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MASHHAD

“Being situated in the north east 
of Iran, on a natural corridor of 
Kashaf River valley that runs 
between two mountain belts, 
Mashhad has been geopolitically 
an important city in the region 
and a trade and connection hub 
to the Central and East Asian 
countries. The administrative 
apparatus of Astan Quds Razavi 
is considered a long-lasting reli-
gious organization which acts as 
a micro-state in the larger terri-
tory of Khorasan, influencing the 
spatial, cultural, social, political 
and economic (trans)formation 
of the city and its territory. The 
city has been a contested field, 
hosting intriguing patchwork of 
spatial interventions, infrastruc-
tural projects, and political and 
ideological tensions, which have 
informed its current landscape. 
While, the city often has been 
addressed in relation with the 
intensive force of pilgrimage 
tourisms, the holy shrine and its 
sacred territory, in this studio, 
we seek alternative readings of 
the city, the ones which involve 
various regimes, forces, and 
agents in.”

- Project introduction
 Negar Sanaan Bensi 
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Urban landscape of Mashhad, 2020 (Above)
Rural landscape of Mashhad, 2009 (Below)
Source: Google Earth
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A DISTANT VIEW

Our project fell in the middle 
of the corona pandemic. Sadly, 
this situation prevented us from 
going to the city of Mashhad. 
We therefore have only seen the 
city from a distance: from above 
through Google Earth or framed, 
in photos. We had to convert the 
two-dimensions of our screens 
into three dimensions ourselves, 
which, compared to the ‘normal 
situation’ left more space for 
speculation and interpretation. 
Because of this, the Iranian lan-
guage and significantly different 
culture, it was quite a challenge 
to get to know the city. 

When we started in September, 
the situation was not very severe 
as it fell in-between the ‘first’ 
and ‘second’ wave. This allowed 
us to start the year having 
physical tutoring sessions in the 
faculty happening once a week. 
The rest of our meetings all 
happened through the computer. 
The zoom meetings have defined 
our working conditions, in the 
sense that our collective working 
space was a virtual one. The 
ability to comment and draw 
on top of ‘shared screens’ made 
collective sketching possible. 

Often, this function got hilari-
ously out of control and com-
bined with the ‘share computer 
sound’ we had a good time as 
you can see on our virtual group 
photo on the right.

So let us introduce ourselves 
shortly. We are a group of three 
nationalities. Jackson (whose 
actual name is Suihao) is from 
Guangzhou, China, where he 
finished a bachelor and masters 
in architecture. This project is 
his second masters degree he 
will be doing. Hend is Syrian, 
but has lived the past 5 years 
in The Netherlands. She did 
her bachelor in Damascus and 
currently does her masters at the 
TU Delft. Finally Allard, Jesse 
and Kaj are all Dutch and did 
their bachelor as well as their 
current master at the TU Delft.

This book will give an overview 
of our combined work as well 
as our individual ones. The 
latter is divided into on the one 
hand a theoretical paper, and on 
the other a more specific study 
within the context of Mashhad. 
We hope our works will give 
new insights and might at some 
points complement each other.
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Weekly to-do lists@OneNote

Meeting@Zoom - everyone is tired
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COLLECTIVE RESEARCH
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SHIFTS IN MASHHAD
A mapping exercise focused 
on the shifts of territory and 
border conditions in Mash-
had

“Everything flows and nothing 
stays the same”. This quote from 
Heraclitus perfectly explains 
the condition that each city is 
subjected to: perpetual change. 
Thus, if one is attempting to 
understand the becoming of a 
city, it would make sense to look 
at these processes of change, 
through identifying the key-
shifts within them.

Mashhad, situated along the 
ancient Silk Road, has had a 
tumultuous past that resulted in 
an ambivalent condition of its 
contemporary borders and terri-
tories. In order to research this 
condition, we focused on these 
key-shifts, and extracted the 
most important historical events 
of which we analysed how they 
defined and redefined the city’s 
characteristics. It is these shifts, 
or changes in direction, orienta-
tion and tendency, that built up 

to form the current urban struc-
ture, which we intend to unravel 
in this mapping exercise.

The exercise consists of two 
maps of 6 by 6 feet. The Power 
of Water elaborates on how the 
changes between water systems 
and their respective territorial 
relations shaped the city, and 
reveals a changing ideology. 
Choreography of (Dis)Continu-
ities, explores the development 
of the border conditions that 
emerged around the Holy Shrine 
in Mashhad, by focusing on 

spatio-temporal shifts of the 
most prominent buildings and 
typologies, and reveals how the 
city is meeting its past.



15

Analysing the timeline of Mashhad@Miro



16 Sketches and drafts of the border map
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Sketches and drafts of the territory map
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THE POWER OF 
WATER
HOW WATER 
UNCONDITIONALLY 
SHAPED MASHHAD

How do you inhabit the desert? 
The societies living in the 
ancient villages that preceded 
Mashhad found their answer in 
the qanat system: a technological 
invention that allowed them 
to settle in this mostly dry and 
arid land. The tunnels of the 
qanats transported water from 
underground aquifers into 
these villages, enabling them 
to gradually develop into the 
city of Mashhad. This quest for 
water shaped the city, directing 
its growth uphill towards the 
freshest water, and imprinted 
a landscape in the desert that 
captures Mashhad’s intricate 
relationship with water.
Water, the key element of 
life, flows, floods, erodes, and 
provides. Its fluid characteristics 
allow it to pass through life 
and landscapes in different 
forms, it being simultaneously 
a quencher of thirst, a generator 
of electricity, and an ingredient 
in the production of bricks. In 
every one of its many possible 
forms, water leaves its traces. 
Water supply and management 
systems, their usages, and the 
structures that govern them, 

are thus essential elements in 
understanding the geographical, 
political, existential, economical, 
and even religious organisations 
of territory.
Different water supply and 
management systems have 
constituted the territory of 
Mashhad over time, each 
iteration leaving its own 
traces on both city, society 
and landscape. The deep-
well technology, for example, 
created major land-subsidence 
throughout Mashhad, caused 
by excessive water pumping. 
Moreover, the increasing water-
demand of the city resulted in 
the creation of the Doosti Dam, 
which is situated more than 
100km from Mashhad on the 
border of Turkmenistan, and 
pumps water into the city. The 
creation of this dam extends the 
territory of the city, and resulted 
in international border tensions, 
as tensions over water supply 
rose. By superimposing the 
systems and their corresponding 
organisations, usages, and 
structures into a patchwork on 
the map, we are able to reveal 
their visible and invisible 
impacts, and understand how 
water in the end resulted 
in Mashhad’s territorial 
developments, conflicts, and 
redefinitions.
The shifts between the water 

systems read as instigators of 
both conflict and harmony as 
they collide with each other. 
The transitions from qanat 
to well to dam to sea can be 
seen as shifts from a collective 
and intimate relationship with 
water to an indifferent one, 
revealing a changing ideology. 
Modernisation in the mid-
twentieth century rendered 
sustainable qanats obsolete 
while liberalisation of the 
economy after the Islamic 
revolution privatized the 
management of water, increasing 
the distance between water and 
user and consequently redefining 
water’s territory in Mashhad.
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The Doosti Dam extends the territory of Mashhad (Left)
Land-subsidence and soil types related to water (Right above)
Shifts between the water systems (Right below)

The quest for water shaped the city, 
directing its growth uphill towards 
the freshest water, and imprinted a 
landscape in the desert that captures 
Mashhad’s intricate relationship with 
water.
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CHOREOGRAPHY OF 
(DIS)CONTINUITIES
HOW A SINGLE EVENT 
GAVE RISE TO A CITY OF 
MILLIONS

Mashhad, translated to the ‘place 
where one is buried’, originated 
around the burial place of 
Imam Reza. What started as 
a simple grave in between 
two villages, developed into 
a massive pilgrim destination 
that materialised as the Holy 
Shrine Complex, with the city 
of Mashhad surrounding it. How 
can a single event, the death of 
the Imam, cause a chain reaction 
of events, luring millions of 
people into the creation of a 
city? We answer these questions 
by mapping historical moments 
in the development of Mashhad. 
A process which results in 
an assemblage of temporal 
fragments.

The assemblage is constructed 
with a cast of characters: the 
most prominent buildings, 
complexes, and typologies 
that existed throughout the 
history of Mashhad. They 
are the protagonists of this 
mapping exercise, comparable 
to Rossi’s ‘loci’, and are 
visualised as architectural 
constructs. Different iterations 
of each of these protagonists 

are highlighted on the map, 
allowing the reader to trace 
their development, which in 
turn emphasises particular 
events that locate shifts in the 
border conditions between 
the protagonists themselves 
and their context. Thus, as the 
protagonists develop throughout 
the map, a choreography of (dis)
continuities unfolds.

The choreography is loosely 
staged on a spiraling timeline 
that frames the movements, 
retraces the growth of the city, 
and allows the reading of the 
origin of each character. Events 
that have taken place within 
the city give context to the 
development of the protagonist, 
as one can find them on the 
timeline. These events were 
driven by what we call the 
antagonists: deciding factors, 
usually of political, religious 
or economic nature, prompting 
Mashhad and its protagonists to 
develop in a certain direction, 
alignment, or orientation. These 
attitudes are visualised on the 
map using representational 
techniques such as axonometry, 
perspective projection, or 
superpositioning.

The shifts of the protagonists 
and their border conditions 
throughout the map reveal 

how the city changed from 
an organic structure with 
integrated functions and smooth 
transitions to a fragmented 
one. This process was ignited 
during the modernisation, as 
the city’s wall was torn down, 
and new infrastructures were 
developed inside and outside 
the city, which rigidly ordered a 
previously organic fabric. Also 
the entanglement of the Holy 
Shrine with its surrounding 
neighborhoods was ruptured 
by the creation of a borderzone 
during this time, consisting of 
commercial developments for 
tourists. Subsequently, the Holy 
Shrine became a less central 
point, allowing new centralities 
such as the administrative axis, 
touristic shopping districts, and 
the centralized graveyard to 
emerge. Upon inspecting the 
map, one is able to read and 
interpret the juxtaposed temporal 
fragments. At the end of the 
timeline, one then sees how 
Mashhad is meeting its past: 
how a single grave in the desert 
evolved into a city of millions.
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Development of the Holy Shrine 
(Above)
The Boulevard of Mashhad 
(below)
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The Administrative axis, bazaars, and urban voids as the antagonists in Mashhad.

At the end of 
the timeline, 
one then sees 
how Mashhad is 
meeting its past: 
how a single 
grave in the 
desert evolved 
into a city of 
millions.
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INDIVIDUAL WORKS
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NOMADIC SETTLEMENTS

UNDERSTANDING MARGINAL 
SETTLEMENTS AS A NOMADIC 

CONDITION

Allard Meijer



30

01 INTRODUCTION

In Mashhad a third of the three-million pop-
ulation lives in marginal settlements. Such 
settlements are often referred to as slums or 
informal settlements. However those words 
do not cover the load - they are too general. 
The term informal settlement is questionable 
because Mashhad’s outskirts are in some ways 
formal and in others informal, creating a grey 
area where not such a binary situation exist. 
Nonetheless, the settlements are marginal 
places in various manners: geographically, 
economically, socially and politically. Because 
of the difference in age and difference in 
location, the settlements have different mar-
ginal conditions. This grey area with all of its 
differences will be explored.

Marginal settlements in Mashhad have come 
to existence because of two main reasons. 
The first is that policies and climate change 
have caused people to migrate from rural to 
urban areas in Iran in the 20th century. The 
second is that instability in Afghanistan, that 
has been going on for decades, have resulted 
in many Afghans to flee to Iran to settle in 
big cities like Mashhad. Shortage of housing, 
soaring housing prices in the centre, lack of 
money, lack of work and Afghans not given 
a formal identity have made people move to 
the fringes of the city to settle down outside 
of the law and where living in a house is 
feasible.

This settling is kind of a paradoxical act. The 
very essence of living in marginal settlements 
is everything but settled. Instead, as I argue, 
it is a nomadic state of being in which many 
aspects of life are similar to the nomadic con-
ditions that Iran is familiar with in its history 
as well as today. But what do I mean when I 
say that marginal settlements have nomadic 
conditions? 

The first notion that I will discuss is marginal-
ity. What does the term mean and what does 
it exactly entail in the context of Mashhad. 
Secondly, I will examine the way of living, the 
daily life that I consider nomadic. The resi-
dents need to be highly flexible and fluid in 
their day to day life to cope with the precar-
ious nature of marginal settlements, and to 
“manoeuvre amidst the limited resources that 
they possess,”(Tunas,2008, 4). The limited 
resources or scarcities range from food, water, 
and services to day-jobs, seasonal jobs, and 
valuable materials in garbage dumps. There 
is never a feeling of being settled, it is never 
about the points, but it is about the trajectory 
within the Deleuzian ‘smooth space’. 

This research into the nomadic conditions of 
marginalized settlements in Mashhad will not 
only lead to a better understanding of the 
needs, but also acknowledges the strengths 
that are gained through this nomadic lens.  
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I have never been to Mashhad. I got to know the city through the 
computer. Always was the city framed or did I see it from above. For 
me, it is a distant city. Mashhad is a city of 3 millions.

Golshahr, Mashhad (ISNA, 2017. Retrieved from: https://www.isna.ir/photo/95101409183/%D8%AF%D8

%B1-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B4%DB%8C%D9%87-%D9%85%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%AF
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02 MARGINAL SETTLEMENTS

What does marginal mean? Because the term 
is kind of general. Marginal settlements are 
also known as slums, shantytowns, informal or 
squatter settlements or the Brazilian favelas.

Most often is referred to the poor settlements 
as slums. This 19th century term has a nega-
tive origin, where it was linked to criminality 
and disease. The word is a bit out of fashion 
and other terms are getting more popular. 
The word marginal does not have negative 
connotations and does not already label them 
as informal or illegal. And that is convenient, 
because there exist a lot of differences even 

within Mashhads marginal settlements..

According to Bähr and Mertins marginal set-
tlements have the following characteristics:

1. Hight density
2. Insufficient housing structure
3. High proportion of residents work in the 

informal sector 
4. Majority of inhabitants have low and 

irregular income
5. Inadequate public and private infrastruc-

ture.

Left: Mohammed Reza Pahlavi - Shah of Iran 1941-1979
Right: Propaganda poster displaying Ayatollah Khomeini saying that Islam 
represents slum-dwellers, not palace dwellers.
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White revolution

Housing shortage

Post-Islamic 
revolution

Iraq-Iran war 
refugees

Recognition

Housing prices in 
the lift

2nd wave Afghan 
migration

1st wave Afghan 
migration

3rd wave Afghan 
migration

Thirst migration

Controversial land reform policy took agricultural lands away from large-scale owners 

and distributed them among small farmers.  Scholars like Abrahamian (2009) and 

Arjomand (1988) believe that this led to a rural to urban migration because small 

farms were not profitable.

Iranian cities failed to provide for enough houses, causing the flow of migrants to 

settle informally on unplanned land at the fringes of Mashhad. Planning institutions 

also failed to provide basic services for those new marginal settlements.

Absence on real land policies and regulatory controls except for the ‘Law of the 

urban land’ (Amirahmadi, 1990). It obliged the government to give land in cities to 

low- and moderate income groups. This accelerated the migration towards cities.

After the Iraq-Iran war five successive economic plans for boosting the economy 

based on economic liberalism. Commodification of housing lifted the housing prices 

and increased housing speculation. The result is unaffordable houses for many 

people.

Instability in neighbouring country Afghanistan because of civil war and the rise of 

the Taliban causes many to flee to Iran and so to Mashhad

The Soviet invasion and the subsequent Afghan war caused the first wave of 

Afghans to flee to Iran

The invasion of the United States in Afghanistan leads to the third wave of people to 

migrate to Mashhad

Many areas in Iran deal with a combination of mismanagement of water and  climate 

change, making them unlivible because of a water deficit. This makes the inhabit-

ants of those areas migrate to Mashhad among other cities.

War refugees settle largely in informal settlements of the big cities in Iran (Bayat, 

1997). Because Mashhad is located in Eastern Iran, far from the war, the city was also 

considered a safe heaven.

The Islamic Revolution had an egalitarian interpretation of the Sharia and promoted 

affordable housing for all Iranians. Informal settlements were recognized by the new 

government.

1963

1963-1979

1979

1980-1988

1979

1988

1989-2001

1979-1989

2001

Present

2.1 History
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Water pollution

Industrial wastewater is dumped in the rivers that 
stream down towards the Kashaf-Rud. Carpet 
washing is one of the main polluting processes that 
require a lot of water.

Seismic activity

Mashhad lies in an area with a lot of seismic activity. 
Marginal settlements are especially a�ected by this, 
because of poorly constructed buildings.

Opium production

Within wheatfields opium production takes place out 
of sight. Opium production in Iran and Afghanistan is a 
big problem, making it easy for people to aquire it. A 
large percentage of the marginal settler is addicted. 

Brick kilns

Brick kilns are located next to the main river because 
of the clay depositions. From April to October work is 
available and entire families move to those places to 
work there. Work is tough and seasonal, making it a 
precarious way of living. 

Industrial area

The marginal settlements are located within the 
vicinity of industry, brick kilns and agriculture. The 
precarious types of work o�er jobs for the marginal 
settlers. For those industries it is important to be 
located close to the marginal settlers’ homes, 
because those people do not have money to 
commute long distances.

Astan-e Quds Razavi

Astan-e Quds Razavi (AQR) is a religious 
administrative organization that manages the Imam 
Reza Shrine. In the city they play a big role 
economically and politically, as it is estimated that 
they own one third of the land in Mashhad. Since the 
Islamic revolution their influence has increased 
magnificantly. AQR is landlord of much of the land in 
the older marginal settlements.

Floodplain

The marginal settlements are located in the floodplain 
of the rivers. Floods bring existential threats to the 
people living there. In 2010 heavy rainfall caused the 
Kashaf-rud and Kardeh river to overflow. Villages and 
marginal settlements were damaged and 6 people 
died.

Mashhad

Binalud F.

Amrudak F.

Kashaf Ruf F.

Sorkhdeh F.

Torqhabe F.

Shandiz Fault System

Gochgi F.

Tabad kan F.

Kheirabad F.

Aqhar F.

Chenaran

Golbahar

Torogh Dam 

Golestan Dam 

Kardeh Dam

Radkan

MashhadMashhad

NOMAS

worker pickup point

two-story market

guest/travel house

outside shrine

construction site

construction site

construction site

A. Working child

D. Drug addict

B. Addicted child

G. Sex worker

C. Construction worker

E. Afghan brick kiln familyF. Inner-city elderly person

MARGINAL SETTLEMENT

POLIS

 

 

Mashhad  

 
  

 
    

 
 

Mashha d  

 

  

 Mashhad  

 

 

 

M
ashhad 

 
 

  

 Mashhad  
   

 

M
ashhad 

 

 

 

 

 

Mashhad  

 

 

 

 

Mashhad  

 

 

Mashhad

1:20.000

1:200.000

Legend

Marginal settlement
City border
Astan-e Quds Razavi (AQR) owned land
Agriculture
Industry
Brick kiln
River bed
River
Streets
Gas pipeline

Walking route
Car route
Police route
Bridge

Clay
Silt
Sand
Rock

Drug clinic
Worker pickup point
Bridge

Water pollution
Police station
Home of a story character

Location Map B

1080 meter

920

940

960

980

1000

1020

1040

1060

Im
am

 Reza Shrine

Dem
olished buildings m

ake 

place for new developm
ent

10-lane ringroad 
Bahar Park

Scientific m
useum

, 

W
onderland waterpark, 

Sepad Farm
ers m

arket

Bazaar

0 km1 km

0 km

1 km

2 km

3 km

1 km

2 km

3 km

1 km

2 km

3 km

4 km

5 km

6 km

7 km

8 km 9 km

10 km

11 km

12 km

13 km

14 km

15 km

16 km

17 km

18 km

19 km

20 km

21 km

22 km

Im
am

 Hossein Square

Tom
b of Khajeh Rabie

Kashaf-rud

Police stationTrain station

W
astewater Treatm

ent 

Plant No. 5

Kalat industrial area

Gas-pipe com
ing from

 

Turkm
enistan

Water pollution

Industrial wastewater is dumped in the rivers that 
stream down towards the Kashaf-Rud. Carpet 
washing is one of the main polluting processes that 
require a lot of water.

Seismic activity

Mashhad lies in an area with a lot of seismic activity. 
Marginal settlements are especially a�ected by this, 
because of poorly constructed buildings.

Opium production

Within wheatfields opium production takes place out 
of sight. Opium production in Iran and Afghanistan is a 
big problem, making it easy for people to aquire it. A 
large percentage of the marginal settler is addicted. 

Brick kilns

Brick kilns are located next to the main river because 
of the clay depositions. From April to October work is 
available and entire families move to those places to 
work there. Work is tough and seasonal, making it a 
precarious way of living. 

Industrial area

The marginal settlements are located within the 
vicinity of industry, brick kilns and agriculture. The 
precarious types of work o�er jobs for the marginal 
settlers. For those industries it is important to be 
located close to the marginal settlers’ homes, 
because those people do not have money to 
commute long distances.

Astan-e Quds Razavi

Astan-e Quds Razavi (AQR) is a religious 
administrative organization that manages the Imam 
Reza Shrine. In the city they play a big role 
economically and politically, as it is estimated that 
they own one third of the land in Mashhad. Since the 
Islamic revolution their influence has increased 
magnificantly. AQR is landlord of much of the land in 
the older marginal settlements.

Floodplain

The marginal settlements are located in the floodplain 
of the rivers. Floods bring existential threats to the 
people living there. In 2010 heavy rainfall caused the 
Kashaf-rud and Kardeh river to overflow. Villages and 
marginal settlements were damaged and 6 people 
died.

Mashhad

Binalud F.

Amrudak F.

Kashaf Ruf F.

Sorkhdeh F.

Torqhabe F.

Shandiz Fault System

Gochgi F.

Tabad kan F.

Kheirabad F.

Aqhar F.

Chenaran

Golbahar

Torogh Dam 

Golestan Dam 

Kardeh Dam

Radkan

MashhadMashhad

36

2.2 Marginality in Mashhad
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Water pollution

Industrial wastewater is dumped in the rivers that 
stream down towards the Kashaf-Rud. Carpet 
washing is one of the main polluting processes that 
require a lot of water.

Seismic activity

Mashhad lies in an area with a lot of seismic activity. 
Marginal settlements are especially a�ected by this, 
because of poorly constructed buildings.

Opium production

Within wheatfields opium production takes place out 
of sight. Opium production in Iran and Afghanistan is a 
big problem, making it easy for people to aquire it. A 
large percentage of the marginal settler is addicted. 

Brick kilns

Brick kilns are located next to the main river because 
of the clay depositions. From April to October work is 
available and entire families move to those places to 
work there. Work is tough and seasonal, making it a 
precarious way of living. 

Industrial area

The marginal settlements are located within the 
vicinity of industry, brick kilns and agriculture. The 
precarious types of work o�er jobs for the marginal 
settlers. For those industries it is important to be 
located close to the marginal settlers’ homes, 
because those people do not have money to 
commute long distances.

Astan-e Quds Razavi

Astan-e Quds Razavi (AQR) is a religious 
administrative organization that manages the Imam 
Reza Shrine. In the city they play a big role 
economically and politically, as it is estimated that 
they own one third of the land in Mashhad. Since the 
Islamic revolution their influence has increased 
magnificantly. AQR is landlord of much of the land in 
the older marginal settlements.

Floodplain

The marginal settlements are located in the floodplain 
of the rivers. Floods bring existential threats to the 
people living there. In 2010 heavy rainfall caused the 
Kashaf-rud and Kardeh river to overflow. Villages and 
marginal settlements were damaged and 6 people 
died.
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The government sells the land to real-estate 
companies. However, these companies ille-
gally subdivide the land and sell it to people 
that want to settle there. This process is called 
pirate urbanization and it creates a semi-for-
mal place. 70 million tomans (or 1370 Euro’s) 
is needed for a family to buy a plot, built a 
house of 46 m2, and have some money left 
for food.

When we take a closer look to the grids in the 
different marginal settlements, we see that 
the city fabric gets more strict (more griddy) 
with the newer ones. That means that pirate 
urbanization is more important now than it 
was in the past.

The last two process are densification and le-
galization. Legalization leads to an increase of 
services, but they remain marginal compared 
to the rest of the city.

03 GROWTH

Marginal settlements in Mashhad were 
formed through a process that we can still see 
when we assemble different parts of the city 
together. (see drawing in the bottom)

You can see here the process in a gradient 
from right to left. The first thing that happens 
is that the government is laying down roads 
in a grid. The government tries to prevent set-
tlements to sprawl randomly, it nudges them 
in the right direction, and it can sell the land 
to real-estate companies.

To nudge the territory, the government uses 
on the one hand concrete barriers to close-
off, border or separate the territory. On the 
other hand, new developments border settle-
ments, so they can’t go grow any further.

