
SPATIAL STORIES

JIAXUN XU

Master of Science in Advanced Architectural Design

December 2021

Cornell University

College of Architecture, Art, and Planning



Copyright © 2021

By Jiaxun Xu

All rights reserved.



''Every story is a travel story - a spatial practice. For this reason, 

spatial practices concern everyday tactics, are part of them, from 

the alphabet of spatial indication, the beginning of a story, the rest 

of which is written by footsteps, to the daily 'news,' television news 

reports, legends, and stories that are told.''

Michel de Certeau, "Spatial Stories"



ABSTRACT

The early attempt to unidirectionally showcase the spatial story 

behind each idea through a linear and sequential narrative has failed 

to show the totality and mutual connections among all.

However, by arranging all the components from various mediums 

within a more discrete narrative, or say, a montage, spatially 

separated but consciously connected, those fragments have begun 

to narrate a more comprehensive and somehow more coherent story.

How could this comparison and their interconnections promote the 

rethinking of deconstruction and reconstruction of a context, a story, 

and lives? How to transcribe without transcription? How to interpret 

without interpreting? 

Let the story narrate itself.
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Fig. 1: LITERAL INTEPRETATION
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RE-REMEMBERING the CITY
ARCHITECTURE AS CONTAINER OF MEMORIES
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What role does historical discourse play in urbanites’ everyday relations with the traces 

of time in the cityscape? And what is the built environment’s role in mediating the 

revisioning of such discourses in the face of social, cultural, technological, and political 

change?
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Fig. 2: RECONSTRUCTED MEMORIES
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''One of the paradoxes of historical structuralism is that, although it tries to avoid the 

issue of form, it developed a very strong formal language that is recognizable today. If 

we relate it to structuralism as we know it in the fields of anthropology and literature 

and so on, then it has always been, not about a particular style or a particular form, 

but about much more fundamental principles. Architects working from a structuralist 

perspective wanted to design buildings that were non-monumental, without style, 

without predefined form, but paradoxically in the end they introduced a very clear 

aesthetic with their projects.''

Fig. 3: THE FLOOD WALL AND MAYO'S ISLAND

Dirk van den Heuvel, "The Agency of Structuralism"
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As Walter Benjamin argued, the meaning of cities resides not in their architectural 

fabric per se but rather in their 'use and memory of that use.' This could be true. 

However, when we expect that architecture could somehow promote the reconstruction 

of these memories by formally or even conceptually providing history-related spaces 

for the remainders from the past, no matter buildings, materials, or even stories, we 

are usually destined to get disappointed. 

Because when a new artifact participates in the process, it tends to add on a 

subjective historical layer, which usually would be a form, a logic, or a material. 

Consequentially, there might never be a pure interpretation of history from the past but 

another transformed representation. But could we somehow get rid of this dilemma by 

rethinking the start point where we depart from history?

Fig. 4: THE PIPELINE AND THE CANAL
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Fig. 5:  THE FLOOD WALL, THREE FLOOD LEVELS 
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Fig. 6: MAYO'S ISLAND, THE FLOOD WALL, THREE FLOOD LEVELS 
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Fig. 7: THE PIPELINE, THE FLOOD WALL, THREE FLOOD LEVELS 
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Fig. 8: THE CANAL, THE FLOOD WALL, THREE FLOOD LEVELS 
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ALIMENTARY INFRASTRUCTURE
ARCHITECTURE AS TEMPORAL CONSTRUCTION
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Could any new definition of infrastructure save architecture from the dilemma of 

formal games? Could infrastructural architecture, without any intention of manipulating 

historical memories, better integrate with the local urban context or provide more 

flexible responses towards daily lives?
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Fig. 9: A BROKEN LEGACY, A REBORN INFRASTRUCTURE
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Fig. 10: PART OF THE DAILY SUPPLYING CHAINS, THE FOOD MARKET
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Fig. 11: THE CONSEQUENTIAL POSSIBILITY, A NEW SUPPLYING PROTOTYPE
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Fig. 12: A PROTOTYPE, A MACHINE, A PARASITE
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Fig. 13: TEMPORAL PROCESS OF OCCUPYING THE EXISTING WASTELAND

What if, without a deep understanding of the context, including the local history and 

existing culture, but dive in from a very functional perspective and try to activate the 

existing wasteland by researching the infrastructural needs and attempting to supply 

for that? This could work as a functional machine without too much subjective intention 

distracting the focus from the existing environment. The temporal process, additionally, 

would add to its adaptivity to the city, as it had been part of the history since activated. 

