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In Berlin, a battle rages over urban space between the rights of private property and the use-rights of occupants.  In recent years Berlin, 

attempting to market itself as a vibrant city of art and culture, has sold much of its land along the Spree riverfront to global developers and 

mega corporations, leading to the forced and sometimes violent evictions of occupants who had been using the space for bottom-up social and 

cultural projects.  This particular city-run development project, Mediaspree has seen tremendous public reaction in almost a decade of protests, 

rallies, and public referendums organized under the label Mediaspree Versenken (Sink Mediaspree).  The Cuvry-Brache, a site falling under the 

Mediaspree development blanket, was recently evicted of its 150 squatters, freeing up the property for the development of luxury apartments.  

However, given the context of Berlin’s urban resistance, the appropriateness of such a development on this particular site is questionable.

 This thesis examines the historical and cultural context of Berlin in order to uncover and analyze the conditions that led to some of 

Berlin’s most successful occupant-initiated urban projects.  What it finds is an urban waste-land, a landscape of terrain vague, that presented 

occupants with an opportunity for self-determination that led to surprising and compelling alternative visions of the use of urban space.  Theirs 

was a space of temporality, of evolution, of rupture — of naturally born heterotopias in which to play.  With this understanding of Berlin’s urban 

context, this thesis uses various insights in social and political theory to further illustrate how these urban play-spaces have been central to the 

formation and evolution of Berlin’s cultural identity.  

 The following design project takes on the idea of meaning-creation that happens in real time during play, and uses the “always 

becoming” rhizome to conceptualize and illustrate how urban space can take on various simultaneous and shifting meanings, serving as a 

counter to projects like Mediaspree.  The goal is narrative creation by the user – leading to an engagement with space that is more meaningful 

and more personal.  These narratives are open to the possibilities inherent in play and the contingencies of the future in order to allow them to 

continue on, always being written and re-written.  Of course, this is about futures: not THE future, but MANY POSSIBLE futures.
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Prologue

At the beginning of November 2014, I met an artist, Käthe, in an open cultural area close to the Warschauer Straße S-Bahn station in 

Friedrichshain, Berlin calling itself the RAW Tempel.  We were standing amongst a cluster of old buildings covered roof to foundation in graffiti as 

she told me about her work and her struggle to find a place — in society and in the city — as a freelance artist. To our right was the largest build-

ing in the cluster — one of those buildings so old that it breathes life through its chipping paint and broken shingles. It was cold that day, and 

when we both soon tired of watching our breath instantly condense upon reaching the frigid November air, this was the building that she led me 

into to see her studio and continue our conversation.

 As we began our ascent to the top floor, stepping gingerly over a sign that translated roughly to ‘occupation of upper floors prohibited 

due to safety hazard,’ she began to speak of her place within a societal class.  The class she spoke of, the Precariat, was none that I had ever 

heard of, but immediately understood.  A portmanteau of the words ‘precarious’ and ‘proletariat,’ the use of the term ‘Precariat’ was referring to 

a class of people living under precarious conditions, and lacking predictability and security in day-to-day life.  What piqued my interest, though, 

had less to do with the existence of the term, and everything to do with Käthe’s implications that, to her, being in this class of Precariats was 

more important as an attitude than as a material situation.  It suddenly struck me that I was standing in a building so old that the upper floors 

were “hazardous,” and listening to the confessions of a struggling artist. Everything around me was teetering on the edge of — something.

 Near the end of my talk with Käthe, another listener pointedly asked her if the RAW Tempel had considered raising money to purchase 

back the land from the private developers that were attempting to push them out – for surely their cause was just and represented a benefit to 

the community great enough to generate financial support from more wealthy members of society.  I was unsurprised when she answered in a 

tone bordering on offense – that doing so would be to admit defeat to the system that she was so adamantly fighting against.  To her, buying into 

the capitalist pie of segmented ownership and segregated uses would be to admit she did not have a right to the space otherwise...

vii



The Free Cuvry-Brache

On the 18th of September, 2014 a series of small 

fires erupted in the Berlin neighborhood of Kreuzberg on a 

lot cornered by Cuvrystraße and Schlesische Straße.  What 

followed was an unapologetic police-forced eviction of 

roughly 150 residents that had called this lot – the Cuvry-

Brache – home; (Figures 1 & 2).  Police closed off the area 

and handed control over to the site owner, who immediately 

oversaw the demolition of numerous makeshift huts and 

houses, leveled the site, fenced off the area, and announced 

the development of a new high-end housing project. 

The Cuvry-Brache had only supported a continuous 

settlement since 2012 when the latest in a string of failed 

development pushes – this time the BMW-Guggenheim 

Lab – collapsed due to neighborhood protest.    Its history 

and rights to use have been contested through the 1990s 

and 2000s, changing owners and supporting various uses 

including a bunker that housed the YAAM (Young African 

Art Market) in the mid-90s, various informal music and art 
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Figure 1 - The morning paper reoprts on the Cuvry-Brache eviction
(image: Berliner Morgenposten via www.morgenpost.de)
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events, and various squatter communities until the most recent eviction in September of 

2014.  The site also claimed as resident the acclaimed and symbolic mural painted in 2008 

by the Italian street artist, Blu, along with the tagline ‘Reclaim Your City’ – a slogan taken up 

by many in the area as a call to arms in defending their rights to using and participating in 

their urban environment.  

In the year following the eviction, the mural was painted over with solid black 

to the disappointment of many neighbors, but the original artist, claiming responsibility 

for this action, has stated that given certain events he feels that the artwork is no longer 

appropriate for the site .  The Cuvry-Brache now sits vacant and unused – the bulldozers 

leveling the site visible beyond the posters that read ‘keine Räumung der Cuvry Brache 

niemals’ (no eviction of the Cuvry-Brache).  Plans for the new luxury housing project continue 

forward as the heat steadily rises for neighborhood residents simmering over the loss of 

one of their free spaces and beloved icons.   A rude gesture aimed at the site developers and 

neighborhood gentrifiers in general has now been painted in the murals place, pointedly 

underlining the question of whether the current development plans are at all appropriate for 

this space; (Figures 3 - 14 ).

(Photo: Marc Honninger via twitter.com, 2014) 

(Photo: justberlin via instagram.com, 2014) 

Figure 2 - Fire at the Cuvry-Brache
(Photo: Schroder via berliner-zeitung.de, 2014) 
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Figure 3 - The Free Cuvry
(Photo: Reclaimyourcity.net)
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Figure 4 - Event at the Cuvry-Brache
(Photo: Reclaimyourcity.net)
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Figure 5 - Performance at the Cuvry-Brache
(Photo: Der Spiegel via www.spiegel.de)
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Figure 6 - Settlement at the Cuvry-Brache
(Photo: Urban Dermatologist blog via http://www.oginoknauss.org/urbandermatologist)
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Figure 7 - Bulldozers working behid billboard with sign that reads ‘Keine Räumung der Cuvry Brache niemals’ (No eviction for the Cuvry-Brache)
(Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014)
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Figure 8 - Bulldozers destroy the homes of squatters
(Photo: Björn Kietzmann via www.berliner-zeitung.de)
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Figure 9 - Cuvry-Brache clearing
(Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014)
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Figure 10 - The Cuvry-Brace after clearance
(Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014)
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Figure 11 - Iconic murals painted black
(Photo: Urban Dermatologist blog via http://www.oginoknauss.org/urbandermatologist/)
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Figure 12 - Note left on the blog of the original mural artist
(Image source: SRS Berlin via www.artitu.de)



14

Figure 13 - Latest message to the developers now residing over the former murals, 2016
(Photo: Marc Honninger, via www.twitter.com, 2015) 
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Figure 14 - Future development plans on the site
(Image: tchoban voss GmbH, via www.tagespiegel.de)



In order to understand the recent events at the Cuvry-Brache in context, 

we will have to take a wider look at events on the ground in the neighborhood 

and city as a whole.  The Cuvry-Brache lies directly adjacent to Berlin’s former 

wall (Figures 17 &18), and its particular struggle is only one note in a somewhat 

complicated song of contestation over ownership and use rights that extends 

to this whole area of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg along the Spree River and the 

former border between East and West Berlin.  After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 

1989, this whole swath of land at the border was city-owned.  The city, however, 

experiencing alarmingly increasing debt levels mostly associated with the city’s 

reunification (Figure 15), found itself financially unable to develop the area 

and, as a result, adopted an informal policy of turning a blind eye to the various 

artists, residents, and grassroots projects who took it upon themselves to occupy, 

use and renew the land for their own purposes.

In the 1990s, the debt-ridden city began to look at ways to develop this 

stretch of sites in an attempt to capitalize on the existing artistic and cultural 

community in the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg neighborhood and to increase the 

city’s marketability to big business and big money; (Figure 16).  In the early 2000s 

MTV and Universal Music were coaxed to move in, and the Mediaspree-Projekt 

was born through a private joint venture between private property owners and 
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Figure 16 - MediaSpree Development marketing
(image: Anschutz Entertainment Group)

Figure 15 - Amount of Berlin’s debt i n billions of Euros 
(Data from Berlin Senat Department of Finance)
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Figure 17 - Map of Berlin showing the former wall ; the Cuvry-Brache highlighted
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Figure 18 - Zoom in on neighborood of Kreuzberg ; Cuvry-Brache highlighted
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Figure 19 - Map of MediaSpree development area.  Planned developments highlighted
(image: Berlin Senate Department for Urban Development)
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Figure 20 - 3D projection of MediaSpree development with existing city fabric
(image: promotional graphic printed in Der Tagesspiegel, accessed via www.tagesspiegel.de)
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real estate companies with the goal of developing 180 hectares of land along the Spree into a 

dense media core with global attraction; (Figures 19 & 20).  What the city government and the 

real-estate dominated Mediaspree association failed to anticipate was an intense backlash from 

neighborhood residents and community groups in the area, organized into the counter-movement, 

Mediaspree Versenken (Sink Mediaspree), which resulted in a highly publicized battle between 

public and private interests; (Figures 21 - 23).

The Mediaspree Versenken movement started gaining attention in 2008, when a number 

of activist community groups came together with shared concerns regarding the massive 

scale of the proposed development area and fears over the privatization of access to the Spree 

riverfront.  It is important to note that many who composed the opposing force were part of the 

artistic and cultural community that the city was attempting to capitalize on.  This community 

had been using this space left behind by the wall for non-profit, non-capital focused cultural 

projects, and saw these projects suddenly threatened by large scale private development.  

