
Hunches allow us to navigate in a trans-scalar world. Without 

them, teachers, researchers and practitioners would be left aimless. 

Hunches relate to the embodied and synthetic nature of the knowl-

edge we produce, but also to its unfolding. Instead of denying impor-

tance of hunches or minimizing their impact, can we imagine to build 

a more apt framework for the kinds of encounters and negotiation 

they facilitate? Shall we do it within pre-existing academic and prac-

tical knowledge? Can we set up a pedagogical experience that sets a 

time and space to collectively integrate and share hunches, to exper-

iment with them and to ultimately operationalize them in designerly 

or scientific manners? 

In this paper, we introduce and discuss our experience with Atlas 

Poliphilo, an experimental studio that runs its second iteration during 

the spring semester 2019. Neither a design studio nor a seminar, 

the Atlas sets up a framework for collaborative enquiry that fur-

ther elaborates on them. The course gathers students from civil and 

environmental engineering together with students of architecture, 

and landscape architecture to work collaboratively for one semes-

ter. This experience is framed in our work on new visions for the 

trans-border Greater Geneva as one of the selected teams aiming 

at tackling its current social, economic and environmental challeng-

es and constructing a framework to think and discuss its growth in 

the next 35 years.

This interdisciplinary course addresses an alternative of perceiv-

ing and integrating the constitutive complexity of the territory and 

the intertwined trajectories of all its different agents. Departing 

from the situated experiences of the students within a given site of 

exploration, the course aims at carefully unfolding their many dimen-

sions -  the relational and performative aspects of involvement, bodily 

experience, environmental context and objects, individual and collec-

tive cultural frames - allowing to experiment with them and to ren-

der them explicit. This is grounded on the conviction that an ability to 

affect is reciprocated by a capacity of being affected. 

SKETCH AND PROBLEMATIZATION OF THE ACTIVITIES OF THE 
ATLAS

The course Atlas Poliphilo is structured around a specific kind of ter-

ritorial survey. Each two weeks, the students stroll through the terri-

tory of Greater Geneva, trying to follow its infrastructural networks 

as they manifest into space, through the technical emergences or big 

voids in the city fabric. These spaces are neither integrated in our 

daily practice of the territory, nor are they in our minds and images 

of the city. Yet they are of great influence for the future of the terri-

tory, situated for most of them in a shared industrial-agricultural belt 

between Switzerland and France The course is based on the idea that 

discussing and thinking further territorial strategies could not hap-

pen without getting to know the concerned territory, as it affects us. 

Space is hypothesized as a common support for individual and collec-

tive articulation of interactions. 

Sharing these affects and structuring our further territorial 
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Figure 1. Boards B_05,B_06,B_07,B_08 of the Atlas Poliphilo 2019. These boards 
ermerged as reference boards, both to encounter the medium and the topic of 
infrastructural networks.

exploration collectively in relation to them is the first aim of the 

courses taking place at EPFL. This process is articulated through 

the iterative use and thematic composition of boards. This approach 

dwells on the method devised by Aby Warburg for the elaboration 

of his renown Atlas Mnemosyne1.. The Atlas is composed of a black-

board series on which reproductions of paintings, sculptures, maps, 

drawings, diagrams or photography, are laid. This arrangement allows 

for unveiling complex relationships among art works across different 

times and eras. On the boards, the relative location of images with 

respect to the other images articulates relations of influence, simi-

larity or variation according to several layers of analysis (see figure 

1). On similar black boards, participants reconstitute the territory of 

Greater Geneva through the disposition and arrangement of differ-

ent data and images, with the aim to re-enact the territory through an 

operational analogy. This emerging figuration of the territory is both 

situated and embodied, letting the geographical, the experienced 

and the mental geography influence each other through the inner 

structure of the boards and the collective constellation they consti-

tute together. It unfolds through our common affect, considered as 

common spatial production.

We are clearly aware that in the last decade, the Atlas Mnemosyne 

was cited and used as a reference frequently; highly precise but still 

an open system of images, the black boards of the atlas foster imagina-

tion and fascination. Nevertheless, we have a great interest in having 

the students grasp the potentialities and depth of thought of this sys-

tem and not only its suggestive aesthetics. The first class is dedicated 

to presenting how the boards operate as support for a common work 

and for sharing and communicating it. We highlighted the importance 

of their continuous presence and setting in the Warburg’s library, in 

order to make students aware of the different layers involved. We 

particularly stressed on methodologies of spatial arrangement as 

a way to use their bodies to navigate between the territory and the 

boards. The boards themselves are carefully studied as parallel visual 

and cognitive structures developed in relation to our own (or those 

of Warburg). They ask for participants to be exposed, engaged and 

develop narrative threads.