But then, what about its intrinsic characteristics, which have been long lost since it was 

invented?

''The city is to be understood here as architecture. By architecture I mean not only the 

visible image of the city and the sum of its different architectures, but architecture as 

construction, the construction of the city over time. I believe that this point of view, 

objectively speaking, constitutes the most comprehensive way of analyzing the city; it 

addresses the ultimate and definitive fact in the life of the collective, the creation of 

the environment in which it lives.''
Aldo Rossi, "The Architecture of the City"





Fig. 14: INTERPRETATION THROUGH ANOTHER GENRE
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MAZE
RECONSTRUCTING A TRADITIONAL GENRE
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Is it possible for an act of architecture to be invited in through the front door and 

then upset or even replace the furnishings inside? Is it possible for a presumably 

familiar work to budge an anesthetized audience from complacency? Is it possible 

for architecture - normally the mute, compliant servant of a static social order - to 

introduce perceptions that would otherwise be kept unseen?
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Fig. 15: THE CHARACTERISTICS OF CHINESE TRADITIONAL LANDSCAPE PAINTINGS
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Fig. 16: A MAZE, A LABYRINTH, A SPATIALIZED LANDSCAPE PAINTING
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Fig. 17:  FRAMEWORK, GRIDS, WALLS AND PATHS 
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Fig. 18: GARDENS, OPERATORS
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Fig. 19: POINTS, LINES
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Fig. 20: PLANES, VOLUMES
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''Their story begins on ground level, with footsteps. They are myriad but do not 

compose a series. They cannot be counted because each unit has a qualitative 

character: a style of tactile apprehension and kinesthetic appropriation. Their swarming 

mass is an innumerable collection of singularities. Their intertwined paths give their 

shape to spaces. They weave places together. In that respect, pedestrian movements 

form one of these 'real systems whose existence in fact makes up the city.' They 

are not localized; it is rather they that spatialize. They are no more inserted within a 

container than those Chinese characters speakers sketch out on their hands with their 

fingertips.''

What could architecture absorb from another genre when it loses the motivation 

of form, expression, or even concept? By investigating the conceptual structure, 

composition, appearance, medium, material, color, or texture, which are all universal 

characteristics regarding all sorts of artistic genres, is it really possible to transform 

one or several of those from one genre to another? If it is truly possible, then what 

does it mean other than that the original genre is losing its vivid life and stops growing 

prosperously? Or instead, further, is it also possible that, when two or several genres 

merge and borrow concepts from each other, they could simultaneously stimulate their 

own intrinsic development? 

Michel de Certeau, "Spatial Stories"
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Fig. 21: FINDING ONESELF, LOSING ONESLEF
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REINSCRIPTION
THE BODY AS A TRANSCRIPTION TOOL
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How to transcribe the physical world? How to reinterpret abstract space? How to 

materialize transcription? How to make a body technological? How to physically 

compose feeling? How to reconstruct reality?
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Fig. 22: ABSTRACT VISUAL ANALYSIS
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Fig. 23: TRANSCRIBING ARCHITECTONIC SPACE
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Fig. 24: VISUALLY LITERATE TABLE

''The opacity of the body in movement, gesticulating, walking, taking its pleasure, is 

what indefinitely organizes a here in relation to an abroad, a 'familiarity' in relation to 

a 'foreignness.' A spatial story is in its minimal degree a spoken language, that is, a 

linguistic system that distributes places insofar as it is articulated by an 'enunciatory 

focalization,' by an act of practicing it. It is the object of 'proxemics.'''

