibility of looking at architecture as 
the problem of performing arts inevitably comes from Richard Schechner, and 
his exploration of the range of subjects that can be relevant for performance 
studies. Here he distinguishes two main categories – “is” and “as” performance 
(Schechner, 2013) – the latter referring to all those phenomena that are not 
performances, but can be theorised as such. Similarly, Ana Vujanović develops 
the notion of performing arts, as centering the problem of performing, as a process 
of establishment, production, and realisation of meanings (Vujanović, 2004). It 
can be achieved by any type of artwork, or even related to phenomena outside the 
artistic realm.

In a direct analogy to that, the performativity of architecture is understood 
as the ability of space to enter into flows of production of meanings and itself 
become one of their active producers. In that sense, the performative function 
of architecture is not about the movement of space per se, but the flow of 
meanings it produces. It is essentially related to the textuality of architectural 
form. Depending on the types of texts that physical space employs, the Textual 
function of architecture is understood as a broader phenomenon that includes 
both the Narrative function of space, understood as Austin’s constatives, or the 
representation of meanings, and the Performative function. Since the production 
of meanings occurs in a specific moment in time, as well as under different 
circumstances, space undergoes a certain transformation – from one state to the 
other, and back again. Whether it appears as the property of designed spaces, or 
architectural ‘non-design’ (Agrest, 1998), the performative function employs a 
productive architectural text, whether real or fictional, permanent or temporary, 
previously defined or spontaneous. This potential marks the physical space and 
its hierarchy of functions as dynamic and effective categories that challenge the 

3 Umberto Eco marks the utilitarian function as primary, and all the other functions as secondary. 
Since this distinction can be easily misunderstood as functions that are more and less important, 
the terms ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ are not applied within the theory developed at the Department 
of Architecture and Urbanism (Novi Sad), even though the essence of Eco’s theory is of key 
importance in understanding the idea of multiple functions of architecture. See more in: Eco, 
1997, p. 173-195.
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conventional understanding of architecture as purely static and motionless.  

Cases for Performative Space  
The performative function of space understood as the ability of space to 

produce meanings, can be realised both as a designed, and as gained property of 
architecture. To illustrate the shift from the narrative towards the performative 
quality of architectural text, we will be looking at three illustrative examples that 
all relate to the (dis)function of architecture. They establish different relations 
towards the utilitarian function – neglect: (no)function, subversion: (mis)function, 
and loss: (non)function. 
 (No)function: NOOK by Fahr021.3

The idea of questioning the notion of function and approaching its absence 
as a specific architectural quality appears in many of the spatial design works by 
Studio Fahr021.3, based in Porto, Portugal. Specialised in designing architectural 
installations and pavilions, the studio embraces functional and spatial “emptiness” 
as one of the main concerns and characteristics that inform the spaces they create.  

NOOK is an architectural installation, realised in 2018 in Taitung, Taiwan. It 
was designed for the site of a deactivated train station, with the aim to revitalise 
the surrounding urban tissue of the city. The project was intended to mark the 
beginning of the transformational process of turning the former train station 
into a flexible space for culture. In that context, the studio strategically chose to 
conceptualise the installation as free from any strictly defined utilitarian function, 
to allow “different ways of being”4. The pavilion is subtitled A Place for Nothing 
and described as a “place where everything can happen, that promotes reflection 
and a new beginning, a space of freedom, uncoded, individual and collective”5.

4 www.fahr0213.com, (2018). Work - NOOK. [online] Available at: https://www.fahr0213.com/
work/works-12-nook/ [Accessed 25.4.2021]
5 Ibid.



The structure is designed as one dominant spatial gesture of demarcation, 
a room outside, a sheer envelope for an open, empty space, without a clear 
suggestion of its utility. The big translucent cube of 8x8x8m, with one of the 
lower corners rising in an opening and inviting gesture was placed on the site as 
a focal point and a visual sign. In its materialised uselessness and openness, it 
allows for different readings, functional interpretations and appropriation. This 
utilitarian uncertainty paired with its strong visual and aesthetic function creates a 
spatial provocation that invites its users to actively engage with it. This makes the 
structure especially open to the development of different, temporary meanings 
(and functions) over time. 

The space of NOOK can be seen as an essentially performative entity that gains 
its performativity precisely through its design. This quality, which is initiated or 
controlled by the architect, provokes an active dialogue of space with its users or 
observers. It is not possible to passively read the space, because it does not offer 
any explicit meanings. Instead, the users are encouraged to actively engage with 
it and, to some extent, “finish” its meanings. The resulting meanings are partly 
directed, or dependent on the material properties of the design itself, but they are 
also dependent on the inscription of meanings by the passer-by/observer/user – 
through imagination, active reading, appropriation or use. This is precisely the 
process of production of meanings (rather than representation) that architecture 
initiates through its design. The overall meanings of this space are thus short-
lived and ephemeral. Embracing this impermanence of meanings illustrates the 
transformational quality of architecture that physically appears to be static or 
permanent. In this example, the performative function emerges as a property of 
space intentionally inscribed in it already in the design process. The category 
of No-function thus relates to the productive architectural text realised through 
the active dialogue between the material properties of space and the observer’s 
imagination and actions. 
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(Mis)function: Together by Attila Antal
In the context of different staged events, it is easily understood how narratively 

rich or ambientally strong places can develop an active role of space as a “co-
performer” (Žugić, 2012) within the event as a whole. Yet, it is even more 
intriguing to look at an example of performative engagement of an ordinary space 
– a conventional black box theatre, which is usually considered to be the most 
neutral of all spaces designed for hosting performing events.  

One such example is a contemporary dance piece titled “Together”, directed 
by Attila Antal in 2014. It is performed by two dancers, a well-known duo, and 
explores the theme of togetherness. The performance starts in a way the audience 
is accustomed to seeing the two dancers on stage – engaged in a contemporary 
dance choreography, where the two of them are physically very active. The second 
part of the performance begins with them hugging each other in the middle of the 
stage, and in the next 24 minutes, nothing else happens, except them standing still 
in this long embrace. One subtle transformation in lighting happens over time. It 
gradually transforms from a spotlight on performers, to the whole stage being lit. 
The third and final part of the performance, after the embrace, goes back to the 
contemporary dance choreography.

The gesture in the middle of the performance could be easily imagined 
happening in a museum, gallery, or even in a public space. However, there is 
something specific in the fact that this gesture, with its duration, is placed in a 
black box theatre. Here, the people in the audience are not given the choice of 
how long they want to observe this activity (as, for example, they could choose in 
a museum context), but instead are forced to witness this action – the stretching of 
time, and spending that time together with the two performers, until at some point, 
any reference related to duration is lost. This happens because of the convention 
that is imposed on the performance by its physical surroundings – the architecture 
of the black box theatre. The dancers are challenged to do almost nothing, and the 
audience is challenged to observe what might appear to them as though nothing 

Fig. 02. Mid-part of the theatre performance Together – a 24-minute-long embrace
Source: Attila Antal, director
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is happening. But in this almost nothingness, a number of different experiences 
might emerge. 

This example shows a subversive use, or the intentional mis-use, of the 
conventions that space brings to this situation. The action neglects the logic of 
the space and its basic utilitarian function, in which the audience is seated and 
directed towards the stage where something should happen, only this time, almost 
nothing happens. The overall experience emerges from this creative dialogue 
between the generic space of a black box theatre, and the action of a 24-minute-
long embrace.  

In this case, architecture performs, or rather, co-performs precisely because 
of its characteristics of the conventional black box stage. For a limited period 
of time, the single most common and ambientally least differentiated space of 
theatre buildings becomes an active co-performer and a producer of meanings 
and experiences of the performance. The category of Mis-function, shown in this 
example, relates to the subversive and intentional neglect of the spatial conventions 
and basic utility of architecture, with the aim of temporarily transforming the 
space towards its productive and active, co-performative mode.
(Non)function: Stalker by Andrei Tarkovsky

The final example is related to spaces that have lost their primary utilitarian 
function – the abandoned, ruined and vacant locations, which often, due to 
their strong ambiental values and the history they reflect, inspire many artists 
and creative practitioners. The loss of function and its relation to productive 
architectural text will be addressed through the analysis of the use of space in the 
film “Stalker” (1979), directed by Andrei Tarkovsky.

The film depicts three protagonists who are headed towards a mysterious 
restricted site called the Zone. In the Zone there is a Room, the final destination 
of their journey, in which one’s innermost desires are granted. 

The scenes of the Zone were filmed in an abandoned power plant on the river 
Yagala in Estonia, and a few other found locations nearby. These spaces already 
had an expressive texture and aesthetics of their own. However, they were used 
not only as a backdrop for the scenes, which would colour the atmosphere of the 
film, but also more than that, through a specific process of contextualising the 
space within the film, the Zone becomes itself one of the active protagonists of 
the story. Achieving almost human attributes, it drives the story, and contributes 
to its flow. This is accomplished through its mysterious morphology, but also 
quite literally, the Zone reacts to the actions of the visitors, it almost responds to 
the character of the Writer in one of the scenes. 

On an atmospheric level, the Zone is depicted as a sensitive and dangerous 
place. For the duration of the film, the viewer can feel the danger and weight of 
this place throughout the entirety of the journey. Yet, almost nothing dangerous 
actually happens in the entire film. Moreover, if the visual elements of the scenes 
that make up the exterior of the Zone were to be isolated and observed, what 
would actually be seen might seem almost like an idyllic landscape. The moment 
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the protagonists reach the Zone, the black-and-white film suddenly changes to 
colour, emphasising the greenery and calmness. Yet, the space actively produces 
the overall meanings that are radically different. How is this achieved? 

In Tarkovsky’s film, the performative potentials of the found space are initiated 
by the external frame that is imposed on space, activating its performative 
capacities to a certain extent indirectly. This strategy presupposes the existence 
of external factors or conditions that, in a limited interval of time, dictate the 
ways the architectural space is perceived. The frame, in this case the narrative of 
the film, functions as a contextual system that focuses the attention to a certain 
(spatial) phenomenon, and structures it in the domain of its meanings. It imposes 
a certain way of reading and experiencing the space, without many visible 
transformations of the chosen sites, yet, their meanings are dramatically changed 
in comparison to their everyday context. In the specific framework of the film, 
a power plant in Estonia realises its performative function, through the strategy 
of framing. The story told throughout the film transforms the found architecture 
from a non-functional complex, to one of the active protagonists of the story.  

On a general level, ruined spaces that have lost their function usually reflect 
the layers of memories about past uses, and as such already embrace their 
performative potentials. But even more so, in the specific example of this film, the 
imposed narrative of the restriction of the Zone brings another layer of mystery 
to the overall meanings of the space, acting as a powerful agent in the realisation 
of the productive architectural text. In that sense, the narrative function of the 
abandoned site of a power plant in Estonia, which exists in the everyday context 
of the complex, transforms into the performative function for a short interval, or 
the duration of the film.  

Conclusion
Rethinking architecture’s textuality as a collection of narrative capacities with 

different relations towards their meanings, as opposed to one finished physical 
and textual outcome, displaces the attention from the process of conceptualising 
architectural spaces, to the flows that architecture enters in its post-designed 
state and exploitation. The themes of instability, change, process, activities, 
transformations and effects of architecture have been recognised in the inscription 
of textual practices into the built environment. They lead to accomplishing spatial 
qualities beyond those that are purely utilitarian, but moreover, they focus on 
embracing spatial dis-function as a quality itself, in different creative processes.

The revisiting of the poststructuralist viewpoint on the instability of text in 
general, and architectural narratives in particular opens the chance to refocus 
on the phenomenon of lived, embodied experience. If we understand space as 
an active entity, rather than a neutral envelope, a container (of action) or even a 
passive system of placed meanings, we become aware of design strategies that 
might give us the chance to stimulate lived and embodied experiences, which are, 
especially today, distantly displaced from our everyday lives. 
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Emotional clustered isovist. Representing the 
subjective urban experience 

Introduction
The contribution presents a method that associates psychological data to 

isovists. Urban maps usually depict the physical environment or other objective 
characteristics, while the interpretation of the urban experience is an indirect 
reading by professionals. Only few solutions, e.g. apps currently available for 
participatory processes (Piga et al., 2021), aim at identifying citizens’ perceptions 
and emotions. Moreover, in literature, there are only few attempts associating 
the emotional reaction of an environment to isovists (Li et al., 2016). Anyhow, 
these approaches work exclusively in positional terms, usually linking the user’s 
responses only to a specific GPS position and rarely linked to a 360° isovist, 
without, for instance, considering the influence of the visual direction and target. 
In other words, the emotional response is seldom connected to isovists, and when 
it happens, it is related to the 360° isovist generated from the user’s position 
(Franz et al., 2005; Knöll et al., 2018). This approach can induce a fundamental 
bias: to believe that a single opinion or a set of opinions can always be traced 
back to a 360° experience of the space, thus attributing the value of a single 
perspective to the totality of the surrounding environment. As described in the 
paper, our research adopts view-specific partial isovists coupled with a subjective 
assessment of environment-related emotions. The case study application shows 
how changes in users’ orientation in space affects space perception, and how the 
city characteristics influence users’ emotional reactions. 

State of the art
The idea of representing emotions as spatial and geographical qualities 

can already be found in the Carte du pays de Tendre, designed by Madeleine 
de Scudéry in 1654 (Bruno, 2018). This idea and its further developments in 
the following years, although not strictly scientific, highlighted the need to 
introduce the psychological dimension in the geographical representation, 
focusing on the subjective perception of space (Asger & Debord, 1957; 
Debord & Asger, 1959). This seminal approach gained scientific popularity 
from the 1960s with the progressive introduction of new investigation tools 
and methodologies (Lynch, 1960; Rentfrow & Jokela, 2016; Rentfrow, 2020). 
Among the representations describing the relationship between the observer and 
the experienced environment, the isovist is of particular interest for our purposes 
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since it enables to “the set of all points visible from a given vantage point in space 
and with respect to an environment” (Benedikt, 1979, p. 47). Recent studies 
investigated the correlation between the geometric characteristics of isovists 
and the positive or negative emotions perceived and recorded in a specific place 
(Wiener & Franz, 2005; Meilinger et al., 2012; Li et al., 2016; Knöll et al., 2018). 
Although this type of analysis explores new research directions on the link 
between psychological effects and the urban layout, its main limitation is that it 
neglects the actual view of a single observer in a specific moment. According to 
this approach, subjective reactions are usually correlated to the whole spherical 
panorama potentially explorable from a single point (Piga & Morello, 2015), 
underestimating those perceptions can change significantly even looking around 
from the same position (Leduc et al., 2010). The literature presents other methods 
to describe the emotional qualities of space related to a whole area, such as the 
polygonal tessellations or the heatmap representations (Pánek, 2018), but these 
are questionable tools for opposite reasons. As the former presents a problem 
of resolution of the discretization process, the latter may result in a confusing 
display depending on the radius of influence of each point on the map. Such 
representation tools are crucial not only to depict the current condition but 
also to inform the transformation of places.  Indeed, in the design process, it 
is important to consider the man-environment relationship by associating the 
physical dimensions with places’ perceptual experience (Holl et al., 2006; Böhme 
et al., 2014; Piga & Morello, 2015). According to this perspective, the place can 
be conceptualized in its atmospheric meaning, an ambiance connecting space to 
individual and social experience (Thibaud, 2002; Griffero, 2014; Piga et al., 2016). 
Therefore, the narration of places should focus on the relationship between people 
and the environment in terms of space and time. Different models developed in 
the psycho-social sciences can be adopted (Boffi & Rainisio, 2017) to describe 
the subjective experience that contributes to characterize this relationship. 
One of the most widespread is Russell’s circumplex model, which represents 
emotions on a Cartesian plane (Russell & Pratt, 1980): on this plane, the level 
of the emotional reaction of the individual to a specific place can be positioned, 
allowing to describe the emotional quality that characterizes the place. This paper 
presents a method that combines the literature on isovists with the research on 
the emotions associated with places, offering an innovative way of representing 
the urban experience from a psychological perspective. Moreover, through the 
clustering procedure, it demonstrates that this method is more discriminative 
and informative in identifying the emotions associated with places than those 
currently available, based on individual 360 ° degree or partial isovists. 
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Method 
Participants and procedure

Data analyzed in this paper were collected during the “Experiencing Città 
Studi” workshop, held in October 2020, involving 38 international students 
of the Politecnico di Milano (POLIMI). The case study application is piazza 
Leonardo da Vinci in Milan, redeveloped in 2015 thanks to the ‘Città Studi 
Campus Sostenibile’ inter-university project by POLIMI and UNIMI (Morello 
& Piga, 2013), i.e. a former parking area transformed into a pedestrian area with 
large green spaces. The workshop was structured in three main phases. During 
the first phase, the POLIMI team presented the AR4CUP European project and 
the main features of the exp-EIA© method. The purpose of the workshop, that 
is enhancing a human-centred design, was shared with participants as well as 
instructions for the exploration and evaluation of the neighborhood through VR. 
In the second phase, after entering their socio-demographic data, participants 
answered some questions related to four predefined points of view (PoV) located 
in the case study area (Fig. 1). The PoVs, deemed important by the research team 
to describe the neighborhood’s imaginary, were available for virtual exploration 
through pannable spherical Streetview™ panorama (Fig. 2) (Feng et al. 2021). 
All points of view were fixed and the starting target of the navigation was pre-
selected, except for PoV 3 that was presented with a downward visual to induce 
participants to choose freely the preferred visual to assess. At the end of the event, 
the analysis results were presented, allowing to inform a collective discussion on 
the characteristics of the neighbourhood.
Instruments

For data collection purposes, technical instructions were provided to virtually 
explore the neighbourhood and fill in the questionnaire concerning the subjective 
experience. The questionnaire aimed at assessing several variables, including 
the emotional experience associated with specific view angles. The items for 
emotions assessment are based on Russell’s model of emotions (Russell & 
Pratt, 1980), and represent a digital evolution of the Self-Assessment Manikin 
(SAM, Bradley & Lang, 1994), as suggested by Betella and Verschure (2016). 
The answers are provided on a nine-point Likert scale. Thus, the assessment tool 
allows placing each participant’s spatial experience on a spectrum composed of 16 
main emotions, organized around a horizontal (pleasantness/unpleasantness) and 
a vertical axis (activation/deactivation). In total, 148 questionnaires associated 
with the four selected PoVs were collected.



Analyses
In a first step the collected data allows detecting the emotion experienced by 

participants in a specific place and related to a certain vista. In a second step, 
this information is aggregated to identify general trends describing the average 
emotional reaction to a specific place. The data aggregation for each PoV is 
performed through a process of clustering with the DBSCAN method (Birant & 
Kut, 2007; Stancato & Piga, 2020) and Scikit-learn 0.22 and Python 3.8 libraries, 

Fig. 2 The four StreetView™ preselected views: 0) via Giovanni Celoria; 1) via Francesco 
d’Ovidio; 2) Piazza Leonardo da Vinci; 3) via Camillo Golgi. 

Source: Google StreetView™
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Fig. 1. Keymap of the four pre-selected PoVs.
Source of the basemap: GoogleEarth™



based on the participants’ points of view and targets. This clustering makes it 
possible to aggregate groups of users based on homogeneous views, distinguishing 
between people looking in different directions while occupying close spaces. As a 
result of clustering, which excludes the outliers, the compilations are distributed 
as follows: PoV 0: 24; PoV 1: 30; PoV 2: 22; PoV 3a: 19; PoV 3b: 7. Finally, 
the clustered data are positioned on a Cartesian plane, organized according to 
Russell’s model of emotions framework (Russell & Pratt, 1980). The result is a 
map of isovists, including: PoVs, average targets, and average emotional reactions 
(exp-EIA©). Therefore, this method of data processing allows to spatialize 
and georeference of the emotions of the observers, representing them on two-
dimensional maps. Each produced representation considers simultaneously for 
each PoV: i) the average visual direction of the persons; ii) the average visual 
field involved in the observation; iii) the average related emotional dimension. 
The following paragraph illustrates the results of applying this procedure to the 
case study described above.

Results 
The general results show how places that are geographically close can be 

linked to very different emotional experiences (Fig. 5), and how the method has 
strong discriminating power for the type and intensity of place-related emotions. 
It provides both subjective perspectives and the average feelings emotions related 
to a place, also offering a representation of the environment-related emotions on 
a cartesian plane (Fig. 7). For the same emotion, it is possible to identify different 
intensity levels, distinguishing the PoVs that elicit more intense reactions (i.e. 
closer to the perimeter of the plane) from those that evoke milder effects (i.e. 
closer to the center of the plane). For instance, PoV 2 has the highest intensity, 
and it is associated with the “elated” emotion. In contrast, the other PoVs are 
less intense and are placed in the left half of the emotional field, corresponding 
to unpleasant emotions. Moreover, the observations recorded from PoV 3 led to 
two different clusters 3a and 3b, respectively qualified by the emotions “sad” and 
“depressed”.

Furthermore, to test how informative the new method is compared to existing 
ones, the collected data were analyzed by comparing three forms of representation: 
two traditional isovists, namely isovists 360° (Fig. 3i) and individual partial 
isovists (Fig. 3ii), and the proposed clustered isovists (target-specific partial 
isovists of clustered experiences, Fig. 3iii). In general, the outcomes (Via Camillo 
Golgi case study, initial PoV 3) clearly show that different fields of view from the 
same location can induce different emotional reactions, normally “underdetected” 
(isovists 360°) or “overdetected” (partial individual isovists) (Fig. 3).
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Addressing the informative potential, the first representation (Fig. 3i) tends in 
fact to cancel the different qualities and levels of emotional intensity perceived 
from the same position (underdetection); the second (Fig. 3ii) accurately 
illustrates how emotions change according to the target but, as the number of users 
increases, the readability of the collective interpretation of the place becomes 
more problematic, effectively generating a poorly informative representation 
(overdetection). The clustering system (Fig. 3iii) is instead able to identify the 
prevailing visual direction and the average emotion associated with it, keeping 
together the need to differentiate between the targets with that of having insights 
on the collective perception of space. It is important to underline that this system 
can recognize a significant change of visual direction even if the viewpoints of 
the observers coincide; in fact, in the case of the starting point ‘3’ the system 
recognizes two different prevailing targets (Fig. 4; Fig. 5; Fig. 6).

Fig. 4. The two different clusters generated by the PoV 3 data collection. On the left: view toward 
via Bernardo Ugo Secondo (north-east); on the right: view toward via Camillo Golgi (south). 

Source: Google StreetView™
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Fig. 3. Different data representation of POV ‘3’ data collection. From left to right: (i) 360° isovist 
colored according to the emotional average value; (ii) view-specific partial isovists colored 

according to emotions perceived by a single user; iii) clustered field of view (30°, the screen) 
colored according to the emotional average value. 



Fig. 5 Clustered PoV. Starting point ‘3’ is duplicated into two different PoVs. The different 
view-specific partial isovists (field 30°) colored according to the quality of the assessed 

emotion.

Fig. 6 The assessed points of view represented on the cartesian plane of emotions.
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Discussion 
The environment influences the quality of life of people, it is therefore 

essential to study the dyad constituted by the individual and the environment, 
beyond the mere sensory component. For a more comprehensive understanding 
of the urban experience, the physical and sensory data need to be integrated with 
the psychological dimensions that describe the individuals’ experience. The 
spatialized representation of citizens’ emotions, impressions and opinions allows 
to tell and show the reactions to the existing urban context and to future urban 
transformations. Thanks to the presented method, it is possible to identify the 
prevailing directions selected by citizens and highlight the prevailing emotion 
for specific views. It provides community interpretations, while preserving the 
specificity of the places.

The method is integrated into the mobile app CitySense™, a tool for public 
participatory processes. The app allows to explore places via Augmented Reality 
and Virtual Reality collecting reactions of citizens to the urban environment. 
This innovative tool acts as a facilitating element in the dialogue between public 
administrations, developers, and citizens so that the latter are an integral part of 
the urban development process. The method also allows to ensure the replicability 
and the comparability of the observations over time, as well as to compare 
different places or alternative urban transformation solutions. Furthermore, this 
method allows to receive timely feedback on the salient emotional characteristics 
of a place. This tool presents an interdisciplinary approach of architecture, 
environmental psychology, and computer science to establish communication 
between stakeholders based on reliable data.

The app developed with this method allow to act as a facilitator of 
participatory paths involving people no longer as simple users of a space but as 
citizens having a personal and emotional relationship with places. In this process, 
citizens are not considered as a mere source of information but as an active part 
in the dialogue. The experience they tell is the basis for a psychological and 
architectural analysis of the relationship they establish with urban places. The 
communication becomes bidirectional as citizens receive information about the 
city from public administrations and developers, and with the same tool citizens 
can report their individual experience of the space. The results illustrated here 
provide a representation of places in the neighbourhood shared by citizens. This 
representation constitutes the complementary element of the vision produced by 
the other stakeholders involved. The resulting narrative allows to visualize in a 
cartographic way the emotional, symbolic, identity aspects that otherwise would 
constitute the exclusive domain of a textual or numerical narration.

The goal is not only to evaluate the city in its current conditions but also, 
through Augmented Reality and the exp-EIA© method, to inform designers about 
their project proposals’ perception before the project is implemented. Knowing 
in advance citizens’ reactions is a very important element both to refine the 
developments of the project itself and to reduce potential future conflicts between 
the actors involved in urban transformations.
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Limitations and future works 
The individual’s experience in space is not a static but a dynamic condition, 

which evolves over time. The differences recorded can be accentuated by different 
seasons, climatic and lighting conditions. The data presented in the current paper 
do not include such variables. The app will enable the collection of citizens-
users’ opinions and impressions directly on site via Augmented Reality. In this 
way it will be possible to filter the data and interpolate them with temporal and 
climatic information to investigate possible correlations. Furthermore, it will be 
possible to profile users to identify how different types of citizens react to the 
same environment.
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Coloured Lighting as an Immersive Interior 
Condition: Affectual and Spatial Narratives 

Purpose 
The emergence of chromatic light emitting diodes (LEDs) offers a novel 

opportunity to create colourful luminous atmospheres in the built environment. 
Given the low bar to entry, many artists, designers, and consumers are actively 
experimenting with coloured LEDs for a variety of purposes including public 
performance, brand messaging, wayfinding, and well-being. Most installations 
have targeted nocturnal urban environments; however, coloured lighting is 
increasingly employed for atmospheric purposes in normative interior spaces. 
While light and colour are both familiar design elements, the combination of the 
two creates a peculiar circumstance, especially when chromatic light is the sole 
source of illumination in an interior space. According to Kaplan (1973), when 
subjects are confronted with a new environment, they will inevitably search 
their past experiences and memories to find a cognitive match that helps to make 
sense of the new place. Architects have long argued that the qualities of light are 
indelible components of our place memories, and that light and colour are infused 
with emotion. 

This study is interested in the human appraisal and experience of interior 
spaces illuminated with monochromatic light by uncovering narrative themes of 
affectual and spatial imagery.1 The overarching intent is to inform experiential 
opportunities provided by LEDs as an architectural design element and to guide 
the personalization of interior spaces.

1 For the purposes of this paper, affectual image refers to the various aspects of the image that are 
imbued with emotion, feeling, or affect.  Spatial image refers to the picture of the individual’s 
location and the space around them.
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Background
Colour Theory

Light is colour. We perceive colours when associated wavelengths of the visible 
electromagnetic spectrum (light) reflect off a surface and onto our retina. Additive 
colour theory explains that white light is created by mixing all the wavelengths of 
the spectrum. Subtractive colour theory explains what we know as pigment colour: 
a substance such as ink or paint absorbs selected wavelengths and reflects others. 
There is an extensive body of research has discussed the relationship of pigment 
colour to emotion and perception. Nakashian (1964) theorized that longer colour 
wavelengths such as red and orange are experienced as arousing and warm, while 
shorter wavelengths such as blue and green are relaxing and cool. Adams and 
Osgood’s (1973) seminal research studied cross-cultural and affective meanings 
of colour. Findings include blue-green spectrum is more highly evaluated than 
red-yellow; white, blue and green are good; red is potent and active; and blue is 
familiar. A literature review by Elliot and Maier (2014) determined that color has 
impact on affect, cognition, and behavior. While they found trends, such as that 
red is powerful, they caution around generalization. There is a lack of comparable 
studies focused on chromatic light in interior spaces. However, emergent research 
suggests that coloured lighting has a measurable impact on emotion (Lee, 2019) 
and potentially on sensory experience (Nielsen, 2018).
Coloured Light Experimentation

We know from the work of light artists James Turrell and Olaf Eliasson that 
when humans are immersed in coloured light, their visual and perceptual systems 
are challenged. Turrell’s coloured light installations (prior to LED technology) 
play with depth perception and proprioception. In some cases, he uses coloured 
light to constructing spatial boundaries and illusions. Eliasson is interested in 
how coloured lighting impacts bodily sensations, vision, and cultural positioning. 
For example, the exhibits Colour Memory (2004) and Your Atmospheric Colour 
Atlas (2009) allow participants to test how coloured light affects their vision and 
spatial navigation. 

Method
This study is a within-subject experiment whereby participants are asked to 

respond to a series of spatial vignettes that are illuminated with monographic 
light: blue, red, green, and white. The space is outfitted entirely in white: wall 
coverings, chair, table, lampshades, and bowl. There are three LED sources with 
changeable colour: tape lights around perimeter of room for general lighting and 
two task light sources. The experiment was originally planned as an immersive, 
in-person experience in this test space. However, due to COVID-19 restrictions, 
the researchers pivoted to an online survey with visual evaluation accomplished 
through photographs of the space. (fig.01).
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In the initial survey, participants (n=216) were shown photographic images of 
each of the coloured lighting vignettes, in the following order: blue, red, green and 
white. With each photograph, they were asked to rate their perceptual response 
with a semantic differential tool. The semantic differential is a psychological 
research tool that asks subjects to rate an object or condition on a seven-point 
scale anchored by bi-polar word pairs. This tool has been employed by Adams 
and Osgood (1973) to study the affective meaning of colour and by Houser and 
Tiller (2003) to study the subjective response to lighting. For this study, nine 
word-pairs were selected that assess the spatial and atmospheric qualities of a 
space illuminated with monochromatic light. The word pairs are classified into 
three connotative dimensions (referred to as factors): evaluative (good-bad); 
potency (strong-weak); and activity (active-passive). Assessment occurred on a 
seven-point scale with the middle labeled neutral. (Fig.02) 

Following the semantic differential tool, subjects were prompted to answer 
an open-ended question inquiring if they had a positive or negative reaction to 
the space. The narrative responses were coded as positive, negative, neutral, or 
mixed. (fig.03) Finally, subjects were asked to rank their preference for each 
vignette.

A subset of the original subjects (n=40) participated in a follow-up survey with 
open-ended questions that further probed personal narratives and environmental 
memories associated with each vignette. Finally, they were asked if and why they 
use coloured light in their domestic environments.

The participating subjects are undergraduate students recruited from an 
introductory course on the built environment at a university design school. The 
demographic profile includes 52% female and 46% male; 64% are in the 18-
19 age group; 70% reported some colour theory knowledge; 71% identify as a 
design major.  Ethnic and cultural data was not collected.
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Fig. 01. Photographs of spatial vignettes with monochromatic lighting: blue, red, green, and white 
(photos by Theodorson)
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Fig. 02. semantic differential results shown on 7-point scale; color corresponds to colored light 
vignette; mean rating indicated by circle (graphic by Theodorson)

Fig. 03. Narrative responses coded as positive, negative, neutral, or mixed for each colored 
lighting vignette (graphic by Theodorson)



Results
The impact of each colour is analysed through affective image (emotional 

content) and spatial image (environmental orientation). Organized this way, 
results reveal narrative themes that give insight into the impact of individual 
chromatic lighting on the human experience. 

Prior to viewing the spatial vignettes, subjects were asked if they had a 
favourite colour. Blue was the most popular (35%) followed by green (15%), red 
(12%), yellow (8%), purple (6%), and orange and pink (each at 5%). White was 
not given as an option. Later, subjects ranked their preference for each space. 
The space illuminated with white was the most preferred (58%); blue light was 
next (23%) followed by green (11%) and red (8%). Thus, the coloured light 
preferences tracked with the reported colour preference. A number of subjects 
noted that they had a positive association with one of the spaces because it was 
their favourite colour. In contrast, others commented that they did not like the 
hue and saturation of the space illuminated with their favourite colour and/or the 
prospect of being in that space.
Blue Lighting: Affective Image

The space with blue lighting elicited a mixed evaluation on the semantic 
differential: pleasant and familiar for some while unpleasant and unfamiliar for 
others; good but also sombre.  In potency factors, there was nearly unanimous 
agreement that blue is cool rather than warm. Blue lighting is also seen as 
powerful and confined, though with slightly less potency than red lighting. For 
activity factors, there is a relatively equal distribution between those who found 
the scenario to be either relaxed or tense and either subdued or flashy. 

More than half of the narratives around blue lighting were positive. One 
subject was extremely positive: “It gives me clarity and a sense of euphoria,”2 
while others were equally negative: “I related blue to the emotion of sulking in 
your pain.”3 Of the three scenarios, blue generated the highest percent of mixed 
reaction. An example: “it makes me feel good but also reminds me of sadness.”4 
The adjectives most commonly cited were relaxed, sad/sombre, happy, and tense.

2 Anonymous response on survey
3 Anonymous response on survey
4 Anonymous response on survey
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Blue Lighting: Spatial Image
Two categories of spatial images prevailed in the blue lighting scenarios: 

environments related to water, and environments described as sterile. In the water 
category, respondents described experiences such as floating in the ocean, being 
underwater, and visiting an aquarium. Relatedly, multiple subjects referenced 
images of ice caves, glaciers, and the sky.

In the sterile category, imagery focused on medical environments: surgeries, 
labs, offices. One subject noted the blue light might have uses in specific 
environments, but that it was not a fit for domestic use. Another noted “it reminds 
of me a dark drunken party scene.”5

Although subjects did not have a physical experience of the space, several 
claimed haptic responses to the blue light condition, suggesting it made them 
feel dizzy or claustrophobic. Additionally, blue light elicited a strong thermal 
response: “It makes me think of cold and almost made me feel cooler when 
looking at it.”6

Red Lighting: Affective Image
The space with red lighting elicited some of the strongest responses on the 

semantic differential. On the evaluative factors, red was appraised as unpleasant, 
bad, and unfamiliar although a subset of respondents had the opposite reaction, 
finding red to be pleasant, cheerful, and good. Subjects overwhelmingly agreed 
on potency factors, finding the space to be powerful, warm, and confined. For 
activity factors, red received the strongest ratings for both tense and flashy.

The red space generated the most negative narrative responses: “To me, red is 
more negative. It’s so hot and tense. It’s harsh and feels unnatural and jarring”7 
However, 31% found it positive, with references to love, family and friends: 
“Positive, warm, like a hug. Lots of energy, exciting.”8 Overall, the red lighting 
generated the large collection of adjectives including anxious, bright, energized, 
warm, claustrophobic, aggressive, uncomfortable, evil, and mysterious.
Red Lighting: Spatial Image

Warnings and threats comprised much of the environmental imagery elicited 
by the red lighting scenarios.  Some are relatively mild — red marks on a test, 
an alarm, a traffic light, a hot stove. Others represent more significant danger — 
blood, a forest fire, a place of torture. Supporting cinematic images emerged: Sith 
from Star Wars, horror movies, and references to the devil, demons, and hell.  

5 Anonymous response on survey
6 Anonymous response on survey
7 Anonymous response on survey
8 Anonymous response on survey
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A converse environmental narrative around red lighting emerged: for some, 
it represented active and energizing environments. Geographic locations were 
referenced: Tokyo, Mexico. Also noted were nightclubs and the movie Mulan.

As with blue, subjects reported that they could imagine physiological 
sensations resulting from being in an environment bathed in red light. One 
stated it made their heart race while others noted it put their sensory systems on 
alert. Additionally, there a thermal sensation was noted and the concept of was 
prevalent in the environmental imagery (fire, saunas).
Green Lighting: Affective Image

The green lighting vignette elicited the highest scores on the positive side of 
the evaluative scale: pleasant, cheerful, good, familiar with the exception of the 
white space.  For potency factors, green was relatively neutral on the word pairs 
warm-cool and spacious-confined. Similar to blue, green fell on the powerful side 
of the powerful-weak spectrum. On the activity scale, green was rated as slightly 
relaxed (over tense) and slightly subdued (over flashy). 

When subjects considered if the green lighting scenario conferred a positive 
or negative reaction, a substantial majority, 65%, evaluated it as positive with 
comments such as: “This colour is definitely energizing to me and would make 
me feel cheerful.”9 Other responses include: ”It is very neutral as it is not 
overpowering yet it is not super pleasant.”10 “It makes me feel a bit uncomfortable 
but also excited.”11 Much of the language offered in narratives were positive such 
as comfortable, cheery, calming, pure, familiar, natural, energetic. However, 
negative descriptors were also used to describe the space: uncomfortable, not 
soothing, overwhelming, intense.
Green Lighting: Spatial Image

Subjects overwhelmingly associated the green lighting scenario with the 
natural world, most commonly with imagery of foliage, forests and jungles. 

The green takes me to the forest, of course. Growing up in the PNW, all I can 
think about when I am in this color are the beautiful trees and forested areas 
that I have lived in throughout my life.12

Often, specific artefacts of the natural world were noted: trees, leaves, grass, 
plants, frogs. Perhaps relatedly, many subjects found that this vignette conjured 
memories of home, offering up domestic imagery like eating a watermelon on a 
summer day, childhood play, and fairy tales. Green light is also associated with 

9 Anonymous response on survey
10 Anonymous response on survey
11 Anonymous response on survey
12 Anonymous response on survey
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time and place: “This color reminds me of the bright green of the rolling hills in 
California when it becomes spring”13

A divergent theme also appeared, linking the vignette to otherworldly 
environments: “Green has a sort of space-like feel.”14 There were a number of 
references spaceships, outer space, sci-fi movies, and electricity.

As with the red and blue lighting, subjects registered physiological responses: 
“I would be able to breathe calmly here.”15 “Fresh, like there’s crisp clean air and 
a subtle breeze that isn’t too cold when the wind blows but just comfortable.”16 
Others noted that this space would make them feel nauseous and referenced 
bodily substances related to illnesses.
White Lighting: Affective Image

The vignette with cool-white lighting was shown last. Many perceived it as a 
return to the familiar, or in this survey, the unusual. On the semantic differential, 
white stands out as pleasant, good, familiar, weak, relaxed, spacious, and 
subdued. For some, cool-white lighting was relaxing and reassuring: “I have a 
positive association with this lighting because I have been very familiarized with 
this type of lighting in my everyday life”17. Others found the white lighting boring 
and even anxiety producing. “This color gives me anxiety in comparison to the 
others above. it reminds me of hard work and labor. I associate this color with 
doing homework and working.”18 On the follow up survey, white space received 
the most neutral reaction and the least negative feedback. The positive narrative 
responses were 68% (similar to green) with only 12% coded as negative.
White Lighting: Spatial Image

The spatial images that emerged from the white light vignette were both 
domestic (home, dorm, modern residential) and commercial (medical settings). 
There was strength around the perception of spaciousness: “This color felt 
very spacious, much more than the rest of the colors. The room felt more open 
and relaxed.”19 The association with medical had negative connotations: “This 
lighting reminds me of like a hospital and it has a kind of scary/creepy vibe.”20

13 Anonymous response on survey
14 Anonymous response on survey
15 Anonymous response on survey
16 Anonymous response on survey
17 Anonymous response on survey
18 Anonymous response on survey
19 Anonymous response on survey
20 Anonymous response on survey
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Personal Use of Coloured Lighting
In the follow-up survey, participants were asked about their personal use of 

coloured lighting in domestic environments. Nearly all reported owning string 
lights, colour-changing LED lamps, luminous objects, or a combination of these. 
As expected, the coloured lighting is used for celebrations, but interestingly, 
about 25% report using used colour lighting to reflect their own mood or state 
of mind and/or to establish a particular spatial atmosphere for either themselves 
or for friends. For example: “if I wanted to feel calm and relaxed, I use blue or 
green [light].”21

I was watching a scary Netflix series with my roommate at the time and we 
thought it would be fun to change the lighting to red which made the episodes 
just a bit more spooky.22

Discussion 
In summary, this research has found that monochromatic lighting in interior 

spaces elicits palpable affectual responses and environmental imagery unique 
to the colour of light. Blue is pleasant but sombre and is associated with the 
physical world, specifically water and sky. Red has emotional saliency and warns 
of danger; it is associated with human viscera (blood, heart) and fire. Green is 
pleasant and energizing; it is associated with the natural world and sometimes 
otherworldly environments. These discoveries echo much of Adams and 
Osgood’s (1973) research on the affective meanings of colour.23 For instance, 
in both studies, red is the most potent and the most active; white is weak; blue 
is familiar.  There was also indication of cultural influence, as found in Adams 
and Osgood’s work:  “I am from India and in our culture white is the color of 
sadness, which is why at many traditional funerals you will see the attendants 
wearing white...”24 However, there are some deviations. In Adams and Osgood’s 
work, blue was the most highly evaluated colour while in this study, the spaces 
illuminated with green and white light are received the most positive ratings on 
the evaluation factors and on the narrative responses. While some found the blue 
chromatic vignette familiar, a nearly equal size group found it unfamiliar. 

While the existing body of research on colour is informative, this study 
suggest that spaces illuminated with coloured light may elicit a more complex 
response than pigment colour. Coloured light confers an atmospheric condition: 
looking at the photos, the chromatic light appears to hang like as a mist in the 

21 Anonymous response on survey
22 Anonymous response on survey
23 This study did not use the same semantic word pairs or otherwise attempt to replicate the Adams 
and Osgood’s work; this is a broad overview of trends.
24 Anonymous response on survey
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space, suffusing all surfaces and objects. Even though the experiment was limited 
to two-dimensional visual appraisal, the narratives suggested that the subjects 
tried to envision a three-dimensional spatial experience. For example, one subject 
experienced both a mix of trepidation and anticipation:  “I feel that if I were 
in this room [blue] it would give me a little anxiety, but it would be fun and 
different.” There is indication that subjects engaged in a multi-layered process: 
assessing the space through the lenses of memory, emotion, and environmental 
imagery; imagining entering and acclimating to the space; and considering what 
types of program this space might support. 

The overall body of data suggests that the affectual image is a more accessible 
narrative than the spatial image, perhaps due to a dearth of environmental imagery 
and experiences that bear resemblance to the test space. Several participants 
noted cognitive dissonance: why is this everyday vignette (chair, table) bathed 
in chromatic light and what would I do here? A number of participants attempted 
to rationalize this spatial dissonance by attaching it to known emotion. For 
example: “I connect this scene [green] with hiking and traveling because it feels 
refreshing.” 25

Furthermore, while there are coherent narratives around each coloured lighting 
scenario, the responses are idiosyncratic, seemingly tethered to an individual’s 
accumulated life experiences. For one subject, the blue space triggered a fearful 
response: “I am terrified of sharks and drowning and being surrounded in blue 
makes me panic.” Blue (pigment) is considered a calming colour per most colour 
theory and many in this study saw considered blue light as relaxing. In this case, 
however, the subject’s fears dictated a negative reaction to the blue light scenario. 
Environmental memories are enduring.

Individually, light and colour are powerful design elements; when combined, 
their synergy creates a vivid and evocative spatial ambiance. Historically, 
this effect was achieved by daylight passing through coloured glass to create 
exceptional, potentially transcendental, architectural experiences. Today, LEDs 
afford designers and occupants the ability to infuse any space, including everyday 
normative spaces, with chromatic light while easily controlling the variables of 
hue, saturation, luminance. This ability to manipulate atmosphere has multiple 
implications for personalization of interior space and the development of 
environmental narrative.

Limitations and Future Study
The obvious limitation of this study is that it was conducted virtually, and 

therefore was limited to visual evaluation of digital imagery. While photography 
is an acceptable method to appraise a spatial setting, there are inherent 
shortcomings when assessing coloured lighting. First, it is difficult to accurately 

25 Anonymous response on survey
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capture the qualities of coloured light through photography. The photos used in 
this study are saturated and relatively dark which convey a strong first impression. 
D’Andrade and Egan (1974) suggest that emotional associations to colour may be 
more related to saturation and brightness than the hue of the colour.  Moreover, 
the photographs were viewed on individual devices, either phone or laptop, and 
therefore the colour rendering was not controlled. By relying solely on the visual 
sense, the subjects did not have a full sensory and physical experience and instead, 
had to construct an imagined spatial experience. An unexpected finding was that 
subjects envisaged physiological and haptic responses. This is a theme that runs 
through Turrell and Eliasson’s work that suggests coloured lighting confers a 
phenomenological experience that includes sensory and perceptual distortion. 

Once COVID-19 restrictions are lifted, we will move to the next phase and 
conduct immersive in-person experiments in the test space. Results from this study 
will inform and direct the methods. There are plans to investigate physiological 
and perceptual responses and to allow the subject to manipulate the lighting 
to create a personal, environmental narrative. Results of the virtual survey and 
the immersive experiment will be compared and contrasted which may provide 
insight into the efficacy of the photographic method.
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Introduction
A narrative is by definition a way of presenting an account of a series of related 

events or experiences that reflects and promotes a particular point of view or set 
of values. That is exactly how a cultural landscape of a historic town could be 
described. It is a narrative of the origins of local traditions, which plays out in the 
subconscious of the viewer.

In garrison towns, historical barracks built in the 19th and early 20th century 
contribute to the uniqueness of the cultural landscape and serve as the focal point 
of local identity. They are part of the cultural capital, a medium of local tradition, 
a reminder of how collaboration with the army contributed to the economic 
development and helped shape the sense of local community. All these values are 
innate in historic military architecture which therefore is an important cultural 
capital in the historiographic narrative of garrison towns. It is particularly vital 
to maintaining and deciphering the local history and tradition in the so-called 
“Recovered Territories” in the western borderlands of present-day Poland, which 
used to lie under German supremacy.

Therefore, the aim of this paper is to indicate the key features characteristic 
for barracks complexes and to demonstrate, that the blurring or obscuring of these 
features erases the narrative on the local history innate in the barracks. It also 
demonstrates how a well suited revalorization can help not only maintain the 
narrative but also expand it by contemporary threads.

The Narrative of Historic Barracks in Polish Western Borderlands
Under the German Command

The history of garrison towns is tripartite but it revolves around the military 
complexes in a continuous narrative. In Prussian – and later German – garrison 
towns, army was at the centre of social and economic life. The army was the 
agent of the state. Therefore, military edifices - financed by the state - had a 
propagandist impact on the cityscape as a showcase of the state’s wealth and 
strength. Mostly built during the period of increased militarism of 1870s they 
utilised the template of entre cour et jardin palaces. Their long imposing façades 
were profusely decorated with typical repeatable ceramic mouldings – simple, 
ascetic, yet distinctive and easily recognizable as belonging to a military facility. 
These stately edifices lent prestige to the neighbouring city quarters. Moreover, 
they contributed to their modernisation and expansion. The barracks usually 
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consisted of numerous buildings of various sizes and functions arranged around 
a central muster yard or a paddock and supplemented with shooting ranges. To 
facilitate an easy arrangement of the components accounting for functionality 
and proper insolation, but at the same time easy connection to the city centre, 
the complexes were usually built right outside the towns. Townships laid out 
new roads and expanded railway network, which led to the barracks, giving 
rise to the development of new districts (Rudnicka-Bogusz, 2020). The names 
of the roads testified to their origins, e.g. An den Kasernen (presently Jagiełły 
Street in Wrocław) or Grenadier Strasse (at present Hutników in Legnica) 
(Rudnicka-Bogusz, 2015). When cities sprawled and enveloped the barrack 
complexes shooting ranges were given up to the city and became municipal 
gardens, like e.g. in Lubin, Nysa or Legnica. Growing military population gave 
local economy a boost on construction sites, in catering and services (Eysymontt, 
2009). The palace-like barracks represented the so-called “architecture of power” 
(Herrschaftsarchitektur), and were so well recognizable, due to the typological 
features of the architectural genre, that all the above mentioned connotations 
were readily discernible to people from outside the local populace as well. 

The barracks were the focal point of the most important and characteristic 
events in the history of many otherwise peripheral garrison towns, which 
established their image in the minds of the general public. Towns that were 
chosen for garrisons enjoyed an increased attention from state officials, which 
further elevated their status and economic prosperity. The chroniclers in e.g. 
Legnica, repeatedly mention the interactions between the military and the 
townspeople in form of military jubilees, parades and exercises and visitations 
from the Emperor William I, who was the honorary commander and patron of 
the grenadier regiment, which was permanently stationed in Legnica since 1860 
(Humeńczuk, 2004). For generations of local citizens historic army barracks were 
a symbol of past splendour.
Under Totalitarian Regime

This meaning was dimmed by the exchange of population at the end of 
WWII, when the eastern territories of pre-war Germany became part of the 
Polish state. Empty garrisons, vacated by the German army, were taken over by 
either Polish or Soviet troops under totalitarian regime, becoming the bastion 
of new geopolitical order and the focus around which “new” founding myths 
were formulated. Military presence was especially strong in the “Recovered 
Territories” for fear of geopolitical revisions. The military were not to be disturbed 
or approached, therefore the barracks were walled off with barbwire fences. In 
the abovementioned Legnica in 1947 the City Council was forced to transfer 
certain city districts (containing post-German army barracks) to the exclusive 
use of the command of the Northern Military Group of the Soviet Army. The 
Russians kept undivided rights to use more than 160 sites, covering a part of town 
amounting to approximately 17 km2 with more than 1,200 buildings up until their 
departure in 1993 (http://zabytki.legnica.eu/studium-historyczne, 2015). For the 
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Polish people and government, these barracks - a blank spot on the map – were an 
antithesis of independence, symbolizing the part of political and socioeconomic 
freedom that was withheld from Poles at the end of WWII.
In a Free Country

The development of military technology in early 21st century and the resulting 
restructuring of the army led to the demilitarization of most of the barracks 
complexes in the western borderlands. It was difficult for the State Treasury to 
quickly reuse such large complexes. Therefore the municipalities were faced with 
a task of repurposing of recovered properties on a scale comparable only to the 
immediate postwar period. The absence of appropriate legal regulations, poor 
technical condition and the large size of the complexes were obstacles to their 
swift redevelopment and the deteriorating buildings attracting urban blight have 
become a symbol of the negative effects of political transformation. The decay 
deprived the buildings of valuable historical data. Authorities focused on saving 
historic buildings, in particular the representative ones, which could serve as public 
buildings. Priority in preservation was given to edifices that qualified for listing as 
historical monuments. However, historic buildings of lesser artistic qualities were 
not given special treatment, sometimes even treated as brownfields. Compounds 
of several buildings were also difficult to sell and consequently were divided into 
smaller parts that were sold to different investors. The investors refurbished them 
according to their own needs without consideration of the whole complex.

However, military architecture is rarely characterized by outstanding aesthetic 
appeal of its individual buildings, especially in smaller historic towns. The value 
of military architecture lies in its normalization whereas planned out complexes 
of barracks are valuable because of their repetitiveness, which immediately 
communicates to the viewers that they are looking at a military complex. The 
division into plots combined with the lack of a common spatial development plan 
for the whole of the complex made their appearance inconsistent and removed the 
original spatial relations between buildings, rendering their origins unfathomable 
and depriving them of historic value.

The time that has passed from the settlement of post-German towns cooled 
the emotions and the citizens could appreciate the reclaimed complexes without 
prejudice. In garrison towns, they became the focus of fixation with the pre-
WWII past. Legnica acquired a dedicated website legnica.eu dedicated to 
documenting the town’s history, where the story of the evolution of the garrison 
forms a significant portion: from the inception, through the town becoming “little 
Moscow” due to the Soviet troops stationing, until today’s economic dwindle due 
to military withdrawal. The story revolves around the barracks: who and when 
settled them and therefore it is the barracks that carry the narrative and for the 
towns to keep up their founding myths the barracks must be preserved.



Social utility of historic architecture 
Undeniably, the social utility of monuments plays no minor role in their 

preservation (Kubiszewska, 2014). Already in the earliest documents pertaining 
to heritage preservation, it was noted that in order to preserve historic buildings 
and their functioning in society, it is necessary to find an appropriate function for 
them that will keep them in social use. The Warsaw/Nairobi Recommendation 1976 
notes, that integration into the social life of contemporary society is a fundamental 
element of urban planning and spatial development. The recommendation also 
states that “protection” means (amongst other) revitalization of historic or 
traditional complexes and their surroundings and urges the national, regional and 
local authorities take appropriate measures to ensure the protection of historic 
or traditional complexes and their adaptation to the requirements of modern life 
(https://www.icomos.org/publications/93towns7o.pdf, 2020). 

The Krakow Charter 2000 states that pluralism of society consists in the 
diversity of heritage concepts undertaken by the entire community; therefore, 
the tools and methods designed for its proper protection should be adapted to 
the evolutionary process of continuous change to which this heritage is subject. 
Later in the document, the authors note several times that cultural landscapes are 
living organisms because they are used by societies on a daily basis. An attempt 
to stop these changes, strictly protect selected elements of the landscape, kills it, 
depriving it of its authenticity, because it no longer reflects the entirety of changes 
taking place in a given community (Kołodziejczyk, 2014). This also applies to 
changes in the function of cultural heritage.

With this notion, we touch upon the issue of public perception of a monument 
and social participation in the process of monument protection. Cultural heritage 
is the result of the creative activity of past generations. It plays an economic 
and artistic role in society, but above all a scientific and historiographic role. 
Thanks to it, the society can commune with tradition and learn about the customs 
of ancestors, building its national identity. At the same time, cultural tourism 
teaches respect for the diversity and differentiation of cultures. There is a common 
conviction that it is necessary to involve a wide range of people in the protection 
of monuments. “The protection of monuments, both in the past and today [...] 
was in the entire history of mankind the more effective, the wider social circles 
were involved in its implementation” (Rouba, 2008)1. The key role in this process 
is played by the ambience of historic complexes achieved through the integrity 
of individual historical buildings, as well as the aesthetic coherence of their 
surroundings. Thanks to the fulfillment of these conditions, the original spatial 
relations between objects in an urban complex, the original spatial disposition 
of individual objects, and thus all scholastic values of a given cultural landscape 

1   „Ochrona zabytków, i w przeszłości, i dziś (…) była bowiem w całych dotychczasowych 
dziejach ludzkości tym skuteczniejsza, im szersze kręgi społeczne udawało się dla jej realizacji 
pozyskać”
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can be conveyed to a large number of untrained recipients. When dealing with 
monuments, the atmosphere comes to the fore. Today’s society values living 
through something (experience) above theoretical knowledge (Schouten, 1995). 
Culture, including cultural heritage, is “consumed” through experience (Arnold, 
Davies, Ditchfield, 1998).

Designing the revitalization of barracks complexes as an “inverse 
problem”

Formulation of a design can be viewed as creating a long chain of interdependent 
predictions. Investors provide designers with a general description of the future 
state that, according to their wishes, the outside world should take when the 
commission is complete. The structure of a building derives from the purpose it 
is to serve. Consequently, the design is defined by its presumed results. If a given 
object is to bring the expected changes in the world, designers must be able to 
both predict the final effects of the proposed object and specify the means through 
which to achieve these effects (Rosolski, 1999). The architecture that is the end 
product of this process results from technical imperatives and the programmed 
future influence it is going to exert on the general public, and the function needs 
to be adapted to this resulting form.

In the case of historical objects, both the form and the narrative presented 
by the object already exist. The designers’ task is to select the function in such 
a way that it does not contradict this narrative and does not require extensive 
transformations of the shape that is the carrier of this narrative. Therefore, the 
problem to be solved is finding a cause to achieve a known effect. Adaptations 
leading to the revalorization of historic military complexes can therefore be 
considered in the context of reverse problem (Rosolski, 2012).

We are used to looking at every revaluation as a unique case study, because 
we are used to revaluating monuments. Military architecture is rarely constituted 
by monuments characterized by OUV (as defined by Jokilehto), but is rather 
constituted by typical units arranged in typical layouts (Jokilehto, Cameron, 
Parent, Petzet, 2008). Therefore, its value is typological. From this point of 
view, each complex does not present the designer or a preservation officer with 
a unique problem, challenging him or her to find a specific way of regenerating 
this particular complex, but they can be treated as a typological group for which 
a general rule of adaptation can be assumed.

As a result, the process of revaluation should begin by defining the features 
that make a military complex readable as a military complex in the cityscape, 
next defining the features it represents in a unique specific cultural landscape, 
the tradition it bears, and last by defining the material carriers of this tradition 
– detail, spatial relations, etc. By establishing this we define the features that 
need to be preserved in this complex and then we can begin to design – plan 
the revitalization process by the methodology of the inverse problem – to tailor 
the revitalization to the needs of the post-military complex. This way, because 
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military complexes values are mostly typological, we can establish the set of 
values that must be preserved (universally, for every post-military complex) 
factor in the local tradition and receive a universal list of potential new functions 
that can facilitate appropriate revaluation. Then we examine case studies of such 
functions already implemented in post-military complexes and we receive the 
potential for success for every type of regeneration. Therefore, the barracks as 
a genre are not a collection of specimen that will need considerable change to 
become economically viable regenerations. But rather, after we had established 
their cultural value as a genre, we are now able to implement carefully tailored 
functions that will facilitate the minimal change necessary for economic viability 
of adaptation without thwarting the complexes’ scientific and scholastic value.

Defining attributes of military complexes
This line of thought prompted the author to conduct an opinion poll on the social 

recognition of military complexes. This survey proved that barrack complexes 
are clearly recognizable due to their spatial characteristics resulting from the 
relations between facilities within each complex. According to the respondents, 
the distinctive features of the barrack complexes included the detachment of the 
complex from the civic surrounding (either by a wall or edifices developed along 
the outer rim of quarters), a grid plan of the complex with repetitive buildings 
of standardized features and a large maneuvering square in the middle, forming 
a clear hierarchy. The buildings in the complex were described by the following 
terms: functionality, modularity, ascetic decoration, neo-Gothic style.

Fig. 01. Survey on the social recognition of military complexes.
Source: Marta Rudnicka-Bogusz.
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These are the characteristic features setting the barracks apart in the cityscape 
and the catalysts for the associated meanings. Preservation of these vestiges of 
the cultural capital should be given an absolute priority but at the same time, 
cannot petrify them. The partitioning and lack of a coherent revitalizing policy 
lead to the dissolution of spatial relations between objects in the complexes, 
which in turn impairs the identification as military architecture. In the case of the 
far-reaching interventions as many as half of the respondents could not recognize 
the barrack complex after revalorization, which means the complexes have lost 
their ability to communicate the historiographic information imbedded in them, 
that was the reason for their preservation in the first place.

On the other hand, although 94.4% of the respondents believe that historical 
military architecture is part of the cultural heritage, there is wide acceptance of 
transformations that also disrupts these relationships provided that such projects 
improve the quality of these complexes. Although only 11.1% of respondents 
accept extensive transformations as “protection and revalorization”, when 
asked to choose the best revalorization project for the barrack complex, the 
respondents, chose the most invasive project destroying the spatial relationships 
within the complex (Fig.01). Interestingly, those who did not pick this project as 
their number one choice, ranked it last. The attractiveness of renovation projects 
decreased proportionally to the level of interference and the lowest rating was 
given to a renovation project that integrated service capsules into the ground floor 
of the complex, which retained its state of “permanent ruins”.

Fig. 02. Regenerated barracks in Wrzeszcz Gdańsk.
Source: Marta Rudnicka-Bogusz.
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Good practices in regeneration of post-military complexes
Therefore it is necessary to devise a strategy which would help extend the life 

of post-military heritage while fully preserving its spatial features and dimensions 
and, at the same time, allow for transformations that would be profitable for 
future investors. According to the survey mentioned above, this would be the way 
of adaptation most approved of by the respondents. Moreover the respondents 
proposed that for a building to be a testimony to the architecture of a given period, 
the most important thing is its exterior.

There are examples of similar domestic and foreign projects: in the design for 
regeneration of LaMarmora Barracks in Turin, Montelungo-Colleoni Barracks in 
Bergamo the spatial relations and exteriors of the barracks were kept unchanged, as 
was the case for Koszary Park in Olsztyn, and vocational school in the Grenadier 
Barracks in Legnica. New functions have been incorporated into the buildings in 
such a way as to preserve the legibility of the historical urban development and 
architectural form as much as possible. In Wrzeszcz Barrack District in Gdańsk 
(Fig.02), Reese-Kaserne in Augsburg and Poznań Uhlans Regiment barracks 
refurbished for a mix-use development called City Park the original tissue was 
preserved only partially, however what was retained was restored with great 
attention to stylistic detail. The respondents praised unobtrusive revalorization of 

Fig. 03. Regenerated barracks in Góra Kalwaria.
Source: Marta Rudnicka-Bogusz.
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barracks in Góra Kalwaria (Fig.03), which after regeneration and refurbishment 
of the interiors was discreetly marked with a unassuming sign. When in use, it 
used to be separated from the rest of the city; now it became a local highlight. 
Although none of these solutions are completely fault-free, they can be used to 
steer revaluation in the right direction.

Conclusion
The investors see profits in the purchase of vast military complexes. Once a 

fraction of the existing buildings is restored, the rest can be further extensively 
developed as brownfields, while boasting about the historical surroundings. 
However, by adopting this approach, in exchange for temporary profit, they are 
ridding these places of the cultural capital, which is the focus of their marketing 
strategy. The disappearance of features such as spatial relations, original 
dimensions, ascetic style and modularity eliminates the determinants, which 
allow the respondents to recognize military complexes and identify the related 
intangible values. Thus, in these determinants lies the cultural capital of the 
complexes in question and we should prioritize their preservation when carrying 
out revaluation projects of the barracks complex, making sure, however, not to 
petrify it.

An adaptation of a historical object carried out in accordance with the 
guidelines resulting from the value analysis above would maintain the preserved 
original matter to the extent that it would protect the resources of knowledge 
contained in it against destruction, so that the milieu de memoire is not replaced 
by lieu de memoire or lost.

Privatization of barrack complexes opened them to the wide public which 
overlapped with a growing acceptance and curiosity of ethnical and cultural 
“diversity” in the cultural landscape of recovered territories from the pre-war 
period. Today, these buildings are part of the local material tradition, whose 
preservation is all the more important in an era of globalization and cultural 
homogenization. Historic buildings are a material trace of the past, they are the 
embodiment of important notions which inspire local tradition and build our 
identity. They play a vital role in shaping human environment by placing a man 
in a historical and cultural context that gives him a sense of belonging.
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« Tracking Elements of a City Narrative. The 
meanings of Saint-Etienne at work ».
On December 3, 2014, an article appeared in the newspaper Le Monde entitled “At Saint-
Etienne, the city center undermined by poverty”. The journalist reported on a reality in a 
willingly subjective mode: “The sky is low but the impression of greyness, almost sticky, 
does not come from there. In this district of Saint-Etienne, it is the dilapidated buildings 
that give you the blues.” Following this publication in one of the most read newspaper in 
France, an outcry arose. Many reactions questioned this view of the city, judging it to be 
biased. Several architects sent to the newspaper (which received hundreds of letters from 
readers) descriptions of projects and achievements showing new and clean buildings that 
“don’t give you the blues”. This controversy over the image of Saint-Etienne allows us 
to grasp certain issues attached to the narrative of a city. It shows that it must deal with 
multiple and sometimes conflicting realities.

Our approach is a dialogue between two studies1; one is about the imaginaries 
attached to Saint-Etienne in politicians and urban planners narratives ; the other is 
an inquiry on the resident’s perceptions and experiences of their city. This article 
aims to compare three narratives2 produced by different protagonists, politicians, 
inhabitants and town planners. The comparison of narratives of the same city 
allows to question their respective contents, circumstances and aims. If it is 
difficult to say what a city is, we can nevertheless follow the plot made by these 
interweaved narratives, and make the hypothesis that it is a way to investigate  
a city.

“A valiant, industrious and humane city”: a politician narrative.

1 The research on imaginaries (G.H. Laffont), “Urban Imaginaries: Comparative perspectives, 
experiments and exchanges between the metropolises of Lyon/Saint- tienne and S o Paulo” 
is based on the analysis of interviews and documentary sources. The second research (O. 
Ocquidant) is a sociology PhD on the sensitive forms of the urbanity based on the methodology of 
“commented walks” and in-depth interviewing.
2 The word refers to a construction that gives shape to the meaning of human action and time 
(Ricoeur, 1983).

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  195



Saint-Étienne3 is a medium-sized French post-industrial city in decline. Its 
history is linked with the development and the fluctuations of industrial activity. 
The production of arms, ribbon, silk, iron craftsmanship and coal mining, have 
provided economic and urban prosperity. Industrial activity have then declined 
during the first half of the 20th century and collapsed completely in the 1960s and 
1970s. Measures have been taken in order to keep the city attractive with large 
housing projects on the outskirts, with the development of road infrastructures 
and the elimination of substandard housing in the city center. Today, Saint-
Etienne is considered as a “shrinking city”. Poverty is twice as high as the national 
average. 

In 1992, Michel Thiollière4 drove a change in the urban production. He called 
on Riccardo Boffil, a world-renowned architect and urban planner, to draw up 
the broad outlines of a project, in order to restore the city’s identity and visibility. 
The intervention of great architects5 and the development of the “design”6 were 
to become the “guiding principles of a creative city project” (Sechi, 2016: 16). 
Three city narratives7 were developed in this period. A first narrative, that of “the 
valiant Saint-Étienne,” relies on the dynamism of its industrious, humble and hard-
working people. A second narrative is based on the friendliness, solidarity of its 
people, and the image of a welcoming city open to newcomers. It was crystallized 
around a catchword “the humane Saint-Etienne”. Finally, the ingeniousness 
and capacity for innovation of this Mecca of the industrial adventure are also 
mobilized as symbols of a cultural, economic and social development to come. 
This is the narrative of “the creative Saint-Etienne”.

3 Prefecture of the Loire department, located in the Furan valley, between the Loire and Rhone 
watersheds, it is the second most populated city in the Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes region after Lyon, 
with 173,000 inhabitants in 2017, according to INSEE (French institute of statistical studies), and 
the second urban community after Greater Lyon (404,000 inhabitants).
4 Michel Thiolli re was deputy for town planning (1983-1994), and then mayor (1994-2008).
5 Rudy Ricciotti made the Employment House (2005), opposite the Parc Couriot Mine Museum. 
Jos  Oubrerie achieved the construction of Le Corbusier’s church in Firminy (2006). Fumihiko 
Maki designed the master plan for the new Châteaucreux business district (2008), and Norman 
Foster built the Zenith in Saint-Étienne (2008). Finn Geipel and Giulia Andi designed part of the 
Cité du Design (2009). Finally, Manuelle Gautrand achieved the Cité administrative Grüner in 
2010.
6 In 1998, just as Saint-Etienne was hosting the Football World Cup, the International Design 
Biennial was launched and recorded 125,000 visitors for its first edition. Since then, 11 biennials 
have occurred, giving Saint-Étienne national and international visibility. In 2005, the Cité du 
Design was created on the site of the former Saint-Étienne Arms Factory. In 2010, UNESCO 
awards to the city the label “Creative City for Design”, alongside international metropolises such 
as Berlin, Shanghai and Buenos Aires.
7 These standard narratives are drawn from EPASE (public development establishment of Saint-
Étienne) prefiguration documents of town-planning, and from minutes of seminars on “the making 
of the Saint-Étienne project” (2006 – 2012) in the TEMIS (Territories - Mutations - Innovation - 
Society) project drove by EPASE and the Saint-Étienne University.

Georges-Henry Laffont, Olivier Ocquidant

196  |  Narrative and Analysis



Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  197

Tracking Elements of a City Narrative. The meanings of Saint-Etienne at work

These narratives aim to build a “cultural ethos” through the highlighting of the 
“design” and industry filiation. They are charged with carrying the transformation 
of the city, by reinscribing it in a temporal and symbolic perspective. Their goal is 
not to describe an existing situation but rather to indicate “a possible life choice, 
dynamic lines of meaning, values and decisions that take the form of a wager.8” 
A public town planning establishment is created, the EPASE9, to achieve this 
project through urban operations. Its mission is to “recreate urban value by 
renovating the urban fabric, buildings or public spaces, but also by acting on the 
representations linked to Saint-Étienne10”. We can see, therefore, that narrative 
is used as a major tool for urban production. The narratives mobilized here are 
representative of an “imaginary of urban grandeur, economic development and 
attractiveness” (Genard and al., 2016: 71-72). This kind of “political narrative” 
of the city aims to invent the characteristics of a community and its exemplary 
traditions. It is akin to a mythological production. It has a mobilizing function 
and it intend to shape an engaging common destiny. It is a fabrication of history, 
a perspective for the future, and an arrangement of selected elements aiming to 
rebuild identity and belonging. It also aims to gather different actors (inhabitants, 
planners, leaders, etc.) around shared meanings. Its goal is not only to produce 
adhesion to a narrative, but also to a person (and a political party) that carries 
it. In this typical political narrative, the human cité is highlighted as the driving 
force of the development of the ville11.

“A bit rough but peaceful “: the narrative of a suburban urbanity by 
the inhabitants.

8 Interview with Michel Thiolliere on 03/11/2020.
9 The EPASE was created in 2006 with the roles of developer (creation of public spaces, 
rehabilitation of buildings, realization of public facilities, production of land), manager of real 
estate in partnership with institutional players, commercial agent (with investors and inhabitants), 
and promoter (building operations). EPASE’s mission has recently been renewed by the French 
State until 2025.
10 Interview with Jack Arthaud, Director of EPASE, 20/10/2020.
11 The French distinction between the terms ville and cité is useful for a sociological approach 
to the city. It means that a city is made of “two different realities - a physical place on one hand, 
a mental representation, made of perceptions, behaviors and beliefs on the other hand [...]. The 
built environment is one thing, the way people inhabit it is another. [...] One might think that cité 
and ville are one and the same thing: the way people want to live should be expressed in the way 
cities are built. Nothing could be further from the truth. The experience of the city [...] is rarely 
harmonious; it is, instead, most often full of contradictions and asperities.” Sennett, 2019: 9-10. 
(authors' own translation).



The residents interviewed12 have related their perceptions and experiences of 
the city. By telling about what matters to them, these people provided us the 
framework of a narrative, articulated around three central themes: animation, 
tranquility and civility. Everyday experience is object of a “valuation process” in 
which immediate appreciations, judgments and values are interlinked (Bidet and 
al. 2011). This post-industrial medium-sized city has a particular physiognomy: 
“Often there are not many people”13 and the streets are sometimes described as 
sad or little animated. In the center of this shrinking city, there are many stores 
that have been closed and unoccupied for years. The pleasures of strolling through 
lively streets and being in contact with crowd, are typical urban experiences 
(Sansot and Honnorat, 1994), which are partially missing here. “There are no 
more interesting stores into the city-center... You used to be able to go window-
shopping, but now there is nothing interesting...”14

In the absence of intense urban life, a tranquillity flourishes that is often 
appreciated by the people interviewed, especially in the extensive suburbs and 
the edges of the city. It is considered as a major living quality of the place and it 
is very often highlighted in the experience of the inhabitants (“the countryside is 
within reach... it’s really nice”15). For example, in a park on the outskirts of town, 
in a spring morning, a person said to us: “There’s no one here today... Wow, it’s 
so pleasant!”16. This is a feature that we can link with a particular imaginary, 
which is quite different from that of grandeur and economic development. This 
urban feature fosters certain practices, such as sunbathing in parks and gardens, 
repairing cars in the street, and small recreational gatherings (bocce, barbecue, 
aperitif). In this “suburb-city” (Merriman, 1994), commercial and capitalist 
activity (especially land trade) is kept at a distance. A particular “parochial”17 
(Lofland, 1998) occupation of the public spaces takes place here.

In our various interviews, the theme of civility also appears. Every city is a 
social laboratory. Saint-Etienne is a city that was organized around industry and 
that has hosted different waves of migrations. The co-presence of different social 

12 In this research, we apprehended the city perceived, lived and represented by the inhabitants 
by crossing different methods: the description of ordinary scenes of public life (ethnographic 
observations), an interrogation on the perceptions of the city (in depth-interviews, commented 
walks).
13 Minutes of interview.
14 Minutes of interview.
15 Minutes of interview.
16 Minutes of interview.
17 “[T]he parochial realm (or order) [is] characterized by a sense of commonality among 
acquaintances and neighbors who are involved in interpersonal networks that are located within 
“communities”.” (Lofland, 1998 : 10). It can be distinguished from the public and the private 
realms.
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groups and different languages, and “mixed contacts”18 interactions are common 
there. It can produce embarrassments, and also frictions sometimes. Unlike 
metropolises where cultural enclaves are spatially distributed, Saint-Etienne 
is a quite rare example of a cosmopolitan medium-sized city with a suburban 
urbanity and a low intensity urban life. Different interactional situations are not 
embedded in a general city life as in metropolis, but they take place contiguously. 
For example, at the end of class time, the flow of urban activity is insufficient 
to oppose a situational norm to the groups of adolescents. Also, certain forms 
of manly interactions typical of young people of the peripheral neighbourhoods 
are underscored in such a context. As a young female student told us: “I find the 
streets a bit creepy, there are boys squatting there, and it doesn’t make you want 
to pass by...”

19 Suburbs are historically the space where inhabit disadvantaged social groups 
in tension with the dominant social order. A “suburban urbanity” is then a specific 
configuration where tranquillity and friction oscillate. It is at the same time a 
place of original encounters and cohabitation, and a place of contacts between 
different people, between marginality and normality (as examples of marginal 
situations, we can quote hard drinking youth gathering, beggars homelessness, 
Romani families encampments, informal economy activities, drug traffic, etc.)

Unlike the “political narrative”, this “residents’ narrative” is down-to-earth. 
It is based on features drawn from experience rather than from a “wager on 
the future”. The related city here is a lived city, not a mythical and dreamed 
one. A framework is drawn around these three elements: low animation, valued 
tranquillity and civil frictions. In this narrative, the cité and the ville are closely 
combined. The sensorial space qualities (linked to urbanism, architecture and 
landscape) are part of this narrative, as much as their social qualities (interactions, 
civility). We can say that the meaning of the lived city is thus polarized around 
the amenity of urban space and the recurrent interactions that take place in it. The 
ingredients and resources of this plot setting are very different from those of the 
“political narrative”. It takes the form of a sketch revised by daily occurrences. 
Although often dramatized20, the situation in Saint-Etienne is not, however, 
“tragic”. This configuration of cohabitations possesses specific resources whose 
uses and values inhabitants know.

“A city to intensify”: the urban planners’ narrative as a tool to activate 
urban project.

18 “Mixed contact” refers to the specific type of interactions between different social groups, 
specially between “normal” and “stigmatized” people (Goffman, 1975). 
19 Minutes of interview.
20 This dramatization is symptomatic of the failure, the incapacity and the refusal to live in this 
urbanity configuration. This is the case of the author of the Le Monde article, and of a right-wing 
politician taking this city as an example of the “lost areas of France”.
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“Every urban project is a city story. Here, it’s a new narrative that have 
been settled and it must be made credible by concrete operations. The rest is 
symbolic”21. The work of town planners is to build the city, create new buildings 
and public spaces. The cité as a social and civil organization, can then be seen as 
the consequence of the construction of the material city. However, as Sennett22 
points out, the link between ville and cité is crucial in urban design. The challenge 
is not only to build, develop and renovate the city, but also to provide a living 
environment, related to social, symbolic and political expectations. To illustrate 
the complexity of the linkage between ville and cité in urban planning, we will 
take the example of La Cartonnerie23, a project supported by EPASE, now on 
standby after having been developed at length (2010-2020).

La Cartonnerie is representative of a “tactical urbanism” project. A private 
or associative initiative transforms a vacant space, temporarily and at a low cost, 
through artistic and event-based activities. This process contributes to requalify 
a site (Lydon and Garcia, 2015). Mandated by EPASE, the association “Carton 
Plein” have been charged to animate the space of the former cardboard factory. 
They developed actions to promote the history of the place, to make live the 
site by involving the inhabitants, and to produce a reflection on public spaces. 
The reappropriation and animation of this space raised awareness on alternative, 
participatory and inclusive urban production: “The designer [must] know [...] how 
to stage the phases of the urban project, how to become aware of the resources of 
the territory and [...] to mobilize them at the right moment”(Carton Plein, 2016: 
50). Around La Cartonnerie, a narrative has been developed that aimed to “re-
enchant” and activate seeds of collective appropriation. One might ask what is the 
function of such a narrative : To reassure politicians will about the development of 
the urban project? To give sense to new ways of experimenting the city planning? 
To “enrol” associations and inhabitants in urban revitalization actions?

A complex narrative production is composed here between several actors, 
according to the interests of each. It relates the adventure of a gathering of 
heterogeneous actors, from coordination to discord and struggles between 
divergent interests. La Cartonnerie project thus has produced urban value through 
the development of a collective appropriation. We can see here two goals for the 
urban planner. First, he makes the site desirable, enhance the value of a site and 

21 Interview with Stéphane Quadrio, EPASE’s development director, 05/03/2021. 
22 Sennett (2019) identifies three major historical phases in urban production. A period (early 
urbanism) where the close combination of the ville and the cité presides over urban production; 
a period of divorce between the ville and the cité (modern urbanism); and a contemporary period 
that seeks to repair this separation.
23 In 2010, a cardboard factory site (Cartonnages St phanois) became a temporary and 
experimental public space of 2000 m2 named “La Cartonnerie”. At the crossroads of working-
class downtown neighborhoods, at the heart of a large-scale urban development project 
(Manufacture-Carnot-Jacquard), it’s designed and ran by the “Carton Plein” association. https://
www.epase.fr/les-amenagements/les-operations/jacquard/la-cartonnerie
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prepare its transformation, through “tactical urban planning methods relying on 
existing forces, mobilizing them and working with them.”24 Secondly, he tries 
to develop a “viral” dynamic that should be transmitted to the entire city. As a 
project and a method, La Cartonnerie convey the image of a creative, dynamic 
and inclusive city, the antithesis of the “scaring story” of a poor city with no 
future. Today, while Saint-Étienne continues its transformation, La Cartonnerie 
is an unformal parking lot.

However, the EPASE mobilizes this project to legitimize its action as urban 
planner: “The EPA is one of those pioneering urban planners who has very early 
integrated experimentation as a tool for reflection and design”25. The narrative 
of La Cartonnerie is now part of history and of the tools of urban production. It 
is valued and used in new operations. We can see that narratives are privileged 
tools of a new mode of urban production26. They create value by performing a 
new story for the territory. The participation of associative actors and inhabitants 
is enrolled in a territorial “storytelling management” (Salmon, 2007). It is used in 
the territorial marketing which is characteristic of the era of the “entrepreneurial 
city” (Brenner, 2004). Despite an essentially technical purpose, urban planners 
produce here a narrative of the city that endows places with attributes, intentions 
and values. We can see that ville and cité are specifically coordinated, according 
to circumstances and functions – the ville remaining the leading force for the new 
(and better) keeping the leading force for the new (and better) cité to come.  

Conclusion
At the end of this path, we see that different city narratives are involved in 

distinct plots (or strategies). The “political narrative” develops a framework that 
links the city with history and future. The goal is then to activate an imaginary in 
order to power a change. But it leaves out many elements such as poverty, civil 
tensions, and the margin culture of a “suburb-city”. The typical character in this 
story is an ideal and fantasized inhabitant, inspired by a promised future. The 
“inhabitant narrative” is, on the contrary, realistic and focused on experience. It 
reports on the attachments to places, interactions, affects and qualities of the city. 
It combines desire for urban life, suburban tranquility and aspiration to ordinary 
civility. Brilliant destiny and the imaginary of economic development is not 
his business. The city involved in this story is broad, as it includes downtown, 

24 Interview with St phane Quadrio on 05/03/2021. 
25 Interview with Jack Arthaud, Director of EPASE, 20/10/2020.
26 The urban project can be considered as a narrative, according to the “triple mimesis” Ricoeur’s 
conception (1983). Any urban project can thus be viewed as a three-stage process: prefiguration 
(emergence and construction of the narrative and emergence of the project framework ideas); 
configuration (formalization of the narrative and act of building); refiguration (reiterated 
readings of the narrative in uses and practices). The urban project may be conceived as three 
interdependent processes : design, construction, use.
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midtown and peripheries of the city. At last, the “town planner’s narrative” is, in 
a way, delegated to dwellers and re-seized afterwards in urban production. In this 
case, the fundaments of the city value are objects of controversies.

We can consider these narratives according to their stability and publicity. The 
“political narrative” is characterized by a strong utility and a direct mobilization 
in a political strategy. It thus takes the closed and completed form of formulas 
and slogans. It is not durable because of strategy changes that the renewal of 
political teams is likely to produce. The “inhabitants narrative” is characterized, 
on the other hand, by his uselessness for any plot or strategy. It thus takes an 
open and uncompleted form which is relatively durable and renewed by the 
constantly re-evaluated exercise of daily inhabiting. At last, the “town planner’s 
narrative” appears as a middle term between the two precedents. It is mobilized in 
the plot of urban production, but its intermediary position between several actors 
makes it polymorphous. It takes various forms - in opposition or in coordination 
- according to the circumstances and actors concerned. It is mobilized both in 
precise strategies and open to potential adjustments.

The three types of narratives outlined here, stand out according to their degree 
of publicity and their capacity to represent various actors and circumstances. This 
tells us that a city narrative owes its consistency and durability to its ability to 
attach and concern a diversity of actors, places and circumstances. Maintaining 
an openness that keeps the contact with reality, and representing a sufficient 
diversity of circumstances, seems to be two criterions for the common and lasting 
appropriation of a city narrative. In order to hold, it must logically “interest”, 
concern and mobilize the greatest diversity of citizens of the cité. 
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The Savage Detail: Narrative and the Transfer of 
Authorship in Design and Fabrication

Introduction 
Literary critic and scholar David Herman stipulates that a narrative is comprised 

of four basic components: situated-ness, event sequencing, world-making/world-
disruption, and “what it’s like”. Herman’s (2009, p. 76) concept of “what it’s like” 
is experiential: a narrative promotes a dialogue between the creator/orator of an 
intended chronicle and the experiences of the anticipated end-user/recipient. 
Relative to architecture, invoking an effective conscious experience for the end-
user involves establishing a vivid, yet cognitive, association with the orator’s 
creation of a parallel “story-world,” (Ryan, 2014, pp. 25-49) as the complex 
procedural aspects of architectural design come into being as a physical milieu.

When applying Herman’s components of a narrative from a literary work to 
the field of architecture, the concept of what it’s like necessitates a surrender of 
ownership and transference of interpretative control between the author and its 
recipient. In literature, the orator/author presents a story with provocative details 
to entice a “story-world,” where the recipient invokes prior cognitive associations 
to represent and recreate a context. Here, all revealed series of events unfold 
along a prescribed schedule as part of a world-disruptive event. By comparison, 
narrative theory – as an agent of architecture – is conditionally reliant upon 
the genealogical artifacts or tolerant impressions resulting from the previously 
completed design and construction processes. Thus, in its finished state, 
architecture provides a narrative of its intents, processes, and final embodiment 
for the end-user to experience and interpret, independent of further rationalization 
beyond the presented final state of what it’s like. 

Unlike the traditional interpretation of the single authored book, the author/
orator in architecture is not one entity. Instead, it is composed of a complex chain 
of “authors” where the transfer of authorship may be evident within the final 
product that is offered to the end-user. Critic Robin Evans (1997, p. 182) speaks 
to this process and its possibilities: 

...transfiguration, transition, transmigration…any of which would sit happily 
over the blind spot between the drawing and its object, because we can never 
be quite certain, before the event, how things will travel and what will happen 
to them along the way. 

Evans’ message signifies the occurrence of an event, as a significant moment, 
where an iterated and reasoned design concept advances towards a formal 
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expression of architecture. After the event, architecture assumes a greater 
responsibility - as an exposed object that invites occupation, interpretation, and 
subjective association by an audience. It may be argued that this event also serves 
to unify the perceived bifurcation between design and realization of built form, 
notably through aesthetics and geometrical formational procedures. 

Savage Details
Architecture is an implicit narrative of the transfer of authorship from design 

through construction. To characterize this in a traditional architectural project, 
the work is envisioned, and often drawn, by several individuals among the 
design team. Consulting engineers, contractors, and clients (among others) also 
contribute and subsequently alter the “narrative” of the project. This process 
for constructing a project’s “narrative” encompasses an evolutionary and 
methodological sequence of events among various participants originating from 
concept to the production of an architectural act. Further, the procedures of this 
model impress that the technical aspects of a work (or technics) are an equally 
vital component to design towards formulating a narrative construct and realizing 
Herman’s fourth component of a narrative – what it’s like.

This transfer of control results in the acquisition of what critic Lars Spuybroek 
describes as ‘savage’ details that alter the original intended narrative of a project. 
Spuybroek (2016, p. 3) characterizes the imperfect “savage detail” created by 
workmen who inevitably make, “...mistakes in their carving…because of the 
open design system of the Gothic, which at certain points leaves them to decide 
what to do….” The system of authorship in Gothic architecture is imprinted 
upon its architecture through the imperfections of its details. For Spuybroek, the 
limitations and deficiencies of the builder should not be cast aside or corrected but 
embraced as a means to advance the design intentions of the architect’s original 
narrative.  

Even in the traditional design to building process, the limitations and 
deficiencies of the ‘authors’ contributing to the end product have an impact on the 
finished work. The narrative of the translational process through authors can be 
read on the design, but it is often seen through the deficiencies in the final product 
(mechanical structural clashes, details that are missed in the design phase, etc.). 
However, it is more common to work to erase the transfer of authorship from the 
building, preserving the illusion of the grand design. Unfortunately, this approach 
ultimately confines what it’s like to the initial design in the mind of the architect, 
not the evolution of the design through its actualization.

What happens along the way…
The increased emphasis on digital platforms and computational techniques 

employed by fabricators and builders has often been presumed to devalue, or 
eradicate, the artistic qualities of the craftsman. These opinions unfairly suggest 
a vulnerability of within the design narrative as it invites a transfer, or expansion, 
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of authorship, potentially altering the intended narrative’s perception to the end 
user of a space. In his writings, Zeynep Çelix Alexander (2020, p. ix) expands 
the defining role of technics, or that which relates to the technical dimension 
of architecture, as “the promising arena for a theoretical line of inquiry in the 
discipline,” by which it may “denote a constellation of interrelated practical, 
artifactual, and procedural material conditions.” Further, Alexander (2020, p. 
xvii) states that “…the recognition of this ontological dependency between the 
technical and the human defines technics…,” tying the technical (or technological) 
to the end user (or human).

In an increasingly CAD/CAM-driven manufactured world, the narrative 
between the technics of design, drawing, and construction has undergone a 
remarkable shift. Here, authorship might be extended to include fabricators 
brought in concurrent to a design narrative’s establishment. The visionary insight 
attained within this model encourages the transformative and transitional ‘event’ 
between conception and realization to be more thoughtful, complex, and robust 
in nature. Thus, all construction activities promote an augmentation of the initial 
narrative construct relative to producing and realizing the architecture as a plastic 
body (Fig. 01). 

The architecture also undergoes a transfer of its inherent “human” authorship 
because the work is produced by the machinery on its own (i.e., the mason’s 
role and activity are now assumed and performed by a CNC milling machine). 
This shift has altered the systematic sequence of authorship, as similarly depicted 
within the finish ornamental detailing of Gothic architecture, where impressions 
are embossed upon the architecture as guided and determined by the skill of 
the craftsman during the process of production. Rather than being seen as a 
deficiency or limitation, this translation has the potential to be celebrated as an 
emergent extension of the design narrative, creating a kind of opportunism in the 
imperfections.

Fig. 01. Work of second-year student exploring ‘technics’ through the relationship and contrasts of 
ambiguity and precision among material constructs going from digital to analog to digital.

Source: Michael Greener (physical model, photos, explorative drawing).
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Frank Gehry’s work serves as a good model for these opportunistic 
imperfections in the transfer of authorship from design to fabrication. His 
firm pioneered the use of BIM (Building Information Modelling) as a way to 
integrate multiple authors in the design process that are typically delegated to 
in the fabrication process.1 From the Bilbao Guggenheim to the Walt Disney 
Concert Hall, the methodology of the workflow is manifest on the final product. 
The detailing itself was a collaborative effort with the cladding manufacturer to 
design a system that could entertain installation imperfections – as seen within 
the “rock-n-roll joint,” (Lindsey, 2001, p. 86) where tolerances are absorbed to 
calibrate the façade’s assemblage. The common shingling found among Gehry’s 
metal facades is a result of this comingled authorship: “… ‘skin-in’ is a common 
practice in the automotive industry….” (Lindsey, 2001, p. 37) On Bilbao, like a 
car, the skin’s geometry is designed from the “skin-in,” and realized through the 
offset of cladding to building. A prototype of the “rock-n-roll joint” was utilized 
as a “uni-strut adjustable joint” (Lindsey, 2001, p. 45) at Bilbao to provide the 
needed flexibility to create the necessary tolerances and ensure that the intended 
performance of the skin flowed correctly (Fig. 02).