Through a wide range of protest tactics – including rallies through the development area, 

workshops, concerts and exhibitions, video installation, neighborhood walks, and internet based 

initiatives – Their efforts against the Mediaspree peaked with a public referendum conducted at a 

neighborhood scale on July 13, 2008 under the label ‘Spreeufer für alle!’ (‘Spree riverside for all!’) 

(Novy & Colomb, 2012, p. 1826).  The referendum passed with resounding success, with almost 

87% approval, causing the city to pause in development plans just long enough to meet with the 
Figure 23 - Unusual protest tactics

(photo: mgo/top, via www.morgenpost.de)

Figure 22 - Spreeufer für alle
(photo: mm gr / DPA, via www.morgenpost.de)

Figure 21 - Mediaspree Versenken
(photo: www.popupcity.net)



negotiation group formed to represent the opposition’s interests, and 

declare that the development agreements had been already approved 

and deemed non-negotiable.  

Although the ‘Spreeufer für alle!’ referendum was ultimately 

unable to halt rapid development in the area, cries for ‘Mediaspree 

Versenken’ and ‘Ein Recht auf Stadt!’ (‘The Right to the City’) are still 

prominent voices in the neighborhood’s urban dialogue, which echo 

a growing attitude in Berlin at large, mounting an all-out war on 

gentrification; (Figure 24).  Through a variety of tactics, from graffiti  

and signs to the torching of luxury cars and tour buses, the message is 

clear: “Berlin is not for sale” (Figures 25 - 27).

At this point I would like to argue that, given the city’s apparent 

desperation for marketability and identity, a closer look and keener 

understanding of the mechanics of its emergent cultural production 

is a crucial step in finding a path forward.  An interesting set of 

conditions have arisen in Berlin over the last century, and therefore 

deserve special treatment.  By taking a closer look at Berlin’s particular 

history, some of the cases exemplifying her unique position in fostering 

alternative forms of urban development, and related social theory 
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Figure 24 -  ‘Ein Recht auf Stadt’ (‘The Right to the City’)
(image: http://mietendossier.blogsport.de) 
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delving into the origins of this creative attitude toward urban space, I wish to show that 

spaces like the Cuvry-Brache have been essential to Berlin’s cultural production and should 

therefore be developed in a way that maintains the key characteristics that allowed this 

alternative cultural production in the first place.  Accepting an unceasing search for identity 

as a viable identity in itself may help Berlin maintain the vibrancy and dynamism that it has 

become associated with.  These bottom-up urban projects could exist because of their 

situation outside of normal urban development processes, and projects like Mediaspree that 

seek to directly capitalize on this vibrant, off-kilter, alternative arts culture while ignoring the 

conditions from which it arose, may only serve to bring an immature demise to very asset to 

which the city owes its marketing strategy.

Figure 25 - Torched luxury vehicles in Berlin
(photo: Joerg Carstensen, via www.latimes.com)

Figure 26 -  Sign displayed on a public street
(photo: Vice Media, via www.vice.com)

Figure 27 - ‘Berlin is not for sale’
(photo: Nina Hüpen-Bestendonk, via vice.com)



Berlin: a city full of holes

 The Cuvry-Brache is no anomaly in Berlin, a city familiar with urban spaces that have been seemingly removed from the normal forces 

of modern city development.  In order to understand why this is and how it came to be, we will have to take a closer look at specific segments of 

Berlin’s political and cultural history.  One of the first things that is important to remember are the events of World War II and the resulting suc-

cession of political regimes – fascist, communist, capitalist - that were able to claim power.  The carpet-bombing in 1944 that left one quarter of 

the city destroyed, and the wall erected in 1961 that enclosed West Berlin and divided the city both played huge parts in setting the ground-work 

for the ‘Berlin Babylon’1 scenario of the 1990s. 

When the Berlin Wall went up in 1961, the neighborhood of Kreuzberg found itself suddenly cut off from its historic proximity to the 

central district of Mitte; (Figure 28).  The result was a neighborhood with declining property values, no attraction as a traffic thoroughfare, and 

exclusion from most urban planning projects described in the Haupstadt Berlin competition of 1957 - promising little, if any, financial incentive 

for the redevelopment of its vacant land and increasingly derelict building stock, which can still be seen today; (Figures 29 - 32).   

On the other side of the river, in the East German neighborhood of Friedrichshain that has now been assimilated into the larger 

neighborhood of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg, the destruction of the wall and the changing of political regimes from communist to capitalist meant 

a huge property control shift from centralized governance to the mechanisms of the western free-market.  Ultimately, this meant that large 

tracts of property, much of which had been poorly maintained and had begun to slip into decay, became suspended in indeterminate ownership 

or stuck in endless bureaucratic limbo (Sheridan, 2007, p. 101-102).  The result of this was a complex situation of contestable ownership and 

use-rights that set the stage for Berlin’s urban scene during its reunification.

1  “Berlin Babylon” is the title of a film released in 2001, written and directed by Hubertus Siegert.  The film outlines the wasteland condition of the city   
and resulting projects roughly between the years 1995 and 2000.
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Figure 28 -   Berlin; Kreuzberg marked
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Figure 29 -   Vacant site in Friedrichshain.  (Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014) 
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Figure 30 -   Vacant site in Kreuzberg; Sign translates to ‘entering the property is prohibitted.’  (Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014)
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Figure 31 -  Space behind buildings in Kreuzberg.  (Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014) 
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Figure 32 -   Boarded up site in Kreuzberg.  (Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014) 



Urban Actors: The Right to the City

“The right to the city is like a cry and a demand... a transformed and renewed right to urban life”

(Lefebvre, 1996, p. 158)   

With the stage now set we must call in the actors, and this is exactly what the city did in the 1960s after the Wall’s erection.  Although the 

economy of West Berlin at this time was undeniably dysfunctional,  the city served certain strategic functions for the West German government.  

In order to protect West Berlin form massive de-population,  the West German government in Bonn, in conjunction with the city Senate, instated 

a number of incentive programs aimed at bringing people back.  The most successful of these was an exemption from compulsory military duty 

for young men - a program that made a significant impact on the demographics of those moving to the city, and by 1968 West Berlin had become 

something of a magnet for free-thinkers and ‘discontented youth’ (Sheridan, 2007, p. 101).  

The city, and especially the neighborhood of Kreuzberg, had then set the stage and called in the cast for an exciting and tension-ridden 

show that is still unfolding today.  The people living here now were largely students, youth, and immigrants (mostly Turkish) with no rights of 

citizenship.  The vacant lots and derelict buildings it had left behind had now become inhabited by the demographic it had brought in by means 

of grassroots cooperatives ranging from residential ‘squatting’ communes to alternative bars and music venues.  This setting then provided the 

city, and Kreuzberg in particular, with the seeds of its alternative youth subculture, which has been described as “dense network of ... alternative 

practices, encompassing around 200, 000 people” (Mayer & Katz, 1985, p. 31);  (Figure 33).  The resulting attitude toward the use of urban spaces 

that arose out of the gestating subculture being fostered in Kreuzberg at this time is still evident in its current urban projects and is summed up 

by two of the most commonly heard slogans, “Reclaim Your City!” and “Ein Recht Auf Stadt!” (“A Right to the City!”).

30



31

Figure 33 -   Map of alternatively used sites in Kreuzberg 1988 - 1995.  (source:  Sheridan, 2007, p. 100)



When these urban activists call for a ‘right to the city,’ they refer to an idea originating with 20th century philosopher and sociologist, 

Henri Lefebvre.  Importantly, what they call for is a collective right – focused not on the individual, but rather on the need for space and urbanity 

subservient to the masses.  In order to understand this, it is necessary to understand why the city is important to Lefebvre.  The city, he 

claims, is the best facilitator of the everyday social interactions that help us to overcome our separation – our alienation from each other and 

from our environment (Lefebvre, 1996, p. 149).  The city facilitates this precisely because of the large accumulation of people allowing for the 

multiplication of these everyday social encounters in which people come together, learn about each other, and engage in dialogue (Purcell, 2013, 

p. 149).  The ‘Right to the City’ for Lefebvre is the right to urban life through the everyday social interactions that shape us, and therefore the right 

to shape the spaces that shape these interactions.

This right to influence social space, then, is intimately connected with the struggle against alienation, and Lefebvre sees this struggle 

as a struggle for the appropriation of space in the city (Lefebvre, Writings on Cities, 1996, p. 174).  The act of appropriation is to take back urban 

space as our own – to exert our own desires and to actualize our own social needs on the environment around us.  It is to exercise a kind of 

ownership and control through use and reuse, rather than through private property rights, which he sees as an expropriation of urban space 

rightfully belonging to city dwellers (Lefebvre, 1996, p. 129).  To imagine the full extent of this paints a rightfully radical picture.  For Lefebvre, this 

idea of use-value over exchange-value ownership was a concept borrowed from Karl Marx, and in many ways a direct reaction to the effects 

of late capitalism on developing cities.  Not only does the increasing primacy of private property rights take decision making power away from 

inhabitants, it reduces the value of urban space to the exchange-value it can produce.  Lefebvre sees the late capitalist, neo-liberal city as a 

space made up of millions of little autonomous, controlled and unchanging spaces that are single-mindedly developed for efficiency, economy, 

and stability to the detriment of city dwellers whose enriched lives rely on spaces that support the ever-changing creation, destruction and re-

invention of urban social interaction.
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The primacy of exchange value is something that David Harvey is also concerned with when he writes of the effects of neo-liberal 

capitalism on the development of the urban environment.  Harvey argues that “we live in a world… where the rights of private property and 

the profit rate trump all other notions of rights one can think of” (Harvey, 2008, p. 23).  With this idea in mind, the force behind the Mediaspree-

Projekt‘s opposition becomes illuminated.  In the years following the destruction of the Berlin Wall, the unused and publicly owned land that 

bordered this edge became an exemplary experimental breeding ground for numerous cultural and artistic projects, from pop-up dance clubs to 

community gardens – a free space for residents to imagine and to create.  When the city, a decade later, decided to sell this land on the market, 

it is no small wonder that the eviction of these community-grown developments would meet with public outcry when they were replaced with 

non-community serving establishments intended only to generate financial benefit for the new private owner.  In the words of Harvey, “the right 

to the city, as it is now constituted, is far too narrowly confined, in most cases in the hands of a small political and economic elite who are in the 

position to shape the city more and more after their own particular heart’s desire” (Harvey, 2008, p. 35).