Michel de Certeau, "Spatial Stories"
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Fig. 25: ABSTRACT BODY MOVEMENT, VISUALIZING AND FRAGMENTING THE SOMATIC TOOL

Then, what if another genre that we seek help with is not an external artistic one, but 

the internal and eternal physical issue related to humans, the start point that we should 

depart from when we seek to solve spatial problems, and meanwhile the endpoint when 

we settle on any artifact for the final functional use, which is our own body movement? 

If our final goal is the body, would it make more sense to transcript a more abstract 

body movement through spatial stories?





Fig. 26: INTERPRETATION WITOUHT INTERPRETATION
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OPEN CASE
NATURE AS ARCHITECTURE, ARCHITECTURE AS NATURE
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What changes in the landscape of this world? Does it move from inside to outside? 

From valleys to mountains? From town to wilderness? What changes in time? Does 

time move from dusk tonight? Night to dawn? Morning to midnight? Through four 

seasons of a year? Through the stages of human life? Or the stages of eternal life, 

from Creation to Last Judgment?
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Fig. 27: AN ARTIFACT WITHIN THE NATURE, THE NATURE WITHIN AN ARTIFACT
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Fig. 28: STILL LIFE, MINATURE, INTERPRETATION
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Fig. 29: A GREENHOUSE
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Fig. 30: MODULE, PROGRAM, VIEW, CIRCULATION, HUMANS
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Fig. 31: STRUCTURE, COVERING, ROOF, NATURE
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Fig. 32:  CONTEXT, A DIFFERENT REALM
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''We are deep in the wild now, deep in the lonely, sweet, remote, primeval world, far 

far from anywhere familiar to men and women. Clean air to breathe; stillness, solitude, 

and space; an unobstructed view every day and every night of sun, sky, stars, clouds, 

mountains, moon, cliff rock, and canyons. The living organism stands out bold and 

brave and vivid against the lifeless sand and barren rock. Each stone, each plant, each 

grain of sand exists in and for itself with a clarity that is undimmed by any suggestion 

of a different realm.''

Another is that the whole project had been developed through a process where the 

internal composition far outweighs the external context - a different realm of nature. 

With this 'de-contextualizing' (from the outside) and meanwhile 're-contextualizing' (from 

the inside) method, this artifact itself is an extreme conflict.

One fact that couldn't be ignored is that several contextualized architectural elements 

from certain historic buildings, or say, a certain period of contextualized history, had 

been embedded into every corner of this newly created artifact.

Edward Abbey, "Desert Solitaire" 
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Then, when it was put into the site, a wilderness, where the vastness and vividness 

inevitably hit every surface of this exotic architecture, it changed, or say, we made it 

change, somehow unconsciously. We weren't clear about the reason; we didn't define 

the action, but just like, leaving it grew on its own, untouched. 

Has it been changed in composition? Has it been changed in textures? Has it been 

changed in materials? Could this be defined as interpretation? Could this be seen 

as an impact from another genre? Could this be documented and analyzed? Or am I 

exaggerating this self-contextualizing, from 'nature' to nature?

But at least, what is for sure is that conflicts matter: the conflict within its internal 

spaces, the conflict between the greenhouse and the surrounding apartments, the 

conflict between the inside fragility and the outside wilderness, and the conflict 

between the historic stories embedded, unintentionally, and this anti-historical nature.