Fig. 02. Disney Concert Hall (left) and a diagram of his approach to the cladding (right).
Source: Bruce Johnson (photo), Genevieve Baudoin (diagram).

1 For an abbreviated history of this, see Frank Gehry’s interview with Greg Lynn (2013 pp. 20-31).



Here, the complex support structure for the cladding is anticipatory and as vital 
to the formal expression and articulation of the intended narrative as the finished 
surface qualities of the project. The liminal space between the cladding and the 
building is significant as it becomes venerated in the Disney Concert Hall as a 
pedestrian promenade around the building. The savagery of the support structure 
enables the complex skin to celebrate its captured space, thus revealing the 
opportunities that Gehry seized to suggest an accommodating support structure 
and incorporate the details that were previously developed over several projects 
into the overall narrative for this building.

The design and construction process can be read on the building, but that 
evidence is a result of the integration of multiple authors within the design 
process that non-linearly progressed from analogue to digital form. Gehry himself 
critiques allowing the computer program to facilitate the design:

The computer has become an opportunistic gadget for most of the profession. 
It’s not to be taken seriously as a métier for design, for really coming up with 
a language that is unique and personal. The personal intervention, the brain 
that transforms it into art, is needed to get beyond the recognizable language 
of the computer program. (Lynn, 2013, p. 27)

For Gehry, the narrative began as a designed vision, yet BIM modelling 
and other digital interfaces provided the means to communicate his ideas and 
effectively incorporate lessons and other opportunities discovered along the 
way. The process became a continuous translation of three-dimensional physical 
models through a series of digital scans towards the penalisation of the facades, 
dependent upon their material properties. Gehry is consistently transparent about 
the collaboration required to achieve his projects, and as Spuybroek indicates, he 
is embracing the material limitations and the transfer among analogue to digital 
platforms to support his original narrative.

Process convergence
With the advent of large-scale additive manufacturing and materials like 

3D-printed concrete, the extension of a design and its fabrication procedures can 
now simultaneously unfold. The nature of drawing and its significance to the 
builder has evolved since the Gothic, where realized imperfections emerged as 
signifiers to arguably transfer authorship between architect and constructor. Now, 
this exchange incites an essential convergence, where the end-user experiences (as 
implicit narrative) the final product as an impressionable resultant of the design/
fabrication process. Technology like the CNC machine and 3D printer have 
brought a return to the crude and savage ‘workmen,’ where the technology has 
created opportunistic imperfections that can be seen as a window into the design 
process and its translation to construction, dependent upon robotic constructional 
processes. 
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But what if the original narrative is tied to the process itself? This is not a new 
concept – land artists such as Robert Smithson were centrally interested in the 
way in which the process generates the form, where the process of the art and the 
art object converge as a narrative whole. Smithson (1968; 1996, p. 102) described 
this convergence: 

At the low levels of consciousness the artist experiences undifferentiated or 
unbounded methods of procedure that break with the focused limits of rational 
technique. Here tools are undifferentiated from the material they operate on, 
or they seem to sink back into their primordial condition. 

For Smithson the process or procedure can be undifferentiated from the 
material – the material and the way in which it is transformed are the same. 
This way of thinking begins to blur the line between authors in a narrative. For 
example, is the Spiral Jetty a work made by Smithson? Or is it made by the 
algae living in the quarry? Or the masons who quarried the original stone? Or the 
bulldozer that shaped the original spiral? 

Seeking more associative parallels while deliberately disregarding some of 
the inherent differences between these artists and their varied relationship to 
architecture, action painters such as Jackson Pollock or aleatoric composers like 
John Cage are other good examples of this phenomena: blurring the authorship 
between the tools, the players, and the initial vision. All also rely on a certain 
degree of opportunism in the moment of unfolding in the “final” narrative.2 
Cage’s observation of action painting is relevant here: “We are in the presence 
not of a work of art which is a thing, but of an action, which is implicitly 
nothing.” (Hellstein, n.d., p. 62) In architecture, the embracing of digital tools 
has also opened the door to a similar way of thinking where the manufacturing 
process, the design, and the authorship are symbiotic. The action of the design 
and manufacture have converged, and like the action painting, the process is the 
narrative. 

The task involved with bringing this way of thinking/working into the 
practice of architecture revolves around the embedded sense of control (however 
inaccurate that may be in practice) that drawing/planning out a design has before 
it is actualized. Francesca Hughes (2014, p. 247), writing on this topic in The 
Architecture of Error, problematizes the issue of precision as fundamentally tied 
to the space in which architecture is actually produced. She hypothesizes that, 
“A practice that engages critically with precision … and instead works with the 
generative potential of error, must, by definition, embrace rather than shut down 

2 For instance, Cage’s Lecture on Nothing: “Here we are at the fourth part of this talk. More and 
more I have the feeling that we are getting nowhere. Slowly, as the talk goes on, we are getting 
nowhere and that is a pleasure.” (Cage, 1961, p. 118) The act of being there at the lecture at the 
unfolding of the words is the lecture. Listening to the lecture is part of that unfolding.
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the genuine indeterminacy we daily engage with.” As with Pollock, Cage, and 
Smithson, architecture where the narrative of its construction is the design must 
embrace the indeterminacy that invariably is part of the outcome.

Indeterminacy as a “planned” part of the design/construction process 
is challenging, to say the least. 3D printing offers a unique potential at the 
convergence of the design and construction where indeterminacy is more about 
adaptation in the process as it unfolds. This immediacy implies a manipulation 
of the machine to direct the process of construction, what Director of Research 
at Gehry Technologies, Andrew Witt, calls “design hacking.” He describes 
this methodology as a kind of design adolescence: “…the messy successes 
and unwieldy failures…are rarely elegant…. Yet through this backchannel of 
practical experimentation with technology, design gains a new range of activity 
and freedom.” (Witt, n.d., p. 25) (Fig. 03) Not only does the architect learn in the 
process, the narrative can then illuminate that learning process.

Conclusions
This paper argues that narrative theory could be much more impactful as an 

approach to architecture when applied to the procedural continuum of design, 
fabrication, and the experience of the occupant. While contemporary theories 
of narratology detail four conditional parameters required to incite a narrative 
construct, this paper primarily focuses on the what it’s like provision and invites 
architects to embrace potential opportunities to reconsider, expand, and transfer 
authorship through learned impressions, imperfections, or errors. Here, the 
application of narrative logic to architecture is sustained beyond the formation of 
initial concept to include capturing the process of making. 

The stigma and necessary apprehension against machine error have invariably 
stymied the potential to capitalize on the latent value in the convergence of 
the fabrication and design process. However, these errors (and subsequent 
adaptations) offer authentic and perspective insights into how an architectural 

Fig. 03. Examples of the types of errors typically seen in 3D printing – offsetting (left), layer droop 
(middle), lack of layer adhesion (right).
Source: Genevieve Baudoin (photos).
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work might be elevated, activated, and recognized as a narrative production. As 
noted in the conversation between Lars Spuybroek and Andreas Ruby (2008, p. 
47), “…actual form can only be understood as chance breaking in on necessary, 
purposeful forms.” The architectural act (its process from design to built form) 
must be understood through its substance and its accidents along the way. 

The collaboration seen in Gehry’s work is a foundation for the way in which 
manufacturing processes that are inherently risky should be integrated into the 
design process. 3D-printed concrete structures, for instance, are a complete “fail” 
if the mixture is incorrect, there is not proper adhesion between layers, or the 
walls collapse. There is little recovery and a great deal of waste if something goes 
awry. However, like Gehry’s process, it would be unreasonable to dismiss this 
technology’s integration into the design and construction of buildings based on 
the premise that the risk of error is uncontrollable or unsuitable to architecture. 
Returning to Hughes’ notion of bringing error into the production architecture: “… 
the very value of error is its ability to interrupt and ambush a system from within. 
Error’s gift is its critical friction against our desire for control….” (Spuybroeck, 
2008, p. 248) It is the narrative that has changed through the convergence of 
design and fabrication, and the inevitability of the errors along the way.

Returning to what it’s like, this notion of a “story-world” that is constructed 
between the various authors and recreated in the mind of the viewer is both 
indeterminate, implicit, and fragile. Because what is transmitted is ambiguous, 
it carries with it both the same stigma as the nature of error in production, but 
also produces a similar need for the architect to exert some level of precision 
over that outcome. Additive manufacturing offers a compelling way to explore 
the indeterminacy in the design and production, but it is essential that designing 
around this process would work against the norm to find a compelling narrative. 
As such, the suggestions presented in this paper offer an unconventional argument 
to substantiate and extend the lessons of narrative theory as a credible device to 
inform and describe architecture. By placing emphasis on the examination of 
process and experience, rather than being exclusively reliant upon architecture’s 
initial intentions or absolute product, there is a richness and depth to the 
culminating work. 
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Engaging with Landscape through Architecture

Introduction
This paper examines architecture’s ability to adjust external and internal 

experiences of a landscape narrative transforming it from “ location to place” 
(Norberg-Schulz/1996). The recently-built Cove Park Artists’ Residency Centre 
in Argyll, by Cameron Webster is the vehicle for a critical reflection of its realised 
qualities and the soon-to-be-constructed Rossdhu Kennels remodelling in the Loch 
Lomond National Park, by Studio KAP is examined for its anticipated and intended 
qualities. Both case studies engage with a landscape of outstanding natural beauty 
in a valued cultural and geographic setting. Despite different briefs and scales, 
both are determined by domestic activities of living, cooking and dining. As the 
projects’ co-authors we examine how our perception of landscape is modified by 
contemporary architecture, harnessing its power through acts of protection, social 
interaction and control of view. Through the respective design processes, themes 
of newness, material culture, artistic production, phenomenology and innovation 
through tradition are explored. An artist’s recorded experience of CovePark adds 
further insight into the building in use. We consider the spatial configuration 
of each building’s openings and their physical impact on the landscape and the 
influence of traditional and contemporary precedents. Can newness act as a 
benevolent rather than a malevolent force on our ancient landscapes? Within the 
contemporary context of the climate emergency, what role can architecture and 
landscape play in creating an environmentally-enlightened future rather than a 
carefully-protected past? 

Background
Our relationship with landscape relates to narratives of permanence and 

cultural and national identity. Robert MacFarlane writes, “ Landscape was here 
long before we were even dreamed.  It watched us arrive.” (MacFarlane, 2007). 
We value landscape bereft of human presence, one that reinforces the idea of 
eternity. In reality few landscapes are without trace of some human interaction, 
even if it is in the most discreet manner as “..in the cairns, in the paths…in 
the stepping stones..” (Shepheard, 2014).  As our world becomes increasingly 
urbanized, that experience of landscape as untouched wilderness is fading. As 
our awareness of global climate emergency accelerates, our understanding of 
landscape’s fragility deepens. The idea of wilderness is thus increasingly precious 
to us perhaps because “…we need wild places because they remind us of a world 
beyond human…” (MacFarlane, 2007).    
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Where visible in a landscape, the presence of manmade structures is softened 
by time. In a paradoxical way everything eventually becomes landscape, 
shifting from “memory to history” (Chipperfield, 2017). The illusion of a 
timeless landscape where humans are absent is altered to one where humans 
are insignificant. The European Landscape Convention defines landscape as “an 
area, as perceived by people, whose visual features and character are the result 
of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.” (Scottish Natural 
Heritage, 2020). Traditional rural structures are one such result of this action 
and interaction. Fashioned by non-professionals utilising meagre resources, the 
vernacular has made some of the most eloquent and enduring statements about 
the relationship between the man made and the natural world. In contrast to 
those early farmer/producers, our contemporary experience of landscape as 21st 
century consumers draws different meanings to and from it. The work of Luigi 
Snozzi in Ticino or Wright’s Fallingwater, Aalto’s Villa Mairea or McKay-Lyons 
Sweetapple in Nova Scotia all bear powerful witness to this.

Cove Park

Fig. 01 The landscape and the manmade
Source: StudioKAP

Fig. 02 The view from the site
Source: Cameron Webster
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Cove Park was founded by Peter and Eileen Jacobs in 1999 as an arts centre, 
offering residencies to a wide range of national and international artists. It’s unique 
programme of residencies, commissions and collaborative projects respond to 
and support the diversity of contemporary artistic practice. The landscape and 
particular context plays a supporting role in the narrative of Cove Park’s ethos 
of creativity and collaboration. This narrative is instrumental in the way that 
the architecture responds to both the wider context and the individual artist’s 
experience. The centre building offers a resource for research, collaboration and a 
place to cook and dine communally. The residential accommodation is distributed 
amongst the landscape, allowing individuals or smaller groups to retreat and live 
and work separately from the centre whilst using it as the heart of the experience. 
Through this case study, the experience of artist and musician Raydale Dower 
helps frame the relationship of the building to the landscape and his residency. 

…to transform the Scottish landscape from a distant painting, bereft of 
human beings, into a living presence, one in which humanity and nature are 
necessarily conjoined…(Severin, 2008)

The site is located on a narrow plain at the top of 50 acres of steep hillside 
on the Rosneath Peninsula, high above the village of Cove and the residential 
strip along the eastern shore of Loch Long. It has a magnificent view of part of 
the Firth of Clyde and Loch Long to the south and west, with the hills of Argyll 
beyond. (It is possible to strike a line from the site all the way to Corunna in Spain, 
without crossing land). The changing weather can be seen from a distance, and 
this is a constant source of variety and drama. These views, with the movement of 
ships in the loch below and the changing weather are of prime importance to the 
experience of the site, while the intimate aspects of the rock, water, trees, ferns 
and lichens provide beauty and interest even when the weather is bleak.

Fig. 03 The relationship between building and landscape 
Source: Cameron Webster



Through the engagement with different artistic disciplines and collaboration, 
regular events were previously held, in an existing building inviting a diverse 
range of guests to marvellous dinners, providing opportunities to network and 
collaborate. The landscape is the setting for ,as well as the retreat from artistic 
production. In 2012 Cove Park commissioned Cameron Webster architects to 
carry out a feasibility study for a new centre. Evaluations and consultations took 
place with the local community, artists in residence and with Cove Park trustees 
to develop a brief with the following key criteria for the building:

• To provide more space for the Centre having out grown its facilities.
• To encourage maximum interaction between its occupants.
• To be sustainable, low maintenance, running costs and works well.
• To take full advantage of the spectacular site and views.
• To improve the landscape and entry experience to the site.
• To engage with the other facilities on the site.
The clients did not want a “signature” building with a formal visual style 

implying a single artistic approach and so the plan is arranged informally, taking 
the massing of vernacular farm buildings as a reference. In playing down the 
authorship and formal appearance of the building, the ethos of Cove Park’s 
inclusivity encourages many interpretations, voices and interactions which in 
turn support the overarching narrative of place. The architecture can be seen, 
as the interface between landscape and retreat with key moments / doorways/ 
terraces, that balance the individual and collective between the centre and the 
retreat in which the studios and accommodation are held.

The new design offered an opportunity to curate a narrative with the landscape 
both internally and externally at both a close scale and wider aspect. The narrative 
of retreat into the landscape allowed the centre to be considered as the heart 

Fig. 04 Blurred thresholds to the exterior 
Source: Cameron Webster
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of the experience, balancing between the entry to retreat and the release into 
the landscape. The building reveals particular glimpses of the immediate grassy 
landscape and the distant view and approaching weather. The courtyard curates 
the intimate character of the entry sequence and where the wider landscape 
is cloaked in the “dynamic mystery of concealment”. Externally the pitched 
corrugated roofs echo Scottish barns and steadings, whilst also reflecting the 
undulating silhouette of the surrounding hills. The untreated Scottish larch 
cladding is a long lasting, familiar and natural rural material and is combined 
with rubble stone walls and gravel surfaces to create a familiar and sustainable 
countryside environment without rhetoric or pastiche. 

The building first greets you and then locates you, providing a vantage point 
to place yourself in relation to the remote and beautiful landscape. The open plan 
design of the main space echoes the generosity of the residency programme itself, 
providing a space to reflect, contemplate and engage (Dower, 2020). The arrival 
sequence welcomes you in the warm spacious lobby. As a stepping stone towards 
the retreat into the landscape and a time of focussed practice, the lobby captures 
the space between the blackened timber roof trusses above and the shiny terrazzo 
floor which catches light and spills into the “snug” spaces, located between the 
two main wings, immediately alongside the kitchen and dining area. 

I watched a number of new residents walk in and immediately drop their bags, 
to simply stand and take in the view (Ibid.). 

The meeting room and a common room can be used independently from 
the dining area and the widening of the plan allows these spaces to be flexible 
as either closed or open to the central “heart”, ‘with the large framed window 
view providing a constantly evolving backdrop to our conversations (Ibid.). The 
main spaces fan out with views to the south and west, with generous glazing 
and terraces beyond, leading to the path through the landscape to the private 
studios and the more intimate and contained relationship with the landscape. The 
approach, entrance, arrival and the immediate choice of communal spaces all of 
which frame the landscape in different ways, give the visiting artists a variety of 
possible experiences to share with others.

Fig. 05 The ground floor plan and arrival sequence 
Source: Cameron Webster
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Across creative disciplines there was a shared experience; artists,writers, 
poets, film makers, musicians - all of us were essentially there on our own, 
responding to a unique environment and personal situation, but with lots of 
overlaps to share. Occasionally, someone might have a tough day and feel 
like they were wasting their time, it’s such a rare and valuable opportunity to 
make the most of, and we would talk this through and end up laughing at our 
artistic concerns framed against the much larger timescale constantly present, 
in the hills and seascape surrounding us, the weather was always present and 
changing; the building housing all of this experience (Ibid.).

 The entrance ramp and the “snug” align with the axis that reaches all the 
way to Corunna, and while Spain is naturally way beyond sight, the idea that the 
building and landscape are seen as part of a wider world is significant. 

Those initial views, the visual experience of the landscape, the seascape and 
horizon, informed the work that I visualised and then undertook during my 
residency (Ibid.).

Rossdhu Kennels

Fig. 06 The communal and the landscape 
Source: Cameron Webster

Fig. 07 Looking towards and from the site
Source: StudioKAP
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Rossdhu Kennels comprises a low-lying freestanding stone and slate roofed 
structure previously used as a dog kennels enclosure for the local gamekeeper from 
nearby Rossdhu House. Built most likely in the early 19th century, it incorporates 
low stone walls which formed the original dog ‘runs’. It is situated on the brow 
of a hill facing almost due south towards Loch Lomond and backed by an abrupt 
drop in level to an existing stream adjacent a large backdrop of mature trees. It 
is the only visible structure in the immediate vicinity giving the site a serene 
but melancholic character. A modest-sized building of local rather than national 
historic interest, it required a substantial level of stabilization, renovation and 
intervention to provide it with a new lease of life. Given its dimensional and 
structural constraints, the majority of the new accommodation needed to be 
created beyond the existing footprint, raising a fundamental question about the 
architectural direction of the new additions. The promise of long views towards 
the loch and the dense vegetation coverage inspired our client with notions of 
magnificent sunsets and living underneath a canopy of trees. They recognized the 
opportunity of bringing the site’s phenomenological qualities into the experience 
of living in the building itself. This raised further questions about how these 
surroundings could be enhanced by the addition of contemporary architecture.

Our design proposals addressed this latter issue by bringing the existing and 
the new together in a composition inspired by traditional vernacular groupings. 
The illusion of a small group of autonomous buildings huddled together forming a 
simple settlement underpinned our design intentions. This basic massing strategy 
was directly inspired by the traditional mixture of sizes, scales and materials 
which characterize nearby farmsteads, distilleries and vernacular groupings. This 
approach had several purposes:

• It reinforces the existing non-domestic character of the building in  
 the landscape.
• It creates a varied silhouette alluding to the idea of settlement.
• It creates a hierarchy distinguishing the existing and the contemporary.

Fig. 8 Proposed plan and south elevation 
Source: StudioKAP
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• It establishes the existing structure as the centre of gravity of the new 
 composition, in plan, section and elevation.
• It creates a credible architectural strategy for extending freestanding rural 
 buildings generally.

A similar strategy had been employed by us in a previous project, ‘Braefoot’, 
Dumgoyne. There we also invested the new additions with a certain architectural 
autonomy from the constraints of the existing building. César Pelli’s unbuilt 
Long Gallery House is a good example of a similar idea in which an open, glazed 
spine contrasts with contained, semi-independent vessels of accommodation, 
suggesting a future of ever-increasing spatial variety. Alvar Aalto’s library designs 
juxtaposing orthogonal ‘bars’ of ancillary accommodation with more flamboyant 
fan-shaped reading rooms reveals a similar investigation.

Fig. 9  Braefoot plan and view 
Source: StudioKAP

Fig. 10 Library plans by Alvar Aalto 
Source: StudioKAP
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Inspired by these traditional and modern precedents, our new additions to the 
Kennels structure fan out from an orthogonal spine. This arrangement creates 
opportunities to engage with the outside and provide complimentary additions to 
the existing massing. The new glazed openings refresh the views and are varied; 



floor to ceiling panels, punctured holes in walls; slots integrated into the roof 
and sliding screens which allow access onto sheltered balcony spaces or covered 
terraces.

The sectional arrangement of the building, completely devoid of flat ceilings 
comprises a series of prismatic, tent-like configurations which create a suite of 
interlocking pitched geometric spaces. These are designed to contrast with the 
original structure as well as celebrate new spatial opportunities. They allude 
to notions of tent-pitching, single space enclosures, settlements of colliding 
structures. This spatial juxtaposition of the orthogonal and the fragmented; one 
stable and secure, the other seemingly in flux and in motion, can also be seen as 
a metaphor for the relationship between a fixed notion of history and an ever-
evolving contemporary scene. Our approach to material choices also played a 
role in this narrative of continuity and contrast. The new composition is unified 
by recycled stone from the dog runs, providing a datum of material continuity 
to the ground floor. Above, non-weathering copper sheeting clads the walls and 
roofs. 

Conclusion    

The wild prefaced us and it will outlive us… (MacFarlane, 2007)

Norberg-Schulz writes, ‘The existential purpose of a building (architecture) is 
therefore to make a site a place, that is to uncover the meanings potentially present 
in the given environment.’(Norberg-Schulz, 1996). Have we established a fresh 
relationship between the ‘found’ land and buildings; a bleak, windswept hillside 
and a piece of rural artefact? Our buildings are physical vessels establishing new 
introductions and thresholds to those places. They act as vantage points, framing 
episodic moments and adjusting the malleable narrative of a timeless scene . They 
search for new meanings in their respective landscapes and arguably transform 
their ‘site’ into ‘place’, a process far from unique. Drawing on traditional and 
contemporary sources of inspiration, we identify the complexities of occupying 
an ancient landscape with contemporary material, bringing the qualities of the 

Fig. 11 Tented spaces and prismatic forms 
Source: StudioKAP
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exterior into the interior. Gaston Bachelard states, “  Storm makes sense of shelter, 
and if shelter is sound, the shelter makes the storm good, enjoyable, recreational.” 
(Bachelard, 1958). CovePark’s architecture animates a social as well as 
individual landscape experience while Rossdhu, requires lived-in experience and 
inhabitation to reveal its full impact. Architecture heightens our awareness of 
nature’s grandeur and ever-changing beauty, but also its fragility and indifference 
to human life, inviting us to become protectors and custodians, rather than 
consumers. Raydale Dower’s commentary reveals how Covepark’s architecture 
facilitates the merging of creative work and inspiration with the qualities of an 
ever-changing landscape. In both projects the landscape emerges as the guiding 
factor in the design process, curating key moments using containment, openness, 
light, structure and materiality. Key vantage points are described through specific 
openings, spatial sequences and places of gathering. Both projects act as catalysts 
adjusting the scene, referencing the past, and looking towards a fresh episode in 
the narrative of each landscape.
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Learning Through Drawing

Introduction 
This paper considers the design process through drawings from concept to 

completion, highlighting the value of being able to ‘think through the pencil’ 
(Macormac, 2010) to communicate, understand and develop an architectural 
design. 

As a practicing architect, I divide my time between practice and teaching in a 
school of architecture. My practice harnesses tactics developed within research in 
academia and in the studio, to pursue architectural interests in the use of drawing 
as a speculative tool and as a way of understanding building processes.

I am increasingly interested in supporting the students understanding of the 
working methodologies in which the implementation of the Kolb’s cycle of 
learning (Bilyk, 2010) by repeated reflection and evaluation is supported and 
inherently part of the ‘learning by doing’(Schon, 1985) culture within both studio 
and architect’s office.

The architectural profession and culture are inextricably linked with drawing 
as the key method for developing and communicating an idea.

The increasing use of CAD as a means to present an idea does not diminish 
the importance of hand drawing as a tool to “discover underlying non-visual 
relationships” (Burch, 2014). The use of computers, give a speed and efficiency to 
the delivering of accurate information but cannot re-place the intuitive “Thinking 
through the pencil” (Macormac, 2010) which allows a reflection on the process of 
developing an idea and supports an ‘ability to frame questions, not simply iterate 
an answer’. (Froud-Harris, 2015) This paper uses the drawings made for a house, 
built in 2010 to extract the underlying design narrative along a chronological time 
line of drawings made from concept to completion.

By exploring the range and purpose of drawings made through the process of 
designing and building, can students start to evaluate the narrative in their own 
work, both as a process and as concept? 

Hand drawing in architectural design practices
Drawing is an aid to conversation, a mechanism to explore and solve problems 

as well as to represent a particular idea or a narrative that runs through a design. As 
the complexities of the design evolve, the greater the requirement is to maintain 
a clear concept from which to make decisions relating to structure, materiality 
and spatial organisation. With each new layer of information or requirement from 
the client, planning department, structural engineer, and contractor, the architect 
needs to evaluate the subsequent alterations or refinements and the impact on the 
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concept that they may have. This evaluation is carried out through drawing at range 
of scales to fully understand the implications of any new piece of information to 
a design proposal. The tools that architects use to develop the design are the 
drawing of plans and sections, diagrammatic at the start, and using precedents 
that we know or find out about that relate to the problem or to our initial ideas: 
“Practicing architecture is asking oneself questions” (Zumthor, 1999).

Architects may draw in a number of different ways, trying to fully understand a 
particular site, and imagine how people will move around the design, considering 
arrival sequences and practical and aesthetic controls of views and movement. 
As an architect, it is essential to be able to communicate through drawing and 
to develop an idea quickly by overlaying tracing paper for the next iteration or 
to highlight particular information. The drawings made through the design of a 
house in 2010, demonstrate the range of drawings and different technique used in 
the following case study.

Case study
House at Craignish

The clients were keen gardeners and cooks, wanting the kitchen and dining 
area to be at the heart of the house, with views to the south west. The brief was for 
a three-bedroom house, with a large kitchen, living room and study. The clients 
had identified where they wanted the house to be located, on top of a rocky 
outcrop that ran along the edge of their land.

After obtaining a detailed topographical survey of the site, a number of 
alternative spatial arrangements were drawn looking at the basic relationship 
between spaces. It was clear that in order to be able to obtain a view, the living 
room would have to be above the top of the rocky outcrop, but building on top 
of this did not seem to be a good idea, as it would bury that natural feature. 
Meetings with the clients discussed costs, the area of building that the budget 
would allow and different possibilities, although none caught their imagination 
until the options were narrowed down to a few alternatives, with more realistic 
sketches of each.

Fig. 01. Initial sketches in response to brief and site. 
Source: cameronwebster architects
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These conversations through the drawings, clarified matters by employing an 
intuitive shorthand of scribbles and thoughts understood by the team. The clients 
enthusiastically agreed on a two-storey linear solution, lying alongside the line 
of the rock, with an internal stair alongside an external one leading to an upper 
entrance, large kitchen and dining space. 

The living room was raised a little higher, to match the contours of the rock, 
and the roof folded up to create a higher volume above the important kitchen. The 
main bedroom was extended to form a cover over the entrance and car port, and 
an enfilade was created on the edge of the plan with a south western view over 
the rock, linking the main spaces. From the entrance, lobby and up the staircase 
into the heart of the plan, the relationship with the envelope and view is supported 
through the organisation of spaces, circulation, materiality, and light. All of these 
aspects are considered through the drawings at a range of scales and at different 
moments through the evolution of the design and construction process. At each 
stage of the RIBA1 plan of work, the concept of the journey up and alongside the 
rocky outcrop was considered.

Once on site, sketches were immediately required for the excavation beside 
the rock, to clarify the levels required for the digger to work to, while developing 
further sketches relating to the steps and internal finishes.

Fig. 02. Initial options discussed with client. 
Source: cameronwebster architects

Fig. 03. External drawing studies of roof and envelope. 
Source: cameronwebster architects

Fig. 04. Plan organisation and junctions with landscape 
Source: cameronwebster architects

1 Royal Institute of British Architects
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A range of drawings were required to interrogate key junctions between inside 
and coordinating several elements at different scales. The timber linings, the 
window reveal, the external zinc cladding, which in turn required coordination 
with the structure and the ground condition. A series of quick hand drawn three 
dimensional sketches were produced for issues raised at site visits, which may 
have been implicit in the construction drawings, but these sketches helped the 
craftsmen on site to understand what was intended and to maintain the consistent 
narrative of the journey up through the house.

The workshop
Why?

Without understanding why architects draw when designing a building, how 
can the student be expected to have confidence to use this methodology for their 
own learning? 

 “I draw by instinct, not architectural syntheses, but what are sometimes 
quite childlike compositions, and in this way, on an abstract basis, the main idea 
gradually takes shape, a kind of universal substance that helps me to bring the 
numerous contradictory components into harmony” (Pallasmaa, 2009)

Can the students be encouraged to understand that their drawings can be the 
beginning of an idea or path of discovery, as Aalto points out the importance of 
“experimentation and play” (Reed, 1998) in a design methodology.

By revealing this process in the earlier stages of an architectural education, 
could it support the students’ knowledge and understanding in why architect’s 
draw and incorporate it into their own developing working process.

The workshop was arranged into two consecutive sessions and offered to 
30 architectural undergraduate students during the first semester and within the 
school of architecture studios. The facilitator was responsible for introducing the 

Fig. 05. Drawings coordinating the relationship between inside + outside 
Source: cameronwebster architects

Fig. 06. The finished house from external approach, stair in landscape and internal stair + enfilade  
Source: Keith Hunter photography



case study, setting the tasks and establishing a structured time framework, for 
each session. The facilitator prompted reflection on each of the tasks between 
sessions and took note informally of participants’ responses.

The students were introduced to the case study project through the 
chronological display of drawings from early conceptual sketches through to the 
final completion of the house. These working drawings are not typically available 
to undergraduate students, so being able to discuss the key aspects of the design 
development with them and answer questions relating to design decisions and 
construction coordination, in reference to the particular drawing, gave a relevance 
of the methodology of ‘thinking through the pencil’

“By asserting an explicit structure of the design process for conscious enquiry, 
the student obtains means awareness, time and techniques to construct links 
between them at particular instances of the design process and intensify her or his 
personal design framework.” (Öztürk- Türkkan, 2006)

Key aims for the workshop were considered and allowed a series of tasks to be 
carried out once the case study and associated drawings were presented.

• To demonstrate through a case study, drawing as a fundamental tool in 
 evaluating a design narrative and in supporting a working methodology.
• To increase student confidence in drawing, to help facilitate peer support, 
 reflection, communication and to support a narrative through their own 
 working methodology.
• To make drawing fun and relevant to their own work as well as to the 
 context of architecture.

Session 1 – Playing with a Line 
A session to introduce the idea of process and critical judgement through 

individual tasks and collaborative drawing along a long table.
Warm up tasks: To ‘loosen the drawing hand’ were timed for fun but also 

to show the students that they can make marks that make sense quite quickly. 
Drawing 100 parallel lines in 1 minute, 100 circles in 30 seconds, 100 cubes etc. 
Changing pace and repetition of this task aimed to build confidence, alongside 
peers and engage in a collaborative exercise reminiscent of the studio and the 

Fig. 07. The time line of drawings was pinned to the wall 
Source: author
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architect’s office.
Reflection: The students swapped places around the table and found a clear 

piece of the paper on which to draw a plan of their bedroom. This exercise 
involved their recall of information and ability to communicate the layout, in 
proportion. A piece of tracing paper laid over their plan allowed changes to be 
made, which would improve it or question it: “Experiments in the virtual world 
of tracing paper” (Schon, 1991).

Session 2 - Lines that Communicate an architectural idea
This session used an architectural precedent to reinforce how to draw and 

verbally communicate ideas. The students were arranged into pairs sitting back 
to back and each handed a clipboard with an information sheet of an architectural 
built precedent.

The task was for one student to put their architectural vocabulary to use and 
describe the building to the other, with enough architectural language to allow the 
other to draw it.

After 15 minutes the students were asked to pin their drawings to the wall, 
discuss what they had drawn and reflect on the exercise together. They swapped 
places to carry out the same task with a different precedent and after 15 minutes, 
again, their drawings were pinned to the wall to discuss and reflect on the 
vocabulary they had used to describe what they were seeing and how this was 
understood by their partner. 

“A deep approach to learning, allowing a student to describe their work with 
reflection and observation that will carry forward to the next iteration.” (Ramsden, 
2003).

Fig. 08. Session 1 – playing with a line
Source: author

Fig. 09. Session 2 – Lines that communicate an architectural idea
Source: author
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Evaluation
By changing the mode of drawing, from sitting together along a long table, 

to standing and drawing against a wall, the workshop was active and students 
engaged animatedly and enthusiastically with each other and the different tasks. 
It allowed the students to try out different formats for drawing to test their own 
preferred mode and supported the communities of practice learning theory, 
specifically the concepts of a shared experience of learning (Lave-Wenger, 1991). 

Students were invited to complete a questionnaire, which sought to investigate 
their experiences of the workshop in alignment with the key aims that asked 
whether the demonstration of a case study and all associated drawings, could give 
an insight to their own developing working methodologies. The questionnaire was 
completed by the 30 undergraduate architecture students who had participated. 
The facilitator took note of the informal conversations and reflections during the 
workshops and evaluated the success of the activities within the 2 hr workshop. 

Thematic analysis was used to identify themes within the qualitative data 
gathered in the questionnaire and four major themes identified were as follows: 

• Understanding drawing in the process of design.
• Peer Interaction/ communication
• Confidence / anxiety
• Application of drawing as a methodology for themselves.
By presenting the case study at the workshop and showing the range of drawings 

used along the design process, it allowed students to understand the relevance of 
drawings for the communication of information to a range of audiences.

“The LTD sessions helped me understand the purpose of an architectural 
drawing to act as a visual language - a medium between thoughts and reality. By 
drawing diagrams, I feel more comfortable with expressing my thoughts behind 
an architectural concept.” (student participant)

Architects draw for themselves to understand and develop a design but often 
are drawing in front of someone to communicate an idea of test a solution. Being 
able to have confidence in the lines that are drawn, is fundamental when working 
collaboratively as in the architect’s office or in the design studio. 

“I thought that everyone would be judging my drawings however the more the 
session developed the more comfortable I got.” (student participant)

Evaluation of the LTD workshops must be ongoing, since the intention is 
to introduce a working methodology to the students at the beginning of their 
architectural education. While the questionnaire showed that 100% of the 
participants aimed to continue to use hand drawing in their working practices, it 
would be interesting to track them through their studies, to assess development in 
their working methodologies and see if they manage to continue hand drawing as 
the key vehicle for speculation (Allen – Pearson, 2016) 

“I draw daily…it’s the best way to understand ideas in my head”  
(student participant)
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Summary
In developing the workshop with the Undergraduate architecture students 

in mind, it raised awareness within the student participants of significant issues 
that affected the way they used drawing in their working methodology. Anxiety 
around drawing in front of others, understanding what the drawing is trying to 
convey, having confidence in the marks being made on the paper and ultimately 
what drawings are used for in the profession of architecture.

The workshop aimed to create an active session with students ‘learning by 
doing’ and enforcing key principles of repeated reflection and evaluation through 
drawing.

Conclusion
Learning how to develop this working methodology is crucial to those engaged 

in the study of architecture. Introducing the architectural vocabulary through the 
case study design narrative in support of the drawings gives meaning, context and 
confidence to the student in understanding other architects work and how they 
might apply critical judgement and develop their own architectural framework.

Through the recent Covid 19 pandemic, we have seen the turn to online 
learning, working from home and the loss of the physical studio space. Being able 
to engage with peers and colleagues over the drawing board or meeting table has 
been replaced with online zoom meeting and platforms such as Padlet + Miro, in 
an attempt to replicate the interactions, found in the physical studio environment.

The incidental interactions within the studio have been lost and opportunities 
for discussions over an intuitive shorthand of scribbles and thoughts are not 
supported in the same way by CAD drawings or in the use of drawing tablets 
or IPad. Increased student anxiety over the period of the pandemic has led to 
a reluctance to draw as a peer group online and has hindered the rich seam of 
opportunity for quick reactions to drawn ideas.

The argument for students to test their ideas through hand drawing is even 
more important whilst faced with isolation due to the pandemic. Issues relating 
to digital accessibility has exposed great inequalities amongst students who don’t 
have drawing tablets or computer software, stressing the importance of being 
able to rely on analogue means to develop their own working methodologies in 
isolation; to explore, evaluate, iterate and communicate an idea through quick 
iterative hand drawings.
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Architecture, Fiction, and Thought Experiments

Introduction 
The use of fictional narratives as a conduit for experimentation and speculation 

in architecture has been widely practised by paper architects and students alike, 
but what are the qualities of fiction that afford it credibility as a tool for such 
investigations? What is the nature of fiction that can enable an architectural 
discourse? Is it a form of a thought experiment? Can it be seen as an instrument 
for experimentation if experiments are undertaken to support, refute, or validate 
a hypothesis and gain knowledge and new insights.

This essay seeks to answer these questions. It examines the fictional possible 
world typologies and the modal statements that sometimes accompany them, 
to see what role they play in the experiments? Modal statements are important 
as architectural fiction can be used as a source of bibliomancy, or as a way to 
investigate political, social, cultural, or environmental tensions through the 
conduit of architecture.

When considering architectural fiction as a thought experiment, the 
dichotomy is that fiction is a nonfactual poiesis that reveals some truth in the 
form of knowledge. There has been debate about the epistemic value of thought 
experiments in fiction (Egan 2016. p.139). They, like real experiments, seek to 
raise questions and sometimes answer them (Egan 2016, p.140). However, real 
experiments are performed in the laboratories under controlled conditions and 
thought experiments, in contrast, are performed in the ‘Laboratory of the Mind’ 
(Brown, 2011. p.1) 

By analysing theories of fiction, possible worlds, linguistics, epistemology, 
notions of thought experiments and human imagination, this paper seeks to 
understand the use of fiction as an experimental instrument and pedagogic 
strategy that aids architectural speculation.  

Architectural Fictions
As a starting point it is worth offering a clear definition of architectural fiction. 

The word fiction is often used loosely; however, when talking about architectural 
fiction, this article is specifically referring to narrative-based speculative 
constructions set in a possible fictional world with architectural implications. 

Thought Experiments and Fictions
Because this paper examines the relationship between fictional scenarios and 

thought experiments, it is also worth defining the term ‘thought experiments’ as 
there are multiple examples of this typology. Simply put, thought experiments 
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include short fictional narratives (Egan 2016, p.140) used to explore a hypothesis 
about a theory or quandary. Ultimately, thought experiments rely on ‘imagined 
scenarios to investigate reality’ (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2019). They 
are tools that utilise imagination, cognition, and intuition to acquire knowledge 
and new insights. The mechanism for triggering these traits is hidden within a 
particular narrative, and thought experiments are specifically designed in a way 
that uses narrative to elicit these traits. The question arises: how is knowledge 
produced through this mechanism? Does it arise through empirical knowledge 
or knowledge gained through reasoning and one’s imagination (Arcangli 2010, 
p.572)? Given the fact that a typical experiment is undertaken in a person’s mind, 
there is an added element of subjectivity to the knowledge gained through thought 
experiments (Arcangli 2010, p.572).

For fictional scenarios to function as thought experiments, both the fiction 
and the experiment must have similarities that enable the same epistemological 
insights. That similarity begins with an understanding of the fact that thought 
experiments are a calibrated form of allegorical fictional narratives (Egan 
2016, p.141). Although thought experiments are fictional scenarios, the reverse 
is not true; fictions are not always created for the purpose of acting as thought 
experiments. However, both invite critical engagement. As a starting point, one 
must analyse fictional scenarios to assess how they are instrumentalised in order 
to classify them as thought experiments (Egan 2016). For the purpose of this 
investigation, this paper also investigates the differences and similarities between 
architectural fiction and literary fiction to understand how they both operate. 

There are noticeable differences and similarities between the two. Literary 
fictional possible worlds ‘are artefacts produced by textual poiesis and preserved 
and circulating in the medium of fictional texts’ (Doležel 1998, p.787). In contrast, 
architectural fictional worlds produce possible worlds through several different 
media; they use the textual, visual, and diagrammatic forms and representations. 
Architectural fictions may not always have a plot or narrative but may nonetheless 
create fictional situations. Literary fictions are not always established as thought 
experiments; instead, they often play other roles, not least of which is simply 
providing pleasure to those who read them. Architectural fictions are generally 
constructed as speculations on future or hypothetical events.  Generally speaking, 
architecture in literary fiction usually serves as the backdrop that supports the 
narrative, as the focus is typically on the human protagonists in the story. In 
architectural fictions, architecture is often on equal or greater footing as the 
human protagonists.

Architectural fictions are usually arranged as scenarios that incorporate 
fictional elements into a setting in the real world as we know it, making the whole 
proposal fictional. The creator decides which proportion of such a world is real 
and which proportion is fictional. The fallout from the recalibration of a new 
world to a particular situation enables the author and readers to speculate about 
unknown and hypothetical situations and territories. Given that this investigation 
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is searching for the underlying functions that enable fiction to be considered as 
thought experiments, it is thus searching for cognitive responses to fiction that 
enable one to gain new knowledge or insights. For this to be verified, ‘fiction 
must be both a source of knowledge and generate knowledge’ (Egan 2016, p.141).

However, the notion, value, application, and validity of fictional  thought 
experiments have been debated. One might question what epistemic value can 
be placed on knowledge gained through experiments born out of a nonfactual 
poiesis, considering that knowledge requires an element of truth (Elgin 2007, 
p.43). Whether one is concerned with literary fiction or architectural fiction, an 
element of reflection – which is an epistemological function – is to a certain 
extent required. The question is, is that enough? Also, can we trust an experiment 
that is undertaken in the mind’s eye? (Brown 2011 cited in Egan 2016, p.140).

To understand experimentation and speculation, it is worth considering how 
scientific experiments work, as the perception of scientific experiments is that 
they apply purely factual information to create knowledge. Elgin (Elgin 2007, 
p43) did precisely that, finding that as a way to test hypotheses, scientists use 
artificially constructed experiments set in rigidly controlled environments that 
rely on pure samples that are not found in nature. It was thought that undertaking 
an experiment in an unnatural situation would reveal something that would 
otherwise be hidden in the natural context. This artificial construction seems 
analogous to the structure of fictional experiments.

However, scientific thought experiments can be relatively regimented and 
focused because they explicitly depend on ‘established background assumptions’ 
(Elgin 2007, p43) which have been agreed upon and accepted by the scientific 
community (Elgin, 2007).  Whereas, fictional experiments are more elaborate, 
and they generally do not depend on strong, shared, and agreed upon background 
assumptions. 

Fiction, Possible Worlds, Knowledge and the Truth
  Fiction is a constructed world, a Possible World. ‘They are ensembles of 

non-actualised possible specifics – be it fictional persons, events or scenarios’.
(Doležel, p.789). Fictions may be set up in the past, present, or future. Architectural 
fiction is usually constructed in the present or the future, even though historical 
ones are possible.

Fictional possible worlds include modal statements that invite one to imagine 
a certain stipulated possible world with particular parameters. The modalities 
that work within a fiction would, by logical deduction, reveal if the world is 
possible, impossible, contingent on something, or even necessary (Doležel 1998, 
p.789). However, Doležel suggests that using ‘human constructions, the concept 
is brought down from the logical pedestal and turned into a tool of empirical 
theorising’ (Doležel 1998, p.790).  

All fictions have creators, and fictions are framed to direct certain narratives 
or speculations to create a curated possible world that enable reader/viewer to 



adopt ‘alien perspectives’ (Elgin 2007, p47), enabling them, to some extent, 
to see the world as others do. It allows a person to understand beliefs, events, 
and situations through another person’s eyes, even if those beliefs, events, and 
situations contrast with one’s own. In architectural fiction, the creators asks the 
viewer/reader to accept their proposed world and see itas they do. However, 
creators of possible worlds do not always create these speculative environments 
for reader or viewer’s alone. Often, possible worlds are created for the creators 
themselves, who want to conceptualise and advance their experiments. Possible 
worlds’ modal statements must be developed sufficiently such that they are 
acceptable to the creators themselves before any progression can occur. New 
insights and knowledge may appear in the evolutionary research process before 
implementation and representation of that world. Development in the creation of 
a possible world would have happened in representing this world, as a level of 
instinct and intuition mixed with rational construction plays an important role in 
the world’s composition.

Once the creator has created his or her world and conveyed it to a third 
party through some medium, the reader/viewer’s subjective interpretation will 
play a role in the experimentation process. Their interpretations could provide a 
perspective that yields an unanticipated take on a possible world that the creator 
may or may not share. To enable heuristic intension, the fictional world’s creator 
must focus on a small part of the possible world specific to the speculation in 
question or create a possible world that is small and limited in scope (Doležel 
1978, p. 787) to focus and direct the reader’s interpretations. By limiting the 
information, readers can effectively decipher a hypothesis in a straightforward 
and uncomplicated way (Doležel 1978, p 788).

A possible world’s accessibility for a reader or viewer is paramount if new 
knowledge and insights are to be gained. The reader/viewer will need to suspend 
disbelief, which is done through a component in the instrument of fiction telling: 
creators describing the fiction as if it is the truth. The next accessibility component 
in a fiction is its relationship to the actual world. Fictions and their speculations or 
propositions can only operate against the reference to the actual world. They have 
a transworld identity (Lewis D. 1978). The worlds one creates approximate the 
actual world, or alternatively may be far different from it; worlds which ‘violate 
actual world laws’ in the real world allow a creator ‘to create fantastical worlds’ 
(Doležel 1978, p 787).

  The cognitive act of interpreting the boundary between a non-actual 
possible world and actual world (University of Hamburg 2013) allows a fiction 
to be accessible to viewers or readers. These fictional possible worlds must be 
accepted by the community (i.e., the writer and his or her intended readers). The 
constructed world must be strongly plausible, however abstract, such that the 
community can suspend disbelief and engage with the fiction. To gain knowledge 
requires one to distinguish between true and false statements; likewise, a fictional 
world will be subject to truth valuations (Doležel 1978, p 790).
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The boundary between fictional and actual factual worlds is blurred as they 
dovetail with one another. However, fictional worlds are not only comprised of 
these two elements. There is a third component: the gaps in the world (i.e., things 
that are not discussed in the work). Fictional worlds are always incomplete, 
as it is impossible to create a comprehensive possible world (Doležel 1978, p 
794). Both the factual and fictional aspects of a world will have gaps within 
them. Creators introduce fictional gaps in a fiction based on their relevance to 
the narrative. Furthermore, creators select factual gaps based on ‘epistemological 
quality, relevance, and hierarchy’ (Doležel 1978, p 790). Fictional writers use 
gaps for a number of reasons. Gaps allow readers or viewers to focus on one 
aspect of the fictional world by leaving out ‘what is not necessary to the plot’ 
or to ‘provide tension to the plot, for ideological intent and aesthetic reason[s]’ 
(Doležel 1978, p.790). Architectural fiction also has gaps for similar (albeit not 
for plot-related) reasons, but such fictions also have gaps that literary fictions do 
not. For example, architectural fictions often feature gaps between the mediums 
of representation. There are four main types of media (the text, the diagram, the 
drawing, and the model) used in architectural fiction, and each provides a unique 
function in describing a project and related concepts. These media serve to 
corroborate the overall story. However, each one will have narrative gaps within 
them and between them. Any ambiguity that emerges from that structure is ‘filled 
in by the context, content, and common sense’ (Doležel 1978, p. 790). A viewer/
reader will postpone their final decision on how factual a hypothetical event is 
while engaging with the fiction. 

Ultimately, the extraction of the narrative typically serves as the starting 
point for gaining knowledge. However, this is not automatically true in fiction. 
Usually, audiences interpret the contents of fictional works against a background 
of well-known facts. When combined with the factual context and explicitly 
stated content in the work, ‘reading into’ (Lewis 1978, p.42) a fiction’s contents 
that are not overtly apparent enables the reader to understand the work. Lewis 
suggests that readers determine what is true by exercising their ‘tacit mastery of 
the very concept of truth in fiction’ (Lewis 1978, p.42). However, it is a mistake to 
believe that truth can be found using information that combines fact and fiction. 
Moreover, it is typically not possible to determine with certainty whether a truth 
presented in fiction is bona fide. 

Reasoning about truth in fiction can also be form of counterfactual reasoning 
(Lewis 1978, p.47). Often, readers and viewers make suppositions that are contrary 
to the facts. In reasoning about what would happen in such a counterfactual 
situation, one may use facts to gauge what is occurring. Creators may need to 
limit the disparity between the actual and possible world if their fictions are to 
be believable. Readers of a fiction can use the immutable features of the actual 
world to negotiate their understanding of the fiction from a safe position (Lewis 
1978, p.55).
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Truth in a given fiction also depends on matters of contingent facts 
(Lewis.D.1978, p.47). When coupled with the suspension of disbelief, one can 
accept these fictional worlds as they contain certain believable contingent facts. 
These contingent facts can be well-known facts or generally prevalent beliefs 
that are explicitly expressed or exist subtextually; either way, types of facts are 
subject to the viewer/reader’s truth valuations.

The beliefs mentioned above may represent a community’s (i.e., the author and 
his or her intended audience) collective belief that the actual world determines. 
Tensions and provocations within the fiction may arise if the fiction contravenes 
the community’s overt beliefs (Lewis 1978, p.50). This, however, may provide 
insights that might otherwise be overlooked.  A viewer/reader’s judgment or 
acceptance of truth in fiction is sometimes consciously or subconsciously verified 
by the reader’s or viewer’s actual real world experiences. The real world provides 
concrete elements that are ‘like a map that helps us to see more clearly the fiction 
through the abstract notions’ (Egan 2016, p.144).

After this navigation, Elgin goes on to  posit that ‘works of fiction can unsettle 
complacent convictions, calling into question what we take ourselves to know’ 
(Elgin 2007, p.50). Elgin states that fiction ‘dislodges unfounded claims to 
knowledge’ (Elgin 2007, p.50) that consequently drive cognition. She goes on to 
say that ‘the non-truths that constitute a fiction are cognitively valuable because 
they equip us to discern truths that we would not otherwise see or would not 
otherwise see so clearly’ (Elgin 2007, p.50).

The Role of Representation in Fiction & the Cognitive Black Box 
Fiction (and thought experiments) use textual language to generate narratives 

and allegories. They use signs, signifiers, symbolism, and metaphors as foundations 
to enable abstract thinking and imaginative cognitive engagement (Frey (1957) 
cited in Egan 2016). Relying on this foundation, an audience member uses his or 
her imagination to conjure up images and play the thought experiment and fictions 
out in his or her mind’s eye.Generally speaking, drawings are usually the main 
instrument for speculation in architectural fiction. Typically, textual language, 
diagrams, and models serve as supportive devices. They act in two ways: Firstly, 
they act as an experimental device that is used by the creator to push speculation 
forward and think through ideas and secondly, they represent concepts so that 
others can read and speculate about them. The creator  and the reader/viewer 
both seek knowledge or insights. If architectural fiction is to  be seen as a thought 
experiment, drawings must operate as a vehicle for the development of insights. 
As a starting point, drawings must act as a form of language that are recognisable 
by both the viewer and the creator. ‘Language is a system that creates meaning; 
it is not only semiotic but semogenic’ (Halliday 2005, p.63). These  semogenic 
instruments transform one’s perceptions of the material world into something 
with cultural value; in other words, they create meaning (Halliday 2005, p 59 
cited in Riley 2019, p.136).
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Halliday states that three main functions support the usefulness of drawings: 
the experiential function, the interpersonal function, and the poetic function 
(Riley 2019 p. 137). The experiential function refers to what a drawing represents, 
such as the narrative or subject matter. The interpersonal function relates to ‘how 
the viewer[’s] moods and attitudes are positioned to the artist’s emotive drive’ 
(Riley 2019, p.137). The poetic function relates to how the drawing represents 
the perceptual and emotional experience (including the media, the lighting, the 
colours, etc.). Halliday called this a systemic-functional semiotic model for 
drawing. It uses the functions mentioned above to form conceptual ideas into 
a material form that can be used to communicate with people through a shared 
visual language (Riley.H.2019, p.139). 

However, communication is not always straight forward and clear. Drawings 
establish the narrative form and externalise a creator’s concepts and ideologies 
with overt or hidden meaning into compositional allegories. Drawings are 
subject to hermeneutic reasoning, just like textual fiction. According to the 
structuralists, the signified changes; in contrast, the post-structuralists state that 
the signifier and the signified are in constant evolution, ultimately never leading 
to the final signified conclusion. According to Derrida, meaning is in constant 
flux, and humans are in a continuous state of aporia. Derrida compared drawing 
to writing, and he called it a ‘projected grasping’; in other words, drawing is a 
projection into the unknown (Milani & Schoonderbeek 2010, p. 2). Taking this 
thought to the extreme, Derrida believed that drawings lead people to the abyss, 
as drawings are not a ‘summarised interpretation of external representation but 
a subjective expression of inner vision’ (Milani & Schoonderbeek 2010, p.2). 
Certain drawings, like traditional architectural drawings, can be objective and 
instrumental. However, in architectural fiction, drawings are usually suspended 
between objectivity and subjectivity. Drawings are cognitive representational 
instruments that communicate information (i.e., knowledge), but also facilitate 
interpretation as a result of their subjective nature. It is here that a viewer may have 
insights that may differ from what the creator intended, even if the interpersonal 
function is being applied.  

There are often a multitude of contradictions within a drawing. These 
contradictions ‘are both simultaneously a simulacrum of a reality and reality itself, 
memory and anticipation, subject and object and knowledge and desire’ (Milani 
& Schoonderbeek 2010, p.2). They offer a destabilising space for interpretations 
– one that is in some aspect confusing, but in others clear, and in some ways hazy 
or vague, but in others informational.

Although architectural fiction uses drawings as the main investigative and 
experimental tool, it still must frame the overall fictional narrative with text, 
diagrams and models playing a supporting role. The media forms an uneasy 
relationship with each other; they are collaborative yet offer different notions of 
the same concepts and all have a mixture of clarity, abstraction and ambiguity.  
Fictional representations are destabilising places that offer uncertainty and 
opportunity that enables multifarious diverse readings.
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One question does arise in terms of this article: are drawings undermining the 
very nature of thought experiments? Drawings have been used to support thought 
experiments, but only as an aid, as the textual narrative has been the main trigger 
of any imaginative leaps. The issue is this: Text is there to provide the image in 
the mind; drawings short circuit that and provide the reader with that image, thus 
undermining thought experiments’ very notion. This outcome would diminish the 
potency of drawings as a tool for thought experiments. 

When one looks into the ‘cognitive black box of thought experiments’ 
(Arcangli 2010, p.572), the ‘black box’ reveals that imagination is at the centre of 
it. Any insights emanating from the fiction can be deciphered through the conduit 
of imagination (Arcangli 2010, p.572). If a reader reads fiction like an observer, 
he or she will see that fiction from his or her mind’s eye. This requires conjuring 
up images in one’s mind, and such mental images play a pivotal cognitive role 
in understanding  fiction. Arcangli states that the role of imagery is sometimes 
heuristic but also ‘epistemically crucial’. This is not done through deduction 
or inference but through what Arcangli calls ‘quasi-observational’ reasoning 
(Arcangli 2010, p.572). The images a reader produces in his or her mind’s eye are 
a quasi-spatial picture of the fiction that requires image-based reasoning to fully 
comprehend. Fiction and thought experiments are simulation-based speculations. 

The difference between drawn and textual poiesis is that drawn poiesis 
explicitly illustrates images that a reader would otherwise have to sketch out in 
his or her mind using the reader’s imagination. Textual fiction relies on written 
word to induce readers’ imaginary functions and to accept that everything happens 
in a reader’s mind. Drawings offer concrete or quasi-concrete depictions of a 
creator’s imaginative musings; some would say limiting the imaginative process 
of a reader/viewer’s interpretive process. A drawing’s creator may still enjoy the 
image-conjuring aspect of translating fictional ideas in his or her mind before 
committing it to paper. However, a reader or viewer, as the observer of a drawing, 
uses rational deductive powers to interpret an image to gain insights. That is not 
to say that knowledge is deeply curtailed by providing an image, but it is more 
limited compared to textual poiesis that allows the conjuring up of images. 

However, drawings have within them the contradictions and destabilising 
qualities that was mentioned above. Add to that any abstract and poetic qualities 
that the creator of the drawn fiction wants to engender in his or her creation 
may allow the mind to engage with the fiction in a different way. By increasing 
the level of abstraction and poetic qualities allows audiences to interpret the 
drawings with an element of subjectivity. The gaps between the media used (e.g., 
text, drawings, models) will also aid subjective insights. Returning to Derrida’s 
concept of aporia, drawings, images, models, and text should lead one to a state 
of uncertainty, but with tantalising offerings that make a promise but no guarantee 
of a way from the abyss. I contend that architectural fiction would function better 
as a thought experiment tool if the representation a creator uses leads audiences to 
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this point. This would lead drawings to reclaim itself as one of the primary tools 
for thought experiments.

Conclusion
If the definition of thought experiments is an allegory that uses arguments to 

shed insight on a specific and targeted quandary, then architectural fiction may 
not strictly fall into the category of thought experiments. Typically, fictions are 
schematically created and filled with subtlety and nuances (Egan 2016, p.146); 
and for that reason, some would say that they are unsuitable for discovering 
explicit, concise, precise, and wholly packaged knowledge. 

Architectural fiction and literary fiction are generally constructed by alterating 
the real world ‘big picture’ which then has numerous ramifications for many 
elements within the newly fabricated world. The impact on the different elements 
will depend on the creator directing the narrative with focused specifications. 
Architectural fiction may focus on one or a number of those elements to observe 
how a new possible world influences the human condition which will in turn will 
have architectural consequences. Architectural fiction, by integrating two worlds 
yields new questions that otherwise not have been considered. These novel 
questions will inevitably produce new insights and knowledge with outcomes that 
may not always be clear and  may produce accidental or unintended revelations. 
(Egan 2016, p.143).

The invention of possible worlds that include modal statements that assert 
that the world could be a particular way if certain realities of the actual world 
are amended or augmented is the experimental starting point. One could say 
that this is similar to a scientist setting the conditions inside a chamber in which 
experiments are performed, with the knowledge that by creating a specific 
environment with limited variables, will enable more precise reflection on the 
investigation’s results. The very contemplation of a possible worlds initiates a 
cognitive comprehension exercise, which is made more accessible and plausible 
because fictional possible worlds are told as truths. 

Actual and concrete elements play a profoundly important role not only as 
a datum point for a speculation but also serve in a vital, non-passive role in 
providing epistemological value. Like all fictions, the making of a possible world 
occurs through how that world is represented, either by textual or drawn poiesis, 
both of which offer the possibility of subjective and objective readings. When 
initially observing a drawn representation, it seems drawings undermine the very 
notion of thought experiments by offering a real image and removing the task that 
the mind traditionally performs in thought experiments. Nonetheless, drawings 
can be useful instruments in thought experiments but only if abstract and poetic 
representations are offered to the viewer/reader to enable their flights into the 
imagination.
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 The protagonist architecture, itself a fictional invention, engaging with a 
calibrated environment and provokes questions.The moment of interaction is 
where undiscovered resources lie, and it is here that the fiction invites audiences 
into the creator’s possible world and encourage them to mine it. However, one 
must be aware that the artefacts that are extracted from the fiction arise out of 
facts mixed with non-facts bought together in an imprecise schematic offering 
that are subject to multifarious subjective readings. Although excavations can 
occasionally reveal some truths, they typically provoke more questions than 
answers.The incomplete and nonfactual nature of this form of speculation is 
both unfulfilling and generous at the same time. It is generous because it allows 
one’s imagination to attempt to fill in gaps and make unexpected connections 
and  sometimes creating additional  corollary fictions that in turn provoke further 
fictions. Knowledge gained is through a series of deductive filters in the mind of 
the reader/viewer. Fiction’s role as a provocation is where the value of fictional 
projects lie. One of the fundamental aspects of fiction that people often neglect 
to see is that it is an experiments and provocation about the real world. However 
fictional a project may seem, what such an experiment speculates upon is what 
the actual world could be or could end up being like.

Architectural fictions are invaluable instruments that provide thought 
experiment modalities. These modalities are essential to creating a simulation-
based account of a scenario that reveals hidden knowledge, produces new 
knowledge, enables understanding, and provokes new insights. It is this that 
makes fiction an appropriate instrument to further architectural discourse.
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Introduction 
Places embody and communicate stories. The question is how can specific 

narratives be deliberately told in, and through, the built environment? This is 
important because while narratives of place have served religious, political and 
commercial interests through the design of, for example, temples, palaces and 
brand experiences which tell well known and accepted stories, those designers 
concerned with social justice are motivated to produce critical counter-narratives. 
This highlights that, for any situation, there may be more than one story. Some 
narratives may be dominant, some narratives may be excluded and there is 
also the potential for new narratives. Purposeful design for justice cannot be 
undertaken without an understanding of the powerful range of sensorial spatial 
modes of communication that ignite our narrative imaginations. Unfolding 
spatial narrative experiences can produce anticipation and dramatic tension. They 
can usher us into and through alternative worlds with real or imagined visceral 
qualities and multiple meanings. They can prompt emotional, intellectual and 
even physiological transformation. 

This paper analyses two case studies that demonstrate how narrative and space 
can promote racial equality and diversity. The first case study is the National 
Memorial for Peace & Justice by MASS Design Group. It tells a history of the 
persecution of people of colour in the USA and is the only such memorial in 
the region. As well as to commemorate, it aims to inspire cultural and political 
change. The second case study is a design proposition for a discovery pavilion 
in the piazza of the British Library, London made by students from Central Saint 
Martins, University of the Arts (CSM) in 2020. It brings to the fore the multiple 
and diverse intersectional narratives in the British Library’s collection supporting 
the British Library’s aim of becoming a more inclusive institution.

To understand more clearly such narrative environments, this paper introduces 
a key theoretical model, a dynamic tripartite network. The premise of the model 
is that people, place and story are so thoroughly intertwined and interdependent 
in practice that they do not exist without each other. The advantage of taking 
an interdisciplinary approach is that it is possible to transfer methods from one 
domain of knowledge to another. For example, by borrowing the notion of 
dramatic conflict from literature and dramaturgy and using it as a principle for 
design, it is possible to thread spatial and narrative arcs through one another to 
materialise important and compelling stories. To further elucidate the processes 
of the design of narrative environments, a practical tool, the story matrix is also 
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shared below. The story matrix maps and correlates story content, spatial zones, 
thresholds, temporal flows and the intended effect on people’s experience and 
emotion.

The paper concludes that the intentional communication of spatial narratives 
can best be achieved through multidisciplinary teams. It also recognises the role 
of narrative environments in shaping and being shaped by public discourse, 
the intelligible, but also responding to and intervening in the public realm, the 
sensible. The paper argues that architectural practice, public media debate and 
academic design discourse exist in critical relationships to one another. The 
tensions between them in the evaluation of success in design provide momentum 
from which new narratives or counter-narratives can arise. This is a design, 
narrative, ethical and political intervention. It shows how design while being an 
academic discipline, is also a practice capable of acting in, and on, the world to 
effect change.

The National Memorial for Peace & Justice
The National Memorial for Peace & Justice opened in 2018 in Montgomery, 

Alabama1. The location is significant, being in the deep south of the United States 
where slavery was widely adopted from the early seventeenth century onwards 
and racial equality has been most violently resisted. The Alt-right continues to 
flourish in this region underlining the fragility of American democracy. The 
memorial was commissioned by the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) to mark the 
place of enslaved black people in the history of the USA and to stir reflection and 
prompt change. The memorial is the outcome of a collaboration among the EJI, 
several artists, architects MASS Design Group, environmental graphic designers 
Small Stuff with collaborator afreeman and lighting designers Lam Partners. 
MASS Design Group believe that, 

Architecture is never neutral. It either heals or hurts. Our mission is to research, 
build and advocate for architecture that promotes justice and human dignity2.

1 The National Memorial for Peace & Justice (2018-present) Available at  
https://museumandmemorial.eji.org/memorial. Accessed 21 March 2021.
2 Brown, J. (2019) Justin Brown of MASS Design Group. Willamette Falls Trust. Available at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rkyNHkY9F-Q. Accessed on 21 March 2021.
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As self-guided visitors enter, they are confronted by art works that carve a 
path through the site unfolding the USA’s history of racial injustice from slavery 
to current-day police violence. On entering the central architectural structure, 
visitors find themselves walking below 800 suspended six-foot Corten steel blocks 
representing the counties in the United States where lynchings were carried out. 
Each steel block is engraved with the names of victims from that county and they 
are suspended at a gradual gradient which rises as you walk through the space.

The names, which are individually laser-cut, and the human-size of the blocks 
create a visceral, embodied identification between the visitor and the victims 
even though the forms are very abstract. Each block rusts slightly differently 
reinforcing the sense that each block represents different people. The space is 
dimly lit but, as the sun moves, light steams in through the pillars like the shards 
of light that illuminate the interiors of cathedrals.

Fig. 01. The Memorial Square at the National Memorial for Peace & Justice Alabama
Source: MASS Design Group @ Alan Ricks 

Figure 02. The waterfall wall in the Memorial 
Source: MASS Design Group @ Alan Ricks 
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The architecture is an essential element in communicating a compelling 
narrative. Its power derives from its scale, its form, its enduring materiality and 
the play of light, all of which address the visitor’s bodily sensibilities. While the 
huge size of the overall building evokes the enormity of the subject, the suspended 
blocks create an intimate scale and the beautiful crisp engravings symbolise a 
respect and honour for the dead. The environmental graphics serve to make more 
explicit the narrative and intensify the experience. Along one side of the central 
square opposite the waterfall wall (Fig. 02), seating offers people a chance to rest, 
reflect and an opportunity for a very personal individual experience. 

At the entrance, the view, the message and the tone of the memorial are 
framed by a quote from Martin Luther King “True peace is not merely the 
absence of tension: it is the presence of justice”3. A further five steel signs on 
the site reinforce this message through quotes from Toni Morrison and Elizabeth 
Alexander in white carved letters. 

In addition to the architecture, environmental graphics and the art installations, 
MASS Design Group and EJI instigated a programme of action which connects 
the memorial with the communities who live at the sites of the lynchings. Soil 
was collected from each of the sites and each of the suspended steel blocks have 
exact duplicates which have been offered to the communities to take back and 
use as markers to help them to confront their histories and actively participate in 
changing perception.   

The design and programme are further framed by the memorial website which 
provides back stories and reinforces the call for racial justice. Press and television 
news interpret and disseminate the work. In this way, it enters into the public 
sphere and into the imaginations of a wider public. This is where it also engages 
in a struggle against dominant discourses and takes its form as a counter-narrative. 

It is a good example of a narrative environment because, first, the visitor is 
placed both in a societal present where racism is condemned and in a historical past 
where racism was prevalent. It is important that the monument is located where 
such racist practices took place reinforcing the connection between the location 
now and then. This shows the complexity of this particular place as environment 
and more generally the complexity of all places. The memorial is simultaneously 
a present moment that evokes an historical situation while asking the visitor 
to re-evaluate where they stand in relation to this complex environment and 
historical narrative into which they have been drawn intellectually, emotionally 
and bodily by the design of the memorial.  It is in order to deal with all of these 
dimensions, the subjective, the environmental, the historical and the ethico-
political and to understand better how to develop, analyse and evaluate such 
narrative environments, the academic team at CSM has developed a tripartite 
network model (Fig. 03) with three nodes: people, environment and narrative.

3 King, M. L. (1957) Alabama Tribune, ‘Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. Urges Realistic Look At 
Race Relations Progress’ Montgomery, Alabama. P. 6.



The Tripartite Model
This network model is envisaged as an adaptable, dynamic system whereby all 

three nodes are interdependent and constantly interacting. This is an interpretation 
of C.S. Peirce’s notion of firstness, secondness and thirdness (Misak 2010). 
Peirce, himself was aware of the philosophical tradition stemming from Kant 
and Hegel that grasped the importance of triadic logic. In part, this is a deliberate 
critical move away from the binarism that dominates Western philosophical 
thought. This move can be seen in many of thinkers included under the heading 
of postmodernism but the crucial difference is that this particular tripartite model 
takes subjectivity, language and places them in the context of situated social 
practice. One way of characterising this conception of the tripartite model as a 
network is expressed by Bruno Latour4 who says, “…networks are simultaneously 
real, like nature, narrated, like discourse, and collective like society”.

The model is accessible from any node. In Case Study One, starting at the 
people node, the memorial engages communities with the story and environment 
nodes through an appeal for the soil collection and the offer of steel box markers. 
The memorial communities initiative distributes the actions across the whole 
model. Taking the environment node as the beginning of the engagement, the 
architecture addresses visitors using the scale, form, materiality and atmosphere 
which activates the narrative in the imagination of visitors partly through a visceral 
identification with the human-sized hanging monuments and partly through the 
environmental graphics. Again, all three nodes are interconnected.

4 Latour, B. (1993) We have never been modern. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Fig. 03. The tripartite network model of narrative environments 
Source: Tricia Austin, Narrative Environments and Experience Design: Space as a Medium of 

Communication
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If the visitor takes the narrative node as the initial means of engagement by 
first reading the environmental graphics, the words contextualise the architecture 
which is drawn into play as a poetic expression amplifying the narrative and 
giving the narrative a materiality and a bodily presence.  The narrative node, 
as in other narrative forms, simultaneously enables people to experience three 
different kinds of time: the 400 years of racial oppression; the time of the telling 
during the visit of one-to-two hours; and the visitors’ embodied, experiential time 
as they conjure up a storyworld (Herman 2004) in their minds. 

The Discovery Pavilion at the British Museum
The tripartite model opens up to practical methods and tools that can be 

applied to embed or amplify place-based narratives as demonstrated through the 
second case study. In the autumn of 2020, a multidisciplinary group of students 
from CSM developed a proposition for a novel installation for the piazza of the 
British Library. The piazza normally functions as a thoroughfare and a place 
to congregate for library users, staff and passers-by. The student team worked 
closely with the Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) Staff Network at 
the British Library, to conceive an installation that would provoke thought and 
facilitate discussions around what it could mean to decolonise and diversify the 
Library’s collections. As Pardaad Chamsaz, one of the BAME network, says,

The vast collections span millennia and many different parts of the world, 
and inevitably parts of the collection can be associated with British imperial 
expansion. That history has rarely featured in the Library’s interpretation, its 
displays and artwork, its webpages and projects5.

The British Library staff introduced the students to the building, the structure 
of the organisation and the scale and diversity of the collection. The students 
surveyed a wide range of library staff through an online questionnaire to 
discover how they envisioned the decolonisation and diversification processes. 
The students also met with the British Library Community team and the British 
Library Head of Culture and Learning and talked informally to passers-by and 
local residents. The students collected information on place, people and narrative 
in accord with the tripartite model.

The team identified various tensions that were used as dramatic conflicts to give 
direction to their design and to imagine alternative scenarios. The term dramatic 
conflict is borrowed from dramaturgy, playwriting and literary studies and refers 
to the core frictions that drive storytelling. It is rooted in Aristotle’s notion of 
agon as a driving force that creates anticipation and uncertainty. Conflict is also 
widely discussed in literary studies and advocated by script-writing teachers such 
as McKee who maintains conflict drives narrative movement forwards. 

5 Pardaad Chamsaz, the Curator, Germanic Collections at the British Library.
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The dramatic conflicts uncovered by the student team were, firstly, a friction 
between the building being seen as welcoming yet daunting causing a disconnect 
between the interior and the exterior; secondly, the difference between what is 
shown and the scale the collection. This developed as a third dramatic conflict 
over the pathway to the collection: mediated by gatekeepers or open access. 
Fourthly, it became apparent that some voices in the institution and the collection 
were dominant while some were less well heard. The students decided that these 
tensions could be formed into an overarching dramatic conflict between the hidden 
and the visible. They used this dramatic conflict as a pivot into the design of their 
new narrative environment. The purpose of the story was to make more of the 
collection visible to a broader public. The story was of the extensive and diverse 
collections and the story message was that the British Library is accessible to all. 

The team discovered that the piazza is built directly over four underground 
floors which hold part of the collection. They developed a proposition for a 
pavilion that would function as an unexpected ‘portal’. It would house a digital 
‘well’, that offered a vista into the world of the Library below ground. A link to 
a website would enable visitors to use their mobile phones to draw up content 
from the collection. Voice recordings, text, images and digital representations of 
objects would be visualised floating up to the surface and hovering at eye level.

The unfolding visitor experience was explored through developing an 
emotional map which shows how the arc of the visitor experience corresponds 
to the story being told. The practice of designing narrative environments by 
anticipating and mapping rising action and plotting a story arc borrows from both 
film and dramaturgy. 

The emotional map helps the design team to plan and communicate the story 
and pace the visitor experience. It helps synchronise the telling and the reception 
of the story. In enabling the design team to cross reference spatio-temporal and 
emotional dimensions of the experience, it helps identify the need for physical or 
sensory elements that can embody the story and increase or decrease the dramatic 
tension. The emotional map is a form of story matrix that allows designers to plan 
how to articulate and resolve dramatic conflicts through unfolding space, over 
the passage of time, communicating specific story content, shifting emotions, 
anticipating people’s interactions. It encompasses the before, during and after of 
the experience.
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It is an invaluable tool that enables the design team to generate, discuss, 
explore, visualise and agree the kind design interventions that would work at each 
stage of the narrative experience and then how the stages would work together 
as a spatio-temporal rhythm. It enables the team to draw on narrative tropes such 
as concealing and revealing or amplification through scale. Continuity is often 
achieved by materials, light, form or image that function as leitmotifs. Point of 
view can be expressed through: sightlines, tone of voice, materials, textures, visual 
palettes and audio samples. The emotional map enables the team to carefully 
consider the multimodal variables and their interrelationships to build the arc of 
the experience. Story matrices can also be extended to identify practical concerns 
of functionality, deliverables, costs and deadlines.

Fig. 04. The emotional map of the design for discovery pavilion at the British Library.
Source: CSM/British Library pavilion project

Fig. 05. Visualisation of the exterior of the pavilion. 
Source: CSM/British Library pavilion project
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The pavilion would be an inviting structure which would provoke curiosity. It 
would surprise those who entered, instil wonder at the view of the underground 
world, inspire people by enabling them to unearth diverse and conflicting stories 
held within the British Library. The students envisaged that the pavilion would act 
as a new gateway into the Library. It would become a magnet, attracting attention, 
inviting exploration, building connectivity and introducing opportunities for 
sharing content. The use of a digital platform would enable the content to be 
shared in multiple ways among users. It could be curated by staff, co-curated by 
staff and users, or co-curated by groups of users. 

Fig. 06. Visualisation of the interior of the pavilion showing the view into the vortex and the world 
below ground

Source: CSM/British Library pavilion project

Fig. 07. Visualisation of the interaction at the vortex in the pavilion.
Source: CSM/British Library pavilion project
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Conclusion
The analysis of the case studies show that the tripartite model is both a useful 

analytical scheme and affords a space a range of practical design tools and methods 
some of which are described above. They show how multidisciplinary teams of 
architects, communication designers, interaction designers, content developers 
and interpretation strategists can envision and deliver narrative environments that 
embody and express critical counter-narratives and open the way for designers to 
take a political and ethical stance. Architecture is a core practice within the design 
of narrative environments. The situated narrative experience is in turn located 
within a set of discourses in the public sphere. 

In the midst of this polyphony of views in there is an important role for 
academic design discourse.  Unlike many academic disciplines, design is able 
not only to theorise but also apply principles and findings through forms of 
action to effect change. By developing new narratives, the design of narrative 
environments offers great promise to those exploring ways to develop meaningful 
design to shape and re-shape our lives, our environment and the understanding of 
our fragile world.
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Sendai Mediatheque Through the Narrative of 
Transparency

Introduction 
Architectural competition has made an immense contribution to the 

development of architectural ideas, especially in its modern history (Nakamura, 
2005, p.111). The battles of progressive ideas have produced high-quality 
designs. Moreover, open competitions gave opportunities to inexperienced young 
architects. On the other hand, there have been controversies in some selection 
processes and selected works. Some were too experimental, expensive,and not 
responsive to the clients’ demands (i.e., tax-payers). This raises the question of 
whether the architectural competition can still be a good planning tool to build 
a better environment in our complex society. This paper attempts to draw a 
lesson from the Sendai Mediatheque (2001, Fig.01) as a case study. Architectural 
competition is a complex process, involving various experts and social concerns. 
It is not enough to evaluate the competition entry. One must look into the entire 
procedure, especially, the challenges of transforming visionaly ideas of the 
winning entry into a buildable structure. Moreover, the users’ reception after 
years must likewise be evaluated (Strebel and Silberberger, 2017, p.6). Since 
the Sendai Mediatheque was selected in an ambitious open competition, and the 
completed public building still stands after 20 years, it is an appropriate case for 
scrutinization.

Fig. 01. Sendai Mediatheque.
Source: Ichiro Ohashi

256  |  Narrative and Design



This paper analyzes the Sendai Mediatheque in four different stages through 
the idea of ‘transparency’. This was an essential concept for the winning design.  
The first part focuses on the competition’s intention when it was set up from 
the competition brief’s close reading and the organisors’ reports. The second 
part discusses the representation of winning idea and the jury’s reception in 
contrast to the designer’s intention. The third part looks at how the original idea 
of ‘transparency’ was transformed at the execution of the building. The last part 
studies how this building has been used and how such has affected the architect’s 
design attitude over 25 years. This part was accomplished by reviewing the 
narrative of ‘Mediatheque’ through interview records and post-occupancy 
evaluations.  

‘Transparency’ in the design competition 
The Sendai Mediatheque competition was one of the three competitions that 

the city of Sendai held after a long time (Sato, 1997). Previously, there was a 
scandal that construction companies bribed the mayor to earn his favor. However, 
the mayor was arrested in 1993. Therefore, the city had to recover public trust 
by making these competitions clear and fair. The required program was also 
ambitious, combining the function of libraries, galleries, theatres for audiovisual 
media, and facilities for people with disabilities. The city, however, wished to 
make the building more than just an ordinary multi-functional complex. Therefore, 
the preliminary planning team proposed to disassemble four program’s functions 
and extract the concepts of ‘art’ and ‘information’. They then introduced a new 
function, ‘workshop’, which dynamically bridges between ‘art’ and ‘information’ 
(Onoda, 1997, p.30). The embodiment of this ambitious intention required a strong 
supporter. Thus, the organiser requested Arata Isozaki to the jury’s chairman for 
the competition. The decision makers’s role is a constitutive and crucial aspect 
of competitions (Kreiner, 2012, p.400). For example, in the Centre Pompidou, 
Jean Prouve was the jury’s chairman. He took responsibility and received both 
praise and blame on the finished building (Dal Co, 2016, p.96). In other words, 
the competition’s direction of was set when the organizer selected Isozaki as 
chairman.

Isozaki set three conditions for the competition upon his acceptance to be the 
chairman. First, the Mediatheque’s selection process should be open to the public. 
Second, jury members should only include the professionals. Third, in addition 
to the building design, the participants should also propose a visionary concept 
that reflects the present social condition (Isozaki, 1995, p.8). Accordingly, all 
entries were exhibited in the public prior to the the selection. Moreover, the final 
screening was broadcasted live. All juries were selected from a list of experts who 
had experiences in working with both the government and citizens. The proposal 
required applicants to have comprehensive abilities as designers. Furthermore, 
they needed to have constructive skills to reorganise the building’s social content 
and needs. Isozaki also named the competition building as ‘Mediatheque’. Such 
a name was a term used in France for media-related facilities. However, it has 

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  257

Sendai Mediatheque through the Narrative of Transparency



not been fully defined yet. The design competition’s organizer hoped that this 
name would give architects the freedom to interpret the program and create new 
building types. These judging criteria were meant to be ‘transparent’ so that this 
project could be a model for the future public architecture design competitions.

‘Transparency’ of Facades
A design competition for the Sendai Mediatheque was held in 1994. After four 

stages of selection process, the jury selected Toyo Ito’s proposal from among 235 
entries. The most notable feature of Ito’s competition design was its transparency. 
Ito’s model beautifully showed the dendritic supports of the hyperbolic paraboloid 
net, creating in image of seaweeds swaying in the transparent fishbowl (Fig. 02).

 

Isozaki claimed that Ito’s design represented Colin Rowe’s ‘literal 
transparency’. Ito was one of the translators, who translated Rowe’s The 
Mathematics of the ideal villa and other essays (1976) into Japanese. This 
book included the essay, Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal. This essay 
demonstrated that transparency could be obtained through the disposition of 
elements (i.e., Phenomenal Transparency as opposed to Literal Transparency). 
Isozaki evaluated Ito’s model and said that Ito must have known that its literal 
transparency would not be achieved through glass façade’s reflection in reality. He 
dared to use this expression, knowing the ‘Literal and Phenomenal Transparency’ 
concept. Isozaki wondered whether its literal transparency image, which appeared 
almost sterilized and virtual, would become an appropriate Mediatheque for 
locals. However, the jury members also saw much potential for the development 
of this new program in Ito’s scheme. This was on the condition that the team 
would work closely with the local government and user groups.  

After the Sendai Mediatheque’s completion, the dendritic support can hardly 
be seen from the outside due to the double-glazed curtain wall’s reflection. 

Fig. 02. Competition model of Ito’s Sendai Mediatheque.
Source: Toyo Ito: Architecture as Sensation (2020), Heibon sha.
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Moreover, there was also limited space in front of the building to view the façade. 
The built Mediatheque does not have a quality of literal transparency, as Isozaki 
predicted. In fact, Ito himself was aware of this discrepancy and he talked about 
it at the Spring Academic Research Meeting, immediately after the completion of 
the Sendai Mediatheque.  

There is a large discrepancy between the first picture that I showed in the 
competition [and the completed building]. This very discrepancy is the meaning 
of architectural design to me. Therefore, this is not an image of architecture. 
Rather, it represents an ideal place where people spend time together. It shows 
the kind of discrepancy we have between the ideal place and the appearance 
of an actual architecture in our society1 (Ito et al., 2000). 

For Ito, a space made of tubes and honeycomb slabs did not literally 
represent transparent space as the competition model. He thought that such was  
misconceived. Conversely, he said that such a space was a method to eliminate 
barriers that the local people tend to have toward the public building. Ito’s 
conception of transparency on this project was phenomenal.  

‘Transparency’ in Ito’s Design and exercusion of Mediatheque
Ito explained that the dendritic support of the hyperbolic paraboloid gave the 

Sendai Mediatheque continuous power over the homogenization of space brought 
about by new media’s invasion (Ito, 2000). Ito said, in a dialogue with Nobuaki 
Furuya, that the association with seaweed from the flow of ‘water’ led to this 
structure (Ito and Furuya, 2009).

Fig. 03. Competition sketch of Ito’s Sendai Mediatheque.
Source: Toyo Ito: The New “Real” in Architecture (2006), exhibition catalogue.

1 最初に御見せした絵と[出来上がった建物には]大きなギャップがある。このギャップ
こそが、私にとっての設計をするという意味なのではないかと思っております。ですか
ら、これは建築のイメージではなくて、何か人間が一緒に暮らしていく理想の姿で、そ
れに対して現実の社会の中での建築の姿との間にどういうギャップがあるのかというこ
とです。



In the 1980s, Ito’s works had metaphors such as wind, represented by a light 
roof hovering over the building volume. This was evident in his significant work, 
the Silver Hat (1984). It was an attempt to expand the image of architecture 
beyond its formalism. His staff, Makoto Yokomizo, critisised that “in attempting 
to escape from formalism, one is drawn into expressionism, and ultimately the 
argument returns to the question of ‘form’” (Yokomizo, 1995, p.99).  

Ito then became interested in water’s transparency. Since the Maison de la 
culture du Japon á Paris design competition in the 1990s, Ito felt that as the world 
was connected with sea water, the present society was connected with another 
invisible water named the computer network. Furthermore, the transparency of 
water and the computer network made a link in his mind (Ito and Furuya, 2009). 
Ito claimed that this fascinating structure, influenced by the ‘water’ metaphor, was 
not a morphological expression. He described it as an attempt to make ‘another 
place’ in a homogeneous space through the flow of natural elements. These 
include light, water and air, and electronic flows such as information symbolized 
by new media. Ito envisioned the Sendai Mediatheque to be a transparent and 
light structure without a presence of materials. He wanted to use tubes made of 
steel pipes and very thin flat slabs (Ito, 2006b).

The more visionary the competition entry’s scheme is, the harder it is to 
execute the building as the original image. For example, the Osanbashi Yokohama 
International Passenger Terminal (2002) by the Foreign Office Architects was 
selected at the International competition from among 660 entries. However, the 
same could not be built in the cardboard structure that the architects originally 
assumed. Instead, it adopted the folded-plate structure. Therefore, this made the 
finished building look different from the smooth appearance of the perspective 
drawing for the competition.  

The execution of the Sendai Mediatheque also faced the structural problems. 
The structure, which was conceived as a combination of pure geometry at the 
time of the competition, proved to be structurally illogical. This was seen in 
the way the force flowed in the implementation design. The pure geometry was 
broken down into irregular triangles when the dendritic tube structure’s organic 
forms entered the transparent and abstract space, despite of its seemingly light 
appearance. Therefore, the construction required extensive welding works on site. 
The photographs taken by Naoya Hatakeyama documented the welders’ works. 
These welders were brought from the shipyard nearby since the Mediatheque’s 
construction required the precision and skill of ship manufacturers (Hatakeyama, 
2001, p.4). Through this process, Ito realized that this heterogeneity was closer to 
the original form of nature. Thus, he “began to want to show the material strength 
in such abstract, inorganic apaces (Ito, 2006a)”.
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2 普段、出会うことのない人たちがメディアテークでふっと出会って話し合える、そん
な交差点あるいは広場という感じです。[中略] メディアテークは名前から最先端のメデ
ィアを体験できる場所のように思われがちですが、実際は手仕事のような素手で行うも
のや対面の活動が主流です。

Reception of ‘Transparent’ Mediatheque by the Society
In 2001, the Sendai Mediatheque, opened in Sendai City, Miyagi Prefecture, 

Japan. Since then, it has successfully become a cultural hub and a popular place 
for people of all generations in the region. One of the post-occupancy evaluations 
focusing on school children showed, that children in the local area voluntarily used 
the Mediatheque on daily basis as a place to play (Matsuura, 2005, p.571). Seiichi 
Washida, a philosopher and the Mediatheque’s current director, commented on 
the Mediatheque’s role in our society. In an interview, he explained that:

The Mediatheque is like an intersection or a park where people, who normally 
do not interact with each other, meet and talk. Cuts[…] The Mediatheque is 
often misunderstood as a place to experience the advanced media from its 
name. Rather, it is actually where we mostly engage in handicraft and face-to-
face activities (Washio and Koori, 2021).2  

In today’s society, instead of receiving information from professional mass 
media, such as newspapers and TVs, each person with a smartphone or personal 
computer can easily become a mass media themselves through SNS. Moreover, 
their posts may spread to an unspecified number of people all at once. In Japan’s 
recent years, young people committing suicide due to the slanders on SNS has 
become a social problem.  

The validity of information is ambiguous in SNS. Here, there are shallow 
abstract spaces arranged with false remarks and slanders. Moreover, these are 
posted without evaluating the content, and people absorb only the eye-catching 
lines and spread them. Eventually, this shallow abstract space would drive the 
truth out of our sights. In this regard, we may consider the 21st century’s media 
to be positively and negatively ‘transparent’. While we are submerged in this 
water of information technology, all information is seemingly available before 
us. However, such transparency bewilders us since it is hard to know the actual 
sources validity of the information being spread.  

Despite of its original high-tech, sterilized, and literally transparent image 
at the competition, the spatial experience of the Mediatheque was created more 
by the tube structure. It was made with “swollen columns that grew like trees 
and seemed to deny by its own exaggeration the vertical” (Balmond, 2006). 
The structure, with a presence Ito originally wished to minimize, had made this 
architecture organic like seaweeds or forests. Moreover, it brought it closer to 
the natural systems. Another post-occupancy research that documented people’s 
movements on the ground level of the Sendai Mediatheque, showed that the tube
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structures acted as points to instigate circulation and activity flow. Thus, it created 
‘places of activites’ in-between (Onoda, et.al., 2003, p.63). These unique ‘columns’ 
allow people to freely choose various places similar to what they can do in nature. 
They can go and find something new every day. The Sendai Mediatheque has 
become a counter-facility against the problem of high-tech media today. 

