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Editorial

Some Philosophical Fiction

In his novel The Penguin Island, Anatole France imagines a
saint who converts and baptises a group of penguins thinking
they are humans, but these creatures, once converted,
start to behave in an odd way. Instead of their naturalistic
attitude towards themselves and each other, especially the
opposite sex, they become shy and coy. They start to cover
their private parts, and become romantics in their sextual
behaviour. It is a reworking of the biblical story of Adam
and Eve. It is also a theory about the beginning of human
history.

This is in line with what Carlyle thought in his philosophical
fiction Sartor Resartus, that clothes are a human invention
and not imposed by nature. All other creatures had their
clothes provided for them by nature. However, humans
made clothes to show their ranks and powers. It is all
symbolic. Carlyle writes: ‘Matter exists only spiritually,
and to represent some Idea, and body it forth. Hence
clothes, as despicable as we think them, are so unspeakably
significant. Clothes, from the King’s mantle downwards,
are Emblematic, not of want only, but of a manifold cunning
victory over want. On the other hand, all Emblematic things
are properly clothes, thought-woven or hand-woven: must
not the imagination weave garments, visible bodies, wherein
the else invisible creations and inspirations of our reason
are, like spirits, revealed, and first become all-powerful... .

Carlyle says that he came to notice there are Taylors
and Tailored, and the importance of clothes through
contemplating what ‘the Earth-Spirit in Faust names it,
the living visible Garment of God. ‘In Being’s floods, in
Action’s storm,/ I walk and work, above, beneath,/ Work
and weave in endless motion!/ Birth and Death,/ An infinite
ocean;/ A seizing and giving/ The fire of Living:/ “Tis thus
at the roaring Loom of Time I ply,/ And weave for God the
Garment thou seest Him by’.

This is a cosmic picture and a search for the Absolute
very much in the spirit of German Idealism and it is not
surprising that Carlyle pretends that the actual author of the
book is a German and presents a biography of the author
to cover up his fiction. But it is not just a fiction. Under
the cover of fiction, it delivers criticism of society and
state. His critique is very witty. He writes of the Dandy, the
trend in his time, ‘so that as others dress to live, he lives to
dress’. He describes the Dandy as the one who invented the
thoughts that the German author tried to bring to the public.

‘The all-importance of Clothes, which a German Professor,
of unequalled learning and acumen, writes his enormous
Volume to demonstrate, has sprung up in the intellect of
the Dandy, without effort, like an instinct of genius; he is
inspired with Cloth, a Poet of Cloth’. More in the German
Idealism spirit, Carlyle writes of the fictional author that
‘What Teufelsdrockh would call a ‘Divine Idea of Cloth’ is
born with (the Dandy); and this, like other such Ideas, will
express itself outwardly, or wring his heart asunder with
unutterable throes’.

Such dandyism is what we nowadays call self-expression,
which is related to individual behaviour, society and
civilisation. The Algerian thinker Malek Bennabi (d.1973)
talked of two aspects of culture and civilisation, the
aesthetic and the moral, and showed the need for a settled
balance between the two. These two aspects determine the
style of a culture and the direction of a civilisation. Bennabi
puts this in a mathematical formula: ‘aesthetic taste +
moral principle = direction of civilisation’. He compared
art in Western society which follows the Greek and Roman
examples, showing nudity for aesthetic reasons, while
Islamic art avoids this for religious and moral reasons.
He also compared female clothes in Western and Islamic
societies, and found that Western society inclined to show
the female body for aesthetic reasons, while Islamic society
tended to conceal female beauty. However, he is aware
of social change and gave the example of bikinis at the
seaside in some Islamic countries. He said that when this
happens, it shows that Islamic society rather than clothes
has changed direction. One can point out the opposite
change in recent years with the rise of the phenomenon of
burkinis - swimwear for Muslim females - which marks
another historical change.

Carlyle wrote: ‘Thus in this one pregnant subject of
clothes, rightly understood, is included all that men have
thought, dreamed, done, and been’. He was not wrong.
This theme has been taken up by Pierre Hadot in his
excellent book The Veil of Isis: An Essay on the history of
the Idea of Nature (2002) which traces the history of the
understanding of the concealment of nature and Being,
from Heraclitus to Heidegger, and all attempts scientifically
and philosophically to lift the veil of nature and to penetrate
the mystery of Being.