In their article, “Struggling for the Right to the (Creative) City in Berlin and Hamburg,” Claire Colomb and Johannes Novy point out 

Harvey’s hypothesis regarding the contradictions that arise through the expropriation of space and the exploitation of inhabitants in gentrifying 

neighborhoods.  That is, the alienation that arises from these processes will necessarily lead to segments of the community, like the supporters 

of Mediaspree Versenken,  to side with politics against multinational capitalism – to “favor alternatives based on different kinds of social and 

ecological relations” (Novy & Colomb, 2012, p. 1821).  

These alternatives have manifested themselves in a number of different ways, but all seem to demonstrate a projection of individual 

or collective will onto urban space that stands independent of the capital market and the deterministic forces of state and institution that 

normally hold power over how people encounter the built environment.



One of the most well-known examples of this kind of alternative use 

of space in Berlin is a semi-ruined building on Oranienburger Straße called 

Tacheles; (Figures 34 & 35).  The building, originally constructed in 1907-08 

as a department store, was partially destroyed due to bombing during the 

second World War, and later demolished even further to make way for roads 

that were never completed.  In 1990, during the reunification, it became 

occupied by a group of artists who wished to promote independent forms 

of cultural life.  The building was transformed and artistically renovated 

to include a bar, cafe, theatre, cinema, furniture workshop, music and 

performance art venue, studios, gallery spaces, and residences, and became 

over time an icon of Berlin subculture.  By 2012, 22 years after the original 

occupation, all of the artists had left peacefully due to pressure from the 

property owner, but the fate of the building remains uncertain.

Similarly, on Warschauer Straße in Friedrichshain, a space 

encompassing roughly 70,000 square meters now houses a collective of 

artists and cultural organizations that calls itself the RAW Tempel.  This 

land, once controlled by the GDR railway company, Reichsbahn, became 

vacant in the early 1990s with the GDR’s dissolution and remained locked up 

and vacant until the late 1990s when individuals and cultural groups in the 
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Figure 34 - Postcard image of Tacheles, 1995.

Figure 35 - Pop-up market outside of Tacheles building
(photo: www.berlincitytours.com)
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neighborhood of Friedrichshain mobilized to put it to use.  The people living 

around this massive vacant remnant of the GDR imagined a space where 

people could gather to work under one roof – to share with and learn from 

each other through artistic and cultural exchanges (Culot, 2008).  This vision, 

realized in 1999, has grown into a self-managed blanket organization that 

houses around 65 individual and group projects ranging from musician and 

artist studios, to cultural event spaces (UrbanSpree), a children’s circus 

(Zirkus Zack), dance clubs (Cassiopeia) and performance venues (Astra); 

(Figures 36 & 37).

  The insecurity of this community-created and self-managed 

space became evident in 2007, when the property was sold to a privately 

owned company backed by Icelandic capital with a mission to develop the 

property.  Although development negotiations between the new owners 

and the RAW Tempel were attempted at this time, it soon became clear 

that the owner’s development plan held little room for the community 

that was currently using and rejuvenating the space.  By 2009, after 

continual disagreements between current users and new owners about 

the development of the property, all talks had ceased, leaving RAW in the 

position of prolonged anticipation of an eviction notice. 

Figure 36 - Cafe at the RAW.  (Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014)

Figure 37 - Artist studios at the RAW.  (Photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014)



This general story is one that is relatively ubiquitous in the area.  The famous Bar25, a 

club and perpetual weekend party pop-up, after its boom in popularity in the early 2000s, was 

served with an eviction notice in 2008.  Though it managed to cling on to the location for another 

few years, it eventually was forced to moved across the River Spree as Kater-Holzig.  The creators 

of Bar25 are now back in the original location with private capital of their own and a development 

plan for “Holzmarkt” to instate an innovative artist colony complete with galleries, clubs, theaters, 

apartments, and even schools; (Figure 38).  the YAAM (Young African Art Market), a beach-in-Berlin 

hang-out and reggae playing dance club, also experiencing difficulties with use-rights, was forced 

to move locations twice before it was finally bequeathed with a long-term contract to remain at its 

current location in 2014; (Figure 39). 

While many of the more publicized of these subcultural alternatives seem to be geared 

toward a party-centric audience, it should be noted that the real drive behind many of them is a 

form of user-generated urban renewal.  In 2009, a non-profit called Nomadisch Grün (Nomadic 

Green) with a mission to establish mobile gardening centers in unused spaces, launched 

Prinzessinnengarten at Mortitz Platz in Kreuzberg.  The site had been a wasteland since the 1940s, 

but with the help of neighbors and activists the site was cleared of rubbish and debris, and replaced 

with a lively community garden open to the public; (Figure 40).

A few key observations become clear even in these few examples.  The first and most 

obvious is that through a plethora of these community-led interventions, the subculture that 
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Figure 40 - Prinzessinnengarten
(photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014)

Figure 39 - People lay back at the YAAM
(photo: YAAM, via www.visitberlin.de)

Figure 38 - Kater Holzig / Holzmarkt
(photo: Massimo Rodari, via www.morgenpost.de) 
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was bred in the years before the wall came down has taken on a public face by installing itself prominently in 

the urban environment, and further, that it has begun to shape that urban environment in ways that bypass 

or otherwise subvert the capital-driven mechanisms of normal city development and planning.  The second 

observation involves the spatial shifts and temporal nature of many of these projects.  Their essence of 

temporariness, whether this means vanishing altogether or transforming into something new, marks a different 

way of understanding the spaces of the city - an understanding that as we change, our environment can 

change with us.  They represent a heightened perception of urbanity in transition and the idea that the globally 

urban city can no longer be effectively shaped to the benefit of its users through state-dictated, institutional, 

monumental, or otherwise controlled cohesion of aesthetics and purpose.

 The third, and perhaps most important observation is of the wide range of interaction of various 

occupants with these indeterminate spaces.  It is easy to deduce that a lack of apparent determinacy of a 

space offers the user an opportunity for self-determination.  However, it is important to understand that 

through this self-determination comes a more personal connection with the specific qualities of space — 

qualities that are unmediated by the perception of expected behaviors and interactions.  This is how an 

abandoned courtyard becomes a dance club, an abandoned bunker becomes a reggae beach hang out, and an 

old rail yard becomes an all-inclusive artist collective.  It is precisely the absence of the forces of incorporation 

and control in these spaces that allow us an un-predetermined perception, the opportunity for self-

determination, and a more meaningful and personal encounter with them.2  

2 This argument echoes one made by Dougal Sheridan in his article “The Space of Subculture in the City” (Sheridan, 2007, p. 105-106).

Figure 41 - Segment of the Berlin 
Wall now residing on Köpenicker 
Straße in Kreuzberg. 
(photo: Amanda Wolfang, 2014)

Figure 42 - Teepee Land
(photo: www.berlinstories.org)



On Theories of Spatial Relationships

“All human activities are conditioned by the fact that men live together… Man working and fabricating and building a world 

inhabited only by himself would still be a fabricator, though not homo faber: he would have lost his specifically human quality and 

rather, be a god...”

(Arendt, 1958, p. 22)

Hannah Arendt (1958) describes the distinction in Greek thought between the spheres of life in the city and splits them into what she 

calls oikia and polis — or put simply,  the private and the public (p. 24).  Only action and speech were present in the public sphere, excluding 

any activity that was connected with preserving life or making a living – thus excluding activities that belonged to the realms of labor and the 

private household where our biological necessities were maintained.  Words, and thus persuasion, were the ruling force of the public polis, and 

through them everything was decided.  To force through despotism was a trait of the oikia, the household, where the head of the family ruled 

with uncontested power.  The polis was the sphere of the individual, where people met each other as equals and could distinguish themselves 

through deed and action (Arendt, 1958, p. 27).  The two realms were thus fundamentally opposed; (Figure 43).

Arendt makes this distinction to argue that in modern times the political sphere was engulfed by the private sphere when ‘housekeeping’ 

— economic activity and private interests — became a function of politics (Arendt, 1958, pp. 38 - 49).  As a result, the public sphere, which 

was regarded as the sphere of freedom and the expression of individuality, has now become the sphere of the conformity that was previously 

delegated to the household due to the joint pursuance of the necessities of life.  This conformity emerges because we can now think of being 

a member of society as being a member of a giant family with common opinions and common interests that are represented by the household 

head who prevents disunity among family members (Arendt, 1958, p. 39).  It is then possible to consider why society disallows the possibility 
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of action, traditionally excluded from the household.  Society, as the household did formerly, requires its members to behave in certain ways, 

“imposing innumerable and various rules, all of which tend to ‘normalize’ its members, to make them behave, to exclude spontaneous action or 

outstanding achievement” (Arendt, 1958, p. 40).  The modern concept of society is one where people are expected to behave, but never to act.

Arendt gives an important definition of the terms “public” and “private” as she uses them.  For her, the “public” realm is the space of 

appearance.  In the public realm everything can be seen and heard by everybody, which, she argues, constitutes reality (Arendt, 1958, p. 50).  The 

public realm serves as a mediator between people – something which binds them together and separates them.  It is something that they have 

in common – that they all see and hear – but also separates them physically, as a counter or a table. 3  The ‘reality’ of the public world, as Arendt 

describes it, is based on the simultaneous presence of a plurality of perspectives on those things which people have in common (Arendt, 1958, 

p. 57).  While people share this common world of things, they are separated physically and hold different positions.  She states clearly that the 

significance of being seen and heard by others lies in the crucial point that all people see and hear from these different positions in the public 

realm, while private family life can only offer the repetition of one’s own position (Arendt, 1958, p. 57).  For a common world to survive in reality, it 

must be perceived by a collection of different aspects without changing its essential identity – it must exist in a way that assures those around 

it that they see the same thing despite the diversity in how they see it.  Once this is no longer the case, once the realness that comes from a 

plurality of perspectives is destroyed, nothing can prevent the destruction of this public, common realm. She powerfully asserts, that 

“…men have become entirely private, that is, they have been deprived of seeing and hearing others, of being seen and 

being heard by them.  They are all imprisoned in the subjectivity of their own singular experience, which does not cease to be 

singular if the same experience is multiplied innumerable times.  The end of the common world has come when it is seen only 

under one aspect and is permitted to present itself in only one perspective” (Arendt, 1958, p. 58).

3  Arendt gives the example of a group sitting around a séance table who might suddenly see the table disappear.  Those sitting opposite are no longer   
separated by the table, but are also no longer related to each other by anything tangible – the one ‘real’ thing they had in common (Arendt, 1958, p. 53).



