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European territory has become completely urbanised. The countrysides in the 
traditional sense have disappeared; the distinctions between the town and the 
country have been blurred. In contrast to the unambiguous urban transformations 
of cities, the processes of urban change in the countryside are massive, yet often 
unnoticed. Away from the public eye and professional scrutiny, these processes 
have created new urban identities and configurations in the formerly rural realm of 
Europe. The studio series European Countryside will explore the terra incognita of 
the countryside, and its radical mutations. The project aims to reinvent 
contemporary countrysides as legitimate and critical subject of architecture 
profession. Starting in spring 2016, the studio will select several countryside case 
studies from the European typological panorama. Through these studies, a 
definition of contemporary countryside will be researched, and its potentials 
discovered and represented. These insights will form the basis for projects on the 
countryside.

The mythical Arcadia and the landscapes of Peloponnese in Greece are the 
birthplace of European territory and a source of European culture. They will serve 
as the threshold for the investigation into the character and urban potentials of 
European territories beyond the city.

Arcadia is one of the most enduring utopias of the western mind. As an 
imaginary locus and a pictorial style, Arcadia originated in the pastoral scenery of 
Roman poets Ovid and Virgil, from where it spread throughout western painting 
and literature. The imaginary realm of Arcadia, where human beings, animals, and 
plants harmoniously coexist, remains one of the most powerful idyllic 
constructions of the countryside. By contrast, the actual region of Arcadia is 
located on the mountainous core of Peloponnese, the largest peninsula in Greece. 
These are the oldest inhabited territories in Europe and sources of European 
culture: sites of classical ruins, such as Epidaurus and ancient Olympia, still 
punctuate the landscape, and stone villages are scattered on the mountaintops. 
The entire Peloponnese is a quiet territory, seemingly unaffected by the 
metropolitan growth of Athens, and the gradual proliferation of new infrastructures 
and industries in the formerly rural landscape. The region’s low population density, 
remoteness, and low accessibility are surprising and can be understood as 
possessing a powerful potential in the European context: Arcadia and Peloponnese 
resist urbanisation, and remain an important interruption in the dense urban fabric 
of the continent. But this countryside is also much more than the imaginary of the 
pastoral ideal: cultural heritage sites, nature areas, agriculture, energy landscapes, 
and tourism have interacted here to produce radical urban transformations and 
new forms of living and production. Our investigation will concentrate on the 
character and potentials of the Arcadian countryside, seen as an important and 
typical case in the European panorama of countrysides.

The project is organized as an east-west section through the territory of 
Peloponnese, running from coast to coast — from Epidaurus to Olympia, through 
the mountains of Arcadia. Learning from the myths and the direct experience of 
the landscape, the studio will investigate, discover, promote and design new 
typologies of Arcadian countryside.

Semester project European Countryside —
Arcadia, Peloponnese
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Seminar week
A journey to Arcadia 
11.03—24.03.2016
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Arcadia is one of the most enduring utopias of the western mind. As an imaginary 
locus and a pictorial style, Arcadia originated in the pastoral scenery of Roman 
poets Ovid and Virgil, from where it spread throughout western painting and 
literature. The imaginary realm of Arcadia, where human beings, animals, and 
plants harmoniously coexist, remains one of the most powerful idyllic 
constructions of the countryside. 
An investigative journey to Arcadia and Peloponnese constitutes the core of 
Architecture of Territory first project on the European Countryside. Travelling along 
the territorial line that crosses the Peloponnese from Epidaurus to Olympia and 
from east to west coast, we will experience the region’s complexity and beauty.

Extensive field research is a prerequisite for the students’ projects. The interaction 
with local experts as well as the faculty and students of the School of Architecture 
at the National Technical University of Athens, will enable a close view of the 
territory. 

The journey takes place from 11—22.3.2016. The first days(11-15.03) are organised as 
a group trip along Peloponnese, including lectures, workshops under a common 
schedule. The last days (16-22.3) host the individual student research. During these 
days, students explore independently the proposed region.

Fieldwork investigation
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1
Arcadian Villages
Countryside of the European mountains

The village (in Greek chorio, χωρίον < χώρα - χῶρος) has a particular meaning in the 
collective memory of Greek urban dweller. It is related to a place of origin, to the 
definition of locality and carries the narrations of the previous generations that 
arrived from the province to colonize and expand the city. The Athenian peasant 
has been the urban stereotype of the 20th century, bringing with him all the culture 
and idioms of his village, as ingredients to construct the growing modern urban 
center. On the other hand, during the same period, the village has become the 
point of return of the urban dweller, and countryside has become the space where 
all kind of urban influences have arrived to be digested, giving way to a new 
provincial space and culture.

The Arcadian villages evenly punctuate the mountainous slopes of Mainalon, 
Parnonas and Lykaion Oros. With their compact built structure with precisely 
defined limits, each village constitutes an identifiable entity in the Arcadian 
landscape.  
Located at the altitudes of 700 to1200m, in extreme topographies and surrounded 
by wild nature, these villages have acquired a special role due to their remote 
location and secluded character. During the antiquity the inaccessible heights of 
Arcadian mountains triggered the imagination, transforming the area into the 
location of various myths: this is where, according to Pausanias, the battlefield of 
Gigantomachy (the battle between Gigantes and Olympian gods) took place; this is 
also the birthplace of the king of gods Zeus, and these are the forests where the 
goat-footed god of orgies and wine, Pan, lived with his Nymphs. The Arcadians, 
hardened by the harshness of the mountains were known as incompatible warriors, 
but also as the best sailors and ship-builders(!). 
Since antiquity the region has never composed a unified entity, but it was rather 
characterized by the foundation of independent city-states that punctuated its 
mountains, including Gortyna, Teuthis, Heraia, Methydrion. After the collapse of the 
Roman Empire, Arcadia became part of the Greek-speaking Byzantine Empire (the 
so-called Despotate of the Morea) still remaining an intact and secluded area. Its 
inhabitants became proverbial herdsmen symbolizing at the same time pastoral 
lack of sophistication, and the gift of simplicity and living in bliss. The imaginary of 
this idyllic paradise travelled to the west first through the narrations of Evander, an 
Arcadian hero who arrived to Italy, and gave birth to the visions of a pastoral utopia 
of Virgil’s Eclogues (in 42 BC) and Jacopo Sannazaro’s Arcadia (1504).

During the four hundred years of governance of the Ottoman Empire, the remote 
mountains proved to be the ideal hideout where the sense of the Greek national 
identity was preserved, and eventually produced the revolutionary generation that 
won the Greek national independence in 1821. The idyllic landscape turned into a 
battlefield and the Arcadian villages, from isolated areas, transformed to 
observatora and strategic control points of the revolt in the valleys. The protection 
offered by topography, helped concentrate the wealth and the intellectual leaders 
of the era, with the villages booming at the beginning of 19th century. 
The villages also become the places of severe isolation and exile during the 1970s 
military junta.  After the 1950s they experienced extreme depopulation that 
accompanied the intense urban-rural migration of the postwar Greece. For 
example, Dimitsana’s population before the war was double the present population.

Studio topics
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Today, the Arcadian villages compose a heterogeneus constellation of dots on the 
map: Touristic destinations, such as the ski resort of Mainalon with luxurious 
pensions in renovated stone houses); Abandoned villages that exist only as transit 
points on hiking paths, such as Arkoudoremma (0 inh.) and Limpovici (0 inh.); 
Traditional villages are perfectly preserved, which regardless of their rich potential, 
are active only for a few days each month when they host weekend or holiday 
tourism. (Examples are Stemnitsa, which went to 191 inh. in 2011 from 411inh. in 
2001, and Dimitsana which had 342 inh. in 2011, shrinking from 611 inh. in 2001 – 
the figure equal the half of its population before the war.)
Agricultural hamlets at the middle-heights, lacking the view and the natural 
attractions of the peaks, as well as future plans and visions, have also shrunk. 
(Examples are Kapelitsa with 30 inh., and Zatouna with 13 inh.); Wealthy villages in 
the lower heights host flourishing agricultural activities. (Tropaia counts 506 inh. 
2011, compared to 674 inh. in 2001); These different types of villages are relatively 
independent and scattered throughout the protected forests of Mainalon, together 
with the multiple historical traces and myths.

Still considered a remote part of Greece, the Arcadia and its villages today have to 
face a new, contemporary myth, which claims that mountainous regions are intact 
natural and traditional areas. This understanding only contributes to the further 
decline of the villages.

The Arcadian villages, created in idyllic isolation, face today various challenges that 
radically alter their character. During the semester, the Arcadian municipality of 
Gortynia will serve as the frame in which these various transformations can be 
observed: the challenges of depopulation and the declining economies; the 
parallel challenge of their reinvention as touristic destinations; the lack of 
infrastructures and the regional vision. 
The mythical image of the blissful land of Arcadia is perhaps most readily identified 
with Arcadian villages. The project goal is to arrive at a clear picture (diagnosis) of 
urban transformation processes in the villages of Arcadia, to discuss the threats 
and the opportunities of their current situation, and to propose elements of the 
future territorial strategy for the villages as part of Arcadian countryside.

By means of analysis, we shall try to gain an insight into the concepts of identity 
and region of Arcadia. We will try to understand the influences (social, economic, 
political) shaping the transformation of villages. We will describe the 
transformations by means of maps, drawings, photographs and text. What are for 
example the impacts of tourism, of heritage policies, and of changing economy of 
agriculture? What are the different transformation pathways that the villages are 
taking? How to represent them? Could we make comparisons to the conditions 
that the Swiss villages are facing? Would it be possible to highlight existing 
potentials that remain unseen and neglected?
In terms of a project proposal, how would you respond to the existing challenges? 
For example, could the relations between the villages and their connection to the 
rural surrounding be rethought? Should touristic infrastructures be enhanced and 
by what means? Or, conversely, should the local characteristics and production be 
enhanced to achieve greater autonomy? Could we integrate new forms of living 
and working in the settlements under stringent heritage protection? Could we dare 
to imagine that a new territorial structure that links the Arcadian villages?

23
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2
Olive groves
Countryside of agriculture production

For agriculture, the particular characteristics of the area acquire special 
importance. Topography, climatic conditions and soil quality are characteristics 
that influence the cultivation in a fundamental way. Peloponnese has 
mediterranean climate. The mountainous interior, like the one of Arcadia, is colder 
than the coast and snow covers the mountains in winter. The coast of Ilia in the 
west, is more humid than eastern Peloponnese, due to fact that the central 
mountains range traversing the peninsula creates a climatic barrier between east 
and west. 
Natural hazards also strongly influence agriculture. Rainy weather has caused 
destruction of villages by mudslides; enormous forest fires are a frequent threat. 
Artificial strip-like voids of cut down forest remind of land art, and can be on 
mountain slopes and can be seen throughout Peloponnese — they are part of the 
mechanisms of protection against forest fires. 
Peloponnese hosts a large variety of agricultural production. Vegetable cultivation 
includes corn, tomatoes, potatoes, green peppers, livestock, watermelons, melons 
and other; however the fruit cultivation dominates the landscape and consists 
mostly of oranges (in Argos and Lakonia) and olives. The areas of specific 
cultivation (olive region, orange region, wine region, etc) are clearly recognisable in 
the landscape, since they are tied to altitude and soil quality. 

The word agriculture shares root with Greek “agrios”, meaning “wild” — agricultural 
production in Greece and in Peloponnese is still domain of certain degree of 
wilderness. It is still based on small individual producers, and on small field sizes. 
The size of field properties in Greece is disproportionately small: 4.4 hectares in 
average, in the Peloponnese even smaller. In Switzerland, the average is 17.4 
hectares despite the fat that its the terrain is also mountainous and subdivided in 
small sections. European Union policies and subsides make decisive impact in 
regulating agricultural production. Greece has up to 82% of agriculture production 
areas. Areas classified as “less favourable”, which means that they are located in 
higher attitudes, on sloping terrain and they lack infrastructure. These areas don’t 
receive EU funding. Despite the fact that the EU gives 2.5 billion euros in annual 
subsidies for production in less favoured areas, due to the problems of poor 
organisation amongst farmers, regional government and environmental 
organizations, much investment is wasted.

The valley of Alfeios River and the surrounding hilly slopes covered with olive trees 
is chosen as the frame to examine the agricultural complexity of Greek rural 
landscape. The area can be characterised as a “less favoured” for cultivation in 
terms of topography. The landscape is changes from flat, fertile river valley to 
rough semi-mountainous terrain. An intensive cultivation with few buildings 
characterizes the river plain. Olive groves, as well as pasture with scattered villages, 
mark the rough terrains. 

Since antiquity, olives and olive oil have been the symbol of Greece, and its most 
significant agricultural product. Olives are in the DNA of the Greeks: olive oil 
(together with feta cheese perhaps) has shaped both the Greek landscape and 
regional identities. The importance of olive farming can be illustrated by the fact 
that municipal workers typically get time off every year for the olive harvest. 
Families in Greece, regardless whether “rural” or “urban“, continue to produce olive 
oil for themselves. 

Studio topics
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Project goals

Project directions

Fifty percent of all Greek farms include some kind of olive farming. 
Craft and artisanship surrounding the olive industry stand in sharp contrast in 
relation to the industrialization of agriculture of northern Europe. The traditional 
olive farming ecosystems have high levels of biodiversity due to the (still) limited 
use of pesticides. Unfortunately it is not easy for the small olive farmers to 
adequately promote the potential and benefits of traditional farming methods. 

