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'("E'%+/2:'-#23VW'%+"/"/,)V)Still from the short fi lm Wanderers by Evgenia Alexandrova, documenting the interior of the Mars Desert Research 
Station in the Utah desert, a laboratory that hosts research and experiments for the development of future colonies on Mars. 2020.https://www.
evgenia-alexandrova.com/wanderers.
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:EF,GJ<) P2021/'3')+"()3"+&20/'=")@;//2;%+"+)?5)[2(2/,)Q")[2;(+)O2)*2%1"/)@"")+")F?&%'/+D)H"B'>)C;")3;",0/')"()+",&"/02)#232)(')#2("##&A%)+")
</'13"%02,)",4'/#&+2,)42/);%)0"//&02/&2),&%)",#'('-)TUT\-)$004,MVV<&(3</""W'5-#23V,?#-/ Still from the short fi lm Surrounded by Colors We 
Could No Longer See by Abinardí Meza, depicting the desert as a collection of fragments scattered across a boundless territory. 2023. https://
fi lmfreeway.com/sbc

H<)   Mars Desert Research Station (MDRS) es una instalación espacial análoga 
situada en el desierto de Utah. El relativo aislamiento de las instalaciones permite realizar 
estudios de campo rigurosos, así como investigaciones de factores humanos. La mayoría de las 
tripulaciones realizan su misión bajo las limitaciones de una misión simulada a Marte.
J<)    Jeff rey S. Nesbit and Charles Waldheim, eds., Technical Lands: A Critical Primer 
(Berlin: JOVIS, 2022).
K<)   Ida Soulard, Abinardi Meza, and Bassam El Baroni, Manual for a Future Desert 
(Milan: Mousse Publishing, 2021).
L<)   Neologismo acuñado por la escritora de ciencia fi cción Miéville, para describir 
formas de fi cción que no son del todo distópicas pero que han reutilizado una cultura de 
ruina, fracaso, deterioro y vacío en utopías posapocalípticas.
M<)   Abinardi Meza, Surrounded by Colors We Could No Longer See (2023).
N<)   Reyner Banham, America Deserta (Ciudad de México: Editorial Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México, 1971).
O<)   Samia Henni, Deserts are not empty (Columbia Books, 2022).
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<(;&+2+&%I3&#2>)^_`a-)$004,MVV3"02+"-",V/":&,0',J3"02+"V32%21/'<&#2,V';022/1'%&B'#&2%J<(;&+2+&%'3&#'J;%'J'4/2E&3'#&2%J#',&J"E#(;,&:'3"%0"J
",0"0&#'-$03()V)Self-organization of Henri Bénard’s convective cells, generated by the energy exchange across the hot surface of a fl uid dynamics 
system, 1897. https://metode.es/revistas-metode/monografi cos/autoorganizacion-fl uidodinamica-una-aproximacion-casi-exclusivamente-estetica.
html

:EF,GL<) R",;3"%)+")",#"%'/&2,)42,&?(",)4'/')(')('1;%')+")G"%"#&'-)P'?&'%)*->)["%0&,)*->)!$")('b")2<)G"%&#"-)F),#"%'/&2)<2/)G"%&#")'%+)&0,)('122%-)
[2%"1(&'%2M)F%0"<"/3')6+&B&2%&-TUTT-)$004,MVV&,,;;-#23V'%0"<"/3'"+&B&2%&V+2#,V(2:_f?#_W"?_",0/'002-)V)Summary of possible scenarios for the 
Venice Lagoon. Fabian L., Centis L., The Lake of Venice. A Scenario for Venice and Its Lagoon. Conegliano: Anteferma Edizioni, 2022. https://issuu.
com/antefermaedizioni/docs/lov_fbc_web_estratto
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HH<)    Ilya Prigogine, Juan Vivanco, and Javier García Sanz, Las leyes del caos 
(Barcelona: Crítica, 1999).
HJ<)    Ilya Prigogine, El fi n de las certidumbres (Barcelona: Andrés Bello, 1996).
HK<)    Desde las primeras urbes, el agua y el desarrollo de la agricultura fueron los 
principales condicionantes para los asentamientos humanos, pero en la industria extractiva –y, 
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JG<)    Marina Otero, Future Storage: Architectures to Host the Metaverse (Harvard 
Graduate School of Design, 2022).
JH<)    El workshop Atacama: architecture at the edge of physics es un proyecto 
académico dirigido por Nicolas Dorval-Bory en la Escuela de Arquitectura de Versalles. Como 
parte de este, se exploró el desierto y los observatorios astronómicos del Norte de Chile, para 
descubrir en estos increíbles sitios el potencial para una reinvención arquitectónica, en una 
forma de interpretación de lo que sería un vernáculo contemporáneo. A la manera de Bernard 
Rudofsky, se tratará de entender por qué estas “arquitecturas sin arquitectos” son hoy en 
día, en su contexto tan exclusivo y particular, una clave tipológica en la comprensión de las 
arquitecturas por venir.
JJ<)    Pablo Vázquez Jesús, “San Michele. Entre cielo y mar,” Proyecto, progreso, 
arquitectura 7 (2012): 146-159.
JK<)    “Dónde estaba y cómo estaba”.
JL<)    Enric Miralles, “Marismas,” Quaderns d”Arquitectura i Urbanisme 198 (1993): 
18-21.
JM<)    Enric Miralles and Benedetta Tagliabue, Cementerio de San Michele in Isola 
(1998).
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0aF) The Production of Wastelands

