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Work with cartography of the area, collages and utopias created by the participants. Photo: Poppy Illsley

In its activities, the Spolka collective aims to present an alternative approach to 
the current development of urban areas. From our experience of Central European 
planning, contemporary urban developments often rely on undeveloped areas to be 
like tabula rasa: anything can be essentially planned there – a new city centre, luxury 
housing, parking lots. Nonetheless, current critical social and environmental context 
makes it hardly justifiable to plan exclusively for a narrow group of well-off urban 
residents. Slovakia, for instance, is short of some 400,000 flats. Given the market 
conditions, most people seeking property can hardly afford luxury housing.

This creates a gap between social reality, environmental conditions and the 
economy of housing. Spolka attempts to move within this gap as a critical collective: 
we formulate methods to better understand urban situations and bring together a range 
of stakeholders to discuss our common environment. For us, mapping is a creative 
process of world-making and an effort to open up space for the experiences of 
human and non-human actors. Such mappings then serve to create freer ideas about 
possible futures of urban spaces. In the current standardised planning, knowledge 
is usually formed by the dominant economic information. However, from our point of 
view, city-making needs care. Careful and attentive research in finding and processing 
information about the world helps to identify the values of the city and to plan the 
future together. It can then respond to the impact on all affected groups.
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In 2019, Spolka organised an international interdisciplinary summer school called 
Never-never School. The theme of the experimental ten-day event was ’Mapping the 
In-Between’. The aim was to look at the space of a specific urban brownfield and to 
examine the qualities of the area, which is – according to the city administration – 
waiting (and ready) for development. At the Never-never School, we tested various 
methods of exploring the space. We also intended to actively contribute to expanding 
the imagination about possible futures that this territory might initiate. The following 
text presents our approach to creating the summer school. It also offers arguments in 
favour of thorough mapping and the return of utopian thinking about cities.

Freedom and Time to Research

Held in August 2019, the summer school brought together students and 
graduates in architecture, sociology, geography, urban planning, and other related 
disciplines. The shared intention was to think about what possible futures might be 
afforded by the area around the river Hornád in the city of Košice, located between the 
river and the railway tracks. We visited the site a few times beforehand and perceived it 
somewhat romantically. Historically, the area was host to small industrial buildings and 
garden allotments, provided by the railway administration to their employees. Today it 
is a gardening allotment area. We spotted pheasants and blooming roses. Some parts 
are left to accidental visits or uncontrolled littering.

Residential and multifunctional buildings appear in the drawings of the new zoning 
plan of the city of Košice, and in the urban design competitions for the modification of 
the site. A four-lane road and a new bridge are to run through the central area of the 
current gardens. The municipality would like to see a developer that would finance the 
building of the apartments and civic infrastructure. None has, as yet, come forward. 
Waiting for the development gave us an opportunity to think about the time and 
space “in-between”. We have thus developed a framework that would grasp anew the 
brownfield with experimental methods.     

 
Experimenting with space requires time, space and energy. We do realise that, 

when it comes to commissioning site analysis, no one has the capacity to spend ten 
days in the area. In order to create a design outside the traditional planning line, one 
ought to immerse oneself into the site for its hitherto overlooked qualities to surface. 
Within the Never-never School, we went one step further and opened up the fantasizing 
about the new look of the site to all interested. The summer school could thus be 
described as an artistic / architectural intervention through the medium of time. The 
mapping of the space “in-between” thus also referred to approaches to measurement 
and to findings outside the framework of standard site analysis. Freeing oneself from 
the established procedures also supported the educational and community dimension 
of the collective of students and invited guests who brought in methods and conducted 
workshops.