Secondary Primary

No data

MAP

mosque

SECTION

EDUCATION

HOUSEHOLD SIZE

HOUSING PRICE

No data
3,5 4,7

INCOME

PHOTOS

MOVEMENT

CD

E

A

B

F

Marginalized settlements

Industry

Brick kiln

Agriculture

Garbage dump

Highway

Asphalt street

Dirt road

Sidewalk / Alley

Green stroke

River

River bank

Planted trees

Clay soil

Other soil

1:2000

0 $/m2

300

600

0

150.000 rials [2,94 euro]

331.000 rials [6,48 euro]

450.000 rials [8,82 euro]

WORKING CHILDREN [BEGGERS, SCAVENGERS, SELLING SMALL ITEMS]

DAY-TO-DAY FINDING JOB OPPORTUNITIES

high recycling capacity

RELOCATION DUE TO LACK OF FACILITIES [27,4%]
RELOCATION DUE TO IMPROVED FINANCIAL CONDITIONS [17,5%]

COMMUTING BETWEEN SEASONAL JOBS IN BRICK KILNS AND AGRICULTURE

ETHNIC / RELIGIOUS SIMILARITY IS MOST IMPORTANT VARIABLE IN CHOOSING A LOCATION



Secondary Primary

No data

MAP

mosque

SECTION

EDUCATION

HOUSEHOLD SIZE

HOUSING PRICE

No data
3,5 4,7

INCOME

PHOTOS

MOVEMENT

CD

E

A

B

F

Marginalized settlements

Industry

Brick kiln

Agriculture

Garbage dump

Highway

Asphalt street

Dirt road

Sidewalk / Alley

Green stroke

River

River bank

Planted trees

Clay soil

Other soil

1:2000

0 $/m2

300

600

0

150.000 rials [2,94 euro]

331.000 rials [6,48 euro]

450.000 rials [8,82 euro]

WORKING CHILDREN [BEGGERS, SCAVENGERS, SELLING SMALL ITEMS]

DAY-TO-DAY FINDING JOB OPPORTUNITIES

high recycling capacity

RELOCATION DUE TO LACK OF FACILITIES [27,4%]
RELOCATION DUE TO IMPROVED FINANCIAL CONDITIONS [17,5%]

COMMUTING BETWEEN SEASONAL JOBS IN BRICK KILNS AND AGRICULTURE

ETHNIC / RELIGIOUS SIMILARITY IS MOST IMPORTANT VARIABLE IN CHOOSING A LOCATION

1:20.000 Top-down policy pulls and stops the marginalized territories

Marginalized buildings
Road

1:10.000 Marginal settlements are bordered with new developments

Marginalized buildings
Road

Formal buildings

39

Governmental nudging

1. Concrete barriers 2. New developments



04 NOMADIC SETTLEMENTS

Life within marginal settlements is all but 
settled. When we take a look to the situation 
of the inhabitants, we notice their marginality 
and their precarity. This precarity is largely 
epitomized in what their daily life looks like.

Daily life revolves around looking for scarcities 
like work, food, water, sanitation and places 
to dump their waste.  Many people stroll 
around every day in the hope to find a day-
job and it is not unusual to do this every day 
and only find work 2 days a week. Moreover, 
those scarcities do not have fixed locations. 
They displace constantly or they randomly 
disappear and pop up somewhere else.

The lives of marginal settlers are really about 
the trajectories towards the scarcities: the 
movement during the day and the night. I 
argue, that because of this, marginal settlers 
live a nomadic life. The marginal settlements 
are nomadic settlements

Deleuze and Guattari oppose the city - the 
polis - and everything else as - the nomas.  
The polis is highly organized and striated. 
You are guided by an infrastructure and you 
situate yourself according to monuments that 
are a display of institutional power. In daily 
life you move between a couple known fixed 
points and those movements are more or less 
the same every day.

The nomas - the other side of the spectrum -  

is a so-called ‘smooth space’ in which trajec-
tories are more important than fixed points. 
This is where the nomad resides. You situate 
yourself according to slowly moving phenom-
ena like rainfall and rhizomatic vegetation. 
Daily life has constantly changing movements 
and redefined territories. There are no institu-
tional organizations.

Marginal settlements are a mix between 
the two. In marginal settlements trajectories 
are still more important than fixed points. 
Scarcities are displacing constantly and their 
availability is insecure. However, the trajec-
tories are guided by a minimal infrastructure 
and not completely random, because they are 
in a city. In daily life, people are constantly on 
the move, and their territory shifts with them. 
They take advantage of what is offered to 
them.
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4.1 Modi Operandi

Materialization of marginal 
settlement space. People and 
scarcities are movable, but con-
strained by the minimal infra-
structure.
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4.2 Territorialization

The act of territorialization - defining a ter-
ritory - we can see for example in how con-
struction workers, street vendors, and working 
children define their territory of work in the 
city. A street vendor marks his space to sell 
goods, and so does a street peddler and a 
drug dealer on a slightly larger scale. Every 
day, their territory is precarious and has to be 
redefined.
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4.3 Dispersed territory of the marginal home

We can also see this in the territory of the 
home. The program of the house is not all in-
side the home. Sanitation, the water tap and 
washing happens outside, since those servic-
es are not available in the house. Sanitation 
and water wells are not always located in the 
same place.



CHARACTER PORTRAIT

A. working child
The child is pushed to go working ‘to become a 
man’. The entire is spend in the centre with 
working peers. A part of the money is spend at 
the game centre, the other is given to the family.

B. addicted child
The child lives in a family of drugs and abuse. 
Money is earned by begging and street peddling 
to pay for her/his and the parents’ drugs.

C. construction worker
He lives far away, and does not have money to 
take the bus, so he walks to the centre to 
hopefully get picked up for a day job as a laborer. 
Others are registered in the jobcentre, but 
because of the long commuting he appears on 
the bottom of the list every day.
140.000 tomans/day (2 days a week)

D. drug addict
The pedestrian bridges are used by drug addicts 
as a place to sleep. The day is spend by picking 
up rubbis and stuffin it in fibre bags. The ‘patoq’ 
(hangout) of the people operates as an economy 
of its own.

E. Afghan brick kiln family
From april to october the brick kilns provide 
work. The entire family works and lives on the 
site. Brick kilns give some economic security, 
but life remains marginal.

F. inner-city elderly person
They are living in demolished home amidst new 
developments. Big hotels are built around them. 
Some have lived there for over 60 years.

G. sex-worker
Prostitution is secretly provided for foreign 
tourists in so-called ‘guest houses’. This women 
owns a middle-class apartment at Moallem 
Blvd. Iranian law forbids unmarried men and 
women from entering a room together. This is 
why tourists temporarily merry the sex worker.

HOME TRAJECTORY WORK NIGHT
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5 DESIGN INTENTION & 
METHODOLOGY

I intent to design architectural interventions 
that address the trajectories of marginal 
settlers and are situated where these trajec-
tories intersect. The interventions will em-
brace, enhance and take inspiration from their 
nomadic lifestyle. Its use is intended to be of 

democratic and public nature. My methodolo-
gy consists of four main steps.

5.1 First, I defined story lines of marginal 
settlers that live a precarious life based on 
trajectories. Some are based on real stories 
and some are constructed by combining 
stories from articles and papers to complete 
them. I started to analyse and map stories 
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that I came across or that I constructed from 
a multitude of sources. They are the most pre-
carious stories of people living in the marginal 
settlements. 



groce
ry van 

migration from Iranian village

migration from Afghanistan

two-story market

game center ‘Happy Land’

new developments

Moalem boullevard

Construction site

Rubbish dump

C. Construction worker
(He lives far away, and does not have 
money to take the bus, so he walks to the 
centre to hopefully get picked up for a 
day job as a laborer. Others are registered 
in the jobcentre, but because of the long 
commuting he appears on the bottom of 
the list every day.)

A. Child in worker family
(The child is pushed to go working ‘to 
become a man’. The entire is spend in the 
centre with working peers. A part of the 
money is spend at the game centre, the 
other is given to the family.)

E. Brick kiln family
(From april to october the brick kilns 
provide work. The entire family works 
and lives on the site. Brick kilns give 
some economic security, but life remains 
marginal.)

D. Drug addict
(The pedestrian bridges are used by drug 
addicts as a place to sleep. The day is 
spend by picking up rubbis and stuffin it 
in fibre bags. The ‘patoq’ (hangout) of the 
people operates as an economy of its 
own.)

17 Shahrivar square

Imam Hossein square

drug dealer

Pakistan
police station

Imam Reza Shrine

2h
 2

8m

2h
 1

1m

1h
 6m

G. Sex worker
(Prostitution is secretly provided for 
foreign tourists in so-called ‘guest 
houses’. This women owns a middle-class 
apartment at Moallem Blvd. Iranian law 
forbids unmarried men and women from 
entering a room together. This is why 
tourists temporarily merry the sex 
worker.)

B. Addicted child
(The child lives in a family of drugs and 
abuse. Money is earned by begging and 
street peddling to pay for her/his and the 
parents’ drugs.)

F. Inner-city elderly person
(They are living in demolished home 
amidst new developments. Big hotels are 
built around them. Some have lived there 
for over 60 years.)

bridge

tunnels

addiction clinic

demolished building

police station

game centre

walking route

car route

story intersections

construction worker pickup point

building

industry

river / canal

river + riverbed

gas pipeline

brick kiln area

agriculture

inner city

marginal settlement

police route

groce
ry van 

migration from Iranian village

migration from Afghanistan

two-story market

game center ‘Happy Land’

new developments

Moalem boullevard

Construction site

Rubbish dump

C. Construction worker
(He lives far away, and does not have 
money to take the bus, so he walks to the 
centre to hopefully get picked up for a 
day job as a laborer. Others are registered 
in the jobcentre, but because of the long 
commuting he appears on the bottom of 
the list every day.)

A. Child in worker family
(The child is pushed to go working ‘to 
become a man’. The entire is spend in the 
centre with working peers. A part of the 
money is spend at the game centre, the 
other is given to the family.)

E. Brick kiln family
(From april to october the brick kilns 
provide work. The entire family works 
and lives on the site. Brick kilns give 
some economic security, but life remains 
marginal.)

D. Drug addict
(The pedestrian bridges are used by drug 
addicts as a place to sleep. The day is 
spend by picking up rubbis and stuffin it 
in fibre bags. The ‘patoq’ (hangout) of the 
people operates as an economy of its 
own.)

17 Shahrivar square

Imam Hossein square

drug dealer

Pakistan
police station

Imam Reza Shrine

2h
 2

8m

2h
 1

1m

1h
 6m

G. Sex worker
(Prostitution is secretly provided for 
foreign tourists in so-called ‘guest 
houses’. This women owns a middle-class 
apartment at Moallem Blvd. Iranian law 
forbids unmarried men and women from 
entering a room together. This is why 
tourists temporarily merry the sex 
worker.)

B. Addicted child
(The child lives in a family of drugs and 
abuse. Money is earned by begging and 
street peddling to pay for her/his and the 
parents’ drugs.)

F. Inner-city elderly person
(They are living in demolished home 
amidst new developments. Big hotels are 
built around them. Some have lived there 
for over 60 years.)

bridge

tunnels

addiction clinic

demolished building

police station

game centre

walking route

car route

story intersections

construction worker pickup point

building

industry

river / canal

river + riverbed

gas pipeline

brick kiln area

agriculture

inner city

marginal settlement

police route

48

5.2 Mapping story lines

The second step is ‘mapping’. We can see 
here the journeys of the stories that are taken 
every day. I have differentiated speeds and 
added their journey time. Through the jour-
neys the city is connected to its outskirts. 

Also have I mapped important destinations 
such as the workers pickup points, bridges, 
addiction clinics and waste dumps.

G. sex worker
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C. construction 
worker

A. working 
child

E. Afghan brick 
kiln family

F. inner-city 
elderly person

B. addicted 
child

D. drug addict
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5.3 Intersecting story lines

The third step is to intersect 
story lines and to combine 
them with the trajectories. 
The set of ingredients for 
this operation will consist of 
movement, distance, spatial 
contexts, changing territories, 
borders, tactility, and work 
equipment. The ingredients 
are first abstracted and then 
put together in an assembly 
in which the small and large 
scale come together.

Logically, the location of the 
interventions will be at the 
intersections. A multitude 
of stories can in this way be 
addressed. 

As a first attempt for this 
step. I‘ve chosen the moment 
where the two stories that I 
just read intersect. That hap-
pens at the Imam Hossein 
Square. The set of ingredi-
ents taken from the two tra-
jectories are abstracted and 
put together in this assembly. 
From the top left to bottom 
right we follow the construc-
tion worker walking from the 
marginal settlement towards 
the streets. Where he waits 

to get picked up and driven 
to the construction site. From 
top-right, to bottom-left 
we follow the kid that sells 
flowers at the streets and the 
shrine and ends up in the 
gaming centre.

I’ve combined abstracted 
drawings of architectural and 
infrastructural elements with 
edited images of locations 
along the trajectory. With 
lines i indicate the type of 
movement. In the middle we 
see the big infrastructure of 
the Imam Hossein square. 
As an abstraction of the 
design proposal I’ve drawn 
this sphere that represents 
a nomadic and dynamic 
architecture that relates to 
the trajectories of marginal 
settlers

5.4 Generating principles, 
spaces and program

The fourth step is to gener-
ate principles, program and 
spaces from step 3.
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___________________________

1  History.com gives a quick introduction into the hunter-gatherer life (History.com Editors, 2019)

2  Contemporary nomadic tribes live across the globe. In the Western context the Roma and Sinti are well-known. Other large peoples are the Bedouin, 

Qashqai, Kuchi, Mongols, San and Sami.

3 Marginal settlements, of all possible words commonly used to describe poor conditioned areas of cities and their peripheries, will be used in this pa-

per, because of its overarching meaning, closeness to reality and lack of negative connotations. Marginal settlements are characterised by high density, 

insufficient housing structure, a large informal economy, majority of inhabitants having low and irregular income, and inadequate public and private 

0 INTRODUCTION

0.1 Nomadism
Nomadism, the counterpart and predecessor of 
sedentarism, is a way of living, a way of being in 
the world. Already before Homo Sapiens made its 
appearance on the genealogy of life, Homo Erectus 
and Homo Heidelbergensis formed hunter-gatherer 
tribes that moved around following desirable cli-
mate and weather conditions1 and to find food and 
information (Careri, 2002, p19). The roots of this 
kind of living go as far back as 2 million years ago 
and still persist today in multiple places across the 
world. This paper does not focus on hunter-gath-
erers nomadism, but on its evolutionary successor: 
pastoral nomadism.
In the book Walkscapes, Careri argues that the 
evolution from hunter-gatherer to pastoral nomad 
happened as a result of the taming of the bio-
logical realm. While sedentary life was formed 
through the taming of plants, which transformed 
into agriculture, nomadic life was formed through 
the taming of animals, which became their cattle. 
Careri romanticizes about nomadism as a highly 
specialized ‘wandering’ that is distinguished from 
hunter-gatherers because nomads know where 
they are heading and their “return trip is planned” 
(Careri, 2002, p38). “They are not aimless since 
they bring their cattle to the market, goods to a 
place of trading and families to food and water” 
(ibid, p7-8). Next to that, nomadic trajectories are 
not the same as sedentary roads as Deleuze and 
Guattaru explain: “The nomadic trajectory distrib-
utes people in an open space, one that is indefinite 
and non-communicating.” (Deleuze and Guattari, 

1986, p44) In this open space, nomads move back 
and forth from summer to winter location, bringing 
along their cattle and tents. Those locations are not 
fixed.

Nomads have been living this way for millennia 
and still do in large (but decreasing) groups2. The 
territory of the nomad is ambiguous, moving and 
morphing: it is ever-changing. Living in such a 
space requires a certain flexibility, a fluidity that 
ensures adaptability and resilience.
The nomadic condition, as pointed out by Kaplan 
(1996), has been highly romanticized and com-
pared with positive Western values. Sergei 
Eisenstein, in 1920, used nomadic metaphors to 
underscore values of freedom, hybridity and mo-
dernity, while for others the nomad represents an 
“idealized model of movement based on perpetual 
displacement” (Kaplan, 1996, p90). Baudrillard, in 
his turn, relates the act of “emulating nomadism” 
to unquestioned power and abilities of ‘deterri-
torialization’(ibid, p101). This Orientalist vision 
towards the condition of the nomad, can however 
also be regarded as a way of seeking opportuni-
ties and potential that are lacking in the sedentary 
paradigm.

0.2 Marginal settlements
To add to the long list of topics that nomadism 
has been compared to, this paper will discuss the 
condition of marginal settlements and their resi-
dents. Marginal settlements3, the poor conditioned 
areas in cities and their peripheries, also known 
as slums, favela’s, informal settlements or shanty 
towns, show similarities to the nomadic condition 
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discussed above. Ambiguous spreading of terri-
tories within a smooth space, informal claiming 
of land within that space, migration movements 
and the fluid life needed to “manoeuvre amidst the 
limited resources that informal residents posses 
[and that are available]” (Tunas, 2008, p4), are all 
nomadic conditions as will be argued in this paper. 
Marginal settlements will be approached by look-
ing through a nomadic lens. 

The territory of the marginal settlement is negoti-
ated and creates a new topology within the smooth 
space through (de)territorialization processes. 
This will be discussed in the first chapter. Where 
the first chapter describes the nomadic condition 
in marginal settlements physically and spatially, 
the second presents the nomadic condition of life 
within marginal settlements. The chapter is divided 
into notions of movement, precarity and marginal-
ity. It explains the constantly changing condition 
opposed to the sedentary settling.

The paper hopes to present how a nomadic lens 
can give new insights that generate opportunities 
and potential that reside in marginal settlements.

1 NOMADIC SETTLEMENTS

1.1 Origins
Marginal settlements have most often been formed 
by a combination of factors that are quite similar 
across the world.4 Mike Davis (2006) argues that 
rural to urban migration accelerated in the late 
1970’ties because of the debt crisis, followed by 
IMF-led restructuring of economies of developing 

countries. The liberalization of third-world econo-
mies rendered domestic enterprises uncompetitive, 
reduced agricultural and rural-infrastructure invest-
ment, and handed public services over to the pri-
vate market with falling wages, soaring prices and 
urban unemployment as a result. This combined 
with phenomena such as drought, inflation, rising 
interest, falling commodity prices and illness, 
made many people move to cities (Davis, 2006, 
p15). Not only, rural to urban migration, but also 
refugees settling in cities and population growth in 
general have caused marginal settlements to grow 
(United Nations, 2019a). Marginal settlements in 
the entire world peaked in the 1990’ties5, but ever 
since, the percentage of the world living in them 
decreased from 47% to 24% between 1990 and 
2018. The absolute number however rose to over 
1 billion people (UNHabitat in Ourworldindata, 
2020; United Nations, 2019b,c).

1.2 Negotiated territories
When people move to the city, the choice for hous-
ing is a difficult trade-off. Housing costs, tenure 
security, quality of housing, journey to work, and 
personal safety are the variables that influence 
the location and type of housing.6 In some cases 
migrants first settle in city centres because of the 
availability of work and later move to the outskirts 
where ownership of a house is feasible (Turner in 
Davis, 2006, p29). In those outskirts the informal 
life begins. Residents have to claim a piece of land 
on which they will build their house. This claiming 
happens in an informal manner, but does not mean 
it is completely arbitrary: it is mediated and this 
makes it a negotiated space. 

infrastructure (Overmayr, 2017, 30).

4 American and European slums of the 19th century followed a different path and were a product of industrialization. Dublin’s slums were an exception 

since they suffered more from the de-industrialization which contemporary slums show resemblance to. (Davis, 2006)

5 For Davis, the world seemed to become a planet of slums. He addressed the opportunistic fallacies of slum programs by the Worldbank, the IMF and 

other NGO’s. (Davis, 2006)

6 The location of being near a job can sometimes be even more important than having a roof over one’s head. (Davis, 2006, p27)
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The space that a migrant inhabits is negotiated 
because it does not happen in an empty space. 
Whether the house is built adjacent, within or 
on top of existing structures, there need to be 
agreements with other inhabitants, which create 
an informal topology. This informal negotiation 
of the territory constantly changes because new 
people move in and because those negotiations are 
not formally documented. It creates a constant-
ly changing topology because it is not formally 
predefined like in the sedentary city. This informal 
topology is twofold.

Firstly, economical informal negotiations come in 
the form of a price: “Urban space is never free” 
(Davis, 2006, p185). Squatters have to pay bribes 
for their inhabited space to street gangs, police, or 
politicians, sometimes even for years (ibid, p38). 
Even for living on the pavement, it can be required 
to be a member of networks like ethnic militias 
or street gangs (ibid, p185). This subsequently 
means that the right to stay is not a great privilege 
in those areas (Verma in Davis, 2006, p78) since 
the inherent mode of marginality does not change 
even if it “stops the bulldozer from clearing slums” 
(Davis, 2006, p78). The fact that urban space is 
not free leads to migration towards the peripheries, 
the geographical margins of cities, where land is 
cheaper, but comes with the price of larger com-
muting distances.

Secondly, informal spatial negotiation can also be 
regarded as called ‘pirate urbanization’. Private 
developers of land legally own, but illegally sub-

divide and sell or rent the land, without complying 
the building permits, planning or zoning rules 
(Obermayr, 2017, p37). Spatially it means that 
informal patterns are created in the urban fabric 
of the marginal settlements and that buildings can 
take any shape on top of that division of land.

1.3 Smooth space
The constantly changing topology of the marginal 
settlements can be considered a paradox. On the 
one hand it is a settlement, a practically sedentary 
part of a city, and on the other hand, it behaves 
like a nomadic space in which a constant state of 
movement prevails. This movement (or trajectory) 
is expressed in a continuous manoeuvre between 
scarcities like jobs, food, water and sanitation. The 
trajectory seems to be more important than the 
house that is accompanied by insecure tenure. Sim-
ilarly, for the traditional nomad the settling is sub-
ordinate to the trajectory. Deleuze calls this kind 
of space a ‘smooth space’, in which the striations 
of money, work and housing are no longer relevant 
(Deleuze, 1980, p481). This is also relevant for 
the marginal settlements, because the absence of 
this striation, meaning a lack of formal planning, 
regulation, and organization, is a breeding ground 
for protest and uprising.

Three major similarities can be found between 
marginal settlements and Deleuzian ‘smooth 
space’. Firstly they are “spaces of distance, rather 
than of measures and properties” (Deleuze, 1980, 
p479). In Ajegunle for example, 1,5 million people 
spend more than three hours every day on com-
muting to work (Davis, 2006). Secondly, they are 

___________________________

7 According to a Frontline investigation, “for eight years between 1987 and 1995 the slum in Bharathi Nagar in Vill Vakkam, a Chennai suburb, was 

of the hub of the kidney trade in Tamil Nadu. At the height of the boom, partly fuelled by foreigners flocking to South India for kidneys, the slum was 

called Kidney Nagar or Kidney-bakkam.” (Davis, 2006, p190)

8 Slum clearance is not a popular policy anymore, because it has been proved a non-working intervention. But when important events are happening 

slum clearance is still used without exception. At the Olympics in 2016 in Rio de Janeiro, favela’s were cleared to give way for the Olympic park. 700 

families were moved. In 2008, the Olympics of Beijing were worst of all: 1,5 million people had to move out
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both spaces “without organs instead of [being] 
organisms or organizations” (Deleuze, 1980, 
p479). Marginal settlements consist of militias 
and street gangs instead of workers associations 
and waste services. Quite literal were the so-called 
‘kidney-farms’7 in India removing organs from the 
marginal settlers to sell them for transplantation 
(Davis, 2006, p190). Finally, the marginal settle-
ments are not mapped. Houses do not have street 
names or numbers, and they are not registered in 
an institutional cadastre. Marginal settlements are 
not “closed-off surfaces that are allocated accord-
ing to determined intervals, but are distributed 
according to frequencies. It is a space of nomas 
instead of polis” (Deleuze, 1980, p481). The con-
ventional organizational characteristics of a polis, a 
city, are not present in marginal settlements.
1.4 Deterritorialization
Marginal settlements have territories that are infor-
mally negotiated and act as a smooth space. It can 
be said that these negotiations are natural process-
es. Next to that, there are also anthropogenical pro-
cesses such as deterritorialization, which is enacted 
by governmental policies. Deterritorialization is a 
term theoretically defined by Deleuze and Guattari 
and it is connected to nomadic smooth space. They 
explain it by comparing it to the differences in the 
games of Chess and Go in which chess represents 
the city space and go the smooth space: 

“In chess, it is a question of arranging a closed 
space for oneself, thus of going from one point 
to another, of occupying the maximum number 
of squares with the minimum number of pieces. 
In Go, it is a question of arraying oneself in an 

open space, of holding space, of maintaining 
the possibility of springing up at any point: the 
movement is not from one point to another, but 
becomes perpetual, without aim or destination, 
without departure or arrival.” (Deleuze and 
Guattari, 1986, 5)

Governments deterritorialize marginal settlements 
in three ways. The first is slum clearance, which 
was a common practice in the late 20th century 
because slums were seen as threats and were dealt 
with as criminal organizations by the repressive 
state apparatus (Davis, 2006, p36, p111). This pol-
icy does however not improve the circumstances 
because the slum conditions are only displaced to 
elsewhere in the city, while at the same time have a 
big impact on the lives of the inhabitants8. Sec-
ondly, public and private investments in marginal 
settlements can lead to gentrification, soaring land 
prices and causing the poorest to get bought out 
or be pushed out of the area because they cannot 
afford the higher rent (Ascensão, 2018, p225). The 
existing culture is replaced from its territory and 
so the neighbourhood is deterritorialized. Finally, 
interventions that ensure marginal settlers to get 
land tenure can result in them selling their land to 
wealthier people and move out of their settlement, 
also causing the area to deterritorialize9.