The term “desert” encompasses a complex imagery of 
climates, landscapes, spaces, and traces compressed into a 
reductionist image that evokes desolate ecosystems where 
hostile climatic conditions and extreme temperatures 
prevent life from thriving in invisible and barren lands. A 
desert can be seen as a geographical fact, a natural or social 
space, an extreme environment, a place for spiritual retreat, 
a metaphorical landscape, or a frontier zone controlled by 
a political entity. Deserts around the world, despite their 
diff erent natures, share notable social characteristics: they 
are barren lands, experimental laboratories, and sites for 
simulating future planetary occupations.! 9:6;<,=>?

The drive to designate these places as “empty” or “devoid of 
life” arises from the need to “fi ll” them through occupation, 
resource extraction, or militarization, which alter natural life 
and construct “technical landscapes”#. The classifi cation of 
territory as “technical” is part of a political act involving the 
marginalization of certain areas and their transformation 
into highly invisible and inaccessible spaces for the global 
population. This “anti-visuality” contrasts with the hyper-
surveillance and control typically accompanying the use of 
technology in these highly instrumentalized areas. Deserts, 
intentionally mapped in fl at terms such as “empty” and 
“barren”, evade the complex intersections of nature, history, 
and power.

Unlike the motives behind these depictions, the exodus 
following mining activities brought new value to the desert. 
In this global context, the Atacama Desert exemplifi es 
how an ecosystem adapts to changes introduced by human 
activity. Not only do the peculiar forms and adaptations 
of biological life surviving under scarce water resources 
demonstrate the resilience of the desert, but the traces 
left by extractive activities over a short period reveal a 
fascinating cultural landscape based on adaptive cycles 
that have expanded and contracted the magnitude and 
perception of the desert.

Desertifi cation policies. Regime of the “void”

Desert and desertifi cation are two key concepts traversing 
philosophy, literature, ecology, politics, and the arts. 
Their identities are unstable, dynamic, indeterminate, 
and sometimes contradictory, yet they are signifi cant 
contemporary fi gures haunting our imaginaries and defi ning 
current ecological politics.$ Desertifi cation embodies the 
disappearance of life: the endpoint of a broader process of 
economic, political, and technological development that 
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amplifi es vulnerability, scarcity, marginalization, and forced 
migrations. On the imaginative level, desertifi cation takes 
an active role in new eschatologies and post-anthropocene 
end-of-world narratives. It is easy to see how deserts can be 
projected as sites for apocatopias%, but this would merely 
perpetuate the historical misperception of arid lands.

Imagining the future from the desert’s perspective 
demands a profound reweaving of its concrete and abstract 
dimensions. The desert space, with the unusual cartography 
of Abinadi Meza&, not only aims to reveal the physical 
topography of these arid landscapes but also conveys the 
complexity of human experiences within them, exploring 
themes such as migration, survival, spirituality, and 
connection with nature. His work invites viewers to refl ect 
on their own relationship with the natural environment 
and the multiple layers of meaning that deserts hold. 
Meza focuses not only on the visual representation of 
deserts but also on how these landscapes are perceived and 
experienced by those who inhabit or visit them. A series of 
encounters draws a fragmented map leading to the desert. 
This understanding invites us to reshape and adapt our 
narratives, viewing the desert as a place of resilience and 
adaptation.

To name a space as “desert” is to designate it as a location 
where “offi  cially, nothing exists (otherwise, it would not be 
a “desert”), making everything thinkable and, consequently, 
possible”.' Contemplating the desert’s void, from Banham’s 
perspective, reveals a space of absolute possibility—a site 
to realize modernity’s potential and a utopian place for 
new beginnings. This act of naming, identifying a site as 
“desert”, has also been a tool of subjectivation, violence, 
and dehumanization by those who name it. 9:6;<,=I?

