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Beyond Narrative: 
Discovering the Innate 
in our Environmental 
Responses

Más allá del relato: 
Descubrir lo innato en 
nuestras respuestas al 
entorno

Para além da narrativa: 
À descoberta do nosso 
passado profundo 
nas nossas respostas 
ambientais

Vernon Woodworth FAIA

In deconstructing the power of 
architecture and urban design we 
typically resort to narrative, a story 
about what our environment means. 
This is natural, as we are creatures of 
narrative, reliant on shared stories that 
impart meaning. Modern architects are 
notorious for narratives which diverge 
radically from those of the public at 
large, in which theory as narrative can 
create its own private conversation, or 
even its own language foreign to the 
layperson. Yet an art critic or historian 
rarely relies on an artist’s interpretation 

Glimpses of Nowhere, and 
Yet of Everywhere

Atisbos de ninguna parte, y 
de todas partes

Vislumbres de nenhures, 
porém por toda a parte

Victoria L. V. Schulz-Daubas

People say life writes the best stories, 
but with Lucien Steil’s new book in your 
hands you will see it also paints the best 
pictures. What makes a great capriccio, 
and what distinguishes it from other 
types of painting, is not measurable 
by how realistic the representation 
of a place is. Indeed, the place shown 
in a capriccio is in the mind, sprung 
from inspiration. But the depiction is 
not arbitrary: Lucien’s extraordinary 
collection of townscapes shows that true 
art involves capturing, indeed making 
“accessible”, a place that otherwise lies 
beyond our reach – a place forged from 
decades of a globetrotter’s memories, a 
flâneur’s daydreams and, to a large extent, 
a restless artist’s nightmares. Created 
on the go, painted with whatever came 
to hand, be it coffee or red wine, on 
notebooks, placemats and even coffee 
cups, it is this inimitable mélange that 
makes Lucien’s capricci so compelling, 
drawing the viewer into destinations 

that can be enticing, like the Beach Town 
in the Morning Light, or haunting, like 
The Curves of Silence.

This truly extraordinary collection 
of capricci is complemented by the 
author’s own writings, interpretations 
of his work by friends, fellow writers, 
artists and architects, and quotations 
sprinkled through the book indirectly 
describing his townscapes without ever 
really defining them. For this is precisely 
what makes the images irresistible: they 
are all variations of each other, glimpses 
into that part of life that is difficult to 
describe in words – that part which we 
can approach only through poetry or 
art or, as Lucien, himself an architect, 
shows, through the built environment. 

 
 
Lucien Steil
Travel Sketches from Elsewhere & 
Nowhere
Ediciones Asimétricas, 2022 
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of their own work. Likewise we 
should feel free to discard architects’ 
imposed narrative and to dig into our 
physiological reactions to their work. 
By doing so we avoid endless arguments 
about style and form, precedent, and 
purpose. Our physiology is the product 
of evolution and operates independently 
of fashion or theory. And we ignore our 
instinctual responses to environmental 
cues at our peril. These evolved to 
enhance our chances of survival, and 
continue to determine our internal 
states, up to and including physical and 
mental wellbeing. Design for optimal 
physiological response is set to become a 
reality. In the second edition of Cognitive 
Architecture (Routledge 2021) Ann 
Sussman and Justin B. Hollander share 
their vision for achieving this.

Places carry an emotional charge and can 
be comforting, inspirational, depressing, 
or even threatening. Such reactions are 
hardwired as a result of millions of years 
of natural selection. Specific behaviors 
such as edge-seeking (thigmotaxis) or 
facial pattern recognition (pareidolia) are 
shared across species as tried and tested 
means of self-preservation. Safety is an 
overarching behavioral priority, and our 
mammalian mechanism for achieving 
this is attachment, facilitated by our 
social instincts. Such comprehensive 
evolutionary adaptation informs 
perceptual processing and extends to 
all reactions to our environment. The 
fractal complexity of nature conforms 
to innate expectations, and its absence is 
as troubling and as ultimately harmful as 
social isolation.

Once we understand these dynamics we 
can no longer disregard the dimension 
of human perception in environmental 
design. Health outcomes alone require 
that we investigate this area in earnest. 
Sussman and Hollander deserve our 
gratitude for bringing the matter to our 
attention. Now it is up to us to apply 
their findings.

 

Ann Sussman and Justin B. Hollander
Cognitive Architecture 
Routledge, 2021

An Insightful Tour of our 
Defensive Architecture

Un recorrido perspicaz 
por nuestra arquitectura 
defensiva

Um jornada perspicaz pela 
nossa arquitetura defensiva

Raimundo Moreno Blanco

No son habituales empresas como las 
que viene acometiendo Miguel Sobrino 
desde la publicación hace más de una 
década de Catedrales, que fue seguida 
por Monasterios y que ahora culmina 
con Castillos y murallas. En un tiempo 
en el que el conocimiento se presenta 
más compartimentado que nunca, 
especialmente en el ámbito académico, 
un libro como el presente supone una 
audaz toma de posición. En este caso, si 
cabe, más marcada que en las ocasiones 
anteriores, puesto que el número, la 
dispersión y el heterogéneo estado de 
conservación de las construcciones 
estudiadas hacen que la labor sea aún 
más complicada. 

Con este punto de partida, el libro 
presenta un estudio pormenorizado de 
la evolución de nuestras arquitecturas 
defensivas –desde las murallas 
prehistóricas a los búnkeres de la 

Guerra Civil, nada menos–, que sin ser 
completamente lineal ni presentarse de 
manera encorsetada, ofrece un análisis 
coherente e ilustrativo. Este análisis parte 
de datos y lecturas muy seleccionadas y 
presenta no una descripción al uso, sino 
algo mucho más complejo: la lectura y la 
interpretación perspicaz de los restos de 
las construcciones estudiadas, que son 
presentadas con una redacción amable 
y junto a unos magníficos dibujos. A lo 
largo de los capítulos el autor se detiene 
en dar a conocer detalles singulares, a 
menudo sólo visibles para el ojo sensible 
de quien es un profundo conocedor de 
la arquitectura, tanto desde el punto de 
vista del diseño como de la construcción. 
A ello debe sumarse el conocimiento y 
el dominio que tiene Miguel Sobrino de 
diversas técnicas artísticas. Todo ello le 
permite explicar, relacionar y cuestionar 
elementos e hitos fundamentales de la 
historia de nuestra arquitectura, que 
además es capaz de vincular con otras 
disciplinas como la literatura, la música 
o la filosofía.

El autor muestra además una postura 
muy firme respecto a la necesidad de 
cuidar nuestra arquitectura defensiva, 
para lo que contextualiza derribos, 
añadidos y otros desmanes, además de 
pseudo-restauraciones realizadas a lo 
largo de los años. El libro culmina con 
un memorable capítulo final en el que 
se ofrece una preclara opinión sobre el 
devenir de nuestros castillos. 

 

Miguel Sobrino González
Castillos y murallas 
La Esfera de los Libros, 2022