The first constitution of boards is based on the emotions students 

attached to the images they brought back from their survey. Different 

places meet on each board, connected by the similarity of experience 

they procured to the students. They are a first occasion to share and 

compare situated experience and ways to structure and narrate this 

kind of embodied knowledge. During the process of arranging the 

boards, students are confronted with the tendency to represent or 

generalise of their feelings. Direct iterations of the board’s compo-

sition help them understand the different information as fine grain 

instants of differentiation that don’t need to be standardised to 

Figure 2. Cluster of Boards_04. Boards L_06, L_09, L_10, L_11, L_20, L_21. These 
boards were manufactured within the frame of the second restitution in the 
gymnasium.

enrich each other.

The second series is constituted as a geographically situated path 

through the territory. However, the narration is done only through 

images of reference, which allow for beginning to inscribe and think 

the historically situated and constituted nature of our embodied 

knowledge. Similarly to the boards of Warburg, where everyday 

objects are considered in parallel with art masterpieces, different 

images and cognitive relationships take place on the boards. Figures 

start to appear through time and space that were not before associ-

ated. This intertwining of history with our own affective memories, 

of the visible and the invisible, allows for very particular narratives 

to unfold and directly question the fixed and flattened image we 

have of this specific territory. It moreover reveals in parallel the 

capacity of our bodies to feel and act in the territory in a very broad 

range of manners.

The emerging figuration on the boards is soon “walked through”, 

shared and discussed. All of them compose a collective constellation 

installed on the floor of a gymnasium (figure 2 & 3). It is a moment of 
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synthesis, of letting us be caught by the different narrative threads, 

making places out of these panels. We collectively noticed at that time 

that no universal model exists to describe and understand what we 

are looking at. Nevertheless we discovered a strong common dimen-

sion of our affective condition in unfolding the space we share. This 

experience begins to make the virtual aspect of our relation to space 

felt again. Alternative paths open from within our common embod-

ied experience. 

The atlas of boards now operates as cognitive support. As thick 

threshold offering critical distance and asking for engagement at 

the same time, it makes us capable of thinking and acting anew in the 

territory. This takes the form of a collective action, performed and 

watched by the participants directly in the territory. The group is car-

rying outside the university what was shared within it. We experience 

the agency of the atlas as a model on the reality and the deepness 

of our actions, being supported and amplified by the constellation 

as common affect. By walking and reacting to what we perceive, 

we imbricate to this wandering fragments of our discussions, of our 

dreams, of our thoughts, narrated by voices or bodies of participants. 

These micro-actions reinforce the connection with the atlas and the 

making tangible of the virtual. 

The last weeks are dedicated to an unfolding of the atlas’ agential 

capacities through diverse mediums in order to try to share it with 

non-participants. Here, we confront the fact that this shared expe-

rience stays quite opaque to newcomers as the new knowledge is 

situated between ourselves, the boards and the territory. Instead 

of trying to make them fully enter in the complexity of the model, we 

chose to unveil the operative capacity of the atlas. The participants 

therefore imagined new paths to be followed by anyone, informed 

with layers of speed and time, stories from the past or a future, ges-

tures to perform, things to look at, spaces to occupy. These were 

presented and discussed through geographic description of the path, 

audiotape, atlas boards and written scenario of the performance. If all 

of the atlas’s richness cannot be shared instantly, it is a device capa-

ble of enhancing our capacities to tell new stories, amplifying the life 

and experience of those who engage with it to diverse degrees and 

unfold its matter. 

WHEN THE SCAFFOLD BECOMES AN ENVIRONMENT

A crucial departing point for the development of the course was the 

extent to which the different elements of the Atlas would contribute 

significantly to make it a cognitive scaffolding. In rethinking the role 

of external devices to enhance our cognitive and affective capacities 

within an educational and professional framework, we question the 

Atlas through Sterelny’s dimensions, like the establishment of trust, 

or the capacity to be seamlessly incorporated or entrenched2.. During 

the course, participants compose and re-compose boards, adding 

and correcting associations, concepts, references in every iteration. 