In order to respond to market needs, small olive farmers in Greece and 
Peloponnese have developed a variety of economic relationships with migrant 
workers. In reclaiming abandoned fields and century-old farms, migrant farmers 
now help revive Greek countryside.
Beside foreign work migration, a new type of urban-to rural migration has emerged 
as well: more and more young professionals abandon large cities to move to the 
countryside, in response to increasing urban unemployment and the financial 
crisis.
In addition, the potential of agro-tourism hasn’t yet been fully explored. The 
calculation between the benefits and the drawbacks of tourism is complex and 
often unclear. However, it is sure that traditionally, agriculture in Greece has always 
been an autonomous field, clearly related to labour and production. Its new 
association with leisure and tourism still may appear incompatible with the popular 
understanding of the “rural land.”

Climate, topography and other natural conditions and hazards, field sizes, 
traditions, national and international economic policies and migrations are all 
powerfully shaping agricultural production. In Peloponnese, the family- and 
community-based work distribution, and cooperative organization structures for 
olive oil processing and trade emphasize the highly local and contextual character 
of olive farming. The project goal is to explore, name and describe processes of 
change shaping the olive cultivation in Peloponnese. The project also aims to 
discuss the potentials and the possible futures for the small-scale, family-based and 
traditional olive oil production.

By means of analysis we shall try to gain an insight into regional characteristics, 
and to understand the forces currently influencing the agricultural production and 
olive farming. Which roles do the specific natural conditions like geology, climate, 
vegetation, etc play? What is the relation between the fields and the settlements? 
Describe the various populations working in agriculture — locals, migrant workers, 
urbanites arriving during weekends. What are the tendencies marking these 
populations? Are there other important transformations affecting olive farming? 
How would you describe them and map them? How is the model of the 
cooperative production working? Could we compare this model of production with 
the ones known in Switzerland? Would it be possible to highlight existing 
potentials, especially those that remain unseen and neglected?

In terms of a project proposal, how would you respond to the existing challenges? 
What is the future of olive cultivation, and how will it be visible and readable in the 
territory? Are there new forms of living (urban-to-rural migrants, migrant workers, 
tourists) that will change existing settlements? Can we identify a potential of public 
spaces and public landscapes in agricultural land? Could the cooperative model of 
production serve as catalyst for the development of the countryside?
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Olympia
Countryside as heritage landscape

Countryside as heritage landscape refers to the phenomenon often encountered in 
Peloponnese and Greece: remains of classical architecture scattered at myriad 
rural location and in the landscape, away from the big cities. The sanctuary of 
Olympia, carefully laid out in the valley of rivers Alpheios and Kladeos rivers, can be 
considered typical for this phenomenon. 
The site attracted visitors during centuries. The first Olympic games took place in 
776 BC. In order to provide security for the athletes and spectators gathering from 
all over the Greek World, Olympic truce was introduced and all conflicts ceased 
before and during the games.
The ancient site was constructed in several stages over centuries, resulting in a 
heterogeneous structure. In 600 BC, one of the first built structures was the 
Temple of Hera, followed by the extraordinary olympic stadium carefully 
embedded in the terrain in 560 BC. In the so-called golden age of Olympia, in 456 
BC, the Temple of Zeus, with gigantic statue of Zeus sculpted by Phidias exhibited 
in the interior. Due to the increasing importance of the games, further buildings for 
athletes were constructed, including the Palaestra and the bath houses.
In the 3rd century the site was damaged by earthquakes and valuable treasures 
were stolen by invading tribes. However the Olympic festival continued to be held 
at the site until 393 AD when Christian emperor Theodosius prohibited the worship 
of Greek gods. Repeated floods destroyed the settlement again in the early 7th 
century. An alternative theory, proposed recently by German archaeologists based 
on findings of mollusc and shells at the site of Olympia, proposes that its definitive 
destruction took place in the early 7th century as a consequence of a massive 
tsunami. Though the site was rediscovered in the XVIII century, the first excavation 
in Olympia were carried out by the French “Expedition Scientifique de Morea“ in 
1829. Subsequently the excavation and preservation of Ancient Olympia has been 
the responsibility of the German Archaeological Institute in Athens. The first major 
excavation began in 1875, funded by the German government after negotiation of 
exclusive access. 
A new systematic excavation was triggered by the Nazi Party in the year 1936 when 
the Olympic Games in Berlin were held. In this year the tradition of bringing the 
Olympic flame to the venue of the games had been started. Leni Riefenstahl 
directed the documentary film „Olympia“ showing the games in Berlin. It served as 
an effective propaganda film that purportedly revived the ideals of the Olympics in 
the modern, western world

Olympia heritage site lays today under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Culture, 
Education and Religious Affairs, which supervises the area for any acts of illegal 
excavations, and intervenes in case any finds are revealed during digging works. 
The financial resources for the site are provided by the Greek state and European 
Union’s funds.

The contemporary village of Olympia sprouted as a parasite next to the 
archaeological site, some years after the ruins were discovered. The village benefits 
from the seasonal tourist activities during the summer. Along its main village road 
are restaurants, tourist agencies, hotels, two museums and a municipal building 
— most public buildings are of high architectural value. At the periphery of the 
village a hotel „Xenia“ named after the ancient Greek concept of hospitality can be 
found: originally the building was part of the Xenia project of state sponsored 
tourist infrastructure development – today it is abandoned and awaiting 
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Project goals

Project directions

privatisation. The wider municipal territory of Olympia today counts around 13 400 
inhabitants; the village itself around 1000.
Although the nearby Port of Katakolon seems to be very small, it serves as a major 
jumping off point for day trips to Olympia during the summer: in 2010 for example, 
almost 950 000 passengers debarked at this port. The transport of tourists 
between Olympia and Port Katakolon is organised by shuttle buses. Olympia also 
has a train station, the easternmost terminus connecting to Patras. However due to 
the economic crisis the service is now practically out of order.

The site of ancient Olympia was awarded the UNESCO World Heritage status in 
1989. The site must be protected from the floods of Alpheios, and extensive flood 
barriers have been constructed. After forest fires nearly reached Olympia in 2007, 
fire protection infrastructures also gained in importance. 
Within the site many interventions have taken place, such as new ticket offices, 
information signs and ramps for the disabled. A buffer zone and effective 
protection arrangements are preventing from any threats by future expansion of 
the nearby village. In 2008 the restriction of traffic through the foothills of Kronion 
Hill succeeded in protecting the monuments from vibration and pollution. 

The goal of the project is to analyse and propose new territorial strategies 
articulating the relationship between heritage and tourism in Olympia. Olympia 
was always a destination attracting visitors from afar — in the past athletes and 
spectators; today hundreds of thousands of tourists. This is an extraordinary 
situation requiring closer examination. The project aims to understand the 
character of tourism in Olympia today, and to propose ideas for Olympia’s future 
territorial development.

By means of analysis we shall try to gain an insight into the ancient site and its 
functioning. Could you for example draw the routes that lead to Olympia? From 
which parts of the Greek World did visitors arrive in the past? Could you compare 
these flows with the contemporary condition?
What is the impact of today’s high frequency of tourism on the ancient site? How 
would you describe and qualify the impact of tourism and tourist infrastructures in 
Olympia? In this context the interaction between the ancient site and the modern 
day village is interesting: how do the village residents live and are they part of the 
tourist economy? Is the Olympia-village growing or shrinking?
In a broader territorial picture, it is important to analyse the accessibility of 
Olympia. How does Olympia relate with the coast of Elia, and how does it relate 
with the mountains of Arcadia? What temporal migration patters of tourists and 
locals can be distinguished here?
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Ilia’s coast
Seaside countryside

Seaside Countryside seems to be an identifiable typology of coastal development 
of Peloponnese. Several historical cities, Sparta for example, have for security 
reasons been located at a distance from the coast. Since antiquity, the coast of 
Peloponnese has been an area of commercial activity, but was perceived as 
dangerous, due to piracy and frequent conflicts. Even until the mid twentieth 
century, the coast of Peloponnese has resisted tourism: the growing Greek urban 
middle class at the time still preferred to escape the city by going to mountainous 
countryside for vacation and leisure. It is only in the 1960s and the 1970s that 
coastal tourism begins to flourish in Greece, mainly due to public incentives (e.g. 
Xenia project) in form of large-scale tourist facilities designed and built at various 
locations throughout the country. The coastline begins to transform into a leisure 
space and a resource attracting international tourism.

The coast of Ilia is part of a large low lying plain in the west of Peloponnese It forms 
a foreland to the mountains running from north to south. Ilia’s largest city, Pyrgos, is 
about 4 kilometres away from the coastline. The actual population of the city of 
Pyrgos is 25’000, with municipal population counting around 50’000. In terms of 
population size, Pyrgos is representative of most cities of Peloponnese, with the 
exception of Patras, the important port city, which is four times larger. 
The coastal geography has changed profoundly over time: In antiquity the position 
of the coastline was located approximately eight kilometres further inland. The 
present day coast is characterised by build-up of alluvial soil, which was made 
cultivable and arable through extended irrigation and drainage infrastructures. The 
area of Katakolo, exceptionally located on rock formations, was transformed to a 
port. Katakolo has been a port settlement for centuries, and had its glory days from 
the end of the 19th to the mid 20th century. The construction of the port was 
entirely funded by the municipality of Pyrgos to serve as the main gate for export of 
Ilia’s agricultural products (especially raisin) to all major ports in Europe. But in 
recent years the port has experienced a reversal: Katakolo now receives around 
300 cruise boats annually, serving as the gateway to the archaeological area of 
Olympia located some twenty kilometres away inland. The port’s industrial 
buildings are no longer in use. 

The coastline is characterised by coexistence of different types of urbanisation: 
Illegal settlements, secondary residences and tourist accommodations. The middle 
zone between the coastline and the city is a diverse peri-urban landscape: it is 
occupied by fields, farmhouses, water reservoirs and channels, leisure sites such as 
motorbike trails, and so on. The heterogeneous character of structures and 
elements indicates a relatively spontaneous and unplanned growth of the area.

The Greek countryside appears to be the victim of the lack of strategic territorial 
(land-use) planning. It is mainly the construction aspect of development that is 
subject of planning and control; especially the plot ratio (or floor area ratio) and the 
minimum plot size. It appears that land use is not considered as limiting condition 
for new development — there seem to be no restrictions regarding the change of 
land use from agriculture to building for example. Zoning plans cover less than 3% 
of the countryside, an important exception compared to most European countries 
including Italy, Spain, France, Britain and Switzerland. 

Studio topics
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Project goals

Project directions

In order to understand the urban growth processes, particular building regulations 
need to be highlighted. Before 1928, construction was permitted only inside the 
peri-urban zone,; subsequently several urban land uses (except housing) were 
allowed both inside or outside the peri-urban zone. After the 1960s, land use 
restrictions were nearly completely removed. The plot ratios were increased and 
the minimum plot required for construction was reduced. In parallel to the 
regulated construction on rural land, the mechanism of unauthorized construction 
has become prevalent too. With the authorities following a laissez-faire attitude, the 
proportion of unauthorized constructions in Greece increased over 45% between 
1950 and 1995. Initially, the mechanism of self-built housing outside legal 
frameworks served as a response to the pressing housing shortage of the period. 
However, after the 1970s the practice became widespread, to include holiday 
houses and other tourist establishments.
The legalization of illegal settlements, and the policy of non-demolition of 
unauthorized construction should be seen as part of political trade-offs and 
electoral games.

The coast of Ilia has a strong local character. In contrast to many other coasts areas 
of the Mediterranean, Ilia is not a purely touristic destination —.to the contrary, it 
has been appropriated by local communities. The seaside seems to be tightly 
connected to agriculture and to small cities lying near the coast, offering to the 
locals an area for summer (vacation) exodus. The projects goal is to study and 
describe the specific character of the local coastline of Ilia, which seems to 
represent an attractive mixture of local living, summer hideout and agriculture. Can 
you describe the phenomenon of seasonal housing? Does this type of “seaside 
countryside” offer interesting potentials? What is your vision to Ilia’s coast?

By means of analysis we shall try to gain an insight into the region of Ilia, and to 
understand the forces that shape the seaside countryside. What is the role of 
geology, climate, water? What are the different types of settlements and 
landscapes along the coast? Which areas are touristic? Identify and describe the 
main urban landscape structures/typologies. How are they linked to the 
countryside and to each other? Speak of their roles for the region. Analyse the 
coastline in terms of accessibility and traffic circulation. What are the mechanisms 
and consequences of illegal construction? What kinds of illegal structures are 
produced? Does unregulated construction produce unexpected potentials?
In terms of a project proposal how would you respond to the existing challenges? 
What are the problems and potentials of the coastline? Should the coast of Ilia be 
seen as a recreation area for the cities, which also involves agriculture? How to 
develop the areas of illegal urbanization in the future? What should be the 
approach to the coastal traffic? How should the coast be developed?
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First task

Arcadia, Peloponnese is at the beginning of a series of case studies on the 
European Countryside. The studio will explore the typological panorama of the 
Greek countryside by focusing on four main themes: 1) the villages of mountainous 
Arcadia; 2) the olive cultivation; 3) the landscapes of classical heritage; and 4) the 
coastal settlements..

