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AN-BUILDING BERLIN 
The Unruly Hinterland of a Fake Façade

’m sitting on the bus one morning. Passen-
gers jam-packed around me, their heads 
bowed over handheld screens. I’m living 
in Berlin and have been here long enough 

to get into the rhythm of the place—to know 
the frictions and flows of an everyday life, of 
cramped commutes where polite phrases are 
rarely spoken. But I imagine the bus could’ve 
been lifted and relocated onto any street, in 
any European metropolis, and the scene would 
scarcely change. The commuters are likely to 
maintain the same pose in any hypermodern city, 
while experiencing the same uniformity of urban 
motion. 

Traffic is at a standstill. 
Or maybe that’s just the sense we’re meant to 

have—that “the city” and our place in it is fixed. 
The structures of where we live are often made 
to feel both immutable and oddly interchange-
able. Urban landscapes have been built on the 
belief—brick-by-brick across centuries—that the 
way we are going is where everything is headed, 
and the shape of our everyday is how it looks 
everywhere. 

I can believe it, sitting on that bus, stuck in 
traffic in the city center. Until I just so happen to 
look out the window. One of the building façades 
appears to billow in the breeze. Bricks and mor-
tar softly ripple in a barely noticeable movement. The Bauakademie façade.



1918

destroyed and finally removed during the polit-
ical turmoil of the past century. The details of 
the brickwork paint a clear picture of what the 
lobbying group imagines for the space. The thin 
plastic sheet is a promise to restore the building 
to its former glory.

Cities are not only accumulations and arrange- 
ments of the built environment; they are not 
only cityscapes where houses are aligned along 
streets and avenues, adorned with monuments 
and operated by markets. Nor are they areas 
solely comprised of institutions and administra-
tions such as hospitals, prisons, schools. They 
could be considered a complex terrain of spatial 
transformations, orchestrated by the influences 
of capital accretion, industrialization, commodifi-
cation—but again, they’re not only that. 

The cities which my interventions reference 
were once built from their material underbellies, 
and in much the same way these environments 
have, continuously been formed, deformed, and 
transformed by the movements, moods, and 
behaviors of their inhabitants: the city dwellers, 
both human and non-human. Transgressing the 
built environment, the city becomes a construc-
tive process and a mental space—always in 
various degrees of constant negotiation, contes-
tation, and flux. 
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Transformative Flux

Robert Park (1925): 1.
“The City: suggestions for 
investigation of human 
behavior in the urban 
environment.”

Steve Pile (2005): 1.
Real Cities: Modernity, Space 
and the Phantasmagorias of 
City Life.

Overleaf: the Bauakademie 
Baumaske. Structured by eight 
window axes, inserted with 
terracotta relief plates. Wall 
pillars sprinkled with wide 
tripartite windows. Four storeys 
high, contrasted by cornices 
and bright brick belts, with two 
portals on the northern side. A 
plastic-wrapped illusion on all 
four sides.

The original Bauakademie was 
designed by Karl-Friedrich 
Schinkel and built 1832–36.

Billowing Bricks

Baumaske (building mask) is 
the representation of the storey, 
eaves, and ridge height of a 
planned building at a scale of 
1:1 on its original building site, 
in order to visualize the building 
at site during a lobbying and 
planning phase.

From a distance, the building resembles all the 
others, looking just like the marble-clad ministry 
opposite, or the hotel next door. But up close, 
through the window, I can now see that it’s a lit-
eral façade. A photorealistic image of a building 
front, printed on sheets of tarpaulin and seam-
lessly mounted on a free-standing framework 
that runs along the periphery of an entire city 
block. An unknown space, its four sides wrapped 
in an illusion. 

The only flaw in the deception—which con-
versely might make it the only real true thing—is 
a solid metal door mounted on one side. 

The concept of the Baumaske was invented to 
reestablish the significance and magnificence of 
landmark buildings destroyed in WWII. After a 
group started lobbying for the rebuilding of the 
Berlin Palace, the Berlin Senate commissioned 
a replica of the proposed building renovation, 
which was hand-painted in Paris at a scale of 
1:1 and shipped to Berlin where it was wrapped 
around the scaffolding erected on the original 
building site in 1994. It was the first of three 
fake façades to be installed in the city.

 I am standing in front of the third faux-façade, 
made to resemble the iconic brick building 
front of the Bauakademie—the original Acad-
emy of Architecture—which had been gradually 



The fake building façade depicting the proposed 
rebuilding of the Bauakademi conceals the 
boards of a very real wooden fence. There’s no 
way to effortlessly slip in behind, so I turn my 
attention to the locked door. A pin-and-tumbler 
lock can be manipulated in a variety of (more or 
less) covert ways: picking (requires more skill 
than luck), bumping, raking, rocking, jiggling 
(requires more luck than skill). There are any 
number of ways to modify the positions of the 
small pins that, when in the right place, allow the 
cylinder to turn and the locking bolt to retract. 

You could try overlifting the pins if the lock 
is badly engineered (it wasn’t), or maybe try 
impressioning a key blank if you happen to have 
the rare combination of the right materials handy 
and an undisturbed, well-lit setting. But the for-
eign ministry building is just across the street, 
in one of the most heavily surveilled areas of 
the city, with police presence on the lookout for 
suspicious activities around the clock. You could 
rely on a bit of social engineering. I think about 
who would be likely to have the key to this par-
ticular door, and how to teleduplicate it.

Instead, I search the area and find it—the 
spare key on a lanyard, marked BAUAKADEMIE 
in capital letters, half hidden behind a flap of the 
façade, on the narrow edge above the metal door.

I turn the key and open the door. 
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Praxis of Access

See pp. 139–42.

See [A] on p. 63. 
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I come back the next morning—the light of 
the rising sun through the gaping roof catching 
the wings of the early bees—and begin poking 
around the place. The northern corner of the con-
struction has been built with bricks and mortar, 
providing a real physical reference. Next to it, a 
locked space, also in real bricks, simulates the 
Red Hall (Roter Saal) of Schinkel’s original acad-
emy. It’s overgrown with Climbing Nightshade. 

I can’t get over the improbability of this place. 
It is almost impossible, but the fact that it’s 
there and I’m wading through its weeds proves 
that it’s possible. It makes little sense. This 
could possibly be the most fertile, brimming-with-
life city block in all of Berlin. With the multitude 
of species of plant life, the presence of animals. 
All the bugs. It doesn’t only make me imagine 
what the city could be, it reminds me of what the 
city already is: a wild place at its core, growing 
on broken ground. Despite the continual efforts 
to pave over and push this wildness to the edges, 
it’s already everywhere. Sprouting in the center. 

The unruly city. 

The artificiality and “man-madeness” of urban 
environments make it easy to dismiss any con-
nection with the natural world, and that assump-
tion—the almost casual denial of association 
with any world beyond the edges of an urban 
artifice—definitely affects the attitudes and con-
duct of “citizens” (the human ones, at least). 
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Fugitive Motion: 
Along the Transversal

The Unruly City

It’s a very peculiar sensation stepping through 
that door, slipping in behind the façade. The sky 
is open overhead. I feel like I’ve stepped into 
the kind of nature we tend to imagine existing 
outside the perimeters of the city, but here it is, 
hidden in the historical center, in the very seat 
of grand culture and government, surrounded by 
ministry buildings and museums. 

From the other side of the façade, you can see 
the intense structure holding up the illusion. The 
silhouette of the immense scaffolding tower 
four stories up, supporting the tarpaulin that 
encloses the space as well as the curling vines 
of climbing weeds. From the dark expanse of the 
ground sprouts mushrooms, bushy ferns, ghetto 
palms, fig trees, bamboos—vegetation of all 
kinds grows wild in this hidden city block. 

A biotope regenerating itself. 

The sun sets and hundreds of crows descend 
through the open ceiling. Raucous and rowdy. 
Seeds tumbling from their beaks, showering this 
weedy Eden with droppings and husks. The inad-
vertent gardeners settle their flapping wings as 
they find their night perches on the scaffolding, 
and a fox slinks out from the shadows to enjoy 
the fruit. As the night stretches on, I’m joined 
by other inhabitants of the unruly city—beavers, 
bats, rats ... I’ve found this place with them. 

23 ML

 

Climbing Nightshade.
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Climbing at night.



Like the vines clutching the supports, I start 
climbing around. I’ve noticed a buff-colored 
shack suspended 16 meters above the ground, 
at the very top of the scaffolding. See [B] on p. 63. Its 
position seems just as improbable as everything 
growing from the ground. This shack looks like 
it has been dropped from the sky. It probably has 
been: lifted with a crane by and for the workers 
who had the project of erecting the scaffolding 
many years ago. And when that job was done, 
they’d just left it there, precariously perched all 
the way up top.
 
It wasn’t locked. Once the workers had aban-
doned it, I guess no one expected anyone else 
would come snooping. Because who in their right 
mind would be interested in a weather-beaten 
shack, with crumbling walls and a leaking roof? 

Inside, it’s crammed full of construction junk 
and defunct electronic devices. Once I’ve figured 
out how to empty all the construction debris, the 
6 x 2.5 m space, with another 2.5 m from floor 
to ceiling, has a lot of room for possibilities. 

I fill garbage bags full of stuff and lower them 
down to the ground level with a bricolaged pulley 
system.

In a location not more than 2 km from the Bau- 
akademie, down along the river, I had built my 
first small shack in Berlin together with my friend 
Klara. We were probably working over there at 
the same time that the workers were putting up 
this scaffolding.

In the autumn of 2002, Klara had noticed a 
concrete ledge on the bank of the river Spree 
behind the last remaining stretch of the Ber-
lin wall, in what used to be called “the death 
strip”—the military exclusion zone that for 
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Climbing in ...

and clearing away.

cleaning up ...
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Throughout this publication, I will refer to the 
dissociated inhabitants—those who have been 
deprived and denied their right to the city, those 
more-than-human co-makers and caretakers of 
the unruly city—as denizens. 

The census numbers in the unruly city show 
the powerful few to be the minority, even though 
they often claim the right to define the borders 
of “what matters” and render everything outside 
that circle of influence invisible.

I have found the key and keep coming back on a 
daily basis to spend time in the space behind the 
façade—much like the fortified Berlin Isle of high 
medieval times, only this time turned outside-in, 
with a 46 x 46 m square of enclosed wilderness 
on the inside and a rigid architecture of domi-
nation on the outside, stretching to beyond the 
horizon. A reversed reality where a gigantic web 
of scaffolding supports the innards of its printed 
tarpaulin façade, in the same geographic location 
as the muddy banks from which the city once 
arose. I find out that the scaffolding had been 
completed in 2004, so this enclosed area has 
been relatively undisturbed for over a decade. 
You could tell by how tightly the trees and ferns 
are tangled with the metal poles of the scaffold-
ing. Integrated, intertwined. The constructed and 
the natural have been sharing this patch of land 
for a long time.

Fortified Berlin, 1710.

Red dot indicates the location 
of the Bauakademie (built 

between 1832–36). 

500 M

Andy Merrifield here refers to 
Henri Lefebvre’s last article: 

“Dissolving City, Planetary 
Metamorphosis” [1989].

Denizens
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The construction stuff I’ve collected in the neigh- 
borhood—square aluminum road sign posts, 
sheets of construction plywood, discarded win-
dows, 50 mm x 160 mm timber beams, and 
scaffolding pipes—is carried inside the billowing 
façade and hoisted up with the pulley (that was 
made from the same material stock). Electricity 
is acquired through unofficial means. 

I make a locking mechanism to secure the 
door: a scaffolding pipe attached with a string 
traversing the wall to the outside. A bench is 
built to fit around the newly-cut hole in the floor. 

I also design a chair, assembled using the 
same square tubes, cut to length, placed in three 
overlaying formations, and bolted together. Wood 
scraps for the seat and a backrest are attached 
with zip-ties that I’ve found laying around in the 
greenery below (likely from the time when the 
façade was installed).

An unruly hinterland like this is today a rare find 
in Berlin. But it wasn’t always that uncommon. 

After the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, the former 
death strip cut across the city like a bewildered 
belt: unbuilt and bounteously barren. In the time 
following the reunification, Berlin was a shrink-
ing city; a quarter of all residential housing was 
left uninhabited, often on the fly, and as a result 
doors were left unlocked. As the city debt was 
through the roof, rents were low and contracts 
up for grabs. Empty houses benefited new exper-
imental living structures and squatting was as 
common as white bread. Like New York during 
the previous decade, Berlin proved to be a seed-
ing ground for a booming counterculture; punk, 
rave, and graffiti writing became synonymous 
with the city’s international reputation. How-
ever, much like the economic aftermath in New 
York, the urban void—combined with the freshly 

An-Bau chair.

Creative Cities

Soon-to-be support beams for 
the roof structure, with cut-out 
slots for the sliding windows.

26

almost three decades separated the two oppos-
ing systems of domination. We couldn’t figure 
out what that drop-off had ever been used for, but 
saw that it was presently not used for anything, 
so we extended the ledge with about 9 m2, which 
then became the camouflaged roof of a concealed 
enclosed space.

We constructed a hatch door into that ceil-
ing and built a ladder to climb down inside this 
make-shift room, which we furnished to fit two 
people—a cot and a chair each, with a shared 
collapsible table, folding up to cover a long 
panorama window overlooking the river. We 
found this at a close-by construction site, and 
in the neighboring streets all the other materi-
als needed: scaffolding pipes, wooden boards, 
beat-up bike parts. We repurposed the stuff, 
making something that others in turn might find 
and repurpose themselves, one day.

Indeed it was found: and thereafter removed.
We called our little hideout “Hus AB.” Its 

construction incorporated many of the tools and 
techniques that I was now using to refurbish the 
abandoned worker’s shack, right down to the 
hatch door I cut open to lower junk to the green 
ground below. In Hus AB, the trapdoor in the roof 
was the way to get in; up here, the trapdoor was 
a way to get stuff out. Hus AB, like every shelter 
and refuge I’d made before it and every shelter 
and refuge I made after it, incorporated princi-
ples of re-use and re-making. This praxis is a 
process of scavenging—even from my own previ-
ous experiences. Growing up with graffiti writing 
throughout the 1990s has a lot to do with how I 
intervene in the built environment. 

I return to the hinterland plot regularly in the 
years that follow, squatting its hidden structures 
and documenting what grows in the cracks.

See p. 90.

Hus AB (January, 2003).



political turmoil of the past century. 
As real estate capital has continued to bal-

loon, fake façade after fake façade has been 
replaced with blustery construction sites that 
have been eventually transformed into brick-and-
mortared apparitions of the city’s dead past. 

The once-utopian margins have been buried 
under monoliths of capital, concrete, and retro- 
futurism. The topography of the concrete river-
bank into which Hus AB once was bolted is now 
radically transformed. The square across the 
street has been renamed Mercedes-Platz, with 
the slogan “The New Entertainment District: 
Modern, International, Vibrant.” Living Levels, a 
luxury condo complex towers over the plot of the 
long-gone shack. The area is branded as Media 
Spree, and it’s the biggest transformation of 
urban planning in Europe since the reunification of 
Germany in 1989. With housing as a commodity, 
rising rents are spreading across Berlin like a 
raging plague. 

The art-deco plastic façade at Potsdamer Platz 
was suddenly hauled down in 2017, making room 
for its physical spitting image in “Berlin’s most 
modern shopping district,” as the official tourism 
and congress organization advertises it; here, 
“every shopaholic will find plenty to do.”

The only faux-façade left standing is the Bau- 
akademie, where the winds of change are (so far) 
only making the façade ripple a little.

After two decades of creative and economic 
influx, Berlin has become the sixth-most expen-
sive European city to reside in, with Paris in first 
place. As an example, the cost for rental housing 
in Berlin increased on average by close to 40% 
between the last quarters of 2020 and 2021.
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Living Levels (April, 2023).

www.berlin.de/en/attractions-
and-sights/5630419-3104052-
mercedes-platz.en.html 

www.visitberlin.de/en/
potsdamer-platz-leipziger-platz

The International Rent Index 
(Q4, 2021).

Hus AB (April, 2003).
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expanded market economy—created a raging 
city revitalization plan. The wild bio- and socio-
topes of Berlin’s post-war urbanity allowed for all 
kinds of imaginations, some of which proved to be 
more conservative and dominant than others ... 

Soon after the wall came down, a lobby group 
started working for the rebuilding of the Berlin 
Palace, aspiring to re-establish the building’s for-
mer magnificence by imagineering its once piv-
otal presence. Having been granted permission 
from the Berlin Senate and finance from private 
donors and corporate sponsors, the façade was 
hauled up and wrapped around the world’s larg-
est steel pipe scaffolding at the time (1993).

Down the road, Potsdamer Platz had historically 
acted as a site for grand imaginations of the 
city’s imagined future: the first Berliner railway 
station (1838), the place for the first German 
street light (1882), the first subway station to 
be completed in the city (1902), the first Ger-
man public radio transmissions (1923), the first 
German traffic light (1924). It was the grand 
meeting place for the political, social, and cul-
tural scenes up until the Nazi regime, when it 
was cleared for the Reich Chancellery. During 
the Cold War, the district was left a great void, 
bisected by the Berlin Wall. 

In 2001, a Baumaske mock-up of an art-deco 
edifice (facing the Sony building) crowned the 
newly privatized Platz. A sign of the time.

The third Baumaske to be installed (2004) was 
at Schinkel Platz, replicating the Bauakademie. 

It was initiated and maintained by “The 
Friends Association Bauakademie”—a private 
lobby group with the intent to attract desire and 
support for the reconstruction of a true-to-original 
Academy of Architecture, which had been grad-
ually destroyed and finally removed during the 

Installation of the hand-painted 
Berlin Palace Baumaske (1993).

Inside of the Baumaske at 
Potsdamer Platz (2015).

Bauakademie
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the praxis of informally accessing secured prem-
ises by way of lockpicking. Rotwelsch was spo-
ken on the social margins of central Europe: a 
secret language that developed among vagrants 
and nomadic craftspeople—Tinkers—during the 
13th century. Linguistically it was constructed 
with a German substrata, with influences from 
Romani, Czech, Yiddish ... This underground 
parlance, a so-called thieves’ argot, suffered from 
systemic repression and have gradually dissi-
pated since mid-20th century. 

An-Bau—as in informally accessing and unbuild-
ing the world from its inside. As Jack Halberstam 
puts it: “We have to unmake, unbuild, and un-
imagine the current condition.”

It is not unusual for places that have been up-
ended by bombings to recover lost ecosystems 
afterwards. Seeds that have been stuffed under 
the topsoil are laid bare and come into crop.

Beneath the ground lies recovery. 

Wildly overgrown fallow patches of land are 
called Brache in German. This could be translated 
to what Gilles Clément calls the third landscape: 
the sum of all humanly exploited land where nat-
ural processes are still resisting. These places 
are far from unused. On the contrary, they are 
fertile ground for intersecting communities and 
creatures, not least in cities. Spaces which ideas 
are projected upon, where imagination can take 
root. Berlin-based philosopher Andreas Weber 
refers to this as enlivenment : a structure of 
coexistence—against the binary split between 
nature and human—towards “a common house-
hold of matter, desire and imagination.”

Friedrich Kluge (1901): 373.
Rotwelsch: Quellen und Wort-
schatz der Gaunersprache 
und der verwandten Geheim-
sprachen.

Unbuilding

Jack Halberstam (2020). 
“Wild Things: An Aesthetics of 
Bewilderment.”

Brache

Sandra Bartoli (2021): 219.
“From the Havel Landscape 
Plan to Berlin Green Archi-
pelago to the West Berlin 
Biotope Map: Degrees of 
Resistance.”

Gilles Clément (2004).
Manifesto of the Third Land-
scape.

Andreas Weber (2019).
Enlivenment: Toward a Poetics 
for the Anthropocene.
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In the same way that the upheavals of war and 
later reunification allowed for the influx of art-
ists and outcasts, the lives and livelihoods that 
flourish in contested spaces are disregarded 
in schemes of urban renewal. The vision of a 
well-maintained, brick monument that is project-
ed on the tarp enclosing this space does not 
include inhabitants of the unruly city in its blue-
print. 

Contesting the idea of an academy (inherent in 
the concept of the Bauakademie), I start offering 
the container as a covert study space, a gather-
ing place suspended 16 m overground. 

Much of the interior is constructed with bolted 
X-Y-Z-joints. Hinging on the historical past of the 
place and space, I name it the An-Bau. “An-” as 
a prefix of negation, like in Anarchism (without a 
ruler), and Bau (German for building; structure; 
construction). An-Bau: a building without a build-
ing. At the same time it negates the conserva-
tive and retro-futurist concept of the prospected 
Bauakademie. There’s a reference to the word-
play of Anarchitecture in this—understood as an 
autonomous social practice, where buildings, 
rooms, and other bodies are set out of control. 
Permeable, moldable, (scaf-)foldable. Accessible. 

It thus follows an anarchist ethics: refusing 
that which renders us unable to think and act 
differently.

As I later come to find out, the verb Anbauen was 
commonly used in Rotwelsch. The word refers to 

An-Bau

In 1970, Robin Evans published 
an article, titled Towards 
Anarchitecture, in which he 
wrote about the tectonics of 
non-control. It is not clear if 
this influenced the artists, 
architects, and musicians who 
together formed a collective in 
New York in 1973 and thereby 
cemented the mythic concept of 
Anarchitecture. 
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through the weedy growth and climbing the
squeeking scaffolding. Silent, so as not to catch 
anybody’s attention. I eventually get comfort-
able with how to move around swiftly along the 
scaffold piping. The hinterland has a bewildering 
impact on my movements and my imagination.

The influence that space has on its inhabitants is 
central to Henri Lefebvre’s philosophical oeuvre.

By way of an intricate, overlapping, and dialec-
tical analysis, the production of space is sys-
tematized under three intersecting categories: 
perceived, conceived, and lived space. As often in 
Lefebvre’s theories, concepts are always in flux, 
changing names and perspectives. The spatial 
also appears as, e.g., the real, the symbolic, and 
the imaginary, or spatial practice, representa-
tions of space, and spaces of representation. 

Space is never neutral but is equipped with 
political agency: from how it’s experienced to the 
thinkable alternatives and their materializations.
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Spatial Triad

Henri Lefebvre [1974].
The Production of Space 
(1991).

A pivoting door. Mounted on stubby pieces of 
scaffolding pipe, the door turns around its own 
axis. On one side, an archive of plant specimens 
from the wild spaces below. Rainwater is poured 
into the upper right corner of the structure, from 
where it runs through all three levels and, if over-
flowing, into a canister on the back. Perforated 
pipe pieces are filled with soil; submerged in the 
underlying water deposit, they keep the plants 
moist. 

The other side of the door holds a small kitchen 
unit, with space for storing dry or canned food; 
a stove; pots, plates, cutlery, glasses, and cups; 
a fresh water supply, connected to a makeshift 
sink and a wastewater unit, rigged to flush the 
toilet.

In the locker, you’ll find supplies for bricolage: 
pieces of wood, cables, scrap metal, and other 
bric-a-brac. There’s also a selection of tools and 
books.