Conclusion
 This paper studied the Sendai Mediatheque as an outcome of an ambitious 

competition. The building has become an important and popular place for the 
local community. However, what is appealing to the users is not exactly identical 
to the jury’s review or the original design’s intentions. Why did the Sendai 
Mediatheque project succeed? There are several possible reasons for the project’s 
success. The first and most important reason was that the selected architect was 
required to work closely with the client, the city of Sendai, since the Mediatheque 
program was new and unestablished. Normally, the open competition’s dilemma 
is that it focuses on projects and not on who would be the client’s potential future 
partner architect (Strebel and Silberberger, 2017, p.24). However, in this case, 
Ito admitted that the winning design was more of an idea which he would like 
to develop through discussions with the local users at the awards ceremony. 
Subsequently, Ito’s team worked closely with the city and the users. As such, 
they have made extensive adjustments in the building’s design.  

 Another reason for the success was that Ito did not persist on his initial concept. 
Rather, he adjusted his idea according to reality. At the design competition, Ito 
had a strong motivation to eliminate the barrier that people have against public 
architecture by creating a sense of immateriality. While the competition model’s 
literal transparency attracted the jury members, it would not have been achieved 
in reality. However, Ito instead discovered the ‘material strength’ of dendritic 
tube columns during the construction. Once the building was completed, the 
dynamic and organic structure of the building became appealing to the public. 
Even the published media that featured the Sendai Mediatheque frequently used 
the word, ‘tube’, more than ‘transparency’ to describe the building (Noda and 
Kaijima, 2004, p.682). 

The Sendai Mediatheque was a turning point of Ito’s career. Moreover, it 
was an important outcome of the successful open competition. The discrepancy 
between the competition model of ‘literal transparency’ and that of the built 
Mediatheque presented a contraversy in constructing the spatial ideal in reality. 
However, the competition’s ‘transparent’ process and the implemented plan’s 
development have led the public to welcomd the building. The built Sendai 
Mediatheque does not appear as the original model, but it achieved Ito’s aim for 
the new building type, the Mediatheque, which dissolves a boundary between 
people and the public building.
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Branding urban Living – the Narrative of 
Biodiversity

Introduction 
In the 1990s, many cities changed their sustainability policies. The shift was a 

response to an environmental crisis arising from urban mitigation, technological 
change, economic liberalism and global warming (Haase, D et al., 2017,64). Since 
the 1990s, policy agendas for the built environment have advocated for denser, 
more compact developments with a mix of uses. Biodiversity narratives range 
from an emphasis on vertical and horizontal artificial surfaces that can provide a 
range of habitats to narratives based on habitat loss and extinct and endangered 
species. While the circumstances of urban density are well-documented, the 
biological approach to greening is somewhat ideological and encompasses a much 
broader set of goals and outcomes, which means it is often difficult to evaluate 
or establish targets (Mackenzie, A, 2020). Narratives of loss often raise questions 
about the biodiversity that urban spaces can provide and about how narratives 
inform design. During the design stage, narratives about biodiversity provoke or 
inspire the planners and designers. Later on, the narratives arouse the interest of 
local people and make them care enough to make changes, or simply make them 
comprehend and act appropriately when ecologists predict a new mass extinction 
(Meyer, A, 2009, 6; Rosenzweig, S, 2003, 194).

The complexity of biodiversity in urban settings raises questions about 
simplified narratives: can specific species lost in rural landscapes be conserved 
or restored in urban settings? Red lists (UICN, 2009) are cited in environmental 
policy as sources of seemingly neutral scientific advice (Quenild, M, 2014, 184), 
but discussions in the field of conservation biology add nuance to the messaging. 
These discussions involve three specific conservation interests: concerns about 
mass extinction; conservation or restoration of large habitats; and an appeasement 
with the expanding urban areas (Weisser, W.W, and Hauck, T.E, 2019, 2). The 
challenge is to address the discord between nuanced conservation biology and the 
narratives of biodiversity in urban planning.

This paper aims to make biodiversity narratives more subtle, which should 
steer planning and design based on an honest and enduring attitude to diverse 
nature and brand urban living in ways that inspire and engage people. The paper 
draws on scientific data from conservation biology, derives inspiration from 
anthropogenic nature and refers to two case studies. On that basis, I propose three 
potential strategies for biodiversity in urban settings, aimed at either specifying 
and re-organising urban biodiversity or reversing urban planning, i.e. making 
biodiversity a top priority.
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The paper assumes that society and citizens have two main areas of interest 
and concern regarding biodiversity loss. They support the conservation and 
restoration of habitats in rural landscapes, and they interact with and utilise 
biodiversity in their urban lifestyles. This paper focuses on urban landscapes that 
offer people the benefits of nature and inspire them to act when they encounter 
positive outcomes, such as an abundance and richness of specific plant or animal 
species.

Methods and material
The starting point for this paper is the biodiversity aims specified in the UN 

Sustainable Development Goal 15 (UN SDG 15). The paper then goes on to 
examine the background and structure of the Red Lists of Threatened Species 
issued by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in order 
to understand their role in the discussion of biodiversity. Darwin’s evolutionary 
theory serves to clarify misinterpretations of the glorified role of native plant. 

The paper also cites conservation biology, which has gradually paved the 
way for reconciliation ecology, which aims to diversify anthropogenic habitats 
that  can host a wide variety of  wild species. Anthropogenic nature provides 
inspiration through the American concept Fourth Nature. Two case studies that 
identify high levels of variation (Flyvbjerg, B, 2016, 230) – from Fornebu, 
Norway, and Østerbro Climate District, Denmark – provide information about 
biodiversity in practice. They also document an intertwined and complex situation 
that significantly differs from prevailing narratives. Proposals for three future 
potential strategies encapsulate the nuances and lead to a discussion of policy and 
planning. The conclusion reflects on the implications of the potential strategies, 
including with regard to shifting narratives and attitudes.

Insight – background to biodiversity
The IUCN’s Red List of Threatened Species encompasses varying degrees 

of threat. The classifications ‘extinct’, ‘critically endangered’, ‘endangered’ and 
‘vulnerable’ collectively refer to concerns about mass extinction (see Figure 01). 
However, it is not clear how species in these categories can be conserved, restored 
or reconciliated in urban areas. Red lists are well suited to the conservation or 
restoration of extensive tracts of wild land (Miller, J.R and Hobbs, R.J, 2009, 
331-332), but in urban areas, clear targets are needed to specify which category, 
habitat or species is relevant (Dearborn, D.C and Kark, S, 2002, 331).
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Native plants are often afforded an almost ideological status. However, 
referring to evolutionary theory, Professor Stephen Jay Gould concludes that 
natural selection is only a ‘better than’ principle, not a tool for optimisation. 
Native plants are neither the best adapted nor the best available among all species 
(Gould, S.J, 1997, 15).

Appeasement – conservation biology 
Until relatively recently, conservation biology has focused on urbanisation 

as a primary cause of decline, either singly or in conjunction with other factors, 
in more than half of the species listed as threatened or endangered. However, 
since 2000, Miller and Hobbs, Rosenzweig, Dearborn and Kark have discussed 
how conservation functions in areas where people live and work and have sought 
ways to promote urban biodiversity. Conservation biology ranges from urban 
restoration projects involving restoring small patches of native plant species 
to large, landscape-scale projects aimed at ameliorating the impact of habitat 
fragmentation. In order to identify target species and habitat conditions, restoration 
projects ask questions such as: Which plant community or habitat do we want to 
restore? What are the key characteristics of the species?  Reconciliation ecology 
seeks precise means of modifying and diversifying urban green spaces to include 
specific varieties of wild species and prevent species loss.

Inspiration – anthropogenic nature 
Conservation biology tends to separate habitats into ‘extensive tracts of wild 

land’ and ‘small reserves and habitat remnants in urban and suburban areas’(Miller, 
J.R and Hobbs, R.J, 2009, 333). However, the Fourth Nature concept refers to 
forms of nature that can be operational for biodiversity work (Bakshi, A and 
Gallagher, F, 2020, 30) and also supplements other kinds of anthropogenic nature 
(Hunt, D, 2000; Kowarik, I, 2013, 93). It works flexibly with novel ecosystems to 
create a balanced ecosystem with a rich web of species – in other words, nature 
that arises from the city itself.

Fig. 01. IUCN’s Red List of Threatened Species encompasses varying degrees of threat, 
urban areas needs specific categories, habitats or species.

Source: IUCN’s Red List.



Inspiration – landscape cases
Fornebu, Oslo, Norway 

The Fornebu case study reveals what happens when biodiversity is an explicit 
consideration in the early stages of planning and when value-based judgements 
are no longer portrayed as such. It also exposes how red-list habitats in an 
environmental programme’s sustainability goals may well prove infeasible when 
faced with other goals.

A plan from 1997 proposed a new and dense urban landscape in Fornebu, 
with 15,000 inhabitants and 15,000 new jobs. In 1998, Oslo Airport in Fornebu 
closed, (see Figure 02), and Norway’s new international airport opened in 
Gardemoen (see Figure 03). The General Environmental Programme for Fornebu 
(2005) summarises five priorities for ensuring a sustainable community: 1) 
transportation; 2) energy supply and consumption; 3) building materials, waste 
and mass management, 4) natural and cultural conservation; and 5) pollution and 
noise. The ecological vegetation forest types Kalkfuruskogen (red-list calcareous 
pine forest), Lågurtgrannskog (low herbaceous pine forest) and Edelløvskog 
(deciduous forest), which are common to the Oslo fjord area, came into focus 
as sustainable goals for natural and cultural conservation (Dam, T and Busse 
Nielsen, A, 2012).

Fig. 02. Oslo Airport, Fornebu (1939–1998), main runway on Storøya.
Source: Statsbygg.
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Fornebu’s 38-hectare Central Park had already been installed on the former 
landing field on Storøya in 2004. Its ecological structure was based on basal-poor 
mountain soil. The brief for the park focused on varieties of vegetation considered 
native to the area, and belts of parkland were to function as dissemination 
corridors for flora and fauna in order to nurture biological diversity. The work 
was completed at the end of 2009.

The endangered red-list habitat ‘calcareous pine forest’ is a particularly value-
laden choice because its extinction was already underway before the airport was 
established in 1939. The restoration of habitats in Fornebu also incorporated other 
sustainable considerations, such as reusing crushed building materials, recycled 
soil and wood chips from cleared vegetation. These environmental goals were 
considered more important than re-establishing the conditions for a calcareous 
pine forest (see Figure 03). In Fornebu, the decision to prioritise one particular 
category of habitat led to conflict with other important environmental goals. 
Habitat restoration was a goal at a very early stage, but calcareous pine forest, 
despite being closely monitored by conservation biology, was too vulnerable to 
changing conditions. This ultimately led to an unsatisfying outcome rather than 
a successful narrative.

Fig. 03. Municipal Plan, including part of the old runway (number 12) on Storøya.
Source: Bærum Kommune (1999).
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Climate district, Østerbro Climate District, Denmark

In Østerbro Climate Quarter, the narrative of biodiversity was a key goal in 
the functional transformation of a city district from the 1900s through measures 
such as reducing traffic and upgrading storm-water management. The main 
public discourse for the project emphasised ‘urban nature’ as a solution strategy, 
targeting problems of pollution, overheating and cloudburst management while 
offering new recreational facilities (Engberg, L, 2018, 11).

Fig. 04. Mass deposits, wood chips and vegetation on the former runway at Storøya, Habitat 
restoration for calcareous pine forest was too vulnerable to changing conditions.

Source: Photo Author.

Fig. 05. Plan of Østerbro Climate District, north to the right. The narrative of biodiversity was a 
key goal in the functional transformation of a city district from the 1900s. Small habitats replaced 

9,000m2 of impervious paving.
Source: SLA.
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The Climate District was given the go-ahead in 2011, following a European 
competition won by the architect firm Tredje Natur. The winning project 
transformed a line of streets and two urban spaces into a sustainable urban 
drainage system. Small habitats replaced 9,000m2 of impervious paving, traffic 
was restricted to a minimum, and parking spaces were retained. Tredje Natur 
drew up the overall plan for the climate district, but another firm, SLA, was 
responsible for more detailed work on the street Bryggervangen and the urban 
space Sankt Kjeld Plads. Plans and photos from the site reveal a massive area that 
is overwhelmingly green (see figures 05 and 06). 

At Bryggervangen and Sankt Kjelds Plads, retention basins and small hills 
provide differentiated growing conditions, and the planting beds consist of different 
soil types, boulders, etc. The narrow streets and parking areas are separated by 
habitats, and small patches of green in the densely populated neighbourhood 
accommodate urban nature habitats. Pedestrians pass close by and even cross 
the habitats via small trails. Østerbro Climate District provides an urban habitat 
that can serve as a model for the conditions and space for conservation biology 
in dense urban districts everywhere. It is highly important to find a narrative that 
fits both the intensive activity required to initiate a project and the management 
needed in the years to come.

Fig. 06. Arial photo of the vegetation on Sankt Kjeld Plads. A model for the conditions and space 
in an urban habitat. The narrative should fit the intensive activity and the management needed in 

the years to come.
Source: SLA.
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Biodiversity potential
Biodiversity has the potential to reconcile urban landscapes by encouraging a 

focus on specific targets and acceptance of volatile outcomes of natural processes 
(Weisser, W.W and Hauck, T.E, 2019, 4). There has to be a shift in narrative, 
from proclaiming disaster to lauding tangible progress. I suggest three strategies: 
1) hybrid habitats, in which species share space with humans; 2) Sanctuaries for 
diversity, are inspired by wildlands and spontaneous plants; and 3) prioritising 
habitats through an alternative planning process. 

Hybrid habitats
Hybrid habitats are based on both key-species and key-habitat approaches, 

which identify targets for a particular plant community or habitat. This kind 
of specification can steer the planning and design process and helps to ensure 
synergy and a clear narrative. Species from UICN’s red lists and the level of 
threat may be used to select and specify target species and habitats, but the key 
elements are chosen with a view toward modifying and diversifying anthropogenic 
habitats, thereby ‘counteracting the impacts of habitat fragmentation’. The case 
of Fornebu illustrates the importance of realistic species targets and how urban 
abiotic conditions can influence the outcome.

Sanctuaries for diversity
Lively and diverse urban green spaces with plants suited for urban abiotic 

conditions can be sanctuaries for diversity. The urban soil, the micro-climate and 
volunteer species create the conditions for a sanctuary. Introduced species may 
adapt better than native species, and a mixture of species can create valuable 
biodiversity. The sanctuary also offers an aesthetic experience, which inspires 
recognition, empathy, love, respect and care for the environment (Meyer, E, 
2009, 7). This is more inspiring than words such as ‘threat’ or ‘endangered, near 
endangered and vulnerable’(see Figure 01). Sanctuaries for diversity preserves 
local biodiversity, creates stepping stones and corridors, provides ecosystem 
services and improves human well-being (Dearborn, D.C and Kark, S, 2008, 
432). The Climate District is an example of how the urban environment, rather 
than the deliberate selection of plant species, determines future urban habitats. 
Providing a sanctuary for diverse nature is the narrative.

Prioritising habitats
If citizens insist that urban living should compensate for the loss of biodiversity 

in the urban setting, then city planning must change radically. Habitats should 
be identified before even thinking about infrastructure and housing. Housing 
and infrastructure should respect both ‘extensive tracts of wild land’ and ‘small 
patches that counteract habitat fragmentation’. Analysis of shade, draining, wind-
tunnels and blocked corridors will determine the placement of infrastructure and 
housing in order to minimise their impact on habitats. 
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Policy and agency 
The recommendation that the proposed biodiversity initiatives – especially 

‘hybrid habitats’ and ‘prioritising habitats’ – should be specified at an early stage 
presents a challenge to the typical, multi-stage planning process.

In discussions about densely populated urban districts, critics note that 
there is an uneasy partnership between environmental planning and neoliberal 
‘anti-planning’ perspectives (Mackenzie, A, 2020, 46 and 54). Regulatory tools 
are too vulnerable to the whims of the market to ensure long-term support for 
environmental goals. In order to be sincere about biodiversity, planning policy 
must either be specific and guide the planning process or accept the outcome of 
natural, dynamic responses, and therefore resort to interventions, e.g. ‘sanctuaries 
for diversity’ at a later date.

Today, biodiversity usually enters the planning process only once the project 
design has been finalised (Weisser, W.W and Hauck, T.E, 2019, 2). Species 
introduction requires very detailed discussion at a stage in the planning process 
where many other aspects are uncertain. It is a significant departure from standard 
planning practice to take as a starting point ensuring biodiversity in the urban 
landscape. However, ‘prioritising habitats’ can act as a strong, leading narrative 
in the planning and design stages.

Policy in this area must be based on insight into biodiversity and related 
consequences. Agencies working to support biodiversity must maintain an 
overview of extensive patterns of habitat diversity, allowing for temporal 
and geographical variations and eventually make each part fit into a more 
comprehensive picture. 

Conclusion
Moderated and specific narratives are engaging and convincing, whereas merely 

repeating general statements about biodiversity is dull. The proposed potential 
strategies promote sincere concern for the loss of biodiversity. The branding of 
urban living also becomes credible when narratives are moderated. Biodiversity 
targets should be workable throughout all phases of the planning and design 
process and should be perceived as positive reactions to the loss of biodiversity. 
This desire to be precise and to convey a commitment to our environment and 
biodiversity must be balanced with conservation biology considerations and 
insight into the urban situation. Ambitious and precise narratives are able to steer 
the design process from sketch to final, built reality in ways that enable us to 
relate and react to the global loss of biodiversity.
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Misremembered Narratives: (re)presenting the 
past in Groupwork’s architecture

Introduction 
Architecture has always had something to say, whether it is a tale about 

functionality, authority, or ideology, our built environments bespeak the 
sociocultural values of people within a given spatial-temporal context (time 
and place). This built heritage is preseverd when we rennovate or adapt an 
existing structure as a sequel to the existent (con)text. Most of what we build 
today, however, has no narrative threads from a previous chapter that need to be 
woven into the next one. This raises the question: (how) can we pen a meaningful 
narrative from scratch? 

In this first section I draw upon the work of philosophers, Paul Ricoeur 
and Shaun Gallagher, to present a definition of narratives and to illustrate their 
necessity for engendering empathy (Gallagher, 2012). This, I argue, is a necessary 
prerequisite to sustain that narrative through the act of remembering and retelling. 
This will only occur if we are sufficiently affected or moved as a result: if our 
understanding of ourselves, others, and the world in which share these stories has 
been “refigured” accordingly (Ricoeur, 2012, pp.52-90).

The second section of this paper builds upon the phenomenological perspective 
of lived-narratives (developed in the previous section) with strategies employed 
by architect, Amin Taha (Groupwork), to present an alternative narrative approach 
that celebrates a deliberate mis-remembering in their re-telling of architectural 
stories.

A tale of experience and expectation (the ‘what’ and the ‘why’)
Gallagher defines narratives broadly as:

[…] physical things (made up of written or spoken words, gestures, and/or 
images). Their meaning is grounded in events, and especially in the actions 
that are narrated. In this regard they have the character of intentionality – they 
are about something. They are originally tied to a person who acts as narrator, 
and if they survive they are embedded in some social or cultural context and/
or practice. This means they depend for their continued physical existence on 
others who listen and/or repeat them.1

1 Gallagher, S. (2015). Self and narrative. In: J. Malpas & H-. Gander, eds., The Routledge 
Companion to Philosophical Hermeneutics. London: Routledge. p.403.
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This is how things, people and places develop meaning or significance for 
us. Consider the example offered by the eighteenth-century moral philosopher, 
Adam Smith, who said that when we observe someone expressing their anger at 
someone else, we can deduce little more than the fact that they are angry “since 
we are unacquainted with their provocation.” (2006, p.7). Since we don’t know 
the backstory we are unable to empathise and cannot be affected by the scene (the 
‘what’) without first knowing something of the characters (the ‘who’) and  their 
context (the ‘why’) (Gallagher, 2012). In fact, we are more inclined to empathise 
with the recipient of the tirade, since empathy “does not arise so much from the 
view of passion, as from that of the situation which excites it” (Smith, 2006, p.6). 
Thus, as our experience of/with them (things, people and places) increases so too 
does our understanding of their situation, which in turn affords the possibility 
of empathy: a painting I find in the attic is just a painting until I discover that 
it was painted by a famous artist, at which point its origin story changes (as 
does it’s perceived value), even though its physical properties do not. And while 
we may initially feel a little upset or uncomfortable watching the figure being 
shouted at in Smith’s example, if we discovered that this person had sufficiently 
wronged the figure shouting, we may instead feel that the anger is justified and 
allow a sense of righteousness to pass over us. This contextual understanding 
– what Gallagher refers to as our massive hermeneutical background (MHB) 
or narrative history - has the potential to fundamentally alter our expectations, 
perceptions and subsequent actions in any given situation (2011). But of course, 
this isn’t the whole story…

Ricoeur has written extensively on the topic of narrativity and its application 
and implications with/for our daily lives.2 According to Ricoeur, an effective 
(indeed, affective) narrative must be mimetic, which is to say, that the story must 
contain some aspect (character, emotion, action, or event) that the audience not 
only recognise but perceive as analogous to themselves in some way. Ricoeur 
explains that any good narrative contains three mimetic components, mimesis1 (or 
“prefiguration”), mimesis2 (“emplotment”), and mimesis3 (“refiguration”), which 
can be defined as follows:

• Prefiguration is the basic understanding of ourselves and the world that we 
 always already have and that we bring with us to each new experience in 
 order to understand it within some frame of reference. Put differently, we  
 come to the story with a “practical understanding” of how the world works 
 which is a necessary condition for both the narrator (in constructing the 
 plot) and the audience (in comprehending the story and grasping the 
 mimetic significance) (Riceour, 2012, pp.55-59).
• “Emplotment brings together factors as heterogeneous as agents, goals, 
 means, interactions, circumstances, unexpected results” through some 
 common thread. Accordingly, emplotment is an “ordering of the events 

2 See in particular, Ricoeur’s three volumes on Time and Narrative, written between 1983-85.
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 (and therefore as interconnecting the action sequences) into the total action 
 constitutive of the narrative story.” (Riceour, 2012, p.65, p.56).
• Refiguration is the point at which the story is transferred from the narrator 
 to the audience not only through perception (read/heard/viewed) but through 
 comprehension and, more significantly, affectivity: it’s capacity to resonate 
 with the audience and how they are similarly situated (be it with characters, 
 circumstances, or contexts) that makes that story meaningful to them. 
 The effect of these configured events (plots) is to enrich our understanding 
 of ourselves and others in the (our) lived-world. Which in turn means 
 that our prefiguration (mimesis1) is altered or adjusted in some way. This 
 resonance is what secures the narratives’ longevity: it is what encourages 
 the story-teller to retell their stories, or compels an audience member to 
 recite it to others.
The more experience we have of a given situation the greater the likelihood 

is that we are able to accurately recognise the actions of others as a product of 
their intentions and goals within a given context or situation. Indeed, it is through 
narrative practices that our intersubjective understandings are further developed 
into societal and cultural norms (Gallagher, 2011). Narratives therefore provide 
a necessary structural framework that we employ to make sense of others, our 
surroundings and thence ourselves (Gallagher, 2012). 

For this framework to be structurally sound we must care enough about the 
characters and their fate, in order to invest time and energy comprehending and 
remembering their actions and responses. This is obvious with close friends, 
family members and characters in our favourite sitcoms and soap operas. Equally 
obvious is the challenge we experience when a new character enters the scene 
(or indeed, when we are the new character entering someone else’s scene): when 
faced with an alien or foreign object, person or place, the gaps in our MHB 
become readily apparent. It is important therefore to recognise that just as “we 
frame our understanding of the actions of others in narrative” so too do we use 
these same narrative frameworks “for understanding ourselves” (Gallagher, 2015, 
p.411, p.412). 

To summarise, the role of narrative is threefold: they provide a framework 
upon which we scaffold our experiences and observations in order to develop 
a greater understanding of the world and those around us; they underpin the 
empathetic foundations upon which our relationships to these objects/people/
places are based; and, through recitation and repetition, they enable us to sustain 
a sense of heritage and connectivity with the past.

Clearly there is a difference in kind between empathising with others and with 
objects/buildings, but knowing the narrative history of them similarly alters our 
perception and affords a greater sense of connectedness with their previous users 
and the scenes that played out within those walls.



In the beginning there was the word…
In Victor Hugo’s Hunchback of Norte Dame, the antagonist, Claude Frollo, 

explains that writing originated from architecture and that architecture, in turn, 
was constructed from a desire to express and record ideas “in the book of stone”. 
Architecture is accordingly, “the great handwriting of the human race […and] 
every human thought has its place […] in that immense book.” (2004, p.229).

If we may say that architecture is a physical manifestation of narrativity, 
then every building contains two separate genres: One is a tale of conception 
and construction (the choice of materials, architectonics, style, ornamentation, 
spatial arrangement, budget, and so on), which tells of the tastes, technologies, 
and priorities of the client and society in general (of that time and place). The 
other tale is a biography written upon the fabric of the finished building that attest 
to the habits of the inhabitants. Every subsequent trace - whether additional and 
intentional (new coat of paint) or an accidental removal (every dent or scratch) - 
becomes an indexical image of a past presence. The perception of these narrative 
elements is often described as ‘character’ (Brand, 2016, p.3-16).

But if all architecture is narrative, and if narratives are what makes things, 
people and places meaningful to us, then why do we not feel as though all 
architecture is meaningful? Clearly, some narratives are more significant than 
others – the house in which a certain historical figure was born, lived or died 
in; the office in which a particular document was signed; and so on – these 
narrative histories are the defining factors that set them apart from buildings that 
are otherwise identical (in form, dimension, material, construction, age, location, 
etc.). Great people and great deeds – two key factors of emplotment (characters 
and events) – are often cited as grounds for historic preservation. 

When it comes to working on these sites, the task of the architect is clear: 
to write the sequential chapter and maintain some component of the original 
structure on the premise that this in turn would ensure the retention of that part 
of the narrative "(certainly not attempting to rewrite the entire narrative, erase or 
omit the previous narrative, or to impersonate what currently exists by deliberately 
imitating part of that original narrative (historical forgery)".3

Some well-known exemplar projects in this respect include the rebuilding of 
the Neues Museum (Berlin) by David Chipperfield (1998), the Columba Museum 
(Cologne) by Peter Zumthor (2007), and more recently, the intervention at the 
Battersea Arts Centre (London), by Haworth Thompkins (2018). This sensibility 
is borne out by The Venice Charter - composed by the International Council 
on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) – which clearly states that “Ruins must 

3 This is not to be confused with a faux historical narrative, which makes a historical allusion or 
reference but does not attempt to (re)present itself as historical or part of the original temporality 
to which it refers. See Groupwork.
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be maintained and measures necessary for the permanent conservation and 
protection of architectural features and of objects discovered must be taken”.4

In practice this often takes the form of a haptic-visual revealing of what was 
in order to provide a sense of linearity to the story (before and after this particular 
event or period), as well as a continuation of something from something (after all, 
ex nihilo nihil fit). This may be understood in terms of a post-modern trope that 
Charles Jencks called “time-binding” (2011, p.105-113).

4 It even goes on to declare that “All reconstruction work should however be ruled out ‘a priori’” 
such is the importance of the authenticity of traces. See, ICOMOS. (1964). The International 
Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites: The Venice Charter. 
Venice: International Council for Monuments and Sites. Art.15.

Fig. 01. Binding Time: old brick meets new at Kolumba Museum, Köln (2017)
Source: image source: author

Fig. 02. Saving Face: attempt to maintain existing façade during a typical redevelopment in 
London (2019)

Source: image source: author
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So, if a socioculturally significant narrative can elicit the need to legally 
protect a structure, what happens to everything else – all those buildings that 
lack a significant narrative: the building next-door, where no popular celebrity 
lived, where no significant events took place – are they fair game for removal and 
redevelopment? And if this is the case, how does one ensure that the narrative of 
the next building is more successful? How does one write a narrative sequel when 
there is nothing to sequent?5 

Ricoeur recognised that while historical narratives have a fundamental veracity 
to them (that distinguishes them from “fictional narratives”)6 history is not simply 
a list of persons or events presented in chronological order. This lacks the basic 
element of emplotment (mimesis2). Rather, history necessitates some editorial 
aspect, sifting through information with the hope of constructing some causal 
link between these clues, such that a plot may begin to emerge. In this respect, 
historians are more like detectives or lawyers who find and present evidence, 
with which they build and present a case involving locations, characters, events, 
actions, motives – indeed, all the ingredients of a good plot.

Because of the interpretative nature of the historical narrative, “a gap remains” 
between fact and fiction, since the subject of the narrative has the credentials of 
a “first order entity”7 - events, people, places – that once existed or occurred, but 
some distance nevertheless remains between our time and the time of the events 
reconstructed by the historical narrator (Riceour, 1990, p.228).

The editing of the story (re)told is also the prerogative of the narrator – which 
aspects they remember, which aspects they choose to bring into the fore, and 
conversely, which aspects are forgotten or deliberately left behind. This selection 
may be informed by the narrator’s own experience and biases – not only as a 
selective memory but in terms of the points that have the greatest resonance 
or significance for them. What this means is that with any narrative retelling, 
“temporal distance is unavoidable – all narrative recounting is interpretation, the 
veracity of which is measurable in degree, but is never one hundred percent.” 
(Gallagher, 2015, p.409).

This may sound like a limitation and a reason not to dwell upon the past 
(since our recollections are selective and inaccurate) but this ambiguity provides 
an opportunity: a less definitive, autocratic history promises more opportunity to 
recognise the role of creative interpretations. This starts a conversation about how 
we (re)present the past or remember the same people or events from a different 

5 There is, strictly speaking, always a narrative but if there is little known about the character or 
events in question, then the plot may be weak or tenuous. In practice this may result in the same 
tabula rasa approach which many developers have taken to mean there is no context: anything 
goes.
6 A fictional narrative “includes everything the theory of literary genres puts under the rubrics of 
folktale, epic, tragedy, comedy and the novel.” (Ricoeur, 1990, p.3).
7 “however tenuous and well-hidden they may be” (Riceour, 2012, p.228).
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perspective. This is the position taken by the London-based architecture practice, 
Groupwork, and their chairperson, Amin Taha.8

Misremembering Groupwork

[…] all buildings have a narrative – everything you construct, you put together, 
you contrive, as it were, on a drawing, erect on site and leave alone ultimately 
tells a story of one description or another, even if it’s not intended as lyrical, 
it’s a story; there’s narrative behind it.9

For Taha, no architecture is without narrative: architecture is always an 
expression of something, some intent or idea, from the prosaic and mundane (the 
expedient, low-budget business park in a large asphalt island off the motorway) to 
the whimsical and exuberant (the architectural Gesamtkunstwerk or “total work 
of art” where every element, from the threshold to the nightstand, is defined, 
designed and detailed). Citing the American author and architect, Edward R. Ford 
(2011), Taha explains how these narratives can be expressed through any number 
of ways: through their external form and appearance (not only ornamentation 
and symbolism but in its response to its neighbouring buildings and immediate 
topography), its materiality and construction (the choice of materials and finishes, 
how these materials are combined and their relationship to the structure), as well 
as in the smaller details that we experience at a human scale (door handles and 
other tactile encounters). Most of these are included in architecture but will vary 
depending on what the client/designer is trying to say and how articulate they are 
(and what remains of it after the editorial process).10

The narrative at 15 Clerkenwell (London) is considerable, and told through 
different voices: the autonomous “narrative detail” (Ford, 2011) of the heroic 
chunks of the keyed-in limestone superstructure which you see from the road 
(referencing the original materials of the eleventh-century Norman abbey that 
once occupied the area), and the smaller, more curious details that you encounter 
as you approach and enter the building (like the scallop shell handles which speak 
of cultural appropriation by the Romans from the Greeks by alluding to Venus 
and the pilgrimage at the Santiago de Compostela [The Way of St. James], in 
reference to St. James church just over the road from the site.)

8 I am indebted to Amin for making time to discuss our shared interests in architectural narratives 
on two separate occasions (June 2019 and April 2021). It is from these unpublished interviews 
that many of the following insights and quotations were taken.
9 Brand, A. and Taha, A. (April 2021). Interview with Groupwork’s Amin Taha
10 Projects that fail to reach fruition are often the result of a planning or conservation officer who 
took exception to the story being told and demanded a rewrite.
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One important consideration in scripting these narratives is to shy away from 
the impulse that it needs to be pure and perfect as if it could be abstracted from 
the messy reality of life,

[…] because it’s then contingent on nothing ever being changed […] it has 
got to be open to additions to that text, that narrative, without the whole thing 
falling apart or being a muddle as it were, incoherent.11

This can be seen in the concept of “misrememberings” and “false narratives” 
that are best expressed in the Upper Street and Greville Street projects, respectively.

Nine years ago, 168 Upper Street (London) was an overgrown – but otherwise 
unoccupied – corner plot. A green, metal fence circumscribed the outline of the 
end of a late nineteenth-century terrace that had long since been demolished after 
suffering irreparable damage during the Second World War. 

The challenge, as Taha saw it, was about (re)constructing something that 
might have been there. He compares this process with building a monument to 
the memory of the past. Taha explains that in German, the word monument is 
“Denkmal”, from “denken” (to think) + Mal (time/occasions), literally, taking/
making time not just to look and observe, as one might an ornament or decorative 
object, but as an invitation or imperative even, to stop and think or consider 
something. Taha is careful to avoid falling into the trap of nostalgia: 

[T]he problem with nostalgia is that it cuts out the bad and just looks at the 
good, and the danger of that is that you hark to the past thinking it was better 
and then make yourself miserable today.12

11 Brand, A. and Taha, A. (April 2021)
12 Brand, A. and Taha, A. (June 2019). Interview with Groupwork’s Amin Taha

Fig. 03. Narrative Details at 15 Clerkenwell: (from left to right) a fallen Ionic column, cast scallop 
shells, the fossilised shell of an ammonite in the linestone.

Source: image source: author
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Monuments are designed to be immediate an unambiguous in their narrative 
intent, which requires some considerable editing in order to attain instant clarity. 
Coupled with nostalgia, this manifests in an idealised and limited depiction of 
reality and the cost of this concision is often at the expense of cohesion since the 
nuances and complexities – many of the intricacies that make a compelling plot 
– are omitted or written out of the story. The reality of these physical one-liners 
is that they are selective (choosing to represent this and not that) and exclusive 
(since it is only the representation of one group and may necessarily exclude 
others).13 The intention with Upper Street project, in contrast to this monumental 
form of idealising the past, is to accept and celebrate the fragility and fallacious 
nature of memory, “so the narrative [here] is critical of the past.” (Brand and Taha, 
2021). To this end, deliberate flaws were integrated into the design: “mistakes” 
in the digital model that would be routed into the 3D formwork; formwork being 
“accidently” delivered onto site at the wrong time or in the incorrect order; and 
“allowing the concrete itself not to be perfect, because concrete doesn’t want to 
be perfect.” (Brand and Taha, 2021).

The (unrealised) scheme for Hyde Park II (117-125 Bayswater Road, London) 
was also a play on memory. The proposal was for fifty high-end residential 
apartments overlooking Kensington Gardens that would replace the existing 
hodgepodge of residential and commercial premises (and another vacant corner 
lot). The design was inspired by another building just around the corner from 
the site, 1-9 Inverness Terrace, designed by local architect, Arthur Davis (1878-

Fig. 04. Casting Doubt: street elevation and detail of misremembered terracotta-coloured 
concrete exterior of 168 Upper Street. 

Source: image source: author.

13 As we are reminded by the recent debates surrounding the future of statues with ties to the slave 
trade. See https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/sep/26/statue-wars-what-should-we-do-with-
troublesome-monuments
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1951) of Mèws Davis architects. Mews Davis had a very particular style evident 
here and in their other works from around the same period (including the Ritz 
and Charlton hotels, and the Royal Automobile Club). In this instance, Taha and 
his team reimagined the site as though Mews Davis had been commissioned to 
continue their vision around the corner. Here again, Groupwork “piec[ed] together 
drawings, fact and local myth to create a part historical and fictional narrative. 
Seemingly from the past but in detail only possible in the present.” (Taha, 2021b). 
The design explored the erection of a faux Beaux-arts façade from a perforated 
3mm brass mesh. The result would afford a formal allusion to the past without the 
pretension appearing to be from that same past. First and foremost, the material 
selection provides an effective solution to the other practical problems that the 
site presented (visual privacy, traffic noise and solar-gain). The final proposal is 
an elegant “false narrative, an illusion, a sort of ghost, a mirage” that performs 
“not just the function of its story […] alluding to a past that never existed, [but] it 
is also performing environmentally.” (Brand and Taha, 2021).

Although this particular tale never went to press, it was revised and resubmitted 
at Greville Street (Farringdon, London. 2017-). The site currently contains an 
unremarkable five-story 1960’s office building with brick façade and an almost 
complete lack of street front. Taha commissioned historic building specialists to 
research the history of the site. They discovered that it used to be a collection of 
eight buildings that were demolished in the 1960/70s, which went some way to 
explaining the peculiar form that is currently there (a different footprint, with 
different heights, and a public square that bleeds into a car park at the rear). 
The alternative proposal is to expand the building upwards and sideways, back 
into the original envelope, and use the last survey that was completed on the 
former buildings to extrapolate a 3D model and shroud the new structure in this 
memory veil. In contrast to Upper Street, Greville is “more of a positive criticism: 
bringing back the positive aspects of what had been there and the criticism of 
what is there today.” (Brand and Taha, 2021). Between the unknown accuracy of 
the old survey drawings, the translation of that 2D information into a 3D spatial 
form, and simplifying some of the more expressive details (sills, lintels, columns 
etc.), the result is nicely muted and slightly out of focus, yet more engaging 
than the current building. This, for Taha, is what it is all about: finding ways to 
engage in a more meaningful dialogue with those around you – telling stories that 
offer something back, that invite intrigue and curiosity, that ask questions and 
precipitate a deeper conversation:

Do that criticism, bring something to a conservation area […] that is highly 
contemporary of today, that speaks of today, or our thoughts today, of the 
materials we use today and how best to use those, because in the future that 
will be our new social history.14

14 Brand, A. and Taha, A. (April 2021)
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Conclusion
If the relevance of a place is predicated on the sociocultural significance of its 

narrative history – who was born, lived or died within its walls, or what historical 
event took place – then the design and construction doesn’t matter: all buildings 
are created equal and it is purely down to chance who inhabits the space and what 
they do there. But while the stories that are written within the walls of the building 
may form one narrative, another is already being penned the moment that the first 
brick is laid on site. For philosopher, Jeff Malpas, this is the only narrative that we 
(architects and designers) should concern ourselves with, as it is […]

the only narrative that can reliably continue to have power in the life of a 
building […and the one] that the building itself embodies and contains – the 
narrative that is given in the singular materiality of a specific built form and 
the place it occupies.15

The efficacy of this narrative is determined by how articulate and experienced 
the author is (for those with little life experience - an impoverished practical 
understanding - often make poor narrators or fail to grasp the significance of the 
narrative as they have less to draw upon). If the story is sufficiently interesting to 
rouse our curiosity, to compel us to ask questions (about its relationship to site, to 
history and to ourselves), to elicit a dialogue and provoke a retelling (refiguration), 
the relevance of that building is revealed and its narrative significance is assured. 
In the end, the onus is upon us, as the “authors,” to “understand th[e] vocabulary 
and to write what you like with it – but also to enjoy yourself.” (Taha, 2019, p22).

Fig. 05. Ghost in the Shell: (left to right) current view of existing office building with 1:1 material 
model installed; proposed render with memory veil

Source: image source: (left) Google Street View (2020), (right) Groupwork

15 Malpas, J. (2012). Building Memory. Interstices, 13, p.19.
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Narrative, metaphor and fiction serving 
architecture and design

Introduction 
This article explores the farming landscape and village life in Kampos, a 

village on the Greek island of Tinos. Tinos is an Aegean island with a long history 
of agriculture. In Kampos, one of the oldest farming villages of Ti-nos, boundaries 
created by low stone walls and alleyways primarily define the farming landscape 
that permeates village life and its structure. The land-scape appears semi-
artificial, through the construction of countless bounda-ries, rows of cultivation 
ridges and terraces. This article is about boundaries revealed through space, texts, 
movement and habit, Boundaries which rep-resent areas -or rather situations- 
enabling different co-existing levels of in-teraction that are ambiguous and can 
be transformed through negotiation. Negotiation is not possible without language 
and narrative. Language con-sists of communal metaphors, stories and fictional 
beliefs that bind and connect a small community together in a farming landscape 
where the quali-ty of life remains closely connected to nature, architecture, and  
the interplay between private and public realm.

The presence, absence, and negotiation of boundaries in the village, as well 
as the life that flourishes between them and their relationship to men, women 
and ownership,  unfold through fictional and scholarly narratives drawn from 
interviews with the villagers from Kampos. Through these nar-ratives, we see 
how a different situation of ownership and bonding arises when boundaries 
in space are obscure or create a liminal in-between space of negotiation and 
communication. 

Methodology
Primarily through my PhD research, but also through material such as 

contracts, testaments, verbal history and narratives based on the idea of boundary 
and property helped me understand a small community’s percep-tion of ownership 
and dwelling through the different metaphors and inter-pretations that boundaries 
and liminal spaces reflected on their lives. Phe-nomenology and hermeneutics 
helped me further understand and interpret spaces created by boundaries and 
actually existing through stories negotiat-ed or narrated in communal or public 
spaces. Narrative, metaphor and fic-tional narrative were used in order to discover 
and reveal the truth through fiction/story/myth as argued by Ricoeur (2003: 27), 
through the “mediating role” of fiction as a weaving procedure of different things 
that make up life. It is this complexity of life that narrative tries to imitate.

An archive of verbal history was initially created. This consisted of the 
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villagers’ personal stories on important issues in village life, old contracts of 
their properties and other testimonies. Acting mimetically myself, I then cre-ated 
eight fictional narratives based on a metaphor of the villagers’ own metaphors 
of their reality. The narratives were held together by my personal experience 
in the village and with a focus was on boundaries, liminality, ne-gotiation and 
language. I imitated the villagers story-telling, creating fictional narratives out of 
their stories, their spaces, their life with animals, their col-lective life. 

The “spatiality of the stories” was put together and inspired by “the constructed 
space” consisting of a “system of rituals for the major interac-tions of life”, as 
Ricoeur (1996: 72) describes the exchange between the spatiality of the story and 
the temporality of architecture. However, the plot that was created was imaginary. 
This allowed me to fully appreciate Ric-oeur’s (2003: 213) argument about how 
words in a sentence can reveal a discourse in the world, endowing language with 
the function of making im-ages.

a. The role of Metaphor
Τhe stories shared by the small community of the villagers connect lan-

guage with mimetic action, habit, which again connects our bodily and men-
tal experience with the environment, but also place and space. I then became 
aware of the value of metaphor as a natural language of sharing a communal 
way of living connected with the natural and built environment. I was also aware 
of poetic metaphor connected to our  own body in the form of feeling and the 
act of reading that finalises the work, enriching it with new interpre-tations and 
allowing it to be reinterpreted in new historical contexts (Ric-oeur, 2003: 27).

These people’s stories, which consisted of a series of metaphors about the 
nature of dwelling in this part of the world, in this specific landscape, was very 
important  to my project. Gadamer (1976: 20) claims that:

Ιn language and only in it, can we meet what we never “encounter” in the 
world, because we are ourselves and merely what we mean and what we know 
from ourselves.

This knowledge from ourselves also involves emotions, which is an-other way 
of connecting ourselves with space and environment through fic-tion.

b. The role of Imagination 
The fictional narratives that were created were based on collective narra-tives 

and narrations, but also on my personal experience in the small com-munity of 
Kampos, combined in an imaginary plot. They were intended to function in a 
mediatory way through fiction, not by mimesis or duplication but as a creative 
reconstruction. Through this reconstruction, it became clear how Kearney (1989: 
3-6), in connection to the work of Ricoeur, explores the ability of language to 
open up new worlds, not as a collection of the sub-jective, but through productive 
linguistic imagination, “the metaphorical im-agination” (Kearney,1989: 15), as he 
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calls it, which “not only combines the verbal and non-verbal, it also produces new 
meaning by confronting a literal with a figurative sense”. Pérez-Gómez, (1983: 
187) also cites Ricoeur’s preference for a “linguistic model of imagination,” 
in which a visual model replaces the linguistic model, writing that “imagining 
folded into the function of metaphor.”

Moving from description to interpretation, it became clear to me that 
imagination was seen more as a “language” rather than a form of “vision” as Kerney  
(1989: 4-6) claims citing Ricoeur, and imagination is a “semantic innovation”, an 
indispensable agent in the creation of meaning in and through language. Then, 
bringing together the meaning of narrative, imagina-tion and interpretation as 
experienced in the small community of Kampos through its public and private 
realm, but also its landscape, I experienced how “semantic innovation”, in Pérez-
Gómez’s sense (2016: 19) as “linguis-tic (hermeneutic) imagination” allows us to 
examine the relationship be-tween “tradition and innovation”, an indispensable 
element for the “proper social functioning of architecture.” Imagination appears 
common both in language as narrative/ fiction/ story and architecture. 

c. The role of Fiction
The aim of using fiction through a phenomenological and hermeneutical 

approach, was to reveal another architectural dialogue based on language, words 
and narrative as a new “space of experience”, as described by Pérez-Gómez 
(1996-1998, par 5):

Α cosmic or historical world, whichever may be the cultural inheritance of 
the architect) and a “horizon of expectations” (a project that is con-strued by 
means of the architect’s imagination as a better future for the common good).

The fictional narrative in this article uses metaphor and imagination to reveal 
a different version of reality and is also followed by an interpretation based on 
spatial organization, with a hermeneutical intention of  bringing forth another 
reality of the village life. 

Excerpt 1 from fictional narrative: My water 
This time of year, three weeks before Easter, at the edge of the village, at 

the boundaries of the garden areas and the village core, down the wide steps, 
which lead to the peripheral street, the “new well,” as they still call the place 
where the women of the village do their washing, one hears echoes of splashing 
water, female voices, and  the sound of heavy pieces of fabric be-ing moved 
and dragged. It is time to clean the carpets that kept the houses warm and dry. 
In the vaulted space of the new well, in the middle of the back wall of the room, 
the faucet is set against a layer of marble, covered with sporadic mold. On the 
right and left sides, there are cisterns made of stone surfaces; layers of marble 
on each side form the space where burlap is washed by hand. White powdered 



soap lies sprinkled on the stone slate floor. The smell of the new soap blends with 
the traditional green olive oil soap that the older women still use. Clean fabrics, 
soap, rings and watches are usually left on the marble surfaces next to each sink. 
Female hands, red, rough and blistered by the heavy load and the cold water, 
work intensively scrubbing the large volume of fabrics. Water flows down the 
conduits into each basin. Fragiska and Zozefina are chatting in a friendly tone. 
New sto-ries of the village are always welcomed with eagerness and curiosity, 
despite the stress and discomfort. 

Lenio stepped down into the wide stone slate surface. She was carrying some 
koureloudes1 over her shoulder. Her husband had forgotten to carry all the carpets 
and duvets used during the winter when he drove to the wash-ing basins earlier 
this morning. At the time when the first rays of the sun filled the space early that 
morning, Lenio stopped at the threshold of the washing room and called out, 
“Good morning.”

“Good morning, Lenio. What are you washing today, didn’t you finish 
yesterday?” Katerina asked her.

“Eh, do we ever finish? Today, I brought the small carpets that we have in our 
bedrooms. Yakoumis carried the bigger koureloudes for me. In the summer, we 
usually lay them over the concrete benches that we have in our courtyard.” 

As Lenio was settling and putting her pile of patchwork throws, carpets and 
fabrics by her side, Fragiska and Zozefina continued their discussion about 
Antonis, Mathios’ son, and Petris’ niece, Petrina. Marcos, Katerina’s husband, 
had seen them in the fields together the other day and rumours had spread in the 
village that something was possibly going on between those two.

Excerpt 2 from fictional narrative: My water 
Lenio, although she had arrived later than the others, managed to finish her 

work earlier than Zozefina. She started to lay her clean carpets and patchwork 
over the stone walls that formed the boundaries of Katerina’s house opposite 
the washing room across the peripheral street. Soon, the colourful fabric was 
covering most of the rough surface of the stone wall between Katerina’s house 
and her garden. The sun was very hot and right overhead, so the carpets would 
take no more than one or two days to dry. 

Lenio cleaned up the area where she was washing the carpets and got ready to 
leave. Zozefina was waiting for her husband to help her carry the carpets and lay 
them out over their terraces and the sunny parts of their courtyard for them to dry. 

While she was waiting, Katerina showed up, walking hastily towards them. 
“Good afternoon. Whose carpets are hanging all over my wall?” Kate-rina asked. 

1 Carpet woven from rags, patchwork carpets.
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“Lenio’s carpets, Katerina. She left a few minutes ago,” Zozefina re-plied, 
relieved that she hadn’t chosen to dry her carpets on Katerina’s wall. Katerina, 
without any further comment, walked back to the village centre, passing by her 
house and her colourful garden walls.

Lenio had just reached her house, when somebody knocked on her kitchen 
door, at the side of the house that overlooked a narrow alleyway. Lenio had started 
to set the table for lunch waiting for her husband, Yakoumis. When she opened 
the door, she came, to her surprise, face to face with Katerina, “Good afternoon. 
Come upstairs.”

“No, Kyra Lenio, I will not come upstairs. I just wanted to ask you why you 
laid out your carpets on my walls. Would you like me to wash all my carpets and 
come and hang them in the courtyard of your house?2 There are so many walls 
all around that do not belong to anyone. Please come and move them somewhere 
else,” Katerina said and immediately went back down the concrete stairs that led 
to the street. 

Lenio answered casually: “Eh, you know us, the older women…” put-ting her 
hand on her waist “I will go now to collect them.3 But why are they bothering 
you? These walls face the communal street, too.”

“They bother me because they are in front of my house,” Katerina was upset 
and walked nervously and pensively.  On her way back home, where the main 
street of the village meets the alleyway, which leads down to her house and the 
washing rooms, she came across Iosif talking with Marcos, but she didn’t stop. 
She could see Marcos was upset because he was shout-ing at Iosif. “Tell your 
father not to bother me again.”

“And when do I have water?”  Iosif complained. 
“You do not have to tell me which day I am supposed to take water from the 

spring.  I have my contracts. Do not tell me that Tuesday is my day,” Marcos was 
furious.

“I will do so, since you are taking my water!”
“You don’t know anything about the water or your own contract.” Mar-cos 

said and turned angrily his back at Iosif. The two of them separated, setting out 
for their homes without saying goodbye.

2 Filippousi, F. and Vidali, M., 2016. Kampos washing rooms, “θες λέω πρώτα να πλύνω όλα τα 
χαλιά μου να τα απλώσω στην αυλή του σπιτιού σου;” Trans. from Greek by the author.
3 Ibid.
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Interpretation 
This narrative takes place in the present. It demonstrates how water is used 

and distributed in the village, the meaning of communal spaces and the sharing 
of life events. In Kampos, there is private, communal and public water. As a 
boundary, water creates a different situation each time. 

Private water is reflected in the villagers’ contracts as ownership of the flow 
of water from the village’s local spring on specific days and for a spec-ified 
period during the week. There is another form of private water, which involves 
owners of private wells in their fields. Communal water is the wa-ter that the 
villagers share in communal spaces of the village, such as the laundry rooms and 
small water reservoirs, where they allow their animals to drink. Public water is 
the water that the villagers use in their houses, provid-ed by the island’s water 
supply network. Conflicts about water and owner-ship issues do in general arise, 
opening up various areas of negotiation for the villagers of Kampos.  At the same 
time, romance and weddings as life events have a dominant place in gossip and 
discussions in the village.

Fig. 01, 02. Map/ figure ground of the village (scale a, b), Fictional narrative, My water, Well/ 
Plystres on the right.
Source:Maria Vidali

Fig. 03, 04, 05.  Image of  the Well/ Plystres in the village of Kampos.
Source:Maria Vidali
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The well
Water in this fictional story first appears as a communal good in the vil-lage, at 

a place where today women still wash their carpets or heavy fabrics: the laundry 
rooms or plystres. The laundry rooms or the so-called well of Kampos are located 
in the north, at the outskirts of the village, next to the gardens and fields. One 
hundred meters farther north along the path behind the well, towards (the village 
of?) Tarampados, we come across the old well, the source of one of the village’s 
springs. A few meters away from “the well”, as  it is called, at the west and close 
to amaxotos,5 there are other plystres called Kyrmark. These were used in the 
past by the women at the west end of the village when this section was far more 
populated. The plystres used today are next to the street that circles the village 
and connects it with the main road street of the island. This new street has been a 
great help for the villagers, because it allows them to connect with the core of the 
village from every direction. This recently constructed street also allows them to 
carry heavy loads closer to their houses without having to pass through the core 
of the village where they would have to  carry them. 

All around the village, there are water reservoirs along the pathways leading 
to the fields for passing herds. Further on from the core of the vil-lage houses and 
the plystres, there are hoses along the pathways connected to the gardens and the 
fields. These hoses are connected to the village’s cen-tral spring and establish 
a temporal relationship with water for as long as the connection remains. This 
expresses the private use of water in everyday life. The washing rooms are also 
referred to as ‘the well’, as opposed to the old well/washing rooms located by the 
pathway at the northwest of the village. 

However, water from both wells comes from the same spring. Women gather 
at the well in the middle of spring to clean the carpets and heavy fab-rics that 
were used during winter. They will be cleaned and stored until next winter. Some 
of the women ask their husbands to carry them to the basins by car. Women, 
whose houses are in the centre of the village, carry their heavy load on their 
backs and shoulders, descending down the wide steps which connect this end of 
the village with its centre. Just like rooms related to the female domain connected 
with cleaning and reproduction, dark and humid sections of the house such as the 
kitchen and the storage room (Bourdieu, 2006), the laundry rooms at the edge 
of the village let  in sunlight only from the open vault and the main entrance. 
The laundry rooms are women’s communal spaces mainly used in the mornings, 
where women cul-tivate and  engage in a part of their social life connected with 
the nikokyrio6, the cleaning and purification of objects and the maintenance of 
an overall image of a well-ordered house. It is the place where village life is 
discussed. It is also a place where women will compete against each other for 

5 Amaxotos, the asphalt road which leads to the chora (word used locally to describe the island’s 
port area ).
6 Nikokyrio, is the household.
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their dili-gence, effort and cleaning methods. However, the laundry rooms still 
remain a communal space for all the villagers connected to the communal use of 
the water. 

From my personal experience, gossiping offers a type of connection in the 
village, a sharing of common “ground”. This network of relationships creates 
stories, the village’s stories, sometimes more or less fictional, pro-longing and 
extending the village’s social network within everyday life. From a different 
perspective, Dubisch (1986: 202,205) claims that:

the result of the continual battle between secrecy and curiosity that is waged 
between the various families, for where there is a high value on secrecy, any 
attempt to violate this secrecy is seen as a manifestation of hostility,[…] 

The ‘well’ becomes a space where the village’s stories are reproduced, without 
however referring to stories of the families present in the space of the well.

The communal wall
Leaving the carpets to dry on one of the walls that delineate the house of 

Katerina becomes an element of conflict. Katerina moves to the core of the village 
and stands at the bottom threshold of Lenio’s house, at the point where the street 
of the village joins the first steps leading to Lenio’s thresh-old and kitchen - a 
boundary between the communal world of the village and the private world of the 
family. This is a dual perception of the wall as both a private and communal space/
object.  The wall’s properties are fluid and may change depending on whether 
they are covered by Lenio’s carpets or empty: the wall becomes a boundary 
delineating Katerina’s property. 

This is when conflict and negotiation begin, both as nikokyres, women who 
are “concerned with maintaining boundaries and mediating between realms” as 
Dubisch (1986: 208) explains, but also “transforming substances suitable for 
one realm into those proper for another” as they usually do into their kitchens. 
According to Salamone and Stanton (1986: 98) “the nikokyr-io - its perpetuation 
and aggrandizement - is the organisational focus of the nuclear family,”however 
“women’s social prestige, like that of their hus-bands, rests on the public 
recognition of the household’s success.” We can see clearly in this daily conflict 
Salamone and Stanton’s (1986: 99) claim that: 

Τhe concept of public prestige, as realized through the ideal of nikokyrio, is 
no longer applied exclusively to males, thereby affirming the real influence 
of women in village life and the fact, especially recognized in the small 
community, that women too gain public prestige which is of-ten equal too, 
and sometimes greater than, that of their husbands.
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Conclusion
The proposal in the present paper is that a village can be understood and 

perceived through the different versions of reality and that the role of architecture 
can be perceived behind/through the built work as a result of the complexity of 
life.

The village of Kampos reveals a different way of life and spatial under-
standing in an age when architects, planners, and design professionals are 
focused on ecological and cultural or architectural sustainability while strug-
gling to find novel and ever more efficient solutions. Despite changes that 
devolve from external imperatives, these ways of life and spatial under-standing 
in the village, dating to a time long past, continue to contribute to a physically 
and psychologically healthy and fulfilling lifestyle that extends from the private 
sphere to the public realm. 

Metaphor, narrative and fiction are presented as tools for the architects for a 
broader understanding of what the world that we design for really is, escaping 
from the preoccupation of what this world should be according to contemporary 
social and political commandments, as also urban rules that do not reflect a 
deep understanding of the village reality. Metaphor, narrative and fiction allow 
different versions of reality to emerge. They equip archi-tects with a way to 
interpret the local tradition into a contemporary way of living and innovation, 
without responding to architecture and dwelling through form and fashion 
but forcing them to reveal the social and ethical function of architecture, a 
“meaningful regionalism” (Pérez-Gómez, 2016: 193) related with humans and 
the environment. For young architects it is extremely important to develop an 
understanding based on the different ex-periences that take place in the village 
structure because these can lead to interpretations of architecture and design 
closer to a human way of living and the actual complexity of life. 

Fig. 06, 07. Image of  the core of the village and its allies.
Source:Maria Vidali
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Gamefulness in Machizukuri: a Narrative Review        
of Games in Japanese Community Development 

Introduction 
Games are no longer perceived as mere entertainment and purposeless fun. 

Instead, they are rediscovered as systems to learn from to solve problems in real 
life. In fact, many researchers take interest in concepts such as the “gamification 
of society” or “playful cities”. Today, the application of games in urban design 
and planning is a growing field of research and practice. This paper studies 
gamefulness in machizukuri. The former can be defined as a purposeful playful 
mindset, whereas the latter is a Japanese word simply translated as “community 
development”. The research questions of this paper are: How does the narrative 
of gamefulness inspire and influence the machizukuri process? And what are the 
approaches and tools employed in machizukuri to evoke a gameful engagement? 
To this end, this paper provides a narrative review based on the MDA game 
framework. The findings characterize the current state of game design in 
machizukuri and how the narrative of gamefulness is used for community making.  
Keywords: Machizukuri, Gamefulness, Playfulness, Gameful design, Serious 
games, Community development, Participatory urban design.

Background
What is machizukuri

Machizukuri is a wide range of processes for citizen engagement in improving 
living environments. It can be simply translated as “Community development”, 
“Community making” or “Community building”. However, it is difficult to fully 
incorporate the concept of machizukuri into one of these keywords (Sorensen and 
Funck, 2007; Satoh, 2020). The word “machi” could be translated as “a place and 
its community”, and “-zukuri” means “to make and to enhance” (Satoh, 2020). 
Sorensen and Funk (2007) describe machizukuri as: 

An enormous outpouring of local energy into attempts to achieve more 
bottom–up input into local place management in which local citizens play an 
active role in environmental improvement and management processes.1

1 Sorensen, A. & Funck, C. (eds) (2007). Living Cities in Japan: Citizens’ Movements, 
Machizukuri and Local Environments. Florence: Taylor & Francis Group. p.1.  
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In comparison to toshikeikaku (urban planning), machizukuri is a “small-¬ 
scale urban design that arises out of citizen participation.” (Hein, 2001 cited by 
Satoh, 2020). It can be illustrated as the software side of city making, whereas 
urban planning represents the hardware. In machizukuri, the process is an end 
in itself before the outcome. It is a narrative of belonging to a community and 
collaborating to build shared places (Satoh, 2020, p.236). In this paper, we 
explore how adding another narrative of gamefulness blends with the narrative of 
machizukuri through a study of game design. 
Gamefulness, Playfulness and related concepts 

Gamefulness, Playfulness, game and play are interconnected concepts but 
distinct in nature and characteristics. There are several definitions of these 
concepts that cannot be all mentioned in this paper, but we selected the most 
relevant to the research topic at hand. 

Stenros (2015, p.201) describes playfulness as the mindset at the core of 
playing and gaming. Playfulness generates play when it is socially shared and 
takes the form of games when these shared acts are codified (Ibid., p.201). 
McGonigal (2015, p.654) distinguishes between being playful and being gameful. 
She describes playfulness as a free and purposeless state, in which goals are 
discovered and reinvented spontaneously along the way, whereas gamefulness 
is playfulness in addition to a specific goal requiring the player to work hard and 
learn skills. This is in agreement with Caillois’s concept of paidas (playing) and 
ludus (gaming), as two poles of play activities (Caillois cited by Deterding et al., 
2011). Deterding et al. (2011, p.11) describe “serious games” as “full-fledged 
games for non-entertainment purposes”, whereas a gameful design incorporates 
some elements of games (Ibid., p.11). However, the authors acknowledge that the 
boundaries are often blurry between serious games and gameful design. Dalponte 
Ayastuy, Torres and Fernández (2021) clarify that within a gameful design, the 
player is conscious of doing a task that is not a game component. 

In Japanese culture, playfulness and seriousness are in many contexts two 
facets of the same coin. For example, the playful spirit that is embedded in sacred 
religious events such as Matsuri (Cox, 2005), the encouraged Asobigokoro 
(playful mindset) attitude towards work (Rodriguez del Alisal, 2005), the serious 
attitude of training for Karaoke (Kelly, 2005), and how playfulness facilitated 
the acceptance and development of new technology such as Karakuri puppets 
(entertainment robots) (Yamaguchi, 2005). This cultural influence plays a role in 
the way people interact with games and how game elements affect their behaviour.
Applying Game design in the urban decision-making process

The exploration of the potential of game applications in urban fields started in 
the 1960s. Alfrink (2015, p.532) argues that gameful design can be adopted as a 
generative approach contributing to the creation of people-centred urban spaces. 
He adds that the application of gameful design in “soft urbanism” -which he 
defines as a less formal community engagement- is particularly interesting, due 
to gameful design’s participatory nature (Ibid., p.535). 
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Some examples of incorporating games in the urban design or planning 
process are the workshops by James Rojas (Alfrink, 2015 p.550), through which 
he invites citizens to use colourful objects to propose urban solutions improving 
their neighbourhoods. Another example is Play the City by Ekim (Tan, 2016). This 
project includes a series of workshops that employ game elements such as role-
play and invite participants to interact with a physical model. The author reports 
that some propositions resulting from the game sessions were actually realised, 
which Tan describes as “Generative city games” (Tan, 2016). Furthermore, 
Poplin, (2012) introduces the concept of playful public participation in urban 
planning, which includes a set of playful activities such as storytelling, walking 
(physically or virtually), sketching, etc. She also introduces an online serious 
game called NextCampus. Poplin argues that serious non-competitive games have 
the potential of encouraging collaboration and cooperation instead of tension and 
conflict. Nevertheless, the author highlights the issue of how seriously the results 
of a serious game could be considered as the actual opinions of the players, 
especially for online games (Ibid.,2012, p.10). 

Methods
A literature search of the intersection between machizukuri and ludic concepts 

was undertaken. The review strategy and criteria are presented in the table below 
(Tab.01).

The search was completed on March 10th, 2021 and resulted in 116 documents 
including: journal articles (86), books (6), conference proceedings (1), dissertations 
(13), reviews (8) and reference entries (2). Title and abstract screening involved 
any document describing machizukuri games, and yielded 9 articles and books, 
including 1 article in the Japanese language (Shinobe, 2002). One article (Okada, 
Fang and Kilgour, 2013) briefly referenced 2 previous works that are already part 
of the search results. Upon full screening of all the documents, 14 machizukuri 

Selection Strategy Exclusion criteria

Data sources: University Database: Web of Science; Scopus; 
JSTOR; Elsevier; IEEE; Sage; Taylor and Francis; Brill; CUP; 
Wiley; NLM; OUP; Journals, books and articles published 
in Japan; institutional repositories; National Diet Library’s 
Japanese Periodicals Index, J-Stage, institutional repositories, 
Japan Knowledge; and other databases.

Search string: machizukuri AND (playful* OR fun OR game* 
OR gamif* OR enjoy*)

Target items: Studies that fulfil the search string; all resource 
types except book reviews and grey literature; Studies written in 
English or at least the abstract is written in English.

Publication period: Open.

Studies that did not 
report on the use of games in 
machizukuri.

Grey literature.

Table 01. Selection strategy and exclusion criteria.
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games were identified2. Considering the variety of approaches to game design 
and reporting, a narrative review seemed the most appropriate. We adopted the 
MDA (Mechanics, Dynamics, Aesthetics) framework developed by Hunicke, 
Leblanc and Zubek, (2004) to study machizukuri games. MDA is a formal model 
to decompose gameful designs. From the player’s perspective, Aesthetics are the 
first component of interaction, which corresponds to emotional and intellectual 
experiences such as discovery and expression (Hunicke, Leblanc and Zubek, 
2004, p.2). This correlates with the PLEX (Playful Experiences) framework 
(Arrasvuori et al. 2011) which identifies 22 categories of experiences that are 
inherently playful. Creating the Aesthetics are the Dynamics: the ways of playing 
a game, like coordination and time pressure (Hunicke, Leblanc and Zubek, 2004, 
p.3). Finally, supporting the Dynamics are the Mechanics: the setting and rules of 
the game (Ibid, p.4). 

The results were summarised and tabulated according to game design elements 
(Tab.02). The tabulation was based on the datasheet designed by Tao et al. (2021). 

After examining the characteristics of the games, they were categorised 
through perceptual maps, according to 4 axes: Gamefulness, Outcome, Interface, 
and Process. Based on the background literature research presented in the first 
part of this paper, the axis of gamefulness encompasses two dimensions: playful 
and gameful. This axis being the primary focus of the study, was combined with 
three other axes: outcome (abstract/substantial) (see Diag.01), interface (offline/
online) (see Diag.02), and process (individual/negotiated) (see Diag.03). The 
results of the analysis were integrated into the discussion topics below. 

Findings
Machizukuri context and Activities

Most of the reported games focus on the initial phases of machizukuri, whereby 
participants are mainly invited to learn about a topic (history and culture of an 
area, disaster prevention, negotiation skills, urban concepts), explore (walk in a 
place), and express (Talk, write, draw, take pictures). Diversely, games by Satoh 
(2019), (Shimura, 2007) and Sanoff (2017) are concerned with the urban design 
process, in which participants collaborate to produce a spatial design proposition 
that eventually could impact the urban decision-making process.

2 Some articles and books describe more than one machizukuri game. The series of games called 
“Machizukuri design game(s)” described by Satoh (2019, 2020) and Shimura (2007) (Tab.02), 
was initially developed in collaboration between the authors (Shimura and Satoh, 1998). 
However, the authors’ definitions, naming and applications of these games were distinct in their 
recent work. Hence, the series of games were tabulated and analysed independently to account for 
their characteristics in the analysis and evaluation of the results. 
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Table 02. (continued)
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Overall, from the outcome perspective, we observe three design characteristic 
groups within the reported machizukuri games (Diag.01): (1) Playful with abstract 
ends, (2) gameful with substantial ends, (3) games with abstract ends. In other 
words, when the end result is non-consequential on the decision-making level, 
playful explorative formats, or games inspired (such as card or board games) 
formats are adopted. However, when the games are expected to be generative 
city games (Tan, 2016), meaning that the outcomes can impact urban decisions, 
a gameful design is preferred, whereby game elements are employed to support 
serious tasks of machizukuri. This observation correlates with the statement of 
Deterding et al. (2011) that gameful systems allow for openness of experience 
and a wide range of modes of engagement, alternating between playful, gameful 
and serious mindsets.   

Diag. 01. Machizukuri game outcome

Diag. 03. Machizukuri game actions/process

Diag. 02. Machizukuri player interface
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Game design approach 
Most of the reviewed studies had little detail about their conceptual approach to 

game design. Only two studies were explicit about their approach: Sakakibara and 
Kimura (2013) based their game design on behavioural game theory, and Shinobe 
(2002) adopted concepts of playful and pro-active learning and mentioned that 
playfulness (Asobigokoro) was central to the game design process.

Furthermore, the reported reasons for choosing to use games in machizukuri 
focus on the effectiveness of games as a set of tools or techniques to achieve a 
certain serious outcome. The lack of a more thorough discussion about the impact 
of game design on the quality of the experience of participants in machizukuri 
is observed. Additional research about the quality of participants’ experiences 
in Machizukuri, and an explicit approach to game design on the theoretical and 
practical levels might be a direction for further development. 

However, four studies (Yamori, 2020; Aiba et al., 2017; Sanoff, 2017; 
Shinobe, 2002) involved potential game players in designing the game itself. 
This approach aligns with participatory design, whereby personal experiences 
and views are valued more democratically, resulting in better games.
Player interface and setting

All the reviewed games are based on physically being present in the same 
space and are played in a workshop format, over one to multiple sessions 
(Diag.02). The players interact mainly with an analog interface (printed maps, 
physical models, cards, etc.), or a combination of analog and digital elements 
(Satoh, 20202; Shimura, 2007). Machizukuri games could benefit from further 
implementation of online interfaces, such as broadcasting game workshops 
through social media and online voting (Tan, 2016, p.279). This is becoming an 
increasingly promising line of research development with the current COVID-19 
pandemic circumstances. 
Playfulness as a communication and expression approach 

In all the reviewed studies, game design has been used to foster good 
communication and encourage self-expression. This is particularly related 
to the Japanese context, in which the concepts of Honne (deep motive or true 
intention) and Tatemae (Superficial words) code social behaviors (Davies and 
Ikeno, 2002, p.117). Usually, Japanese people avoid expressing their thoughts 
in a straightforward manner, which might not be good for making collective 
decisions.

Out of the reviewed machizukuri games, all the games with substantial 
outcomes required players to collaborate and negotiate to complete game tasks 
(Diag.03). Conflict mediation is especially important for this group of games. 
Sanoff (2017) reported that games in small groups contributed to defusing 
aggression often evident in large group settings or public hearings. Satoh (2020) 
also accounts for the role of machizukuri games in facing contradictions and 
overcoming conflicts. He adds that the playful manner of machizukuri workshops 
facilitates sharing ideas and reaching win-win situations. 
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With a playful mindset, players can have a dual perspective of a situation, a 
“meta-communication” (Bateson, 1955 cited by Stenros, 2015, p.202). Similar 
to acting, Bateson frames this meta-message between players as “These actions, 
in which we now engage, do not denote what would be denoted by those actions 
which these actions denote.” (Bateson, 1955 cited by Stenros, 2015, p.202), 
which encourages a less serious perception of arguments. In addition, Tan (2016, 
p.278) points out how role-play moderates conflicts. By asking players to take on 
another’s role, a shift in perspective is created, cultivating a better understanding of 
different points of view while still expressing and applying personal experiences. 
Furthermore, Chosokabe, Umeda and Sakakibara (2016) highlight the framing 
effect “wording” has on people’s behaviours as recognised in the science of 
decision making. Likewise, the simple act of naming machizukuri activities as 
“gēmu” (games) creates a narrative of playfulness that is harnessed by gameful 
design, thereby lessening tension between participants, encouraging expression 
of opinions, and toning down conflicts.
Player’s feedback and game evaluation

Only two studies (Shimura, 2007; Shinobe, 2002) reported conducting surveys 
asking participants to evaluate the machizukuri game. Shimura (2007) inquired 
about how the employed conference tools facilitated simulating design objectives 
and interacting with other stakeholders, and how they can be improved. Diversely, 
Shinobe (2002) investigated how fun was the experience of learning through a 
card game, how participating in designing the cards influenced the respondents’ 
experience, and finally, possible improvements to the game design. Overall, we 
suggest that further assessment of players’ experience, challenges and issues that 
emerged in the game design, might be a useful basis for the future development 
of machizukuri games. 

Significance beyond the Japanese context
Although this work focuses on the Japanese case, there are a couple of 

observations that could be beneficial across contexts. 
Firstly, unlike participatory urban design in other contexts, the end goals of 

machizukuri activities are both physical by changing the urban form and the built 
environment and intangible through building a sense of community and bottom-
up forms of democracy (Satoh, 2020). Hence, the process of getting together with 
others to create meaningful urban places is valued for itself (Sorensen and Funck, 
2007). In fact, we could observe from the case studies above that the usage of 
game elements focused on and aimed at facilitating social interaction between 
participants. 

As in the meaning of the word “machi” being a place with its community, 
the process of collaborative design in machizukuri is viewed as a social activity 
to achieve community making. This interestingly correlates with the gameful 
approach, whereby the essence is to enjoy playing the game regardless of 
winning or losing. In other words, although the final objective in urban and 
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architectural practices is to create a master plan or agree on a design proposal, 
the implementation of gameful and playful elements purely for encouraging 
social connection with others, could improve the quality and efficiency of the 
collaboration process and inspire long term engagement.

Secondly, the awareness of the impact of culture on the way that gameful 
design influences people’s behaviour is another beneficial aspect. The studied 
machizukuri games demonstrate careful consideration of the influence that the 
Japanese culture has on people’s behaviour. For example, as mentioned previously, 
the usage of a game narrative encourages people to express their honest opinions. 
Accordingly, based on the cultural characteristics of a community, gameful 
design can be applied as a tool to enhance or discourage certain attitudes, in order 
to facilitate the process of collective reflection and decision-making. 

Limitations
This paper’s literature search strategy focused mainly on literature written 

in the English language. The narrative review adopted in this study has benefits 
and shortcomings. The main benefit being that it allows for greater flexibility 
in characterizing machizukuri games and situating them within the broader 
context of gameful participatory urban design. It is also relevant to the diverse 
descriptions and reporting of machizukuri games. However, this approach 
required interpretation, especially when some game design details are missing. 
Hence, the findings of this review should be received on that basis.    

Conclusions
This review provides a narrative survey of the prevailing trends in designing 

machizukuri games, including machizukuri activity, game design approach, 
application, and evaluation. We conclude that gamefulness is indeed used as a 
narrative in machizukuri to create a common ground and a shared energy, to 
ease communication and interaction between members of a community. Overall, 
most of the machizukuri games were used for educational purposes. Games 
that targeted urban design process and decision making were characterized by 
a gameful design that favoured a goal-oriented attitude with an implicit playful 
layer. In addition, we observed a lack of a more explicit discussion about game 
design approach and evaluation of the quality of the players’ experience, which 
might benefit future development of machizukuri games. Finally, we suggest 
that diversifying the tools employed to harness gamefulness in machizukuri is 
an important direction for future research. Notably, the implementation of online 
technologies to support citizens in addressing spatial issues and building social 
connections beyond space and time constraints, is a promising line of research 
exploration.   
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Architectural Narrative and the Promise of the 
Not Yet 

Introduction 
This paper discusses the importance of narrative in an architectural design 

project, as an enabler of hope, the not yet conscious revealed through processes of 
drawing and making. This paper primarily focuses on the academic design project, 
as ideas and positive thinking are necessary to embellish the requirements of the 
design studio. We will discuss hope in line with the work of German Philosopher, 
Ernst Bloch and his magnum opus, The Philosophy of Hope (1954, 1955, 1959). 
We have utilised Bloch’s expressionist view of hope and aligned this with the 
postgraduate architectural design project, as a space for design innovation to 
manifest and as an illuminator of a better future through imagination (Leach, 
1997: 39).  The academic studio benefits from the lack of budgetary and client 
constraints, but allows the student to critically assess a brief, what we considered, 
hope. The design studio offers a space for unburdened questioning of a future not 
yet or never to be but enables creative expression and exploration to thrive. The 
main objectives of this paper are:

• Present the link between representation and hope
• Hope as design studio methodology, connecting social values and  
 creative expression
• Case study projects with hope as an agenda, presented through drawing 
 and making.
For the purposes of this paper, narrative and hope are indistinct, serving social, 

political, or technological agendas.
Any good architectural project, conceptual or built typically draws upon 

recognisable motifs and/or historical reference. For example, Niall Mclaughlin’s 
Bishop Edward King Chapel derives a narrative from the poetry of Seamus 
Heaney’s Lightening’s viii, and the nave, closely related to the navis of a ship. A 
subtle, yet elegant motif to reinforce the design.  Such narratives are drawn from 
recollection, a reproduction of the past in combination with existing elements 
(Bloch, 1995: 196).  Architectural design involves a personal grappling to 
develop an idea, therefore requires research, experimentation, and imagination. 
However, the former two are nothing without the latter, as imagination opens an 
anticipatory opportunity, transforming at each stage of the design process from i) 
sketch(es), ii) concept, iii) technical and iv) construction. In this paper, i) and ii) 
are the key stages of the design studio, as forebearers of hope.
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Promise of the Not Yet
The architectural design studio is a for dialogue to flourish. However, dialogue 

is not narrative through spoken word, but a representational dialogue through 
drawing and making, a longer means of communication, stretching as far back 
as 3400BC from cave paintings in Indonesia, the first evidence of a graphical 
language using pictographs and symbols. The beauty of drawing is its almost 
‘universal language’ yet, may not be interpreted in the way an author intends. The 
architectural project is by nature an act of progressive perception that can surpass 
itself through creative thinking. This is because the act of drawing involved 
looking again, the not yet and perhaps the never to be, a posse ad esse non valet 
consequentia1. It is the environment for discussion hermeneutics, the relationship 
between many discourses of the possible (Rorty, 1979). It is not considered as 
a common ground between student and critic, but as a space for constructive 
disagreement and an opportunity to celebrate transformative ideas. Most design 
projects begin with the sketch, typically quick, intuitive reaction to a brief. 
The architectural sketch reveals a designer’s imagination, something not yet 
manifest but (at least), initially defined, as Bloch (1995: 119) defines “intellectual 
productivity, creation, as full of not yet conscious material” particularly found 
in youth creativity. Imagination opens the possibility to change the world, a 
description of a possible future, for the architect, sketching is an emancipatory 
exercise, a germinal vision for something more. The making conscious of an 
idea is entrenched in neurological research, the initiator of an idea, “the waking 
dream” of a design (Bloch, 2000: 104). As asserted by Bloch, the sketch is the 
moment where warm (passion) and cold (reason) streams of consciousness merge 
to produce a synthesis. However, this synthesis is finite for satisfying an initial 
waking conscious. This affords a feedback loop or iterations, as Psarra (1998: 1) 
states “the relationship between the cognitive process and drawings as based on 
the eye reinterpreting what the hand has done.” The speed of sketches is inherent 
to the need to surrender the waking dream to paper, yet each time reinterpreted 
anew. The nature of the sketch is but its undefinition, both defining the undefined 
and an undefined definition, but a record (Goldschmidt, 1994: 162). These records 
undergo a process of radical refinement through a design process that need not be 
an interpretation of the existing world, but instead a way to change it Hope, at this 
stage of a design is the ability to think through that which is not yet.

Notable architectural works have sparked such debate, including Yokohama 
Ferry terminal (FOA architects), Vitra Fire Station (Zaha Hadid), Sendai 
Mediateque (Toyo Ito). Each of these projects emphasises the drawing as a 
purveyor of hope. The drawing forth of contestation and debate is a positive act 
of significant design, or as posited by Kwinter (2004: 3) “the [projects] perpetual 
instability”. Thus, the conceptual sketch is an opportunity for disagreement. The 
paradox then is that hope needs abandon to be close by. The ability to challenge the 

1 there is no necessary development from potential to being.
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“traditionally”2 pleasing would be unattainable without questioning the present, 
in search for something new, to challenge that which we know. Each of the 
projects mentioned above had to take its share of risks, challenging convention, 
and offering hope for something more. It may be argued that the design process is 
intrinsically esoteric curating debate. Yet this revolution is the act that can change 
the world, “overturning of all circumstances in which humanity is degraded, 
subjugated, forsaken, contemptible being”. (Bloch, 1995: 1355).  Properly 
understood, the Not-Yet-Conscious in the design may initiate real possibilities 
for social development and potentials for human liberation. The manifestation 
of the final design is not necessarily the end of the project’s potentiality, but 
simply a marker to instigate critique and debate, allowing further exploration and 
potentiality. The final project is still the “not yet become”, the hermeneutics of 
design still call forth a longing, expectation, and hope. (Abusaada and Elshater, 
2016: 4).

This study will now examine a few design projects from our postgraduate 
studio, presenting their narrative and the possibility of hope for the future.

01 – The Moon Catcher (Student 01)

The Moon Catcher is a response to key contemporary challenges facing 21st 
century London, namely loneliness and mental wellbeing.  One of urbanity’s most 
prevalent issues is the nefarious use of technology and social media to intimidate 
and bully others. This anonymous platform enables the generation of social hate 
crimes without accountability. This, coupled with addictive use patterns, has led 
to social media having a severe detrimental impact on the health and wellbeing 
of individuals, predominately young people. It has caused anxiety, depression 

2 We use traditionally in a loose way, to depict anything that has come prior to the present.

Fig. 01. Architectural narrative representation – The Moon Catcher.
Source: Piotr Smiechowicz, Studio 23



and devastatingly, even suicide, and affects around 2 million Londoners each 
year, almost 25% of the city’s population, isolating even the most intimate 
aspects of our lives. Pairing this with the current global pandemic and extended 
periods of isolation the problem is only exacerbated. The Loneliness Experiment 
conducted by Radio 4 (2018) reported that 40% of people aged 16-24 feel lonely 
and disconnected despite the large number of online friends that social media 
platforms promote, such as Facebook or Instagram. We close ourselves off into 
proverbial “bubbles of loneliness”, abandoning our nature in favour of virtual 
reality.

The goal of The Moon Catcher was to develop a symbiosis between building 
and user, between atmosphere and feeling, enabling young people to connect 
with the beauty of nature and escape from the blue light of the screen for a 
reconstructed social collective.  The historic significance of the site, namely 
Soho’s 24hour nightlife culture and its internationally recognised sex industry 
become crucial in a redefinition of the meaning of ‘pleasure’, to breakdown walls 
of loneliness and offer hope for new human release. Epicureanism defines two 
types of pleasure, for the body and the mind. Following this philosophy, the moon, 
in its celestial nature proved capable of interacting with both these human factors 
in literal and metaphorical form. The moon has an enormous influence on human 
well-being, as well as their behaviour and mood. The moon became the main 
driver for the project, interacting with the building functionally, aesthetically, and 
atmospherically, informing the narrative and realisation of the project. Research 
into the moon’s specific impact on human behaviour is difficult to define due to 
the large number of possible variables. 

Fig. 02. Sketches - the thinking process.
Source: Piotr Smiechowicz, Studio 23

Fig. 03. Analysis of the lunar impact on Earth.
Source: Piotr Smiechowicz, Studio 23
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This is discussed by Professor Wehr (2018) who explains the phases of the 
moon and its impact on our well-being causing detrimental health conditions 
such as depression and sleep deprivation. Certain hypotheses believe this is 
because of the intensity of the light reflected from the moon’s surface, correlated 
with fluctuations from the electromagnetic field surrounding the Earth. These 
disturbances correspond, inter alia, to the influence of lunar gravity, which also 
determines the ebb and flow of the sea. This project defines these relationships 
and, in turn their negative influences into fully controlled positive experiences. 
This is a critical element to determine the success of the project. The experiences 
attributed to the moon phase can be divided into 4 main influences, New Moon3, 
First Quarter4, Full Moon5, Last Quarter6

Fig. 04. Model of captured moonlight.
Source: Piotr Smiechowicz, Studio 23

Fig. 05. Development of moon catchers.
Source: Piotr Smiechowicz, Studio 23

3 a time favourable for the new beginning, new relationship
4 a time to commutation the energy, right moment to start a diet
5 high libido, disturbed hormones, the sleepwalker will go for a long walk at night
6 a time for reflection and rest, we are less tired of physical and mental activity, food taste 
much better
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The Moon Catcher attempts a detailed analysis of the tides caused by the 
moons’ location and its relationship to the River Thames. The design makes 
effort to celebrate this phenomenon as a forebearer of hope for an architecture 
that learns from nature to improve social well-being. Combining invisible energy 
with technological innovations such as programmable materials and 4D printing. 
It opens the possibility of designing architectural components able to infer 
movements from lunar gravity, whilst finding real reflection in tangible form. The 
architecture set to the 24hour life in Soho and was further reinforced by way of 
a double entendre, using the wolf as a symbolic metaphor. This nocturnal animal 
not only evokes visual reference to the moon, but the wolf’s ritualistic howling 
stances informed the individual mood catchers, whilst aligning with the location 
of the moon at specific points in its cycle, reflecting direct moonlight onto the 
users within the lunar beach, releasing their inner wolf. 

During the day, users can broaden their knowledge of the relationship between 
cosmology and mental health, whilst stretching-out on the craterous urban beach. 
At dusk, collective moon bathing becomes the dernier cri in Soho, welcoming 
extra-terrestrial pleasures across the moon’s 8-phase cycle, before retiring to a 
private hotel room at the first light of dawn. This project exemplifies the notion 
of an architectural narrative as the progenitor of hope, celebrating a natural 
phenomenon for the betterment of its users. This architecture was driven by a 
need to serve society, emotionally and physically. Only then was it possible to 
supplement the idea with expressive tools to achieve its desired intentions. It 
offers a hopeful future to revivify a care for the self, so lost in urban life.

Fig. 06. Final cross-section of proposed building.
Source: Piotr Smiechowicz, Studio 23
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02 - Light sucker / star energy (Student 02)

This project intertwines hope and light. The benefits of natural light have 
been widely researched in architectural projects from Louis Kahn, Le Corbusier, 
and Tadao Ando. The Light Sucker derives from extensive research into the 
hierarchy of natural light, the sun, and the stars. Architecturally, the power of 
the sun has been an influencer for positive well-being and health. The solarium 
is an established typology, celebrating the benefits of passive light and heat on 
its users. Whereas, this typology is rarely seen in the UK, advances in affordable 
technologies are enabling questioning toward personal solariums across the 
city, a new power network for individuals to collect and emit, Londoners need 
light showers! Further to this, the project celebrates the night sky by limiting 
the number of artificial lights illuminating the city, reducing light pollution, 
and allowing the stars to reveal themselves once again. This follows the Dark 
Sky Movement’s agenda to preserve our natural sky in urban areas. Hence, The 
Light Suckers were formed, a cluster of spheres acting within a giant network, 
modulating the exposure of the sunlight, and working collectively to absorb and 
store light. This project focuses on the theme of power and vitality of sunlight, 
and the beauty of darkness.

Fig. 07. Architectural narrative representation – The Light Palace.
Source: Yianna Moustaka, Studio 23

Fig. 08. Sketches and thinking process of Light Suckers.
Source: Yianna Moustaka, Studio 23
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The project initiated with a detailed analysis into the human proportions 
and its relationship with architecture. A timeless study dating as far back as the 
Egyptian cubit, one of the most widely used measurements in the ancient world 
(Morrison, 2010), which time and again has been revisited by architects. An 
analysis of the Greek proportions ensued, specifically, the 9 muse Goddesses, 
each as a personification of the arts. This unpacking of universal geometries led 
to the narrative drawing to present prosperity for the future from history.  The 
beauty found in the bodily proportions exemplify a natural perfection. The body’s 
symmetry and structure create a sense of eurythmia. The initial research into 
natural light revealed that natural sunlight appears differently in different global 
contexts, for instance, the light in the UK is much more diffuse than the sun 
in Cyprus. Primarily, this led to initial sketches to question the power of light 
as an enforcing nature of good, although the same sun sheds light and warmth 
across the globe, can light be transferred through a network of Light Suckers? 
Ultimately, creating a new way of living and interacting with the sun. This opened 
the opportunity to redefine the night sky, using the natural light, supporting a 
healthier city and a source of Vitamin D, reducing depression, and strengthening 
our immune systems.

