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Rationale and positioning with regard to the state-of-the-art
(Post-war)? reconstruction: an opportunity to re-write the pre-war narrative?
As with all crisis, a war creates a condition in which social actors seek to ‘make sense of things’, some
desire change, others seek to revert in some way to previous situations and orders. A main discussion
point among policymakers and urban experts is often whether the destruction of a city has to be
considered as an occasion to start from scratch as a possible point from which to improve the quality
of living or if the resurrection of the city should be a reconstruction of the pre-war situation whilst
providing better housing and infrastructure. This resonates with two opposing ways to respond to
changes after a disastrous destruction that Shanken (2022) puts forward. He calls the first one the
“brave new world” approach to modernization, and gives the example of Rotterdam’s archetypical
modern pedestrian zone, the Lijnbaan, where the destruction of the city during the Second World War
paved the way for “an entirely new commercial and residential zone [that] was created atop the ruins
of the war, with no attempt to preserve, reconstruct, or even gesture toward what had been there”
(Shanken 2022:187). The second one, on the other extreme, he calls “large open-air museums” to
which “cities fossilize their historic centers in an effort to create what has been called, appropriately if
inelegantly, the tourist-historic city” (Shanken 2022:187). Both visions are undeniably rooted in the
need for a new narrative as fresh start for a new society. Unfortunately, to this day, at the start of the
discussions that lay the foundations for urban reconstruction after a war, little or no consideration is
given to the particular social life familiar urban areas hosted and bred in pre-conflict times. The
subsequent reconstruction of damaged urban areas following the conflict is therefore predominantly
material (Legnér 2018). Additionally, although in many places of the world social participation has
become commonplace in urban planning over the past decades, priority decisions after a disaster are
still mainly made top-down, without actively involving the affected communities (ICCROM in Lambert
& Rockwell 2012; Jackson 2002).

Nonetheless sociology scholars studying place-sensitivity have long pointed out the important
mutual relationship between the multifaceted nature of (historical) urban areas and issues as diverse

This exercise description is an integral part of the research project ‘Mobilizing pre-war spatial memories in view of urban reconstruction
planning’, of which Giséle Gantois is the principal investigator. The students’ results will make an important contribution to this research
project. This project falls within the framework of the research cell ‘Restoring Broken Journeys’ (drs. Marie Nevejan, drs. Njoméza Mulhaxa,
drs. Gjiltiné Isufi, drs. Ekin Basketli, prof. Giséle Gantois). The central theme is the recovery of an earlier (social) right, practice or situation
that has been distorted with a view to the future, as ‘journeys’ presuppose a process of change and development. This research explores
how journeys, stories and lives are closely intertwined and what the role of heritage is in the construction of the spatial memories of these.
2 We place post-war between brackets because, in the case of protracted conflicts—such as in Ukraine—people do not want to wait for the
conflict to be officially “over” before moving on. They want to act and rebuild while the situation is still ongoing.
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as belonging, rootedness, place identity and locality. (Hawke 2010; Hester 2014; Al-Harithy 2021). This
goes hand in hand with the continuous production of memories of an accumulation of ‘biographical
experiences of fulfilling, terrifying, traumatic, triumphant or secret events’ that took place in these
urban areas (Gieryn, 2000: 463-496). A well-defined space gives the memory an anchor point, a spatial
reference to attach to, in order to avoid the risk of being lost. Conversely, poorly planned changes to
the urban landscape can alter or even erase the memories attached to places (Truc 2011). As well-
known routes and landmarks disappear this can cause returning citizens to lose their sense of
belonging. While they have already been severely affected by the conflict, this further disconnects
them from their pre-war lives potentially hindering their recovery.

Consequently, (post-war) reconstruction can help to restore the distorted (collective) memory and
familiarity, or further destroy it by failing to meet the needs and desires of the communities.

It is therefore essential to actively involve the affected communities in the reconstruction planning
process from the start. Additionally, to prevent these plans from supplanting the memories of spatial
everyday experiences of returning residents, in this studio we will specifically focus on (1) the
important agency of spatial memories of affected communities in nurturing the sense of belonging,
and (2) the active role this could play in post-conflict recovery.