Throughout the first few months, I move around 
warily in the newly discovered wilderness, wading 
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Invisibility, considered from this angle, becomes 
synonymous with an uncontrolled fugitive setting 
and, at the same time, that which is still waiting 
to be revealed: a phantasmagoric force beaming 
behind the façade or under the surface.

Brandon LaBelle provides an important ethical 
perspective with respect to the invisibility that 
accrues in machineries of coercion, through 
processes of social segregation or as variants of 
censorship and ostracism. Making others invisi-
ble is described as absolutely decisive in a visual 
regime. Invisibility thereby relates to situations 
of marginalization and makes clear how forms of 
agency are based on the ability to be seen. The 
binary relationship between the visible and invisi-
ble is made yet more complex when the invisible 
is understood as what we are not allowed to see, 
in forms of intelligence or manipulation, or as a 
retroactive instrument: to (in)visibilize through 
historiography. 

Or the other way around: 

Veiling and revealing are—as in Harvey’s argu-
ment about the commons—contradictory and 
therefore always contested. Self-imposed invis-
ibility is my modus operandi: in the explosive-
ness of making and moving beyond instances of 
control, in the spatiocultural underground, in the 
formation of clandestine commons. 

What’s critical is the right to visibility on one’s 
own terms, not least as a means of shaping alter-
native social structures and identities that are 
vulnerable to societal norms and laws.
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Invisibility

Brandon LaBelle (2017). 
The Invisible Seminar. 
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Lefebvre’s spatial triad thereby supports an 
approach of sited and situationed knowledge, 
where information is affected by the spatial 
setting and its conditioned context. The unruly 
hinterland behind the façade would have appeared 
to me as an impossible space if it wasn’t wit- 
nessed and experienced. From inside of the 
seemingly impossible: a radical imagination of 
the is-possible.

Behind the pivoting door, the privy, equipped with 
a dry separating toilet. Urine passes through a 
hole in the floor into a roughly 50 m long repur-
posed plastic pipe, snaking down the scaffolding 
into a rainwater harvesting tank. Next to it, I 
have installed a composting station for degrada-
ble remains. See [C] on p. 63. From an inserted win-
dow, cut-out next to the toilet which can slide 
open, you see out over the wild grown hinterland. 

The ongoing construction of the Humboldt Forum 
building rises above, behind the billowing façade.

Snaking soil pipe.

Humboldt Forum taking form.
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Those someones or somethings often go un-
named in discussions or discourse about who 
the marginalized are and what can be done—the 
ones doing the marginalizing get to be invisible. 
Hidden in the passive voice. 

Sometimes, in the evenings, crowds of people 
gather inside of the Red Hall. They access the 
space through the official main entrance, in front 
of the Schinkelplatz. They watch slideshows, 
chat, and consume white wine. I observe them 
from up in the scaffolding as they discuss the 
future Bauakademie and its role in urban planning. 

One evening, after they have left, they’ve 
forgotten to lock one of the windows, so I climb 
inside to look at their moodboards and mindmaps 
up close; “reviving the Preussian heritage”; lists 
of possible sponsors; economic planning; the 
future of cities. That same night, I reverse- 
engineer that window so that it appears secured 
from inside, but allows me to open it just enough 
from the outside to unlatch the locking rods. 

Even Schinkel’s original intentions appear 
more radical than the new political program of 
the Bauakademie. As Sandra Bartoli reminds us, 
quoting Schinkel himself, he “developed a system 
for including ‘elements of nature in the compo-
sition of buildings’ and a practice of enhancing 
... the features of the existing landscape. ... an 
idealized society where the architecture ranged 
from the hut ... to the palace, and the whole 
interlaced in the garden.” With the suspended 
shack dangling above the unruly hinterland 
below, in coexistence with the existing land-
scape—the shack across from the Palace—the 
lobby group seems to have gotten closer to 
Schinkel’s true ambitions than they are aware of. 

“The conventional antagonism between city 
and nature dissolved.”

Open Window

See [D] on p. 63. 

See [E] on p. 63.

Sandra Bartoli (2021): 213.
“From the Havel Landscape 
Plan to Berlin Green Archi-
pelago to the West Berlin 
Biotope Map: Degrees of 
Resistance.”

Heinz Schönemann (1993): 8. 
Lenné und der neue Gartenzeit.

Bartoli: 221.
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Beyond the powerful act of rendering others 
invisible as a form of marginalization, or the 
purposive deployment of invisibility by subversive 
subcultures in order to exercise the power that a 
particular position affords them, there’s also the 
invisibility of power itself. Mark Fisher describes 
this as an aspect of Capitalist Realism that

These paired elements of the invisible—the 
power of the invisible and the invisibility of power 
(who’s looking and who’s being watched?)—often 
seems to go unexamined. Part of my uneasiness 
with perpetuating the term “marginalized” stems 
from the ghosts hidden in the periphery of the 
word. “Marginalization” isn’t an inherent quality 
or state of being for an identity or idea, those 
sets of characteristics are pushed into that posi-
tion by someone or something. 

Mark Fisher (2009).
Capitalist Realism: Is There 
No Alternative?
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Keys to Cities 
(& Countries)

An-Bau Dispatch

“Z-Schlüssel” (1:1).

Viennese bellboard.

Many cities, countries even, are equipped with 
locks that are master-keyed: there, one key can 
open many locks. Not only to infrastructures but 
also to residential housing complexes, for the 
convenience of first responders and couriers. 

France has a national set of 21 master keys, 
while the Germans are left with a slide-in latch-
card or whatever informal tricks are passed 
amongst the postal peers or others that perform 
routine unofficial entries.

Roughly 80% of all residential buildings in Austria 
share the same key: the Z-key. Since the patent 
protection expired in 2004, anyone can rightfully 
have it copied by a locksmith. It operates a 
locking cylinder that usually is built into the bell 
board or the intercom. A quarter turn clockwise 
allows a small bolt to be pressed on the inside, 
usually onto a standardized microswitch, which 
in turn triggers the power to buzz the door open.

With the aspiration of the An-Bau to function as 
a commons of sorts, I wanted to reach people 
outside my existing community. For this purpose 
I put together a letter, stuffed in an envelope 
along with a few printed pictures. I distributed 
these in randomly chosen residential letterboxes 
throughout the city. But instead of only distrib-
uting it in Berlin, I also delivered these letters in 
other cities (Paris and Vienna, amongst others). 

In the end, about 3,000 letters were delivered. 
These dissemination efforts not only attempted 
to invite people to partake in the very real com-
mons behind the billowing Berlin façade, but also 
to expand the mental territories of other places. 
An-setting boundaries, buildings, and imagina-
tions.
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The main area is designed to be a place for gath-
erings. A bench, a table and a couple of chairs. 
The room is heated and well-lit. Two large sliding 
windows provide a view of the surrounding nature 
16 m below. Overleaf: the table is temporarily 
mounted on the wall, with the pulley system in 
position for hoisting from the ground level.

In the mid 1990s, I spent a couple of years 
working as a postman. A period of my life 
marked by gloomy mornings, monotonous and 
seemingly endless labor, and eventually a pair of 
worn-out knees. 

But there were some good things about that 
job; I volunteered to be a stand-in for when other 
mail carriers called in sick. It was through this 
opportunity that I got to know all the districts 
and soon enough I had visited each and every 
building in Stockholm. Most often places were 
equipped with code locks. In the case that you 
couldn’t get in there were tricks for how to get 
the doors open, information that was shared 
informally amongst my fellow workers. The go-to 
method for opening four-digit code locks was to 
decipher which of the buttons on the keypad was 
the greasiest, followed by thumb-and-index-finger-
tapping them repeatedly with both hands, in a 
random order. Serendipity and patience provided 
access.

For a more scientific methodology in decoding 
digit combinations, one can apply the mathemat-
ics of permutation: an equation that determines 
the number of possible combinations in a set 
when the order of the arrangements matters. A 
combination of four digits can accordingly only 
have twenty-four different combinations.

Autonomous
Dissemination

1234     2134     3124     4123

1243     2143     3142     4132

1324     2314     3214     4213

1342     2341     3241     4231

1423     2413     3412     4312

1432     2431     3421     4321

The oily matter of sebum is 
decisive in the deposition of 
fingerprints. Unlike most parts 
of the human skin, the finger 
tips don’t produce sebum. It is 
assembled when for example 
touching your face (the highest 
concentration of sebum on the 
human body is behind the ears).

In the pandemic there was an 
evident decrease of fingerprints. 
With fear of infections came a 
consumer rush to alcohol based 
hand-disinfectants and soaps. 
2020 peaked at an increase in 
sales close to 2000% compared 
to the year prior. Hands were 
wiped clean like never before, 
leaving haptic devices spotless 
and shiny.
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The Right to the City

Henri Lefebvre [1968].
“The Right to the City” (1996).

Ibid: 179.

Andy Merrifield (2011): 475.
“The Right to the City and 
Beyond.”

In 1968, Henri Lefebvre released his pivotal 
rallying cry for the Right to the City (Le droit à la 
ville) in which he shared his concerns about the 
dawning degradation of urban life. In this influen-
tial publication, he promoted the radical demo-
cratic idea of “the right to urban life, to renewed 
centrality, to meetings and exchanges, to time 
and life rhythms” which, as he put it, “would 
enable a full and comprehensive use of these 
moments and places.” The modernist transforma-
tions in France during the post-war period formed 
the basis of Lefebvre’s social critique. The colo-
nialization of everyday life, the establishment 
of satellite suburbs, infrastructure designed for 
industry, and residential segregation—all these 
physical and social changes, that along with the 
extensive bureaucratization and standardization 
of urban life—led up to the mythologized insur-
gent reactions in Paris 1968.

At the core of Lefebvre’s philosophical and 
political argument is the call for action, under-
stood to hold the potential of a critical performa-
tivity. He advocates the merging of culture and 
politics with possibilities to create access to the 
urban, whereby

For the Right to the City to work, we need “to 
negate it by moving beyond it, moving through it 
as Lefebvre implied we should.”

The promise of praxis has always been promot-
ed as primary within an anarchist ethics. This 
arguably separates it from how Marxism came to 
be developed, not the call for it, but the priority 
of applying it in direct-action. As David Graeber 
puts it: 1) Marxism has tended to be a theoret-
ical or analytical discourse about revolutionary 
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During the first week of December 2019, the 
scaffolding and its plastic façade are suddenly 
being dismantled. I do my best to salvage the 
trees, shrubs and ferns, transplanting them into 
Berlin’s largest park, the Tiergarten. The weather 
is mild and I will see most of them sprout again 
in the coming spring.

I observe the construction workers as they 
let the façade drop to the ground in a cloud of 
dust. The choreography of the workers disassem-
bling the enormous scaffolding is impressive to 
witness: it’s like a ballet along three axes. They 
secure the An-Bau to a crane, and lower it down 
onto a waiting truck, engine running.

The crows roam around Berlin after the structure 
has been taken apart. I see them everywhere. 
Rooftops, railings, ridges. They’re sitting on my 
balcony, glaring at me through the open door. As if 
they didn’t already have my attention, they push 
my flowerpots crashing down onto the pavement. 
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Dis-place.

Disassembled 
Assembly
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strategy; 2) Anarchism has tended to be an ethi-
cal discourse about revolutionary practice.

Here, the praxis of making isn’t conditioned 
by one’s position in the apparatus of production. 
Material is scavenged and repurposed. So is 
space and place.

An-Bau, in the bird’s nest. Behind it, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs. 

The commons of the shack, in its surrounding 
wilderness, propose a praxis of dissent and invite 
possibilities for participation in the production of 
deviant perceptions—both in reclaiming physical 
space and in the understanding that the ability 
to do so is not outside the realm of possibility.

The reciprocal relationship between the material 
world and behavior (similar to the way that theory 
and praxis dialectically feed into and inform each 
other) isn’t always considered when contemplat-
ing the nature of cities.

All population groups could be given radical 
access to the city’s resources—given space to 
experiment and to realize genuinely alternative 
everyday lives. The city could become a place 
for encounter and communication. Normality 
and limitations could be dissolved, in favor of 
a fusion of playfulness and unpredictability. In 
other words, centrality is not just a geographical 
designation, but the very possibility of accessing 
the radix of urban development. 

In the end, it comes down to perceiving, concei-
ving, and living, the sociospatial conceptions of 
Lefebvre’s trialectics. 

What we conceive to be possible is informed 
by what we’ve experienced as being possible, 
and what we can practice as possible; they all 
merge in lived space.

David Graeber (2001): 331.
“The Twilight of Vanguardism.”

Centrality

HENRI LEFEBVRE. 
(1991) : 40.
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The importance of reviving and practicing the 
Right to the City, in favor of a more egalitarian 
and sustainable urbanism, can be seen in the 
light of the Reclaim the City movement that 
arose around the turn of the millenium, which 
saw protests take to the streets in reaction to 
unaccommodating urban transformations. In that 
same spirit, about a decade later, the sociopoli-
tical movement of Occupy drew participants on 
a global scale, with demands of “real democracy 
now.” In that regard, the frameworks of Reclaim 
and Occupy rhymes with Donna Haraway’s call 
for “staying with the trouble.” Not only in the 
sense of supporting kinship between odd ones 
(Oddkin), but also not to fall into other dominant 
logics: the constant push towards productivity, of 
making anew, from scratch (on behalf of invisibili-
zed labor and natural resources that is). Instead, 
this would imply an ethics of maintenance and 
care, of keeping communities alive and making 
use of the already existing (without falling into 
retromanian traps of nostalgia, extractivism, and 
cultural appropriations). In that regard, staying 
with the trouble is a call for territorial struggle; 
for zones to defend. 

The only thing left standing on site is the former 
showroom, the Red Hall, where planning and 
lobbying meetings had been held, now left de-
serted. With a friend, I return inside through the 
double-hinged window, and so the An-Bau evolves 
into its next form: the An-Akademie.

 

Reclaim & Occupy

Donna Haraway (2016).
Staying with the Trouble: 
Making Kin in the Chthulucene.

ZAD: zone à défendre (zone to 
defend) is a a form of protest 
and resistance, typically an area 
of land that activists occupy and 
defend against development 
projects or other forms of 
environmental or social harm.

The An-Akademie
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knows his library manners and I appreciate this. 
I often arrive to a pile of freshly washed 

dripping dishes. I assume that the reading duo 
are cleaning up from the people using the An-A 
throughout the night, but it’s never mentioned. 

I also don’t know who introduced them to the 
space, and I like it like that.

Armchairs are built from construction plywood 
and aluminum square pipes, the seats are woven 
out of webbing slings; material salvaged from the 
Berlin Palace construction site, just across the 
river. A part of the fence is carried back inside 
the An-A and fitted into a kitchen unit. Heavy, 
cumbersome furniture is equipped with wheels, 
allowing the space to be reconfigured depending 
on its activities. 

Sometimes rats find their way inside, so I 
install a shelf on one of the terrazzo cast col-
umns, preventing the rodents from feasting on 
any of the edibles from the kitchen (rats can 
only jump about 90 cm high). Instead, a leftovers 
bucket is put at their disposal, stuffed to one 
side in the backyard.

As the space gradually turns into a place, with 
structures allowing for things to happen, more 
people come to experiment with it, in it. 

The only requirement is to accept its ethic of 
clandestinity: it’s a social place but not a pub-
lic one, this means keeping a low public profile. 
As Kodwo Eshun put it; “Dissapearance is our 
future ... undetectible, not identifiable, invisible 
not recognizable, stealthy not public.” Instead, 
people are informed and invited by word-of-mouth 
and playful forms of dimmed enticements.

Assembling the An-A armchair. 

Kodwo Eshun (1998): 122.
More Brilliant Than The Sun: 
Adventures In Sonic Fiction.

Template for the An-A armchair. 
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Clandestine 
Commons

Having climbed through the window, you enter 
into a spacious hall constructed of intricate 
brickwork. There’s a strangely enjoyable acous-
tic effect when sounds bounce off the arches, 
making you momentarily lose your sense of 
orientation. Behind a door that unlocks from this 
side, lies the foyer, where you also find the main 
entrance, locked. 

As with the suspended container, I instinctively 
start cleaning up—sweeping the floor and sort-
ing the materials left behind: some laminated 
plywood, tubular lights, scaffolding pipes, electric 
cables. I improvise a bench.

The sun-bleached plastic façade is also left on 
site, folded and stacked in piles. This material is 
now repurposed into screens for projections and 
partitions. Curtains are cut from the same stock. 
When yanked aside, the pompous architecture 
surrounding the space is unveiled. The curtains 
cover the space in the evenings so that the bright 
lights from the An-A can’t be seen from outside.

I initiate a small library: a double-sided shelf in 
three levels that allows its onlooker to circle 
around it and to browse the content of brightly 
colored covers. Xeroxed bootlegs, with zip-tie 
bindings and machine-typed titles: Teaching to 
Transgress, The Government of No One, Constitu-
ent Imagination, The Unknown City ... I have my 
preferred timeslot when I use the library, an hour 
or two before noon. 

A young couple frequent the same hours, 
going through one book after the other. When I 
arrive, either of the two, or both, are often sit-
ting in the far back of the space, curtain half 
open, allowing just enough light to shine in to 
where they sit. We don’t talk much but I enjoy 
their presence. One is a rapper, she tells me. Tall 
and rangy. The other shies away from conversa-
tion, with a sweet buck-toothed grin. I guess he 

See [F] on p. 63.

Façade tugged inside.

bell hooks (1994).
Teaching to Transgress: 
Education as the Practice of 
Freedom.

Ruth Kinna (2019).
The Government of No One: 
The Theory and Practice of 
Anarchism.

Graeber & Shukaitis (2007).
Constituent Imagination: 
Militant Investigations 
Collective Theorization.

Borden, Kerr & Rendell (2002).
The Unknown City: Contesting 
Architecture and Social Space.
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The commons is subject to contestation; it is 
represented in environments and urban trans-
formations that are enforced with a neoliberal 
agenda. A typical example is the expansion of 
gated communities, an exclusionary form of com-
mons which, by way of its hostile architecture, 
clearly marks who is included in and excluded 
from this controlled community. The capitalist 
commons, with its logic of the free market, does 
so at the expense of the social commons. In the 
urban context, it falls under processes of gentrifi-
cation. The greater the qualities of the commons 
produced by a social group, the more likely an 
approaching machinery of appropriation-hungry, 
profit-maximizing stakeholders becomes.

Global capital is drawn to local initiatives—
the more transgressive they are, the better. The 
social and spatial forms that against all odds 
manage to oppose this instrumentalization are 
therefore crucial. “There are instances in which 
you have to be more subversive and underground, 
so to speak.” David Harvey (2016). The Insurgent Architect.

After a couple of months of building and installing 
furniture, the locks to an entrance are suddenly 
changed. In response, to play with the janitor, I 
completely remove the door and seal the door-
way with plaster sheets and white paint, leaving 
but a slim square opening in the wall. 

Two framed pictures, which until now have 
been hanging to the left of the entrance, are 
moved sideways so that one of them covers the 
hole. A frame of scaffolding is secured to the 
back of it, balancing the heavy picture, and fitted 
with ball bearings at the joints to function as 
sturdy hinges. Secured with magnets it allows 
visitors to pop the picture off the wall, and have 
it effortlessly swing open to grant passage. 
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a framework is installed ...

and four plaster boards 
seal the doorway.

See [G] on p. 63.

Door gets removed ...
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I eventually also put together another letter —
An-Akademie: Through Invisible Passages to an 
Unruly School. It is distributed in 3,000 copies, 
in the same informal way as the An-Bau dispatch.

For David Harvey, the city is understood as the 
polemical epicenter of economic growth vis-à-vis 
class struggle. In his book Rebel Cities, he looks 
at movements like Occupy and how urban riots 
have increased globally over the past decade. 

By placing these in a historical context, 
against the background of, for example, the 
Paris Commune and the political progressiveness 
of 1968, he cements the importance of urban 
resistance cultures that strive for sustainable 
development, both socially and ecologically. He 
draws parallels to urban protest cultures and 
to the prevailing political situation. Supported 
by Lefebvre’s own position on the subject, Har-
vey insists on the importance of relating to the 
conditions and needs that we face. Whether they 
are technological, social, or climate-oriented, 
the guidelines are clear; an inclusive urbanity is 
requested, in constant pursuit of an everyday life 
marked by the unexpected. This demands meth-
ods to capture the more sensitive qualities that 
are generated in the urban space, what I term 
urban sub-affects: low-intense processes that do 
not always appear significant but which, through 
their subliminal character, have a grinding effect 
on the sensuous urban experience of the pop-
ulation. The urban commons is also thoroughly 
mapped, from its decisive importance for the 
city’s historical development to a series of con-
ceivable future models. With reference to Hardt 
& Negri’s position on the subject, Harvey states 
that the metropolis should be regarded as a kind 
of factory for the commons: an anti-capitalist 
platform and starting point for political activism. 

An-Academic 
Dissemination

See pp. 39–40.

David Harvey (2013).
Rebel Cities: From the Right 
to the City to the Urban 
Revolution.

“BEHIND THE FAKE FAÇADE
THE AN-AKADEMIE.”

Another dimmed enticement—
countermarked two-cent coins:

AN-AKADEMIE
Through Invisible Passages

 to an Unruly School





Amidst the rambling in the framed testimony of 
the Bauakademie i find a valid point: “The prox-
imity to praxis was and will remain a specialty.” 

Ursula K. Le Guin makes fun of the word “praxis.” 
A beloved term for Marxists, she jokes, “appar-
ently because they liked x’s.” But I enjoy how 
“praxis” exits off the tongue. The crack-and-ooze 
when you say it. It’s like unexpectedly stepping 
on a dry branch when sneaking, it makes you 
freeze in the move as the snap thins out. Or 
rolling off the curb with a heavily loaded bike, 
chainlock rattling as you ride off. Or slamming a 
heavy door with keys left in it. It is a word that 
promises response from a body at work: action 
and result. So, I’ll stick with praxis, even though 
Le Guin’s attitude makes me grin. 

As a matter of fact, the Bauakademie was 
completed the same year that Karl Marx moved 
to Berlin for his law studies (1836). A decade 
later he wrote about the revolutionary importance 
of practical-critical activity: Praxis. 

Once behind the framed testimony, you find your-
self in a chamber-like passage, you push open a 
second door and step into a dimly lit room, the 
air smells of coffee and ink. The backside of the 
large image that you swung open shows an affili-
ated passage in subterranean Paris.

53

G
E

O
R

G
E

S
 P

E
R

E
C

.
(1

9
9

7
): 3

7
.

Ursula K. Le Guin (2004): 7.
The Wave in the Mind: Talks 
and Essays on the Writer, the 
Reader, and the Imagination.

Karl Marx [1845; 1888].
“Theses On Feuerbach” (1938).



Freudian dream work is useful in understanding 
how moods and atmospheres in the cityscape 
are generated and subliminally internalized. This 
stream of ideas was well represented both in Sur-
realism and Situationism, where it was studied 
through transformative sensitivity operations in 
the forms of transitions and psychogeographies.