Fig. 09.Design development of Light Suckers.
Source: Yianna Moustaka, Studio 23

Fig. 10. Experimental models of light suckers.
Source: Yianna Moustaka, Studio 23
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Following cosmic studies of the ecosystem and the dancing between planets, 
notably Venus, the project researched the movement and patterns of the planets to 
generate architectural drawings and models. These studies led to various recordings 
to measure and record star light. The observations on the brightness and quality of 
light in different geographic locations led to the studies into evolutionary cosmic 
golden spheres.  The context of Grosvenor Square was the perfect testbed for 
this new environmental and social architecture. The now defunct US embassy, as 
designed by Eero Saarinen, no longer houses the diplomatic body of the “land of 
hope and dreams” (Springsteen, 1999), but instead welcomes reinterpretation as 
a 21st century light solarium for the city. The analysis from studies of the existing 
Saarinen façade and structure, along with the context of Grosvenor Square, led 
to the concept of light suckers integrated to the façade of the palace. This not 
only floods the internal spaces with natural light, collected from each sucker, but 
also supports a more democratic sustainable approach to light and its benefits to 
society.  The Light Suckers are more than independent solar panels, and work as 
a network to store, share and emit light, when and where needed. Behind this the 
mechanics of the light sucker architecture, manufacturing spaces, light storage, 
and social resting spaces. Spatially the project responds on local level to the 
needs of the users and their interaction with the quality of light across seasons 
and locations.

Fig. 11. Body proportion action drawing.
Source: Yianna Moustaka, Studio 23
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Conclusion
This paper has discussed how hope is structured into the academic design 

studio through a particular design methodology presented within the context of 
two postgraduate projects. The architectural design studio is the space for drawing 
and making and thus where hope may manifest. We have suggested that although 
imagination is inherent within a designer, a design process is critical for a project 
to be realised, moving between visual representation and formal diagrams, 
through to functional application within a particular context, developed through a 
process of iteration.  We have argued that the initial material sketch or maquette 
is a condition for an architecturally sound thinking process, whereby the open-
endedness of the sketch or maquette allows a student’s imagination to flourish, 
undergoing a process of looking again. This freedom is that of the not yet, we 
suggest that a sketch has no definite qualities, material, or details, yet it presents 
a potential to bring forth a developed design idea through to visual representation 
and critical thinking. 

Further to this, we have also mentioned the challenge faced when confidence 
in the first idea wanes early on, such that sketches, and maquettes may be shelved 
if the student does not recognise this potential or see their own idea as naïve and 
uninformative for the lay observer. This is a primary concern in the process of 
design, as under-confidence can deny a student from realising their full potential, 
but also reduce the project’s conceptual development, and ultimately lead to a 
gradual loss of hope. At each stage of the process, hope may continue to be lost 
and rediscovered as each overlay entitles the student to continue their questioning 
and the resolution of an idea. Indeed, the sketch will inevitably be formalised as 
the process continues, yet there is no tried and tested one size fits all approach 
to success, as each project may be interpreted differently, aligned to individual 
preferences and abilities. 

From the two projects discussed it is apparent that the sketch or maquette 
is not necessarily an object with aesthetic qualities; rather a means to an end, a 
way to represent initial intent with unincumbered potential. Such first attempts to 
consolidate an idea is what we term as hope, and this paper has shown how two 
projects experimented with ideas and sketches to elevate hope into a proposal for 
the viewer or, as Dernie (2013) has noted about drawing, as a method to engage 
the observer in material space, “open and completed in ‘unreal’ objects” existing 
between the imagination and the sketch. On this basis, the sketch entitles itself 
to be esoteric, an allusion to an idea, a conversation between the paper, ink, and 
student, before material decisions are made and indelible to the design process. 
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Visual Storytelling as a Communication Method 
in Architectural Design Domain 

Introduction 
The Cambridge dictionary defines storytelling as “the activity of writing, 

telling, or reading stories”. It has been one of the most important social activities 
since the prehistoric times. It prevailed among oral traditions of many cultures 
of the world. For example, according to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, the 
oral traditions exerted their own influence on contemporary African literature 
(Gunner, 2002):

Storytelling is alive, ever in transition, never hardened in time. Stories are not 
meant to be temporally frozen; they are always responding to contemporary 
realities, but in a timeless fashion. Storytelling is therefore not a memorized 
art. The necessity for this continual transformation of the story has to do with 
the regular fusing of fantasy and images of the real, contemporary world.

In this respect, it is possible to say that the traditional storytelling is a sensory 
union of image and idea. More recently the storytelling became a research 
method. Initially, it was used to analyse and to compose written texts, but since 
the 1960s, it has been applied gradually to other disciplines, including architecture 
(Molinari, Bigiotti, 2014). The specifics of the architectural design means that 
storytelling in this domain should merge with visual communication methods.

The logical system of storytelling is of great importance for media of any 
kind. It is due to the fact that information could be perceived as a collection of 
memories. In this regard, storytelling becomes a strategic device to remember 
them – for example, an experiment conducted at the Stanford’s Graduate School 
of Business revealed that only five percent of students remembered the stats, but 
a whole 63% remembered the story (Lindsay, 2015, p.10-11).

In the light of the above, it is clear that storytelling may significantly support 
educational process. However, this method proved its usefulness in various 
fields: humanities, science and engineering. It is not surprising then, that 
storytelling became a “buzz” concept also in architectural domain. It is discussed 
and implemented for a purpose of research, education and last but not least in 
practice. This is reflected by a number of publications: scientific papers in journals 
and conference proceedings (Emmons, Feuerstein, and Dayer, 2016), textbooks 
(Fletcher, 2020), dissertations (Wallace, 2007; Lum, 2019). What is more, there 
is even an international competition held annually, that focuses on architectural 
storytelling (Blank Space, 2020).
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The explanation for the growing popularity of the concept may be that architects 
perceive themselves as natural-born visual storytellers, challenging their design 
thinking to expand the narrative (Frederick, 2018). Similar observation was made 
by Bob Borson (2014): “it’s a process that is inherently built into our creative 
process and when used properly, it’s one of the very best tools in our tool bag”.

A plot is pivotal for a successful storytelling. A storyteller is expected to guide 
the audience through the plot within the story. In the architectural design domain, 
it could be transmitting ideas related to a concept, shape of a building, location of 
a building on a particular spot in the site plan, intended usage of a building, etc. 
(Gardner, 2018). 

There is an array of techniques available for architects to visually communicate 
their ideas:

1.  Sketches (which can be described as a foundation of  
 architectural storytelling);

2.  Conceptual diagrams;
3.  Models;
4.  Renderings and visualisations; 
5.  Video and VR. 
Some architects experiment with new media, others master old graphic 

methods. It is, however, necessary to be aware that a visualisation medium should 
be chosen in order to be understandable for the audience and transmit the idea in 
a clear and straightforward way (Archipreneur, 2015). A subject of visualisation 
is also of importance. For example, in case of heritage sites not only shapes and 
dimensions are responsible for the proper understanding of places, but also an 
array of intangible values. Despite the adopted techniques the most important 
seems not only to achieve a certain level of accuracy but also to reflect genius loci 
of a represented site (Kepczynska-Walczak, Walczak, 2013). 

Defining the focus area
The paper focuses on a specific approach to visual storytelling that is close 

to infographic concept while using still images, illustrations, pictograms and 
complementary text only. Taking into account technological advances in Virtual 
Reality and Augmented Reality applications, that allow for a hyper-realistic and 
interactive representation of architecture and space, the chosen methodology is 
based more on abstract thinking and imaging, yet being informative and explicit. 
In times of the information overload, the communication in architecture should 
be thoughtful and well-balanced since it plays a multifaceted role, delivering 
not only visual impressions of buildings and space, but also the reasoning and 
knowledge. Yet, it must be clear and intelligible to the audience (a client, a 
local community, a heritage conservation officer, etc.) who may have a decisive 
opinion finally.

There is, therefore, a great demand for narrative competences among architects 
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in this respect. Especially in the heritage conservation domain they should be able 
to present research outcomes, and prove that they form a basis for a proposed 
design. In other words, a story of a building in question should be told covering 
its past, present and future. However, heritage projects, due to their complexity 
require more than just drawings. Thus, the “infographical” representational 
techniques seem to be the most appropriate and efficient tools in communication 
with heritage conservation officers. A convincing explanation that particular 
architectural forms are rooted in proper understaning of heritage value might be 
a key to the success of a project. It would be, therefore, beneficial for both, better 
heritage protection and architecture quality, if future architects gain these skills 
during their education at academia.

Visual storytelling in students’ designs
As a part of graduate studies in architecture at the Lodz University of 

Technology, students partake in a compulsory course of the heritage protection 
and conservation.

Design interventions in historic buildings require not only creativity, but 
most importantly thorough research into the history of the building, its present 
condition, and justification of its cultural values. All these factors have an impact 
on the final scope of transformations and the architectural language used. All 
decisions should be rooted in the research and well-reasoned. Therefore, a 
conservation design requires appropriate argumentation. Thus, students are to 
prepare presentation boards showing not only the final output, but also illustrating 
the whole designing process. What is more, they are expected to give a short 
oral explanation of the outcomes. Nevertheless, they are encouraged to keep the 
graphic design communicative and self-explanatory. In this way, they acquire 
skills, which are helpful in their future professional career and crucial in the 
process of obtaining the heritage conservation office consent.

Actually, for most students, this is the first contact with a heritage conservation 
design. Some of them develop an interest in an adaptive re-use of historical 
buildings. They often decide to deepen acquired knowledge and improve design 
skills throughout their master diploma dissertation. The adaptive re-use of 
heritage buildings and urban regeneration of historic districts is also a subject 
willingly taken up by foreign students, for whom the unusual and rich history of 
the city to which they come under the Erasmus+ programme is a tempting source 
of inspiration. Lodz as a former textile production centre offers a variety of post-
industrial sites, suitable for creative architectural interventions.

For the purpose of the topic of visual storytelling and communication, three 
projects have been selected to illustrate various graphic methods deployed by 
students at TUL to provide an insight into their design and decision-making 
process, as well as an explanation of ideas and principles for arranging use of a 
building and shaping its architectural form.

Anetta Kepczynska-Walczak, Bartosz M. Walczak
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Fig. 01. Graphic representation for the School of Artisanal Craft (the Adaptive Re-use of the 
Lürkens Factory at Wólczańska 44/50 in Łódź), by Katarzyna Imbierczyk.
Source: Archive of the Institute of Architecture and Urban Planning, TUL.



Fig. 02. Graphic representation for the Micro Society / Idyll project (adaptive re-use of the 
Jarociński woolen mill in Łódź), by Miguel Claro and Lucas Gilly.

Source: Archive of the Institute of Architecture and Urban Planning, TUL.
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Fig. 03. Graphic representation for the revitalization project of the Saint-Vincent De Paul Hospital 
in the 14th District of Paris, by Joanna Olszewska.

Source: Archive of the Institute of Architecture and Urban Planning, TUL.
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Fig. 04. Graphic representation for the revitalization project of the Saint-Vincent De Paul Hospital 
in the 14th District of Paris, by Joanna Olszewska.

Source: Archive of the Institute of Architecture and Urban Planning, TUL.
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328  |  Narrative and Design



School of Artisanal Craft – the Adaptive Re-use of the Lürkens Factory 
at Wólczańska 44/50 in Łódź (by Katarzyna Imbierczyk)

The aim of this study was to show how to re-use declined post-industrial 
buildings and contribute to regeneration of the Łódź city centre. Therefore, the 
proposed transformation of the old factory involved an artisanal craft school. 
This decision was based on a research revealing the decline of traditional crafts 
in Poland, and showing the demand for development of vocational education in 
this respect. Both, the design solutions and their graphic representation were of a 
very high quality. The presentation boards were arranged in a logical sequence. 
At the beginning, the author illustrated the history of a chosen quarter in the 
centre of Łódź and the evolution of the factory located within the area, A series 
of simplified plans were used for this purpose. Then she depicted the technical 
condition of the industrial building and also its architectural values. Archival 
drawings and photographic pictures enhanced with text along with the street 
frontage drawing provided information in this respect (Fig. 01a). Subsequently, 
the design solution was illustrated with a combination of technical drawings, 
diagrams and visualisations. The main entrance to the former factory engine 
room is a good example of this representation strategy. A diagram represents 
designing process of a new architectural form of the entrance portal, which 
was to emphasize the change in the function of the object, as it is shown on 
a synthetic visualisation (Fig. 01b-c), while the technical drawing of a ground 
floor plan shows the flooring, which represents the outline of the former steam 
engine (Fig. 01d). All the drawings were made digitally according to an uniform 
visual concept. A colour palette was reduced just to mere three hues, applied 
functionally, in order to enhance understanding of shapes, to indicate stages of 
development, or to draw viewer’s attention to the most important features.
Micro Society / Idyll (by Miguel Claro and Lucas Gilly)

This is a final project completed by two Erasmus+ students during their 
exchange at TUL. They found the processes of deindustrialisation and the 
question of the reusability of old textile factories particularly inspirational. 
Therefore, a disused Jarociński woollen mill in the city centre became the subject 
of their design intervention. The main goal of their proposal was to find the right 
balance between the conservation of heritage values and the insertion of a new 
use. They researched not only the building and its immediate urban context but 
the whole city centre. On this basis, their proposal was to introduce a so-called 
micro society, grounded on principles of sustainable development and circular 
economy. Their submission was notable due to its compactness. The students 
prepared just three presentation boards, though filled with complete information 
on the design process and the final output. The main theme of a board reproduced 
in this article (fig. 02) is how the circular economy issues were deployed in the 
new use of the former industrial complex (depicted as a diagram at the lower part 
of the board), and how they influenced the proposed architectural transformation 
of the site, represented with an exploded isometric view in the centre. The diagram 
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and the isometric view used the same colour code for particular issues of circular 
economy and their distribution in the building. At the top of the board there is a 
logo branding the project with its name (Idyll), the chimney and saw-tooth roof 
under which a series of icons informs on the principles of the project. The overall 
appearance is eye-catching, and invites to further exploration. The graphics is 
merged with the text, and the understanding of the message of this board depends 
on inextricable link of these media.
Revitalization of the Saint-Vincent De Paul Hospital in the 14th District of 
Paris (by Joanna Olszewska). 

The subject of this project was a hospital founded in the 16th century in the 
Montparnasse district of Paris. A starting point for this study was a new housing 
estate proposed for this site by the local authorities. Its expected total floor area 
of 60 000 sq.m. was, however, overwhelming the site and compromising its 
cultural values. Therefore, the aim was to develop an alternative concept, which 
would emphasize the unique character of this place, while meeting the guidelines 
formulated by the council of the 14th arrondissement. The maximum dimensions 
of new buildings were analysed in accordance with the provisions of the French 
urban law. A long history of the site was emphasized throughout this project. 
The newly designed structures were to provide a valuable supplement to heritage 
buildings. In other words, the whole site, viz. its urban structure, old buildings, 
and new buildings should tell a story in which the current intervention should be 
perceived as a new chapter. What is more, the graphic representation was expected 
to explain the process, or to tell the story of design. The author’s designing method 
was to use a number of sketches allowing better understanding of the site (fig. 
03a-c) and allowing iteration of urban and architectural design (fig. 03d and 04a-
b). Those drawings acted, therefore, as both a technique and a medium. The final 
presentation boards also included some of those sketches, combined with other 
means of graphic representation, such as an exploded isometric, visualisations 
and technical drawings (fig. 04d).

Conclusions
The discussed projects resulted from the educational process and are based on 

both, pedagogical and professional experiences of authors. 
Selected examples of visual storytelling in architecture show that techniques 

and palettes far from hyper-realistic representations might bring outstanding 
values in terms of communicating design ideas. Balanced graphical and text 
narratives may result in a clear and self-explanatory output. It does not require 
sophisticated software or special devices or even a storyteller to explain a design 
process and outcomes.

What is more, the communication method, illustrated by selected examples 
in the previous section, enables a recipient to read a message in the way the 
author(s) meant it to be understood. Therefore, the presentation boards may be 
perceived as “infographics”. It is due to the fact, that they fulfil the main criteria 
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of infographics: total integration of visual and verbal tools. This interdependent 
combination means that words and images join together in order to convey a 
message which neither of the two could convey on their own (Munk, 2018). A 
visual art may be subject to recipient’s interpretation. In case of infographic the 
message should be delivered as intended. 

The presentation boards may be without doubt comprehended in terms of 
storytelling since they represent a sensory union of image and idea transmitted in 
a manner understandable for a contemporary society, which, as it was indicated 
in the introduction, is a basis for traditional storytelling.

In respect of educational goals - first, students gained skills necessary in their 
professional career, especially in heritage conservation domain. Secondly, they 
got better understanding of relationship between the historic building, its cultural 
values and a design strategies. Thirdly, they learned how to select information 
necessary to explain the design idea, deemed as a response to the current state of 
a historic building/environment, and how to communicate it to different groups of 
recipents, which falls into visual rhetoric skills. What is more, a well-structured 
presentation board requires visual narratology similar to comic books or graphic 
novels. 

It is not suprising therefore, that the visual narrative has been of interest to 
the academic community as scholars and educators have sought to understand 
the impact and power of image and narrative in individuals and societies. The 
success of this strategy depends however on a visual literacy of a storyteller and 
his/her audience. Students should be able to see, understand, think, create and 
communicate graphically. They should be also aware that their visualizations 
have to be rooted in a particular application contexts. Learners’ presentation skills 
would, thus, benefit significantly if educators give feedback on advantages and 
disadvantages of their visual representations. 

In this respect, it should be underlined that visual communication combined 
with storytelling might be particularly helpful in heritage conservation domain 
as a powerful tool in the interpretation of the past. In particular, less appreciated 
groups of heritage buildings require proper reasoning in respect of their successful 
protection (what, why and how to preserve and maintain?). Therefore, this strategy 
is of crucial importance, since as Freeman Tilden (1957), known as the father of 
heritage interpretation, stated: “Through interpretation, understanding; through 
understanding, appreciation; through appreciation, protection”. In other words, 
successful visual storytelling enhances built heritage protection and conservation.
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The Natural as a Reference 

Between technology and the environment, two simplifying narratives 
The ecological crisis is now very much in the collective consciousness. 

Paradoxically, this has not seemed to open up the situation in a virtuous way. 
Indeed, it has led to an even greater list of standards and requirements in 
construction and materials (Ghyoot, 2014). Faced with this ecological crisis, two 
narratives are still very much in evidence: techno-optimism and idealised nature. 
Should we move towards the “wild” ourselves, or should we overpower it?

The question today is less about escaping this condition than it is about dealing 
with this dual situation. In order for designers, concerned with these environmental 
issues, not to get lost between abstract norms and real sustainability, the narrative 
can be an important guide to a quality project.

Material comfort, spiritual comfort, this is not (or at least no longer) the question. 
We are lacking a concrete experience of one’s environment that includes the built 
environment, that traces and is sensitive to the interrelations of a space, which 
opens perspectives where abstraction from reality is inoperative. This amounts to 
questioning another heritage, that of the end of the last century in architecture: the 
concept, or rather conceptualisation. The somewhat cynical vision of postmodern 
reality of this period generated the end of the grand narratives and has, in a way, 
lost itself in artistic self-satisfaction. Seductively decadent, it allowed for the 
creative enjoyment of manipulating abstract concepts.

The geographer and philosopher Augustin Berque, on the contrary, invites us 
to leave the abstraction of the environment and to rediscover a “concrescence” 
(concreteness), in the dynamics of “concrétude”1, which underlines a principle of 
co-awakening between beings and environments (Berque, 2014). What narratives 
can emerge from this experiential process that he calls “concrétude”? 

First, with Augustin Berque and Bruno Latour, we will see how this duality 
between nature and culture is problematic, and how a narrative field between the 
two opens architectural design as an ecological milieu. 

Secondly, it is necessary to renew certain conceptual tools in order to structure 
this ecopoetic openness, based on the works of Umberto Eco and Gilles Deleuze.

1 The word Concrétude is a neologism used by the author in connection with the word 
concrescence (concreteness) which comes from the latin cum crescere: to grow together (Berque, 
2018a).
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We seek, then, to bring reflexive matters on a natural movement of human 
experience, includes in an architectural ecopoetics as an open narrative framework 
of design.

The intermediate field between nature and culture as a way to 
experience the environment.

As we have seen, there are two narratives on ecological issues. Their discourse 
is oriented towards unitary and simplifying solutions. These narratives are too 
reductive, and through extrapolation become simplistic and authoritarian. Indeed, 
in reality they even become contradictory. Shouldn’t considerations that would 
envisage plurivocal proposals, relating to the environments they are trying to 
adapt, be invented?
Architectural history of this duality

In architectural debates, the same reflections that were had at the end of the 
1960s are resurfacing: there is a renewed interest in vernacular architecture (Frey, 
2010), in a certain ‘frugality’ of materials, in traditional know-how (Revedin and 
Contal, 2012-2020), and this exists alongside the ultra-high-tech sustainability of 
GAFAM’s head offices (Wainwright, 2015).

As we are still struggling with the critical legacy of modern thought, let us 
briefly present a timeline, starting from the 1960s, to situate the emergence of 
this duality in architectural theory at a global level. The advent of the consumer 
society and the population explosion after the Second World War, radical visions 
developed as a counterpoint to the international movement. On the one hand, 
the modern ‘box’ spread throughout the Western world with the rapid rate of 
exponential urbanisation. On the other hand, theoretical architectures advocating 
a futuristic primitivism, to which we will return, co-existed with an interest in 
vernacular architecture and its empirical knowledge of the environment and 
materials (Rudofsky, 1964), as illustrated by the achievements of Hassan Fathy.

Alongside the technological fad of modernisation, the ‘primitivist’, almost 
‘Rousseauist’, narrative became very popular at the end of the decade. This was 
specifically reflected in the precepts of Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic domes 
and the earthship of the Whole Earth Catalogue (Brand, 1968-1998). With these 
radical forms of housing, communities extracted themselves from society into an 
idealised ‘nature’, rejecting material comfort in favour of spiritual comfort.

The spectre of the possible destruction of the Earth with the nuclear conflict 
of the Cold War and the first oil crisis of 1973 triggered the first awareness of 
the impact of human activity on the planet and the end of the grand narrative of 
progress.

In the face of this crisis, the two emerging narratives of techno-optimism 
and environmentalism were in conflict. But during the postmodern period that 
followed until the end of the century, they coexisted, and even paradoxically fed 
each other, between conservatism and a rush towards the future.
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In the context at hand, this period anchors the “concept” in architectural 
conception, trying to abstract from composition (Lucan, 2009). The modern box 
and its context were experimented with, starting with the critical analyses of 
Robert Venturi regarding the “box” which decorated the strips of the American 
sprawl (Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour, 1972), and then to Rem Koolhaas 
(1978) and the stacked”boxes” representing the skyscrapers of the hyper-dense 
New York skyline.

Additionally, the climatic utopias of the radical architectures mentioned earlier, 
notably Archizoom, Archigram and Superstudio, opened the way to conceptual 
dematerialisation (Rouillard, 2004). These sought to erase the limits of built space, 
with architecture and the environment becoming infinitely intertwined. In this 
continuity, in the 1980s, postmodern conceptualisation in architecture sought to 
abstract itself from material reality by blurring the codes of understanding of what 
constitutes architectonic concreteness. Unlike their counterparts from the sixties, 
the architects of deconstruction, like Jean Nouvel, built a lot. They explored the 
complexity of perceptions and meanings of architecture as an autonomous art. 
This type of spectacular architecture highly publicised have widely disseminating 
this culture of concept.

To slightly caricature, what we have as our current heritage, on the one hand, 
we have a prestige architecture which produces autonomous objects, and, on the 
other hand, there is a more common architecture, with a construction industry 
that continues to develop on modern precepts of controlled environments and 
rationalised, norm-based constructions. Since the turn of the century, the 
virtualisation of drawing tools has accompanied these two aspects and reinforced 
this abstraction in architectural representation. All of this in the same movement, 
to master the plastic strength of an architectural object, the legibility of its 
concept, and this, always at the stage of its abstract conception. The designer 
must answer for the conformity of his object at all the stage of his conception 
with the added imperative of its environmental performance. A “performance” 
that is just as abstract.

In the current debate, the temptation to cling to a simplifying narrative is strong, 
even if it does not correspond to reality. Following this history, we understand 
that designers have the technological capacity to describe their projects in an 
extremely precise way, and they are torn between defining a sculptural object 
translating their concept while trying to be energy efficient, and defining a more 
rational object translating know-how while trying to be environmentally efficient.
Scope of the possible: designing with adaptation

How can we put these notions of image, object and abstract concept into 
perspective and move towards another type of precision that can provide 
a guideline? The predominance of geometric visual representation leads 
to a distancing from place and time. This abstraction leads to the creation of 
decontextualised objects. To us, it seems that a more sustainable design approach 
would be to move away from the idea of defining the project in a ‘perfect’ way 



to circumvent all injunctions. We must try to avoid seeing design as a trajectory 
towards the finished solution, instead laying down ‘guides’ based on simple 
perceptual elements that open up narratives of experiences within the project.

The anthropologist and philosopher Bruno Latour, according to his book “We 
Have Never Been Modern” (1991), outlines the path between this narrative of 
progress, the reification of “nature” and its deification, as attempts to escape 
uncertainty in socially (communities) or technologically controlled environments.

The field of possibilities opens up between the two narratives. Latour speaks 
of “ravaudage”, stating that ideal “nature” does not exist and that we are instead 
part of a living whole, that he calls Gaia2 (Latour, 2021). Through “ravaudage”, he 
advises us to explore several narratives, to abandon the continuation of a modern 
univocal narrative that is forced forward. He does not reject the technique which, 
on the contrary, is just as necessary in these explorations of mending solutions.

For the author, to seek total mastery rather than experience - to live the 
experience - is to become an “alien” to this world.
Living ‘from’ and ‘with’ experience

During the 20th century, the notion of comfort was linked to the fact of 
controlling the parameters of one’s environment. To have ‘modern comfort’ was 
to have all the conveniences and technological objects capable of freeing modern 
women from daily drudgery, while also allowing them to control their domestic 
environment.

Modern architecture offers the possibility of cutting oneself off from the 
outside world, of having control over the air we breathe and the temperature. 
At the basis of this reflection, it the question of having the possibility to sanitise 
one’s body and the space in which it evolves (Colomina, 2019). But what has 
been a modern desire should not be a universal objective.

The example of the comfort temperature set at 20°C, which is almost “natural” 
in industrialised countries, is emblematic of the modern “box”. It has become 
the norm and has developed internationally, in parallel with the development of 
construction techniques after the Second World War. The development of climate 

2 ”qui rassemble tous les existants […] ravaudant incessamment leurs conditions initiales par leurs 
inventions successives. […] “Terre” est le vocable qui comprend donc les agents – ce que les 
biologistes appellent des “organisme vivants”- aussi bien que l’effet de leurs actions, leur niche si 
l’on veut, toutes les traces laissées par leur passage, le squelette interne aussi bien que l’externe, 
les termites aussi bien que les termitières. […] On ne dira donc pas que les terrestres sont sur 
la terre, nom commun, mais avec Terre ou Gaïa, noms propres. “ (which brings together all the 
existing things […] incessantly ravelling their initial conditions by their successive inventions. 
“Earth” is the term that therefore includes the agents - what biologists call “living organisms” - as 
well as the effect of their actions, their niche if you like, all the traces left by their passage, the 
internal as well as the external skeleton, termites as well as termite mounds. [...] We shall not 
therefore say that the terrestrials are on the earth, a common noun, but with Earth or Gaia, proper 
nouns. [free translation]). (Latour, 2021, p.36-38).
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control technologies, with ventilation, heating and lighting, even allowed it to 
escape from the time and the place from which it came.

The word comfort comes from the old French confort. The Latin origin is 
con- (com assimilated) an intensive prefix, and fortis meaning strength. In Old 
French, conforter was therefore used as consolidating. It could also be used as 
giving strength. It is in its English usage that it designates a material dimension of 
well-being, qualifying a bourgeois cumfort in its modern use in the 19th century.

But does comfort mean that which comforts in relation to a hostile exterior? 
While this was certainly the case for the first human constructions, it is no longer 
the case today, and one could even consider that it is the opposite. Modern comfort, 
through its disconnection from its environment and its relationship of domination 
with this environment, establishes a one-sided relationship of regarding benefit 
of natural resources.

In contrast, the term “discomfort”, with its prefix “dis”, means that which is 
deprived of material or intellectual ease, or of well-being. But is discomfort the 
way to reconnect with one’s environment? It is interesting to note that discomfort 
in relation to the practice of a space involves a degree of uncertainty in the 
user’s experience. And this degree of uncertainty is lacking in modern design. 
It is necessary for the real experience of one’s environment to establish nature-
culture, subject-object interrelationships.

Augustin Berque does not call it inconvenience or uncertainty but a 
“concrétude”, the richness of possible interactions with one’s environment through 
experience. With this concept, he describes the importance of the accidental and 
the unexpected for experiencing an environment.
“Experivolving”

Berque clings to the data of human experience; situations and materialities that 
connect us to our condition of concreteness - humanity’s eco-techno-symbolic 
relationship with the Earth. Concreteness is to experience the real, to make a 
sensorial discovery of one’s environment, accepting the unpredictable character 
that results from this interaction, one which is linked to affect. This is achieved, 
amongst other things, through the materiality of natural elements. To respond to 
the abstract complexity and the desire to master it, Berque (2018b) reintroduces 
the narrative of a cyclical, ritual time, to keep in mind the inevitable adaptations 
and evolutions which are consecutive to the experience of a space. Reinscribing 
architecture into a natural dimension within the acceptance of interaction with 
the environment does not mean simply adding planted elements. Offering the 
possibility of “inhabiting” requires leaving a place for the individual or the 
collective to interact with their built environment, by making it clear that these 
developments are part of a duration and a milieu.

How can we organise this ecological thinking at the start of design without 
falling into either simplistic solutions or abstract complexity? How can this 
complexity of pathways with these humbler narratives or these multiple 
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narratives, this indeterminacy, paradoxically serve an architect to structure their 
design? How can these new references be used?

The ‘resources’, both material and immaterial (Revedin, Nicolas-Le Strat 
and Contal, 2018), through the prism of this way of imagining the project, could 
question the purely geometric and mathematical representation of a built object. 
Three examples of different situations can illustrate how to initiate this kind of 
approach. The first is Peter Zumthor’s Bruder Klaus Field Chapel in Mechernich 
(2007), where, starting from the evocative power of the context materials and a 
ritual transformation, he constructed his narrative to be open to interpretation - 
the building is a “negative” that traces the ritual event. The second is the Antivilla 
project by Arno Brandlhuber in Potsdam (2014). The architect’s starting point 
is the confrontation of a heat source and a disused factory. The roughness of 
the existing site and the fire installed at the centre of the dwelling open to a 
whole panel of occupations left free to the users, according to the seasons and 
the desired temperature for whatever chosen activity. The third is the second 
home of architect Arturo Franco in O Fiero (2020). Here too he started from 
the existing: a farmhouse with its thick stone walls and materials available on 
site, which he reused. Confronting a century-old construction with elements from 
commerce (such as straps, for example), he proposes a device with an ambiguous 
temporality, made of reversible assemblies, which opens up different possible 
reconfigurations for occupation.

To better understand what seems to us to be at work in these three projects and 
to develop this idea of open narrative fields, we suggest to rely on the observation 
made by Bruno Latour concerning this intermediate field between Nature and 
Culture. For him, linguists, such as Umberto Eco, developed this field, but by 
removing references to either Nature or Culture. We therefore suggest to return 
to this idea of an open work and see how we can add natural references and 
those of human experience to it; how to develop these theoretical tools in order 
to link the user and their environment, through this degree of uncertainty. This 
is necessary for the experience of the constructed environment as an “ecological 
milieu”. Thus, the open work could reach an ecopoetic dimension.

How can this intermediate field be structured in an ecopoetic way?
Descriptive image versus poetic precision, putting design in ‘motion’

Precision, defining something in the most relevant way, does not necessarily 
involve the most complete description possible. On the contrary, as Umberto 
Eco points out, poetic precision, with the linking of ambiguous, sometimes 
contradictory references, has a more distinct impact on the reader because it draws 
on the reader’s personal experience. In his book “The Open Work” (1962), Eco 
provides an essay for us to understand the type of artistic approaches emerging in 
the 1960s which, according to him, are recognisable by the fact that they integrate 
this interpretative dimension into their very structure.

The Italian semiologist explains that the artist “opens” a field of possible 
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interpretations, rather than delivering a finished object. The work is completed 
in the appropriation of the observer. The signs used and related by the artist are 
supposed to act as stimuli on the individual’s imagination. The work is in motion, 
and between its creative process and its interpretations, it evolves. The result can 
be complex, as the artist wants to get closer to an equally complex reality. Even 
if it means shaking up the more classic schemes of understanding what makes a 
work of art, the artist tries to detach themself from a representation that would 
keep the observer at a distance. They do this so that the observer can produce 
their own affect, rather than offering a vision with a univocal perception. For 
Jackson Pollock, the author suggests, the process is just as important, if not more 
important than the painting itself. The work is abstract, with no figuration and, 
even more so, no composition. What appears then is the picture, and the painting 
in its materiality. What is evoked is the energy, the gesture of the artist. From 
there, everyone makes their own interpretation (the colours, the randomness, the 
gravity, etc.). The individual composes their own narrative according to their 
feelings. Pollock has set up a device, a structure open to interpretation.

This approach is identified with a natural process, linked to the human 
experience. As might the fortuitous arrangement of such splashes in the street 
evoke in us, if they seemed to have been produced consciously, giving us the 
pleasure of being the only observers of this composition. On the other hand, 
a work can provoke rejection if the evocative power is lost, because it strays 
far from the cultural references proper to a painting. The work would then be 
perceived as a formless and uninteresting artistic arrangement. This is a trap, if 
the structure of the references is too complex or too learned, the work disappears 
into what Eco calls noise.

In this limit linked to cultural references, we find Deleuze’s reflections on 
his study of Francis Bacon’s work by comparing it with other artists from non-
representational art (Deleuze, 1981: 98). For him, Bacon retains a structure 
linked to figuration and distorts it in the painting through the material, to bring 
out a sensoriality. The reproach that can be made of Pollock, who also works with 
matter, is that he extracts himself from any code and only expresses the forces of 
this creative act.
Open structure / Experivolution

For Deleuze, the impact of materiality that goes beyond the simple technical 
material is rooted in the work of Francis Bacon. In this painter’s work, the 
accumulated material, overflows the image, distorts the figuration (Prégardien, 
2012:15). These portraits are thus vigorously blurred by what we imagine to be 
brushstrokes. The matter reveals itself to the viewer, it exists in space. As much 
pictorial matter as it is sculpted matter, its organic aspect evokes the flesh.

As the portrait is not completely abstracted by this deformation, the observer 
recognises the figure. The traces of figuration and its deformation then become 
stimuli in the opening of the work. Following Deleuze’s interpretation, the painter 
plays with the references of art history (the classical portrait, impressionism, 
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abstraction, etc.) and also with the evocation of human experience, with the 
evocation of the “flesh” that seems to emerge in real space. The painter thus 
goes beyond the image in its perfect and definitive form to provoke a haptic 
experience.

How can we think about architectural materiality in order to make it more 
concrete in the design and make it part of an open structure? For Eco and Deleuze, 
materiality seems to be the means of holding on to reality, to experience it. They 
both dwell on the Baroque movement. Deleuze thinks that the deformations, the 
convolutions of these works imprinted on space and matter go beyond simple 
representation to evoke equivocal emotions in the visitor (Deleuze, 1988).

Deleuzian matter exists through imprinting. It becomes material through the 
imprinting of a force on its constituents, and acquires a materiality through an 
intention. It can then charge the material with an evocative force. But every force 
has a duration. This duration, if it is legible in a work, brings us back to our 
condition. To want to abstract from this duration is to want to abstract from all 
natural evolution.
From “concept” to open narrative field

Materiality in architectural language is commonly linked to plasticity. It is an 
aesthetic component of design and is not necessarily linked to a temporal process. 
Duration is not a parameter if one tends towards dematerialisation or if, through 
sculpted space one complexifies the dynamic perceptions of a body in movement 
or, tries to control the parameters of one’s environment for a univocal experience 
of comfort. We can also focus on the aesthetic qualities of materials, their colours. 
How they take the light, how they fit into the context, etc. The tactile aspects, raw 
or shaped, allow a move towards natural materials more subject to patina.

In order to reconnect with the living, should we not go further and take this 
experience of duration into account in the material? A building will have occupants 
for years, decades (or even longer), and is part of a site that is the result of an even 
longer temporal process. Its occupants will also change several times, as will its 
uses and practices. Tactility (Frampton, 1983) is an important element, but so are 
the seasons, ageing, the weather, etc. All of these aspects are avenues towards 
greater “concrétude”, how to ‘tell’ it, to narrate it, to the individual practician of 
these spaces, and involve it in this duration and these temporalities?

Matter also has its stories (Latour and Yaneva, 2008). This should be told 
in all its aspects in addition to its aesthetic qualities. The matter comes from 
somewhere, it has been shaped to pass from matter to material. Has it been  
re-used? What is its background? A building is an element in movement, Latour 
and Yaneva include many other intangible aspects than time in the possible 
narrative of the life of a building. For them, the life of a building is made up of 
a multitude of stories and anecdotes, that extend from conception to the entire 
duration of its occupation.

The “life” of a building is made up of the adaptations by the users and by wear 
and tear and maintenance management. It is the created collective and individual 
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memories that make this development a place, made up transformations, to a 
greater or lesser degree. The building is a movement, an evolution, which, despite 
any definition of the project upstream, is unpredictable.

For Stewart Brand (1995) structures advertised as flexible using the latest 
technology are often the least adaptable. According to him, multiple scenarios 
are needed. The more easily a building seems to be able to be appropriated 
by its occupants, the more likely it is to “live to a ripe old age”. He bases this 
statement on his observation of MIT research buildings. He also uses the example 
of 19th century brick buildings which, because of their robustness and technical 
simplicity, are more amenable to small transformations over time. The Dutch 
studio RAAF makes the same observation. It uses the notion of affordance to 
describe this interrelation between users and potential uses and the place. The 
affordances theorised by James Jerome Gibson in his principle of ecological 
perception are understood as a set of possibilities for interaction of a specimen with 
an element of its environment, which is produced as much by the characteristics 
of this element as by the capacities of the specimen3. For these architects, these 
places present affordances (Gibson, Putois and Romano, 1979). They are used by 
the designer who brings out new ones, which are enriched by use and practices. 
RAAF has been carrying out in situ experiments in a dedicated Master’s students 
programme in this perspective for three years (R. Rietveld, E. Rietveld, Zoeteman 
and Mackic, 2014).

These affordances as part of ecological perception complements the theoretical 
tools of concreteness and open work. This seems to us to articulate the proposed 
approach to narrative resources for an ecological architectural design process.

Ecopoetics and architectural plasticity: learning to be natural
To summarise the path proposed in this article, we will first present a review 

of the concepts discussed.
In the context of the ecological crisis, two major narratives co-exist. One 

is a growing abstraction, normalised and mathematically measurable, notably 
through a desire to control its technological environment. The other is a deified 
and idyllic nature subsisting in a socially controlled environment. Within these 
two narratives there is the temptation to escape from the reality that constitutes 
our interrelated world between Nature and Culture. However, climate issues bring 
us back to our condition as living beings in a milieu. Berque proposes the notion 
of concreteness to understand the nature of these interrelationships.

3 As additional explanations (Luyat, Regia-Corte, 2009, p.301) :”L’indivisibilité entre la 
perception et l’action peut être ainsi rapprochée de l’inhérence de la conscience et du corps chez 
Merleau-Ponty pour qui le primat de la perception signifie un primat de l’expérience, dans la 
mesure où la perception revêt une dimension active et constitutive.” (The indivisibility between 
perception and action can thus be compared to the inherence of consciousness and the body in 
Merleau-Ponty, for whom the primacy of perception means a primacy of experience, insofar as 
perception has an active and constitutive dimension. [free translation]).
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In order to propose a modus operandi that transforms the conceptual and 
rationalising visions that are the legacy of the last century, we propose to combine 
Eco’s principle of open structure with natural references and those derived 
from human experience. This would help the designer formulate “architectural 
ecopoetics” that could guide them through the abstraction and contradictory 
injunctions of the society in which they want to make “work”. This ecopoetics 
should bring out the experiences of “concrétude” in the project.

Then, to understand the nature and diversity of these references a little better, 
we call upon Deleuze’s materiality, linked to a temporal process. We insist on the 
fact that any element, if it is to be natural, must include a degree of uncertainty and 
of evolution. This renews the notion of resources, both material and immaterial. In 
addition, the ecological perception makes the informality of the uses, a spring of 
the design, which becomes one of these resources. The “concept” as developed at 
the end of the 20th century seems to be limited, as a counterpoint to the intentions 
necessary for these resources, including duration and a movement of evolution.

New aesthetics then emerge with the will to go beyond the perfectly represented 
image and an architectural normative and geometric objectification. There is no 
single approach, but there is a multiplicity of initial situations. Ecopoetics allows 
us not to start from a form or a composition, but from schematics of experiences, 
sketches of situations with natural components. This makes it possible to 
venture into this intermediate field between Nature and Culture, like with the 
approaches initiated by the three projects mentioned above. One can take ritual 
events as references, start from the history of the material, or a heating technique, 
confronting these references with others, linked to some experiences or to the 
existing. Then, a field of possibilities opens up for different interpretations and 
uses over time.

To conclude, we observe that, at the start of the project, designers would 
mentally trace these interrelations between references and stimuli of a natural 
movement, as such defining “its language, its open structure” through architectural 
ecopoetics, which needs to be further studied. This language would allow them to 
navigate between the technical and the living, to imagine an object-subject which 
will be defined by the evocative situations it sketches out to make “work” more 
than defined by the image.

In the same way, designers will explore a new architectural plasticity, which is 
more processual than formal (Hallauer, 2017), an aesthetic of learning. This will 
engage the individual’s ecological perception through affordances of use. To do 
this, they will use the material and immaterial resources (analysed above) as a 
base and will approach materiality in particular through the prism of circularity. 
They will include the experience of concreteness in the development and 
evolution of the built environment they imagine, so that it becomes a milieu. The 
narrative field made up of intentions linked to the human condition will complete 
the simple “concept”. The latter has become more marketing than operational in 
the face of climate issues.
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Through this ecopoetics and ‘plasticity’ designers uses ‘moving’ situations as 
a narrative framework for the project, linking it to an ‘terrestrial’ condition, to use 
Latour’s word.
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Performance in Spatial Narratives 

Introduction  
The narrative potential of architecture is especially tangible on façades. 

As durable elements that define the exterior face of buildings, façades can act 
as canvases for communication that are accessible to a collective. Messages 
embedded in façades are present in the buildings of many different cultures 
and time periods in a variety of forms, such as ornament, imagery, materials, 
building techniques, compositional orders, and others.  For instance, the ornate, 
sculptural, and polychromatic exterior walls of the Maya temples of Mesoamerica 
display representations of rulers, deities, supernatural realms, and other visual 
imagery emblematic of the Maya worldview (Fash, 2011, p. 4). Meanwhile, the 
geometrical orders and proportions that originated in ancient Greece have been 
and continue to be applied to the neoclassical façades of banks, libraries, and 
other civic buildings around the world, conveying an impression of solidity and 
connection to the past. The impressive stereotomic building techniques employed 
at the Gothic Cathedral in Milan communicate lightness, reaching to the sky by 
dematerializing the blocks of stone. More recently, the DeYoung Museum -- clad 
in perforated copper panels that naturally patina -- uses the inherent properties 
of materials to reveal the building’s age and a connection to its wooded context, 
while Alvaro Siza’s building at the FAUP reads as a face because of its formal 
composition. These messages can be achieved through different levels of 
abstraction. The use of symbolism in architectural design reached a recent apex 
of sorts with postmodernism (De Bleeckere and Gerards, 2017, p. 3), but the 
exuberance and self-referential outcomes of that era caused a backlash toward 
ornament and symbolism in facade design.  

However, the relevance and resonance of narrative in façades remains a powerful 
driver for design and the experience of architecture.  To re-enter how narrative 
plays a role in architectural design in our current context, it is worth highlighting 
the parallels and distinctions that have been studied between narrative and 
architecture. In storytelling, narrative is usually sequential, having a beginning, a 
middle, and an end, and it relies on the passage of time to develop those phases. 
On the contrary, in architecture, narrative can be seen as anti-sequential, since 
associative meanings emerge within the complexities that space and time afford 
(Coates, 2012, p. 31). Nigel Coates argues that what accounts for the non-linear 
trajectory of narrative in architecture is the permanence of the architectural artifact 
juxtaposed with the time where personal narratives are formed (Coates, 2012, p. 
13, 15). To this well-reasoned perspective, we add another element of relevant 
nonlinearity to the picture, which is that the architecture itself can be in a state 
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of constant flux. This flux can take innumerable forms and can be perceptible (as 
with visible kinetic transformations) or imperceptible (as with energy harvesting) 
and still play a role in narrative. While the status quo in building envelopes tends 
toward the static and immutable, one of our research goals was to explore how 
dynamic skins add to the complexity of time and space architectural narrative. 
Our approach points toward the potential for narrative in architecture to flourish 
with building skins that have the capacity to change. 

For us, narrative encompasses the many meanings that one may read into or 
impart onto a work of architecture, whether intended by the author or not, and 
the means by which that work came into being (Emmons et al., 2018, p. 5). In 
this way, narrative can be crafted by an author or designer, but it can also be read 
by an audience or bystander, and, importantly, it can be enacted by a living or 
inanimate participant. Furthermore, if we consider façades not just as flat and 
invariable canvases, but rather as dynamic and three-dimensional interfaces 
between interior and exterior, we can take fuller advantage of how façades can 
perform as catalysts for a rich experience of the built environment on either side 
of the skin. In our approach, we consider their ability to perform in two ways: 
as a functional exchange (including measurable characteristics like heat transfer, 
energy harvesting, or ventilation) and as an experiential one (phenomenological, 
haptic, or programmatic activities). As such, another research goal was to 
investigate how the two types of performances work in tandem to construct a 
narrative and to identify ways to promote this kind of thinking in design and 
teaching. 

This paper aims to map the narrative potential of performance in the design 
process by drawing from the work of a graduate-level design studio co-taught 
by the authors where the act of telling a story informed both the conception and 
perception of façades. Within our studio, the spatial characteristics of façades 
and their relation to crafting narrative were studied according to their location 
relative to the ground and expanded beyond either side of the skin. Narratives 
were informed by the spatial conditions in which they existed such as being 
thermally controlled or exposed to the elements, set within intimate or urban 
conditions, or occupied by humans or other species. Façades were imagined 
as mediators, as registration and signaling devices, as elements for kinetic 
expression, as energy harvesters, and as hosts of species.  In addition, the crafting 
of narrative and performance were investigated relative to various time spans, 
including momentary time, diurnal and seasonal cycles, annual and decennial 
periods, geological time, and the elusive but evocative time of memory. 

Methodology 
The methodology within the studio included in-depth case studies and the design 

of innovative dynamic skins situated in a cultural and climatic context, which 
were then explored and represented through drawings, physical material mock-
ups, and digital animations. The way in which designs were evaluated depended 
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on whether the proposed building skin embodied both types of performance 
and whether the representational tools explored the type of transformations 
enacted by the skin from functional, phenomenological, and experiential aspects 
across various periods and scales of operation. For that reason, several types of 
assignments were designed to explore both notions of performance within the 
same project, enabling students to draw narrative into their work at different 
stages of the design process.  

Case studies were analyzed to map a range of possibilities and underlying 
performance benefits. We examined built precedents that display dynamic 
qualities such as Ned Khan’s Wind Veil Façade (Moloney, 2009, p. 65-70) which 
makes wind currents visible, or double skin façades that are used to provide 
insulation and to precondition air drawn into a building. Biological examples 
were also included, identifying how for example, human skins can act as a canvas 
for expression, sensation, or communication in the form of tattoos, make-up, 
wrinkles, or scarring. Various parameters relevant to the performance of these 
skins were documented to study the moments where both types of performance 
were evident or a latent potential.  For instance, the functional characteristics of 
zebra skins -- which actuate the dark hair in sunlight in conjunction with sweat 
to create convective air currents to stay cool (Cobb and Cobb, 2019, p. 863-879) 
-- give a graphic identity to the skin of that animal. Or, the Muscatese window 
(Schiano-Phan, 2004, p. 1), which integrates lattice-like screens with clay pots 
filled with water in the hot arid climate of the Middle East, enacts a dynamic 
exchange rooted in both the cultural and climatic contexts in which it exists. 

The prompt that followed, Exquisite Chimera, was designed to promote 
the conceptualization of narrative by generating chance encounters between 
species and buildings. Students proposed unexpected skins that hybridized two 
precedents, be they from the built environment or the natural world. For instance, 
one hybrid skin combined the wind-actuated tessellation of the Wind Veil with 
the thermal capturing and cooling characteristics of the zebra skin.

Through the Context Meets Chimera prompt, students were asked to engage 
and adapt the developed hybrid skins to the specific cultural and environmental 
contexts of Nuuk, Marrakesh, Kyoto, and Napo Province.  Each context presented 
differences in climate, material availability, vernacular construction, and cultural 
influences that further informed the students’ thinking.  In Marrakesh, Morocco, 
for instance, students identified the courtyard building type, along with earthen 
construction as climatically appropriate vernacular. Influential strategies were 
discovered in the natural world in these contexts as well, like the Argan tree, 
which subsists by probing its roots deep into the desert soil to absorb groundwater, 
or the fennec fox, which uses the thermal mass of its subterranean burrows to 
both stay cool in the day and warm at night.  Research also revealed the visual 
language of places and the people that inhabit them, as seen in the Berber textile 
patterns.  Much like a literary narrative is enriched by contextualizing the plot, 
these influences contribute to the re-writing, reading, and enacting of narratives 



developed through building skins. 
The challenge then was to synthesize these influences into a façade with 

material qualities.  A deep connection to context including its physical realities 
(evaporation, thermal processes, solar orientation), was investigated through 
the Material Manifestations prompt.  Students proposed material assemblies 
that could perform multiple roles.  For instance, one project proposed two types 
of skins that worked together when placed in different positions relative to the 
ground. One skin was set inside the ground inspired by the turf houses of Nuuk, 
Greenland, and used local stone as thermal mass for insulation, thus responding 
to the extreme temperatures of the context.  The other skin incorporated 
phospholuminescent processes to harvest daylight to glow in the dark, attempting 
to offset the psychological effects of light scarcity during some portions of the 
year in Nuuk’s latitude. 

After examining material opportunities, the zone of exchange between 
inside and outside was expanded in an assignment called Beyond the Skin, 
which introduced the programmatic and experiential potential of space into the 
equation.  Students were encouraged to embrace the depth of the façade, to absorb 
activity and invite exchanges from both sides of the skin from the inhabitants’ 
perspectives, dissolving its borders in favor of porosity where appropriate.  For 
example, one proposal in the rainforest of Napo, Ecuador, used the skin as a 
means of hosting plant and animal species that became active pedagogical agents 
of a school embedded in the natural context.  The amorphous contours of the skin 
created pockets that expanded in and out at different scales and levels, responding 
to the needs of different species that inhabit the varied strata of the forest, from the 
floor to the canopy, thus inviting the full extents of the natural world to participate 
in the life of the skin.  

The performance of the skin was examined over a variety of time spans through 
the Animated Skins prompt, which was developed in parallel with the other 
exercises. Simulations and animations were used to infer how humans would 
perceive and behave in the extended area beyond the skin. They also described 
how the skins worked in relation to stimuli, whether human or environmental, 
and to visualize the phenomenological transformations that occur at the interface 
between the interior and the exterior. In many cases, the operative time span 
emerged from the climate, such that projects in Kyoto, Japan considered annual 
cycles related to its four seasons, while those in Marrakesh focused on a daily 
cycle responding to the stable annual conditions but large diurnal temperature 
swings. In other cases, the time span was shorter and enabled communication of 
messages and effects in real-time.  These differences are evident in the following 
student projects, which exemplify a range of means by which narrative can be 
read, crafted, and enacted through design.
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Inside Out Museum
The facade of this museum enables multiple readings that transform depending 

on user and environmental inputs. The skin features two-sided floor-to-floor 
panels that pivot 180 degrees. One surface is reflective while the other contains 
works of art driven by the museum’s curatorial ambitions. This double-sidedness 
allows the immediate reorganization of content through kinetic transformation. 
When the panels reflect the environment, the building camouflages within its 
context. At other times, its facade allows it to stand out by exposing art, such 
as traditional prints, from its interior outwards. The skin enables the building 
to transform from icon to chameleon but when in its fragmented state, to act as 
a canvas where the artwork (ancient or contemporary) is juxtaposed with real-
time images from the shifting environment in which it is sited. In the various 
arrangements, seemingly disparate content is positioned to be read as a cohesive 
whole, which is perceived from both inside and outside the building (Fig. 01). 

The fluid relationship of interior and exterior draws from a deep connection 
to the landscape that exists in Japanese culture and architecture, which is enabled 
by Kyoto’s mild climate. This influences the unfolding of a dynamic visual and 
spatial narrative due to both changes brought by seasons and the curated cultural 
content.  Thus, the very program of the museum contributes to the meaning and 
the pace at which the narrative changes. In turn, the kinetic transformation inverts 
the typical museum condition -- an inward-looking repository of collections -- and 
takes the museum outside, expanding the audience who perceives the narrative. 
Meanwhile, the opening of the panels also enables functional circulation between 
inside and outside, and passive natural ventilation by providing a pathway for 
airflow.  In their closed position, the panels provide an insulated thermal envelope 
to buffer the interior from the mild winters and swing seasons of Kyoto.  The 
fluctuating functional demands for airflow or heat retention inevitably translate 
into different readings of the facade, be they intentional or unintentional, as the 
panels are opened and closed. The possible arrangements of the skin create either 
a boundary between outside and inside, spatial connections, or frame outdoor 
space, enabling a reading of continuity or discontinuity deeply informed by the 
program of the building and its context.

Fig. 01. Inside Out Museum Seasonal Transformations, Kyoto, Japan.
Source: Student work by Ian Wallace and Cameron Rebidue.
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Activated Earth 
This project illustrates the potential that a building skin has to organize space 

and inhabitation while also achieving cultural and climatic resonance on multiple 
levels.  The scheme matches the diurnal patterns of domestic activity in a courtyard 
house with a strategy for heating and cooling through the facade that is tailored to 
the climate of Marrakesh, Morocco.  In the dry, sunny heat of the daytime hours, 
the building skin keeps itself cool with shading devices and initiates a misting 
system, which, when coupled with prevailing breezes, allows evaporative cooling 
to bring comfort to interior spaces adjacent to the skin.  At the same time, these 
shading devices provide visual privacy, supporting cultural practices in this place.  
Meanwhile, portions of the dwelling that are inhabited primarily after sunset, 
such as bedrooms, benefit from an exterior skin that retains the heat of the sun and 
releases it slowly to the interior spaces overnight (Fig. 02). This skin itself thus 
becomes a protagonist and partner in orchestrating the daily rhythm of occupation.  
Furthermore, it is through an understanding of locally available material (baked 
clay and rammed earth) that the skin can regulate thermal radiation and humidity.  
The project goes further by arranging the elements of the skin in such a way as 
to invite human actuation of its pores by opening and closing air pathways that 
would allow a user to fine-tune that regulation. Through the careful use of scale 
and pattern, these same elements evoke geometries of cultural significance found 
in Berber textiles produced in the region.

Fig. 02. Activated Earth Diurnal Performance, Marrakesh, Morocco.
Source: Student work by Rachel Kelly and Michael Montano.
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Deep Shadows
This project re-interprets the craft and dynamic narrative embodied in the 

traditional Japanese house while addressing a contemporary set of parameters. 
Bringing characteristics of Japanese shoji screens -- which are lightweight, 
operable, and translucent -- to a dense urban context, this project proposes an 
operable double skin that provides a space for insulation or airflow depending 
on heating or cooling demands. It is in this space where internal and external 
activities converge in a performance of sorts. Through a daily play of light and 
shadow, the life of the city and its landscape animate the skin from the interior 
during daylight hours, while intimate activities that take place indoors at night are 
projected onto the skin and perceived outside (Fig. 03). An ever-changing narrative 
is thus constructed as moving content is projected onto the translucent sliding 
scrims of the facade. The light qualities associated with these cycles as well as the 
particularities of exterior and interior occupancy transform the facade in a rich 
and variable way, whether by the minute, hour, day, or season. The polycarbonate 
screens used on the building’s skin blur objects and bodies, sometimes abstracting 
them into soft shadows and sometimes into sharp silhouettes, depending on  
the arrangement of the screens, and their distance from the projected objects. The 
play of shadows on the exterior surface has a resonance that encompasses the 
full spectrum of time occupied by the traditional Japanese house. As such, the 
project stands as an example of culturally derived building practice that intersects  
with environmental context, where phenomena, program, and materiality, elevate 
the familiar to the theatrical and engage our internal recollection of stories  
through memory.

Fig. 03. Deep Shadows Seasonal and Diurnal Projections, Kyoto, Japan.
Source: Student work by John Dye and Sean Flannery.
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Harvesting Tendrils
Sited in Nuuk, Greenland, this project engaged the issue of food scarcity 

in this remote community where low temperatures and barren soil conditions 
preclude outdoor agriculture.  The building skin embraces a high-tech approach 
in the form of an array of thousands of protruding piezoelectric photovoltaics that 
harvest the abundant wind energy through their kinetic side-to-side motion, and 
the solar energy, which at certain times of the year lasts nearly 24 hours a day.  
These forms of environmental energy are transformed into electricity, which in 
turn powers interior LED growing lights, enabling indoor agriculture to thrive.  
The program of the building is not only a productive food generator that can 
be visited by the public but also the locus of a marketplace for food and social 
exchange (Fig. 04). The drive to harness wind energy shaped the massing of the 
project, which evolved into a form that would increase wind speeds using the 
building as a large funnel.  Interestingly, for reasons having to do with efficiency 
and energy harvesting, the project attains a level of visual and textural interest 
uncharacteristic of an industrial facility and, in so doing, draws attention to itself 
in a way that is conducive to community pride and engagement.  The high-tech 
piezoelectrics fan across the exterior faces of the building like the fur of an arctic 
animal, appealing at some level to a child-like sensibility.  The horizontal skin 
of the building is deployed as a landscape for recreation, inviting sledding on its 
sloping surfaces. This humorous and playful aspect also strikes a chord with the 
psychological needs of the inhabitants in this place where the harsh environment 
and extreme daylight conditions stretch the capacities of humans.

Fig. 04. Harvesting Tendrils, Nuuk, Greenland.
Source: Student work by Sean Flannery, Benjamin Pizza, and Noah Scavetta.
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Conclusions
As interfaces between inside and outside, and as artifacts where the passage 

of time is registered, façades present great opportunities where narrative can be 
read, written, and enacted. Within the context of narrative in architectural history, 
we argue not for the irrelevance of visual communication, but rather that when we 
conceive of façades as dynamic three-dimensional entities and consider the many 
ways in which they can change, we add yet another dimension of rich complexity 
between time and space in the service of narrative.  The skin itself expands its 
role in the construction of narrative as an active participant, and this participation 
is further enhanced when we consider the performance of dynamic skins as both 
functional and phenomenological.  The broad range of possibilities explored in 
the studio demonstrates the richness and promise of architectural facade design 
that simultaneously considers functional performance as well as the sociocultural 
and communicative potential of narratives as agents of meaning and change over 
time.

Both types of performance work together in the elaboration of meaning 
and narrative through the perception and interaction with the facade at various 
scales and time periods. The enactment of narrative occurs when the skin 
transforms, and the result can be read by whoever perceives such changes. By 
understanding how skins react in response to human and environmental factors, 
inhabitants can gain a deeper and more meaningful understanding of the context 
in which it exists. In addition, as the skin performs, it not only participates in 
the construction of narrative but also enables other participants (humans and 
other species) to contribute to that narrative through inhabitation. As the work 
of the students shows, different types of transformation that engage in both types 
of performance can support different narratives with varying time spans. For 
example, kinetic skins offer the opportunity for nearly instantaneous changes to 
visual communication, spatial relationships, and thermal conditions, as we see in 
the Inside Out Museum.  While other less visible changes like solar heat retention 
with thermal mass can influence the activities that take place relative to the skins 
by offering diurnal comfort, as seen in the Activated Earth project, or by providing 
favorable conditions in relation to changing seasons, as seen in the Deep Shadows 
project.  These instances of dual performance can also simultaneously reach back 
into the ephemeral time of memory, tapping into the cultural and material roots of 
a place and its people, as we see in play with the reference to the lineage of shoji 
screens, or the reference to Berber textile patterns. 

Relative to teaching methodology, façades usually stand as products of 
engaging other aspects of architecture such as program, structural logic, or space. 
Yet, recognizing the skin as a mediator and its capacity to perform at multiple 
levels lead the co-authors to prioritize the skin as a potential generator within 
the creative process of the studio. This was seen not superficially, but as a rich 
way to re-enter spatial ideas that emerged from the aforementioned notions of 
performance, at various scales and at various time spans. 
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In the illustrations and descriptions above we continue to see great promise 
for design that considers façades not as static entities, but as dynamic participants 
in the lives of people and other species. We see façades communicating meaning 
visually while enabling ventilation, reinterpreting deep cultural practices while 
capturing internal heat gain, choreographing human behavior by utilizing diurnal 
thermal cycles, or playfully drawing together community while harvesting solar 
and wind energy.  When change over time becomes an operative parameter in this 
process, rich and meaningful stories emerge in the process of designing façades, 
in the communication and representation of that design, and ultimately in the 
perception, use, and inhabitation of those designs. 
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Introduction  
Potential mismatch between the domestic ideals embedded in the design of 

commonplace in domestic architecture and the reality of domestic practices has 
been widely acknowledged in housing research. The problem addressed in the 
study reported in this paper is that evidence from social sciences research point 
out conflicts between contemporary family domestic practices and the one shared 
space model of the family dwelling –developed during the mid-twentieth century. 
The acknowledgement of this change is reflected in housing design guidance1, as 
the increase in the size of the family dwelling while neglecting the impact of the 
socio-cultural changes on the design of the dwelling. This paper seeks to discuss 
how commonplace architecture, as a cultural artefact, is constituted through the 
stories of everyday domesticity practices.   

A focus on both dualities of idiosyncrasy and collectiveness; and stability and 
change in domestic architecture makes commonplace domestic architecture a 
core concept for understanding how a dwelling represents the reality of domestic 
life in a society. The reported study focused on the implication of the duality of 
collectiveness and idiosyncrasy of domesticity on the understanding of the design 
of the dwelling model2 that represents a collective conception of doemsticty 
within a society. By demonstrating the theoretical background and the journey 
of exploration of the particpants’ homelife narratives, this paper concludes with 
reflections on the features of the dwelling model that were revealed inextricably 
from the reality of domestic practices.

1 Change in the size of the dwelling draws on comparing guidelines such as such as the London 
Housing Standards announced by the Greater London Authority (GLA, 2010) and the Nationally 
Described Space Standard announced by the Department for Communities and Local Government 
(DCLG, 2015), with the previous statutory space standards in the UK proposed by the Parker 
Morris Committee (1961). 
2 Dwelling models are widely addressed as models of spatial structure that represent collective 
conceptions about the dwelling within a certain society. The appropriateness of existing 
understanding of dwelling models when studying contemporary communities is questioned in the 
study reported in this paper owing to their indication of the dominance of societal over individual 
conceptions of domesticity in the production of domestic architecture.
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Homemaking and exploring change in commonplace 
Drawing on Bourdieu (1977), contesting existing conceptions about 

the dwelling through the inhabitants’ socio-spatial domestic practices is an 
opportunity to explore domestic architecture in a situation of socio-cultural 
change. Accordingly, the homemaking process represented a focal aspect in 
this investigation that allowed revealing the architectural qualities of a dwelling 
model inseparably from the reality of homelife practised at a certain time and 
place. This approach explored the dwelling, as a cultural product, through the 
transition between a given, pre-designed space and the acted-on space produced 
and reproduced as part of the everyday socio-spatial homemaking practices. This 
process was also an outlook that extended the understanding of space beyond the 
fixed architectural features. Architecture was explored here, as a component of 
the appropriated ‘sensual home’ (Pink, 2004, p.61) and ‘lived-in’ home (Olesen 
, 2010) through its role as an enabler for the inhabitants’ idiosyncratic practices, 
emotions and social   interactions (Bluntand Dowling, 2005; Blunt, 2005; Costa-
Santos et al., 2018).

Previous studies revealed transpositions in the understanding of domestic 
space through the material appropriation of objects and decoration (Attfield, 
2002; Costa Santos  et al., 2018). Understanding the role of the design of the 
dwelling in this process through the action taken by the inhabitants on the design 
of their dwellings has been revealed through the study of Hand et al. (2007). 
However, this approach for exploring the domestic architecture excludes voices 
of members of the society whose actions on spaces of their dwelling may be 
restricted by external forces such as the type of tenure of economic aspects. 
This limitation in researching domestic architecture directed this study towards 
adopting a methodological approach that relies on the inhabitants’ narratives for 
exploring domestic architecture through its interrelation with the inhabitants’ 
lived and imagined spaces.    

Narrative approach in architectural research
Stories of domestic life offer a venture into the complexity of interrelation 

between the architectural space and life events. Architecture is seen through 
opportunities for this interrelation that are partially seen through stories of 
everyday practices. However, aspects of this interrelation could remain hidden 
in the inhabitants’ imagination of future or memories of the past. Accordingly, 
exploring stories of domesticity was not limited to revealing the spatiality of 
contemporary domesticity through practices and actions taken on space in reality. 
Rather, as Uprichard and Byrne state, ‘we are concerned with the relationship 
between back trajectory, the present, and projection to the future’ (Uprichard and 
Byrne , 2006).

Travelling between realities and imaginative scenarios of home living within 
the architectural inquiry of this study imposed the consideration of means of 
materialising abstract aspects implied in emotional, social, and conceptual 
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attributes of the interrelation between people and architectural space. While 
the verbal expression of the narrative forms the original method of researching 
narratives in social sciences, multimodality of the research methods became 
essential when taking a narrative approach for exploring the architectural 
dimensions in this study. Materialising such interrelation in previous research 
relied on relating verbal data to visual methods that embody the reality of the 
lived space such as photos (Attfield , 2007; Dowling, 2008; Cieraad, 2013), 
architectural drawings that maps the appropriation carried out on the designed 
space (Costa Santos et al., 2018). 

Representation of such abstractions points out to Tamboukou’s views about 
the power of each of the researcher and the participants behind the production 
of the knowledge revealed through the researched narratives (Tamboukou 
, 2008). The position taken in this study from this issue was driven by the 
interest in bridging the inhabitants’ ‘tacit knowledge’ (Spinuzzi , 2005) and my 
abstract theoretical understanding of the contemporary dwelling. Collaboration 
here was also motivated by the societal purpose of including voices that have 
rarely been heard in previous studies into the developed knowledge in Housing 
Research. Accordingly, the design-oriented inquiry guiding this study implied 
the inhabitants’ creation of physical products for materialising the imagined and 
experienced architectural features of the dwellings (ibid.). Drawing on Spinuzzi 
(ibid.), the practical form of the participants’ knowledge has also been enhanced 
by employing interactive methods, such as taking photos of the dwelling, making 
visual maps and model making. 

Representation of the narratives also implies the impact of the reproduction of 
the narrative through the researcher (Smith, 2001). Taking into consideration the 
impact of this subjective lens for the understanding of the multidimensionality 
of the architectural aspects proposed in this study, the author expanded modes 
of expressing her imagination of the narrated stories verbally, by reflecting 
my views and research experience through writing, and visually by including 
sketches that picture her imagination of the narrated events (Figures 02 and 03).  
A methodology was taken in this study to enable the author to listen and see what 
the participants know about the family dwelling and how they accommodate their 
domestic life within a predesigned dwelling. 

Experiences of six families with children living in Tyneside flats were 
investigated for this study. These flats represent a distinct spatial solution for the 
Victorian family dwelling as prevalent in Newcastle upon Tyne and Gateshead in 
the UK (Daunton , 1983; Kit, 1994) (Figure 01). Developed in the Victorian era 
under the constraints of limited space, the flats preserve the Victorian back-and-
front duality while occupying one floor of a traditional 2-storey Victorian terraced 
house, with each flat having its own entrance and backyard. However, despite the 
popularity of Victorian terraced houses as family residences, the Tyneside flats 
are not perceived as permanent residences for contemporary families, indicating 
spatial constraints on accommodating contemporary domesticity. Thus, drawing 
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upon Rapoport (1969), such constraints provide the opportunity to identify critical 
aspects of contemporary home life

The following section reports the journey of exploring the spatial qualities of 
the contemporary family dwelling through the transformation of the Victorian 
model to a contemporary dwelling. This is achieved first by exploring the lived 
space through narratives of domesticity in the participants’ flats, then connecting 
these narratives to participants’ re-making of their flats through physical models 
constructed during the fieldwork.

Listening to stories
A home tour was the author’s first encounter with the participants’ flats as 

‘living geographies’ (Fuller et al., 2008) and aimed to capture the ‘normality’ 
(Pinder, 2005) of socio-spatial practices as performed, negotiated and presented 
through the interrelation between people, objects and space. Then, in-depth 
interviews were conducted where the participants’ narrated their homelife events 
while reflecting details about the design issues on visual maps. Researchers, such 
as Yang (2015) and Warner et al. (2016), prescribe visual depiction of experiences 

Figure 01. Plans of the Tyneside flats, first floor (left) and ground floor. (right).
Source: The author.



as a tool for expanding on aspects that may have remained unspoken during 
interviews. Visual mapping depicted the variation in actions, spatial fields3 and 
objects associated with different domestic practices. 

The intent of this method is not, however, to report practices and appropriations 
of space caried out when experiencing home life within the researched case 
study, but rather, to provide the participants tools to depict their critical voice 
when depicting the lived spaces. Accordingly, the authenticity of the particpants’ 
active role (Spinuzzi, 2005; Bergold and Thomas, 2012) in the development of 
knowledge revealed through this study relied on integrating the visual maps with 
the interviews. The particpants’ reflections of their experienced   emotional, social 
and material dimensions on these maps aimed to reveal what Rendell (2008) 
describes as critical spatial fields created according to the users’ motivations when 
resolving conflicts between space and the participants’ behavioural, emotional 
and social aspects of their domestic practices. As Valentine (2001) notes, 
researching such spatial fields requires accepting their complexity, ambiguity and 
multidimensionality. In other words, depictions of space through the participants’ 
critical voice does not reveal space in its objective and fixed form. Instead, the 
aim here is to capture spatial negotiations through intersections between social 
processes, time and space (ibid.).

A thematic analysis of the participants’ narratives was carried out to capture 
social geographies created through the conflicts experienced when accommodating 
the contemporary home living within the Victorian Tyneside flats. This approach 
revealed these geographies through their symbolic, emotional, and social 
significance in the participants’ lives. Further, distinctions between situations of 
interdependence or detachment between the narrated events in space and time 
revealed a spatial structure that represented the spatiality of the participants’ 
domesticity. For example, the interdependence between the kitchen and shared 
social space was revealed through the participants’ expression of their need to 
stay connected with their children during their engagement in housework in the 
kitchen (Figure 02). The need for detachment of the personal space from the 
shared family space was revealed, despite the segregation between spaces of 
the studied housing type. Specifically temporal detachment which was achieved 
through scheduling activities that signified the participants’ individuality during 
times when other family members are not around.  (Figure 03). The revealed 
social geographies were identified independently form the boundaries of the 
architectural space. Fields of these geographies were traced according to the 

3 The term spatial fields in this paper describe abstract fields that represent lived spaces in 
association with performed domestic practices. Such fields are identified independently from the 
physical architectural. 
boundaries (Lefebvre, 1991). Drawing on Rendell (2011), and despite the architecturally oriented 
inquiry of this research, the term ‘spatial’ is used to signify a more expanded field than the 
constrained architectural physical form.
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behavioural, material and emotional dimensions of each event. Thus, these fields 
were in constant change according to flows of different narrated events.

Exploring homelife experiences also revealed spatial restrictions that 
prohibited the participants from accommodating their needs in their flats. 
Expression of motional dimensions, such as stress and restriction, in association 
with some practices were ques of unresolved spatial conflicts. These emotions 
were predominantly expressed by the participants in association with the lack of 
space for the children’s active play. Such negative emotions were also associated 
with the overlap between the living room and utilitarian objects related to 
childcare and housework.

Figure 02. Sketches of the parents supervising children from the kitchen during their engagement 
in cooking. Participating family 1 (left), Family 2 (right).

Source: The author.

Figure 03. Sketches of the parents scheduling their ‘alone’ time in the living room when other 
members the family are away. (Top left) the mother in F2, (Top right) the father in F5, Bottom left) 

the father in F1.
Source: The author
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Seeing dreams
After exploring realities of everyday experiences, physical models were 

employed to explore the spatial qualities that depicted the participants’ conceptions 
and imagination of how their dwellings should be while eliminating the impact of 
external forces for their appropriations of their flats. For this aim, this study relied 
on a model making tool kit to empower the participants to restructure their flats 
according to their needs and uses of spaces that they could not accommodate in 
real life. The models in this study were not considered as design solutions. They 
were utilised as conceptual spatial structures that represented the participants’ 
conception of ‘the real thing’ (Birch et al., 2017) about the socio-spatial practices 
and conceptions about their dwellings4. 

The model making sessions were designed while considering the transition 
from the verbal to the physical expression of the conceptions of the dwelling. 
Prior to model making, the participants listed their priorities for the socio-spatial 
practices they aspired to include in their flats. The imagined space was verbally 
expressed in this activity as spatial relationships. Then, the participants expressed 
the character of the spaces they wish to include in their dwellings. This phase 
supported the understanding of motivations underlying the participants’ actions 
on space during the appropriations of their flats and the changes they made during 
the model making. This transitional phase also enhanced interpreting the spatial 
qualities of the physical models by clarifying the participants’ conceptions of 
spatial qualities that were not revealed through the participants’ narratives of 
their experiences.  Interpreting the physical models was carried out in this study 
in relationship to the social meanings and motivations revealed when reading 
the spatiality of the participants’ practices. Accordingly, rather than identifying 
the architectural features of the dwelling model through fixed architectural 
elements, the physical models revealed the spatial qualities as spatial conditions 
(Hertzberger, 2008) that depict the participants’ perception of the encounter 
between their body and the physical and sensual qualities of architectural space 
during different events of their homelives. 

The physical models were, thereby, interpreted through the opportunities, for 
allowing informality, tranquillity or utility, as modes of use of space associated 
with the participants’ domesticity. Such integral role of the body-space relationship 
when the design of the dwelling through everyday experiences informs architecture 
as spatial conditions that are constructed through the acknowledgment of the 
physical and sensual elements of architecture. For example, events that required 
social connectedness between family members were represented through the 
physical models as open-plan solutions or direct access between spaces (Figure 

4 The use of model making in this thesis has even exceeded its role as a thinking tool. This method 
seemed to enhance the participants’ awareness of the spatial features. Repeating Faqih (2005) 
experience in modelling the particpants’ ‘dream house’, the participants in this research linked the 
spatial features of their reconstructed flats to their plans for their future homes.
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Figure 04 The analysis of the f low between adults’ and children’s spaces (left). Direct access 
between adults’ and child’s spaces (right).

Source: The author

04). Oppositely, boundaries separated times for solitude that required detachment 
from social communication with the family members were represented as spatial 
remoteness or time scheduling. Interestingly, the distinction between the use of 
physical boundaries, such as walls and partitions, and remoteness through time 
and space was only understood when relating the physical models to the socio-
spatial practices revealed through the narratives (Figure 05).

Figure 05 Spatial remoteness of rooms constructed for accommodating the adults’ and older 
children’s alone time. (Left) A structure built in the backyard in Family1’s model. (Right) An office 

constructed in the attic in Family 6’s model.
Source: The authorConclusion

The narrative approach reported in this paper relied on integrating verbal, 
visual and physical expression of space for revealing features of the dwelling 
model through the multidimensionality of the presence of architecture in real 
life. Reading the lived spaces associated with the participants’ experiences, such 
multidimensionality revealed symbolic emotional associations with the revealed 
geographies. The practised space also revealed spatial relationships between 
different events through their interrelation in space and time. When given the 
freedom for making changes in the design of their flats, the physical models 
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created by the participants informed the design of the dwelling through spatial 
conditions that were only identified through the interrelation between the body 
and space. Seeking spatial qualities of the dwelling from this perspective liberates 
the identity of the dwelling model from a pre-defined architectural form. Instead, 
understanding architecture through opportunities for the intersections between 
domestic practices and space opens the way for exploring alternative design 
solutions that may respond to external contextual constraints. 

It is also worth reflecting on this conclusion that mitigating the gap between 
architecture and the reality of life experiences may be still challenged by 
methodological constraints. According to the author’s research experience, the 
complexity of applying multimodal methods points out practical and ethical 
issues that may limit researching domestic architecture. The richness of the 
data obtained when conducting the fieldwork within the participants’ flats was 
challenged by the difficulty of the accessibility of an outsider – the author – to 
the private sphere of the private spheres of the participants’ lives. This challenge 
is even amplified due to the social contact restrictions imposed by the Covid-19 
pandemic. The lengthy time taken during the engagement in the research tasks 
was another obstacle experienced during the participants’ recruitment. Despite 
the adequacy of the employed tools, their application in the fieldwork also 
imposed some limitations that affected the nature of the collected data. Most 
models constructed by the participants were only one floor high despite their 
freedom to construct additional floors. Indeed, the participants explained social 
reasons for their interest in exploring solutions to family flat living. However, 
the difficulty and duration of the task discouraged them from exploring other 
possibilities. Accordingly, different outcomes of the model making activity may 
have emerged if using a kit that could overcome this limitation. 

The need for ‘acknowledging the inherent fluidity, heterogeneity, complexity, 
and fragmentation of cultures’ (Duncan and Duncan, 2004) was addressed in 
this study relying on homelife narratives that allowed constructing connections 
between the collective and idiosyncratic conceptions of domesticity in adhesion 
to the reality of domestic life. Accordingly, this paper reflects how a narrative 
approach illumines opportunities to explore the authenticity of commonplace 
domestic architecture in representing the reality of domestic experiences. The 
contribution of this approach in addressing the problem researched in the broader 
context of this study urges the need for addressing the methodological obstacles 
limiting the exploration of design through life stories.
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A Puddle of Quiet: The Power of Story and 
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Introduction 
In recent decades as architects and urban planners have explored the question 

of atmosphere and the experience of place, the interest in sensory design has 
increased dramatically. But its growth has been hindered by the last half-century 
of western architectural practice that retreated from sensory richness in favor of 
uniform thermal, luminous, aural and textural sensescapes. This modernist trend 
toward sensory homogeneity allows buildings to meet codified comfort standards 
and generates universal, flexible spaces, but it does this at the expense of a rich 
and diverse sensory environment. The homogeneous environments it generates 
anesthetize occupants to the wonders of the sensory world and reinforce an 
occularcentric focus that evaluates designs based primarily on how they look. 
Architects trained in this tradition have been slow to explore the lush sensescape 
in their designs and to develop the language to communicate it to their design 
teams and clients.  Their communication tool of preference is visual graphic 
representation, which continues this hegemony of vision at the expense of the 
other senses. So creative exploration of the sensescape in recent design lags far 
behind the progress on tectonic explorations.

In addition, the design of sensory space falls in the gap between architecture 
and engineering, each with its own professional language. Although architects 
generate the experience of the design, engineers hold the tools that shape and 
control many of the non-visual sensory systems (heating and cooling, lighting, 
sound reflections, etc). The art of architecture and the precision of the engineer’s 
formulas and quantitative measurements present different but valuable design 
perspectives, leaving the sensory realm without clear agreement about which 
discipline guides the overall design. In the gap between the two, the pragmatism 
of engineering standards tends to prevail at the expense of poetic felt experience. 

Another significant difference between the architect’s and the engineer’s 
approach to sensory design is the disparate criteria under which they are often 
judged – whether they receive a positive reward (carrot) for good performance 
or a negative punishment (stick) for poor performance. The architect’s approach 
to sensory design involves the felt experience of light, heat, texture, etc., and 
the understanding of these as overlapping/simultaneous experiences in place that 
contribute to an overall atmosphere. This focus is often rewarded with positive 
acclaim for exemplary designs that explore and enrich the sensory environment 
and neutral responses toward more “pedestrian” works that have less sensory 
interest. Sometimes the architect is criticized for an ambitious work that overheats 
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or creates glare, but those criticisms are often deflected toward the engineering 
members of the design team. Engineers, on the other hand, are held to account 
for the evaluation or delivery of sensory attributes of light, heat, sound, etc. based 
on measurable quantities dictated by codes and industry standards. This focus 
is vulnerable to two threats - inability to meet regulatory standards and fear of 
generating occupant complaints - both of which fall squarely in the engineer’s 
lap. Thus while architects strive for a reward, engineers guard against potential 
reprimand or law suit. This difference generates the dichotomy of visionary versus 
cautionary reputations for these professions with the realm of sensory design at 
the crux of the tension between them.

Exacerbating this, or perhaps because of this, a shared language of sensory 
design has been slow to develop. There are words, values and symbols to indicate 
the quantity of many sensory aspects, but a dearth of equally precise language 
to describe their desired qualities and occupant experience. Unfortunately, 
the immaterial sensory qualities are not easily communicated by the graphic 
techniques that render architectural tectonic form. As noted by Ursprung (2014, p 
27), “A wide gap exists between our daily experience of the built environment and 
the abstractions we are confronted with in architecture exhibitions in the guise of 
models, plans, photographs and descriptions. And it appears to be difficult to take 
the immediacy of life in the street – its noise, its smell, its pace and everchanging 
atmosphere – across the institutional threshold of the museum and into a gallery 
space.”

Narrative and storytelling are especially useful in bridging communication 
gaps like these. Communicating sensory experiences requires an evocative 
language that encompasses both the qualities of sensory spaces and the feelings 
and memories they evoke. The human sensory experience probes depths that 
are at the same time tangible and imaginary, emotional and spiritual. This depth 
may require “talking sideways” about these immaterial phenomena in a way that 
circles around and approaches them through stories of memory and imagination.

From the sensory exuberance of a cathedral to the shy hermitage of a reading 
nook, this paper explores the rich language of sensory design and presents a variety 
of narrative techniques for probing sensory experience and communicating it to 
students, design team colleagues, clients and occupants. The paper concludes with 
the description of a workshop entitled “A Puddle of Quiet” which encourages 
participants to envision a metaphoric sensory space and then design it in a quick 
charrette exercise. Through this work, participants gain insight into the power of 
narrative as a generative force in sensory design.

The value of narrative to bridge the gap

It was a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke 
and ashes had allowed it; but as matters stood, it was a town of unnatural red 
and black … It had a black canal in it, and a river that ran purple with ill-
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smelling dye, and vast piles of building full of windows where there was a 
rattling and a trembling all day long, and where the piston of the steam-engine 
worked monotonously up and down, like the head of an elephant in a state of 
melancholy madness. (Dickens, 1854, p. 22)

Dickens’ description above of the industrial city of Coketown captures the 
sensory essence of this 19th century urban wasteland and demonstrates the power 
of narrative to immerse the reader in time and place. His perceptive selection 
of phrases, like, “vast piles of building,” creates a visceral sense of one large 
surrounding mass of construction, rather than individual freestanding buildings, 
and the “rattling and a trembling” creates a virtual vibration in the reader’s body.

In fact, novelists, poets and travel writers have long used narrative techniques 
to emplace readers using metaphor, simile, personification and other literary 
techniques rich in sensory details. Acknowledging this, Casey Seiler, entertainment 
editor for the Albany Times Union noted that, “Narrative is the poetry that 
connects the numbers, the music to go with the math.” (Plough, 2021, p.5) All 
good architecture that is rich in sensory qualities also invokes memories, dreams, 
origin stories, histories - in short life-worlds that are not physically evident, but 
contribute to the felt experience. Narrative has the power to acknowledge what 
is obvious in an environment, like the soaring canopy of a cathedral above us, 
while reminding us of less obvious sensory qualities, and conjuring up associated 
memories that shape the current experience. Experienced writers are attuned to 
these elusive sensory qualities and use them to elicit the atmosphere of a place. 
As Brian Doyle (2015) acknowledges, “Perhaps one aspect of good writing is 
ferocious attention to sound and scent, to the immensity of the infinitesimal; for 
there are stories in everything, at all times, everywhere, and the writer’s task, and 
pleasure, and vocation, is to sing as many as possible.”

This use of narrative to evoke felt sensory experience is supported by 
science. Research studies using MRI brain scans have explored the similarity 
between brain activity when a person is experiencing a space and when they are 
hearing a story about a space. According to Dr. Jeffrey Zacks (2009), professor 
of psychology at Washington University in St. Louis, “what it suggests to us is 
that when they’re reading the story, they’re building simulations in their head 
of events that are described by the story. And so, there’s an important sense that 
as they build that simulation that it’s significantly like being there. We’re used 
to thinking that virtual reality is something that involves fancy computers and 
helmets and gadgets. But what these kind of data suggest is that language itself is 
a powerful form of virtual reality, that there’s an important sense in which when 
we tell each other stories that we can control the perceptional processes that are 
happening in each other’s brains.”

This paper focuses on harnessing the power of the written or spoken word 
to communicate and evoke the sensory world of design. The following sections 
explore this use of narrative starting with raising awareness of the sensory 
environment and culminating with the use of literary devices as generative 
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instruments of design. The exercises described can benefit both practicing 
professionals and students of architecture, landscape and urban design.

Using Narrative to Reacquaint Designers with the Sensory World
The process of any narrative description starts with observation and experience, 

either real or imagined. To move beyond an ocular-centric orientation, designers 
must first re-learn to observe and experience sensory environments of light, heat, 
texture, color, sound, smell, movement and taste that have been neglected by 
recent design trends.

In The Wind in the Willows, Kenneth Grahame (1908, pp.113-114) captures 
this paucity of human awareness of non-visual sensory information as he explores 
the intensity of smell for the character of the Mole:

We others, who have long lost the more subtle of the physical senses, have 
not even proper terms to express an animal’s inter-communications with his 
surroundings, living or otherwise, and have only the word ‘smell,’ for instance, 
to include the whole range of delicate thrills which murmur in the nose of the 
animal night and day, summoning, warning, inciting, repelling. It was one of 
these mysterious fairy calls from out the void that suddenly reached Mole in the 
darkness, making him tingle through and through with its very familiar appeal, 
even while yet he could not clearly remember what it was. He stopped dead in 
his tracks, his nose searching hither and thither in its efforts to recapture the fine 
filament, the telegraphic current that had so strongly moved him. A moment, and 
he had caught it again; and with it this time came recollection in fullest flood. 
 Home! That was what they meant, those caressing appeals, those soft 
touches wafted through the air … Why, it must be quite close by him at that 
moment, his old home that he had hurriedly forsaken and … now it was 
sending out its scouts and its messengers to capture him and bring him in. … 
Now, with a rush of old memories, how clearly it stood up before him … the 
home … wanted him back, and was telling him so, through his nose.”

Smell and sound walks are valuable exercises that train designers to move 
beyond the visual cues in an environment to reconnect with the larger sensory 
world. This focused attention on the “other senses” in well-crafted sensory 
environments brings with it a deeper resonance with the experience. Architects 
noted for their sensitive atmospheric designs, like Peter Zumthor have honed 
this sensitivity to a fine art. As Wefing Heinrich (2009) emphasizes, “you cannot 
photograph the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor’s buildings. They have something 
completely unique that a camera can barely capture, something that essentially 
you cannot even see with your eyes alone. You have to sense, hear, smell and feel 
the presence of these buildings. In short, you have to experience them.”

Popularized by Victoria Henshaw in the early 2000’s, smellwalks have been 
conducted in cities around the world. In a smell or sound walk, participants 
(sometimes blindfolded to eliminate distraction from visual cues) walk through 



an area focusing their attention on a single sense. While walking, they take 
notes about the smells or sounds they’re experiencing - the intensity, longevity, 
reactions of like/dislike, sequences, emotional responses and memories evoked. 
For example, during a smell walk at Seattle’s Pike Place Market, students at the 
University of Washington recorded the following experiences and memories:

• “Moving down the market, I experienced a variety of different smells. 
 Overall, floral and sweet smells seemed to be located towards the 
 beginning of the market, and heavier, muskier smells from handcrafted 
 items towards the back of the market. Throughout my walk I recognized 
 scents from grilled meats, vegetables, handcrafted pasta, cherries, flowers, 
 and the public bathrooms. … Fishy odors reminded me of fishing with 
 relatives at Neah Bay and also gutting fish with my dad in our backyard.”
• “The honey and beeswax especially resonated with me because it was 
 a smell I remember from childhood and going to farmer’s market with  
 my mom.”
• “There was a flower shop with roses at the main entrance for Pikes Place. 
 … It reminded me of when I was little and would be in a school musical. 
 After the show my parents would always have roses for me or send me 
 roses during intermission.”
• “right next to the fruit stand was the street, it was like being at a gas station 
 or stuck on the highway in traffic. That bitter, kind of sour, taste of exhaust 
 looms like a cloud”
• “There was a smell that reminded me exactly of waiting for my mom to 
 order at the Polish meat market at our local farmer’s market in NJ as  
 a child.”
These narratives both heighten students’ awareness of the larger sensory 

world and also connect this experience with their past, generating responses that 
express both the smell itself and the emotional content that it carries – its story. 
The fishy odors noted in the first example become positive through association 
with a family history of fishing together and processing the day’s catch for a 
family meal.