The Editor




Grue - More on the Logic of Change

The following thought experiment has been adapted from the work of Nelson Goodman

in Fact, Fiction, and Forecast to illustrate how our experience affects our vocabulary or

conceptual framework and hence our perception of change.

CHRIS SEDDON

A merchant imported emeralds from an alien planet.
The aliens charged him £500 for those which look green
just like our emeralds, and £1000 for those rarer ones
which look blue, more like our sapphires. He added
the usual markup and sold them on. One night soon
after he started selling them a customer knocked on
his door to complain that one of the more expensive
‘blue’ emeralds had changed ‘green’. The merchant is
cross to be woken up in the middle of the night but on
examining the emerald could see that his customer had a
point, apologised for the mistake, and went to exchange
the ‘green’ emerald for a ‘blue’ one. Then he noticed
that all the emeralds in the £1000 box were green, and
all the emeralds in the £500 box were blue. At first, he
felt cross with his assistant, but then he realised that he
unexpectedly had many more expensive ‘blue’ emeralds
than he had thought.

In the morning he went back to the store to change the
labels round, and found to his surprise that the emeralds
in the £500 box had changed back to green, and the
emeralds in the £1000 box had changed back to blue.
Then the irate customer returned complaining that the
blue emerald he had been given in the night had become
green again. He was convinced that he had been duped
into buying emeralds that were only blue for a short

time. But over the course of the next few days, the
merchant realised that the emeralds all changed colour
in the night time. Those that were green in the day time
became blue at night, and those that were blue in the
day time became green at night.

Well of course he complained to the aliens. What
did they mean by charging different prices, when the
emeralds all change colour twice a day anyway? But
the alien supplier was confused. What on earth - or on
any planet - did the dealer mean, that their emeralds
changed colour? As far as they were concerned, they
were selling these emeralds - and here the alien pointed
to a green one - for £500, and these rarer ones - and here
the alien pointed to a blue one - for £1000. They never
changed colour. So the merchant invited the alien to stay
overnight, and as the sun sank, all the green emeralds
changed blue, and all the blue emeralds changed green,
and the dealer said to the alien ‘There! What did I tell
you?’ But the alien just frowned back at him ‘What did
you tell us? These emeralds have not changed colour
at all!”

They argued all night, and even in the morning, when
the emeralds changed back, the alien still insisted that
they never changed colour at all. But, he happened
to see some ordinary emeralds from Earth as the sun
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Nelson Goodman

rose, and gasped in surprise. ‘Why!” said the alien, ‘Our
emeralds don’t change colour, but yours do! Look at
that one, it was blue before the sun rose’ - naturally he
had learned English colour words from the merchant —
‘and then it suddenly turned green!’. Now it was the
merchant’s turn to be surprised ‘Not at all, it was green
all along!”

Eventually they worked out that what the alien called
‘green’ really meant ‘green by day and blue by night’.
And what the alien called ‘blue’ is what the merchant
called ‘blue by day and green by night’. They realised
that the alien had not learnt the English colour names
correctly. So, they made up the word ‘grue’ to describe
emeralds that were green by day and blue by night, and
the word ‘bleen’ to describe emeralds that were blue by
day and green by night. This left the word ‘green’ to
describe emeralds that were green day and night, and
‘blue’ to describe those which were blue day and night.

As far as the merchant was concerned, the ‘grue’ and
‘bleen’ emeralds changed colour between green and
blue overnight. But things seemed otherwise to the
alien. In the night he had thought that the Earth emerald
was bleen, because it looked green in the night, and
when it did not change back to blue from green in the
morning, he was amazed. As far as he was concerned,
it had inexplicably changed from bleen to grue, because
he was not used to green.

The merchant had to accept that bleen emeralds are
rarer and so worth more than grue emeralds, but he
still thought that the aliens were silly, having names
for colours that changed overnight, and said so. But
the alien said that the boot was on the other foot. Bleen
and grue were proper colours, because they accurately

described how their emeralds were. He could see why
Earthlings might have such a silly colour as ‘green’,
given that their emeralds changed from bleen to grue
overnight, but that did not excuse them pretending that
the colour did not change.

Eventually they both accepted that neither was silly.
Earth emeralds stayed green (or blue) overnight. Alien
emeralds changed between green and blue overnight.
On the other hand, Alien emeralds stayed grue (or
bleen) overnight, and Earth emeralds changed between
grue and bleen overnight.