On Heterotopias

“The ship is the heterotopia par excellence.  In civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, espionage replaces adventure, and the 

police the pirates.”

 (Foucault, 2008, p. 22)

In their essay “Towards a General Theory of Heterotopia”, De Cauter and Dehaene make an attempt 

to dissect Arendt’s concept of the dualistic division between public (political space) and private (household 

space).  An important point that they make is that even in the ancient Greek city, spatial divisions were never so 

black and white, but contained also a third, much grayer sphere that they call ‘sacred space’ – a concept picked 

up from Hippodamus’ original triad of space (Dehaene & De Cauter, 2008, p. 90); (Figure 44).  According to this 

model, the public and private spaces that Arendt discusses are split on the diagonal by an ‘other’ space that 

is neither economical (like the oikos), nor political (like the polis), and they illuminate this idea by explaining 

that this ‘other’ space may be likened to what we think of in the modern age as the cultural sphere (Dehaene & 

De Cauter, 2008, p. 91).  For the Greeks, this was the space of gymnasiums, baths, theaters, and temples – the 

space based on ‘societies’ and societal ownership where the traditional distinctions between inclusive and 

exclusive are ultimately rejected in favor of alternate forms of sharing property.

This other space can be conceived of as Michel Foucault’s heterotopia.  As he describes, heterotopias 

are a kind of counter-space – a cultural space that reflects, represents, and inverts societal realities – that 
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exists outside of all other places despite its connection to them (Foucault, 2008, p. 17).  In his 1967 lecture, 

‘Des espaces autres’, he illustrates this idea by using a mirror as metaphor: in the mirror, one discovers oneself 

dissociated from real space into a virtual space, but then begins to rebuild oneself through the inverted virtual 

gaze in the real place that one is (Foucault, 2008, p. 17).  In this example, the mirror may be called a heterotopia 

because it simultaneously assures us of the reality of our occupied space, and forces a virtual perspective.

Foucault helps us to understand this more completely by laying out six principles that constitute a sort 

of systematic description (Foucault, 2008, pp. 18-21):

1) Almost, if not all, cultures in the world constitute heterotopias

2) Heterotopias may change in societal function4

3) The heterotopia has the capacity to encompass many, and even incompatible, spatial perspectives5

4) Heterotopias are often linked to temporal removal – a break with traditional time

5) Heterotopias are both open and closed – isolated and penetrable – often requiring passing through some 

kind of threshold

6) Heterotopias have a function in relation to the rest of space – either of illusion or compensation

4  Foucault uses the example of the cemetery in Western culture.  The cemetery has practically always existed, but in the 18th century experienced a   
 change of location that was correlated with a change in function.  They once functioned as sacred and immortal spaces in the heart of the city, and now   
 are perceived more as shunned, dark dwellings for the dead on the city outskirts (Foucault, 2008, pp. 18-19).
5  Examples include the theatre, the cinema, and the garden (Foucault, 2008, p. 19)
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Interestingly, De Cauter and Dehaene pick up Foucault’s fourth point and go on to explain that these heterotopias can be described 

more easily by their temporalities than by their spatialities (Dehaene & De Cauter, 2008, p. 92).  If we do as they suggest and think about events 

(festivals, holidays, carnivals, etc) as a disruption of the everyday calendar, we may see the link between holiday and sacred space – between 

otherness and heterotopia.  Just as the festival is a disruption in time, the heterotopia is a disruption in space, and they further make an 

important point that many of the spaces we can conceive of as heterotopias are a result of a temporality become permanent, and translated 

into architecture (Dehaene & De Cauter, 2008, p. 92).  

This ‘other’ space, situated between the spheres of public and private, inevitably acts a mediator, and as a result, exists in a constant 

state of flux.  It is the space for the remainder, constantly shifting in an ever incomplete process, making it difficult to define.  According to De 

Cauter and Dehaene, if the private realm is the space of the hidden and the public realm is the space of appearance, than this third space can 

be described as the space of ‘hidden appearance’ (Dehaene & De Cauter, 2008, pp. 93-94).  This is the space where those things that are to 

remain hidden from the purely political public can appear in the world of other people in order to achieve a reality of their own.  It is precisely 

the otherness and undefinability of this space that makes it so well suited to harboring those things that don’t belong or conform to established 

norms.  It is, in this way, the space of possibility, and therefore the space of emancipation from the conformity of the private sphere and the 

strictly serious relevance of the public sphere.

It is the space of transgression and the space of play.

Hannah Arendt describes the private sphere as the space of labor and the public sphere as the space of action.  If we begin to think of 

this ‘other’ space – this heterotopia – as the space of play, its character becomes a bit clearer to us.  Heterotopia is a space for the other, but it 

is also a space created by the other.  This is a space cut out of the everyday, existing outside of the economics of oikos and politics of the polis, 

where the creative element of play in the human condition is allowed to appropriate and transform the common world between men.  It is the 
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action of play in heterotopia that grants its status as a space of possibility, and its character of perpetual transformation.  As Michel Foucault 

astutely describes in a radio talk aired in 1966:

“These counter-spaces, these localized utopias, children know them perfectly well.  Of course, it is the end of the garden, of 

course it is the attic, or even better the Indian tent set up in the middle of the attic, or else, it is – on a Thursday afternoon – the 

large bed of the parents” (as cited in Dehaene & De Cauter, 2008, p. 95).

This space – temporal, sometimes frivolous, and often eccentric by nature – provides a realm emancipated from the normalizing forces of so-

ciety in which we may imagine and share different possibilities and alternate realities.  Due to this, it can also be thought of as an experimental 

ground where new realities can develop and prepare to enter the world of appearance (Dehaene & De Cauter, 2008, pp. 96 -100).

We have begun now to understand more deeply the first two observations made about the emergence of urban alternatives in Berlin.  

The first was that the sub-culture which utilized and occupied various urban spaces has been able to take on a public face.  It is clear in our 

analysis of Arendt and Foucault that this ‘public face’ is a direct result of the occupation of the realm of ‘hidden appearance.’  In many ways the 

subcultural practices and attitudes that dwelt in these spaces were able to achieve a certain reality and even acceptance due to their urban 

visibility.   The second observation dealt with the transient nature of the projects developed in these spaces, which fit them nicely into Dehaene’s 

and De Cauter’s description of temporalities become spatialities — of a sort of spatial ‘holiday’ or ‘carnival.’

 It is my assertion then, that the spaces that we have been discussing in Berlin can accurately be described as heterotopias.  They are 

spaces that have emerged in the seems between public and private spheres on urban sites that characteristically represent breaks in normal 

city development.  They are often temporal in nature as they evolve through slow, participative development and change location as necessities 

arise.  They have been, for Berlin, the unprescribed play-spaces necessary to develop alternate societal perspectives and counter-cultures, and 

have ultimately served to promote the kind of urban engagement that allows public referendums like ‘Spreeufer fur alle!” to take place at all.



On Terrain Vague

“The relationship between the absence of use, of activity, and the sense of freedom, of expectancy, is fundamental to 

understanding the evocative potential of the city’s terrains vagues. Void, absence, yet also promise, the space of the possible, of 

expectation.”

(de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995, p. 120)

In the discussion of Heterotopia, an abstract concept concerning undefined spaces, it becomes necessary to attempt an illustration, 

even if that illustration must always be incomplete.  When we think of this heterotopia as a space of possibility outside of economics and politics 

and in between public and private realms, it may be helpful for us to paint in our illustration the ‘dead zone’, the terrain vague, the gray area that 

is ignored in our typical black and white figure-ground map.  As Gil Doron points out, these spaces  cover an array of names: “wasteland, derelict 

area, terrain vague, conceptual Nevada, urban desert, vacant land, space of uncertainty, free space, nameless space, white area, blank space, 

temporary autonomous zone, ellipsis space, space of indeterminacy, brown fields, liminal space, no man’s land and urban void” (Doron, 2008, p. 

203), but I have chosen to refer to ‘terrain vague,’ a term coined by Ignasi de Solà-Morales Rubió .

de Solà-Morales gives us an interesting insight into the term terrain vague and the connotations that surround it.  He explains that the 

French word terrain holds a more urban quality than the English use - of a somewhat defined ground fit for construction (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 

1995, p. 119).  We can best translate this to the way we may think of ‘site’ in English.  Further, he explains that looking at the Latin and Germanic 

roots of the term vague imparts some important insights:

“The German Woge refers to a sea swell, significantly alluding to movement, oscillation, instability, and fluctuation.  Two Latin 
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roots come together in the French vague. Vague descends from vacuus, giving us ‘vacant’ and ‘vacuum’ in English, which is to say 

‘empty, unoccupied,’ yet also ‘free, available, unengaged.’  The relationship between the absence of use, of activity, and the sense 

of freedom, of expectancy, is fundamental to understanding the evocative potential of the city’s terrains vagues.  Void, absence, 

yet also promise, the space of the possible, of expectation.

A second meaning superimposed on the French vague derives from the Latin vagus, giving ‘vague’ in English, too, in the 

sense of ‘indeterminate, imprecise, blurred, uncertain.’… This absence of limit precisely contains the expectations of mobility, 

vagrant roving, free time, liberty” (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995, pp. 119-120).

The spatial zoning of cities creates edges between zones.  These edges almost always constitute a kind of zone in themselves that seems to lie 

in between – a kind of gap with no real planned function.  These spaces – typified by car parks, spaces under bridges, alley ways, river banks, 

etc. – are often perceived as ‘dead zones’ during certain times, and are usually left empty.  As Doron points out, this is largely due their difficulty 

of use by common means of planning and architecture; they are typically irregularly shaped, not accessed easily, have tricky ownership rights, or 

are not economically lucrative, and therefore are not easily utilized by hegemonic culture (Doron, 2008, p. 207).  These are spaces of the other — 

counter to capitalist culture because they are not economically profitable and counter to normalistic society because they cannot easily house 

functions for normal societal behavior.

An important point here is that these spaces are ripe for appropriation by minority groups and experimental uses because they are so 

ill-defined.  They are spaces of imagination because they don’t present a complete image, requiring creativity in order to construct past and 

future uses and potentialities.  They are temporal in that their uses shift from day to day and year to year, often transforming in form as well.  In 

short, they are spaces of play.

The importance of these spaces to de Solà-Morales echoes Gil Doron’s own reflections; they exist externally to the city’s everyday use, 

outside of the urban networks of efficiency and structures of production (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995, p. 120).  Interestingly, he compares our 



inherent attitude toward these terrains vagues to one often adopted toward nature — one derived from being presented with the ‘other’.  They 

are an escape form the homogeneity of the city, of its relentless efficiency, of strict productivity, of control (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995, p. 122).   