The smooth space of marginal settlements con-
trasts to the space of the city in that it does not 
consist of elements of ‘authorized institutional 
power’ - “pavements, streets, free-ways, elevators, 
offices” (Allen, 2005, p53) - but of rubbish and 
toxic dumps10, cemeteries, rooftops, floodplains, 

9 In the Philippines, a pilot country for the world bank’s new global strategy, investments according to Erhard Berner “trickled straight up to the land 

developers and the construction industry.” Within five years “all the original dwellers had left because their lots had been sold to wealthy families.”(-

Davis, 2006, p73)

10 In Buenos Aires, one of the Feng Shui’s (local name for marginal settlement) was built on top of a “former lake, toxic dump, a cemetery, and in flood-

plain.” (Davis, 2006, p121)
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volcano-slopes, unstable hillsides, railroad sidings 
and desert fringes (Davis, 2006, p121). This means 
marginal settlement space is non-institutional. In 
city space, the symbolic power of monumental 
buildings11 “makes us acknowledge the authority 
and power of institutions and work within the 
social parameters that they set” (Allen, 2005, p51). 
Thus, the absence of monuments in smooth space 
makes us not do these things. It makes marginal 
settlements nomadic, anti-state, which alters flows 
of thought, movement and action.

If marginal settlement space is smooth, then the 
settlements themselves are nomadic.

2 NOMADIC LIFE

The first chapter has discussed the nomadic lens 
physically and spatially. This second chapter con-
tinues on that by looking into the life manifested 
in it.
2.1 Movement
When migrants move to the city, they hope to find 
opportunities for a better life, but their hopes are 
most often turned down quickly (Cavalcanti, 2018, 
p43). They cannot afford the price of a house, 
food, transportation, and other services, requiring 
them to sooner or later move to marginal settle-
ments. Upon arrival in the marginal settlement, the 
house might be more affordable but resources, like 
jobs and affordable food are scarce and often there 
are little to no services (ibid). To be able to cope 
with this situation, a way of living is required that 
is flexible, fluid, and gives space to the constantly 
changing availability and location of resources. 

Informality is such a flexible trait that helps inhab-
itants “manoeuvre amidst the scarce resources” 
(Tunas, 2008, p4). This condition can be called 
nomadic, because in this space it is more about 
the movement between moving elements, creating 
a constantly changing topology. On the contrary, 
in the sedentary city, elements are located at fixed 
points in space. There is also movement there, but 
it is the same movement every day: home, job, 
supermarkets, sanitation and water rarely displace. 
The sedentary city does not have constantly chang-
ing movements.

“Pastoralists [(nomads)] must be well attuned 
to their environment to raise their animals 
successfully. Among the key factors they must 
understand are elements of climate, topogra-
phy, vegetation, human and animal population 
profiles, and sources of disease.” (Salzman in 
Kardulias, 2015, p5)

This description of the life of pastoral nomads 
translates well to that of the marginal settler that 
also needs to be well attuned to his environment 
to survive: the key factors that need to be under-
stood by the marginal settler can be translated to 
elements of natural hazards, topology, valuable 
dumping grounds, services, informal and formal 
work opportunities, and sources of disease. By un-
derstanding these elements, a marginal settler can 
survive with less than 1,90 dollars a day, which 
is also defined as ‘extreme poverty’. The World-
bank estimated that around 9 per cent of the world 
population (665 million people) lives like this12 
(Worldbank, 2015, p5).

___________________________

11 Monumental buildings are buildings like cathedrals, banks, libraries, schools, musea, shopping malls, town halls, courts, etc.

12 The corona-crisis of 2020 has caused a setback in the reduction of extreme poverty. Forecasted was a further reduction to 7,9%, but estimations now 

come between 9,1 and 9,4%. (Worldbank, 2015, p5)

13 In Naples of the 19th century ‘huxters’ were selling vegetables, chestnuts, shoelaces, pizzas, mussels, recycled clothes, water, corn cobs and candy. In 

the 20th century, the same phenomenon occurs in slums such as the ones in Lima and Kinshasa. (Davis, 2006, p175-176)

14 Such opportunities can include activities such as “fishing, crafting, trading, collecting garbage, recycling, farming, hawking or offering services like 
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sewing, hairdressing or nursing.” (Cavalcanti, 2018, p44).

15 In Iran, brick kilns have played a major role in providing jobs for the informal settlers. The seasonal character of the production kilns only provi-

sioned work in the months without much rain from April to October.

16 In this specific Favela, products that are produced within courtyards are sold to other cities in Brazil. (Cavalcanti, 2018, p44)

The extreme flexibility means that every resource 
is used to its maximum potential. Waste dumps 
are places of recycling where the very poor find 
new value in scrap materials. The upside to this 
is that this recycling process offers a potential to 
present-day environmental problems and should be 
maintained when the marginal settlers are pulled 
out of poverty.

2.2 Precarity
As unemployment defines the living conditions of 
many marginal settlers, they have to seek work day 
by day, day and night. This precarious condition 
becomes evident in two distinct forms. The first is 
based on the distribution of the marginal settlers in 
an open space which they territorialize and deterri-
torialize by ongoing movements from opportunity 
to opportunity13 (Davis, 2006, p175). Similarly, 
nomads are directed by rhizomatic vegetation (e.g. 
in the desert) which is temporary and shifts [its] 
location according to where the rain falls (Deleuze, 
1986, p46). Each year, vegetation displaces, which 
causes the movements of the nomad to change as 
well. In this, the kind of destination and its loca-
tion are unknown. In marginal settlements work 
opportunities14 might randomly jump up and so the 
continuous searching makes the destination subor-
dinate to the journey. In practice, this boils down 
to construction workers having to search for many 
hours to find a day job, let alone even succeeding 
to find any (Thomas, in Davis, 2006, p182).

The second condition is the precarious nature of 
the available work. Most often jobs are temporary 
or seasonal. Such work can for example be found 

in the countryside around cities (Davis, 2006, 
p46) or in brick kilns15, where work is affected 
by seasonal changes in weather. The big changes 
in incomes during the year make it hard to have 
money the year around: money needs to be saved 
carefully.

Due to the informal nature of most jobs, the work-
ing conditions are very bad, because employers are 
not following any laws or rules, and there are no 
workers associations that are standing up for the 
workers’ rights. Jobs available in the settlements 
are most often characterised by its long working 
hours, heaviness, polluted environments, low 
salary and no rights. Child labour is another pre-
carious aspect of them and widely prevails around 
the world, mostly in marginal settlements. The 
stability that is needed for a child is replaced by a 
precarious flexibility.

2.3 Marginality
The marginal settlements themselves are places 
in-between the city, and the countryside. For the 
inhabitants of those places this is a paradox: they 
fall in-between the two clearly defined places. 
They don’t enjoy the freedom of the countryside, 
the space of the nomad, while their life does have 
the nomadic conditions and is situated adjacent to 
the sedentary city of which they are not a part of.

But there are also transitions of this in-between 
and the city. For pastoral nomads, markets are 
places that can serve as such transitions: as edges 
or gradual boundaries between the city and nomad-
ic space.  For marginal settlements, work connects 
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the informal and the formal. Markets remain places 
where work can be found for marginal settlers. For 
example, next to the Grota do Telégrafo (GDT) 
favela in Brazil, a market is placed where many 
favela’s residents work16 or make purchases (Cav-
alcanti, 2018, p44). It is here that the nomad does 
not only “live in contrast but also in osmosis with 
the settler”(Careri, 2017, p30).

“Farmers and shepherds need to continuously 
trade their products and require a hybrid, or 
more precisely neutral space, in which this 
trade is possible” (Careri, 2017, p30)

These informal markets are part of the informal 
economy that is interlinked with the formal mar-
ket. Informality can go hand in hand with religious 
and ethnic differentiation and violence (Davis, 
2006, p185) because of the absence of formal con-
trol. On the other side, it is an economy of resist-
ance. It brings about a sense of honour in people. 
(Mayamba Nlandu in Davis, 2006, p198)

Within the marginal settlements resides a sense of 
pride. It is a distinct culture that arises not only to 
deal with the miseries of being marginal, but also 
with an economy and society that does not work 
for them. Movement, precarity and marginality 
require flexibility to deal with this situation. These 
characteristics are nomadic conditions and so the 
settling in marginal settlements makes their life a 
paradox: it is both nomadic and sedentary.

3 CONCLUSION 

3.1 Nomadic settlements
Marginal settlements can be seen as a paradox of 
living a nomadic life within the settled city. They 
are often located on the fringes of cities, situating 
them in-between the city and the countryside of 
which the latter contains the space of the nomad. 
The territories of the marginal settlements are 
informally negotiated through bribes, neigh-
bours, landowners and militias. This negotiation 
is constantly changing and so are the territories. 
Furthermore, marginal settlement space is space of 
distance, does not consist of a formal organization 
with organs, and is not mapped. Finally, there is a 
detachment happening between place and culture, 
a deterritorialization of the space of the settlement 
resulting in a nomadic topology. 

Life within marginal settlements is characterised 
by constantly changing movements of scarcities 
like jobs, food, water and sanitation between sub-
sequently movements of people are established. To 
cope with these changes, the marginal settler needs 
to be well attuned to his environment and needs 
to be flexible and fluid. This subsequently leads 
to a precarious life: which is mostly visible in the 
state of work. Jobs are most often temporary and 
seasonal, and its informal nature lacks employment 
conditions. 

Work connects the city and the marginal settle-
ments. It is part of the informal economy which is 
one of resistance. This informal economy creates a 
sense of pride and distinct culture in the area. The 
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absence of institutions in the economy, as well as 
the physical space of marginal settlements, creates 
a place that allows protest and revolt. 

Marginal settlement space and life together result 
in a constantly changing topology that is nomad-
ic. The paradox of such space and life is that it 
happens in a sedentary place. Thus, the marginal 
topology is paradoxically nomadic.

3.2 Reflections on the nomadic lens
This paper has elaborated on marginal settlements 
by looking through a nomadic lens and found 
that there is an inherent need for flexibility and 
informality. This is done by looking to marginal 
settlements on a large scale, although including the 
life within them as well. To be able to understand 
the situation of marginal settlers on a smaller scale, 
the theory needs to be extended and specified on 
specific marginal settlements in parts of the world. 
It must be acknowledged that this paper general-
izes marginal settlements as an attempt to create a 
nomadic understanding of them. However, there 
exist a wide variety of marginal settlements in 
the world, all having different characteristics and 
context.
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01 INTRODUCTION
The city of Mashhad, which translates to ‘the 
place where one is buried’, originated around 
the burial place of Imam Reza. What started 
as a simple grave in between two villages, 
developed into a massive pilgrim destination 
that materialized as the Holy Shrine. Due to 
the importance of this event - i.e. the mar-
tyrdom of Imam Reza - in Shia’s believe, the 
structure became the main driving force for 
the city and its larger territory. One could say 
that death is embedded in the history of the 
city. But other than its physical presence, the 
theme of death takes on a significant role in 
the consciousness of Mashhad’s residents. 
Due to its geographical location close to a 
fault line in the valley of the Kashaf-Rud river, 
there is a constant looming risk of flooding 
or earthquakes: The city has lived its life 
between the constant threat of destruction 
and the necessity of accessing water to make 
inhabitation in the desert possible. Moreover, 
and this goes for the whole of Iran, the con-
temporary society is centered around death 
as a result from the political reformation after 
the Islamic Revolution in 1979. Following 
Ghorbani, this is reflected by the fact that 
‘the most religious centers, religious themes 
and forms, calendar plans and religious 
symbols are related to death.’ (2018). Adding 
to that, Mirdamadi argues the existence of a 
death-conscious culture that emerged from 

the implications of the Iran-Iraq war, the prev-
alence of death in Iranian literature and the 
Shia teachings and rituals (2019). Part of the 
literature is a genre of historical texts called 
‘Ziarat-nameh’, in which the customs related 
to visitations of the dead, or pilgrimage, are 
described. Particularly the notion of pilgrim-
age and the religious rituals like the mourn-
ing of Muharram are extremely prominent in 
Mashhad due to the presence of the Imam. 

The importance of Imam Reza’s grave in Shia 
culture, made Mashhad a preferable burial 
place for many people. This not only resulted 
in various tombs around the city, but also in 
the presence of grand graveyards around the 
shrine that largely exceeded the need of the 
population of the city itself (Darwent, 1965). 
The traditional cemeteries were integrated 
in the morphology of the city and part of 
the daily life of its residents. Moreover, the 
numerous villages around Mashhad each had 
their own cemetery where locals collectively 
carried out funeral rituals. 

However, as the city modernized and the 
population rose rapidly, the city grew upon 
the territory of the dead. Almost all of the for-
mer burial spaces that were situated around 
the shrine or belonged to the villages which 
became part of the city, are now completely 
erased. One big centralized cemetery named 
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‘Within the enceinte of the town, are 
numerous cemeteries of immense 
extent far exceeding the requirements 
of the population’ 
(Basset in Darwent, 1871)

A drawing of the grand graveyards that surrounded the shrine, made by a traveller around the 1870s 
Source: https://www.alamy.com/old-view-of-katlgah-cemetery-in-mashhad-iran-created-by-de-bar-after-
image150198098.html
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Death at the fringes

Modern, centralized cemeteries

Old cemeteries

City outlines (development from 1868 -2006) 

Contours
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Behesht-e Reza took over their role. As it is 
situated just outside of the city due to hy-
gienic reasons, this modern burial place has 
become an isolated fragment situated next 
to one of the main highways leading out of 
the city. In this cemetery, that is almost set 
up like a city itself, the burying process is 
standardized and bodies are efficiently ‘dealt 
with’. Compared to the traditional process-
es, the funeral ritual has become dehuman-
ized, streamlined and bureaucratized. In 
the context of Iran, this is referred to as the 
sequestration death (Bayatrizi & Ghorbani, 
2019): a trend which can be considered to be 
part of a world-wide problematic tendency of 
distanciation from death (Ariès, 1976; Mellor 
& Shilling, 1993; UIA, 2020). 

While the theme of death plays a significant 
role in the culture and history of Mashhad, 
the relation between the dead and living has 
now become increasingly severed. Due to 
the disappearance of burial grounds inside of 
the city and their displacement to the urban 
fringes, the formerly entangled territories 
of the dead and living are now complete-
ly separated. This contemporary situation 
results in a city that is ‘burying’ its past and is 
literally and figuratively taking distance from 
the dead. This project intends to research 
how architecture can deal with this changed 
relationship and how it could potentially be 
deployed to mediate new relations between 
life and death.  

02 INITIAL RESEARCH
The general research into Mashhad started 
with the production of the two ‘megamaps’. 
The research for these maps focused on 
the current, and specific border/territory 
conditions of the city (They can be found in 
the chapter with our groupwork). In order 

to establish these, general research, like for 
instance the setting up of a timelime with 
rulers/events/natural disasters etcetera was 
done, which formed a base for the individual 
research. The maps worked as ‘overviews’ of 
knowledge. 

Through the big maps, one gained an overall 
understanding of the city, the context of the 
to be developed project. It could be said that 
it worked as a substitute for a site visit, but 
then ofcourse in a completely different way. 
Due to our distant view, the information that 
we extract from it is of an entirely different 
nature. It is not based on the experience of 
a specific place, but on the description of 
others’ experiences or hard data. Comparing 
this distant way of working to the ‘normal’ 
way, I would state that one misses out on the 
specifics of a site, the details, the feeling, the 
atmosphere and the individual experience, 
but instead gains a more objective and over-
arching understanding of it.

The effort of making these maps, basically 
attempting to combine as much data and 
research as possible into an comprehensive 
image, teached me a lot about organizing the 
research. In one of the earlier lectures, Joost 
Grootens told us that the most important 
thing to remember in the making of maps 
is to define a base map, the underlayer for 
the specifically highlighted information. On 
top of that, the maps have different layers of 
information that become visible from dif-
ferent viewing distances. Because of these 
constraints, we had to decide what the base 
information was, the main concept that we 
wanted to show, and all the additional infor-
mation that could be ‘hung up’ to the rack 
we created. In the end, this forced us to think 
deeply about all the data we found, and only 
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Persian anatomy
Jurjānī’s medical encyclopedia, 
Zakhīrah-i Khvārazm’Shāhī 
(The treasure of Kh-
varazm’Shah) was the first ma-
jor medical book in post-Islamic 
Iran written in Persian, and it 
soon became a primary resource 
for Iranian physicians, used for 
many centuries. 

Image: https://iiif.wellcomecollection.org/
image/L0031822.jpg/full/full/0/default.jpg

extract the most important pieces. The pro-
cess of making these maps was for thus the 
most important part. It is in this process when 
the organisation of knowlegde happens. 
Furthermore, by trying out many different 
configurations, a specific interpretation or 
conclusion starts to emerge, as each iteration 
makes for a more profound understanding of 
what is mapped. 

Both of the maps fuelled the individual 
research. I did not only gain a specific under-
standing of the emergence and development 
of Mashhad, but it also let me to contem-
plate about the phenomenon of the modern 
city itself. Both maps show a tendency that 
moves from a local, collective and organically 
grown city or system to one that is extended 
and fragmented. After further elaborating on 
this in Chapter 2 of the theoretical paper, it 

formed an important part in the theoretical 
positioning and formulation of the design 
intention. 

The interest for the theme  ‘Death’ originated 
from the fact that the existence of the entire 
city of Mashhad is based on the Death of a 
person - i.e. Imam Reza. The research was set 
up as a ‘catalogue’, with the goal of gathering 
a rather broad spectrum of specific but also 
contextual information about ‘death’ in Mash-
had. By mapping the literal manifestations of 
death in the city, like cemeteries, rituals, pro-
cessions, tombs etc, and their development 
through time, general themes/trends were 
extracted that later fuelled the theoretical po-
sition that was taken. In the following pages, 
the main parts of the catalogue are exposed 
accompanied by a small description.
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Historical research was done 
in order to get a better, 
contextual understanding of 
the Persian culture in relation 
to death.  Two of the main 
findings were Persian ana-
tomic drawings and 2 Iranian 
miniatures of the Persian 
poem Mantiq al-tair (Lan-
guage of Birds). They were 
not only interesting because 
of their topics, but because 
of their graphic style. The 
style of the Iranian miniature 
for instance, was later used in 
a mapping of the Behesht-e 
Reza cemetery. 

Iranian miniatures
Left: Folio 44r from a Mantiq al-tair (Language of the Birds). This painting from Attar’s Mantiq al-Tair 
illustrates the parable told by the hoopoe in which a man’s pride in his exceptionally long beard causes 
him to drown in the sea—teaching that pride in worldly attachments will eventually bring one to ruin.
Right: Folio 35r. This illustration is associated with a story related by the hoopoe as a response to a bird 
who complains about his fear of death.

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/
search/451731

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/
search/451731
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When I die.

The creation of this drawing and poetic piece 
of text, shaped my understanding of death in 
relation to the city. Notions as: death
inherent part of life, death as the beginning, 
the city as an organism, the city as a materi-
alisation of death, were incorporated in this 
piece. 

Slowly, buildings started to erect 
from his decomposing body. 
Piercing though his skin, like 
fungi on a dead tree, they grew 
higher and higher. They were 
not like regular buildings, on 
the contrary, nourished by the 
great value of the 8th Imam, 
they shined brightly like Amanity 
Muscaria. His final resting 
place, marked by the extraor-
dinary structures, became a 
beacon for the living, and later, 
the heart of a new city: the city 
of Mashhad. 

As the shrine became a mas-
sive point of attraction for Shia 
pilgrims, and hereby the main 
driving force of the city, one 
could argue that death is, iron-
ically, Mashhad’s raison d’être. 
It seems that Imam Reza, by 
dying, has breached the walls of 
mortality, having found new life 
in the form of a city. 
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Top: This mapping shows the 
disappeared cemeteries of 
Mashhad by the red crosses. In 
the city’s explosive growth from 
1870 till now, it grew upon the 
territory of the dead. 

Bottom: This map of the city 
around the 1870s shows the 
main burial places in red sur-
rounding the shrine. It exposes 
how the graveyard in the east, 
just outside of the city wall, had 
an influence on the city’s growth 
westwards as it would otherwise 
pollute the water. 
For the same hygienic reason, 
almost all of the cemeteries 
inside the city were removed 
during the modernization period. 

Legend (bottom)

First cemeteries of 
Mashhad

Polluted area - pushfactor 
for development

Shrine
Gate
Old wall around shrine
City outlines 

1946 1936 1868
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Legend

Modern Cem.
Section
City outline
Distance to shrine

Geology

Silt
Clay
Silty clay
Sand
Coarse sand

Leucogranite
Dolomite
Terraces
Stone outcrop
Shale stone dark
Shale stone Ph.
Recent Aluvium
Sandstone

The modern 
cemetery

In relation to the tradition-
al cemeteries, which were 
weaved into the fabric of the 
settlements, the modern cem-
eteries, located outside of the 
cities, are isolated fragments. 
In the mapping on the right 
page, an understanding of the 
Behesht-e Reza cemetery is 
depicted: the modern cem-
etery is set up like a city and 
works as efficient as a factory. 

In these cemeteries, bodies 
are ‘dealt with’ in a process 
which is completely stand-
ardized. The funeral ritual has 
become dehumanized, stream-
lines and bureaucratized. In the 
context of Iran, this is referred 
to as the sequestration of 
death. 
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Standardized

In the understanding of death 
as a point of order, a point 
that structures, as point that 
becomes a destination, the 
different stages of the burial 
process were mapped in a 
superposition. The mapping 
does not only reveal the 
standardized process, but also 
shows how the living revolve 
around the dead. 

1. The hospital

4. Purification (automatic)3. The morgue

7. Burial6. Procession to grave

2. The ambulance

5. Wrapping the body

8. Visitations (picnic) 77
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03 MODI OPERANDI
The goal of this workshop was to spatialise 
mappings so that certain spatial qualities 
or principles could be extracted in order to 
move towards an architectural construct. The 
dimensionalisation and materialisation of the 
theoretical themes that came forth from the 
initial research serves as a translation. It is a 
next step where one is challenged to take a 
position as one moves from the factual re-
search towards an interpretation of the data. 

The Modi Operandi was divided in 3 parts: 
Site, Assemblage and Tectonics. At the 
time, the research was still in a quite general 
phase. Because of this, the workshop was 
approached more as an exploration of certain 
topics that either came forth from the initial 
research phase for the city, like the site model 
and the assemblage model, or additional 
themes that were more generally related 
to death like the notion of decay that was 
explored in the third exercise. So in the end, 
a method of designing (Modi Operandi) was 
not necesarily, or specifically developed, as 
one was just not far enough in the process 
yet. 

Because of this, it did not feel that productive 
at first: whilst I thought I was supposed to 
diverge, I had the feeling of only converging 
even more. Looking back however, this can 

also be seen as something positive. It kept 
doors open, I did not limit myself to a certain 
direction from early on but kept exploring, 
which made the research ‘richer’. The main 
thing I realised, mainly because of the mod-
elling, is that this way of working can be of 
great value of intrisically capturing the spe-
cific of the theme one is dealing with. If done 
right, the model does not become a literal 
translation, but it captures the essence. An 
essence that does not have to be, or some-
time cannot even be described in words. 

Using this way working, in the end, one 
could create architecture that is capturing the 
essence, by a spatial translation of specific in-
formation regarding the theoretical position/
theme. 

The following pages contain numerous pho-
tos of the models made during the two weeks 
workshop with small explanations/reflections.
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Modern cemetery City
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Forgotten past - 
Discontinuities 

The site was investigated 
on 2 scales, the city and the 
graveyard. 

On the scale of the city, the 
focus was put on the old 
cemeteries (disappeared or 
not) and the tombs and their 
hierarchy. The hierarchy was 
spatialized by working in 
different layers, the ones still 
existing or the tombs that 
impose an order on the city 
on top and the disregarded 
cemeteries below. By look-
ing at the side of the model, 
an underground space is 
revealed, the layer of earth 
where the city is built upon. 
The celebration of certain 
graves is shown by their 
differentiation in shape and 
color. These architectures 
of immanence protruding 
from the ground up, impose 
order on the city. Whilst they 
can be regarded as nucleus 
of the city, the still existing 
graveyards are mainly situat-
ed on the outskirts, and thus 
reveal the border of the city. 
If the city grows further, these 
cemeteries will most likely 
also be reconfigured into 
parks or institutional build-
ings (as the land is mostly 
owned by the municipality). 

Moving towards the other side of the model, the scale of the 
modern, centralized cemetery is depicted. Instead of digging 
a grave, a whole plot is dug out here, and a standardized 
structure is built in it to accomodate the individual cells of 
the dead. Interestingly, the ground taken away can be trans-
formed into the very bricks of which this structure is built from. 
The earth is thus taken out, put into molds, dried, and put 
back into the earth. 

The standardized topography of the modern burial grid is 
situated by extending certain walls into sections of the land-
scape. It reveals the human construction of ‘ground’ while 
simultaneuously linking it to the surrounding topography of 
the mountain, the direction of groundwater flow (pollution) 
and the agriculture. 
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The grid shows two distortions. The distor-
tions bring to the surface the contrasting 
elements/movements on top and below: the 
public space of the cemetery and the struc-
tures filled with individuals. 

The movement of the burial ritual collides, 
breaks, destroys the grid. The failure of life 
as a failure of structure, life as the negative of 
death. It is the breaking down of the structure 
that reveals the value of the structure, like 
death gives meaning to life. 

The second distortion of the grid, reveals the 
contrasting activity of play that is present on 
the cemeteries. Playing children, ‘negating’ 

the dead, push the boundary of the territory 
of the dead. 

Both distortions reveal territorial tensions 
between spaces for life and death.

In the test model for the grid wax was used to 
fill the grid. The wax shows the condition of 
decay in the individual chambers. Pieces of a 
book represent the seriality and at the same 
time difference of the human beings. Some-
times the text is still readible, sometimes it 
disappears, showing fading memories of the 
beings. 
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Death and movement
 
In the first assembly model, an attempt was 
made to spatialise a specific mapping. The 
mapping of the ritual around the dead body, 
was materialised by assigning certain materi-
als to the specific stages. 

