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1. INTRODUCTION

This essay explores the relationship between memory,  war and architecture. Why
memory?  Because  it  is  one of  the main  factors  that  produce  meaning  and values,  thus
shaping  the  ‘self’  and  giving  purpose  to  life.  Why  war?  Because  through  its  process  of
destruction, violent shifts and radical transformations, it  threatens the very meaning and
purpose of life, its fragile sense of continuity. Why architecture? Because it is a concrete
manifestation of memory, a frozen statement of our values, of their gradual development,
their shifts and periodical  destruction.  How is mankind making sense of the catastrophic
events that threaten to obliterate its shared values, and with this, its memory? How should
we, as architects, make sense of war, so that new and creative values and meaning would
emerge? In  answering  these questions,  this  essay  explores  Lebbeus Woods principles  of
reconstruction and the concrete way in which he implemented them in the architectural
propositions for the city of Sarajevo during and after its 3 years siege – the longest siege of a
capital city in the history of modern warfare (Connelly, 2005).

2. MEMORY 

2. 1. Memory and the Production of Meaning. Is memory relevant to the production
of  meaning?  Neuroscientists  like  Michael  Gazzaniga  have  demonstrated  through
experimental  studies  that  the  brain  makes  sense  of  the  world  through  the  process  of
memory (Gazzaniga, 2012). Meaning is created only by the mediation of memory; the neural
activity in the human brain is distributed in countless “modules”, groups of neurons that
specialise  in  very  distinct  activities  and  computational  processes.  There  is,  however,  a
module in the left hemisphere, colloquially named by Gazzaniga “the interpreter”. Its activity
consists of gathering disparate information from the other modules and from the stimuli (the
only information that made it into the left hemisphere), and putting these in a consistent
pattern, based on cause-and-effect inductions, literally creating meaning out of chaos. The
interpreter’s activity is slower than other brain processes, it is always post hoc, and lacks
intuition (which is located in the right hemisphere).  The processes of the interpreter are
unconscious, and they always end up with a conclusion, a causal chain that binds all  the
disparate  information in  a  meaningful  story.  The module  is  always  a  'fundamentalist';  it
never admits that its conclusions might be wrong, that it might need some further research.
When  it  lacks  relevant  information,  it  improvises.  (Gazzaniga,  2012)  The  actual  ‘further
research’ can be done only in a conscious state of mind, with the help of other modules,
most  of  them in  the right  hemisphere,  specialised  in  intuition,  plausibility,  sense  of  the
absurd. 

The implications of these facts are relevant to this study because they show that the
first way in which we make sense of the world around us is through unconscious memory.
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The  emergence  of  the  ‘self’  from  the  multitude  of  brain  activities  enables  the  further
conscious exploration of the world, the real quest for meaning and values. From the infinite
interactions of chaotic phenomena that affect us every day, we identify a small fragment –
the ones we consider relevant to our experience, values and familiar meanings, and treasure
them as memories. They show us who we are, give us a sense of belonging and continuity
over time, offer purpose for the present and hope for the future.

In one of his blog posts (Woods, 2012, Beyond Memory) Lebbeus Woods reflects on
the elusive character of memory, which puzzles scientists to this day. Considering human
memory just  a  storage  device,  similar  to a  hard disk,  doesn’t  do justice to many of  the
observable  facts.  First  of  all,  human  memory  seems  to  be  extremely  fluid;  different
individuals remember the same event differently; even when considering a single person, his
memories of a past event change with every new recollection. Scientists tend to think that
every recollection is in fact a reassembling of the original ‘memory’, a reinvention based on
some  raw  data  provided  by  the  brain  and  shaped  according  to  the  individual’s  current
personality and beliefs (Ibid).  Therefore, it seems that not only unconscious memories affect
our understanding of the world and the production of meaning, but also conscious ones,
which are not given facts, or discrete packages stored in the brain, but fluid productions
which correspond to our interests, desires and beliefs more than we realise. If we were to
compare the mental raw material which constitutes the basis of memories with a computer
database,  it appears that memories are complex intertwined queries or search processes
given according to  constantly  changing  keywords,  which represent  our  current  interests,
desires and beliefs. Each search process returns a different result, according to the typed
keywords; even more, the result of the search itself is stored as a new database entry, having
the potential to alter and rewrite older ones.