The findings related to each of the four topics will be collected and represented as 
part of a common project: the Countryside Atlas of Arcadia, Peloponnese. This 
collection of maps, drawings, design visions, and research evidence will be 
elaborated during the course of the semester.
The Countryside Atlas will also be printed in form of a book in the end of the 
semester; each group will contribute one chapter.

The insights of the First Task are the initial contributions to the Atlas. To create 
compatible drawings for the Atlas, each group will receive support during the 
creative process of developing the maps. Ideas, references and other materials are 
provided on the server and will be discussed during the desk critics.

To familiarise ourselves with the Greek countryside, the First Task asks the students 
to look at the four mentioned themes — four typologies of the countryside 
landscapes. By means of maps, drawings and text, we will engage with the 
countryside of Peloponnese at different scales and gain first insights into its current 
forms and processes of urbanisation. In addition, each group studies a selected 
reference project related to the countryside, and gives it a new reading, by drawing 
a new plan and eye-level perspective.

The First Task is presented in form of a common exhibition. Each group will present 
their typological portrait with five panels in the dimension of 63.0 x 63.0 cm. The 
exhibition will include:

—  A territorial map describing the typological conditions of Peloponnese 
  (scale 1: 500.000)
—  A territorial plan in an intermediate scale describing developments  in a given   
  area of focus   (individual scale per group)
—  Illustrated text presenting analytical observations and other discoveries related  
  to the theme
— Reference project, two Illustrations: plan (line drawing in scale 1: 2.000) and 
— image (eye-level perspective)

Countryside atlas 

First task — common exhibition
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First task

5 panels 63.0 x 63.0 cm 

1/500.000Text
1/100.000 —

1/5.000 1/2.000 Perspective

The village has a particular meaning in 
the collective memory of Greek urban dweller. 
It is related to a place of origin, to the 
definition of locality and carries the narrations 
of the previous generations that arrived from 
the province to colonize and expand the city. 
The Athenian peasant has been the urban 
stereotype of the 20th century, bringing with 
him all the culture and idioms of his village, as 
ingredients to construct the growing modern 
urban center. On the other hand, during the 
same period, the village has become the point 
of return of the urban dweller, and countryside 
has become the space where all kind of urban 
influences have arrived to be digested, giving 
way to a new provincial space and culture.

The Arcadian villages evenly punctuate 
the mountainous slopes of Mainalon, Parnonas 
and Lykaion Oros. With their compact built 
structure with precisely defined limits, each 
village constitutes an identifiable entity in the 
Arcadian landscape.  

Located at the altitudes of 700 to1200m, 
in extreme topographies and surrounded by 
wild nature, these villages have acquired a 
special role due to their remote location and 
secluded character. During the antiquity the 
inaccessible heights of Arcadian mountains 
triggered the imagination, transforming the 
area into the location of various myths: this is 
where, according to Pausanias, the battlefield 
of Gigantomachy (the battle between 
Gigantes and Olympian gods) took place; this 
is also the birthplace of the king of gods Zeus, 
and these are the forests where the goat-
footed god of orgies and wine, Pan, lived with 
his Nymphs. The Arcadians, hardened by the 
harshness of the mountains were known as 
incompatible warriors, but also as the best 
sailors and ship-builders(!). 

Since antiquity the region has never 
composed a unified entity, but it was rather 
characterized by the foundation of 
independent city-states that punctuated its 
mountains, including Gortyna, Teuthis, Heraia, 
Methydrion. After the collapse of the Roman 
Empire, Arcadia became part of the Greek-
speaking Byzantine Empire (the so-called 
Despotate of the Morea) still remaining an 
intact and secluded area. Its inhabitants 
became proverbial herdsmen symbolizing at 
the same time pastoral lack of sophistication, 
and the gift of simplicity and living in bliss. The 
imaginary of this idyllic paradise travelled to 
the west first through the narrations of 
Evander, an Arcadian hero who arrived to Italy, 
and gave birth to the visions of a pastoral 
utopia of Virgil’s Eclogues (in 42 BC) and 
Jacopo Sannazaro’s Arcadia (1504).

During the four hundred years of 
governance of the Ottoman Empire, the 
remote mountains proved to be the ideal 
hideout where the sense of the Greek national 
identity was preserved, and eventually 
produced the revolutionary generation that 
won the Greek national independence in 1821. 
The idyllic landscape turned into a battlefield 
and the Arcadian villages, from isolated areas, 
transformed to observatora and strategic 
control points of the revolt in the valleys. The 
protection offered by topography, helped 
concentrate the wealth and the intellectual 
leaders of the era, with the villages booming at 
the beginning of 19th century. 

The villages also become the places of 
severe isolation and exile during the 1970s 
military junta.  After the 1950s they 
experienced extreme depopulation that 
accompanied the intense urban-rural 
migration of the postwar Greece. For example, 
Dimitsana’s population before the war was 
double the present population.

Today, the Arcadian villages compose a 
heterogeneus constellation of dots on the 
map:

Touristic destinations, such as the ski 
resort of Mainalon with luxurious pensions in 
renovated stone houses); Abandoned villages 
that exist only as transit points on hiking paths, 
such as Arkoudoremma (0 inh.) and Limpovici 
(0 inh.); Traditional villages are perfectly 
preserved, which regardless of their rich 
potential, are active only for a few days each 
month when they host weekend or holiday 
tourism. (Examples are Stemnitsa, which went 
to 191 inh. in 2011 from 411inh. in 2001, and 
Dimitsana which had 342 inh. in 2011, 
shrinking from 611 inh. in 2001 – the figure 
equal the half of its population before the war.)

Agricultural hamlets at the middle-
heights, lacking the view and the natural 
attractions of the peaks, as well as future plans 
and visions, have also shrunk. (Examples are 
Kapelitsa with 30 inh., and Zatouna with 13 
inh.); Wealthy villages in the lower heights host 
flourishing agricultural activities.

Heritage and Myth in Peloponnese
Countryside of Ruins

500m

1: 5.000

200400 100300 0
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First task

1:500.000 —  Village portrait of Peloponnese
Find innovative ways to present different characters of villages and describe their 
geography, size and accessibility. Where are they located? Do these villages 
inherent common regional characters or perform in specific networks? 
1: 100.000 — Map of population shrinkage and growth
The municipality of Gortynia frames the intermediate study frame. Examine current 
population conditions and tendencies in the mountainous villages of Arcadia. Use 
the census data of 1991, 2001 and 2014. 
1: 2.000 — Gion A. Caminada, Vrin
Engage with the work of Gion A. Caminada and discuss the project of Vrin in 
Switzerland. Present the project in both, territorial plan and architectural image 
from eye level perspective. 

1:500.000 — Agriculture portrait of Peloponnese
Present different types of agricultural production and land use patterns in 
Peloponnese and describe their geography, modes of cultivation and organisation. 
What are the contemporary trends in the Greek agriculture sector (seasonality, 
employment, migration of labour) and main tendencies of land transformation? 
1: 50.000 — Olive production
The Alfeios River Valley frames the regional study. Discuss the networks and 
functions of olive production the semi- mountainous areas of Arcadia/ Ilia. Describe 
the organisational units and nodes of olive production in the network.
1: 2.000 — Andrea Branzi, Agronica 1995
Engage with the projects of Andrea Branzi and tackle the project of Agronica in a 
territorial plan and architectural image.

1: 500.000 — Myth and heritage in Peloponnese
Present the locations of heritage and myth in Peloponnese. Find innovative 
categories to describe their different conditions and characters.
How to trace their antiquity uses, rituals and myths; what are their contemporary 
meaning and geography? 
1: 5.000 — Contemporary village of Olympia
Draw a plan of the contemporary set up of the Olympia. Identify the different 
conditions of the heritage site, nature protection, tourist infrastructures and other 
facilitating functions.
1: 2.000 — Site of ancient Olympia
As reference project tackle the reconstruction of ancient Olympia in a plan drawing 
and create an architectural image from the eye level perspective. 

1: 500.000 — Coastal tourism in Peloponnese
The coastal Greek terrain reveals divergent, contrasting occupations. Present the 
conditions of the touristic coastline of Peloponnese.
1: 5.000 — Katakolo Port, Ilia. Present the conditions and processes of urban 
transformation along the coast of Ilia. Emphasise on the juxtaposition of 
agricultural spaces, housing and international tourism infrastructures as part of the 
same coastal condition.
1: 2.000 — Doxiadis Associates, Aspra Spitia, 1961.
Examine the coastal housing development project by Doxiadis Associates in plan 
drawing and architectural image. 

1 Villages

2 Agriculture

3 Myth and heritage

4 Tourism
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Giovanni Francesco Barbieri (Guercino), Et in Arcadia Ego, 1618–1622  

Materials Et in Arcadia ego (or The Arcadian Shepherds) is the title of a painting by the Italian Baroque artist 
Giovanni Francesco Barbieri (Guercino). The phrase appears for the first time in art and architecture in 
this work. The painting shows two young shepherds staring at a skull, with a mouse and a blowfly, 
placed onto a cippus with the words Et in Arcadia ego (“I too -The Death-[was] in Arcadia”), meaning 
that even in the idylic arcadian utopia, Death is present. The latter is a moral reference to Death. 
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Nicolas Poussin, Et in Arcadia Ego, 1638–1640

Materials The translation of the phrase is “Even in Arcadia, there am I”. The usual interpretation is that “I” refers to 
death, and “Arcadia” means a utopian land. During Antiquity, many Greeks lived in cities close to the 
sea, and led an urban life. Only Arcadians, in the middle of the Peloponnese, were far from the sea, and 
led a shepherd life. Thus for urban Greeks, especially during the Hellenistic era, Arcadia symbolized 
pure, rural, idyllic life, far from the city. The ambiguity of the phrase is the subject of a famous essay by 
the art historian Erwin Panofsky (following). Either way, the sentiment was meant to set up an ironic 
contrast between the shadow of death and the usual idle merriment that the nymphs and swains of 
ancient Arcadia were thought to embody.
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Erwin Panofsky, Et in Arcadia ego, 1936

Materials
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Erwin Panofsky, Et in Arcadia ego, 1936

Materials

51



Erwin Panofsky, Et in Arcadia ego, 1936

Materials
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Erwin Panofsky, Et in Arcadia ego, 1936

Materials
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Vergil, “Bucolia - Ecloga septima” in Leben auf dem Lande

Materials
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Hendrik Goltzius , Arcas Preparing to Kill His Mother, 1574-1575

Materials Arcadia owes its name to the mythological hero Arcas, the son of Zeus and the nymph Callisto. Arcas 
was a king of Arcadia and and the country’s greatest hunter. In Greek mythology, Callisto was a nymph 
of Artemis, the goddess of forests and hills. Zeus desired the Nymph. In order to lure her, he disguised 
into the figure of Artemis and managed to approach her and sleep with her. Hera, the jealous spouse if 
Zeus, found out that Callisto was pregnant. Full of ruth, she turned the Nymph into a bear. Callisto gave 
birth to a son named Arcas. Zeus in order to protect Arcas from the ruth of Hera, hid Arcas in a remote 
area that would come to be called Arcadia, in his honor. 
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Materials Years later when Arcas was hunting, he came upon a bear. Not knowing that it was his mother, he 
pointed his arrow on her, ready to kill her. Zeus took pity on the tragedy of mother and son, took 
Callisto and Placed her in the sky as Ursa Major (Great Bear in Latin) and Arcas nearby her as Ursa Minor 
(Little Bear). When Hera heard of this, she became so angry that she asked Tethys to keep them in a 
certain place, so that the constellations would never sink below the horizon and receive water.

Albrecht Dürer, The Celestial Map - Northern Hemisphere woodcut, 151556
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Thomas Cole, The Course of Empire - The Arcadian or Pastoral State, 1833–36

The Course of Empire is a five-part series of paintings created by Thomas Cole in the years 1833–36. It 
is notable for reflecting popular American sentiments of the times, when many saw pastoralism as the 
ideal phase of human civilization, fearing that empire would lead to gluttony and inevitable decay. In 
the second painting, called The Arcadian or Pastoral State, the sky is clear and a fresh morning of a day 
in spring or summer is depicted. The images reflect an idealized, pre-urban ancient Greece. This work 
shows mankind at peace with nature. It symbolizes that the environment has been altered, but not so 
much so that it or its inhabitants are in danger.
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Carte Trigonométrique, Expédition scientifique de Morée, 1829-1838

MaterialsMaterials The Morea expedition (French: Expédition de Morée) is the name given to the land intervention of the 
French Army in the Peloponnese (at the time often still known by its medieval name, Morea) between 
1828 and 1833, at the time of the Greek War of Independence. 
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Carte Générale, Expédition scientifique de Morée, 1829-1838

MaterialsMaterials After the fall of Messolonghi, Western Europe decided to intervene in favour of revolutionary Greece. 
Their attitude towards the Ottoman Empire’s Egyptian ally, Ibrahim Pasha, was especially critical; their 
primary objective was to elicit the evacuation of the occupied regions, the Peloponnese in particular. 
A Commission of Sciences and Arts, the Morea Scientific Expedition (Expédition scientifique de Morée.) 
accompanied the troops. Seventeen learned men represented different specialties (natural history and 
antiquities – archaeology, architecture and sculpture) followed the voyage.
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Canton Arcadia, Expédition scientifique de Morée, 1829-1838

Materials Their work was of major importance in increasing knowledge about the country. As an example, the 
topographic maps they produced were excellent. The Morea expedition and its publications offered a 
near-complete description of the regions visited. They formed a scientific, aesthetic and human 
inventory that remained one of the best means, short of visiting them in person, to get to know the 
regions.
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Denis Cosgrove, Mapping Arcadia, 2008.