As the model was quite explorative, it is not 
entirely clear what exactly it shows. It is a 
quite literal translation of the drawing, adding 
some layers and leaving others out. I would 

not say it led to a specific method, it dit how-
ever urge me to contemplate about the body 
in relation to death: the process of decay and 
the relation of movement with the apparent 
stillness of a dead body.  These contem-
plations later led to the construction of the 
models about decay. 
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Next to the theme-specific 
contemplations, this model 
made me think about the 
technique of assemblage. In 
this method, one creates a 
whole from fragments. Frag-
ments that carry meaning, 
but when brought together, 
transcend their individual 
value. This is because rela-
tions between materials or 
structures start to emerge, 
it is the interaction between 
different materials that makes 
the method of assembly a 
powerfull tool to interpret 
certain notions.
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The collective 
body

In the second model for the 
assembly exercise, the human 
body was again central. 
Dolls were disassembled and 
assembled in different ways, 
questioning the unity of the 
body. The study was relat-
ed to the theoretical paper 
where it is argued that we 
cannot 

convey the contemporary city 
as a organic unity, but rather 
as one that is reconstructed, 
fragmented and extended, 
like a post-human body. 
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The process of 
decay

In the last series of models, 
the notion of decay was 
studied. Before the modelling 
a short photographic docu-
mentation of decaying leafs 

served as an exploration of 
the theme. As one can see 
in the pictures, the process 
of decay, in these stages, 
is the disappearance of the 
‘soft’ part of the object, the 
infill, which then simultane-
ously reveals the underlying 
structure. It is the stage of 

instability. The deconstruction 
of an order. What one sees 
in the photos, is merely the 
disappearance of the initial 
object, ut one forgets the 
emergence of another. Decay 
is part of the cycle of life in 
the understanding of it as the 
construction and deconstruc-
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tion of orders. 

By using the material quali-
ties of candlewax in relation 
to the different structuring 
materials, the models elabo-
rate on the tension between 

stability and instability, failure 
and emergence, decay and 
growth. 
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04 DESIGN INTENTION
This phase of the research focused on the 
initiation of a project in the context of the 
research done prior. Reflecting back, this was 
the moment of convergence, the moment 
of specifying and ordering the work that was 
done before. Because of the diverged way 
of research -  the production of a catalogue 
and the explorative models -  it was fragment-
ed, but rich. It was thus very challenging to 
combine the ideas, extract what was most 
important and decide what could be used 
to construct the narrative of a project. What 
was noted however, is that starting from 
this fragmented whole, in the end, the most 
diverse and original ideas can emerge as one 
can formulate relations between them: in this 
phase, the prior research was assembled into 
an architectural initiation.

The following pages will take you through this 
last phase, moving from a profound analysis 
of the site to the theoretical position and 
lastly the formulation of the design intention 
consisting of two scenario’s.  

Legend

Imam Reza Shrine
Shrine
Pilgrim accomodation
Torogh Monument
Pilgrim stop
Baha’i former cem.
Baha’i cemetery
Tapeh Salam 
Mass graves

Traditional cem.
Demolished cem.
Metrostation

Cemetery 
Trashdump
Picknic Park 
Green
Industry
Pollution

Sightline
City outline
Train
Metro
Water

Sources: Openstreetmaps; Google 
Earth; Cemeteries in Mashhad 
(book); Painscapes
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Transitionzone

As the project intends to research how archi-
tecture can deal with the changed perspec-
tive on death and how it can potentially be 
deployed in this new context at the outskirts 
of the city to mediate new relations between 
life and death, the area around the main 
modern cemetery was chosen as the site. 

This area is not only interesting because of 
the presence of the modern cemetery, but 
also for other reasons which will be discussed 
in the following analysis of this territory. 

In order to establish the relation of this area 
to the city, a mapping was done focusing on 
the road between the shrine and the ceme-
tery, extended to Tepeh Salam which marks 
the end of the territory. 

Tapeh Salam translates to ‘Hello Hill’ and 
refers to the small hill located in this village, 
which has an historical value. From this point, 
the pilgrims would be able to get their first 
glimpse of the shrine which they would then 
greet. There were six of these around Mash-
had but this is the only one left. It is a reg-
istered monument, bu tno longer valued or 
used as the visual connection to the shrine is 
now obstructed by other buildings. 

Moving along the line from the inside to out-
side of the city, one can see how the airport 
and industrial areas form a border between 
the inner city and the suburban area. The area 
consists, next to other functions that the city 
has no place for, like agriculture, a waste-
dump and industrial areas, of a multitude of 
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different burial places. 

Next to the main cemetery of Mashhad, there 
are two shrines of which one has another, 
more traditional cemetery. Furthermore, there  
are a couple of politically contested burial 
places. One of them is a cemetery that was 
removed from its original location after the Is-
lamic revolution and assigned to a new place 
next to the waste dump. It belonged to the 
Baha’i people, which, due to religious reasons 
is a persecuted minority in Iran. Recently they 
are again asked to move away because this 
are is now part of a greenification project and 
is becoming a popular area for picnicking. 
Lastly, there are three alleged massgrave 
locations at the big cemetery, and one at the 
Tapeh Salam Hilll containing the bodies of 

political prisoners from the Islamic Revolution

The site acts as a transitionzone between the 
city and the countryside. It is a place where 
people stop on their travels. Either residents 
who seek temporary escape from the city or 
people that come into the city like the pil-
grims, who also pass this site. With the three 
highways crossing right through the area, and 
the various adjacent burial places, it becomes 
a death avenue.

An avenue that could have a similar allure as 
the Via Appia Antica. This was a road leading 
into the old city of Rome with many tombs 
around it. As one approached the city, it was 
culturally and politically presented by these 
monuments that reflected the city. 
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However, at the same time 
one can find very banal 
events and programs at the 
site, co-existing with the bur-
ial places like the hostel, gas 
station, picnic, playground 
and fast food restaurant. 

And lastly, the burial plac-
es are contextualized by 
other uses of land that are 
pushed out of the city: The 
Baha’i cemetery is situated 
in between an increasingly 
becoming more popular 
picnic park and the main 
waste dump of Mashhad, The 
Behesht-e Reza cemetery is 
surrounded by a large area 

of agriculture, and the Tapeh 
Salam Hill is now submerged 
in the stone and meat indus-
try.

The relation between spaces 
of life and death is what was 
elaborated upon in the theo-
retical paper. Concluded was 
that familiarization of death 
is necessary and favorable, 
but regarding the contem-
porary society, this relation 
should be made at a certain 
distance. It does not have to 
be confrontational, but can 
also be subtly integrated in 
something else, so that is be-
comes a banality. In realtion 

to the site, there is thus high 
potential in seeking out the 
relations bewteen the appar-
ent dissonant co-existences. 

Via Appia Antica. Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Piranesi-3002.jpg#/media/File:Piranesi-3002.jpg
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As a conclusion to the analysis 
of this transition zone, it can be 
stated that it a very contested site 
that consists of decontextualized 
fragments. Fragments that were 
either formerly valued, like the 
Tapeh Salam Hill, or that were 
displaced to the outskirts of the city, 
like the burial places.

The amalgamation of these spaces 
of death, and banal functionalities, 
contextualized by other suburban 
land uses makes for a site full of 
pressured co-existences. 

Banal programs: Hostel, Gas 
station, Picnic, Playground, Fast 
food restaurant
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Design intention
The design of a or several architectural 
interventions around the highway that 
mediate a relation between the territory of 
life and death, making use of the potential 
that comes forth from the isolated or 
decontextuallized fragments of which this 
territory consists. 

An exerpt of the analy-
sis of some of the burial 
places of the site. From 
left to right: The tradi-
tional cemetery of Kha-
jeh Abasalt, a plot from 
the modern Behesht-e 
Reza Cemetery and one 
of the massgrave sites 
that is also present at 
the site. 
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As a starting point for the 
design phase, two scenar-
io’s have been formulated 
that each treat the intention 
differently. 

The first scenario consists of a 
singular architectural inter-
vention that should reflect the 
way the city deals with death 
in a spatial experience based 
on the topographies of the 
site. 

Topographies, as detailed 
descriptions of th surface of 
a place, inherently contain 
information about not only 
the forms and features of a 
piece of land, but also about 
the local culture and history. 
The way the city deals with 
death, is thus reflected in 
their respective topographies 
as can be seen in the analysis 
in some of some of the burial 
places. 

The method of this proposal 
consists of a close analysis 
and extrapolation of the 
topographies that are pres-
ent on site. The relation 
between the territories of 
the dead and living is es-
tablished by the method of 
collage and assembly of the 
topographies. With the goal 
of formulating a new under-
standing of it, operations are 
applied conform the charac-
teristics of the topographies. 

The end goal is to interpret 
the relations and extract their 
spatial qualities. Which would 
eventually be the ingredients 
for an architectural construct: 
An assembly that would 
mediate relations between 
territories of life and death 
through a spatial experience. 

The placement of the 
first scenario, the singu-

lar intervention based 
on the topographies of 

the site. 
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This is a first try at the method 
for scenario I, the interpreta-
tion of the site by collaging the 
topographies.
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Scenario II consists of three in-
terventions. From top to bottom: 
The playground at the former 
Baha’i cemetery, the gas station 
at the exit of the Behesht-e Reza 
cemetery and the fast food res-
taurant at the Tapeh Salam Hill

Compared to Scenario I, the 
second scenario deals with a 
concrete program and is less 
focused on the methodology. 
The mediation between life 
and death is made by inte-
grating themes that are relat-
ed to the changed perspec-
tive into banal programs. For 
now, the interventions reflect 
on the distanciation of death, 
death as a failure of life, and 
the standardization of the 
body, which were outcomes 
of the prior research. The 
isolated or decontextualized 
fragments are subsequently 
used to determine sites and 
are taken as inspiration for 
the spatialization of these 
narratives. 

The approach consist of three 
interventions of which their 
program is inspired on the 
banalities found on site. 

The first one is a fastfood res-
taurant on top of the Tapeh 
Salam Hill, that would act as 
a marker of the territory. The 
narrative assigned to this 
structure is the distanciation 
of death. This is appropri-
ate as the view from this hill 
reveals the separated relation 
of the modern cemetery and 
the city. 

The method that is derived 
from the surrounding stone 
industries is the act of exca-
vation. In the understanding 
of the word as taking out a 

specific piece of the land-
scape in order to reveal its 
characteristics. The piece of 
land in this case would be 
the sightline to the shrine. It 
would reveal a sequence of 
topographies, that can subse-
quently be interpreted or ex-
trapolated so that a sequence 
of spatial qualities can be de-
rived from it and used in the 
design of the intervention. 
The construct would then 
become the materialization of 
the distanciation of death in 
Mashhad. 

The second intervention is 
the gasstation in between the 
two highways, which would 
deal with the contemporary 
perspective on death as a 
failure of life. The method for 
design is derived from the re-
lation between the cemetery 
and agriculture. The decay 
of bodies in the cemetery 
infiltrates the ground and 
becomes an ingredient for 
the food produced on the 
farmlands. Thus: the destruc-
tion of one order leads to 
the construction of another, a 
principle that was discussed 
in the last exercise of the 
Modi Operandi workshop. 

The third intervention is a 
playground situated at the 
former site of the Baha’i cem-
etery. The theme of death 
that i deals with is the stand-
ardization of the body, which 
is highly visible in the struc-
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ture of the modern graveyard. The method of 
manipulation is derived from the landfill area, 
which contains a terrain that is continuously 
redefined by the movement and unloading of 
trucks. The grid of empty graves, which also 
refers to the removed cemetery on this site, 
would be the starting point for this method. 
It can subsequently be manipulated in differ-
ent ways, so that a landscape or playground 
emerges where living bodies would come in 

contact with the structure of death. This meth-
od was aswell researched in the first models 
of the Modi Operandi workshop. 
By combining a banal program with the pres-
entation of a theme regarding the changed 
perspective on death, the three interventions 
become interactive monuments organizing 
the territory by recontextualizing the frag-
ments. 

Excavation of the topographies of the sightline. 
From left to right: Stone industries, modern cem-

etery, agriculture, traditional cemetery, airport, 
ring highway, modern housing blocks, commercial 

developments, Holy Shrine. 
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IN DENIAL OF DEATH

THE EFFECTS OF A CHANGED 
PERSPECTIVE TOWARDS 
DEATH REGARDING THE 

ARCHITECTURAL DISCOURSE.

Jesse Verdoes
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INTRODUCTION
Slowly, buildings started to erect from his 
decomposing body. Piercing through his skin, 
like fungi on a dead tree, they grew higher 
and higher. They were not regular build-
ings, on the contrary, nourished by the great 
value of the 8th Imam, they shined brightly 
like the Amanity Muscaria. His final resting 
place, marked by the extraordinary structures, 
became a beacon for the living, and later, the 
heart of a new city: the city of Mashhad.

As the shrine became a great point of attrac-
tion for Shia pilgrims, and hereby the main 
driving force of the city, one could argue that 
death, ironically, is not only Mashhad’s origin 
but also its raison d’être. It seems that Imam 
Reza has breached the walls of mortality, 
having found new life in the form of a city – 
by dying. 

Formerly, grand graveyards surrounded the shrine, 
far exceeding the need of the population of the city 
itself as pilgrims preferred to get buried close to 
the grave of Imam Reza (Darwent, 1965, p. 89). 
Death was integrated into people’s daily lives and 
children were playing in the cemeteries. However, 
as the city modernized and the population grew 
rapidly, the city expanded upon the territory of 
the dead. Instead of the many smaller graveyards 
within the city, one big one outside of the city was 
built to efficiently deal with burials. As an effect, 
the city is literally and figuratively taking distance 
from the dead. This not only seems to be the case 
for Mashhad, but a general tendency throughout 

modern society. Especially in Western countries, 
people seem to fear death and if possible even 
avoid to acknowledge its existence. Therefore, and 
not coincidentally during a pandemic, this essay 
elaborates on the essential notion of death in the 
contemporary field of architecture. 
The topic is explored in three chapters. The first 
one deals with the recently changed perspective on 
death. This is broadly discussed in the sociological 
field, for instance by Ariès, who states the follow-
ing regarding this shift: ‘A revolution so brutal that 
social observers have not failed to be struck by it. 
It is really an absolutely unheard-of phenomenon.’ 
(1974, p. 85). As death is an inherent characteristic 
of human life, an anthropomorphic lens is used in 
the second chapter to link the notion of death to the 
city. In other words: the current border conditions 
of the contemporary city are conceptualized using 
the human body as a metaphor. The third chapter 
deals with expressions of death on an architec-
tural level by discussing two projects that treat 
the theme differently: Superstudio’s Continuous 
Monument and Arakawa and Gins’ Reversible 
Destiny Lofts.

01 PERSPECTIVES ON DEATH 
Before discussing the contemporary perspective 
on death, let’s take a look at how it has developed 
throughout history. In his book, Ariès (1974) 
defines three historical stages leading up to today’s 
attitude1. Starting from the Early Middle Ages, he 
defines the first period as Tamed Death. In this pe-
riod, people were familiar with the phenomenon as 
it was regarded as a collective characteristic of the 
human species and not given any further implica-
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tions (Ibid, p. 25)2. Death was not theatrical, wild, 
or feared like nowadays which explains the name 
Tamed (Ibid, p. 14). The second period – One’s 
Death – started around the 11th and 12th centuries, 
when the view shifted. Here, the phenomenon 
became personal as members of society became 
more aware of their individuality3 (Ibid, p. 28, 51). 
Moving on to the 19th century, death was slowly 
given more meaning. It was dramatized and for 
the first time seen as a break from the ordinary 
and a transgressive act (Ibid, p. 56, 57, 58). People 
started to mourn excessively, meaning that they 
had more difficulty accepting the death of another 
person (Ibid, p. 68). Ariès thus calls this period 
Thy Death, as a deviation of the personal relation 
of the individual to death. 

As stated in the introduction, the attitude towards 
death recently changed dramatically. Ariès presents 
a period of Forbidden Death starting from the 
1930s and describes it as follows: ‘Death so om-
nipresent in the past that it was familiar, would be 
effaced, would disappear. It would become shame-
ful and forbidden.’ (Ibid, p. 85). Subsequently, two 
factors, social and spatial ought to have triggered 
this shift. 

Social
The social factor is related to the negative conno-
tation of death. Due to the prevalence of medi-
cine in society, the focus on extending life – or, 
as Baudrillard describes it ‘forcing life for life’s 
sake’ (in Chuk, 2015 p. 56) – we are collectively 
denying death. As a consequence, it is now seen as 
a failure of life. It has become a limitation of our 

being that we keep on trying to surpass, transform-
ing us into ‘living memorials’ that hide the marks 
of death (Chuk, 2015, p. 56). The research institute 
Union of International Associations refers to this 
shift as the dehumanization of death and evaluates 
it as a worldwide problem: ‘Grief and mourning 
are considered abnormal. Dying is a taboo.’ (UIA, 
2020). Referring back to Ariès, it is the de-normal-
isation and oppression of negative emotional ex-
pressions that seem to have triggered the change: 
We feel obliged by modern society to contribute to 
a – what he calls – collective happiness, and thus 
rather hide the negative parts of life4  (1974, p, 94).

Spatial
The second factor is one of displacement: where 
formerly people would die at home, they now die 
in a hospital; segregated from society (Ariès, 1974, 
p. 87). In A Social History of Dying, Kellehear 
links this segregation to the development of cities. 
As cities grow and modernize, there is an increase 
in specialization. Processes become more com-
plex, leading to a tendency of managing death: an 
attempt to ‘control the potential chaos that dying 
may elicit’ (Kellehear, 2007, p. 149). Moreover, it 
is stated that, due to the medicalization of society, 
we are not the ones in charge of our end, but it has 
become managed for us (Kellehear, 2007, p. 156). 
The institutionalization and increased privatiza-
tion, or in other words, the sequestration of the 
experience of death is also mentioned by Mellor 
& Shilling (1993, p. 411). The spatial separation 
is explained as a ‘strengthening of boundaries 
between the living and dying bodies’ (Ibid, p. 424). 
Lastly, the frequent relocation of cemeteries to the 

___________________________
1 It should be noted that Ariès elaborates on the Western perspective. However, regarding the context of Mashhad, a comparative study states that the 
Persian perspectives on death through history followed roughly the same course (Aramesh, 2016).
2 He states: ‘In death, man encountered one of the great laws of the species, and had no thought of escaping it or glorifying it. He merely accepted it 
with just the proper amount of solemnity due one of the important thresholds which each generation had to cross.’ (Ariès, 1974, p. 28)
3 One of the phenomena that Ariès derives this conclusion from is the increased use of individual tombs with inscriptions. (Ariès, 1974, p. 46).
4 He states: ‘one must avoid – no longer for the sake of the dying person, but for society’s sake, for the sake of those close to the dying person – the 
disturbance and the overly strong and unbearable emotion caused by the ugliness of dying and by the very presence of death in the midst of a happy 
life, for it is henceforth given that life is always happy or should always seem to be so.’ (Ariès, 1974, p. 87).
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outskirts of the city as another form of displace-
ment is explained by Worpole as one of the reasons 
for the fact that death is hardly tangible in modern 
cities (2003, p. 23). In fact, one could argue that 
the theme of death was never even in the equation 
in the building of these cities. After all, the modern 
city is built to be productive. It is a place that 
supports the collective happiness of contemporary 
society and is mainly constructed for work and 
leisure. Due to the separation of the territory for 
the living and the one of the dead or dying, we are 
less confronted with the phenomenon in our daily 
lives. As architecture can, according to Bataille, be 
seen as ‘the expression of the very being of socie-
ties, the same way that human physiognomy is the 
expression of the being of individuals’, it might be 
valuable to look at this changed perspective in re-
lation to the contemporary architectural discourse, 
as a continuation of its exile from the city in the 
realm of urbanism (1997, p. 21).

02 THE BODY OF THE CITY

‘If we were to come across a mound in the woods, 
six foot long by three foot wide, with the soil piled 
up in a pyramid, a somber mood would come over 
us and a voice inside us would say, ‘There is some-
one buried here.’ That is architecture.’ 
(Loos, 1910, p. 8)

In his article about architecture and death, Ad-
olf Loos presents the capacity of architecture to 
communicate (Ibid). Once a person is buried, the 
body is (re-)united with the ground and starts to 
decompose. The physical body thus disappears and 

the tomb, as a sign, refers to this body (Finkelstein, 
2019, p. 56). Essentially, this makes the architec-
ture of death a materialization of an absence5. As 
the tomb or shrine communicates the presence of a 
body that once was, it arguably becomes an exten-
sion of that body, embodying memory and identity. 
On the urban scale, this makes graveyards, as 
places where collective identity and memory is 
stored and shared, extensions of a former society. 
Architecture and the body become unified, a link 
as powerful as the link between human physiogno-
my and the individual expressed by Bataille.  

The use of a metaphor as a form of imagina-
tive thinking next to the empirical one, which is 
limited to physical and measurable objects, can 
be productive for conceptualizing and structuring 
a chaotic whole (Ungers, p. 8)6. In our search for 
an understanding of the border conditions in the 
contemporary city, an anthropomorphic way of 
thinking is proposed. As Drake mentions in his 
thesis on anthropomorphism in architecture: ‘The 
body provides a model of unity, as a necessary and 
sufficient combination of parts working together to 
maintain human life.’ (2003, p. 25). As our cities 
are built for the same reason, this lens could be 
valuable in an exploration of the city as a living 
body and subsequently its relation to death. 

Our bodies are in constant movement –  we grow 
and change until the point of death, which is the 
moment that our bodies cease to be active and 
naturally start to decay. To find out in what state 
the contemporary city finds itself, we follow the 
development of an imaginary city. 

___________________________
5 In his essay The Thing, Heidegger reflects on death in a similar way when he states: ‘Death is the shrine of Nothing.’ (p.176)
6 In his book Morphology – City Methapors, Ungers compares the plans of different city designs to images of things that share a similar design princi-
ple. One of them is for instance the human body.
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Organic body
The body of the city emerged when people 
started to settle on a fruitful location and built up 
a civilization. The generally accepted theory for 
these settlements that would later form the first 
cities, is the availability of a surplus of food as a 
consequence of agricultural improvements (Beall 
& Fox, 2009, p. 36). The early city was thus very 
dependent on its direct environment: if there was 
no possibility to suffice basic needs such as food 
and water, then settling was not at all possible. The 
early city had a confined territory and organically 
grew into the landscape. It was like a microcosm: 
local, conceivable, and unified. This is analogous 
to the way the body was firstly introduced in the 
architectural discourse by Vitruvius. The body was 
used to structure and order architectural principles 
and provided ‘a visible metonym of natural or cos-
mic order, a microcosm’ (Drake, 2002, p. 4). Thus, 
the early city is understandable as a human body. 
In this configuration, the cemetery was an integral 
part of the city. Like the original local cemeteries 
of the inner city districts in London, there was a 
close spatial relationship between life and burial 
space: ‘the cemetery was a vital part of the urban 
palette’ (Worpole, 2003, p. 32).

Restructured body
However, the city did not stay in its original shape. 
As it grew exponentially bigger and its needs am-
plified due to bigger populations, it was radically 
restructured into what we call the modern city. 
In order to explain this shift in form, a parallel is 
drawn between the transformation of the city and 
the study of anatomists in the Renaissance, which 

allegedly jeopardised ‘the unity and integrity of the 
human body itself.’ (Drake, 2002, p. I). In order to 
get grip on its workings, the anatomists engaged 
with the body scientifically: they dissected the 
corpse, revealed its interior, and re-arranged its 
parts on a table in an orderly manner. In the mod-
ernization period, the naturally grown relations 
between the city’s organs (read markets, squares, 
houses, graveyards, etc.) were violently negated as 
its body was similarly cut up. The parts were sep-
arated by functionality and subsequently ordered 
on a grid that overshadowed the city’s original 
landscape, and finally reconnected by straight 
infrastructural networks. On the one hand, the city 
became cleaner, less complex and structured. In 
the eye of the modernists, the body was mechan-
ically transformed into one ‘whose needs can be 
satisfied’, one that was able to ‘enjoy previously 
unimaginable levels of comfort.’ (Ibid, p. 9). On 
the other hand however, it can be stated that mod-
ernism, in this rationalised attempt of creating a 
healthy, fixed and stabilized body with a correctly 
functioning combination of parts, killed the natural 
body of the city. The effect of this manipulation on 
the relation between city and cemetery can again 
be recognized in the context of London. In the 19th 
century, its local cemeteries were replaced by mas-
sive suburban ones, which severed the natural link 
between the territory of the living and the dead 
(Worpole, 2003, p. 32). When Haussmann similar-
ly proposed to remove the local cemeteries in Paris 
as a part of his plan to restructure the city, the resi-
dents started protesting with the cry: ‘No cemetery, 
no city.’ (Ibid), which reflects the violence of this 
reorganization. 
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Assembled body
The violence imposed by the restructuring was 
revealed and pursued by post-modernists like Wolf 
D. Prix, Bernard Tschumi and Daniel Libeskind. 
They strongly oppose identifying the body as a 
unified whole, and instead refer to one that ‘seems 
to be fragmented, if not contorted, deliberately 
torn apart and mutilated almost beyond recogni-
tion.’ (Vidler, 1990, p. 3). In this line of thought, 
the contemporary city cannot be seen as the 
human body that Vitruvius depicted as such, or an 
anatomically or mechanically correct one accord-
ing to the modernist understanding. It seems to 
have more in common with a post-human body, a 
body that has moved beyond death. Similar to the 
medicalization of society and the consequent focus 
on prolonging life, the city can be regarded as a 
body ‘being kept alive’. Due to the urge towards 
progression, growth and development, parts of the 
city perceived as decaying are replaced or modi-
fied with surgical-like operations. In this way the 
city becomes, again using Chuks words, a ‘living 
memorial’ (2015, p. 56) with a body that is con-
stantly changing and re-written as a palimpsest. As 
Braidotti notes: ‘post-human thinking is post-iden-
tarian and relational: it turns the self away from a 
focus on its own identity into a threshold of active 
becoming.’ (2019, p. 87). Similar to the way we 
have gained a certain freedom over transforming 
our bodies through plastic surgery, the identity of 
the city can be modified whilst simultaneously hid-
ing the traces of death and decay. The post-human 
body of the city thus is an amalgamation of organ-
ically grown, indigenous material and components 
of a more ‘technological’ nature.7

The effect of technology on the body is described 
by Halberstram & Livingston: ‘technology makes 
the body queer, fragments it, frames it, cuts it, 
transforms desire’ (1995, p. 16). The body of 
the city cannot anymore be regarded as a uni-
fied whole with a confined territory, but rather a 
fragmented, extended8 and continuously changing 
one, resulting in vague borders and an ill-defined 
territory9. Due to fragmentation, the body of the 
city is not revolving around a certain locality like 
the organic city but has multiple centralities. The 
fragmented pieces, broken up by the modernist 
restructuring, becoming autonomous and external-
ized parts of the city. An example of a cemetery 
that is related to this condition is San Cataldo by 
Aldo Rossi. Here, the cemetery has become such 
an autonomous fragment. In fact, Rossi regards 
the cemetery as a city on itself, a city for the dead 
that reflects the city of the living (Connelly, 2017, 
p. 4). Its architecture, as described by Scalbert as 
indifferent to the human and almost scientific, sug-
gesting an extension of technological nature (2019, 
p. 38, 44). The once entangled territories of the 
living and the dead are now completely separated. 
The dead here have their own city, a city that can 
be visited by the living.   