The moral of this story is, that our vocabulary or
conceptual framework reflects our experience. Whether
we perceive something as a change or not merely
reflects what we are already inclined to expect. There
is no logical reason why the vocabulary of ‘green’ and
‘blue’ is better than the vocabulary of ‘bleen’ and ‘grue’.
The reason ‘green’ and ‘blue’ is better than ‘bleen” and
‘grue’ is because of the laws of physics, not the laws of
logic.

It is worth noting that not only do the laws of physics
shape our vocabulary, but our vocabulary shapes the
laws of physics. But that is another story...

Extract from the Alien to English dictionary:

Grue: Green by day and Blue at night
Bleen: Blue by day and Green at night

Extract from English to Alien dictionary:

Green: Grue by day and Bleen at night
Blue: Bleen by day and Grue at night
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The Odyssey is the Message

A poem from antiquity, its origin is shrouded in mystery, raises questions about the
poet who composed it, whether an individual or several generations of poets. It has
now excited another debate by being newly translated and adapted for a film. The
article below traces the controversy, old and new.

DAN MCARDLE

One of the more controversial figures of twentieth
century media theory, Marshall McLuhan, argued that
the framing or device by which a story is told is just as
important if not more important than the story itself.
With the release of Christopher Nolan’s new film,
the Odyssey, a form of this theory has returned to the
public eye alongside media critics, classicists, and self-
appointed armchair experts.

If someone had asked at the start of this year what would
dominate news and cultural headlines in the summer,
we would be hard pressed to answer with a story older
than the Roman Empire, so nebulous in nature that even
its authorship is up for debate. And yet, here we are.
Over the past few months, we have seen articles and
opinion pieces appear weekly or daily bickeringand
badgering and asserting or contesting facts, and
respected translators getting into heated arguments over
who among them best understands the Odyssey.

Before addressing the movie itself, we should briefly
touch upon the director, Christopher Nolan. His earlier
work was a mix of thrillers and comic book adaptations,
such as Memento, Inception, and various Batman
movies; thus many of his fans were surprised by his
apparent pivot to the more biographical Oppenheimer.
With the Odyssey, he has shed the ‘thrillers director’
image entirely. No longer a niche director with some
extra talent, he is now firmly established as a talented
director who can operate in multiple domains.

As often happens when someone who has been typecast
steps out of their lane, criticism abounded. Existing
Nolan fans tried to tie themes of the new film to his
past work, not realising the Odyssey is the Ur-story for
many of their favourites. Emily Wilson, upon whose
translation Nolan partially based the screenplay, came
out against the film, ironically for many of the same
reasons for which other translators criticised her own
work. Daniel Mendelsohn, author of a more recent
translation, responded to Wilson in kind, supporting
the film. Finally, we saw Elon Musk, apparent expert
of every lane, accusing the film of being historically
inaccurate and pledging to create a more ‘accurate’
version with his Al tools. The end result of this stream

of drama: the film has now achieved a box office total
surpassing a billion dollars.

The Odyssey as a Film

Now on to the film itself. Any adaptation of a written
work will have to make compromises. Efforts such
as Orson Welles’ 1962 rendition of Kafka’s The Trial
focused on core themes despite not being line-by-line
identical. Sometimes we are graced with a very long-
form miniseries, like the BBC’s Brideshead Revisited
(1981) and 1, Claudius (1976), which capture much of
the action; and yet in the end, success breeds a product
which stands on its own merits, rather than simply being
a carbon copy of the original.

To this end, much of the actual epic poem does not
make for good television. The famous scenes on the
journey home, such as the Cyclops’ lair and Circe’s
pigs, comprise only five of the twenty-four books of the
saga. Nolan also had to confront the reality that, while
in Homer’s time much of the context surrounding the
Trojan War would be common knowledge, in today’s
allegedly enlightened society familiarity with key
players like Agamemnon is non-existent. He resolved
this by pulling in elements that are not in Homer: after
the introductory ‘rap’ scene, recreating the lyre in a
modern sense and chanting hypnotic words faintly
reminiscent of the ending of Finnegans Wake, we
are presented with the Trojan Horse. The more astute
viewers, noting that the horse does not appear in Homer
outside of a brief reference, will understand that this is
borrowed from the Aeneid. There are also references
to scenes from the Oresteia, the masterful trilogy by
Aeschylus. Clearly, this is an attempt to educate and
immerse the audience into a culture that is almost
completely foreign.

