Poiesis
Storytelling

for architecture

R e c o n f i g u r i n g A d d i s A b a b a’s Na r r a t i v e s
Antonio Paoletti

The main road became streets and the streets became lanes and,
when those proved too narrow for the taxi to negotiate, we left the
vehicle and walked together in the sinuous busyness of the crowds.
The further we travelled into the Catiline lanes, the more we lost of the
day, the year, the very age in which we lived. As automobiles and
then scooters disappeared, the air became clearer, sharper, with the
scents of spices and perfumes undulled by the diesel and petrol fumes
prevalent elsewhere. Traffic noise faded, ceased, and was replaced
by street sound–a class of children reciting verses from the Koran in
a little courtyard; the whirr and scrape of stone on stone, as women
ground spices in doorways; and the whining optimism of cries from
knife sharpeners, mattress fluffers, stove repairers, and other hawkers.
They were people sounds, everywhere, played with voice and hand.
…
One burden usually carried by all, the thudding pressure of the
Bombay sun, was lifted from us: the lanes were dark, cool, shadowless.
Although only three and at most four storeys tall, the buildings leaned
in upon the winding pathways, and the sky was reduced to a thin
brush stroke of pale blue.
...

Just as the contracted lanes seemed, with every twist and turn, to
belong to another age, so too did the appearance of the people
change as we moved deeper into the maze.
…
It was as if all of those hundreds of people were costumed for home,
for themselves, not for the public promenades.
…
I felt myself to be so deep in the flow and reflux of those narrow
lanes, so smothered by the intimacy of open doors and perfumed
bodies, that it seemed I was walking inside the buildings, inside the
very homes, rather than between them.
…
Two sharp turns and a dozen paces beyond the gate and its shaft of
bright light, we came upon a kind of courtyard. Several men sat on
rough wooden benches, or stood in talking groups of two or three.
…
Not a real courtyard, the roughly square space seemed unplanned,
a kind of mistake, an almost forgotten architectural accident formed
by building and rebuilding on the ruins of other structures within the
congested block.

Gregory David Roberts, Shantaram, (London: Abacus, 2003), 73-80.
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PROLOGUE
In the extract from the autobiographical novel Shantaram, the author
narrates his entrance into an informal settlement of Mumbai through
a perceptive description where few sentences delineate the spatial
qualities of such a complex context. Sounds, colours, and smells come
together to create a sensual experience of getting lost through the
maze of lanes that take the writer from a public realm to domestic
spaces.
Coming from an architectural education, it is impossible not to linger
on the detailed recording of this setting: the dark silhouette of the
4-storey buildings casting shadows into the cool alleyways; the narrow
lanes where the domestic territory spills out with its ordinary objects so
that one feels he is walking ‘inside the very homes, rather than between
them’; the social space of a courtyard not designed as such but that
simply happened, as an accident.
An architect, too, would be able to sketch rapidly in few lines similar
street profiles and roughly record the layout of the dwellings with
traditional drawing techniques. And, yet architectural drawings cannot
immediately convey the temporal aspect present in the novel as plans,
sections and elevations are traditionally atemporal representations
of the built environment. In The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative,
literary theorist H. Porter Abbott brings these two aspects together in
the definition of narrative:
Wherever we look in this world, we seek to grasp what we
see not just in space but in time as well. Narrative gives us this
understanding; it gives us what could be called the shape of
time. Accordingly, our narrative perception stands ready to be
activated in order to give us a frame or context for even the
most static and uneventful scenes. 1

1 H. Porter Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, (Cambridge: University
Press, 2002) 11.
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In a novel, indeed, a writer delineates places where events unfold,
characters move and dream. Architecture, too, as literature, imagines
virtual places and spatiotemporal narratives going beyond the ‘static
and uneventful scenes’ of inert masses. The means of the graphic novel
seemed to me a perfectly appropriated tool to incorporate similar
notions into a research methodology that could offer an alternative
perspective to read a context and its historical traces to then envision
new narratives.
Indeed, when you approach a site through the lenses of a writer
you are forced to record much more than architectural space as a
static shell. Such a literary gaze made me investigate Addis Ababa’s
dwelling culture as a storyteller looking for those anecdotes that
Fernand Braudel declares to be “enough to set up a signal which
points to a way of life.” 2
The graphic novel is structured around two different stories taking
place in Addis Ababa. While the first one focuses on the story of an
elderly man, Mengeste and its setting is a real place; the second one,
instead, draws from a real story but projects its character into a virtual
setting, making my design proposal the physical frame of Keniko’s
story.
This graphic novel, therefore, does not only represent the result of
a micro-ethnographic and historical research but it turns even into
a powerful tool to project narratives into the future. Using graphic
techniques borrowed from the architecture discipline, this graphic
novel aims at bringing together representations of everyday life
in the sefer (neighbourhood), that show how human life shapes its
environment and vice versa. The present work not only portrays the
architectural qualities and spatial relationships, but also reveals the
hidden narratives of ordinary stories and draws inspiration from their
reality to imagine new possibilities.