03 ARCHITECTURES OF 
MOVEMENT AND STAGNATION
In describing two projects that treat the contempo-
rary perspective on death differently, this chapter 
aims to explore different effects of this change on 
the expression of architecture.  

___________________________
7 The combination of organic and inorganic material is also occurrent in the notion of the assemblage described in assemblage theory. Moreover, it is 
stated that: ‘Unlike organic totalities, the parts of an assemblage do not form a seamless whole.’ (Delanda 2009, p. 9), which is similar to the organic 
body of the early cities opposed to the assembled body of the contemporary ones.
8 ‘Posthumans regard their own being as embodied in an extended technological world.’ (Pepperell, 2003, p. 152)
9 The city of Mashhad for example, is now quenching its thirst with water from hundreds of kilometres away (provided by the Doust Dam). The shrine, 
which was formerly the only centre of the city and integrated in the fabric has now become increasingly autonomous, having a severed, sometimes 
completely denied relation with its indigenous context and its residents. And lastly (also noted in the introduction), bodies of the deceased are now 
dealt with in a centralized cemetery outside of the city, which could almost be regarded as a city on its own. 
  



Figure 1: The First City made by Superstudio in 1971.

Figure 2: The landscape of Arlington National Cemetery in Washington. 
Photo by Dudva, 2014.

Figure 3: The gravestructure of Behesht-e Zahra Cemetery in Tehran. 
Photo by Noroozi, 2020. 
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Static
In 1971, Superstudio designed twelve imaginary 
cities. The project critiques the modernist ideology 
by extrapolating it into twentieth-century modern-
ist utopias (Moma, 2020). The First City is one 
that consists of a continuous, universal architecture 
in the shape of a grid, that is superposed onto the 
landscape (fig. 1). The grid is inhabited by indi-
viduals, each having their own cell which suffices 
all their needs. Just like the restructured body, dis-
cussed in chapter 2, all relations are broken up. In 
this structure, every individual is equal and death 
does not exist. Only if one would resist against this 
ideal state of being, one would be obliterated and 
replaced by a new perfect resident (Ibid). 

At first glance, the non-existence of death here 
seems to fit the contemporary perspective on death 
as discussed in chapter 1 perfectly. This leads 
however to an incredibly non-organic and static 
architecture, restricting movement of the human 
body or any movement at all. Bodies are ‘dealt 
with’ in the same way as we deal with dead bodies 
in mass-cemeteries. The cells of the Continuous 
Monument are similar to the graves in cemeteries 
like the Arlington National Cemetery in Washing-
ton, or Behesth-e Zahra in Tehran (fig. 2,3). They 
completely restrict, standardize and equalize the 
human body. The Continuous Monument renders a 
world with an atmosphere similar to the cemetery 
which, using Worpole’s words, ‘evokes a sleeping 
world, a horizontal world, a world of permanent 
darkness and rest’ (2003, p. 29). The non-exist-
ence of death, or at least the meaninglessness of it, 
seems to result in an equal insignificance of life. 



Figure 4: Interior shot of Reversible Destiny Lofts.
Photo by Ohira, n.d..
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So is death actually non-existent here? Or is this 
project the very manifestation of death?

Dynamic
After deciding ‘not to die’, the artists/architects 
Arakawa and Gins completed a project called Re-
versible Destiny Lofts in 2005 (figure 4). In their 
view on death as a process, they argue that a body 
must be trained to resist decay (Lambert, 2014, 
p. 15). Therefore, the project consists of several 
rather unconventional apartments that contrary to 
the Continuous Monument pose a non-uniform 
architecture. In this architecture against death, 
bumpy floors, bright yellow ladders and atypical 
spaces form a playground-like environment that 
challenges and activates its inhabitants. In this 
case, rather than a restriction, architecture becomes 
an extension of the human body. Rather than mak-
ing the distinction between space and body, they 
merge into the architectural body (Gins & Arak-
awa, 2002, p. 120). Following the philosophy of 
Arakawa and Gins, death manifests itself in a state 
of non-movement. If we convey the Continuous 
Monument as an ultimate restriction of movement, 
then the project seems indeed to be a manifestation 
of death. In Reversible Destiny, on the contrary, 
the denial of death leads to exactly the opposite: 
movement evoked by a dynamic architecture. 

04 CONCLUSION
In the search for the effects of our shifted attitude 
towards death on the architectural discourse, it was 
established that the change was triggered by spatial 
and social factors. Next to the fact that the modern-
ization and specialization of cities led to a separa-

tion between territories of the living and the dead, 
the medicalization of society and the urge to keep 
people alive resulted in our view on death as a fail-
ure of life. The negative connotation of death leads 
to a society that rather hides its existence. Taking 
this into account, it seems that we deal with our 
contemporary cities the same as with our bodies. 
In an effort to keep the city alive it has become an 
assembly of fragments. It transformed into a body 
that has most in common with one that moved be-
yond death: a post-human body. The city of today 



Figure 4: Interior shot of Reversible Destiny Lofts.
Photo by Ohira, n.d..
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cannot be seen as a unified body, but more as a 
fragmented, extended and ever-becoming one. The 
cemetery in this situation has become an autono-
mous fragment, an indifferent piece of architec-
ture. The very indifference towards anything living 
results in the incredibly static architecture of The 
Continuous Monument: an architecture that eludes 
an insignificance of life due to the non-existence 
of death. On the contrary, the denial of death in the 
Reversible Destiny Lofts leads to a highly dynamic 
structure, functioning as an extension of the body. 

On both the urban and architectural scale, it seems 
that the focus on continuation results in the ex-
tension of the human body, transforming it into a 
body that denies death. As death, being an inherent 
part of all life, can never be fully denied, it occurs 
that the crux of dealing with death in modern soci-
ety lies in the notion of extension: something that 
stays at a certain distance while also being part of 
our daily lives.
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01.MASHHAD

Urban voids in the old city fabric

Abkooh Area

The Shrine Area

Mashhad, constructed upon the burial place 
of Imam, gently narrates its own experiences 
through the urban morphology in relation to 
the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza. Chaotic yet 
organic, this fabric witnesses the 1,000-years 
history of Mashhad, alluding that a virtuous 
interaction between the shrine and the city 
has been embedded in its genes. This situa-
tion seems to be unassailable. However, the 
floods of urbanization and commercialization 
have been gradually rinsing the unique fabric 
out of its history, breaking and erasing the 
dialogue between the old and the new. Loss 

of identities leaves the illusion that no one 
has ever set his foot into this place. 

The fact is that, Mashhad is meeting its past. 
Before the rational zoning and massive vol-
ume being materialized in reality, the land is 
temporarily turned into a suspension in the 
form of various voids. This natural procedure 
of voidness - (de)construction of urban voids 
- replaces the spontaneous sociocultural roots 
with their emptiness, and features Mashhad 
for a certain time in an uncertain situation. 



117Source: Google Earth, 2011
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Source: Documentary Amnesia by Hassan Akhondpour, 2017
http://www.karamzadeh.com/portfolio-item/tapol-mahalle-2/

Urban voids in Mashhad 
render an unprepared, unex-
ploited, and unprogrammed 
scene, where various occu-
pations state the suspension 
of its formal activities. The 
situation of emptiness is a 
typical trend happening in 
many Asian cities like Masha-
had, where conflicts between 
history and economy deter-
mind the political intension. 
The main reason of this rapid 
transformation accounts 
for the prevalent capitalist 
market where it leads to the 
changes of land value from 
sociocultural to commercial 
aspect.
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Sketch of the urban void in Xian Village, Guangzhou, China
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Relevant stratification

Layerings of the process of voids (from 2004 
to 2020) unravel that voidness has been a 
long lasting condition in the old city structure, 
and thus this emptiness drives the building 
environment into a suspension where trans-
gression overwhelms in different aspects/
perspectives. The switch of land value from 
sociocultural to commercial aspect enables 
the geographically detached urban voids in 
Ghale Abkooh and center of Mashhad meet 
each due to the similar voidness and suspen-
sion condition. They share the familiar experi-
ences through the particular spatio-temporal 
relation. Fragmentation is evident in these 

two areas. New constructed avenues, new 
building typologies and commercial devel-
opments are the main factors to this urban 
discontinuity. The voids were triggered by 
these new constructions and they however 
superimpose another layer of fragmentation 
upon, where the contradictory (dis)continuity 
emerges.

Pattern of urban fabric were constituted 
based on the sociocultural relations in the 
past, however, the empty territories that 
disintegrated the continuity result from the 
political intervention upon commercialization.

02.VOID
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Single void

Island 

Continuous voids

Sunken voids

New walls

Tree as exception

Decayed walls

Basketball court 

Typologies of voids in 
Mashhad feature themselves 
in the sense of time whose 
suspended processing tran-
scends the notion of space.

Development of voids 
started from separated ones 
which can be considered as 
its self-development, to po-
litical intervening connection, 
to the super voids and super 
buildings. This course shows 
the unbalanced relation be-
tween commercial engage-
ment and the complex social 
and political history within 
such a fast transformation.
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Stage 1: Separated voids in 
the urban fabric

2004

2012

2009

2015

2019

2010

2006

2014

2018

2013

2017

2011

2016

2020

Stage 2: Connection of the 
isolated voids

Stage 3: Several houses/
islands restrict the expansion 
of the voids' sizes

Stage 5: A big volumn takes 
place the voids

Stage 4: Super voids in the 
city

S

M

XLXL

XL
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M.O. 1 Superimposing the patterns through time



125Palimpsest of the land

In Modi Operandi 1, a grid 
system filter is added on the 
old fabric with different old 
structure, in the sense of 
creating relations between 
those two periods. It aims to 
express that the modern sys-
tem frames/restricts the view 
towards the old structure.

A cities’ old structures 
comprise the primary core 
of a city formation. Even the 
site boundaries contain the 
comprimised and negociated 
relations between the inhab-
itants. The palimsesteous 
diversity of voids manifests 
a contradictory entity that in 
terms of its simultaneously 
emptiness and richness.
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Voids, the indispensable 
configurations of a city, should be 
recognized as distinct spatial entities 
in the urban enviroment and also in 
the sense of human culture. They 
can be the holder of memory and 
historical layering of the life in cities.

Action of intersecting voids with 
palimpsecteous fabrics switch 
the stratification from horizontal 
layers to vertical volumns.
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Prototype - 1
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03.BORDER

Constructional agents

Constructional agents enclose 
the area with their interfaces, 
and those surfaces are one of the 
media that show the previous 
histories, stories, and memories 
of the places.
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Fractral sectional elevations

What frames the void suggests a further 
understanding of the situation, and therefore, 
the border of a void is taken into account. Its 
border condition not only physically con-
structs the boundary of a territory but also 
mentally defines the characteristic of a space. 
A sectional elevation records the previous 
histories, stories, and memories of a place, 
while concrete barriers shape a temporal 
boundary for provisional usage or indicative 
forbiddance.

Spatial forms on the sectional elevation 
reveal the internal protocols that share the 
social and cultural similarities, whose relations 
determinates the autonomy of the voids. 
They unfold the scenes of living habit and the 

consciousness of inhabitants towards space.
Those fragmented elevations are connected 
with each other due to the similar architec-
tural elements which reflect the vernacular 
cultures. New relations are also created when 
the voids appear in terms of the vehicles’ tra-
jectories through these elevations, and they 
mainly suggest the new activies happening in 
the voids.

In Modi Operandi 2, by respectively thicken-
ing architectural elements on the elevations, 
each of them embraces distinct spatial iden-
tities. The action of thickening defines a new 
rule of perceiving the elements with certain 
hierarchy while actions of recomposing gener-
ate a method of  spacial inspirations.
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Voids are the 
result of profit-
oriented urban 
planning. 
They are the 
interruption to a 
city’s landscape 
and therefore 
have the 
responsible to 
connect the city.

M.O. 2 Thickening elements on the facade
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Prototype - 1
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04.EVENT

The original inhabitants put up a 
cloth around themselves, calling 
it Takiyeh, and do the mourning 
ceremony like what has exist-
ed in the history, stories and 
memories. This is a voiceless 
resistance against the situation, 
against the plan.

Source: redrawed based on documentary Amnesia by Hassan Akhondpour, 2017



133

“Events occur as an interdeterminate set of 
unexpected outcomes. Revealing hidden po-
tentialities or contradictions in a programme, 
and relating them to a particular appropriate 
(or possibly exceptional) spatial configuration, 
may create conditions for unexpected events 
to occur.“

- Bernard Tschumi, Event-cities 2, 2000

The continuously constructing void in Mash-
had suggest the urgency towards an architec-
tural engagement of the voidness to be able 
to intervene within the transformations and 
palimpsestuous understanding of the territo-
ry of the city through the connection in the 
void. Events are the vivid records of relations 
between the land and the inhabitants, it illus-

trating the great potential to act as an agent 
to build up the spatial and sociocultural con-
nections in such a fragmented, or even empty 
context. The reason accounts for the capabil-
ity of carrying the social culture of Mashhad; 
carrying the historical information of voids; 
carrying the spatial entity of borders. The 
innate dynamic of an event challenges the 
temporal connections that had disappeared, 
is disappearing or will disappear, requiring a 
more profound understanding of Mashhad. 
By decoding the inhabiting events on the 
territory and reading the information on the 
border conditions, these depths and richness 
of human culture expand the contents and 
capacities of architecture out of its functional 
solution. 

IF THERE IS NO UR-
BAN VOID IN THE 
CITY OF MASHHAD,
THESE CONFLICTS 
AND ENCOUNTER-
INGS WILL NEVER 
HAPPEN.
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The intimate and collective 
connections between the 
people and the land altered 
since the urban voids were 
generated.

Collapse of the faith
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Stories around trees

Source: all redrawed based on documentary Amnesia by Hassan Akhondpour, 2017
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Scenes in a void are framed 
and veiled, while suspension 

of the void allows their 
temporal occupations and 

acivities to engage in.
Framing and veiling
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Spontaneous utilities

Source: all redrawed based on documentary Amnesia by Hassan Akhondpour, 2017
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Trees strengthen 
the connections 
on the land, 
providing  
opportunities 
for collective 
activities, in 
another word, 
memories.
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As Bernard Tschumi men-
tioned in his book Event-cit-
ies 2, “Designing conditions, 
rather than conditioning de-
sign, is a common denomina-
tor...”Further elaboration on 
the sequence of events hap-
pened at the border would 
generates new architectural 
conditions. It unravels the 
conflicts between different 
roles participated in the 
process; it creates multiple 
relations with some certain 
objects; it emphasizes certain 
ways of percieving the site; 
it suggests some spontane-
ous activities in the voids. By 
acknowledging the events in 
the voids, their palimpsestu-
ous territory and richness of 

the border condition are able 
to relate to each other with 
multiple relations. The events 
are defined to convey the 
immediate emotions through 
scenarios and thus the void 
become an entity that shares 
both individual and collective 
memories. It is potential to 
topologically connect the city 
through time and space.

But, what can be beyond 
memory, what is its future?

I think it is Encourtering.
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THE PROCEDURAL VOIDNESS
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URBAN VOIDS
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FOREWORD

Mashhad, constructed upon the burial place of 
Imam, gently narrates its own experiences through 
the urban morphology in relation to the Holy 
Shrine of Imam Reza. Chaotic yet organic, this 
fabric witnesses the 1,000-years history of Mash-
had, alluding that a virtuous interaction between 
the shrine and the city has been embedded in its 
genes. This situation seems to be unassailable. 
However, the floods of urbanization and commer-
cialization have been gradually rinsing the unique 
fabric out of its history, breaking and erasing the 
dialogue between the old and the new. Loss of 
identities leaves the illusion that no one has ever 
set his foot into this place. The fact is that, Mash-
had is meeting its past. Before the rational zoning 
and massive volume being materialized in reality, 
the land is temporarily turned into a suspension in 
the form of various voids. This natural procedure 
of voidness - (de)construction of urban voids - 
replaces the spontaneous sociocultural roots with 
their emptiness, and features Mashhad for a certain 
time in an uncertain situation. 

INTRODUCTION
As the indispensable configurations within an 
urban environment – that is, as spatial evidences 
depicting the transformation of build environment 
– urban voids essentially reflect the roles that 
human either intervene or dominate the city. They 
should be recognized in the sense of human culture 
but not simply filled with commercial architectural 
products. (De)construction of the voids 
simultaneously leaves themselves outside of the 
smooth continuum of space, and constantly claims 

new territories through its invisible interactions as 
a course and visible emptiness as a consequence. 
Discontinuity characterizes these voids as “foreign 
to the urban system, mentally exterior in the 
physical interior of the city, its negative image, as 
much a critique as a possible alternative” (Solà-
Morales, 1995, p.120), which states the situation of 
“Terrain Vague”1. This conflict not only brings the 
identity of dualism to the voids in urban context, 
but also reveals political tensions between society, 
culture and economy during the procedure of 
voidness, where human intervention2 involves and 
turns the landscape into an intricate condition out 
of its visual form as a void.

Featuring in spontaneously being inside and 
outside of the city, the urban void is an entity 
of contradictions. On the one hand, although 
its obsolete procedure to large extent declines 
the emergence of inhabitant activities, the 
unconstrained semantic liberty provides enough 
possibilities for unexpected events. On the other 
hand, “they are evidence of the capacity of the 
urban fabric to dominate people’s lives but they 
also offer a respite from this dominance” (López-
Piñeiro, 2020, p.147). Due to these paradoxical 
faces and complex developments in understanding 
these hollow territories, urban voids should not 
only be understood as a result that is waiting to 
be redeveloped or returned to nature3, rather, 
they should also be understood as a transgressive 
process towards voids in which realizations, 
motivations, and determinations are trying to cross 
the limitation of the borders in both sociocultural 
and ecological terms.

By anatomizing the transitional stages of voidness, 
relations between course and consequence can be 
re-examined, and thus alter the chances of engage-
ment and perspectives towards the urban voids, as 
an architect or urban planner. This thesis attempts 

___________________________

1 The term “Terrain Vague” embraces a broader definition in terms of the residual spaces, marginal spaces, and vacant spaces within the social life of 
metropolis. The commercialization related urban void is one of these spaces. The territorial vagueness problematizes this large scale interruption in the 
city not only as an optic discontinuity but also as a haptic one.
2 Inspired but different from the intervention that mentioned by Gil Doron in The Dead Zone and the Architecture of Transgression (2000), where it 
mainly concerns about the architectural and planning practice, the proposed human intervention embraces a broader notion that includes the powers 
and executions from architects, inhabitants, developers, municipalities, etc.
3 Returning to nature can either be decaying naturally without any human intervention until the trees take over the place, or artificially turn it into a 
garden or a park. 
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to reconsider the urban dilemma where invisible 
capita interventions are overwhelming the unique-
ness and the irretrievability of historic fabric in the 
form of voids. Through the lens of construction 
instead of deconstruction, it aims at constructing 
the urban void with deeper and further values in 
architectural and sociocultural sense.

CHAPTER 1: THE INDIFFERENCE 
POSSIBILITY
Upon the typical comprehensions of ur-
ban voids from Rem Koolhaas, Ignasi de 
Solà-Morales, Gil Doron and other scholars4 

– that is, vacant land can be considered within 
a different ideological framework - Sergio 
López-Piñeiro elaborates the situation of va-
cant land further as “a type of land that offers 
freedoms and opportunities that other parts 
of the city cannot offer” (2020, p.33). This 
liberation of disciplinary stereotype of the 
urban environment to large extent accommo-
dates various social events and stimulates new 
social vitality towards the voids within certain 
contexts. However, it is worth to noticed 
that conditions of voids vary dramatically 
in different urban contexts, especially those 
between European and Asian cities, although 
they both are considered as the residues of 
capitalist processes of urbanization and com-
mercialization. 

An urban void in European is relatively sep-
arated within a dense building environment 
reconciling its borders with the previous ones, 
and thus the peripheral pattern remains iso-

morphically the same in the context. Despite it 
is regarded as a hole in the continuum which 
is external to the environment, its influenc-
es on the city fabric will never be dominant 
because of its limited size and intact surround-
ings. Therefore, the emptiness accommodates 
multiple expectations and possibilities in the 
resulting ground. In Asian, especially de-
veloping countries, the urban void renders 
another scene, where developments out of 
commercialization continuously generate new 
vacant areas in the historic cores of cities re-
gardless of the deprivation of its sociocultural 
and historical background. For this reason, 
the void become a symbol of capitalism in 
this situation, in other words, as long as the 
building is demolished and turned into a void, 
the land has already been able to manifest 
its commercial values even though no plans 
are conceived for the future. Nevertheless, in 
order to increase the capitalist accumulation, 
the separated voids are connected to expand 
their territories scaling its size from small 
to extra large, and thus a city is gradually 
depriving its traditional characteristics. This 
problematic transformation is not only the 
erasure of physical objects but also events 
and habits that embedded in the memories of 
the inhabitants. Ironically, these inhabitants 
are often compulsively and violently expelled 
from their homes. Money becomes the main 
concern in this dialogue; its people and culture 
have come after it5.

Due to their roles and meanings in the con-

4 Koolhaas (1995) saw the void as nothingness, where “functions with more efficiency, subtlety, and flexibility than any object you could imaging in 
its place; in architecture, absence would always win in a contest with presence”. Meanwhile, Solà-Morales (1995) elaborated on the notion of void as 
“absence, yet also promise, the space of the possible, of expectation”. Doron (2000) saw the voids as transgressive zones “not only the sole manner of 
discovering the sacred in its unmediated substance, but also a way of recomposing its empty form, its absence, through which it becomes all the more 
scintillating” based on Michael Foucault’s A Preface of Transgression (1977).
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struction and definition of urban configura-
tion, these empty plots demonstrate distinct 
ideological frameworks according to their 
initial motivations and manipulating man-
ners. Therefore, the urban voids should not 
only be implied as the notion of possibilities, 
otherwise, this overly optimistic attitude 
would lead to ignorance of the past where 
these indifference and deceptive potentials are 
embraced at the expense of histories, stories, 
and memories. 

Instead of being excessively optimistic in 
terms of looking at urban voids as a result, the 
course towards a void constitutes a profound 
perspective of exploring the entities of a city 
under the perceived reality. What are the rea-
sons for the urgency of deconstruction? What 
are the disciplines involved in the process? 
What kind of architectural and sociocultural 
strategies does the city need? How does an 
architect contribute to the land in different 
phrases of voidness? etc. By decomposing 
the procedure of an urban void into the serval 
behavioural and situational phases, divisions 
occur and new insights into the dilemma 
would be discovered and become a trigger of 
a different strategy, a strategy that might be 
embedded in the gene of architecture. 

CHAPTER 2: A TRANSGRESSIVE 
PROCEDURE
Creation of a void undergoes a transgressive6 
procedure, within which human intervention 
incessantly obscures the singularities and thus 

host its substantial proportion of defining the 
intricate transgression of voidness. This re-
search divides the process into six situations, 
namely departing, abandonment, demolishing, 
debris, fixing and vacancy, categorizing them 
into three actions and three subsequential con-
ditions. An urban void initiates its procedure 
after the leaving of inhabitants and gradually 
unveils itself by compromising on or embrac-
ing to this series of radical decisions.

1. Departing brings abandonment 
Departing is an action that describes the 
inhabitants’ departure of their houses either 
actively or passively, while commercial ex-
ploitation accounts mainly for these changes 
of originally inhabitable commonality. It caus-
es the condition of abandonment that shows 
little daily activities and remains the architec-
tural constructions on the land.