The fi ght against the so-called “void”( regime, the 
Eurocentric imagination of the desert as inherently devoid 
of life and knowledge, requires understanding arid lands 

as places with unique potential to act as “sandboxes” for 
experimentation and innovation. Through contingencies 
generated by prior interventions, these landscapes hold 
the potential to become testing grounds for future tools 
that promote new relationships between life and matter, 
balance and fl uctuation, destruction and resurrection. 
Understanding the desert from a resilient perspective, not 
only ecologically but also socially, as a complex adaptive 
system, can provide lessons and simulations for new 
forms of “occupation” in a landscape that anticipates 
the conditions of a hostile climatic future, serving as the 
scaff olding for an ethereal landscape.

In light of this imminent climatic future, the Mediterranean 
emerges as a geopolitical paradox—a shared space 
undergoing the most signifi cant climatic transformation. 
In this context, the Venetian Lagoon anticipates 
conditions of demographic and environmental decline 
that can be considered indicators of future desertifi cation, 
stemming from the impacts caused by the unlimited 
instrumentalization of the territory.

The socio-ecological transformation of these scenarios 
entails a metamorphosis in understanding these systems 
through the conception of models as complex adaptive 
systems. Regarding the proposed concept of desertifi cation, 
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H<)   The Mars Desert Research Station (MDRS) is an analog space facility located 
in the Utah desert. The relative isolation of the facility allows for rigorous fi eld studies as well 
as research on human factors. Most crews conduct their missions under the constraints of a 
simulated Mars mission.
J<)    Jeff rey S. Nesbit and Charles Waldheim, eds., Technical Lands: A Critical Primer 
(Berlin: JOVIS, 2022).
K<)   Ida Soulard, Abinardi Meza, and Bassam El Baroni, Manual for a Future Desert 
(Milan: Mousse Publishing, 2021).
L<)   The neologism coined by science fi ction writer Miéville is used to describe 
forms of fi ction that are not entirely dystopian but have repurposed a culture of ruin, failure, 
decay, and emptiness within post-apocalyptic utopias. This term captures narratives that 
explore the remnants of civilization and the potential for renewal or transformation amidst 
collapse.
M<)   Abinardi Meza, Surrounded by Colors We Could No Longer See (2023).
N<)   Reyner Banham, America Deserta (Ciudad de México: Editorial Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México, 1971).
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resilience is about an entity’s ability to repair itself following 
disturbances, recover from shocks and stress, adapt, and 
reorganize after a disruptive experience. Surpassing classical 
linear ecological thinking, which is based on the pursuit of 
stability, an adaptive management approach emerges. This 
approach relies on cycles of periodic changes that generate 
new structures of higher order, better suited to the context. 
This complex adaptive system perspective assumes that the 
relationship between nature and society is interdependent 
at various scales, enabling the system to self-organize, 
adapt continuously, and change in unpredictable ways. 
Studies of open and highly complex systems have shown 
that mechanisms of spontaneous self-organization, far from 
thermodynamic equilibrium, can increase their structural 
and dynamic complexity.) Life appears almost unnatural or 
miraculous in a universe that is either dead or in the process 
of dying. 9:6;<,=P?

In the Venetian context, the concept of equilibrium—in the 
static sense of maintenance and conservation it suggests—
has no place in the natural evolutionary phenomena of 
the lagoon. Much like the exodus in the desert, extinction 
appears as the only alternative to the evolution of the 
lagoon’s residual forms and their environmental, physical, 
and cultural services. This metaphor of the “desert” or 
the “empty lagoon” continues to refl ect the needs of a 
historical colonial process, which persists in mutating its 
choreographies of exploitation, extraction, erasure, and 
exodus in contemporary times. The Urban Design course 
and the City and Landscape Laboratory of the Bachelor 
of Architecture at the Università Iuav di Venezia, in their 
book The Lake of Venice: A Scenario for Venice and Its Lagoon* 
propose a series of futures for the lagoon, emphasizing that 
continuous transformation represents the only alternative 
to its extinction. This study examines multiple scenarios 
from the lagoon’s evolutionary history to clarify the causes 
and eff ects of measures aimed at restoring, conserving, or 
utilizing the lagoon environment.!+  9:6;<,=Q?

This leads to a process of self-organization, based on 
the theory of dissipative structures!! whose maintenance 
requires a constant input of matter and energy. This 
framework makes it possible to introduce the concepts 
of time and history into a universe that classical physics 
once described as eternal and immutable. Moreover, 
the forgetting of initial conditions ceases to be a general 
rule, as the system’s evolution becomes conditioned by 
its history. The active role of irreversibility, the creation 
of order through fl uctuations, the random nature of these 
fl uctuations, and the historicity introduced by the sequence 
of bifurcations leading to a higher structure are notable 
properties of evolution in systems far from equilibrium. 
Life is only possible in a universe far from equilibrium.!# 
Do the desert and the lagoon meet the criteria defi ning 
what, in recent decades, has come to be understood as self-
organization? 