59

Fig. 34: CONFLICT WITHIN CONFLICT

Fig. 33: INTERNAL CONTEXT

''How difficult to imagine this place without a human presence; how 

necessary. I am almost prepared to believe that this sweet, virginal, primitive 

land will be grateful for my departure, and the absence of the tourists will 

breathe a collective sigh of relief metaphorically, like a whisper of wind, when 

we are all and finally gone, and the place and its creations can return to 

their ancient procedures, unobserved and undisturbed by the busy, anxious, 

brooding consciousness of man.''
Edward Abbey, "Desert Solitaire" 
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Fig. 35: DOMINANT NATURE



61

Fig. 36: DOMINANT HUMANS



62



63

Fig .37: MOMENTS OF LIVING, WITH AND WITHOUT NATURE
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Fig. 38: AN OPEN CASE
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Fig. 38: AN OPEN CASE
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DRAMA
THEATER AS THE PLACE, PEOPLE AS THE DRAMA, DRAMA AS THE SPACE
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What changes in language? In tone, mood, dress? What changes in the action? Have 

we moved from confusion to wedding? From threat to a peaceful celebration? From 

threat to disaster? From suffering to rebirth? From threat to a dual outcome, suffering 

for evil persons and vindication for good? What doesn’t change? Is there a stable or 

fixed point in this world? An absolute reality? God? The grave?
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Fig. 39: PLACE OR SPACE?
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Fig. 40: THEATRIC INTERVENTION, INVERSION, CRUELTY
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Fig. 41: STAGE SET, SPECTATOR AND SPECTACLE, MOODS
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Fig. 42: CONTEXT, FABRICS, HISTORIC DISTRICT, ANTI-HISTORICAL ACT, PEOPLE'S AGENCY
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''I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage. A man walks across this empty 

space whilst someone else is watching him, and this is all that is needed for an act of 

theatre to be engaged.''

This could mean that when the people, which would usually be represented as body 

movements, expressions, and behaviors, are incorporated and deployed in the place, 

a place becomes a space, or say, the self-interpretation begins, through the context 

where the artificial order is located and under control. Let the story narrate itself.

How do we escape from the dilemma where the interpretations of history or memory 

usually fall into subjective fabrication or expression? How could we interpret by not 

interpreting? How do we narrate the story within its own narratives?

We might now consider another question, which is seemingly different but intrinsically 

the same: How could we transform a place into a space? As Michel de Certeau argued, 

'a space exists when one takes into consideration vectors of direction, velocities, and 

time variables.' 

Peter Brook, "The Empty Space" 
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Fig. 43: POLYVALENT UNITY OF CONFLICTUAL PROGRAMS OR CONTRACTUAL PROXIMITIES
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Fig. 44: AMBIGUOUS WALLS
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Fig. 45: POLYVALENT COLUMNS
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Fig. 46: THEATER AS A COMMUNITY
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Fig. 47: COMMUNITY AS A THEATER
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FIg. 48: SIMULTANEOUS, ALTERNATIVE, NARRATIVES
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Fig. 49:  PLACES WITH PEOPLE, SPACES WITH DRAMA
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Fig. 50: PASSING, STOPPING, SPECTATING, STORIES
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Fig. 51: DRAM FOR EVERYONE, EVERYONE AS DRAMA
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Anti-historically rooted in the context - a complex, a community, a world, an alternative 

reality - all these theatric spaces trying to incorporate people, movements, or stories, 

could be inverting, intersecting, overlapping, floating, connecting, or disconnecting, 

showcasing an open structure with voids, gaps, and parallel narratives.

The theater presents a drama for every individual, while all individuals then become a 

broader drama within highly contextualized narratives composed of local fragments, or 

say, history.

''History unfolds as a series of events. Secondary stories coalesce and become a 

grand narrative, the history of a people, and the history of a place. The physical world 

we inhabit emerges from these various stories; incidents happenstance played out. 

Thousands of parallel histories exist, and as such, unlimited alternative realities. Each 

individual inhabits his own story.''

SO-IL, "The End of Fictionalism" 
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Fig. 52: STAGES FOR DRAMA, STAGES AS DRAMA





Fig. 53: WHAT IS MISSING?
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''These narrated adventures, simultaneously producing geographies 

of actions and drifting into the commonplaces of an order, do 

not merely constitute a 'supplement' to pedestrian enunciations 

and rhetorics. They are not satisfied with displacing the latter and 

transposing them into the field of language. In reality, they organize 

walks. They make the journey, before or during the time the feet 

perform it.''

Michel de Certeau, "Spatial Stories"
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