Through the collective practice, participants slowly learn to use the 

boards not as simple background for the display of some references, 

but as to effectively incorporate them in their thinking dialogic. The 

Figure 3. Plan of the Gymnasium prepared for the restitution, figuring the clusters 
of boards, and their spatial and territorial relationships.

boards, so to speak, become transparent and full of content and inten-

tion, like true constituent elements of a cognitive process. This pro-

cess, however, takes considerable time and practice, rendering thee 

method at times impermeable to externals.

Here, one of the questions most relevant to the discussion on the rela-

tionship teaching/practice is how the articulation of these cognitive 

aids together with a welcoming and open structure where a constant 

collective renegotiation of the tools takes place, contributes to their 

”upgrade” to become what could be termed as an environment proper. 

Within current literature on cognitive and learning aids3., the objec-

tual entity of such aids remains stable throughout the learning pro-

cess4.. Only perhaps in considerations of the social body in its role 

as learning aid5., there are glimpses on the transformations that the 

active engagement in the learning process imposes on some of its 

constituent elements. In contrast, in the case of the Atlas the ele-

ments, ingredients, tools, contents as well as participants themselves 

are incorporated as fully capable or “agential” actors, aiming at grant-

ing them a place and a voice. This turns them, as it were, into active 
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Figure 4. Second Restitution of the Atlas Poliphilo course in the Sports hall in 
Geneva.

participants. As such, the entities involved in the course are subject 

to constant re-interpretation, re negotiation and re-constitution. The 

intermediary crit of the course took place in a university Sports hall in 

Geneva (figure 4). Boards were displayed in a collectively conceived 

composition intended at facilitating and furthering conversation. It 

became clear that the spatial dimension was indeed performative in 

modulating precisely the vicinity and reachability of specific compo-

sitions, actively influencing the unfolding of the crits. Here again we 

perceived that such a mise en espace could not be read and engaged 

with equally by those who had just arrived to our Atlas, reminding 

us of the barriers that might arise with such decanted and involve-

ment-demanding methods of learning.

This is perhaps one of the most ambitious and speculative contribu-

tions of the Atlas: that of turning usual scheme of the learning and 

cognitive aids inside out. Tools, references, ingredients are no lon-

ger objects one reaches out to in order to perform an operation, like 

drawing or composing a panel, but instead, aim to become an immer-

sive environment, which is active and granted with its own capacities. 

Figure 5. Board D_05. Emerged from the interactions between students around 
their emotional states and affective relationships with the spaces their visited 
during the previous survey.

The result of such a learning experience can only be uncertain, as it 

not possible anymore to anticipate optimal solutions to a “territorial 

diagnosis” through the application of a problem-solving mind-set. 

This recognition of the agency of the participants, including non-hu-

man actors, is a central objective of the course, and is supported by an 

emphasis on the combined importance of a situated approach and of 

embodied knowledge. Such an objective requires thus valorising the 

sensorial beyond the anecdotal, as well as giving place to the sentient 

body to be a proper interface for environmental and social enquiry. 

An example of this is the use of a lexicon of emotion words which are 

applied to a subjective evaluation of the photographic material taken 

by the students (see figure 5, which is based on the use of affective 

vocabulary). By integrating them as values in the photographic data-

base, a mesh of intersubjective affective vocabulary of their engage-

ment with the territory is slowly composed and reworked. For that 

purpose, the Geneva Emotion Wheel6. is used as a tool for quick self 

evaluation. As the Wheel displays a predefined emotion vocabulary 

into a two dimensional scheme corresponding to the dimensions 
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of valence and control, participants learn to capture the implicit 

appraisal contained by their emotional reactions to the different set-

tings. By integrating this information into the shared database, we 

not only take this information seriously, but we make it re-visitable, 

re-workable, and subject to dialogue and conversation.

As participants interact and reconstitute the territory through 

iterative surveys, non-linear narrative threads emerge as the tool 

to navigate and reorder a veritable complex network of actors and 

information. This, in turn, allows for instantiations of intentional 

modes of reading that help those sensorial inputs become explicit 

and meaningful. During the third quarter of the course, participants 

proposed a micro-action, re-instantiating the thousand of liters of 

gases that were dispersed through the ground of the Northern indus-

trial area under reconversion. Lying on the ground, hearing series 

of quantitative informations, the imagined matter is enacted in a 

interactable and explicit sensorium (figure 6). In this line, all partici-

pants composed intentionally new figurations of an intersubjective 

inhabited geography.

