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This booklet aims to provide 
architectural and imaginative 
inspiration. It draws on the work of 
science fiction scholars, architectural 
thinkers, designers and architects 
who enrich our understanding of the 
worlds we inhabit.

Alongside case studies and critical 
thinking, this booklet includes writing, 
drawing and model making exercises. 
These exercises are designed to  
develop the critical thinking and 
imaginative making skills which 
are a vital part of architectural 
practice. The work produced from 
these exercises could form part of 
an architectural design portfolio for 
architects-in-training, or provide a 
creative jumping off point for anyone 
with an interest in walking the streets 
of imagined worlds.

You can go through this publication at 
your own pace as many times as you 
want. You might quickly read it over 
coffee to discover a new building or 
architect, or spend time developing 
your own design propositions. If 
you have a phone in hand you can 
discover further worlds and different 
communities by following the QR 
codes.
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Science fiction can be used to 
help us imagine the experiences 
of others, to envisage other worlds 
and possible futures. In this booklet 
we will draw on science fiction to 
consider the future possibilities of 
the world, resulting in the design of a 
planet for an imagined character. 

“Science fiction, 
particularly visionary 
fiction, is where I go 
when I need the medicine 
of possibility applied to 
the trauma of human 
behaviour”

adrienne maree brown (2017)  
Emergent Strategy, p.37

This booklet explores what we
mean when we talk about the 
world; as a planet and as a place. 
It will draw on case studies, 
examples from science fiction and 
architecture to understand our 
world as varied and ever-changing, 
and consider our role in the future 
of our shared planet.

Before construction all 
architectural projects are works 
of science fiction - speculative 
proposals for an imagined future. 
The four booklets in this series: 
Home, Street, City and World
use science fiction to explore and 
examine architectural design.

When read together, the four 
publications build on one another 
to lead you through the design of a 
home, street, city, and world for an 
imagined character. It is a science 
fictional process of imagination 
through which you can develop 
your own architectural project, 
explored and expressed in a 
portfolio of work.

INTRODUCTION
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Isaac Asimov was a prolific science 
fiction writer whose Foundation 
series is one of the most expansive 
universes ever created. 

Within the Empire of the 
Foundation, the capital is not 
a city but the entire planet of 
Trantor, which is the political hub. 
The planet is described as an 
‘Ecumenopolis’ which derives from 
two Greek words; ‘oecumene’ and 
‘polis’ which translate to ‘world 
city’. The planet is described as 
having a population of 45 billion, 
and it can host this incredibly 
dense population through vast 
subterranean buildings known as 
the ‘Evernight’. 

Here, issues which are commonly 
associated with urban centers 
like transportation and waste are 
considered at a planetary scale. 
As this fiction explores service 
networks that stretch across the 
planet, we are given the chance 
to consider how such global 
systems already exist within our 
contemporary reality. 

In the books, the Imperial Empire 
collapses as the city spaces of 
Trantor eventually fall into ruin. 
These novels extrapolate the scale 
of the city up to the scale of the 
world, and in doing so they show us 
how fragile cities and worlds are. 

Chesley Bonestell was an artist in the 
20th century who popularised space 
travel through his art which often 
featured on science fiction magazine 
front covers. 

Bonestell produced images which 
showed the curved edge of the Earth 
before the development of satellite 
or orbital photography. He created a 
series of images depicting what life 
and infrastructure might look like if 
humans were to inhabit the orbital 
space around Earth and other planets 
in the solar system such as Mars. Many 
of his works of art went on to inspire 
science fiction movies and books. The 
influence of his concept for the Von 
Braun’s Space Station can be seen in 
films such as Elysium.

These images are heavily based on 
existing imagery of architecture and 
engineering. For example, one of his 
Mars images shows an ancient ruin 
that reflects classical temples such as 
the Acropolis in Athens. Although this 
image allows us to empathise with the 
unknown reality that is space, it also 
imposes western European histories 
onto other planets, which fails to 
reflect the diversity of our current 
world let alone the possible complexity 
of life on unimagined alien worlds.