The Technifi cation of Absence

The uncontrolled extraction of natural resources to support 
excessive consumption as a species has subjected territories 
to a profound transformation in a short period of time. 
The lack of deliberation on natural aesthetics over the past 
century and a half, spurred by the achievements of the 
Industrial Revolution, has had numerous consequences 
for the confi guration of these landscapes. The surrounding 
physical world experienced progressive humanization, as 
its hostile character gave way to a sense of complacency. 
Humanity, triumphant over its natural habitat, shaped it 
to meet its excessive needs. Nature, once seen as a locus 
terribilis, transformed into a locus amoenus. This paradigm 
shift—from contemplative landscapes to extractive ones—
turned the territory into a new fi eld of action where humans 
ceased to be mere observers and became indispensable 
agents of transformation. This change gave rise to a sort 
of conglomeration of artifacts and natures, resting on a 
foundation embedded with the confl ict inherent to their 
existence.

The construction of this imaginative technical geography 
stems from a spatial distribution primarily aimed at 
the extraction of natural resources. Mines, settlements, 
and a complicated network of railways, roads, paths, 
and mule trails connect everything, marking the barren 
territory. From this starting point, one begins to 
understand a temporal superimposition of outcroppings 
and abandonments, tied to an intense urbanization 
process!$ −conditioned by the location of deposits− and 
the transformation of the territory in a short period, based 
on associated infrastructures defi ned by their proximity to 
extractive resources. This relationship has been shaped by 
the course of the mining industry, which, through processes 
of exodus and return, has fostered situations where the 
desert reverted to being barren land of uncertain scale, 
contrasting with the constellation of rudimentary private 
settlements. An industrial aesthetic stains the most remote 
areas of the territory, where the lack of extractive regulations 
has profoundly aff ected the landscape’s condition, local 
communities, and the environment. It is precisely this lack 
of deliberation on natural aesthetics that leads to defi ning 
these areas as barren, inhospitable, and hostile deserts, 
encouraging the violation of their rights as ecosystems by 
objectifying them. Landscapes labeled as deserts become 
exploitable objects, “because there is no life there”.

In this temporal continuum of extractions and vertical 
perforations, the Andean oases have noted the excessive 
consumption of resources like water, initially for copper 
extraction and now for lithium. The territory continues 
to depend heavily on agricultural production from the 
country’s south to sustain a population that has modifi ed 
the desert landscape through mining. From the coast to 
the mountains, the territory became dotted with such 
communities, mining operations, and railway lines that 
domesticated one of the most hostile and barren landscapes 

5+#'.)6.78)9'.#:'$! $$



on the planet. This domestication was accompanied by the 
“technifi cation” of the desert in the intermediate landscape 
between the mountain range and the sea, involving the 
deployment of an east-to-west regional exchange network. 
In this way, recalling Patrick Geddes’ “valley section” 
concept from 1909, nitrate populations were positioned 
along the “valley”, interconnected within the desert and 
altering the traditional boundaries between countryside and 
city established by Spanish colonies. Aerial photographs 
taken from the window of a commercial Panagra airline 
fl ight in the late 1930s by John L. Rich!% show the artifi cial 
geography surrounding nitrate extraction, which ground-
level observers could not perceive. These images condense 
over forty years of extraction in the Atacama Desert. 9:6;<,
=T?

“A Region is Needed to Build a City”!& and the example 
of the Venetian Lagoon is no exception. In an “arid” 
context, where the traditional colonial agricultural structure 
had no relevance within the marsh, a new economic-
industrial-commercial order laid the groundwork for 
urbanization. From the traces left by human exodus, the 
city of the Venetian lagoon was founded as a retreat to the 
most inaccessible and closest place. The foundation and 
sustenance of the exiled population was salt extraction, 
recognized as the primary economic resource of the Upper 
Adriatic coast. From a letter written by Flavio Aurelio 
Casiodoro!' requesting the transport of various products 
through the lagoon, it is inferred that the territory was 
colonized through a concentrated settlement model on 
lagoon islets, uniform in lifestyle customs, and entirely 
dedicated to the resources of that “swamp economy”. The 
construction of complex relationships between populations, 
extraction points, exchange points, and “desert” was 
woven through a network of routes, much like the railways 
and unpaved roads of Atacama, which diminished the 

perception of remoteness in a territory where it was diffi  cult 
to discern the scale.

The continuous technifi cation of the lagoon territory, 
focused on the economic resources of the main island, 
culminates in eff orts to keep Venice “dry”. The ultimate 
measure used poses environmental risks to the marshlands 
of the lagoon, whose protective structure is the ecosystem 
that gave rise to the social and economic model of the fi rst 
Venetian settlements. The MoSE barrier system threatens 
the development of halophytic vegetation, salt-tolerant 
plants of the marsh that spend part of the day on land 
and another part underwater, nourished by the fl ows and 
dynamics of the tides.