Just as the great parks in the 19th century city were once conceived as counter-spaces — as an antidote — to the industrialization of urban 

space, de Solà-Morales argues that these terrains vagues are a response of freedom and unproductivity to our increasingly post-industrial 

culture (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1996, p. 23).

It is from these reflections that he concludes definitively that architecture’s role in these spaces cannot follow the model of functional 

efficiency adopted by modern urban development, but rather must focus on the temporal – on the flows, energies, and rhythms associated 

with time’s passage and the state of limitlessness (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995, p. 123).  If architecture is to play a beneficial role in these 

spaces, it must realize the power of possibility inherent in the undefined.  This is not the power of one possibility, by of many future possibilities 

with the potential to unfold in unexpected ways.  Instead of building to control disorder and define the undefined, we must build as to enable 

the perpetual emergence of endless possibilities that these spaces embody.  De Solà-Morales (1995) hits at the core of this problem when he 

observes that:

“In this situation the role of the architect is inevitably problematic.  Architecture’s destiny has always been colonization, the 

imposing of limits, order, and form, the introduction into strange space of the elements of identity necessary to make it recog-

nizable, identical, universal.  In essence, architecture acts as an instrument of organization, of rationalization, and of productive 

efficiency capable of transforming the uncivilized into the cultivated, the fallow into the productive, the void into the built.

When architecture and urban design project their desire onto a vacant space, a terrain vague, they seem incapable of 

doing anything other than introducing violent transformations, changing estrangement into citizenship, and striving at all costs 

to dissolve the uncontaminated magic of the obsolete in the realism of efficacy” (pp. 122-123).
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This viewpoint is expressed further in the philosophy of the Italian architectural group, Stalker.  In the aftermath of World War II, a group 

of architectural students in Italy banded together as a result of the Italian government’s attempt to privatize higher level education.  In 1990 

this group, later to be known as ‘Stalker’, jump started a process of re-education, and began to tap into more far-reaching disciplines of learning 

as a response to their perception of architectural education as an elitist self-referential framework.  They began to gear the collective towards 

exploring fallow urban sites in the heart of Rome in order to experiment with alternative approaches to urban renewal, often climbing walls and 

jumping fences, scraping through bushes and crossing waterways.  Their chief practices in the beginning centered on walks through and around 

the city — a kind of navigation of the city’s unmapped areas, its terrains vagues, that were often only a few blocks distant from heavily populated 

urban sites.  Their purpose here was largely an attempt to capture different attitudes and responses to urban territory.  Stalker was, at this time, 

determined to forge a new architectural discourse that opposed the stringent postmodern definitions of the city that had become hegemonic in 

architectural education, their chief concern being with the perception of urban voids as no more than blanks on the map (Lang, 2008, pp. 219-

220).  In his essay on Stalker’s activities in the mid 1990’s, Peter Lang (2008) quotes one of Stalker’s founding members, Lorenzo Romito, in an 

interview conducted in 1996 with Flaminia Genari:

“We changed the object to be experienced: no longer that which we wanted to make but that which was there, that is what really 

changed our approach to the object.  What could we possible do?  Why would we, from wherever we came from, have the right 

to do whatever crap over there, when in reality there were already in act a quantity of situations, complex, beautiful, fascinating.  

We couldn’t just erase from inside our house something just because for misfortune or laziness we would have to go and verify 

what is a space?” (p. 220).

The idea that these spaces were not for intervention was beginning to emerge as a guiding principle due to their realization of the dialectic and 



mediating quality of the terrain vague.  Stalker understood these spaces as embodying an evolutionary process of becoming and transformation.  

Their approach clearly opposed arbitrary constructs dropped onto sites merely because they are ‘vacant’.  They argued persistently that these 

sites were not vacant simply because they read as blanks on a map, that these sites held an often unrecognized vitality, and that it was 

important to adopt an approach toward them that recognized and delighted in their unique otherness.  By 2015, their manifesto read:

“[Stalker] proposes experimental strategies for intervention founded on exploratory spatial practices, using playful, 

convivial, and interactive tactics that relate to an environment, its inhabitants and their local culture.

Such practices and methods are conceived to catalyze and develop evolutionary and self-organizing processes through 

the social and environmental fabric specifically in the areas where through abandonment or impoverishment basic necessities 

are lacking. The traces of these interventions constitute a sensible mapping on the complexity and dynamics of the territory, 

realized through the collective contribution of individuals from different backgrounds and disciplines, who together investigate, 

document and participate in transformations taking place on the ground.

Stalker/On uses strategies that employ direct unedited forms of cooperative documentation to contribute and promote 

among the local populations better self-awareness of their community and of their environment in order to enhance the quality 

of creative participatory feedback and improve and strengthen community methods for managing local territorial and urban 

problems” (Stalker, 2015).

The philosophy of Stalker on this topic begins to recognize in theory the indistinct, undefinable qualities of symbol and meaning wrapped up in 

urban spaces that defy the course of industrial and post-industrial development.  Further, an interesting point is that meaningful approaches 

to these sites are often participatory and capitalize on the sites’ most compelling assets – their indeterminacy and their seeming invitation to 

simply play.
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Figure 45 - ‘Transborderline,’ 2000, Stalker - a proposal for a new kind of border
(photo: www.borderfillingstation.wordpress.com)



On the Importance of Play

 “The desire to play is fundamentally the desire to be.” 

(Sartre, 1988, p. 170)

Miguel Sicart, in his 2014 publication on the subject, begins to illuminate the importance of play in our experience of the world around 

us.  To him, “to play is to be in the world.  Playing is a form of understanding what surrounds us and who we are, and a way of engaging with 

others” (Sicart, 2014, p. 1).  In order to unpack this idea, he explains that play effectively negotiates the dance between creation and destruction 

— a movement between order and chaos — and facilitates the exploration of boundaries and limits.  To him, play appropriates spaces and 

situations, and allows the ability to subvert convention and accepted norms.  Through these fundamental aspects of play, he argues that we 

experience the world — we construct it, destroy it, and explore ourselves and our relation to others in the process (Sicart, 2014, pp. 3-5).  He 

asserts the importance of reclaiming play as a way of engaging and interacting with the world around us — as an activity of production rather 

than consumption — in order to give ourselves enough distance from a conventional understanding of societal norms to understand them, 

challenge them, and rework them (Sicart, 2014, p. 7).  

Although Sicart deviates from and attempts to step outside of an understanding of play outlined in traditional play theories, it will be 

beneficial to begin by defining play in these terms.  Johan Huizinga, whose work our theories of play are largely derived from, focuses on creating 

a theory of play that not only tackles the question of what play is and why we play, but also attempts to explain the importance of play in the 

creation of culture and its role as a primary base of civilization.  His book, which coined the term Homo Ludens (Man, the Player), insists that play 
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goes beyond physiology – that all play has meaning in that it rises above the immediate necessities of life (Huizinga, 1949, p. 1)6.  Through his 

study of play, he makes the assertion that “the great archetypal activities of human society are all permeated with play from the start” (Huizinga, 

1949, p. 4).7  What he is interested in is the idea that play has existed before the existence of culture, building it and challenging it from its early 

seeds into our current time.  This idea of play as crucial to cultural formation can better be examined in light of what he describes in five key 

characteristics (Huizinga, 1949, pp. 7-13):

1. Play is free.  Huizinga explains that play is a voluntary activity, never a task, never a moral duty, and never a physical necessity.  If one is 

ordered to play, it ceases to be play.  Play is done at leisure, and therefore embodies freedom.  

2. Play is distinguished from ordinary life.  Play, rather, is a reprieve from ‘real’ life into a different sphere with characteristics differing 

from the ordinary.   This is evident in the kind of play that requires the player to pretend.  Although the players are aware that this sphere 

is only pretend, and therefore inferior to ‘real’ life, it often does not prevent play from proceeding with a certain quality of seriousness 

and absorption that offsets its inferiority.  The point Huizinga tries to make here is of the fluidity between play and seriousness — “play 

turns to seriousness and seriousness to play” (Huizinga, 1949, p. 8).  

Further, in line with being other than ‘ordinary’ life, it lies outside of the immediate necessities of appetite and other biological 

needs.  Play is satisfying in and for itself and serves as a kind of recurring pause or interlude in our daily lives — as a compliment to 

‘real’ life that is integral to life in general.  It amplifies life, and therefore becomes a necessity to the individual as a life function and to 

society through the meaning, expressive value, and cultural significance it contains.  Huizinga makes the conclusion that it therefore is 

contained in a sphere that is superior to the fulfillment of biological necessities like nutrition and reproduction (Huizinga, 1949, p. 9).8

6  Let us not forget how this begins to mirror Arendt’s notion of labor versus action in her vita activa
7  Huizinga uses as examples the formation of language and normative faculties, the creation of myth, and the practice of ritual.
8  This is an observation that echoes Arendt’s ideas about the hierarchy of the vita activa.  As a result, we may consider play above labor, and occupying a   
realm outside of and even above the private sphere. 



3. Play is contained within certain limits of time and space.  Play begins, and then is over by playing itself out or having a set duration.  It 

may be retained by the memory, transmitted, become tradition, and therefore may be repeated at any time, granting it the characteristic 

elements of repetition and alternation.  All play also takes place within a spatial sphere of play, marked either materially or ideally.9  

Huizinga goes further to assert that these ‘playgrounds’ may be thought of as hallowed, isolated forbidden spots, wherein lie special 

rules – “temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart” (Huizinga, 1949, pp. 9-10).

4. Play creates order.  Play brings temporary perfection to the confusion and imperfection of the real world.  As a result, play tends toward 

beautiful in that it lies closely to the impulse to create orderly form.  Play absorbs us through captivation and enchantment and holds 

the aesthetic qualities of rhythm and harmony.  Play can certainly be tense, but it is the resolution of this tension through prowess and 

skill that imparts to it some ethical value.  Through the beauty of execution, the player must demonstrate his courage, tenacity, resourc-

es, and importantly his fairness (Huizinga, 1949, pp. 10-11).

Huizinga impresses the importance of rules to the game when he points out that the play-world collapses and the spell is 

broken as soon as the rules are trespassed.  The person who does this, he states, is the spoil-sport, who differs from the cheater.  While 

the cheater at least pretends to be playing and still recognizes the magic circle, the spoil-sport shatters the play-world by robbing it of 

its illusion, revealing its relativity and fragility.  The spoil-sport must be rejected because he threatens the play-community itself.