4 Mapping Arcadia

The title ‘Mapping Arcadia’ signals perhaps the most clichéd assumption of
the geographical project: making and interpreting maps. But as Arcadia is an
imaginary place, the subject of artistic and literary more than geographic
exploration, to map it suggests something more than surveying and compil-
ing a graphic image of its dimensions and spaces. I use mapping here in its
more metaphorical sense, but one that draws nonetheless on the deep his-
torical connections between cartography and imagination. Such connec-
tions are apparent, for example, in the creation of patrician landed estates
with their villas, vistas and gardens in sixteenth-century Italy, or in early
maps of the New World, discussed in the last chapter. Here, I extend the
connection between mapping and art, but use the idea of mapping as an
active engagement that seeks to give form and meaning to an elusive and
largely imaginary space.

Mapping and Arcadia

‘Mapping’, the cognitive and creative process rather than the scientific and
design aspects of map-making, has more than one meaning. Most simply, it
refers to the locating and way-finding practices of recording places and
things in space, for example the charting activities traditionally employed
by navigators that produced coastal rutters or portolani. But mapping also
suggests more broadly cognitive and imaginative processes of discovering
and denoting our place within the world, and of ordering the worlds we
experience through spatial representations: graphically, pictorially, even
narratively and performatively.1 In the first sense mapping Arcadia would
mean locating in geographical space an elusive region whose name has
echoed through two millennia of literary and artistic culture as a point of
harmony between nature and social life. Arcadia does exist as a geographical
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there. For Arcadia’s geography is one of yearning more than finding. It is a
nowhere place, a utopia. Arcadia addresses the insistent question of the
place that humans occupy, should occupy and, in reverie, perhaps once did
occupy, in nature. Behind this single, simple toponym lies a complex geog-
raphy of memory and desire, and a landscape that, once we map its poetic
contours, reveals itself as the habitation of more troubling ghosts than we
might initially expect.7 This chapter attempts such a mapping by connecting
some reflections on the current state of thinking about nature and landscape
in North America to Arcadian thinking and its classical, Mediterranean
origins, before returning to this now rather thin and tired trope of social
harmony some of its complexity and poetic authority.

Arcadia in America

California, home of the Arcadia furthest removed geographically from those
austere limestone crags and pine forests of peninsular Greece, is as good a
place as any to start. The history of settlement in the Golden State over more
than a century has been governed by a restless search for environmental and
social perfection. The countless expressions of the California Dream across
the Californian landscape – in sanatoria and health spas, on beaches and in
communes, among orange groves and in the shade of eucalyptus trees, and
even in the rows of suburban bungalows – make a story that is tragic in the
original dramatic sense of that term: at once heroic and flawed.8 It is shot
through with the irony that the ideals of personal ease and social perfection
sought within the setting of an idealized climate and spectacularly beautiful
natural environment have been consistently elusive, endlessly deferred, or
subverted in the artificiality of the human landscapes that have degraded
Californian nature and hardened so much of Californian social and physical
space.9

One aspect of this irony is captured in Roger Minick’s image: Woman with
Scarf at Inspiration Point, Yosemite National Park (1980) (Fig. 4.1). The Arcadian
sweep of grassland, forest, rock and water visible from Inspiration Point
appeals to a landscape sensibility shaped by Claude Lorrain’s pictorial vision
and moulded in the American West by Ansel Adams’s photography10 (Fig.
4.2). The woman’s headscarf carries a banal printed image of the very scene
she is viewing. The obvious effect of this piece is to question the ‘natural-
ness’ of both the scene she is observing and of her own response to it. In
Dean MacCannell’s phrase, Yosemite, paradigm of Western wilderness, is
today ‘Nature incorporated’.11 Since 1855, Yosemite has been celebrated as
the iconic landscape of the American West, the jewel in the crown of Ameri-
ca’s preservationist movement. Here the movement’s founding father and
guiding spirit, John Muir, played the Arcadian rustic, herding sheep in the
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toponym on the map of Greece, a mountainous and wild region in the
central Peloponnese. Its regional government today uses the name’s reson-
ance to promote eco- and agro-tourism in a landscape of poor hill farms
and declining pastoralism. But the Greek region has only the most tenuous
connection to the literary Arcadia, whose enduring literary and artistic
influence is more accurately traced to Virgil’s Eclogues and Aeneid. In Virgil, as I
argue below, Arcadia might with equal textual justification be located in the
reedy marshlands around Mantua in the plains of the River Po, the bare
mountain pastures of Sicily, or the Capitoline Hill prior to the building of
Rome: ‘golden now, but once a-bristle with woody thickets’ (aurea nunc, olim
silvestribus horrida dumis).2 And yet this classical mapping too is false to the
literary tradition as we know it today, the origin of which is more appropri-
ately found in the hugely influential poem Arcadia, written by the Neapolitan
Jacopo Sannazaro in the 1480s and published (against its author’s wishes)
in Venice in 1502.3 An immediate literary success across Europe, San-
nazaro’s poem celebrated the landscape of San Cipriano, near Salerno, south
of Naples, where his aristocratic family had their estates.

Today, Sannazaro’s poem is forgotten and unread – ‘its preoccupation
with beauty – beauty of countryside, beauty of language and of rhythm,
idyllic beauty described in an elegiac tone’, considered too saccharine for
today’s knowing and ironic tastes.4 It comes to the contemporary reader
mediated and relocated, through Sir Phillip Sidney’s ‘enamelled meads’ and
the rococo spaces of Marie-Antoinette’s Versailles.5 But at the time of its
appearance, Sannazaro’s poem was widely read and its landscape mapped
onto the New World descriptions of sixteenth-century explorers. Here is
Giovanni da Verazzano’s record of the landscape he encountered near Cape
Hatteras in 1524:

following always the shore, which turned somewhat North, we came in a
distance of fifty leagues to another land that appeared much more beauti-
ful and was full of great woods, green and of various kinds of trees.
Grapevines climbed to the branches, and the place we called Arcadia.6

Jacques Cartier expressed similar sentiments at Hochelaga, the site of today’s
Montreal, where he noted that people were engaged in cultivation and
fishing solely to sustain themselves, and did not value worldly goods, being
ignorant of them. Arcadia has been a recurrent theme in the European
cultural appropriation of American nature. If I want to go horse-racing
today in Los Angeles, or to the LA County Arboretum, I travel to Arcadia
(see Fig. 3.2). It nestles below the San Gabriel Mountains just east of
Pasadena, its appearance signalling the continuing power of poetic land-
scapes to become mapped into actual geographies.

Clearly, the broader sense of cognitive mapping is much more appropri-
ate to the cartography of Arcadia than the narrow sense of finding our way
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1860s and proclaiming that ‘nature like a fluid seems to drench and steep us
throughout, as the whole sky and the rocks and flowers are drenched with
spiritual life’.12 Yosemite represents that uniquely American faith in
unspoiled, wild nature as the repository of natural (and national) virtue,
which, if embraced in the right spirit of subdued awe and reverence and in
accordance with the correct codes of conduct and dress, could transmit
itself to individuals.13 Through the spiritual renewal offered by wilderness
experience, the moral order of society was supposed to be uplifted. This is
an Arcadian vision which spread across the globe during the twentieth
century. ‘National’ parks define ‘true nature’, the originating landscape, of
every nation state.14 They signify, too, the nation’s commitment to ideals of
environmental protection and conservation, to a balance between nature
and human life. Since the 1970s environmental science has been awarded
the privileged role of guide in the common human commitment to ‘restor-
ing’ harmony with nature (Fig. 1.4). In turn, ecology as the study of the

Figure 4.1 Roger Minick, Woman with Scarf at Inspiration Point, Yosemite National Park,
1980 (Oakland Museum of California)
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Denis Cosgrove, Mapping Arcadia, 2008.

balance of life has guided the management of national parks as the Arcadian
groves of the modern world.15

But, over the past decade, the assumptions underlying the widespread
commitment to wilderness and ecological virtue have been subject to a
more critical scrutiny. The respected American environmental historian,
William Cronon, initiated a fierce polemic when he pointed out in the mid-
1990s that ‘nature’ is inescapably a human fabrication, a name through
which we denote and delimit a reality that undoubtedly exists, with its own
forms, processes and interactions, but which in and for itself is radically
‘other’, and thus, within human discourse, always a social construction.16

The languages that we select to describe and address nature’s forms and
workings, together with the virtues or vices with which we invest ‘wilder-
ness’, ‘ecosystems’ or any other of the terms we apply to natural spaces, as
well as the roles we deem appropriate for ourselves in respect of them, are
all culturally rather than scientifically determined. There is nothing pre-
given or objective about the selections we make, and we need to attend
critically to their implications. In thus promoting nature as a social con-
struction, Cronon opened himself to the accusation of undermining the

Figure 4.2 Ansel Adams, Clearing Winter Storm, Yosemite National Park, c.1935 (Ansel
Adams Publishing Rights Trust)
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immediate environs were transformed into gardens with elaborately
designed orchards, flowerbeds and parterres. The ‘wilderness’ of the
hunting park, which lay beyond the formal garden, provided for aristocratic
leisure, to be sure, but it was leisure for a purpose. A society that relied for
its defence upon an elite corps of mounted soldiers drawn from the nobility
required space for the practice of martial skills: horsemanship and the use of
heavy arms. The hunting park provided that space: it was the restricted-
access military training zone of the feudal world. Its sylvan wilderness, a
space of muscular challenge and violence, lay at the margins of aristocratic
territory, beyond the space of cultivation and romantic assignation repre-
sented by the garden and the ruling centre of the country house, to be sure,
but mapped securely within the social space of rule.

At first sight the conventional image of Arcadia seems far removed from
the conceptual map I have drawn here of the park within the noble domain.
In fact the two are closely connected. To understand the connection we first
have to negotiate the Arcadian landscape sketched out for the modern world
in the early Renaissance, the Arcadia later to be performed in the shallow
aristocratic conceits of the Petit Trianon. The spiritual landscape of poetry
and love where the genius of wild places and the simple life of nymphs and
swains acts as a foil to the ennui of the city originates with Jacopo
Sannazaro, the youthful Neapolitan noble and author of Arcadia. Sannazaro
sublimated his adolescent passion in the poetic tale of Silvio, a jaded urban-
ite finding temporary solace in the woods and pastures of the family estates
near Salerno. The enduring elements of the landscape sketched out in Arcadia
are familiar: open woodland glades and pastures, frequent springs, streams
and pools, and occasionally deep ravines and denser shades of gloomy
forest, a landscape similar to that other mythical Greek scene pictured in
Abraham Ortelius’s image of Tempe on the lower slopes of Mount Olympus
and later refined by Claude Lorrain (see Fig. 3.4). The land is inhabited by
rustics: shepherds or goatherds and their animals. Autochthons, born of
the soil, their movements are unplanned and unmapped, governed by the
wanderings of their flocks, and their homes are either caves and temporary
woodland shelters, or simple huts of branches, moss and leaves. The land-
scape is idyllic, pictured always in the full verdure of springtime, its dark
sylvan recesses reassuringly distant from the sunlight shafting through
oaken groves or warming the florid pastures. The Arcadians’ rough manners
and vulgar work are softened by their simple delights of rustic competition
and their devotion to the poetry and song inspired by Arcadia’s ruling
genius, Pan:

Nor are the shades of the trees . . . so discourteous that with their shade
they altogether forbid the rays of the sun to enter the pleasant little
grove; so graciously do they admit them that rare is that tree that does
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scientific foundations of environmentalism and opening the door to inter-
ests and activities that damage and destroy the natural world in the interests
of profit or power. In fact, Cronon was simply asking for a more thoughtful,
reflective and ultimately resilient conception of nature and how we should
live in relation to the rest of life on this planet. Rather than asking natural
science unaided to determine our moral choices, he urges us to relocate the
conversation of conservation within the sphere of moral discourse, recog-
nising nature for the human and social concern that it is. And that concern is
one of the oldest and most consistent subjects of art and poetry. It is the key
to mapping Arcadia.