Workshops and Methods

The main research question that was to help stir the participants to explore the 
site, was: “What stories does the site afford?” Formulating this question built upon 
an effort to create “real utopias”, i.e. the possible-impossible stories about the future 
based on data acquired from observations and mapping, which go beyond standard 
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procedures and allow to reveal the hidden, overlooked and invisible (or concealed) 
layers.1 Such relationship with utopias is a way to be freed from planning conventions, 
which are in fact nothing more than economic or political convenience, and which offer 
a narrow disciplinary view of any given site.2

In urban planning, parks and other green structures, transport, morphology and 
typology of buildings are typically taken into account for the needs of further urban 
development. What is, however, often absent, are the living spaces and perspectives 
of socially excluded groups, animals or plants.3 These layers, in turn, are “seen” 
by sociologists or botanists. Yet, they are not usually taken into account in urban 
plans that set the direction of their future. At the same time, there is often plenty of 
information and data (maps, statistics, satellite images and often Google Views) that 
enable creating new images of a site without experiencing it first-hand. Hence, we 
reproduce the narrow disciplinary perceptions of a site, whilst also missing out on its 
specific atmosphere, which unites all disciplinary layers into one whole – it is more than 
merely their sum.4 One can experience the atmosphere of the situation only directly: by 
simply being and perceiving it in a given physical space.

Mapping of different dimensions of space therefore should be freed from 
methodological standards. Space ought to be created for the hidden, overlooked 
and invisible (or concealed) layers. At the summer school, we made most of its 
interdisciplinary nature: we combined a classical ethnographic and cartographic 
approach, botanical observation and collection of biological material, analysis of 
ecological components or sound perception, performative mapping, and archaeology 
of trash. These studies have shown where people without home look for temporarily 
refuge from the public view, or that, as a result of drought and river regulation, the site 
is visually dominated by “invasive” plants.

The time around the river gave us an opportunity to engage in multiple 
conversations with the residents. We captured their experiences with space 

1 See David Pinder, “Reconstituting the 
Possible: Lefebvre, Utopia and the Urban 
Question,” International Journal of Urban 
and Regional Research 39, no. 1 (2015): 
28–45.

2 We refer to the discussions on 
modernistic utopias (see Manfredo 
Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia Design 
and Capitalist Development (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1977)) with no post-socialist 
aversion to them. Utopias, in terms 
of possible-impossible, pave a way 
to contemplating social, economic, 
environmental and spatial alternatives 
(Nathaniel Coleman, Utopias and 
Architecture (London – New York: 
Routledge, 2005)).

3 See, e.g. Gerhard Curdes, 
Stadtstrukturelles Entwerfen (Stuttgart – 
Berlin – Köln: Kohlhammer, 1995).

4 See, e.g. Jürgen Hasse, Atmosphären 
der Stadt. Aufgespürte Räume (Berlin: 
Jovis, 2012).
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and passed it on to the public. Thanks to the discussion about the history and 
contemporary planning of the regulated river area with the deputy chief architect, we 
also learnt about the current approach of the city, which is based on socialist urban 
plans and does not take much account of habitat protection such as the present dried 
floodplain forest and the value of urban wilderness diversity.

Maps and Utopias

The maps we created became part of utopian collages and installations, which we 
exhibited at the VUNU gallery, and presented in discussion with city representatives, 
architects and other local experts.5 

One group of participants emphasised the recreational potential of the site 
and strengthened the existing gardening allotments that could be supported by the 
revitalisation of a refreshment stand. Another group focused on community co-living in 
the gardens and the DIY approach which shapes the site. The third group focused on 
changing the flow of the riverbed and on the closer connection between the city and 
the water that would support the animal and plant diversity. Spending time on the site 
enabled the participants to forge a strong relationship with the place. The stories they 
told contained such expressions as “the heart of the territory” or “falling in love with the 
site”.

“I am not afraid to be naive. I experiment. I focus on the process as such, without 
the need to expect any results. I am open to everything that I can listen to. Instead of 
the position of the designer of the situation I choose the fusion with the surrounding 
sonic landscape.”6

All utopian proposals built on existing aspects of the site. They strengthened 
and made them visible through minimal interventions. Elements such as a shelter for 

5 Texts on individual utopias and 
proposals are in Lýdia Grešáková and 
Zuzana Tabačková, eds., Mapping the 
In-Between: Interdisciplinary Methods for 
Envisioning Other Futures (Košice: Spolka 
2020). A documentary of the whole 
process was made by Poppy Illsley. 