Interestingly, Huizinga points out that these play-communities have a tendency to become permanent after the play-world 

closes due to the feeling of being “apart together” — of sharing, withdrawing together from the ‘real’ world and rejecting or challenging 

together established societal norms.  Play leads to the formation of clubs, clans, brotherhoods, and other social groupings (Huizinga, 

1949, p. 12).

9  Huizinga uses as example the arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, courts of law, card tables,   
battlefields, etc.  It is interesting that this list is similar to Michel Foucault’s examples of heterotopias
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5. Play surrounds itself with an air of mystery or secrecy.  Because the laws and customs of ordinary life are suspended inside the circle 

of play, the players may consider themselves different, doing things differently from the ‘others’ outside.  A suspension of normally ac-

cepted social life due to play can be seen in early advanced civilization in carnival custom at which time conventions and institutions are 

subverted in a suspension of time and power (Huizinga, 1949, pp. 12-13).

Huizinga goes on to describe how the play-element defined by his five key characteristics has historically permeated various aspects 

of society and culture formation including language, law, war, poetry, philosophy, and art.  While his definition of play is well known, it is this 

analysis of the transformation of the play-element through history that is most illuminating.  Huizinga argues that the civilization is, in fact, 

played — that it develops through play-forms manifested in the before mentioned cultural contexts in a way that encourages the continual 

assessment of what is established (Huizinga, 1949, p. 195) (Henricks, 2015, p. 2).  As Thomas Henricks points out in an assessment of Huizinga’s 

thesis, players act as the unintentional agents of change (Henricks, 2015, p. 2).  What Huizinga concludes through his historical analysis of play-

forms is that the play-spirit had lost much of its power after the 18th century (Huizinga, 1949, pp. 195-213).  He makes an example of modern-

day sports in its transformation from occasional amusement into a highly organized system.  The game becomes increasingly regimented and 

serious, and through this increasing systemization the pure play-quality becomes lost.  He argues that “really to play, a man must play like a 

child” (Huizinga, 1949, p. 199).

According to his argument, the settings for play prior to the 19th century were much more broad and ambiguous (see footnote 9).  They 

were places where new customs, forms of interaction, and ideas could be experimented with and explored without real world consequences.  To 

him, modern society has forgotten the importance of the open and engaged public discourse that is a symptom of the presence of a publicly 



shared play-spirit.  He sees modern civilization, rather, as ruled by huge systematized organizations goaled toward efficiency, which set our 

social norms and expected behavior, cause the rise of a more serious tone in the way we live, and demand work and progress above all.

This play-spirit, so revered by Huizinga as the facilitator of cultural progress, is an idea that Sicart attempts to tackle as well in his 

discussion of the importance of play and playfulness.  Interestingly, Huizinga considers the quality of pure playfulness as irreducible, and 

therefore an uneasy candidate for deep analysis (Huizinga, 1949, p. 7).  However, seeing the importance of playfulness beyond the act of pure 

play, Sicart begins to form a definition when he explains an important distinction between the two: play is an activity, while playfulness is an 

attitude (Sicart, 2014, p. 22).  Playfulness can be thought of as a way of engaging with other activities and contexts that retains their purposes 

and goals.  While we have established already the auto-telic nature of play, playfulness lacks this characteristic; rather than existing with a 

purpose of its own, it provides a different means to the same end.10  To Sicart, it is an attitude toward engaging with the world that encourages 

the manipulation of given contexts (Sicart, 2014, p. 23).  In this way, a playful attitude can be seen as a revolt against expectation, and an 

exploration of the possible.  

Sicart argues that playfulness embodies the domain of appropriation, allowing us to take over a given situation in order to imagine 

it differently (Sicart, 2014, p. 27).  While play generally happens in contexts that are intended for play, playfulness allows the appropriation of 

other contexts to be occupied by play.  As a result, it can often provide an opening for critique or satire, and allow us to assess and re-assess 

the contexts around us that we may otherwise take for granted.  Playfulness allows us to see contexts through different perspectives, imagine 

different ways of doing, and explore different outlets of expression.  Sicart suggests that “through playful appropriation, we bring freedom to a 

context” (Sicart, 2014, p. 29).

Sicart’s musings on playfulness and the appropriative effects of a playful attitude are, interestingly, reminiscent of Lefebvre’s argument 

10  Sicart gives the example of being playful during sex.  The pleasures of sex remain the main purpose, even if we are being playful (Sicart, 2014, p. 26)
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for the right to appropriation that is crucial to his notion of ‘the right to the city.’  To Lefebvre, the right of appropriation meant the right of city 

dwellers to occupy and produce urban space — to produce urban space in a way that realizes its full use-potential as a reaction against what 

he sees as market-driven instrumentalization and segmentation.  Sicart approaches this concept with a bit of a lighter heart when he describes 

playful appropriation as a way to “reambiguate” the world — to make it less formal (instrumental), less explained (segmented), and more open to 

interpretation, wonder, and manipulation (Sicart, 2014, p. 28). 

At this point we are finally able to more completely address our third observation about the sub-cultural spaces in Berlin.  Previously 

postulated was the idea that the quality of indeterminacy in urban spaces allows the occupant an opportunity for self-determination leading 

to a more meaningful and personal encounter with specific spatial qualities and possibilities.  Understood in the context of play theory, this 

starts to take on extra implications.  If we accept Huizinga’s thesis that play is crucial to cultural formation and evolution,  we clearly see how 

the alternative approaches to the use of urban space in Berlin during the last few decades hold a direct relationship with the continual evolution 

and re-formation of Berlin’s cultural identity .  The urban spaces that Berlin presented to its inhabitants during this time period served as an 

open invitation to play, which in turn began to allow them a certain amount of exercise in their ‘right to the city.’  Through their play, occupants 

were not only able to engage with spaces in a way that explored new forms and created new meanings, they were able to use this exploration to 

challenge and redefine the cultural image of the city at large. 



Permanent Play: The Situationist International

“A new freedom will be born which will allow men to satisfy their desire to create.” 

(Constant Nieuwenhuys, Reflex #1, 1948 - as cited in Wigley, 1998, p. 96)

When we talk about playfulness and appropriation it becomes difficult to ignore the 

work of the Situationist International, especially given their connection to the work of Henri 

Lefebvre in the 1950s and 1960s.  Lefebvre’s work, “The Critique of Everyday Life,” which was 

first published in 1947, played a large role in many of the founding ideas of the group. They 

approached Lefebvre in 1957, forming a close friendship and collaboration that would last 

roughly five years although he would never become a member himself (Lefebvre, Henri Lefebvre 

on the Situationist International, 1983).

The Situationist International formed officially in 1957, and consisted of a small but 

wide-ranged group of artists, thinkers, strategists, and architects.  The group remained small 

(only 72 individuals were ever admitted to membership) until its dissolution in 1972, but aimed 

for large goals with big implications.  Theirs was the ambition of encouraging appropriative 

behavior for the  construction of ‘new situations,’ for which they developed multiple tactics 

(Wark, 2008, p. 13).  Figure 47 shows a diagram of concepts presented on the 1957 poster “New 

Theater of Operations for Culture” (Figure 46).  What it illustrates are the linkages of some of 

their important ideas that are worth outlining.
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Figure 47 - enalrged diagram from figure 47
(source: Wark, 2008, p. 10)

Figure 46 - “New Theater of Operations for Culture”
(source: Wark, 2008, p. 56) 
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 To them, the basis of the encounter and exploration of new ‘situations’ was an attitude 

of experimental behavior, which spawned the practice of the dérive  — an unplanned urban 

wayfinding exercise to serve as a means of experiencing new and authentic aesthetic situations 

based on the subconscious response to the pulls and contours of the surrounding environment.  

The point was to force alternate perceptions of the way urban space could be experienced and 

navigated.  An idea of permanent play fell naturally too from this experimental attitude, and 

from it they were led further to two important concepts: détournement, and psychogeography.  

The former was a use of past cultural products in order to re-integrate or re-combine them 

into new creations, while the latter was a study of the effects of the spatial environment on the 

behavior and emotions of individuals.  One was more concerned with raw cultural materials 

while the other was more specifically related to the built environment, but both were based in 

an attitude of reappropriation in the existing world in order to take action in the present - to 

create something new (Wark, 2008, p. 13).

  These practices started to shape a theory of Unitary Urbanism, a term 

somewhat difficult to define as it served more as a critique than a theory of urbanism in itself.  

It was a theory that insisted on the use of art and other techniques to construct, contribute 

to, and evolve an environment that is dynamically related to and expressive of experimental 

behavior.  Importantly for our discussion, the ideas behind Unitary Urbanism were taken up 

and advanced by the Dutch artist Constant Nieuwenhuys in his project, ‘New Babylon,’ which 

was unveiled at the Stedelijk Museum in 1960.  At this time, Constant described a world of 
Figure 49 - Dérive map promotion plaque
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 19) 

Figure 48 - page from ‘Fin de Copenhague,’
a joint publication by Situationist members
(source: www.designobserver.com)



the modernist city, though disguised as tool to increase the productivity of its 

inhabitants, as a huge machine that subdued and strangled the better life it was 

meant to promote (Wigley, 1998, p. 9).  What Constant imagined with New Babylon 

was a world in which productive functions had been taken over by technological 

advances, and human time was opened up for a kind of infinite leisure.  In this 

way, work and labor could transform into an endless play in which we are able to 

actualize our desires and fantasies.  To him, this was a possible arena for Huizinga’s 

homo ludens.  This was a city where everybody becomes and architect in the 

practice of a never-ending ‘unitary urbanism,’ which embodied “the activation of the 

temporary, the emergent and transitory, the changeable, the volatile, the variable, 

the immediately fulfilling and satisfying” (Constant, 1960, as cited in Wigley, 1998, p. 

9).

New Babylon itself was imagined as a covered city hovering above ground 

on huge support columns , separating inhabitants from the productive forces of the 

automated factories below that freed the population from necessity and scarcity.  

It was characterized by multileveled structures which were strung together and 

spread across the landscape horizontally as a vast network; (Figures 50 - 55).  