2.2. Collective memory. Myths. In a cultural context, over a long period of time, the
most  cherished  values  and  ideals  materialize  as  myths  –  meaningful  stories  from  the
primordial past revealing the link between humanity, the world and gods. They speak of the
purpose of the world, the divine intentions concerning it and the destiny of humanity (based
on a definition by Daniel Quinn – Quinn, 2008, p20). Myths are collective memories, based
on  a  culture’s  past  experiences,  its  shared  achievements  and  traumas.  In  relation  to
collective memories, Walter Benjamin, quoted by Christine Boyer, considered that there are
two definitions of the term ‘memory’. In its traditional definition, “memory is an epiphany,
flashing up in ephemeral moments of crisis, searching to exhibit at that particular time the
way of the world in order to direct one's pathway towards the future” (Boyer, 1996, p130)
This definition corresponds to the individual memory, the process through which we make
sense of present situations by involuntarily recalling relevant events from the past. It follows
that myths, as basic elements of the ‘collective memory’,  have to be absorbed gradually
through daily experiences in order to become potential epiphanies for the individual. In its
modern definition, memory is “a regressive gesture, holding onto a past that had been torn
asunder by the hurricane winds of progress” (Ibid.). 
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2.3. Hierarchies vs. Heterarchies. Political or administrative structures (which we will refer
to as ‘hierarchies’) constantly interfere with the formation of collective memories. Making
use of collective and individual memories is a valuable tool for maintaining the status quo
and exerting control over individuals. In some cases, memories become mystified or altered
through ideology, in order to legitimise hierarchies. Conservative structures of power focus
on the continuity of history, of the slow process of gradual changes, encouraging feelings of
belonging (nationalism, nostalgia), while revolutionary regimes tend to accentuate disparate
events in the past,  relevant for their adopted ideology.  In both cases, collective memory
becomes altered through the mediation of hierarchies. 

In Lebbeus’ view (Woods, 1997), the role of hierarchies in altering the processes of
memory  is  even more subtle  and substantial.  By claiming  exclusive  access  to ‘objective’
knowledge,  hierarchies  become  infallible  sources  of  wisdom.  Lebbeus  sees  them  as
consequences  of  deterministic  thought  –  the  titanic  quest  for  objective  knowledge.  In
classical  science,  Plato's  ‘idea’,  Descartes'  ‘duality’  and  Newton's  ‘mechanics’  -  human
knowledge  is  considered  objective,  independent  of  cognitive  processes,  thus  residing  in
hierarchies – sources of objective wisdom. On the other hand, heterarchies represent the
consequence of a different definition of knowledge: “is […] knowledge existential? Does it
concern a world in which existence precedes essence, in which knowledge cannot be verified
by the assumption of a reality external to the processes of human cognition? Yes, according
to  principles  of  quantum  theory  (matrix  mechanics,  Copenhagen  Interpretation)  and
cybernetics (recursive, closed systems). This is a reality in which authority moves within the
shifting,  dynamic  fields  of  the  self-determining,  self-organizing  systems  known  as
“heterarchies”. According to these principles, absolute and relative, objective and subjective,
no longer have any meaning” (Woods, 1997, p14). 

Lebbeus embraces heterarchies as more subtle and organic  systems in which the
mere interaction between constituting phenomena generates a deeper and more complex
order. He sees hierarchies as oppressing entities that limit personal freedom and feed on
collective values as parasites feeding on a host in order to control it and perpetuate their
own artificial existence. Walter Benjamin’s definitions of ‘memory’ can be seen as deriving
from this distinction: the traditional  definition, in which memory is seen as an epiphany,
corresponds  to  the  organic  heterarchical  processes  of  meaning  production,  while  the
modern  definition  corresponds  to  the  interference  of  hierarchies.  When  threatened  by
destabilising events, they produce artificial, ‘objective’ knowledge of the past, such as official
‘history’ in its modern definition (Forty, 2004). 

3. WAR

3.1. Open War, Willful Destruction. From the perspective of individual and collective
memory, war is perceived as a temporary,  violent state which destroys the continuity of
memory,  thus  threatening  to  obliterate  shared  values  and  meaning,  in  other  words  -
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personal identity itself. In Lebbeus Woods' view, war destroys the multiple layers of meaning
distributed across the urban centers, reducing them to a single layer of political power: “the
monologic, monomaniac structure of hierarchy as its most logical and terrible extreme: the
all-or-nothing  polarity  imposed  by  radical  ideology  and  its  rational  overdeterminations”
(Woods, 1997, p15). Once a political power defines a ‘toxic other’ (Zizek, 2009), a group of
people who threaten the establishment, its values or ideology, it engages in a process of
open war and willful destruction. In many cases, armies aimed to destroy more than enemy
military objectives; monuments, iconic buildings and cultural  edifices have been constant
targets for bombers. In extreme conditions, invading armies proceed on murdering civilians
and ethnic cleansing. In the ‘all-or-nothing’ polarity that ideologies impose, these atrocities
are completely rational:  the ‘toxic  other’  is  not only the enemy (or  rebel)  force, but the
foreign,  demonised  culture  itself;  its  own  hierarchical  or  anarchic  structures,  its  own
ideology, its cultural landmarks, its memories. When the ‘toxic other’ is defined as an ethnic
group, a social class or a cultural dissidence, hierarchies proceed in erasing its memory as a
means of control.  Once the open war is  finished, societies tend to erase their  traumatic
memories and revert to the previous states of ‘normalcy’ as if nothing happened. This aim is
also supported by political hierarchies, who use nostalgic and restorative feelings as a means
of maintaining the status quo. “The maintenance of this passive state is possible only in the
absence of crisis, simply because crisis throws things out of balance and into some sort of
unpleasant,  yet  dynamic,  state”  (Woods,  1997 p13).  In  Lebbeus’  view,  the  passive  state
maintained by hierarchies is only an illusion. Wars are not unfortunate accidents, but cyclical
states of crisis that occurred throughout history and will continue to occur.

