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Phenomenologically, every building is a ruin, just as 
every ruin is a standing edifice and every memory  
of finitude is a memory of aspirations of infinite time.  
Ahuvia Kahane, ‘Theses on the Geometry of the Ruin’

Future Ruins: Lisbon explores sites of urban development 
and decline to consider how we navigate and repurpose  
the future ruins of our urban surroundings. The publication 
proposes a range of critical cartographies conceived as  
conceptual tools to help us to think differently about navi- 
gating the immaterial structures and material products of 
the city. These speculative insights focus on Lisbon and 
take the form of maps, charts, urban guides, group studies 
and new writing that together assess how counter-narratives, 
contested histories and marginalised memories can be 
revived and redeployed within a range of urban contexts 
undergoing rapid transformation.

Immaterial structures and material products are invariably 
subject to physical decay and social decline – no matter how 
grandiose or technologically advanced they might be. Erosion 
may be visible, as in the physical degradation of abandoned 
buildings, or in the rusty suspension of infrastructure that 
economic shortages have left incomplete. 1 Yet, ruination may 
also happen below or above the threshold of perception, 

Future Ruins: Lisbon
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immersed in other temporalities that still impact on  
the present. Robert Smithson famously speculated that a 
building may be said to “rise into ruins”, from its ephemeral 
work-in-progress existence to a seemingly ‘final’ form in 
which “the memory traces of an abandoned set of futures” 
are no longer visible. 2 Ruins, in fact, already surround us, 
as the imperceptible leftovers of abstract processes (e.g. 
financialisation, valorisation) that constantly prolong,  
bend and empty bodies, things and spaces towards other 
space-times, dislocating their present from their presence 
in the here and now by tracing tentative future paths  
whose decaying ‘memory traces’ intangibly crowd the 
urban landscapes.

In his Journey to Portugal José Saramago writes: “Lisbon 
never liked ruins. They have always been either rebuilt  
or pulled down altogether to make room for more lucrative 
buildings.” The forest of cranes that today populates the 
traditional vistas of the city’s skyline testifies to Saramago’s 
observation, except that this process of rebuilding does  
not erase but instead produces more ruins. These are the 
invisible, reversible, future ruins that clog up the potential-
ities of Lisbon’s inhabitants with pre-digested visions of 
a ‘future city’ (creative, innovative and smart). It is essential, 
perhaps more than ever, for us to develop the tools that are 
needed for thinking differently about the urban landscape 
that surrounds us, tools that can help us to look into these 
remnants to gain deeper insights into the invisible forces 
that shape the life and experience of being in Lisbon.
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In Mapping the Plot: Towards an archaeological ethnography 
of the future, Andrea Pavoni introduces the key themes of 
the publication by speculating on the gaping discrepancy 
between experience and abstraction that characterises 
urban life. From the visionary poetry of Charles Baudelaire 
to the imaginative insights of Walter Benjamin and the 
dialectical intuitions of Fredric Jameson, Pavoni explores 
what form this discrepancy takes in the current neoliberal 
condition. His text addresses the quintessentially aesthetic 
problem posed by capitalism: how to make perceptible,  
and thus amenable to action, those elusive forces, diagrams  
and rhythms that shape our being in the world. That is,  
how to seek orientation within a landscape that is in ruins 
already, as its spaces, buildings and inhabitants are in the 
process of being deterritorialised into the unrepresentable, 
diagrammatic space-times of the circulation and flows  
of capital.

Future Ruins: Lisbon focuses on six visual and text guides 
to Lisbon that are the fruits of collaborations across a broad 
range of disciplines (Art, Architecture, Civic Engineering, 
Physical and Human Geography and Social Anthropology). 
The guides set out to re-imagine the contemporary urban 
environment by exploring overlooked livelihoods, traces  
of profound social mutation, and the scars of past natural 
disasters (earthquakes, climate change) and economic crises 
(industrial decline, poverty). They address sites whose 
relation to the past is now unclear, focusing on fragments  
of architecture and municipal ruins as a means to speculate 
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on possible future models of use. The guides combine a  
broad range of voices and perspectives and each is designed 
individually to reflect some aspect of the complex layering 
of the urban. Narratives are intersected with dialogue, 
collage, drawing and map-making that together reproduce 
the material, social and economic flows of the modern  
city. Each of the guides is authored by a host and a guest. 
The host is embedded in Lisbon, a resident in the city  
who experiences at first hand the changing conditions,  
constraints and histories. The host sees the city from the 
inside and is subject to the daily movements that shape 
urban life. The guest is a visitor to the city and brings an 
external perspective; what is seen by the guest is partial 
and often predetermined. The guest, however, is not with-
out insights that may at times challenge the perspectives  
and knowledge of the host.