Using Narrative to Establish the Sense(s) of Place
A travel writer’s job is to emplace the reader in the locale of the story and 

attention to sensory details is essential. So travel writing provides some of the 
most potent examples of how sensory narratives can evoke an entire city or 
section of the world. The following is a small sample of travel writing examples 
for different cities around the world:

• Paris: “The evening smells somehow sweetly of the summer warmth cut 
 by a tinge of thick, lingering exhaust, despite what the Parisian authorities 
 claim to be their cleaning up of the city’s air – a good smell, nevertheless, 
 because it is the smell of Paris.” (LaSalle, 2014, p.78)
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• Miami: “Hot, humid air, like a weighted blanket, draped itself around me 
 as I exited Miami International Airport. As a native Miamian who now lives 
 on the opposite side of the country, I live for this sensation. It’s something I 
 crave when I’ve been away too long, though my northern friends can’t  
 fathom why. One of the reasons South Florida feels like home to those born 
 here is that nowhere else in the country quite feels like South Florida.” 
 (Haile, 2020, p.159)
• Calcutta: “I was carried along for hours, relieved of individuality. Smells 
 – cumin and excrement, frying grease, jasmine and human sweat – 
 registered and dissipated without consequence. Images – perilously thin 
 men squatting atop idle richshaws, naked children peeing in the gutter, 
 stunning young women – all unfurled as I was swept onward. … the 
 sensation made even stronger at night, when the heat would soften and 
 the dim, straining streetlamps left Calcutta’s darker corners to mystery 
 while a gauzy mist hung in the air as people sought respite from overcrowded 
 dwellings.” (McCarthy, 2013, p.107)
These narrative descriptions of cities around the world communicate the 

experience of each place through smell, color, sound, light, temperature, etc. The 
first example of Paris is an impersonal one, describing the smells of the city 
without reference to the author or others perceiving it. The second one of Miami 
is quite personal, evoking the thermal and somatic experience of the writer in 
contrast with her friends in northern climates. The third uses the ephemerality 
of the odors, air quality and light of Calcutta to establish the writer’s anonymity 
within Calcutta’s chaotic sensescape that changes across space and time.

The examples evoke the overall atmosphere of these three large cities, but 
narrative can also be used to carve a more intimate sensory place out of a larger 
setting. The book, Creating Sensory Spaces, The Architecture of the Invisible 
(Erwine, 2017, p.21), uses narrative in this way to describe a gathering of people 
around a campfire as it notes that,

Clinging to the base of a forested hill, Alki Beach looks across Puget Sound 
toward stunning views of the Olympic Mountains. ... Along the beach, people 
gather early in the day to claim one of the most coveted party venues in the 
city. As night closes in, the parties are visible as a series of glowing campfires 
dotting the beach with an inky darkness filling the space between them. 
Approach one and you have entered a private realm, enclosed by neither walls 
nor doors, but still a clear definition of place, carved out of the brisk night air.  
Light, heat and sound alone mark the threshold of these intimate gatherings. 
Step into the fire’s sphere of warmth and you have entered the heart of the 
party; step four feet back and you’re “out in the cold” so to speak, outside the 
action and alone.
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This narration is a representation of sensory space much like an architectural 
drawing is a depiction of tectonic space. It emplaces the reader in the experience 
of a sensory “room” that is defined not by tectonic form, but by sensory gradients. 
It is a full rendering of the place, including context, program, users, adjacencies 
and scale. Beyond that, it evokes feelings of a sense of community, inclusion/
exclusion, and possibly distant attached memories.

Using narrative to personify an aspect of the sensory world
The narrative technique of personification can be used in design to create a 

sensory “character sketch” of a place or building. American poet Billy Collins 
uses personification in his poem, “Building with Its Face Blown Off” where he 
notes, “And the bathroom looks almost embarrassed / By its uncovered ochre 
walls, / The twisted mess of its plumbing.”  Here there is a drab poignancy in the 
“uncovered ochre walls” and a tactile chaos in the “twisted mess of its plumbing.” 
(Collins, 2007, p.38)

To investigate this technique in a sensory design seminar at the University 
of Washington, students were asked to sit in a side hallway in Architecture 
Hall in a location that has little visual connection with the rest of the building 
and listen to the sounds representing the conversation between occupants and 
the building. Architecture Hall is a 48,000 ft2 (4459 m2) building that has an 
interior stairway connecting three floors of classrooms and studios. Students were 
instructed to write down the sounds they heard, noting the character of the sound 
(frequency, tempo, information content, etc), the source (if they could identify 
it), its intensity and duration, and their response to it (like/dislike). The final part 
of the exercise instructed students to provide a word or phrase describing the 
voice of the building as if it were a person interacting with its occupants. The 
descriptions varied widely, but a clear personality emerged as some repeated 
phrases captured the dialogue between this hard-surfaced building and its young, 
active occupants. Their descriptive words included, “impatient, short tempered, 
on-edge, irritated, stressed, fast paced, boisterous, crisp and decisive, a bit anxious, 
and schizophrenic.” (Erwine, 2017, pp.162-3) Architecture Hall is obviously not 
a place of rest. This narrative exercise initiated a week-long investigation into 
sound space and sensitized students to the life of the soundscape around them.

Using Narrative to script the transitions of the sensory world
In addition to capturing the sensory essence of a place, narrative can be used 

to explore the flow of sensory experiences across time and space. This is similar 
to the plot sequence in story. For example, Ralph Knowles relates how his family 
developed an annual rhythm of using their back porch that is shaded on the 
south by a neighbor’s tree. “To catch the warm winter sun, we move our table 
northward. To sit in the cool summer shadow, we move our table southward. 
Back and forth, once each spring and again each fall, we carry the table across a 
shadow line.” (Knowles, 1992, p.43) Similarly one could narrate the changes in 
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a building’s sensory qualities along 
frequently traversed pathways. These 
stories of sensory change capture 
the rhythm of living in a place over 
time, something that is impossible to 
fully capture with graphic techniques 
and may be used to design future 
sequences and rhythms of unbuilt 
environments.

Using a Literary device to 
design sensory spaces

Literary techniques of metaphor 
and simile have also been used as 
generative tools for new designs. 
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson 
(1980, p.117), in their book 
Metaphors We Live By, note that: 
“metaphors allow us to understand 
one domain of experience in terms 
of another. This suggests that 
under-standing takes place in terms 
of experience and not in terms of 
isolated concepts.”

In a workshop that I teach called 
“A Puddle of Quiet,” participants 
explore this use of metaphor in 
sensory design. They begin by 
analyzing architect Steven Holl’s 
Chapel of St. Ignatius (Seattle, 
WA, 1997). This exquisite chapel 
was developed using the metaphor 
of “Seven Bottles of Light in a 
Stone Box.” Participants begin 
by brainstorming the anticipated 
qualities that might differentiate 
the bottles of light and the stone 
box. Table 01 shows the list of 
qualities that commonly emerge. 
They then examine photographs of 
the completed building (Fig.01 and 
Fig.02) and narratives from people 
who have visited it to evaluate how 

Table 01 Anticipated Qualities.

Source: B. Erwine

Fig. 01. Chapel of St. Ignatius exterior: The 
Stone Box.

Source: Photograph by B. Erwine

Source: Photograph by B. Erwine

Fig. 02. Chapel of St. Ignatius interior: The 
Bottles of Light
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well these qualities are captured in the final design. The correlation between the 
anticipated qualities and the experienced building is strong and participants see 
the power of the generative metaphor.

In the next part of the workshop, participants explore the process of “feeling 
into” a metaphoric space. For example, the metaphor of a “puddle of quiet” might 
inspire a place that is sheltered from sound that one comes upon unexpectedly 
within a noisy environment. Like a puddle, it might be a small, shallow space, 
perhaps sunken slightly into the landscape. It would not be bounded by walls, 
but just identified by a change in sound level. The soundscape around it would 
be manipulated to eliminate surrounding sounds or significantly reduce them for 
passersby who encounter this puddle of quiet.

After these preliminary exercises, participants break into small groups to 
develop their own sensory metaphors and work together to design a place that 
evoking the metaphor. The workshop concludes with group presentations of these 
metaphoric sensory spaces. Participants are encouraged to explore a variety of 
presentation modes including narrative, poetry, dance, and sound in addition to 
traditional drawings (Fig. 03). Narrative, both spoken and written, plays heavily 
into these presentations as the design groups grapple with describing the sensory 
experiences they have designed. Other modes of presentation – dance, sound, 
etc – are much less common, perhaps due to the short amount of time allotted 
for the exercise and the unfamiliarity of using these alternative expressive forms 
to generate an experience of place. Through the exercise participants learn the 
power of metaphor to reveal an enigmatic experience by associating it with a 
more concrete or poetic shared meaning or experience.

Fig. 03. Two workshop participants develop a drawing and a poem to express the experience of 
their metaphoric space.

Source: Photograph by B. Erwine
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Conclusion
Through this exploration, we have seen that although the final design may 

require controlling temperature, light or sound to within a narrow range of values, 
the design goal is not a simple list of specifications for that control. The goal is 
the creation of an experience of wonder, of awe, of belonging, of excitement or 
of mystery. The final design may contain warmth or shadow or the soft music 
of rain on a roof. These sensory experiences may be constant or may fluctuate 
over time. And in order to create them, we need to be able to describe the felt 
experiences with all their attached emotions and memories. The design can then 
emerge from that shared story. As shown in the above examples, narrative plays 
a communicative and generative role in this process, giving expression to the 
amorphous feelings that don’t have a precise vocabulary.

We have also seen the power of narrative to touch the immaterial sensory 
heart of place - to recognize it, see it, communicate it, and bring it to life. 
Narrative descriptions help both clients and designers become more articulate in 
recognizing and communicating the desired atmosphere. The exercises presented 
are both educational aids, opening up the awareness and creativity of designers to 
the essence of the sensory world, and generative tools that can be used to envision 
new designs and communicate them to clients and team members.

To date, these narrative techniques have more commonly been used by architects, 
landscapers, urban and interior designers to communicate their intention to their 
clients or the public. Initial work with engineers is promising, but it is imperative 
that future classes and workshops specifically target engineering professionals, 
as they are key to shaping the sensory qualities. This shared narrative language 
will then facilitate an integrated design process where a unified design team 
works together with end users to create their desired experience. It allows both 
architects and engineers to move beyond their silos of expertise and prescriptive 
standards and collaborate on designs with a rich sensory tapestry and ensures that 
the resultant designs work both from an aesthetic and practical viewpoint. As 
design and engineering teams become more fluent in this process, the resulting 
designs will open up to the rich texture of sensory possibilities and will become 
more human-centered reinforcing our connections to place and each other.
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Introduction 

Your history gets in the way of my memory. 
I am everything you lost. You can’t forgive me. 
I am everything you lost.Your perfect Enemy. 
Your memory gets in the way of my memory (Ali 1997, p. 54).

In his poem “Farewell,” Agha Shahid Ali recollects – from exile – the 
desperate condition of his homeland Kashmir, which is wracked with the strife 
of occupation, sectarian violence and displacement. Shahid assembles a rhetoric 
of imagery culled from memories of his boyhood home and composes these 
into a message for a friend who – also now exiled – has become a nominal 
adversary in the battle for a space that they both once shared. The insurmountable 
distance between the two creates an accompanying distance between their shared 
memories, leading to a repression of these, the void of which is filled with new, 
competing claims about history and its proper order. And yet, the poet wonders 
aloud at an alternative trajectory of events - one in which these now obscured 
pasts could be uncovered and allowed once again to commingle, thus creating the 
possibility for a different present and future: [I]f only somehow you could have 
been mine What wouldn’t have happened in the world?” (Ibid.)

This paper will consider the potential of the unearthing, remembering and 
telling of repressed experience to act as a generative material for architectural 
design. To this end, the paper will reflect on the actions and outcomes of an 
undergraduate design studio in which students were tasked with examining and 
then narrating repressed memories from their individual design pasts by way of 
architectural making.1

Before introducing the studio, the paper will consider storytelling in relation 
to precedents that deploy this method in the service of architectural design. This 
prelude will not just contextualize the studio’s output, but also its capacity to 
productively build on a discourse that has been ongoing. The paper will then 

1 Gratitude goes to my advisor and collaborator in both the development and teaching of this 
studio, Joyce Hwang, Associate Professor and Associate Chair, Department of Architecture, 
University at Buffalo. I am also grateful to the studio’s 24 students, in particular those whose 
work is referenced in this paper: Isabelle Dabrowski, Petreen Thomas, Rosanna Valencia, Gregg 
Schuster and Jeff Chouloute. The studio and its associated research were conducted as part of the 
P. Reyner Banham Fellowship (2019) at the University at Buffalo.
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focus on Walter Benjamin’s notion of storytelling as craft, something best evinced 
by his famous dictum: “[H]e who seeks to approach his own buried past must 
conduct himself like a man digging” (1999, p. 575). Benjamin’s framing of the 
storyteller will loom large in the paper’s explorations of case studies from the 
studio, which will be followed by an attempt to align the narration of experience 
with other innovative and potentially radical strategies available to students and 
instructors in architectural design education.

The Persistence of Storytelling
The deployment of narrative in architectural propositions is not something 

new, with just a cursory overview of Western architectural history offering many 
relevant examples. The etchings of the 18th Century draughtsman Piranesi 
depicting the Carceri d’invenzione, for instance, emerge from imagined stories, 
perhaps inspired by the cistern architecture of the Venetian region that was 
his home.2 Joseph Gandy’s painted renderings for Sir John Soane include not 
just visualizations for Soane’s pragmatic proposals, but also images portraying 
architecture that had no intention beyond a fantasy-performance of 19th Century 
Britain’s imperial prowess – though Gandy’s penchant for story-making and 
telling is arguably best illustrated in a catalogue featuring his own designs for 
cottages for Britain’s rural laboring poor.3 And, Gandy’s visionary contemporary, 
Jean-Jaques LeQueu, likewise deployed storytelling through the creation of 
highly detailed drawings that deliver sometimes satirical (and occasionally erotic) 
legends or fables. 

Of course, the presence of narrative in architecture is not just an object for 
historical study, but rather permeates contemporary practice. LeQueu’s visions 
are referenced explicitly in the projects of Douglas Darden, whose Condemned 
Buildings draw on Shakespeare’s Hamlet for allegorical provocation. And the 
decolonized African urban visions of Congolese artist Bodys Isek Kingelez seem 
to put into three dimensions the fantastical paint-on-canvas renderings of Joseph 
Gandy. 

Kingelez’s optimistic storytelling, which channels an ebullience about his 
country’s new, post-colonial present, can see its possible reverse in some of the 
radical proposals of Lebbeus Woods, where precarity resulting from catastrophe 
(both natural and socio-political) foregrounds architectures of anxiety and 

2 At least this is MacDonald’s interpretation in (1979, pp. 17-19). 
3 Gandy’s given titles for his stylized creations - “A Small Octagon Cottage, with Conveniences 
for a Laborer and Family, Intended as an Ornamental Object in Gentleman’s Grounds” (Plate X) - 
hint at a highly developed imaginary of the rural idyll, probably a combination of experience and 
flight of popular fancy during the height of England’s Industrial Age (Gandy, 1805).
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mitigation.4 Somewhat similarly, the artist Torkwase Dyson forwards a highly 
abstracted architectural vocabulary to narrate a historical trepidation that is 
spatialized in her projects about water injustice and climate change.5  

Reworking the Raw Material of (Personal) Experience 
The aforementioned work only scratches the surface with respect to narrative 

and its potential to generate architectural production; however, the authors of 
these projects stop short at identifying (their own) personal experience directly 
as the source for the stories that have instigated their work. It is at this apparent 
terminus that this paper seeks to re-activate the discussion of narrative and design. 

As a point of departure, the paper will draw on Walter Benjamin’s provocation 
that storytelling is a craft in which the material is “human life,” and that the 
storyteller’s role “consists precisely of reworking the raw material of experience 
– that of others as well as his own – in a solid, useful and unique way.”6 While 
Benjamin’s understanding of the storyteller is probably rooted in a larger critique 
of industrial capitalism, whose reliance on technology (in particular automation) 
disembodied human labor by severing its ties to the worker, his definition 
is useful here primarily because of the connection it makes between personal 
experience, its telling, and their combined utility. Put simply: for Benjamin, both 
experience and its recounting have value that is concrete. And the singular ability 
to compellingly recount experience stands as the storyteller’s touchstone (2019, 
p. 75).  

But what is this “value” embedded in the recounting of personal experience? 
Benjamin’s emphasis on the value of storytelling is clarified by his comparison 
of the story to the novel. While the novel’s reader searches in the (finite) text for 
an overarching “meaning of life,” the storyteller’s audience listens instead for 
the “moral of the story,” knowing that this lesson applies only to the tales and 
timelines offered by the present narration (Ibid, p. 65). This scenario necessarily 
renders the novel’s protagonists as removed persons whose delimited lives are to 
be learned and remembered, as opposed to the characters of the story, who are 
known to the teller (or represent the teller themselves) and whose doings could 
be ongoing (Ibid). This dichotomy maintains the story as unique in comparison 
to the novel and other narrative forms: while the story remains forever a part 

4 While most of Wood’s work engages with and problematizes “unstable sites,” his propositions 
for Sarajevo and San Francisco both come to mind here. Both appear in his contribution Pamphlet 
Architecture 15 (1993).
5 Dyson’s exhibition “1919: Black Water” at Columbia University’s Arthur Ross Gallery (2019) is 
particularly relevant here. The exhibition is an architectural cartography of specific events leading 
up to the Chicago race riots in Summer 1919. 
6 Benjamin, Walter. The Storyteller Essays. New York: New York Review Books, 2019. p. 75. This 
paper relies on a close reading of “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Work of Nikolai Leskov.” 
Written by in 1936, the essay was recently republished in this volume of collected works by and 
on Walter Benjamin.



of human life, the novel exists always apart from it. Therefore, the telling of 
experience, as enacted by the storyteller, is not an exact history about the way 
someone was, but instead a meaningful signal about the way we are – and might 
one day be.7

Benjamin further emphasizes this dynamic and alive nature of tale-telling by 
setting up yet another opposition – between the storyteller and the historian. The 
latter is a writer (not recounter) of history who is concerned primarily with the 
location and explanation of major, discrete events on a timeline, with the ultimate 
ambition of “accurately linking these together” to achieve a grand vision for what 
history is. This obsession with sequence, explanation and the establishment of a 
‘big picture’ hampers the historian’s ability to see value in small, lived moments 
that fail to contribute to the larger order of things. Conversely, the storyteller’s 
recounting is concerned exactly with these minor, more personal moments 
and how they somehow might fit into an otherwise “inscrutable course of the 
world” (Ibid, p. 60). Here once again, Benjamin turns our attention away from 
generalization towards personal specificity, telling us that this shift allows us the 
chance to search for our own answers about the past (and, implicitly, the present 
and future) rather than be bound to a readymade understanding of what these 
should be. 

The studio outlined below is informed by this, Benjamin’s critical notion 
– that storytelling possesses a unique capacity to allow us to place seemingly 
minor, disparate personal experiences in a larger context, without compelling us 
to relate these experiences to an overarching, unilateral vision of history. 

A Home for CRAP
A Home for CRAP (Collection of Repressed Architectural Pasts) was an 

undergraduate design studio led by 2 instructors – the author and Joyce Hwang 
(Associate Professor) — at the University at Buffalo’s School of Architecture 
and Planning. The studio tasked its 24 students with generating new design 
through an exploration of highly personal, possibly unremarkable and sometimes 
embarrassing histories that might otherwise be omitted from a more circumspect 
telling of their young architectural careers.

The term commenced with a writing exercise, leading to short “mini-
memoirs” that narrated selected histories of the students’ previous semesters in 
architecture school. This initial exercise encouraged a thoughtful deceleration 
through rigorous introspection in which specificity – both with respect to the 

7 Benjamin’s outline of the storyteller’s activities and their loose affiliation with “the real” 
resonates with Hedjuk’s understanding of architectural designs as they appear in drawings: “[A]
ll are specifically real (pencil or paper), all are representations of proposed comings, all are 
illusions regarding space and depth.” Hejduk, John. “The Flatness of Depth,” in Judith Turner 
Photographs Five Architects, Judith Turner. New York: Rizzoli, 1980, p 9.
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“memory-materials” unearthed and their associated architectural environments – 
was strongly encouraged. 

Students forwarded these narratives into the materiality of 2- and 3-dimensions 
through the making of interpretive drawings and models, including a wearable 
device that “performs” personal experience – an object inspired by Walter 
Benjamin’s “theater” of memory. These studies inspired a final design proposal 
in which each student developed a campus museum that would become a bespoke 
permanent home for the collection of objects engendered by the excavated 
material of previously repressed pasts. 

Anti-heroic Architectures of Self Deprecation  
While the studio produced a wide range of outcomes, some commonalities 

between projects did emerge, in particular with respect to Benjamin’s suggestion 
regarding storytelling and its stress on the elevation of quotidian moments that 
resist placement in overarching, monumental histories. That is to say, students 
were able to unearth everyday experiences and develop these repressed pasts into 
architectural designs that were imposing and even monumental, regardless of 
their significance (or, lack thereof) one or two years onwards.

For example, Isabelle’s unremarkable experience of loneliness in the early 
weeks of her first semester in architecture school led her to uncover an associated 
but forgotten memory: that of the unlikely start of her friendship with another 
student – unlikely because of the physical distance between them for much of this 
period (Fig. 01). Isabelle’s initial research produced a set of vacuformed helmets, 
joined by a long string, that connected her to another individual, all the while 
isolating the two from the outside world - thus reenacting the spatial conditions 
of her experience in new, aural terms. This instigated Isabelle’s proposal for 
“InterReaction,” a museum offering visitors the chance to enter an architectural 
scale pod that would link them (via audio) to a stranger in a similar pod somewhere 
else on their college’s campus. Thus, the uncovering and narration of a series 
of less-remembered situations that preceded an enduring friendship became an 
architectural study of aloneness and relief.

Fig. 01. “Museum InterReaction” by Isabelle Dabrowski.
Image courtesy of the author.
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In his description of fairytales – humankind’s earliest stories – Walter 
Benjamin writes that their purpose was to “teach us about the first measures 
mankind took to shake off the weight of the nightmares that myth had placed 
upon his chest.” He continues: “[I]n the figure of the ‘fool’, (the fairytale) 
shows us how mankind ‘plays dumb’ to protect himself from myths” (Ibid, p. 
67). A Home for CRAP yielded multiple projects created by students who self-
effacingly embraced this position of “the fool” as a means of asserting control 
and precluding embarrassment that might be brought on by others. 

Take for example Petreen’s experience of her inability to procure a late night 
snack on the eve of a final review, leading her and a classmate to enter – on 
foot – the drive-thru lane of a fast-food restaurant, only to be turned away (Fig. 
02). Rather than marking a site of shame, this experience was instead activated 
by Petreen to inspire a series of drawings that preceded an imposing, moving, 
cylindrically shaped museum proposal that foregrounds and even uplifts 
the acts of being confused, rejected, and lost. In so doing, her body of work 
elicited empathy from other students and visiting critics, who admitted to having 
experienced similar confusion and rejection during their academic careers. 

Rosanna’s research likewise uncovered memories of frustration and “not 
knowing,” only to redirect these towards design work that centers uncertainty 

Fig. 02. “Museum of Accidental Conversions” by Petreen Thomas.
Image courtesy of the author.
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and its possible relief (Fig. 03). Her first year memories of time and materials 
mismanaged or lost served as fodder for a wearable device that cared little about 
correcting course after previous mistakes, but instead heightened the experience 
of these, turning the state of confusion into an anticipated event. In response to 

this narrative, Rosanna 
developed a 
“disorienting helmet” 
that both inflects and 
performs confusion and 
respite. This device 
led to a “Museum of 
Relief” that anticipates 
future narratives of 
error and frustration 
and allows for the 
temporary respite from 
these, which Rosanna 
sees as not preventable, 
but inevitable by-
products of learning 
architecture, and as 
such, fertile ground for 
design inspiration. 

These projects by 
Isabelle, Petreen and 
Rosanna are emblematic 
of the studio’s adherence 
to Walter Benjamin’s 
rejection of endeavors 
to fit in to unilateral, 
grand meaning - a 
critical aspect of the 
told story. By promoting 
a rigorous procedure 
of looking inwards, 
these propositions 
demonstrate the 

potentials available in (usually anti-heroic) aspects of personal experience to fuel 
multivalent design actions embedded in empathy, humor, humility and relief. 

Narrative’s Inclusionary Potential: Existing Pedagogies 
The designs and their story-provocations related above could potentially be 

aligned with (and complementary to) existing propositions and experiments with 

Fig 03. “Museum of Relief” by Rosanna Valencia.
Image courtesy of the author.
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respect to the architecture studio and its culture. To start, these practices appear to 
fall into the category of the “eco-social,” a notion established by historian Cheryl 
Fish in her discussion of poet June Jordan’s collaborative relationship with 
Buckminster Fuller - a relationship expanded on by Charles Davis in his discussion 
of Jordan’s writing (2015). Davis’s comments on Jordan’s novel His Own Where, 
stress Fish’s outline of an “eco-social interpretation of the built environment, 
which consider[s] architecture and the built environment to be an extension and 
manifestation of human ecology” (Ibid). The student projects referenced thus far 
aspire to this type of interpretation, in that each considers architecture – existing 
or proposed – to be centrally concerned with its relationship to lived experience 
and emotion. Davis ends his commentary on His Own Where by encouraging 
architectural designers to emulate Jordan’s embrace of the complexity of individual 
and community histories as “an alternative vision of architectural modernism.” 
Embodying Benjamin’s notion of the storyteller and that figure’s emphasis on 
narrated experience could be a potential place for architects to embark on this 
methodology of the eco-social that Davis recommends.8

The eco-social also brings to mind the recent work of Emily Wettstein who, 
as both an architectural designer and a landscape architect, has proposed new 
methodologies for learning in the architecture studio that borrow from an existing 
strategy in landscape architectural education – namely “student as site.” For 
Wettstein, this constitutes a “pedagogy that aims at inclusion by approaching 
students in the way that landscape architects approach sites, with attention to 
situation, position, and identity, and as generative of their own potential ” (2020, 
p. 182). She writes: 

Actively acknowledging all students’ and instructors’ “situated knowledges” 
and positionalities can begin to destabilize hierarchies. Establishing multiple 
centers across the many individuals—or sites—in the classroom allows us 
to approach the dynamics between educational agents as emergent field 
conditions to be designed through their interrelationships in order to facilitate 
peer-learning and peer-critique (Ibid).  

 Like Charles Davis’s suggestion that architects emphasize individual and 
community histories in their work, Wettstein’s push for “multiple centers” could 

8 A striking depiction of engagement with of eco-social thinking and making appears in Lisa 
Uddin’s outline of the work of Noah Purifoy and his students at the Watts Tower Arts Center 
in the months immediately following the 1965 rebellion. Uddin’s larger discussion considers 
Purifoy’s (and his students’) assemblages as an unsettling of a supposedly “virtuous and 
fundamentally human” narrative surrounding good-life Modernism that stressed a highly sanitized 
conformity through outward participation in intense consumption and silent participation in 
racial exclusion - aspects festering implicitly in Modernism’s necessary underbelly (2020, p. 
310). Uddin’s understanding of Purifoy’s development of new “itineraries of mattering” (p. 316) 
recalls Davis’s recommendation for eco-socially oriented design that considers multiple - versus 
truncated or incomplete Modernist - histories.
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be one of the outcomes of an 
architectural design strategy 
in which narratives culled 
from personal experience 
– the “situated knowledge” 
of the student/designer – 
guide the configuration of 
interactions and production 
in the architecture studio. 

Facing Dread, Finding 
Liberation

Benjamin’s metaphorical 
description of stock 
characters that appear in the 
storyteller’s tales includes 
“the man that set out to 
learn what fear is … [he] 
shows us that we can see 
through our fears” (2019, 
p. 67). Interestingly, many 
of the students in A Home 
for CRAP took anxiety or 
even dread as a provocation 
for their work. For example, 
Gregg’s design research 
engaged with a repressed 
– and highly unpleasant – 
experience in which his fear 
of public speaking led to a 
humiliating exchange with a 
critic during the course of an 
architecture school review:

I’m not that good at 
public speaking. At my 
second review, my nervous 
monotone voice was 
perceived as unenthusiastic 

by one of the critics, who asked me: “Do you even care?” 
I was taken aback because I spent so much time on this project and I did care. 

I replied: “What?” 
“Yeah, I thought so” said the critic. 
I was so angry and I remember he made me feel very embarrassed, which 

Figure 04. “The Whammy Museum of Small Misfortunes” 
by Gregg Schuster.

Image courtesy of the author.
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made me even more angry...
Gregg’s production of 

both objects and drawings 
thoughtfully performed his 
memories of anxiety and 
shame by allegorizing a 
moment of feeling silenced 
and the “breaking apart” 
of confidence and ego. His 
design work concluded with 
a proposal for a “Museum of 
Small Misfortunes” which 
reflected on his chosen 
pasts with irony and humor, 
thus allowing Gregg to 
create a new memory - one 
of a rewarding feeling of 
“overcoming” that resulted 
from a repeated facing-
down of of dread (Fig. 04). 

This sense of 
overcoming was repeated 
in the outcomes of multiple 
projects, most notably 
Jeff, whose work detailed 
a self-identified situation 
of “analysis-paralysis” in 
which a constant procedural 
over-thinking eventually 
led to his inability to 
successfully complete a 
previous design studio. As 
a repeating student, Jeff’s 
anxieties about failure, 
being held back (again), and 
the associated shame, made 
him particularly reluctant 
to center his studio work 

around any part of his architectural past, and on this experience of “analysis-
paralysis” in particular– and yet, in the end he chose to do exactly that. The result 
was not just an incisive study of a “designer’s block” quandary that occasionally 
haunts most architecture students and practitioners, but also a fascinating 
translation of memories of anxiety, failure and impending doom into the spatial 
realm, recounted in the language of architecture (Fig. 05). 

Fig 05. “The Museum of Wanderlust and Paralysis” by Jeff 
Chouloute.

Image courtesy of the author.

388  |  Narrative and Design

Mustafa Faruki



Both Gregg and Jeff’s narratives of a highly personal and painful repressed 
past led to a design-based return from that past that rendered both students feeling 
empowered and liberated. As such, the narrative of their work resonates with 
what bell hooks refers to in her essay “Whiteness in the Black Imagination” as 
“the conquest of terror.” Hooks’s discussion of the common occlusion of histories 
of terror describing black experience in America to make room for alternative, 
non-problematized visions of pluralism and racial harmony sees as a potential 
foil a return to the “scene of the crime” where one “dares to face the enemy.” This 
return and its direct engagement with and representation of white terror is, for 
hooks, necessary for the writing of any history that aspires for truth: “[T]o bear 
the burden of memory, one must willingly journey to places long uninhabited, 
searching the debris of history for traces of the unforgettable, all knowledge of 
which has been suppressed.” And it is this very journey that is liberating, in that 
it allows for a “confrontation that forces the terror of history to loosen its grip” 
(hooks 1996, p. 41).  

Walter Benjamin’s description of the storyteller’s illustration of our capacity 
to “see through our fears” and hook’s emphasis on the liberating potential of 
confronting terrifying personal memory both point to an inherent utility in the 
unearthing and narrating of repressed pasts. These understandings of storytelling 
underline its generative potential and, particularly with respect to hooks’s work, 
suggest that the very act of recounting can in fact embody a radical retelling of 
history and its afterlives. In the context of the architecture studio, then, storytelling 
could offer a methodology that approximates existing radical practices, but in the 
field of architectural design - practices that reject monolithic, heroic, or sanitized 
narratives in favor of the resuscitation and re-positioning of individual histories 
that stress empowerment and empathy. 

As a point of reference, this way of working and its potential outcomes finds 
a kindred spirit in some contemporary artistic practices: the silhouettes of Kara 
Walker immediately come to mind. Walker’s insistence on facing dread as a 
means of challenging hegemony is aptly summarized in Zadie Smith’s discussion 
of her work: 

For Walker, dread is an engine: it prompts us to remember and rightly fear the 
ruins we shouldn’t want to return to, and don’t wish to recreate - if we’re wise. 
Dread is surely one of the things we want history to cause in us, let we forget 
(Smith 2020, p. 13). 

Seen in this light, confronting (and in Walker’s case, imaging) the past is a 
practice that goes beyond the realms of the facing down and conquest of fear, 
where it acts as a cautionary tale which can reinvent the course of our actions 
in the present and future. Storytelling’s fundamental act of returning and 
bearing witness offers the architectural studio an opportunity to participate in 
this reinvention, where an eco-social design promoting lived experience and 
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individual liberation might produce outcomes that are surprising and valuable. It 
is an act - once again - narrated best in words of the poet Agha Shahid Ali: 

I must go back briefly to a place I have loved  
To show you those you will efface I have loved (Betts 2017, p. 163).
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Introduction 
This Paper describes experiments and developments with Low tech Interfaces 

and workflows using Virtual Reality (VR) in the design process. Since the Beginning 
of the Re-Invention of VR systems using Head mounted displays (HMD) a few 
years ago we were interested in using these devices not as a presentation tool but 
within the design process in architecture and urban planning. This was only made 
possible because the VR systems changed from being very expensive towards 
affordable or even extreme cheap solutions. We concentrated our experiments in 
using the Ultra Low-cost Smartphone based devices and developed interfaces and 
workflows for the use of these devices. 

One of the main aspects was to develop a workflow that is easy to use by 
architects and urban planners (and students within these fields) without too much 
programming or scripting knowledge – many architects and architectural students 
are not very proficient in this field. The other aspect of this research was to further 
develop our self-made low-cost interfaces to increase the quality of movement 
and interaction in the virtual world and make the access to the VR systems as easy 
and barrier free as possible. 

In our opinion VR tools can help to bring back a better understanding of space 
and scale which has been lost a little bit in the past with the change from analogue 
to digital tools. Additional advantage is that the inherent problem of motion 
sickness is less problematic in the field of architecture and urban design because 
there is not so much high-speed movement necessary to experience architectural 
and urban spaces. Our devices with their more natural triggers (e. g. walking 
instead of pressing buttons) also reduce this effect.

Current Development: Overview
This project was originally developed as a research Project between two 

universities, the University of Technology in Graz/Austria (TU Graz) and the 
University of Liverpool in England. In both universities the research was based 
at schools of architecture. Because of changes in England - retirement of the 
main partner and the expected Brexit effects on research and exchange - we had 
to search a new partner to develop our ideas further. This time we decided to 
try something different to team up not with another school of Architecture but 
with a school of Civil Engineering with a Focus in Informatics. We were lucky 
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and ended up with a strategic partner university in Germany, the University of 
Technology in Darmstadt/Germany (TU Darmstadt). To team up the students of 
Architecture with the students of Civil engineering with a focus on computer 
science in joint workshops turned out to be very fruitful – for the refinement of 
the workflow and the development of the tools.

The initial Workflow
The principal workflow is based on preparing the basic Geometry that has 

been designed in any CAAD or modelling Software and use the game engine 
software Unity to prepare these models for the virtual systems. 

In fact, the first workflow we developed was based on Google Hardware and 
Software so we worked with the Cardboard Software Developer Kit provided by 
Google (see weblinks). This brought several limitations – first of all we could not 
use iphones because at that time this did only work in the Android environment. 
In fact we had to build the APK files in Unity based on the imported geometry 
and then had to copy them onto the smartphones manually. This brought also a 
lot of problems during our workshops with different Android and APK developer 
versions on the smartphones because of the variety of different android phones 
that our students used.  In later Workshops we tried to use only a limited amount 
of smartphone brands and Software versions to overcome these problems but 
the constant updates either from unity to Android and the APK versions caused 
many problems to our “running systems” – we tried to avoid them but that was 
not always possible.

The new Workflow
In the new workflow that was developed during the workshops with the TU 

Darmstadt in 2020 and used again this semester, we used the new Open-Source 
project “WebXR” from Mozilla (see weblinks). Together with an extension to 
Unity the “WebXR exporter”, it is now possible to generate a Website which 
includes the Virtual World and the interactions that has been created in Unity. 
This can be put on a Webserver which can be accessed only locally or through the 
internet. Both aspects are important for architects: in a design process you might 
want to keep your ideas “hidden” – think of taking part in a competition.  But on 
the other hand it can be beneficial if you can collaborate with team partners that 
are not available locally – in fact very important in times of a Pandemic.

Because the system is now browser based it can be used with any platform 
and if necessary, even without any HMD devices just using a 3D viewer in the 
Browser – with a lot less immersion naturally.

With this new workflow concept, we also did manage to overcome the above-
mentioned update and platform problems and the whole project can be easily 
embedded in an internet presentation when the design is finished.

The scripting and programming are now not bound to the selected platform 
anymore – you don’t have to do it separately for different platforms (e.g., Android 
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or IOS). Another important aspect now is that the generated Unity export files 
using WebXR and the Unity extension are working not only with Google 
Cardboard but also with a variety of different VR Interfaces. 

In our project we still concentrated on the Ultra-Low-Cost version using 
Google Cardboard with Smartphones because that is the platform where we 
developed the interfaces, we will present in the next chapter. But if an architect 
and designer have other VR hardware available it is still possible to use this new 
workflow easily – only the new interfaces will not be available.

The Interfaces
The principal idea

Some time ago, we already started our main idea to develop better system 
of movement using the low-cost smartphone-based Head Mounted Displays. As 
you all know these systems trigger the direction of view using the sensors in the 
smartphone. To move forward you can program different kind of triggers. One 
possibility is that a long stare in a certain direction at a certain point teleports you 
to another place in the virtual world or you have to move step by step – which is 
in fact the more natural way when you try to experience in detail an architectural 
design. These steps can be triggered by tapping on the display of the smartphone 
or by other triggers. 

The principal problem is the interaction with the smartphone when the 
smartphone is mounted in front of your head. Tapping on the smartphone display 
is rather complicated in this situation... 

The first Google cardboard generation used a magnetic switch which was 
rather unreliable, the second version of the Google systems use a very simple 
mechanical switch that you can use when you press a button on top of the 
cardboard device. This is more or less just an extension of the finger tap and 
therefore creates a simple conductive connection between the finger pressing the 
button and the (capacitive) screen. 

We liked this very basic – low tech approach a lot and it even worked much 
more reliable than the magnetic version. Naturally someone could think of other 
interaction with the smartphone like Bluetooth buttons and so on but in our first 
attempts for improvement we wanted to stay within the low-tech, low-cost idea.

The Main Problem still is that all of these necessary interactions to move in 
the virtual world are in fact not very “natural” and therefore do not really help to 
feel immersed in the Virtual World. 

We really wanted to have the movement in the virtual world literally triggered 
“Step by step”.



To Facilitate this idea of walking instead of pressing buttons or staring at 
triggers, we created our first interface some time ago. We mounted microswitches 
on shoes and wired them to a solenoid and a battery pack that we had mounted on 
top of the google cardboard systems. 

The simple principle was that the solenoid pushed the physical button on the 
google cardboard device whenever it was activated from the microswitch on the 
shoes. Now every step in the real world also triggered a step in the virtual world. 

The stunning result was that this simple device immediately improved 
significantly the feeling of immersion and the feeling of a natural movement in 
the virtual world. One of the additional benefits was that this is in fact a totally 
autarkic system with no boundaries – at least in the virtual world. You don’t have 
a defined area that you are not allowed to leave like in other tracking systems.

The only restrictions with our systems are the boundaries of the real world, 
still those boundaries can be rather painful.

We reported on these findings already at several conferences in the field and 
discussed the pros and cons quite a lot with the colleagues. Already at that time 
some colleagues recommended to use special smartphones with special sensors 

Fig. 01. The old systems with microswitches and wires.
Source:Dokonal
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to overcome our rather crude DIY aspect but we wanted to keep the whole system 
as open as possible and as affordable as possible – even students with limited 
funds or people in less rich areas of the world should be able to use our systems 
for their design projects. We already discussed and tested Bluetooth connections 
at that time but the stability and latency of the connections was not sufficient. 
But naturally wireless technology was getting better and there was room for 
improvement.
Improvements

One of the main annoying factors in our system was the rather time consuming 
and fidgety mounting of the microswitches with the battery pack and the wires 
to our test persons. At the beginning we just used pins to fix the microswitches 
on the shoes of our test persons. That had the advantage that the walking feeling 
was not in the least influenced by our system so the feeling of walking was 
totally normal. But naturally it was not so easy to mount and depended on the 
shoes to work reliable. Especially women shoes with very thin soles turned out 
to be a problem. So, we ended up using oversized foam clogs where we hat the 
microswitches mounted permanently and the Test persons just stepped into them 
with their own shoes.

Still, we had the problem with the wiring. The microswitches in the shoes 
had to be wired to the battery back and to the solenoid on top of the cardboard 
device. So, in Fact we had to wire our Test persons from head to toe. So, the 
whole setting was quite good in testing the principles but quite clear that we had 
to move forward from that.
From Wired to wireless and from switches to sensors.

The new concept that has been developed during the workshops with the 
TU Darmstadt was based on replacing the microswitches and the wiring with 
wireless connections and sensors. To be less dependent from internal sensors of 
different smartphones we decided to go for an independent sensor that transfers 
the information via Bluetooth to the smartphone. Still very important was the 
low-cost aspect of the project. In fact, we managed to keep the cost for the new 
sensor box down to around 20€. 
The new sensor boxes.
The new 20€ sensor box consists of the following parts:

• 1x ESP32-bit Dev Board Wi-Fi + Bluetooth
• 1x Lithium Polymer Battery 3,7V 1200mAh
• 1x ADXL335 module (three-axis accelerometer) 
• 5x Push Button (4 green, 1 red) 
• 1x RGB-LED 
• 1x 3D-printed Case
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This box simulates a Gamepad and is connected via Bluetooth. The Red button 
is the on/off button and the other four buttons can be programmed individually 
for other possible interactions that we will discuss later. The on/off and the 
connection status is visible through the LED. 

The main function for replacing the microswitches is the step function which 
is now implemented using the accelerometer (ADXL335). One Step is realised by 
the accelerometer and interpreted as a virtual keystroke of the virtual gamepad. 
Every 50 miliseconds the sensor checks the difference of movement between the 
gravitational acceleration of 9,81 m/s² which is existing due to the movement 
of the earth when the sensor itself is not moving. If the gauge is different from 
the gravitational acceleration five times in a row this is interpreted as a step and 
translated as a virtual keystroke which then causes the virtual step in the virtual 
world.

One of the big advantages of the new system besides the replacement of the 
wires is the possibility to add extensions to the box like other sensors or controls. 
But this is also a certain danger because the system should stay as simple as 
possible to concentrate on the main task to be a tool for design.

The Real World Tests
It is rather strange that research in the field of Virtual reality is affected by the 

Covid 19 pandemic. The whole world is going virtual at the moment so one could 
assume that there should be less impact on our research from the pandemic then 
in other fields. But to test our workflow and the interfaces we need to work with 
groups of students in the real world to get results that can be evaluated. Because 

Fig. 02. The new sensor Box.
Source: Scheich
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it was not possible to work with our students face to face, we had to switch to 
Virtual Workshops. That was not a big problem in further developing  our digital 
workflow from the geometry to the VR ready applications for the smartphone. 
But for the testing of the new interfaces, we had to rely on ourselves until now 
and could not really test them with the students, Hopefully this can happen this 
summer and we can include some of results in the presentation at the conference.

This year’s workshops
This year’s first workshops, that started in April, concentrated on the workflow 

and tested how students of architecture from TU Graz with limited scripting and 
programming experience manage to include this new tool in their design process 
with the help of the students of informatics from TU Darmstadt. 

The students developed different design projects with the focus on different 
aspects of interaction – e.g. moving walls within the virtual world, changing 
heights of buildings and setting switches for different lighting and shading. The 
interaction with 3D- city models – setting designs into different environments 
was tested. At the moment this process is ongoing and we prepare for a second 
workshop on the workflow next week and then finally to have a test run in the 
real world with our VR interfaces at the beginning of July - the promising Covid 
situation will allow us to meet our students in person then.

We hope to prove that our systems and workflows allow the students to tell 
the story of their design in a better way and to understand their own design better. 
At the conference, we will be able to report about the July workshop an the 
experiences of the students also.

Fig. 03. The new sensor Box  mounted.
Source: Scheich
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Outlook
 As already mentioned above one of the big advantages of the new system is 

the possibility to add additional interaction through sensors and buttons into the 
virtual world. For example, one of the first addition we plan to add to the system 
is the inclusion of a distance sensor which helps to not collide with real world 
boundaries when you move in the virtual world. Again, this sensor is supposed to 
be low cost and easy to use with all kind of smartphones. 

It is now rather easy to change the step size in the virtual world by programming 
one of the additional buttons. This was one of the big problems that we had when 
we used our old system with a training bike (see presentations at eCAADe 2018 
and SIGraDi 2019 conferences). 

Additional to the possibilities in changing certain aspects of the movement 
control it will also be possible to trigger certain events in the virtual world using 
these buttons. In the workshops we will test which kind of interactions with the 
virtual model – from moving walls, lighting to changing textures or scaling really 
helps the design process and give a better narrative of the design itself and the 
ideas behind. 

The overall idea is still to keep it as simple and affordable as possible. We 
want to use “Short Stories” within the design process to improve the process. The 
main idea is to make it possible to add our system into the designer’s toolbox and 
help to understand an architectural design better in terms of space and scale.
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Back to Basics: Telling stories through 
observational sketching and watercolour painting  

Introduction: Relationship of architectural design profession to 
sketching and watercolour painting 

Imagery is created in various forms to aid architectural processes, and such 
imagery emerges in the form of sketches, analysis, design drawings, and detail 
construction documents. With the complex nature of a building, architects 
cannot fully solve complex configurations entirely in their minds. With the 
help of visual representations, architects can develop and transform ideas into 
architectural materialization. One type of visual imagery that plays an important 
role in architectural design process is sketching. Due to the unfinished quality and 
ambiguous nature of sketching as an active process, it is viewed as a direct link to 
inspiration, and as an instrument of thinking. As a result, sketching has maintained 
its role as an instrument of recording, discovering, designing, communicating, 
visualizing, and evaluating design decisions for architects throughout history 
(Smith, 2005, pp. 1-2). Inherently, sketching differs from drawing. Sketching 
focuses on a particular technique (Smith, 2005, p.2). Sketch documents are 
considered as preparation for further development. Sketches can be composed 
in various media such as pencil, charcoal or watercolour since the action of the 
hand occurs through the motion of sketching. Consequently, the tool becomes an 
extension of the body. The act of sketching is both viewed and felt, and a sketch 
portrays meaning and individuality. Due to the nature of sketching, it is usually 
loose but not necessarily lacking detail. Some architects use sketching to develop 
elaborate construction details, and precise diagrams of their design. Architects 
often employ the sketching process during the conceptual design phase (Smith, 
2005, pp.3-5). 

In the architectural design process, design thinking requires various levels of 
visualization from conceptualization to documentation. Architectural creativity or 
ideas may begin with the simple act of sketching, then gradually transform into a 
more complex level of visualization with the help of sophisticated computational 
tools for further design development and documentation. Sketching contributes 
to creative design processes particularly during the early stages. As Narinder 
Sagoo, the partner of Foster + Partners indicated, process design is the heart of 
architecture, which involves the language of drawing. Sagoo further explained 
he uses sketching to tell stories about places and spaces that he intends to create. 
The simple method of sketching provides Sagoo a method of communication to 
visualize complex ideas (Sagoo, 2011, pp.9). 
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Utilizing sketching as an approach to the design process offers a unique way of 
visual thinking. With the direct connection between mind and hand allows ideas 
to flow directly without an interruption from external tools. The method does 
not require a complete conclusion, but rather it opens up possibilities of creative 
dialogue. With the imperfect nature of sketching, it offers ambiguity during the 
initial stage of design. Additionally, it is a stepping stone from idea formation to 
computational realization (Sagoo, 2011, p.9). While computers continue to offer 
us benefits and technological advancements in the design process, they also have 
drawbacks for a new generation of designers. To amplify this point of concern, 
Norman Foster has indicated in the book, Architects’ sketchbooks by Will Jones: 
‘The pencil and computer are very similar in that they are only as good as the 
person driving them’ (p.11).

Regardless of technological advancement, sketching skills are ubiquitous 
in contemporary architectural practice. Sketches are trusted by prominent 
architects. To assert this argument, Will Jones published Architects’ sketchbooks 
to celebrate sketching as a 21st–century medium for architects. The book features 
an extraordinary collection of sketches, paintings and sketched models from 
eighty–five architects around the world, including eminent architects such as 
Norman Foster, Rafael Viñoly, Shigeru Ban, O’Donnell + Tuomey, etc. The book 
exhibits an overview of how architects use sketching and painting as the heart of 
their creative process. Sketching is a vital element of the creative process even of 
architects with technologically–advanced minds (Jones, 2011). 
Sketching as an architectural narrative and visualization

In architectural design, the process initiates with an arrangement of various 
elements such as programme, spaces, form and materials. Designers visualize 
these arrangements through imagery as a narrative to gradually formulate their 
architectural ideas. Additionally, the imagery becomes a narrative for viewers 
as they travel through theses imaginary spaces. Therefore, spatial narrative 
is the core element of the way buildings are experienced as well as the way 
they are designed for some architects (Psarra, 2009, p. 67). During the initial 
stage of design, sketching and painting could be used as a means of narrative 
and representation to address various design aspects for architecture. Thus, a 
collection of sketching or painting can be used as a method to convey ‘a narrative 
or a set of ideas embedded in the image’ (Barron, 2008, p. 113).  Sketching and 
painting are used to tell stories through spaces and places in both the imaginary 
and real worlds.

As a result, sketching is an integral part of the architectural design process. 
With the benefits of sketching in mind, the question remains, how one can learn 
to sketch, and eventually develop sketching confidence that can be utilized in 
the design process effectively. Prior to a discussion of sketching pedagogy, it is 
worthwhile to address the current situation in architectural education.

Back to Basics: Telling stories through observational sketching & watercolor painting
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Issues with learning to sketch in architectural education
The designer must first experience the world and then translate that embodied 

experience through the physical practice of sketching into the language of design. 
Similar to walking or speaking, at an early age, most children endeavour to 
draw. With repetition and practice, these skills are gradually developed. Unlike 
walking and speaking, unfortunately, most children gradually stop drawing by 
age twelve. With various factors and lack of emphasis that sketching is a vital 
skill, it is no longer a priority in the current educational system. Therefore, this 
phenomenon has direct impacts on students’ learning and university–level design 
curricula. In addition to the issue of lacking of emphasis on sketching skills in 
design curricula, most universities have shifted their focus to computational tools 
in comparison to the conventional skill of sketching. As a result, most students 
infer that digital tools are far superior to manual sketching, and abandon the skills 
of sketching (Jenkins, 2013, pp.28-31). With the author’s direct experience in 
the architectural education system in the US, sketching has become an isolated 
skill that is no longer an integral part of architectural education. Some study 
abroad or travel programs may create fortunate opportunities for a small group of 
students to practice and develop their sketching skills. However, the skills should 
be an integral element of architectural education and students should continue to 
practice them throughout their career development.
Learning to sketch through practice

Sketching is an innate skill, and this skill can be re¬-learned. Confidence 
in sketching is the most important part of learning to sketch. In order to gain 
confidence in the skill set, repetitive practice is the key. Eventually personal style 
and technique will emerge when the practitioners have gained confidence (Jenkins, 
2013, p.29). Therefore, frequent and repeated practice is necessary to strengthen 
the connectivity of thinking and hand movement. The benefit of repetition is 
developing muscle memory, and eventually the practitioners will unconsciously 
make sketches without thinking about the process or techniques of sketching but 
rather automatically focusing on the subjects or design thinking. In other words, 
the act of sketching becomes an unconscious mechanism that facilitates thinking 
processes rather than acting as an intermediary between thinking and representing 
(Jenkins, 2013, p.30). At this point when the confidence and muscle memory are 
fully developed, an enjoyment of sketching begins to take place. When sketching 
is no longer a barrier, it becomes an integrated element of practitioners who 
can unconsciously utilize their skills to serve various purposes as part of their 
architectural studies or professional career. For example, the skills could be used 
for visual notes, travel records, storytelling through visual journey, emotional 
responses to architecture, city or places encountered, analytical procedure, 
in addition to its use in the design process (Smith, 2005, p.3). In conclusion, 
it is essential to integrate sketching skills into architectural education, and it is 
important to effectively learn the skill set with ample opportunities to continue 
practicing. Fig.01 showcases the example of using a watercolour sketch as a way 

Otto Chanyakorn
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to record a visual impression, reflection, and observation. When the skill set is 
fully developed, the work can extend beyond reporting facts or information to 
become an emotional and atmospheric provocation.

Begin with Observational Sketching
The acquisition of sketching skills should begin with observational sketching. 

At the early stage in architectural career for students, learning to see and observe 
their environment through sketching is an appropriate method to begin with. 
Through repeated practice, observational skills extend beyond what students 
simply see to include their senses. In his book, The Natural Way to Draw, Kimon 
Nicolaïdes (1941) asserts that observation is a new way of seeing. ‘The sort of 
‘seeing’ I mean is an observation that utilizes as many of the five senses as can 
reach through the eye at one time’ (p.5). 

Although we depend on our eyes to observe the objects and surrounding 
environment while engaging with sketching, our other senses are actively engaged 
in the process as well. Multi–sensory engagement through the act of sketching 
activates a focused attention, which directs sketchers to be in the present moment. 
During that period, the sketchers are intensely focused and their senses are fully 
engaged, yet they remain aware of the surrounding environment. Consequently, 
the moment is imprinted in a strong memory which can be recalled easily at 
a later time unlike other method of recording such as photography (Ching & 
Juroszek, 2010, p. 111). 

Methodology
Based on the existing literature and the direct experience of the author as 

an educator and architect, it is essential to promote on–going opportunities for 

Fig. 01. Observational Watercolor Sketch.
Source: Chanyakorn



architectural students that will allow them to continue the practice of sketching as 
part of their education. For acquiring and developing confidence in the skill set, 
repetitive practice is the key. It is appropriate to create a course that fosters these 
opportunities. This research seeks to explore benefits of cultivating observational 
sketching and watercolour painting based on evidence by conducting an 
experimental seminar course, titled “Seeing Architecture through Watercolour.” 
A set of open–ended questions were used as part of this investigation. Students 
who enrolled in this course were asked to respond to these questions:

• After taking this course, has your comfort level in sketching and  
 painting changed?  
• Have you applied the skills you have gained in this course to other courses? 
• In a digitally–dominant environment, do you see any value in conventional 
 methods of visual thinking like sketching and painting? 
• Do you think sketching and painting should be taught in architectural 
 studies? And when do you think is the best time to learn these skills in your 
 architectural education? 
• Do you think ability to sketch and paint will enrich your architectural 
 travel experience? 
Fifteen students enrolled in the course in fall 2020. The course regularly met 

twice a week, an hour each time for 16 weeks. Students mainly used freehand 
sketching and watercolour painting as primary media of their practice. Routine 
practice was mandatory. Besides repetitive practice as the primary objective of 
the course, students were expected to learn fundamental knowledge of painting 
and sketching that would improve their skills when combined with mandatory 
practice. The fundamental topics that students were required to learn were as 
follows: drawing, composition, media technique, tonal value, edges and colours. 
Since observational sketching and painting was the main focus of the course, 
perspective sketching was the emphasis.1 

During the first day of the course, students were asked to create a one–point 
perspective sketch from a reference image without any instruction. In doing so, 
the assignment revealed students’ skill level, which allowed the author/instructor 
to provide appropriate input to each student based on their skill level in sketching 
and watercolour painting. During this first assignment, the author performed the 
example of the first sketch without step–by–step explanation, then students were 
ask to follow along. Fig. 02 is the graphite sketch created by the instructor for 
this assignment.

1 Due to the COVID–19 pandemic, the course was mainly conducted with an online teaching 
modality for safety precautions except for outdoor practice. The course occasionally conducted 
on–site sketching and painting based on weather conditions.
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Fig. 03 is the sketch that was created by one of the students in the course as an 
example. From this sketch, it is clearly evident that the student faced a challenge 
of making an observational sketch that represents a true eye–level perspective. 
Most students created a perspective sketch from a ‘floating viewpoint’ (Dutoit, 
2008, p. 150). This is a moment when the eyes, mind and hand are conflicted, 
not synchronized or unified. With an unsure knowledge in perspective, students 
question if what they see is represented in accurate dimension when measured 
by eye and then transferred by hand. Therefore, the mind begins to reject what 
the eyes see. Then the reality is distorted by the perceptions of the mind (Dutoit, 
2008, pp. 149-151). 

Students were asked to use their first sketch as a yardstick to indicate their 
progress throughout the semester instead of constantly comparing themselves with 
others. It is important to mention that measuring their progress through their own 
work prevented them from self–pressure, and low self–image. At the beginning 
of the second week of the course, students were introduced to the foundational 
knowledge of sketching and painting, such as tonal values, depth, composition, 
edges, and pigment mixing in conjunction with regular practice. While regular 
practice was aimed to foster the connectivity of eye, mind, and hand, the 
foundational knowledge of sketching was implemented to elevate students’ work 
from novice quality. At the end of each practice, the author communicated with 
each student and simply asked them, “If you could do it again, what would you 
hope to fix in your work to refine your outcome?” At this point, students began 
to be their own jurors. They developed critical thinking toward their own work 

Fig. 02. One–point perspective sketch as an 
example.

Source: Chanyakorn

Fig. 03. Student’s first sketch of the semester.
Source: Student’s work, Jacob Fisher
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based on the given parameters of evaluations. As the instructor of the course, the 
author also challenged each individual and gave them constructive feedback if 
students could not see the issues on their own. Building a positive outlook toward 
their progress was critical. Comments were carefully conveyed to ensure that 
they were constructive and in a positive tone. As an example, the author might 
comment on a student’s work: “The overall tonal value of your work is good 
since I can see the depth of your painting. To make it even better I would add 
darker tone to the foreground to make the middle ground become your focal point 
of this composition.” 

In addition to repetitive practice and establishing knowledge in observational 
sketching, tactility was a vital component of this course. Students used their eyes 
to observe their focus subjects, architecture, and the built environment mediated 
by the hand. The physical movement of the hand touching the surface of the paper 
provokes a haptic sense. This tactility is even more amplified when using a soft 
pencil lead to sketch. The tip of the pencil responds to the pressure of the drawer’s 
hand, which more easily transfers mood and emotion into the sketches. While 
the hand seems to have direct contact with the pencil when making a sketch, the 
muscular coordination of the entire body engages in the process of sketching. 
The mood, emotion, and energy of a drawer become evident in their sketches 
and paintings. As Juhani Pallasmaa points out, it is a miscomprehension that the 
act of sketching and painting purely engages only the visual sense (Pallasmaa, 
2009, p.94). Through repetitive practice, a unified coordination of eye, mind 
and hand began to manifest in the students’ work during week ten of the course. 
Fig. 04 depicts an improvement of students’ skill in watercolour sketching. With 
a balance of drawing, composition, media technique, tonal value, edges and 
colours, students’ work began to depict mood and emotional quality.

Fig. 04. Student work after week ten of practice, Watercolor Sketch.
Source: Student’s work, Joseph Neeck
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The practice alternated between graphite sketching and watercolour painting 
which encouraged students to explore various techniques. For example, students 
learned and practiced tonal value through graphite sketching on Tuesday, then 
they learned how to apply tonal value to watercolour painting on Thursday during 
their regular practice. Generally, students did the graphite practice on Tuesday and 
watercolour on Thursday. Each medium reinforced various skills with students’ 
practice. For example, graphite sketch practice helps students to understand tonal 
value in sketching while watercolour offers a knowledge of controlling edges, 
and developing depth of their painting through the use of medium consistencies.  

The teaching method also alternated between studio learning and in–
situ practice. This set–up reinforced a sense of embodiment in observational 
sketching. Doing an in–situ sketch allowed students to utilize various senses to 
estimate dimensions and capture mood of each place beyond a visual sense. In 
doing so, students began to observe the atmosphere of each place rather than 
focusing on a singular or particular focus of architecture. In other words, they 
used sketching or painting to provoke an overall ambience. At this point sketching 
becomes a way of telling stories through mood and atmosphere, the approach 
to creativity that is commonly seen in art rather than architecture (Pallasmaa, 
2014, pp.24-33). With repetitive practice students slowly but surely began to gain 
confidence in their brush and looseness of their brush strokes and sketching. Fig. 
05 showcases a selected work from a student. From reading this painting, the 
structure of perspective is accurate to the point that the painting can convey a 
sense of space while tonal values and edges begin to provoke depth in this work. 
The dramatic shadow and colour blending provoke an emotional quality of the 
subject. The painting itself begins to convey story while the loose character of 

Fig. 05. Week 11 of practice, Watercolour Sketch.
Source: Students’ work, Christine Moran
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watercolour work invites the viewer to participate in this experience with their 
own imagination.2

At the end of the semester, students compiled all of their work into a portfolio 
format that allowed them to see their improvement in chronological order. It 
is evident students’ abilities to sketch and paint gradually improved through 
repetitive practice along with constructive input from the instructor. Finally, 
students were asked to complete survey questions as indicated regarding the 
progress of their observational sketching and painting skills.

Discussion of Findings
Based on the questions posted at the beginning of the research methodology, 

most students asserted that they gained confidence in sketching and watercolour 
painting through this repetitive approach of learning method. In addition to 
gaining confidence in their skill set, a few students mentioned this type of class was 
“refreshing” by engaging their physical skills. All students who took the survey 
agreed that this conventional method of visual communication is a valuable skill 
set in parallel to developing their digital literacy, and a few students mentioned 
an involvement of motor skills that could not be fulfilled by digital visualization 
modality. All students mentioned that practicing sketching removed them from 
the constraints of computational tools, and they also see these skills as just as 
important as digital skills. Regarding the appropriate time to introduce these 
skills in architectural education, most students thought this should be learned 
as early as possible, and almost all of them would like this type of course to be 
offered through their education in some form such as seminar or independent 
study. When asked if students have applied the skills that they have learned in 
the course to other courses, 70% of them answered “yes”. Most of them applied 
the skills to their studio course particularly during the conceptual stage of their 
project.  Finally, all students agreed that the skills that they have learned will 
enrich their architectural travel experience. A few students indicated that it would 
have been nice if they had taken this course before they did their study abroad 
in Italy.3 A few students who plan their architectural travel in the near future are 
excited to apply the skills they learned in the course through their own direct 
experience.

2 Due to COVID–19 restrictions and safety precautions, the course utilized reference images as the 
subjects of practice.
3 The institution established a study abroad program in Orvieto, Italy for 4th year students who are 
interested in enrolling in a semester long study abroad opportunity.
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In conclusion, the findings of this research indicate that teaching sketching 
and painting is valuable for architectural students. Based on the students’ survey, 
the skills help diversify students’ approach to visual thinking and communication. 
In general, students see the skill set as an important complement to digital skills. 
It is clear that repetitive practice is a key element to help elevate student skills in 
sketching and painting. Most importantly, these types of skills should continue 
to be offered in architectural education in parallel with digital tools as early as 
possible based on students’ input.

Conclusion
While architectural education and the profession at large are continuing to 

make progress and improvements toward technological advancement, there 
are hidden dimensions in architecture that technology cannot fulfil. Cultivating 
traditional wisdom and methods of visual communication via the simple acts 
of sketching and watercolour painting that have been developed throughout 
centuries of human civilization is a counterbalance to the technological approach 
in architectural design. It is experience and a sense of being that students cannot 
attain by remaining in front of a computer screen, rather by opening up to 
greater possibilities as a narrative of their own architectural journey. With closer 
examination, architectural sketching and watercolour painting do not merely offer 
prescriptive information in a visual form, yet they can be seen as architectural 
records that convey mood and atmosphere, which extend into another layer 
beyond telling facts. It is an architectural narrative that can aid design process. 
With its immediacy and directness, sketching may be the simplest way to embody 
architectural ideas and narrative, yet it is the most powerful one. 
Limitations

Due to the COVID–19 pandemic, the author conducted this seminar course with 
safety constraints and more online classes. In normal circumstances an in–person 
class environment would allow the author to have more direct interaction with 
students which would impact students’ work input and painting demonstrations. 
To fully understand the progress and the impact of these skill sets in current 
architectural education, it will be beneficial if the research can be conducted over 
a series of semesters to track the long term progress of students’ skills.
Study implications

With the help of new technology, sketching can now occur through digital 
platforms. As an extension of this research, it will be beneficial to conduct 
additional research on digital sketching in parallel to the conventional method 
of sketching. Future studies should explore how these two approaches can be 
integrated into architectural education, and developing a seamless connection in 
the current curriculum that will prepare students for this changing environment. 
By conducting these two methods in parallel, the comparison of pros and cons 
can be made between them.
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However, while this opens up new possibilities of how architectural education 
utilizes an emerging technology to facilitate students’ learning, we must be aware 
that the fundamental knowledge of sketching remains as a core foundation of 
learning these skills regardless of technological advancements. In other words, 
students need to acquire basic skills of sketching and painting regardless of their 
tool choice.
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Introduction 
This paper arises from a pedagogical experience based on the development 

of a methodology for research in the field of construction of research problems 
in architecture. The experience was addressed to students in the fifth and final 
year of the architecture career at the National University of La Matanza, in the 
province of Buenos Aires, Argentina. The main objective was an introduction to 
the broad and complex field of academic research as a pre-thesis exercise. 

The hypothesis that sustained the experience was to understand tropology as a 
tool for the figuration (Haraway, 1992; Braidotti, 2019) of epistemic and heuristic 
problems. The methodology used consisted in developing an apparatus that 
generates research problems from the recognition of a topos – a topic or epistemic 
commonplace belonging to the disciplinary field of the career – and its relationship 
with a tropos –a figuration–. On the one hand, the topos was chosen by each one 
of the students according to their socio-cultural problems and according to their 
specific living situations within the framework of architecture and urbanism. On 
the other hand, the tropos emerged from an exercise of figurative displacement 
that made it possible to account for the predicative rather than denominative 
potential of the tropos. From the semantic crossing between the topos and the 
tropos, the students constituted their own syntagm that also served as the future 
title and tagline of the research project. This syntagma had the characteristic of 
being a hybrid, a space of signification generated by the displacement of the topic 
towards the creation of the new place, of fictional character, which had to be 
narrated and described according to its own logic and which functioned as an 
inhabited threshold between the topic and the u-topic, a place that is installed 
beyond the topical, the tropical.

Topoi
Research often takes as its starting point one or more preconceptions, which 

we usually refer to as research assumptions. These assumptions exist in all fields 
of knowledge and at all academic levels, although most of the time they are not 
explicit, as Alvesson and Sandberg have shown (2011; 2014). In the case of 
students at their first experiences in the formulation of research projects, this 
is accentuated and we find that the vast majority of the topics of interest derive 
in commonplaces that function as tacit assumptions or explicit hypotheses. 
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Logically, these commonplaces cause the research and its results to have a high 
degree of obviousness and therefore lack of interest, even for the researchers 
themself. 

Our interest in working with commonplaces stems from this phenomenon, 
and from the need to generate displacements or estrangements that lead to new 
approaches and new questions:

In the “rhetorical machine” what is introduced at the beginning, barely emerging 
from native aphasia, are the raw fragments of reasoning, facts, a “theme”; what 
is found at the end is a complete, structured discourse, constructed entirely for 
persuasion. (Barthes, 1997, pp. 120-121, our translation)

A topos (from Greek τόπος, “place” from topos koinós, “common place”; 
plural, topoi, and in Latin locus from locus communis) refers, in the context of 
classical Greek rhetoric, to a systematized method of constructing or treating a 
theme or argument so that the speaker can win the support of his audience. The 
topos has gradually designated, by extension, all recurring themes, situations, 
circumstances or sources of the arts. In this regard, the semiotician Umberto 
Eco pointed out that the topos is prefixed, and therefore reflects a pre-existing 
order to the work. Thus, a topos turned into something banal and repetitive, 
becomes a commonplace in a broad sense, something close to a cliché or 
stereotype. Nevertheless, topoi are commonplaces, in all the polysemic breadth 
of the concept, cultural, social and linguistic constructions based on a certain 
consensus on certain propositions or linguistic constructs. Topoi are based on 
tacit agreements of a speaking community. These restrictions that language 
imposes on the construction of meaning are constantly learned and internalized, 
as a pre-established consensus, a condition of verisimilitude or presumption of 
what is possible, as a shared and socially legitimized premise. Language can 
be plausible because it has been produced in a group. Group discourse is the 
imaginary production of the group. The truth of the discourse and the reality 
of the group rest on the same support: consensus. Aristotle says we know that 
public opinion rests on clichés, on commonplaces. The plausible topic captures 
all the language (it is inscribed in the places where the consensus on which the 
conditions of truth rest is produced.

The topic, in its Aristotelian origin, is the part of rhetoric that contains the 
repertoire of ideas or arguments with which the speaker organizes her/his thought 
and also prepares to persuade his audience –rhetoric– or convince an opponent 
–dialectic–. It is a set of topics used to develop arguments –ars inveniendi–. Its 
purpose is to establish the contents of the discourse. The noun inventio (from the 
Latin invenire, which means “finding”) is used here because the speaker must 
find, in a prefixed repertoire of topics, those that are the most appropriate for his 
presentation. Following Aristotle, we can define the topic as the commonplace 
that ancient rhetoric turned into formulas or clichés fixed and admitted in formal 
or conceptual schemes frequently used by writers. Thus, the topic is a set of 
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commonplaces, topoi or loci i.e., ideas susceptible of being used in discourse.
The next theoretical framework for understanding topoi comes from the 

Theory of Argumentation within Language (TAL), as Oswald Ducrot called it. It 
has had a long development that originated in the 1970s. Jean-Claude Anscombre 
is the author who, for the longest time, worked with Ducrot in its elaboration. 
However, numerous scholars have been involved in the evolution, analysis and 
application of this linguistic theory. At present, Marion Carel is the main co-
author in TAL. 

According to Ducrot (1993) one can speak of argumentative analysis from 
a linguistic point of view, considering that the argumentative is an intrinsic 
characteristic of language, that the order of discourse is not rational, vague, 
imprecise, fragile, as logos is thought to be, but that it is a completely original 
order:

Our central hypothesis is that some sentences, at least, of a language possess 
an argumentative force or value (I have said “some” out of prudence; actually, 
I would like to say “all”, a fact that is not yet possible because I would have 
had to have constructed a broader concept of argumentation and to have 
introduced the notion of topos). (Oswald, 1995, p. 148, our translation)

Ducrot’s theoretical approach rests on the assumption that there are discursive 
sequences –the so-called chaining– whose articulation cannot be foreseen on the 
sole basis of the informative contents:

This implies that the interpretation (...) resorts to an implicit ideological 
principle. (...) These are ideological principles, shared by a more or less 
extensive linguistic community, which, although they serve for the arbitrary 
construction of ideological representations, are presented as if they were 
external to the speaker. (...) The topos constructs the argument/conclusion 
microsystem while enunciating the passage from one to the other. That is why 
it is presented as the elongation, the discursive expansion of a point of view, 
and not as the orderly evolution of a logical chain. (Anscombre, 1995, pp. 
190-191)

Finally, the French semiotician Roland Barthes deals exactly with the meaning 
of the spatial metaphor to speak of those “empty forms” and “stereotypes” –
clichés–, the commonplaces to which we resort to produce any discourse, 
clarifying that this meaning is not the one Aristotle gave to the concept. This 
stereotypical conception, of the topos as cliché, corresponds more to a sophistic 
and post-Aristotelian vision. 

Like Barthes in his This Semiotic Challenge we can ask: what is a place? 
Aristotle wrote that is what in which a plurality of oratorical reasonings coincide. 
In the same perspective Port-Royal wrote that are certain general statements to 
which one can refer all the proofs one makes use of in the various matters one 
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deals with. But why place? Still following Aristotle, to remember things it is 
enough to remember the place in which they are found. In this regard, the place 
is the element of an association of ideas, of a conditioning, of a training, of a 
comparison. Places are, therefore, not the arguments per se but the compartments 
where they are arranged. Places are the toolboxes where anyone can go to take 
the matter of a discourse and arguments on all kinds of subjects. In scholastic 
logic they are compared to a label indicating the contents of a container (pyxudum 
indices). For Cicero the arguments, coming from the loci, present themselves to 
the cause which it corresponds to treat: like the letters for the words which it is 
necessary to write. The loci form, then, that very particular stock which constitutes 
the alphabet: a body of forms deprived of sense in themselves, but which concur 
in sense by selection, combination, actualization. In relation to the locus, what is 
topicality? It seems possible to distinguish three successive definitions continues 
Cicero. Topicality is, or has been: a method; a pigeonhole of empty forms; and a 
reservoir of filled forms.

It should also be clarified that we should not confuse the concept of topos with 
the well-known argumentum ad populum. While topoi are general and shared 
by the totality of the interlocutors, argumentum ad populum is a sophism that 
consists of adducing the supposedly generalized opinion that people have about 
something, instead of the argument itself.

Tropoi
As we have seen, topoi are the commonplaces of signification as characterized 

by the rhetorical tradition. They constitute privileged sites of dispute and creation, 
of struggle and discursive transformation. According to Donna Haraway (1992) 
topoi are also always, and at the same time, tropoi, that is, discursive figurations, 
tropes. Figuration is understood as the operation of the production of meaning 
that makes of the world that which language figures. In. this sense, figuration 
implies dissolving the stagnations and ideologies that consolidate the relationship 
between form and content by making visible that there is no content independent 
of the form that figures it.

Understanding signification as a relationship between a form and a content 
by means of an operation of figuration, allows, affirmatively, to think in terms 
of a performativity of knowledge with which it is possible to denaturalize the 
epistemic relations incorporated and narcotised by use. It is thus a matter of 
playing an active role in the epistemic search in action, of occupying a place 
that escapes from the familiarity of the possible networks of signification in 
order to observe them from a significant distance and thus discover the codes of 
ordering and subway figuration. In the Preface to his work The Order of Things: 
An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (1989) Michel Foucault states that:

[It is necessary to find a] common locus, like the umbrella and the sewing-
machine on the operating table; startling though their propinquity may be, it 



is nevertheless warranted by that and, by that in, by that on whose solidity 
provides proof of the possibility of juxtaposition. (…) On what ‘table’, 
according to what grid of identities, similitudes, analogies, have we become 
accustomed to sort out so many different and similar things? What is this 
coherence – which, as is immediately apparent, is neither determined by an 
a priori and necessary concatenation, nor imposed on us by immediately 
perceptible contents? (Foucault, 1989, pp. xvii-xviii)

Language, our access to the world, can function as that dissecting table where 
we find the possibility of naming the part, the figure, the trope, and thus fictionalize 
the presentation of the whole, of the topic. This means that, strictly speaking, 
there is no discursive possibility that limits figuration; rather, the construction of 
the real always arises from a performative operation, a figuration that replaces 
a logic of the true and the false with one of the plausible. The plausible makes, 
figuratively, the real; and the rhetorical figures known as synecdoche, metonymy 
and metaphor are three turns that make our languages, that is, three of the possible 
tropes on which language can semantically turn and transform itself.

The concept of trope, derived from the Greek tropos meaning “turn”, makes 
visible the transformations that are incorporated in the rhetoric of everyday life 
and its consequences in social and cultural interaction. The tropos is a semantic 
turn that allows that the meaning, even of those words –and here we can add those 
images– that seem to have died of literalism, can always be activated to become 
a tool of transformation. Words and images can, as tropes, take a position with 
respect to what they represent and semantically turn around themselves in order 
to avoid the univocity of the referential experience of the commonplace. Far from 
enabling a mechanistic conception between the conditions of production and the 
product that has become, it is rather a question of moving on to a denaturalization 
of these relations, in the sense of recognizing a turn in the nature of the link 
between these elements. In order to do so, we must leave behind or, rather, 
illuminate the decline of rhetoric recognized by Paul Ricoeur (1975) –based on 
Gerard Genette’s reflections on tropology– with respect to an imposition of the 
determinative function over the predicative function of signification. 

Ricoeur distinguishes between the features of a signification in comparison, 
as a determinative function, and a metaphorical signification, as a predicative, 
performative function. In this latter sense, it makes the plausible: 

connection between metaphor and simile – in which metaphor is the more 
important of the two only because it contains, in summary form, the attribution 
(Achilles is a lion) that simile spells out as if in a logical argument (Achilles 
is like a lion). The difference between metaphor and comparison or simile, 
therefore, is the difference between two forms of predication: ‘to be’ and ‘to 
be like.’ This is why metaphor is the more powerful: the direct attribution 
causes surprise, whereas simile dissipates this surprise. At the same time, 
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the operation that consists in giving one thing’s name to another reveals how 
closely related it is to the predicative operation. (Ricoeur, 1975, p. 55) 

Tropoi construct a predicative space rather than a substitutive space in 
signification. This space of tensions, of transformations, can perform in the field 
of a research problem for the understanding of a concrete topic and the consequent 
search in another epistemic figuration to derive that meaning. The logic of the 
trope is, first of all, that of a meaningful predication that performs a connection 
between the object and the predicate and, moreover, comprises the consequences 
of this performance. 

Tropology, from this perspective, is not a kind of universalizing research but 
activates the dynamic role of the particular tropes at stake by anchoring itself 
in the fieldwork in the specific research situation. If the interweaving of a topos 
with a tropos in relation to a research problem reveals a certain kinship with 
predicative operations, these operations will emerge from a link of resemblance, 
passing from a “being like” to a “being”. It is thus a predicative operation that is 
pragmatic, the performance of a concrete and incisive research experience arising 
from the surprising and direct attribution of the tropos to the topos: resembling 
an enigma, tropological figuration in a research problem claims more a theory of 
tension than a theory of substitution.

Results 
In this section concerning the analysis of results, we will take the work of 

two students who represent the full use of the methodology and the intermediate 
mode, where the tropological displacement is not completed. Each of these two 
positions represents approximately 50% of the total number of exercises. These 
students, whom we will call student 1 and student 2, started their research project 
from a topos that moved them personally: public transportation in one case and 
sustainability as a problem of architectural practice. student 1 related the topos, 
public transportation, to the trope of the modernization of human behaviour and 
its relation to the modernization of animal behaviour; while student 2 worked on 
the topos of sustainability with the figuration of an ailing architecture.

Fig. 01 and Fig. 02. student 1’s topos and tropos.
Source: student 1 production for the course.
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In the case of student 1’s proposal (Fig. 01 and Fig. 02) we can observe 
how the installation of the topos, the predicative operation, its semantic twist, 
entails the construction of a figuration capable of performing a series of narrative 
fictionalizations. Thus, the student arrived at the design of three types of public 
transport users based on interpretative habits and hybrid figurations between the 
human animal and the non-human animal: cows as the passengers who travel 
by train from the peripheries to the urban centre of Buenos Aires; ants who use 
with convenience all means of surface transport in the city of Buenos Aires; and, 
finally, rats as the passengers who use the subway services. Finally, it should 
be noted that the displacement of the topic towards the u-topic led the student 
to the construction of a fictional user type with both linguistic research for the 
nomenclature of the new prototype based on the characteristics associated with 
the experience in public transportation (Fig. 03).

Fig. 04 and Fig. 05. student 1’s topos and tropos.
Source: student 1 production for the course.

Fig. 03. The performative fiction of student 1’s topos.
Source: student 1 production for the course.
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In the second case, student 2 was not able to turn the trope completely and 
remained more in an operation of similarity where the fictional character is 
narcotized by the analogies and the consolidated figurations both in the figurative 
dimension (Fig. 04 and Fig. 05) and in the research proposal (Fig. 06). As 
mentioned above, this type of result constitutes approximately 50% of the cases. 
We understand that this difficulty for the tropological displacement is due to 
several factors, among which are the strength of the tropoi consolidated as topoi 
by the current cultural hegemony, as well as a certain propensity to not take risks 
and to work from “the correct” in the university environment –which refers to the 
previous point–, and obviously the need to optimize the methodology to unlock 
the automatisms and to know how to detect the topoi condition of some second-
order tropoi.

Conclusion and final discussion
The tropological construction of the research object opens the figurative 

potentiality of the research field for the construction of a fictional space. This 
space is tensive rather than substitutive since the interweaving of a topos with a 
tropos in relation to a research problem reveals a certain kinship with predicative 
operations, operations based not so much on the terms of a resemblance, of a 
“being like”. This predicative operation is pragmatic, performance of a concrete 
and incisive research experience since the direct attribution of the tropos to the 
topos creates a surprise: resembling an enigma, figuration claims more a theory 
of tension than a theory of substitution. Once the syntagm has been obtained, 
the writing and graphic languages have served as a support for the arguments of 
the research problem, propitiating the emergence of counter-intuitive hypotheses. 
Thanks to an analysis of the tensional dimensions between the chosen research 
problem and the figures –dimensions such as scale, ordering and distance of 
analysis, among others– the students were able to have a concrete research 
experience that covered both heuristic and epistemic issues.

Fig. 06. The performative fiction of student 2’s topos.
Source: student 2 production for the course.
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Form Follows Fiction: Narrative Drawings of 
Pictorial Profusion 

Introduction 
Architectural drawings that emanate from practice are reductive in order to 

be reliable (Chard, 2016), often omitting rich details and sensations, because 
the interpretation of drawing in a commercial world is clearly legislated in 
correspondence to what will happen in the reality. Architects’ resources are 
not fully deployed in the conventional architectural drawing – the capacity for 
imagination. Freed from the dictation of the displine’s norms, a kind of “novelty 
drawings”1 emerges, characterized by a profusion of sensational details to 
uncover indeterminate present, document non-architect-centric past, and propose 
speculative futures.

Drawings of pictorial profusion do not communicate designs that will be 
built or are buildable, but enact and express a restructured, partially hypothetical 
reality. Their multiplicities manifest in their possession of two sets of paradoxical 
characteristics – both referential and reflexive, both descriptive and narrative. 
“Form follows fiction” in pictorial profusion because whenever architecture 
involves fiction, it is narrated through images. This research proposes pictorial 
profusion as an interstitial architectural drawing that deploys architects’ 
imaginative and speculative resources, and analyzes its two sets of paradoxes in 
four dimensions: viewpoint multiplicities, temporal multiplicities, assemblage, 
and figuration.
Narrative vs. Representation

Architecture is by convention a craft of argumentation, forwarding spatial 
propositions visualized into 2-D images. The prefix “re-” in representation 
already implies a misconceived secondhand-ness, as though a cause-and-
effect relationship existed between architecture as a priori entity and image as 
post-production. But it is far from the case. The image has historically shaped 
people’s perception of architecture, urban environment, and the physical reality 
with strong agency. Japanese anime sci-fi movie Paprika (Satoshi Kon, 2006) 
shot many iconic scenes that find subsequent twins in imagery of modern film 
productions. The 18th-century notion of the picturesque in Europe profoundly 

1  “Novelty drawings,” along with “AutoCAD-esque drawings” and “avant-garde drawings,” are 
three types of drawings posited by Faisal U-K in his webstreamed ‘Live Architecture Q&A – with 
Instagram Creatives.’ Interview with Faisal UK et al. Interviewed by Hamza Shaikh for Two 
Worlds Podcast, 22 April 2020.
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shaped the quotidian view of nature, enabling people to see and to appreciate only 
parts of nature that resembled paintings. In the digital present with technological 
versatility and media dissemination, image often precedes the physical reality in 
shaping people’s perception and cognition. In conventional architecture, the 3-D 
architecture in conception is the primary work of design to which its 2-D image 
is secondary, whereas in the pictorial profusion fashion, the 2-D image is the 
primary work of design. The postmodern drawing is transitioning from a tool for 
argumentation to a vehicle of storytelling.

A Novel Type of Drawing
Pictorial profusion is a novel genre of graphic narratives when we understand 

its misfit in the historical inventory of architectural drawing. According to Fraser’s 
comprehensive analysis2, in the dimension of projection method, architectural 
drawings can be categorized as orthographic, axonometric, and perspective; in 
the dimension of application, drawing types encompass referential drawings, 
diagrams, design drawings, presentation drawings, and visionary drawings. 
First, conventional types orthographic, axonometric and perspective are each 
distinguished from the others in evident terms – orthographic drawings eliminate 
one dimension from the three-dimensional buildings; in axonometry, lines that 
are parallel in real space stay parallel on the drawing; in perspective, lines that 
are parallel in real space converge to the vanishing point depending on the 
point of view. But images of pictorial profusion disregard the projection-based 
categorization by transgressing their boundaries. In Eric Wong’s Swan Settlements 
(2016) (fig.1), for instance, an aerial perspective overlays an elevation (fig.2); in 
Drawing Architecture Studio’s Samsara of Building No. 42 (2008-2017) (fig.3-6), 
a Choisy of interior oblique is interwoven with an elevation, superimposed on a 

2  Iain Fraser catalogues types of drawing based on two categorization metrics, the method of 
projection, and application. Fraser, I. (1994). Envisioning Architecture: An Analysis of Drawing. 
New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold.

Fig.1 (left). Eric Wong, Swan Settlement, Cohesion.
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plan of a plane receding far into the background. It is not by accident – every one 
of these drawings contains more than one methods of projection or orientations. 
The richness of projections questions the projection-based categorization of 
architectural drawings. The will of expression supersedes the idea of typology.

Drawings of pictorial profusion transcend Fraser’s categorical borders in 
application as well. At the first glance, they seem to be visionary drawings which 
create a “compelling virtual world” (Fraser, 1994, pp.148), but often they are 
based on hypersensitive observations of the everyday vernaculars, depicting 
existing buildings with an amused eye. To complete Samsara of Building No. 42, 
Li Han and Hu Yan surveyed and documented each one of the ground floor retail 
units in a Beijing building and drew them axonometrically to convey objectivity 
(Li & Hu, 2021); Chris Ware’s Building Stories is told through the most ordinary 
and even petty trivia of the everyday life of the residents of an old Chicago 
apartment building. However, pictorial profusion is neither referential nor design 
drawings since they restructure reality. Distorted by a dose of imagination, 
Drawing Architecture Studio’s storytelling transforms the objective existence of 
buildings into autonomous allegories of urban surrealism. Chris Ware fabricates 
the vernacular building, its residents, its events, and all its banality, so banal that 
a viewer no longer recognizes its fictionality from the common experience people 
have. Eric Wong’s radical storytelling often starts from a fictional framework3, 
but his rich figurative details offer relatability to a real-world context based on a 
substantial amount of research. These drawings of pictorial profusion break the 
conventional boundaries of architectural drawing types, but their revolutionary 
importance lies not in the necessity to invent a new type for them, but rather, in 
the fact that they are the attestation of architectural drawing liberated from any 
representational setting.

Unsuitable in any single type, pictorial profusion as an extension to Fraser’s 
inventory (1994) is defined as a drawing that contains more than one ways of 
projection and more than one application. A drawing of pictorial profusion can be 
both referential and inventive; it looks as engaging and machined as a presentation 
drawing but its focus is not a visual interest, but to touch on unpresentable 
dimensions of architecture; its author executes an abundance of details, angles, 
and sensatons, but leaves out any indication biased toward one single approach 
of reading.

3  Wong, E. (2019). “Drawings and Fiction” Interview with Eric Wong. Interviewed by Hamza 
Shaikh for Two Worlds Podcast, Ep 3, 15.09.2019. (Accessed: 02.03.2021)



Method of Analysis
The nature of pictorial profusion is pluralistic. A picture can be analyzed 

on the following dimensions: viewpoint multiplicities, temporal multiplicities, 
assemblage, and figuration. In a drawing of pictorial profusion, multiplicities 
exist in each of these dimensions, in the content as well as the methodology. The 
observed is mingled with the imagined. Reality is interwoven with fiction.
Two Sets of Paradoxes

Narrative drawings discussed in this text for their relevance to pictorial 
profusion manifest two sets of paradoxes: they are both reflexive and referential, 
both narrative and descriptive. Reflexivity, a literary and linguistic term in 
the dialectic of fictionality, describes a theory or method that takes account of 
itself or “a pronoun that refers back to the subject to which it is used” (Fülöp, 
2021, pp.5). Reflexivity goes against referentiality because the latter sets up a 
relation between a subject of meaning and and object of representation, like a 
travel sketch, but the former enacts a relation in which the entity is both a subject 
and its object of representation (Ibid, 2021). If we compare 2-D imaging to a 
literary method, non-fictional drawings are references to existing phenomena 
or prescriptions of imminent phenomena that are about to happen with direct 
likeness. Archigram’s Walking City (1964-69) and François Schuiten’s Obscure 
Cities (1983) are fantasy drawings that picture an imagined parallel reality. 
Drawings by Chris Ware, Drawing Architecture Studio, and Eric Wong are both 
referential – they reference actual phenomena, as ways to see the reality – and 

Fig.2 (right). Drawing Architecture Studio, Samsara of Building No. 42 on Dirty Street, detail.