3.2.  War  and  Memory.  Nostalgia.  Wars,  catastrophic  events,  sudden  shifts  and
accelerated changes generate a memory crisis, a sense of disconnection with the past. One
of the crisis’ most recognisable symptoms is nostalgia. Svetlana Boym analyses the different
nuances of nostalgia in her essay, “Nostalgia and its Discontents”.  “The word “nostalgia”
comes  from  two  Greek  roots,  nostos  meaning  “return  home”  and  algia  “longing”.  […]
Nostalgia appears to be a longing for a place, but it is actually a yearning for a different time
—the time of our childhood, the slower rhythms of our dreams. The nostalgic desires to turn
history into private or collective mythology, to revisit time like space, refusing to surrender
to the irreversibility of time that plagues the human condition” (Boym, 2007, p7). In the
context of war states or post-war societies, nostalgia manifests as an aim to recover the past,
with its continuous flow of familiar memories: rebuild the damaged cities, restore buildings
to their prior state, restore the authority of administrative institutions, reenter the pre-war
routine. 

As  mentioned  before,  hierarchies  use  nostalgic  feelings  as  a  means  of  regaining
control and maintaining the public in a passive state. However, fully reverting to the pre-war
conditions  might  be  impossible,  since  war  itself  generated  a  trauma,  a  state  of  crisis
materialized as new memories. Refusing to assimilate these new memories might make the
recovery from the trauma impossible. Also, the potentially useful consequences of the state
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of crisis would be irretrievably lost. In many cases, painful experiences generated valuable
insights. We learn to avoid behaviours that had led in the past to catastrophic outcomes; we
learn to protect ourselves and develop new, useful  skills.  Even if  the painful  experiences
haven’t taught us anything, or proved confusing, such as in the case of a foreign invasion
that didn’t have anything to do with our own choices, we can still learn how to recover from
the traumatic experience and transform it into something entirely new. For Lebbeus, this
process constitutes the very basis of creativity and innovation: “The only thing we can learn
from the experience is how to recover from it, and that is a creative act of our choice that
requires  our  transcending  the  pain,  that  is,  not  merely  reliving  it  by  remembering,  but
transforming  the  memory  into  something  entirely  new  and  affirmative”  (Woods,  2012,
Beyond Memory).

In  Svetlana  Boym’s  terms,  Lebbeus  might  be  considered  a  ‘reflective  nostalgic’.
Realising  that  past  experiences  can  no  longer  be  reiterated  in  the  present,  ‘reflective
nostalgia’ doesn’t aim to completely restore a past state of things; it doesn’t fall into the trap
of idealising the past and refusing modernity and transformation. Instead, it aims to explore
the  past  critically,  identifying  familiar  details  and  memorial  signs,  while  continually
postponing ‘homecoming’. “It is precisely this defamiliarization and sense of distance that
drives [reflective nostalgic persons] to tell their story, to narrate the relationship between
past, present, and future. Through that longing, they discover that the past is not that which
no longer exists, but, to quote Bergson, the past is something that “might act, and will act by
inserting itself  into a present sensation from which it  borrows the vitality” (Boym, 2007,
p16). However, reflective nostalgia doesn’t confuse this possible insertion of the past into
the present with the full restoration of a past state. Somehow, it keeps the awareness of the
fact  that  memories  are  changed through the mere process  or  remembrance.  Therefore,
reflective  nostalgia  is  more  preoccupied  with  the  feeling  of  ‘otherness’  (Ibid).  The  past
seemed different, but this is just my own subjective perception; furthermore, through the
process of recollection, I literally reshape past memories in the light of my current nostalgic
feelings,  my  beliefs  and  my  goals.  It  is  this  very  perception  of  the  past,  these  altered
memories that fascinate and inspire me, that impact the present and influence the possible
realities of the future. “While futuristic utopias might be out of fashion, nostalgia itself has a
utopian dimension—only it  is  no longer  directed toward the future.  Sometimes it  is  not
directed toward the past either, but rather sideways. The nostalgic feels stifled within the
conventional confines of time and space. It can be called “off-modern.” It makes us explore
side shadows and back alleys, rather than the straight road of progress. It allows us to take a
detour from the deterministic narratives of history” (Ibid. p8).