Some modifications are more direct. Take the Greek
practice of &evia: in ancient Greece, when a travelling
stranger appears at our door, the social expectation is
that we take them in, bathe them, and give them food,
all before asking their name. In fact, to inquire as to
their identity before doing so is a serious taboo. Nolan
dubs this ‘Zeus’s Law’, for which he is accused of
‘Christianising’ the epic. Then there is the ending, in
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EMILY WILSON

which Odysseus and Penelope, having settled accounts
with the suitors through the sword, embark on a sort
of mission-finishing trip to the west, rather than the
awkward deus ex machina Athena performs in the
original. There is no doubt that if we had the original
ending, the film would be bombarded with even more
criticisms, such as repeating a tired trope that might
have actually originated in the epic itself.

One of the more viral criticisms lodged against the
film by deeply knowledgeable experts such as Elon
Musk was that the film was not historically accurate,
lamenting certain props as well as the casting choices of
key figures such as Helen and Achilles. We do not have
access to the budget line items for the film, but we could
reasonably conclude that because a Viking ship is much
simpler and cheaper to build than a Trireme, Nolan
likely went that route to achieve the same visual effect.
Casting Lupita Nyong’o into the dual role of Helen and
Clytemnestra might have raised a few eyebrows with
the ancients because of how strongly it linked those two
together, but the Greeks tied ethnicity to language, not
origin or skin colour. The objection that Nyong’o is ‘not
white” would make absolutely no sense, and smuggles
in modern day politics.

A similar argument has been made about Elliot Page, on
the grounds of gender identity. There are two responses
we could make here. First, in the actual ancient Greek
theatre — and what is a movie, but a modern version
of theatre - all roles, including women, were played
by men. Besides various costumes, the actors would all
wear masks which would establish their identities to the
audience. Could this ancient form of gender bending
have inspired Nolan’s casting choice? Next, the experts
seem to have forgotten what casting is, and fallen into
the same fallacy for which they criticise others: the goal
of an actor or actress is to become someone else. In fact,
the gold standard is achieved when, as an audience, we
forget that the person on stage is Matt Damon, because

they have transformed our perceptions and entranced
us into suspending disbelief. There are some special
cases where skin colour might matter (Othello comes to
mind), and in a solid performance, we are watching not
Matt Damon, but Odysseus.

Facing Facts

Now, setting aside the fact that Achilles is not in the
Odyssey and Page actually plays a character named
Sinon from the Aeneid, we should step back and ask
what it means to be ‘historically accurate’. We can start
with the core question our experts have not yet asked:
did the Trojan War ever actually happen?

In his book Homer and His Iliad, Robin Lane Fox
devotes several chapters to this exact question. Even in
modern times, piecing together solid facts from latent
clues can prove challenging; to interrogate an epic poem
as to the exact location of Troy, an obvious prerequisite
for a war taking place there, is almost completely
elusive. We also need to consider geographic changes.
If Homer identifies a river that has long since dried up
or a forest that was later chopped down for fuel, we can
at best scour artifacts for any scant evidence that might
remain. The geography surrounding Thermopylae, the
site of the resistance of the 300 Spartans as recounted
by Herodotus in his Hisfories, has undergone serious
changes: the famous narrow pass which trapped Leonidas
is now a wide, fertile field due to the shoreline receding.
Something similar could be true for Troy, which is why
there are a number of competing contenders for sites
where the ancient city might have stood.

Let us assume that Troy existed and a war occurred
there. What started it? Is it ‘historically accurate’ to
say it was sparked by a choice presented to Paris by
the goddess Eris, angry at having been denied an
invitation to the wedding of Peleus and Thetis? Did
Artemis truly demand that Agamemnon sacrifice his
daughter Iphigenia, and was Odysseus in fact blown
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off course by Poseidon, irate on behalf of Polyphemus,
his blinded Cyclops child? And if we take Nolan’s
approach of handily eliding mentions of the gods except
when absolutely necessary, how do we know for sure
that Helen was really captive in Troy? Herodotus and
Euripides, as close as we get to primary sources outside
of Homer, suggest that Helen was in Egypt, not Troy,
and that the entire war was a facade. The film actually
touches on this a bit near the end, with a passing
reference to the war being economic in nature, and the
story about Helen a cover for taking control of trade
routes. Given the strategic importance the Dardanelles
and Black Sea have played over the millennia (known to
the ancients as the Hellespont and Euxine, respectively),
this is not impossible, and Nolan may also be alluding
to the C.S. Lewis story Affer Ten Years, which makes a
similar point.