Apart from the emptiness of lives, this action 
unconsciously affects the position towards 
the place, where perspectives on how it is 
perceived and discussed switch gradually 
from internal participants to external interve-
nor. In this case, the invisible yet significant 
sociocultural values that embedded in uncon-
sciousness would be neglected due to the lack 
of empathy and enthusiasm as an external 
intervenor. A breakage is therefore created 
between the place and its subsequent events in 
the sociocultural sense, even thought the shell 
of a building is still existed there to manifest 
its historical trajectories. This residual con-

___________________________

5 A voice-over in documentary Amnesia (2017).

6 Foucault (1977) elaborated transgression as “it is not related to the limit as black to white, the prohibited to the lawful, the outside to the inside, or as 
the open area of a building to its enclosed spaces. Rather, their relationship takes the form of a spiral which no simple infraction can exhaust”. Since the 
process of becoming a void embraces both pure and complicated existences where we would like to describe its situation with the colour of grey, this 
play of transgression contributes to the further investigation of the events happened in the process.

7 Simondon (1992) described the activity in motion as a transductive process to express the reality of individual relations. Haghighi (2015) elaborated 
this process upon the tensions of a space’s configuration and an arched passageway in her article, in order to understand the events/activities happened 
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struction is actually a static element whose 
configuration changes from liquidity of the 
clay to the stability of a brick because the 
fluidity of the residents’ movement is evapo-
rated from the place7. The innate fluctuation 
of inhabitants generates spontaneous tensions 
that largely liberate heterogeneous vitalities 
from bottom up, in which tensions internal 
frictions and external resistances against 
radical interventions will vanish due to the 
departure and abandonment from inhabitants. 
At this moment, political power unveils its 
role in convincing or urging to leave by means 
of regulations, treaties, rules, or even secretly 
using a hammer to break a hole into a build-
ing; those invisible commercial strategies that 
drive these socio-political operations show 
their ignorance to the autonomous interven-
tions on the iteration of a city. This action of 
departing, which is essentially an interruption 
to spontaneous tensions between distinct in-
dividual forces, freezes a moment that claims 
the end of a place.

2. Demolishing catalyses the debris
Demolishing shows the action that violently breaks 
a building into apart with different intentions. It is 
intriguing that, as an ideological reflection, their 
implemented methods would probably demon-
strate the tensions between the demolishing event 
and remaining resistances. Due to the difficulties 
of physical conditions, three instruments, name-
ly hammer, bulldozer, and explosive device8 are 
regarded as the typical tools of demolishing the 
constructions, however, their initial motivations 

which will not easily change allude the political 
urgency on site. 

A hammer is commonly used to remove certain 
architectural elements in small scale. Instead of 
intentionally removing the elements in an efficient 
way, it is more likely to be a threatening tool that 
expels the residents from their houses. A broken 
hole in a wall or ceiling, easily managed by a ham-
mer, exposes the indoor to the exterior environ-
ment so as to instigate a sense of unsafe to the peo-
ple who resist to follow the given policies. In fact, 
this type of insignificant destruction as a means of 
removing people is a gesture representing the in-
capability of living. Bulldozer, a mechanical tool, 
is the one that aims for demolishing architectural 
constructions within a large scale and area. Spatial 
connection of the voids emerges, yet this connec-
tion obfuscates the borders between the sites, ena-
bling creation of new territories which claims the 
power of commercial colonization to its history. In 
such a context, everything becomes less concerned 
compared to the efficiency drew upon the prof-
it-orientated principles. The urban morphology is 
gradually losing its contextual influence on a new 
construction. However, what is a more devastating 
demolition counts for the explosive device, the one 
that symbolizes a complete and instant deconstruc-
tion. An explosive device is capable of demolish-
ing a massive volume, for instance, monuments, 
and thus create an extra-large vacant space. This 
type of area establishes a relatively autonomic 
zone that is not possible to organically connect 
to its peripherical environment as it was before. 
Ironically, if we look into some cities in Asian, 

in this passageway strengthen reasonability of the arch in terms of its heterogeneous socio-political, architectural, economic, cultural and religious 
codes.

8 In an interview from Amnesia, a resident complained that the municipality manually destroyed his house to expel his family at night, while in another 
scene a bulldozer was demolishing the construction of a building. These plots also remind me that the Pruitt–Igoe complex in St. Louis, Missouri, as 
well as some large scale buildings in China, are demolished by explosive devices.
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commercial bombs have already dropped onto the 
a certain amount of irreversible historical areas, 
and some of them were implemented by architects 
or urban planners. These methods transgress the 
collectively autonomous norm by contributing 
the voids and hence they reveal the dualism of an 
urban void through detaching the material periph-
ery and isolating itself. Discontinuity characterizes 
these places as an abrupt insertion that escapes 
the build environment from the materialized and 
contextualized entities.

The action of demolishing is also a course of un-
veiling the remedial measures and the provisional 
repairing that manipulated by the residents, within 
which extra materials and new technologies were 
applied to maintain the houses. For instance, steel 
beams were added to reinforce the roofs of a brick 
house; timber panels were patched to fill broken 
enclosures. Subsequentially, objects that remained 
after the action of demolishing catalyse the debris, 
a condition that states the termination of a building 
and indicates the collapse in the sense of materi-
ality. The land loses its focal point as a space. The 
increasing emotional sense of distance and the 
blurred vision of the land lead to a dilemma that 
its architectural and cultural values split up and 
conflicted with each other in terms of their authen-
ticity. These demolished debris are incapable to 
reassemble and reconstruct in order to maintain 
their cultural values, and the difficulties mainly 
ascribe to fragmented tectonic relations and their 
indecipherable presentations. Due to the reduction 
of cultural values as an incomplete debris which 
causes decrease of commercial values, the partic-

ipants’ positions towards the land therefore shift 
from intervening to dominating in which their sub-
jectivity and sovereignty appeared and estranged 
their relations to the city.

3. Fixing renders vacancy 
Fixing is not a necessary action in a naturally 
demolishing process where debris are remained 
until new development starts. However, the 
expression of fixing reveals an act that attempts 
to cover the trajectories and evidences by means 
of implementing new materials and treatments, 
becoming obsessive with flat, impact, and perfec-
tionism. It features the commercializing tendency 
in the historical urban area, but the unknown future 
plans result in the only solution to fix the land in 
order to alleviate the awkwardness of voidness. In 
fact, the more one tries to hide, yet, the more one is 
exposed – that is, the reaction actually exposes the 
incapability of materializing the commercial blue-
print as well as the confusion about the future plan. 
By taking compromised measures on the surfaces 
related to a void, the action of fixation reveals its 
competitive nature against the perplexed future.

The stage of fixing initiates with flattening pro-
trusions out the surfaces within a void; plinths, 
beam-corbels, and crumbling walls are assumed to 
be the main obstacles. These tectonic intersections 
that epitomize the notion of support are erased 
to dissociated the visible material connections 
from ambient constructions. Benefited from this 
flattening, unifying the surfaces that faced inwards 
the empty space becomes less difficult to approach, 
and thus the commercialized standardization pre-

___________________________

9 These are two assumptive reasons that I proposed for white walls. The related phenomenon is captured in documentary Amnesia and some photos 
about the worn-out fabric in Abkooh area, Mashhad, Iran.

10 Doron (2000) stated the reciprocal relations between suspension and transgression, where suspension establishes the border to allow transgression to 
operate. In this research, I considered that transgression happen in the whole process but not only the suspension with different intentions because these 
transgressive actions catalyst the emergence of a void.
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vails among the continuous voids in large scales. 
Surfaces like the walls on the ground floor are 
paint into white colour to normalize those multiple 
situations and to imitate a lively environment9. 
Surfaces of the ground confront a similar treat-
ment – that is, asphalt, the symbolic material of 
modernisation, replaces sand/soil roads in an alley 
and brick tiles in a courtyard. This oversimplified 
substitution that unifies different materials into one 
is conflicting the spontaneous development and 
engagement with the inhabitants, where the ways 
of making and manipulating the materials shift 
from stacking sand or bricks to solidifying asphalt. 
In a line of thought that resonates with the role 
that builders playing with the materials transforms 
from organizing - where one has to accept the 
threshold level of material and he needs to com-
promise with the actual situation - to controlling 
– where one can mound the material in any shape 
fitted with his ambition. Unification of the surfaces 
eliminates the allusive interface borders between 
the spatially connected voids, allowing them to get 
visually and thus substantially connected. 

At the moment when fixation comes to the end, 
an urban void features itself as vacancy, in which 
condition the land is unoccupied, unexploited, 
unprogrammed, and states the suspension of its 
formal activities within the scale of time. Sus-
pension is the act of future planning10, a planning 
with unknown motivations and schedules. It is 
an integral phrase and a common strategy of the 
urban development and it alludes the limitations 
of the plan and intention of architects. Creation of 
emptiness in the urban environment attracts more 

attention to its enclosure, where the interior side 
of a wall is unveiled and acts as the elevation of a 
void. This transition enables an elevation to record 
the stories of a void from outside, leading vacancy 
as a specific moment that acknowledges the place 
by means of its surroundings rather than itself. At 
the moment when suspension continues, moveable 
partitions – concrete barriers will be involved as 
the elevation and become a transgression into the 
void, because these blocks construct an inharmony 
border that claims their provisional territories for 
the coming new activities of the void. Placement of 
these barriers prevents the unrestrained activities 
from the earlier unification, however, it also lay 
down new colonial rules which challenge various 
values and powers between society, culture, and 
economy. 

Along with this parallel process, the involvers’ po-
sition consists both of intervening and dominating 
instead of only one of them. In this shifting, it is 
important to underscore that vacancy of the land is 
not only an issue of abandonment or debris, but it 
is also an issue of its spatial identities in the future. 
On the one hand, the continuous voids declare 
little limitations on the land, where volumes and 
scales represented metropolitan identity ought to 
be designed to accommodate the contemporary 
era; on the other hand, the fabric that comprises 
the primary core of a city formation should not 
be forgotten in that its ideological uniqueness is 
unduplicated. This dual situation reveals a reality 
that the emptiness demonstrates a city is losing its 
cultural autonomy.
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CONCLUSION
A void will bever be the void without its context, 
in which the procedure of voidness has more val-
ues compared to the static observation with its pe-
ripheral environments in a frozen moment. If voids 
are to be dynamic, if they are to be places that re-
flect the sequences of transformation, the voidness 
enable us to distinguish the prevailing ideologies 
and allow us engage in process with more valuable 
insights, rather than reading the void as a result 
that filled with possibilities and potentials. This 
process unfold a diverse entity of the void in which 
sociocultural background and historical uniqueness 
are involved before the emptiness occurs. The 
process of constructing a void is an irreversible 
yet contributed process in the metabolism of old 
city fabric. Voidness, in the case of Asian city, is a 
sequence of transgressive activities that problem-
atizes the involving actions and their inevitable 
consequences that address many obscure motiva-
tions, interests, manners, etc., many of which will 
not have been previously determined, planned, or 
even characterized. If architects hesitate to involve 
in this process, hesitate to identify the palimpsest 
of a city, this series of transgressions will manifest 
that a city is meeting its past. 

For a city, the urban void is first a ritual, and only 
secondly a place. 
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01 INTRODUCTION

After studying the city of Mashhad, located 
in north-east Iran, I took an interest in the im-
mense flow of pilgrims and tourists that each 
year flock towards the city’s main attraction: 
The Holy Shrine of Imam Reza. This tomb 
complex became over time the most impor-
tant pilgrim destination for Iranian Shi’a Mus-
lims, and greatly helped shape and define the 
city of Mashhad, being the main instigator of 
the city’s growth over the years.

The tourist infrastructure that has been devel-
oped over the years in Mashhad interests me 
especially, as it can be seen as a second layer 
that’s poured over the city, providing an end-
less stream of interactions between residents 

and visitors. In recent times, there has been 
a surge in building developments around the 
shrine, in which ancient city fabric is being re-
placed by generic new hotels and high rises, 
creating a tension between residents, devel-
opers, and tourists.

What interests me in this context is how the 
Holy Shrine, as a single place and the main 
attraction of the city, is able to affect, dis-
rupt, and transform the fabric around it in 
such a way that it reshapes the perception 
and landscape of the city itself. This gradual 
process is both unfolding through the build-
ing of an infrastructure for tourists, as through 
the inhabitation of the city by these tourists, 
eroding the city with their accumulation of 
experiences and bodily extensions into space.

Growth of annual pilgrim visits (sources: Tahereh, 2011; Financialtribune, 2018)

The poisoning of Imam Reza 
in 818 led to him becoming a 
martyr, and his grave to develop 
into a mass pilgrim destination 
(image: Sykes, 1910).
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‘As you near Mashhad, you 
see a city of lights, with one 
very bright spot amidst it: 
The Holy Shrine of Imam 
Reza. It lights up at night 
as it lures pilgrims to come 
and visit it. How did a single 
place get a whole city to 
revolve around it?’

Flying over Mashhad at night (image: Farnaz Ghandi, Wikimedia Commons, 2011)
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02 INITIAL RESEARCH

How does mass tourism shape Mashhad? 
My understanding is that it is shaping Mash-
had both through symbiosis and dichotomy. 
Symbiosis being the way in which tourism is 
benefitting the city, dichotomy being the way 
in which tourism clashes with the city.

Symbiosis
First of all, the city’s economy is constant-
ly growing due to the external money that 
is pumped into it (Foruzan, 2014). As each 
tourist spends on average an equivalent of 31 
American dollars a day, and Mashhad hosts 
over 30 million tourists, we are talking about 
a billion-dollar business (Financialtribune, 
2017). As the municipality is happy with those 
tourists, they are partly investing this money 
in creating a well-functioning infrastructure, 
consisting of subways and well-maintained 
public spaces, which also benefits the resi-
dents of Mashhad (Foruzan, 2014). Because 
of the presence of the prominent Holy Shrine, 
the city may also pride itself on being the 
religious capital of Iran, giving it a strong so-
cio-cultural value and identity (Saghaei, 2017).

Dichotomy
In morphological terms, old city fabric in the 
periphery of the Holy Shrine is being demol-
ished to make way for large-scale develop-
ments, that are specifically catered to tourists, 
such as hotels and shopping malls, as is seen 
on the top two images on the right page 
(Jalali, et. al, 2018). This is all part of a bigger 
masterplan that was developed by both city 
planners and developers, who are deeming 
the existing city fabric to be unworthy, and 
seek to redefine the whole area surrounding 
the holy shrine into high-density towers.

Residents tried to prevent this from hap-
pening back in 1967 already, when architect 
Dariush Borbor made his renewal plan for 
Mashhad, consisting of a circle of large-scale 
building blocks, that protect the Holy Shrine 
from the city, all to increase the prominence 
of the Holy Shrine within the whole wide 
world: which was met with much opposition 
from the city’s residents.

Even though this plan wasn’t realised, what 
Borbor could achieve in 1976, was to build 
a new 1-km long bazar building, for which 
numerous buildings were razed down the 
ground (right-mid image): all to please the 
Bazaris, who earn their living from the visiting 
tourists. In more recent times, building per-
missions have repeatedly been handed out 
to plans that seek to build higher or denser 
than their original masterplan allows. In the 
periphery of the Holy Shrine, this has resulted 
in out-of-scale interventions (highlighted in 
the map on the next page), that as elephants 
sit awkwardly amidst their surrounding small-
scale fabric. But even before those elephants 
rose in Mashhad, city fabric was already razed 
to the ground, which resulted in a myriad of 
so-called ‘voids’ within the city: empty fields 
of concrete which become parking areas. This 
happens, even though the buildings that are 
demolished, are still vibrant with live, as can 
be seen in this city block (left-bottom image) 
that is a neighbour of the Holy Shrine: stalls, 
wares, and people proliferate within it.

Next to morphological conflicts, tourism also 
caused environmental problems, such as 
overcrowding, air, noise, and water pollution, 
water shortage, and litter and waste (Foruzan, 
2014).



155

Periphery of Holy Shrine in 2004 (Image: Google Earth, 2014)

Image: Amnesia (36:11), Akhondpour, H., 2019

Periphery of Holy Shrine in 2020 (Image: Google Earth, 2020)

Image: Archive of Astan-e-Qods, 1976

Dariush Borbor’s Plan for the Holy Shrine
(image: Saremi, 2018) 
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Since all those visitors may not be ‘just’ 
tourists, they need to be surveilled, which is 
done through a multitude of security check-
points, that just as well are to be used by the 
residents of Mashhad themselves. Also, the 
presence of foreign tourists who visit Mash-
had causes much irritation, which especially 
holds true for the Iraqis, who are deemed 
noisy and annoying, in the words of a man 
who works in the Bazar. Just after complaining 
about the Iraqis to a reporter, however, an 
Iraqi tourist walks into his store, after which 
the man immediately puts on his most polite 
face and start smiling, asking how he can help 
the Iraqi tourist (Guardian, 2015). This, in turn, 
shows how the presence of tourists results in 
numerous so-called “immobilised bodies” 
(Gottdiener, 2001) within the city: those who 
are servicing the tourists, and in doing this, 
are physically stuck behind their desk, counter 
or still-standing on a specific spot.

So, to answer the question how mass tourism 
shapes Mashhad, I deem it is these symbiotic 
and dichotomic processes between tourism 
and city, that result in multiple discontinuities 
and disjunctions within the city. However, 
this is just talking about the consequences of 
tourism for the city: what can I say about the 
how the tourists experience all of this them-
selves?

“See how noisy they are?” 
he says. “Come on, this is a 
public place!”

“There’s no one more 
annoying than those Iraqis!”

(Guardian, 2015)
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Image: Goodthinking TV, 2017

Image: Ghashr Talaee Hotel, 2017

Image: Documentary of Imam Reza Shrine, 2018

Image: Goodthinking TV, 2017

Image: Karbala313, 2020

Image: Ghashr Talaee Hotel, 2017

1

2 3
4

5

6

Buildings with higher densities 
than the original masterplan au-
thorised in the periphery of the 
Holy Shrine (source: Jalal, S., et. 
al., 2018).

The ‘immobilised  bodies’ who enable acts of tourism (Gottdiener, 2001).
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In this map, I show the move-
ments of tourists between 
their accommodations, the 
city’s main attractions, and in-
frastructural entry points. The 
map suggests a fragmenta-
tion of the city, as tourists 
perceive only certain areas of 
Mashhad. As can be expect-
ed, the area around the Holy 
Shrine is the busiest.

03 THEORETICAL LENS: 
HOTEL CITY

In order to gain insight into the experience of 
tourists visiting Mashhad, I developed a the-
oretical framework, which explores the notion 
of how tourists inhabit a second perceptive 
layer within Mashhad, that is separated from 

the resident’s one, that I call ‘Hotel City’. This 
lens is further elaborated upon in my theory 
essay, physical modi operandi models, and 
video presentation (which can be watched at 
tinyurl.com/p2hotelcity). The notion of ‘Hotel 
City’ builds upon three research questions 
that will unfold on the following pages.

How do tourists orient 
themselves in Mashhad?
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty explains 
how “our body is not in space 
like things; it inhabits or haunts 
space. It implies itself to space 
like a hand to an instrument” 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1964, p.5). To 
say our bodies are similar to 
instruments, is to say they’re 
similar to tools; capable of 
‘re-sculpting’ the very spaces 
we inhabit. In this series of 
drawings, the routes that tourists 
take are re-sculpting the Holy 
Shrine and its periphery, raising 
the question: what remains of 
tourists within the city?
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There are young couples dating indoors!1

This is a place of prayer and meditation. It is a place of seriousness.12

The atmosphere is not comparable to anything I have ever experienced before.16

Believers roared and rushed into the holy mausoleum, and they were 
squeezed out crying bitterly. This scene is indeed rare in the world. 
Shocking.2

We tried to touch the shrine for blessing, but it was not an easy thing to 
fight off the pilgrims in trance.15

Women and children sit in sequentially seperated areas that resemble 
mini-libraries, either reading or conversing with each other, while 
children played; men can be seen on the other side, often praying.15

After waiting in a queue, separation of men and women started, as we 
were meant to enter on the left, men on the right.15

You will feel mental peace over 
here and inner satisfaction. Also 
sometimes miracles happen and 
the sick and the lame get cured.12

I wanted so much to touch the shrine itself but that was too 
dangerous and impossible, unfortunately. The women kicked me, 
took away my abay as they tried all to touch the shrine. At one point 
I couldn’t breathe at all.13

They all fight to touch the shrine which is so wrong because the idea 
of visiting the shrine is asking for forgiveness. It was a horrible 
feeling, being in danger in a holy place like that.13

The viewing of the chamber is 
reserved strictly for Muslims 
only. I wasn’t going to lie 
about being a Muslim just to 
see the actual chamber ... As 
an outsider to the religion, we 
must respect what happens 
here.4

Some cry when they kiss 
or touch the cage in which 
Imam Reza lies, others 
mutter prayers. Most stash 
money through the iron 
bars.17

A city spread out around the holy 
mausoleum...1

Crowds of scurrying, busy people, 
eternal traffic jams, a huge number 
of monster hotels sparkling with 
oriental golden luxury.5

Is was given simply a sheet, which all 
the time tried to slip off my hair. 
There were women who saved me 
and tied the entire structure.5

The area of the shrine is so so wide 
that if you have a child with you, he 
or she may be lost easily.10

If it is a holiday or the death day of one of twelve Imams, it will 
be so busy. So do enough research before visiting the place.10

During working hours they 
provide a translator-guide if 
they notice you’re European. 
If you go there after midnight 
it’s a pure experience and no 
checks for non-muslims.9

Life has become easier and more beautiful - you can look at the 
Imam Reza Mausoleum for a long time. When you get tired, you can 
lie down, sleep, mosques aresquite suitable for this..5

It is extremely unusual - an underground mosque - we already 
thought if it was the entrance to the metro, but no, it was huge, 
mirrored, with a bunch of halls.5

You can also buy everything you need in the 
Bazaar near the shrine.10

Two men from Diwanyia wander along the stores 
surrounding the shrine. After having taken their picture 
in front of a painting of Imam Reza with a wounded deer, 
they doubt which Tasbi, prayer chain, they want to buy.17

It is very crowded so you need to hold 
hands otherwise you can lose your group.8

We had a guide who took us around 
the complex which was very helpful.8

One of the most amazing places ever. Breathtaking! 
It’s so big and the architecture is too beautiful.13

When you arrive at the 
entrance to the Imam 
Reza Shrine you will see 
how busy and manic it 
gets - it’s overflooded 
with tourists - but they 
are rarely non-Muslims4

Communication was 
difficult. Initially I 
couldn’t find a bag 
depository. Once I 
found it, it was very 
difficult to deposit my 
bag as other people 
always pushed me 
away.16

The building is a delicate mess inside and out, and the mirror 
palace inside is really beautiful! The open-air square is 
covered with carpets and people are sitting on the floor.1

In the courtyards one sees children playing 
around whereas the old and mature 
praying hard.12

You could spend a week just here. Always crowded though, 
24 hours a day 7 days a week, the place never stops.3

Not worth visiting. As a tourist you are only 
allowed in small parts of the shrine, and you 
need to do the tour with a guid as a personal 
guard.6

Sources:
1 Hei-du, trip.com, 02-08-2019
2 Gao-deng Laoshi, trip.com, 29-08-2018
3 David Nevard, tripadvisor.com, 01-2020
4 Jonny Blair, dontstopliving.net, 05-2014

5 _H855AB, tripadvisor.com, 03-07-2018
6 Jeroen, tripadvisor.com, 08-2016
7 Mustafa Muhammad, tripadvisor.com, 11-2018
8 Parin J, tripadvisor.com, 11-2018

9 Parsa871, tripadvisor.com, 05-2020
10 Jeroen, tripadvisor.com, 08-2016
11 Parto, tripadvisor.com, 08-2016
12 Rojhan79, tripadvisor.com, 11-2018

13 Sara A, tripadvisor.com, 08-2016
14 Tehran_localguide, tripadvisor.com, 05-2019
15 Tesla_light, tripadvisor.com, 02-2017
16 Thomas G, tripadvisor.com, 14-08-2016

17 Thomas Erdbrink, NRC.nl, 03-11-2004

It is open, inclusive and 
friendly, allowing visitors of 
non-Muslim beliefs to enter 
the square. When entering 
for the first time, the staff 
will arrange volunteers to 
explain and give a new set 
of flower cloaks and books 
as gifts.1

Make sure you cover up out 
of respect. They will give 
you a shoal and hajib on the 
way in if you don’t have it 
already.4

They asked a girl to eat the 
chocolate she had on her 
only because it can be a 
potential bomb!14

The guards and staff can 
even be impolite. They give 
you a dirty look if you do 
not wear a strict hejab.14By the grace of God, I was 

again called to Mashhad by 
Imam Reza.7

I have experienced it [the shrine] 
a lot of times as Iranian.9

I’ve spent 24 nights in 
Mashhad. I can never get 
enough of it. I really pray I 
can live there forever. God 
willing. Amen.7

There exist a wide range of hotels as 
luxury ones around it. The closer the 
hotels, the more expensive.10

On the way in, if you have a 
bag, the guys on the door 
will usher you back out, as 
bags need to be handed in.4

After handing your bag in, 
you go through a security 
check, so if you plan to 
bring your camera and a 
book/map with you, try and 
disguise. I just had mine in 
my pocket and it was fine.4

Room 1
Home

Room 2
Transport Carriage

Room 4
Security Gates

Room 3
Dome of Air

Room 5
Main Square

Room 6
Corridor

Room 7
Main Attraction

Room 8
Gift Shop

Room 9
Lobby

Room 10
Bedroom
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How do tourists inhabit 
space in Mashhad?

To answer this question, I 
created the map below, that 
divides the experience of 
visiting the Holy Shrine into 
a set of rooms. Each room 
comes with a certain the-
oretical lens of reading it, 
which are put forward in my 
theory essay. These rooms 
and lenses, when taken 
together, reveal the ways in 
which tourists inhabit cities. 