WORLD 
CITY OF 
TRANTOR

Von Braun Space Station Concept
(1952)

EXTRAPOLATING 
EARTH 

CHESLEY BONESTELL
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Think about the opening of Wall-E:
• What kind of society lived here and 

now lives here?  
• Would you describe it as dystopian?  

Or are there utopian moments after 
the ‘end of the world’? 

• How does science fiction like this 
help us think about scale – how the 
design of one place might impact 
the world? 

• How does science fiction help us 
think about time - how the actions of 
today might impact the future?

Wall-E opens to a future vision of 
Earth where humans no longer 
inhabit the planet. We have left 
behind a world and atmosphere 
that have become a garbage 
patch watched over by Wall-E, 
the last trash compressing 
robot. In the opening scenes we 
zoom in on Earth, moving from a 
position where we can see the 
satellites which litter Earth’s 
orbit, to the grey landmasses, to 
the cities. Here waste is piled as 
high as skyscrapers, creating a 
recognisable but sinister skyline. 
 

As we zoom in, we are able to see 
how decisions at small scale, such 
as the creation of individual waste 
items, can become a global crisis 
when multiplied and extrapolated. 
We are also able to witness how 
our decision making at the scale 
of the home, the street and the 
city, can rewrite the world we 
occupy. 

WALL-E Lisa Garforth is a sociologist who 
considers how science fiction can 
create narratives that address the 
future of planets.  
 
In a science fiction story, it is possible 
to see the far future implications of 
actions taken today and consider these 
within a global context. This might 
result in dystopian worlds and warning 
stories where humans have laid waste 
to the planet through over-consumption 
of resources. These stories force the 
reader to consider life after the ‘end of 
the world’. 

For Garforth these stories explore the 
“ethical, metaphysical and 
even utopian possibilities of a 
climate changed world”. 
Lisa Garforth (2017)  
‘Environmental Futures, Now and Then’ p. 
19

TASK 1 
EARTHLY 
FUTURES

But this is also an image which shows 
Earth as if every place is the same. 
When we consider global issues 
like climate crisis, it is vital that we 
consider how the impacts of ecological 
and environmental change are not felt 
equally. Certain places are already 
more severely impacted by flood or 
drought, and different groups of people 
have unequal access to support which 
might allow them to relocate, rebuild, or 
even simply survive such disasters. 

Wall-E shows us an image of a ‘climate 
changed world’ where air pollution and 
soil toxicity have made most plant and 
animal life impossible. But, there is still 
life here.
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On first impressions, the buildings 
appear to be sustainable. However, the 
irrigation system for the thousands of 
plants and trees requires a continual 
supply of fresh water. The projecting 
concrete terraces which are required 
to support the weight of the plants, 
also use significant amounts of raw 
materials. 

This project could be 
considered as an example of 
architectural ‘green-washing’ 
where a building appears 
sustainable but many of 
these ‘sustainable’ features 
demand the use of energy, 
water and materials, and the 
building owners are the ones 
who benefit from higher cost 
apartments and publicity.  
 
When considering the 
apparent sustainability of 
buildings like Bosco Verticale 
it is helpful to consider them 
alongside other alternatives 
like tower block with a well-
established park. What 
would the costs of both be, 
what would provide the most 
ecological benefit, and who 
can access them?

Friendship Centre is a community 
center built in rural Bangladesh by 
Kashef Chowdhury and URBANA. The 
center is an open-air series of brick 
structures which houses a community 
centre and educational spaces. 

It is built in an area that floods, and 
rather than raise the building up they 
created a flood-defence system by 
banking up the earth around the site. 
All the structures are built at the same 
height and any available roof space is 
covered in grass which helps absorb 
rainwater that also flows through water 
channels in the complex. 

SUSTAINABLE 
STRUCTURES

BOSCO VERTICALE,  
BOERI STUDIO

FRIENDSHIP  
CENTRE, 
URBANA

The center relies on passive 
ventilation and has no central 
heating or cooling system. 
Instead, large openings allow 
both light and wind to enter the 
space and small pools allow cool 
air to circulate. 