Pile suggests that in order to make the urban 
imaginary understandable, one needs to examine 
the tangle of subjects that make up urban life—
consciousness, ideas, imaginations, information 
flows, etc. This means that phantasmagoria not 
only relates to the perceptible impressions that 
characterize the public space, but also to the 
spirituality beyond the tactile or visible; it reveals 
a complex unity of social, historical, spatial, psy-
chological, lived urban spaces. In other words, 
apart from its citizens, the real city consists as 
much of matter as of fleeting dreams.

The concept of magic is viewed in light of the 
practice-oriented, based on the hopeful wish- 
fulfillment of urban life. Unlike the dream, magic 
presupposes a kind of occult maker-practice. 
Through combinations of magical objects and 
formulas, incantations, spiritual places and ritu-
als, higher powers are called upon. The city that 
beckons with the fulfillment of wishes, but at the 
same time casts a curse on its inhabitants: the 
phantasmagoric urban magic. As Pile concludes, 
“In the phantasmagorias of city life, there are 
always possibilities for dreaming the real city 
anew.” Pile: 182.

I understand the academic institution to be a 
sanctuary for some, also in the unruly city, but 
it’s hard to engage in discourse if those crowded 
interiors conceive of their corner as the whole 
world. When setting up these para-academic 
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The Berlin Palace—nowadays 
named the Humboldt Forum—
seen from the An-Akademie, on 
what used to be Marx-Engels-
Platz, now Schloßplatz. Once 
again behind a solid façade.

As stated by Alexandra Richie: 
“no other city on earth has had 
such a turbulent history; no 
other capital has repeatedly 
become so powerful and then 
fallen so low. ... This city’s 
identity has always been based 
not on stability but on change.”

Alexandra Richie (1998): 21.
Faust’s Metropolis: A History 
of Berlin. 

Hand-cranked stencil duplicator.
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Playing the passage is performed as a prank 
on the official owners of the estate, but just as 
much a gesture to the informal visitors I’m invit-
ing. It’s an effort to create some of that magic 
that was present within the bewildered scaffold-
ing. Here, the visitor is instead invited into a 
foyer without windows. When pulling one of the 
framed pictures, a big bright hall is revealed, with 
big windows facing the historic city center: a 
surreal entrance.

In Real Cities, Steve Pile untaps a phantasma-
goric reading in relation to modern urbanism. 
Through four models—dreams, magic, vampires 
and ghosts—he argues for the importance of 
recapturing our imaginary capacity in times of 
rationalization and standardization. The real city 
conjures from a latent utopian web, slumbering 
under sediments of construction dust and mono-
lithic architecture. 

The concern of phantasmagoria, as Walter 
Benjamin described it, is not only to recognize 
how it affects and influences the urban citizen, 
but to understand how it arises in the produc-
tion of the city. Walter Benjamin [1927–40]. The Arcades 

Project (2002). Dreams, following Pile’s argument, 
reveal how desire and anxiety are generated 
in the city, springing from unfulfilled desires 
shaped by the prevailing political climate. Based 
on the Freudian concept of dream work, where 
dreams are described as a highly complex pro-
cess where emotions and meanings performs a 
multitude of variables, leaving the host unaware, 
Pile accounts for a psychoanalytic reading of 
the city and its built environment. Railing at the 
city where every element appears as overdeter-
mined, and where a suppression of our needs 
and desires is implemented through systems of 
power and dominance.

Playing the Passage

Steve Pile (2005).
Real Cities: Modernity, Space 
and the Phantasmagorias of 
City Life.

The removed door, turned into a 
lockpicking workshop on wheels.

Similar to Steve Pile, Italian 
philosopher Federico Campagna 
understands magic as a radical 
framework, through which we 
can engage with and compre-
hend the world in a different 
way. It involves a re-enchantment 
of reality, where the boundaries 
between rational and irrational, 
natural and supernatural, blur. 
Magic becomes a means to 
challenge the prevailing norms 
and structures of society: a tool 
or method for subverting social 
hierarchies and for questioning 
established power dynamics. 

Embracing magic allows us 
to reshape our perception of 
reality, transgressing the bound-
aries imposed by conventional 
discourse and opening up new 
avenues for transformative 
change in the world.

Federico Campagna (2018).
Technic and Magic: The 
Reconstruction of Reality.



governmental quarters. The very center of the 
city, historically and politically. 

The hall—20 x 10 m wide, 5 m high—is a lived 
space where a variety of strategies and permuta-
tions are tried out; lock studies, trapdoor engi-
neering, furniture making, magnetic experiments, 
EMP-jamming, hacking, book printing. Along with 
this there are screenings, meals, readings, dance 
practices, pirate radio broadcasts, performances, 
theater plays, presentations of all kinds. 

At least 100 keys have been handed out to give 
people access to the space, and from these 
an unknown number of duplications have been 
made. I’ve no idea how many keys are in circula- 
tion at this point, or how many people are using 
the space. I find that to be a healthy condition 
for studies, in terms of unpredictability and ran-
dom encounters. 

Two years into the An-A, the planned recon-
struction of the Bauakademie is still due. There 
have been some minor efforts from the janitor to 
secure the doors. When he changes the locks, 
we run classes in lockpicking, lock-gutting, and 
manufacturing fitting keys, whereafter these 
are put in circulation. It’s part of the field study 
going on at the An-Akademie, dealing with con-
tested space and applied praxis. 

Each time a new lock is installed, I also play 
with building alternative passage-ways, like the 
reverse-hinged window. Or turning a wall into a 
door. For a short period of time, a group of peo-
ple printing pamphlets are present in the space; 
they are keen to bring their colossal Heidelberg 
letterpress onto the premises. To be able to 
bring it inside, a boarded wall at the back of the 
hall is cut, fitted with hinges, and secured with 
a retractable dowel. Invisible if you don’t know 
about it. See [H] on p. 63. 
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An-A key (1:1).

Stenciled duplications. 

Stencil for duplication.

spaces, I’ve found refuge in Moten & Harney’s 
The Undercommons—conceptualized as a 
speculative practice of study, for entanglements 
with others on the margins, seeking context and 
community to learn and unlearn in alliance. 

Many of the thinkers I refer to come at the 
issue of undisciplining and radicalizing forms of 
knowledge production. What I’m interested in 
is ways to derail from sedentary studies (what 
Deleuze & Guattari calls royal science, taking 
place “on paper and off site”), towards sited 
studies where knowledge is developed through 
sharing and through spontaneous improvisation, 
directly on site and from the circumstances, 
spaces and materials as they present themselves 
(nomadic, or minor science). A posture of critical 
praxis that merges and develops in a deviant 
production of space. 

The An-Akademie: an academy without the medi-
eval social structure of academia.

By claiming that space and place—with its 
history of knowledge production and its recent 
ongoing plans for once again becoming an acad-
emy relating to architecture and urban develop-
ment—it contests both past, present and future 
ideas of urbanism. 

The core curriculum involves questions on auto- 
nomy, emancipation, radical imagination, and, 
most importantly, how these are put into praxis. 
It could be considered a sort of undercommons: 
the An-Akademie is a physical location for invent-
ing new frameworks through a transgressive 
scholarship. 

The setting and location are designed to influence 
the outcome. The imagination of the independent 
scholars— the writers, the printers, the readers, 
the dancers, the diggers, the climbers—is stimu-
lated by the seemingly impossible setting of the 
space, audaciously located in the midst of the 
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Moten & Harney (2013).
The Undercommons: Fugitive 
Planning & Black Study.

Deleuze & Guattari (1987): 367.
A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia. 

Ibid.

“Anarchism is primarily an 
ethics of practice; and it insists, 
before anything else, that one’s 
means must be consonant with 
one’s ends; one cannot create 
freedom through authoritar-
ian means; that as much as 
possible, one must embody the 
society one wishes to create. 
This does not square very well 
with operating within universi-
ties that still have an essentially 
medieval social structure, pre-
senting papers at conferences 
in expensive hotels, and doing 
intellectual battle in language 
no one who has not spent at 
least two or three years in grad 
school would ever hope to be 
able to understand.”

David Graeber (2001): 332.
“The Twilight of Vanguardism.”



strategies is dwindling as dissensual cultures 
and aesthetics descend into the maelstrom of 
co-option that dominates the contemporary city.

The same day that I finish building the wall-door, 
roughly a dozen of people enter the fenced-off 
ground that surrounds the backside of the An-A, 
followed by a blasting excavator. Two containers 
are also installed on site, one of which carries a 
tarp displaying a company logo: a group of arche-
ologists and architectural historians. 

I watch them from behind the curtains as they 
start digging away. In the following weeks, a 
large mass of unearthed matter piles up around 
the excavations, exposing the underlying brick 
structure of Schinkel’s old academy. Small old 
intricate objects are labeled and organized neatly 
on tarps, laid out on patches of undug topsoil. As 
they leave work in the late afternoons I like to 
carefully inspect their findings up close: ceramic 
shards, bones, pieces of glassware, clay pipes, 
bottles, bricks. Some of the scooped-out mud 
is harvested and brought inside. Maybe we can 
separate its argil? Distilled, and placed in the 
windowsills to catch the heating morning sun, it 
results in a big chunk of warm-grey clay. 

From material scavenged at a close-by construc-
tion site I build a potter’s wheel: four Bishop’s- 
Hat paving stones; a road sign mounted with ball 
bearings on a scaffolding pipe; a 280 mm x 55 
mm pine wood seat, heat-stamped with Tiefbau; 
40 mm thick aluminum pipes for road signs; a 
scaffolding board, sliced into 40 mm wide stripes; 
a sheet of 20 mm construction plywood; a 12-liter 
plastic bucket; 40 pcs of M8 bolts; small scraps 
of 18 mm laminated birch plywood.

These 33 kg pentagonal-shaped 
aggregate concrete slabs—
Bishop’s Hats (Bischofsmützen) 
—line the pavements of the 
German capital, along with Cat 
Heads, Bones, Charlottenburgers, 
and Hog Bellies (Katzenköpfen, 
Knochen, Charlottenburger, and 
Schweinebäuche).
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Michel de Certeau (1984).
The Practice of Everyday Life.

Here, de Certeau differentiates 
strategy ; the purview of power, 
from tactics ; the praxis of 
making-do by those who lacks 
power. 

The result of the latter is what 
he terms bricolage.

Unearthed shards.
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Weizman’s observations of 19th-century contest-
ed urban space is followed up with a testimony 
of the ethical implications when theories drift 
and shift; from subversive ideas from beneath to 
other-than-intended applications. His text gives 
evidence for how the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) 
appropriatie the Blanquian tactic of walking-
through-walls. More recent critical concepts—
swarming, holey space, and rhizomes—are also 
implemented as strategies of the war machine. 

The conceptual opposition between tactics and 

Walking Through 
Walls

See related 
observation 
(L. Lambert), 
p. 106.
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It makes sense that Berlin is a derivative of the 
underlying asset of the muddy “Berl-.” Berlin is 
a miry city, you notice this when you go below 
street level; damp basements turn solid matter 
into mold; stalactites dangle in subway ceilings. 

There is no Parisian limestone beneath Berlin. 
There might be in some million years, under the 
burning sun, when debris and earthly matter have 
compressed into cataclysmic compositions.

If the barricade is the retrenchment that belongs 
to the Parisian spirit, the fugitive praxis of tun-
neling and wall climbing is arguably Berlin’s 
reversed rendition. An estimated 300 people 
were able to escape through clandestinely dug 
tunnels under the Berlin Wall during its 28 years 
in existence. 

Close to 5,000 people managed to transgress 
the Berlin border, some by scrambling over the 
four-meter wall. The number of failed escapes is  
undetermined. 140 people are known to have 
been killed in this fugitive act.

Three years into the An-Akademie, some people 
have left, more have joined.

Occasionally, the locks are still being changed. 
Sometimes notes are left behind, asking us 
to pack up and leave. We do buildering  work-
shops—walking on walls—and start a class in 
tunnel excavation: a hatch is carefully sawed in 
the wooden floor, hidden in the boarded grid. Be-
neath the boards, a concrete fundament. We chip 
away through the 70 cm slab before reaching 
the soil. Much like the long-gone archaeologists, 
we dig through historic remains as the tunnel 
expands beneath the building, creating a new 
passage for entry and exit. An-archaeology. The 
dug-out soil is spread thin across the backyard, 
so as not to reveal our ongoing excavation.

An escape tunnel in the 
making. Berlin, 1964.
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See p. 103.

Buildering: a portmanteau of 
bouldering and building.

The invention of the ring kiln 
(patented by Berliner building 
officer Friedrich Hoffmann in 
1858) was decisive for mass 
production. In 1873, there were 
150 ring kilns in the brickyards 
of Brandenburg, firing an esti-
mated 500 million bricks per 
year. Shipped on cargo boats 
down the Spree, from which the 
saying “Berlin was built from a 
barge” derives (“Berlin ist aus 
dem Kahn gebaut”). This period, 
the so called “Gründerjahre,” 
was a time of economic upturn. 
(See sidenote, p. 69.) 
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Just as Paris was built from the extraction of its 
underlying Lutetian limestone, Berlin was built 
with bricks, amassed and baked from the muddy 
clay of the riparian zone of the Spree. The two 
cities share a similar etymology: where Paris has 
its Latin origin in Lutum (mud), Berlin is argued 
to derive from the Old Polabian word of Berl, 
meaning swamp—Swampin. These two cities, 
like many other, formed along muddy riverbanks 
of rivers and coasts, of merchant and trade 
routes. Both once walled and defended from 
small islands, they have since outgrown their 
historical centers: Île de la Cité (City Island) and 
Museumsinsel (Museum Island).

The Berlin clay had different qualities depend-
ing on its site of extraction. Bad brick façades 
needed to be covered with a shielding surface of 
plaster to avoid being weathered and fall apart, 
better bricks were set aside for more prestigious 
construction work. 

Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Bauakademie was 
one such project. Because of the higher quality 
of bricks, he restrained from coating the con-
struction with a shielding stucco, revolutionizing 
the aesthetic ideals of the time to make it one of 
the most prominent buildings of German archi-
tecture, at the threshold of modernity in the 19th 
century. 

The building was destroyed during WWII. The 
remaining ruin was demolished shortly after the 
city was bisected with the Berlin Wall in 1961, 
situated in East Berlin.

See p. 66.

Schinkel’s Berlin bricks.
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Bricks are one of the oldest 
known building materials, 
dating back to 7000 BC.

These ones are from the 1830s, 
unearthed when digging a 
tunnel beneath the An-A.
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A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H

Back door
An-Bau
Compost
Main entrance
Reverse-hinged window 
An-Akademie
Trapdoor (framed text) 
Trapdoor (wall)
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[H] [A]

[C][E] [F]

4
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Eyal Weizman (2006): 66.
“Lethal Theory.”

A few months after the tunnel is finished, the 
sludgy ground is now more of a basin. We notice 
how the construction workers on the site across 
the river use a device to remove water sipping 
up from beneath. We install one too, having the 
muddy water spill into a drain and out in the river. 

Under the paving stones, the riverine mud. 
Nowadays, in the ruinous age of globalism, 

Berlin’s crater-sized clay pits have filled up with 
water and the city’s construction materials are 
extracted and imported from elsewhere: Chinese 
cement, Russian pine, Swedish iron ore, Polish 
granodiorite ... 

At the end of 2022, the doors at the An-A are 
completely replaced and the building is fitted 
with a high-grade security system. However, 
at this point, the building is already completely 
permeated. The An-A is instead accessed through 
the “mouse-holed” nexus of under- and “over-
ground tunnels.”

A final remark: if one would still consider the 
main entrance more convenient, the janitor has 
once again stowed away the new keys. This 
time in a four-digit key-safe on the right side of 
the entrance. The only question that needs to 
be asked for access: what year did Schinkel’s 
Bauakademie open? Or, what year did Marx move 
to Berlin?
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“Bauakademie Roter Saal.”





DE-INVENTING PARIS 
Digging Passages, (G)Hosting Buildings, 

and Manufacturing Keys

he tarmac of the French capital is sprink-
led with access points for katabasis, 
covered by removable concrete lids and 
iron cast plates. Beneath the surface, 

tunnels stretch out in a labyrinthic mesh. To 
descend into this underworld is to connect with a 
cultural history of refuge and asylum, as rich as it 
is diverse, that dates back to a time when Paris 
was still called Lutetia, around the 4th century. 
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Katabasis: downwards journey, from Greek katá- ‘downwards’ and baíno ‘go’.



Bisected by the Seine River, Paris splits into two 
material halves, with predominantly gypsum on 
the Right Bank and limestone on the Left Bank. 

The very name of the city recollects its origins, 
including the quality of the ground it stood on 
and the physical material excavated to create 
it. Imagine the centuries of renovations and PR 
campaigns needed for the city to reinvent itself 
from “A Place in The Mud” to “The City of Light.”

In 1981, a band of 13-year-old punks developed 
a life-long attraction to the subterranean tangle 
beneath the French capital. As their interest 
increased, so did their skills in gaining access. 

However, they did have some problems with 
finding their way around in the vast network of 
tunnels ...

On August 15, 1982, three of these impassioned 
youngsters went on a mission. They managed to 
make their way from the quarry voids into the 
basement of the Ministry of Telecommunications 
(there was a grated metal gate, but their lanky 
bodies walked straight through it). 
 
They were on the hunt for the maps of the Pari-
sian underground. The first thing was to localize 
the key cabinet, which they instantly found inside 
the unguarded security headquarters. With the 
use of these keys, they spent much of the night 
searching through one office after another. As 
day was about to break, their efforts were finally 
rewarded—the (in)complete atlas of the PTT 
tunnel network was found, its many pages piled 
on a dust-covered bottom shelf.

Shortly after, one of the youngsters, Natacha, 
unlocked the main entrance using one of the 
newly found keys and shut the door behind them. 
(Noteworthy was their ethical sensitivity of main-
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Lazar Kunstmann (2018): 185.
La culture en clandestins: l’UX.

Maps to the 
Underworld

Surficial deposits

Rupelian formations:
—Fontainebleau sands
—Oyster marls
—Brie limestone
—Green marls

Upper bartonian formations:
—Supra-gypseous marls
—Gypseous marls
—Infra-gypseous marls
—Green sands

Lower bartonian formations:
—Saint Ouen limestone
—Beauchamp sands

Lutetian formations:
—Brackish marl
—Lutetian limestone

Ypresian formations:
—Cuise sands
—Upper sands
—False clays
—Auteuil sands
—Plastic clay

Montan marls & limestone

Campanian chalk

As Hôtel de Ville (the City Hall) 
was set on fire by insurrection-
ary communards in 1871, the 
topographical archive of Paris 
was obliterated. About a decade 
later, 21-year old Émile Gerards 
(see appendix) was commis-
ioned conductor of the I.G.C. 
(see p. 70), partly responsible 
for managing a new subterra-
nean cartography. A survey that 
was left partly incomplete. 

Some underground sites in 
Paris remains unmapped to this 
day. By the authorities that is.

Where Berlin was built from the muddy clay of 
the riparian zone of the Spree, Paris was built 
from the extraction of its underlying Lutetian 
limestone. The two cities share a similar etymol-
ogy. Berlin has its origin in the Old Polabian word 
of Berl , meaning “swamp.” Lutetia Parisiorum 
is the ancient name for Paris. Before getting 
occupied by the Romans, it was the capital of 
the sub-Celtic tribe of the Parisii, founded on the 
muddy banks of the Seine in the mid-third century 
BCE. Lutum is the Latin word for mud. Lutetia—a 
place in the mud. 
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A Place in the Mud

See p. 42.



mined mesh, adding up to over 300 km of inter-
twining tunnels beneath the city. 

With this break into modernity, it wasn’t only 
the military machine that was granted access 
to Paris, but also the unleached force of a liberal 
market. The observations of David Harvey bears 
witness to this transformation, which he calls an 
extroverted urbanism : Haussmann’s one hand 
establishing a commodification of the urban, 
fitting the city with with a speculative property 
market, shopping arcades, and commodity fetish-
ism, while the other hand concurrently performed 
a forceful social centrifugation. As Harvey further 
argues, this city renewal was paramount in exe-
cuting a displacement of the lower classes into 
the urban periphery, by relocating industrial land 
use, demolishing low-income neighborhoods and 
massively increasing housing rents in the center 
of the city.

To this day, Paris is highly marked by socio-
economical segregation. The “regularization” 
of city planning, which Harvey holds was initi-
ated under the rule of Napoleon III, increasingly 
appears as a blueprint in processes of contempo-
rary post-democratization.

Numerous surveys testify to the ongoing collo-
quial appropriation of the Parisian underground 
throughout the city’s history. 

The anthropological studies by Barbara Glow-
czewski are summarized in the book La cité des 
cataphiles, which also includes historical and 
ethnographic research from Jean-François Mat-
teudi, Violaine Carrère-Leconte, and Marc Viré.

The publication meticulously unfolds the 
history of the cataphiles, the name given to the 
clandestine walkers of the old quarry networks 
of Paris—a labyrinth forbidden to the public, 
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Paris’ quarries are marked with 
dates of consolidation. Here, the 
year of Napoleon III’s coup d’état.

David Harvey (2003): 146.
Paris: Capital of Modernity.

Ibid: 133.

As Paris experienced the after- 
math of the Haussmannian real 
estate bubble—a situation that 
partly triggered the French inva-
sion of Prussia to save the econ-
omy (the Franco-Prussian War)—
Berlin relished from the post-war 
economic gains, from which the 
city expanded and transformed 
into a global metropolis.

In Paris, the ruinous conditions 
opened up possibilities for the 
Paris Commune to take place. 

The City of Cataphiles

Barbara Glowczewski, et al. (1983).
La cité des cataphiles: Mission 
anthropologique dans les 
souterrains de Paris. 

tenance and care: the keys and the maps were 
secretly put back at the archive after duplica-
tions were secured.) The trio departed at dawn, 
arms full of maps, walking off down a deserted 
Avenue Duquesne. Was Natacha dreaming? No, 
she recalls, this nocturnal mission was beyond 
her imagination. Too perfect to fit in any reverie.

Some weeks later, they discovered a hidden value 
in the documents. As they assessed the looted 
goods, they placed some maps marked with 
the same arrondissement on top of each other, 
holding them against the light. The possibilities 
appeared endless. Through the connections 
revealed in the overlapping images, they could 
localize the exact venues where the masonry 
walls were thin enough to make it possible to 
break through into otherwise sealed-off tunnels, 
bunkers, basements. That same night, they dug 
their first subterranean passage, granting access 
from a concrete telecommunications tunnel into 
an old limestone quarry.

Rebuilding 19th-century Paris required vast vol-
umes of material assets. For this purpose, lime-
stone was extacted from the Left Bank, south 
of the Seine. In turn, this hollowing out of Paris’ 
underbelly created what can be regarded as a 
spatial negation of Haussmann’s “revitalization” 
of the city’s medieval grid. This urban substruc-
ture and its many myths contribute to the men-
tal, social, and spatial formation that shapes and 
informs the city’s collective (un)consciousness.

Not only Lutetian limestone was extracted 
from the city’s underbelly, but also sand (for 
glass and smelting processes), gypsum (for plas-
ter manufacturing), and green clay (for bricks 
and tiles). The frenzy of Baron Haussmann’s 
material extraction expanded the pre-existing 
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Haussmannian extractivism,
19th Century.