Arcadia is precisely a place where the relationship between human soci-
ety and the natural world is opened for critical reflection. To grasp the full
richness and complexity of the Arcadian landscape, however, we need to
escape the insipid images of courtiers and aristocrats playing pastoral
games in Fragonard’s world of the French ancien régime, or of world-weary
city-dwellers going ‘back to the land’, to live ‘naturally’ in shapeless home-
spun on organic communes. We have to work our way back to the origins
of the poetic trope and the contexts in which Arcadia emerged and evolved
as an imaginative geography within the Western literary and artistic trad-
ition. In doing so we might start with the designation of Yosemite itself.
While not the first great tract of Western wilderness to be bounded and
declared as a national park – that honour goes to Yellowstone – Yosemite
offered the model as the earliest such space to be set aside, removed from
the modern space and time that Americans prided themselves on making,
to be appreciated for its timeless spiritual, scenic and recreational values
alone. Although deep in the Sierra Nevada, by 1890 Yosemite was already
accessible enough to the growing urban region of San Francisco to be
exploited for both recreation and water – the fierce struggle over the Hetch
Hetchy dam and aqueduct that tamed and took its waters was America’s
first great environmental battle. But what does it mean to designate such a
place a park?17

Arcadia and the park

The origins of the park do not lie in the arrest of time or the exclusion of
cultural impacts from nature. They lie in the enclosure of aristocratic hunt-
ing grounds, territories set apart from settlement and cultivation for the
explicit purposes of the chase – hunting and killing wild animals. Areas
such as Windsor or Sherwood in England, and Fontainebleau and Vaux-le-
Vicomte in France, were woodland zones, their timber and game protected
by law from exploitation by the surrounding community. Hunting lodges
within or adjacent to them became palaces, villas and country houses whose
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not receive from them the greatest invigoration: and though it be at all
times a pleasant spot, in the flowery spring more than in all the rest of
the year it is most pleasing. In this so lovely a place the shepherds with
their flocks will often gather together from the surrounding hills and
exercise themselves there in various strenuous contests, such as hurl-
ing the heavy stake, shooting with bows at a target, and making proof
of their skills in light leaping and stout wrestling, full of rustic trick-
ery; and most often in singing and in playing the shepherds pipe in
rivalry one with another, not without praise and reward for the victor.18

In Sannazaro’s tale, various elements cloud this vision of simple but quite
muscular harmony between man, beast, landscape and season. Most familiar
among them are the sighs of the lovelorn young shepherd. In Sannazaro’s
lyric, the youthful rustic Ergasto’s love is an affliction, and his personal
melancholy shadows the landscape itself:

Spring and her days do not return for me,
nor do I find herbs or flowers that profit me;

but only thorns and splinters that lacerate the heart.
. . .

How can you wish that my prostrate heart should rise
to fix its cares on my poor and humble flock,

since rather I fear it will be scattered among the wolves?
Amid my griefs I find no other remedy

Than that of sitting alone at the foot of a maple,
Of a beech, of a pine, or of a cork tree.

For thinking of her who has lacerated my heart
I become an icicle and care for no other thing,

Nor feel the pain from which I grow lean and waste away.19

Ergasto is only one of various lovesick youths who populate Sannazaro’s
Arcadia. Their adolescent yearning for a release from heartache leads them to
a sacred grove ‘which never did any dare to enter with any axe or iron’, in
whose craggy depths lies an image of the woodland god Pan. His altar bears
the ‘antique laws and rules for conduct of the pastoral life, from which all
that which is done in the woods today had its first origin’, and above it hang
the waxen pipes. From this sacred grove the shepherds are directed to
another, wilder place: ‘a very deep ravine, bounded on every side by solitary
and echoing forests of an unheard-of wildness; so beautiful, so marvellous
and strange, that at first sight it strikes with unwonted terror the minds of
those that enter there.’ The band must pass through this sublime space in
order to learn the rites that will either rid the youths of lovesickness or gain
for them knowledge of the spells and potions that will ‘force your enemy
into loving you’.20
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Christiana Mitsopoulou, Work of Demeter, 2010.

Materials

64



Jacob von Falke, The life and culture of ancient Greeks

Materials The Olympic Games were a series of athletic competitions among representatives of city-states and 
one of the Panhellenic Games of Ancient Greece. They were held in honor of Zeus, and the Greeks gave 
them a mythological origin. The Olympic Games were held every four years throughout Classical 
Antiquity, from the 8th century BC to the 4th century AD. During the celebration of the games, an 
Olympic Truce was enacted so that athletes could travel from their countries to the games in safety. 
The prizes for the victors were olive leaf wreaths or crowns. 
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Reconstruction of the gold-ivory Statue of Zeus at Olympia

Materials The Statue of Zeus at Olympia was a giant seated figure, about 13 m (43 ft) tall, made by the Greek 
sculptor Phidias around 435 BC at the sanctuary of Olympia, Greece, and erected in the Temple of Zeus 
there. A sculpture of ivory plates and gold panels over a wooden framework, it represented the god 
Zeus sitting on an elaborate cedar wood throne ornamented with ebony, ivory, gold and precious 
stones. One of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, it was lost and destroyed during the 5th 
century AD with no copy ever being found, and details of its form are known only from ancient Greek 
descriptions and representations on coins.
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Olympia in the landscape of Elia

Materials The site of Olympic Games was located at Olympia. The sanctuary, known as the Altis, consists of an 
unordered arrangement of various buildings. Enclosed within the temenos (sacred enclosure) are the 
Temple of Hera (or Heraion/Heraeum), the Temple of Zeus, the Pelopion, and the area of the altar, 
where the sacrifices were made. Olympia was a space of particular meaning, located in special relation 
to the landscape and generating an exceptional condition in thhe countryside.
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Kostas Manolidis, Land of becoming, Formation of cultivated ground, 2010.
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Kostas Manolidis, Land of becoming, Formation of cultivated ground, 2010.
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Kostas Manolidis, Land of becoming, Formation of cultivated ground, 2010.
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Phoebe Giannisi and Zissis Kotionis, Ground, 2010.
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Nikos Platsas, Mechanization 1950- 1980, 2010.
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Nikos Platsas, Mechanization 1950- 1980, 2010.
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Labour intense olive harvest, 2015.

Materials Peloponnese constitues a very typical example for the complexities of rural regions in Greece: lack of 
connectivity, scarce and discontinious agricultural lands, agricultural specialisation according to the 
physical particularities of each region. An intresting observation, stated in the Atlas de la Grèce (ed. 
Michel Sivignon) is the phenomenon of “agriculture through distance”, manifested in a map that brings 
in relation the living and working place of people occupied with the olive business. As the olive field 
and harvest requires only a seasonal treatment, people can live in distance, permanently settled in 
bigger or smaller cities and only seasonally moove to the area of the fields.
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Agriculture through distance, source: Michel Sivignon(ed.), Atlas de la Grèce, 1991.
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On Conflict, Generic and the Informal: the Greek Case

Platon Issaias ⋅ January 27, 2016 ⋅ PDF

This is the second of  the two articles by Platon Issaias on the critique of  urban informality
through the example of  the urbanisation of  Athens. The first article can be read here.

I

Building on the thesis Beyond the Informal City: Athens and the possibility of  an Urban
Common (2014), this short essay introduces a few elements of  the distinctive
urbanization that characterizes the contemporary Greek city. The aim of  this essay
is to classify the typically Greek method of  urban planning and spatial design as an
indispensable branch of  a complex political project. My objective here is to
demonstrate the way in which social transformation in Greece has been primarily
achieved by—and occurred within—the development of  specific architectural and
urban types as well as planning protocols. This body of  tools and design
procedures was used to administer social relationships; it put space at the epicenter
of  political and social antagonism. As a sophisticated institutional framework that
employs a process of  subjectification, it framed forms of  life, corresponding
practices, and conditions of  occupation. Simultaneously, this method of  producing
architecture composed a characteristic economic, material, and spatial entity. The
strategy of  my research is precisely to unveil how this form of  domesticity
constitutes the concrete materialization of  a set of  relations that governed the
Greek city, managing and controlling its territory and population from within the
economy of  the typical household and the sphere of  its social reproduction, the
housing unit itself.

In the Greek city, the domestic monad acquired its highest and most complex
resolution as a managerial, bio-political device in the form of  a particular type of
architecture: the “polykatoikia.” This term stands for the small-scale, multi-story
apartment building, and ultimately refers to a method for constructing and
disposing multiple housing units and apartments within a single plot of  land. The
resulting architectural object defines the urban horizon of  Greece by its singularity,
a condition that becomes apparent when one experiences in situ, or even just looks
at an image of, Athens or any other Greek town.

As a revealing case study, the Greek city allows us to re-think the distinction
between “formal” and “informal” urbanization. These two dialectically opposed
categories distinguish two types of  planning, which supposedly represent equally
opposite managerial processes to formulate contemporary urban environments.
Whereas the first echoes the tradition of  central decision-making and planning,
which implies a strong involvement of  the state in the management of  space, the
second assumes a process whereby the lack of  governmental control has been
replaced by a type of  city development based on seemingly autonomous and
impromptu popular practices. However, in the Greek case, what appears to be a
spontaneous and unplanned urban typology is in fact the result of  a meticulously
detailed regulatory structure that evolved strategically through time. This legislative
frame produced not only the characteristic Greek urban space and its emblematic
“polykatoikia” building, but also eventually established a common architectural
language, a unified and unifying building knowledge and technique that built a
sporadic and highly fragmented city.

II.

With all of  this in mind, I will deploy here categories of  political economy to
analyze conditions and phenomena of  the urban. My research presents the process
of  city management through a specific methodological lens, which understands
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conflict as the generator of  spatial and societal transformations in the city, and
production as the space where this antagonistic relationship primarily occurs.
Conflict and struggle are the two instrumental categories to confront the notion of
“crisis” as an ongoing, never ending project of  capitalism, not as a mere
malfunction of  the capitalist economy and its cities. The rhetorics of  “crisis” and
its multifaceted agents are the elements that stand for the reactionary opposition to
social change; it is precisely what constitutes the counter-program to the exact
possibility of  social struggle. In this particular moment, the status of  the neoliberal
paradigm and the intense political conflicts around the world, together with the
acute problems of  contemporary cities, make this encounter one of  historic
urgency, especially when it comes to tackling the impossible rationale of  free-
market urbanism. However, one should aim to go beyond a cause-and-effect
relationship between space, architecture, the economy or the political itself, and
instead speculate on the strategic link between production in general—and
production of  space in particular—with the city and its machines of
administration. The understanding of  the politics of  labor in relation to space
production and occupation, as well as the transformation of  the social and
economic organization of  labour itself, can give rise to a methodological operation
that challenges the notion of  the “informal” in the contemporary discourse on the
urban and its properties. In order to push back against the distinction between
“formal” and “informal” urbanization, we should understand both as projects that
attest specific power relations and forms of  governance, through spatial and
physical design, of  a territory and its population. The “presence” or “absence” of
formal properties in the design of  cities is evidence of  violence in regards to the
division of  labour, forms and accumulation of  property and wealth, methods of
production, and the very function of  power as well as its administrative
infrastructure. More to the point, how can we relate the management of  space at
large in the city with the administration of  life within the space of  its typical
domestic unit? What is the relation between the domestic, the work of  production,
and conflict in the city?

III.

In his essay “The rationality of  Capitalism,” Cornelius Castoriadis describes
capitalism as a regime that “precisely, and above all, […] was born and developed in
a society in which conflict, […] was present from the outset,”[1] stressing that its
core social imaginary signification is “the thrust towards the unlimited extension of
rational mastery.”[2] Castoriadis also remarks that “rationalization,” as the true
trend in the historical creation of  capitalism, is the concept that allows it to survive
as a true “mastery” since it cannot be produced or deduced by anything else. This
mastery is primarily internal, and tends to conquer the totality of  bios and zoe.
“[…] this thrust towards mastery is not oriented towards ‘foreign’ conquest, but is
aimed just as much, or more, at society as a whole. It must be achieved not only in
production, but in consumption as well, and not only in economy, but also in
education, law, politics, and so on.”[3] Its success is based precisely on its capability
to extend rationality beyond profit and economic expansion to an ontological
condition.

It is through this the lens that we can understand urbanization as an episteme born
along a historic process to define the ingredients of  the modern concept of
governmentality within capitalist economy. It is essentially in the organization and
control of  the space where this productive activity could best occur, which expands
to the realm of  social reproduction, the domestic space itself. The true object of
capital, and therefore, the true objective of  urbanization, is the management of  the
potential—life and welfare of  producers, which implies a philosophical paradox.
The true essence of  capitalist rationale and its practice of  spatial control is the
management of  something that does not exist—it is the potential of  production
and both time and possibility of  development. This relation between the urban,
economic management and administration of  production becomes therefore
central. This is the moment city management established its critical bond with
economy and the process of  subjectification. The critical point therefore is to
understand how economy becomes not only the paradigm of  the praxis of
administration, but also the process through which produces its own subject.

As Maurizio Lazzarato pointed out in the Making of  the Indebted Man,[4] this issue of
future development and the management of  its uncertainties become even more
critical today, especially within the mechanisms of  exploitation and domination
produced in contemporary financial capitalism in the debtor-creditor relation. As
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Building on the thesis Beyond the Informal City: Athens and the possibility of  an Urban
Common (2014), this short essay introduces a few elements of  the distinctive
urbanization that characterizes the contemporary Greek city. The aim of  this essay
is to classify the typically Greek method of  urban planning and spatial design as an
indispensable branch of  a complex political project. My objective here is to
demonstrate the way in which social transformation in Greece has been primarily
achieved by—and occurred within—the development of  specific architectural and
urban types as well as planning protocols. This body of  tools and design
procedures was used to administer social relationships; it put space at the epicenter
of  political and social antagonism. As a sophisticated institutional framework that
employs a process of  subjectification, it framed forms of  life, corresponding
practices, and conditions of  occupation. Simultaneously, this method of  producing
architecture composed a characteristic economic, material, and spatial entity. The
strategy of  my research is precisely to unveil how this form of  domesticity
constitutes the concrete materialization of  a set of  relations that governed the
Greek city, managing and controlling its territory and population from within the
economy of  the typical household and the sphere of  its social reproduction, the
housing unit itself.