Here, the planting and use of 
water helps to reduce the energy 
consumption of the building, 
as well as providing a beautiful 
space for community use.

Bosco Verticale are apartment 
blocks in Milan. The concept 
for the structure was a vertical 
forest and the buildings house 
480 large trees, 300 small 
trees and thousands of shrubs 
and plants. This façade of 
vegetation creates a micro-
climate in and around the 
blocks while also filtering 
sunlight and noise and 
increasing biodiversity. Building 
vertically also reduced the 
urban sprawl in the city as the 
blocks contain a high density of 
residential apartments.

IMAGE BY SASHA
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THE DISPOSSESSED:  
AN AMBIGUOUS UTOPIA  

The Dispossessed is a novel written by 
Ursula K. Le Guin. It follows a scientist 
as he journeys between two different 
worlds, each with a different social and 
economic structure.  

Anarres is home to a group of people 
who were part of a revolution on Urras 
and decided to leave their home world 
to set up a new society on the moon. 
They left behind a nation which is 
similar to Western European capitalist 
societies and set up an anarchist-
communist society where there is no 
private property including ownership of 
objects or land.
 

The novel explores the implications  
and challenges of these two 
contrasting ways of living. It does  
not present either way of living as  
an ideal but asks us as readers to 
consider how we choose to allocate 
power and resources.
   

The book opens to two maps – of 
Urras and Anarres. From these 
maps Urras seems more likely to be 
utopian as there are large oceans 
indicating access to water, while the 
map of Anarres is labelled with areas 
such as the ‘dust’ implying a scarcity 
of arable land for food. 

However, the map of Urras includes 
lines indicating nation boundaries, 
where Anarres has no divisions, 
hinting that everything on the moon 
is collectively owned and shared. 

ANARRES:
 
“A great pallid plain of stone. It 
was the desert seen from the 
mountains above Grand Valley.”
Ursula K. Le Guin (1974)  
The Dispossessed p. 8  

Urras is a place of plenty, but also of 
inequality - on Urras the wealthiest 
have the largest homes, whereas many 
others in the population are destitute. 
So, it could be interpreted that Anarres 
is closer to a social utopia although 
it exists on a planet with limited 
resources. It’s inhabitants suffer 
famine and scarcity but what little is 
available is shared. There are no luxury 
homes but there are also no people 
left homeless, rather everyone lives 
in dorm style accommodation with 
communal dining and working spaces.   

URRAS:
 
“The brilliant curve of Urras 
hung still against black space, 
like a blue green opal.”

Ursula K. Le Guin (1974)  
The Dispossessed p.18



12 13

The revolution in The 
Dispossessed is an example of a 
moment where individuals made 
a decision regarding what kind 
of future they wanted to live 
in, choosing to work towards a 
particular idea of utopia.

As architects we make similar 
decisions about the kinds of 
futures we want to inhabit, and 
ask whether our work will help 
serve to bring them about.  

THE 
DYSTOPIAN 
TIMELINE 

TASK 2 
TIMELINE

Start with an image of an 
existing building.  
 
This could be a building 
you know well, or your 
own city design. 

THE 
UTOPIAN 
TIMELINE 

The utopian timeline: 
• What aspects of this design are 

utopian? 
• What could be celebrated to 

encourage positive change? 
• Find or draw images which show how 

this positive change might develop in 
the future and where it might lead. 

The dystopian timeline: 
• What aspects of this design are 

dystopian? 
• What might be harmful, in terms of 

social issues or use of resources?
• Find or draw images which show how 

this negative change might develop in 
the future and where it might lead. 
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The Grand Park Bordeaux is 
an award-winning renovation 
of several housing blocks 
containing 530 homes by 
Lacaton & Vassal architects. 

There had been plans to 
demolish these blocks until 
occupants and building directors 
protested, and they asked 
the architecture studio for 
help designing a low-cost and 
sustainable alternative.  