These structures he called sectors, each with a different character.  Each sector 

contained movable elements — floors, partitions, ladders, bridges, and stairs — 

which were used to create labyrinths and intersecting spaces that changed to the 
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Figure 50 - New Babylon / Paris, 1963
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 154)

Figure 51 - New Babylon / Amsterdam, 1963
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 150) 
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Figure 52 - New Babylon / Köln, 1963
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 154)

Figure 54 - New Babylon / München, 1963
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 154)

Figure 55 - New Babylon / Barcelona, 1963
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 154)

Figure 53 - New Babylon / Rotterdam, 1963
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 152)
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Figure 56 - New Babylon concept images
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 192)



61

Figure 57 - New Babylon, labyrinths
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 190)



occupants’ whims in a never-ceasing actualization of their latest desires. 

This project, while at face value seems very utopian, also paints a rather dystopian picture.  It is a picture of inhabitants locked 

in a endless prison of ceaseless play.  It should be pointed out that one of Huizinga’s key characteristics of play is that it is always free, never a 

task or moral duty, and by mandating it as part of everyday activity it ceases to be play (Huizinga, 1949, p. 7).  Play is important BECAUSE it is, 

in a way, outside of the everyday.  Constant imagines a world free of the necessity for human productivity, but it is this productive activity that 

makes play important.  In this way, play represents a break, or rupture, with the everyday.  To replace entirely the necessary productivity of that 

everyday with play would be to strip play of its role as a challenge to predominating social expectations.

Therefore, what we are aiming for is not a re-imagined model of New Babylon, which replaces entire city structures into one mega-struc-

ture geared wholly toward playful activity.  What we are rather interested in is an investigation of certain urban spaces that serve as playful 

counter-points to the otherwise efficient and productive image of the city.  This stance, not nearly so utopian (or dystopian depending on how 

we’re looking), recognizes the balance necessary for enriched urban life.  It is through these ruptures that we may encounter the ‘other’ and 

re-examine the normal, otherwise they would have no meaning.  If there is nothing to push against, any exerted force is lost in obscurity. In this 

light, it is the stories we imagine COUNTER to accepted narratives, the new meanings that we create through play, that make the activity of play 

significant at all. 
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Figure 58 - View of New Babylon Sectors
(source: Wigley, 1998, p. 214-215)



On the Creation of Meaning

“It is narrative that lets us experience the game as meaningful in the first place, and while we’re playing it.  These narratives are 

not spun when the game is over.  They are spun while we’re playing it, and in that [they] are inseparable.” (Bode & Dietrich, 2013, 

p. 74).

As our discussion turns to the creation of meaning, an understanding of 

narrative as a meaning-creating device becomes crucial.  Literary scholar Christoph 

Bode gives us a straightforward and relatively broad definition of narrative as “the 

linguistic and mental linking of events” (Bode & Dietrich, 2013, p. 5); (Figure 59).   The 

simplicity of this definition makes it seem as though narrative is all around us — and 

this is true!  Bode points out that we create narratives all the time, and further that 

narrative is what gives events any meaning to us in the first place.  An example he gives 

explains that if we are told “the king died, and just a few days later the queen died too,” 

we are not actually given a complete narrative; we are given events; however, we are 

probably immediately beginning to fill the narrative in ourselves in order to understand 

its meaning: perhaps the queen died of grief, or they caught the same deadly illness, 

or they were both poisoned (Bode & Dietrich, 2013, pp. 4-5); (Figures 60 & 61).  This is 

because as humans we are meaning-seeking creatures, and meaning resides in the 

connections we make.
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Figure 59 - Structure of past narratives

Figure 61 - Example of a past narrative mechanism

Figure 60 - Example of a past narrative mechanism
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This example, along with most other narratives we are familiar with can 

be classified as past narratives.  They are concerned with past events and give 

those events meaning by connecting, aligning, contextualizing, or otherwise 

linking them with other past events.  What Bode is interested in, and what we 

are concerned with in the discussion of alternate forms of meaning creation 

are what Bode theorizes as Future Narratives.  Unlike past narratives, Future 

Narratives deal with ‘nodal situations’ rather than events as their minimal 

unit (Bode & Dietrich, 2013, p. 1).  A node in this context can be described as 

a situation that retains the possibility of more than one outcome; (Figure 62).  

Although far less prevalent than typical past narratives, examples of Future 

Narratives exist all around us too, and can be encountered in various forms from 

choose your own adventure novels, sandbox style video games, table-top role-

playing games, and even in films like Run Lola Run.  They are narrating futures 

not as pre-destined or pre-determined, but as they could be - as they might 

possibly occur (Bode & Dietrich, 2013, p. 9).

A key characteristic of most Future Narratives that Bode points out is that due to the nature of choice and possibility that nodes imply, 

they presuppose or even require a degree of interactivity between the user and the medium. (Bode & Dietrich, 2013, p. 51).  In the context of 

Berlin, this interactivity manifests itself as a kind of play in and self-determination of the urban environment.  What Bode is telling us is that it is 

the narratives that we create while we’re doing this that give this activity meaning — a more powerful meaning because we create it ourselves 

NOW!

NODE

NODE

NODE

NODE

NODE

NODE

Figure 62 - Structure of future narratives



in real time.  Further, it is the element of choice and the retention of possibility that let us experience the situation as engaging. That these 

processes are ultimately unpredictable only adds to our interest in them and attraction to them.  Bode quotes the mathematician David Orell 

when he explains that “there is a direct correspondence between a system being interesting — that is, appearing to have a life of its own — and 

our inability to predict its evolution,” and goes further to assert that it is the unpredictability of life in general that holds its greatest attractions 

(Bode & Dietrich, 2013, p. 87).  

If one of the key factors that we’re interested in regarding these scenarios is the unpredictability and openness that they imply, then it 

becomes an obvious goal to preserve this openness moving forward, just as de Solà-Morales implies when he speaks of interventions in terrain 

vague.  Bode states this clearly when he says:

“Surely, any imposition of a pre-fabricated narrative is bound to limit and ultimately eliminate the openness of any future 

scenario and... a multiplicity of pre-fabricated narratives will only cause noise and confusion.  Any such narratives can only be 

projections of Past Narratives upon the future — and invariably they eliminate what is essential about the future... Narratives 

that preserve the openness, uncertainty, and contingency of the future should not come pre-fabricated at all... Narrative is not 

something that has to be added... Narrative is something that follows from the concrete running of a series of nodes” (Bode & 

Dietrich, 2013, p. 95)

This notion has a base in the idea that one should avoid making choices that significantly limit future choices.  The goal is to create narratives 

that continue, that are always being re-written, and are always being re-interpreted.

Conclusively, the indeterminate zones — the terrains vagues — in Berlin have presented its occupants with the opportunity to create 

narratives and new meanings through the interaction with space outside of the deterministic and normalizing narratives composed by city 
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planning and private market activity.  The narratives that occupants have been able to create and re-create have resulted in an engagement 

with urban space that is more personal and more meaningful because they have created it themselves and in real time.  This activity shows a 

lived understanding of urban space that recognizes its potential mutability and seeks to unlock and unleash the qualities that it shares with the 

vibrancy and dynamism of everyday life:  temporality, unpredictability, and surprise.  This is what makes the transformations in these sites so 

compelling!

If the city of Berlin, marketing itself as an attractive city of art and culture, it  would do well to remember the setting that allowed 

this identity to form in the first place.  In truth, steadfast identities are never completely candid or honest; they morph, evolve and change in 

unpredictable ways.  It was the setting of the terrain vague — of the urban wasteland — that laid the groundwork for city’s Future Narrative 

structure, and it was the occupants who dutifully played and re-played possible scenarios to created their own meanings outside of a prescribed 

city image that gave those narratives life.  It was the sub-cultural practices in Berlin that shaped these spaces, but these spaces played just as 

large a role in shaping those sub-cultures!  Projects like Mediaspree can only serve to impose a predetermined narrative and limit the openness, 

uncertainty and interest of activity that was taking place before.  Any project that is to serve as an intervention in spaces like the ones discussed 

should maintain and celebrate the contingency of the future and the possibility inherent in future narratives.  It is only in this way that these 

stories can continue on, forever being reconstructed and forever becoming.  Here, we are concerned with futures, but let it not be THE future; let 

it be one of MANY POSSIBLE futures.



Toward an Architecture of Future Narratives

Berlin ist eine Stadt, verdammt dazu, ewig zu werden, niemals zu sein” 

(“Berlin is a city condemned never to be, but always to become.”)

-Karl Scheffler (1910)

When we speak of nodes and indistinct futures, it may be helpful to think of an example made famous by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guat-

tari — the rhizome.  The botanical rhizome is a modified stem that grows horizontal to the ground surface and stores starches, proteins, and 

other nutrients that allow the plant to sustain growth.  Similar to the structure of Future Narratives, which we have just discussed, the rhizome 

is composed of nodes from which new stems, root systems, or 

rhizome offshoots may manifest; (Figure 63).  In this way, we 

begin to see a physical representation of the Future Narrative 

theory.

Conceptually to Deleuze, a rhizome “has neither 

beginning nor end, but always a middle from which it grows 

and wich it overspills,” and that it “operates by variation, 

expansions, conquest, capture, offshoots” (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1987, p. 21).   This can be contrasted to the hierarchical and 

predictable growth of a tree — a model we often turn to in 
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Figure 63 - Rhizome with nodes highlighted
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western thought.  Unlike a tree, the rhizome is non-hierarchical, always establishing new connections, and always creating and sustaining new 

opportunities for growth and expansion; (Figure 64).  The arboreal model implies a planned and orderly goal for growth in a set direction, each 

branch with its own set of sub-branches.  The rhizome, with its intricate web of non-hierarchical connections knows not where it will grow or 

where it is has been.  The rhizome has no pre-established path, and therefore may grow where it will and where it can at any given time.  What 

Deleuze wishes to point out is that “the tree imposes the verb ‘to be’,” while “the rhizome is the conjunction, ‘and...and...and...’” (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 1987, p. 25).  The rhizome is always becoming.

Figure 64 - Tree vs. Rhizome
(image right: drawing of a rhizome by Richard Giblett, via www.richardgiblett.com) 



The Rhizome: a process

“The rhizome pertains to a map that must be produced, constructed, a map that is always detachable, connectible, reversible, 

modifiable, and has multiple entryways and exits and its own lines of flight” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 21).

By studying the rhizomatic model, my wish was to understand how a state of perpetual becoming can be manifested physically.  What it 

suggests for development projects on sites that demonstrate certain characteristics of removal from normal market-driven development (like 

many that we have discussed in Berlin) is a different way to think about growth.   This is not our typical planned and scripted growth model, but 

rather an improvised expansion based on the presence of nodal opportunities.  The Cuvry-Brache site, showing many of these characteristics, 

became a prime candidate for an experimentation with this idea.