6 Ján Solčáni, in Mapping the In-
Between, eds. Grešáková – Tabačková, 
17. 
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people without home, plants categorised as invasive, urban wilderness and garden 
allotments became the driving force for the transformation of the site. These elements 
were missing in all previous proposals for the future of the site. Yet, in terms of the 
general vision, the summer school proposals coincided with the previous ones: Clearly 
everyone wants the surroundings of the Hornád River to be a pleasant and interesting 
environment for all residents of Košice. The difference is that, while other proposals 
have disregarded large segments of the current ‘population’, in the summer school 
proposals they feature as key entities that make the site more enjoyable for all.

Modulor Man

The rich and multi-layered maps, created by the delicate research in the 
landscape, can serve as a basis for a more open perception of reality. They show, 
inter alia, that there is no ideal or universal user of space embodied, for instance, in Le 
Corbusier’s Modulor. Le Corbusier, as the representative of modernist utopia, placed 
at the centre of his planning a uniform perception of living – the experience of a tall 
man embodying the ideals of the Enlightenment, strength and work. In fact, in the 
imagination of city planners such unrealistic character is often mistaken for the average 
resident of new buildings. Yet, the bodies of urban dwellers do not meet set standards. 
Diversity of age, gender, physical ability or use of space is necessarily present in large 
cities. In urban design, therefore, sufficient time and energy has to be dedicated to 
getting to know these diverse needs and experiences.

Modernist utopias failed, inter alia, because they were based on “bad data”. New 
“real” utopias can be freed from this historical stigma, though it does not mean that 
“new colourful iconic Modulors” have to be created. It is mostly important to accept 
the fact that there are many perspectives on reality, and that it is crucial to dedicate 
sufficient space in research to them. Performative mapping with one’s own body can 
be an appropriate method to support imagination in design research: how does the 
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body of a woman, child or a disabled person move and feel in space.7 The site visit, 
led by the architect and performer Diana Lucas-Drogan during the summer school, 
was a counter-form to drawing a map at a desk. A body serves as a resonant tool in 
mapping. The fusion of skin or clothing with space allows for its better understanding. 
One of the tools can be the use of physical pressure (of lying on the ground), i.e. 
physical contact with the site. Expanding the knowledge of space through the body 
and new perspectives makes the multiplicity of the site stand out. At the same time, 
sight ceases to be the decisive sense.

Statements from Different Positions

According to the theory of situated knowledges, one can approach the objectivity 
of knowledge by composing the views of various actors, both human and non-human.8 
It is this combination of perspectives that is the answer to modernist “top-down” or 
“from the desk” research. The quality of the inputs that underlie the design itself must 
therefore be ensured through evidence of diverse experiences. Therefore, we appreciate 
the opportunity during the summer school to map the experiences of clients of the 
Archdiocesan Charity, that runs a shelter for people without home on the site, or to learn 
about what the place means to people who sleep in the woods. Their experience, or even 
the mention that a site is used by such people, will hardly ever get into the official maps. 
In terms of urban data, such people are invisible in spatial planning.

“During the fieldwork we bumped into ‘jungle- inhabitants’ as they referred to 
themselves. Obviously, we wanted to respect the invisible boundaries of shelterless 
Anna, Peter and David. What we couldn’t research physically, is what Anna, Peter and 
David provided us with through their storytelling.”9

Nevertheless, a better understanding of the world also requires perception of 
other than human actors. For example, the reconstruction of the view of reality from 
the position of a regulated river (or the water in the area) led the summer school 
participant Karolina Michalik to map the runoff and water systems. She thus built her 
project on a more sensitive perception of the water cycle.10 Most importantly, though, 
it is essential to grasp spatial relations comprehensively and to have an opportunity 
to accept a free idea. More “objective” knowledge will allow wider range of space 
solutions than would be conceivable using a standard data set.