The consequences of this are threefold. On the one hand, there is 

the potentiality/gesturality/performativity of space, which can be 

read through synthetic patterns, rhythms and “appreciations or feel-

ings” that cut across scales and types of phenomena. On the other 

hand, the acknowledgement of a situated and embodied dimension 

of knowledge gives way to an intentional reading/writing of our 

surrounding reality. The bodily (sensorial, sentient and reflecting) 

presence of all actors alter the object of study, creating a play field 

where intentions, memory, physical constraints and imagination 

are conjugated. 

The effective extension of the Atlas does not only involve Sterelny’s 

dimensions of incorporating the tools and trusting them as to them 

becoming transparent, but it also engages the territory itself. Our 

object of study is no longer “out there” but becomes what we do, just 

like our thoughts, and evolving dialogue are inscribed onto the terri-

tory. But this, of course, is of difficult assessment. 

MODEL AND NOT REPRESENTATION

Traditionally, maps and images of a territory, in context of teach-

ing architecture and city sciences are valued as visual representa-

tions; in this perspective, they are analysed and used exactly for 

what they entail, what they represent. Nevertheless, scholars from 

post-representational cartography7., cognitive mapping and others8., 

in collaboration with art historians, recently claimed that it exists a 

major difference between a figure/figuration and a representation. 

Based on a twofold polarization, from distance/interchangeability to 

entrenchments, leading from a fixed to a generative interaction, this 

duality permits to categorize the relationships to an object according 

to its performativity as a model, open and fertile, acting upon the vir-

tual, and a representation, keeping its distance with potentialities and 

subjectivities. 

Figure 6. Script and Visual Scenario for the micro-action Rendez-vous dans la 
forêt, based on the exploration of under reconversion industrial area of Geneva.

The atlas has already been hypothesized as a performative device 

(Didi-Huberman 2011; Dora 2009)9. in art history, notably through 

the analysis of the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum of Abraham Ortellius, 

or the Warburg Mnemosyne Atlas. In this line, investigating the social 

and performative aspects, perhaps the most fruitful problematic and 

engendering aspect of the Atlas Poliphilo is its agential dimension. The 

Atlas does not work by gathering personal, anecdotal fixed represen-

tation of the territory. On the contrary, the iterative method of inten-

tionally arranging different data, media and testimonies implies the 

construction and crafting of an open and intersubjective territorial 

model. This model is not given a priori, but built collectively through 

the enquiry and interaction with the territory and its actors. As an 

example, the second restitution was the occasion to relate every 

boards—that were already the product of collective discussions—with 

the others, and to create a temporary coherence to navigate in. As 

such, it is characterized by the objective to help us understand the 

territory of the Great Geneva Agglomeration but also to render us 

capable of acting upon it.
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then, the vibrating matters tend to scaffold the researcher/partici-

pant behaviors and gestures, affording unexpected knowledge and 

engagement with virtualities and realities encountered in the terri-

tory. Lying and sitting, moving and interacting within a priori hostile 

environment, it fosters new relationships with spaces and environ-

mental artifacts (see performance presented in figure 8).

One of the main direct consequences of this method is that this re-in-

stantiation allows for a bifurcation on the trajectories followed by 

participants. As such, the process bears a reflectivity that prevents 

the linearity of reproduction. The territory, with both its physical 

dimension and its relational social and cultural tissue, is not taken 

as given, but as an active matter of enquiry, to be reconstituted and 

altered in the process. This reconstitution necessarily depends on the 

person, her affinities, her context and her intentions. The reflectivity 

entailed in the process thus not only concerns the territory modelled; 

it seeks to encompass the individual and embodied gestures and 

habits that are, in the same motion as the territorial representation 

immured in the high quality aerial photography of certain companies, 

drastically attained by the normalization of the cognitive capitalism10.. 

Nevertheless, this necessary implication of intentionality/subjectiv-

ity and the complexity of the reflectivity was a problem unveiled at 

the moments of the collective restitution; as already evoked, external 

guests had difficulties, to read and understand the boards. Mostly, 

the board were commented and discussed as representations, upon 

what they entailed, and not upon their performativity and agency.