You  can  get  a  glimpse  of  Lebbeus’  reflective  nostalgia  by  merely  looking  at  his
drawings, and you can sense it in his writing. He is constantly preoccupied with memories,
with past states of things which he constantly questions in his search for meaning. He is
aware of the fact that mankind is facing a crisis of meaning; the radical transformations of
modernity have desacralised old myths and meaningful collective memories. He also realises
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that an attempt to ‘dig and grub for roots’, as Nietzsche put it (Lebbeus, 1997, p24), to find
meaning by completely restoring values of the past, is an impossibility. He therefore believes
that the only way of recovering from this crisis is through decentralisation, through replacing
hierarchies with heterarchies. It is a paradoxical approach: giving up on memory in order to
recover it; giving up on the collective quest for meaning, allowing individuals to take control
over their lives and their built environment and hoping that in time, new collective values
will emerge. However, since the interference of hierarchies makes this process impossible at
the moment, he believes that only a state of war might allow the inception of these changes.
Furthermore, the violent patterns emerging from destruction are in themselves elements of
a heterarchical semi-chaotic order that might reveal some useful insights for a heterarchical
society. This is why the painful processes of willful destruction shouldn’t be ignored by its
victims, but somehow integrated in their experience and turned into something positive. 

4. ARCHITECTURE 

How do previously discussed concepts relate to architecture? As a frozen statement
of  our  values,  architecture  inevitably  speaks  about  collective  memory  in  the  context  of
political and administrative power. More than that, architecture has the potential of altering
the  future.  Lebbeus  sees  architecture  as  a  process  of  creating  knowledge,  not  just  an
expression of it; a continual process of research and invention of new values, ways of living
and inhabiting space. From the point of view of hierarchies, who claim the ownership of
‘objective knowledge’, architecture is defined in classical dualist terms: “a socially significant
synthesis of the old antitheses: public/private, art/science, capital/labor. As long as society is
dominated by institutions of authority that require a basis external to themselves for their
existence  (divine  right  of  kings,  social  contract),  monumental,  that  is,  institutional,
hierarchical architecture is required to embody objective knowledge” (Woods, 1997, p14).
Individual, subjective knowledge, as well as memories, are therefore considered irrelevant,
unworthy to be represented as frozen statements through monumental architecture. They
are reserved to the private sphere and represented through ‘works of art’ – understood as
an idiosyncratic manifestation of the individuals’ personality. Thus, an artificial distinction
between life and art is created, where ‘life’ is described in terms of ‘objective’ knowledge,
and ‘art’ is reserved for the subjective, private realm (Ibid). As part of the objective sphere,
monumental architecture ends up separated from art; its goal is to represent the ‘objective’
values of the hierarchies and the collective memories, mediated through ideology. In the
context of open war, this tendency becomes overwhelming. War memorials commissioned
by  structures  of  power,  in  spite  of  their  aim  of  transmitting  hope,  the  will  to  live  and
outcome difficulties, quite often end up speaking about death. Memorials may either praise
an individual or a group of people (the victims or heroes in a war) or condemn an alien force
or ideology perceived as harmful, as a means of recovering from the past trauma. Either way,
memorials are focused on death: loss, trauma, sacrifice, restorative nostalgia (Woods, 2012,
Celebrating Death).  By making the forced distinction between ‘life’ and ‘art’,  by trying to
speak of ‘life’ in objective terms, hierarchies end up speaking about death, while architecture
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ends up evoking meaningless structures of power and artificial reconstructions of memory.
As in the case of memory, the consequences of open war might allow architecture to regain
its  role  as  catalyst  of  knowledge  and new meanings.  By embracing heterarchies,  society
would give up defining itself in classical, objective terms, eliminating the artificial distinction
between ‘art’ and ‘life’. In that case, “architecture must forsake the monumental, because
there  is  no  hierarchy  to  valorize  anymore,  no  fixed  authority  or  its  body  of  knowledge
external to human experience to codify. In such a society, the classical distinction between
art and life disappears. Art and life flow together, inseparable. Architecture then concerns
itself  with  dynamic  structures:  tissues,  networks,  matrices,  heterarchies”  (Woods,  1997,
p14).

4.1. Radical reconstruction – the propositions for Sarajevo. As a case study I have
chosen  Lebbeus  Woods’  propositions  for  the  reconstruction  of  Sarajevo.  The  siege  of
Sarajevo lasted for three years. The multiethnic capital city, home of a majority of Muslim
Bosnians  and  significant  minorities  of  Catholic  Croatians  and  Orthodox  Serbians,  was
considered  in  the  past  a  symbol  of  cosmopolitanism  and  tolerance.  After  the  Bosnians
declared independence, the city was first assaulted by the Yugoslav People’s Army and then
besieged by the Army of Serbian Republic. Tens of thousands of Serbian inhabitants refused
to leave the city (Wikipedia, Siege of Sarajevo). During the long siege, the Serbian invading
army, inferior in numbers, but better equipped, was unable to take the city by force; instead,
it began a systematic bombarding of the city’s cultural landmarks. Tanks targeted significant
edifices,  while  snipers  targeted civilians.  The aim to destroy the cultural  values  and the
collective memory of the city was obvious (Bevan, 2007); at the end of the siege, virtually
every building in the city had suffered some damage.