Overlapped & 
Undermapped

“Lay down a map of the land; 
over that, set a map of political 
change; over that, a map of 
the Net, especially the counter-
Net with its emphasis on 
clandestine information-flow 
and logisitics—and finally, over 
all, the 1:1 map of the creative 
imagination, aesthetics, values. 
The resultant grid comes to 
life, animated by unexpected 
eddies and surges of energy, 
coagulations of light, secret 
tunnels, and surprises.”

Hakim Bey (1991): 100.
T.A.Z.: Temporary Autonomous 
Zone, Ontological Anarchy, 
Poetic Terrorism.



Beneath the ground, roots from the vegetation 
above dangle from the ceiling. It smells of wet 
soil; the air is damp and much chillier than the 
hot summer night left behind. At the far end of 
the tunnel, in a cloud of dust, there are a couple 
of lights moving around and a racketing ruckus 
that only gets louder the further one goes. I 
meet with two women who are in the process 
of making a crawl space. Some praxis involves 
securing access to the restricted maps. Some 
praxis involves holding the overlapping maps 
up to the light, and make visible the weak par-
tition walls. Some praxis requires jackhammers 
to open passageways to connect the individual 
systems into a joint network. See appendix.

Retracting to life in the underworld is as old as 
any structure of domination. Historically, the 
underground has served as a projection surface 
and locus in widely differing cultures; either 
politically motivated, conditioned by faith and 
religion, or by general lawlessness. Some would 
argue that this stratum has been central in the 
evolution of Western environmental imaginations. 

There are similar symbols that are also widely 
experienced as threatening and uncontrolled 
but at the same time as alluring and liberating; 
for example the night. The night is, Joachim 
Schlör writes, one of the few segments of urban 
existence that the modern city has not yet fully 
succeeded in taming and colonizing. The night 
still challenges the day, with its promises of the 
fulfillment of wishes and the release of repressed 
desires. It hereby shares qualities with the under-
world, providing a certain space for transgressive 
practices that oppose an urban landscape that 
from dawn till dusk is dominated by commercial 
forces. A sliver of authenticity, to which the 
threshold spaces belong, transitioning between 
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Underground Utopias

Harriet Hawkins (2020).
“Underground Imaginations, 
Environmental Crisis and 
Subterranean Cultural 
Geographies.”

Joachim Schlör (1998).
Nights in the Big City : Paris, 
Berlin, London 1840–1930. 

Thursday, July 25, 2019. The 
thermometer indicates a soar-
ing 42.6 degrees Celsius, the 
warmest day in Paris’ history. 

The average temperature in 
Paris’ quarries is 14 degrees, all 
year round.
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which furrows under the metro and the sewers 
of the left bank. Each generation of Parisians 
has its “explorers” and many denizens, young or 
old, have had the opportunity to stroll or feast in 
these Lutetian cavities. As much as the under-
ground manages to pierce and arouse mental 
maps, produce void-effects, and spawn genera-
tions of ghosts, it is frequented by a subcultural 
community with a rare ability to dissolve the 
social boundary and vertical distinctions that 
characterize life above ground. The underworld 
attracts people from all sediments of society.

Throughout the centuries, resistance fighters, 
religious outcasts, Communards have passed 
through the quarries, so too the smugglers, 
under the wall of the Fermiers Généraux. The 
cataphiles are hence the heirs of a long tradi-
tion of clandestinity that with consistency and 
discretion has produced anecdotes and under-
ground legends about the city. Their stories 
have blended lived experience, historicity, and 
diverse imaginaries of refuge, treasures, ghosts, 
desires, resistance, occultism and secret cere-
monies, which are all linked to the underground 
world. This is an underworld that collects and 
unleashes forgotten memories of the city with a 
vengeance from the repressed world of the dead, 
haunting the hierarchies on the surface. 

As Guattari writes in the preface of La cité 
des cataphiles: “This ‘anthropological mission in 
the undergrounds of Paris’ demonstrates to us 
that, on the slightest pretext, collective subjec-
tivity can snowball—or nocturnally spiral—from 
the crudest singularities—a century-old graffiti, 
the debris of a naïve bas-relief ... to turn it into a 
diastasis of mystery, an enzyme of desire, capa-
ble of vampirising the imagination of successive 
generations.”

Some manhole covers are 
marked with the acronym I.D.C.: 
Inspection des Carrières or 
Quarry Inspection . These are 
access points for the General 
Inspectorate of the Quarries 
(Inspection Générale des 
Carrières)—the government 
agency who’s monitoring the 
Parisian underground and in 
charge of constraining any 
unauthorized access and 
activities taking place within.

Félix Guattari (1983): 14.
“Préface: La ville d’ombre”
(my translation).

In an email correspondence 
with Lazar Kunstmann on the 
topic (2023), he writes:

“A public official once asked 
me: why, after all these years, 
have the General Inspectorate 
of the Quarries never succeeded 
in restricting all informal access 
to the old Paris quarries? 

My response was that the 
authorities in question have 
never understood the direction 
of force: the “cataphiles” who 
are willing to do anything to 
maintain access to these spaces, 
aren’t doing so because of an 
attraction to the underground 
network as such. It is triggered 
by an urge to escape the over- 
ground conditions. The direction 
in which the pressure is exerted 
is decisive for any counter-
movement.”



“States of mind have material consequences. 
They make things happen.” And dialectically; the 
material world affords our behavior.

The contemporary phenomenon of retracting to 
Paris’ quarries follows a tradition of withdrawal 
and dissent. But the modern concept of under-
ground can also be understood as a capitalist 
conception: a space that is largely generated by 
way of extractive operations. The rationalization 
and colonization of the underground increased 
markedly during the first half of the 20th century, 
with the expansion of subways; sewers; gas, 
electricity, and telephone lines; and, further, 
with the post-war expansion of consumer culture 
and its antiseptic architecture of subterranean 
shopping arcades. With these developments, the 
underground came to be partly normalized. 

Before this “subterranean turn,” the underground 
was a space largely understood by way of reli-
gion and mythology. Its haunting qualities have, 
however, continuously morphed and echoed the 
political landscape. On the one hand, the organic 
undergrowth is diametrically opposed the techno-
logical control apparatus. But even the inorganic 
landscape often appears as unpredictable and 
uncontrolled; here, the uncontrollable comes 
spilling into cellars, subway tunnels and other 
infrastructures. Shrouded in obscurity, it attracts 
informal contestation, not least because of its 
general lack of supervision and the darkness 
that it provides. Similarly, it can be compre-
hended as a spatial representation of the human 
psyche—the underworld as a phantasmal projec-
tion surface for the latent or subliminal human 
consciousness.
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James Donald (1999): 8.
Imagining the Modern City.

James J. Gibson (1979).
The Theory of Affordances: 
The Ecological Approach to 
Visual Perception.

Subterranean Turn

Rosalind Williams.
Notes on the Underground: An 
Essay on Technology, Society, 
and the Imagination (1990).

David L. Pike.
Subterranean Cities: The 
World beneath Paris and 
London, 1800–1945 (2005).

Metropolis on the Styx: The 
Underworlds of Modern Urban 
Culture, 1800–2001 (2007).
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Avery F. Gordon (2017).
The Hawthorn Archive: Letters 
From the Utopian Margins.

The publisher describes the 
book as a “polyglossic tome 
that, through its writing on 
various social struggles 
against slavery, capitalism, 
and other forms of author-
itarian control, encourages 
the sustained practice of 
developing a socio-political 
consciousness.”

Erik Swyngedouw (2017): 48.
“Insurgent Urbanity and the 
Political City.”

Jacques Rancière (2004).
The Politics of Aesthetics: The 
Distribution of the Sensible.
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above and below; viaducts, cellars, or labyrin-
thine medieval alleys. Haunted shadow worlds, 
like passages to an other reality that could be 
found in The Hawthorn Archive, tracing utopian 
margins

As much as the subterranean and the hidden can 
be viewed in opposition to the mapped and con-
trolled character of the surface, it increasingly 
renders an obnoxious attraction of market forces 
to capitalize on its mystified authenticity. It’s the 
inherent logic predicted by Marx and reframed 
by Lefebvre: “The ruling class seeks to maintain 
its hegemony by all available means.” Henri Lefebvre 

(1991): 10. The Production of Space. It’s essential for the 
dominant status of capitalism: that there are 
critical voices to instrumentalize and incorporate 
into the growth machine. 

Despite the persistent erosion from commer-
cial extractivism and its repeated attempts to 
control the urban cracks along its measures of 
resilience, some threshold membranes still man-
age to restrain structures of dominance, while 
allowing for dreams of dissent and radical imag-
ination to seep through. In some cases, as this 
chapter seeks to testify, it is made possible by 
clandestinely linking the subterranean landscape 
with the monolithic structures of domination 
that rests upon it. The urban substrata affords a 
praxis of dissent, with dissimilar habits and other 
possibilities for participation in the production of 
deviant perceptions. It undermines the sensories 
produced through the political hegemony. The 
appearance of another world in the world; a new 
mode of being in common, where the order of the 
sensible is shaken.
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Wolfgang Scheppe (2021).
Taxonomy of the Barricade: 
Image Acts of Political Author-
ity in Paris, May 1968.

As Scheppe clarifies in his book, 
it was in fact the renowned 
photographer Nadar, famous for 
his catacomb documentation 
in Paris during the mid-19th 
century, who invented the aerial 
instruments for photography. 
This technology was appropriat-
ed by Napoleon III to overview 
and control Haussmann’s newly 
built, straightened street grid. 

It was in turn momentarily 
reclaimed by Nadar and his 
anarchist comrades, leading up 
to the Paris Commune. 

“Within the fractal complexities 
of actual geography the map 
can see only dimensional grids. 
Hidden enfolded immensities 
escape the measuring rod. The 
map is not accurate; the map 
cannot be accurate.” 

Hakim Bey (1991): 97.
T.A.Z.: Temporary Autonomous 
Zone, Ontological Anarchy, 
Poetic Terrorism.

artillery. So was the contemporaneous lack of 
house numbers, which allowed for an invisibilised 
and labyrinthed resistance. The new star-shaped 
street grid provided for swift military operations; 
the wide avenues enabled an array of authori-
tarian technologies, not least the photographic 
overview. Accordingly, in order to rationalize the 
built environment, Haussmann hollowed out the 
city’s underbelly. What wasn’t calculated was 
the creation of uncontrollable places of dissent 
of the kind it attempted to erase: the entangled, 
unstraight, wild mesh of tunnels.

What other fleeting-beyond, sensous, and ruptur-
ing spatialities in the contemporary city can be 
termed Holey? Spaces that are in exchange with 
radically transformative methods for the produc-
tion of the city and its rights on demand … 

A hand-drawn map of subterranean Paris. The 
wanderers see things that the cartographers 
don’t, unless the cartographers are wandering.
Overlooking above; understanding beneath.
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Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari’s theories of 
spatial negotiations are helpful here. With some 
overlappings with Lefebvre’s spatial theory, they 
indicate a binary oppositional relationship that is 
undermined by introducing a third category as an 
example of all the thousands of differences that 
undermine and complicate the opposites: stri-
ated, smooth, and holey space jointly account for 
how authoritarian power and grass-rooted resis-
tance operate in the production of contested 
space. 

Holey space, as the concept suggests, is an 
underground and volatile place, hidden and invis-
ible. The itinerant craftsperson, the blacksmith, 
the metallurgist, is the rover of these cavities. 

Metals—marking the basic division of histori-
cal eras of iron age and bronze age—the matter, 
dug out from underground sediments and pro-
cessed with high heat to become infinitely mal-
leable and reusable. Holey space, the realm of 
the blacksmith, brings attention to how metals 
derive from underground and nomadic conditions.

The concept of holeyness evokes the margin 
of the subterranean—tunnels, caves, mines, 
sewers, and burrows—with its connotations 
of clandestine and illegal activities, and of the 
unknown. A space where complexity, ambiguity, 
hybridity, contradiction, and otherness prospers 
(what Lefebvre might have called a “lived space”).

The smooth and the striated are interdependent; 
between the two is a continuous exchange.

The capitalist force, when theorized as a 
striated space, accordingly produces pockets of 
counter-cultural possibilities as it advances. It is 
in this light that we can understand Haussmann’s 
material exploitation. Prior the modernization of 
Paris, the narrow streetscape had proven effec-
tive for popular uprisings. Meandering medieval 
streets were helpful to evade the onslaught of 

Deleuze & Guattari (1987).
A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia. 

Holey Space

Subterranean Paris, 2022.
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Re-Inventing Paris
newcities.org/reinventing-paris-
building-city-bottom/ 
(Accessed 2017.)

www.reinventer.paris 
(Accessed 2017.)
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In 2014, Jean-Louis Missika (then-deputy to 
Mayor Anne Hidalgo) launched a dubious cam-
paign called Re-inventing Paris, which set out to 
privatize the crumbs of property that was still 
in municipal possession. Presented as unused 
or defunct, these crowded squats, out-of-bounds 
playgrounds, and unsanctioned communal gar-
dens were in fact widely used by informal means.

The campaign was widely criticized for its false 
pretense and subterfuge in producing a “sustain-
able urbanism.” International media censured it 
as a charade for selling off of valuable assets, 
under the false pretense of a socially and ecolog-
ically sustainable agenda, something that clearly 
didn’t have an impact on Hidalgo and her political 
peers. Paris had cashed in 600 million Euros.

The contested space of subterranean Paris was 
concurrently put in a chokehold. In 2017, Missika 
and Hidalgo launched the second phase of this 
neoliberal push-and-pull plot, called Re-inventing 
Paris 2. The land offered for sale this time around 
was underground: defunct subway stations, 
tunnel networks, culverts, and basements. The 
campaign’s promotional materials paraphrased 
the classic ‘68 maxim, with “Under the Cobble-
stones lies the Future.”

As often with these revitalization projects, the 
spaces offered up for sale weren’t uninhabited. 
Among many others, members of the clandes-
tine Parisian group The Urban eXperiment had 
long created and maintained these subterranean 
spaces: a vivid and vital (under)commons. 
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The kids of 1968, who in 1981 had managed to 
informally accquire the maps from the municipal 
archive, have continuously been—and still are 
—making their way around in the Parisian sub-
terranean. These days, they go under a collective 
nom de plume: The Urban eXperiment. They are 
organized into teams with a team specializing in 
infiltration; a team running an internal messaging 
system and coded radio network; a team provid-
ing a database; a team organizing underground 
theater plays, screenings, and concerts; a team 
doing (an)archiving; a team doing restoration; 
a team doing construction work. Whatever the 
task at hand and despite scarce conditions, 
social configurations and resourcefulness are 
both employed. 

The Urban eXperiment is an organization based 
on fieldwork, and concrete and real actions, 
which tends to reject concepts that lack the 
possibility of immediate application. As an auton-
omous structure, the group do not yearn for free-
dom from prohibitions as much as freedom from 
any notion of authorization that puts innovative 
and creative endeavors at risk of recuperation. 

We share an ideal of clandestinity—a stealthy 
posture from which the photographic documenta-
tion in this chapter belongs as a rare exception.

Much like other fugitive spaces and cultures, 
Paris’ underground is increasingly becoming the 
subject of creative-city marketing: of co-option 
and commodification.

The Urban 
eXperiment

Undercurrent 
Currency
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This announcement reads as a perfect parody of 
the system it represents. Befuddled and co-optive, 
draining the city of one of the most vibrant com-
mons that remains for its denizens. A neoliberal 
scheme under false pretenses of sustainability, 
colonizing both space, praxis, history and myth, 
refusing the culture it so blatantly appropriates. 
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Alexander Vasudevan (2017): 147.
The Autonomous City: A History 
of Urban Squatting.

Undermining 
the Monolith
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rebranded urban renewal projects and creative 
cities promotional slogans. These false promises 
of a participatory “makeshift urbanism” in city 
marketing campaigns aren’t offering to develop 
structures that would allow denizens to deepen 
their relationships to place or each other. These 
projects serve only to stimulate the growth of 
capital by way of a cosmetic pop-up urbanism, 
and continue to limit the scope of what people 
should expect from “renewal” projects and re-
inforce circumscribed spaces in which they’re 
permitted to engage with their cities.

Praxised imagination and imagined praxis are 
continuously put in extractive chokeholds. It’s a 
condition from which fugitive motions take off.

The location of the planned entrance is vigilantly 
mapped out, whereafter the roofing slabs are care-
fully, silently upended, one after the other, until a 
passage is finally cleared. But underground is not 
only a spatial stratum. Equally important is the 
cultural asylum that carries the same epithet—
the underground as refuge, in the shielded, and 
as concealed. The rhizomatic quarries are linked 
to the surface, not only by way of the manhole 
covers in the street, but via many of the brittle 
basement floorings beneath those houses on the 
Left Bank.

Culture has had a decisive role in the develop-
ment from industrialism to post-industrialism. 

The aesthetic legacy of Guy Debord and the Situ- 
ationist International has long been held up as 
the irreverent precursors to “street artists,” but 
as mayor Anne Hildago showed with the unveiling 
of the Re-Inventing Paris campaign, the original 
rabble-rousers are also prey to depolitisized recu-
peration. “Under the Cobblestones, the Future!” 
had been a challenge to tear up the very mate-
rial of the street. “The Future” the Situationists 
encouraged people to find underneath was one of 
hands-on political action, unearthing Paris’ rad-
ical recent past to meet peoples’ sociopolitical 
needs and demands. The Future that the Situa-
tionists were referring to was not a subterranean 
shopping mall. What used to be a potent concept 
of spatial appropriation was again turned into an 
ad campaign. Even Lefebvre’s Right to the City 
has been rendered a defanged idea of civic par-
ticipation. These kinds of exuberant calls for rad-
ical change and transformation are diverted into 
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Under the Cobblestones, the Beach.

Andy Merrifield (2011).
“The Right to the City and 
Beyond.”  
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Bernard Cousin (2008).
Pourquoi j’ai écrit :
sous les pavés, la plage.

The Co-optive City

Another example, as advertised 
by the Paris Municipality (2022): 
“UNDER YOUR FEET, A MUSEUM”
(The Paris Museum of Sewers).



radical tactics are all cogs in the co-optive 
machine which is used to expand dominance 
by undermining those perceived to be operating 
off-script. My conception of contested spaces, 
as shown through my methodologies and ongo-
ing projects, is that the land and people of the 
unruly city exist on their own terms—growing 
and changing and creating their spaces. They 
were there before the circus came to town, and 
the tensions described in terms of “contested 
spaces” are the encroachment of other outside 
forces into homes and commons which the peo-
ple of the unruly city have relationships to.

In response to the encroaching privatization of 
subterranean Paris, a counter movement has 
been triggered—migrating up from the under-
ground, bypassing the surface, and into the 
vertical architecture that stretches above (and 
beyond) the sky of the French capital. In contrast 
to the classic illicit house occupation, where 
unused buildings are appropriated and publicly 
announced, there is instead an approach of invis-
ibility, where fully active municipal institutions 
are made use of. 

(G)Hosting is a ghostly method of invisibly 
hosting houses and temporarily rewriting their 
functions. This, in co-existence with other official 
utilizations, and without anybody (except the 
informal users themselves) recognizing these 
parallel turns of making use, brings buildings into 
play. Architecture is an antenna tuned to the past, 
luring ghosts inside. Some are invited, others not. 

A common understanding of the ghost is that 
of retribution of past wrongs; “the unexpiated 
guilt of sins for which they (or we) are yet to 
atone.” As such, the ghost is a product of mem-
ory and imagination. The ghosts of the Commu-
nards are haunting Paris from its underground.
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Anabasis (upwards journey, from 
Greek ana- “up” and baíno “go”).

Fugitive Motion: 
Along the Vertical

(G)Hosting 

Merlin Coverley (2020): 32.
Hauntology: Ghosts of Futures 
Past.

With neoliberalism, we find ourselves in a politi-
cal condition which is directly appropriated from 
the forms of counter-culture that emerged during 
the 1960s, with demands for autonomy and clear 
ideals around authenticity, self-management, and 
anti-hierarchy. All of these demands have been 
appropriated and fitted into a neo-managerial 
system, where independent workers act out 
their own precarization in the gig economy that 
builds from this malleable workforce. There’s the 
method of marginalization—refusing access and 
keeping the disruption off limits. This is con-
nected to what is seen in media, what’s reported 
on, what is acceptable to include in visual culture. 

Then there’s what I’ve described here as a pro-
cess of co-optation: the overexposure of previ-
ously autonomous subcultures. Inviting them up 
on stage to take part in the performance—their 
presence in that space either legitimizes the 
script handed to them, or casts them in roles 
that ridicule their attempts or methods. Or it 
makes them appear quaint. Anachronist attitudes 
often engulf the once-disruptive aesthetics. 

With Retromania, Simon Reynolds presents 
a critical study of contemporary pop culture’s 
addiction to its own past. As much as his obser-
vation is primarily concerned with music, the 
same is highly applicable to the visual language 
of anarchist subcultures like punk or graffiti writ-
ing. Like cultural caricatures, caught in a degen-
erative loop. However, as Kristin Ross remarks: 
while thinking and action are not the same, 
they must continuously return to each other for 
renewal. Referring not only to Lefebvre’s spatial 
triad but to a precedent note written by the Com-
munards in 1871, she argues for a “reciprocal 
penetration of action and idea.”

Making caricatures of dissent, framing the order 
for participation in civic life, and incorporating 
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Boltanski & Chiapello (2005).
The New Spirit of Capitalism.

Simon Reynolds (2011).
Retromania: Pop Culture’s 
Addiction to Its Own Past.

Kristin Ross (2015): 92.
Communal Luxury: The 
Political Imaginary of the 
Paris Commune.
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See p. 67.

Clandestine
Mezzanine

... and Bachelard continues:

“In fact, at the very end of count-
less tortuous, narrow passages, 
the reader emerges into a tower. 
This is the ideal tower that haunts 
all dreamers of old houses: it 
is ‘perfectly round’ and there 
is ‘brief light’ from ‘a narrow 
window.’ It also has a vaulted 
ceiling, which is a great principle 
of the dream of intimacy. For it 
constantly reflects intimacy at its 
center.”
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What The Urban eXperiment had already learned 
was how to transgress the underground strata, 
up into the vertical world. 

From the cramped entrance, it smells of incense 
and mould. We crawl inside the space, entering 
from behind of a murky shelf; it is full of dented 
and grimly staring plaster Jesuses. 

The lights are on: a row of humming fluores-
cent lamps. Behind a chicken-wire fence, there’s 
a cavity in the wall, where human bones lay piled 
up. We’re in the crypt of our destination: a medi-
eval limestone church on the city’s Left Bank. 

A fugitive movement from the underground 
towards the vertically constructed takes off.

For a stretch of months, we visit the building to-
gether regularly, after-hours, entering through the 
opening in the tunnel ceiling. 

Having walked up and down the stairways 
countless times, one of us remarks that it’s odd 
how low the ceiling is on one floor, compared to 
the long flight of steps to reach the roof above. 
The stairs don’t add up. We return with tools. 