Origin of the Odyssey

But perhaps we ought not dismiss the wise words of
Elon Musk so quickly, and should consider other areas
where we might find historicity. While the text itself
could be imperfect, it still exists. But is the poem as it
was first recorded somehow what we might consider
‘original’? In fact, all of the above questions have
been asked for centuries, and were only truly answered
in the early twentieth century with Milman Parry’s
work conclusively demonstrating that the work was a
recording of pre-existing oral tradition. Parry’s analysis

_qCHRISTDPHER NOLAN'S

o

of'the text, and his protégé Albert Lord’s follow-up work
The Singer of Tales studying the Yugoslavian guslars,
showed not only that the consistency required of literacy
did not exist in oral culture, but that authorship itself
had a kind of fluidity that is foreign to modern times.
The very points Musk and others decry, such as the
Viking ships and casting choices, would not have even
registered with the guslars, and, by logical inference,
would likely have not mattered to the ancient Greeks.
As long as the story retains a core vodg or essence, it
would have been normal and even encouraged to adapt
as the singer saw fit. The loss of this very dynamic is
one of the reasons writing was considered controversial
enough to be featured as a destructive force in Plato’s
Phaedrus.

Question of Translation

Now that we have answered the grievances of the
expert class, we should turn to the translators upon
whose work the film is at least somewhat based. In
both culture and thought, the world of ancient Greece
is sufficiently foreign to our time as to render more
faithful translations almost unreadable to the non-
specialist. In trying to bring the vodg of the text to the
modern day, translators run into all sorts of problems
when there is no direct correlate. A notorious example
was Emily Wilson’s 2017 translation of the word
‘mrolvtpomog’, used to describe Odysseus in the first
line, as ‘complicated’, for which she was levied with
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A scene from the Odyssey

numerous attacks. Wilson responded to her critics in
a feature in the New York Times Magazine by citing
thirty-six different translations of the word that preceded
her own, including Fagles’ more faithful ‘of twists and
turns’, and leaving out an additional twenty-four. In
August 2026, she expressed her opinion of Nolan’s film
in the London Review of Books in a review titled ‘An
Uncomplicated Man’ by suggesting that a viewing was
‘an entertaining way to hide from the high temperatures
for a few hours’.

Wilson’s jeremiad unleashed reactions from other
classicists. On 29" July in Slate, Theo Nash asked if he
and Wilson were ‘watching the same Odyssey movie’.
He went on to say that, while Wilson is ‘naturally at her
best when discussing the poem itself’, he questioned
her antagonism when she ‘simply criticises Nolan for
deviating from it’. Fellow translator Daniel Mendelsohn
joined the fray, using a piece in the August issue of
The New York Review to analyse both Nolan’s prior
works, as well as previous adaptations of the Odyssey.
He concludes his piece with an almost Platonic aporia,
quoting Penelope: ‘The structure is nothing without the
people’s respect for its meaning’.

Final Remarks

Many people have asked what Nolan was trying to
achieve with this film; according to interviews, he did
not go in blind. While he did rely heavily on Wilson’s

translation, he did not rely exclusively on it. Cast
members were encouraged to read different translations
to try to get a sense of the nuance of the characters
they played, and although it is true that more than two
millennia separate Homer from our day, Nolan sought to
bridge that gap. Rather than re-creating and re-enacting
a known event from the past, his aim was to re-engage
our time with that of Homer; in a sense, to overcome
time and the frozen nature of the written word to re-
connect to the Adyog or Logos. In any choices he wishes
to make to modify the story and make it his own, he is
simply repeating the same timeless ritual in unison with
singers of the past, modifying an ancient message to a
fit new medium.

Homer - whoever that was— did not intend his song to
be limited to a select few, gatekept for the worthy. In a
world dominated by short form video like Tiktok and
paralysed by decade old tweets that surface at convenient
times, a nearly three hour long epic film runs contrary
to what we are told will be successful; a billion dollars
later, it seems that Nolan might have at least partially
created that bridge to the past. In exchange for a few
changes and dropped scenes here and there, we in turn,
through watching this movie, are ourselves changed in
a commensurate manner, and when opinions battle over
the airwaves, it increases the chance that someone new
will pick up a copy of one of the many translations for
the first time.
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Art and Poetry

Let me be muse and goddess there for you,
the one who carries high on silver wings
sparkles of moonlight and the stars that flew
out of the eyes of the Egyptian Sphinx.