In the video that I created for 
my P2 presentation (of which 
screenshots are shown on 
the right), I elaborated upon 
these notions. I explained 
how within these rooms, the 
tourists are being formatted 
by the city, essentially being 
stuck in their tourist gaze of 
perceiving the city, unable to 
see reality for what it is.
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There are young couples dating indoors!1

This is a place of prayer and meditation. It is a place of seriousness.12

The atmosphere is not comparable to anything I have ever experienced before.16

Believers roared and rushed into the holy mausoleum, and they were 
squeezed out crying bitterly. This scene is indeed rare in the world. 
Shocking.2

We tried to touch the shrine for blessing, but it was not an easy thing to 
fight off the pilgrims in trance.15

Women and children sit in sequentially seperated areas that resemble 
mini-libraries, either reading or conversing with each other, while 
children played; men can be seen on the other side, often praying.15

After waiting in a queue, separation of men and women started, as we 
were meant to enter on the left, men on the right.15

You will feel mental peace over 
here and inner satisfaction. Also 
sometimes miracles happen and 
the sick and the lame get cured.12

I wanted so much to touch the shrine itself but that was too 
dangerous and impossible, unfortunately. The women kicked me, 
took away my abay as they tried all to touch the shrine. At one point 
I couldn’t breathe at all.13

They all fight to touch the shrine which is so wrong because the idea 
of visiting the shrine is asking for forgiveness. It was a horrible 
feeling, being in danger in a holy place like that.13

The viewing of the chamber is 
reserved strictly for Muslims 
only. I wasn’t going to lie 
about being a Muslim just to 
see the actual chamber ... As 
an outsider to the religion, we 
must respect what happens 
here.4

Some cry when they kiss 
or touch the cage in which 
Imam Reza lies, others 
mutter prayers. Most stash 
money through the iron 
bars.17

A city spread out around the holy 
mausoleum...1

Crowds of scurrying, busy people, 
eternal traffic jams, a huge number 
of monster hotels sparkling with 
oriental golden luxury.5

Is was given simply a sheet, which all 
the time tried to slip off my hair. 
There were women who saved me 
and tied the entire structure.5

The area of the shrine is so so wide 
that if you have a child with you, he 
or she may be lost easily.10

If it is a holiday or the death day of one of twelve Imams, it will 
be so busy. So do enough research before visiting the place.10

During working hours they 
provide a translator-guide if 
they notice you’re European. 
If you go there after midnight 
it’s a pure experience and no 
checks for non-muslims.9

Life has become easier and more beautiful - you can look at the 
Imam Reza Mausoleum for a long time. When you get tired, you can 
lie down, sleep, mosques aresquite suitable for this..5

It is extremely unusual - an underground mosque - we already 
thought if it was the entrance to the metro, but no, it was huge, 
mirrored, with a bunch of halls.5

You can also buy everything you need in the 
Bazaar near the shrine.10

Two men from Diwanyia wander along the stores 
surrounding the shrine. After having taken their picture 
in front of a painting of Imam Reza with a wounded deer, 
they doubt which Tasbi, prayer chain, they want to buy.17

It is very crowded so you need to hold 
hands otherwise you can lose your group.8

We had a guide who took us around 
the complex which was very helpful.8

One of the most amazing places ever. Breathtaking! 
It’s so big and the architecture is too beautiful.13

When you arrive at the 
entrance to the Imam 
Reza Shrine you will see 
how busy and manic it 
gets - it’s overflooded 
with tourists - but they 
are rarely non-Muslims4

Communication was 
difficult. Initially I 
couldn’t find a bag 
depository. Once I 
found it, it was very 
difficult to deposit my 
bag as other people 
always pushed me 
away.16

The building is a delicate mess inside and out, and the mirror 
palace inside is really beautiful! The open-air square is 
covered with carpets and people are sitting on the floor.1

In the courtyards one sees children playing 
around whereas the old and mature 
praying hard.12

You could spend a week just here. Always crowded though, 
24 hours a day 7 days a week, the place never stops.3

Not worth visiting. As a tourist you are only 
allowed in small parts of the shrine, and you 
need to do the tour with a guid as a personal 
guard.6

Sources:
1 Hei-du, trip.com, 02-08-2019
2 Gao-deng Laoshi, trip.com, 29-08-2018
3 David Nevard, tripadvisor.com, 01-2020
4 Jonny Blair, dontstopliving.net, 05-2014

5 _H855AB, tripadvisor.com, 03-07-2018
6 Jeroen, tripadvisor.com, 08-2016
7 Mustafa Muhammad, tripadvisor.com, 11-2018
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It is open, inclusive and 
friendly, allowing visitors of 
non-Muslim beliefs to enter 
the square. When entering 
for the first time, the staff 
will arrange volunteers to 
explain and give a new set 
of flower cloaks and books 
as gifts.1

Make sure you cover up out 
of respect. They will give 
you a shoal and hajib on the 
way in if you don’t have it 
already.4

They asked a girl to eat the 
chocolate she had on her 
only because it can be a 
potential bomb!14

The guards and staff can 
even be impolite. They give 
you a dirty look if you do 
not wear a strict hejab.14By the grace of God, I was 

again called to Mashhad by 
Imam Reza.7

I have experienced it [the shrine] 
a lot of times as Iranian.9

I’ve spent 24 nights in 
Mashhad. I can never get 
enough of it. I really pray I 
can live there forever. God 
willing. Amen.7

There exist a wide range of hotels as 
luxury ones around it. The closer the 
hotels, the more expensive.10

On the way in, if you have a 
bag, the guys on the door 
will usher you back out, as 
bags need to be handed in.4

After handing your bag in, 
you go through a security 
check, so if you plan to 
bring your camera and a 
book/map with you, try and 
disguise. I just had mine in 
my pocket and it was fine.4
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‘I deem that tourists live 
their visited cities within a 
second mode of perception, 
one that is predefined, 
hyper-real, and has an 
invisible backstage. I call 
this mode of perception 
Hotel City.’
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I deem that tourists live their visited cities 
within a second mode of perception, one that 
is predefined, hyper-real, and has an invisi-
ble backstage. I call this mode of perception 
‘Hotel City’. During the Modi Operandi work-

shops, which are about spatialising your ideas 
into physical models, I explored some of 
Hotel City’s characteristics within the models.

How do tourists experience 
Mashhad?
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2.5D Model
Different perceptions are 
imprinted on each of the four 
sides of the model, the outer 
sides being the physical city and 
hotel city, the insides being the 
fleeting memories of what once 
was. Pervading the model are 
physical interventions that unite 
the levels of perception, offering 
ways to navigate between them.

Assemblage Model
The experience of visiting the 
holy shrine is abstracted into 
a scaffolding of spaces, that 
together appear on one stage. 
The characteristic elements 
of the experience, such as the 
moment of touching of the tomb 
of Imam Reza, are moulded 
into pink plastic objects, that 
each stand for multiple parts 
of the experience, and have a 
front- and backside, raising the 
question how one enters, exits, 
and perceives these parts of the 
experience, and how they are 
linked together.
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Tectonics Model
The production of spaces, as done by the tourists 
that visit Mashhad’s attractions, are in this clay 
model performed by a set of architectural tools: 
light, shadow, colour, and texture. Each tool seeks 

to evoke the feeling of visiting Mashhad’s core ex-
perience: The Holy Shrine. The model reflects on 
how such a sacred space is produced by un-sacred 
processes that are found within and around it.
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04 DESIGN INTENT

Problem Statement
The ambivalent presence of mass tourism 
within Mashhad, has resulted in morphologi-
cal, environmental, and socio-cultural discon-
tinuity and disjunction in the periphery of the 
Holy Shrine, whilst the tourists themselves 
experience nothing of this, as they are stuck 
in their own ‘Hotel City’ mode of perceiving 
Mashhad.

Design Intent
My design intent is to offer ways to reveal and 
respond to the ambivalent nature of tourism, 
and the discontinuities it causes within the 
city, by creating interactions that transgress 
the modes of perception found within the 
city.

Design Proposal
My proposal is to formalise a route through 
and around the Holy Shrine, that connects 

the continuities and discontinuities caused by 
mass tourism. Design interventions alongside 
the route negotiate the ambivalent nature of 
their sites, causing the route to oscillate be-
tween both the tourist’s and resident’s modes 
of perception, resulting in the tourists to be 
able to transcend ‘Hotel City’.

Methodology
My methodology to realise this proposal is as 
follows: I start with tracing routes that tourists 
took through the city, and then mark sites 
alongside them, that together form a stand-
ard tourist experience. Then, I will transgress 
this route, by expanding it, with the aim of 
taking the tourist beyond the perception of 
Hotel City, which will be done with the help 
of a series of design interventions along the 
route.

‘To design a constellation 
of interventions, bound to 
the infrastructural gesture 
of a route, that reveal and 
connect the continuities and 
discontinuities caused by 
mass tourism in Mashhad’
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One day in Mashhad

169

I started with tracing routes that tourists 
took through the city, thus outlining where 
a standard tourist experience takes place. I 
picked up on someone who filmed most of 
his visit to Mashhad. On the left, I show his 
experience in sequential order. Because his 
account is the most complete and traceable 
that I could find, I decided to take it as a base 
for my route.

Step 1: Tracing Tourists
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Step 2: Marking Sites
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Mashhad

Liminality

Route Perception

Hotel City

Site 1: Basij Subway Station

Site 3: Bazar

Site 5: Holy Shrine

Site 2: Hotel Almas 2

Site 4: Holy Shrine Car Entrance

Site 6: Holy Shrine Main Pedes-
trian Entrance

(images: Apple Maps, 2021)

I captured the route that the person walked 
into this drawing, which only shows his direct 
environment that he could perceive. We see 
how thresholds (visualised as dark blue lines) 
break his pace, as he is paused and formatted 
by different surroundings, that are marked as 
sites along his route. This is the reality that 
Mashhad offers its visitors: one day in ‘Hotel 
City’.
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Step 3: Transgress Route



Mashhad

Liminality

Route Perception

Hotel City
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Site 7: Forgotten Isle (images: Apple Maps, 2021; Akhondpour, H., 2019)

Site 8: 4-Sided Void (image: Apple Maps, 2021)

Site 9: Surviving City Block (images: Apple Maps, 2021;Akhondpour, H., 
2019)

8

I attempt to transgress this standardised 
experience, with the aim of taking the tourist 
beyond ‘Hotel City’, into a previously un-
known realm. In order to do this, I’ve chosen 
3 sites to transgress the route with. Each of 
these 3 sites has emerged from my research. 
(7) The Forgotten Isle is a house that lone-
ly remains in one of the voids north of the 
Shrine. (8) The 4-Sided Void is circumscribed 
on the west by the Shrine, on the north by old 
city fabric, on the east by infrastructure, and 

on the south by a large-scale hotel complex. 
(9) The Surviving City Block is an organically 
grown, old city block, that until today has 
proven to be vibrant with life, even though 
it’s destined to be swallowed by the Shrine at 
one day. With these 3 sites made part of the 
route, the following route emerges, that takes 
the tourist not only through the typical Hotel 
City experience, but also allows other realities 
to surface.
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Step 4: Design Interventions
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Image: Office 45, KGDVS, 2009

Images: Nakagin Capsule Tower, 1972

Image: Security, John Hejduk, 1989

(A) The Corridor reveals the bodily inhab-
itation of places. In a structural gesture, it 
leads tourists to their desired attractions, as 
it allows its users to re-sculpt the ground it 
arches, which happens through the touristic 
stampeding, sweeping, and scattering.

(B) The Bedroom unites start and endpoint of 
the route, by questioning what ‘home’ means 
in such a generic space as a hotel bedroom. 
It is to be connected to the rest of the city in 
such a way that there will always be a sense of 
something ‘beyond’ that could be discovered.

(C) The Security Protocol will be an instal-
lation that’s placed at the entry of the Ba-
zar, that acts as a threshold for entering it. 
Through a pre-scribed protocol, each and 
everyone who enters, is actively being format-
ted by one of the guards.

These are the design interventions along the 
route that I outlined for now, accompanied 
by a small description and reference image. 
The interventions range across the scales, 
from being object, to installation, to protocol, 
to building, as they each respond to differ-
ent modes of perception and discontinuities 
found at their sites.

This constellation of interventions, bound to 
the infrastructural gesture of a route, reveal 
and connect the continuities and discontinui-
ties caused by mass tourism in Mashhad. To-
gether, they negotiate the ambivalent nature 
of the tourist experience, as they enable the 
tourist to oscillate between different modes 
of perception, which, in the end, results in 
tourists to be able to transcend ‘Hotel City’.

G
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Step 4: Design Interventions
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Image: Roden Crater, James Turrell, 2021

Image: Bahrain Pavilion, Baukuh, 2015

Image: Home Within a Home, Do Ho Suh, 2014

Image: Bargaslab, Tonio de Roover, 2002

Image: Cabinet dell’ Elba, Aldo Rossi, 1982

(F) The Architectural Cladding will be a 
veil that shrouds the remaining house at the 
forgotten isle, hiding its originality behind a 
layer of hyper-reality. As a thin and adhesive 
architectural layer, it resembles scaffolding, as 
it moves with the transforming void itself.

(G) The New Wing for the Holy Shrine is 
necessary to cater to the growing amounts 
of tourists, yet, is meticulously designed to 
respond to its 4-sided site. Each of its rooms 
has a singular focus, that seeks to unite the 4 
sides within 1 understanding of space.

(H) The Palace of the Immobilised Bodies 
is dedicated to those who serve the tour-
ists, and emerges from within the surviving 
city block, as it ‘heightens’ the block into an 
attraction for tourists themselves.

(D) The Gift Shop appears as an installation 
at places where tourists flock, one of them 
being the Shrine’s main entrance. The Gift 
Shop is an interface for the tourists to ne-
gotiate with the residents, as it is especially 
designed for this purpose.

(E) The Uniform will be handed out at the 
Shrine’s entrance, and unites those who 
choose to wear it, revealing their mode of 
perceiving the city for other city inhabitants.

G
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HOTEL CITY

A SPATIALISED 
UNDERSTANDING OF THE 

SYSTEMS THAT ALLOW 
TOURISTS TO EXTENT 

THEMSELVES INSIDE CITIES

Kaj Boonstra
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What happens when tourists reign a city? When 
endless flows of imported beings form ever-
growing mountains of bodies, that roll and 
spread through the city like tidal waves, covering 
everything and everywhere. What happens when 
houses are one-by-one razed to the ground and 
rebuild as hotels, when precise local craftmanship 
is replaced by mass-produced knockoffs? What 
happens when local culture is overthrown in 
favour of market trends, when traditional rituals 
have become a trained show that’s put on. In 
other words: what happens when the city itself is 
commodified into a liveable experience, when the 
city itself is the apotheosis of tourism?

It would be a Hotel City. 

The conceptualisation of Hotel City tries to 
answer the question how a scaffolding of tourist 
attractions, can affect, disrupt, and transform the 
city around it in such a way that the perception, 
purpose and methods of the city itself change 
entirely.

What does the Hotel have to do with it?

The Hotel is the interface through which tourists 
interact with the city; a territorial device that 
allows its visitors to extent their beings within 
the city. In Hotel City, it acts as a metaphor for 
describing and understanding the effects that 
tourism has on the city. Each Hotel City functions 
as a machinery that presents itself through a 
specific reading of isolated parts of the city, as in 
the notion of the Oligopticon by Bruno Latour: 
“Far from being that in which we all reside, 
Society is produced, on a tiny scale, within these 
numerous laboratories that coexist” (Latour & 
Hermant, 1998, plan 30).

What do we learn from this conceptualisation?

Hotel City questions the ambivalent nature of 
cities shaped by tourism, by specifically looking at 
the systems that enable tourists (unknowingly or 
not) to take a hold of the city, as if it’s a condition. 
Comprehending the ways in which the tourist 
dwells, experiences, and orientates him or herself, 
reveals the prerequisites of this condition, allowing 
us to understand it, and possibly intervene 
in it. In this essay, these systems have been 
compartmentalised into different rooms, numbered 
1 to 10. Each room is briefly introduced in italics 
and represents a discussion that generates a space 
in which certain notions circumscribing Hotel 
City can be nurtured and pruned. It is through this 
framework of thought sequences that one is able 
to grasp the conditions that enable Hotel Cities to 
come into existence.

ROOMS 1-10: ENTER
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ROOM 1: LURE 

Hotel City is you waking up in the morning, 
standing in the bathroom, and facing your mirror. 
In your reflection you find a smile, accelerated by 
excitement. Hotel City vitalised you with its luring 
promise: today, finally, you will go to visit the 
place that you’ve been dreaming of. A shiny, new, 
moving, and transformative experience awaits you. 
What are you waiting for? Hotel City attracts you; 
it has something you seek, something you desire. 
With your trolley packed, Hotel City makes you 
leave your apartment.

Unsuspectingly, we are all affected by the tourist 
condition. Through a circulation of images, 
anticipation is incubated within us, as we’re audio-
visually bombarded with last-minute getaway 
advertisements, holiday pictures of friends, and 
catchy bits of tropical music. We are incepted 
with what Rob Shields (1990) calls ‘imaginative 
geographies’; mindscapes of desired distant places 
that seduce us to embark on journeys and leave our 
everyday lives behind for what they are. But this is 
not new.

For centuries people have been displacing 
themselves, in search of something outside their 
daily realities (Feifer, 1985). The early pilgrim 
journeys towards holy places such as Jerusalem, 
Medina, and Mashhad display a determination to 
find something ‘beyond’. The Grand Tour, with 
young adults trying to culturally enrich themselves 
by touring through Europe and soaking up 
experiences in every country, displays this same 
determination. When local folk discovered they 
could exploit these passing visitors, hotels and 
restaurants emerged. Subsequently, place-bound 
rarities started being advertised as ‘attractions’ and 
their visitors started being called ‘tourists’ (Crick, 
1989). Hotels themselves also went through a 

series of evolutions, each signifying a similar 
development in the characteristics of the tourists 
visiting them. The ancient typology of the inn 
or caravanserai, situated along a trading route, 
provided food and shelter for weary travellers. 
When living standards rose, and the seeking of 
pleasurable experiences became the main reason 
for visiting other places, hotels started to pop 
up inside city centres, providing visitors with 
a comfortable base from out of which the city 
could be explored (Thompson in Urry & Larsen, 
2011). Interestingly, in the beginning of the 20th 
century, hotels started to brand themselves as the 
experience, an example of which is the full-fledged 
historical recreation of Venice that can be lived 
and enacted in the Venetian hotel in Las Vegas. If 
hotels can become an experience in itself, couldn’t 
the whole city become a hotel?

This is exactly where Hotel City enters the stage. 
It is the lure of the whole city, with its myriad of 
attractions, promoted through its shiny advertising, 
that seduces tourists towards it. Dean MacCannel 
sharply describes this tourist condition as “you 
have got to see this”, “taste this” or “feel this” 
(MacCannel, 1999, p. 203).
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ROOM 2: EXCHANGE

Hotel City is an infrastructure that seamlessly 
connects people and places. In a multitude of 
transport carriages, you are teleported through 
the landscape, as if its boundaries didn’t exist 
anymore. You swoosh through air, screech over 
rails, plough underground, and scrape over 
asphalt. Practically any carriage that holds more 
than six people can be found in Hotel City and 
transfers people like packages on a conveyer belt. 
In this streamlined experience you find yourself 
in a timespan shorter than boredom arriving in 
the place you desire. Hotel City is an exhibition 
on efficiency, a theme park filled with amusement 
rides that move you around perpetually, again and 
again delivering you where you want to be.

The time that the landscape dictated our 
movements has long been lost. Infrastructures that 
empower methods of displacement now reign and 
define our territory on planet earth. Movements 
over the globe are facilitated through flight-price 
comparison websites, whilst concrete is being 
poured in every corner, on every island, through 
every desert. The result is an infrastructure of 
hubs and spokes, ports and stations, airlines and 
waterways, freeways and underground tunnels, 
that all intersect with each other, enabling the 
privileged soul to circumscribe the entire world in 
less than 48 hours.

Take the airport: a typology materialising in 
every global city. Within an airport, one finds 
itself in a perfectly regulated environment in 
which all kinds of actors intertwine with each 
other. Inside this place, there’s a rhythm to be 
found; a carefully orchestrated choreography of 
departures, arrivals, announcements, taxi drivers 
calling for your attention. This dance of carriages 
is conducted by invisible systems. Packed like 

sardines in a crushed tin box, airplane passengers 
carefully align themselves inside rows of narrow 
seats, constituting a cabin crowded with over 50 
nationalities, every one of them staring blankly 
at televisual screens that play the latest trends in 
entertainment. Marc Augé (1995) baptizes these 
globalised infrastructural hotspots as ‘Non-Places’: 
they all resemble each other, constructed in a both 
functional and clinic kind of architecture, cleansed 
by rooftops adorned with air-conditioning units of 
its outside meteorological realities. Interestingly, 
it is these very ‘non-places’, with their globalised, 
or rather standardised, network of signs, that 
enable the erasure of frontiers over the world, 
resulting in a seamless exchange of people from 
all places. Keller Easterling (2014) coins the 
term ‘Extrastatecraft’ to describe the influences 
that certain infrastructures have in rewriting how 
societies live, work, and coexist with each other, of 
which the airport is the perfect example.

It is in within these infrastructures that Hotel 
City thrives. Through the multiplication of these 
non-places across the globe, tourists are enabled 
to spread their wings, leave their flock, and fly 
towards their desired destination.
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ROOM 3: GAZE

Hotel City is a dome of air surrounding you, like 
a personal bubble. When traversing the sidewalk 
after exiting your carriage, you breathe the 
bubble’s air, heavily polluted though it is with 
sounds, smells, and everything you’re actually not 
supposed to be breathing. As your lungs expand, 
your eyes open wide; you see your prize, exactly 
as Hotel City wants you to see it. Behind barriers 
of traffic lights, crosswalks and wide, grey, dead 
asphalt lies Hotel City’s core, its main attraction. 
You are gravitated towards it, drifting along 
endless corridors full of identical numbered doors, 
buildings, and floors.

Once you step out of the non-place, displaced 
from wherever you came, you’ll find yourself in a 
new world. Each new environment you arrive in 
consists of collections of scraps of localities, and 
you are moving right through it. What do you see?

“The outside, the general framework, is not what 
dominates me; it is what I dominate with my gaze. 
But what I dominate I don’t see unless I refrain 
from looking outside, otherwise I’m immediately 
limited to my own point of view” (Latour & 
Hermant, 1998, plan 8). This quote from Latour’s 
description of the ‘Invisible Paris’ captures how 
each individual is effectively confined within 
her or his own personal gaze upon the world, an 
understanding that Edmund Husserl beautifully 
resonates when he writes “each Ego has its own 
domain of perceptual things and necessarily 
perceives the things in a certain orientation.” 
(Husserl, 1983, p.165). This bubble, in which one 
finds itself, is what John Urry and Jonas Larsen 
(2011) refer to as the ‘tourist gaze’; the condition 
to which tourists are subjected, defining what they 
actually can and cannot perceive. Louis Turner 
and John Ash, in acknowledging this gaze, place 

the tourist at the centre of a ‘strictly circumscribed 
world’ that is defined by the entrepreneurs of 
touristic places, and thus becomes “a small 
monotonous world that everywhere shows us our 
own image; … the pursuit of the exotic and diverse 
ends in uniformity” (Turner & Ash, 1975, p. 292).

This suggests that the touristic sphere, in light 
of how it’s created, operates independently and 
regardless of the city, and in a way, would not 
respond to the city’s forces that be, rather it 
would be a kind of counterpoint to it, as it’s in 
the tourist’s perception that things would appear 
as ‘exotic’. It is within this veil of perceptions, 
appearing if one adds up all tourists’ gazes, that 
Hotel City slowly subjugates its host city.
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ROOM 4: SECURE

Hotel City is heavily supervised by a rainbow 
of rays of protection. Hotel City’s core organs 
are fortified with security gates, camera’s and 
x-rays, that monitor everyone who enters and 
leaves, govern every square meter, and fill up 
hard drive after hard drive, all 24 hours a day. 
As you step into one of Hotel City’s entrances 
and raise your arms for an electromagnetic full 
body scan, the guard topples his coffee, as he 
accidentally interprets your belt for something 
actually dangerous. Of course it’s a false alarm, as 
it always is.

On a rather concerned tone, Paul Virilio (2002) 
describes how the frontiers of the state have passed 
into the interiors of cities, as every place deemed 
important now has become a well-defended fort on 
its own. He further elaborates on how this implies 
that the notion of the city’s border is shifting. 
Because what is the true façade of the city, when 
you are time after time frisked and searched when 
passing places within the city? It might indeed be 
that the city has lost its outside borders, as Fuller 
and Harley state that “cities are full of visitors; 
people from elsewhere who may or may not be 
‘just tourists’ and need to be surveilled” (Fuller 
& Harley in Urry & Larsen, 2011, p. 222). Thus, 
slowly, cities are transformed into panopticons, 
as every oddly looking or behaving individual 
starts to look like a potential terrorist. Latour, 
just like the tourists that have no choice but to 

cooperate with this security frenzy, seems to have 
little problem with it: “I’m neither in control nor 
without control: I’m formatted. I’m afforded 
possibilities for my existence, based on teeming 
devices scattered throughout the city. I go from 
one offer to the next” (Latour & Hermant, 1998, 
plan 33).

As a tourist, having passed one of the checkpoints, 
you enter the controlled unknown that is Hotel 
City. As your freedom of movement inside this 
place is completely controlled, it is the systems of 
checks and allowances, parenting this control, that 
govern and decide your every behaviour.
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ROOM 5: BUILD

Hotel City stretches as far your eyes can reach. 
Now standing on the biggest and most prominent 
pedestrian-only square, you are dwarfed by walls 
of buildings that demarcate the square. Hotel City 
is thoroughly cleaned day in and day out, and you 
are amazed by its cleanliness. No specks of dust 
are to be found here, on its shining marble floors 
that are beautifully ornamented. Overlooking the 
square are slender towers, minaret-like structures, 
equipped with speakers that shout instructions 
you don’t understand. Luckily, Hotel City is fully 
equipped with an army of signposts in precisely 
your language, which you silently read and 
obediently follow.