We measure and calculate the space where- 
after we vigilantly cut a hole from beneath, in the 
boarded ceiling. Having climbed inside, we find a 
sealed off mezzanine. Unseen, unused, unknown. 
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Invisibility is as much a perception as an actual 
condition. Both are inhabited by ghosts. And 
again, not only the imagined kind you might 
find in spectral tales—with bodies of fume and 
wind—but spooks with tools, in flesh and blood: 
rambling in the hollow and entering buildings 
from beneath, and wandering through walls (but, 
with the lesson learned from Natacha, ideally 
through the main entrance, with the use of a key 
acquired through a variety of informal means). 

The times of haunting soon-to-be-ruins and 
left-behind-houses are long gone. With the ongo-
ing radical transformation of urban space, driven 
by the dominating fierce force of capital, these 
ghosts have tramped into already active spaces. 
Invisibility is the tactic, and the ghost is the 
occupier. 

The haunt, Jack Halberstam writes, brings bewil-
derment to the controlled. It makes solid mass 
echo hollow—a zephyr in the vacuum-sealed. 
It deceives systems and structures of power in 
society with a variety of subversions, spotting 
flaws and frailties as it permeates the monolith. 
An oozing agency that beams from the built 
environment, making façades peel like slapdash 
stickers. Crumbling, unfolding, invitingly cracking 
open. “Haunting ... refers us to what’s living and 
breathing in the place hidden from view: people, 
places, histories, knowledge, memories, ways of 
life, ideas.”

As Esther Peeren & María del Pilar Blanco aptly 
unfold it in The Spectralities Reader, the spectral 
has been a powerful metaphor for encounters, 
disturbing forms of otherness throughout human 
history: “The ghost, even when turned into a con-
ceptual metaphor, remains a figure of unruliness 
pointing to the tangibly ambiguous.”

Jack Halberstam (2020b).
Wild Things: The Disorder of 
Desire.

Ibid: 1.

Avery F. Gordon (2020).
Ghostly Matters: Haunting and 
the Sociological Imagination.

Peeren & del Pilar Blanco (2013).
The Spectralities Reader: 
Ghosts and Haunting in 
Contemporary Cultural Theory.
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We refit the newly cut-out entrance into a hinged 
hatch. From a procured square metal pipe, split 
into two halves along its three-meter length, a 
ladder is manufactured. It is designed to unfold 
in a swiveling 90° motion. When folded together, 
it’s secretly attached in the ceiling, made to 
imitate the appearance of the preexisting cabling 
lattice.

The rififi’ed space is gradually adapted to fit 
our needs. Material procured from the street is 
hauled up, passing from one person to the other, 
up the circling staircases. We hoist the heavi-
est objects with a pulley along the façade and 
through a lucarne, into the mezzanine. Furniture 
is assembled with overlapping XYZ-joints: eight 
chairs, six tables, seven lamps, a bed, a sink and 
a toilet. Piece by piece, the space is turned into a 
workshop.

With reflections on the current post-political cli-
mate and what’s described as the zero-ground of 
politics, Erik Swyngedouw calls for a praxis- 
oriented protest culture that is resilient, with an 
understanding of the political pitfalls of critical 
art and design (2010). Where forms of control and 
exercise of power have been implemented at the 
expense of the vitally political public which is 
characterized by dissent and space for action. 
This is referred to what Rancière calls the demo-
cratic scandal; while democracy promises equal-
ity, it produces oligarchic governance in which 
political authority seamlessly merges with eco-
nomic power. Jacques Rancière (2006): 295.

86

Possibility in
Centrality

 

Centrality is not just a geographical designation, 
but the very possibility of co-constructing the 
urban machine. Lefebvre came up with a number 
of reformulations of the Right to the City concept 
over the years: the right to space, the right to 
difference, and the right to centrality. With this, 
the call widened from a city perspective (form) to 
an urban perspective (process).

The question reads: how can the right to the 
city—with its sensible demands for centrality, 
everyday life and self-governance—be activated, 
in favor of a more egalitarian and sustainable 
urbanism in the prevailing condition?

How can the idea of a radical access to the 
city’s resources be revived, to include all groups 
within the population, accessing spaces to exper-
iment and to realize unalienated and yet alterna-
tive ways of partaking in the urban process?
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Mark Wigley 
(2018): 341.

Cutting Matta- 
Clark: The 
Anarchitecture 
Investigation.
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Erik Swyngedouw (2017): 50.
“Insurgent Urbanity and the 
Political City.”
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Cover plate of an 8-lever lock.
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Space is crucial for any culture of commons—to 
pursue new radical imaginaries and translate 
them into other direct democratic forms of spa-
tial and material practices. As Swyngedouw sees 
it, critical urban theory is “bankrupt,” if it does 
not have any means to radically challenge the 
political space. Making theories from analysis 
is not sufficient. Instead, he argues, the “embry-
onic” needs to be rooted in action, like the 
Occupy movement. Symptomatic for these forms 
of political movements is the proximity to praxis 
and, ultimately, the capacity to claim and defend 
re-politicized space.

One after the other, locks from throughout the 
building are temporarily unmounted and brought 
back to the clandestine mezzanine. From analys-
ing the dismantled locks, keys are manufactured, 
whereafter the locks are reassembled and put 
back in place.
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“Proper urban politics,” Swyngedouw argues, 
“fosters dissent, creates disagreement and trig-
gers the debating of and experimentation with 
more egalitarian and inclusive futures.”

He contends, much like Debord et al., that 
art and design activism in the current political 
climate is doomed to be appropriated, rendering 
the majority of it counterproductive as it contrib-
utes to the maintenance, acceleration even, of a 
broken system. 

The condition for reintroducing a true democ-
racy hence depends on radically democratic 
forms of activism: forms that are socially inclu-
sive and are able to develop from spatial prac-
tices. It’s “about claiming/producing/carving out 
a metaphorical and material space by those who 
are unaccounted for, unnamed, whose fictions 
are only registered as noise.”

Or as Slavoj Žižek puts it:

Designing dissent in a post-political climate 
requires a transgressive imagination, capable of 
reshaping urban space into a radically democratic 
arena. In the absence of an inclusive urbanism, 
political life must proceed from margins and 
gaps: “space of political engagement occurs 
within the cracks, in between the meshes and 
the strange interlocations that shape places that 
contest the police order. It is here that design, 
as a renewed political practice, can intervene.”
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Erik Swyngedouw (2011): 14.
Designing the Post-Political 
City and the Insurgent Polis.

Erik Swyngedouw (2018): 138.
Promises of the Political: 
Insurgent Cities in a Post-
Political Environment.

Swyngedouw (2011): cover.



furniture for habitation, means of communication, 
or whatever else that might be needed to make 
things happen. It follows the logic that I picked 
up as a teen—the take-what-you-find/use-what-
you-get mentality. That shoestring budget is 
indeed still my prevailing condition.

The question of the ethics in the performance
of one’s praxis has surely also carried over from 
my graffiti days as well, and I’m aware that some 
people are never going to see past the illegal or 
criminal aspect of creating in the modes that
I do. “The unlawful” and “the illegal” refer to 
actions not permitted under the law. Criminal 
action is a practice in direct violation of a law, 
“against the law.” I’ve considered the ethical 
implications of my craft and know precisely 
where I draw my line. Echoing Graeber’s account 
of anarchism, Jack Halberstam frames the eth-
ics of praxis as one “that intends to take apart, 
dismantle, tear down the structure that ... limits 
our ability to find each other, to see beyond it 
and to access the places that we know lie out-
side its walls.” Jack Halberstam (2013): 6. “The Wild Beyond: 

With and For the Undercommons.” The ethical concerns 
of praxis are thus not unexamined—considered 
are the whys and hows and to what ends—and 
there is political purpose in the scaffolding of 
the ethical framework. Civil disobedience is the 
practice of breaking an unjust law. Who restricts 
access and what gives them the right? Who 
decides and enforces the laws and what gives 
them the right? These are questions that might 
offend some people, while others might be the 
opposite: enpowered by an embodied disrespect 
for the shady legitimacy of private property and 
the dubious order of things.

Maybe there is real danger there, or maybe 
critics are making a big deal over nothing. A 
gauge of the effectiveness of a political move-
ment, though, lies in the efforts and methods the 
powerful employ to undermine them.

91

Critical Ethics

See pp. 41–2.

Adjustable workshop lamp, 
made from a scaffolding pipe, 

found wood and procured wiring.

Growing up with graffiti writing throughout the 
1990s has had a tremendous influence on my 
practice. Whether spatial, social, or material, it 
follows a certain methodology—that of reusing, 
permutating, and repurposiring existing struc-
tures and forms. At that time, markers for tag-
ging were manufactured from chalkboard erasers, 
old deodorants, and other random everyday items. 
Ink was also widely experimented with: boiled, 
pigmented, mixed with automobile brake fluids—
anything that could possibly make your mark 
survive the cleaning buff. Spray nozzles were in-
formally collected from shops that stocked what-
ever kinds of pressurized cans on the shelves: 
starch spray, bug repellents, toilet refreshers ... 

Again—anything that you could get your 
hands on, which could modify the paint spurt to 
a satisfying dimension and help you perform the 
aesthetics and expressive aspirations of your 
shoestring-budget craft. Creativity was gener-
ated from constraints; in relation to time, space, 
and tools. Kids learned how to be resourceful as 
resourceless.

Since then, graffiti culture has come to share 
the same destiny as most other subcultures: 
that of complete and utter commodification. The 
DIY-engineering maker culture only exists as a 
marginal practice and has instead been replaced 
by a prefab urban art industry, selling standardized 
and over-priced consumables.

When looking at that early methodology, there’s 
surely a political agency embedded within graffiti 
writing, a capacity of critical craft. The increased 
criminalization of graffiti writing could be argued 
to have had a radicalizing effect on some of its 
practitioners, repositioning them from subculture 
to a praxis of counterculture. This countercultural 
craft and positionality are still essential to my 
practice—to remaining autonomous and to being 
able to manufacture instruments for access, 
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Co-optation of 
Critical Aesthetics

Adam Kraft (2004): 6.
King Size: A Project About 
Tags, DIY-Craft & Subcultural 
Globalisation.

Woody, with a bricolaged marker.
Photo by Martha Cooper (1982).

Much like how 17th-century 
commoners were criminalized 
due to politics of privatization.

See Peter Linebaugh (2008).
The Magna Carta Manifesto: 
Liberties and Commons for All.



I see tactics oriented towards the invisible as 
being less prone to “support what they intend 
to subvert,” as quoted above. The clandestine is 
less concerned with establishing a visual impact, 
an aesthetic which would be fairly easy to repli-
cate and co-opt. Instead, it can create territories 
of sensory transgression. 
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Slavoj Žižek (1999): 264.
The Ticklish Subject: The 
Absent Centre of Political 
Ontology.
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Craig Castleman (2004): 60.
“Gotten Up.”

Autonomous 
Aesthetics
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Again, graffiti experienced increased criminal-
ization but the arguably more successful tactic 
was the embrace of graffiti by galleries and the 
art world. Removing the art form from its urban 
context largely neutralized any political power 
graffiti could further employ as a counter-cultural 
movement. It was one way to remove a potentially 
powerful tool used in contested spaces, to simply 
absorb it into a less politically charged space: 
the white cube of the gallery.

Street Art, for some brief time, aimed to use
the tools of hypervisual advertising and DIY 
methods to nominally reclaim public spaces. It 
didn’t take long for those aesthetics and tactics 
to be subsumed back into advertising and other 
structures of visual culture. The practice was so 
completely undermined and made ridiculous that 
I caught myself describing “eruptions of auton-
omous aesthetics” to avoid typing the words 
“Street Art.” This critical culture of expression 
had gotten co-opted to a degree where I didn’t 
want to have any association with the term. Part 
of witnessing that process of co-option led me 
to make the switch 20 odd years ago from visual 
expressions of art in urban spaces to these more 
clandestine and transgressive works that are 
presented—unfolded—throughout. Ubiquitous 
visibility was no longer the right tool for the job.

What used to be a politically potent praxis of 
spatial appropriation was again turned into an
ad campaign. 
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Jacques Rancière’s The Politics of Aesthetics 
refers to an order of what is recognized as (im)
possible through sensation—that which, estab-
lished by disciplines and boundaries, determines 
the territory of the thinkable, visible and possi-
ble. In effect, a regulation of what can be done. 
By departing from such an aesthetic order of 
distributed sensibility, there is the possibility to 
make true politics, of peeling off the foreclosing 
façades of Western democracy, where the order 
of things is contested by the denizens, or Ochlos: 
the part who have no part. 

This would be an active politics that challenges 
the policed order of inclusions and exclusions, of 
what is felt, seen, heard, and perceived. A poli-
tics of affect, accomplished by spatial, material, 
and theoretical practices, oriented towards a 
subversive distribution of the sensible.

In order to imagine the unimaginable—whether 
it is about spaces, living conditions, or coded 
systems—imagination draws on experiences. 
Praxis becomes a form of speech-act that con-
tributes to our perception. The membrane that 
separates perception from memory is porous; the 
exchange is continuous—memory informs imagi-
nation, and the other way around.

Jacques Rancière (2004).
The Politics of Aesthetics: The 
Distribution of the Sensible.

Jacques Rancière (2007): 12.
On the Shores of Politics.

Be Realistic. Demand the Impossible. A classic maxim of Paris ‘68.
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Brazing stand.

The long-term projects that I have been engaged 
in connect with Lefebvre’s ideas, where “dif-
ferences endure or arise on the margins of the 
homogenized realm.”

The shelters and refuges I’ve constructed over 
the years are integrated with and inspired by the 
transformative flux of the city—often making 
use of the spaces exposed and the materials 
discarded in its building and rebuilding. Both the 
form of the physical structures and the collabora-
tive spirit with which they are often created have 
been exercises in “making possible.” Each work 
becomes a monument to the is-possible— 
a concrete, non-abstract refutation to any argu- 
ments which claim another way of creating or 
engaging with the city beyond the commercially 
sanctioned to be impossible. The defiant exis- 
tence of the work proves alternatives to trans-
gress a prescriptive reality.

View from the loo. Three intersecting battens 
jointed with bolts at the hip, with a curved piece 
of plywood forming the table top. The metal 
square pipes were collected from the mate-
rial stock of the street, repurposed from their 
intended function of displaying street signs. 

There’s a daybed with a fold-up backrest, 
where the latticework is made of webbing-slings 
found at construction sites. 

Along the walls, five workshop tables have 
been similarly constructed—all clad with wooden 
top boards except for the brazing station which 
supports a paving stone (brought by train from 
Berlin, as Paris—in Haussmanian spirit—has 
replaced the symbolic local paving stones with 
tarmac). The lamps are made from scaffolding 
pipes, with adjustable positions.
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Henri Lefebvre (1991): 373.
The Production of Space.

Daybed sketch.

see p. 91.



Similarly, Avery F. Gordon places the utopian 
within reach, at the margins. Not as a non-place 
but as a possible one “that we have the human 
and material resources to build in the present.” 

Once again I return to the question—to the 
praxis rather—of access. Sharing access is the 
fundamental ethic. Whether as a duo, a dozen 
or an unruly three-digit crowd: it’s the key that 
unlocks the commons.
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Avery F. Gordon (2018): 25.
The Hawthorn Archive: Letters 
From the Utopian Margins. 

Key to Commons
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Hidalgo’s so called “Re-invention” of Paris con-
solidates the existing social and spatial inequal-
ities of the city, by way of its pursuit of the logic 
of economic growth and territorial competition. 
It has alarming consequences for sociospatial 
justice and for a grassrooted management of the 
spatial production. 

It’s all part of a widening gap caused by seg-
regation and huge inequalities in wealth between 
the center and the peripheral suburbs.

In Retromania, Reynolds reasons around the 
rampant recycling of the prefix Re: “bygone 
genres revived and renovated. Vintage … mate-
rial repossesed and recombined.” The Paris poli-
tics follows the same logic: “Re-inventing” Paris 
is a desperate squeeze of a city that has sold all 
its assets. All that remains are crumbles. To sell 
these, authenticity and the city’s critical past is 
recuperated.

The prefix “De” marks a posture of unwind-
ing the action referred. De-coding, de-installing, 
de-constructing, de-contextualizing. Deterritori-
alizing social sedimentation. De-constructing to 
not succumb to what has been previously pro-
cessed and conditioned—by history, institutions, 
authorities—and hence promoted as natural. 
De-construction is not a construction that super-
venes afterwards, or from an outside. It is always 
already embedded within all architecture. It’s 
where the ghosts resides.
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Simon Reynolds (2011): XI.
Retromania: Pop Culture’s 
Addiction to Its Own Past.

“On Debord’s account at 
least, the organization was 
dissolved precisely because 
its recuperation was by 1972 
already complete. By then the 
Situationist International had 
become custodian not of its 
own past activity but merely of 
its image. It had become merely 
a collective celebrity, part of 
the spectacular consumption of 
‘radical chic’.” 

McKenzie Wark (2008): 10.
50 Years of Recuperation of 
the Situationist International.
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“Deep Hook” lockpick.

Tension wrench.

Pinning tray with a gutted 6-pin tumbler lock (master-keyed).

In Paris, that same spirit leads us to set up a 
workshop with all the equipment to provide 
access through the crafting of curious metal 
objects. The manufacture of keys becomes a tool 
to preserve cultural artifacts, create commons, 
make connections and devise course correc-
tions. Actions like these can be regarded as 
an extension of the city’s history of resistance, 
but also a promise for its future. These are daily 
deviations that allows for reclaiming roles in the 
unruly city, and show hometown pride in Lutetia, 
A Place in the Mud. 

The functions of the space are symbiotic: the 
social amalgam and that of the workshop to aid 
in the manufacturing of keys. Machinery has been 
installed—some handcranked, others engine 
operated—for the express purpose of milling, 
cutting, sanding, piercing, and duplicating small 
objects that provide access. Scrap metal and 
key blanks are refined into working dimple keys, 
tumbler keys, lever keys, or other instruments that 
serve the same purpose—that of opening doors: 
a workshop for itinerant smiths of sorts.
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Smithing Itinerancy
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Pin tumbler key 
duplicator (1958).



Haussmann (1859), installed in formations of 
circles to protect the roots of the trees that 
was included in the new city regularization plan. 
About 80,000 trees were planted to line the 
streets throughout the capital.

During the span of a spring night in 2021, we 
assemble twelve of Davioud’s tree grates into 
a spheric spur-of-the-moment barricade monu-
ment: 198 cm in diameter, 660 kg. At the time 
of installation, we’re unaware of the serendipity 
of the location, Rue Rébeval, on the foot of the 
Belleville hill. Only later do we find out: the exact 
address—out of the 6,000 streets that consti-
tute the lattice of Paris’ inner-city streets—is 
argued to have been one of the last standing 
barricades during the Paris Commune, 150 years 
prior to our intervention.
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One of Gabriel Davioud’s cast-iron covers, encircling the base of a pollarded plane tree at Rue Rébeval.

Eric Hazan (2015): 122.
A History of the Barricade.
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The specially-designed, pedal-operated sink 
provides the water for flushing. The chain of an 
old flushing unit moves a piece of steel to allow 
water to flow from the reservoir, which has to be 
periodically refilled with water and carried back 
by hand. The residue of water is arranged to run 
from the sink, through the piping, to flush the 
urine separating unit in the toilet, and further 
down the drainpipe, and into the sewer some 30 
meters beneath the hidden space. 

Without a pre-existing plumbing, we need to 
insert one and to connect it with the main waste 
water pipe running beneath the building, in the 
sewer system. That same infrastructure that was 
built during Haussmann’s modernization frenzy, 
where eight massive sewer pipes to this day lead 
out in the river Seine, feeding the downstream 
with E. coli and refuse.

 

The poster on the wall. Studying the historical 
photographic material from past insurgencies in 
Paris, from the era of the Haussmannization to 
modern times, there are a few recurring objects 
to be spotted in the formation of barricades and 
other subversive arrangements of matter-flows. 

One of them is the quarter-shaped cast-iron, 
designed by Gabriel Davioud by request of Baron 

Refuse

Radical Bricolage
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Beauty is in the Street.
Poster by Atelier Populaire (1968).

Paris (May, 1968).
Photographer unknown.
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François-René de Chateaubriand writes: “For the 
rest, the barricades are retrenchments that be-
long to the Paris spirit: they are found in all our 
uproars, from Charles V to present time.”

Protests pile up like historic sediments be-
neath the Parisian tarmac. 1588, 1684, 1789, 
1830, 1848, 1871, 1968, 2005, 2018, 2023 ... 

Revolutions, demonstrations, riots: all radical 
methods of expressing disapproval permeate the 
psyche of the city and are continually procured 
and inserted to inform and build radical imagi-
nations and critical futurabilities. The limestone 
quarries along with Haussmann’s street orna-
ments: when viewed in Deleuze & Guattari’s 
scheme of the smooth, striated, and holey spaces, 
there’s a continuous positioning between the 
intended and the de-purposed. The limestone 
buildings lining the widened boulevards were a 
martial strategy to prevent protesters from barri-
cading the narrow, medieval street grid. Instead, 
hollowing out the city’s underbelly created an 
uncontrollable space of dissent and the cast-iron 
fittings have been repurposed into assemblages 
of dissapproval. 

The itinerant smith unlocks fugitive paths. 

Barricade on Quai Pelletier (today Quai de Gesvres). Photo: Bruno Braquehais (1870–71).

Barricade on Rue de Vaugirard, Paris’ 6th arrondisement. Photographer unknown (1968).
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Stephen Graham (2016).
Vertical: The City from 
Satellites to Bunkers.

Stuart Elden (2013).
Secure the Volume: Vertical 
Geopolitics and the Depth of 
Power.

Eyal Weizman (2002): Chapter 2.
The Politics of Verticality.

Doreen Massey (1994): 5.
Space, Place and Gender.
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ously shaped everything from language, societal 
rankings, mental gradings, religious stratifica-
tions, etc., in line with the dominant logic and its 
justification of the vertical order we now experi-
ence. What’s lacking are methods of spherical, 
geopolitical research and praxis: research and 
praxis that concerns spatial volumes, instead of 
studying flat areals  as separate from verticali-
ties or vice versa. “Geo-politics,” Eyal Weizman 
writes, “is a flat discourse.” He continues: “It 
largely ignores the vertical dimension and tends 
to look across rather than to cut through the 
landscape.” Maps are invisibilizing places, as 
such aren’t defined by borders but cut across 
space as social moments: unfixed, contested, 
and multiple.

It was first when the maps were stacked on 
top of each other and held up against the light 
by the snooping kids in Paris that their radical 
imaginations of movements within the city were 
unlocked: horizontally, vertically, transversally. 
Permeations from which mental maps could be 
drawn and expanded upon, to this day. Always in 
movement, never still, in a triadic production of 
subversive space: perceived, conceived, lived.

IB
ID

.

In this light, the emblematic 1968 motto “under 
the cobblestones, the beach” not only expresses 
a critique of human domination over nature, a 
refusal of alienated labor, or an homage to the 
poetics of the surrealist precursors—it also 
recollects the radical political past of Paris, sed-
iments that are ready to be dug out and reacti-
vated at any given moment. 