They designed a new structure 
which would wrap around the 
building, increasing the area 
of each apartment by adding a 
room on to the outside. These 
winter gardens are semi-
external spaces that can be 
used all year. They allow light 
into the building and provide 
spaces that could be used to 
grow plants and food. This 
wrap also insulates the building  
which led to a 60% decrease in 
energy use. 
 
   
One of the key aspects of the design 
was minimal disturbance to the 
residents. During construction the 
residents were able to stay in their 
homes, which helped ensure that all 
the existing residents were also able 
to continue living in the blocks after 
works were completed. This strategy 
aimed to resist a troubling issue known 
as gentrification. 

REUSE NOT 
NEW BUILD

GRAND PARK BORDEAUX,  
LACATON & VASSAL

In processes of gentrification a place 
is identified as desirable - perhaps 
because of money spent on new 
developments, or because of existing 
community activities. 

As a result, people with larger incomes 
are attracted, house prices and 
costs of living increase, and existing 
residents can no longer afford to 
live there. In this way, architecture 
which sets out to improve a place can 
have devastating impacts on existing 
communities who are forced out.   



16 17

ARCHITECTS
DECLARE

“The twin crises of climate 
breakdown and biodiversity 
loss are the most serious 
issue of our time. 

Buildings and construction 
play a major part, accounting 
for nearly 40% of energy-
related carbon dioxide (CO2) 
emissions whilst also having 
a significant impact on our 
natural habitats...

Together with our clients, we 
will need to commission and 
design buildings, cities and 
infrastructures as indivisible 
components of a larger, 
constantly regenerating and 
self-sustaining system.”  
 
UK Architects Declare  
Climate and Biodiversity Emergency

Architects Declare is a network 
of architecture practices who 
have committed to addressing the 
climate emergency.  

It includes a list of pledges 
that architects should uphold, 
including:  

• Evaluate all new projects 
against the aspiration to 
contribute positively to 
mitigating climate breakdown.  

• Upgrade existing buildings 
for extended use as a more 
carbon efficient alternative 
to demolition and new build 
whenever there is a viable 
choice.  

• Minimise wasteful use of 
resources in architecture and 
urban planning.

The network expects its members 
to make responsible choices. 
Foster & Partners withdrew from 
Architects Declare when they 
continued to take on projects that 
went against these goals including 
developing new airports.
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Climate crisis is often presented as 
an apocalyptic event. In his work on 
environmental justice, Kyle Whyte asks 
us to consider critically how the ideas 
of the Anthropocene (the geological 
time of human impact) and apocalypse 
are presented. These ideas are often 
focused on the experiences of societies 
which have never really seen their 
lifestyle threatened. Instead, Whyte 
asks us to inhabit the perspectives of 
communities such as the indigenous 
populations.

For Whyte, science fiction and 
storytelling are ways to imagine 
existence within and after many 
apocalypses. These stories help ensure 
that we aren’t paralyzed into inaction 
but are able to continue imagining and 
acting within the world.  
   

Using the dystopian and 
utopian timelines you have 
created, draw out an imagined 
planet which shows the global 
implications of each of these 
futures.  

• How will the use of resources 
affect the appearance of the 
atmosphere, land masses or 
oceans? 

• Will the boundaries of nations 
exist? 

• What planet spanning 
infrastructure will be in 
place?

“Already having endured one 
or many more apocalypses.”  
 
Kyle Whyte (2018) 
‘Indigenous science (fiction) for the 
Anthropocene’ p. 238

TASK 3
MAPPING
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Space is the Place is an Afro-futurist 
science fiction film by Sun Ra, a self-
professed extra-terrestrial being from 
Saturn. In the 1950’s Sun Ra began 
performing music with his Arkestra as 
a way of expressing his ideas about 
the galaxy and the liberation of Black 
people.  

Sun Ra used science fiction as a 
way to provoke critical reflection on 
social issues. In taking on the role 
of someone from another planet, he 
could critically question the continued 
existence of entrenched racism and 
oppression on Earth. By presenting 
himself as a person from a planet 
where these issues did not exist, he 
was able to suggest the possibility of 
that world. Most importantly, as he 
physically walked through the streets 
and spaces of Black communities 
dressed in his full Arkestra costume, 
he made sure that idea of Black 
liberation was not seen as something 
only possible in a far future, but was 
already here and present in this very 
moment.