The winds from every corner of the earth
shall bear your voice and give your songs their birth.
My feather keeps the hidden balance true -

yet every word first learns its flight from you.

The book of spells unfolds beneath your hand,
I smile to watch your patient fingers trace
the signs that every star can understand.

You lift my silence gently into grace.

Your moon records the dreams that mortals miss,
your sun-wheel turns beyond the desert’s breath.
When every heart is weighed at last in death,

you’ll know why none can measure truth but this.

Let me be muse and goddess there for you
Freely I give but also take from you:

you, the creator high up in the sky;

we’ll be together and will not deny

help to each other, giving more and more:

You the advice and I, what you adore.
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Architecture for the Common Good

Contemporary architecture finds itself caught between two seemingly opposing
imperatives. On the one hand, there is a growing recognition of the need to restore
humanity’s relationship with nature. On the other, there is an equally urgent need
to preserve cultural memory and architectural heritage in an age of rapid urban
transformation. These challenges are often treated separately. Yet both arise from the
same fundamental question: how should human beings dwell meaningfully in the world?

DR. ALAN XUEREB

Architecture for the common good does not propose a
single aesthetic style, political ideology, or technical
solution. Rather, it seeks to create environments that
contribute to individual and collective flourishing by
responding attentively to the genius loci, the spirit of place,
and to the ethos of the community inhabiting it. Within
this broader framework, two distinct yet complementary
approaches emerge: biophilic design and retronovation.

Needless to say, these approaches are not the only means
through which architecture may serve the common good.
They are, however, particularly relevant in addressing
two very different conditions of place. Biophilic design
offers a path when nature remains substantially present
and visible. Retronovation becomes especially valuable
where the landscape is already heavily built, historically
layered, or culturally sedimented. The former responds
primarily to a relatively pristine genius loci; the latter to a
poietic one, that is, a place already shaped by generations
of human making. While cross-breeding between the two
species is possible, it does not consistently yield successful
outcomes.

Two Conditions of Place

A central insight of architectural phenomenology is
that places are never neutral. Every location possesses
a character that emerges from a complex interaction of
geography, climate, history, culture, memory, and social
practice. Christian Norberg-Schulz famously referred
to this as the genius loci, the spirit that gives places
their identity. Heidegger similarly argued that authentic
dwelling involves attunement to the world one inhabits
rather than mastery over it.

Yet notall places present themselves in the same way. Some
reveal a genius loci rooted primarily in natural features:
coastlines, valleys, forests, agricultural landscapes, and
ecosystems that retain much of their ecological integrity.
Other places possess what may be called a poietic genius
loci. They have been continuously shaped by human
activity. Historic town centres, traditional villages, urban
neighbourhoods, fortifications, and vernacular settlements
belong to this category. Their identity arises not simply
from nature but from an accumulated dialogue between
nature and culture.

If architecture is to serve the common good, it must
respond differently to these differing conditions.

Biophilic Design: Learning from Nature

Where the natural character of a place remains visible,
architecture should begin not by imposing itself upon nature
but by learning from it. This is the fundamental intuition
behind biophilic design. Biophilic design proceeds from
the recognition that human beings possess an inherent
inclination to connect with life and living systems. The
built environment should therefore strengthen rather than
diminish this relationship.

The practical implications are well known: the
incorporation of daylight, vegetation, water, natural
materials, biodiversity, and ecological processes into the
design of buildings and cities. Green roofs, living facades,
urban forests, and ecological corridors are not merely
environmental technologies. They represent attempts to
heal the growing separation between human beings and
the natural world.

More fundamentally, biophilic design embodies an
attitude of humility. It acknowledges that nature is not
simply a resource to be exploited but a reality with which
human existence remains inextricably intertwined. This
perspective echoes the thesis’ first architectural principle:
interact with nature while minimising interference. Where
intervention becomes necessary, architecture ought either
to integrate itself into natural processes or to incorporate
nature into the intervention itself.