In the Greek city, the domestic monad acquired its highest and most complex
resolution as a managerial, bio-political device in the form of  a particular type of
architecture: the “polykatoikia.” This term stands for the small-scale, multi-story
apartment building, and ultimately refers to a method for constructing and
disposing multiple housing units and apartments within a single plot of  land. The
resulting architectural object defines the urban horizon of  Greece by its singularity,
a condition that becomes apparent when one experiences in situ, or even just looks
at an image of, Athens or any other Greek town.

As a revealing case study, the Greek city allows us to re-think the distinction
between “formal” and “informal” urbanization. These two dialectically opposed
categories distinguish two types of  planning, which supposedly represent equally
opposite managerial processes to formulate contemporary urban environments.
Whereas the first echoes the tradition of  central decision-making and planning,
which implies a strong involvement of  the state in the management of  space, the
second assumes a process whereby the lack of  governmental control has been
replaced by a type of  city development based on seemingly autonomous and
impromptu popular practices. However, in the Greek case, what appears to be a
spontaneous and unplanned urban typology is in fact the result of  a meticulously
detailed regulatory structure that evolved strategically through time. This legislative
frame produced not only the characteristic Greek urban space and its emblematic
“polykatoikia” building, but also eventually established a common architectural
language, a unified and unifying building knowledge and technique that built a
sporadic and highly fragmented city.

II.

With all of  this in mind, I will deploy here categories of  political economy to
analyze conditions and phenomena of  the urban. My research presents the process
of  city management through a specific methodological lens, which understands
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housing unit itself.
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architecture: the “polykatoikia.” This term stands for the small-scale, multi-story
apartment building, and ultimately refers to a method for constructing and
disposing multiple housing units and apartments within a single plot of  land. The
resulting architectural object defines the urban horizon of  Greece by its singularity,
a condition that becomes apparent when one experiences in situ, or even just looks
at an image of, Athens or any other Greek town.

As a revealing case study, the Greek city allows us to re-think the distinction
between “formal” and “informal” urbanization. These two dialectically opposed
categories distinguish two types of  planning, which supposedly represent equally
opposite managerial processes to formulate contemporary urban environments.
Whereas the first echoes the tradition of  central decision-making and planning,
which implies a strong involvement of  the state in the management of  space, the
second assumes a process whereby the lack of  governmental control has been
replaced by a type of  city development based on seemingly autonomous and
impromptu popular practices. However, in the Greek case, what appears to be a
spontaneous and unplanned urban typology is in fact the result of  a meticulously
detailed regulatory structure that evolved strategically through time. This legislative
frame produced not only the characteristic Greek urban space and its emblematic
“polykatoikia” building, but also eventually established a common architectural
language, a unified and unifying building knowledge and technique that built a
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Lazzarato argues, this dialectic scheme lies in the very core of  the neoliberal project
and, far from being a pathogenesis or a ‘malfunction’ of  monetary capitalism,
constitutes the very process that destroys the past distinctions of  the welfare state
between workers and the unemployed, consumers and producers, working and
non-working populations, between retirees and welfare recipients. As Lazzarato
further explains, Capital initiates an ontological guilt and dept becomes a political
construction, which cannot be reduced to an economic mechanism, but constitutes
a device of  governance and control. By a technique where the honor of  a private
or public debt and the minimization of  uncertainty are placed in the centre of
contemporary economic policies and political debates, the exchange of  time and
money in the future pushes for the reconfiguration of  the entire material and
existential horizon of  the debtor. In his book Debt: The First 5,000 Years, the
anthropologist David Graeber significantly expanded this position, arguing for a
much longer historic instrumentality of  debt in relation to the organization of
human societies.[5] From the virtual transactions of  early agrarian societies to
primitive accumulation based on gold and silver, i.e. real money, to contemporary
financial capitalism, the process of  constructing “the debtor” is crucially linked
with the construction of  the oppressed. The “slaves of  debt” have nothing more
to valorize but their future, i.e. their own existence as producers who owe each time
anew their own productive capability. The sovereign debt “crisis” of  the Greek
State coincides with a colossal restructuring of  the model of  its economic
development, a “crisis” of  the economy of  the city and a violent transformation of
the productive basis in Greece. Elements and traces of  this violence preceded the
International Monetary Fund/European Union agreements, and could be detected
even in the late 1990s. During the five decades following the Second World War,
the organization of  labour in the construction industry and the evolution and
diffusion of  the polykatoikia model created a condition where this productive
activity became central to the Greek economy. Investment in land and property
became a popular practice for the working and the middle class. This process was
severely challenged by neoliberal economic reforms of  the real estate market at the
time when Greece was entering the Eurozone in 2001, a project that continued
after the 2004 Athens Olympic Games. Today, due to the systemic modification of
land and taxation policies, what originally seemed to be a form of  investment and
wealth has become a device of  extreme exploitation through the institution of
debt. The collapse of  this model must therefore be discussed in light of  Lazzarato’s
and Graeber’s concepts. In a process of  further “rationalization” of  economic
transactions related to real estate, urban space in Greece is “de-valorized” such that
large corporations and banks may acquire and accumulate it from the hands of  the
indebted, the class paradoxically made up of  the original producers and owners of
this very space, now the device of  their own subjectification.

The fact that modern capitalist development constructs a regime, which, as a
totality, is based on the dissemination of  an agglomerate of  different apparatuses,
explains it as a project that implies the “extreme proliferation in processes of
subjectification.”[6] This poses a structural political problem regarding the constant
struggle between the individual and the devices of  control, since these construct
multiple fragmented renditions of  the being in different “sub/multi-subjectivities.”
This process of  destroying the individual being achieves an even more efficient
governance of  society, disguising the main plane of  antagonism that occurs in the
space of  production between the two elemental subjects: producers and holders of
the means of  production. The political challenge lies not in the denial or
destruction of  these apparatuses, but rather in claiming that the very processes of
subjectification, the most elemental of  which is the one taking place the moment
labour power, the potentiality of  the worker is captured and exploited in the
productive process.

IV.

With regards to spatial administration and territorial management, this alternative
could be based on an architectural paradigm that would claim space itself  as an
apparatus and re-appropriate it as a form of  productive activity. This is particular
necessary when we take into account the profound transformations of  the
capitalist city, where production and the extraction of  value has shifted from
previous paradigms of  spatial organization (such as that of  the factory or the
office), to the city as a whole. This does not mean that these previous spatial
archetypes have disappeared, but that the management of  every aspect of  life has
been achieved by the diffusion of  exploitation in any form of  activity in the city.
Today, labour is the core of  any form of  production, absorbing sets of
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conflict as the generator of  spatial and societal transformations in the city, and
production as the space where this antagonistic relationship primarily occurs.
Conflict and struggle are the two instrumental categories to confront the notion of
“crisis” as an ongoing, never ending project of  capitalism, not as a mere
malfunction of  the capitalist economy and its cities. The rhetorics of  “crisis” and
its multifaceted agents are the elements that stand for the reactionary opposition to
social change; it is precisely what constitutes the counter-program to the exact
possibility of  social struggle. In this particular moment, the status of  the neoliberal
paradigm and the intense political conflicts around the world, together with the
acute problems of  contemporary cities, make this encounter one of  historic
urgency, especially when it comes to tackling the impossible rationale of  free-
market urbanism. However, one should aim to go beyond a cause-and-effect
relationship between space, architecture, the economy or the political itself, and
instead speculate on the strategic link between production in general—and
production of  space in particular—with the city and its machines of
administration. The understanding of  the politics of  labor in relation to space
production and occupation, as well as the transformation of  the social and
economic organization of  labour itself, can give rise to a methodological operation
that challenges the notion of  the “informal” in the contemporary discourse on the
urban and its properties. In order to push back against the distinction between
“formal” and “informal” urbanization, we should understand both as projects that
attest specific power relations and forms of  governance, through spatial and
physical design, of  a territory and its population. The “presence” or “absence” of
formal properties in the design of  cities is evidence of  violence in regards to the
division of  labour, forms and accumulation of  property and wealth, methods of
production, and the very function of  power as well as its administrative
infrastructure. More to the point, how can we relate the management of  space at
large in the city with the administration of  life within the space of  its typical
domestic unit? What is the relation between the domestic, the work of  production,
and conflict in the city?

III.

In his essay “The rationality of  Capitalism,” Cornelius Castoriadis describes
capitalism as a regime that “precisely, and above all, […] was born and developed in
a society in which conflict, […] was present from the outset,”[1] stressing that its
core social imaginary signification is “the thrust towards the unlimited extension of
rational mastery.”[2] Castoriadis also remarks that “rationalization,” as the true
trend in the historical creation of  capitalism, is the concept that allows it to survive
as a true “mastery” since it cannot be produced or deduced by anything else. This
mastery is primarily internal, and tends to conquer the totality of  bios and zoe.
“[…] this thrust towards mastery is not oriented towards ‘foreign’ conquest, but is
aimed just as much, or more, at society as a whole. It must be achieved not only in
production, but in consumption as well, and not only in economy, but also in
education, law, politics, and so on.”[3] Its success is based precisely on its capability
to extend rationality beyond profit and economic expansion to an ontological
condition.

It is through this the lens that we can understand urbanization as an episteme born
along a historic process to define the ingredients of  the modern concept of
governmentality within capitalist economy. It is essentially in the organization and
control of  the space where this productive activity could best occur, which expands
to the realm of  social reproduction, the domestic space itself. The true object of
capital, and therefore, the true objective of  urbanization, is the management of  the
potential—life and welfare of  producers, which implies a philosophical paradox.
The true essence of  capitalist rationale and its practice of  spatial control is the
management of  something that does not exist—it is the potential of  production
and both time and possibility of  development. This relation between the urban,
economic management and administration of  production becomes therefore
central. This is the moment city management established its critical bond with
economy and the process of  subjectification. The critical point therefore is to
understand how economy becomes not only the paradigm of  the praxis of
administration, but also the process through which produces its own subject.

As Maurizio Lazzarato pointed out in the Making of  the Indebted Man,[4] this issue of
future development and the management of  its uncertainties become even more
critical today, especially within the mechanisms of  exploitation and domination
produced in contemporary financial capitalism in the debtor-creditor relation. As
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relationships in the continuum of  the urban and expanding the real essence of
economy – the nomos of  the oikos, or in other words the administration of  what
belongs to the house – to the city as a whole. There is a profound relationship
between the nature of  labour and architecture, which occurs in the space of
production itself. That is the notion of  the generic, which exists and defines both
concepts, especially in the contemporary city.[7]

The term “generic” comes from the Greek word genikos («γενικός»), the one that
belongs to a specific “race” or “kind,” genos in Greek («γένος»). The actual
activity implied by the term is that of  the verb ginomai («γίνοµαι»), which describes
the process of  “coming-into-being,” “of  one (a being) producing oneself,” i.e.
becoming a subject. The term “generic” therefore refers to a condition or a
property of  a being that pre-exists the individual, the social subject and thus, as a
category, is strongly linked with the category of  labour. According to Marx, man as
an entity becomes a social individual that consists of  both singular determinations
and generic faculties. In his “Economical and Philosophical Manuscripts,” Marx
merges pre-individual characteristics of  human life and the generated life activity
into one human essence through which human beings become aware of  their own
subjectivity.[8] That is production, which has to be understood as the generic
activity of  the human being par excellence, something that is irreducible to any
specific form of  labour, a pre-individual capability to produce, and something of
which labour power is its most concrete manifestation. The possibility of
production includes not only production itself, but also the re-production of  the
species, i.e. the domestic sphere and all the other schemes and devices that
guarantee the welfare of  the being.

The importance of  production lies on the fact that the mastery of  capital appears
in the rationality of  the generic in the organization of  the productive process as a
whole. Labour as a generic entity, constitutes a general category that describes a
wealth-creating activity without any limiting specification. In “Grundrisse,” Marx
described that this abstraction becomes true and obvious only in modern societies,
where labour in reality became the means of  creating wealth in general, linking all
specific activities to one and impartible whole. “The point of  departure of  modern
economics, namely the abstraction of  the category of  ‘labour,’ ‘labour as such,’
labour pure and simple, becomes true in practice.”[9] The crucial point is how this
activity enters the capitalist process. Labour exists before production, before the
stage where it could extract profit, i.e. before entering the category of  value.

V.

In his essay “The Strategy of  Refusal,” Mario Tronti describes the dialectic relation
between labour and capital, and it is from this relationship that the category of
conflict arises.[10] It is the moment when the conditions of  labour confront the
form of  capital. This is when productive labour is transformed into wages, the
moment when “laborers are transformed to workers,” which is to say that the
potential residing in labour power is captured by capital. According to Tronti, this
is the moment when the whole society confronts the rationale of  capital as an
apparatus of  production, the aim of  capitalist society in general. Conflict and
struggle exist within the capitalist process as an indispensable part in the form of
antagonism within production itself. As Tronti states, “capitalist power seeks to use
the workers’ antagonistic will-to-struggle as a motor of  its own development,”
which means that it is the workers’ organization and class that fuels development
and not the opposite.[11] The suggestion here is to establish a dialectic relation
between class struggle and capitalist initiative, or in other words, to think which
one precedes the other. Within this scheme, conflict and struggle are understood to
exist within the structure of  capital production and re-production as an antithesis
from the beginning of  the capitalist process. Labour defines the social condition of
capital itself. The true cost that capital has to pay is the potentiality of  struggle,
since conflict always exists from the outset of  its own organization. In regards to
space, the exchange of  wellbeing and material wealth is paid for by acceptance of
the violence of  administration in an array of  social contracts and rationales.