(Post-War) Urban Reconstruction Planning in Ukraine

Given the current geopolitical situation, Ukraine will be a key focus for your design research
questions and desired impact®. Therefore, we will select devastated urban areas in war-torn Ukraine
as critical case-studies. In February 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine while
destroying important infrastructure and notable cultural cities in the north, north-east and south of
the country with Mariupol and Kharkiv being notable examples. Warfare often targets buildings that
reflect community values and traditions to demotivate people and to break their resistance (Hoteit
2015; Bevan 2006). Moreover, Russia has also repeatedly carried out deliberate and indiscriminate
attacks on civilian targets, even far from the front line, causing heavy destruction in residential areas,
resulting in a dramatic refugee crisis that led to a large diaspora. More than 93,000 individuals received
temporary protection in Belgium of which 66,619 are officially registered in a Belgian municipality (REF
). Soon after the war started, academic, cultural, and activist communities began documenting new
experiences of the Russian-Ukrainian war. Today, over a hundred initiatives across the country and
abroad document wartime by taking photographs, keeping diaries or archive social media (REF II).
Some reconstruction initiatives do involve residents of devastated urban areas. However, their
participation often only concerns the assessment of the (digital) visual representations of project
proposals, the first broad outlines of which have already been determined by experts and policy
makers.

Architectural models as ‘artefacts of knowing’.

Visual representations are immensely useful to the various processes of knowledge work. There has
been substantial work on the role of visual representations in the design literatures, examples include
sketches, drawings, photographs, and architectural models (Schon 1983). However, in most of the
cases, in architecture, they are exclusively used at the most basic level, as passive visual
representations deliberately constructed images, with both intentional and unintentional features.
Given the important role that architectural visual representations play in the reconstruction planning
process, we will investigate how they could not only express ideas, but how they could also actively

3 With a well-grounded motivation, individual students may choose to work in other parts of the world that are also affected or have been

affected by disasters (conflict, natural disasters, etc.). However, they should be aware that they will need to build their own network there.

2
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unlock knowledge about the cultural and emotional ties of members of different communities to the
pre-war urban fabric in view of (post-war) recovery.

Research Hypothesis & Goal
Research Hypothesis
In light of the many conflicts affecting cities around the world today, governments are increasingly
challenged to understand and improve the impact of (post-war) urban planning on local communities
with attention to their socio-cultural and 'intangible' heritage. Following the arguments in the rationale
the proposed research hypothesizes that: (1) mobilizing pre-war spatial memories of residents’ living
environment - related to the entwinement of experiences, spatial configurations and every-day
journeys - in urban reconstruction strategies will enhance social and urban resilience in revival
projects. (2) Activating architectural artefacts, both as ‘epistemic artefacts’ (Ballestrem and
Gasperoni, 2022) and as ‘objects of speech’ (Gantois 2022? and Gantois 2022°) will unlock a multiplicity
of pre-war spatial memories and evoke new dimensions in the understanding of the pre-war urban
fabric.

Goal

The ultimate goal of this studio is to enable the development of innovative and transferable strategies
to construct alternative futures for devastated urban areas at the intersection of different narratives
and material culture. This means futures that could generate possible forms of social and cultural
cohesion, away from top-down planning proposals that exclude or marginalize significant portions of
the different communities from having a voice in the decision-making process about the
reconstruction of their living environment.

Research methodology and work plan.
Research methodology
To reach the scientific research objectives, this studio will draw from multiple data sources, among
others, on previously conducted digital documentation in selected places in Ukraine (REF IlI-IX). Most
importantly, for this project, we aim to include the voices from those not yet included in debates about
(post-war) reconstruction: the members of the Ukraine diaspora in Flanders. We will work together
with local gatekeepers introduced by our Ukraine contacts in Flanders with the support of Get Ready
for Europe®. We are in close contact with local stakeholders and partners who are related to the urban
planning field and Ukraine’s realities both in Ukraine such as Lviv University.
The methodological pillar proposes a 3-steps ‘space-making’ method as a citizen-participation method
whereby architecture’s distinct spatial perception and comprehension of place is combined with
ethnographical techniques such as open interview and narrative collection (Gantois 20222 and Gantois
2022°). Modelmaking in architecture has a long tradition. However, in this research, the model
precedes the planning process and is first created as an expression of collected narratives. Here, the
produced architectural artefacts are not just useful tools but well-known ‘artefacts of knowing’ that
evolve and unfold as new knowledge is constructed through dialogue and negotiation, as members of
different communities and disciplinary backgrounds, articulate their perspectives. These discoveries in
turn raise new issues to explore as “epistemic objects are perpetually incomplete, embodying
unknowns” (Whyte 2007). They will both serve as external memory and as sites of reasoning,
reflection and projection (Lawson, 1997)
Expectations are carefully managed by processing a multitude of perspectives, regardless of individual
input (Andrews et al. 2013). By using multiple representations alongside and through each other, and
not presenting isolated stories, different aspects of spatial experiences are made visible. The
architectural artefacts will ultimately feed digital models that will unlock the pre-war spatial
configuration to which the memories are attached.