Fig.3-6. Drawing Architecture Studio, Samsara of Building No. 42 on Dirty Street.
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reflexive, as they embody a heterogeneous multiplicity. The drawing engages the 
viewer in multiple stories simultaneously, and draws the viewer’s attention to the 
way this image is constructed.

In the standard narratology of fiction, description is premised on the absence 
of narrative, and vice versa4. But this divide appears problematic in drawings 
of pictorial profusion where the plethora of content provide multiple micro-
narratives and rich, detailed description. Pictorial profusion indulges the viewer 
in both the sensations enjoyed from eyes exploring a drawing, and the multiple 
synchronous visual intrigues with the same resolution from eyes looking for plot 
and information. Paradoxes in literature and narratology coexist in these narrative 
drawings through the 2-D medium: information is visual, specific, granular, and 
presented in synchrony. Apart from the visual medium, there is more subtle 
reason why the two sets of paradoxes coexist in pictorial profusion: they are not 
exactly fictions or facts in a linear sense, but interstitial drawings incorporating 
reference, fiction, and the relationships between them.
Viewpoint Multiplicities

A single point of view denotes a single frame in space and time. The perspective 
drawing describes the three-dimensional spatial reality, but in premodern 
paintings in East Asia, it is not uncommon to portray several consecutive scenes 
in one pictorial frame, such as in early Buddhist illustrations (Murray, 2001) and 
long scroll Along the River During the Qingming Festival (fig.7), a precursor 
to modern pictorial profusion. Axonometry as a system of urbanistic drawing 
is continued to many contemporary architects and artists, capturing a scrutiny 
of everyday activities and their participants. The images that span across large 
urban scales are paradoxically executed at a high granularity – all details are 
exhaustively depicted with attention to the social and material worlds existing 
within the physical vessel.

A birds-eye view of the city of Bianjing, the viewpoint of Along the River 
exemplifies the removal of hierarchy in which every object depicted remains 
proportionately equidistant to the viewer regardless of the viewer’s position. 

Fig.7. Zhang Zeduan, Along the River During the Qingming Festival. Digital reproduction.
Image courtesy: Palace Museum, Beijing. (cropped in length by author)

4  The account of the opposition between narrative and description comes from Lev Manovich’s 
refutation against it. Manovich, L. (2001) “Navigable Space: Doom and Myst.” In The Language 
of New Media, Cambridge, MA: MIT, pp.245–88.
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This technique, called a “panoramic moving scattering perspective” (Yan, 2004, 
pp.204), positions the viewer on a very distant higher ground and obtains an 
omniscient clairvoyance, not a typical accessible viewpoint for anyone. It makes 
the painting encyclopedic.

Fig.8. Drawing Architecture Studio, Diamond Village, 2019, detail.
Image Source: d-a-s.cn

Fig.9. Drawing Architecture Studio, Samsara of Building No.42 on Dirty Street. in comparison to a 
typical Tibetan Mandala.
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Drawings of pictorial profusion always look surreal because of its juxtaposition 
of different orientations and viewpoints. Drawing Architecture Studio always 
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uses axonometry to depict urban ecologies where high-resolution details of 
every corner of the urban blocks appear simultaneously on their digital canvas, 
available for zooming in for a better appreciation. Their drawings are even more 
encyclopedic than Chinese long scrolls, since digitalized production facilitates 
zooming in and out, providing the viewer with more agency in the choice of 
focus and the amount of information extracted from the drawing. Just as a 
typical Tibetan mandala can be viewed from two to three orientations, Drawing 
Architecture Studio’s work can be viewed from different angles that tell different 
micro-narratives, which is especially pronounced in the Diamond Village series 
(2019) (fig.8) and the last panel of Samsara of Building No. 42 (2017) (fig.9). The 
word samsara means the Buddhist concept of the Wheel of Life, which already 
implies a cyclic, multiplistic quality in negation of duality, where reflexivity 
manifests in that the technique of imaging (rotate and shear) produces the graphic 
language that literally translates the content of the image.

Eric Wong overlays multiple perspectives in superposition, just as M.C. 
Escher did in his multi-oriented prints. The cognitive aspect of narrative is evoked 
when the viewer changes position on one drawing – for a moment standing on 
the ground of a foreshortening street, for another moment finding oneself on an 
elevation in the far background, for instance. It is certain that in the realm of 
pictorial profusion, the philosophy of reductionism prevailing in architecture 
does not fit. The reductionist approach dominates diagrams, plans, sections, and 
renders in architecture as they ought to effectively deliver only the information 
needed for the specific purpose that drawing serves, no matter for construction, 
client approval, or solution. The purpose of communication or argumentation 
assume a stable position for the designated viewer, no matter as the construction 
engineer, the client, or the consultant. In an image of plural viewpoints – multi-
perspectives, axonometry, or sequential frames – the viewer does not assume any 
fixed position and has access to spatial and temporal multiplicities.
Temporal Multiplicities

Pictorial profusion challenges the architectural graphic consensus that a 
picture represents a particular selected moment. Perec-like temporality of 
pictorial profusion is narrated through the nonlinear timeline manipulation of a 
single subject. Chris Ware demonstrates how experimental comic narrative can 
be temporally multiplistic. Contrary to the early Buddhist illustrations where the 
same subject is depicted sequentially as in most modern comics, Ware’s comics 
contain fragmented timelines arranged or misplaced according to different logics. 
Building Stories (fig.10) is a physical box of comics printed on posters, cards, 
folios, etc., fragments with no preset order, and the implication is for the reader to 
get involved in making up the narrative both spatially and temporally.

Even within one page of comics, Ware’s geometric layout indicates clear ways 
of proceeding with the story like a user manual of a machine assembled out of 
logic, not time. By using non-linear consecutive geometric frames and regulating 
lines in between, Ware pushes the medium of drawing to express what language 



Assemblage
Decentralized composition and multiple viewpoints, two interrelated features, 

define the character of pictorial profusion. Then how to stitch together different 
angles and orientations of viewpoint becomes a central issue. Li Han (2021) reveals 
that the most difficult part of Drawing Architecture Studio’s work is to combine 
the different orientations into one coherent unity. Because the drawing process is 
constructive, total intentionality is what differentiates pictorial profusion artists 
like Drawing Architecture Studio, Eric Wong and Chris Ware from collage artists, 
whose assemblage relies on serendipitous connection among existing imagery.

Fig.10. Chris Ware, Building Stories.
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cannot, which is to visualize with precision and clarity the relationships between 
fragments of the story that are more complex than merely a linear progression 
of time, references, explanations, deductions, insertions, junctions/choices, 
revelations, and juxtapositions, to name a few. He smartly retains the rectangular 
box as visual cues for separate frames, consistent with the reader’s habit formed 
from the history of comics; on the other hand, the regulating lines and marks 
he uses to indicate the various relationships between fragments resemble the 
techniques used by architects in diagrams. The new way of narrating urban 
stories is significant in two folds. First, it maximizes the unique advantage of 
the medium, drawing, by narrating stories in ways that only drawing allows, not 
permitted in modeling, writing, film, or more rarely, building itself. Second, its 
habituates the reader to new ways of reading images, such as rotating the picture. 
The reader must be more experimental and active rather than a passive recipient 
of information.



Figuration
Figures tend to occupy a self-contradictory place in general architecture 

drawings: often an add-on, figures are used as fillers in between architecture 
parts, but on the other hand, they are nontrivial because they usually serve as 
indicators of scale and program. In drawings of pictorial profusion, figuration is 
a serious art. Pictorial profusion namely features a profusion of visual elements, 
details that in conventional architectural drawings are brushed aside as decorative 
entourage. Figures play a reflexive role both as agents of the narrative progression 
and, collectively, as descriptive elements of the spatial vibe. Images of pictorial 
profusion are meant to be examined at the local detail, and one feature of digitally 
produced images is the ability of zooming, which reciprocally influence pictorial 
profusion toward increased granularity.

Fig.11-12. Chris Ware, Jimmy Corrigan: the Smartest Kid on Earth. Photographs of book pages.
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Usually, pictorial profusion authors use three organizational logics to assemble 
their graphics: axonometry based on an orthographic drawing arrange different 
elements according to their relative positions on the orthographic drawing, which 
is relatively rare among this type of drawing, such as Drawing Architecture 
Studio’s Micro-yuan’r; arrange according to the non-linear temporal sequence; 
and arrange to combine the existing and the fictional elements. In Samsara 
of Building No. 42, by Drawing Architecture Studio, it is architecturally an 
axonometric projection, without any obvious center or focus. Analogous to Along 
the River, this drawing employs extremely localized points of view stitched 
together, as shown in the different orientations of the people and other objects that 
serves as indicators of fiction. Despite the disorientation and decentralization, the 
walkways set the rhythm of the drawing. In axonometric narratives of profusion, 
paths usually serve as the skeleton of the image in regard to composition. Chris 
Ware’s narrative is organizationally fragmented.

Typical of pictorial profusion, Ware’s use of frames is multifunctional and 
intentionally ambiguous. In Fig. 11, Ware’s rectangular boxes are sometimes 
sequential frames as in traditional comics, sometimes partition frames that slice 
through a continuous scene, such as the light beam. In Fig. 12, the rectangles act 
as dividers to a full-page isometric view of a house, with one panel showing the 
structures underneath the roof. The composition is geometrically elegant.



As authors of pictorial profusion narratives tend to value personal protocols 
and idiosyncrasies (Spiller, 2016), they develop their own graphic lexicons 
of figures. As a result, figures from pictorial profusion are often stylized and 
heterogeneous, with more agency in themselves. Drawing Architecture Studio’s 
human figures, which always align with the overall image in their dress and 
coloration, have a characteristic geometric body of circles and arcs to show their 
perfectly controlled, machined aesthetics. In Chris Ware’s narrative of Building 
Stories, figures used as a “reflexive element” (Dittmer, 2014, pp.478) lead the 
narrative. Their round, geometric faces and bodies and apathetic expressions 
evoke a nostalgic, awkward, and alienated feeling. Eric Wong reveals that he 
drew his figures one by one5, never repeating any, which suggests long time 
commitment and full intention with figurating his narratives. In the Cohesion 
series, the drawing is relevant at both the urban scale and the human scale. The 
set of images are executed at a high granularity – people, flags, clotheslines, 
streetlights are exhaustively depicted, drawing attention to the social and material 
world existing in the physical vessel of the provocation.

Restructured Reality of Architectural Narratives
To represent architecture as it is or as it looks? This is the perpetual dilemma. 

By normalizing the fictive or fictionalizing the normative, drawings of pictorial 
profusion do not represent, but extract reference from the reality to reconstruct 
new realities. Rather than being used to describe a drawing between art and 
architecture (Spiller, 2016), the term interstitial drawing refers to a drawing 
in between a fictive account of an alternative reality and a documentary or 
projectory account of an existing or a to-be-built reality. Unlike a render image or 
a photograph, drawings of pictorial profusion are constructive. Their constructive 
way of birth determines intentionality in every fine grain – every detail must be 
consciously drawn by the author and assembled brick by brick. If any of these 
details is not drawn in an attempt to fully replicate the existing condition, a fictive 
component is in the intention.

Despite sometimes being unconscious about the involvement of fiction, 
creators of pictorial profusion alter or reinvent the lens through which the subject 
matter is viewed (Altshuler & Sedlock, 2016). For instance, Samsara of Building 
No.42 starts off by a documentary depiction of all the retails in the selected 
area but blends more and more fictive storytelling into the district as the panels 
progress forward, culminating in a fantasized version of the district in the fourth 
and final panel. Although Li and Hu state in both their lecture (2021) and text 
(2016, ed. Allen, pp.135) that their practice is not based on fiction but on the real 
world, Drawing Architecture Studio’s works often interweave reality and fiction, 
or imagine a fictive world filled with absurdities in realism, such as in Taobao 
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5 Wong, E. (2019). “Drawings and Fiction” Interview with Eric Wong. Interviewed by Hamza 
Shaikh for Two Worlds Podcast, Ep 3, 15.09.2019. Available at: https://www.youtubeomni.com/
watch?v=CwX9etmXAtY (Accessed: 2 March 2021).



Village – Smallacre City (2018) and the 8th Dimensional City (2020).
The way authors of pictorial profusion express their point of view is the 

process of restructuring reality, of breaking, extrapolating, abridging, collaging, 
copying, and arraying the existing reality to present an active narrative instead 
of a passive acceptance or regurgitation. For instance, Taobao Village imagines 
a non-existent village that may as well be real in a parallel universe, containing 
symbolic replicas of strange and absurd buildings borrowed from rural China. Its 
ingenuity lies in the fact that its method of making embodies its main idea about 
the counterfeit architecture. As a counter-example of the usual reductionism in 
architecture representations in the pursuit of efficiency, pictorial profusion is a 
genre of high density in content. Pictorial profusion’s consistent density attests 
to its aim to be more than documentation of buildings or spaces, but capture the 
pulse and trajectory of buildings and people. In that sense, the narrative links 
construction, maintenance and deconstruction, where lives in the building with 
life of the building are interwoven. Unlike the conventional architectural drawing, 
buildings per se in pictorial profusion are not the focus.

Conclusion
With a total intentionality in the drawing act, pictorial profusion narrates 

urban and human stories in spatial and temporal multiplicities, rich sensations, 
heterogeneous figures. Due to its constructive method, every detail of the highly 
granular picture is a micro-design rather than a spontaneous appropriation or 
a repetitive affordance. In dimensions of viewpoint multiplicities, temporal 
multiplicities, assemblage, and figuration, fictive qualities arise from and are 
generalized in works of Drawing Architecture Studio, Eric Wong, and Chris 
Ware, in their expressions of pictorial profusion. In absence of a client or a 
programme, the ways of drawing synthesize a coherent, restructured reality 
of an interplay between reality and fiction, an iteration of reality. Exceed their 
artistry, the significance of these drawings, once understood, lies in interstitial 
narratology of systems of architecture building nonlinear architecture-individual-
society relationships, and these systems are either augmented existing systems or 
hypotheses. In either case, fiction plays an indelible part in the pictorial profusion, 
which marks the transcendence of architectural drawings from representation of 
design to expression of vision.
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The City as a Textile of Stories 

Introduction 
This research explores the interrelationship between collective memory, 

spatial identity, stories and architecture within the city. It aims to investigate how 
narrative informs an understanding of context and authenticates contemporary 
place-making. Sharing aspects of co-production, drawing and making it illustrates 
how the city can be read as an interweaving of concepts and research.  Considering 
the city as a textile of stories and one specific story, ‘The Portsmouth Corset’, 
revealing the hidden history of stay and corset manufacture within Portsmouth1  
which historically has had a romantic image as a great defended naval port. Place 
is considered as a constellation of stories, which map its past, re-imagining and 
re-telling narratives to reveal potential futures and spatial interpretations2.

Working as “physical novelists” (Hill, 2009), the authors present research 
through making that encompasses narrative and cartography to production all 
based within the theme ‘The Portsmouth Corset’. Portsmouth is taken as a subject 
and site, a laboratory pulling/pushing together ideas, drawing and collecting 
images and stories as stimuli. The working methods reveal spatial attributes 
and layers of meaning in place. Different layers of history, stories and their 
interrelationships result in the particularities of Portsmouth. 
 This paper considers the following research questions: 

• How can narrative inform understanding of context and enrich reading  
 of place?
• What are the interrelationships between collective memory, spatial identity, 
 stories and architecture within the city? How can shifting in scales through 
 narrative inform how we read the city?
• How can sampling stories from history be used as a lens through which to 
 explore spatial potentials of the city? 
Touching the realms of and interlinking many subject areas; architecture, 

cartography, fictional writing, archaeology and local history. The authors 
utilise their different professional attributes as artists, architects, academics and 
makers. This research develops a cross disciplinary approach to understanding 
and responding to the city by considering disciplinary insights side-by-side 

1 Stay and corset manufacture was a significant driver for Portsmouth’s economy in the 19th and 
20th centuries. Supplying both national & european markets.
2 Spatial interpretation is the act of co making in response to catalysts.

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  435



and overlaid. The authors collaborated with Vollers which until the Covid-19 
pandemic was the last remaining corset / staymaker manufacture in Portsmouth.

The city as a constellation of stories.
Portsmouth (Portsea Island) is the only island city in the UK. With its motto 

‘Heaven’s Light Our Guide’3, the city has been considered as a constellation of 
stories, which map its past and reveal possible futures. Having a density greater 
than that of the capital (London) the city has a rich Naval and literary history4. 
Shown on the oldest surviving route map of Great Britain the Gough Map,5 as a 
seaport, historically and today, Portsmouth has always constituted a navigating 
point, a point of arrival and departure, influenced by cultures across the globe. 

Portsmouth is contextualised using frames from Calvino (1974) which explore 
the notion of ‘the city of …’  to identify specific narrative collections such as a city 
of bastions, of edges, of makers, of navigation & new horizons. In the context of 
the paper the work shared forms part of a wider collection called city of makers. 
(Fig.01)

Theoretical frame. 
Narrative and Architecture. 

The modern age has been an unkind chapter in the history of narrative 
architecture. In pre-secular times, it was not unusual for buildings to be 
constructed of and around narrative. (Lim, 2011)

Fig. 01. [ “City of Bastions’ - Exploring place through a cartographic transaction  
and exploration of traces.]

Source: Crowson, N & Wallbridge, T.

3  The order of the Star of India features on the emblem/ crest of the city.
4 Conan Doyle, HG Wells and Charles Dickens all lived in/or near the city and this rich history 
has developed the city’s narrative.
5 The Bodleian Library (c 1300). http://www.goughmap.org/ (accessed: 20 March 2021)
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The City as a Textile of Stories
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In this paper, narratives in architecture are not considered in terms of a metaphor 
or vignette such as the Norwegian stave churches with their portals of myths and 
legends and as discussed by Lim. Nor as an analytical tool for spatial syntax as 
for Psarra (2009), but, rather, as a means to respond authentically to place. Too 
often architecture and urban design does not, for example in Frampton’s Towards 
a Critical Regionalism (1985), which suggests that globalisation had a reductivist 
effect on both our architecture and the cultural richness of our cities.

The fundamental strategy of Critical Regionalism is to mediate the impact of 
Universal Civilisation with elements derived indirectly from the peculiarities 
of a particular place […] to take the cognizance today of their interaction. 
(Frampton, 1985:21)

Telling stories and threading these into mappings can reveal these ‘peculiarities 
and their interaction’ (ibid). They uncover these idiosyncrasies of place by 
layering and inlaying narratives to inform spatial practice. Contemplating how 
architecture can create emotional links between space and place to preserve 
and recall memories and transformations to inform a contemporary, relevant 
architecture capable of reminding us of the past.

Rogoff states that how, by, “Claiming and re-telling narratives, we alter 
the very structures by which we organise and inhabit culture” (Rogoff, 1998). 
This richness of narrative and its complex tapestry [when located] can be used 
to inform spatial practice. In his text The Structural Analysis of Narratives, 
Barthes in relation to narrative structure that “narrative is present in every age, 
in every place, in every society [….] narrative is international, transhistorical, 
transcultural, it is simply there, like life itself’ (Barthes, 1966). Also, in parallel 
to the developing practice in the research of  layers and mapping, Barthes goes 
on to say that.

To understand narrative is not only to follow the unfolding of the story but also 
to recognize in it a number of ‘strata’, to project the horizontal connections of 
the narrative onto an implicitly vertical axis; to read a narrative (or listen to 
it) is not only to pass from one word to the next, but also from one level to the 
next. (Barthes & Heath, 1977:79)

Architecture can become a representation of the phenomenological experience 
of the story and city. It can consider experience, tempo, texture, shadow, drama all 
of which can be ascribed and translated into a timelessness of narrative. Theorists 
such as Pallasma & Holl (2007), Tschumi (2014) and Coates (2012), explore 
architecture as narrative and spatial experience.  Where other research centres 
on cinematic and literary narrative, the focus here starts with city research and 
engagement with the city itself, its history and experience.

Moro (2012) in the Peripatetic Box explores storytelling and mapping as 
playful inventive tools for exploring the city, to utilise the story as itinerary. To 
explore spatial practice in an unpredictable way, encapsulating frames and lenses 



to consider, acting as a guide for the reading of the city. When speaking about her 
panorama drawing series as a narrative sequence, Moro states that: 

Deliberately mixing perceptual and the conceptual drawn places give the 
illusion of an objective rendition, when in fact they are highly subjective 
representations of sites, whose image is filtered through either memory of 
other cities or the city of the past. This negotiation between the observed, the 
remembered or imagined, totality of experience. (Moro, 2012) 

Mapping to expose layers of narrative:

A range of scholars of the humanities have endorsed mapping as a conceptual 
framework to improve our understanding of narrative. (Caquard, 2011)

The map is considered as a spatial and conceptual framework and the process 
of mapping or cartography, as stated by Caquard (ibid), as a means to write 
and draw out ideas. In A History of the World in Twelve Maps Brotton (2014) 
stated that historically maps were constructed out of the ideas of their age, that 
“maps” are necessarily subjective and partial, not merely objective and factual. 
This linkage between ideas and representation of place goes even deeper when 
considered as a generator for design intervention, arts practice or insertion. Places 
are imbued with meaning by intention, perception and interaction, told as stories 
of experience; some of these meanings are manifest and some secret, clandestine 
or private. However modern maps are rule bound, symbolic and static and no 
longer tell us stories and there are no longer (with air and space travel) physical 
blanks on the map for stories to fill. 

With their inspiration in the rich history of map-making, some drawings which 
‘map’ our relationship to place are not merely depictions of the physical world 
but rather complex and beautiful works of art which give a glimpse into the 
culture and identity of the people to whom they relate. (Engberg-Pedersen, 
2017)

The ‘strata of the story’ (Barthes, 1966) reveals both its deeper structure and 
meaning, peeling back layers of the city and archaeology reveal the experienced 
city and fill in the gaps in the maps to expose the monsters at the map edges. 
The notion of ‘Cartographic transaction’ or ‘traces’ is discussed by Caquard, 
where mapping is ‘measured, visualised and narrative applied’ (Caquard, 2014). 
Lyu uses the term “spatial textiles” when linking architecture to the idea of 
spatial storytelling (Lyu, 2016). This richness of textural reading can structure, 
inform and enhance our understanding of cities and place. This terminology was 
particularly appealing when applied to the fabric of the corset and Portsmouth as 
a city of makers. 
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Exposing narratives can allow an understanding the rich palimpsest6 of 
experiences. The rich reading of  city, makes “a space a place” and “an event an 
occasion” (Van Eyck, 1962) can inform both contemporary design practice and 
authentic place making. The English enlightenment expanded the Roman notion 
of the ‘genius loci’, that particular understanding of context that goes beyond the 
physical attributes of a ‘site’ to understand narratives and archaeologies of place 
as discussed by Rendell (2010). 

Exploring this rich seam of layered meaning in place, a palimpsest that 
uncovers collective cultural memories, layers of history and meaning; the practice 
is situated and embedded in the city as both subject and site. 

Methodology: 
Spatial interpretations are used to read the city through narrative. This 

comprises of reading the city as a dialogue between making and research. In co-
creating in both the academy and practice, research is developed as a verb not a 
noun. In other words, the research and practice are active rather than passive study 
only. The acts of making that evolve from The Portsmouth Corset are told and 
(re)told through drawing, image making and stitch. The methodology requires the 
authors to gift work for discussion and be open to its enrichment. 

Spatial interpretation utilises 3 main methods:
Method 1:  Layering archaeologies including cartographic transaction, scale 

shift, mapping as a process, a research tool and as an assemblage, palimpsest and 
over writing place with meaning.

Method 2: Sampling stories which considers: A lens through which to frame 
ideas, gaps in maps, on-site research and writing.

Method 3: Dialogue and drawing out meaning in place including drawing 
out as a tool to create a new narrative. Co-making in response to catalysts.

6 Palimpsest to the authors is defined as layering maps to allow visible traces to be suggested from 
earlier form or structure. A layering and cutting away to reveal new understanding.

Fig.02. [City as a textile of stories - Stitched layered maps that start to reveal new directions]. 
Source: Crowson, N & Wallbridge,T.
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There are many artists and practitioners who work with visual narrative, such 
as Cheatle (2018), who creates fictional narratives from the medical field of 
gynaecology, Moro (2012) with her Peripatetic Box and Exquisite Corpse drawings 
and Zexter (2021) and embroidered photography combining personal narrative 
and stitch. These references and their academic positioning of arts practice excite 
and incite the shared practice. The authors work is haptic and involves embodied 
practice using both hand and eye. Intuitive responses drive ideas that interconnect 
and propagate drawings, collections and spatial interpretations7.

Results: 
City of Makers: The Portsmouth Corset.

 The city of makers combines the masculinity of the defended naval port 
and the forgotten history of the corset making naval wives. The hidden history of 
corsetry contrasts to the famous architectural defensive motifs8 that protect the 
city. The two narratives intertwine through gender. The unlikely juxta positioning 
of the narratives has led to a weaving together of architectural urban structures 
and the fabrication of the corset armature (Fig. 03.). These embodied spatial 
narratives of the city uncover and explore the gendered city through metaphor 
and allusion, architecture, and stitch. Unpicking the corset and unravelling the 
bastion to reveal form and vocabulary that can be shared by both.

7 ‘interpretation’ could be seen as a limitation of methodology however, in the context of this 
paper it is considered in terms of intuitive working practices.
8 The Palmerston fort network acts a defensive necklace around the harbour built between 1865-
1880.

Fig. 03. [The Portsmouth Corset – Mapping masculine and feminine’ patterns’ in both  
the city and corset.]

Source: Crowson, N & Wallbridge, T.
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Applying Method 1: Layering archaeologies.
Corset making was a significant economy for the city during the 19th & 20th 

century9 employing women throughout the city to work in a small number of 
factories or undertake piece work at home10. Revealed by mapping the locations of 
the listed corset makers within the city, the domestic nature of addresses emerged. 
Not factories but homes scattered around the city, with design houses located in 
London. In an age when everyone wore a corset - certainly all females, but also 
some men. The manufacture of hidden garments in homes contrasted the overt 
presence of the satellite of defences (forts, ravelins and bastions) that protect the 
harbour and city. Creating layers from the plan motif of the fort, mapping the 
domesticity and grain of the city allowed for the assembly drawn layers on the 
lightbox. 

The act and process of layering and remaking the maps is significant in 
shifting the cities fabrication across time and was interpreted through X-ray.  
Giving the layers transparency expanded interpretation of the drawing spatially 
and deepened the layers (strata) or ‘traces’ (Caquard & Cartwright. 2014). Figure 
04 illustrates some of the processes involved in the re-constructed, re-assembled, 
shifted and inverting drawings to expose new storylines. Mimicking the X-ray 
of the informed body within the corset the resultant images give an armature 
through which to read the city. An inverted the reading of the city. The X-rays 
in image are static however in reality they are assemblages that were shifted 
and explored through movement, encouraging reading of the strata and revealing 
different propositions.  Decisions on which layers was expressed, moved in the 
stack, or hidden was intuitive and playful.

 Like the layers within a corset’s construction (coutil, lining, shell and 
interfacing) the X-rays become layered drawings of city potentials (city 
grain, domesticity, geometry and fort). An assemblage of mapped stories and 
exploration in different media, depths, and materials and when used as a research 
tool can make social and spatial practices and the interactions in space visual and 
tangible. This requires a fundamental process of experimentation across scales to 
explore. A shift in scale and lens of the story from setting to strata of meaning, to 
character and experience, is an important aspect in shifting the cities structures 
to interpret their new meaning. Adjusting horizontal and vertical layers allows a 
new meaning to shift through drawn observations in conversation, interweaving 
experience from both creators. It uncovers, interprets, and reimagines the hidden 
stories and with each new shift or added drawing reimagine a new layer.

9 At its height 45% of Portsmouth’s working population (1911) were involved in manufacture 
of apparel (including stay making). Manufacture of stays and corsets used a principally female 
labour force with the wives of sailors and dockyard workers.
10 A ‘family wage’ would be paid to the completion of fully/ partly finished garments.
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Applying Method 2: Sampling stories.
The city and its stories associated with the corset manufacture and defensive 

forts offer a rich textile for spatial interpretation and expose new meaning in place. 
Through the process of sampling stories. The first example ‘the city as body’ 
relates to the act of wearing a corset to the harbour with the second ‘reconstructing 
the corset and the city’ uses the metaphor of unpicking of garments to deconstruct 
the bastion and forts into patten pieces.
Story 1: The city as body 

The Poly-Olbion map11 represents a fictitious Portsmouth illustrated as one 
of 3 islands dominated by female figures or nymphs appearing to protect the 
islands. The harbours and tributaries also attributed as feminine nymphs. Ships 
are also given female names due to their historical association with goddesses, 
some after mortal women. Surrounding the harbour is a necklace of forts with an 
architecture of strength and geometry which relate to the wider city in location 
and lines of defence.  Through mapping these forms the gendered nature of the 
city was revealed, even though the city itself is neither inherently masculine nor 
feminine. 

The body and harbour were examined metaphorically and literally as a body 
and a body of water. Ports are not only places of refuge and protection to safe 
waters, but they are also locations that require strategic protection and points 
of arrival and departure for people and goods. The harbour mouth is a point of 
restraint of a body of water (both natural and constructed). Interpretation was 
drawn between this idea and the act of putting on and constraining the body 

11 by engraver William Hole . https://poly-olbion.exeter.ac.uk/  (accessed 11.10.2020)

Fig. 04. [The Portsmouth Corset - Layering archaeologies – exposing the cities structure across 
time, either physically or implied.]

Source: Crowson, N & Wallbridge, T.
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within a corset and the containment of a body of water.  Drawing out edge and 
harbour intuitively, comparisons explored edge and the body or bodies of water 
and bodies contained within space (corset).

Although the corset gives the wearer a feminine silhouette, the construction of 
the garment is robust and constructed. Metal boning forms a structure (armature) 
that constrains the wearer. The corset physically and metaphorically supports and 
informs the body. The outputs exposed and emphasised contour and edge. (Fig. 
05). The corset also uses a waist tape (stay) a tightly woven tape placed on the 
waistline (narrowest point) of the corset for additional strength and dimension 
stability of the corset. An interesting parallel to the harbour mouth, the narrowest 
point of the harbour which historically was closed with a chain.

The cities defences and the dockyard wall protects the island and its edge much 
like the corset restrains and disciplines the female body. The gendered nature of 
urban forms and narratives contrast to the structured dress making and hidden 
domesticity of the corset making and femininity of the concave and convex corset 
form.

Story 2: Restructuring corset and city
Pattern is always present, in both city and garment. The masculine 

megastructures of the fort architecture contrast the domestic nature of the corset 
making and corset construction. The city in cartographic view (enclosure, street 
pattern, city grain) and the corset pattern cutting (fabric, dress pattern) both have 
their own graphical language of pattern. Parallels were found in the patterns 
discovered. 46 forts protect the harbour and approximately 50 historic patterns 
are on record at Vollers.

Unpicking the corset into it constituent parts - boning, eyelet, panels and 
unravelled the bastions - embrasure, terreplein, ravelin, talus, we explored the 
power in describing the corset using bastion vocabulary and the corset through 
the language of defence. Deconstructing the city in this way allowed a reading of 
pattern, revealing form and vocabulary that can be shared by both. These readings 
allow a scale shift from city to terrace to body to hand. Much like unpicking a 
garment. The city and corset is representing as a form of corset pattern that takes 

Fig. 05. [The Portsmouth Corset – The harbour bound as body.] 
Source: Crowson, N & Wallbridge, T. 
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on witness lines and notations not from the needs of garment construction but 
from field patterns and city forms. The fort was imagined as a deconstructed 
garment unpicked and laid out ready to recut in fabric. The waistline was taken 
as a datum from which both the corset and ravelin were deconstructed. (Fig. 06)

Weaving together architectural urban structures, the texture of the city and the 
fabrication of the corset allowed for fictional narratives to grow. For example, the 
killing fields as a fabric landscape around the forts. The streets and paths within 
in the city read as corded12 panels which provide structure to corsets.  The drawn 
line providing structure to cartographic view and how this might be reminiscent 
of the boning’s channels and seams that give space of the corsets structure.

Combining drawn cartographies and layering drawings at different scales 
and with new meanings applied and make the invisible visible.  The reading of 
place and the place itself affords urban imaginaries and the layering of the city’s 
stories to reveal strata of history and experience. Site is not considered from the 
standpoint of urban morphology alone, but alongside narratives and mappings 
as a lens, as a principal tool with which to consider and to investigate. Thus, the 
gendered narratives of urban forms and the structured dressmaking combine in 
order to investigate urban morphology.
Applying Method 3: Dialogue and drawing out meaning in place.

Dialogue is used as a method for uncovering and drawing out meaning in place. 
A conversation through drawing and making between the authors in response to 
the object (Portsmouth Corset) and place (Portsmouth as a city of makers). A 
process that stretches and enriches both outcome and experience through haptic, 
experiential, and embodied practice. Not research alone, not making alone, but 
a process that weaves the two together as a journey of discovery. The work 
produced in this way is performative and embodied. Digital recording of the work 
as photograph and film was as important as the drawings itself as it allowed for 
reflection on process.

Fig. 06. [The Portsmouth Corset – Unravelling the Bastion and Unpicking the Corset. 
Source: Crowson, N & Wallbridge, T. 

12 Cording is reminiscent of a dotted line but its structure is significant as it can remove boning.
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There is risk in shared working and authorship, but this risk outweighs the 
strength of opportunity. In dialogue opportunities and threads of ideas emerge 
that alone may not be followed. One author confident in stitch and fabric and 
the other enjoying the transformational qualities or architectural models. The 
dialogue relating to the body and the textured city, allowed a scale shift (from 
City to body). 

For example the process of corset construction and finishing was related to the 
architecture of the fort and its siting and placement within the drawn landscape. 
The forts existed in historic maps almost as embellishments in the fabric of the 
city and the corset is embellished with rich materials and lace. Paper cuts of forts 
were created into lace patterns thus allowing the narrative to be extended (Fig. 
07.). 

The work moved freely from 2D to 3D, from Globe to Corset, from harbour 
to body, to examination of elements of urban pattern (terrace) and corset fixing 
- all through drawing modelling and stitch. The corset as a three-dimensional 
form can stand up alone as does the construct of a fort which stands alone in 
defence. The translation from 2D to 3D and back again allowed for connections 
between structure, pattern and urban morphology and grain to be explored. The 
assumption that corset making in Portsmouth was related to the island city and 
sea via the use of whale bone and baleen, proved a fictional story. 

Conclusion: The Portsmouth Corset
The research reflects on the process and intention of making and constructing 

maps and moves beyond the surface of the drawing by exploring the interrelationship 
between collective memory, spatial identity, stories and architecture within the 
city. In the cartographic work, flat drawn maps take on new surfaces like Xray 
film, fabric and the manipulated digital imagery. The drawn line often becomes 
stitch and the boundaries between blurred as processed are explored in dialogue. 
The lens has allowed the creation and collection of a sequence of work, a body of 
thinking that enriches the initial narrative and the resultant sequence of work are 
observations of place woven with real and imagined narratives.

Fig. 07. [The Portsmouth Corset – The fort as lace and city as fabric.]
Source: Crowson, N & Wallbridge, T.
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Sampling stories from a historical narrative has shown how this lens can be 
used to consider spatial interpretations and potentials of the city. It tests how 
shifting in scales through narrative informs how we reveal the city and its 
strata, from globe to island, to city, to bastion, to terrace, to space, to body to 
zip. The interrelationships between collective memory/ spatial identity, stories 
and architecture within the city combine these two narratives, masculine and 
feminine, hidden and motif. Allowing these to combine, develop and construct 
a critical approach to the work. The results amplify and deepen understanding 
of place and demonstrate themselves to be a new conceptual vocabulary that 
enriches and expands the reading of the city

The act of experimental collaborative drawing catalyses drawn and mapped 
responses. The authors making activity involving the sharing of ideas as drawings 
with these acts as moments to transfer thoughts and ideas based on the theme or 
lens. Drawings are tools for investigation that can be manipulated, modelled and 
transformed together. Thus, extending them beyond a lone creator and beyond the 
idea of authorship allowing the re-reading of the initial intention of the drawing. 
This papers images and drawings and their spatial interpretations remains like the 
gaps within maps full of adventure. 
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SonuScape: architecture as a medium for sound  

Introduction: Narrative Architecture 

Narration shapes and simplifies events into a sequence that can stimulate the 
imagination, and with its understanding comes the possibility of the story 
being retold – verbally, pictorially or spatially1.

Within a list of books which present in their narratives a strong relation with 
architectural spaces J.G. Ballard’s Highrise (1975), Jorge Luis Borges’s short 
stories Labyrinths (1962) or Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities (1972) are probably 
amongst the most referenced.

On a more recent note, this narrative process is adapted to a contemporary 
reality in the book Hotel (Varela Gomes, 2015). Varela Gomes takes us on an 
architectural journey of a non-place2 where space is the matter from which the 
fictional nature of the romance stems from. Joaquim Heliodoro Ataíde e Pinto 
Winzengerode de Mascarenhas Adrião Manoel de Menezes – whose name 
is as long as the intricate labyrinthian paths and as refined as the convoluted 
mysteries of this building – is the main character and owner of the Hotel Torre 
das Infantas. In his scopophilian manner, Joaquim Heliodoro unfolds through 
sophisticated mnemonic handicaps and architectural references, his reflections 
and interpretations of the world, or should one say, in a space he has created 
between fiction and reality. To sum up, as Coates suggests regarding personal 
narratives, this Hotel is not just a space but an extension of the character’s being, 
which builds “on the cognitive mechanisms that arise from existing places and 
spaces” (Coates, 2011: 14).

In the context of this project, the term ‘narrative’ should be considered as 
the storytelling or the architectural practice that builds a place - the storyteller. 
Like narrative, it applies structures and features and makes use of architectural 
materials and contents to communicate, through its design, an intention of 
meaning. The resulting topology, driven by cognitive mechanisms, explores a 
hypothetical methodology of representation.

In this sense, SonuScape is a methodology that proposes a conceptual 
framework born of sound or from the creative process concerning sound. As 
a starting point, it conjectures a strategy for building a sonic spatial syntax by 
investigating both fields of architecture in public spaces and sound art studies. 

1 Coates, Nigel (2011): p.15
2 Concept borrowed from Marc Augé’s book: Non-places (1992)
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Under a Tschumian influence on using space as a “conceptual device” (Kaji-
O’Grady, 2005: 3) and drawing back from Hillier’s Space is the Machine3 (2007), 
SonuScape is a narrative structure proposed in and of itself, making use of its 
practices to construct a “physical space” whereby the space serves as an amplified 
metaphor or a complete analogy (Psarra, 2009: 248) of the original source of 
inspiration, the sound piece itself.

2. Context: sound and space studies
Sound studies have long been associated with spatial matters, in fact, this 

relation is “inherently conversational” (LaBelle, 2015: 149). The interplay 
between sound and space has caught the attention of several authors (LaBelle, B. 
2015; Connor, S. 2015; Cox C. 2006; Thompson, E. 2002; Truax, B. 1996) who 
also discuss sonic experimentations that allow the gradual displacement of sound 
in the artistic scene when exploring connections with other practices, amongst 
them architecture and visual arts.
2.1 Graphic Scores as communicators

Following the rupture with the past in the visual arts, contemporary music too 
has broken violently with tradition in the last 40 years. The palette of sound 
possibilities has been radically increased - including electronic sounds and 
noise - and with the new theories and techniques have come equally radical 
changes in musical notation. […] These experiments may stimulate and  
strengthen later creativeness: they reflect the desire to evolve new forms of 
expression and new tools of communication […]4.

One of the contributors to this change of paradigm who used sound as 
a potential device for critical cultural reflection was John Cage. Amongst his 
plethora of work, one can find an edition alongside Alison Knowles entitled 
Notations (1968). This book unfolded an inspirational platform for future works, 
such as Theresa Sauer and Mike Perry’s Notations 21 (2009), which celebrated 
this seminal work’s 40th anniversary in the context of the 21st century.5

Graphic scores could be considered as narrative tools in themselves. They 
can be played or performed in many ways, allowing an extension of freedom 

3 Hillier, B. (2007): p.4. Quote: “’A house is a machine for living in …’ Le Corbusier (1923) / 
‘But I thought that all that functional stuff had been refuted. Buildings aren’t machines’. Student 
/ ‘You haven’t understood. The building isn’t the machine. Space is the machine.’ Nick Dalton, 
Computer Programmer at University College London (1994)”
4 Evarts, John (1968): p.405
5 Gund Gallery 2012, Interview with Theresa Sauer:”Some composers are artists, some are 
architects or scientists or philosophers [...] some composers use mathematics, algorithms etc.
[...] And that is why I call it an innovative notation system. It’s about a global communication 
system and that’s really what’s exciting about notation.” [video] Vimeo [accessed on 13.03.2021] 
<https://vimeo.com/37528641>
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and responsibility to the performer(s) own interpretation, as well as to chance. 
(Evarts, 1968: 145)

The architectural practice operates with constant and intense visual support. 
The rendering, technical drawings and all the graphic information involved in its 
design process, which increased with the digital era, works as an essential tool 
for its generation. As LaBelle notes, regarding architect Mark Wigley’s lecture 
at the Bartlett School of Architecture (2001): “architects are experts in the field 
of ’typography’, because of their understanding of graphic marks to signify and 
convey meaning” (LaBelle, 2015: 152).

 Another approach within a musical context, complimented by both an 
architectural and mathematical background, is the work of Iannis Xenakis. His 
extensive research is an important contribution to the graphical paradigm. Whilst 
discussing the work Hema with Bálint Andrá Vargas, Xenakis explains why he 
refers to it as symbolic music: “Because the sounds are symbols, they have no 
other meaning. The word symbol, as you know, is used in two ways: sign, and the 
symbol of something. I am using it in its former meaning of a sign […]” (Varga, 
1996: 84-85). The first chapter of his book Formalized Music (1972), entitled 
Free Stochastic Music, serves as a preface to his “introduction of mathematics in 
music.” (Xenakis, 1992: 8). The Unité Polyagogique Informatique du CEMAMu 
(UPIC)6 came to prove how the iterative method studied by Xenakis could be 
deployed in a computational realm. 

Following this idea of graphic scores to be sonic communicators, one can 
suggest an artistic and abstract approach, that much like architectural drawings, 
these graphic notations create topographies that convey meaning through their 
symbolic logic – a sonic meaning. Bearing this in mind, for the purpose of spatial 
creation (from 2D to 3D), the morphology and syntax of these scores’ design can 
be interpreted as specific representational drawings, such as Plan, Elevation or 
Section.
2.2 Space into Sound / Sound into Space

For several hundred years Western music has been based on composition 
and performance. Most attention has been focused on the conception and 
generation of sound, very little on its propagation. Written notes are two-
dimensional symbols of a three-dimensional phenomenon. No matter how 
complex a system of notation or how real the illusion of depth, written music 
is trapped on a flat plane. [...] We have been so concerned with language that 
we have forgotten how sound flows through space and occupies it.7

6 Xenakis, Iannis (1992): Appendix III, p. 329
7 Lucier, Alvin (1979)
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Many sound artists have explored the synergetic relation sound-space: Max 
Neuhaus, Marianne Amarcher, Michael Brewster, Bill Fontana, just to name a 
few (LaBelle, 2015). Amongst this list, one adds the architect and sound artist 
Bernhard Leitner whose sound installations focus on human presence, thus on the 
listener and their position in space. The sonic infrastructure Leitner built draws 
from a panoptic, or rather a pansonic approach, where the subject is in the centre 
and sound is his material and medium for spatial awareness; thus, his works’ 
main interest relies on “how we hear physically, how we measure ourselves 
acoustically in space” (Leitner, 1998: 176). 

One can relate this symbiotic approach with Alvin Lucier’s projects, where 
sound is explored as physical phenomena. In the sound piece I am sitting In a 
Room8 (1969), sound works as a physical medium that through few distinctive 
aspects reveals not only one’s voice as an inherent auditory complexity and 
human presence (LaBelle, 2015: 124-125), but also the context or environment 
of which the acoustic reflections, diffractions or resonances happen.

The conceptual idea on the sense of space through a sound analysis was taken 
beyond the acoustic condition of buildings and towards the public space through 
“attentive listening” (Blesser & Salter, 2007: 15).
2.3 Soundscape

The experience of space when listening to the exterior sounds, extended to 
environmental investigations as found in acoustic ecology (LaBelle, 2015), like 
the ones developed by the World Soundscape Project (WSP) - founded in the 
late 1960’s by the Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer (Truax, 1996). Schafer 
coined the term ‘Soundscape’ in his book New Soundscape (1969) considering 
it like a sonic environment: where the listener is invited to focus on “the new 
soundscape of contemporary life” (Schafer, 1969: 3) whilst emphasizing the 
ecological concerns at the time. 

Henceforth, various authors have adapted this term in different ways. 
Jonathan Sterne discusses the ubiquitous and fertile aspects around the concept 
of ‘soundscape’ and how its meaning has been shaped and evolved throughout 
the years.

Soundscape implies a way of listening to compositions – a rapt, total attention 
– and a sense of the world that is much like a compositional work.[...] The 
term is everywhere capable of being mobilized to support a host of positions 
regarding sonic culture. [...] In its stretch toward totality, the term reaches out 

8 “Lucier writes a text to be narrated in a room, he records himself narrating it. He then plays 
the recording back into that room, re-recording it. Every new recording is played back and 
re-recorded. This process is repeated to a point when one cannot distinguish his voice.”[Online 
audio](ac. on 28.03.2021)<https://www.ubu.com/sound/lucier.html> 



toward omniscience, but like all proposals for transcendence, it can at best 
offer a situated transcendence.9

To clarify, in the context of this project, the idea of soundscape is considered 
as an aural landscape, an aural morphology. It is a physical built environment 
composed of various sound elements arising from its correspondent graphic 
score (2D drawing). As mentioned in 2.1, by deploying these sound elements 
into the architectural sphere, one translates them into possible spatial events, or a 
composition of spatial events.

In conclusion, SonuScape suggests an investigation that studies a possible 
strategy on the embodiment of sound. Inspired by Salomé Voegelin’s essay Sonic 
Possible Worlds (Voegelin, 2013) and assuming an analytical cross-referencing 
approach from both practices, this methodology enquires the idea of soundscape 
to be considered a “possible world”, offering an alternative view on the perception 
of sonic environments. It aims to establish a formal system that draws influence 
from existing literary and empirical essays and projects which intertwine sound 
and space, through an epistemological approach to their critical frameworks. 

3.Method: SonuScape case study
Throughout the Sound Art course at Morley’s College in London, we were 

asked to develop a final work to be presented at the courses’ end and to feature 
the Sound Art exhibition (2018) at the Morley Gallery. The development of this 
final project, entitled SonuScape, motivated my pursuit in seeking a strategy to 
analyse and facilitate the explorative potential in combining and articulating 
the knowledge from both practices. SonuScape works as a preliminary study of 
what was later deployed as a methodology; thus, it should be interpreted as an 
introductory note that aims to be improved and refined throughout its application.
3.1 Flatland: On abstract notation scores

On the “attentive listening exercises” during the course, one was asked to 
create, within a chosen grid, a graphic representation from a selected sound 
piece, supported by the idea of four driven forces as our main tools: gesture, 
movement, structure and texture. The results were evocative designed lines, 
shapes or texts that expressed visually our personal interpretation of the pieces’ 
main characteristics. Like Notation 2110, coming from different professional and 
cultural backgrounds, interdisciplinarity was key in each student’s operation on 
the subject.

The choice of the sound piece Poème Électronique from the composer Edgard 
Varèse is this projects’ starting point. The following points describe each phase 
of the process developed, after analysing the initial 60 seconds of this sound 
piece to create its graphic score: suggesting a deployment of digital 2D graphic 

9 Sterne, Jonathan (1968): p.191 
10 Refer 2.1: note 5

452  |  Narrative and Representation

Liliana Carvalho



score to transform into a 3D environment. Supported by digital architectural and 
personal hobby (field recording) software, the aim of the project is to transform 
the resultant graphic notation into a playscape. 
3.2 From abstract notation sketches to audio forensic maps

After sketching on paper to visualize a few concepts of what might be ‘the’ 
chosen graphic score [fig.1d)], the ‘necessity’ of translating it into a digital format 
became essential, as it is arguably the inevitable format of architectural decision-
making nowadays. Borrowing the conclusive thoughts in Psarra’s book regarding 
Borges literary work Labyrinths and Zeno’s paradox11, the next impulse was to 
organize the resulting graphic shapes to create a whole. 

 

The concept of the vector Time to work as a spatial ruler, one that indicates the 
directive progression of the sonic piece and its direct relationship to “horizontal 
space”12, was drawn from Max Neuhaus’ interpretation of Karlheinz Stockhausen 
piece Zykus (Corigliano, 1960). Following this conceptual systematization, and 
with an architectural modernist framing echo of “grid as a generator” (Martin & 
March, 1972), SonuScape suggests using Time as its ‘implementation grid’ in 
order to organize the resulting graphic shapes or, in other words, to map them out. 

In order to add another dimension to the ‘sonic-telling’ 2D outcomes, 
whilst recalling Lucier’s assertion on the propagation of sound13 and Leitner’s 
exploration on our own acoustic measuring in space14, one realizes unavoidably 
the next step is a forensic analysis of the sound piece. [fig.2]

Figure 01 | First 60 seconds of Poème Électroninque from Edgard Varèse sketches.  
a) 1st sketch-reaction after listening; b) 3rd sketch; c) 7th sketch; d) 1st digital depiction  

of the graphic score

11 Psarra, (2009):  p.87. The author argues: “the aesthetic experience is determined by a desire to 
organize the patterns […] into meaningful wholes described as conceptual entities.”  
12 Corigliano, John (1960). Interview with Max Neuhaus. Ubuweb: Sound [online sound archive], 
(accessed on 20.03.2021). Minute 8:30-10:00 (use of this concept)  < https://www.ubu.com/
sound/neuhaus.html > Corigliano interviews percussionist Max Neuhaus regarding the work 
Zyklus. Neuhaus explains: “Time is shown by a direct relationship to horizontal space [...] you 
have three dots representing sounds, and they all have an equal amount of space between them, 
they all have an equal amount of time between them when they’re played.”
13 Lucier, A. (1979). Refer quote in 2.2
14 Leitner, B. (1998): p.176. Refer quote in 2.2
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Waveform and Spectral frequency maps of the piece helps one define the 
‘sonic events’ in the piece: ‘accentuate energies and their ‘location’ on its time-
grid as well as panning-dynamics for each stereo distribution channel.
3.3 From sound shapes to architectural forms

As referred in 2.3, the SonuScape approach to the term ‘soundscape’ relies on 
the ideal of an aural landscape, which can be interpreted as a sonic promenade. 
Borrowing the idea of abstract space suggested by the London Conceptualists 
(1970)15, in order to design this promenade, it is essential to understand its syntax 
as a conceptual whole. It becomes a spatial “conceptual device” (Kaji-O’Grady, 
2005: 3) appropriating the XYZ axis as a hybrid experimental space. In this sense, 
the topography of this case study depends on the morphology of each shape’s 
design: each shape relates to a specific sound from the first 60 seconds of Varèse’s 
Poéme Électronique. 

Thus, falling under Wigley’s scope on the concept of architects as 
‘typographers’, each shape builds its meaning on the contribution to the whole 
spatial construction. But how can one formalize this build-up?

In order to explore this analysis on an architectural 3D level, studying sound 
sculptures or acoustic structures, such as sound mirrors, was essential for this 
research. However, the major and foremost inspirational sources were playground 

Figure 02 | Adapted image taken from Digital Audio Workstation software: Waveform and Spectral 
Frequency from each channel of the piece.  The sketches design in white line in the spectrum 

also work as references for the design, as suggestive forms alongside the sketches [fig.1]

15 Kaji-O’Grady, S. (2005)
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designs from the past century. In fact, the study of these public spaces was an 
absolute game-changer, as the project’s design forged to a public realm, thus 
gaining a meaningful purpose since its inception – to be a playscape. On this 
note, an important source of references for inspiration are displayed in Gabriela 
Burkhalter’s ongoing research entitled The Playground Project16: a collection 
of documents, handbooks, magazines and images from the modern playground. 
An extensive archive which includes works by artists, architects, and landscape 
architects such as Marjory Allen, Joseph Brown, Richard Dattner, Aldo van Eyck, 
M. Paul Friedberg, Group Ludic (Xavier de la Salle, Simon Koszel, David Roditi), 
Alfred Ledermann and Alfred Trachsel, Isamu Noguchi, (…) just to name a few.

The results are presented in the following sections with drawings and 
explanatory diagrams. The proposal shown was delivered as a silent spatial 
composition of the sound piece – an aural and not audible landscape. In a further 
note, a sonic feature will be discussed.
3.4 SonuScape: final design for case study 

Figure 03 | SonuScape. Edgard Varèse Poème Électronique case study. Plan and Elevations.

16 The Playground Project:< http://architekturfuerkinder.ch/> (accessed 23.05.2021)

SonuScape: architecture as a medium for sound

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  455



4. Discussion of the Results
The presence of both designer(s) and composer(s) over the whole process of 

creating a novel graphic score from a new sound piece may be critical. In the case 
study above an existing sound piece is used, and the method for its expression can 
be considered sufficient in the context. However, the decision-making process on 
this matter should be tested for future case studies where novel sound pieces are 
created.

In the design process of the case study, it was discussed whether to consider a 
sonic feature. It was initially proposed as an interactive attribute with integrated 
built-in speakers to be triggered in real-time: through sensors that increased the 
volume as per subject’s distance, or as a mobile app that set out a correspondent 
sound to each piece of the composition. Recasting the Duchampian manner on 
the “creative act”  (Duchamp, 1957: 140) opens a participatory aspect, where the 
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Figure 04 | a) SonuScape: 3D view for each piece; b) SonuScape Render: suggestion for display



spectator, the user, the listener brings a personal interpretation to the sound piece, 
thus introducing new structures or sonic syntaxes to it. Due to the major paradigm 
shift created by this proposed feature, to take “music outside itself” (Xenakis, 
1992: 181), the parametric flexibility of these changes should, if possible, be 
discussed first-hand with its composer(s) and be taken in consideration from an 
early stage. On an empirical level, to consider this feature in future case studies, 
it should be stressed that its use will ultimately depend on its context or site 
implementation – considering Noise Plan and additional regulations on outdoor 
spaces or, for example, the necessary use of headphones indoors.

In the process of construction and materiality, the fact that it is a public 
space which will function as a playground, one should assume further design 
requirements: the provision of access ramps for the different levels; the use of a 
renewable sustainable material, such as cork - as per drawings in 3.4. Its inherent 
haptic feature might be further explored as sound being a result of mechanical 
vibrations, including silent solutions that become audible through touch.

SonuScape methodology might be considered a “transcendent” (Evarts, 
1968: 191) approach or “dreamwork conducted through sound” (Connor, 2015: 
9), closely relating with the space created by Joaquim Heliodoros’ personal 
narrative regarding his Hotel space, or should one say, his fantasy space. On 
the matter of transcending perceptions of space through sound works, Derrick 
Kerckhove’s lecture Beyond Perspective: from the point of view to the point of 
being discusses what happens to space, time and self in the electronic era. As 
space gains new dimensions with the virtualisation of ever more media, the point-
of-view continually changes between object and subject (Kerckhove, 2010). On 
this scope, by investigating the exploratory potential of relating both architectural 
and sound art specific visual communication techniques, SonuSscape might 
be considered a hybrid methodology that questions new dimensions of space 
through sound by analysing the crossing of senses. On this matter, when allowing 
an interactive experience, one should recall Salomé Voegelins’ juxtaposition 
of David K. Lewis’ Possible Worlds’ theory with Maurice Merleau-Pontys’ 
phenomenological approach (Voegelin, 2014); and also Finnish architect and 
theorist Juhani Pallasmaa reminds us: sound can be a responsive tool, one that 
“creates an experience of interiority” (Pallasmaa, 2005: 49).

5. Conclusions and future developments
In the context of narrative and representation in architecture, the embodied 

sound proposed by SonuScape suggests being an aspiring approach for future 
investigations on the interplay between sound and space. 

This methodology needs tailoring, which might be refined through tools in 
its process-making and by testing new case studies with novel sound pieces. It 
casts out a possible interdisciplinary framework for both practices of architecture 
and sound art. By creating a platform that allows the juxtaposition of both fields’ 
discursive expressions, I intend to investigate further which outputs from this 
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research can potentially narrate alternative sonic environments that stem useful 
inputs to the aural architecture practice.
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Starting the Conversation…..engaging the 
unengaged

Introduction

When talking about equality, diversity and inclusivity within architectural 
education and the practice of architecture, how can we reframe the narrative in 
order to engage with the unengaged? 

The lack of equality, diversity and inclusivity within architectural education 
and the profession has been well documented in the UK over the last 10 years. 
With the introduction of the Equalities Act in 2010, within the UK, it legally 
protected people from discrimination within the workplace and within wider 
society. There are 9 protected characteristics identified within the act which are: 
age, disability, gender reassignment, race, religion/belief, sex, sexual orientation, 
marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity. Although this act came 
into force 11 years ago, it has had limited impact on the way we teach or practice 
architecture or the way we look at built environment.

Christine Murray, founder of the Women in Architecture Survey and former 
Editor of both the Architects Journal and the Architectural Review noted that this 
increased awareness around issues of equality has rather than promoting change 
had the opposite effect with the UK Government’s Creative Industries Report 
from 2019 suggesting that the number of women in Architecture has dropped by 
10.3%  (Murray, 2019)

With movements like Black Lives Matter and #Me Too gaining more 
coverage, there has been an increased awareness and availability to hear under 
represented voices within architecture. With the current pandemic affording 
further opportunities to hear a diversity of voices through many digital platforms, 
the question still remains…Who is listening?

This paper explores how we can change the narrative when talking about 
equality within architecture and asks if there is another way that we can promote 
inclusivity. It further evaluates one method of engagement through analysis of an 
organised event and associated survey ‘The Equal Architect’ symposium held on 
International Women’s Day 2019.

The findings demonstrate that there is a need to develop new narratives to 
increase engagement and suggests a variety of initiatives to support a more 
inclusive approach to equality across within education especially.
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The existing narrative 
Within the RIBA Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) Strategy ‘Creating 

Opportunity and Enabling Success’ Report from 2019, it states “Developing 
educational, practice and institutional structures and cultures which support 
diversity and inclusion is crucial to the future success of the UK architecture 
profession.” (RIBA, April 2019) It further recognises that currently the profession 
does not support many sectors of society and highlights the following areas of 
focus for the profession as:

• Social Mobility
• Gender Parity
• BAME Representation
• LGBTQ+ Communities
• Disability
• Mental Health and Wellbeing
• Religion and Belief (RIBA, April 2019)
The American Institute of Architects (AIA) goes further and has developed 

‘Guides for Equitable Practice – guides for understanding and building equity 
in the architecture profession’ and usefully sets out moral, business, ethical, 
professional and societal cases for why equity in architecture is not only a positive 
development but essential for the future of the profession. By expanding on the 
reasons for the promotion of equity it becomes more than just ‘the right thing 
to do’ but proves that diversity can enhance innovation, economic growth and 
provide greater creativity within both the educational and professional sector. 
(AIA, 2018) 

And yet architectural education is still struggling to harness these positive 
aspects and encourage more diverse voices to enter and stay within architecture. 
As Weisman reflects in her article ‘Diversity by Design: Feminist Reflections on 
the Future of Architectural Education and Practice’

How can an architectural education that continues to define professional 
expertise in relation to the history of white, heterosexual, Euro- American male 
consciousness prepare students to function as effective professional in pluralistic 
communities? How will students be sensitized to “difference” when they are 
encouraged to suppress their own gender, race and class identities in the process 
of becoming “professional? (Brown, 2016)

Developing a New Narrative - Context
Missing in Architecture, MiA, of which the author is a founder, is a collective 

of architects and educators which was established with the ambition to challenge 
the status quo and give a platform to under-represented voices within both 
architectural education and the profession.

The collective launched on International Women’s Day in 2018 with an Event 
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titled ‘Another Perspective’ which was a celebration of female architects and 
architecture students. It provided an opportunity for all genders to comment on 
their own feelings about the current conditions within both education and practice. 
A ‘Washing Line of Confessions’ was strung across the Ladies Lounge of a 
traditional City pub and guests were invited to respond to a series of provocations 
with their own confessions and hang them on the washing line.

This event further prompted a series of student led events called ‘On The 
Margins’ and a subsequent lecture series run by MiA titled ‘Peripheral Visions’ 
which provoked and promoted the investigation of architecture through a wider 
lens.

The success of these events showed there was a desire to embrace a new 
narrative which supported and promoted diversity within architecture and 
a widening of the discussion so that the focus was not centred solely on the 
traditional architects of the western world.

The Equal Architect Symposium

Fig. 01. Confessions
Source: missing in architecture.

Fig. 02. The Equal Architect Symposium Poster and event
Source: missing in architecture.
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The Equal Architect symposium was held on Friday 8th March 2019, 
International Women’s Day and was designed as a celebration and discussion 
focusing on equality within architectural education and practice.

The aim of the symposium was to enhance awareness and understanding of the 
significance of female architects within the education system and the profession 
and to provoke discussions surrounding the creation of a more equal environment 
for all whilst celebrating the work of past, present and future generations of 
architects.

The day was structured in a way that it removed any ego from the proceedings 
and a selection of guests were invited to talk on a theme for 10 minutes before 
the panel discussed topics raised with the wider audience. The audience itself 
consisted of 50 students from Schools of Architecture in Scotland and 50 people 
from Practice and Academia. Ticket sales were discounted for students to £5.00 
for the day and travel scholarships were made available. For members of the 
public the ticket price was £25.00. Both price brackets were designed to allow a 
diverse audience to attend at an affordable price as opposed to many academic 
conferences and architectural events where the cost of attendance often precludes 
many having the opportunity to be involved.

To support inclusive discussions an interactive ‘Padlet Page’ was launched and 
hosted throughout the day where questions and comments could be made in real 
time. The venue and the layout was aimed to support discussion and create a more 
relaxed atmosphere which afforded honest and open discussions on sensitive and 
passionate topics.

The themes discussed throughout the day were Equality and Diversity, 
Education and Inspiration, Identity and Practice and Future. The guests were 
experts in their field and talked about their work, research and experiences. 
There were specific talks delivered that focused on disability, sexism and racism 
within architecture. There were also talks from students and recent graduates that 
discussed queer spaces, feminist public realm strategies and the climate crisis.

Guests were invited to take part in an online survey which sought to investigate 
their experiences within both academia and the profession in relation to equality 
and diversity. All guests were also asked to complete a consent form to allow for 
their contributions to be shared. The on line questionnaire was completed by 40 
guests and further quantitative and qualitative research was undertaken.

Questionnaire: Analysis and Findings
Teaching and awareness at university was extremely limited. It was seen as a 

choice to engage in the conversation, and I feel it is similar in practice. The onus 
is always placed on under-represented groups to speak up, instead of those with 
privilege using their position to share the platform. (Questionnaire, 2019)

On the day of the symposium, it was evident that the audience was 
predominately female, through analysis of the data provided in the questionnaire 



it confirmed that 85% of the survey respondents identified as female, with 12.5% 
identified as male and 2.5% identified as gender variant.

It was also clear that equality and diversity was not a subject that was discussed 
within the education system with only 17.5% of survey respondents aware of the 
subject being tackled within their education.

Thematic Analysis was used to identify themes within the qualitative data 
gathered in the survey and the Braun & Clarke (2006) 6 phase guide methodology 
was used. (Delahunt, 2017)

The main themes were identified and drawn out into a thematic map. It was 
clear from the thematic map that many of the themes were interwoven and 
connected but centred around a lack of awareness, representation and flexibility 
within the current architectural system.

Through refinement the major themes identified were Male Domination, 
Role Models, Barriers, Limited Awareness and Discussion and Unconscious 
Bias through language and learned behaviour. The analysis of this questionnaire 
has allowed for a more considered response to how to develop a more equal 
curriculum.

From my experience sexism is worse in education than in practice. I think a 
lot of architecture offices know they need to redress the gender balance whereas 
academia is still more of a boys’ club. Who we learn from is still very much 
a male dominated education, Corbusier, Wright, Foster etc. Absolutely no 
P.O.C were mentioned during my education, nor people of a lower social class 
(Questionnaire, 2019).

Fig. 03. Thematic Analysis Mapping
Source: author.
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When asked what initiatives were in place to support the development of 
a more inclusive profession, survey respondents were aware of a variety of 
platforms namely Missing in Architecture, Part W, Black Female Architects and 
Voices of Experience and acknowledged that some practices are taking a more 
progressive approach to equality with support for paternal leave but it was clear 
that much is still needed to be done.

Since the time of the symposium, the number of initiatives to support the 
under-represented has increased and with the recent move to a more digital 
system due to the current pandemic it has afforded a platform for many more 
communities to talk about their experiences within architectural education and 
the wider profession. 

In Education the pandemic has allowed for a step change in the delivery of 
lectures which has afforded students the opportunity to engage in more diverse 
ways with the curriculum. This has supported students with different learning 
capabilities, financial and caring commitments especially and created a more 
flexible and independent mode of study for many. The peer supported studio 
culture however has been difficult to replicate online and the range of diverse 
voices and opinions that are on show within the studio environment is missing 
within the digital world which has impacted students in different ways leading 
for many to a lack of awareness and confidence in their own abilities. In practice 
the pandemic has led to a greater understanding for some within the profession on 
how to work flexibly and has allowed some practices to reconsider their views on 
working from home and flexible working models which it is hoped will support a 
more inclusive environment for all once entering the profession. 

Still the reality is that during the pandemic, much of the increased workload 
and caring responsibilities have fallen on the shoulders of females with the Office 
for National Statistics showing that 67% of women were taking charge of their 
children’s education at home. (Hall, 2021) Although there are now more and 
more opportunities to share experiences of inequality, we still need to determine 
if the narrative has changed and if we are engaging with the unengaged? 

What Next?
The issues should be addressed early on in architectural education, integrated 

into our design projects. Lectures on the subject with practical solutions could 
be integrated into studio lectures, or a short-term intensive workshop at the start 
of the year, as I found the equal architect symposium to be invaluable and will 
definitely influence my thinking and studio work moving forward. If this was 
taken up in architectural schools across the board the new generation of architects 
would carry the principles through in to their careers, and as such maybe RIBA 
could pay it more attention in its curriculum (Questionnaire, 2019)

The RIBA have developed a more robust and inclusive Validation process 
which has identified a series of Themes and Values for Architectural Education 
(Part 1 and Part 2) which will be implemented from 2021-2022 cycle.
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These themes are identified in the 2021 RIBA Procedures for Validation 
Document as:

• Health and Life Safety
• Ethical and Professional Practice
• Structures, Construction and Resources
• Histories, Theories and Methodologies
• Design Pedagogies and Architectural Expression
• Business Skills (RIBA, 2020)
Within each theme Equality, Diversity and Inclusion plays a part. Whether 

this is the acknowledgement that the effectiveness or otherwise of health and life 
safety can directly relates to a person’s socio-economic status as highlighted by 
Grenfell or how the current histories, theories and methodologies given more 
prominence within architectural curriculums are western and do not in many 
cases acknowledge the context that they are framed within. These six themes 
highlight the importance of an ethical response for the RIBA and although there 
is not any specific mention of Equality, Diversity and Inclusivity within these 
themes, within the document it does state:

The RIBA is an inclusive organisation, celebrating multiple approaches 
and points of view about architecture and architectural education. We believe 
diversity drives innovation, and wish to build a culture where difference is valued. 
Validation takes a holistic approach, and we hope the schools of architecture we 
work with will reflect our values and encourage the broadest demographic of staff 
and students to participate in teaching and learning. This will give the freedom 
to address an expansive set of academic initiatives creatively interpreting the 
RIBA’s Themes and Values for Architectural Education. (RIBA, 2020)

It is therefore the responsibility of each School of Architecture to promote this 
within the educational framework that they are operating in.

EDITT:
The Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Think Tank, EDITT, was set up within 

the Mackintosh School of Architecture in 2020 as a response to questions from 
students and staff and an awareness of the issues within architectural education 
with regards to equality and diversity. EDITT is designed to explore ways to 
develop a more equitable curriculum and has allowed both students and staff to 
work together to gather information, experiences, proposals and propositions to 
develop a strategic plan to co-create an inclusive curriculum.

The goals of EDITT are to develop short, medium and long term strategies to 
promote equality, diversity and inclusion in the architectural curriculum. Through 
the workshops held the following has been proposed:

Short Term Strategy: The aim is to increase awareness and understanding of 
how the curriculum supports all, through signposting students to information 
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already available, including the diversification of the reading lists and the 
decolonisation of resource material. To date, this information has all been 
captured within a Padlet Page which recognises each protected characteristic 
as identified within the Equalities Act of 2010 plus ‘class’ in recognition of the 
social economic barriers often found within architecture.

Medium Term Strategy: The intention is to produce a document to show the 
school’s commitment to change.

Long Term Strategy: It is the ambition that the School integrates strategies 
into the teaching and curriculum.

The hope is that by embedding equality, diversity and inclusion into the 
curriculum within architecture schools it stops becoming an afterthought and 
becomes as integral to the process of learning and designing as history, theory 
and construction.

Is It Working?
Through the establishment of Missing in Architecture, it became clear that 

it was necessary to provide a space for discussion to take place and for shared 
knowledge and understanding to be disseminated. Through the Equal Architect 
Symposium, it was evident that many wanted to engage in the conversation about 
the future of the profession and furthermore how to make it more inclusive, equal 
and diverse. However, it was also clear that there needs to be a desire for change 
and that this can only be done through a willingness to learn and develop or 
through a framework that requires all to participate.

I believe that through a heightened awareness of the issues, there is a change 
in the attitudes of current architecture students and that through the increased 
discussions and awareness of the subject, it has supported the emergence of a new 
narrative centred on a greater understanding of equality, diversity and inclusion.

For example, in 2018, one of the RIBA Silver medal entries chose to inhabit 
their design proposal with an image of Kim Kardashian, semi naked taking a 
selfie. The choice of how to inhabit the architecture did little to promote equality, 
diversity and inclusion within the profession and it could be argued showed an 
attitude which is supported by the statistics discussed previously.

At the time, only 3 years ago, this image was not questioned or discussed in 
relation to its objectification of women in general and their representation within 
architecture although it could be argued the image was appropriate in the context 
of the thesis proposition. In comparison, the work that is being developed by 
students in 2021 shows a greater awareness of diversity, inclusivity and equality.
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This is apparent in the thesis topics being chosen, the diversification of the 
inhabitants represented within the student submissions and also in the emphasis 
placed on a broader and more inclusive set of references and precedents being 
discussed. Where there is an increased awareness and emphasis on equality, 
the themes being discussed especially within studio projects are now far more 
inclusive with a greater emphasis on the diversity of the user and an understanding 
of community.

I believe that by embedding equality, diversity and inclusivity within the 
curriculum at every level then there is the opportunity for both education and 
the future profession to become more inclusive in its outlook and representation.

Conclusion?
The existing context that architecture is operating in highlights the need for 

development in order to create a more inclusive platform for future generations 
of architects. There is clear evidence to support the need for this, whether it be 
on a moral, ethical or economic basis and by increasing equality and diversity 
it is recognised that all aspects of architecture and architectural education will 
benefit. If we wish to stay relevant and current as a profession it is incumbent on 
Schools of Architecture to change the narrative and educate the next generation 
of architects in a way that not only promotes equality but embeds it into every 
aspect of the curriculum.

This paper shows that through increased awareness and discussion through 
events like the Equal Architects Symposium it can help to bring the conversation 
to the forefront but in order to make real change and to increase engagement 
across the board, it requires the educational framework and the curriculum within 
Schools of Architecture to embrace equality in the way that we educate and 
through what we educate.

The next generation of architects should be challenged at every stage to design 
inclusively and it is our responsibility to provide them with the tools to achieve 
this.

Fig. 04. Part 2 student submission Inclusive Housing Proposal
Source: Carl Jonsson
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Virtual Tour in the Chinese Hand-Scroll Painting

Introduction

The Chinese Hand-Scroll Painting (CHSP) is the representation of a spatial 
narrative that depicts a sequence of views captured from a moving viewpoint 
along a specific path. (Fong 1969; Wang 1981) Watching a CHSP is considered 
to be a process of re-experiencing this spatial narrative by mentally touring in 
the diegetic space of the painting. (Fong 1992) Literal descriptions about this 
mental tour are commonly seen in various art reviews and scholarly publications. 
(Silbergeld 1987; Sullivan 1962) However, so far, we still haven’t had a chance 
to experience it more intuitively. 

This paper proposes a method for virtually experiencing this tour by using 
a head-mounted VR device. To achieve this goal, an interactive VR system is 
developed that allows the VR user to interact with the virtual CHSP like the 
viewer and synchronously travel in the diegetic space of the CHSP like the 
painter. By monitoring the position of the VR user’s gazing point on the virtual 
CHSP and the distance of his viewpoint to the gazing point, the VR system 
synchronously transfers the VR user to the position where the painter captured 
the view corresponding to the section of the CHSP that the VR user currently 
watches.

The key to implementing the above assumption is to establish a geometrical 
connection between the painter’s position and each pixel in the CHSP. Therefore, 
we studied the relationship between the visual structure and the mental movement 
and built up the required geometrical connection through the CHSP’s visual 
structure - “moving focus”. Subsequently, a method to compute the exact position 
of the painter was developed based on this geometrical connection. Finally, this 
method was programmed into the VR system to compute the painter’s position in 
real-time during the VR interaction. 

Moving focus and spatial narrative in the CHSP
The CHSP generally refers to the painting drawn or mounted on a long and 

narrow piece of paper or silk, presented in the shape of a roll. Most of CHSPs aim 
to depict these scenes in which events occur or those seen during a journey, which 
requires the painter to sequence multiple images of scenes captured from various 
viewpoints into a unified frame with chronological order. Therefore, this art form 
has a distinct narrative character. (Xue 1993) To ensure continuity of transition 
between scenes, those images are fused nose to tail without clear convergences 
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or boundaries, which eventually forms a continuum visual structure of moving 
focus. (Fig.01-left)

Watching a landscape CHSP has been considered as a journey in a diegetic 
landscape since Zong Bing (375-443) proposed his idea of “dream of travelling 
while in bed”1 (Shen 1974). To achieve such mental experience, two ways of 
viewing are requisite. The first one is Guan (contemplative gaze), which means 
viewing something with imagination while the subject’s vision goes deeper or 
further. It is a way to “concretize” images as illusory scenes and evoke mental 
wandering through introspection. (Clunas 1997) Guan helps the viewer to 
disengage from the present and engage in the diegetic time-space of the painting. 
The other one is Du (read), which means seeing something in motion. Du is a 
way to switch images of scenes by the gaze continuously gliding over the CHSP. 

The mental tour is the result of the collaboration of two ways of view. Guan 
brings the viewer into the diegetic space and moves him to the position where to 
get the same view with the image currently gazed. When Du switches the gazed 
image, Guan will relocate the viewer synchronously. In this way, the viewer 
realizes replaying a spatial narrative without actually going out.

Moving focus and forces for mental movement
The movement of an object requires the action of a force, so does the mental 

movement. Visual psychologists found that form can create a perceptual force 
that creates dynamics in perception. (Arnheim 1954) A form with an unstable 
visual structure in a stable perceptual field will generate tension. This tension acts 
on the form, attempting to bring it to a stable state. (Fig.01-right) Meanwhile, the 
reactive force of this tension acts on the viewer to drive him to do a perceptual 
movement towards the opposite direction. Therefore, the visual structure causes 
mental movement and determines its direction by generating perceptual forces. 
We can identify the mental journey by analysing the visual structure of the CHSP.

Fig. 01. Chinese Hand-scroll Painting (left); Perceptual tension and reactive force (right).
Source: The Palace Museum; Y.L.

1 The Chinese text is quoted as “卧游”. It is similar to the concept of “Voyage Around My Room” 
of the French writer Xavier de Maistre. 
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The CHSP is a composition of multiple images of single scenes. Thus, the 
moving focus is essentially a complex structure. It is formed by three structural 
layers, namely the visual structure of the image of an object, the visual structure 
of the image of a scene and the visual structure of the whole frame. They have 
different influences on the perceptual force.
The visual structure of the object image and the generation of a force

A common way to represent the depth in the CHSP is to form a parallelogram 
in its visual structure. (Wu 2018) This parallelogram can be formed by 
topologically deforming a rectangle architectural layout or arranging a group of 
object motifs along an oblique line. (Fong 2003) (Fig.02-left) According to the 
Law of Simplicity in Gestalt Psychology (Arnheim 1954), this parallelogram is 
more likely to be perceived as the projection of a rotated rectangle, as its structure 
is simpler than the parallelogram. In a perceptual field where orthogonality is 
dominant, “any obliquely oriented shape creates tension, which produces a 
striving toward orthogonality”. (Arnheim 1954) Therefore, when the viewer Guan 
this parallelogram, he will see it as an inclined rectangle and sense a perceptual 
tension acting on the inclined plane, trying to rotate it into orthogonal state. 
Correspondingly, the viewer will also perceive a reactive force of this tension 
attempting to push himself in the opposite direction.

Most visual structures of object images in the CHSP can be abstracted as a form 
composed of one or several deformed faces with such parallelogram structure. 
Among them, the most typical one is showed in Fig.02-mid. This structure has 
an undeformed front face. The front face renders an orthogonal perceptual field 
with the ground but also generates a force to orient the viewer’s line of sight 
perpendicular to the canvas to attune the pictorial space to the framework of the 
viewer. (Arnheim 1954) It acts as a “window” for the viewer to enter the pictorial 
space by Guan. These oblique faces generate forces in different directions, as 
they are tiled in different directions. As the brain processes visual stimuli in the 
manner of field process, these forces will be summed up and eventually form a 
resultant force that pushes the viewer in a certain direction. 
The visual structure of the scene image and the transfer of the force

As for the image of a scene, the depth is suggested by a gradient line formed 
by obliquely arranging object images. The visual structure of a scene image 

Fig. 02. Parallelogram structure; Force in object-image (mid); Force in scene-image (right).
Source: Y.L.



usually appears as a vertical compartmental composition with three sections. 
The top section is the far scene, which is represented by continuously overlaying 
silhouettes of dissolved mountain motifs. The middle and bottom sections are 
middle and near scenes, which are composed of one or several sequences of 
oblique object images placed on a coherent ground plane in depth. (Fong 2003) 
(Fig.02-left) Together with the horizontal ground, the motifs in the far scene build 
up a stable orthogonal perceptual field. The gradient lines of the sequences in 
the middle and bottom sections usually have the same or a similar inclination as 
the sequenced object images. It implies that the depth of the entire scene image 
represents varies at the same rate as it does within each form. The gradient line 
can thus be perceived as an internal line of a larger parallelogram structure. As a 
result, the scene image would be seen as the projection of a larger cuboid space 
occupied by sequencing object images. Since all gradient lines and sequencing 
object images in this parallelogram have the same inclination, perceptual forces 
produced in this entire scene image have a unified direction as the resultant force 
in the sequenced object images. 
The visual structure of whole frame and the switch between forces

To create a smooth switch between different scenes while the viewer is 
watching the CHSP, the painter makes two extra efforts in addition to juxtaposing 
the images. (Fig.03-left) First, the boundaries of these scene images are eliminated, 
and all object images are placed on a continuum ground. (Wu 1996) Second, 
the inclinations of inconspicuous oblique lines between two obvious oblique 
lines are adjusted, creating a continuous swaying tendency. This effort reduces 
the conflict between adjacent visual structures of scene images and suggests 
a gradual transition between changing rate of depths. If we believe that, each 
visual structure of a scene image has a unique inclination, then, this tendency 
renders an illusion that countless visual structures of scene images are juxtaposed 
between two obvious adjacent scene images. As each visual structure of a scene 
image produces a perceptual force with a unified direction, this illusion further 
means that the directions of the perceptual forces change continuously along the 
horizontal direction between the two scene images. (Fig.03-right)

Fig. 03. Visual structure of the whole frame (left); Dynamic forces (right).
Source: Y.L.
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When the viewer Du the CHSP, the gazing point on the CHSP is gliding through 
scene images. As a result, the continuous juxtaposition of the visual structures 
of the scene images on the gliding path will produce a sequence of perceptual 
forces with continuously changing directions. These forces will eventually drive 
the viewer to continuously move towards certain directions in the diegetic space. 

Geometrical linkage of the moving focus and the moving viewpoint
 By now, we have learned the driving force and direction of the mental 

movement. But we do not yet know the exact route of the movement. This 
concerns the position of the painter’s viewpoint. Therefore, we need to establish 
a geometrical linkage between the moving focus and the position of the painter’s 
viewpoint.

The geometrical relation between the Renaissance European painter’s 
viewpoint and perspective was illustrated in Albrecht Dürer’s block printing 
picture. A similar description was also given by ancient artist Zong Bing in 
the first Chinese painting theory article of Introduction to Landscape Painting 
that, “stretching the silk to project the far scenery”.  (Zong 1985) This sentence 
describes a similar projection installation that contains the geometrical linkage 
between the visual structure of a scene image and the Chinese painter’s viewpoint. 
If we assume that all scene images in the CHSP were captured by this method, 
then we can use it to infer the exact position of the painter’s viewpoint.
The visual structure of scene image and orientation of painter’s viewpoint

As mentioned before, the parallelogram in the visual structure of an object 
image in the CHSP is more likely regarded as the projection of a rotated rectangle. 
Considering the image’s oblique faces with parallel edges, we can infer that the 
object image projected on the silk is a kind of oblique projection which deem to 
have a unified projection direction. And as it has a vertical undeformed frontal 
face that parallel to the projection plane. Therefore, we can further deduce that 
the projection silk in the painter’s hand is perpendicular to the ground plane.

Based on the above inferences about the projection installation, we can now 
roughly identify the orientation of the projection as the ray shown in Fig.04-left. 
The projection ray has approximately the same direction as the perceptual force 

Fig. 04. Directions of force and projection (left); Projection of “flatbed” (right).
Source: The Palace Museum Beijing, Y.L. (left); The Palace Museum Taipei, Y.L. (right). 

2 The Chinese text is quoted as “张绢素以远暎”.
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that we inferred earlier. Meanwhile, considering the CHSP aims to represent the 
painter’s journey to the viewer by guiding him to travel along the same path, then 
the purpose of the resultant force generated by the parallelogram in the object 
image is to push the viewer to the position where he can acquire the same view as 
the painter saw. Therefore, we can infer that the exact direction of this resulting 
force has the same direction as the projection direction. The painter’s viewpoint 
must be located on the projection ray, whose direction relates to the inclination 
of the parallelogram. 

Since the visual structure of a scene image also has such a parallelogram, a 
scene image can also be regarded as an oblique projection. However, it should 
be noted that this projection is not an oblique projection of a real scene, as the 
gradually reduced sequencing object images in it disobey the oblique projection 
regulation of no size reduction in depth. This projection looks more like the 
oblique projection of a diorama with size-reduced planar forms resting on a 
“flatbed” ground. (Fong 1969) (Fig.04-right) Since the size reduction does not 
change their inclinations, parallelograms in the visual structures of the planar 
forms still have the same inclination. Therefore, the resultant forces produced 
by the visual structures of the planar forms have the same direction. Then, the 
projection rays passing through the entire scene image have the same direction as 
the projection ray passing through each form. 
The visual structure of a scene image and the position of painter’s viewpoint 

We assume a coincidental situation that the scene image in the CHSP exactly 
represents the painter’s full view. This situation means that the height of the 
projection silk in Zong Bing’s installation exactly covers the complete depth of 
the scene in the painter’s view. If we assume the painter’s eyes as an optical 
apparatus with a constant Field of View (FoV), then the height of the projection 
silk exactly equals the height of the cross-section of the apparatus’s frustum. To 
complement this coincidental situation, the painter’s viewpoint must be located 
on the circle which stratifies two conditions. First, the circle passes through the 
two endpoints of the vertical line segment that crosses the intersection of the 
projection silk and projection ray; Second, the inscribed angle that this vertical 
line segment (the chord) corresponds to equals the vertical angle of the apparatus’s 
FoV. Since the painter’s viewpoint is inferred to be also located on the projection 
ray, it is located on the position of the intersection of the projection ray and the 
longer arc of the circle. (Fig.05-left)

Fig. 05. Position (left) and movement (mid) of painter’s viewpoint; Reference line selection (right).
Source: Y.L.
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It should be noted that, the painter’s view discussed here is imaged by the 
viewer. More specifically, the part of the CHSP watched by the viewer determines 
the view that the viewer imagines the painter could acquire in the diegetic space. 
Therefore, when the viewer’s view is exactly covered by the CHSP, the full scene 
represented exactly fills the painter’s view. When the viewer’s viewpoint moves 
towards or away from the CHSP, the part of the CHSP current watched gets 
zoomed in or out, the scene in the painter’s view should get zoomed in or out 
correspondingly. Then, to accomplish this effect in the diegetic space, the painter 
must synchronously move towards or away from the scene. 

As we inferred, the orientation of the painter’s viewpoint in diegetic space only 
relates to the visual structure of the scene image that the projection ray crosses. 
It means that, if the visual structure on which the viewer’s gaze is fixed, the 
painter’s viewpoint in the diegetic space will always be located on the projection 
ray. (Fig.05-mid) Meanwhile, the vertical angles of the painter’s and viewer’s 
FoVs are the same and constant. The frustums of the viewer and the painter 
form a pair of similar triangles. According to the triangle similarity theorem, the 
distance that the painter’s viewpoint moves keeps the proportional relationship 
with the distance from the viewer’s viewpoint to his gaze on the CHSP. The ratio 
is a constant value depending on the heights of the projection silk and the CHSP. 

Computing the position of the painter’s viewpoint
We have established the geometrical connection between the position of the 

painter’s viewpoint and the visual structure of the CHSP. Now, we will develop a 
method to compute the exact position of the painter’s viewpoint. 
Computing the projection ray

As mentioned previously, the continuously swaying illusion of oblique 
gradient lines indicates that projection directions change continuously along the 
horizontal direction between two scene images. Therefore, the projection ray 
passing through an arbitrary point in the CHSP, its unit vector should lie on the 
variation arc that is formed by the unit vectors of the projection rays passing 
through its left and right neighbouring points. Therefore, we can interpolate the 
direction of each projection ray by establishing this variation arc.

Firstly, we extract projection vectors from the obvious oblique lines as the 
endpoints of the variation arc. To simplify the calculation, the target oblique lines 
are confined to those which are perpendicular to the front elevation in 3D space, 
such as the bottom edge of a cubic building or yard. We select and estimate their 
depth dimensions l in the real world.

We assume that the image in Fig.05-right is a slice of the CHSP which 
represents a single scene. A selected oblique line PP’ is the projection of line QQ’ 
on the ground, of which P = (xP,p, yP,p, 0) and P’ = (xP,p', yP,p', 0). Since all projection 
vectors of a scene image have a unified direction, PQ is parallel to P’Q’. As all 
selected oblique lines represent those that are vertical to the projection plane, 
the extension of QQ’ is perpendicular to the axis XP and would intersect with 
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the extension of PP’ at R on axis XP, then xP,Q=xP,R=OPR, of which, OPR can be 
obtained by calculating the intercept of PP’ extension on axis XP. As Q is on the 
ground, then yP,Q=0. According to the Intercept theorem, zP,Q=PQ= (RPQQ')/PP', 
in which QQ’ equals to the assigned l, RP and PP’ can be calculated from their 
coordinates. Then, the unit vector ūP,p of the projection ray can be obtained by ūP,p 

=(P - Q)/ | P - Q |. We extend the selected line PP’ to the top and bottom edges 
of the frame. As points on the extended oblique line belong to the same scene 
image, all projection vectors passing through these points have the same direction 
with ūP,p.

By this method, we calculate the unit vectors of all projection rays passing 
through other selected oblique lines, to set up reference endpoints for constructing 
the variation arcs of projection unit vectors passing through all points in each row.

Secondly, we build up the variation arcs of unit vectors of projection rays row 
by row. We draw a horizontal line LP parallel to the axis XP through an arbitrary 
point PP,i on the painting. We assume that  is the unit vector of the projection 
ray passing through PP,i (Fig.06-left). ūP,r and ūP,l are respectively unit vectors of 
projection rays passing through PP,r on the right oblique line and PP,l on the left 
closed oblique line. As the continuously swaying trend between two obvious 
oblique lines implies the continuous change of the directions of the projection 
rays, for an arbitrary projection ray, its unit vector can be obtained by computing 
the Spherical Linear Interpolation between the unit vectors of the projection rays 
passing through its two neighbouring points. Then,

Where θ is the angle between and ūP,r and ūP,1, θ= cos-1 (ūP,1• ūP,r). t is the ratio 
of two distances from PP,i  to its two neighbouring points PP,r and PP,l.