These methodological tools and analytical categories allow us to discuss
contemporary forms of  urbanization as direct evidence of  places of  conflicts and
struggles that occurred within the space of  production. Conflict, as an
indispensable part of  capitalist organization, stands as the “motor,” the device that
produces capitalist transformation and the evolution of  specific forms of
production in general as well as types/protocols of  space in particular. Our aim
here should be to unveil how planning of  any kind, i.e. administration of  the city
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qualitative difference of  neoliberal governmentality is the replacement, the
apparent absence of  central planning with a network of  managerial processes that
private actors execute.

Greek cities should be read as a clear manifestation of  spatial management and
capitalist planning. The historical circumstances and the particular geopolitical
conditions of  Greece were conducive to this mode of  city planning, which has
been often labeled as the aftermath of  “informal” development. This approach
neglects the local socio-economic structures and operations undertaken by public
authorities, or misinterprets the political and social context that produced this type
of  urban management in the first place. The fact that the Greek economy was
similarly based on small-scale businesses, sporadic self-employment and
fragmented organization of  the labour force added further to the classification of
this urban landscape as a “self-made,” almost accidental development. In other
instances, the architecture of  the polykatoikia and the history of  this typology were
studied almost independently from the modes of  production and the forms of
labour and property in the Greek city and society. These studies approached the
polykatoikia more as a local adaptation of  postwar modernism, as an architectural
style, or as a positive effect, an emblematic resolution of  a metropolitan lifestyle
that modernized Greece after the Second World War.

The spatial and architectural characteristics of  the polykatoikia were ultimately the
media that captured and rendered profitable the productive potentialities residing
within these existing forms of  labour, transforming the labour power and the
potential of  producers into wealth, property and surplus capital in Greece. The
advancement of  this method of  urbanization should be understood as the
preeminent device of  a much broader agenda, which aims for the capitalist
integration of  Greece, an underdeveloped country of  the European South.
“Spontaneity” and “informality” are the attributes that disguise the very nature of
this strategy, with its final goal being the establishment of  a privately owned and
controlled urban environment in extremis. This project took its most apparent
resolution in the second half  of  the twentieth century with the polykatoikia but, as
my thesis argues, it has its origins in the foundation of  the Modern Greek State in
the 1830s. Since then, city planning was carried out primarily by the manipulation
of  singular architectural objects, by a small-scale, mainly private architecture, while
large-scale masterplans gradually became obsolete and altogether ineffective.
Instead of  being addressed, the existing fragmentation of  property was further
intensified in order to promote specific forms of  production, capital accumulation
and monetary circulation within a rather small-scale construction sector. The
success of  this project, especially in the last six decades, was based exactly on its
capability to present itself  as a self-originated, self-help mode of  welfare, within
which entering the realm of  private property constituted the ultimate social
imaginary and form of  wealth for different social subjects in Greece.

VII.

If the polykatoikia is the architectural object of  post-war reconstruction in Greece,
the “antiparochi” was the system that made it possible: the element that executed
the latent project of  the contemporary Greek city. This mechanism can be
accurately described as a “private contract” between individuals. It not only
multiplied to the extreme the dominance of  private property, but also replaced
advanced capitalist methods of  financing in the building sector. The land owners
had the opportunity not only to acquire a newly-built apartment to upgrade their
living, but also to increase their income and their private assets, simply by owning
properties or by renting the apartments they didn’t use as their own house. House
occupants, average or poor households understood themselves as potential
entrepreneurs and land speculators. Dowries, apartments as “gifts” to younger
family members, extensive tax evasion was not only tolerated but accepted as an
indispensable part of  the Greek economy. Apart from the unskilled labour force of
the construction workers, related employment, such as architects, civil and
mechanical engineers and even lawyers and conveyancers, became the spine of  the
native middle class. Many of  these professions, with their incomes being fueled by
the activities within the building industry, had their wages regulated and secured by
the state, which legislated accordingly. At the same time, the contractors were able
to obtain land without bank loans or other public subsidies. Again, the absence of
a direct presence or interference of  public authorities within this process depicted
the latter as a self-initiated and autonomous economic activity.

The proliferation of  this mechanism resulted in the formulation of  a unified
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through managerial devices, directs and apportions conflict over the territory of
the city from within an economic regime that places the production of  architecture
and the construction of  domestic life at the centre of  its machine of  dominance
and control. This is what “informal” urbanism precisely exacerbates, being a form
of  city design that had produced a type of  domestic architecture unanimously
linked with economic development. It constitutes a system within which space and
land ownership have been understood and instrumentalized as the most primordial
and essential productive assets. A system promotes the economy of  construction,
the building industry, as the epicenter of  production and the main tool in the hands
of  administration to govern space and the city as a whole.

VI.

All of  the above notions allow us to see the form of  Greek urbanization as direct
evidence of  the conflicts and struggles that occurred within the space of
production, throughout the recent history of  the country. As it has been described
previously, conflict, as an indispensable part of  capitalist organization, stands as the
“motor,” the device that produces capitalist transformation and the evolution of
specific forms of  production in general, and types/protocols of  space in particular.
Greek cities as case studies, and especially the history of  Athens, unveil how
planning of  any kind, i.e. administration of  the city through managerial devices,
directed and appropriated conflict over the territory of  the city from within an
economic regime that placed the production of  architecture and the construction
of  domestic life at the centre of  its machine of  dominance.

In less than two centuries, from 1834 when it was chosen to become the capital of
the newly independent Greek Kingdom, Athens grew from a small Ottoman town
of  6.000 inhabitants to a dense metropolitan area of  4 million which covered the
Attica Basin. This acute enlargement resulted from consecutive waves of  human
displacement, in respective periods of  the city’s recent history. From the first wave
of  public servants, military personnel, court officials and entrepreneurs during the
early years of  the capital, to the massive growth of  the working class in the city of
the early 20th century, and from the 250,000 refugees from Asia Minor of  1922, to
the colossal internal immigration inflow of  the 1950s and 60s, Athens had to be
significantly densified and expanded in order to accommodate such fundamental
transformations. These instances should be read as moments of  interruption, of
radical change in the city’s social consistency, within which the notion of  “crisis,”
the pressure of  social conflict and the ever-increasing housing needs instructed
immediate political responses.

Ever since this city’s initial stages of  development, the discourse on what type of
city planning to employ, and what type of  architecture, had been closely linked with
a particular mode of  economic development, within which space and land
ownership had been understood and instrumentalized as the most primordial and
essential productive assets. It is the economy of  construction, the building industry
– i oikonomia tis oikodomis[12] – as this appeared and developed in Athens first, and
elsewhere in Greece respectively, which have become the epicenter of  production
in general and the subject of  spatial administration of  the city as a whole. This has
been achieved by the mechanisms of  its own development and reproduction,
fueling capital accumulation and concentrating most of  the monetary activities of
the different social classes. Whether speculative, opportunistic, conscious or
spontaneous, desperate acts or deliberate collective initiatives, urban or peripheral,
these spatial and building practices defined a method of  city planning where the
state limited itself  to providing just the platform, which, in the form domestic
archetypes, defined an environment, within which these popular praxes could
flourish. This function of  the Greek state in regards to city planning could be read
as the very definition of  the role of  the state and its various institutions in the
market economy. Contrary to the widespread rhetoric about free-market
economics, the persistent presence of  the state affirms the necessity of  its very
existence within this economic regime, which eagerly needs the latter to define the
modus operandi that allows for its promotion and dominance. The state and its
institutions not only guarantee the sovereignty that allows a territory to be
economically exploited, but primarily provide the juridical and regulatory
framework that institutionalizes capitalism’s very essential functions: private
property, method of  production and social division of  labour. The neoliberal
mantras of  deregulation and “laissez-faire economics” disguise this almost
existential precondition of  capitalist development, which requires the more-than-
dominant presence of  state administration throughout the productive process. The

02/02/16 17:23The City as a Project | On Conflict, Generic and the Informal: the Greek Case

Page 4 of 8http://thecityasaproject.org/2016/01/on-conflict-generic-and-the-informal-the-greek-case/

9. Ibid., 19.

10. Mario Tronti, ‘The Strategy of  the Refusal’, on ‘Initial

Theses11’ in Tronti’s Operai e Capitale (Turin: Einaudi 1966):

234-252. (English translation available online, accessed

07/12/2013: http://libcom.org/library/strategy-refusal-

mario-tronti).

11. Ibid., 236.

7. These methodological observations and analytical

framework were first elaborated and formed the basis of

the second–year design studio “Labour, City, Architecture”

taught at the Berlage Institute in the academic year 2010-11.

(tutors: Pier Vittorio Aureli, Maria S. Giudici, Platon Issaias,

Elia Zenghelis). For more on the project: Pier Vittorio

Aureli, Maria S. Giudici, Platon Issaias, “From Dom-ino to

polykatoikia”, Domus 962 (October 2012): 74-87. Pier

Vittorio Aureli, Maria S. Giudici, Platon Issaias , “Labour,

City, Architecture: Athens as a case study”, Made In Athens,

catalogue of  the Greek Pavilion on the 13th International

Architectural Exhibition- Venice Biennale, ed. Panos Dragonas,

Anna Skiada (Athens: YPEKA, 2012), 313-319. Maria S.

Giudici, “Education, Consumption, Production: Three

Cautionary Tales”, Architektur + Analyse 3 Is There (Anti-

)Neoliberal Architecture? Ana Jeinić, Anselm Wagner (eds.),

(Berlin: Sovis Verlag, 2013), 88-103.

8. Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, in Early

Writings, translated by Rodney Livingstone and Gregor

Benton (London: Penguin Classics in association with New

Left Review, 1975) 279-400.

relationships in the continuum of  the urban and expanding the real essence of
economy – the nomos of  the oikos, or in other words the administration of  what
belongs to the house – to the city as a whole. There is a profound relationship
between the nature of  labour and architecture, which occurs in the space of
production itself. That is the notion of  the generic, which exists and defines both
concepts, especially in the contemporary city.[7]

The term “generic” comes from the Greek word genikos («γενικός»), the one that
belongs to a specific “race” or “kind,” genos in Greek («γένος»). The actual
activity implied by the term is that of  the verb ginomai («γίνοµαι»), which describes
the process of  “coming-into-being,” “of  one (a being) producing oneself,” i.e.
becoming a subject. The term “generic” therefore refers to a condition or a
property of  a being that pre-exists the individual, the social subject and thus, as a
category, is strongly linked with the category of  labour. According to Marx, man as
an entity becomes a social individual that consists of  both singular determinations
and generic faculties. In his “Economical and Philosophical Manuscripts,” Marx
merges pre-individual characteristics of  human life and the generated life activity
into one human essence through which human beings become aware of  their own
subjectivity.[8] That is production, which has to be understood as the generic
activity of  the human being par excellence, something that is irreducible to any
specific form of  labour, a pre-individual capability to produce, and something of
which labour power is its most concrete manifestation. The possibility of
production includes not only production itself, but also the re-production of  the
species, i.e. the domestic sphere and all the other schemes and devices that
guarantee the welfare of  the being.

The importance of  production lies on the fact that the mastery of  capital appears
in the rationality of  the generic in the organization of  the productive process as a
whole. Labour as a generic entity, constitutes a general category that describes a
wealth-creating activity without any limiting specification. In “Grundrisse,” Marx
described that this abstraction becomes true and obvious only in modern societies,
where labour in reality became the means of  creating wealth in general, linking all
specific activities to one and impartible whole. “The point of  departure of  modern
economics, namely the abstraction of  the category of  ‘labour,’ ‘labour as such,’
labour pure and simple, becomes true in practice.”[9] The crucial point is how this
activity enters the capitalist process. Labour exists before production, before the
stage where it could extract profit, i.e. before entering the category of  value.

V.

In his essay “The Strategy of  Refusal,” Mario Tronti describes the dialectic relation
between labour and capital, and it is from this relationship that the category of
conflict arises.[10] It is the moment when the conditions of  labour confront the
form of  capital. This is when productive labour is transformed into wages, the
moment when “laborers are transformed to workers,” which is to say that the
potential residing in labour power is captured by capital. According to Tronti, this
is the moment when the whole society confronts the rationale of  capital as an
apparatus of  production, the aim of  capitalist society in general. Conflict and
struggle exist within the capitalist process as an indispensable part in the form of
antagonism within production itself. As Tronti states, “capitalist power seeks to use
the workers’ antagonistic will-to-struggle as a motor of  its own development,”
which means that it is the workers’ organization and class that fuels development
and not the opposite.[11] The suggestion here is to establish a dialectic relation
between class struggle and capitalist initiative, or in other words, to think which
one precedes the other. Within this scheme, conflict and struggle are understood to
exist within the structure of  capital production and re-production as an antithesis
from the beginning of  the capitalist process. Labour defines the social condition of
capital itself. The true cost that capital has to pay is the potentiality of  struggle,
since conflict always exists from the outset of  its own organization. In regards to
space, the exchange of  wellbeing and material wealth is paid for by acceptance of
the violence of  administration in an array of  social contracts and rationales.