Figure 1 – Sarajevo’s “Electroprivreda” bombed   Figure 2 – Sarajevo Media Centre destroyed 
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The Parliament building, located near the central city area, in the Marijin dvor sector,
was targeted,  deliberately  bombed and was left  uninhabited,  although its  structure  was
salvageable (Woods, 1997). Many other iconic buildings, such as the Electrical Management
Building (fig. 1), the Unis twin office towers and other high-rise buildings suffered the same
fate. The worst losses were caused, however, by the destruction of ordinary buildings; this
affected the fabric  of  the city and the daily activities of  its  inhabitants.  Shops,  hospitals,
schools, were deserted. High-rise towers became impossible to inhabit above the first few
floors  because of  the difficulty  of  carrying  water  from the few sources  available.  In  the
absence of electricity and heating and under the constant threat of bombing, many housing
developments were transformed to suit the new state of crisis: windows were covered with
building parts, as they were potential targets for enemy snipers or the shrapnel of artillery
shells; in the absence of heating during the cold weather families would gather in a single
room, heated from a wood or gas stove (Ibid.).

In Lebbeus’ view, the state of crisis during open warfare raised a series of problems
for architects and planners that could not be solved through standard procedures of design.
In the absence of centralised heating and electricity systems, the usual ways of living became
impossible; people had to adapt the built environment to their current needs. This reveals
the troubling fact that architecture was linked to centralised administrative hierarchies, and
since  those  hierarchies  collapsed,  many  buildings  became  useless  or  needed  drastic
adaptations.  Buildings were designed more for  the social  order that commissioned them
than for the actual inhabitants (Ibid.). 

Lebbeus  traveled  to  Sarajevo  on  several  occasions  during  the  bombardments,  to
discuss his propositions with local architects. Although his drawings and projects were not
applied after the war was finished, they were a source of inspiration for the inhabitants, as
well as for architects, as they provided solutions that made sense in a state of crisis. There’s
no doubt that Sarajevo was regarded by Lebbeus as a concrete case study in which he would
be able to test his principles of radical reconstruction, as well as his utopian rejection of
hierarchies and experimental ‘heterarchical’ architecture. He even wrote a manifesto that
was read out loud by a Bosnian actor on November 26, 1993, on the steps of the burned-out
Olympic Museum in Sarajevo: “Architecture and war are not incompatible. Architecture is
war.  War is  architecture.  I  am at war with my time, with history,  with all  authority  that
resides in fixed and frightened forms. I am one of millions who do not fit in, who have no
home, no family, no doctrine, no firm place to call my own, no known beginning or end, no
“sacred and primordial site.” […] Tomorrow, we begin together the construction of a city”
(Woods, 2011). 

Most  of  Lebbeus’  propositions  were  simple  hand-drawings  accompanied  by
descriptive  text.  The  drawings  not  only  illustrate  very  accurately  his  principles  of
reconstruction,  but  also  enhance  them  with  subtle  dimensions  otherwise  difficult  to
describe. The propositions for the reconstruction of Sarajevo were published in his book,
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“Radical Reconstruction”, along with propositions for San Francisco and La Havana. The book
mainly consists of drawings and only a rather succinct introductory essay. What is it about
these  drawings  that  makes  them so  intriguing  and controversial?  In  which  way do they
illustrate his theoretical principles? And how does this relate to memory?

My  first  contact  with  Lebbeus’  drawings  was  two  years  ago,  while  I  was  doing
research on a thesis project directly related to memory – ‘Museum of Communism’. I didn’t
read any of his essays, just studied the drawings. Somehow, they seemed to have a lot to do
with memory. Ruined buildings, torn apart by decay or violent catastrophes, patched with
what  seemed to  be high tech structures  assembled in  an  organic  manner;  an  intriguing
mixture of old and new that seemed to celebrate decay and organic growth in the same
time. What was more intriguing, the drawings seemed like a Steampunk or Cyberpunk déjà
vu from Sci-Fi movies or comics. The Steampunk feel is even more accentuated in his older
drawings, which actually appear to be a mixture of Piranesi’s hand drawings, Boullee’s ideal
projects and Archigram’s utopian cities. The author’s preoccupation with memory is obvious,
as  well  as  the  ambiguous  reflective  nostalgia  of  retro-futurist  Sci-Fi  genres  (utopias  are
generally projected in the future). Without any written manifesto, the drawings appear to be
statements and reflections on the relationship between memory, architecture and war. A
déjà vu that links the past to the future in an organic manner, while the final outcome feels
completely alien – the ‘otherness’ cherished by reflective nostalgias. The propositions for
Sarajevo’s  reconstruction  maintain  all  these  features,  while  also  illustrating  Lebbeus’
architectural principles. 
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4.1.1. The Scab (Fig. 3). The walls of public or private buildings were penetrated by
artillery  shells,  windows destroyed,  slabs and walls  damaged,  leaving the interior  spaces
exposed to snipers, missiles and vulnerable to cold temperatures. As a first solution to this
state of  crisis,  Lebbeus proposed ‘the scab’:  “a first  layer of  reconstruction,  shielding an
exposed interior space or void, protecting it during its transformation” (Woods, 1997, p16).
Lebbeus suggested applying ‘scabs’ on the facades of public buildings such as hospitals or
schools; they would also be suitable for patching the Parliament building, damaged towers,
housing  interiors  etc.  The  protective  layer  would  be  composed  of  scavenged,  recycled
materials suitable for the building’s scale and purpose. Scabs might cover vast façade areas,
or they might simply obstruct the window of a living room, thus providing a shield against
artillery or sniper fire. The result looks like an organic patch, a somewhat disturbing alien
structure parasitising a host. However, a scab on the skin formed during the wound healing
process is no less disturbing, but in Lebbeus’ view, nonetheless beautiful in the existential
sense (Ibid.). Recovering memory and architecture from the artificial influence of hierarchies
would  eventually  erase  the  distinction  between  ‘art’  and  ‘life’,  therefore  life’s  organic
processes  would  become  aesthetically  appealing  and  worthy  of  representing  through
architecture.