4 https://www.getready4europe.com/
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The project results will represent an essential steppingstone in the simulation of different inclusive
and socially resilient future-oriented reconstruction strategies, helping to assess their potential social,
economic, and cultural impacts.

Work plan

Focused literature review
Task: The literature review will systematically investigate, classify and elaborate the literature study
on particular fields such as: (1) exemplary urban management practice in (post-) conflict situations.
Most importantly, we will connect to existing learning from similar work on the use of artistic and
architectural tools in participative reconstruction planning projects documented in reports, papers,
websites and blogs. We will explore the different approaches and results to unveil potential overlaps
in objectives and methods to synthesize the current approaches (which projects succeeded, which
appear to fail from a community restoration perspective). (2) the spatializing of memory and the
agency of urban heritage therein. Apart from memory studies, this also relates to psychogeography,
where the focus is on the psychological experiences of the city. (Debord, 1955).
Aim: to create a solid theoretical framework, which can function as a reference while generating an
update of the position towards the available research and learnings. With an interrelated, coherent
set of ideas and models this will provide a context for interpreting future observations and study
findings. This will help to gain critical insights on the topic of this project.
Deliverable: an intermediate report with the focused literature review (chapter in the reflection

paper).

Case-studies
Case-studies: focus on damaged/destroyed urban neighborhoods in Ukraine.
Task: (1) To reach the objectives, the selection of urban areas in Ukraine will be based on a set of
established criteria, including: (a) scale of destruction: We focus on urban areas that have suffered
significant damage; (b) spatial scope of the affected urban fabric: we look for a variation in scale for
example a neighborhood, street, community building. The areas may expand during the course of the
design research or the boundaries may change as the input of spatial narratives evolves; (c) availability
of contact group within the diaspora in Flanders coming from the devastated areas: The final choice of
the case-studies will depend on the origin of the participants we will be able to recruit to be able to
collect sufficient narratives about memories of spatial experiences in the affected areas.
Task: (2) The recollection of spatial memories of the studied urban area among the diasporain Flanders
will be supported by the historical-critical urban analysis of the chosen cases. This involves (desktop)
archival research (including [historical] maps and drawings), the collection of reports, databases,
newspaper clippings, drawings, diaries, letters, and photographic and digital documentation.
Aim: creating a detailed documentation of the selected case-studies.
Unlocking ‘space-making’ for narrators as a citizen-participation method
Tasks: The ‘space-making’ 3-steps method (Gantois 20222 and Gantois 2022°) includes immersive
interaction of the master students with members of targeted communities in a workshop, organized
in Leuven. This is a fundamental part of the research process in which the needs of people from all
areas of society, regardless of gender, ethnicity, age, religion or social class are embraced.
Step 1: Interactive Journeys entails the mapping of the spatial memories of the manifold and intricate
interactions between participants and their lived environment and the diverse forms of social life the
urban fabric accommodated in pre-war times (Dodd 2019). In a first meeting, we will invite community
members to share with the master students their memories of experiences related to locations in the
selected urban areas. These open interviews as oral testimonies are a crucial component of the project.
The students will sketch in small notebooks pre-war spatial characteristics and use patterns of the
urban areas while annotating the different narratives with their location on the Ukrainian city map
and/or aerial picture, hereby highlighting their significance in this complex investigation (Stead, et al.
2019). These notebooks not only serve for interaction with the different stakeholders but as well as

4
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mnemonic devices to help the students to get immersed into the urban landscape of the chosen areas
in Ukraine.
Step 2: Spatial Narratives entails the expression of these first annotations. It is here that the perception
of the urban fabric through the making of appealing tactile models and artistic drawings emerges as a
crucial, untapped line whereby urban spatial configuration, spatial practices, material form and
meaning of place are considered equally in the study of affected urban areas. The modes of expression
adopted range from highly detailed and concrete, to ambiguous and deliberately vague. This openness
bears possibility and thus invites spontaneous emergence of unexpected discoveries and creativity
while the participants interact with the architectural artefacts in a second meeting. As such, as part of
collective knowledge work, the produced artefacts, will evolve from the artistic expressions of
individual narratives towards rich and thick non-verbal tools of communication, triggering objects, that
stimulate verbal interaction with and among the participants. This allows a wide spectrum of
knowledge and sensitivity to be expressed. The participants learn about different insights and
possibilities through both visualization and enactment. This work is therefore not about briefing them,
but is a joint co-creative process.
Step 3: Cartes Parlantes entails the combination/confrontation of the explorations in sketches,
annotated maps and architectural artefacts with existing knowledge (historical and recent digital data
sources, including photographs, maps, real-time urban data such as satellite imagery, architectural
plans) nurturing models. This 3D (counter-) mapping, is proposed here to gain new knowledge about
the correlation between the urban fabric and the social interaction.
Aim: to shift the focus from the physical (built) environment, to the urban fabric in its spatial
configuration of buildings, streets and public spaces, which enabled navigation through the city and
related experiences in pre-war times. As an emergent interdisciplinary field, modelmaking allows not
only to ‘chart’ unknown territory, but also facilitates the discovery of new relations, uncovering
formerly unseen possibilities and projecting ‘social imaginaries’ (Mills C. Wright 1959). Modelmaking,
in such vein, closely relates to design as it inheres a projective speculation on possible futures for the
damaged or destroyed urban areas.
Outcome: The intermediate results will be presented in different reviews whereby the participants are
invited to share their appreciation and provide additional input.