These methodological tools and analytical categories allow us to discuss
contemporary forms of  urbanization as direct evidence of  places of  conflicts and
struggles that occurred within the space of  production. Conflict, as an
indispensable part of  capitalist organization, stands as the “motor,” the device that
produces capitalist transformation and the evolution of  specific forms of
production in general as well as types/protocols of  space in particular. Our aim
here should be to unveil how planning of  any kind, i.e. administration of  the city
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qualitative difference of  neoliberal governmentality is the replacement, the
apparent absence of  central planning with a network of  managerial processes that
private actors execute.

Greek cities should be read as a clear manifestation of  spatial management and
capitalist planning. The historical circumstances and the particular geopolitical
conditions of  Greece were conducive to this mode of  city planning, which has
been often labeled as the aftermath of  “informal” development. This approach
neglects the local socio-economic structures and operations undertaken by public
authorities, or misinterprets the political and social context that produced this type
of  urban management in the first place. The fact that the Greek economy was
similarly based on small-scale businesses, sporadic self-employment and
fragmented organization of  the labour force added further to the classification of
this urban landscape as a “self-made,” almost accidental development. In other
instances, the architecture of  the polykatoikia and the history of  this typology were
studied almost independently from the modes of  production and the forms of
labour and property in the Greek city and society. These studies approached the
polykatoikia more as a local adaptation of  postwar modernism, as an architectural
style, or as a positive effect, an emblematic resolution of  a metropolitan lifestyle
that modernized Greece after the Second World War.

The spatial and architectural characteristics of  the polykatoikia were ultimately the
media that captured and rendered profitable the productive potentialities residing
within these existing forms of  labour, transforming the labour power and the
potential of  producers into wealth, property and surplus capital in Greece. The
advancement of  this method of  urbanization should be understood as the
preeminent device of  a much broader agenda, which aims for the capitalist
integration of  Greece, an underdeveloped country of  the European South.
“Spontaneity” and “informality” are the attributes that disguise the very nature of
this strategy, with its final goal being the establishment of  a privately owned and
controlled urban environment in extremis. This project took its most apparent
resolution in the second half  of  the twentieth century with the polykatoikia but, as
my thesis argues, it has its origins in the foundation of  the Modern Greek State in
the 1830s. Since then, city planning was carried out primarily by the manipulation
of  singular architectural objects, by a small-scale, mainly private architecture, while
large-scale masterplans gradually became obsolete and altogether ineffective.
Instead of  being addressed, the existing fragmentation of  property was further
intensified in order to promote specific forms of  production, capital accumulation
and monetary circulation within a rather small-scale construction sector. The
success of  this project, especially in the last six decades, was based exactly on its
capability to present itself  as a self-originated, self-help mode of  welfare, within
which entering the realm of  private property constituted the ultimate social
imaginary and form of  wealth for different social subjects in Greece.

VII.

If the polykatoikia is the architectural object of  post-war reconstruction in Greece,
the “antiparochi” was the system that made it possible: the element that executed
the latent project of  the contemporary Greek city. This mechanism can be
accurately described as a “private contract” between individuals. It not only
multiplied to the extreme the dominance of  private property, but also replaced
advanced capitalist methods of  financing in the building sector. The land owners
had the opportunity not only to acquire a newly-built apartment to upgrade their
living, but also to increase their income and their private assets, simply by owning
properties or by renting the apartments they didn’t use as their own house. House
occupants, average or poor households understood themselves as potential
entrepreneurs and land speculators. Dowries, apartments as “gifts” to younger
family members, extensive tax evasion was not only tolerated but accepted as an
indispensable part of  the Greek economy. Apart from the unskilled labour force of
the construction workers, related employment, such as architects, civil and
mechanical engineers and even lawyers and conveyancers, became the spine of  the
native middle class. Many of  these professions, with their incomes being fueled by
the activities within the building industry, had their wages regulated and secured by
the state, which legislated accordingly. At the same time, the contractors were able
to obtain land without bank loans or other public subsidies. Again, the absence of
a direct presence or interference of  public authorities within this process depicted
the latter as a self-initiated and autonomous economic activity.

The proliferation of  this mechanism resulted in the formulation of  a unified
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construction market, where all the actors and agents were simultaneously operating
in different building scales and areas of  the city. The most important effect of  this
phenomenon was the emergence of  a common architectural technique, a
consistent building technology based on local materials, cheap methods and manual
labour, with the polykatoikia being the emblematic resolution, the architectural form
that incorporated and illustrated these complex socio-economic activities. The
generic architecture of  the archetype became the shareable knowledge of  space
and occupation for the producers and the inhabitants of  the city. The polykatoikia
materialized the “social contract” of  the post-war reconstruction, being the
machine with which Greek society exchanged the possibility of  social change with
material wealth, overwhelmingly entering the imaginary of  private property.
Defined as a “necessity” in the aftermath of  the 1944-49 Civil War and executed as
a seemingly unplanned, informal strategy, it became the point where the opposing
camps of  the conflict met, agreeing upon the form, content, and character of
economic development and social welfare in Greece.

It is in this history that the various political and economic relations, the struggles
and the social desires of  the Greek society may be read. Contractual agreements
between individuals, property owners and contractors, forms of  labour and
employment, family structure, gender and class domination, and ultimately, the
patterns of  estrangement and disenchantment in the urban space are registered in
polykatoikia’s continuous slabs and plastered brick walls. The polykatoikia is the
system through which the city has been transformed into a continuous,
uninterrupted productive landscape. A complex spatial machinery of  social
engineering, capable to exploit labour power, diffuse production and foster
accumulation of  capital in every space and territory of  the Athenian an the Greek
landscape. It is a device of  subjectification, of  class differentiation and social
alienation, presented as self-help, welfare project. It produced a vast Greek middle
class, the constituents of  which were simultaneously owners, producers and
consumers of  space, in a paradoxical manner. Nevertheless, it is a class and a
society of  debtors.
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Neighborhoods of Athens, Elli Papadimitriou

Materials The Athenian peasant will become the urban stereotype of the 20th century. After the loss of Minor 
Asia and during the postwar period, an intense urban-rural migration will radically alter the territorial 
balances in Greece. The inhabitant of the countryside will arrive from the province to colonize and 
expand the city, bringing with him all the culture and idioms of his village, as ingredients to construct 
the growing modern urban center. On the other hand, during the same period, the village will become 
the return point of the urban dweller and countryside the space where all kind of urban influences will 
arrive to be digested giving birth to a new provincial space and culture.
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The development of urban-rural population in Greece the last two centuries
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Nikos Magouliotis, Slow Metabolism, Lobby, Clairvoyance, Spring 2015.
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Slow Metabolism 
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Student at NTUAthens School of Architecture 
(“Space – Culture – Design” MSc Program)
Teaching Assistant at NTUAthens School of Architecture 
(Undergraduate Program)

    Following WWII, an interesting change occurred in 
the way several architects designed housing: modern 
architecture and industrial pre-fabrication, previously 
accused of uniformity and repetition, would set out to 
generate variation, adaptability, and complexity. Struc-
turalism and Metabolism (as was the common term for 
such tendencies) are perhaps some of the bravest steps 
that architects made towards a resignation from the du-
ties of clairvoyants, or prophets of the future of urban 
form. 
    But this agnostic attitude is, of course, not an exclusive 
privilege of specialists. Gradual and additive construction 
is also a persistent characteristic of vernacular architec-
ture worldwide. With the extensive dilution of modern 
technological means, numerous anonymous structures 
are now broadly making use of basic Modernistic mottos 
and discovering new ways of coping with change, adapta-
tion and expansion. 
    Given that this paradigm shi�  in professional practice, 
more than half a century ago, was allegedly inspired by 
studies on anonymous architecture, one can’t help won-
dering about what ever happened to these same “noble 
savages”. Did modernity and its Structuralist declarations 
ever � nd their way back into their source of inspiration, 
the “great number” of houses built “without architects”?
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� e house of Yorgos and Polyxeni.

    A� er years of living in a deteriorating house, Yorgos 
and Polyxeni decided to build themselves a new one. 
� ey hired an engineer to design a basic concrete frame 
and, making the most of the small lot, they built it � lling 
the irregular footprint of what was le�  of the lot. Shortly 
a� er, local authorities demanded the demolition of the 
old house because it was exceeding the construction line. 
In a reversal of mass and void, the new house acquired 
a new yard that coincided with the footprint of the old 
house. 
    Settling in the new house they only built a bedroom, a 
bathroom and a kitchen on the 1st � oor. But that didn’t 
stop them from furnishing and utilizing the remaining 
open-air spaces: � e second � oor, � lled with all sorts of 
materials and tools, serves as a workshop for small re-
pairs and constructions. � e breezy ground � oor, pro-
tected from the street by numerous � ower pots, serves 
as an open-air living room for the morning hours. � e 
� rst � oor, open to the surrounding townscape, is where 
the couple spend most of their evenings, usually inviting 
friends over for co� ee and backgammon. A� er years of  
temporary layouts, this space acquired a more stable lay-
out: a series of walls created an indoor living room and a 
corridor linking to the other three rooms, still maintain-
ing contact with a large open veranda.
    Seen from outside, the house is hard to grasp: the con-
crete frame (and its capacity for enclosure) echoes the 
form of neighboring buildings, but its ad-hoc in� ll and 
open air inhabitation hints a di� erent trajectory. All 
around the yard and the empty frame, parts of the old 
house (window frames, bricks and tiles) await re-use. 
Furniture and casual activities gradually sketch the form 
of future enclosures. Ideas occur but they have to wait for 
months or years for the funds to be accumulated. � e old 
couple has no estimation on the future of the house, but 
they are optimistic: “We only made a start. Someone will 
inherit this and take it further.”
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Another Metabolism

    Contemporary vernacular architecture is still largely 
made “without architects”, which o� en means “without 
drawings”. � is would be an oversimpli� cation if we 
didn’t mention technical drawings, used mainly by other 
disciplines involved in construction. Such documents 
usually depict a basic frame, open to di� erent interpreta-
tions; empty of in� ll, but full of potential. Nevertheless, 
the architectural drawing, as an instrument to create one 
� nal image of the building (that construction has to live 
up to) is usually absent. Instead, there are several images, 
drawn or imagined. And so, the house is not the result of 
a meticulous execution of one drawing, but the outcome 
of the superimposition of many. 
    Of course this “metabolism without architects” is not 
an outcome of ideology or rhetoric, but a matter of cir-
cumstances. Far from the velocity and the scale of a Fu-
turist city or a Metabolist mega-structure, such slowly 
evolving buildings may not seem so exciting and ambi-
tious. But this anonymous patient ad-hocism does share 
one basic principle with many of the famous manifesta-
tions of Metabolism: the resignation from clairvoyance. 
Design is not prediction. It is, at best, estimation. � e fu-
ture form of a house must be prepared and nurtured, but 
it cannot be prede� ned.
    Acknowledging the existence of such multiple “mod-
ernisms” and alternative “metabolisms”, could help us re-
sume the habitual loop between eponymous and anony-
mous architectural practice, and continue their mutual 
feedback. Widening the notion of “Metabolism”, both as 
a historical term and as an analogy for architecture could 
signify a more radical departure from our need for and 
con� dence in clairvoyance. It may serve as a tool for de-
signing buildings with respect to unforeseeable changes, 
but also as a � lter to understand contemporary anony-
mous architecture. It is not a return to an outdated mani-
festo, but simply a call to resume the rejection of our be-
lief in being able to predict the future of buildings, cities 
and geographies. 

All images were taken by the author during visits to the 
house from August 2013 to September 2014. (Loca-
tion: Karditsa, � essaly. Greece) All information on the 
house was provided by the ihabitants. 
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Countryside as touristic destination

Materials
Tourism in Greece has been a key element of the economic activity in the country and it is one of the 
country’s most important sectors. Greece has attracted 26 million visitors in 2015 and is projected to 
attract 28 million visitors in 2016 contributing 18% to the nation’s Gross Domestic Product. 
The long coastline and the beach has been a major destination and attraction. However, this was not 
always the case. Since antiquity the coast has been a dangerous spot, exposed to pirates; an area of 
war and commerce. Even until the late 1950’s, the growing greek boursoisie would escape to the 
mountainous countryside for vacation and leisure. It is only in 1960s and 1970s that tourism flourishes 
in modern-day Greece, mainly due to large-scale projects for hotels (i.e Xenia project) and other such 
facilities. The coastline transforms to a leisure space and a resource attracting international tourism.
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Travel guide, Arcadia

Materials
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— Elias Beriatos, Uncontrolled Urbanization, Tourism       
  Development and Landscape Transformation, 2008.
— Alvaro Sevilla-Buitrago, Urbs in Rure: Historical Enclosure and  
  the Extended Urbanization of the Countryside, 2013.
— Karl W. Butzer, Environmental history in the Mediterranean    
  world, 2005.
— Denis Cosgrove, Mapping Arcadia, 2008.
— Dimitri Economou, The planning system and rural land use   
  control on Greece: A European perspective, 2007.
— Giakoumakis S., Alexakis D. and Gotsis D., An approximate    
  method for estimating nutrient loads in drainage water from a  
  coastal irrigated area, 2013.
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