Unter der
Hohen Bricke
Case Study

Disclosing Poetic Practices

EllaFelber

Inthis exploratory essay, Iinvite youinto the poetic practices thatI have
developed for Unter der Hohen Briicke—digging in a ditch, writing for a place.*
Fiveyearsafter writing the book, I revisit, disclose and critically reflect on
the process of this ‘case study —areading and construction, an analysis and
interpretation —of an existing place: Tiefer Graben/Hohe Briicke’.?

Locatedin the city centre of Vienna, this placeisapeculiar one.
Onesstreet, Tiefer Graben, is crossed by another street, running above
the bridge, Hohe Briicke. Unter der Hohen Briicke (Underneath the High
Bridge) gathers multiple attempts to capture the complex lived experience
of this place through writing. The book is conceived as anarrative from
multiple perspectives that canbe entered, explored and constructed anew
by readers. Itis structuredin three parts: an essay, W7iting as Architecture, a
sequence of poems, Iz Inneren der Stadt, and a written sketchbook, Unter der
Hohen Briicke. Readers progress from aninventory of architectural writing
in English, through constructed encounters with the place in German, to
exposed and tentative approachesinbothlanguages. Inbetween there are
photographicinterludes and blank pages thatinvite readers to shift their
attention, to change their gaze and torest.

For this paper, I will walk through the process chronologically and
show how the poetic practices shifted throughout. First, I will elaborate
onmy repeated site visits and their documentation (chapters ‘Visiting’
and ‘Lingering”). Then, I will discuss how key references marked shifts
inmy understanding and practice (chapters ‘Reading’and ‘Lingering,
again’). Andlastly, Iwill do a close reading of selected fragments of my
own poems to disclose and discuss my writing process in detail (chapters
‘Constructing’, ‘Forming’ and ‘Detailing”).

Visiting a Site, Repeatedly and Intuitively
This work started with the Tiefer Graben/Hohe Briicke site. I was
intuitively drawn to this peculiar place in my meanderings around the city
centre of Vienna. Forafull year,I made many attempts to approach this
site. My own fabulous designideas came up against gloomy atmospheres

Unterder Hohen Briicke Case Study

115



EllaFelber, Unterder Hohen Briicke, Vienna, site visitnotes, 2020.




and political takes on the commodified city centre. But none of those ideas
spread theirroots. I'started again and again, approaching the site, observing
the people, thelight, the weather, the bridge, the numerouslayers of place.
Until, eventually, I decided to base my work on precisely this practice:
repeated, intuitive site visits, and writing.

Forafew weeksIvisited the site every day and attempted to grasp the
atmosphere of the place:

Der Tiefe Grabenist eingeschlafen. Auf der Hohen Briicke—schweben in der
Stady. . .. Nicht Alltag, und auchnicht wie der Rest der Innenstadt.?

The Deep Ditchis asleep. Onthe High Bridge —hoveringin the city....

Noteveryday life,and notlike the rest of the inner city.

This place felt disparate compared with itsimmediate surroundings,
seemingly asleep, yetI could not yet name precisely how this atmosphere
was created.

Lingering, asaSlow Spatial Practice
To capture the site, I chose to apply somatic practices Thadlearnedin my
dance and performance training, opening my senses to the complexity of
the place. While being present, I experienced the textures, the changing
shades of colours of the building facades and the bridge and connected
them to my knowledge of architecture. Through the slow spatial practice
oflingering, Inoticed the rhythms of the place: the ever-changinglight,
the shifts of morning bustle and afternoonlulls. Sensing the changes by
spending along time there and repeating those visits allowed me to gain
anembodied understanding that a placeis always a process: a process that
consists of many components and layers that constantly interact and shift.
Some of these shifts are slow, like the change in usage of shops; othersare
faster, like the bursts of rain followed by sunlight.

Some days, Ijotted down my observations and sensationsin brief,
unembellished notes, which at times became imaginative musings and
poems. Most days, my experiences sparked associations and memories.
Through the repetitions, my reading of the place became more nuanced and
rhythmic, and my words and verses too. I'was drawn to how people move
through this slightly sloped street, for example, how they did not stop but
moved through.

sie bleiben nicht stehen, sie kommen nicht an,
stespazieren auch nicht, siegehen durch*
they donotstop, theydon’tarrive,

they donotstroll, they walk through

Iallowed the verses to deviate from merely capturing the rhythms of place.
The poem gained its own rhythm, translating the felt sense while observing
intoan experience while reading.

Inparallel, I observed myself observing. I collected and ordered the
accompanying protocols, initial research on the history of the site, as well
as my impressions. The collection was intended to invite readers to explore
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multiple entrance points and narrations of the projectin their own time.
I'wanted to openly share my process and doubts:

5.3.20

Noch fillt diese Strafse zu viel auseinander.’
5.3.20

Still, this street falls apart too much.