Elaboration of case-study analysis
Task: The knowledge obtained on the relevant key cases in Ukraine will be projected on the
comparative case of the reconstructed city of Ypres and the research projects in Kosovo and Cyprus in
interaction with PhD students of the research cell Restoring Broken Journeys.
Aim: (a) obtaining a better understanding of the cases and the potential of the used method in view of
alternative future visions on the reconstruction of every day urban areas, (b) generating critical insights
on the design of strategies towards more socially sustainable conditions for the reconstruction of
urban areas affected by war and (c) reconceptualizing the identified interactions of people with their
day-to-day urban environment in the process of post-conflict recovery. What is important for them,
what is not?
Outcome: intermediate presentation.

Synthesis: Interpretations, insights and conclusions
Tasks: Cross-view of the different parts of the design research will lead to more accurate conclusions.
The findings from each part of the design research are therefore collected and transferred to the
synthesis phase whereby all the obtained insights from the literature review, theoretical framework
and case-studies are connected.
Aims: (a) obtain a comprehensive evaluation of the design research project, (b) identify characteristics
that will lead to novel insights on innovative practices for identifying, representing and understanding
the current and potential future role of spatial memory in the reconstruction planning of every day
urban areas situated in post-conflict areas and (c) contribute to the formulation of potential future
development scenarios and design and planning guidelines in view of reconstruction of every day
urban areas to stimulate positively the process of recovery for victims of the conflict.
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Outcome: This consists of spatial representations, synthesis maps, schemes and a richly illustrated
reflection paper. Participants will be invited to the final year exhibition with the design research
outcomes.

Risks/challenges and the contingency plans.
Especially participatory work, involves possible contingencies. Members of the diaspora from complex
war-torn areas, include vulnerable groups such as traumatized refugees or victims of aggression.
Working with these individuals thus demands great ethical sensibility in terms of engagement,
documentation and representation. Continuous evaluation of the situation in case-study contexts and
careful negotiation with our partners is therefore needed. Close collaboration will allow to recalibrate
objectives as the design research proceeds.

Expected output
This process will result in:

a. Architectural artefacts such as models, drawings, and other visualizations

b. The development of an urban masterplan for the-chosen case

c. Adesign proposal for the reconstruction of the chosen case expressed in maps, plans,
sections and models

d. Reflection paper: a scientifically written text supported by a, b and c of max. 5000
words which expresses the process, the insights and conclusions

Study trip (+ timing)
- Week 7 SEM3 Intensive research week: Next to the focused literature review, the connection
to existing learning and the exploration of different existing approaches, we will meet with
experts among others from Get Ready for Europe
- Collaboration with members of the diaspora of Ukraine in different meetings

The studio sessions alternate between sessions in which each student’s work is discussed
individually, peer-review sessions, reading/video sessions, and workshop sessions with invited
experts. Contrary to the official planning, the midterm presentations take place in week 7 instead
of week 8, allowing students to reflect on and consolidate their work before the Easter break.

Expected costs
- Depending on the choice of participants (their address): train tickets (Flanders)
- Material: We highly appreciate the use of recycled material in tactile handmade models.
Creating expensive 3D printed models is not a requirement for the success of the project.
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Previously conducted research on Spatial Memory using the Interactive Walking Method

KU Leuven —supervisor G. Gantois

Fig. 2. Spatial Narrative: Reconstruction based on spatial memories and existing photographs & Fig. 3. Carte Parlante: Use patterns in the
urban fabric of Ypres. By Tonia Dalle, 2017. Master thesis KU Leuven — supervisor G.Gantois.

Fig. 4. Memory map: Translation of the narratives of the participants. By Madeline Smid, 2026. Master thesis KU Leuven — supervisor
G.Gantois.
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