The Atlas proposes thus an instrument of both perception and action 

in the Simondonian sense11., allowing for active and constant recon-

figuration as knowledge becomes concrete and shapes both the 

understanding of the surrounding environment, and the identity 

of the agents involved. The process of investigation, discussion and 

constitution of the boards is not just the individuation of the atlas in 

itself, but an individual and collective individuation of the researcher/

student and of the atlas, the individuation of their relationships. This 

implies the desire of a shift in the nature of the knowledge in the archi-

tectural teaching; knowledge as a relation or relational knowledge as 

the core of our disciplines, encouraging the inclusion of the individual 

embodied experiences, narratives and trajectories in the knowledge 

produced in architecture schools. This condition of enablers and indi-

vidualizing differentiates the Atlas from other approaches to archi-

tectural education based on the transmission of “tools” that can be 

“applied” in order to find “solutions” to spatial or environmental “prob-

lems.’ Within this frame we proposed to introduce a multifold instru-

ment that fostered individual and heterogeneous approaches, always 

entailing means to communicate and relate with others, enabling the 

development of critical thinking, self-reflectivity and engagement 

with the citizenry. As a pedagogical experience, the atlas was an 

attempt to collectively share and integrate hunches, to experiment 

with them, and to create a generative model that gathers situated and 

embodied trajectories of the students and the agents of the territory.

Figure 7. Final map gathering the informations produced by participants and the 
territories explored in relation with underground and emerged infrastructural 
network of the Great Geneva.

The spatial re-inscription of the collective and individual experience 

of each surveys in the studio, manipulating different media and emu-

lating certain threads on the boards of the atlas, fosters a distance, a 

critical distance, between individuals, the collective and the territory. 

This distance is at the core of the territorial model agentiality, allowing 

for theoretical questioning, abstractions and their actualization in the 

space of the atlas. The participant is enacted as a researcher, allowing 

for the understanding and the re-articulation of the cultural patterns 

and the associated spatial affordances; simultaneously, the atlas is a 

technique fostering the potentialities and the capacities to act, rad-

ically increasing the virtual dimensions of the territory, which should 

ideally remain anchored in the sensory realm of matter. From the 

first surveys based on emotional integration—and by this means, an 

objectivized subjectivity, as discussed in the part two—to the perfor-

mances enacted by the environmental scaffolding, the researchers/

participants are encouraged to use their bodies as a critical device; 

the iterative construction of threads through the model enacts dia-

logues and dances between the territory and the researcher/partic-

ipants. As a performative threshold, the atlas makes matters vibrate; 
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CONCLUSION

The ambitions for the elaboration of the theoretical, methodological 

and interactional dimensions of the course were very high, and the 

actual running of the course obviously provided us with additional 

challenges. To what extent students embrace this way of doing and 

thinking ? Can they leave behind preconceived ideas about both their 

discipline and the territory ? Could we consider their embodied expe-

riences, narratives and trajectories as an understanding and describ-

ing of their own position as architects/researchers within the world ?

All these questions seem to bring us to a more fluent definition and 

navigation through the concepts of teaching environment, profes-

sional reality, outside world or disciplines. The Atlas could potentially 

also be read as a performative threshold helping us to position our-

selves within the liminal time and space between research and prac-

tice, between inside and outside a learning environment, that should 

not be limited to the one of the University. Instead, today’s challenges 

and the effective role of the spatial production in those dynamics, 

that we want it or not, declare the necessity of a critical practice. This 

relies upon the fundamental dimension of engagement and the way it 

informs a professional agenda grounded on a strong ethical commit-

ment with our shared future.

More concretely and as professionals or future ones, the Atlas asks 

us to consider time and space as active entities in the architectural 

process. Taking this claim seriously implies many shifts, for which the 

Atlas serves as first test ground. It brings us to reconsider tools of rep-

resentation guiding most of the current urban production : the map 

alone should not be seen and used as equivalent of an ever changing 

sensible world. The repeated operation of abstraction leading to ter-

ritorial decisions has a crucial impact on our minds and bodies, loosing 

or un-learning to trust our embodied knowledge and to connect it to 

territorial strategies. We nevertheless live in the concerned territory, 

and endure this split from within our knowing bodies.

Spaces and times of the territory must be heard in the architectural 

process, and it is thus not in a naive way that we claim that this could 

happen only through our knowing bodies and affects being taken seri-

ously. This is why we are trying to explore ways to deal--as architects 

practising at the threshold--between daily and performed gestures, 

embodied experiences and their attached affects, images, drawings 

and physical realities of a territory. The process of the course shows 

how necessary it is to learn to dive in this complexity. In the profes-

sional context, this time is usually not given. But the time we loose 

here is the time we gain as engaged political community, taking care 

of a territory that supports us, and the many dimensions this implies 

the need to be taken into account. As such, the course invite to think 

further about our core knowledges as a capacity to deal with relations 

in space and materiality, and our practice as a way to establish the 

ground for new material realities, far from the current exploitation of 

resources we do not yet completely feel in our bodies. 
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