Care

When spending time with space, with people and objects within, we perceive 
their experience based on the relationship created. This care is a key element to 
our research approach. Sensitive attention to human and non-human actors and to 
space as such is the opposite to the dominant planning techniques and metrics that 
are depersonalized in modular schemes.11 By “caring” or “careful thinking” in spatial 
planning, we enable the so far invisible voices to acquire representation in maps and 
stories about the world they inhabit.12 For many, this is the only way to communicate 
that they are dissatisfied with the urban planning practices that push them away. 
Alternatively, it may be a way of expressing the need for a space where they could 
live in the city. Thus, care is a tool of activism or politics outside of institutions and 
elections, i.e. a way to involve in decision-making those, who, for various reasons, do 
not currently have access to them.

7 See Diana Lucas Drogan, in Mapping 
the In-Between, eds. Grešáková – 
Tabačková, 110.

8 In terms of the text by Donna 
Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The 
Science Question in Feminism and the 
Privilege of Partial Perspective,” Feminist 
Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): 575–599. 

9 Zsófia Szőke, in Mapping the In-
Between, eds. Grešáková – Tabačková, 
55.

10 Karolina Michalik, in Mapping the 
In-Between, eds. Grešáková – Tabačková, 
71.

https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066
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Our decision to take care of spaces, people or other creatures is important also 
from another perspective. What we care about speaks volumes about our values 
and the world that is being created for future generations. Planning with care can, 
in particular, mean that architects and designers in a city will plan with people and 
spaces, and not for just about anyone.

Communities and Climate Change

Slowing down, which we describe as “immersion in space” by, for instance, 
long-term involvement and collection of multi-layered data, also symbolises care for 
the environment and local communities.13 The accelerated economic pace driven by 
production and consumption at the cost of natural ecosystems and human energy, 
leads to a situation when a debate on the quality of space around urban rivers is being 
gradually replaced by that on survival due to extreme drought, or torrential rains and 
floods.

The areas around the river are currently a valuable island for relaxing in nature 
and, together with forests and parks, allow people to spend time outdoors even during 
the corona pandemic. Furthermore, the awareness that the urban environment is 
inhabited by people without a permanent address, without permanent security and the 
opportunity to go through the pandemic-related isolation at home, is a strong argument 
for detailed mapping of impromptu dwellings, which are still being created in the area 
around the Hornád River. Getting to know the experiences of people without home also 
raised issues of community life during the day: the charity-run premises do not allow 
for much self-realisation. Furthermore, residents who pay lower fee have to vacate the 
premises each morning. They stay around or look for a way to earn money to cover the 
cost of the next overnight stay at the shelter. Recognition of the social role of the site 
can help to build wider links to the institutions that provide support to these people and 
thus contribute to social inclusion.

“We are sitting next to each other on a bench. The lady from the shelter is waiting 
for her soup. She is wearing a denim jacket, pink socks, a fake Vuitton brand handbag, 
and gold earrings. I have shorts, a T-shirt and a backpack. Actually, we’re not all that 
different.”14

Common City

Real utopias point to the possibility of cooperation between central urban 
planning and local actors. The theory of shared goods, the so-called commons, is 
based on the idea that, in addition to private property and state administration, there is 
a legal and economic model in which all those who are interested in a given property 
participate in its improvement. 15 When negotiating how to jointly care, everyone needs 
to have enough information in order to make the rules as clear and comprehensible 
as possible. Urban environment is a complex of such shared goods. The application 
of the principle of collective care can be used, for instance, when private actors or 
public institutions are not interested in some of the buildings or land in the city. Urban 
commons thus become one of the models for the regeneration of brownfields, such as 
the surroundings of the Hornád River. According to Stavros Stavrides, Greek architect 
and activist, the creation of commons is a way to improve the democracy of public 
spaces and even the distribution of power.16

11 Jonathan Metzger, “Spatial Planning 
and/as Caring for More-Than-Human 
Place,” Environment and Planning 46,  
no. 5 (2014): 1001–1011.