Without the Venetian marshes and the ecosystems that they 
foster, the lagoon would die. Intertidal sediment cycles 
allow plants to grow and reinforce sandbanks, ensuring the 
lagoon’s structure and, consequently, its own existence. The 
loss of the constant metamorphosis of the lagoon results 
from the lack of sediment. Seventy percent of the sediment 
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 Photograph: Marcos Zegers.
 https://www.archdaily.cl/cl/941762/agua-mineria-y-exodo-las-consecuencias-paisajisticas-de-las-actividades-extractivas-en-el-norte-de-chile

O<)   Samia Henni, Deserts are not empty (Columbia Books, 2022).
R<)    Ilya Prigogine, Non-Equilibrium Thermo-Dynamics: Variational Techniques and 
Stability (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1965).
S<)   Fabian L. and Centis L., The Lake of Venice: A Scenario for Venice and Its Lagoon 
(Conegliano: Anteferma Edizioni, 2022).
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necessary for the lagoon is produced during strong wind 
episodes, precisely when the barrier tends to lift. MoSE’s 
eff orts to save urban Venice from sinking into the sea may 
complete the destruction of the very ecosystem that gave 
rise to the city and sustained it. 9:6;<,=U?

Atacama: Life and Matter

Contemporary thermodynamic thinking applied to 
technifi ed deserts seeks to investigate how to manage 
these systems to ensure a sustainable and resilient supply 
of ecosystem services. These landscapes can also function 
as testing grounds for future instruments that promote 
new relationships between life and matter, balance and 
fl uctuation, destruction and resurrection. Strengthening 
resilience in the Atacama Desert involves designing and 
planning slow, long-lasting, and global-scale processes, 
while also preparing for intense and rapid disturbances on a 
local scale.

At the end of the 19th century, the arrival of artifi cial 
nitrates and the copper boom transformed territorial 
dynamics in Chile. The main nitrate-extracting railways 
were extended to new copper deposits until road 
infrastructure replaced rail service. Andean oases noticed 
the excessive consumption of resources, such as water, fi rst 
for copper extraction and, today, for lithium. Today, nitrate 
mines such as María Elena are examples of industrial 
towns where urban life has outlasted the resources that 
gave rise to their existence. These towns hope to become 
independent municipalities, where the residents who remain 
can shape the future without the restrictions imposed by the 
companies that own them. In addition, many constructions 
throughout this vast extractive territory are spontaneous 
and outside of conventional architectural discourse. Their 
value lies not in their formal or material characteristics, 
but in their ability to respond eff ectively to the demands to 
which they have been subjected. 9:6;<,=Y?

Atacama stood on the brink of chaos in this resilient theory 
of dynamic systems. A landscape fi lled and atomized by 
a constellation of mining populations that have led to the 
most signifi cant territorial transformations and landscape 
alterations in a desert once unexplored. Where tangible 
aspects like infrastructure obsolescence are seen from the 
private control of the surrounding environment; water, 
mining, and exodus are the less evident consequences, 
associated with migration, cultural displacement, and 
confl icts over water resource availability under the current 
“green” energy transition model.

Since landscapes are the product of the relationship of 
necessity between humans and their environment, the 
places we inhabit are also the result of that interrelationship. 
What we call “risk landscapes”!( are simply the outcome 
of a failed relationship. Some authors have called these 
landscapes “externalized”!), a cost absorbed by agents other 
than those who created it. This situation leads to these 

externalities −or environmental eff ects− being treated with 
distance by those who produce them, while simultaneously 
being suff ered with helplessness by those who endure 
them. This decision-making process has had devastating 
consequences for both humans and natural systems. 9:6;<,
=Z?

The importance of the Andean oasis settlement as an 
externalized landscape cannot be underestimated. From 
oases based on traditional water catchment systems as 
settlements supporting the nitrate industry, to Reyner 
Banham’s mechanized America Deserta!* the oasis has 
acted as a magical thread capable of promising a settlement 
in arid land that resists domestication. Beyond this 
catastrophic view, it is important to highlight that when 
a system lacks the capacity to learn and creatively self-
organize and transform, it can undergo a complete process 
of disintegration and decomposition. This process repeats 
throughout the system’s life cycle, a sort of metamorphosis 
that provides resilience, self-organization in the face of 
disturbances.

The Atacama Desert has inherited a new nature, the result 
of modern exploitation and the undisturbed remnants, 
forming a second nature with its own extreme beauty and 
fragility. NASA has identifi ed Atacama as a perfect analogue 
of Mars on Earth, and since 1997, they have tested rovers 
here, using instrument prototypes to detect life. If signs of 
life are found on another planet, it could be from one of the 
most barren spots on Earth.