With this method, we can obtain the unit vectors of the projection rays passing 
through all points in the CHSP.
Computing the circle

Firstly, we calculate the radius of the circle Oc. We draw a perpendicular line 
to the ground plane through PP,i,=(xp,i, yp,i, 0) intersecting the upper and lower 
edges of the image slice at T=(xp,i, h, 0) and B=(xp,i, 0, 0) respectively, in which h 
is the height of the image. According to the coincidental situation we assumed, 
the circle where the station point is located should pass through T and B, and the 

Fig. 06. Computations of projection direction (left) and position of painter’s viewpoint (right)
Source: Y.L.
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inscribed angle α that TB corresponds should equal to the vertical angle of the 
painter’s FoV. (Fig.06-right)

We assume that the circle Oc is the one who intersects with the projection 
ray passing through PP, U and V are their intersections. We draw a vertical line 
from the circle centre C to the chord TB, intersecting the chord at E=(xp,i, h/2, 
0). According to the inscribed angle theorem, ∠TVB=∠TCE=α. Therefore, the 
radius of the circle Oc is, r = CT = TB/2 sin α = h/2 sin α. 

Secondly, we calculate the centre of the circle Oc. We assume that Q is the 
intersection of the ground plane and the projection ray passing through PP,i. n is 
the normal vector of the ground plane and QP,0 is a point on the plane of XPOPZP. 
Then the intersection Q can be calculated by the combing the equations of ray 
and plane,

Of which, the direction vector    P,i of the projection pay can be retrieved from 
last computation result.

We vertically project V and C on the ground plane respectively at G and F. As 
the chord TB is perpendicular to the ground plane, the circle C is vertical to the 
ground plane. Therefore, both B and F lie on the GQ. As CE is perpendicular to TB 
and both are on the same plane, EC = BF = EC(QB̸\QB\). Then, the coordinate 
of the circle’s centre can be calculated with C = EC + E.
Computing the position of the painter’s viewpoint

As inferred before, the painter’s viewpoint V=(xv, yv, zv) is located on 
intersection of the longer arc of the circle Oc and the projection ray QP. We 
assume  m = (a,b,c) is the unit normal vector of the plane through the circle Oc. 
Since TB vertical to the ground, then the ground plane’s unit normal vector n is 
the unit normal vector of TB. As m is perpendicular to TB and QP, Then m = 
n x up,i. Therefore, the intersections of the circle and the projection ray can be 
obtained by the following equations. V is one of the results whose value of zv is 
negative.

The painter’s viewpoint we calculated so far corresponds to the coincidental 
point in the coincidental state we assumed. As the distance between the viewer’s 
viewpoint and his gaze on the CHSP changes, the painter’s viewpoint in the 
diegetic space synchronously moves along the projection ray. With a constant 
vertical angle of the FoV, the distance D between the painter’s viewpoint and the 
scene has a proportional ratio to the distance d between the viewer’s viewpoint 
and the gaze on the CHSP. We assume that k is the ratio of the silk height to the 
CHSP height. Therefore, the distance from the painter’s viewpoint to the scene in 
diegetic space is D = d*k.

→ → → →
→

→
→
→→→→

→ →
→
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VR System
We coded the computation method of the unit projection vectors as an 

interactive program. By providing the lengths of reference oblique lines, this 
program calculates unit vectors of the projection rays passing through all the 
pixels on the CHSP. We used this program to compute all unit vectors of the 
projection rays across a segment of A Thousand of Li of River and Mountains by 
Wang Ximeng (1096-1119). The result was stored in a data-table and used in the 
following VR interactive system. 

 
 
 
 

The VR interactive system has three components, a full-sized virtual scene 
reconstructed from the target CHSP segment, a VR rig bearing the VR user, and 
a virtual CHSP in real size. With controllers, the VR user can interact with the 
virtual CHSP in a traditional way, such as the unrolling-rolling of the CHSP. 
(Fig.07-up) A ray starting from the VR camera’s centre was set as the indicator 
of the VR user’s line of sight. By monitoring the intersection of this ray and 
the virtual CHSP, the VR system obtains the position of the VR user’s gaze on 
the virtual CHSP in real-time, then retrieves the unit projection vector passing 
through this intersection from the data-table. 

We integrated the calculation of the position of the painter’s viewpoint into 
the VR system. Once the ray hits on the virtual CHSP, the system computes the 
position of the corresponding painter’s viewpoint in real-time and then moves the 
VR rig to the position synchronously. Fig.07-below shows the screenshots of the 
VR interaction.

Fig. 07. VR rig (up); Screenshots of the VR interaction process (below)
Source: Y.L.
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Conclusion
This paper presents a VR system to recreate the spatial narrative represented 

by the CHSP. The system tracked the VR user’s gaze on a virtual CHSP and 
synchronously transferred him to the position where the painter acquired this 
part of the painting. Based on an ancient Chinese painter’s projection installation, 
a geometrical connection between the visual structure of moving focus and the 
imaginary position of the painter’s viewpoint was established. Then, a method 
was developed for computing the exact position of the painter’s viewpoint.

The painter only drew the scenes in front of him. However, the spatial narrative 
cannot be a sequence of partial spaces, but a sequence of full expanded spaces. 
Therefore, to completely recreate the spatial narrative of the CHSP, two issues 
need to resolve next. How to implement the complete diegetic spaces? And how 
to switch these complete diegetic spaces? 
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architectural education

Introduction

Florida A&M University is typically recognized as an institution that 
embraces the potential of under-represented populations and balances a 
commitment to humanities as well as STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Mathematics) centered research. While both characterizations are correct, 
FAMU’s academic breadth provides an opportunity to demonstrate the potential 
for emerging technology as a tool for cultural memory and historic preservation. 
A multidisciplinary team has been gathered for the creation of a virtual and 
augmented reality experience of Florida’s historic landscapes. 

The “FAMU Digital Documentation Project” recognizes that 3D documentation 
has emerged as the preeminent technology to support heritage preservation 
around the world. Organizations like UNESCO, the World Monuments Fund and 
Smithsonian actively participate in programs for 3D documentation of historic 
objects and sites. Recently, the University of Florida Historic Preservation Program 
launched the Envision Heritage initiative with the mission of exploring new and 
emerging technologies in preservation. In contrast to the UF project’s focus on 
Iraq, Myanmar, Barbados and Thailand, the “FAMU Digital Documentation 
Project” focuses on Florida’s forgotten historic landscapes. 

The FAMU project is organized in three parts; 
1. Scanner, drone and camera data collection 
2. digital campus model creation 
3. augmented reality application 
The project focuses on Lee Hall, Coleman Library and the Meek-Eaton, Black 

Archives Research Center and Museum. All three structures contribute to FAMU’s 
designation as a National Historic District. All data, 3D scans, photogrammetry, 
photos, 3D models are gathered, simplified and reorganized for Virtual Reality.

The Virtual Reality (VR) integrates the real-world imagery with the computer-
generated 3D objects. The new product will allow guests to appreciate Florida’s 
historic landscape by juxtaposing the present and its historic condition. This 
project is also dedicated to the long path to equality for the Afro-American 
community.
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Historical significance and context
Florida A&M University (FAMU) is Florida’s only historically black, state-

supported institution of higher education. The University and its graduates have 
had a profound impact on Florida’s economic, educational, social, political and 
religious development. This has helped advance African Americans in neighboring 
states and across the country.

On May 6, 1996, the FAMU campus and its surrounding community were 
designated by the United States Department of the Interior as a National Historic 
District based on the institution's historic significance and the architectural style 
of its oldest buildings. The designation also recognized the national achievements 
and contributions of FAMU students, alumni, faculty and staff, both past and 
present. The historic district designation resulted from cooperative efforts 
between FAMU, the Carrie Meek-James N. Eaton, Sr. Black Archives Research 
Center and Museum, the Florida Bureau of Historical Preservation, Division of 
Historical Resources, the U.S. Department of the Interior, and FAMU’s School of 
Architecture + Engineering Technology. 

Significant African American history landscapes are often formally recognized 
- the Zora Neale Hurston House, Kingsley Plantation State Historic Site or the 
Ritz Theater in Jacksonville, Florida. But few places in Florida enjoy this level of 
recognition. There are even more secondary sites of both ordinary and everyday 
experiences. In Tallahassee, such stories might otherwise be lost due to suburban 
growth and the reduction in state funds. This is evident in the recent tree removal 
in downtown Tallahassee’s Cascades Park and the demolition of the Art Deco the 
Firestone and Bloxham Annex buildings on East Gaines Street. 

On Florida’s college campuses, funds are occasionally provided for new 
construction, but the maintenance, repair and renovation of historic sites is easily 
forgotten. By highlighting the African-American landmarks on FAMU's campus 

Figure 1 - Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Ture) addresses Florida A&M students on Black Power. 
1967 (www.crmvet.org)
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we can stimulate revitalization and foster interest in places that today seem to 
exist without history or meaning. Indeed, these places can serve as anchors 
reviving our sense of community. 

Methodology
Here, the workflow from laser or photogrammetric survey to modeling of 

missing parts and then optimization for real-time visualization within the Quest 
virtual headset necessitates the control of a large number of parameters, which 
will be discussed in greater detail below. The expertise stems from the fact that an 
error on one of the links will result in the entire process being penalized.

FAMU project consisted in recording 6 important buildings: the Black 
Archives (interior and exterior), Coleman Building, Jackson Davis Building, 
Jones Hall Building, Lee Hall Building and Tucker Hall Building. In addition to 
the buildings, the large central plaza of the campus is also modeled, representing 
a rectangle of 120m by 65m or 7,800m² of gardens, walkways, street furniture 
and remarkable elements such as the obelisk bearing the Eternal Flame. For 
everything visible from the ground, a FARO Focus Laser Scanner was used to 
conduct the laser survey. A DJI Mavic Air 2 drone completed the roof survey.

The technical challenge is as follows: very large surfaces with greenery 
producing millions of points that are extremely difficult to process, large 
buildings with roofs that are not visible from the ground and thus inaccessible to 
the scanner, dozens of laser survey points producing very dense point clouds that 
must then be associated with a photogrammetric survey performed by a drone. 
Photogrammetry produces a cloud of points, a mesh, and a textured model, the 
precision of which is dependent on the shooting distance. The density of the 
model from the scanner will be affected by the distance, while the accuracy will 
be less affected.

Thus, the workflow consists of five major steps: the geometric data survey, the 
generation of raw 2D and 3D data, and the cleaning of the data to retain only the 
useful information. Indeed, there is no distinction between the various elements 
of the site in a laser or photogrammetric survey; the ground, the trees, and the 
buildings form a single entity that must be segregated. The data is then assembled 
and organized to create models that must be completed when an obstacle obscures 

Figure 2 - workflow from survey to Real Time



the laser beam's path or when an element is not visible. The entire model is then 
simplified and prepared to be exported in the application, allowing for a virtual 
visit.

Figure 3 - Workflow part 1

The most difficult challenge, and the one that requires the most technical 
expertise, is the transition from raw data to transformed data. Scanning, like 
photogrammetry, records information that extends far beyond the subject's 
boundaries. A Faro captures information well beyond the limits of the target area, 
with a range of 70 to 350m depending on the equipment. With photogrammetry, 
it is possible to more "define" the subject in post-processing, but without having 
a strict limitation.
Lasergrammetry / Photogrammetry : technologies and differences

To refresh your memory, lasergrammetry is a technology that involves shooting 
a laser beam at varying angles in azimuths and elevations to measure distances. 
There are two techniques: time of flight and phase shift. The path between the 
emission of a laser pulse and the reception of the wave reflected by the object 
to be acquired is measured in the first case. In the second case, we compare the 
phases of an emitted signal with those of the returned signal. Each point found in 
this manner is expressed in polar coordinates. The most recent sensors contain a 
photographic sensor and generate a cloud of colored points.

Photogrammetry is a technique that dates back to the mid-nineteenth century 
(Albota, 1976), shortly after the invention of photography. The principle entails 
determining the position in space of a point on a photograph. To do so, we compute 
the segment that connects this point to the camera's optical center. The calculation 
is repeated for the next photo shifted by a few degrees and by triangulation we 
can determine where this point is in space. The power of computers now makes 
it possible to correlate and position thousands of points and thus create clouds of 
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millions of points with a set of several hundred photos. The resulting cloud is then 
meshed and textured to create a 3D model that closely resembles the subject in 
appearance and dimension. The accuracy of the two techniques is nearly identical 
(Remondino, 2011), but each has its own advantages; lasergrammetry produces a 
scaled and geo-referenced output cloud, whereas photogrammetry allows for work 
at multiple resolutions. Both techniques, however, are hampered by reflective or 
transparent surfaces, uniform blacks or whites, or too thin volumes. In all of these 
cases, complementary elements must be manually modelled. The challenge of 
our project is thus to assemble and make heterogeneous sources coherent using 
various methods and, in some cases, different operators. The post-processing, 
which consists in filtering the data, assembling it, and making it consistent, must 
be done with a complete understanding of the entire chain and the final goal, 
which is real time.
Data treatment

Both laser and photo techniques generate millions of points and files that can 
be several gigabytes in size for each building. The machines' power is put to 
the test. The paradox is that millions of points are collected, but the information 
is still incomplete in many areas. One of the resulting clouds is depicted in the 
illustration below. At first glance, it appears to be very complete, but one can 
clearly see the large missing surfaces on the ground, the partially raised facades, 
and the uncovered roofs.

To balance the density of the mesh with the quality and size of the textures, 
a careful choice must be made. A mesh that is too dense will not be smooth 
in real time, but too much simplification will remove all the details, making 
the immersive experience unconvincing. The solution is to compensate for the 
geometric simplification with texture detail and to obtain the detail reliefs with 
Normal Maps (Blinn, 1978), which can be fabricated from the geometry in high 
definition. Depending on the light source, the Normal Map simulates a relief 
effect. It's very useful because it allows you to replace thousands of polygons 
used to draw bricks with a few polygons and a texture. The advantages for real-
time are spectacular.

Figure 4 - Coleman Building, raw data from laser scanner and after adding complementary data.
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For the development of this project, several software tools were tested and 
used. We argued that there was no reason to favor one tool over another. Knowing 
the project's objectives, each partner would test and compare their tools to those 
of the others. It was necessary to exercise caution in determining what stemmed 
from the software's functionalities and what stemmed from the user's dexterity. 
Indeed, a poorly used tool may be less adapted if its user is unfamiliar with it, and 
conversely, a seemingly rudimentary tool may produce unexpected results in the 
hands of an expert.

What matters in this type of project is the fluidity of the different steps, as 
well as the avoidance of information loss. The choice of formats is thus critical 
because it is the formats that serve as a link between the various partners and from 

Figure 5 - sampling of mesh resolution with number of triangles

Figure 6 - Workflow part 2
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Virtual Reality application
The final step is to create a virtual application that is compatible with the 

Oculus Quest headset, which was chosen for its power and freedom of movement. 
The Oculus Quest was released in May 2019, just as our project was getting 
underway. Unlike previous headsets, including the well-known HTC Vive, the 
Quest operates autonomously and does not require external sensors to locate 
itself in space. The user defines the wandering area, which greatly enhances the 
immersive experience. The weakness is that the data is embedded in the headset, 
and with a Qualcomm Snapdragon 835, 4 GB of RAM, and a 2.3 GHz CPU, 
users should therefore understand how to control the flow of data that you want 
to process.
Technical aspects

Unity software was used to create the immersive content for the headset. 
Other options, such as Unreal, were available to us (Anahid and Al. 2021). Both 
are open to academic developments like ours. Unity is especially well suited for 
lightweight platforms like Quest. However, due to the large size of the site and the 
complexity of the models, visual strategies were required to maintain the quality 

Figure 7 - Workflow part 3
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one stage to the next. For this project, we chose the 3D formats XYZ, PLY, OBJ, 
FBX, PLY based on the needs and complexity of the models, with XYZ and PLY 
dedicated to point clouds and OBJ and FBX capable of storing mesh, texture, 
and even animation for the latter. The JPG and PNG image formats have been 
retained. They are both compressed formats, with the JPG being destructive and 
the PNG being non-destructive.
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of the experience in a cost-effective manner. The site model is low-resolution, but 
since it is seen from a distance, this is not a problem. The users' default position 
is in front of the main facade, which allowed us to simplify the other facades 
while improving display quality. By concentrating the user's attention on a few 
controlled points, the user will be less inclined to wander around the building. 
However, we used the vegetation to create invisible barriers that limit movement. 

The vegetation itself was a major source of contention. It is abundant 
throughout the campus and is essential to the visual quality and spatial location, 
but there is a significant constraint in the number of polygons. Finally, a point 
cloud display enabled a visual and performance compromise by giving the plant 
a pointillist aspect. Furthermore, as you move away, the point clouds gain visual 
density, which corresponds to the desired effect.
Narrative aspects

Our application is divided into two phases: the initial introduction to the 
virtual world and the visits to each site. The welcoming was thoroughly discussed. 
Indeed, the invitation to enter the virtual world is critical to the success of an 
immersive narrative experience (Lescop, 2017). For this application, we chose 
a neutral space in the center of which is a tray carrying the site model. This 
provides a global view of the theme as well as a global view of the site. The 
names of the buildings encroach on the map, and clicking on them transports you 
to the location as if as you were there.

Figure 8 - Coleman and the Carnegy Library Bell. Around, greenery rendered with Point Cloud

Figure 9 - Launch room with the scaled model as prepared in Unity
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From Quest 1 to Quest 2
Quest 2 was released in October 2020 and provides superior performance. 

The resolution jumps from 1440 x 1600 to 1832 x 1920, while the refresh rate 
increases from 72Hz to 90Hz. As a result, there is a better immersion with more 
precise details, greater reading comfort, and a much more precise and enveloping 
restitution of the lights. The Qualcomm Snapdragon XR2 chip and 6GB of RAM 
improve performance, but is still dependent on very good scene organization and 
a strategy of gradual launch with the use of the LOD (level of detail).

Figure 10 – Explanation boards for Quad, Jackson Davis and Lee Hall

Figure 11 - Quest 1 (above) Quest 2 (below) visual comparison same APK
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The idea behind the application is to be positioned in front of the building 
to investigate. The user explores the responsive elements with the controller; a 
kind of Pad in the left hand indicates points of interest and provides access to 
information. The visit is accompanied by an audio commentary that provides 
context information. As a result, each building is informed, and the content can 
be turned into a history or architecture course.
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Discussion
The FAMU Digital Documentation application was the result of a lengthy 

development process in which the entire team was involved at all stages. Being 
involved throughout the process allows you to understand the consequences 
of each narrative or technical choice, at least in the academic context. In a 
broader sense, the project serves as a vital repository for the memory of African 
American struggles for equality. We give this memory permanence and temporal 
continuity by inscribing it in space. The virtual may be a more direct and playful 
way of accessing culture. It allows you to see and experiment. The redundancy 
of information, text, commentary, and image, inscribes the information more 
permanently in the memory (Endres, 2015). The virtual application is not the 
end, but it is an important step toward gaining a broader and more nuanced 
understanding of our current issues.

Latest developments
The pandemic that began in Europe and the United States in March 2020 

has greatly hampered the application's spread. Demonstrations were to be held 
in schools or at the Black Archives, with the headset, which had been prepared 
for the occasion, being presented to the public directly. We acknowledge that 
learning to use a virtual application with a headset is not always easy, and that 
assistance is required to reassure users, explain how the controllers work, and 
prevent potential disruptions that could pollute the experience.

As a result, we attempted to place it on a distribution platform. The Facebook-
controlled Oculus Store is relatively closed, and publishing an application is 
a complicated process. We were not prepared to prepare such a publication as 
part of an academic project. Another option is to use the SideQuest platform. 
SideQuest is part of the Khronos Group and promotes itself as a platform for 
launching applications that will later be sold in the official Oculus Store. But, 
once again, the general approach appeared relatively complex, not so much for 
publication as it did to show our future users how to find, install, and then use our 
application.

Figure 12 - Inside the Black Archives
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The idea was therefore to look for a platform that was free to access and had 
few constraints on the user side. After evaluating a large number of solutions, we 
identified social platforms that have seen their development accelerate during the 
pandemic. Social platforms were originally designed to provide meeting places, 
but in fact have evolved to replace offices, universities or classrooms. They 
have abandoned their purely playful nature in order to incorporate presentation, 
drawing, animation, and, of course, conversation functions. We began by 
considering three platforms: Engage (engagevr.io), Hub Mozilla (hubs.mozilla.
com), and Spatial (spatial.io). By conducting a thematic search, Engage and 
Spatial were discovered in the Oculus store and Hub Mozilla. Engage and Spatial 
have a free and a paid version, Hub Mozilla is totally free.

The decision was made to go with Spatial because it provides the most 
flexibility. Spatial allows for very easy customization of the environment, 
allowing for a virtual visit on a 1/1 scale. Spatial also allows for a greater number 
of concurrent visitors, and the fact that the avatars are realistic adds to the realism 
of the experience. As we can see, the pandemic context has prompted us to 
reconsider our strategy and adapt to new constraints. At the same time, these 
new constraints have clearly revealed new opportunities, which seem to to us to 
herald new configurations and practices in the fields of pedagogy, mediation, and 
museography. The multiplatform experience enables a large audience to benefit 

Engage Hub Mozilla Spatial
Cost Free/pay Free Free/pay

Sim. Visitors 3 free / 70 pay 25 50
3D Upload Library Custom Custom

Cust. Environment No Yes Yes
Graphic Upload Yes Yes Yes

Avatars Toon Toon Real
Interactions Yes Yes Yes

Figure 13 - Into Spatial, presentation room
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from an experience that is tailored to their material and temporality. This solution 
also restores a level of sociability to VR experiences that has been sorely lacking.
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The Narrative Potential of Architecture After-life 
in the Comics

Introduction

A single architectural design can captivate the mind of young students and 
scholars in unpredictable ways, especially when it refers to unbuilt architecture. 
Many of these “interrupted architectures”, as defined by Luciano Patetta (1969: 
p.44), are often analyzed, imitated, quoted, or digitally reconstructed1 but also 
simply ‘inhabited’ and ‘explored’ in the mind and sketches of so many architects. 
Lacking three-dimensional bodily verification and constructive compromises, 
these architectures have an existence out of time and space. Pure and untouchable, 
they can stimulate unpredictable reactions and uses. For example, the author 
used to set role-playing games in unbuilt projects, such as Giuseppe Terragni’s 
Danteum, to share its mental exploration with players and friends.

Drawings and model pictures of unbuilt architectures can strongly affect both 
the individual and collective imagery, as literature ‘institutionally’ does. Although 
the way this may happen is often ineffable, the study of modern architecture as 
an aesthetic and social expression requires an expansion of the reference cultural 
horizon that includes the manifold media production of the 20th century. In this 
sense, the related study of architectural representation and literary fiction is a field 
largely yet to be explored.

The relationship between the real world and the fictional world of writers 
is complex and layered. Many of the countless entries surveyed by the authors 
of the dictionaries of fantastic places (Manguel, 2000; Ferrari, 2007) testify 
to the writers’ desire to transfigure the actual shape of cities, territories, and 
single buildings through fantasy. In literature, this relationship is regulated by 
the instrument of description, which relies on the ability of the human mind to 
construct images starting from the letters lined on the page of a book. Conversely, 
in comic books such a relationship is regulated by a combination of pictures and 
text (Varnum & Gibbons, 2001). A hybrid “environment where discourses are 
produced” (Barbieri, 1991: p.208), comics involve the reader on both an optical/
iconographic and a mental/linguistic level. 

Comics artists are accustomed to set their stories in real places not only to 
elaborate historical or contemporary graphic novels, like Vittorio Giardino’s 
works located in Prague, but also to create an alternative reality, shifted in time 
and space (Thévenet & Rambert, 2010; Van Der Hoorn, 2012). Think of the 

1 See the work of B. J. Novitski, Takehiko Nagakura, Kent Larson or Stefen Lauf.
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alternative New York developed in Marvel comics since the 1960s yet constantly 
influenced by real events, such as the Twin Towers attack; or think of François 
Schuiten and Benoît Peeters’s works set in alternative versions of Brussels or 
Paris, occasionally enriched by the utopias of Jules Verne, Albert Robida, or the 
architect Auguste Perret (Schuiten & Peeters 2014).

This relationship between fiction and reality is developed through a process 
of falsification or deformation of reality aimed at the construction of the ‘literary 
place.’ In this process, an artist is free to select and combine the environmental 
and architectural components through the montage (Lus-Arana, 2019). The 
unpredictable inclusion of the Royal Palace of Caserta near St Peter’s church 
in Rome seen in the third episode of Mission Impossible cinematic series reacts 
to the impossibility of shooting the film inside the Vatican gardens. Instead, a 
comic artist can hybridize existing places with lost or unbuilt architectures as 
an opportunity to attribute a utopian/dystopian dimension to places or to use 
architecture pieces in a critical and narrative key. For example, Grant Morrison’s 
Seven Soldiers enriches the actual New York of projects never completed (Starr, 
2005). This sort of architectural after-life is strongly pursued in the graphic novels 
of the Italian architect and artist Manuele Fior’s. Through an analysis of his recent 
Celestia (Fior 2019; 2020) and an interview the author had with him,2 this paper 
focuses on the agency unbuilt architecture can have on the subjective imagery 
of architects and on the after-life comic art can provide to it. In particular, the 
Hospital Le Corbusier designed for Venice is here assumed as a study case and a 
witness through the words of architects Francesco Venezia, a project by Steven 
Holl, and the narrative-oriented drawings of Manuele Fior.

2 The interview took place in August 18-19, 2020. 

Fig. 01. D. Gonzales, Les Horas Claras (Detail of Le Corbusier’s Hospital).
Source: Courtesy of D. Gonzales, 2011.
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2.Venice, Le Corbusier, and the Hospital
In agreement with the municipality of Venice, in 1964 Le Corbusier began 

designing a new hospital in Venice on the site of a former slaughterhouse in 
the S. Giobbe district of Cannaregio. The complex was expected to have a 
vehicle access directly from the bridge that connects Venice to the mainland, 
becoming a privileged gateway to the city. After Le Corbusier’s death in 1965, 
his collaborator Guillermo Jullian de la Fuente led the project to definition, 
but Venice administration eventually decided to abandon the idea. Despite this 
‘interruption’ (or perhaps precisely because of it), the project became one of 
the icons of contemporary architecture. Its modular and ‘extendable’ settlement 
principle, which had been inspired by the analysis of the Venice historical fabric, 
and the innovative conception of the rooms fueled an enormous interest in the 
project. It indirectly favored and legitimized not only a new sensitiveness toward 
the criteria to insert modern architecture in historic centers but also the research 
of Dutch structuralism and Team X’s “mat architecture” (Sarkis, 2001; Reichlin, 
2012). 

The few words of Le Corbusier, the general drawings of the project, and the 
photographs of the small wooden model influenced generations of architects. 
Far from being exhaustive, these documents required a certain effort to fully 
understand the three-dimensional result and this difficulty stimulated countless 
hypotheses, sketches, and models. Some architects and artists focused on 
the objective contents of the project, producing careful three-dimensional 
reconstructions and animations (Sinatra & Marsella, 2006) also with a critical 
approach (Gonzales, 2011; Fig.01). Instead, others focused on the sensory and 
emotional sphere, in subjective and unpredictable terms. In telling what he had 
learned from Le Corbusier,3 the Italian architect Francesco Venezia recalled the 
influence that the Venice hospital had on him when he was a student. In particular, 
he was attracted by the analogy between the hospital and the wooden structures 
on stilts that every summer were built near his house in Posillipo, Naples. Those 
temporary structures served to define a horizontal walking surface above the 
rocks to facilitate the access to the sea. Beneath the walkway, the thin pillars 
formed a suggestive in-between space, which was more attractive for a boy to 
explore. Venezia remembered the rays of the light filtered by the wooden ‘ceiling’ 
and the reflections of the moving sea that crept underneath. In this sense, Venezia 
projected the memory of his personal experiences onto the hermetic pictures of 
the hospital. He figured out the charm of walking through the spaces below the 
halls, between the lapping of the water, the smell of algae, and the iridescent 
reflections onto the intrados. 

3 Venezia, Francesco. Cosa ho imparato da Le Corbusier, Casabella Workshop Conference, Milan, 
April 29, 2019.



A few years later, Francesco Venezia transferred a part of these suggestions 
into several projects, generally not realized, for public buildings and museums 
often on the edge of the water, such as in Regensburg, Amsterdam, or Seoul 
(Venezia 2006). In 1991, analogous suggestions led Steven Holl to design the 
new Palazzo del Cinema of Venice as a partial, deformed, and ‘expressionist’ 
version of Le Corbusier’s building. The drawings show irregular concrete slabs 
supporting large rooms suspended over a basin of water (Fig.02). Here, the light 
penetrating between the cinemas connotes the lower space as a sort of mystic 
cave designed in opposition to the upper, transparent hall. His watercolors stress 
the phenomenological aspects of the project, interpreting the Venice genius loci 
as a sort of temporal anomaly able to affect the perception of space (Holl, Levene 
& Márquez Cecilia, 2003: pp.160-167)

3. Celestia, Fior, and the Hospital
Published in two volumes, Celestia is a graphic novel painted by Manuele 

Fior along five years. The story is set in a lagoon city that looks like Venice but is 
curiously isolated from the mainland as the main bridge was blown up to prevent 
an invasion. Added to this, the city presents architectures that were never built 
(Colonnese, 2021). The silent appearance of these ‘ghosts’ produces a gap in the 
perception of the place, which moves from the present to another time and space. 
The reader is asked to understand (and create) the actual place only through the 
words and actions of the characters that live this enigmatic context. Some of 

Fig. 02. S. Holl, Palazzo del Cinema, Venice, 1991. Watercolor of the basin of water.
Source: Courtesy of S. Holl, 1991.
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them are endowed with telepathic powers and involved in a struggle to take the 
control of a city in the grip of anarchy. The Masieri Memorial, the small palace 
designed by Frank Lloyd Wright on the Grand Canal and never built, hosts the 
meetings organized by the mysterious Dr. Vivaldi. He is training his students 
as telepathic soldiers, but his son Pierrot refuses to join the plan. The other key 
character is Dora. Already starring L’Intervista (Fior, 2013), Dora is a powerful 
and frightened telepathic girl chased by different factions. Thanks to their mental 
gift, Pierrot finds Dora, who is trying to avoid Vivaldi’s students. He takes her 
away with him, first to his own apartment, then to a brothel and, after a clash with 
members of the rival faction, away from Celestia.

In addition to other recognizable architectural pieces of Venice, Dora and 
Pierrot’s escape reveals the monumental presence of Le Corbusier’s Hospital 
(Fig. 03). The two protagonists sail the waters of the thick and muddy lagoon 
aboard a metal barge. They move around the remaining sections of the ancient 
masonry bridge that connected Celestia to the mainland. Pierrot’s mother had 
died in the explosion that destroyed the bridge and he is disturbed by occasional 
mnemonic flashes of that night.

Fig. 03. M. Fior, Le Corbusier’s Hospital.
Source: M. Fior, Celestia I, 2019, p 107, 109, 113.

Frightened by the storm, shouting angry at each other, the two finally arrive 
near a concrete structure raised on high pillars. Despite looking like a ruin, its 
‘belly’ looks like a safe shelter. After securing the boat to one of its pylons, 
Pierrot spreads a cloth on the deck under which the two fugitives spend the night 
illuminated by a weak electronic lamp. The day after, clear sky and sunlight 
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give the structure and the couple a different look. Upon Dora’s question, Pierrot 
reveals that the structure was a hospital and his mother, whom he remembers very 
little of, once worked there. Curious and hungry, the two protagonists set off on 
foot past the sandy dunes that mark the boundary of the city and civilization as 
they know it, the hospital’s structure is shown one last time.

In the distance, a sort of red ‘castle’ appears. It is the Muralla Roja that Ricardo 
Bofill designed and built in 1968 near Alicante, Spain. In the ‘outer’ world, 
they find more ‘castles’, designed by Bofill and by Louis Kahn as well. They 
are inhabited a crowd of telepathic children, who are helping the lone adults to 
survive and are waiting for the right moment to rebuild the world (Fig. 04). Those 
places and children will help Pierrot and Dora to heal their own pains, find their 
place in the words, evolve, and return safe home, ready to have their own baby.

Fig. 04. M. Fior, Castles. Louis Kahn’s Salk Institute and Ricardo Bofill’s Xanadu, Kafka’s Castle, 
and the Muralla Roca.

Source: M. Fior, Celestia I, 2019, p 142; Celestia II, 2020, p.14, 49, 61.
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4. Considerations
Celestia is composed of 258 pages. They can be grouped into 20 scenes (10 in 

each book) of 7-to-16 pages each, and an epilogue of 4 pages. All scenes, like the 
escape from Celestia here described, are characterized by a different color palette 
and a specific place or architecture, which produce a layered literary place filtered 
through the changing ambience. 

Most of the scenes show that architectures are as important as the characters 
and are intrinsically linked to their actions, experiences, and mood. On several 
occasions, Pierrot’s and Dora’s bodies are confronted with windows, balconies, 
sills, balustrades, roofs, as well as immense fluted columns. 

When the wreck of Le Corbusier’s hospital appears under the rain, the waves 
that toss the boat seem to reflect the screams of the two characters. The hospital 
itself, seen through the protagonists’ eyes, looks oblique in the sooty drawings. 
The reference to Pierrot’s mother gives the structure a narrative depth (Fig.05). 
The reader is legitimized to think that Pierrot came into the world right there and 
the refuge may look like a return to the mother’s womb.

Fig. 05. M. Fior, Le Corbusier’s Hospital. Pierrot: «My mother worked here.».
Source: M. Fior, Celestia I, 2019, p 115.

While the Masieri Memorial and Bofill’s ‘castles’ admit the characters in their 
internal rooms, the hospital reveals no sign of interiors. It looks like a massive 
roof, ready to be colonized or occupied. Dora does not know it and the reader 
discovers it mostly through her eyes. Throughout the long sequence, the point of 
view is always close to the protagonists and there is no overall vision intended to 
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‘illustrate’ the building or its details. 
Fior uses an “interrupted” architecture such as the hospital to move Venice 

forward in time and ‘sideways’ in the space but to mark the key moments of the 
story and even to give his own critical point of view. Besides a shelter, the hospital 
is also sort of urban gate, playing a fundamental threshold of their journey. Like 
trees in a forest, its concrete pillars mark the boundary between the world known 
by Pierrot and Dora ¬– the sphere of ideas and conventions – and a world where 
they will be requested to rely on their instincts and feelings, up to trust the words 
of children. 

As an architect, Fior has an education and a curiosity towards the buildings he 
loves more that affect the literary places he creates for his graphic novels. To him, 
a new comic book is an opportunity to ‘inhabit’ and ‘explore’ forgotten pieces of 
architecture or unbuilt projects, offering them an after-life. At the same time, as 
any architect does, Fior is neither passive nor contemplative but reveals an attitude 
to an active interpretation of architecture, city, and landscape. He ‘literally’ (and 
‘literary’) redesigns every single piece he takes from reality, mixing it up with 
elements belonging to parallel realities. 

Celestia is Venice but, at the same time, it is not. Celestia is a literary place 
located in an ‘earlier future’ and described through progressive deviations from 
reality. As in the practice of Augmented Reality, where layers of information 
integrate the visible reality, Celestia results of three different layers: the actual 
urban fabric; some “interrupted” architectures designed for Venice and never 
built; and a series of existing buildings ‘moved’ to Venice. 

Both the interrupted and the existing architectures added to Venice, from 
Wright’s to Le Corbusier’s and Bofill’s, share a utopian potential, in social and 
formal terms. They belong to an age in which architecture was still reputed to 
be able to raise the spirit of the masses and embody their dreams, as well. As 
additional characters, the ‘added’ architectures play a central role, show peculiar 
qualities, and a special status. Accessing them requires special conditions, such 
as the telepathic faculties that allow Pierrot to enter the Masieri Memorial; the 
memory of the mother, which allows him to find the hospital apparently forgotten 
by everybody else; or the guide of children that allows Pierrot and Dora to get to 
and into the outer castles. 

5. Conclusions
Architects use to feed their own imagery with suggestions coming from not 

only actual buildings but also unbuilt architectural projects, whose pure, virtual 
dimension is negotiated through their personal, subjective experiences, like any 
literary space. Both Francesco Venezia and Steven Holl were influenced by the 
pictures and captions of Le Corbusier’s hospital, which affected, more or less 
directly, their architectural thoughts and designs.

While famous unbuilt projects keep on living and inspiring architects’ ideas 
and choices even decades after their ideation, both digital reconstructions and 
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popular artistic expressions offer the opportunity to let them reach a wider public. 
As a peculiar form of illustrated literature, comic art offers the opportunity to 
create original settings by transforming reality through a careful choice and 
representation of architecture, as demonstrated by the graphic novels of Fior.

Celestia represents a place where reality and dreams meet as well as real 
architectures mingle with those only designed, as in the mind of an architect. At a 
first level, they are just places for developing the plot. Moreover, being fantastic 
places or existing buildings redefined by their move in a different context, they 
are free from preexisting meanings and social implications and available to the 
artist’s connotation. At a second level, they can be recognized as special places, as 
suggested by their own role in relationship with the characters. In this sense, they 
work as intertextual gates for the reader, too, who can be interested in knowing 
the story of the project and the designer, as well.  

In the graphic novel Celestia, Le Corbusier’s Hospital for Venice appears 
as no one had ever seen it before. Not only does it appear built and fleetingly 
inhabited by the two protagonists, but it appears in ruins, with a charm that 
evokes the words used by John Ruskin about the “stones of Venice”. In this sense, 
it seems to testify to the narrative potential inherent in the modern architecture 
over the years, with the time emphasizing both their ‘spiritual’ essence and their 
perception in different atmospheric conditions.

But Celestia is much more. 
Framed by the eyes of the characters, imbued with their human events and 

subordinated to the narrative, its architectures perform different functions towards 
the reader, the plot, the community of architects, the projects, and the artist 
himself. By conceiving the comic as an ark, Fior sets up a sort of architectural 
afterlife in which forgotten or unbuilt architectural masterpieces were built and 
are able to fulfill their social mission. But, as the story shows, they are hard to 
find and to enter, like hidden treasures to be painstakingly searched for. Indirectly, 
Fior also pursues the promotional and cultural objective of making architecture 
and the works he loves most known and appreciated. In this way, he also manages 
to maintain a lively relationship with his own architectural imaginary, which 
constitutes a central part of his personal formation and identity, fighting the 
schizophrenia of the contemporary existential condition.
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Telling Dark Cities: glimpsing the future through 
shared imagery

“There's something frightening in the very idea of the town; you get the 
impression you can fasten only on to tragic or despairing images of it - 
Metropolis, the mineral universe, the petrified world, and that you can only 
accumulate unanswered questions. We shall never be able to explain or justify 
the town. The town is there.” (Perec, 1985, p. 85)

Introduction

The relationship between architecture and narration has been interpreted 
from different points of view in recent years. Critical readings of how space 
is represented in the most common narrative languages (literature, cinema, 
photography, comics) have been quite successful. These reflections, which 
are almost always internal to the disciplinary scope of the languages of origin 
with the perspective of a repertoire, will constitute the end of our discussion. A 
debate then developed focused on the topic of narrative architecture, i.e. on the 
expressive intentions of architectural artefacts1, which sees in the building the 
bearer of a specific story that can be read more or less transparently by those who 
experience that space. On the possibility or otherwise of this communication the 
debate is still open and oscillates between positions that certify the expressive 
potential of the built space and those that theorise its complete non-referentiality 
“[…]an architecture that has no origins and thus is non-referential.” (Breitschmid 
and Olgiati, 2013, p. 45).

A series of contributions have developed symmetrically on the topic of 
architectural narratives as complex stratification of narratives that allows us 
to decipher the urban experience and work with it in critical terms. As briefly 
summarised by Coates, 

“Narratives arise spontaneously in the course of navigating the world.... 
Mental maps situate fragments in a time-space continuum: a house where you 
once lived, or the scene of an accident. The city constitutes a rich theatre of 
memory that melds all the senses in ways that suit every single one of us, in 

1 See for example Corbellini, G. (2016) Lo spazio dicibile, architettura e narrativa, Siracusa: 
Letteraventidue; Psarra, S. (2009) Architecture and Narrative. The Information of Space and 
Cultural Meaning, London: Routledge; Amati, M. (2016) Tempo e racconto nei processi creativi. 
Strategie narrative per l’architettura, Macerata: Quodlibet.
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our capacity to combine instinct and knowledge, rational understanding and 
the imagination”. (Coates, 2012, p. 13)

Despite its heterogeneity, this last reading seems to us to be the most significant 
and effective in the context of this paper. Indeed, the two aspects that we consider 
useful to investigate are on the one hand the possible identity between narrative 
and design, and on the other the narrative matrix of the representation of the 
built space. These two poles are fundamental reorient the production of a series 
of imageries about the future of the urban that we could precisely define as 
pertaining to dark cities or, according to Musset’s definition, geofictions of the 
apocalypse (Musset, 2012, p. 23).

1. “See, you always see farther than you see.” (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, 
295) 

Before addressing the connection between design, representation and narration, 
it is necessary to mention the topic of urban vision models. Just as narrative 
thinking, according to Bruner (Bruner, 2002), is inherent in our way of producing 
and describing reality as rooted in the experience of the story received by each 
of us at an early age, it is legitimate to suppose that the way we learn to observe 
the city can characterise the way we interact with the urban phenomenon. Not 
only does our presence as observers change the physical reality of the observed 
phenomenon (Schrödinger, 1935), but our being narrative observers conditions 
our creative and critical processes. The study of optical devices developed from 
the 19th century allows us to take a first step in reading these materials not 
only with respect to representation but also as the invention of “sites of both 
knowledge and power that operate directly on the body of the individual” (Crary, 
1992, 7). The camera obscura, the first of a long series of visual mediation tools, 
is simultaneously an instrument of objectification of reality and generative of 
the modern concept of the fantastic: the part of the visible that is framed is only 
an infinitesimal portion of a broader mysterious world that at the moment of 
observation escapes the limits of our senses (Cometa and Montadon, 2009, p. 
156). 

At the same time, the de-anthropisation of the eye (Hick, 1999) is a first 
instance of the mechanisation of vision that will become a key element of 
photographic reproduction, of the industrialisation of the production of images 
and of the eradication of fixity that had characterised the relationship of the 
body with the observed space. The development of a panoramatic vision 
(Schivelbusch, 1979) resulting from the advent of mechanical means of transport 
(railways and tramways) completes this transformation: the experiential contexts 
of vision within a frame (such as the mechanised panorama of the Paris Passages, 
film projections, comics, windows of means of transport) complete this shift of 
the relationship with built space from the field of pure vision to that of tactile 
perception (Benjamin, 2008). Schivelbusch, Desportes (Desportes, 2008) and, 
with a focus on visualisation in dynamic media, Schwarzer. Thanks to the concept 
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of zoomscape (Schwarzer, 2004), he reconstruct the repercussions of these 
modifications: mechanised movement establishes a dialectic between the unity 
of experience (travel) and the discontinuity of vision. One cannot see everything, 
and indeed the more effective the narrative the more accurate the work of selecting 
the elements that make it up will be. Excess vision, which narrative selection 
protects us against, is one aspect of the “intensification of nervous life, which 
is produced by the rapid and uninterrupted alternation of exterior and interior 
impressions” (Simmel, 2006, p. 175-176). 

It is in this context that the predominance of vision is questioned by the 
intensification of shocks in favour of an artistic and narrative production that, 
according to Simmel, allow a mediation and a distancing from the real object. 
As we shall also see later, where the priority of the visual aspect is called into 
question, the role of narrative elements as the structure of our relationships and 
perceptions emerges more strongly.

2. Gestural lines and representations
While on the one hand we therefore have an approach to the city that is mediated 

by narrative languages, on the other we note the great influence that the techniques 
of these languages have exerted on the processes of design representation of 
the urban spaces themselves. It is in this sense that the dimension of design, 
understood as the maximum expression of the intention to interact with the urban 
and with the city, deep down constitutes a narrative act. This begins with its main 
language, that of drawing, which must be redeemed from an instrumental and 
abstract interpretation and brought back into a narrative context (Ingold, 2013, 
p. 29). The lines of common design drawings (non-gestural) theoretically play 
the role of constituting geometric projections of a pre-existing abstract idea, of 
a finished, formed mental image: when considered in these terms, the design 
becomes a schematic transposition of an intention, an illomorphic transcription 
of the idea into matter. This assumption is totally unacceptable to Ingold, who 
sees in the construction and action of the residence a constant movement of 
intrusion into reality, of engagement with the matter (of bodies) that realises the 
immanence of design. In this true rejection a clear distinction between thought, 
vision and action, we find the “extraordinary encroachment” of Merleau-Ponty 
who in movement sees “the natural continuation and maturation of a vision” 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1964, p. 17-18). 

Drawing is therefore a trace of the action of the hand to recount and not so much 
to represent: the line is therefore something to “take for a walk” in agreement with 
Paul Klee. A narrative and gestural line that is further characterised by a two-way 
flow of time: if in fact tracing a line is an act of exploration, reading the line is an 
investigation looking back at the gestures made to trace it. It is that “look back, to 
see how far we have come (counter-movement)" that continually reminds us that 
“the figurative work was born of movement...and is perceived with movement” 
(Klee, 2013, p. II-IV). 



However, it is not only drawing that is technically a narrative act but the 
design itself (Ricoeur, 1998, p. 46). The articulation of the process of design 
and literary composition into the same three phases (prefiguration, configuration 
and refiguration) is an important schematisation: the relationship with the totality 
of knowledge and experience, the design methods of relating elements, the role 
of the end users (inhabitants or readers) in the production of meaning and in 
the transformation of the place. In this sense the design becomes something that 
needs to be told (rather than viewed or seen): “telling by the hand” according to 
Ingold's fitting definition that binds together the ability to interpret, react and tell 
(Ingold, 2013, p.109). Bringing the experience of design into the sphere of the 
tactile, downscaling the hegemony of the visual echoes Pallasmaa's reflection 
on the “eyes of the skin” and the affirmation of the need to reaffirm an “oral” 
space (i.e. linked to sound and narration) in contrast with a merely visual space 
(Pallasmaa, 2005, , p. 25).

The liberation from an architecture dominated by a “frontal ontology” (Levin, 
1993, p. 1-29) that prefers the instantaneous impact to use over time, by a reading 
of the world as “potential photograph” (Sontag, 1977) is possible only through a 
balance of the senses in favour of a narrative rendering of the experience of urban 
space. Therefore, the languages that manage to mediate through the specific forms 
of mise en intrigue, between visual dominance and haptic continuum (Pallasmaa, 
2005, p. 26), between tactile perception and memory, and that restore a dual nature 
(reading / writing) to the experience of the urban phenomenon become central in 
the discussion of the city. Space, design and mise en intrigue are summarised in 
the ambivalence of the term “plot” that “defines a piece of land (a sense strictly 
tied to its etymological origin) as well as the course of a story, the act of tracing a 
drawing and the planning of intrigues” (Corbellini, 2018, p. 35-52).

3. Catastrophes and apocalypse: dark city triumphant.
Let us therefore identify the intersection between urban themes and sub-

texts that converge towards the creation of a shared imagery that is organised 
around the concept of ruin (present or future) and disruption, and that have, as 
we shall see, strongly influenced the reflection on the city and also the current 
debate on the Anthropocene. If “many of our imaginative ideas for urban futures 
are born in the past...we can conceive of the history of urban imaginaries as 
similar to a palimpsest...” (Dunn. 2019) the persistence of ruins or signs of great 
transformations is inscribed in the structure of this palimpsest in the form of 
a collective narrative and triggers a process of production of the past and the 
future imagery of the city. Hausmann's urban interventions, for example, inscribe 
a vocation of decline in the collective memory (Halbwachs, 1997), a feeling of 
fragility recorded by Walter Benjamin when he writes “Baudelaire's Paris is, so 
to speak, a weakened, fragile city that is becoming extinct” (Benjamin, 1980, p. 
742). 

“Le voyage à Rome a formé les élites européennes de la première moitié du 

508  |  Narrative and Representation

Stefano Ascari



XIXe siècle. Celui vers les ruines futures de Paris éduquera peut-être une jeunesse 
studieuse née après l’apocalypse” (Musset, 2012, p.23) according to Fisher's 
assumption that “the future will most likely bring nothing more than repetition 
and repudiation of that which already exists” (Fisher, 2009, p. 28): so those who 
explore the city are “documenting archaeologies of the future” (Garret, 2013).

From the point of view of the representation of the built space, the first 
fundamental figurative junction between the concepts of envisioned future spaces 
and ruin is represented by the work of Gian Battista Piranesi. As we shall see, 
the engravings on the Imaginary Prisons2 tangibly influenced the imagery of 
the city of tomorrow, anticipating the figurative results of much film and fiction. 
The Prisons meet the requirements that Burke identifies as characteristic of the 
spaces that arouse a feeling of the sublime. Obscurity is in fact one of the first 
elements mentioned by Burke regarding the ability to arouse terror (which is one 
of the passions related to the sublime (Burke, 1757). In general, what is hidden 
tends to arouse a sense of cognitive uncertainty (uncanny) and the context of 
hiding par excellence is that of obscurity that in architecture inevitably translates 
into a series of openings and walls within which it becomes impossible to orient 
oneself and beyond which it becomes impossible to see. Obscurity accompanies 
general deprivations (emptiness, solitude and silence) that similarly arouse 
discouragement and terror, as well as vastness (“the immensity of dimension”). 
The space of the Prisons is commonly read as underground (space of punishment 
closely related to hell and secrets) but in a rather direct manner anticipates the 
characteristic of the urban space defined by the crowding of skyscrapers in modern 
New York: the lack of sky and the perception of the city as an abyss that opens 
before our eyes or as an underground space that is overlooked. The theme of a 
dark and shadow-dominated architecture emerges in Vidler's reflection (Vidler, 
1992) when, citing Foucault, he contrasts the utopia of Bentham's “universal 
transparency” as a mechanism of control and liberation from superstition, the fear 
of dark spaces that, in the Age of Enlightenment and with a paradox that is only 
apparent, marked the definition of what Alberto Giorgio Cassani would fittingly 
call “architecture in the age of darkness” (Cassani, 2012). In the palimpsest of 
future imageries, Piranesi represents the keystone in the visualisation of the ruin 
in the form of a multiform whim, but it would be the panels of the Città nuova of 
Antonio Sant'Elia of 1914 that emblematically represent the element of the out of 
scale and de-humanized architecture (De Costa Meyer, 2013).

The synthesis between the hypogeal imagery of Piranesi and the outsized 
represented by Sant'Elia was produced in the 1920s thanks to the concurrent 
work of Hugh Ferriss and Fritz Lang. In 1922 the architect Harvey Wiley Corbett 
commissioned Hugh Ferriss a series of perspective illustrations that could visualise 

2 We refer to the Prisons in a broad sense, including the two existing editions edited during the 
author's lifetime: Invenzioni Capricci di Carceri all’acquaforte datte in luce da Giovani Buzard 
in Roma Mercante al Corso del 1745 e Carceri d’invenzione di G. Battista Piranesi archi. Vene., 
1760-1761.
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the design consequences of the land occupation law approved in 1916 in New 
York. While commissioned for technical reasons, for all intents and purposes this 
task concerned rendering a view of the city of the future. In 1929 The Metropolis 
of Tomorrow was published, the first pages reproducing the four drawings made 
for Corbett. The volume is divided into three sections, the first dedicated to 
existing buildings, the second to inventive buildings selected as representative of 
existing technological exemplars and the third to exercises of pure imagination. 
These panels portray a series of buildings of large proportions that fill the fifth 
visual in the form of shapes made obscure by the sources of lighting that radiate 
from below, projecting clear, sloping shadows on the buildings, defining a 
stylistic figure that Ferriss would emphasise in the continuation of his career and 
that would be taken up in a dramatic key in many urban representations. This 
type of lighting produces a feeling of uneasiness in the observer: the city of the 
future seems doomed to be visually immersed in a perennial night, just as the 
spaces of the Prisons could only be hypogean and indirectly nocturnal. In the 
texts accompanying the illustrations, Ferriss demonstrates a spirit of practical 
observation that accounts for a series of mechanisms now consolidated in popular 
culture regarding the imagination of the future. As for the lighting, with regard 
to the framing we can see that in most cases the buildings are represented by a 
glimpse, a bird's eye view from a great height: once again vertigo and vertical 
views are the two factors that characterise the vision of the city of the future. This 
is explicitly stated when, in opening the third part, the author writes “Let us now 
return to the parapet that allowed us a bird's eye view of the existing city.... Again, 
a Metropolis lies beneath us, veiled by mist. And the veil is about to be lifted once 
again” (Ferris, 1929, p. 30).

In the autumn of 1924, after finishing the screenplay of Metropolis, Fritz 
Lang went to the United States: even though the film's screenplay was ready 
at the time, the ultimate inspiration for the film we know today is usually 
attributed to the nocturnal view of Manhattan's skyscrapers from the bridge of 
the steamship Deutschland. Erich Kettelhut's work on the sets shapes Metropolis 
as a city divided vertically into classes, totally devoid of natural elements, 
furrowed by scaffolding (echoing the arches of Piranesi’s prisons) and highways 
where an almost unrecognisable crowd stirs and moves perpetually (Costa, 
2013). In the closed, boundless horizons of these sketches one breathes the 
same annihilating absence of references as in the Prisons, and at the same time 
one grasps the superhuman dimension of the buildings visualised by Antonio 
Sant'Elia a few years before. For the first time these elements are placed in an 
expressly narrative context and therefore enter the collective imagery through 
one of the new languages of the 20th century: cinema. The political theme 
(central in Lang's film) is soon accompanied by an environmental theme made 
current not only by the progress and extensive development of urban areas and 
transport infrastructure but also by the awareness gained following the second 
environmental conflict. By way of example (and for the influence he exerted on 
the work of the artists who came together in the Anthropocene research project) 
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we note the work of Ansel Adams and Nancy Newhall on the images of William 
Garrett accompanied by texts that have the tones of a dark prophecy: “Hell we 
are building on earth. Headlong, heedless, we rush: to pour into air and water 
poisons and pollutions until dense choking palls of smog lie over cities and rivers 
run black and foul; to blast down the hills, bulldoze the trees, scrape bare the 
fields to build predestinated slums, until city encroaches on suburb, suburb on 
country, industry to all, and city joins city, jamming the shores, filling the valleys, 
stretching across the plains” (Adams and Newhall, 1960). As Musset recalls "...
analysing discourses on the apocalypse, particularly in science fiction narratives, 
allows us to better understand the political, economic and social dysfunctions they 
reveal in a real world perceived as increasingly vulnerable despite (or because 
of) its technological development”3 (Musset, 2012, p. 23). The memory of the 
ruin of Atlantis and the biblical universal flood recall the theme of the return 
to a hypogeal or submerged dimension just as the large city is often connoted 
– starting from the most remote biblical references such as Sodom, Gomorrah, 
Babylon and Babel – as a symbol of the customs (often in a negative sense) of 
entire cultural universes. Criticism of the urban phenomenon is therefore rooted 
in an already strongly structured imaginary regarding the themes and ways of 
seeing that would strongly influence the creative research aroused by the debate 
on the Anthropocene (Fressoz, 2016). This debate was already largely prefigured 
and underpinned by much of the fictional production mentioned above and 
beyond, which in fact has a preference for views from above (consider the works 
collected in the catalogue of the recent exhibition dedicated to the Anthropocene) 
that guide the visual research, especially that of Burtynsky (Hackett, Kunard and 
Stahel, 2018), along the pathways of the representations just discussed.

If the city of the future is imagined as an abandoned, hypogeal or abysmal, 
vertiginous and dark space (Musset, 2019), it is perhaps appropriate to ask oneself 
about conceptual frameworks that allow an escape from this loop of imageries of 
future ruins such as that represented by the development of the concept of the 
uncanny in architecture.

According to Fisher, the uncanny falls within the domain of the sublime, and 
coincides with a specific condition of cognitive uncertainty that breaks down into 
two concepts of interest to our discussion: the weird and the eerie. The weird 
as a particular variety of the disturbing "involves a sensation of wrongness: a 
weird entity or object is so strange that it makes us feel that it should not exist, 
or at least it should not exist here. Yet if the entity or object is here, then the 
categories which we have up until now used to make sense of the world cannot be 
valid”. The sensation of the eerie occurs either when there is something present 
where there should be nothing, or there is nothing present when there should be 

3 “...analyser les discours sur l’apocalypse, en particulier dans les récits de science-fiction, 
permet de mieux comprendre les dysfonctionnements politiques, économiques et sociaux qu’ils 
révèlent dans un monde réel perçu comme toujours plus vulnérable malgré (ou à cause de) son 
développement technologique.” (translated by the author)
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something” (Fisher, 2016).
Representations and narratives of architecture that question the 

anthropocentrism of urban development, triggering a narrative that reactivates 
a utopian dimension that escapes the self-fulfilling paradigm of the dark city, 
as for example, among others: the collages and montages of Superstudio for the 
Monumento Continuo, the New Babylon project by Constant, the moving houses 
of John Hejduk, the flying city by Carsten Höller, the non-stop city by Archizoom, 
the spatial city by Yona Friedman.4

Conclusions
Imagining strategies for the development of the future of the city as an 

alternative to the now anachronistic hypothesis of developing urban plans 
capable of governing the complexity of the urban phenomenon (Savini, 2019) is 
an intrinsically narrative act and closely connected to the idea of design as a story 
that indicates a process rather than anticipating a result (Ingold). However, the 
analysis and study of the narrative methods of the new languages of production 
and design of space must be combined with the awareness that any narrative of 
the urban is born in a context strongly sedimented and anchored to the collective 
memory within which we recognise ourselves and give meaning to our individual 
stories. A memory that expresses itself and emerges through imageries and 
representations that have been articulated and stratified in a visual palimpsest that 
over time has attributed a series of negative meanings and options to the urban. 
Triggering the seduction of the sublime through an approach that can integrate 
a thought inspired by the disturbing can therefore represent a critical design 
solution capable of reactivating a debate on the future of the urban phenomenon 
freed from the re-proposition of a retro-future imaginary and ultimately respond 
to a desire for the future that should never be alien to design.
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Relationships between religious narratives and 
spaces in Dali on the Southern Silk Road, China: 
Case study of Shaxi

Introduction

This paper selects a typical village in the Dali area (Yunnan, China), and 
investigates how the coexistence of a local religion and imported beliefs have 
influenced the built environment and its uses, especially its spaces and specific 
buildings. The flourishing exchange rooted in the Southern Silk Road since 
ancient times has been continued in the ‘New Silk Road’ (the Belt-Road initiative) 
of contemporary governmental planning. 

 The study focuses on religious beliefs and related rituals, brought by 
commercial and cultural exchanges along the route, which have influenced the 
physical spatial arrangement such as location selection and the spatial structure 
of the village. The town in the case study, Shaxi, mainly involves one local belief, 
Benzhu worship, and two external religions, Buddhism1 and Taoism. The different 
religious characteristics and elements represented and embedded in the village 
are crucial narrative elements through which to interpret the thriving cultural and 
commercial exchanges along the ancient trade route. The case study focuses on 
Shaxi because it is not only a typical village on the Southern Silk Road, but also 
a village that has been affected by the local policies of the current One Belt and 
One Road initiative.
Research methods

The methodology of this research is a literature review and field study. The 
field study was carried out by the first author in 2018 and 2021. The survey work, 
which included drawings, photographs and interviews, took about two weeks. The 
author also participated in and documented one of the important local religious 
festivals, and recorded the route and rituals of the procession during the festival. 
These data form important evidence for the arguments put forward in this paper. 

1 There are three branches of Buddhism which influence religious beliefs in the case study (Shaxi 
town): Mahayana Buddhism from the Chinese Midland, Tibetan Buddhism and Acarya from 
Tibet.
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Background: the Silk Road and the spread of religion with trade 
In China, both the Ancient Silk Road and the ‘New Silk Road’ are crucial trade 

networks connecting China with neighbouring countries. With the formation of 
this network-based multinational trade system, the mercantile exchange brought 
not only goods and wealth, but also mutual cultural exchanges and the infiltration 
and integration of other aspects, such as religious beliefs and customs.
The old and new Silk Roads

The old Silk Road, also named the Ancient Silk Road, includes three trade 
routes (Fig. 01). Among them, the case study, Shaxi, is an essential hub along the 
Southern Silk Road, though it remains relatively little known among studies of 
the area.  According to related research, the Southern Silk Road emerged in the 
Qin Dynasty (221 BC–207 BC) to transport silk, tea, spices and other trade goods. 
The horse path was still used in the Qing Dynasty (1636-1912), and the exact 
route changed slightly at different times. Part of the ancient route also continued 
to be used until the end of WWII.  A number of archaeological discoveries have 
confirmed that cultural exchange was carried out between adjacent areas and the 
areas where goods had originated, mainly between China and neighbouring states 
such as India, Myanmar and Vietnam.2

The ‘New Silk Road’3 refers to a new international, business-led cooperation 
proposed by China in 2013, the Belt-Road initiative.4 The goal of this initiative 
was to build a multilateral economic corridor which would promote future shared 
interests and responsibilities among the participating communities, thus fostering 

2 It was not until the 1980s that scholars proposed that the Southern Silk Road started from 
Chengdu in Sichuan province, and that the core area connecting Myanmar, India, Central Asia 
and West Asia was in Yunnan.
3 Before the start of World War I, the routes were purely used for international trade, such as the 
Tea-Horse Road. During World War I, the Yunnan-Haiphong Railway was built for the transport 
of goods and colonisation by the French, while the Kunming-Burma Road was built during 
World War II to transport strategic materials. The main goods for transportation had changed 
from commercial to military at this period.
4 The Belt-Road initiative is also named the ‘One Belt One Road’ initiative. It includes two 
associated cooperation initiatives: ‘the Silk Road Economic Belt’ and ‘the 21st-century Maritime 
Silk Road’ proposed by China in 2013.

Fig. 01. The three Ancient Silk Road routes.
Source: drawing by the author

Fig. 02. The Belt-Road Economic Corridor
Source: drawing by the author

516  |  Narrative and Representation

Mengxue Yang, Yun Gao, Danilo Di Mascio



Relationships between religious narratives and spaces in Dali on the Southern Silk Road, China: 
Case study of Shaxi

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  517

mutual political trust, economic integration and cultural inclusiveness.5 At the 
same time, the initiative would take the Ancient Silk Road as its historical source, 
and establish a territory-wide network based on four routes (Fig. 02). 

 As a result of this continuous trade, many external cultural elements were 
received and absorbed by the local communities, and buildings and spaces were 
reinterpreted with new meanings along both Silk Roads.
Dali as a crucial hub in both trade routes 

Dali is located in the western part of Yunnan Province, a prefecture-level city 
and the historical capital of Nanzhao (738 AD–902 AD). Dali was a crucial station 
on the Southern Silk Road (Fig. 03), and continues to be a hub connecting South 
China with South and Southeast Asian countries in the Belt-Road initiative. From 
the Qin dynasty (221 AD–207 AD), Dali was the largest transit point along the 
two main routes, Lingguan Road and Yongchang Road, before commercial goods 
were transported to today’s Southeast Asian countries. In the Han dynasty, Dali 
was an important gateway from Yunnan to Tibet on the ancient Tea-Horse Road, 
and even during WWII, it still acted as a large station on the Kunming-Burma 
Road, used for both transportation and military movement.

The spread of religions with trade
The establishment of the Southern Silk Road began with the exchange of 

goods in different countries along the route, including daily necessities such as 
rice, salt and cloth, as well as some special commodities such as Chinese silk and 
black tea, and spices from India. At the same time, along with the exchange of 
international commerce and trade, many intangible ‘goods’ were transported to 
different places by horse-caravans, among which the spread of religion was the 
most extensive.

Fig. 03. The routes in different periods and the location of Dali.
Source: drawing by the author

5 https://baike.baidu.com/item/一带一路/13132427 (accessed 13.03.2021)
6 For contents of the initiative, refer to website: https://baike.baidu.com/item/一带一路/13132427



An obvious example is that Tibetan Buddhism7 was imported into some towns 
and villages in Sichuan and Yunnan through the ancient Tea-Horse Road by 
travelling Tibetan monks.8 The influence of Buddhism on the Dali region through 
the Silk Road can also be traced and confirmed by evidence, as detailed in the 
following section.  

Research of religious and indigenous beliefs in Dali area
Religion and belief are important narrative symbols that represent local 

culture, and they constitute a relevant component of a group’s identity. They rely 
on oral and written methods for inheritance, so can be easily spread to other 
places. Dali has been a crucial hub on the international trade route for more than 
2000 years and religious elements have been ‘exchanged’ all the time, such as 
those from Benzhu, Buddhism and Taoism.

 Benzhu is considered to be the original indigenous faith of the Bai ethnic 
groups.9 This is a primitive belief, and the content and representational marks of 
the belief were not limited to ancestors who had made remarkable contributions; 
the symbols could also be applied to a stone, a tree or a pictorial drawing. 
Whatever form the symbol might take, physical statues with symbols were 
regarded as supernatural beings which could bring luck and blessing to the whole 
clan.10 As a primitive religion, this belief had its own unique religious festival 
customs and was deeply connected with the Bai people’s daily life, culture and 
group identity.11 Subsequently, in the long course of trade in the Dali area, the 
Benzhu belief has also been influenced by other external religions.12

Many scholars have carried out research and obtained abundant information 
about local religious beliefs in the Dali area, suggesting that these beliefs 

7 Tibetan Buddhism is a branch of Buddhism.
8 Leng Ting, 滇藏茶马古道与多民族文化交流的空间演化研究  [Study on the Spatial 
Evolution of the Ancient Tea Horse Road and Multi-ethnic Cultural Exchange in Yunnan] 
(Master’s dissertation, Yunnan: Yunnan Normal University, 2019).
9 Yang Xiaowei, 白族本主崇拜: 儒释道融合的民间典型  [The worship of Benzhu of the 
Bai people: a typical folk model of the integration of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism], 
Guizhou Ethnic Studies 12 (2018): 170-174.
10 Yang Zhiming, A Preliminary Study of the Functions of Benzhu Worship of the Bai 
Nationality, Journal of Yunnan University of the Nationalities 5 (2000): 35-38.
11 Ma Tengyue, Objects, Religious Ceremonies and Collective Memories: On Pilgrimage and 
Identities of Religious Sphere among Bai People in Heqing, Dali, N. W. Journal of Ethnology 
2 (2016): 161-171.
12 Li Donghong, 阿吒力教派与白族本主崇拜 [Acarya and Benzhu worship of Bai 
nationality], The Ideological Front 4 (1999): 45-51.
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transformed into their current state after experiencing both conflict and integration 
with external religions, especially with Buddhism.8,9,11,12,13

Historically, Buddhism was the external religion which was introduced 
earliest and had the deepest influence on the Dali area. A large number of articles 
and books discussing the development of Buddhism in Yunnan mention the Dali 
area. In the book 明季滇黔佛教考,14 the author points out that Buddhism in Dali 
was not only derived from India, but was also influenced by the Chinese Central 
regions, especially during the Tang dynasty (618–907). One branch of Buddhism, 
Acarya, combined with the local beliefs and is now widely practiced by the Bai 
people.11 Many instances of existing cultural heritage also provide evidence 
of Buddhism flourishing in the Dali area, such as the Three Pagodas of Chong 
Sheng Temple,15 the Shizhongshan Grottos16 and the painting Portrait of Brahmin 
of Dali kingdom.17 Most of these were created in the periods of the Nanzhao 
(738–902) and Dali (937–1094 and 1096–1253) kingdoms, a crucial period when 
external religions were imported into the Dali area.18 

A further religious influence besides Buddhism in the Dali area is Taoism. 
Geographically, Yunnan is situated next to the original centre of Taoism in the 
southwest area, Sichuan.19 Some scholars believe that as early as the late Eastern 
Han Dynasty (184–220), Taoism was introduced into Yunnan and Dali20 when 
it was founded and has been influencing the local communities until now. The 
possible means of Taoism’s introduction into the Dali area are discussed in a 
PhD dissertation entitled Taoism and Yunnan culture: the spread, evolution and 
influence of Taoism in Yunnan.19 The author points out that commercial exchange 
along the Southern Silk Road was an important way of spreading Taoism.19,20 

13 Most Buddhist traditions emphasise transcending the individual self through the attainment of 
Nirvana or by following the path of Buddhahood, ending the cycle of death and rebirth (https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism).
14 Chen Yuan, 明季滇黔佛教考 [Buddhism in Yunnan and Guizhou in the Ming Dynasty] 
(Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1962).
15 These were built in the reign of Taihe during the Tang Dynasty (around 820–840).
16 The grottoes were carved in 738–1253, and most of the caverns belonged to the royal family at 
that time.
17 The painting was drawn by the court painter Shengwen Zhang in around 1180. It is the oldest 
painting of the Dali Kingdom. The image can found by following this link https://theme.npm.edu.
tw/selection/Article.aspx?sNo=04009134
18 Li Donghong, 南诏大理国佛教文化研究 [The study of Buddism of Nanzhao Dali Kingdom] 
(Doctoral dissertation, Yunnan: Yunnan University, 2015).
19 Li Donghong, 南诏、大理国道教研究 [The study of Taoism of Nanzhao Dali Kingdom] 
(Master’s dissertation, Yunnan: Yunnan University, 2014).
20 Guo Wu, 道教与云南文化: 道教在云南的传播, 演变及影响  [Taoism and Yunnan culture: the 
spread, evolution and influence of Taoism in Yunnan] (Yunnan: Yunnan University Press, 2000).
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Ancient official documents, travel notes and other records, such as the Recording 
of the Worship of Supernatural Being of Taoism in 云南志略,21 also illustrate the 
profound influence of Taoism on Dali.

Currently, not only Buddhism and Taoism, but also Mohammedanism and 
Christianity coexist with the indigenous beliefs of the region. However, existing 
research contributes primarily to the abstract fields of religion and anthropology, 
ignoring the physical influences of religion.

Religious beliefs represented in spatial arrangements in Shaxi
Shaxi is located to the northwest of Dali (Fig. 04). It has a residential population 

of about 24,000 as of 2017, and its land area is 287 square kilometres, including 
14 villages. This ancient town is also situated at the junction of three major tourist 
areas, namely, the Dali, Lijiang and Shangri-La prefectures in the territory of 
Jianchuan county. It is a multi-ethnic area, but has been dominated by the Bai 
ethnic group for generations.

From the early Tang dynasty (618–907), Shaxi 
was an important commercial station, having 
thrived and become famous through the frequent 
trade of the Southern Silk Road. As in most towns 
along the trade route, commercial exchanges 
promoted the religious narrative elements imported 
into Shaxi by caravans.

However, after the traditional form of 
transportation was replaced by more efficient means 
of transport, the town gradually declined.  Then, in 
2006, this small village was recognised as having 
the only surviving ancient plaza of the Ancient 
Tea-Horse Road. This recognition was due to a traditional village rehabilitation 
project led by Huang Yinwu, who claimed that the unique horse-trade-gang 
culture and rich religious culture made the place one of the most influential areas 
in the policies of the Belt-Road initiative.23

21 Li Jing, about Yuan dynasty, 云南志略 [Yunnan History].
22 When the traditional form of transportation (horse and manpower) was replaced by cars and 
trains, the transportation of  goods no longer needed to pass through these road-inaccessible 
villages.
23 Huang Yiwu, 文化遗产保护的形与神—从沙溪复兴工程实践反思保护与发展的关系 
[The Shape and Spirit of Cultural Heritage Protection - Reflection on the Relationship between 
Protection and Development from the Practice of Shaxi Renaissance Project], Journal of 
architecture 000, no. 006, 2016: 50-57.
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Religious beliefs represented in the site selection of villages
There are two religious narrative elements involved in the village’s site 

selection: Taoism and Benzhu. The first is the traditional concept of Taoism 紫气
东来, which means ‘the east symbolizes auspiciousness’. The second and crucial 
narrative element is the Benzhu belief. Bai people revere nature, especially the 
ecological environment in which they live. This can be seen from the gods that 
the Benzhu worshipped, which included many natural objects.24 

The selection of village sites based on the worship of the Benzhu religion 
is particularly prominent in Shaxi. The town governs 14 villages which are 
surrounded by mountains, and only one main road supports transportation for the 
whole basin. The natural object worship of Benzhu in the Shaxi area is related to 
two main elements: mountain (together with stone, tree and wind) and river. In 
the context of the natural environment, mountains protect the ancestors of these 
villages from natural disasters, while the Heihui river, running across the basin, 
provides a steady stream of water for people to live on (Fig. 05). In an age devoid 
of science, the factor that shaped human survival was believed to be protection 
by ancestors. From the perspective of village development in the Shaxi area at 
different time periods, the core of the development has always been the main 
town of Shaxi, which is close to the Heihui River (Fig. 05).

Religious beliefs represented in public space
The beliefs that are represented in public space rely on two important spatial 

elements: a central square and streets. The central square, also called Sifang Street, 
is an important public space in a Bai village. It is usually located in the centre of 
the village and connects to every part of the village. Its formation originated from 

Fig. 05. The structure of environment and 
relationship with main Shaxi town area.

Source: drawing by the author

Fig. 06. The building functions around the 
square of Shaxi.

Source: drawing by the author

between Protection and Development from the Practice of Shaxi Renaissance Project], Journal of 
architecture 000, no. 006, 2016: 50-57.
24 The gods worshipped in the Benzhu belief include five types: firstly, the gods of other religions; 
secondly, a king or famous ancestor of the Bai ethnic group; thirdly, a king or hero in history; 
fourthly, a hero or animal in legend; and finally, an object in nature.
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the market, to provide a location for the exchange of goods at a specific time and 
place. In Shaxi, this core public space is now a rough square about 30 metres 
wide and 25 metres long. A Buddhist temple stands face to face with the ancient 
theatre, and two ancient trees are planted symmetrically in the square, surrounded 
by various small restaurants, taverns and stores (Fig. 06).

In the past, the town depended on its ancient horse-caravan industry for its 
long-term survival. Caravans needed enough space to park, as well as to load 
and unload goods and to make small-sum transactions (Fig. 07). These needs 
were reflected in the markets’ spatial arrangements. The small transaction spaces 
scattered in various parts of the town gradually developed and started to coalesce 
around the market in the centre, finally forming the present central square.

This square became the core space of the village and a large number of 
auxiliary functions related to the transportation industry were developed around 
it, as well as entertainment and religious buildings (Fig. 07). 

Along with the travel of the trade caravans, several external religions came 
into the town and affected religious representation in public spaces. With regard 
to Tibetan Buddhism, for example, research into the settings of Tibetan villages 
demonstrates that the distribution of space serving religious beliefs looks like a 
multi-point model. This means that there may be multiple religious buildings in 
a village, serving different faith groups, but one of them would always be the 
religious centre of the village (the belief shared by the majority of its inhabitants). 
At the same time, it would also be the most important public space in the village 
for celebrations, weekend markets, public events and daily communication. 

In contrast to the Buddhist temple, the temples of Benzhu, the local religion, 
were more confined within the secondary streets’ spaces. They were usually located 
within the confines of small settlements of clan residences. The characteristics of 

Fig.07. The square paved with stone and two important public buildings on the square.
Source: drawing by the author
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site selection are derived from the fact that Benzhu is a clan belief, so the times of 
activities for different clans are different and all the activities are limited within 
families. There are few gathering activities for the Benzhu belief, and most of 
them take the form of showing homage to a worshiped deity. Therefore, the linear 
activity of a street space is more conducive to connecting small families.

Thus, when an external religious building is built in the central public space of 
a village, it represents the fact that the belief was shared by the entire community, 
rather than by a single family. This is a signal that the religion has been accepted 
by the majority of residents in the village. Such a development is especially 
evident in a settlement like Shaxi, a town that took the central square as the 
centre of public activities, commerce and information exchange. The Buddhist 
temple, Xingjiao Temple, was built in the central square, which made the religion 
accessible to more people.
Religious beliefs represented in space usage of public activity

Due to the introduction of external beliefs, there are also mixed religious rituals 
in some villages, and their spatial characteristics also combine the different space 
usage characteristics of the two religions. In the case study, there are two main 
public buildings that were built opposite each other in Shaxi’s core public space, 
Sifang square: the Xingjiao Temple and an ancient theatre (Fig. 07). These two 
buildings clearly represent two main themes and functions of the central square 
space in addition to the market, namely, religion and entertainment.

The temple was built in 1415 during the Ming dynasty. After about 600 years, 
it still keeps the original form and is the only Acarya25 temple in the Dali area. 
Even though there are about a dozen other religious buildings in the town, the 
Xingjiao Temple still enjoys an unshakable position as the core religious building. 
Whenever important religious festivals are held in squares and temples, they are 
historical landmarks that are protected and regarded as important features of 
historical heritage in a town. 

Xingjiao Temple is an important place to perform activities whenever grand 
religious celebrations are held. For example, Tai Zi Hui (the Prince's festival) 
in Shaxi is held on the 8th February each year. This festival originated from the 
Buddhist legend of Prince Sakyamuni. In the traditional story, the prince went 
on an excursion out of the city and saw people struggling to survive. Unable to 
bear the suffering of the people, he decided to abdicate his throne and practise 
Buddhism to liberate all living beings. The celebration is to commemorate the 
prince’s decision.

25 Acarya is one branch of Buddhism; this, combined with the local belief, is now a widely 
accepted faith for the Bai people in Shaxi.
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During the ceremony, processions carry the statue of the crown prince 
following a fixed route through the streets and the four ancient city gates before 
gathering at Sifang Square for the final celebration (Fig. 08). The procession of 
the celebration ends at the temple. Dragon and lion dances are performed in the 
square in front of the temple and after the celebration, a child dressed as the prince 
(Sakyamuni) leads the way into the temple for the next round of celebration. The 
ceremony represents a process that not only makes use of individual street spaces 
belonging to individual clans, but also occupies the public gathering space in 
the central square. In this way, the festival process has united the streets that 
belonged to the clans with the public space belonging to the whole community.

Conclusion 
This study has explored how different religious activities make use of the 

public space in a village situated along the Southern Silk Road, where commercial, 
cultural and religious exchanges have shaped the built environment. These 
connections can be demonstrated from two following perspectives. 

First, the local religion, Benzhu, had a significant influence on place making in 
Dali. The site selection of the town was influenced by people’s fears and worship 

Fig.08. The parade route, the Benzhu temple and four gates.
Source: drawing by the author
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of nature. In addition, the Benzhu temples were usually located within areas of 
small clan communities and integrated with the streets, because the beliefs were 
shared by families belonging to the clan. At the same time, temples of imported 
religions, such as Buddhism, always located themselves next to a central public 
space because they were worshipped by the whole community.

Secondly, the activities of religions or beliefs can serve as references to 
understand how different communities or clans use the public space. Most of 
the religious festivals in Shaxi town have been a mixture of various beliefs. 
For example, the celebration of Tai Zi Hui and its festival have contributed to 
Buddhism, uniting the public space that belonged to individual clans and the 
central square that belonged to the whole community.
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Storytelling in Foundation Design

Introduction

Nigel Coates writes that storytelling in architecture “has the potential to engage 
human experience” and “can indeed set the design process in motion[...] It relies 
on your ability to draw on the world around you” (2012, p. 32). This engagement 
in the human experience enables a meaningful and recursive design process that 
allows designers to imagine scenes, communicate arguments, examine processes, 
and draw upon personal experiences. It reminds us to look outside of our design 
intentions, consider the potential audience or user in space, and contemplate both 
experiential qualities such as time, season, views, and events as well as explaining 
the design logic. Furthermore, it makes a connection between the author and the 
reader, encouraging designers to assess their work from multiple perspectives. 

The dual nature of building narratives inextricably engages the author and 
the reader in a creative process; this discovery is an empowering moment for the 
beginning design students. Coates writes, “with roots in the Latin verb ‘narrare’, 
a narrative organizes events of a real or fictional nature into a sequence recounted 
by the ‘narrator’” (2012, p. 14). In addition, Ellen Lupton emphasizes that design 
is more than problem-solving and advocates for a more user-centric and dynamic 
point of view and asks, “what about beauty, feeling, and sensation? What about 
humor, conflict, and interpretation?” (2017, p. 9). Coates and Lupton suggest 
that to design is to tell a story, and the designer is a storyteller who arranges 
and sequences events together, to reveal logic, meaning, and coherence to 
communicate an attitude or viewpoint. Inspired by these ideas about meaning 
and structure in narratives, this paper positions storytelling as a fundamental skill 
in design education worth further investigating. 

Two visual stories utilized in this foundational representation course introduces 
students to narrative: a highly objective and serial analysis, and the second, more 
subjective and experiential. These points of view reflect Peter Zumthor’s belief 
that “[t]he strength of a good design lies in ourselves and in our ability to perceive 
the world with both emotion and reason. A good architectural design is sensuous. 
A good architectural design is intelligent” (2017, p. 65).

These contrasting ideas are embedded in visual stories that leverage 
multi-disciplinary techniques from photography and film, such as seriality, 
storyboarding, montage, use of characters, and editing. This architectural media 
course provides an entry path to architectural representation through these two 
storytelling methods and establishes the foundation for visually coherent design 
thinking.
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Visual Story 1: Serial Curation
Paraline drawings provide a synthetic method of spatial storytelling, 

representing “a mental map of the world that combines plan and elevational 
views into a single expression” (Ching, 2010, p. 203). When strung together 
into a series, these images, through the virtue of their spatial adjacency, “reveal 
repetition and change, pattern and surprise—defining elements in the idea of 
information,” to construct an abstract but coherent narrative. (Tufte, 2010, p.105) 
Students curate serial isometric drawings in the first visual story, expressing lines, 
surfaces, and volumes of their spatial compositions1. The intended outcome is to 
objectively and succinctly communicate their spatial explorations' inner structure 
while practicing the fundamentals of architectural representation (Ching, 2010, 
p. 68).
Seriality and Objectivity

Eadweard Muybridge’s “The Horse in Motion” (Fig. 01), perhaps the most 
iconic of his chronophotography studies, reveals how serial images can depict a 
critical inquiry about a subject. While a galloping horse's movement may seem 
fluid and singular when seen in person, Muybridge’s photographs deconstruct 
the “whole” into distinct parts. Here, with seriality as a vehicle, a sequence of 
photographs is curated with clarity and purpose. Muybridge’s elucidating images 
invite the observer’s “notable capacity to compare” individual moments in 
time and to “identify, reconnoiter, select, contrast, review” the subject matter in 
simultaneity (Tufte, 2010, p. 80). As a result, through observing the individual 
components that make up the whole, the observer gains a deeper understanding 
of the mechanics of motion.

1 The architectural media course introduces multiple modules, one of which is the storytelling 
module. The initial module, developed by Anthony Piermarini, introduced students to basic 3D 
digital modeling techniques using spatial compositional exercises. This first module was followed 
by the Storytelling Module, Orthographics, and Digital Fabrication. By the time Visual Story 1: 
Serial Curation started, the students had various compositions at their disposal. 

Fig. 01.”The Horse in Motion”
Source: Eadweard Muybridge, 1878. https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/

how-19th-century-photographer-first-gif-galloping-horse-180970990/

528  |  Narrative and Representation

Lora Kim, Kevin Lee, Tucker Douglas



Storytelling in Foundation Design

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  529

Production of Seriality 
Students’ architectural inquiry takes the form of multiple drawings arranged 

in a serial manner reminiscent of Muybridge’s photographic studies. Just as 
Muybridge captures motion as discrete moments, students curate their spatial 
compositions into distinct and digestible components (Fig. 02). Drawings 
delineating silhouette, crease, and hidden lines of an object, augmented by a 
lightly shaded raster image in the background, define the figures within each 
drawing. When composed as a series, these drawings read identically in scale, 
position, orientation, and synchronization, to express a nuanced compositional 
study. Similar to “The Horse in Motion,” Figure 02 illustrates the power of a 
serial narration. As if being rotated by an invisible hand, the object is imbued with 
a sense of motion, gently rotating in the observer’s mind, revealing the previously 
unseen qualities of the composition. A subtle evolution of drawings occurs as one 
reads the sequence down each row: first, as raster images with shadows, then as 
line drawings, finally as composites of shadows and lines, with each successive 
step layering in more information about the design.  

Students are encouraged to investigate the compositions further and observe 
them from the lens of its elemental geometric parts: lines, surfaces, and volumes 
(Fig. 03). By curating information from one’s design to reveal its components, 
the students gain an enhanced understanding of the three-dimensional forms. 
Students reassemble the composition as a series of isometric drawings, managing 
complex workflows between multiple software. Students maintain the drawing 
boundaries, scale, and location of each layer and design element to maintain a 
consistent visual sequence.

Fig. 02. Student work: Raster, Vector, Combination in Four Views
Source: Sierra Torres



This assemblage of both sequences exhibits the visual parallelism described 
by Tufte: parallel in space and time, associated in the observer’s mind by their 
physical proximity, position, synchronization, orientation, and narrated through a 
progression of one design operation to another. They invite the observer to compare 
and contrast its similarities, differences, and sequential evolution (2010, p. 82-
83). The serial images now flicker and fluctuate across one’s vision in multiple 
frames like Muybridge’s photographs to speak of its elemental components. As 
seen in Figure 03, lines and edges describe two-dimensional boundaries, surfaces 
highlighted by color allude to the three-dimensional geometric equivalent, and 
the combination of appropriate line-weights describes the entirety of the volume. 
Visual Coherence and Logic

Students develop an essential architectural design skill by constructing 
an analytical synopsis of their designs: visual literacy. Composed of two 
interdependent but separate skills: visual acuity, or the “intense ability to see 
information or multiple messages in one’s environment with clarity and 
accuracy,” and visual expression, “the ability to initiate visual messages” (Crowe 
and Laseau, 1984, p. 6-7). Additionally, these exercises introduce design software 
and associated complex workflows and technical skills required to navigate the 
digital environment prevalent in the profession today.

Fig. 03. Student work: Lines, Surfaces, Volumes
Source: Sierra Torres
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Visual Story 2: Coherent Drama
When expressing phenomena and time, architectural representation benefits 

from analogous forms of art. In contrast to serial curation, which encourages 
a rational and systematic analysis utilizing photographic methods, this study 
describes a spatial experience that is more subjective, using cinematic techniques. 
It emphasizes ephemeral qualities such as light, shadow, the passage of time, and 
the spectator’s viewpoint to describe a coherent narrative. In this visual story, 
borrowing concepts of storyboarding and montage, students compose fragments 
and distill the elements into a coherent narrative. 
Storyboarding and Montage

The task of storyboarding in this study is to form a narrative inspired by 
proximities and connections within a set of architectural forms (Fig. 04). Gordon 
Cullen describes this kind of arrangement as the “art of relationship.” (2009, p. 
7-8) Its “purpose is to take all the elements that go to create the environment [...] 
and to weave them together in such a way that drama is released” (Cullen, 2009, 
p. 7-8). Embedded in this thinking is a notion that discrete architectural buildings 
can add up to a compelling urban form, as Cullen goes on to write, “We may be 
surprised, even astonished (a reaction generated by the composition of the group 
and not by the individual building)” (2009, p. 7).

To fully describe an ensemble of architectural forms, the narrative must 
follow a path. The idea of a path carries both cinematic and phenomenological 
connotations, as alluded to by filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein in Montage and 
Architecture, “[the term path] is not used by chance. Nowadays it is the imaginary 

Fig. 04. “Serial Vision”
Source: Gordon Cullen, The Concise Townscape, 1961
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path followed by the eye and the varying perceptions of an object that depend 
on how it appears to the eye” (1989, p. 116). For Cullen, this is related to the 
experiential concept of “Serial Vision” in architecture, where “a new view is 
suddenly revealed although we are traveling at a uniform speed [...] the scenery 
of towns is often revealed in a series of jerks or revelations” (2009, p. 9). Seriality 
is understood in part by the particular image in view and the images preceding 
and following it. 

Storyboarding assembles the essential elements that support the overarching 
narrative into a final montage. Eisenstein describes montage as a method that 
“gather[s] in one unique point the elements of that which is dispersed in reality, 
unseizable to a single gaze, scattered about” (1989, p. 111). Eisenstein describes 
montage in another way, “a means to ‘link’ in one point—the screen—various 
elements (fragments) of a phenomenon filmed in diverse dimensions, from 
diverse points of view and sides” (Eisenstein, 1989, p. 111). Pedagogically, 
montage is a helpful tool and concept as it necessitates a thorough understanding 
of the narrative goals and how to consolidate the representation of that narrative 
within a limited set of images.