The ultimate ambition of biophilic design extends beyond
individual buildings. Isolated green structures are unlikely
to achieve the broader coordination of individual and
collective well-being required by the common good.
Whole neighbourhoods, districts, and eventually cities
may need to be conceived as biophilic environments. The
biophilic city becomes a place that not only preserves
natural features but actively restores those already
damaged or lost.

In this sense, biophilic design is particularly appropriate
where the genius loci remains substantially ecological. Its
role is not to dominate nature but to deepen the dialogue
between human settlement and the natural world.
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Retronovation: Learning from Culture

A different challenge emerges when dealing with places
already marked by centuries of human habitation. In
such contexts, the genius loci is not primarily natural but
poietic. The spirit of the place resides in streetscapes,
building traditions, materials, memories, crafts, and social
practices accumulated across generations. The question
here is not how to restore a lost relationship with nature,
but how to renew inherited forms without destroying their
meaning.

Retronovation provides one possible answer
Retronovation, always as understood here, combines
restoration and innovation. It seeks neither to freeze the
past nor to erase it. Rather, it consciously mines inherited
architectural wisdom and adapts it to contemporary needs.
Traditional forms are respected while modern technologies
are employed where appropriate. Historic structures
are renewed rather than replaced. Cultural continuity is
maintained without rejecting necessary change.

This approach is particularly relevant in communities
where rapid redevelopment threatens local identity. Too
often, historic structures are demolished because they
are regarded as obsolete. Retronovation challenges this
assumption. It recognises that older buildings frequently
embody forms of climatic adaptation, craftsmanship, social
organisation, and symbolic meaning that contemporary
construction struggles to reproduce.

Through retronovation, a traditional building may
acquire new energy systems, improved accessibility,
contemporary amenities, and enhanced sustainability
while preserving the character that gives it meaning. In
doing so, architecture becomes an act of stewardship. It
treats inherited structures not as obstacles to progress but
as resources for future flourishing.

Unlike biophilic design, which looks principally towards
nature as teacher, retronovation looks towards cultural
memory. It asks not how to recover wilderness but how
to sustain continuity. Its focus is the dialogue between
tradition and innovation, between inheritance and
creativity.

Complementary Paths Towards the Common Good
Biophilic design and retronovation should therefore
not be seen as competing philosophies. Each emerges
from a sensitivity to place. Each begins from a different
manifestation of genius loci.

Where a place remains substantially unspoilt, biophilic
design may represent the more appropriate response,
encouraging architecture to learn from and integrate with
natural systems. Where a place is already significantly
shaped by human activity, retronovation may provide a
more suitable path, drawing upon inherited cultural forms
while adapting them to contemporary life.

The distinction is not absolute. Many situations require
both approaches simultaneously. Traditional buildings
may benefit from biophilic interventions, while new
ecological developments may draw inspiration from
local architectural traditions. In practice, the most
successful projects will likely integrate both sensibilities.
Nevertheless, the distinction remains philosophically
important because it reminds architects that solutions
should emerge from place rather than from ideology.

Conclusion

Architecture for the common good begins with
attentiveness. Before deciding what to build, one must
first ask what kind of place one inhabits. Is the genius
loci primarily natural or primarily poietic? Is the task to
preserve ecological integrity or cultural continuity? Or
perhaps both?
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Simonides

As the earliest poet to demand cash for verse, Simonides deliberately sacrificed love to money: he has gone

down in history as the first person to turn literature into a commodity. He was in fact born into a world which

was slowly making the transition from an economy of guest-friendship or xenia to the cash economy which

we know today.

fir

CHRIS NORRIS

Elizabeth Lowry, The London Review of Books, October 2000

Why should I, Simonides, bear your scorn?
You give me daily tasks enough to bear
With epitaphs to churn out night and morn,
Not just the verses — that’s a gift I share
With a half-dozen others — but the rare
Capacity for scribing into stone

Such lapidary phrases as, I dare

Say, Phidias would more than gladly own
Or great Praxiteles had he been shown

What solace they can find, even those who mourn
Some much-loved spouse or friend beyond compare,
In how my chiselled epitaphs are shorn

Of excess verbiage, cut to brave the air —

All weathers! — and so aptly formed that they’re

A good fit for the tightly cordoned zone

That’s all the headstone, large or small, can spare
From name, dates, honours, family line, made known
By routine strokes and accents monotone.