Abandonment and the need to redefi ne this productive 
and extractive landscape have led to the emergence 
of the astronomical observatory as a mechanism for 
ecological exchange between nature and humans. These 
observatories are mutable artifacts, capable of adapting to 
hostile environments, and despite their marginal status, 
they continue to promote intentional transformation of 
the landscape. Studying these hybrid architectures with 
their ecological territory off ers lessons on the rational 
organization of energies and resources consumed, allowing 
the recovery of their contemplative nature. Respect for 
indigenous culture through the observation of the cosmos 
has transformed Atacama into an experimental space. 
In Bolivia, the Salar de Uyuni is used for calibrating the 
distance-measuring instruments of the ICESat satellite. The 
autonomous and object-like quality of these architectures 
takes a backseat in favor of greater interaction with the 
context. Their mutant and hybrid nature, oriented toward 
technological development, allows for an interpretation 
of adaptation conditioned by the desert’s morphology. An 
invisible thread connects these architectures with those that 
have shaped the territory for over a century, establishing the 
foundations of a particular genealogy.

The storage and processing of vast data generated by 
these observation facilities have focused attention on the 
infrastructure necessary to manage such information, 
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as well as the environmental and social implications of 
their implementation. In the project titled Future Storage: 
Architectures to Host the Metaverse#+ Marina Otero advocates 
for designing ecological, circular, and equitable data 
storage spaces, refl ecting the urgent need to rethink how we 
consume and store data. In this way, the natural conditions 
of moisture and cooling in the desert present an opportunity 
to develop sustainable “extractive” infrastructures.

The link between astronomical observatories and data 
centers with their locations is crucial. It has infl uenced 
both the scientifi c success or failure of certain centers and 
the evolution of their architectural typologies and technical 
solutions. An observatory can lose its functionality if it is 
decontextualized, as its location is integral to its purpose. 
In this regard, the workshop led by Nicolas Dorval-Bory at 
the Versailles School of Architecture#! attempts to establish 
the astronomical observatory as an architectural typology in 
anticipation of an extreme and hostile terrestrial scenario in 
the future. 9:6;<,=[?

Venice: Death and Resurrection

In Prigogine’s theory of complex systems, dissipative 
structures are inherently resilient, prepared to face 
disturbances and changes in their environment. These 
systems absorb and dissipate energy, allowing them to adapt 
to external fl uctuations. The “self-organized landscape” has 
self-repair mechanisms, using energy fl ows that force the 
system to seek optimizations, leading to a local decrease in 
entropy.

The journey of Venice symbolizes a cyclical process of 
death and resurrection, a city that resorts to versioning 
its architecture to maintain an eternal and unchanging 
image. Frozen in time, Venice presents itself as a cemetery## 
crystallized in amber, where reconstruction prevails over 
urban metamorphosis. A paradigm example of this is the 
restoration of the Campanile in 1902 under the slogan 

dov’era e com’era#$ advocating for reconstruction as it was, 
rather than accepting architectural evolution. 9:6;<,>=?

The history of La Fenice and its reconstructions, following 
fi res and tragedies, also refl ects this pursuit of immutability. 
After its fi re in 1996, Aldo Rossi was in charge of its 
reconstruction, respecting every fragment of the old 
opera house and using images from the fi lm Il Trovatore 
to recreate the interiors. This process raises the question 
of whether La Fenice belongs to the time of its original 
construction, its reconstruction, or the frozen time of the 
fi lmed scene. Venice thus becomes a temporal trompe l’oeil, 
where urban cells replicate and multiply, generating an 
illusion that confuses the true chronology of the city.

Ecosystems, like Venice, do not evolve toward a single 
state of equilibrium; rather, they go through periodic 
cycles of change. This is not a catastrophe inherited from 
climate change but an unprejudiced view of a cultural 
landscape. The term terra fi rma, which evokes stability, 
gives way to terra fl uxus, refl ecting the changing processes 
that run through both the urban and natural spheres. In 
this sense, the text published in issue 198 of Quaderns, 
titled “Marismas”#% addresses the idea of destruction and 
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Collapse of the Campanile of Venice on July 14, 1902.https://www.fl ickr.com/photos/90333507@N03/13996922732/
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construction as a process until the process itself works. It 
suggests that destruction and construction are essential 
components of a cycle of transformation in the landscape. 
Destruction is not approached as a negative act, but rather 
as a natural process that gives way to new forms and 
structures. The process of destruction and construction is 
perceived as a dynamic and fl uid process, contrasting with a 
static view of landscape, architecture, and consequently, of 
Venice itself. This vision refl ects an interest in temporality 
and impermanence, and a desire to create architecture that 
can evolve and adapt over time. 9:6;<,>>?