Like a museum’s collection that’s grown over 
centuries, the artifacts and landmarks that are 
found within the city give scale and prominence 
to it. Whilst minute and extravagant structures 
were sculpted by kings and kin, life was allowed a 
place within and around; continuously redefining 
its buildings and their respective contexts. 
Architecture, as Marc Augé mentions, “transmits 
the illusions of the current dominant ideology, 
… the aesthetics of which support those illusions 
and expresses the triumph of the system” (Augé, 
1995, p. xvi). If the physicality of the environment 
is a representation of the invisible systems that 
govern the environment itself, what does this tell 
us about the ones who visit these places? In the 
case of ancient places, surely, these places don’t 
serve their original function anymore, since most 
of them were not built for the delight of tourists. 
Does this imply that tourism is in these cases 
some form of archaeological sight-seeing, or even 
time travelling – as one walks amidst the remains 
of former realities? And in the case of ‘modern’ 
structures, what is the ideology that they reflect, 

having been built specifically for the usage of 
tourists?

In Hotel City, previously prevailing artifacts 
have become pawns in a game of worship and 
ownership, as they in many cases still prevail 
under their new contemporary ideology. In places 
where heritage remains unprotected, however, 
greedy development is replacing ancient fabric 
with buildings catered especially to the ideals 
of Hotel City, as is the case in the context of 
Mashhad, Iran, where in the periphery of its most 
influential tourist attraction a “great amount of 
luxurious shopping centres and high-rise buildings 
… have violated the reconstruction and renewal 
rules in significant ways” (Jalali, Davoudpour & 
Tabibianc, 2018, p. 10).
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we inhabit. Sara Ahmed (2006) acknowledges 
this notion when she illustrates how bodies extent 
themselves into space. She explains the ‘(re)-
sculpting’ as a necessary outcome of the act of 
dwelling, which is what tourists are doing as well 
with their corporeal inhabiting of cities.

Thus, the question arises whether this bodily 
extension of tourists within Hotel City leads to 
any form of ‘(re)sculpting’, and whether this is 
confined, regulated, or problematic in any way. If 
erosion becomes a product of alien inhabitation 
of the spaces within Hotel City, would it matter, 
or would it simply be the sign of a successful 
enterprise?

ROOM 6: CONVULSE

Hotel City is full of corridors that guide you 
towards its attractions. The closer you get to one 
of them, the more crowded it appears to be. As you 
enter one of the corridors, your find yourself in a 
traffic jam of people queuing for the same thing for 
which you came. In Hotel City, space is swarmed 
by people you don’t know and most certainly will 
never see again. Yet, those people are somehow 
familiar, as you can identify with them, their place 
in the world being the same as yours.

The built environment is flooded with waves of 
bodies, rolling over its streets and crashing into its 
spaces. Tourists inhabit cities through occupying 
its hotels, attractions, gift shops, streets, transport 
carriages, and every other corner deemed worthy 
of their gaze. This inhabitation deals with what 
Soile Veijola and Eeva Jokinen describe as the 
‘corporeality’ of travel: “the body breaks with 
established routines and practices. … Here [on 
holiday], we know it in our conscious bodies that 
are temporarily united in an utterly physical ritual” 
(Veijola & Jokinen, 1994, p. 133). It’s precisely in 
these corporeal aspects of tourism that matters of 
phenomenology also kick in, as Maurice Merleau-
Ponty suggests that “spatial forms or distance 
are not so much relations between different 
points in objective space as they are relations 
between these points and a central perspective: 
our body. (Merleau-Ponty, 1964, p.5). We start 
understanding that it is actually through our 
corporeal experiences, that we perceive, structure, 
and order the world that surrounds us. Merleau-
Ponty goes on to explain how “our body is not in 
space like things; it inhabits or haunts space. It 
implies itself to space like a hand to an instrument” 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1964, p.5). To say our bodies are 
similar to instruments, is to say they’re similar to 
tools; capable of ‘(re)sculpting’ the very spaces 
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ROOM 7: ATTRACT

As you enter Hotel City’s core facility, its main 
attraction, its dragon’s lair, you find yourself 
amidst a crowded room, full of people that all 
share the same desire. As one body everyone 
gravitates and rotates around it, swarms it, 
touches it, kisses it. How can a single place affect 
so many? Even you wanted to see it, believe it, 
and live it. Now you are here, experiencing the 
very thing Hotel City promises and promotes. Do 
you feel it? Does it move, transform, or affect 
you? Hotel City originates from and revolves 
around a centrepiece: the main attraction of the 
city, which in most cases is destined to become an 
island within the city, slowly converting its existing 
surrounding fabric into a temporal periphery. That 
which was long-lasting becomes short-lived: an 
experience becoming a fleeting memory.

Now the lure of Hotel City has successfully 
affected you, and you finally find yourself amidst 
the experience that you desired, the question 
arises: what is actually happening here? 
The main attraction of each Hotel City could be 
seen as nearing the status of being something 
‘absolute’ if we’re to take all the attention it 
receives seriously. ‘Absolute’, in the reasoning of 
Giorgio Agamben (1999), refers to how something 
is a thing in itself; in solitude, separated, but 
acquiring a position towards the whole from 
which it has been separated. The main attraction, 
along this line, reads like an island floating in the 
belly of the city, completely isolated, a perfect 
alternate reality found within the city. Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, contrary to Agamben, 
regards the ‘absolute’ as the result of “everything 
becoming one” (Hegel, 2018, p. 11). This would 
translate in an understanding of the main attraction 
as being the natural outcome of all preceding 
processes; the main attraction as neither the heart 

nor the fingertip of the body of the city, it not 
being distinguishable from its context. This line 
of thinking resonates with the case of pilgrimage 
tourism, as here it is the whole journey that could 
be considered as the main attraction, and thus 
something ‘absolute’. Through a succession of 
rituals, the pilgrim becomes one with his spiritual 
goal. This realisation takes places in what Arnold 
van Gennep describes as ‘rites de passage’ (Van 
Gennep in Turner, 1974). Victor Turner goes on to 
divide this ritual sequence into three phases; (1) 
separation: the pilgrim leaves his “earlier fixed 
point inside of a social structure”, (2) liminality: 
the pilgrim “passes through a cultural realm that 
bears no resemblance” to where he came from, (3) 
reincorporation: “the passage is completed, the 
pilgrim possesses new rights and obligations vis-
à-vis others”, as he returns to where he came from 
(Turner, 1974, p. 94). It is in these ‘liminal spaces 
outside space or time’ of phase 2, that everyday 
relations, obligations, and structures are reversed, 
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and one finds itself on the thresholds of the 
‘absolute’. And actually, don’t these three stages of 
the ‘rites de passage’ awfully resemble the stages a 
regular tourist also goes through during his travels 
to, in, and from Hotel City? Therefore, I deem that 
the main attraction of Hotel City possesses exactly 
these liminal qualities that Turner describes.
Another quality that can be attributed to this other 
reality found within main attractions, is that it is 
‘hyper-real’; a term that Jean Baudrillard (1983) 
coined to describe things created to trick our 
consciousness in believing that they are more real 
than the real thing, and thus more worthy of our 
time; capable of delivering us the virtue we so 
desperately seek. Hyper-reality is characterised by 
its surface qualities: it is with carefully designed, 
detailed, and ornamented facades that hyper-
real places convince us of their own realities. 
Umberto Eco gives the example of how wax 
statue museums market themselves as “one of 
the most thrilling experiences of your life”, and 
how “their concern with authenticity reaches the 

point of reconstructive neurosis” (Eco, 1986, p. 
23); revealing hyper-reality’s quest to become 
reality itself. Other examples are the ‘skyscape’ 
installations of James Turrell, in which Turrell 
through a framing of surfaces, captivatingly 
focuses all our bodily senses intensively on an 
ordinary piece of sky: elevating its reality into 
a hyper-reality. Daniel Boorstin regards these 
“synthetic novelties that flood our experiences” as 
‘pseudo-events’ (Boorstin, 1964, p. 9), referring to 
those pre-staged happenings that are found within 
tourist experiences; a ‘flash mob’ parade on the 
main street of Disney Land, a ‘sudden’ procession 
of herded goats through the Alpine village of 
Zermatt, or the elaborate dusting of a Holy Shrine.

If Hotel City delivers us one thing, it’s an 
unforgettable memory, derived from its own 
marketing of itself being the ‘absolute’ experience 
in a lifetime, which consequently is made real by 
layers of hyper-reality that are clad onto it.
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ROOM 8: COMMODIFY

Hotel City profits from its visitors through the gift 
shop. It materialises in a myriad of unsexy ways 
and sells millions of wares that awfully resemble 
each other, though are separable in terms of 
price and quality. Hotel City emerges with the 
growing economic benefits of tourism for the city. 
In Hotel City, values are subjected to the desires 
of economy; culture is commodified and sold to 
the highest bidder; tradition is thrown over in 
favour of standardised processes. The organically 
grown Bazar became an artificial shopping mall. 
The independent vendors became employees. The 
authentic wares became imported products.

‘Exit through the gift shop’, a line made famous 
by Banksy, holds true for most experiences that 
are easily within reach.  Whether it’s a themed 
rollercoaster in your local theme park, the St. 
Peter’s Church in the Vatican, or the MoMa 
in New York; exiting a place means having to 
wade through displays of wares that can possibly 
become physical memories of what you just 
have experienced, that is, if you buy them. 
The experience itself has been commodified; 
its appearance materialised inside a miniature 
keychain, fridge magnet, or stuffed animal. But 
merchandise is not all, as Guy Debord (1967) 
explains how also cultural happenings are being 
commodified, resulting into what he calls the 
‘society of the spectacle’. According to Debord, 
as cultural rituals are being subjugated to the 
economy and turn into (pseudo-)events with a 
price tag, our societies become dominated by a 
fetishism of the commodity. This results both in 
people’s estrangement from each other, as now 
their interactions are founded on production and 
making profit, and a loss of quality, as quantity 
becomes the deciding factor in the development of 
all things. Malcolm Crick (1989) seems to not have 

any problems with this apparent loss of quality, as 
he points out how cultural behaviour is anyway 
continuously being invented and reinvented, 
resulting in an absence of authenticity. And if there 
is no such thing as authenticity, who is to judge 
what holds quality and what not?

Thus, even though commodification paired with 
masses of visiting tourists might have the power 
to alter or even overthrow local cultures, the 
question remains whether this is favourable or not, 
because this commodification in many places does 
become a dependable source of income for the 
local communities. However, this dependency also 
comes at its costs, cause if the stream of tourists 
suddenly halts, so does the flow of income (Crick, 
1989).



190

ROOM 9: ROTATE

Hotel City gladly includes everyone, and it makes 
no exceptions. As long as you check-in in its lobby, 
you are welcome, yes thank you very much. You 
are serviced by a local; one of the many faces 
that represent Hotel City’s interface. As you turn 
around after check-in, you notice the vacant 
expressions of the other guests waiting behind you; 
they too had their once-in-a-lifetime experience 
today. Hotel City rotates a constellation of people, 
interactions, events and places, of which the 
backstage is invisible for its visitors; carefully 
worked out of sight. In Hotel City, everything 
amounts to nothing, as every week is a repetition of 
the previous week, and a rehearsal for the coming 
week.

Every operation has its backdoors, ranging from 
invisible alleys filled with heaps of garbage bags, 
to obscured structures of tax evasive labouring. 
As a visiting tourist, you’re mostly unaware of 
the hidden worlds that are found behind those 
shiny shopfronts surrounding you. Much of these 
parts remain in the shadows, though there’s one 
curtain that’s easily lifted, which is found in the 
interactions that tourists have with the staff of 
each place they visit. Mark Gottdiener (2001) 
describes those who serve the mobilised tourists as 
the ‘immobilised bodies’, who effectively enable 
the functioning of the tourism industry. Urry 
and Larsen refer to these interactions between 
serving and served as what they call “strange 
encounters” that involve “exceptional levels 
of ‘non-interaction’” (Urry & Larsen, 2011, p. 
29). This is resonated by Jacques Bugnicourt 
who puts forward that most tourist related jobs 
are unskilled, which results in a lot of “flunkey 
training” (Bugnicourt in Crick, 1989, p. 316). And 
even though these unschooled workers might be 
looked down upon, these immobilised bodies on 

the front line do perform what former SAS airline 
president Jan Carlzon calls ‘moments of truth’ 
(Carlzon, 1987). These are the 15 seconds on 
average that an interaction takes, that completely 
define the way the customer sees the place he’s 
interacting with. Carlzon, in recognising these 
‘moments of truth’, acknowledges the significance 
of these immobilised bodies, as to the point that 
he deems that they are the most important part 
of any customer experience. This relationship of 
giving and receiving between the mobilised and 
immobilised thus appears to be mutual, as it is both 
parties who could potentially benefit from it.

To think of Hotel City as a chain of interactions 
between alternating visitors, a fixed front line of 
foot soldiers, and an invisible backstage, seems to 
acknowledge this still undiscovered hidden world 
that is found behind any enterprise. To to be a 
tourist, thus, could be seen as being one cell in a 
greater network; each interaction creating a series 
of relays through an interface that interacts with 
the city.
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ROOMS 10-1: COMING HOME?

Hotel City’s rooms are comfortable. They cater 
to your needs, muffle your bad habits and refine 
your peculiar thoughts. The room you just entered 
eerily resembles your own room, the one you left 
this morning. When you lie down, the bed smells 
the same as your own bed, a fresh and empty kind 
of clean. In Hotel City, even though all are guests, 
everything is familiar, everyone finds their way, 
and everyone feels at home.

What happens when you (temporarily) live in 
Hotel City? Could you ever call this place a home? 
If we’re to believe the phenomenologists of Room 
6, every space in which the act of dwelling is 
exercised, sooner or later ends up as an extended 
part of oneself. The entrepreneurs of Room 5 
would gladly make us believe that we actually 
are at home, though the philosophers in Room 7 
would argue how we in the end should need to 
return to our original habitats, as to complete our 
ritual transition, otherwise we’d be stuck forever 
in liminality, although; what would be wrong with 
that? And more importantly, could we actually feel 
at home in a place that is as fortified as Room 4, or 
as serviced as Room 9? Would we feel confined by 
living a premediated experience, as the sociologists 
point out in Room 3? And even if we did, we could 
easily escape this confinement through one of the 
infrastructures found in Room 2. It could also be 
some other place that’s being broadcasted from 
Room 1, luring us away from what we, at least 
now, call home.

Can you give me a conclusion of Hotel City?

Hotel City is a sum of its city’s spaces, structures, 
smells, and sounds; capable of delivering you 
an unforgettable experience, that, paradoxically, 
in some ways is as generic as a hotel room, if it 

weren’t for its fantastic cladding. Hotel City is 
capable of transforming its visitors into absolute 
believers of whatever reality it has to offer. And 
even though this all might be true, the real answer 
to Hotel City lies in the question that still remains:

“And what is the secret?” “What the revealed 
religions have been unable to reveal. The secret 
lies beyond.” (Eco, 1989, p. 208)
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THE BOULEVARD AS BRIDGE

‘‘THE JOURNEY IS THE 
DESTINATION’’

TIME, CONTINUITY, DISCONTINUITY

Hend Charaf



196

01 INTRODUCTION

Religion, politics and eco-
nomics are the main forces 
which run the city and have 
not only affected the growth 
and development of the 
whole city, but are involved 
in the shift toward a large-
scale infrastructure, which has 
become a dominant idea of 
city-planning during the last 
few centuries. 

The physical materializations 
of these forces are located 
on the same line, which is the 
main and the first boulevard 
in Mashhad City. In fact, the 
boulevard has been facilitat-
ing this physical relationship 
since its construction.

Indeed, the boulevard has 
developed through the city 
and constantly established 
relations with its territory-
These relations are continu-
ously changing because of 
the extensive changes in the 
space and architecture of the 
boulevard since 16th century 

until today. The current rela-
tionship is varied, depending 
on the territorial scale and 
the mode of mobility. The 
space of the boulevard, with 
its connecitvity on all scales, 
will be explored. 

After modernization, the 
notion of a hard infrastructure 
and the shift toward massive 
production resulted in
changes in the city’s mor-
phology and the architecture 
of the boulevard.

to sustain the increased flow 
between the main infra-
structural cores (religion, 
political, and economy), the 
boulevard has slowly be-
come merely technological 
networks (transportation, 
telecommunications, ener-
gy, water, and streets) which 
mediate between different 
scales and distances. In fact, 
Its territory is extensively 
controlled by main forces. 
As a result, through time, the 
architecture of the boulevard 
has dismissed its relation to 

the city, and its surrounding 
fabric, creating a border and 
discontinuity in time and 
space - i.e. everyday life and 
the edges.

Mapping the various ex-
changes and movements 
between the boulevard and 
its surrounding region and 
other cities reveals the strong 
connectivity of the boulevard 
with the larger territory of the 
city; however, it has a discon-
tinuous relationship on the 
city scale. Hence, the project 
aims to use the agency of the 
boulevard in negotiating and 
establishing relationships in 
various scales. Specifically 
the project aims to intervene 
within the current territory 
of the boulevard to activate 
and inform the local scale 
through the architecture of 
threshold and bridging.
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“Cities 
accumulate and 
retain wealth, 
control and 
power because of 
what flows
through them, 
rather than what 
they statically 
contain”, 
Beaverstock et al
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MAIN FORCES
Religion, Economy, Politics 
These are the main forces which informed 
Mashhad current landscape 
Religion materialized by the holy shrine, It is 
the second largest Muslim pilgrimage city af-
ter Mecca. Thousands of pilgrims visitthe holy 
shrine every year, therefore the holy shrine 
and its sacred territory shaped the identity 
and influenced the spatial configuration of 
the city. 

Economy; Mashhad export to 34 countries 
mainly dried  food, chemical, household 
goods, precious stones, building stones, 
carpets. Main imports to Mashhad are steel, 
cotton, wood, paper, cars.

The force of economy is materliazed by the 
market, which mediates between export and 
import, and local and global trade. 
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Persian GulfQatar
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Economy

Politic

Politics; Astan Quds Razavi, which is the 
administrative apparatus, is a long-lasting reli-
gious organization which acts as a micro-state 
in the larger territory of Khorasan, influenc-
ing the spatial, cultural, social, political and 
economic (trans)formation of the city and its 
territory. The municipality, which is the local 
government administrative centre handles the 
local administrative and political tasks of the 
surrounding settlements.  Both responsible 
are for the urbanisation of the city. 

At the end of the boulevard there is the-
garden of the astan qadus which is the last 
extension of their developments.These main 
forces become a main destination which are 
physically connected along singular line, and 
this line(the boulevard)  is my area of focus 
because of its social-political context, and be-
cause of its extensive influence on the future 
morphology of the city, as it is the primery 
line which everything follows. 
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M
osalla Bvld

Navvab Safavi 

Shirazi Avenue

Towhid Blvd

Qaranei Avenue

The boulevard 
acts as bridge 
connecting 
physically these 
main forces on a 
single line 

Economy
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Shrine

Market

Garden

‘‘A bridge is an actual entity, 
constructed between two points on a 
continuous line that is infinite.’’

‘‘A bridge is not anything by itself 
apart from its relationship with other 
actual entities.’’
                               Siah Armajani

Administrative



203

02 ACT OF BRIDGING
Armajani’s works, inspired by Heidegger and 
Foucault are about the idea of ‘’building a 
dwelling thinking’’ which means inhabited 
place, a dwelling space which shelters its 
context, thus, it should be built as dwelling 
to produce a dwelling space. To connect two 
separate points it creates a space, an entity 
which unites them with the in between and 
the landscape. Moreover, in this sense it pro-
duces not only a place, but a neighborhood: 

it brings the two sides in between and the 
land into each other’s neighborhood. 
The bridge is nothing without its context, it is 
not only infrastructure which facilitates move-
ment but actually inhabits the events and the 
movements which happen around it ,within it,  
above it, and underneath it.
These are terms and ideas that become rel-
evant when I look at the boulevard as inhab-
ited infrastructure and its relationship to its 
socio-political context.

Market
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Mosalla BvldNavvab Safavi Shirazi AvenueTowhid BlvdQaranei Avenue
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So what is the entity of the boulevard 
and how does it relate to its context? 
These images reveal different 
relationships, scales, time and edge 
conditions along the boulevard.

Mosalla BvldNavvab Safavi Shirazi AvenueTowhid BlvdQaranei Avenue
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Sanabad village
Noghan village

02 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
Safavid 1500-1736: Transformation to a City, 
the king built a wall around the city to protect 
it from the continuous attack and to deter-
mine its territory. 
Construction of the boulevard: Safavid made 
Mashhad their capital, the Shah wanted to 
increase pilgrimges to Mashhad and com-
pete with other religious cities, Therefore he 
constructed the boulevard which connected 
his palace with the shrine directly. Two new 
gateways were constructed, at the beginning 
and the end of this straight boulevard, to 
control taxes. 

 
Construction of the New Silk Road: Shah Ab-
bas encouraged domestic and international 
trade through the construction of extensive
infrastructure, such as road and caravanse-
rais along pilgrimage route to Khorasan and 
Mashhad. 
This new infrastructure is physically connect-
ing these main forces together, and connect-
ing the city with outside territory. However, 
its actual entity relates to the scale of people. 
Thus, It is threshold which relates to both 
scales.

Construction of the city wall 

The shrine courtyard

Construction of the boulevard
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Nature

 Poli�c

 Religion

 Economic

Modernization: the city expanded 
toward south and west by demolishing the 
city wall and gates and replacing them with 
new squares, Just part of the wall remained, 
because of existing graveyards. 
Demolishing the old structures made way to 
wider streets in old quarters of the city by
superimposition of a new grid structure which 
make it accessible by car. However this new 
infrastructure was informed by the boulevard, 
therefore, the boulevard was the first master 
plan line to follow for the extension.

ModernizationConstruction of the boulevard
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the Architecturally Large scale of the 
boulevard was already established 
historically, its continuity was planned 
with all main destinations.  But what 
about the spaces along the Journey?  

“What is the Journey?”
The journey is all the little and big 
things that happen on the way to the 
destination. Here the relationship 
between spaces of movement 
and edge conditions in relation to 
everyday life. 
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04 DIS-CONTINUITY
On a smaller scale, the edges which form the 
entity of the boulevard accommodate plac-
es which are destinations for everyday life. 
and these places are destination not really 
addresses, not formalize nor informed by the 
architecture of the boulevard.

Depicting the movement along the boule-
vard: all this space in between along the 

journey has to deal with the whole idea of 
crossing and discontinuity. 
There is a clear cut with some blurry edges. 
There are only two bridges a long the boule-
vard, in the beginning and the end, located 
in the part speed traffic.  but they are un-
der-used. According to what I mentioned in 
the beginning about inhabited bridges from 
Siah Armajani. Clearly, these bridges don’t 
relate to the contexts. 
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Pedestrian 
Crossings are 
treated in the 
same way along 
the boulevard, 
even though 
its context is 
different in 
relation to time 
and location. 
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Distinct Edge Amorphous Edge Overlapping Edge

The edges of the building form the boulevard 
entity, they mediate the relation between the 
indoor and outdoor. 
They are the boundaries between the two 
entities (private and public).
Typology of the edge along the boulevard: 
The boulevard has different edge conditions 
because of differences in relation to time and 
location. There is a clear cut with some blurry 
edges. 
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MODI OPERANDI
This assemblage 
represents the 
actual situation of 
the boulevard.
The continuity 
and the 
discontinuity 
in both time 
and space, this 
accumulation of 
different relations, 
because of the 
difference in age 
and difference in 
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Intention: 
The Journey is the destination I want to 
address the destination in smaller scale, 
specializing in the moment of threshold, 
I want to intervene, both in connecting 
both sides and rethinking the whole idea 
of threshold.. 
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1 : 100 000

Possible location:
The current relationship is varied, 
depending on the territorial scale and 
the mode of mobility. Mapping the 
various exchanges and movements 
between the Boulevard and its 
surrounding region and other cities 
reveals the strong connectivity 
of the boulevard with the larger 
territory of the city; however, it 
has a discontinuous relationship 
on the city scale. Hence, the 
project aims to use the agency of 
the boulevard in negotiating and 
establishing relationships in various 
scales. Specifically the project aims 
to intervene within the current 
territory of the boulevard to activate 
and inform the local scale through 
the architecture of threshold and 
bridging.



221



TERRITORIES
BORDERS

The graduation studio ‘Border Con-
ditions along the New Silk Road’ fo-
cusses on sites where spatial conditions 
have emerged that are ‘teeming with 
suggestive meanings and unexpect-
ed potential’ but are hardly analysed 
within contemporary architectural 
discourse. The studio investigates con-
temporary border conditions within the 
larger urban and territorial scale, with 
a special emphasis on the relationship 
between architecture and its socio-po-
litical context(s). B&T views the 

contemporary city as an ‘urban universe’ 
of spatial conditions, which consists of 
constellations of elements seemingly 
without any relative weight. To think 
of an ‘architectural project’ in such a 
context means to engage in a speculative 
approach directed to alternative formula-
tions of architecture, all based on a fun-
damental understanding of fragmentation 
and complexity. In the graduation studio, 
these new reformulations are instigated 
by, and at the same time applied to the 
controversial ‘New Silk Road’. 