Striated space becomes smooth, and vice versa. 
An inverted gravity—shooting, rocketing, rising 
instead of falling, plummeting, descending. An 
ascending, fugitive movement: skyward, over-
head, aloft. From the hollowed undergrowth 
towards the extracted and the vertical system’s 
reorganization of matter. Anabasis. An agile and 
amorphous movement, much like a rhizomatic 
root. Unfolding, sprouting, blooming, like weeds 
climbing scaffolding—from the underground into 
the towers and garrets beneath the rooftops. It’s 
a fugitive movement, but also proof of the den-
izens’ resilience and how extensive points of con-
nection create a foundation that is very difficult 
to undermine.

“Verticality,” Bachelard writes, “is ensured by the 
polarity of cellar and attic, the marks of which 
are so deep that, in a way, they open up two very 
different perspectives for a phenomenology of 
the imagination.” As much as dreams are related 
to our waking life, so is our imagination. Things 
afford behaviors: keys afford access and move-
ment, not only to passages, spaces, and places, 
but to different imaginaries of what those spaces 
might be turned into.

Modern societies are saturated with vertical 
metaphors that in turn organize hierarchical cat-
egorizations along that axis. As Stephen Graham 
notes in his book Vertical, verticality as continu-
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From Roots to Roofs

Gaston Bachelard (1964): 17.
The Poetics of Space.



In the office of the Administrator of the Panthéon, 
all that could be heard was the creaking of the par-
quet and of the wooden furniture. We were seated 
opposite the Administrator, Mr. Bernard Jeannot, 
but also of his pusillanimous subordinate, Mr. Pas-
cal Monnet. 

A woman, almost transparently pale, was seated 
behind her desk; she was Bernard Jeannot’s secre-
tary. She was no more willing than the other two 
to break the silence.

I spoke:
– Here is Lanso and Natacha Serguine of the UnterGunther 

group. Under the direction of Jean-Baptiste Viot, they have taken it 
upon themselves to repair and restore the clock.

I was met with silence and confusion. Even the secretary had 
stopped typing.

– Uhm ... The Panthéon clock, I added, in case of not having been 
precise enough.

– Aaah ... said Jeannot, glancing at his deputy, to be sure he was 
still there. There was a moment of silence. Then Jeannot cleared his 
throat and spoke again:

– But ... Uh ... How?
– On their own, I replied.
– Finally ... I mean, when?!
– Throughout the past year.
– Really? But ... I haven’t been informed.
– It’s in order, Mr. Jeannot. As much as this restoration was done 

in a professional way, it was also done in a strictly clandestine way.
– You mean, at night?
– Well, not only. But yes, occasionally at night, I said, checking 

that my colleagues approved.

Jeannot marked his astonishment with a nod and a furtive look 
at his deputy, who was trying to make his head disappear into his 
shoulders.

– Oh, that! said Jeannot in lack of anything better. Seeing that all 
this remained very abstract for Jeannot, I suggested to him:

– But, maybe you would like to see the clock in question?
– Oh yes, he said, suddenly more curious than awkward. Where 

is it?!
– Lanso and Jean-Baptiste will lead you there, I said, getting up.
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The following pages contain a 
freely composed translation of 
Lazar’s written statement regard-
ing the occasion of presenting the 
clandestinely renovated clock to 
the Panthéon administration.

Lazar Kunstmann (2018): 193–213.
La culture en clandestins: l’UX.

UnterGunther is a subdivision of 
The Urban eXperiment.
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See p. 18. 

Clockwork

The Panthéon is an iconic neo- 
classical monument, originally 
built as a church. Since the 
French Revolution (1789) it 
stands as a national secular 
symbol of cultural and intellec-
tual achievements. In the cellar, 
a mausoleum where prominent 
figures rest within the hollowed 
hallowed walls.  

When unfolding Lambert’s taxonomy of resistive 
architecture, a praxis appears that unites the 
up-high and the down-low. Fused between the 
barricade and the tunnel are the unruly, invisible 
spaces: mapped and maintained behind (mostly) 
rigid façades in seemingly monolithic buildings. 

Of great importance is the ethic of mainte-
nance. Because in the backwaters of the neo-
liberal system, with an ever-retracting state, 
the duty of care appears left to the denizens. 
“Built to be seen … the façade is a lie,” Lefebvre 
writes, adding: “What’s behind this ornamented 
representation of power?” The informal and invis-
ible activities that take place within the walls of 
the built environment have a certain quality of 
making their potent façades crumble in the eyes 
of the viewer—the impenetrable and unchange-
able status, unlocked and undermined. Tunnels, 
ladders, keys, pulleys, hidden hatches, bricolaged 
chairs, toilets, and tables; these elements all add 
up to the unruly city, with its de-purposing of the 
built environment and its detachable elements.

We leave via the roof, under a dark tangerine sky. 
Between a bouquet of scraggly chimneys, the 

clock on the Panthéon can be seen; it will soon 
be 4am. As we descend, Lazar tells the story of 
how The Urban eXperiment in the span of a year 
(2005–6) clandestinely took it upon themselves 
to repair that clock, after it had been out of 
order for close to 40 years and the bureaucratic 
farce that followed:



– I find it extraordinary! Jeannot trilled, before 
continuing: As I often say, there is no fatality in the 
face of the slowness of the Administration, it just 
takes courageous initiatives like yours!

Monnet looked at Jeannot in fury, appalled to see 
how quickly his superior had changed sides.

– It shows that anything is possible with deter-
mination! Jeannot twinkled.

Monnet didn’t agree, breaking his silence:
– More than that, it shows our incapability, he 

grumbled, obviously not sharing the exaltation of 
Jeannot.

The Administrator of the Panthéon didn’t listen. He was already 
following Lanso, impatient to see the UnterGunther’s workshop. 

Along the way, as we passed through a part of the Panthéon that 
Monnet knew, he noticed that Lanso was opening all doors with one  
single key, even though they were supposed to have different locks. 

He tried his key, to see if it worked on those doors too. It didn’t. 

Once through the colonnade and up the stairs leading to the cupola, 
Lanso stopped and opened a door to his left, half way up the stairs. 

He welcomed Jeannot to step inside: a circular hallway, located 
between the top of the columns and the base of the dome. 

On the right, a thick red curtain. Jeannot came forward and 
carefully retracted it to see what was behind. His eyes widened 
and he quickly closed them again, turning back to Lanso and the 
others, looking for confirmation that he wasn’t dreaming. Lanso 
just nodded at him. 

On the inner part of the arcuate room, boxes of watchmaking 
equipment were lined up, all neatly arranged. In the center was a 
large square table surrounded by eight very wide club chairs, two 
on each side. In the back of the space one could make out a cloak-
room and folded workbenches. On the exterior side, the oval holes 
overlooking the Luxembourg gardens were hung with red fabric like 
that of the entrance, to protect against drafts. 

Throughout the space, shelves had been arranged, including 
books, an old lamp radio, a world map, and an ivy stand. Jeannot 
slowly walked around, seemingly perplexed, as if he had entered a 
flying saucer (which in a certain way was the case, because of the 
shape of the space and its altitude).
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Jeannot looked at his deputy with an expression of disbelief, but 
with a genuine will to be proven wrong. All except the secretary, 
who had resumed typing, followed Lanso and left. 

Arriving at the foot of the north-east staircase, Natacha took a 
brass key from her pocket and opened the door—Jeannot and Mon-
net, along the guards standing around, couldn’t believe their eyes. 

At the top of the staircase, we entered the galleries that runs 
beneath the buttresses. Lanso unlocked and opened the doors and 
Natacha closed them behind us with her key. Jeannot and Monnet 
looked around as if seeing these parts of the Panthéon for the first 
time—which probably was the case.

Once there, Jean-Baptiste opened the cupboard 
which contained the innards of a magnificent 19th 
century clock. It shone with a thousand lights as 
the brass cogs reflected in the finely polished steel. 

As if hypnotized by the superb machine, Jean-
not reached towards it, as if to verify that the won-
der was indeed real.

– No, Monsieur Jeannot, Jean-Baptiste stopped 
him. Do not put your fingers on the brass, it leaves 
marks.

– Yes yes, of course! Jeannot apologized, what a 
magnificent job!

Jean-Baptiste gave him more details about the his-
tory of the clock and how it worked, handing him 
the crank that allowed the mechanism to be wound 
up. Jeannot listened to the watchmaker with de-
light, asking for yet more details on the restoration. 

Monnet, for his part, was not listening at all. He had darkened 
another notch. Taking refuge in a corner of the cramped room, wait-
ing impatiently for Jeannot and Jean-Baptiste to be done with their 
conversation on watch maintenance.

–But, are you telling me that you restored it on site? said Jeannot. 
How did you manage in such a small and cluttered space?!

–Actually, Lanso said, we’ve installed a workshop higher up in 
the building. Are you interested in seeing it?

–Oh, but of course! Jeannot exclaimed, let’s go—how fantastic!
–We’re glad that you like it, Lanso replied.
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J-B, adjusting the clockwork.
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– I need to sit down, Jeannot said, catching his breath. May I?
– Make yourself at home, Lanso replied. 

All took their places in the self-made armchairs around the square 
table—except for Monnet, more sullen than ever. His superior 
asked him to sit down, he sat down obediently, nonetheless reluc-
tant. Once he recovered from his emotions, Jeannot, intoxicated by 
the friendly atmosphere of the workshop, began to tell us that he 
had always wanted, for this monument, a much more active cultural 
life and had always wished that the heights of this monument “were 
accessible at night, so that we can frolic here.”

– Here you are, Lanso told him, now you can.
– Yes, it’s fantastic ... Wonderful!

After a short talk, as we were about to leave, Monnet was seemingly 
furious seeing his administrator openly admiring the Pirates’ camp. 
He asked the question that had been burning his lips from the start: 

– Anyway, what is it that you expect from us? 
Everyone was taken aback for a moment by such a question. It was 
Jeannot who responded: 

– But ... nothing! They inform us, that’s all. It’s a selfless act, for 
art’s sake.

Lanso gave me a bewildered look—the UnterGunthers had just 
found a spokesperson. And not just any spokesperson: Mr. Bernard 
Jeannot, Administrator of the Panthéon. 

In his armchair, Monnet had sunk so deep in annoyance that you 
could now barely see him sticking out of the armrests.

*
In the aftermath of the rendez-vous, Monnet took it upon himself to 
re-establish a sense of authority in the building. He reported Jean-
not’s carte blanche posture to the higher administration, which had 
his boss removed from service. 

In return, Monnet was granted the position of his former supe-
rior. He didn’t hold back from action, but immediately took Lanso, 
Natacha, Jean-Baptiste, and Lazar to court, arguing their interven-
tion to be an act of vandalism upon the French patrimony, by way of 
unlawful trespassing. 

In court, the judge’s reaction was immediate and clear: 
– You must be out of your mind to bring these four citizens 

to court, because of accomplishing something that you and your 
administration have failed to do for four decades. Case closed.

Monnet didn’t last long on the job, but made sure that the clock 
stopped working before leaving his position. 

12 years later, the novice head of the Panthéon recognized that 
the clock needed to be repaired. He contracted a well-renowned 
artisan to come and refurbish it. 

As the clockmaker arrived with a band of assistants, the 
cheeks of the transparently pale secretary flushed red. She ner-
vously whispered to the unknowing administrator:

– It’s them again! Jean-Baptiste Viot and his gang of clandes-
tine workers!

Leaving the church chuckling, with chiming keys 
in one hand and a dimmed flashlight in the other.

The front door closes and a newly manufactured 
key locks it. Outside, the street lays in almost 
total silence. The only thing to be heard is the 
winding whine from a close-by bus shelter 
advertisement, along with the bleak buzz of the 
doodlebugs swarming around its pesky lights. 

The black tarmac is still warm and gummy 
from yesterday’s burning sun, which is just about 
to rise over the French capital again. As the 
city wakes up for another day, damp footprints 
of Lutetian mud are drying white, spreading out 
from plate-covered underground exits like the 
trails of looming ghosts. 

Lived, conceived, perceived: from here, the 
façades of Paris are crumbling.
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OFF THE BEATEN TRACK 
A Steal-Away Shack, with a Window

 Facing the Abyss

rainy autumn night in Copenhagen 
2002, E.B. Itso and I discover a place 
that has fallen in-between, into oblivion. 
A room that is not only between rooms, 

but between tectonic plates, temporalities, tech-
nologies, and ideals. 

The entrance is concealed with a tangle of 
pipes. Some are steaming hot, snaking into the 
underground, and others lead to a big concrete 
cistern. Judging from the acrid stench, the tank 
seems to store both the discharge from the 
public toilets, as well as the refuse of sweet-foul 
frying oils from the burger chain’s kitchen; both 
are situated in the main waiting hall, above  
where we stand. From behind the pipes and fur-
ther through a long narrow passage, jam-packed 
with warped wooden boards, we scramble into 
a back-of-beyond space. The floor is thick with 
soot and muck, which covers a stack of yellow- 
ing newspapers from the 1980s, a broken lad-
der, and other random debris that are scattered 
across the roughly cast concrete flooring. All of 
it slightly trembles when the commuter trains 
come roaring by, behind the wall. For a couple of 
months, we keep busy collecting material from 
the neighboring streets. As the trains pause for 
the night, we carry our gleaned stuff down the 
tracks, into the space. Inside the room, where 
the concrete ceiling once was cast in two sepa-
rate levels, we build a clandestine loft. 
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During the extensive ongoing construction work, 
a number of bricks have come loose from their 
positions in a wall, next to the tracks under the 
station building. With a little help, a passage in 
the size of a pizza box is now possible to jig-
gle out, barely allowing our bodies to squeeze 
through for closer inspection. Behind it, a high- 
narrow shaft, no more than two times three 
meters wide, but with over ten meters to the 
ceiling. 

For one year, we’re busy constructing a new 
hidden loft. The conditions have changed and we 
decide to do it in the gap between the construc-
tion workers’ shifts; 2:30–4:45am. 

We begin with making an inventory of DSB’s 
old material warehouse—a dilapidated wooden 
barn, not far from the station—and modestly 
scavenge some of its ageing assets. We catalog 
parts of it; for example, the hardwood moldings 
that are laying around in every form and shape, 
from the time when train interiors were built of 
wood. A small selection is procured; in order to 
manufacture picture frames and other precise 
carpentry. Tossed in a bush between two train 
tracks we find a sink, adorned with DSB’s old em-
blem. We reckon it must have laid there for half a 
century or longer, all covered in moss and debris. 
The sink is brought back to the loft and is fitted 
with piping, which zig-zags away into a flushing 
drain. Fresh water is continuously brought back 
in bottles and poured into a repurposed carboy, 
fitted with copper tubing and a turning tap. Little 
by little, piece by piece, we advance with install-
ing our new space. We name it “HBG2.” 

February 27, 2008—exactly one year after Herr 
Buur appeared on national television—we make 
a public announcement. Overnight, while regional 
trains are parked near the Central station, a vinyl 
text is attached on twelve of the cars; one train 
set in Engllsh and one in Danish.

Temporary cut-out passageway.

DSB sink in HBG2.

Hovedbanegården Nr 2
(Central Railway Station No.2).

Making Public

114

The new room is built to align with the lower 
edge of the ceiling, making the hidden space 
almost impossible to spot for the unknowing visi-
tor; a hidden room, within a forgotten one. 

We fit it with two beds and a kitchen. Electric-
ity is rewired from the tracks into the space.

Four years later, the Central station is in the 
process of being thoroughly renovated, and all 
foundational elements are to be inspected and 
refurbished. As expected, the construction work-
ers find the hide-out.

This triggers an alarmist outcry in the media 
—how was this possible?! In a time marked by 
fear of repercussions, because of the Danish 
involvement in the ongoing invasion of Iraq, was 
the public safe from harm? The charming station 
chief inspector Per Buur appears on state tele-
vision to comment. He’s not upset, rather the 
opposite; he’s curious and cheekily avows that 
he doesn’t intend to invoice us for any four years 
of retroactive rent, nor for the informal use of 
electricity. But, in a statesmanlike manner, he 
promises the audience that such an intervention 
will not be possible to pull off again. The station 
has been fitted with high-security surveillance 
technology and as part of the current renovation 
any off-spaces have been either reactivated, 
sealed, or demolished. This is a proclamation 
that we view as a playful challenge: a game of 
contested space. 

After all, the right to the city is not given, but 
taken.

We play with imagining the seemingly impos-
sible—could we deinstall one of the track-sided 
shacks, and put it on the rails, turning it in to an 
itinerant place? Unfortunately, the train sched-
ules turns out to be too unpredictable. It’s too 
irresponsible to execute the fugitive impulsive of 
putting a shack on the track and taking off.  

Instead, we stumble across another possibility.

Clandestine loft.

Per Axel Buur (1945–2012).

Taking Place
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 HBG2—our second occupancy at the Central Station (February 2008).

Keys to operate the lift. 

Message in return from 
the railyard workers (with 

letters peeled from the next 
wagon) spelling: “IDIOTS.”
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Most of the interior of HBG2 is procured from 
discarded train wagons: two tip-up chairs, 
blankets and bed sheets, a couple of shelves, 
a radiator, a mirror, three lamps and wiring ca-
bles. On one of the walls, we hang a selection of 
the portraits we’ve taken over the years at the 
station. The floor is decorated by pyrographing 
a replica of the pattern that makes up the tiled 
floor in the large waiting hall. In the ceiling we 
install a hatchway, through which we can access 
the roof of the building. DSB hardwood moldings 
are installed on top, to weather-seal the struc-
ture, along with procured sheets of heavy-duty 
tarpaper.

The last thing we install is a remote-controlled 
winch, bolted in place inside the loft. A wire- 
fitted hatch is hand-cranked open, which in turn 
allows for the elevator to be operated. It takes 
a minute to lower it down, and twice that to 
ascend, one person at a time, secured in a hand-
stitched seat suspended by cords at the ends.
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15 years later and the loft is still there. 

Along with sprawling urbanism and the densi-
fying processes that accompany the neoliberal 
agenda, the city centers increasingly produce a 
centrifugal and excluding force. Built like cap-
italist forts, they are seemingly inaccessible, 
foreclosed, and impermeable for those who can’t 
fulfill the economic preconditions.

But cities are not as monolithic as they might 
appear from a distance, even if that’s the illusory 
impression that authorities aim to produce. Cities 
are sedimented structures, built atop the bodies 
that precede them. And as odd layers pile up, 
cavities emerge, invisible from above, between 
strata of inflexible systems. Pockets of radical 
possibilities, fantasies, dreams, desires, which are 
possible to inhabit and imagine with magmatic 
matters, and viable to haunt from beneath, be-
hind, beyond. These indeterminate zones appear 
closely related to what Ernst Bloch referred to 
as the utopian margins, which Avery F. Gordon 
has picked up and developed further. Following 
Gordon’s argument, the concept has its historical 
roots in slaves running away, marronage, piracy, 
herecy, witchcraft, vagrancy, vagabondage, rebel-
lion, soldier desertion, and other often illegible, 
illegitimate, or trivialized forms of escape, resis-
tance, opposition, and alternative ways of life. 
As a spatial phenomena, Gordon describes the 
utopian margins as elusive, vague and secretive 
places that emerge and recede in practical rela-
tionships with others. Such interstitial gaps both 
host ghosts of past times, as well as current 
undercurrents; they are fertile places out of view, 
where imagination can root, sprout, and bloom.

Centrifugal Urbanism

Ernst Bloch (1970).
A Philosophy of the Future 
[1963].

Avery F. Gordon (2017).
Letters from the Utopian 
Margins: The Hawthorne 
Archive.

Ibid: XII.
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At dawn on November 14, 2009, shortly before 
the new edifices are to be built and the rusting 
tracks are still resting on sleeper logs and mac-
adam, we lift an abandoned worker’s shack onto 
a hand-built wooden rail cart. East-bound, we 
push it to the outskirts of the city, a place where 
the rusting rails merge with trafficked tracks. 

On a sooty wall beneath the station, in the 
tunnel of track No.6, we leave a hand-painted 
message: 

An old shack along the tracks 
at Copenhagen Central Station.
Lifted to a handmade cart at dawn 
and pushed down the line.
Drifting away from the city
with new places in mind.

For years to come, we keep the shack hidden 
away on a weedy meadow, on the outskirts of 
town.

The capitalist city creates fantasies of evading it 
—of escaping under its surface and into its 
cracks, but also away from it: of leaving the 
urban context in refusal of the dominant logic 
of growth and competition. Since Richard Flor-
ida coined the concept of the “Creative City,” 
spreading its strategy like a neoliberal messiah, 
western cities have increasingly adopted eco-
nomic models based on the cultural assets that 
develop and are reproduced within. With the shift 
away from traditional agriculture and industry 

Wheels for the track cart.

Creative cities

Richard Florida (2002).
The Rise of the Creative 
Class.
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In the time that follows, the newly built houses 
cast their shadows over the station building. 

In the large waiting hall, a shrewd economy 
is setting up; it takes the form of franchised 
commerce and pay toilets. Following strategies 
of so called “Hostile architecture,” benches are 
removed and classical music blares through 
disjointed speakers, intended to disperse and dis-
place the precariat of homeless and drug addicts 
hanging around. 

It remains to be seen whether the renovation 
and modernization of the main station went over 
budget and needed to be covered by increased 
commercial activity in the waiting hall, or whether 
this was the plan from the very beginning. In ad-
dition, the adjacent area belonging to the Danish 
State Railways is being privatized. A big chunk 
of the track area is to be upended. A number of 
hotels and condos are to be built. Within a few 
months of the trains having been redirected, the 
soon-to-be-removed tracks are overgrown with 
tall grass and weedy shrubs.

With the condition of the terminal tracks, the 
itinerant fantasy comes back to life: to vacate 
one of the small cabins that are resting along the 
railroad—seemingly unused, soon to be removed 
or demolished. To cut it adrift and leave the cre-
ative city behind. 
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The concept of TAZ underscores the existence 
of unfixed zones of dissent in late capitalism—
zones that are equipped to refuse participation 
and avoid recuperation. As such, it’s clearly 
influenced by Guy Debord’s The Society of the 
Spectacle and its treatise on how modern mass 
communication transforms everyday life into a 
simulacra of itself. 

TAZ is hence a philosophy of evading the 
spectacle, where only the autonomous can plan 
autonomy, organize for it, create it. A bricolage 
made from whatever fragments—land, matter, 
time, imagination—that serves the new purpose. 
What’s crucial here is the ability to work beneath 
the radar, to be in touch but out of view: a tactic 
of disappearance, as he frames it. Within the 
framework of TAZ, psychic nomadism is a praxis 
of movement: of being already elsewhere before 
the map can be adjusted by any authority.
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Guy Debord (1967).
The Society of the Spectacle.

Jean Baudrillard (1981).
Simulacra and Simulation.

Bey: 96.

Ibid: 95.

Ibid: 126.

Ibid: 96.
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based economies, the capital is to be generated 
from an emerging creative class: “people in de-
sign, education, arts, music and entertainment, 
whose economic function is to create new ideas, 
new technology and/or creative content.”

In Roy Andersson’s film You, the Living, there’s a 
scene that I find particularly captivating: a recol-
lection of a dream, where the newly-wed couple 
Anna and Micke casually travel in their unmoored 
apartment building, adrift on the train tracks. A 
house without an address, constantly meander-
ing; unset. Transgressing the logic of an edifice 
as stationary and fixed. 