12 From the original “careful thinker”,  
of whom Maríia Puig de la Bellacasa talks. 
See Maríia Puig de la Bellacasa,  
“Cultures of Energy,” CENHS,  
http://culturesofenergy.com/133-maria-
puig-de-la-bellacasa/, accessed  
July 7, 2020, 

13 Lýdia Grešáková, in Mapping the 
In-Between, eds. Grešáková – Tabačková, 
128.

14 Excerpt from notes from the 
ethnography workshop led by Kateřina 
Sidiropulu Janků.

15 Elinor Ostrom, Governing the 
Commons (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990).

16 Stavros Stavrides, “Emerging 
Common Spaces as a Challenge to the 
City of Crisis,” City 18, no. 4–5 (2014): 
46–50.

http://culturesofenergy.com/133-maria-puig-de-la-bellacasa/
http://culturesofenergy.com/133-maria-puig-de-la-bellacasa/
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The second reason for activist interest in the transformation of resources into 
commons is the need to share the care collectively and to mediate access to them to 
many, not just one actor. Natural resources are prime examples of such assets. The 
political ideology of commons formation emphasises that social fabric and ad hoc 
bargaining are the opposite to alienation under market conditions.17 Urban experiments 
modelled on the idea of commons can thus serve as labs to test new economic and 
urban patterns. 

Mapping space during the summer school allowed us to highlight the site-specific 
qualities of relationships and values. Their description and portrayal can serve as an 
inspiration for dealing with brownfields also outside of Košice. What we commonly 
describe as “emptiness” are often in fact invisible shared goods, the recognition of 
which can be a path to a different form of urban planning. As shown by the participants 
in their observations, planning can also be to point to the already existing self-
organisation of the site.

“The feeling of material void, as if nothing man-made occupied the space, had 
quite an impact on us when we first visited the site. But this perception quickly proved 
to be deceitful. […] there was so much happening organically.”18 

When mapping the brownfield in the vicinity of the Hornád River, it also became 
apparent that it is important to share the experience gained through small artistic 
interventions or artistic, urban and sociological research with the representatives of 
public institutions as well. As Martin Jerguš, deputy chief architect of the city of Košice, 
pointed out: “The completely new idea for me was for example to see in this area the 
potential of doing nothing. To try to preserve some parts of the area for example for 
some kind of laziness […]. We don’t need to be absolutely efficient in all spaces. We 
can make some gaps also and let them be some different way.”19

Within the creation of utopias, the conception of new models of use is a liberating 
research and social adventure, where, to a small extent, without the threat of disaster 

17 Nico Dockx and Pascal Gielen, 
Exploring Commonism: A New Aesthetics 
of the Real (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2018).

18 Kajet, in Mapping the In-Between, 
eds. Grešáková – Tabačková, 38.

19 Martin Jerguš, speaking in the film 
Never-never School, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=ccHQM9QE2BQ&t=1380s.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccHQM9QE2BQ&t=1380s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccHQM9QE2BQ&t=1380s
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and danger, one can try to play and experiment with forms that offer more just co-living 
in the city.

Emancipation Methods

As we have tried to demonstrate, the focus for improving urban design in post-
socialist cities, where development is often approached by dull copying of “best” 
Western practices, is to expand the knowledge of the world through site analysis. 
It is the methodological breadth and courage to create new maps with new actors 
that opens up the possibility of not letting the world as we know it resign to its 
imperfections given by the limits within which our standard materials operate.

Actual relevance of new knowledge about the world also lies in the choice of 
who and what these mappings represent. Observation and thinking should be careful 
and focused, as it is this care that our identity and our future direction are built upon. 
Yet, offering alternatives should ideally include dialogue with public administration 
and other city-makers. Building on existing good practices, mutual enhancement can 
help improve sensitivity on both sides. To us, Never-never School is the beginning of 
a journey of developing methodological tools, which we want to further improve in 
order to make knowledge of a space from the positions of various actors visible and 
accessible, to link their views, thus enabling a caring approach to the city. Caring is 
a love for the city – or city-love.

Spolka is a collective of architects and sociologists involved in urban planning 
and engagement of the public in the making of our cities. We focus on topics 
related to the city, public space, participation, inequality, and communication. We 
create knowledge about cities through discussions, our own research, artistic and 
architectural interventions, and through educating stakeholders, organizations, officials, 
residents or city enthusiasts. We operate mostly in Košice, though we also work in 
Prague, Brno and Berlin. 

https://spolka.cc/

https://spolka.cc/