Placing the collected disparate writings and views in a tentative layout
helpedto give them their own space and relevance. YetIfeltstuck and
sensed thatIneeded to shift my practice again, in order to capture this place
in anarrative with multiple perspectives.

Reading, Up Close and Unfinished
Istarted toresearchliterature on architectural poetic writing. This shift
coincided with the first Covid-19lockdownin Austria. It marked a turning
pointin my practice. Rather than visiting the site in the city, I visited sites
inliterature, trusting the recommendations and remarks by my colleagues
from architecture, literature and their overlay.° My aim was to gather
practices and qualities of architectural poetic writing. In the essay W7 iting
as Architecture,1identify aspects of poetic narrations, as well as my own
insights of practices in architecture and related fields, without claiming
universality. Iunderstood there are resourceful connections and methods
tobe foundinliterature, which can be applied to capture and work with the
complexities of place.

My poetic practice now moved back and forth betweenreading,
taking notes, extracting particularities, writing tentative paragraphs,
translating and reading outloud. These shifts of attention, applied similarly
during my site visits, deepened the research. Anunfinished, imperfect
inventory emerged, developing in the same way as ‘a preliminary design
process: non-linear, and full of detours’.”

Lingering, again, withIlse Aichinger
The work of Ilse Aichinger, a poetand writer who grew upin Vienna,
became akeyreference in my process. She too worked with memories
of repeated, extensive site visits. In her book Kurzschliisse she described
specificplacesin Vienna while shelived abroad in the 1950s. In these texts
Aichingerintricately layers her own memories, using the curious gaze of
childhood, allowing a place to unfold through the candid gaze: [ The] gaze
of childhood that allows places to become places, and give them their names
anew.’

Aichinger’s book Kleist, Moos, Fasane (1987) comprises three sections:
memories in prose, selected notations in condensed sentences and speeches
onother writers’ works. Each section allows for a different perspective on
herlife and thoughtsin the time before and during the Second World War,
aswellasin the post-war period. Atthe same time, she revealsinsightsinto
her own poetology.

The German term Betrachtung (contemplation) is particularly
importantfor Aichinger. Rather than merely observing, itallowsfora



prolonged consideration and treatment: ‘Contemplation, thisis abeautiful
word;asif one allows silence to fallbetween oneself and the object and the
hellish noise, the mute noise thatisusually in thisroom, disappears.™

In these prolonged windows of time, the place can shed noise and
reveal peculiarities. The spatial practice of lingering allows, through
slowness and silence, for sensations and reflections. Through writing, these
spheres canbe entangled in the same material: words, sentences, sounds.

Theseinsightsinstigated a process of refining my approach to place-
making through writing. While translating citations from German to
English,Ipaid close attention to the vocabulary used, sentence structures
and sounds.

Constructing,a Sequence of Poems
WhenIstarted bridging the sketchbook and the essay, I treated the
material collected during the site visits with the practices and qualities
drawn from the close readings. This resulted in a sequence of poems, /772
Innerender Stadt (Inside the City). Each poemis a constructed encounter
with Tiefer Graben/Hohe Briicke. In the following close reading of
selected fragments of the poems, I offer insights into the construction
process of this poetic form.*°

Every poem follows the same stanza structure, which servesasa
pattern of orientation:

-Describing how one approaches the site, including anote on
time and weather
-Focusing onadetail thatallows one to enter
- Expanding on sensations, components and movements
- Attempting to grasp meaning in the experience
-Remembering adetail thatallows one to exitand return to the city
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This cyclical framework for all the encounters emerged through my close
readings of Italo Calvino’s Inzvisible Cities (1977) and Dung Kai-Cheung’s
Atlas (2012), where each chapter unfolds an imaginative observation ora
playfulspeculation, based on one characteristic of a city.

Each of my poemsisaniteration of the encounter that came before,
and they comein pairs.” The firstis thematically and formally similar to the
last, the second to the secondlast. I started with one encounter, building a
rough structure and then played with thelength of sentences, the relations
between words and punctuation. I then reiterated once more with arelated
yetdifferent spatialidea—building on the existing, but transforming where
needed, and editing many times.

Forming Access to Lived Experience
When we visitaplace, the complexity of its layers can be overwhelming.
Repetitions and multiple visits, taking time to stay, allow our attention
tonotice details. Translating this experience from my visits to writing,
Iarrived atasequence of iterative visits. In this way, introducing linearity,
Idirecthow the readers explore thesite. In progressive visits, the writings
unfold various sensations, associations and experiences, bothlived and
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imagined facets of the place. One by one, layers accumulate, disentangling
and re-constructing the multi-sensory experience.

