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Like Atget and the camel driver, my research 

is concerned with understanding the city and 

the topography of everyday life through lived 

experience and encounters at the scale of 1:1, as 

opposed to overall diagrammatic reductions. The 

city and the people inhabiting it are understood 

as integral parts of one organism. My work is an 

investigation of the spaces of the infra-ordinary,  

a term coined by Georges Perec to describe the 

ordinary and habitual aspects of everyday life, as 

places of coexistence and correlation in the city. 1 

Through my thesis project, Eroding Permanences of 

the Infra-ordinary; City as Archive (2012) I produced 

a set of alternative maps in order to decipher and 

understand a part of Queens, bit by bit. These 

included three different versions, applying to 

each their own technique: 

1  Accumulative: the first is a collection of found 

and acquired objects, assembled into ‘Ragpickers 

Archive of Ephemera’, which expresses the 

area through a narrative of objects, from old 

photographs and letters of residents to everyday 

things as tokens of (non-)events: cigarette boxes, 

receipts, a spare part from the auto-mechanic, 

chipotle peppers from the deli. 

2  Aural: another kind of map was produced in 

the entrance of Cousins Deli: in ‘Memory Tape / 

Strata Recorder’, a tape recorder was altered to 

being cyclical (a two-minute loop), instead of the 

linear nature of both the tape cassette and the way 

we understand time. This loop captured bits and 

fragments of sounds, conversations and ambient 

noise, constantly re-writing itself, thereby 

becoming a map in constant transformation, as 

the area itself. 

1  Perec, Georges, trans. John 
Sturrock. ‘L’Infra-ordinaire’, in Species 
of Spaces and Other Pieces. London and 
New York: Penguin Books, 1997

above:  Memory Tape / Strata Recorder

right:  Rackpickers Archive of Ephemera

In ‘Cities and Desire I’ of Italo Calvino’s Invisible 

Cities, two ways of understanding the city of 

Dorothea are described: that of the cartographer, 

describing the city in numbers, quarters and 

birds-eye perspectives, and that of the camel-

driver, who knows the city through its near 

components, interactions and faces of its 

inhabitants. As does Calvino’s cartographer, 

architects tend to understand the city on an 

overall macro-level through cartographic and 

diagrammatic representations, in which the 

manifold spatial and ordinary qualities either 

disappear or are purposely left out.

As the early twentieth century mapmaker, 

Leconte, was doing his ongoing updates of 

Nouveau Plan de Paris Monumental – a map of 

the extraordinary monuments of post-Haussmann 

Paris, Eugene Atget accumulated a completely 

different kind of knowledge and reality of the city  

as a flâneur, drifting around the streets with his 

large-format wooden camera on his shoulders. 

He captured the (infra-)ordinary and ephemera 

of le vieux Paris: its street corners, shop windows, 

inhabitants, street-peddlers, prostitutes, 

stairways and living rooms until, finally, more 

than 10,000 photographs later, he stated that 

‘I can truthfully say that I possess all of old Paris’. 

The knowledge or ‘map’ produced by the two 

speaks of two completely different realities; in 

Atget’s version of Paris, the Eiffel Tower and the 

Grand Boulevards do not exist, or at least are not 

the focal points of the city. In Leconte’s maps, the 

city is constituted of these alone, leaving the in-

between as a flat tone of nothingness. 

the map of the camel dr iver

‘[…] the Cartographers Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size 
was that of the Empire, and which coincided point for point with it.’

    – Jorge Luis Borges, On Exactitude in Science

top:  A Leconte. ‘Plan Monumental Paris 
& Environs Itineraire Metropolitan’, 
published in the 1928 tourist pocket 
map of Paris, Nouveau Paris Monu-
mental Itineraire Pratique de L’Etranger 
Dans Paris
27 x 21 inches : 68.58 x 53.34cm

above:  Eugène Atget: ‘Cour, Rue de 
Valence, Paris’, ca. 1920  Automobile 
and two motorcycles in front of garage 
in a courtyard, 5e Arrondissement, 
Paris, France. From the portfolio 20 pho-
tographs by Eugène Atget, 1856-1927 
by Berenice Abbott, 1956
From the PH Filing Series at the Library 
of Congress
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A second attempt (PhD, 2014) at capturing the 

liminal space of the stairway – which ‘belongs 

to all and no one’ – is performed through 

another analogue optical device: the peephole 

camera. Mounted on the inside of the door of 

my apartment (third floor, left), it uses the only 

physical aperture between the private and the 

semi-public worlds. Triggered by the locomotion 

of people climbing the flight of stairs, the optical 

device produces a potentially infinite map seen 

from my subjective perspective – a map that itself 

exists within the very space that it represents and 

cumulates. The device becomes a probe of insight, 

an analytic apparatus from which to understand 

and reflect upon the world through forensic 

investigations of its photographic output. 

Obviously, such a map cannot be considered an 

average expression of all stairways of the city; 

the majority may share common denominators, 

while other aspects will be highly specific to each 

given situation. Precisely this circumstance – that 

immediately might seem problematic – is exactly 

its strength. It (subjectively) describes the city and 

its manifold variations as multidimensional and 

does not reduce the stairway to a diagrammatic, 

generic image (in the same way that Leconte 

reduces Paris to a tourist’s version).

This ‘autobiographic’ or subjective map is one 

reality of many; a city is constituted by countless 

stairways, thereby suggesting a countless 

number of maps. As in Dorothea, thousands of 

camel-drivers carry internal maps, and behind 

the faces of the inhabitants encountered, an 

infinite number of maps exists, each with their 

own subjective reality.  If all of those were to 

be exhaustively described in details through 

cartographic representations, a map at the scale 

of the world is needed, ‘which coincides point for 

point with it…’      c

this page: 
The Peephole 
Camera

2  Brook, Richard, and Nick Dunn. 
‘Films’ in Urban Maps: Instruments of 
Narrative and Interpretation in the City. 
Burlington, Vermont: Ashgate, 2011

3  Photographic: ‘Stairway Camera’ mapped the 

comings and goings, and thereby the residents, of 

an apartment block (98 11th Street, Queens, New 

York).  Different from a diagrammatic section of 

the building, the camera, activated by a false stair 

tread on the first flight, captured the ephemeral 

moments of passing-by of the postman, 

inhabitants, visitors and deliverymen – and the 

inherent temporality, velocity and movement of 

this due to the shutter being held open for as 

long as the shoe pushes the stair tread.  A person 

running is hardly  visible (as a consequence of an 

underexposed image) – the longer the moment 

lasts the more exposed the image becomes, 

eventually blending into one whole; one will 

become part of the staircase. The device, the 

stairway and inhabitants engage a performative 

relationship.

above and below: Stairway Camera
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Each of these maps resonates with and supplements 

each other – and one can argue that the true map 

arises in between their superimposition, creating 

a map not only of the physical structures, but 

the ‘dynamic, temporal qualities of the city as a 

superorganism with its countless narratives, events 

and fluctuating systems’.2