This approach begins with an examination of the spatial qualities of the empty site and forms an idea of ‘relational opportunities’ or 

possible connections to the surrounding natural features (i.e. the Spree River), existing graffiti walls, existing pedestrian and vehicle routes (I.e. 

paths and streets), and surrounding buildings.  A ‘rhizome’ is then planted on the site, shaping itself around the spatial opportunities identified 

in order to maintain them as opportunities — to separate them and to relate them through a shared system.  Recognizing that the rhizome itself 

contains nodal opportunities, spaces are left ‘vacant’ and provide the infrastructure to allow and suggest a system for further expansion and 

development; (Figure 65).  In this way, the nodes further serve as opportunities for the networking and connection of the spatial opportunities 

and relationships previously identified.  

Landscape is formed around and on top of this rhizomatic structure in order to create an open occupiable roof that eases connections 

to the street, riverfront, and pedestrian paths as well as maintains the potential inherent in vacancy.  The Spree River is then coaxed into the 
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Figure 65 - Site becoming

SITE RELATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES RHIZOME

NODES LANDSCAPE SPREEUFER

CATALYST EMERGENCE EXPANSION



site, not only as a nod to the ‘Spreeufer für alle!’ campaign, but also to push existing boundaries and form a visible and experienced connection 

between street and water.  These two design moves allow for the space to be experienced as a kind of open commons shaped by un-

deterministic natural features.

From the two central nodes, two stems emerge providing infrastructure for offshoots and suggesting the potential emergence of more 

growth to come.  In this way the rhizome is allowed to expand and form the connections and networks of activity that can only be established 

in real, lived time though decisions made in the nodes of opportunity.  The goal here is to embrace contingency and ambiguity while providing 

enough clues, or hints, to stimulate the site’s incremental development potential.  In this way, such a project contains the possibility of many 

wide-ranging outcomes, but is never complete — always mid-transformation, and always becoming.

Some of these moves can be seen more specifically in plan; (Figures 66 & 67).  The nodes manifest in the structure as courtyards open to 

the sky.  Through their vacancy, they are allowed to provide imagined uses with temporal ranges for the more transient small garden, to the more 

permanent ‘stems’ that rise from the two central nodes.  The two existing stems, of simple steel construction, provide vertical circulation through 

stairs and elevators to further encourage expansive growth.  The roof plan shows two cranes supported by these two towers, sending a clear 

message: under construction!  The fact that this ‘under construction’ state is permanently ongoing only adds to the anticipation of what could 

come.

The rhizome structure, while covered, refrains from complete enclosure.   The goal here is to provide enough of the ‘starch’ necessary 

to let the structure function as a public amenity while remaining as undetermined as possible.  Where the structure presses against the lifted 

topography, concrete retaining walls provide the backbone for areas to be used for storage or restrooms.  The remaining walls are either treated 

with re-purposed windows where the structure abuts the water edge, or otherwise left completely open as covered arcades to allow for pup-up 

activity.  In this way, the structure provides the seeds necessary to encourage occupation and catalyze further growth.
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In section, we can understand the nature of the imposed topographical shifts more clearly.   Section A shows the variance in and 

spaces created by the lifted topography; (Figure 68).  Shown, are the large amphitheater created by the topography as well as the quieter 

moments on the eastern side of the project edged by the open arcade structure and the river edge that winds its way through the site.  Section 

B demonstrates the way in which the rhizome structure becomes buried within the topography; (Figure 69).  At both the north and south ends 

of the site (left and right on the page) the topography softens the edges between site and street and site and water by gently sloping to meet 

different grades.  The effect is of a seamless transition between various site conditions and features.  If Section A tells us how various created 

spaces are separated by the structure and topography, Section B shows us how they are related.
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The initial framework laid out for the project, that of the rhizome structure with open nodes and the lifted topography, are meant to serve 

as a minimal site intervention for the maximum outcome of future possibilities.  An open landscape is presented to signal free space, while the 

structure provides the basic amenities, or ‘starch,’ necessary for public use.  The open ‘nodes’ and permanent cranes offer the opportunity for 

future development, but don’t determine what that should be — leaving the opportunity for future occupants to create and tell their own stories.   

As we see it now (Figures 70 - 73), the project is devoid of life, but the narratives of future users are ultimately what make the project meaningful.  

In the following chapter an illustration is shown of the possibilities embedded within such a powerfully minimal site strategy.

0m 10 20 50

Figure 69 - Section B
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Figure 71 - Model Photo: from east Figure 72 - Model Photo: from south (Schlesische Straße)

Figure 70 - Model Photo: from west
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Figure 73 - Model Photo: from north (Spree River)



Future Narratives: Possible Becomings

Our discussion can now turn to imaginaries of future potentialities.  This illustration, by its nature, must always be incomplete in 

describing future outcomes because they are ultimately unpredictable (but, remember, that’s what makes them exciting!).  The methodology 

used is one of layering potential outcomes.  To make this more simple, four commonly encountered urban use types in Berlin were inserted, 

overlayed, or otherwise utilized the rhizome and stem structure: the public garden, the pop-up market, the performance space, and the 

squatting community.  Figure 74 illustrates this with a diagrammatic roof plan; in yellow we can see a structure emerge stretching across 

six of the eastern nodes to house a vertical tent city, in green a series of gardens are supported by stems that have grown from five of the 

northern nodes along the river edge, in red we see a public theater utilizing the natural amphitheater created by the lifted topography, and 

finally a structure housing multi-colored market stalls clings to four of the southern nodes.  Although the methodology initially separates these 

programs, they always begin to inform each other.  The way this plays out vertically can be seen more clearly in the playful west elevation of this 

potential outcome and an imagined vision from the bordering street of Schlesische Straße; (Figures 76 & 77).  

It is important to remember that this is just one iteration of possible outcomes.  Figure 75 shows another roof plan, this time 

demonstrating that none of these activities are required to cease where they did for our initial illustration.  This time, each of the potential uses 

has, in effect, taken over the site and structure for its own end.  The transparent layering of these possibilities is meant to show that all of these 

potentialities are always present within the rhizomatic structure.  They are always able to forge on in a process of creation (and sometimes 

creative destruction) in a story that continually unfolds.  As a result, it is the evolutionary process that imbues its own kind of meaning onto the 

space.  The process — the specific evolution — then becomes the narrative that is created by the users of the space as they playfully engage 

with and navigate through the wilderness of becoming.
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Figure 74 - Roof Plan: Emergence Figure75 - Roof Plan: Expansion
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Figure 76 - West Elevation: Emergence
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Emergence: A Facade of Play
Following are further illustrations of the four potential emergent scenarios outlined; (Figures 78 - 81).

Figure 77 - Street view of potential development activity



Emergence: Market Activity
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Figure 78 - Emergent Market Scenario
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Emergence: Squatting Settlement

Figure 79 - Emergent Squatting Scenario



Emergence: Public Garden
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Figure 80 - Emergent Garden Scenario



85

Emergence: Performance Activity

Figure 81 - Emergent Theater Scenario



Emergence: Temporality

Although these scenarios present us with a 

picture of continual semi-permanent development, 

it should be noted that many aspects of the initial 

design are meant to foster more transient, or 

temporary, activities.  Figure 82 shows a possible 

pop-up shopping arcade nestled within one of the 

open arcades.  Here, the various shops may come 

and go as the site changes around them, just as 

the unused shipping containers inviting playful 

engagement may shift and disappear as site uses 

evolve; (Figure 83).

The experience of transience in this setting 

is crucial to the understanding of this space as the 

setting for lived narratives.  As the setting shifts, 

so too do new and different opportunities arise, 

reminding us that we can always still join the game.
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Figure 83 - Urban Playground

Figure 82 - Pop-ups in the open arcade
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Conclusion

A war rages in Berlin over the use of urban space.  In the last few decades, due largely to the city’s tumultuous history, Berlin has 

seen an explosion of alternative uses and imaginaries in the wasteland of terrain vague, which have conclusively begun to shape its cultural 

identity moving forward.  The city, however, looking to capitalize on this emerging identity of art and culture, risks marginalizing the well-spring 

from which it came.  By a forced integration of these urban gaps into deterministic city development plans, the spaces that incited the rich 

exploration of possibilities are inevitably disappearing.

 I have shown that the uses that began occupying Berlin’s indeterminate zones have shown a lived understanding of urban space beyond 

what can be achieved by normal city development and market forces.  They have given Berlin’s subcultural attitudes a public face and a voice 

in urban politics; they have demonstrated the temporal aspects of urban life and allowed occupants an opportunity to engage with the city’s 

evolving identity; and further, they have allowed users a more meaningful, personal, and self-determined engagement with the spaces the city 

has to offer.

By examining and applying various voices in social theory, we have begun to understand how these terrains vagues have served as 

naturally born heterotopias — as spaces of play for occupants to imagine different futures.  Through play, they have assessed, re-examined and 

maintained a process of cultural evolution, fostering a playful attitude that has allowed them to create their own urban narratives and meanings 

of not only what urban space is, but what it could be.  What these vacant spaces have given Berlin’s occupants is an opportunity to exercise 

their right to the city, to challenge and re-form a cultural identity in-line with their own attitudes, and to mold urban space as an expression and 

actualization of their own selves – as their own creation and as a mutable canvas that reflects their own mutable and evolving identities.



Moving forward, the city must recognize the inherent value in the vacant spaces that allow for user-defined and occupant-initiated 

projects and spatial developments.  Ignasi de Solà-Morales (1995)  tells us that “When architecture and urban design project their desire 

onto a vacant space, a terrain vague, they seem incapable of doing anything other than introducing violent transformations” (pp.122-123) — a 

statement that underlines a necessity for spaces of bottom-up, gradual evolution.  Any project that wishes to utilize these spaces must in some 

way preserve the mutability and contingency — the atmosphere of possibility — that characterizes them.

The proposed design project in one of these spaces seeks to illustrate how alternative models of growth and a release of control 

by planning officials (and architects) may result in urban space that is more vibrant and more meaningful because it is narrated and made 

believable by its occupants.  In an era of buzz words like ‘gentrification’ and ‘neo-liberal development,’ the spaces we have in which to play and 

imagine grow more and more scarce.  If we have the opportunity to defend our right to the city at all, it lies in the margins – between the cracks of 

normalizing city-planning and market-driven development – where dreams make a sea, boats daringly sail, adventure replaces espionage, and 

pirates the police.
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Figure 84 - Berlin at Play
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