Unlike the redemptive and immutable view of the city, 
Enric Miralles’ proposal for the expansion of the San 
Michele Cemetery suggests that a cemetery should not be 
an eternal work. His strategy proposes that, after the fi lling 
of the original island, future expansions would emerge 
as small cemetery-islands in the Venetian Lagoon. This 
proposal reinforces the idea of a constantly transforming 
landscape, where the forgotten islands of the lagoon 
preserve the essence of Venice while only changing with the 
fl ow of the tides. It is paradoxical that, while the city seems 
stagnant, its cemetery continues to grow as an eternal work. 
The proposal is understood as an unfi nished project, a 
play of variations that bifurcate in diff erent directions. An 
island expelled by budding, which time and nature would 
transform to incorporate it into the rest of the islands that 
make up the landscape of the Lagoon. A new land that 
could have naturally emerged from it. A surface that is 
delimited by a natural edge, which would be modifi ed over 
time. In this way, within the current climatic context, lies 
the importance of rooting the new natural space of the 
Venice Cemetery into the processes of the lagoon: “A land 
that could be here or elsewhere in the lagoon”#&.

Strengthening resilience means overcoming the linear 
cause-and-eff ect thinking that leads to irrecoverable 
catastrophic results when the system is on the edge of chaos. 

It means allowing the system to mutate while maintaining 
its essential functions, adapting to adversity. In this context, 
the domestication of the Venetian Lagoon through historical 
versions of settlement has shown that without an adaptive 
cycle in the socio-ecological perception of the landscape, 
the nested structure of subsystems would jeopardize its 
sustainability. It is at this point that the project for the 
expansion of the San Michele Cemetery becomes relevant, 
revealing the exhaustion of the land in the lagoon through 
a proposal that does not seek a stable terra fi rma, but rather 
to fl uctuate and deform in favor of the lagoon’s evolutionary 
processes.

It is true that it has been demonstrated that the adaptive 
cycles of the Venetian Lagoon are very short, and in just 
over a century and a half, it has undergone several processes 
of resignifi cation. However, the critical situation of the 
marshes seeks to deconstruct the image of an exploitable 
and abandoned territory “because there is no life”, because 
what is truly enduring is the city itself. Like a kind of 
mirror, two elusive gazes between the death of the city 
and the resurrection of the lagoon brought about by the 
dynamic processes of the marsh, time accelerates for these 
places, and even a distracted glance could confuse the true 
chronology of events, placing the cemetery island as the 
origin of a “Venice deserta.” 9:6;<,>I?

Between Deserts and Lagoons

The indiscriminate instrumentalization of technifi ed 
territories has emerged as a key strategy for controlling, 
managing, and transforming landscapes, driven by interests 
ranging from overprotection to extractive exploitation. 
These instruments reveal the complex spatial and temporal 
dynamics that shape the relationship between nature and 
human activities. In this context, the study of the Atacama 
Desert off ers a unique opportunity to identify certain 
instruments underlying the relationship between such 
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disparate landscapes—and not as arid as the lagoon—
allowing us to anticipate the “desert” condition in other 
territories.

Instrument I. Exclusion and Protection Zones.
Counter-instrument I. Revitalization Spaces.

These zones encompass specifi c areas where access and 
activity are restricted, representing a phenomenon of 
privatization of land that impacts local communities. The 
creation of exclusion zones can lead to resource depletion 
and land management that prioritizes corporate interests 
over community well-being. This process contributes to the 
marginalization of aff ected populations and generates an 
atmosphere of secrecy regarding resource management in 
these spaces. This dynamic not only aff ects the present but 
also defi nes future imaginaries, conditioning the perception 
and regulation of these territories in the long term.

Instrument II. Secrecy. Counter-instrument II. 
Participatory Narratives.

This explores how information about exploitation and 
possible futures is hidden or presented in specifi c ways. 
The manipulation of information related to landscape 
exploitation, alongside the narratives constructed around 
it, infl uences public perception and the regulation of these 
spaces, thereby shaping future imaginaries.

Instrument III. Protection, Monitoring, Control, 
and Waste Management. Counter-instrument 
III. Community Self-management and Circular 
Economy.

This instrument focuses on implementing eff ective 
strategies for the safe management of waste generated by 
extractive and industrial activities. Its eff ectiveness is linked 

to the ability to foresee and address the implications of 
waste, ensuring the sustainability of aff ected territories, 
and must consider the spatial and temporal extension of its 
eff ects.

Instrument IV. Climate-Environmental Regulation.
Counter-instrument IV. Regulations Based on Local 
Knowledge.

Characterized by the eff ective deregulation of territories, 
this refers to the standards and policies that should regulate 
human activities in the context of current challenges such as 
climate change and other environmental issues.