PEOPLE AND 
PLANET

In A Billion Black Anthropocenes or 
None (2018), geographer Kathryn 
Yusoff discusses the impact 
that economies of power such 
as racial exploitation have had 
on the formation of geography. 
She describes the impact of 
‘extractivist’ thinking, which 
looks at the world as a site of 
resources that can be extracted 
for profit. This thinking has been 
applied to mineral resources 
such as oil or to environments 
such as forests, but also to 
groups of people who have been 
forcibly relocated or enslaved. 

SPACE IS THE PLACE,  
SUN RA

Yusoff asks us to consider how 
the geography of earth has been 
impacted by this thinking, and 
how the continuation of these 
social wrongs could affect our 
future world and the future 
planets we inhabit. She goes 
on to suggest that science 
fiction can be used as a tool to 
make readers more aware of 
issues such as colonisation and 
can also be used to construct 
images of what worlds would 
look like in an equal society. 
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Think about the city which you created 
for your avatar at the end of the 
last booklet. Using the map making 
technique in the last exercise, develop 
a map for the world of your avatar. 

• Think about how the society you are 
imagining would be visible at the 
scale of the world. 

• Consider the use of resources, the 
connections between places, the 
large scale infrastructure etc.   

While you are drawing, think about the 
home that you created at the end of the 
first booklet. Given the new perspective 
you have gained by working through 
the scale of the street, the city and the 
world, would there be any changes you 
would make to that original design? 

This process of critical reflection is 
a vital part of architectural design. 
As we gain new knowledge about a 
particular place or are offered the 
insights of other people, our design 
ideas need to be able to change 
and respond. Science fictional 
thinking, which takes us outside of 
the everyday and suggests worlds 
that have been imagined differently, 
provides an important space to gain  
critical perspective. 

TASK 4
WORLD 
BUILDING 



24 25

Rachel Hill is a PhD Candidate 
in the Science and Technology 
Studies department of 
University College London. She 
is a co-director of the London 
Science Fiction Research 
Community and a member of 
the feminist research collective 
Beyond Gender.

This booklet was produced from the 
work of a STORE summer school, 
with the support of the University 
of Reading Arts Committee and the 
UROP programme.

STORE’s Summer Schools introduce 
people to design in action. They are 
open to both aspiring and established 
artists and designers looking to 
expand their skills and portfolios.

COVER 
ART

CREDITS

Amy Butt is an architect and 
lecturer in architecture at the 
University of Reading. She 
is fascinated by the fictional 
worlds we imagine, and how 
they might help shape the future 
worlds under construction.

KEY COLLABORATORS:

Instead of a singular representation of 
the world, the cover artwork for ‘World’ 
overlays multiple images. It includes 
a depiction of the Earth as seen from 
space as a ‘blue marble’. But, it also 
challenges ideas of a neat planetary 
boundary by breaking open the ‘shell’ 
of the world.

In doing so, it suggests that a singular 
perception of the world is beyond 
the capabilities of the human mind. 
This is shown in the overlaid maps, 
which demonstrate the distortions and 
simplifications in any act of mapping.

In the corner of the image, a 
fragmented series of linked land 
masses each represent a different 
understanding of world - including 
artworks such as The Black Square and 
a Mondrian composition. These show 
how understandings of the world are 
personal but deeply interconnected.

Text and Artwork by Dennis Karolev



Before construction all architectural 
projects are works of science fiction - 
speculative proposals for an imagined 
future. The four booklets in this 
series: Home, Street, City and World
use science fiction to explore and 
examine architectural design.

This booklet contains case studies 
and critical thinking alongside 
creative activities designed to 
support future architects and 
designers-in-training in developing 
their own imagined worlds.

It is through these acts of imagination 
that we can reflect on the worlds 
we currently inhabit, and shape the 
futures currently under construction.
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