4.1.2. The Injection.  After applying ‘the scab’, the architect should aim to provide
safe,  protected interior  spaces  for  the inhabitants.  These should be defined by  capsules
‘injected’  in  the damaged interior  areas.  They would be built  from the same scavenged
materials,  reshaped and tied together, offering shelter and protection against  the violent
exterior conditions (Woods, 2011).

12Figure 4 – Electroprivreda restoration proposition by Lebbeus Woods



4.1.3. The Scar (fig. 4, fig. 5). “A deeper level of reconstruction that fuses the new and
the old, reconciling them without compromising either one in the name of some contextual
form of unity” (Woods, 1997, p16) In visual terms, the scar appears to keep the scab’s visual
features either by transposing them into a more permanent material, or by further linking
the old building with the new interventions. Why would anyone want to keep the ‘scar’, and
not restore the building to its pre-war condition? Because scars have to be remembered;
they are a mark of pride for their owner, signifying the memory of a healed wound. “To
accept  the  scar  is  to  accept  existence.  Healing  is  not  an  illusory,  cosmetic  process,  but
something that – by articulating differences – both deeply divides and joins together” (Ibid.).
Hiding  the  scars  is  regarded as  an  objective  of  the hierarchies,  which build  on  people’s
nostalgia  of  the  pre-war  conditions.  But  in  a  society  in  which  individuals  take  full
responsibility in shaping their own lifestyle and thus transforming the built environment (a
‘heterarchical’ system) – scars become valuable memories which tell the story of the past
choices of the individuals, the unique, idiosyncratic way in which each one of them dealt
with war conditions and trauma (Ibid.).

Lebbeus proposed specific drawings that illustrated the concept of ‘scar’ related to
the city of Sarajevo; he even imagined the forming of a new type of urban tissue (Woods,
2011, War and Architecture). After dealing with repetitive states of crisis, in the absence of
an effective administrative system, scabs and injections would be constantly added to the
existing  fabric;  they  would  become  scars  over  time,  radically  transforming  the  urban
environment. The new tissue seems to evoke Sci-Fi biotech structures, in which organic life
would be mixed with technology – in essence, Lebbeus ideal of heterarchical development, a
cyberpunk world in which old machines, buildings and infrastructure gain new functions,
unanticipated by the original designers, becoming accessible to the lower classes; “the street
finds its own uses for things” (Gibson 1981).
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Figure 5 – Sarajevo: new tissue, drawings by Lebbeus Woods



However,  Lebbeus’  most consistent proposition featuring his  ‘scar’  principle is  his
project for the “Electroprivreda” – the Electrical Management Building – a symbolic edifice of
Sarajevo that had been damaged by bombing and thus became uninhabited (Woods, 2011).
For the building’s first level  and lateral façades, Lebbeus proposes the restoration of the
original  curtain  walls.  However,  the  front  façade  features  some  violently  intertwined
volumes that deny orthogonality, remembering of Libeskind’s museums. One might consider
the reconstruction of this façade an example of ‘scab’ tissue, were it not for its distinctive
features that make it an excellent example of a ‘scar’. First, its finishing materials are the
same as for the rest of the facades – giving a sense of visual unity. Secondly, the proposed
volumes appear to be ‘frozen’ or ‘crystallised’: they are composed of planar surfaces and are
merged  to  the  rest  of  the  building  as  if  this  had  happened  in  a  long  period  of  time  –
mimicking the process of healing. Thirdly, there are still elements such as metal frames or
isolated curtain walls, which evoke the presence of ‘scabs’ at a previous stage of the healing
process. The main façade’s symmetry was deliberately broken, and the proposition does no
effort  in  restoring  it;  the  violence  of  war  destroys  the  Cartesian  order  imposed  by
hierarchies, and scabs build upon this new aesthetic in their attempt to shelter the space
with scavenged materials; the healing process crystallises this volume in a ‘scar’, merging the
new with the old without trying to reconcile them.
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Figure 6 – freespaces, propositions for housing buildings in Sarajevo. Drawings by Lebbeus Woods