Hakim Bey refers to similar escapades as acts 
of psychic nomadism, whether real or imagined: 
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Ibid: 8.

Roy Andersson (2007).
You, the Living.

Hakim Bey (1991).
T.A.Z.: Temporary 
Autonomous Zone, 
Ontological Anarchy, Poetic 
Terrorism.
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Pictured: A.C. Hobbs picking 
the lever tumbler lock of a 
manufacturing rival at the Great 
Exhibition in London, 1851. 

Originally published in The 
Illustrated London News, August 
2, 1851 (141–42):

“The lock having been examined 
and found to be fairly locked, 
Mr. Hobbs produced from his 
waistcoat pocket two or three 
small and simple-looking 
tools, and proceeded to work. 
Within twenty-five minutes 
from the time of commencing, 
the bolt of the lock flew back 
… As may be imagined, this 
performance created a great 
deal of excitement in the world 
interested in locks and keys.”

Egyptian lock from around 
2,000 BC.

Linus Yale Jr’s adopted version, 
patented in 1851.

Locks are by no means a modern invention. In 
Egypt, already around 2,000 BC, doors were 
secured with ingenious wooden constructions, 
with alterable plugs mounted in a shielding 
case—out of sight—securing a locking bolt. A 
stick with a profile corresponding the inner form 
provided access. With the Industrial Revolution, 
standardized locks were introduced, largely 
informed by principles of the ancient Egyptian 
design heritage. This construction still domi-
nates the market through pin tumbler locks.

The standardizations, high-precision machin-
ery, and the production of interchangeable parts 
that came with the first industrial revolution, all 
sparked the creation of the security industry. The 
mass production of means to secure property 
also allowed for a standardization of the tools 
and methods to bybass and manipulate locking 
mechanisms. Since modern locks are still pro-
duced with many of those early proven vulnera-
bilities, the lockpicks that were invented at the 
time are still applicable.
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In retrospect, it’s clear that the the You, the 
Living scene and Bey’s philosophy informed our 
imagination, in combination with the daily flow of 
travelers and commuters affecting the station’s 
ambience with their fugitive daydreams of going 
elsewhere. 

At the meadow, the shack is rolled off the tracks 
and into the shrubbery. With the lever lock 
picked open, the moldy interior of the shed is 
torn out and transported to a close-by recycling 
station. Procuring materials for rebuilding the 
interiors follows the same process as with the 
clandestine lofts.

During the night, the machinery at the con-
struction sites of hotels by the Central station 
is at our disposal. Materials as well. Sheets of 
plywood are cut to walling dimensions. Boards 
of pine are run through their planer, and sawn to 
fit the flooring surface of the shack. Insulation is 
procured and brought back to the shack. 

Behind a dumpster at the railway yard, we 
find a panoramic window, made from thick insu-
lated glass. Hardwood slats, from the cataloged 
material stock in DSB’s dilapidated barn, are cut 
to fit and nailed in place; they cover the joints 
between floors, walls and ceiling. A bunkbed and 
a collapsible tabletop are built from found wood. 
The bottom bed is built to also function as a 
cubicle, with a hinged top lid, for stowing away 
loose objects: a gas stove, canned food, kitchen 
utensils, tools. We also salvage some furniture 
from a laid-off sleep-compartment wagon: a 
ladder, storage nets, a tip-up chair, bedsheets, 
pillows, and blankets. From the opened lock, I 
make a couple of fitting keys from a bike spoke, 
two coins, and a 6 mm steel rod.

Rebuilding 
the interior

Hang tag from DSB’s decaying 
storage space.
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In his book Stolen Life, Fred Moten elaborates on 
the attraction towards an outside, with his de-
scriptions of fugitivity as a transgressive motion 
—a movement, as opposed to the paralyzing 
state of inertia and stagnation where currents 
and flows are unable to exist.

This sense of the fugitive can be used to under- 
stand the act of stealing away, not least in regard 
to the undercommons resistance to co-optation 
—a:

The steal-away shack thus follow a genealogy 
of escape, that recalls the way in which un-
settled and subversive groups responded to 
urbanization-by-force in the 19th century. With 
the upheaval of the commons that was imposed 
through industrial capitalism, sharecroppers—
deprived of soil and land—were displaced from 
the rural to the urban to make their living, there-
by instating the economic logic of urbanization. 

In response, a vast culture of nomadism devel-
oped. This Vagabondism in turn made the state 
develop measures to control the escaping mass, 
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Fred Moten (2018).
Stolen Life.

Vagrancy & 
Urbanization
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In a spectacle of security that wasn’t uncommon 
at the time, at the Great Exhibition in London 
(1851) lock manufacturers competed in picking 
the locks of their rivals in front of large audiences. 

It was here that Alfred Charles Hobbs was 
able to achieve the seemingly impossible in pick-
ing the highly regarded Chubb lever tumbler lock 
with his revolutionizing “2-in-1 pick.”

168 years later—with a self-built device replicat-
ing Hobbs’ instrument—we were able to unlock 
and access the steal-away shack. 

Hakim Bey’s concept of TAZ is, as he argues, an 
offspring of Deleuze & Guattari’s nomadic think-
ing. In their Nomadology, the duo analyze three 
types of lines, which together form an assem-
blage: some lines, they note, serve to uphold a 
structure (molar lines); other lines expand the 
structure, in search of possible changes (molecu-
lar lines); and, finally, a third type of line departs 
from the structure, seeking to avoid imposed 
change, evade oncoming forces, and connect the 
assemblage with structures outside of its own 
body (lines of flight).

All together they form a bricolage of unruly 
movements—a “resistant ethics of becoming- 
imperceptible, strategizing a continuous inven-
tion of weapons on the run.”
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Deleuze & Guattari (1986).
Nomadology: The War 
Machine.

Ibid: cover.

David Churchill (2015): 52.
“The Spectacle of Security: 
Lock-Picking Competitions 
and the Security Industry in 
mid-Victorian Britain.”

A.C. Hobbs (1853).
Rudimentary Treatise on the 
Construction of Locks.

See additional 2-in-1 picks on 
pp. 90–1B and in the appendix.

Lines of Flight
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We then secretly install ourselves, before the 
train tugs off; with the shack squeaking, heaving 
and wobbling us north-bound. 

The fugitive movement can be seen as a response 
to the neoliberal framework of the creative city, 
a condition of urban creative peasantry where 
the cultural crops are harvested through dispos-
session by the capitalist machine. 

The vast urbanization process during the past 
three centuries, one could argue, was built on 
a continuous promise of inclusion, difference, 
benefit, and participation. The privatization of the 
rural commons intensified the centripetal force, 
displacing people from rural areas and forcing 
them to participate in the making of expanding 
cities. Northern Scandinavia, where the indige-
nous Sámi population was dispossessed of their 
commons to make way for the mining industry, 
was no exception.

Similar processes continue to displace people 
to this day, but in the modern city a maelstrom 
of structural problems has been added: gentrifi-
cation, social polarization, involuntary displace-
ment, accumulation by dispossession. This is 
a condition that renders the “urban contract” 
invalid. 

The big difference between past and present 
urban conditions, as argued by Christian Schmid, 
lies in how urbanism today is experiencing a po-
larization between private and global. On the one 
hand, urban space is overrun by a neoliberal 
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David Harvey (2004): 63.
“The ‘New’ Imperialism: 
Accumulation by 
Dispossession.”

Christian Schmid (2012): 46.
“Henri Lefebvre, the Right to 
the City, and the New Metro-
politan Mainstream.”
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transforming the energy of mobility into an energy 
of urban productivity by sedimentary regulations.

The nomad was already in the middle ages 
widely considered undesirable and treated with 
great suspicion. Much like the “Gypsy” (a dero-
gative that derives from Pilgrims from Egypt), 
the Vagabond developed coded languages and 
other tactics of invisibility along the migrant 
routes, in defense of their utopian margins. 

Our ambition isn’t to settle with the shack at the 
outskirts of town, but to get as far away from 
the city as we possibly can. Not just to a field, 
surrounded by a declining industry at the edge of 
town. The dream of the shack, at once itinerant 
and stationary—the logic of its place of origin, 
in complete reversal—is suddenly given a very 
real opportunity. In an informal agreement with 
a ranger, we lift the refurbished shack onto an 
empty freight wagon, whereupon it is fastened 
with tension straps and a securing undercarriage. 

Papadopolous, Stephenson, & 
Tsianos (2008): 47.

Escape Routes: Control and 
Subversion in the Twenty-first 
Century.

Fugitive Motion: 
Along the Horizontal

The steal-away shack, installed on a railroad wagon.
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Mines, Rails, & Power
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Another typical work for the itinerant workers 
was in the mines. Many would slog away in iron 
ore mines and at steel forgeries in the winters, 
and lay the cast tracks for the expanding web of 
railroads during warmer seasons. 

This was a pull-and-push urbanism, which mod-
ern society is now reproducing at an increasing 
pace—whether in metropolitan gig-economy 
structures or the interlinked instrumentalization 
of migrants to perform underpayed labor in slave-
like conditions. 
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Todd DePastino (2003).
Citizen Hobo: How a century 
of homelessness shaped 
America. 

Roger A. Bruns (1980): 8.
Knights of the Road: A Hobo-
History.

wave pushing the prevailing market logic, and on 
the other, it confronts a tendency of homogeni-
zation, which is triggered by universal rationality 
and its associated technologies. Therefore, it’s 
not only the unique characteristics of place, en-
vironment and location that are threatened with 
disappearance, but also the very preconditions 
for a radically democratic space. This wear and 
tear contributes to a loosening of urban units, 
something that stands in direct contrast to the 
urban life that Lefebvre projected: the city as a 
center, with the possibility of liberating hetero-
geneity from isolation. A place for encounter, 
communication, and information, for dissolving 
normalities and limitations in favor of a fusion of 
playfulness, inclusivity, and unpredictability. 

The European vagabondism of the 19th century 
has many lineages. In this period, rootlessness 
was widely triggered by the privatization of the 
commons: a politics of displacement sought to 
bring labor power to the growing cities. Vagrancy 
can hereto be understood as a dissensual path: a 
refusal of work in the factories and of the urban 
model at large. With this followed an increased 
legislation, a sedimentation-by-force, which un-
dermed the movement of those trying to escape 
it by criminalizing daydrifting and homelessness. 

In North America, vagrancy increased dramat-
ically after the Civil War (1861–65) and peaked 
with the economic depression of the 1920s. A 
malleable workforce of itinerant workers (often 
referred to as boomers, tramps, or hobos) trav-
eled across the country by freight train, in search 
of a paycheck along the line. Many lived a pre-
carious existence and continuously had to invent 
possibilities for income: loggers, bridge snakes, 
skinners, muckers, chimney sweeps, tinners, wire 
artisans, knife grinders, peddlers ... 

Vagabondism
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Mining Country

The northbound freight train is mostly parked 
during the day in a train yard or on a sidetrack in 
the middle of nowhere. I don’t know if the Swed-
ish railroad qualifies as an involuntary park. If so, 
it surely doesn’t stretch far from the tracks. 

During the bright midsummer nights we roll 
through industrial landscapes and forest clear-
ings. We pass Örebro, Falun, Garpenberg: societ-
ies that grew out of the mining industry. In this 
region, zinc, lead, silver, and gold was extracted 
already during the fourth century BC. The Falun 
copper mine was active for a thousand years 
and supplied Europe with about two-thirds of its 
copper needs during the years it was active. Also 
the extractivist technology used to unearth the 
underground metals was subject to worldwide 
export. 

After four nights of traveling, we cross the Arc-
tic Circle. Suddenly, in the thinning landscape, 
appears an immense crater: 385 km2 and 450 
meters deep. It is the Aitik copper mine and the 
train stops to load. 

Every year, about 34,000,000 tonnes of ore is 
mined here, from which 67,000 tonnes of copper, 
51 tonnes of silver, and 1.9 tonnes of gold are 
extracted. 570-ton trucks that load 45 cubic 
meters of rock in one scoop, rolling on wheels 
that are four meters in diameter, undermining the 
Sápmi land.

Another hour of traveling and the train stops 
again, this time to change the driving staff. We’re 
in Kiruna, another region marked by the mining of 
the earth. Next time we’ll pass here, the whole 
city will be completely displaced! To save itself 
from the thinning city crust and the awaiting col-
lapse into the pit of a hollowed land. After 120 
years of extraction, 6,000 people are forced to 
move, along with many of the older buildings. 

Meanwhile, the mining proceeds. Moving Kiruna City.

MCKENZIE WARK (2021) : 32.
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Queer Lines along
Involuntary Parks
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We flutter along rails lined with chamomile and 
thistles; bristlegrass, blue hair grass, silver hair-
grass and grass pink; staggerweed and rupture-
wort; buttercups, corn-cockles, and small seed 
false flax; earth smoke, mountain clover, and 
moonwort. 

Such biotopes are what Bruce Sterling refers to 
as Involuntary parks: spaces in a polluted world 
under complete human domination, that still man-
age to thrive and regenerate in military exclusion 
zones, radioactive regions, industrial waste lands.

The terrain that snakes along the North Amer-
ican railroad is, according to Sterling, the only 
remaining biotope of the original prairie: a proto- 
colonial ecological order.
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The play between the material (the physical 
places and handmade tools) and the less-tangi-
ble (the ideas of trespass and motions through 
space) are important, and both the physical and 
immaterial characteristics can be connected to 
the subversive act of undermining:

In those definitions, we find the very literal action 
of digging and excavating—the material world 
always present—and a description of the physi-
cal extractivist methods employed to acquire the 
materials to build cities, followed by a series of 
descriptions of subversive actions used to weaken 
something less tangible. The word “undermine” 
brings to mind shadowy figures chipping away at 
the foundations of a great monolith. It’s a roman-
tic idea: that a few fugitives and renegades can 
either topple the status quo or ruin it for the rest 
of us, depending on where you tend to position 
yourself in that scenario.

After four days and five nights, we reach the 
end of the line. At the 68th parallel north and a 
buffer stop overlooking the Norwegian Sea.
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An image from the 1974 Anarchitecture exhibi-
tion comes to mind; a wooden two-story house 
has been freed from its original site, piled with 
wooden blocks on an improvised cart, and placed 
on a floating barge, which is seemingly adrift. 
Anarchitecture as an autonomous social practice 
of art and science where buildings, spaces, and 
other bodies are no longer controlled. In Kiruna, 
conditions appear opposite. 

Undermining, just like the fugitive act, is subject 
to contestation: one act hollows out the land in 
its quest for continuous growth, while the other 
tries to re-establish a radical imagination to 
undermine that dominant order.
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Using wordplay and found 
images, the Anarchitecture 
Group explored issues related 
to cities, ways of repurposing 
the built environment, and the 
role of property in capitalist 
production. There is little 
evidence that the show ever 
took place, other than the 
invitation and the related photo-
essay published in Flash Art, 
June 1974.
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The praxis of illicitly copying keys has likely been 
around as long as there have been locks. There 
are testaments from prison escapes where the 
fugitives have been able to replicate the keys 
of the patrolling wardens. E.B. stumbled upon 
information about the notorious Danish jailbird 
Carl August Lorentzen, famous for his many 
prison escapes. On one occasion he was able 
to file down a soup spoon to the dimensions of 
a working key, with which he successfully could 
unlock the gate to his cell and walk around freely 
at night to map and plan his escape. There’s no 
information about how many spoons Lorentzen 
had to modify before finding success. But as the 
sign that he left behind in the tunnel (which, after 
a year of digging, led him out on December 23, 
1949) says: “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” 

The article Reconsidering Physical Key Secrecy: 
Teleduplication via Optical Decoding reviews the 
art of teleduplicating in light of technological 
developments. All major lock manufacturers pro-
duce their keys according to standardized grids 
of depths and spacing. 

Consider the master key of the Danish State 
Railways, for example: the ASSA Twin 6000. A 
high-security key with six cut-out grooves spaced 
3.8 mm apart, with nine possible depths, ranging 
from 4.03 to 8.83 mm. By using a high-resolution 
photograph, like a 4K video still taken with any 
modern telephone, it is fairly easy to decipher 
the code of the key and to make your own copy. 

The engineering data (as with the ASSA Twin 
6000) is often to be found on the manufacturers’ 
internet domain. Any train driver or other DSB 
personnel tends to display the key: it is either 
hanging on a belt clip or made visible when used 
to lock or unlock. In other words, it is not a 
difficult operation to take a photograph of it. To 
replicate your copy, you then only need a fitting 
key blank, a digital caliper gauge, and a handfile.

Laxton, 
Wang, & 
Savage, 
2008. 

Lorentzen’s spoon-turned-key.
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From the tracks that shoot out over the ocean, 
the mined minerals used to be loaded straight 
down onto the moored cargo ships. The loading 
procedure these days have been effectivized to 
meet the increasing amounts of shipped ore. 

You can hear the approaching heavy-load 
freight trains shriek and grumble from a dis-
tance. On average they arrive twelve times a day, 
making the shack tremble as they roll by on their 
way down to the harbor, returning shortly after, 
with empty wagons rattling along.

At the end of summer, we leave the steal-away 
shack at the side of the tracks as we travel 
down south again. We’ll be returning again 
during autumn. 

Our intention in building and maintaining the first 
house at the Central Station was never to make 
a public spectacle out of it. But as it turned 
into one, we felt obliged to keep challenging the 
grand narrative of centrality at the location. 

After finishing the second apartment (HBG2), 
we had made a public statement on two of the 
trains that were parked by the station overnight.

As a sequel to that act, we want to do some-
thing similar about the steal-away shack. The 
context for communicating this is decided to be 
split between its original location and its fugi-
tive path, up north. For this purpose we measure 
the grids of freight train wagons and compose 
a fitting text that is possible to read from some 
distance and in half a minute.

We also wanted to access DSB’s infrastructure 
to communicate with the commuters of Copen-
hagen. For this reason, we need to get our hands 
(or eyes) on the master key.
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D. The peak of the cuts are of little importance. 
When filing the key by hand the final result 
could look like illustrated above.

E. The 45 degree angle of the cuts allow a 
smooth operation and avoids the key getting 
stuck on the bottom pins of the lock.

F. Depth scheme:

9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

45°

See appendix for cut away 
composition of the lock.
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Example of depths (mm).

General design of the ASSA Twin 6000:

A. [1] is the deepest cut, [9] is the shallowest.

B. Maximum adjacent cut of five increments 
difference. For example: a [1] cut next to 
[6] is acceptable, but not [1] next to [7].

C. Depths: measure from bottom of key blade to 
bottom of the cut.

[1]: 4,03     [4]: 5,83     [7]: 7,63
[2]: 4,63     [5]: 6,43     [8]: 8,23
[3]: 5,23     [6]: 7,03     [9]: 8,83

6,7 

3,8

3,8

3,8

3,8

3,8

 

Cut spacing
(mm).
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As mischevious youngsters both of us shared a 
habit of sneaking in to the driver’s cabin at the 
back of moving subway trains. From in there, 
it happened that we used the microphone to 
adress the passengers. These messages spoken 
over the loudspeakers were never very thought-
through, but had remained as an exciting possi-
bility of communication in our shared imagination. 

For the occasion of our informal action of dissem-
ination we decided to inform the passengers over 
the loudspeakers in one of the S-trains. 

When S-trains arrive at the central station in 
Copenhagen, there’s an average stop of 80 sec-
onds before continuing. This was the economy of 
time to communicate with the passengers. But 
instead of speaking directly into the microphone, 
we decided to equip one of the trains with a 
remote-controlled MP3 player. The device was 
invisibly inserted under the dashboard in the driv-
ers cabin, interrupting the function of the micro-
phone only when pressing our remote control.

When the train arrived at the main station, we 
could play our recorded message, as if spoken 
by a ghost. From what we saw, nobody payed any 
attention to the unconventional announcement. 
People were either occupied with their tele-
phones, or wearing headphones. Often both.

We also printed a newspaper in 3,000 copies 
that was freely distributed at stations and in the 
trains. These appeared to have the same impact 
as the sonic message: none. The same result as 
the 34 commercial billboards at the station that 
we replaced with our photographs.

Not long after, touch screen displays were 
installed in the driver’s booths, rendering our 
hidden device incompatible and useless. We 
later de-installed the ghost-machine. Subway and 
commuter trains elsewhere are still using that 
“vintage” technology.

End of the Line. 
A 48-page tabloid, printed in 

3,000 copies, in black-and-white, 
and distributed freely.

Innards of an S-train dashboard.
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“The key I have, it’s a 400-key. And it’s a master 
key for all the trains in New York City. And I got 
this key from my friend, he let me make a copy of 
it. And how he originally got it, uh, you can either 
get it from a conductor or a motorman, and the 
way you get it—you gotta steal it from them. You 
take the whole bunch of keys, and from then on 
you can make a thousand copies and distribute 
them among all of your friends.”

Access was crucial element of the art when I 
was a graffiti writer growing up in Stockholm. 
The holy grail was getting hold of the SL key, 
which would open the doors to the subway sys- 
tem: the stations, tunnels, train yards.

The thuggish would steal it from the clean-
ers—in the split second when the key was left 
in the lock unsupervised. Rich kids would buy it 
“under the counter” from the few ticket booth 
clerks who accepted their extravagant offers. We 
didn’t know the art of teleduplication and lock-
smiths would refuse to make us copies, seeing 
what the labeled key was intended to open. 

I was neither plucky nor plushy, but it turned 
out that I was lucky—on Christmas Eve 1994, 
I found the key jammed in a subway lock, and I 
wasn’t leaving until I had managed to wiggle it 
out. To this day, I carry it on my keychain (not for 
nostalgic reasons, the key still works).

For the dissemination of dissensual aesthetics, 
the subway was the site and surface of desire. 

When E.B. and I were planning the unsanctioned 
presentation about the steal-away shack, we 
wanted to make use of its original context: the 
Copenhagen Central Station and the fugitive 
path along the rails up north.

Don’s statement (transcribed).
Watching My Name Go By
(Julia Cave, 1976): 18:57.

A writer’s keys to the city. 
Subway Art (1984): 33. 

Photo by Martha Cooper.

Dissensual 
Dissemination





Unterhalten. Berlin subway, 2018.
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Desocialization
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Even though we had created access to DSB’s 
infrastructure, and with this carefully added a 
row of different communications, we were unable 
to reach the audience of commuters. 

With all the information that the urban pop-
ulation is continuously fed in public space, this 
comes as no surprise. As residents, we’re (often 
unconsciously) developing methods of shielding 
ourselves from an increasing commercial commu-
nication. Many turn to their handheld screens for 
distraction, which is becoming just as saturated 
with such information. 

According to marketing experts, we are daily 
exposed to between 4,000 and 10,000 adver-
tisements. Even if that is a North American sta-
tistic, I reckon that it isn’t much different else-
where in our globalized world. Whether we react 
with refusal or endazzlement, or a combination of 
both, it’s contributing to a condition of desocial-
ization. Attention is permanently fragmented and 
dispersed through constant micro-stimuli.