2 Fernand Braudel, The Structures Of Everyday Life, The Limits Of The Possible:
Civilization And Capitalism, 15th - 18th Century, Vol. I, (New York: Harper & Row,
1985) 29.
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We
named
this
man
“Mengeste”, the inspiration for our
protagonist, standing in the doorway of
the house he got built during his service
near Eritrea. He recalls moving to Addis
Ababa after leaving his parent’s teff farm
at age 18. He is now the neighborhood
elder, and provides shelter to friends
and relatives which made the same
decision that he made when he
was a boy. His life stories inspired
many parts of the graphic novel. The
experiences conveyed feelings which
many Ethiopians have been through,
especially for those migrating to Addis
Ababa.

Framed picture of younger Mengeste
found hanging in the living room.
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Our impression of Mengeste and a plan
impression of his current home.
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...

They can’t see
us like this..

I should go pick
them up from
school.
Could you
arrange the
beds?

Hello,
how are you?

Hi,
Keniko!

my son’s family,
too, will sleep
at our place for
the wake.
where
you goin’?
what about
their mother?

I’m picking
up my
grandchildren.

she got worse
suddenly.

don’t worry, keniko.
we will take care of
the meals for your
family during these
days.

I’ll cut
through the
market.
I will see you
in the
morning, dear
elilta.

god
bless
you.

we will erect
the tent in
the courtyard
to welcome
everybody.

thanks.

the kids don’t
know how ill
she is.

I don’t want them
to get upset.
but we will have
to announce it
soon.

indeed.

the idir
will do
so.

Talian sefer, addis ababa, 1931.
his name was
emilio manna.
he worked for the
emperor menelik
building telegraph
lines to eritrea.

your food is
getting colder.

later, under haile
salassie
he built a radio
station near addis.

i like it.
the food
here is
delicious.

when the war
broke out he had
already lost his
wife so he moved
back to italy...
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this place
is old.

ermias,
minister ato
paulos will
be our guest
for dinner.

did you know
that My
grandmother, your
great-greatgrandmother lived
here?

can you make sure
there is enough
water?

sure.

i’ll check
immediately,
ato emilio.

are you
serious,
grandma?

Sure.
She lived
here with
her family.

her father was the
old retainer of a
noble Dejazmach in
addis.
her daughter
married an italian
engineer who built
this villa...

you have to imagine that
talian, like many places in
addis, was a collection of
fenced compounds, round
tukuls and scattered villas
surrounded by eucalyptus
forests.

back then too,
carrying water was
women’s work.

Rodas!
we are out of
water!

cut it
out!

it was not me
who drunk
it all, father!
I swear!

go to
the stream and
fetch it!

she is
getting
cheeky.
you would go from one
settlement to another
through unpaved roads
where most of the people
were moving about riding
horses and mules.

you spoil
her, son.

cattle was grazing in the
valleys between each sefer.
actually, My grandmother’s
family could get fresh milk
from the cattle kept in their
compound.

you should
not let her
embarass you.

on the other hand, they
had to walk to the nearest
stream to fetch water.
they had to walk a
long way carrying
litres of water on
donkeys.

Talian sefer, addis ababa, 2019.

quick,
Bethlehem!

run to the
spring!

I’ve heard
that the line is
already huge!
unfortunately,
things were not that
different even when
your mother was
young.

water use to come from the pipes in the compound once every two
weeks. sometimes in those occasion we had to wake up at night
to collect it. When there was no service we had to fetch it from
distant springs.

long lines of yellow
jerrycans were part
of addis’ landscape.

but, ultimately, Talian remained always the
same. the compound where i was raised was
similar to the one of my grandmother.
it was simply more crowded.

and now let’s
go back to your
grandfather.
he said he can’t wait
to see you again!

later the property was nationalized by the comunist
regime and was divided between several families,
occupying even the basements.

oh, Finally!
here they are!

Ugh, I can
hardly lift
you now!
I remember
when you were
no bigger
than a bean!

I’ve never
been
smaller than
a bean...

of course
you were!