4.1.4.  Freespaces  (fig.  6). Since  functions  and  rigid  ‘programs’  of  use  became
inadequate during the war conditions, it seems necessary for the architect to give up on the
notion of ‘function’ and admit that the spaces (s)he designs will be adapted for new uses
anyway. One of Lebbeus’ key concepts, ‘freespaces’ are simply meaningless, useless spaces,
of odd customizable shapes. Their shaping is initiated by the architect, and continued by the
owners who transform them according to their needs, their tastes and idiosyncratic habits,
filling them with meaning over time. The owners are people of every social class that have
been forced by war to change the rigid, prefabricated lifestyle with a more fluid one, taking
life into their own hands. “They will be the people of crisis: the crisis of knowledge, the crisis
of  geography,  the crisis  of  conscience.  They are the people who most  perpetually  begin
again.” (Woods, 1997, p16)

In Sarajevo, the ‘freespaces’ would have accomplished multiple uses: shelters against
the  invading  army,  shelters  against  the  cold  winter  temperatures,  gangways  connecting
different buildings, spaces that would become more and more interconnected and adapted
by the inhabitants to whatever new uses and meanings would emerge. Most of the drawings
feature folded, irregular spaces inserted in the damaged areas of the residential buildings,
eventually starting as ‘injections’. Their irregular heights and shapes makes the users’ further
intervention mandatory: they would have to add stairs, gangways and split levels that would
connect  and  expand  the  existing  damaged  floors,  making  the  places  habitable.  In  time
several ‘freespaces’ would become connected in a large organic lattice, constantly changed
to suit the needs and desires of the owners.

3.1.5.  Labyrinthine  wall  (fig.  7).  Another  key  concept  in  Lebbeus’  principles  of
reconstructions  is  ‘the wall’,  understood as  a  limit  between geopolitical  zones,  between
cultures and ideologies. The walls are border regions where the influence of the hierarchies
is weakened or inexistent, making possible the development of new experimental ways of
living, building and inhabiting built environment. These walls are not simply borders, but
might contain spaces in themselves, where the classic conventions and rules of behaviour do
not apply. Lebbeus described the Bosnia Free-State by using the metaphor of the wall that
absorbs all that attacks it.
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Figure 7 – Labyrinthine Wall – proposition for Sarajevo. Drawing by Lebbeus Woods.



The ‘Labyrinthine wall for Bosnia’ was a distinct proposition; it combined the notions
of ‘wall’,  ‘border’ and ‘labyrinth’ into one monumental  structure – a literal  wall  built  for
protection all around Bosnia. It contains an endless labyrinth of spaces, built in time by the
inhabitants who sought shelter and refuge against enemy attacks. It might have started as
local  injections  (bunkers?)  which became interconnected freespaces,  which in  time gave
birth  to  the  gigantic  labyrinthine  structure.  Lebbeus  pictures  this  monumental  wall  as
ultimately  becoming  a  whole  city,  eventually  started  by  locals  who  couldn’t  escape  the
labyrinth. The wall doesn’t deny passage of the invading army; it rather survives by feeding
on  it:  absorbing  propaganda,  absorbing  enemy  information  or  literally  absorbing  the
invading  army.  “Tanks  and mobile  artillery  could not  be brought  through the wall.  Foot
soldiers could not climb over the wall in large numbers, but would have to go through it.
Once inside, they would become lost. Many would not be able to escape. They would either
die, or, as it were, move in, inhabiting the spaces, even forming communities” (Woods, 2009,
Metastructure). The proposition, though utopian and metaphoric, is well grounded in the
cultural context of the city in which tens of thousands of civilians were Bosnian Serbs – the
same ethnic group as the invading force. Lebbeus hoped that a new heterarchical order, in
which  individuals  would  create  this  confusing  labyrinthine  structure,  would  make  the
hierarchical values such as nationalism and ethnic hatred fade away, convincing the invaders
and the defenders to give up on the conflict.
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Figure 8 – High Houses, proposition for Sarajevo. Drawings by Lebbeus Woods.



4.1.6. High Houses  (fig. 8). Probably the most utopian proposition of Lebbeus, the
‘high houses’ were proposed for the city reconstruction after the siege ended. The site was a
severely damaged tobacco factory, close to the Parliament building. The houses would be
suspended in the air like catapults with the aid of scavenged steel beams and stabilised with
cables. In Lebbeus’ words, the houses “reclaim not only a site […], but also the space above,
invisibly scored for three years by the arcs of shells, bullets, and grenades. These houses
respond to people's powerful  need to achieve freedom of movement in space through a
fuller plasticity of experience, and to exist in the full dimensionality of space – to fly and yet,
paradoxically, to be rooted, to belong to a particular place and time” (Woods, 1997, p18).
Only  the  most  courageous  and  inventive  individuals  would  claim  these  unconventional
dwellings, completely challenging the traditional ways of habitation.