Production of Experiential Perspectives
Through a storyboard (Fig. 05), students explore ideas about framing and 

editing, viewpoint and composition, object and subject, and light and shadow. 
Students produce a montage by organizing and interpreting these scattered 
fragments in a sequence of twelve frames that describe moving through spaces. 
Also, students are introduced to image-making reminiscent of photographic 
techniques, including basic mechanisms of camera lens length, the significance 
of horizon line placement and its relationship to the viewer, and the usefulness 
of a two-point perspective for representing space. Producing images using 
rudimentary export settings, they focus on linework and shadow rather than 
intensive rendering programs. 

Fig. 05. Student work: Storyboard
Source: Luc Thorington
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This workflow highlights an intrinsic tension between an initial concept and 
its represented outcome. For example, the act of translating their storyboards to 
experiential perspectives can test and inform their original intent, as in Figure 
06. In Translations from Drawings to Buildings, Robin Evans underscores that 
the purpose of preliminary drawings is “to give sufficient definition for the final 
work to begin, not provide a complete determination in advance” (1997, p. 4). 
This indeterminate result mentioned by Evans creates multiple opportunities for 
the students as their experience through this exercise unfolds before them. What 
was previously a mere sequence of images created by the student to walk through 
their project—a space to be observed but not interacted with—becomes the fertile 
ground for storytelling.

Visual Coherence and Meaning 

Through storyboarding and the production of experiential perspectives, 
students acquire a set of tools to expand their narratives. For example, cropping 
and framing is perhaps the most fundamental tool available, as meaning is both 
contained inside and outside the frame. Characterized by movement, dissonance, 
and framing of spaces and objects, each perspective view reveals framing strategies 
that, in turn, heighten the sequence’s significance. Brushing uncomfortably close 
to the angular tectonic moments of the architecture, constantly (and awkwardly) 
cropped by the boundaries of the image, as if to suggest the frame's inability to 
contain the beast's immense scale, the elephant in Figure 06 exists in a dynamic 
oscillation with the architecture and frame. The story unfolds with scintillating 
dynamism. The drama and tension between the architecture, the elephant, and 
the observer are heightened with each moment. With each scene, the labyrinthine 
tangle of the designed space unravels to reveal its experience. It is only by 
moving through the architectural follies that different views of the elephant 

Fig. 06. Student work: Montage
Source: Luc Thorington
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become available. Also present in the narrative is a sense of playfulness, humor, 
and intrigue, recalling Ellen Lupton’s observation that architecture should exceed 
its functional ends in favor of drama (2017, p. 9).  Moreover, architecture can be 
“invested with narrative content,” Nigel Coates writes, “having both substance 
and void, content and relations, space is a medium ready to soak up associative 
meaning” (2012, p. 31-32). As expressed in Figures 05 and 06, students discover 
latent ideas or potentials embedded in architecture by constructing a sequence of 
experiential images to project meaning and visual coherence.

Conclusions
Inspired by techniques from photography and film, this paper describes two 

narrative approaches: one that explores seriality and curation, and the second 
which investigates an experiential montage and interpretation. These approaches 
provide an entry into architectural design and representation, such as diagramming 
in isometric views, utilizing effective line weights, constructing perspectival 
views, adding entourage, and playing with scale. Simultaneously, they introduce 
complex workflows between software, iterative design processes, and sketching 
and storyboarding by hand while learning digital tools. Design students learn 
that architects are empathetic storytellers, designing from multiple perspectives 
in order to shape a coherent and compelling narrative. Through discovering 
narrative techniques, students explore contingencies of context and meaning, 
weave visual stories that unfold in space and time, and develop foundational 
skills and concepts in visual literacy and communication.
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Building the animated frame: narrating 
architecture through handmade animation

Introduction

For most of modern history, architecture has been largely understood as a 
visual art.  From its rationalization in the perspective drawings of the Renaissance 
to its commodification in popular real estate magazines and websites today, built 
space has been thought to be best appreciated through images. For architectural 
professionals and designers, exact geometric drawings have been essential in 
quantifying space, building materials and services. Rendered in three dimensions 
and set to motion, they begin to tell a story: usually, that of immaculate geometric 
shapes, glittering colours, and orderly humans, if any.

The moving image has a long history in depicting architecture and the city in 
particular. The advent of cinematography coincided with the rapid developments 
in the industrialized, electrified, and fast-transit metropolis of the early 20th 
century.  The fascination of recording the city in time was expressed in early film, 
Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera being an iconic example. Ever since, 
the city in film has been the backdrop of action, but also its agent, and sometimes 
its protagonist. The eventual digitization of film at the end of that century meant 
a substantial independence of the image from the world of fabric and matter, 
the very world it presented. Manipulations such as repetition, special effects, 
and compositing became natural while expected imperfections could be easily 
“cleaned”. Nowhere is this felt more than in film’s most technical form, film 
animation, where the computer has not only allowed for processing individual 
frames into film but has also offered many possibilities in drawing 2D or 3D 
images, in, both unfamiliar and familiar-like aesthetics. More recently, it has 
also taken over the art of motion, as CGI technology is employed to interpolate 
images between two instances, generating them with no animator involved. All 
these convenient technical advances result in images of urban environments 
where the human hand is conspicuously absent. The aesthetic of exactitude, 
smoothness, cleanliness and homogeneous modularity permeates films as it does 
with architectural drawings.  

It may also permeate in our cities and what is built. The way architecture is 
drawn is directly linked to the way the architect understands, senses, and expresses 
it. Consequently, it also governs the way it is perceived by others and establishes 
ideas and values about the built environment. This link is what architect and 
architectural scholar, Juhani Pallasmaa, demonstrates in his books, The Eyes 
of the Skin and The Thinking Hand. In quoting Salman Rushdie’s idea about 
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literature softening “the boundary between oneself and the world”, he extends 
it to architecture and the ways it is externalized through the body (Pallasmaa, 
2009. p.124). The “softening” of the boundary, or the shortening of the distance 
between body and architecture is made by the way architecture is visualized, how 
its story is told. Pallasmaa questions the total prioritization of the eye in computer-
aided drawings and advocates the significance of the hand in, both creating and 
communicating artworks and, particularly, architecture. Without dismissing the 
usefulness of digital media, he claims that they are devoid of the haptic elements 
that reside in bodily ways of making.

It is the scope of this paper to suggest that if the involvement of the body 
is crucial in creating still images of buildings and urban spaces, then it surely 
must have an equally important role in the creation of moving images that depict 
those spaces. While celluloid can be manipulated physically, it is film animation’s 
individual frames that have incorporated hand drawing and many other tactile 
techniques during most of the medium’s history. Ironically, today, new digital 
software has helped in the resurgence of many traditional techniques, chiefly 
those based in stop-motion. A plethora of bodily means on how to narrate the city 
is now available. Juhani Pallasmaa’s theoretical framework on architecture may 
very well apply to film animation. 

Narration through the medium
Since the time of Marshal McLuhan, it is widely recognized that media are 

never neutral and that they carry meanings beyond the content they are meant to 
transmit (McLuhan and Gordon, 2015). Hence, the insistence on previous types 
of technology in creative work is deliberately a statement in itself. As digital 
technology becomes ubiquitous in filmmaking, the act of tampering with film 
emulsion or handmade animation techniques could be seen as an act of resistance 
to a world of ongoing consumption and technological updates (Knowles, 2016) 
– as was the case with animators in the 60s such as Norman McLaren and Pierre 
Hébert, who, with their experiments, subverted the filmmaking process away 
from the rules of the machine (Graça, 2005) – or a quest for re-materialization, 
as avant-garde artists challenge new technology in using it the “wrong way” 
(Jutz, 2011). Laura Marks surveys numerous filmmakers, who, by addressing 
the material nature of the medium, find space for voices left otherwise unheard 
(2000). And if none of these motives are involved, nor simple nostalgia, handmade 
techniques have had an uninterrupted history in experimental and anticipatory 
filmmaking (Gehman, 2019), a bond between the body and the image that had 
never any reason to weaken.  

This presence of the body within the image is one key characteristic of 
traditional stop-motion animation techniques. Each instance is staged and crafted 
physically and photographed as a physical entity, a moment that can never be 
duplicated once time affects the objects captured on camera. The risk of erring 
comes with embracing those imperfections, that very human hesitancy Pallasmaa 
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often writes about. In these techniques, one can hardly conceal the traces of the 
human hand. Some of these traces will be lost and some will survive into the 
final work, just as a living entity that bears certain signs on its body, acquired 
through its lifetime; just as a city that carries with it the innumerable processes 
that constantly shape it. In this way, the handcrafted elements of stop-motion 
become a paradigm of the unpredictable complexities of urban life. 

Computers, with their ability to reproduce nearly photographic realities of 
cities, do not carry any traces from any physical process of “building” film. Or, as 
Pallasmaa advocates in the case of architecture: “Whereas the hand drawing is a 
mimetic moulding of lines, shades and tones, the computer drawing is a mediated 
construction”1. 

These mimetic practices can still be formed in many of the revived handmade 
animation techniques (Parks, 2016). Caroline Leaf revives with her ink and 
watercolour the streets of Montreal’s Mile End in the adaptation of Mordecai 
Richler’s short story The Street. Camera movement in her work involves 
perspective views of the street, the indoor spaces of a house and children’s 
imagination (NFB, 1976). 

In the popular stop-motion Wallace and Gromit films of Nick Park, the 
buildings of the sets embody the building experience of an English town and 
convey it as such (Fig.01). Yuri Norstein speaks about his masterpiece, The Tale 
of Tales and admits that in his paper-cut scene of an outdoor festivity turned 
macabre, he “reconstructed it as they reconstruct a fallen fresco”2.

1 Pallasmaa, J. (2009). The thinking hand :existential and embodied wisdom in architecture. 
Chichester, U.K.: Wiley. p.97.
2 (2010). Magia Russica - Yuri Norstein about "The Tale of Tales".

Fig. 01. Nick Park animating
Source: https://animate-it.com/studio-news/nick-park-talks-about-his-early-experiences-with-

animation/
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These techniques involve tools that cut, shape, glue, sculpt, and join tactile 
materials. My own work, which consists of photographing paper-cut silhouettes 
and other objects on a light table, is a constant preoccupation of building 
atmospheres out of various paper surfaces, cutting building forms in different 
scales and, hence, at different levels of “perfection”, revealing thus, each time, 
how I intend to see and show a particular built element. 

At times, the silhouettes are proper miniatures of buildings or built objects.  
A construction crane is replicated in balsa wood and paper, a three-dimensional 
object intended to pivot away from the flat surface upon which it initially rests 
(Fig.02). 

These models perform their task in front of a camera but also embody a 
process of making that cannot be hidden. The thickness of the paper surfaces, 
their opacity, but also the sense of depth conveyed by their distance relative to 
camera and light table are all considerations that are evaluated by seeing, but 
more precisely, by sensing, a process in which a personal and lived idea of the 
city emerges. 

The light table itself is a universe of human imprints; mine, a former wooden 
light box made by and for an engineer, onto which I adjusted a set of metal bars in 
order to mount my camera. I also fixed two light bulbs under its diffuser plexiglass 
that emit light – which varies along with the inconsistencies of my house’s 
electrical current – and heat that is felt during production and, I would argue, 
seen in the final work (Fig.03). These are all “imperfections” that the computer 
was made to avoid, yet by doing so it eliminates a dialectic between precision and 
vagueness (Pallasmaa, 2009, p.96), essential to art and very real in cities.

Fig. 02. Production Still from Last Dance on the Main
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Narration through the body 
According to Pallasmaa, the computer has confined design into a “retinal 

survey”, depriving it of the merits of that special relationship between the maker 
and the object, and thus compromising imagination (2014, p.14). Imagination is 
an inseparable part of the handmade, spatial-based practice. While the immaterial 
computer image flattens imagination, the material-based craftsmanship is the 
very unconsciousness of vision (2009, p.97), where the line traced by hand is 
clearly a unique act of making and a spatial one at that (2009, p.100). Hence, 
ironically, it is through the tangible that one achieves the intangible, the essence 
of place and, consequently, of making. For Pallasmaa, the literary works of Italo 
Calvino, the paintings of Vincent Van Gogh and the films of Andrey Tarkovsky 
populate the world with imaginary cities, equally significant with those of the 
real world (2009, p.137). In fact, this is the nature of art as a whole, the effect 
or impact of which is based on the identification of the self with the experienced 
object (2009, p.132). 

The distance between the experiential and the flawless of newness and 
exactitude is manifested through the hand’s uncertainty and hesitation, crucial 
states of being that foster curiosity and all of the necessary ambiguity that art 
straddles upon (2009, p.110). And while the computer has been proven efficient 
in many stages of architectural production, there is one where the spontaneous 
mind-driven gestures of the hand are crucial, and that is the early conceptual 
phase of any given project (2009, p.95). If one thinks about conceiving the city, 
Pallasmaa has expressed concisely the role played by the unconscious first steps: 
“Atmospheric characteristics of spaces, places, and settings are grasped before 
any conscious observation of details is made”.3 That sensitive stage in film 
animation is the preproduction stage of the storyboard, which also seems to be 

Fig. 03. Production still

3 Pallasmaa, J. (2014). The eyes of the skin : architecture and the senses. Chichester: Wiley. p.15.
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resisting the switch to the digital in small animation studios mostly due to “the 
document’s ability to prompt and focus cognition”4.

From the conceptual sketch, film animation moves on to experimenting with 
the final medium itself. There are important unplanned decisions made when one 
crafts one’s scene. The dexterity of the hand and the possibilities and limitations 
of tools and materials bring new problems and new solutions constantly, most, 
eventually, seen and appreciated in the final film. The hand, its shape and motion, 
determines the object to be animated, clay being the most salient case in which 
fingerprints often survive past postproduction. According to Fuchs, Schreier, & 
Van Osselaer, the hand in film animation is also the agent of feelings. The love 
of the handmade is perceived and appreciated by the public (Fuchs, Schreier et 
al., 2015). Most importantly, as animation is about movement, the incremental 
displacements performed by the animator’s hands, their patience or lack thereof, 
the sense of coordination between the moving figures and the moving self, as an 
entire cityscape may pan across the screen, all test and personalize his/her unique 
views on the city as a living organism.

As will be seen in the next section, the parallel between the architectural sketch 
and artisanal ways of animating suggests that film animation with a significant 
handmade component is an unexploited medium full of potentials in expressing 
architectural ideas and unperceived aspects of a city’s lived reality. This parallel 
becomes even more explicit when film animation involving handmade objects 
is used in architectural design. Owing to the affinity between architecture and 
film and due to the unprecedented accessibility of digital video devices, film is 
increasingly employed in architectural schools, yet there are very few documented 
examples where these devices are used for animating handmade drawings of 
objects.  

One such attempt took place in a workshop conducted at the Umea School 
of Architecture, Umea University, Sweden, where groups of students, by using 
stop-motion animation to animate handmade architectural models, discovered the 
accessibility and directness of the technique (in comparison with 3D computer 
software), the creative possibilities while making with their own hands, the 
collaborative opportunities, as well as aspects and dimensions of the very 
physical objects they manipulated which would otherwise be left implicit (Zarin, 
Lindbergh et al., 2012). These concordant views of the students reaffirmed that 
there may be a place for artisanal animation in the architecture school and, by 
extension, in the architecture office.

4 Pallant, C. and S. Price (2015). Storyboarding : a critical history. Hampshire. UK: Palgrave 
Macmillan.
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Last Dance on the Main: A case study
In my own work as film animator and researcher, I seek to express the 

built environment beyond its Cartesian constraints of measurable space, in the 
realm of the lived and bodily experience, which is communicated through the 
handmade aspects of my filmmaking process, such as the non-digital nature of 
the materials I use and the physical environment in which I capture the individual 
photographic stills. Last Dance on the Main (Soulikias, 2014), my 2014 animated 
documentary about the demolition of a row of historic buildings in Montreal’s 
former Red-Light District and the successful resistance put up by local artists 
and activists who succeeded in salvaging their venue is a characteristic example. 
All the scenes and movements in the film were manually fabricated, captured 
by a digital camera, and assembled into a sequence with a special stop-motion 
software. The handmade component of the film was the design and cutting of 
paper silhouettes and other translucent surfaces as well as the use of ready-made 
objects and printed material, all placed on my light table as to be mostly backlit. 
The incremental changes in position were done by hand, often by trial and error 
and many repeated attempts. The digital component consisted of the capture of 
photographic stills with a mounted DSLR camera facing the horizontal light table 
surface and connected to a computer, to which the images were instantly sent. 
With the help of the stop-motion software, the computer screen could display 
the camera’s live view or any preceding frame and could also playback any set 
of stills in the form of a moving image. These images could then be exported 
into a video file or as a series of still images, to be processed further in a more 
powerful software (Fig. 3).  The visuals were structured around the sound of four 
interviews that I conducted and edited.

Despite being a digital end-product, digital tools did not dictate the overall 
aesthetic or animation of the film but rather facilitated the registration, selection, 
and processing of the images, allowing me to better concentrate on animating 
the paper silhouettes and the other objects I used for the film. Within this hybrid 
form of film animation, enough of the multilayered work made by hand became 
perceivable, as to become itself a metaphor for the layers of significance of the 
endangered buildings and the communities that supported them. Furthermore, 
a film that was made with relatively modest means and resources reached 65 
festivals worldwide and won several awards, three of which in the Documentary 
category, being chosen over live-action films.  Much of the reception resulted from 
the recognition of the film’s artisanal qualities, an intimacy that the audience felt 
with the “imperfections” and simple materials.  The disregard for photographic 
realism did not make the story less credible. On the contrary, the vagueness and 
relative abstraction of the silhouettes allowed for a focus on the narration and the 
essence of what the buildings in question represented to the community.
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Conclusion
The all too human desire to participate into the world fully and with all the 

senses is gradually awakening. This is expressed by those who resist the impersonal 
and mechanized production of space today and the ongoing automation of the 
design process, imagination being the first casualty. All the while, there is also 
an increasing longing for a material world that is revitalized and re-eroticized, 
and this may be evident in the reception of handmade animation by the general 
public and the fascination it provokes. Materiality is an integral part of traditional 
handmade animation techniques, and their ability to communicate the essential 
features of the city merits further exploration.

Pallasmaa and other theorists, such as Stan Allen (2009), who look into the 
pitfalls of computer-generated work do not argue for its banishment nor do they 
ignore its advantages. They do, however, sound the alarm of the dangers of 
neglecting the body’s need to be nurtured by the stimuli of the physical world 
but also its role in nurturing, communicating and creating as no other medium 
can. This recognition opens new doors for hybrid forms of making that involve 
the hand and the digital. Such is the case with handmade animation, which, as 
mentioned above, would have not been resucitated if it were not for the intelligent 
applications of the digital tools.  

Finally, the ways we create affect what we perceive on the receiving end, and, 
in turn, possibly what we reproduce. The flawless lines of a virtual immateriality 
that is cleansed from any trace of human imprint, error or spontaneous gesture 
have populated our minds and have cultivated an obsession for newness, speed 
and overstimulation. Handmade film animation possibly offers a different 
aesthetic approach, a reminder of the human fabric that makes up the city.

Fig. 04. Scene from Last Dance on the Main
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Exploring Transitions from Daylight to Artificial 
Light using Scale Models and 360° Panoramas

Introduction

There is a specific Nordic daylight narrative of scarce daylight and long-lasting 
twilight which has influenced cultural history and inspired visual artists, poets 
and musicians for centuries. The unique qualities of Nordic dusk are phrased in 
the cinematic example below by Meldgaard (2017). 

[…] sitting in the darkness of dusk, we reflect on the course of the day in a 
particularly melancholic [blue] tone, which is characteristic of the Nordic, 
because the transition between day and night, at these latitudes is of a special 
length and intensity.1,2 

The Nordic daylight narrative is connected to the dynamic nature of daylight 
with great yearly variations in daylight hours and diurnal repetitions of transitions 
from night to dawn and from dusk to night. Time and place are essential parameters 
since twilight length follows the seasonal rhythm of the year, and it differs from 
latitude to latitude and in this way the narrative can strengthen an awareness of 
time and place that can contribute as a design element in architectural design 
proposals (Gram et al. 2018).

Twilight is the time between day and night when the Sun is below the horizon 
but it’s rays still light up the sky. It is divided into 3 phases: civil, nautical and 
astronomic where civil twilight is the brightest.

In the morning, civil twilight begins when the sun is 6 degrees below the 
horizon and ends at sunrise. In the evening, it begins at sunset and ends when the 
sun reaches 6 degrees below the horizon. During civil twilight there is generally 
enough light for objects to be clearly distinguishable outdoor whereas daylight 
indoor can be scarce. The duration of civil twilight is shortest at equator with an 
average of 21 minutes and longest close to the arctic circle where civil twilight 
lasts all night long during part of the summer.

1 Translated from Danish by the authors.
2 In former days the twilight at dusk was the natural, calm end to an active day, under-taking 
activities that required no or only dim light from a single lamp or candle. In the Scandinavian 
languages a uniform phrase of words “holde mørkning” (sitting in the darkness of dusk) describe 
this specific period of time with fading daylight indoors, and it is recently reintroduced as a 
mindfulness method.

546  |  Narrative and Representation



This paper presents didactive methods to understand daylight dynamics and 
transitions to artificial light in architectural space during twilight. The methods 
are qualitative and focus on human perception of light and light qualities in 
dynamic mixed light scenarios envisioning architectural daylight narratives.

Scale models are proposed as sketching medium and 360° panoramas captured 
from within the models are proposed for a bodily viewing experience in VR as 
well as for sequential recordings used for compressed time-lapses. 

In this project we examine the experienced impact of dynamic increase 
and decrease of brightness in daylight combined with constant LED light in 
an architectural context during civil twilight at 56°N and propose methods for 
sketching mixed lighting design in architectural space.

The work is a continuation of previous studies experimenting with 
photographed 360° panoramas of architectural scale models for evaluation and 
representation of daylight as well as for artificial light in virtual reality (VR) 
(Kreutzberg et al. 2019, 2021).

Three groups of questions are addressed and practical didactic solutions 
proposed:
Visual experience of dynamic twilight.

• How do we visually experience and understand the dynamics of twilight in 
 architectural space?
• Is there any significant visual difference in morning and evening twilight 
 and during the year?
• What are the perceived differences of daylight and artificial light in 
 architectural space?
• How does the dynamic change in daylight brightness and distribution 
 impact the perception of LED light visibility?
• Capturing dynamic twilight changes.
• How do we capture and view dynamic light in architectural space as an aid 
 in sketching narrative light design?
• How can we capture dynamic changes in light intensity and light 
 distribution?
• How can we capture varying light colours at the same time?
• Scale models and dynamic twilight.
• How do we develop artificial lighting design combined with twilight using 
 scale models?
• How can artificial skylight in a mirror box be adjusted proportionally in 
 brightness to low emitting LEDs in scale models?
• How can daylight be adjusted proportionally in brightness to low emitting 
 LEDs in scale models, when there is no access to a mirror box with  
 artificial skylight?
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Background
The experimental setup comparing mixed light distribution in a 1:1 studio 

with mixed light distribution in a 1:10 scale model was chosen for educational 
demonstration purpose. The experiments are proposed as workshop exercises 
for architecture and design students learning lighting design sketching. Daylight 
studies in scale models is a well-established method and widely used by 
professionals (Guzowski 2018) to visually evaluate daylights distribution in 
architectural space. Previous studies also suggest that scale models are suitable 
for sketching artificial light (Kreutzberg et al. 2021). No previous studies to our 
knowledge have evaluated the use of scale models for sketching mixed lighting 
design with a combination of multiple daylight levels and LED light. 

Examining the interior of an illuminated scale model can be enhanced by 
photographing 360° panoramas inside the model for view in VR (Stokkermans 
et al. 2017; Chamilothori et al. 2018; Kreutzberg et al. 2019). The camera Point 
of View (POV) can act as the eye height in VR, determining the perceived scale 
of the scene to be 1:1 no matter the original or real-world scale, as long as the 
established eye height in VR matches the user’s real-world eye height (Leyrer et 
al. 2011). It is designing architectural lighting with different levels of daylight in 
combination with artificial light - explored and evaluated in scale models - that 
has the focus in this study. 

Methods
Lighting Scenario

A demonstration lighting scenario was established in a full-scale studio which 
is part of the Architectural Lighting Lab located at the top floor in a three storey 
building.

Fig. 01. The 1:1 reference studio with the 1:10 scale model placed at window. Feb12 14:00.
Source: The authors
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This lighting scenario is serving as reference for perceived light distribution, 
intensity and color. Daylight with clear sky was recorded at different times of 
day and year in combination with a LED luminaire (Philips CorePro, 7W 806lm 
2700K) used for retrofit replacement of an incandescent light bulb mounted with 
a conically shaped metal lamp shade. A warm white light colour of 2700K was 
chosen for the artificial light in this study of mixed lighting as contrast to blue 
skylight at approximately 10.000K.
1:1 Reference Studio

The studio dimensions are W5.5 x L8.0 x H2.7 meters, with a window façade 
facing East-Southeast 115° with an area of 14.85 m². The studio has a grey 
linoleum floor; walls and ceiling are coated with white paint. Doors and skirtings 
are painted a semi glossy grey. The windows have glossy painted, white metal 
frames.

A plywood armchair is placed in one corner for reference of scale and for 
reference of color other than whites and greys.

The LED luminaire is mounted from a ceiling trac 60 cm from the side wall, 
85 cm from the back wall and 125 cm from lower edge to floor next to the chair.

The lighting scenario was 360° photographed with a Theta Z1 camera from 
the centre of the studio mounted on a monopod with the lens centre at 160 cm 
height (Fig.01).
1:10 Scale Model

A 1:10 scale model of the reference room was the primary object of 
investigation, aiming at demonstrating a simple setup, usable for sketching mixed 
light in architectural space. The scale model is an exact 1:10 scaled version of the 
reference studio, all surfaces covered with matching paint and materials. The 1:10 
scaled armchair was made in balsa-wood. For this study a simple white cardboard 
ceiling replaced the original ceiling with skylights. The scale model was equipped 
with a miniature metal pendant with a 5mm UHB LED (Ultra-High Brightness 
Light Emitting Diode, 50mA 30000mcd (1,6 lm) 3000K) powered by a button 
cell battery, representing a qualitative closest match choice in colour temperature 
and brightness to the bulb light fixture in the reference room (Kreutzberg et al. 
2021) (Fig.02).

Fig. 02. The interior of the 1:10 scale model with the Theta Z1 camera and camera extension.
Source: The authors



The scale model was 360° photographed with a Theta Z1 camera from the 
centre of the model mounted on a custom-made camera extension of 5 cm with 
the lens centre at 16 cm height.
360° photographic panorama capture

The general POV (Point of view) setup for 360° panorama recording was at 
the centre of the room outside the LED light zone, at average eye height – facing 
the side wall to achieve uniform lighting and exposure of both camera lenses of 
the Theta Z1 camera. 

The applied camera settings included Auto White balance and exposure 
settings suitable for sequential photographing of dynamic non uniform coloured 
light. Recordings were managed remotely via a wifi connected smartphone.

Sequential recordings were made with 30 sec. intervals during civil twilight in 
the morning between sun elevation -6° and 0° and continuing the recordings until 
sun elevation +6°. Sequential recordings of civil twilight in the evening were 
similarly expanded between sun elevation +6° and -6°.

Recording of morning and evening twilight was made at different times of the 
year for visual comparison.

The sequential recordings were compiled into time-lapse videos in Premiere 
Pro.
1:10 scale model and Mirror box

The transition from day to night was simulated in a mirror box light lab with 
a manually adjustable artificial sky lit by fluorescent light tubes of varying light 
colour; 3600K, 4500K and 6050K (Fig.03a).

Fig. 03a.The Mirror box.
Source: The authors

Fig. 03b.The scale model at window.
Source: The authors
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The maximum brightness level of the artificial sky was calibrated to match 
measured Lux values from the 1:1 reference room. The transition from dark 
to bright was video recorded in 360° from within the scale model. Individual 
panoramas were captured according to lux meassurements of the artificial sky 
to best match the lux measurement of -6, -3, 0, 3, and 6 degrees solar elevaton 
recorded in the centre of the 1:1 reference room.
1:10 scale model and daylight

The 1:10 scale model was placed in the reference room close to the windows 
on a table (Fig.03b) and was sequentially photographed at dawn and dusk 
from within with 20 seconds intervals and compiled into time-lapse videos for 
comparison with the video recordings of the scale model in the light lab.

Findings and Discussion
Visual experience of dynamic twilight and capturing dynamic twilight changes

The chosen lighting scenario combining warm white 2700K artificial light 
with daylight worked well for demonstrating differences in light colour and how 
the dynamic change in daylight brightness and distribution impact the perception 
of LED light visibility. The open window façade allowed large amounts of 
daylight in the 1:1 reference studio demonstrating its high brightness compared 
to the artificial light, even after sunset. Different window configurations will 
show other results of distributed daylight and similarly different artificial lighting 
configurations will show other results in light colour, brightness and distribution.

The human eye has a highly developed ability to adapt to different light levels, 
from the brightest bright, dazzling light to the darkest darkness, but it has no 
ability to retain that information - and therefore we are often unaware of these 
differences. 

Compiling sequential photographic recordings into time-lapse videos and 
thereby compressing time, revealed otherwise unnoticeable slow transitions 

Fig. 04. Yellow and blue light zones in scale model registered and added to unfolded 360° 
panorama.

Source: The authors
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in daylight brightness in the 1:1 reference studio. From the time-lapse video 
approximate timestamps for minimum and maximum daylight visibility for the 
study were found. Five sun elevation positions from Civil twilight at -6° to +6° 
above the horizon were chosen for systematic comparison of light distribution, 
brightness and colour between the 1:1 reference room and the 1:10 scale model. 

Visually analysing and comparing a large number of 360° panoramas in a 
Head Mounted Display (HMD) one by one, was not convenient since the eyes 
quickly adapt to varying brightness levels, whereas the unfolded panoramas in 2D 
representation shown side by side were manageable. With Auto camera settings 
of White Balance and Exposure the transition in light zones and light colours over 
time were clearly recognisable (Fig.04 & Fig.06).

Comparing 360° panorama captures at sun elevations of -6°, -3°, 0°, +3° and 
+6° morning and evening at days with clear blue sky showed little difference in 
daylight brightness and colour. The morning sky was a little brighter than the 
evening sky, which can be explained by the orientation of the windows towards 
East South East (Fig. 05).

Fig. 05. Comparison of morning and evening twilight. Left: February 12th, Auto White Balance. 
Right: December 21st, White balance set to 2700K creating a blue colour cast.

Source: The authors
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The main differences during the year is the time and length of twilight, not the 
colour or brightness. At Winter Solstice at 56°N the sun sets at 15:39 and civil 
twilight ends at 16:25 whereas at Summer Solstice the sun sets at 21:58 and civil 
twilight ends at 22:58. The shortest twilight period is at Equinox when the sun 
sets at 18:24 and civil twilight ends at 19:00. 
Scale models and dynamic twilight

Initial video recordings of transition from day to night in the mirror-box with 
the manually adjusted sky intensity were not usable for calibrating sky brightness 
settings.

The fluorescent tube lamps in the artificial sky were too slow in powering 
up and the camera exposure was not adjusting consistently. Calibration was 
eventually done from single 360° panorama captures compared with captures 
from the reference studio at -6° to +6° sun elevation.

Fig. 06. From left to right: Comparison of Evening Civil Twilight in 1:1 reference studio and 1:10 
scale model with daylight and with artificial sky. Far right: The shift in light colour distribution over 

time is visualised in plan drawing.
Source: The authors

Exploring Transitions from Daylight to Artificial Light using Scale Models and 360° Panoramas

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  553



A reference chart was created for the artificial sky, with suggested settings 
simulating sun angles from -6° to 6° adjusted in Lux level to the LED diode in 
the scale model.

The video recorded transition from day to night in the light lab with the 
manually adjusted sky intensity resulted in quickly generated time-lapses but the 
transitions were not very fluent although still useful for iterative work with mixed 
light using scale models. Single 360° panorama captures in the mirror-box with 
sky settings according to the above-mentioned reference card for sun elevation 
angles between -6° and +6° were very informative.

Conclusion
It is concluded that scale models are suitable for mixed lighting design in a 

mirror-box with fluorescent tube light as artificial sky. The smooth transition of 
sky light brightness would greatly improve with an electronic controlled LED 
based artificial sky. A daylit interior space can substitute the mirror box and 
artificial sky for home studies when adjusting daylight brightness to the chosen 
artificial light source in the scale model accordingly.

The ability to sequentially capture dynamic light distribution with photographic 
precision over time combined with a 360° panoramic VR display expands the use 
of illuminated scale models for studies of mixed lighting with dynamic daylight 
and artificial light combined. 

The proposed methods for studying mixed lighting are particularly relevant in 
the Nordic setting with large dynamic variations in daylight intensity. The Nordic 
daylight narrative originate from the scarce daylight and long-lasting twilight. 
However, the methods are believed to be relevant and applicable everywhere and 
may enhance mixed lighting design in any setting.

Further studies could include other light scenarios with dimming, coloured 
light and luminaire design in combination with various levels of daylight 
brightness - from overcast to blue sky during day-time.
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Barley Hall: new narratives for an old building

Introduction

Since 2018 York Archaeological Trust (YAT) has been working with specialists 
at the University of Huddersfield to assess the interpretative offer at Barley Hall, 
its reconstructed medieval townhouse attraction. A project team of three looked 
at how the narrative presented to visitors deals with one period in the building’s 
early history: its time as a residence for the canons of Nostell Priory. 

The project has applied and interpreted the concept of ‘narrative’ in two 
ways: in relation to the canons and their lives as individuals and members of 
a community; and in terms of the narrative qualities of the architecture of their 
residence, by which the structure is interpreted through its tangible and intangible 
features (including its materials, constructive system, spaces, decorations, 
colours, lights, shadows, etc.), giving rise to meanings, information, and evoked 
emotions (Di Mascio and Maver 2014). 

A sister attraction of the world-famous JORVIK Viking Centre, Barley Hall 
belongs to the JORVIK Group of attractions in the historic city of York, and first 
opened to the public in 1993. Prior to the coronavirus pandemic it attracted around 
30,000 visitors per annum. Ambitious plans developed in the run-up to its launch 
envisaged Barley Hall as a ‘living history’ venue, which would consolidate YAT’s 
reputation for innovative approaches to heritage interpretation, as exemplified 
at its two existing attractions, JORVIK and the Archaeological Resource 
Centre. JORVIK in particular was at that stage a by-word for highly speculative 
evocations of historic environments (Tuckley 2020: 78-84), with its life-size 
reconstruction of a 10th-century urban landscape featuring detailed mannequins, 
an ambient soundtrack and synthetic smells, all based on archaeological evidence 
from the Coppergate dig of 1976-81 (with other sorts of evidence adduced for 
further context and detail). For Barley Hall the plan was ‘to re-create a living and 
working medieval household, carrying on its ever-varying daily round through 
seasonal feasts and fasts’(Kightly 1991: 37). 

Budgetary constraints meant that this vision was never fully realised, although 
Barley Hall was launched with five rooms fully furnished to appear as they might 
have c. 1483, when the locally important Snawsell family was in residence; in 
its first years of operation an audio tour guided visitors from room to room, with 
dramatic monologues by well-known actors portraying the household members. 
Latterly, Barley Hall has fulfilled a range of additional functions, including as a 
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venue for public events and for private hire; it currently plays host to temporary 
exhibitions which occupy the upper stage of its gallery and chamber ranges (the 
Magic and Mystery exhibition, which looks at magical belief and practices in 
medieval England, has been in place since summer 2018, its original run having 
been extended indefinitely due to the coronavirus pandemic). This blend of uses 
creates a layering of narrative and representation at Barley Hall, which has never 
yet been considered in detail.

The present project brought together a representative of YAT’s Interpretation 
and Engagement department and lecturers in architecture and medieval history 
from the University of Huddersfield to look at an early phase in the building’s 
poorly documented past; the period after its construction as a townhouse for the 
canons of Nostell Priory. Nostell was a house of regular canons (also sometimes 
known as ‘Augustinian’, ‘Austin’ or ‘black’ canons); men (ordained priests) living 
in a religious community under a rule. The numbers of regular canons in England 
grew in the course of the 12th century, and Nostell was one of the order’s first 
English houses (its earliest in Yorkshire). At points in its history Nostell seems to 
have been very wealthy; c. 1250 it came into the possession of a parcel of land 
off Stonegate in central York, near York Minster, in connection with the priors’ 
role as canons prebendary, which required them to be in attendance at the Minster 
at various times (Greenway 1999). Dendrochronological dating of the earliest 
timbers at Barley Hall has established a date of c. 1361 for the construction of 
a timber-framed ‘hospicium’ in a prestigious location alongside other prebendal 
houses, some of which are represented by medieval fabric in existing properties 
elsewhere on Stonegate (Kightly 1999: 4). At other times in its history, however, 
Nostell ran up severe debts, and by the middle years of the 15th century it was 
letting the hall out to a series of tenants. In 1540 Nostell Priory was dissolved in 
Henry VIII’s Dissolution of the Monasteries, and all of its property passed to the 
crown. The history of the building between that date and the closing decades of 
the 20th century still awaits detailed research, and is mentioned only in passing 
in existing interpretative materials.

This project (with the working title How do we tell the story of the canons 
regular of Nostell priory at Barley Hall?) has seen an audit of existing interpretative 
resources, a questionnaire and focus groups with Barley Hall staff and volunteers, 
and a number of experiments with visualisation techniques. In addition, three 
comparable sites in Yorkshire have been visited by the project team. The aim 
of the project has been to investigate how the interpretative offer at Barley Hall 
might be enhanced by bringing this period in the building’s history more fully to 
the attention of its visitors and custodians, and to establish which interpretative 
methods would be most successful in achieving this end; in addition, whether 
a combination of visualisation techniques can successfully communicate an 
authentic, meaningful and appealing narrative on the canons during their time 
at Barley Hall, to convey something of their activities and motivations to the 
various audiences that spend time there. The desirability of selecting this historical 
moment in the building’s history for enhanced representation to visitors remains a 
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moot point; audience-focused research might help to determine levels of interest 
and knowledge with respect to medieval religious orders and their households.

Existing resources on the canons for use by visitors are scarce, and the 
narrative presented via the dressed interiors, information panels and guidebook 
relates overwhelmingly to the late 15th century, when the canons had already left 
for good, and to the efforts by YAT to reconstruct the hall in the 1980s and 90s. 
Focus groups and questionnaires have demonstrated that there is a general lack of 
awareness and understanding (amongst staff and, by extension, amongst Barley 
Hall volunteers and visitors too) around who the canons were, what they did, 
and why they needed a high-status dwelling in the city centre. While this is not 
necessarily a problem in terms of visitor enjoyment of the site or YAT’s mission 
as an educational charity, it presents an opportunity to tell a new story about the 
building in innovative and experimental ways, refreshing an interpretative offer 
that might otherwise stagnate. Barley Hall’s temporary exhibitions and a seasonal 
events programme currently do the job of creating variety at the hall to encourage 
repeat visits, but this project has suggested the potential for enhancing the ‘core 
narrative’ of the in situ interpretation.

The fullest account of the canons that has been made available thus far at 
Barley Hall is the 1999 edition of the guidebook by Charles Kightly, roughly 
a quarter of which is taken up with a discussion of the hall’s beginnings as a 
monastic town house (Kightly 1999). Kightly had been commissioned by YAT 
in 1992 to research the hall for the purposes of recreating its interiors (Kightly 
Interiors n.d.), and his guidebook, although out of print, remains the foundational 
text in interpreting the hall for visitors. There is much unsifted material in the 
YAT archives, including unpublished architectural plans, archaeological ‘grey 
literature’, and a great deal of documentation relating to its development as a 
visitor attraction and its first decade of operation. 

Since the appearance in print of Kightly’s guidebook there have been a 
number of developments with the potential to improve our understanding of 
the earliest history of Barley Hall and its residents, and to interpret it for non-
specialist audiences. An edition of Nostell Priory’s 12th – 15th-century cartulary 
is now available (Frost 2005); there has been a major academic publication on the 
regular canons in Britain (with two chapters dealing specifically with the situation 
in northern England / Yorkshire) (Burton and Stöber 2011); YAT commissioned 
a scoping exercise to examine the small finds from the three archaeological 
interventions in Coffee Yard (the small square where Barley Hall stands) which 
took place between 1987 and 1991, and in 2017 produced an evaluation and 
building recording report on 1 Coffee Yard (which stands directly opposite Barley 
Hall, occupying what may have been the site of one of the wings of the canons’ 
residence) (Kendall and Loffman 2017); the British Historic Towns Atlas series 
published its York edition in 2017, with commentary on the arrangement of 
prebendal properties in the vicinity of York Minster (Addyman 2017); and 2019 
saw the advent of The Northern Way, a project to complete a searchable online 
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index of all primary sources on the political activity of the archbishops of York 
in the period 1304 – 1405 in diocesan archives (York Archbishops’ Registers 
Revealed 2016). The Borthwick Institute has also greatly expanded its online 
ordination lists for York clergy, including four edited by David M. Smith for the 
roughly 100-year period under consideration (Borthwick Institute 2021).

Yorkshire’s medieval religious houses as heritage sites 
In the same period, however, there has been little meaningful work to analyse 

and evaluate the interpretation of medieval religious houses as heritage sites 
and tourism destinations; questions around narrative, representation, access, 
diversity and ethics have been addressed more fully in reference to conventional 
museum exhibition spaces. Yet the sites of religious houses in the care of heritage 
organisations in the UK play host to a range of interpretative materials in a 
variety of media; by dint of the ruined or greatly altered state of the buildings 
(and the fragmentary nature of the documentary evidence relating to them) the 
interpretation often relies upon visualisations of the houses as they once appeared, 
with representations of the sorts of activities supposed to have taken place in 
them at a given moment in the past, carried out by the sorts of people who are 
supposed to have lived and worked in them. 

The Centre for the Study of Christianity and Culture at the University of York, 
for instance, has a track record of more than ten years in creating innovative 
resources to interpret medieval religious sites for non-specialist audiences. Its 
Micklegate Priory Revealed project includes 3D visualisations of Holy Trinity, 
Micklegate, York (about fifteen minutes’ walk from Barley Hall), as it might have 
appeared in the 15th century, when it was home to a community of Benedictine 
monks (Centre for the Study of Christianity and Culture 2013). Its partnership with 
Hexham Abbey (whose priors, like those of Nostell, were canons prebendary of 
York Minster), too, produced 3D visualisations of this medieval house of regular 
canons (Centre for the Study of Christianity and Culture 2014). Both examples 
feature populated scenes, and the Holy Trinity resource includes an extramural 
view of Micklegate, inhabited by a range of secular figures and livestock, further 
contextualising the church and its community within the wider cityscape.

In the first half of 2019 the project team visited three former houses of regular 
canons in Yorkshire, to compare and contrast their resources for telling the stories 
of their respective communities. At Nostell Priory, now an 18th-century house 
in the care of the National Trust with no standing medieval fabric (with the 
exception of a much-altered farm building nearby), a single panel in the stable 
block deals with its medieval history. There is a little more information available 
in temporary, pull-up panels at the 16th-century parish church of St Michael and 
Our Lady, Wragby, which has historic links with the priory and whose churchyard 
adjoins the site.

The nave of Bridlington Priory was the only portion of the canons’ church 
to survive the Dissolution, and it now stands as a spectacular example of late 



medieval architecture that continues in use for worship. Amongst its several 
exhibits on its architecture and history it has a series of pull-up panels; one of 
these outlines the duties of a canon, and another two deal with the life of St John 
of Bridlington (d. 1379), the celebrated prior who was canonised in 1404 (Scully 
1912). In addition, there is a case with a mannequin clothed in the garb of a regular 
canon (a box nearby contains a child-sized version of the same to encourage 
dressing up), plus an activity box inviting youngsters to ‘make an illuminated 
letter, a pilgrim badge or a picture of St John of Bridlington’, with accompanying 
text explaining how the canons copied religious books by hand, and how pilgrims 
to the shrine of St John at the priory wore distinctive ‘B’ shaped badges. The 
priory also displays a tapestry, completed in 1996 (Bridlington Priory 2019); the 
first seven of its twelve panels depict episodes or subjects relating to its history 
before the Dissolution, with some featuring named individual canons.

The fragmentary standing remains of Kirkham Priory have been provided by 
English Heritage with a range of in situ, printed and online resources designed 
to evoke the priory in its heyday, as a living and working environment, including 
a set of illustrations of priory buildings featuring the canons and their servants 
(English Heritage n.d.). The emphasis is on architectural detail and institutional 
history, including the formal arrangements governing the daily lives of regular 
canons at Kirkham and elsewhere, with some additional information on 
noteworthy individuals or events. A set of resources designed for use by school 
groups was available on site in summer 2019: the ‘Walter’s Story Abbey Box’, 
which could be booked in advance, had replica objects and a series of letters to 
encourage learners to investigate the life of a fictional medieval monk, duplicating 
a resource also available at Byland, Rievaulx and Roche abbeys (all Cistercian 
foundations, rather than houses of canons). 

Representation of selected architectural elements for new narratives
Having considered the approaches to narrative and visualisation at these three 

sites, each so different from the other and from Barley Hall, the project team 
experimented with visualisations of the Nostell canons’ built environment in 
York, insofar as it can be reconstructed with reference to the local archaeological 
record, historical sources, and the drawings produced by the architects responsible 
for the reconstruction of this timber-framed structure in the 1990s. A history of the 
structure prior to its restoration under the direction of the architects Russell and 
Paula Wright appeared in YAT’s Interim publication in spring 1987, coinciding 
with one of its several investigations of the property:

The building comprises a mid-14th-century timber-framed building running 
back from Stonegate towards Grape Lane, with its rearmost four bays 
surviving, although it has been shortened at its Stonegate end. This building 
was originally of a three-storey construction with a two-bay, two-storey great 
chamber or solar in the third and fourth bays. […] In the 15th century a new 
hall building was built across the site at right-angles to the earlier building 
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and joined into its south-west face. A dais was constructed for this hall by 
breaking through the wall of the earlier building and creating a recess which 
was screened off probably by a partition wall. […]  Additions in the late 16th 
or early 17th century extended the width of this building toward Grape Lane. 
Extensive alteration of the earlier building, which had passed into the hands 
of a lay tenant in the late 15th century, also took place probably in the mid-
16th century and involved the removal of the top storey and the lowering of 
the crown-post roof trusses to create a two-storey building. Further alterations 
in the 17th century involved the partial rebuilding of a third storey and the 
establishment of a right-of-way through the screens passage of the 15th-
century hall building […] (Stockwell 1987: 38-39)

The project team settled on the chamber range at Barley Hall as the part of 
the building with most potential: it is the earliest part of the structure, built with 
timbers felled in c. 1361. A brief account of its reconstruction is given in the 
guidebook:

Like most mediaeval timber buildings, the still more complex structure of the 
14th-century Chamber Range was prefabricated off-site. First the surviving 
original timbers were dis-assembled and taken to Peter McCurdy’s yard […]. 
There re-usable sections of ancient timber were ‘scarf-jointed’ to new wood 
where necessary. New framing elements were constructed to replace rotten 
or missing originals. Then large sections of the frame were re-assembled flat 
and kept damp to prevent drying-out before their return to York in early 1992. 
[…] they were laboriously manoeuvred along narrow Coffee Yard and re-
assembled in the Barley Hall courtyard. (Kightly 1999: 16-17) 

Within this range, the team focused on the Great Chamber (Fig. 01), currently 
in use as a museum gallery. Unlike other spaces in Barley Hall, it has never been 
dressed.

Fig. 01. Left: view of the Great Chamber from the external staircase. Right: ground-floor plan of 
Barley Hall showing area of excavation by YAT in 1987. Reproduced from Stockwell 1985: 40.

Source: image copyright York Archaeological Trust.
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A focus group held with Barley Hall staff and volunteers at the YAT offices 
in November 2018 suggested that the interpretative resources currently available 
to Barley Hall’s lay audiences, in particular the orthographic projections (plan 
views, elevations and sections, which can be found in display panels and in 
the current Barley Hall guidebook) are not easy to read without accompanying 
explanatory materials. For the focus group, a simple combination of the existing 
ground-floor plan view and a vertical section, with the introduction of a scaled 
silhouette of a person, enhanced the comprehension of spaces and dimensions. 
3D representations such as axonometric views and perspective images suggested 
potential to the group to communicate some architectural features in an even 
more successful way.

With these reflections in mind, it was decided to explore the use of analytical 
drawings to highlight aspects that are usually overlooked by visitors and 
consequently let them discover, understand and appreciate them. Analytical 
drawings are more diagrammatic representations that show only selected 
elements of a building. In this way, the viewer is not distracted by overabundant 
or unnecessary details. 

Kightly explains that medieval ‘chambers’ were used as both bedrooms and 
parlours, and that the Barley Hall Great Chamber would have been no exception.  
The suggestion is that the prior would have used this room as a welcoming space 
for visitors or important work-related meetings. 

Such visitors, conducted directly into the Great Chamber via the stairway 
from the courtyard, would doubtless have been impressed by the height of the 
room and the stylish ‘crown-post truss’ construction of its roof – and thus by 
the wealth and status of its owners. (Kightly 1999: 8) 

In Kightly’s description, the Great Chamber and its architectural features 
have narrative qualities because they communicate specific meanings to visitors 
and trigger emotions. This new set of analytical representations focuses on three 
selected aspects: space and movement; timber-framed structure; and basic light 
sources and shadows (to convey something of atmosphere). Kightly’s account 
emphasises the potential significance of these three interconnected aspects, as 
well as the connection between the narrative of the canons’ daily life and the 
narrative features of the tangible and intangible elements of architecture.

The set of analytical drawings identifies and highlights these narrative 
elements, and they can be considered new visual narratives in themselves. The 
existing documentation within the YAT archive relating to the structure of the 
chamber was used as the main reference; the archive currently lacks a consistent 
set of orthographic projections relating to the structure of the chamber, and 
analysis and interpretation of the very varied materials available highlighted 
some discrepancies. The orthographic projections were imported and redrawn in 
a CAD software where they were also compared through the use of construction 
lines. The new set of digital drawings then constituted the base to produce the 
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various 3D models used to create the analytical representations. The first set 
of images highlights the two main paths across Coffee Yard towards the Great 
Chamber. Some of the images show bird’s-eye views, while others use the first-
person point of view. (Fig. 02)

The second set of images isolates the timber-framed structure of the Great 
Chamber, and it emphasizes the shape, size and aesthetical and constructive 
complexity, which includes the already mentioned crown-post truss. (Fig. 03) 
The last set of analytical representations is constituted by internal views of the 
Great Chamber illuminated by a few lighting sources in order to emphasize the 
atmosphere of this space.

Fig. 02. The two main paths across Coffee Yard towards the Great Chamber.
Source: authors’ personal archive.

Fig. 03. Images of the timber-framed structure of the Great Chamber.
Source: authors’ personal archive.
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As the project progressed, an opportunity arose to involve a final-year BA 
(Hons) Modelmaking student at Arts University Bournemouth. The brief to 
the student was that his model (which would be submitted for assessment in 
fulfilment of the requirements of his degree) should help us to address questions 
of movement (inside the room, as well as into / out of the room via the external 
staircase) and the placement of non-structural elements (such as furniture, 
apparatus for lighting and heating etc.) within the chamber, as part of our efforts 
to imagine the various functions to which the Great Chamber would have been 
put (both formal and informal). The model was intended to be experimental rather 
than strictly reconstructive in nature (Fig. 04), given the lack of detailed evidence 
for medieval interiors of this kind, but representing accurately the dimensions of 
the chamber and of any potential fixtures and fittings appropriate to the period 
(Morgan 2017).

Fig. 04. The dressed interior of the Great Chamber. Model by Arthur Fleetham.
Source: image copyright the artist.

Conclusions and future plans
The project originally envisaged a resource pack for staff and volunteers as 

an outcome, with the possibility of sharing it with the other operators of similar 
historic sites. The challenges presented by the anti-coronavirus measures of 
2020/21, however, have put a different complexion on matters. Barley Hall 
reopened to visitors after the first lockdown in July 2020, operating a ‘socially 
distanced’ model for visitors, with a one-way route around the attraction and some 
areas made off-limits, and numbers of volunteers and staff kept to a minimum. 
It underwent two periods of closure again in 2020 and 2021, in common with 
other JORVIK Group attractions, and reopened with restrictions in May 2021. 
In circumstances such as these, novel approaches to visualisation, representation 
and narrative become more urgent. At the time of writing, no decisions have been 
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taken as to how to present the new models of the Great Chamber to Barley Hall’s 
stakeholders, but their potential at a time of limited access is clear, when heritage 
organisations are increasingly pivoting to events and exhibitions in the digital 
realm. 

Our questions around the application of narrative and affect remain largely 
unanswered. Crucially, the representations remain unpopulated and static. The 
other sites that have been visited have offered little in terms of guidance for how 
stories at a human (rather than an institutional) level might inform the narratives 
available to audiences; the residents of houses of regular canons, when pictured, 
are generally seen at a distance, as generic male religious, although exceptions 
do occur, as in the named figures depicted in the Bridlington Priory tapestries, 
or those that animate the reconstructions of Micklegate Priory and Hexham 
Abbey, or when visitors are able to dress up and inhabit the role of a canon 
for themselves. The problem of who to represent, and how to represent them, 
is largely sidestepped when the canons are kept at arm’s length, as anonymous 
operators within a community.

The challenges inherent in bringing the canons to life at Barley Hall are in large 
part related to the remoteness of the medieval period, in both chronological and 
cultural terms, and a general lack of awareness of medieval monastic culture and 
the experiences of its adherents. Bridging this gap via inspirational and affective 
interpretation will be key to representing the canons and telling their story. Our 
principal asset in this is the building, with its inherent narrative qualities, but its 
incompleteness as a structure contemporary with the period under consideration 
remains a problem, aggravated by the absence of an established sequence for the 
major structural changes it has undergone. The models developed in the course 
of this project, however, can act as a spur to further discussion and consultation, 
to inform the future of interpretative approaches at Barley Hall and elsewhere in 
the JORVIK Group attractions.
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Introduction

The primary purpose of communication is to convey a message, feeling, or 
idea. The conveyance of the ideas, however, is not incumbent upon the medium 
of communication. Architectural constructions also convey a message, idea, or 
concept. Thus, there exists a relationship between architecture and storytelling. 
The difference lies in the fact that while conveyance of the idea in storytelling is 
over, it is subtle and understated in architecture. Nevertheless, a narrative exists 
in every architectural construction.

Architectural narrative and its representation:
Architects convey their narratives – consciously or unconsciously – using a 

range of theories, tools, and techniques. History is full of monuments that tell 
stories (Black and Bower, 1980) of love, hate, war, and peace. Contemporary 
architecture lays great emphasis on the architectural pragmatics and utilitarian 
aspect of architecture. This can make the structure devoid of aesthetics and 
culture leaving in its place a cold structure serving only a practical purpose. Yet 
contemporary constructions tell the story of the rise to fame or the downfall of 
the builder. They tell stories about those who have worked towards this fame – or 
downfall. 

An architectural narrative maybe the story (Mukherjee, Mukherjee, and 
Sozialforschung, 2015) of its builder, the project, the community associated 
with the construction, a representation of history, representing the present, or 
envisioning the future. It may evolve at the time of conception, during the design 
phase, during the construction, or anywhere in the interim. The Lotus Temple, in 
India, is a classic example of narrative in modern architecture.

Architecture in India:
There is little literature available on vernacular architecture in India. However, 

India has many old historical monuments built thousands of years ago with little or 
no design and construction tools. These may be considered vernacular architecture. 
The Brihadeeswara Temple in Thanjavur built by Rajaraja Chola I and designed 
by Kunjara Mallan Raja Rama Perunthachan is one such construction. Many 
mysteries (Mysteries Solved: Secrets of the Thanjavur (Tanjore) Brihadeeswarar 
Temple Built By RajaRaja Chola – HariBhakt | History, Facts, Awareness of 
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Hinduism, 2015) and myths (fourteen myths of 1000-year-old Big temple of 
Thanjavur, India - Navrang India, 2016) surround the temple itself as well as its 
construction. These myths, along with the architecture itself tell stories of the Art, 
culture, workmanship, faith, and belief of the time.

Approach and Method:
Any construction project ancient or contemporary begins with an idea in the 

mind of a builder. And gives structure to the vision of the builder. Equally every 
story has a certain structure to it communicating the idea or concept within it. 
Using this parallel between story structure and architectural construction, this 
paper hopes to answer the question - How to convey cultural meaning through 
architectural narrative or how does architecture convey cultural narratives.

Using the example of the Thanjavur Temple, this paper brings out the structure 
of the architectural narrative and analyzes the stories behind the construction 
showing how it can narrate stories about the culture, lifestyle, wealth, and beliefs 
of the era in which it was built.

The analogy between story structure and Architecture
In general, any story may be envisioned in three stages viz. planning, 

construction, and conclusion. These three stages may also be visualized as (a) Set 
up (b) Build up (c) Climax. These three broad stages converge to create a seven-
step flow or journey comprising foundation, empathy, incitement, goal, climax, 
conclusion, and moral. Ref. Fig.1.

The conclusion may be a resolution to a problem, advice, or closure for 
the reader. The action of the reader is incumbent upon his interpretation of the 
conclusion. Narratives in architecture may be somewhat linear because of the 
very nature or act of construction – placing one brick over another sequentially. 
However, the complexities of a story or narrative of an already constructed 
structure such as the Brihadeeswara Temple may be woven by visualization and 
interpretation of facts.

Fig. 1 represents a typical 3-stage linear story structure where one incident 
or stage follows another. The elements of a story as described above may flow 
intermittently within this framework.

The concept of a linear three-stage story structure is conceivably oversimplified. 
In actuality, a story may first incite the reader with the climax or seemingly 
magical resolution, and then show how this climax or resolution was achieved 
by taking him through the journey of events leading up to it. Similarly, a story 
may also begin at mid-point during the plot such as the inciting incident, and then 
explain the causation sequence for the incident before continuing further to the 
climax.
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Such time-space management is possible through stories because stories 
are abstract. Parker talks (Parker, 2018) about narrative and storytelling by 
geographers and “narrative theory where compensation was attempted or is 
being made through a focus on space instead of time.” Collington compares 
Ricoeur and Bakhtin’s concept of time and space in narratives (Collington, 2001)  
demonstrating that “although Ricoeur acknowledges the unavoidable spatial 
component of narrative perspective, he continuously subordinates the role 
of space to that of time.” Bakhtin on the other hand talks about grounding the 
historical aspect of time and space in a narrative by tracing the evolution of the 
narrative.

By the same token, if we consider the historical aspect of narrative in 
architecture, while the construction itself may be perceived as linear, when 
narrating the story of the construction, it is possible to weave a story by telling 
about the roof before that of the base. Each may also be considered an independent 
story or narrative.

Literature reveals different definitions and descriptions of narrative structure. 
Some have been described above. We now look at the three most basic but 
relevant and disparate descriptions each of which may be used to narrate the 
story of construction.

Fig. 01. Narrative Structure for Architecture Using Story Structure.
Source: personal archive of the author.



Three Basic Story Structures
Kristin Thompson defines narratives as “a chain of events occurring in time 

and space and linked by causes and effects (Thompson, 2021).”  A narrative 
(Storytelling in the New Hollywood: Understanding Classical Narrative 
Technique - Kristin Thompson, Professor Kristin Thompson - Google Books, 
1999) may thus be focused on one central protagonist experiencing a series of 
events and culminating in a climax that provides enlightenment or resolution. The 
chain of events may follow a somewhat turbulent path. A construction originating 
as an idea in the mind of the client also passes through a series of events – creating 
a blueprint, laying the foundation, erecting the walls, and so on – and culminates 
in the creation of the structure.

Frank Kermode (Secrets and Narrative Sequence on JSTOR, 1980) talks about 
narrative in terms of “connexity, closure, and character (Kermode F., 1980).” 
Closure may be perceived as a sense of finality or conclusion. Such stories 
flow seamlessly through a series of events, examples, theories, or hypotheses, 
endeavoring to answer a central question that becomes the pivotal theme for 
the narrative. Such a narrative may disintegrate into a series of micro questions 
connected by an underlying contention, belief, theory, or fact which must be 
answered before answering the central question that brings closure or conclusion 
for the reader. Turbulence in this model is considerably lower than that in the 
previous model. Mapping this to construction, one may consider the various 
“events” occurring during the construction of a building as a singular task broken 
down into smaller tasks.

Black and Bower approach stories “as a problem-solving protocol (Black and 
Bower, 1980).” Accordingly, a story relates a causal sequence of events relevant 
to a protagonist pursuing a goal or resolving some problem. It may be analyzed 
as hierarchical transition stages within which actions may be perceived as able or 
unable to bring about change. Actions may further disintegrate into sub-actions. 
“Using this method, a problem solver repeatedly analyses the overall problem 
into a tree of simpler sub-problems until only readily solvable sub-problems 
remain” (Black and Bower).

Each of these three approaches may be mapped to depict a flow that comprises 
seven distinct stages described above. The flow may be smooth, wavy, or turbulent 
depending upon the approach.

In Thompson’s chain of events, the narrative the central character is introduced 
in the setup, and audience empathy is attained by describing his background 
followed by a chain of events through which the plot unfolds. This is followed 
by the inciting incident that leads up to the climax and reveals the key takeaway 
from the story. Kermode’s convexity (connectivity), closure, and character 
approach may be perceived similarly but with a smoother flow and fewer peaks. 
An underlying theory or belief connects the incidents or events and becomes 
the key takeaway. The distinction between the different parts of the narrative 
is slightly blurred. Black and Bower’s problem-solving approach is designed to 
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solve problems hence its graph may depict sharper distinction between parts. 
The other two approaches also impact the listener by providing a solution to a 
problem, altering the belief of, and bringing about a subtle or radical change in 
the character of the protagonist or the central character, and consequently, that of 
the listener.

Stories may be presented in different forms. As a drama, stories are presented 
in acts or episodes with the build-up to the climax. In books, these acts become 
sections of the book. In entertainment, they become the two parts of a film or the 
various episodes of a television or web series. Each sub-section of the story has a 
structure that is similar to the main story. In Thompson’s model, each subsection 
depicts a link in the chain of events while in Kermode and Black and Bower's 
models, they are the building blocks of the narrative eventually leading to closure 
or resolution.

Narratives in Architecture
For some time, there has been a theory that architecture also presents narratives 

(Lyu, 2019). Each of the models described above may be mapped to constructions 
so that a narrative emerges through the material, layout, location, and history of the 
construction. One might view the art of storytelling (Storytelling in Architecture 
| Planetizen Features, 2010) as construction and various acts or episodes as 
material. According to Bordwell (2021), “If the narration is like our trip through 
a building, the plot structure is like the building as we might reconstruct it in a 
blueprint—an abstract, quasi-geometrical layout of parts according to principles 
of size, proportion, and contiguity.”

One might also envision every part of the construction as an act and the complete 
construction as the entire drama, story, or narrative. A story or narrative impacts 
different individuals differently. Moreover, it is not presented to everyone at the 
same time or in the same context. It would therefore be viewed and interpreted 
differently by different people including the stakeholders.

The creator may view it as a set of tools available to him and the way they are 
used tell the story of the culture prevalent in the location and era. For instance, 
ancient Indian temples and monuments tell stories about the ingenuity of the 
people of the time considering the absence of modern tools and techniques 
during the period in which they were constructed. They narrate evolution in the 
construction industry. They present the perspective of the person ordering the 
construction. This may be a king or emperor ruling at the time, the Pharaohs for 
whom pyramids were built, or their families.

The reason behind the request is a story in and of itself. The laborers, the 
supervisors, and those who suggested solutions to construction problems may 
be deemed architects and would have their own story to tell as would the people 
who watched the monument being constructed. For instance, people who viewed 
the Taj Mahal decades after construction would interpret the stories handed down 
from one generation to the next in the context of the ecosystem prevalent at the 
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time. 
This paper seeks to answer the question “How to convey cultural meaning 

through architectural narrative” by understanding the story surrounding the 
construction of the Brihadeeswara Temple in Tamil Nadu, India.

Significance of the Brihadeeswara temple
As Sathpathy points out in Indian Culture and Heritage, “From north to 

south, east to west, people from diverse backgrounds have mixed and cultures 
have intermingled over centuries.” There is a stark contrast between the cultures 
of north and south India with the Vindhya mountain range representing the 
line (North India-South India Divide - Is there a Growing Regional Divide in 
India?, 2018) of demarcation (Team, 2021). While the distinction is apparent in 
every demographic, its origin can be traced back to two races– the Dravidians 
and the Aryans. People from south India are descendants of the Dravidians 
while those from the northern parts of the country belong to the Aryan tribes 
(Akhilesh Pillalamarri, 2019), The Brihadeeswara Temple Ref Fig.2, traces its 
origin to Dravidian times and exemplifies Dravidian (Akshaya Muralikumar, 
2019) architecture. The temple is a humungous structure that stands more than 
3 meters tall and exudes vibration through its mandapam and artha mandapam 
– the two domes one ensconcing the other at the top of the temple. According 

Fig. 02. Brihadeeswara Temple (Big Temple, Tanjore).
Source: personal archive of the author.
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1 A massive colonnaded prakara with sub-shrines dedicated the and the main to ashatadikpalas 
entrance with gopura (known as Rajarajantiruvasal) encompasses the massive temple. The 
sanctum itself occupies the centre of the rear half of the rectangular court. The Vimana soars to 
a height of 59.82 meters over the ground. This grand elevation is punctuated by a high upapitha, 
adhisthana with bold mouldings; the ground tier (prastara) is divided into two levels, carrying 
images of Siva. Over this rises the 13 talas and is surmounted by an octagonal sikhara. There is 
a circumambulatory path all around the sanctum housing a massive linga. The temple walls are 
embellished with expansive and exquisite mural paintings. Eighty-one of the one hundred and 
eight karanas, posed in Baharatanatya, are carved on the walls of the second bhumi around the 
garbhagriha. There is a shrine dedicated to Amman dating to the c.13th century.

to folklore, the energy of the temple is concentrated in the lingam a deep black 
stone that is representative of the Hindu God Lord Shiva.Like other temples in 
India, the significance of the Tanjore temple is not limited to its religious ideology 
but shrouded in layers of political, social, and other motives. The Brihadeeswara 
temple is said to have originated as a religious institution and “evolved into an 
imperial political and economic instrument with an influence far beyond the 
religious sphere” (Talwai, 2010). 

Some Facts about the Tanjore Temple
The construction of the temple was completed in 1010 C.E. UNESCO 

designates it a part of the Great Living Chola Temples (Great Living Chola 
Temples - UNESCO World Heritage Centre, no date) built by the great Chola 
empire. (UNESCO, n.d.). The temple complex houses three constructions and 
spans three locations, Thanjavur, Gangaikondacholisvaram, and Darasuram with 
one temple in each. Every temple has a tall tower (Vimana) that rises above the 
other constructions. While the Gangaikondacholisvaram tower is gracefully 
curved with recessed corners, the one at Thanjavur is straight and steep (UNESCO 
n.d.).

During the 9th Century CE, the Chola dynasty had a monarchy in the 
southern parts of India. The temples at Thanjavur, Gangaikondacholapuram, and 
Darasuram were constructed as the place of worship for the royal family. Of the 
three, the Thanjur temple marks the most significant architectural achievement 
(UNESCO n.d.). See 1 for full definition by UNESCO. 

Dokras and Dokras (Dokras, no date), (n.d.) describe a Hindu temple as 
primarily comprised of six parts, namely the dome and steeple, the sanctum 
(garbagriha) or womb-chamber, the temple hall (Nata-Mandira), the front porch, 
a reservoir, and a walkway that runs around the sanctum which houses the idol 
of the God or Goddess to whom the temple is dedicated. The Brihadeeswara 
Temple at Thanjavur follows the same pattern. Sudha Jagannath ascribes the 
construction to commemorating the sway of the Chola dynasty over the southern 
parts of India (Mukherjee, Mukherjee, and Sozialforschung, 2015).  It was then 
called the “Dakdhina Meru” complementing the “Uttara Meru” the sacred mount 
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2 In a brief description, as seen in Figures 1 and 2, the temple is in a doubly enclosed complex 
whose courtyards consist of galleries housing small shrines to various deities. It is entered through 
a set of large gateways, or gopuras, along the eastern axis. A long covered hall and a Nandi (bull) 
follow on the same axis, at the end of which rises the main shrine that is capped by a monumental 
sanctuary tower. The interior of the shrine contains a garba griha, a kind of sanctuary “womb”, 
which houses a monolithic linga representing Lord Shiva.
3 In the Brihadeeswara temple’s exterior, enclosure is the fort walls of the Sivaganga Little Fort 
surrounded by a moat, and the Sivaganga Tank, constructed by the Nayaks of Tanjore of the 
16th century who succeeded the imperial Cholas. The fort walls enclose and protect the temple 
complex within and form part of the protected area by the Archaeological Survey of India.”

at Kailasa. The Dakdhina (Dakshina) Meru, represented the “center of divine 
power” (Chitrolekha, 2011). Many shrines and structures were added over the 
centuries by other rulers and governments until the original temple complex 
blended into obscurity.

The architecture of the Brihadeeswara temple at Thanjavur has been studied 
from different perspectives. Talwai (2010) talks about understanding the Indian 
temple by examining the various architectural elements through a political and 
economic lens over a backdrop of devotional significance, which is the essence 
of every Hindu Temple. See footnote2. Talwai also alludes to variations in the 
temple architecture as compared to older temple structures stating that “this 
temple contains several innovations, often consisting of appropriating previous 
forms for aesthetic purposes.” 

Vasudev and Das refer to architectural (Vasudev, Das, and Partha Das T V 
Bharat, 2019) and engineering techniques adopted for the construction of the 
temple, “along with other feats associated with the temple construction, the 
placement of the single granite capstone or cupola weighing 80 tons atop the 
Vimana of the temple, is regarded as the marvelous engineering feat. Many 
speculations exist regarding the technology involved in placing the capstone.”

Each aspect of construction has a narrative that may or may not be readily 
apparent. For instance, the significance of the Gopuram (main entrance) may be 
interpreted differently depending upon the definition and origin of the word itself. 
(Sellby and Peterson, 2009) contend that the word originates from the Tamil 
words “ko” meaning King and “Puram” meaning exterior. The word Puram in 
Sanskrit means town or settlement. The word “go” alludes to a cow or a city 
(Lienhard and Hinüber, 2007) Selby and Peterson’s definition (Sreenivasaraos, 
2012) lends itself to varied interpretations of the reason behind having a separate 
entrance for a king. Hinèuber’s definition alludes to the entrance to a town, city, 
or settlement. Similarly, the cupola or dome which is called the Shikhara in north 
India, and the Vimana in the south has significance rooted in the beliefs prevalent 
among the locals over the 3 centuries.
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Fig. 03. Ramp for rolling the stone and fixing the dome to create temple architecture.
Source: personal archive of the author.

Analysis of the Brihadeeswara Temple Structure
A temple structure was chosen because it is rooted not only in ancient history 

but also in the culture of the locals. From a more pragmatic perspective, the 
construction of the temple and the fixing of the Vimana required some architectural 
jugglery that may be considered impossible even in contemporary times despite 
the availability of advanced technologies. Yet, the temple bears witness that it 
was possible as early as the 11th century. These facts are fascinating in and of 
themselves. We, therefore, examine the fixing of the cupola from an architectural, 
historical, and cultural perspective.

Fixing of the cupola
Arguably the most baffling aspect of the Tanjore temple is the fixing of the 

Vimana. There are two schools of thought regarding the construct one that it 
is a single granite slab weighing 80 tons (Chockalingam, 1971) (Volume and 
Chockalingam, 1971) and another that the Vimana is comprised of four 20-ton 
pieces of Granite affixed in the shape of a dome.

Beliefs notwithstanding, the most widely accepted theory about how granite 
weighing 80 tons was transported over a distance of 30 kilometers and then raised 
to a height of 216 feet. is that a ramp four miles in length was constructed from a 
village that now goes by the name of Sarapallam, and the stone was transported 
along this ramp. Ref Fig.3 Conceivably, elephant power was used to pull the slab 
along the ramp (Chockalingam, 1971).

Generating Narratives from Ancient and Modern Architecture Using Story Structure

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  575



4 The term Vimana has acquired various interpretations. Sometimes the term Vimana stands for 
the temple. Often, Vimana means the tower shikara, raised to its final height above the sanctum.
5 The ancient texts, therefore, insist on a high degree of precision in their measurements.” He 
quotes the standard text Mayamata, “Only if the temple is constructed correctly according to a 
mathematical system can it be expected to function in harmony with the universe. Only if the 
measurement of the temple is in every way perfect, there will be perfection in the universe as 
well.

Going by this theory, the structure of the ramp itself depicts a narrative The 
shape of the incline depicts the structure of a narrative which begins gradually by 
engaging the audience and builds up to a climax just as the stone climbs slowly 
at first and gradually reaches the peak which one may perceive as the climax of 
the story.

 Another story revolves around the Chola rule in the Kaveri delta region. The 
construction of the temple is believed to have been a celebration in which people 
from surrounding areas gathered at Thanjavur and became participated in the 
construction. During the several years of construction, the entire population was 
sufficed with food & shelter. Many cultural events involving music & dance were 
held making the emergence of ‘Thanjai periya kovil’ a lively celebration.  This 
is evident in the carvings within the walls of the temple where the names of the 
workers are inscribed. The fact that thousands of people were accommodated, 
fed, and cared for speaks of the richness of the king and his empire. It also speaks 
about the loyalty and patriotism of the workers.

SreenivasRao talks of the construction of the temple in the context of  
Vastu-Shastra.4 Rao also talks of the mathematical precision with which the 
temples in India are constructed.5 The Vimana is designed in a way that it never 
casts a shadow at noon irrespective of the season (Dokras, 2020). Such precision 
provenances not only the religiousness of the people of the era by the fact that 
they followed the dictums of ancient texts but also their intellect in achieving 
such precision without the aid of modern-day tools.

Conclusion
The Brihadeeswara temple symbolizes the civilization of south India and the 

state of Tamil Nadu. Being constructed with precision following the specification 
of ancient texts it narrates the beliefs of the people, the skill of the artisans & 
architects, and the ingenuity of the builders. The culture and wealth of the era 
are evidenced in the large number of people who came willingly to work at the 
construction site and were boarded, fed, and entertained. 

Brihadeeswara temple is thus a classic example of narrative in architecture 
telling stories about multiple aspects of the era in which it was built. As proposed 
by Brown Jr. (2010), introspection of the king Rajaraja Chola’s mission in 
constructing the temple, the passion of the workers, and the resolutions to the 
various problems encountered such as that of fixing of the vimana, along with 
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other aspects of the temple such as the carvings on the walls, together tell the 
story of the people, culture, and lifestyle of the era in which the temple was built.

Acknowledgments
I truly acknowledge my mother Mrs. Banumathi Vijayan B.Sc., M.A, and 

my wife Dr. Mrs. Poulomi Sivakumar MTech, Ph.D. (IITH) for their immense 
patience and motivation throughout the project.

I truly acknowledge the language Tamil and its culture from which I got the 
passion to research this project and I drew my inspiration by reading about The 
Great RajaRaja Cholan (985 C.E to 1014 C.E) the emperor of south.

Bibliography
A Marvel of Dravidian Architecture: The Brihadeeswara Temple - RTF (no 

date). Available at: https://www.re-thinkingthefuture.com/article/a-marvel-of-
dravidian-architecture-the-brihadeeswara-temple/ (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Black, J. B. and Bower, G. H. (1980) ‘Story understanding as problem-
solving’, Poetics. North-Holland, 9(1–3), pp. 223–250. doi: 10.1016/0304-
422X(80)90021-2.

Collington, T. (2001) ‘Space, time and narrative: Bakhtin and Ricoeur’, Space 
and Culture, 1(7–9), pp. 221–231. doi: 10.1177/120633120000300502.

Dokras, D. U. (no date) ‘Mysteries of the tanjore temple’, Indo Nordic 
Author&#39;s Collective. Available at: https://www.academia.edu/44665344/
Mysteries_of_the_tanjore_temple (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Fourteen myths of 1000 year old Big temple of Thanjavur, India - Navrang India 
(no date). Available at: https://navrangindia.blogspot.com/2016/03/eleven-
myths-of-1000-year-old-big.html (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Great Living Chola Temples - UNESCO World Heritage Centre (no date). 
Available at: https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/250/ (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Lienhard, S. and Hinüber, O. von. (2007) ‘Kleine Schriften’. Harrassowitz, p. 
505.

Lyu, F. (2019) ‘Architecture as spatial storytelling: Mediating human knowledge 
of the world, humans and architecture’, Frontiers of Architectural Research. 
Elsevier, 8(3), pp. 275–283. doi: 10.1016/J.FOAR.2019.05.002.

Measures and proportions in temple | sreenivasarao’s blogs (no date). Available 
at: https://sreenivasaraos.com/tag/measures-and-proportions-in-temple/ 
(Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Mukherjee, S., Mukherjee, T. and Sozialforschung, B. (2015) ‘Chitrolekha 
International Magazine on Art and Design’, chitrolekha.com, (1). Available 
at: http://www.chitrolekha.com/V5/n1/02_Megaliths_of_Jharkhand.pdf 
(Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Generating Narratives from Ancient and Modern Architecture Using Story Structure

Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  577



Mysteries Solved: Secrets of the Thanjavur (Tanjore) Brihadeeswarar Temple 
Built By RajaRaja Chola – HariBhakt | History, Facts, Awareness of Hinduism 
(no date). Available at: https://haribhakt.com/secrets-of-the-tanjore-thanjavur-
big-temple-built-by-raja-chola/ (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

North India-South India Divide - Is there a Growing Regional Divide in India? 
(no date). Available at: https://www.clearias.com/north-india-south-india-
divide/ (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Parker, J. (2018) ‘What we talk about when we talk about space and narrative 
(and why we’re not done talking about it)’, Frontiers of Narrative Studies. De 
Gruyter, 4(2), pp. 178–196. doi: 10.1515/FNS-2018-0017.

Secrets and Narrative Sequence on JSTOR (no date). Available at: https://www.
jstor.org/stable/1343177 (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Storytelling in Architecture | Planetizen Features (no date). Available at: https://
www.planetizen.com/node/46878 (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Storytelling in the New Hollywood: Understanding Classical Narrative Technique 
- Kristin Thompson, Professor Kristin Thompson - Google Books (no date). 
Available at: https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Storytelling_in_the_
New_Hollywood.html?id=0mqwcvOE-7UC&redir_esc=y

Vasudev, A., Das, P. and Partha Das T V Bharat, A. V (2019) ‘STABILITY 
ANALYSIS OF POSSIBLE EMBANKMENT CONSTRUCTION FOR 
PLACEMENT OF GRANITE CAPSTONE ON BRIHADEESHWARA 
TEMPLE, TANJAVUR Hydro-mechanical behavior of clays of different 
mineralogy View project Study on Volumetric behaviour of clay View 
project STABILITY ANALYSIS OF POSSIBLE EMBANKMENT 
CONSTRUCTION FOR PLACEMENT OF GRANITE CAPSTONE ON 
BRIHADEESHWARA TEMPLE, TANJAVUR’. Available at: https://www.
researchgate.net/publication/336639953 (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

Volume, V. and Chockalingam, T. K. (no date) ‘CENSUS OF INDIA 1961 TAMIL 
NADU PART XI-D TEMPLES OF TAMIL NADU’. 

Where Indians Come From, Part 2: Dravidians and Aryans – The Diplomat 
(no date). Available at: https://thediplomat.com/2019/01/where-indians-
comefrom- part-2-dravidians-and-aryans/ (Accessed: 27 July 2021).

578  |  Narrative and Representation

Sivakumar Vijayan



Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  579



Authors





Index of Authors

582  |  Index of Authors

A
Ahmed, Tabassum
Ascari, Stefano 
Atlé, Nicolas 
Austin, Tricia 

B
Baudoin, Genevieve 
Bayle, David 
Bernardin, Shonda 
Betz, Justin 
Boffi, Marco 
Brand, Anthony 
Bryan, Leigh Ann
Burns, Sean 

C
Carson, Don
Carvalho, Carolina
Carvalho, Liliana 
Chanyakorn, Otto 
Chatzichristou, Christakis 
Chin, Andrew 
Clear, Nic
Colonnese, Fabio 
Crowson, Nicola

D
Dam, Torben
Deakin, Isabel  
Dezaki, Behnaz 
Di Mascio, Danilo 
Dokonal, Wolfgang 
Douglas, Tucker 

E
Ehtemami, Anahid 
Elwazani, Salim 
Erwine, Barbara 

F
Faruki, Mustafa 
Fash, Nathan 

G
Gao, Yun 
Ghomeshi, Mohsen 

H
Hamard, Erwan 
Harmon, Dutcher 
Huyeng, Tim-Jonathan 

I
Ikeda, Yasushi 

K
Kepczynska-Walczak, Anetta 
Kim, Lora 
Kreutzberg, Anette 

L
Laffont, Georges-Henry
Lau, Constance
Lee, Kevin 
Lescop, Laurent 
Lu, Yang 



Envisioning Architectural Narratives  |  583

M
M. Walczak, Bartosz 
Martin-Iglesias, Rodrigo 
Matsushita, Kiwa
Mesa, Olga 
Miltiadous, Kyriakos 
Miranda Santos, Marta 
Mose, Karina 
Moustaka, Yianna 
Murray, Luke 

N
Navarro Ezquerra, Antonia 

O
Ocquidant, Olivier
Ohashi, Ichiro 

P
Piga, Barbara 
Platt, Christopher
Psarra, Sophia 

Q
Quinn, Ryan 

R
Rainisio, Nicola 
Ram, Rahesh 
Riley, Lauren
Rudnicka-Bogusz, Marta 

S
Sarhan, Heba 
Scheich, Patrick 
Scott, Jennifer 
Skolnick, Lee
Smiechowicz, Piotr 
Soulikias, Aristofanis 
Stancato, Gabriele 

T
Tabi, Salma 
Theodorson, Judy 
Tuckley, Chris 

V
Vidali, Maria 
Vijayan, Sivakumar 
Voto, Cristina 

W
Wakamatsu, Mikiya
Wallbridge, Tina 
Wang, Yiou 
Webster, Miranda 

Y
Yang, Mengxue 

Z
Žugić, Višnja



ISBN: 978-1-86218-189-2 (eBook)
ISBN: 978-1-86218-188-5 (Print)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.34696/xc3n-d030

Danilo Di Mascio Editor

Envisioning Architectural Narratives
This monograph documents the 15th European Architectural Envisioning 
Association Conference, entitled ‘Envisioning Architectural Narratives’, hosted 
(virtually) by the Department of Architecture and 3D Design, School of Art Design 
and Architecture, The University of Huddersfield, United Kingdom, from the 1st to 
the 3rd of September 2021. The event has continued the mission of the European 
Architectural Envisioning Association, namely, to create a valuable opportunity 
for communication and exchange of ideas and experiences in teaching, research 
and practice, with a particular focus, for this 15th edition, on envisioning the 
multiple and multifaceted relationships and applications between architecture 
and narrative. By considering the importance of narrative in humankind’s history, 
the theme has invited participants to reflect upon three main topics: narrative 
and analysis, narrative and design, and narrative and representation.

This publication presents the papers accepted after two double-blind peer review 
processes. Each submission was assessed by three reviewers from the EAEA15 
International Scientific Review committee, which is constituted by scholars  
from 12 countries. The authors of the accepted papers are from 20 different 
countries worldwide.

Dr Danilo Di Mascio is a Senior Lecturer in Architecture at the University of Huddersfield, and is a 
researcher, registered architect (ARB) and Fellow of the Higher Education Academy (FHEA). As 
author and speaker, he participated at various international conferences in Europe, the Middle East, 
and the Far East.


	Contents
	Foreward Future Narratives
	EAEA15: Envisioning Architectural Narratives
	The Architecture of Twists and Turns: Space, Time and Narrative in the work of John Soane and Carlo 
	Communicating our storytelling designs with new techniques and technologies
	Architecture and Allegory, A Tale of Three Sites
	Narrative in Action: A Litmus Test
	Narrative Structures in Peter Eisenman’s Architectural Texts for Venice and Verona
	Study on Surrealistic Architecture ~ A narrative on the architecture of Yutaka Murata
	Analysing space through narratives: A case study of Queensgate Market of Huddersfield
	On the influence of narrative in the perception of raw earth construction
	Water as the Narrative – Case Study: Story of Dezful 
	Narratives ‘by’, ‘with’, ‘through’, ‘on’ and ‘despite’ architecture 
	The Motive, the Argument, and the Narrative in Historic Preservation
	From Narrative to Performative (Dis)function of Space: A Productive Architectural Text 
	Emotional clustered isovist. Representing the subjective urban experience. 
	Coloured Lighting as an Immersive Interior Condition: Affectual and Spatial Narratives 
	Revaluation versus tangible and intangible assets of the military architecture heritage 
	Tracking Elements of a City Narrative. The meanings of Saint-Etienne at work
	The Savage Detail: Narrative and the Transfer of Authorship in Design and Fabrication
	Engaging with Landscape through Architecture
	Learning Through Drawing
	Architecture, Fiction, and Thought Experiments
	Theory and Practice in the Design of Narrative Environments
	Sendai Mediatheque Through the Narrative of Transparency
	Branding urban Living – the Narrative of Biodiversity
	Misremembered Narratives: (re)presenting the past in Groupwork’s architecture
	Narrative, metaphor and fiction serving architecture and design
	Gamefulness in Machizukuri: a Narrative Review        of Games in Japanese Community Development
	Architectural Narrative and the Promise of the Not Yet
	Visual Storytelling as a Communication Method in Architectural Design Domain
	The Natural as a Reference
	Performance in Spatial Narratives
	Exploring Families’ Negotiations of Contemporary Domesticity in Commonplace Architecture
	A Puddle of Quiet: The Power of Story and Metaphor in Sensory Design
	Architect Storyteller: A Case for the Utility of Memory
	Barrier Free VR: Low tech Interfaces and Simple Workflow for Architects and Urban Planners using VR 
	Back to Basics: Telling stories through observational sketching and watercolour painting
	Tropological Research in Envisioning Architectural Narratives
	Form Follows Fiction: Narrative Drawings of Pictorial Profusion
	The City as a Textile of Stories
	SonuScape: architecture as a medium for sound
	Starting the Conversation…..engaging the unengaged
	Virtual Tour in the Chinese Hand-Scroll Painting
	FAMU Digital Documentation, a VR narrative for architectural education
	The Narrative Potential of Architecture After-life in the Comics
	Telling Dark Cities: glimpsing the future through shared imagery
	Relationships between religious narratives and spaces in Dali on the Southern Silk Road, China: Case
	Storytelling in Foundation Design
	Building the animated frame: narrating architecture through handmade animation
	Exploring Transitions from Daylight to Artificial Light using Scale Models and 360° Panoramas
	Barley Hall: new narratives for an old building
	Narrative and Representation, Narrative and Analysis: Generating Narratives from Ancient and Modern 
	Index of Authors

	Button 1: 
	Button 2: 
	Button 3: 
	Button 4: 
	Button 5: 
	Button 6: 
	Button 7: 
	Button 8: 
	Button 106: 
	Button 105: 
	Button 9: 
	Button 10: 
	Button 11: 
	Button 12: 
	Button 13: 
	Button 15: 
	Button 16: 
	Button 17: 
	Button 18: 
	Button 19: 
	Button 20: 
	Button 21: 
	Button 22: 
	Button 14: 
	Button 27: 
	Button 28: 
	Button 31: 
	Button 34: 
	Button 35: 
	Button 29: 
	Button 30: 
	Button 32: 
	Button 33: 
	Button 26: 
	Button 25: 
	Button 24: 
	Button 23: 
	Button 36: 
	Button 37: 
	Button 38: 
	Button 39: 
	Button 40: 
	Button 41: 
	Button 42: 
	Button 44: 
	Button 47: 
	Button 49: 
	Button 43: 
	Button 45: 
	Button 46: 
	Button 48: 
	Button 107: 
	Button 104: 
	Button 103: 
	Button 102: 
	Button 51: 
	Button 52: 
	Button 53: 
	Button 54: 
	Button 55: 
	Button 56: 
	Button 57: 
	Button 58: 
	Button 59: 
	Button 60: 
	Button 61: 
	Button 62: 
	Button 63: 
	Button 64: 
	Button 65: 
	Button 66: 
	Button 67: 
	Button 68: 
	Button 69: 
	Button 70: 
	Button 71: 
	Button 72: 
	Button 73: 
	Button 74: 
	Button 75: 
	Button 76: 
	Button 77: 
	Button 78: 
	Button 79: 
	Button 80: 
	Button 81: 
	Button 82: 
	Button 83: 
	Button 101: 
	Button 100: 
	Button 86: 
	Button 87: 
	Button 88: 
	Button 89: 
	Button 90: 
	Button 91: 
	Button 92: 
	Button 93: 
	Button 94: 
	Button 95: 
	Button 96: 
	Button 97: 
	Button 98: 
	Button 99: 