This poetic form makes it possible to access, enter, linger and dwellin
the poems, too. Similarly, one of the key moments in any architectural form
ishow itisaccessed: its pathways, entrances and openings. In poetry, these
moments can be fragmented, similar to the lived experience where only a
few detailsare perceived at once. In the openinglines of the encounters, I
describe how one approaches the place. In the following two progressive
encounters, the shifts of attention form the spatial experience: through a
changein weather, ashiftin gaze,an abstraction,aletter replaced. Small
movements like these make the ever-changing atmosphere of the site
tangible.

Der StrafSenraum. Ich durchquere ihn. Komm néher der Briicke,
dieihn oben dort kreuzt.
Laubweht tiber die Schuhe.*
The streetspace. I traverseit. Come closer to the bridge
thatcrossesup there.
Leavesblow over the shoes.

Der StrafSensaum. Ich balanciere auf thm. Komm néher dem Bogen,
derihn dort vornefasst. Der Windflaut ab.
Die Sonne zentral.
The sstreetlace.Ibalanceit. Come closerto thearch
thatframesitthere,ahead. The wind subsides.
Thesunis central.

Detailing Spatial Sequencesin Text
Dismantling sentences and unconventionally operating with syntax, with
the structuresinlanguage,allowed me to construct spatial sequences.
Poeticdeviceslikerhythm and breaks, as well as the deliberate,
unconventional use of punctuation marks, typesetting and white space
allowed me to enhance the spatial experience while reading.

Some encounters explore the potential of parentheses, inspired
by Clarice Lispector’s playful, rhythmic use of themin her novel 7%e
Chandelier (2018). Attimes the parentheses are expanding and taking up
space —they become cantilevered extensions of the phrases, so to speak —
and other times they are catching, and taking in space:

undmichverziehen) undeinnisten). . .
(und (wieder aufwachen*

and Iwithdraw) and nestle)...
(and (wake up again

The parentheses are pointing and directing depending onhow and where
they are placed. They indicate aroom withinaroom, and thus depth
andinteriority. The introspective view enhances thelevel of intimacy. I
searched foravocabulary thatevokes spatial experiences. The verbs used
—withdraw, nestle — simultaneously indicate amovement and amovement
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quality. The parentheses and the vocabulary together enabled me to detail
the spatial experience.

The connective #nd (and) has a different function. Similar to a pickup
note in music, the reader anticipates amoment to follow, before the main
movement of the phrase has actually begun. This poetic device builds
momentum, crucial to the rhythm of the place. Shorthyphens are used for
shortbreaks, not quite adot, butstill some time for a quick breath before the
movement of the phrase continues:

und denfestgefahrenen Blick -
ertappen( -und (s
and the entrenched gaze -
catch it( -and(

Yetagain, ashiftofattention, the perceptionremains agile, moving from
onelayer to another. Movement and rhythm are created through these
conjunctions, prepositions, punctuation marks and parentheses. The white
spaces allow room for the reader’s senses and feelings. These crevices and
clearings enable us to pause, and move through. Rooms, stairwells and
ditches are created by shifting, connecting and relating sounds, words,
sentences and syntax. These movements are carefully constructed spatial
sequences. We move with the assembled materials and experience the
atmospheres; we inhabit the tones; we explore and imaginatively construct
the place in the moment of reading:

Dundiiber die Treppen, die lingerwerden -
den Fugen und StifSen nihern( undzwischen den Brettern -
die Stitte erspihen(
)and over the stairs, which getlonger -
approach the seams and joints(and between the boards -
spot the site(

Here,apathway becomeslonger when treading it, and yetreaders

and writers come closer to the interconnectedness of a place. Peeking
inbetween enables one to find ahidden site: A place in the overlay of
architecture and poetic writing, perhaps, that canbe accessed through the
gapsinandbetweenboth disciplines.

Conclusion
Insharing the process of Unter der Hohen Briickel explored the poetic
practices thatbecame particularly importantin my work on the complex
lived experience of places. Through lingering, the slow spatial practice
of prolonged and repeated site visits, I was able to develop a somatic,
sensing approach that allowed me to capture thelived experience of the
place.” Whereas close reading and translating the work of other writers —
particularly Ilse Aichinger’s — extracted potential qualities of architectural
poeticwriting, such as the curious gaze and cyclical structures. With the
iterative sequence of poems, I found a poetic form thatallowed me to (re-)
construct the complexity of place in written text. With carefully selected



vocabulary, rhythm and punctuation, as well as syntax and typesetting,
Isteered the readers’ movement through spatial sequences. The key
ingredientin all these practicesis generosity in time.

Therepeated, intuitive and agile shifts from one poetic practice to
another, from one mode of attention to another, became a crucial method
onits own. Itenabled me toremain receptive and addlayer upon layer.
This slow accumulation of approaches is crucial to construct places as
multisensory processes, bothinarchitecture andin poetry.
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