Instrument V. Predictive Models. Counter-instrument 
V. Adaptive Experimental Approaches.

The ability to predict how a technifi ed landscape will 
transform allows decision-makers to anticipate potential 
problems and establish strategies to mitigate negative 
eff ects. It focuses on tools and methods that help foresee the 
future impacts and evolution of technical landscapes.

Instrument VI. Spatial Extension. Counter-
instrument VI. Centralization and Densifi cation.

The impact of extractive activities extends beyond the 
immediate extraction zone, manifesting in both vertical 
and horizontal transformations of the territory. Deep 
drilling is accompanied by an extensive network of roads, 
exclusion zones, and areas aff ected by pollution, ranging 
from extraction sites to resource consumption points. This 
phenomenon not only alters the physical geography but also 
causes signifi cant changes in the surrounding ecosystems, 
aff ecting air quality, water, and biodiversity in adjacent 
areas.

Instrument VII. Temporal Extension. Counter-
instrument VII. Intergenerational Sustainability.

The persistence and evolution of these impacts result in not 
only immediate visible eff ects but also profound processes 
of territorial transformation and long-term occupation that 
prevent the use of so-called barren land due to the risk of 
ecological collapse. The complexity of ensuring site security 
over thousands of years highlights the need for long-term 
planning that considers the repercussions of present actions 
on the environment and society.

Instrument VIII. Non-Criminal Displacement. 
Counter-instrument VIII. Reintegration and 
Community Cohesion.
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Photograph taken by EMBT, 1998.
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This explores how the alteration of zones leads to the forced 
displacement of communities and how these communities 
recreate facsimiles of their original environments in their 
new locations.

Instrument IX. Exhaustion and Fallow. Counter-
instrument IX. Active Recovery through 
Intertemporal Occupation.

This concept encompasses the time and conditions 
between intensive resource exploitation and its eventual 
abandonment. The fallow time refers not only to the rest of 
the land but also to the pause in the social and economic 
dynamics of the communities dependent on those resources. 
During this period, the traces of previous exploitation are 
evident, and uncertainty surrounds the future use of the 
space.

Instrument X. Eco-colonialism. Counter-instrument 
X. Critical Ecology and Environmental Justice.

The justifi cation for extractive activities under the pretext of 
environmental conservation can lead to the dispossession of 
land and resources from these communities, as well as the 
creation of narratives that obscure the true impact of these 
practices.

Talking about technifi ed territory, the threat of resource 
depletion and the defi cit of terrestrial ecosystems’ ability 
to regenerate natural resources and their ecosystems have 
led to the abandonment of the idea of a shared future. 
On February 6, 2018, SpaceX launched a Tesla Roadster 
“driven” by a mannequin dressed as an astronaut, 
Starman. Elon Musk staged a perfect escape to the tune 
of David Bowie. A performative event that, rather than 
heralding a hopeful future, forecasts the interest of a 
ruling elite in abandoning the planet we inhabit. This crisis 
in contemporary thought is based on the fact that the 
dominant theory of the 20th century is built on the idea 

of ecological succession of communities seeking stability 
within diff erent environments#'.

It is at this point where the concept of a sandbox presents 
itself as a paradigmatic alternative to the logic of control 
and privatization that characterizes the management of 
technifi ed landscapes. The search for “counter-instruments” 
following the technical exhaustion of the landscape should 
target the desert as an experimental space that allows the 
implementation of innovative strategies, taking advantage 
of the deregulation of the occupational framework of these 
lands. In contrast to the usual trend in such landscapes 
that proceed to historical recovery through privatization 
and excessive protection, a new induced landscape 
should emerge that considers experimentation and the 
appropriation of technifi cation instruments. The idea of not 
causing “impacts” or “disturbances” in the environment 
must be undone once and for all. The evolution of the 
climate and the eff ects of global warming, new forms of 
water capture, plant species and their ecosystems, the ways 
in which humans have adapted to extreme conditions, 
and the traces left in the territory are lessons under the 
anticipated conditions of an imminent climatic future.

For both the Atacama Desert and the Venetian Lagoon, 
there is the possibility of spontaneously re-self-organizing, 
favoring minimum conditions for this to happen. As both 
Reyner Banham #( and John Van Dyke#) have asserted 
about the desert, it is a space for illusion and fantasy. Now, 
for our landscapes, it is essential to project a new fantasy 
over the transition to a model that not only represents 
an opportunity to redefi ne our relationship with the 
territory but also invites us to rethink the future of our 
communities in a world marked by climate uncertainty. An 
ecological utopia, in the context of a landscape that has 
been technifi ed but still endorses it as a resilient territory in 
processes far from equilibrium, allowing us to imagine these 
strata structures as the scaff olding of an ethereal landscape. 
9:6;<,>P,X,:6;<>Q?
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