4.2. New Aesthetics.  The principles of ‘radical reconstruction’ also proclaim a new
aesthetics, one consistent with the new heterarchical ways of inhabiting space. An aesthetics
in which one can no longer distinguish between life and art; an architecture which no longer
aims to become immortal and rise above the organic, ever changing life of the inhabitants
(the  goal  of  modernism).  Instead,  it  completely  embraces  life  in  all  its  organic  aspects.
“Architecture writhing, twisting, rising, and pinioned to the unpredictable moment.” (Woods,
1997, p17). The new aesthetics transpires from every proposition for the reconstruction of
Sarajevo. The ad hoc character of the ‘scab’,  ‘injection’,  ‘scar’  or ‘freespace’ speak about
fluidity and constant change. It is also a paradoxical approach; by aiming to resist change, to
provide safe shelters against  the unpredictable enemies, it  has to constantly change and
adapt; by aiming to answer the new needs (‘functions’) of the inhabitants, it has to give up
the artificial ‘functionality’ and predetermined programs of use; by allowing it to work as a
self-organising system, the architect has to give up on his metaphysical,  omniscient role.
Architects  should  rather  envision  large  scale  developments,  should  identify  principles  of
design  and  use  them  in  the  inception  of  built  structures  that  will  be  purposely  left
unfinished,  so  that  the  inhabitants  might  further  transform  them  according  to  their
idiosyncratic customs. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Although Lebbeus’ anarchic views appealed to the architects in Sarajevo, his projects
and principles he proposed were not put into practice. After the war ended, the inhabitants
chose to restore most of the representative buildings to their previous state. It seems that
their desire to regain what was lost and forget the consequences of the war was stronger
that the desire to transcend the trauma and sublimate it into something positive. Many years
after  the  war,  Lebbeus  himself  was  uncertain  whether  the  principles  he  proposed  are
applicable or not; he realises there is a very critical distinction between celebrating violence
and celebrating the creative healing process (Woods, 2012, Beyond Memory).

The  key  term  which  binds  together  the  concepts  discussed  in  this  essay  is
‘heterarchy’,  the  organic  interaction  between  a  system’s  elements,  which  leads  to  self-
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determination, self-organisation and a complex order best described by the new sciences of
complexity.  The  brain  processes  involved  in  the  production  of  meaning  (unconscious
memory) can best be described as ‘heterarchies’, systems in which the chaotic interactions
between different modules in the brain are put together by the ‘interpreter’ (architect?) and
become a meaningful story. Furthermore, the conscious processes of memory maintain the
same features; the fluidity and ever changing character of memories is as subjective and
idiosyncratic as the world envisioned by Lebbeus. In most cases, memories pop up in the
most  unexpected  circumstances,  associated  with  the  most  arbitrary  feelings  one  might
experience. Sometimes we perceive them as epiphanies guiding our path in the present,
coming in the colours of nostalgia, hope or regret, sometimes we perceive them as painful
and traumatic. In either case, the mere process of remembering is associated with feelings
and beliefs, altering or even rewriting the way in which we will perceive them in the future.
In  heterarchical  non-ideological  environments,  collective  memories  are  formed in  similar
ways, through organic processes that encompass the values, hopes and fears of a society. 

From this point of view, the violent transformations during open warfare share the
chaotic self-organising features with the other mentioned ‘heterarchies’. Although wars are
calculated  processes,  the  interaction  between  two  or  more  hostile  forces  lacks  any
predictability;  even  the  aesthetics  of  destruction  shares  the  same  fluidity  and  organic
features  as  the  world  envisioned  by  Woods.  This  is  by  no  means  a  justification  for
destructive, cruel actions; in fact the actors of warfare are hierarchical structures willing to
sacrifice everything for the imposed order. The processes of war, however, bring society to a
state  of  uncertainty  in  which  new  models  of  organisation  might  emerge;  through  the
creative  healing  processes,  individuals  might  raise  above  the  ideology  of  the  consumer
culture which aims to control them through pleasure, by taking life into their own hands and
directly transforming their environment. Thus, we arrive to the subject of ‘Architecture’ – the
concrete means for these transformations. Lebbeus believes architecture has the potential
to change the world; by encouraging individuals to be creative and start shaping their own
built  environment,  by encouraging architects to be the initiators of this process, and the
supervisors  of  its  continuous  transformations,  new  meaning,  new  values  and  memories
might emerge and eventually become incorporated in a new collective identity. 

The new emerging technologies and software  allow architects to directly experiment
heterarchical, complex systems, and are already been used by many as a means of exploring
new ways  of  design,  while  the internet,  as an intricate chaotic  network,  is  becoming an
indispensable  environment  for  this  research.  We  might  be  already  experiencing  the
inception of Lebbeus’ heterarchical world, a world in which everything – from individuals to
ideas,  information,  memories,  design  trends,  virtual  or  physical  built  environment  –  is
characterised by continuous flow, interactions and transformation.
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