Some months later and a different tactic. A one-
on-one format where my friend Hannah gently 
interrupts strangers in the subway, sharing infor-
mation about some of these underground works. 
For one week, we randomly drift in the U-Bahn 
network, intervening and documenting. 

What we don’t expect are the stories, rever-
ies and experiences about the subterranean city 
that Hannah receives in return. Each of which, 
about 50 in total, are accounted for after the 
meetings and archived for future reference.
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Planetary 
Urbanization

Having returned back up North, we find a dra-
matically changed condition: at the exact place 
where we had placed the shack, an immense 
construction site had established. To effectivize 
global logistics, one of the longest suspension 
bridges in Europe is being built: the Hålogaland 
Bridge. The objective isn’t local, regional, or 
national. As part of the new silk road, Chinese 
investments are behind the decision and support 
the process by providing engineers and construc-
tion workers to carry out much of the labor.

The shack keeps being relocated. Everytime 
we return to the site, we find the shack in a new 
place, mostly amongst the rubble and trees that 
have been removed to make way for the new infra- 
structure. When we aren’t following the develop-
ment at the location, we follow local reports.

At one point, the shack shows up roadside on 
an online map, in street view.

From the viewpoint of the migrating shack as 
it’s continuously pushed around to make way for 
planetary urbanism, with the movement away 
from the “center,” the center  periphery 
dualism collapses.
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Blasé Attitudes

Georg Simmel (1903).
“Metropolis and Mental Life.”
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At the turn of the 20th century, sociologist Georg 
Simmel studied the consequences of modern city 
life in his hometown, Berlin. In Simmel’s view, a 
fundamental problem for urban inhabitants lies in 
the challenges attached to modern society, with 
its booming mass-culture, information technology, 
and competitive living conditions.

In other words, the apathetic attitude is not 
a new phenomenon, but a condition that has 
surged with technological development, market 
liberalism, and gloomy future analyses over the 
course of more than a century.

The format for investigating the imagination 
that has flown and for sharing the fragments of 
results that have emerged demands new and 
different methods.
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That act of imagining one’s position in creating 
and maintaining common space—whether imagi-
nary or real—is of fundamental importance. 

Lefebvre’s triadic overview conceives of shared 
social space as being informed by three interlock-
ing force fields: perceived (the concrete, physical 
objective descriptions), conceived (abstract, sym-
bolic representations), and lived (the everyday 
experience informed by both the objective and 
subjective). It’s not hard to see how my works 
engage with and interfere with those three spa-
tial conceptions—where the everyday experience 
of trespass and transgression leads to the phys-
ical constructions and interventions in city land-
scapes in order to co-create an altered perception 
of what the physical world could be. 

The crows in Berlin didn’t carry seeds with the 
intention to feed the fox (as far as I know) but 
their daily movemets through the city contributes 
to what grows there. That’s more in line with my 
impulse to create the things that I have (and why 
“making visible” these projects feel at times like 
an artificial exercise). Building and maintaining 
these structures is a praxis to remind myself 
and those close to me that our experience of the 
world remains true, and that reasserting agency 
through direct action is one of the myriad ways 
to make the “previously unimaginable” part of 
our collective memories and lived everyday expe-
rience. And around it goes.

See p. 22.

Production of 
(Common) Space

Henri Lefebvre (1991).
The Production of Space.
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H.D. Thoreau’s Walden refuge. 

Buchanan’s Shack.

Kaczynski’s confiscated cabin.
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Etymologically, it is argued that “shack” derives 
from the Proto-Germanic skakanan: a movement 
of flight or escape. The root of (s)keu- means 
“to cover” or “conceal.” This corresponds to the 
Swedish word, where skjul (shack) is rooted in 
the verb “to hide”; skjula. The element of hiding 
is also embedded in the definition of the Hut, 
also this of Proto-Germanic origin: Hudjon-, to 
the Old English Hydan, also here: “to hide.” 

Culturally and politically, there are the urban 
withdrawals of Henry David Thoureau, Martin 
Heidegger, Ted Kaczynski, et al.; these testify to 
a male tradition of refusal and refuge—the privi-
lege of an ascetic existence in the hermit’s hut. 

The artistic legacy of Beverly Buchanan 
presents a history from the perspective of North 
American slavery. Here, the shack is in complete 
contrast to the palace of the white slaveholder, 
and unfolds a genealogy of escaped slaves and 
maroon communities: an existence in hide-out 
spots along the underground railway. “I believe 
the entire world is descendant from shacks,” is 
machine-typed in capital letters and glued to the 
lower corner on one of her drawings —a collabo-
ration with poet Alice Lovelace.

In light of the writings of Gaston Bachelard, 
the phenomenology of huts is one that belongs 
to the dreamer: “a dreamer of refuges dreams of 
a hut.” Gaston Bachelard (1964): 30. The Poetics of Space.

Whether attached to a concrete ledge on the 
bank of the river Spree, or on top a scaffold in 
an unruly hinterland, or built into a Copenhagen 
ventilation shaft, or balancing at the edge of the 
Eurasian continental plate—they all are liminal 
spaces of fleeting existence, temporary mon-
uments to margins, between the seen and the 
unseen.
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ROBERT PARK (1925) : 1.

The unruly city could be considered a symbol-
ic representation (conceived ) but through my 
works and this publication, it is revealed to be a 
concrete, physical, objective reality (perceived ), 
since as a result of my actions and experiences 
(lived ), it is arguably a real true space that any-
one has access to. 

Or could have access to.

In the end of 2018, as the Hålogaland Bridge is 
due to be inaugurated, we contact the manager 
at the construction site. We inform him that 
we’ve serendipitously “discovered our long-
gone shack” at the side of the road, next to his 
trailer office. Did he have anything to do with the 
shack’s displacement? He assures us that he 
didn’t, but that he was more than willing to help 
us have it instantly removed from the location. A 
win-win deal. 

And so we move further out, into the Nordland 
archipelago.

The framework of temporality and the action of 
withdrawal is embedded in both the typology 
and etymology of shacks and huts. The outcast 
camp; the hobo jungle; the migrant barracks—all 
belong to an architecture on the margins, on the 
threshold of inside and outside. 



Here, the truly unruly city can be shown to be 
the ever-branching, overlapping multitude of sys-
tems through which denizens have the power to 
sustainably shape their environment.

As much as I cherish the romanticized image 
of the fugitive—the stealthy criminal which the 
word “undermining” often conjures up—I’m still 
aware of how that popular conception benefits 
the actual few nefarious actors who are eroding 
not only the physical natural environment around 
and below us with their unexamined extractivist 
actions. These actors are also able to conceal 
their insidious efforts to stealthily destroy both 
the ecology and the denizen’s ability to form 
and maintain communities. The powerful few are 
undermining the connections created between 
the many many, and operating at a scale so per-
vasive that it’s rendered invisible: a part of the 
atmosphere. It’s therefore important to locate 
the object, who or what is being undermined. 
Not for semantic reasons, but to recognize what 
we’re seeing: who are the actors in contested 
spaces, who is made protectively invisible by the 
passive voice, and which activities actually fit 
the definition of undermining? 

My research rejoices in the subversive—the 
little figure chipping away in the dark—but we 
can’t lose sight of the reverse: the active ways 
the powerful undermine alternative structures. 

Is a neighborhood “vulnerable” or targeted? 
A nation “underdeveloped” or overexploited? 
Is an action or idea “radical” or entirely reason- 

able when looked at from the position of some-
one without the power to define the terms of the 
discussion? 

The steal-away shack is placed at the edge of the 
Eurasian continental shelf, overlooking the sea as 
it drops a thousand fathoms into the abyss.
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Teetering at the Tip

Drawing of a deep-sea fish,
found washed up on the shoreline 

next to the shack.
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It wasn’t long after we had arrived to the island 
that the deadening force of capital encroached 
even on that remote region, creeping up the 
back, seeping around the sides, rolling in from 
sea. New extraction projects are starting up as 
the Norwegian government has given the order to 
begin extensive prospecting of deep sea mining 
off the coast, all within sight of the off-shore 
island where the steal-away shack still currently 
stands its ground.

We witnessed the blur of the Capitalocene 
from the window of our migrating shack, passing 
through landscapes on a flat wagon of a north-
bound freight train. Thousand-year-old open-pit 
copper mines along the train route are still being 
gouged at. The iron-ore extraction machinery is 
so intense in Kiruna that they’ve relocated the 
entire city to get at what’s under it. The hollow-
ing-out of the polar underground continues. 

Norway, which throughout the first two thirds 
of the 20th century was regarded as econom-
ically underdeveloped, is today among the Top 
10 richest countries in the world, based on the 
oil discoveries made along the southern coast 
during the early 1970s. The oil industry remains 
the mainstay of the Norwegian economy to this 
day, with mineral extraction being next in line. 

There’s a key point in the definition of under- 
mining that is easy to gloss over. “Undermine” 
is a verb that is used with an object, and much 
can be hidden at both ends. What is being under-
mined and who are the stealthy actors doing 
the insidious harm? This field study—along with 
that located in Paris (Chapter Y)—re-envision 
the scope of the underground, and recognize the 
constructive roles needed to build, create, and 
weave new robust social structures that are 
tough like gnarled roots. 

Rather than making use of the 
common concept of Anthropo-
cene, which targets an abstract 
humanity, I use the concept 
of Capitalocene, viewing the 
current ecological crisis as a 
political and systemic malfunc-
tion that needs to be addressed 
as such. 

“From this standpoint, the 
phrase anthropogenic climate 
change is a special brand of 
blaming the victims of exploi-
tation, violence, and poverty. A 
more nearly accurate alternati-
ve? Ours is an era of capitaloge-
nic climate crisis.” 

Jason Moore (2019): 50.
“Who is responsible for the 
climate crisis?”

Undermining

See p. 135.

See pp. 65–112.
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If shacks are threshold spaces of the built envi-
ronment, the stretches of land that are continu-
ously covered and uncovered by tidal seas and 
storms can be seen as their natural equivalent.

Rachel Carson describes the shoreline as a 
marginal and non-binary space: in constant tran-
sition between above and below, between the 
visibility of the retracted ocean and landscapes 
veiled beneath the surface of the flooded shore.

Tides, the rise and fall of sea levels, are 
caused by the combined effects of gravitational 
forces exerted by the Moon and the Sun, and by 
the rotation of the Earth. According to Albert Ein-
stein’s theories of general relativity, time moves 
differently deep below sea level compared to the 
highest peaks of planet Earth: one-billionth of a 
second less, every year. He called this phenome-
non gravitational time dilation.

The life beneath the surface appears to brim with 
wilderness. It is freezing cold for E.B. and myself 
to swim out, but wearing wetsuits we’re able to 
stay in for up to an hour at a time. 

We watch orcas come all the way in to waist-
high water. Further out, it happens that whales 
breach the surface, wheezing salty blows from 
dives deep down. Their tails majestically flap up 
before they return downwards into the bathype-
lagic zone. Sea eagles circle overhead.

Life landwards, however, is marked by death. 
Familiar and unfamiliar creatures are washed 

ashore, meshed with plastic debris—beat-up 
buoys; decomposing fish; sun-bleached bottles 
and styrofoam shards; the skeleton of a sperm 
whale calf, entangled in a fishing net. 

We spend a day cleaning up, only to find the 
the dead-end cove scattered with trash again a 
few high tides later.

Liminal Space 
& Place

Rachel Carson (1955): 1–8.
The Edge of the Sea. 

As Jack Halberstam said it:
“That’s the project here of 
bewilderment: to send you into 
a spiralling set of references 
that confuse us as to where we 
are in time, space and power.” 
(2020).

Wheezing Whales
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Within eyesight of the shack, some hundred 
meters off the coast, you spot the tidal whirlpool 
of Moskenstraumen. It’s a place and a phenome-
non with a distinct representation in 19th cen-
tury litterature. As such, it is a hub of a popular 
imagination related to the underground. It’s here 
that Jules Verne’s Nautilus ship spirals down, 
never to return. A testimony from an author who 
was politically attached to anarchism, where 
the deep sea symbolized a detachment from 
despots: “On its surface iniquitous rights can 
still be exercised, men can fight there, devour 
each other there, and transport all terrestial 
horrors there. But at thirty feet below its level 
their power ceases, their influence dies out, their 
might dissappears.”

In A Descent into the Maelström, Edgar Allan 
Poe’s refers to the same place. Here, the protag-
onist is able to achieve the seemingly impossi-
ble: to ascend from inside the cataclysmic Mael-
ström by clingeing and climbing on the swiveling 
debris, all the way back up to the surface.

Together, they make two examples of the 
political and cultural legacy of the 19th century 
in the Western world: with the fascination of the 
deep sea and underground as a source for imag-
ination—at once a locus of possibilities and a 
genesis of hellish fate.

M
A

R
K

 F
IS

H
E

R
.

(2
0

0
9

): 8
1

.

Edgar Allan Poe (1841).
A Descent into the Maelström.

See p. 121.

David L. Pike (2007).
Metropolis on the Styx : The 
Underworlds of Modern Urban 
Culture, 1800–2001.

“The innate dyna mism of the 
modern economy, and of the 
culture that grows from this 
economy, annihilates everything 
that it creates—physical envi-
ronments, social institutions, 
metaphysical ideas, artistic vi-
sions, moral values—in order to 
create more, to go on endlessly 
creating the world anew. This 
drive draws all modern men 
and women into its orbit, and 
forces us all to grapple with the 
question of what is essential, 
what is meaningful, what is real 
in the maelstrom in which we 
move and live.”

Marshall Berman (1982): 288.
All That is Solid Melts into Air: 
The Experience of Modernity.

Jules Verne (1872): 57. 
Twenty Thousand Leagues 
Under the Seas. 
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Poe’s Maelström, illustrated by Arthur Rackham (1935).
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A house, buoyed with oil-drums, relocating 
along the coast of Newfoundland, Canada. 
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It’s clear that humanity is in desperate need of 
a revival of our radical imaginative abilities; like 
Bey’s and Graeber’s recollections of Libertalia,
or Haberstam’s demand for the Wild, in order to 
imagine the unimaginable, we must be willing to 
derail and leave the beaten track.

E.B. and me build a raft that the shack is put 
onto. Anchored to a rock, it awaits the next 
fugitive phase and a rising ocean.
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In a world of rising oceans, where mineral 
extraction platforms are towering up at the 
horizon and an endless mass of plastic debris is 
continuously being washed ashore: the spatial 
poetic of the curved-in cove can be seen in lights 
of a mystified past—as an asylum of mutiny, of 
free-living freebooters: a utopian pirate settle- 
ment of free thinking, based on equality and 
direct government by the people, those who have 
“gone to Croatan,” where languages merge and 
transform, like the ones developed and prac-
ticed by gypsies, criminals, and other oppressed 
groups on the fringes of society. 

Like the utopian bay, Verne’s political concept of 
the submerged—where power ceases and might 
dissappears—is increasingly overshadowed by 
a mineral and maritime capitalism. The northern 
polar circle is once again turning in to a colonial 
project of an Arctic Eden: a raging force of nat-
ural exploitation that is on the brink of causing 
irreversible ecologial concequences.

David Graeber (2022).
Pirate Enlightenment, or the 
Real Libertalia.

Hakim Bey (1995).
Pirate Utopias: Moorish 
Corsairs & European 
Renegadoes.

Stevphen Shukaitis (2009).
(Interview with AK Press.)

A sidenote on linguistic evasion: 
Buchte is the Rotwelch word for
shack. Adopted from German, 
where it translates to bay 
or cove—a hide-out with a 
renegade reference embedded 
within. See pp. 32–3.

Sverker Sörlin (1988): Ch. 2.1.
Framtidslandet: Debatten om 
Norrland och naturresurserna 
under det industriella genom-
brottet.
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SCAFFOLDING

aybe you read this book from the back, 
like slipping through a trapdoor at the 
An-Akademie. Or you read this as a 
closing observation, or by simply leafing 

the pages at random. It is of little importance—I 
like to see this book as the unruly city it aims to 
portray; they both have multiple possibilities for 
openings, movements, and passageways. 

Set across three chapters, this book compiles 
field studies, photo documentation, and descrip-
tions of work processes for three projects that 
locate and help create a social and spatial phe-
nomenon which I call “the unruly city.”

Even if the practical constructions, historical 
investigations, and cultural theory analyses ex-
plored in the thesis do not give access to the 
physical places themselves, they unlock rooms 
in the reader’s political imagination, by showing 
that such spaces exist.

These three studies propose a praxis of dis-
sent, and invite possibilities for participation in 
the production of deviant perceptions—both in re-
claiming physical space and in the understanding 
that the ability to do so is not outside the realm 
of possibility. I explore the mutable “nature” of 
cities, building on political philosophy, actions that 
have shaped those places, and actions that show 
what those places could become. The accounts 
of three site-specific interventions in urban set-
tings—Berlin, Paris, and Copenhagen—address 
both my interventions into the landscape, and the 
integrations and collaborations that sought to 
create community on those sites.
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The beauty of this underworld isn’t only in the 
weeping limestone, the webs of roots, and the at-
tics overhead, it lies in the intricate connections 
of community thriving in the hidden spaces. 

In Chapter Z, Off the Beaten Track, we set out 
from a city center to the end of the line. Specifi-
cally, from Copenhagen central station following 
the freight tracks 2000 km north to beyond the 
polar circle at +68˚ N.

While this concluding text has been constructed 
to serve as a scaffolding for weeds of thought to 
climb, the three project chapters are arranged like 
metaphorical maps. Each chapter is oriented to 
the fugitive directions that the narratives travel in. 

A single site in Berlin is shown through a series 
of transformations—the time-lapse showing a 
place turned inside out, unearthed, contested. 

The maps that lead us up through the towers 
of Paris were acquired by infiltrating the base-
ments of ministries and need to be unfolded and 
held up to the light, to see where the systems 
overlap and connect. 

The vagabond journey along the tracks to the 
outer reaches of Nordic mining towns are marked 
with hand-drawn signs and symbols, daydreams, 
and slivers of deep-time memories. 

Altogether, they make up an unruly bricolage of 
field notes and quotes, photos, and observations, 
practical instruction and dreamlike rumination. A 
palimpsest like the cities themselves—a layered 
composition in transition, always in process, 
never still. 

164

I share a set of tactics and tools—both physical 
and analytical—that were used to make possible 
and imaginable. This document contributes to 
“making visible” a sliver of the creative disobedi-
ence and collaborative processes that shape and 
reshape urban spaces. 

Manufactured keys, trapdoors, dug-out tun-
nels, informal dissemination, bricolaged furniture, 
loopholes, pulleys, hatches, and shacks recur 
throughout the study; each of these tools, meth-
ods, or architectural elements support a praxis 
of transgressivism and stealth.

In order to imagine the unimaginable—whether 
in the form of spaces, living conditions, or coded 
systems—we create narratives. Praxis becomes 
a form of speech act that contributes to our 
perception. The membrane that separates per-
ception from memory is porous; the exchange is 
continuous—memory informs imagination, and 
imagination informs memory.

Analogous to the ways that abstract (capital-
ist) space is divided into higher- and lower-status 
spaces, centers and peripheries, and inclusion 
and exclusion, the project chapters follow move-
ments along these axes: Outside Inside,
Central Peripheral, and Below Above. 

In Chapter X, An-Building Berlin, we find our-
selves in front of a gigantic fake façade in the 
historic city center of Berlin. We see how the 
story of the unruly city continues to develop, and 
find out where the urban, fugitive, narrative mo-
tion of slipping behind the veil takes us.

In Chapter Y, De-inventing Paris, we descend 
into the literal underground, through the cata-
combs, quarries, and sewer systems to some-
thing that is difficult to conceive, even when 
perceived and having had a camera pointed at it.

 

 

 

X
PP. 17–64.

Y
PP. 65–112.



Three bolted axes (X–Y–Z) of 40 mm aluminum square pipes.
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In Berlin, positioned on a transversal axis, we 
witness what may be hidden in plain sight and 
the creation of physical locations for practical 
study. We move from standing in front to the 
hinterland behind: a reversed, bewildered reality 
where the dichotomic logic of inside/outside 
appears to be completely reversed.

In Paris, positioned on a vertical axis, we witness 
a subterranean community evade undermining 
forces by relocating to spaces up above, beneath 
the rooftops of municipal office buildings. 

The fugitive movement in Chapter Y thereby 
retreats from the increased privatization of sub- 
terranean spaces by commercial interests to ex-
panding the concept of “the underground” all the 
way up to the rafters of the city’s towers. 

In Copenhagen, positioned on a horizontal axis, 
we take a ride to the edges of a tectonic plate 
(all the way out there, as in a line of flight), 
observing migration and urban dissolution as an 
ongoing process of planetary transformation. 

Chapter Z through follows a geneaology of 
escape that recalls the ways in which unsettled 
and subversive Vagabonds responded to urbaniza-
tion-by-force in the 19th century.

When we illustrate the three axes coming to-
gether again, we see a familiar shape. The very 
particular construction joint I’ve used in building 
make-shift furniture in all the projects: toilets, 
shelves, tables, chairs, benches, lamps. X–Y–Z.

The imaginary made material and back again.

This is not a story of criminals and renegades, 
instigators and trouble-makers plotting attacks 
on the peaceful status quo. The denizens and the 
unruly city are under relentless insidious attack 

Outside Inside 
Chapter X.

Below Above
Chapter Y.

Central Peripheral
Chapter Z.

Deleuze & Guattari (1986). 

X–Y–Z
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The triad of these efforts serves to move towards 
ways to revive the idea of a radical access to the 
city’s resources, which includes all groups within 
the population, opening up spaces to experiment 
and to realize un-alienated and alternative ways 
of partaking in the urban process. These are 
exercises to encourage wild participation in the 
co-creation of what I refer to as the unruly city, 
which isn’t a fantasy place or a political impos-
sibility, but a hidden environment which already 
exists, though it is often kept inaccessible. This 
idea of radical access to the city’s resources 
also includes making these theoretical underpin-
nings comprehensible and accessible. Communi-
cation is crucial.

However, for ethical reasons, this undertaking—
throughout, in various degrees—

Adam, Spring 2023.
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by capitalist, industrialized, culturally hegemonic 
forces. And the reason these dynamics are rarely 
framed that way is a result of their co-optation/
undermining techniques. 

The projects I present along the three fugitive 
axes can be regarded as exercises in changing 
the shape of that stage, of reimagining the scope 
of the city, and expanding the range of roles for 
its actors. In the ways that the works in Paris ex-
tended the idea of “the underground” up into the 
city’s rafters, the projects originating in Copen-
hagen work to expand the borders of the unruly 
city beyond city limits and back in time. 

It’s not a natural or comfortable process for me 
to make visible my previous and ongoing projects 
—the hidden and invisible nature of the work has, 
at times, been an integral aspect to maintaining 
its existence. But we need to dig deep, and put 
personal discomforts aside, in order to recognize 
the distinction between seeing a structure—
whether a hand-built shelter or a system of 
oppression—and understanding what goes into 
it. This involves a process of exposing where the 
materials come from, and the foundations they 
were built on. I want to make the distinction be-
tween the act of making possible (“the work”), 
the act of making visible (the “documentation” 
of the work), and, finally, the act of making sensi-
ble (the various “disseminations” of the work).
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