The Lisbon Atlas of Law and Entropy explores the invisible 
and abstract forces that determine the way we inhabit the 
city. The collaboration between artist Jaspar Joseph-Lester 
and the Lisbon-based Architects BUREAU A involved the 
development of experimental methods to glean insight into 
how the city is experienced in the present. Joseph-Lester 
and BUREAU A invited seven participants to follow a  
gridded map of Lisbon, each setting off from a different 
landmark situated in the vicinity of the city centre.  
Importantly, the participants were asked to observe their 
encounters with ‘law’ and ‘entropy’ and to express what 
they experienced via a continuous stream of text messages.  

INTRODUCTION
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The group study took place between 13:30 –15:30 on Sunday 
30 October, 2016. This slice of time afforded perspectives 
and insights to reveal a city subject to the structures and 
forces only experienced in the moment while also acknow- 
ledging the long periods of time from which law and entropy 
emerge as the spectral residues of capital, tourism and empire.
  
The future ruins of Lisbon are “built with the future trauma 
already planned, already inflicted even at their gleaming 
inauguration”, writes Professor Andreas Philippopoulos- 
Mihalopoulos, who finds himself negotiating the notorious 
roundabout of Olaias, a gigantic intersection of automotive 
trajectories, noise and pollution, sitting at the edge of the 
Chelas Valley just outside central Lisbon. Here, the ruins 
keep piling up in the form of the broken trajectories of 
marginalised pedestrians and “the demolition of past local 
communities and the ongoing social problems of the area”. 
As if hypnotised by its alienating circularity, the text 
spirals around this singular structure of concrete, grass 
and asphalt, where it seems the indifferent cruelty of the 
built environment is peculiarly expressed. Yet, this is not 
an alegal space of exception, the author reminds us, as  
he carves an anxious pathway through the roundabout  
and towards the house of an artist friend. This is how law  
and power function – never simply disappearing, but rather 
becoming ‘atmospheric’, dissolving into ‘material affects’, 
producing normative debris that every day are collected 
and rearranged by the residents and go to constitute  
alternative, precarious normativities. 

INTRODUCTION
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In the following section, Susanne Prinz and Carlos Noronha 
Feio present a cartography of time, migration and place 
through a study of a blueprint of the Docks of Alcântara and 
Rocha do Conde de Obidos. The authors allude to migratory 
movements glimpsed in this infrastructure space of Lisbon 
Harbour. Their cartographic effort records migration as 
possibility and fact — border controls, shipyards, bridges, 
motorways, intentions, necessities and wills. Prinz and 
Noronha Feio experienced these man-made infrastructures 
both as guides and as tourists. The markings on the map 
show the daily movements around the docks by charting 
the movement of trucks, tourists, dinghies, cargo ships  
and armadas. In this small geographical space, the authors 
expose layered histories where a plethora of different 
developments and their incessant and imminent ruins  
are caught in a continuous cycle of repetitive movements.

In Mind the Map, Susanne Prinz considers our impulse to 
frame, navigate and interrogate our physical environments. 
Beginning with ‘collective memory’ and ‘collective conscious-
ness’ as the decisive factors in shaping our image of a city, 
Prinz draws on the work of Maurice Halbwachs, Émile 
Durkheim and Pierre Nora to consider how knowledge of 
urban space is gathered and shaped by shared experience. 
She thus discusses the six guides that form the basis of  
this publication, as new and idiosyncratic developments  
of the rules of map-making.
  
Building up and Falling Down brings together three very 
different voices: the civil/territorial engineers Professor 

INTRODUCTION
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Mário Lopes, Jelena Milosevic and Ana Simões, the  
social anthropologist Jonathan Skinner and the artist  
Julie Westerman. Lisbon is built on major geological fault 
lines and the people of Lisbon live with the legacy of the 
catastrophic earthquake of 1755. This guide explores the 
city’s relationship with the earthquakes of the past, present 
and future by focusing on the suburb of Alvalade. Milosevic  
and Simões study the architecture and structural integrity 
of the buildings of Alvalade while Skinner blurs the spatial 
narratives that overlaid the 1755 Lisbon city plan with  
the Alvalade of 1955. Lopes observes the consequences  
of earthquake damage for the survival of a community  
after the event, and their relationship to the ongoing risk.  
Westerman looks behind the clean orderly face of Avalade’s 
modernist design to probe the unregulated spaces revealed 
behind the façade. 

