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History/Theory

Architectural Ghosts: Storytelling & the Architectural Imaginary

ZOE LYNNE COPE
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

‘Architectural Ghosts’ proposes architecture as a series of
eleven speculative cities that function as characters engaged
in a theatrical masque set in contemporary Rome, Italy.

Are-imagining of the novel Invisible Cities by Italo Calvino, this
project utilizes narrative storytelling as architectural medium,
method and site. The framework of the original novel was ana-
lyzed, collapsed and re-written in a contemporary context. The
project offers a critique of the use of the novel in architectural
education and challenges the marginalized role of women
presented in both the original text and throughout much of
architectural history.

Calvino used cities as metaphors for women conquered
by powerful male explorers. In this project, each city was
designed and illustrated relative to site, theme and the work
of a prominent female storyteller, philosopher, or architect
as a way to presence their ghosts. Much of the research was
oriented around unearthing the accomplishments of women
engaged in a partnership wherein a male counterpart received
credit for much of the work. The plot is structured by an over-
arching conversation between a female narrator and a male
character. Desire for what her voice brings into being creates
a tension that drives the entirety of the plot, representation
and sequencing of architectural experiences. Eventually, it is
revealed that she herself is also a city; she too is a ghost cata-
lyzed by architectural and phenomenological experiences that
imply presence.

This project explores ‘architectural ghosts’ as allegory for the
presence of the absence of presence that reveals architecture
as performance. The universal gap between lived experience
and representation is explored as primary function of the para-
dox of human desire. Literary narrative is utilized as structure
for the gap of philosophical lack and as active agent for the
discrete, conditional alignments that generate and inform
productive encounters with the architectural imaginary. The

masque, as performance between complex characters, reveals
the individual and collective nature of architecture, cities and
the stories we tell about both.
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The Hidden City - Via Margutta

The best place to hide is usually in plain sight. Itis
precisely the place where one has assumed that something
should not be hidden, which ends up being the best pl:
foric This s the one place that no one is expecting t find.
chat which is hidden or hiding.

The same i tue for cities, despite the complexities
involved. To reach the Hidden City, head south o the
castmost main road offof the Piazza del Popolo. There i

on your left entirely overgrown with foliage
and vines, The passageway i tiny and charming, The
architecture of sccrecy is a delightfully colorful world
picced together out of fragments of crumbling plaster
facades, chipped window sill,thick curcains of vines,
silvered cobblestones, and the creeping sense that you
should move and speak delicatcly here.

The vines are adorned with thin metal flaments
that chime softly in the slow breeze. Not one of the doors
along this stret opens and the windows too, ar sealed shut
and covered with mirrors. The vibrant fcade thatstetches
down thissteeet s a mask for the Hidden City that weaves
behind it The residents of the Hidden City if they are
about, appear to float from one side of the path to another.

e phantoms who tesil their fingers through the tells,
sway slightly with the chimes, ar their faces in slovs
peculiar angles,they appear to vanish abruptly, lipping
into the hidden air o the ciy beyond.

If you examine the el closely, you may norice
the nodal apertures and tentacled scopes pecking through
the vines. Each resident has their own, unique threshold
inco the skin of the city wall, and to aceess this portal
cach must perform a precise sequence of operations with
the passageway, activating i through touches, phrascs
whispered ino disguised receprors and glances into hidden
cameras. This s the only key: effcient and secure in ts
cphemerality. Visicors are not allowed to enter the Hidden
City,the only way for you to experience her i through
quick glimpses of the space beyond that open momentarily
when residents come and go.

Just beyond the facade the wall space iscfis
a plable, fleshy poche containing al of the uiltcs and
programs of the Hidden City. The walls and ceiling are
continuous, sensully curving into cach other, reveling
inner spaces like voids of emoved organs carved away.

These spaces are programed as in all ities: marketplace,
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libeary, communicy pool, food garden, offices and so on.
Particulr o the Hidden City s the intimte placeof the excess
folds of membrane, rserved for individuals who wish to
pry open, craw into, and inhabit the inner face of the
threshold between nside and ourside the city. The city skin
can be strtched to accommodate new fnctions, if the
nced arscs

Bathed in a difuse gokden light transmirted
firom the scopes in the trells, the waxy surfaces of
these chambers absorb and radiate a transfiving amber
luminosicy. Entirely porous, the spongiform walls iler,
puify, and teansmic air throughout the interior The
exterior of the Hidden City i covered in fur both highly
reflecive and almost entirely translucent i the sunlight
As each fiber moves it generates energy for the City,storing
it decp inside the membranc in a grid of follcle sacs. An
independent nerwork of pipes for the v supply and
sewage arcs through this membrane as well, cnsuring that
the city will never be detccted from the ourside.

Extending beyond the fieshy communal space is
the intricate system of circulation pathways for rcaching
the dwellings. In places, these circle around and afford
incredible panoramic views out over the countryside. In
the Hidden City; cach element has been designed such that
it kept out of every possible view from those outside.
Aparuments run along the shadows cast by neighboring
ancennas and mirrored green spaces eflect their
surroundings o that people may walk their dogs unseen.
The unsetling thing abou the Hidden City is that there
are pieces hiding even from isel, an invricate abyrinch of
scctecy decp inside of another. This ciy within the city is
built on top of a frequency wavelength shifter that subily
vibrates the buildings and it inhabitans such that they
can sec cach other because they are all moving at the same
specd, but onlookers cannot sce them. Itis unknown how
many citizens live here and unknown too, how many more
citiesare hiding inside of this, and cach one subsequent @
it increasing degrees of invisibiliy,

Ttis quite common t sce people flailing about
along chis street, especially those who have been evicted
fiom the wanquil ciy. They can be scen hyseerically
grasping at the vines and scrcaming at the walls,

g to cnter though they never will

The Hidden City keeps her secres
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