A decent trade: they come to me forlorn,

Those souls bereft, and I compose some prayer,
Paean, hymn, brief threnody, or else shopworn
Folk-sentiment that I, with practised care,
Then craftily refashion so my flair

For trimming those inscriptions to the bone
Finds its perfected scope and role just there,

In how such space-restrictions have me hone
My words and tools lest aught seem overblown.

m The Wednesday
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Simonides

Still they class me among the lowly hacks,
Dismiss my well-wrought lines as pipe-your-eye
Funereal stuff got up so folk can wax

Poetic for the nonce, then lay it by

For long-drawn odes or just the annual sigh
On each remembrance-day. ‘The marketplace’,
They say, ‘that’s where the Simonides guy
Displays his wares and lets mere craft debase
The poet’s art through his sad fall from grace’.

But I’ll not have those snooty bastards tax

My technique, verse-craft, sculpting skills, or high-
Class (note: non-aristo!) trade-secret knacks,

Nor take it quietly when they instance my

Now infamous remark ‘the muse can lie’

As all they need to make my loss of face

Such common knowledge that I’m like to die
Forgotten or looked back on as a case

Of self-erasure: ‘do not watch this space!’.

Of course it’s sure to get the purists’ backs

Right up, my flogging epitaphs that vie

With Hellas’ greatest, yet — down to brass tacks! —
Waste no time on a fickle muse who’ll fly

Such grubby merchandise and stay well shy

Of my trademark, banausic, belt-and-brace
Poetics where the question’s more ‘who’ll buy?’
Than ‘how most aptly coax her to embrace

A dab hand in the write-for-profit race?’.
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Poetry

They push the charge yet harder: ‘he’s defiled
Our noblest customs, wantonly betrayed

The bonds of Xenia that reconciled

Greek and non-Greek, so great the role it played
In conjuring a world where no man preyed

On fellow-man, where hospitality,

Exchange of gifts, goodwill, and mutual aid
Prevailed in what we poets take to be

The state of grace whose end he’d gladly see.

Well, yes, it’s not my bag, that meek-and-mild,
Pan-xenophile approach, but now you’ve made
Me out a selfish skinflint who’s stockpiled

His verses so as to corner the new trade

In custom epitaphs, and thereby frayed

The bonds of peace and amity — let me
Respond to you, the dewy-eyed brigade

Of once-upon-a-timers, with a plea

For certain checks on that benevolist spree.

Truth is, I think you’re reasoning as a child,
A Kkind but not too bright one might, who laid
Out his best conkers gratis and, beguiled

By your fine creed, proceeded to downgrade
His standing in the playground till, afraid

Of further loss when some failed to agree,
Set up a conker market-place, and paid

The going exchange-rate — say two for three
As fixed by matches won (plus fixer’s fee).
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You’d maximise outgoings, make the gift
Your last bulwark against the rising tide
Of pure commodity and seek to lift

Its opposite, community, to pride

Of place where he, the Xenos, might reside
A welcome though undocumented guest
With open-ended freedom to abide

Or go elsewhere — ‘the glory and the jest
Of ages’, they who’d put it to the test.

Forgive me, wishful thinkers, but I’ve sniffed
The air, picked up what signals it supplied

Of nascent trends, and must report the rift
With hallowed custom you’re so keen to hide,
You true believers who’ve forever shied

From what my epitaphs make manifest:

That naught can now supply an expert guide
To life except a market-watcher blest

With powers to keep all others second-guessed.

Meanwhile I see my rival poets miffed

By sleights of hand, wrenched syntax, multiplied
Conceits or metaphors, and every shift

Of focus that has readers mystified

At first yet gets them finally onside,

Like poets, sculptors, traders, and the rest,

By showing how the ‘trust-eroding slide’

You speak of’s more a gift to gifts repressed

By a gift-culture faked at your behest.
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EXISTENCE

The cage is huge, the way around it tight.
Who will get in or out? 4
Choices are made to measure.

When one is young, there is but fight or flight.
Enraged we are left often in the lurch.

We rebel and escape for pleasure.

When one is wrinkled in one’s prune-like skin
and eyes get milky and all sound gets vague,

then cages become heaven. We will stay

in its enmeshment as a safety net
for mind and soul and body. Just the dreams

drift outside our caged-in world.

We have resigned, the indoor-kept canary,
that sings forlorn, towards the endless skies

and is not \\.fhistle—mm\'irlg any truth.

Poem and Artwork by
Scharlie Meeuws