Model to Ruin: The Panoramico Restaurant involves a 
collaboration between the British-based artist Ian Kiaer 
and curator and researcher Marta Jecu. The section takes 
as its focus the brutalist structure of the panoramic restau-
rant of Monsanto designed by Chaves da Costa. Constructed 
during the Estado Novo, the building has experienced a 
shift from a model of luxury and surveillance of the city’s 
spaces under the Estado Novo regime, to ruins and site  
of alternative contemporary cultural use. 

In ‘Theses on the Geometry of the Ruin’, Professor Ahuvia 
Kahane reflects on the figure of ‘precinct’ (temenos) and 
‘centrepoint’ (omphalos) and its implications for our under-

INTRODUCTION
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standing of the geometry of time and its relation to history. 
As Kahane argues, these geometries of temenos and omphalos 
are emblems in a ‘viewing’ present of what has died, passed 
away and collapsed, but also – perhaps more importantly – 
emblems of the essential future of every building, body, 
ambition and indeed the future of memory itself.  

Pierre Perissinotto has been practising urban drifting  
for many years, especially regarding historic ruins in the 
regions of Lisbon. In his text, The social life of the ruin,  
he reflects on his experience of discovering the Panoramic 
restaurant when it was a little known ruin, half-forgotten 
among the debris of the material memory of the Estado 
Novo. The text charts how the building quickly fell into  
ruin as it became a popular destination for parties.     

River Tagus: Untold Story is a collaboration between  
Lisbon-based artist Miguel Santos and Professor John 
Wainwright. This section combines ideas around fluidity  
in water and in history to consider the city as a site of 
rendered stories and physical proprieties that are the 
foundational structures for future transformations. The 
text moves between myth and science, drawing on historical 
narratives of Lisbon and its future impact on touristic  
and localised experience. 

Between Abandonment and Gentrification explores the 
process of urban transformation taking place in the vicinity 
of the Museum of Natural History and Science. While for 
Walter Benjamin ruins are the material relics of the failed 
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dreams of past epochs, Lisbon ruins are the invisible  
debris left behind by the dreams and hallucinations of 
capital as it un-sites the urban into its hyperbolic futures. 
In 2017, the average rent in Lisbon surpassed 800 euro 
(after a 28% increase in just one year), virtually matching 
the city’s average salary. The curator and writer Sofia Marçal 
together with architect Filipa Roseta (also City Councillor 
at Câmara Municipal de Cascais) walk us through Lisbon’s 
historic core, highlighting an urban experience of contrasts.  
Buildings in the state of ruin coexist with rehabilitated 
properties branded as luxury commodities. The lively streets 
of Principe Real are filled with the sounds of many different 
languages. This part of the city is seen to exist somewhere 
between abandonment and gentrification, between local 
memory and global change. The walk continues along  
the monumental axis of Avenida da Liberdade and ends 
with the quietude of the Botanical Gardens. 

The text at the end of this section is transcribed from a 
presentation that Filipa Roseta gave as part of the Critical 
Cartographies symposium at The Museum of Natural History 
and Science. Here, Roseta discusses her new role as City 
Councillor at Cascais (with responsibility for urban planning) 
and describes how ‘critical urban walking’ will be a key  
element of her plans to join up the communities that span 
the man-made waterways leading down to the banks of  
the river Tagus.  

Reproductions of historical Lisbon guides and maps  
have been interspersed throughout the book to function  
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as illustrated section breaks. This series of documents 
dating from 1779 to the late 1950s was selected by Ana 
Barata from the collection at the Gulbenkian Library in 
Lisbon. They include maps and guides that reflect not only 
on the historic city itself but also the period when they 
were produced and their intended audience at the time.  
So, they fuse together the aspirations of the visitor and  
the image of Lisbon to the outside world. A strident guide 
from 1798 depicts the triumphal arch still in construction 
as Lisbon remodels itself after the devastation of the 1755 
earthquake. The covers of the guidebooks designed in the 
20th century depict a more aspirational city which promises 
the glamour and style associated with European city travel. 
Throughout the 20th century the proliferation of guides  
and maps opened up very different ways for the visitor  
to navigate the city. This special collection of guides and  
maps was first exhibited in March 2018 at the Gulbenkian 
Foundation, alongside the printed collaborative city  
guides and film that are featured in this book.

INTRODUCTION
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