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INTRODUCTORY NOTE.

The ship of Theseus project came about from the simple desire to follow up the orgone
accumulator project (see Parasol 2) in which the University of Lincoln architecture dept
made an actual orgone accumulator. We didn’t want to just make another pseudoscientific device (though it was tempting) so the problem was ‘what to make?’. A
conversation online with pseudonymous author Elytron Frass (@elytronfrass) came up with
the idea of a kind of transforming object based on the ship of Theseus idea. The ship of
Theseus paradox simply entails pondering whether or no Theseus’ ship is still the same
Theseus’ ship when all the wooden parts have been replaced. The idea developed from
this was that the project should be double object. That is, that it should be a thing that
can come apart and transform into another thing. This was the basic idea, the students
would then be given this idea and asked to interpret it. The work they generated was
very interesting and the curious light box that was actually made, a fascinating
transformation of ideas and thing.
The work in here is not maybe as strange as those in some of the other Parasols. This is
largely due to the fact that a lot of the document is taken up with commentary on the
piece of student work around which the whole project centres. However whilst though
they maybe not concerned with the strange realm of theory that Parasol often deals with,
these commentaries are interesting in themselves. Indeed Marcin and Doina’s work offer
interesting and provocative areas of thought in there contemplations of the ship of
Theseus in regards to architecture and philosophy.
Kenneth Smith’s work is from the perspective of the ship itself. His work plays through the
transition of its physicality into pure conceptuality and back again, tracing a kind of
dialectical process as he does so, one that hints at the privileging of the idea as essence
and yet still withdraws from a clear sense of this. The work is written with special
reference to the object itself which appears as the current manifestation of the
eponymous ‘vessel’.
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My own contribution is just a series of thoughts on the matter. These largely evolve out of
each other, so here too is a kind of dialectical progression. By pure coincidence to
Marcin’s work I also end up with the contemplation of the city as a Theseus’ Ship type
object. For those familiar with my work, the lurking presence of the theory of pneuminous
accretions is clearly visible in slightly different language. Geoff’s poem on the matter is
a poetic ponderance that gives a different kind of personal take and reminds of the
humour in the concept.
So Parasol 4 may not be the weird theory-fest that the journal usually is, but still I hope
there is something in here for a variety of readers who are interested in the topic.
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THESES ON THE SHIP OF THESEUS (GRAHAM FREETONE)

1)
Theseus’ paradox belongs to the phantasy of the self, the desire to remain as one. It
points to the subconscious power of older forms of the self and their relevance. One could
imagine a simple psychological test in which one is given the paradox and asked which
one feels is the true ship. The answer would indicate the tendency of the individual
towards retaining their identity or more fluidly allowing themselves to change. We can
imagine someone who believes that they have this fluid tendency yet in fact this is just
their desire. They wish to be the ship still in use, though in fact their psychic structure is
closer to the old planks lying in the boatyard. In some instances these old pieces of ship
may begin to remake themselves. They form another whole ship that against all odds,
sails through the murky waters of the unconscious only to ram the putatively true ship.
Disaster ensues with probably severe damage to both vessels.
2)
Do all things change from one to the other? In an infinite universe surely this is necessarily
true? Possibly not, since this would only be the case if the universe were infinite only in
time. If it were unbounded in all manner there would be no need for repetition to occur
ever. There would be no eternal return, just infinite difference in infinite ways. This means
that Theseus ship is truly paradoxical yet not for the reason it thinks it is. The true paradox
lies in the fact that in an infinite universe of endless change something alters itself,
replaces all of its parts and yet stays the same. The ship tears down the natural order of
chaos, inflicting negative entropic forces against the flow. But this opens up a tragic
paradox more often touted and now exposed with greater force.
3)
This paradox is a paradox of the tragic. Negative entropic forces (us to be specific)
have evolved a complicated grammatical-conceptual apparatus to communicate about
3

what is. We perceive things out of the hyle. We extend the negative entropy onto the
outside in an attempt to tame it (Theseus is strongly connected with Apollo –he defeats
the Dionysian Minotaur). That is, we project form upon the world. But the successful
perception of each other as coherent entities is not so successful with the outside –because
it has no inside. Negative entropy projects negative entropic forms upon more
entropically ruled regions. However because these regions lack the autopoetic motion of
life, this projection stumbles. The failure of this perception results in the revelation that
without the appearance of obvious self-regulating life the outside lacks certain formal
power. The conceptual divisions (between things) remain but their root in negative
entropic power is lost and they appear to us as dead and lifeless as if the words simply
name a series of things that always were. This is the tragedy. A projection designed to
recognise the continuation of the spirit, when faced with the brutal solidity of stuff,
transforms things into things. The continuation becomes endurance. Bergson’s logic of solid
objects, our obsession with the Heideggerian present-at-hand are the result.
4)
Only a fool can fail to see that what applies to Theseus ship applies also to ourselves.
Our cellular fleshy bodies are entirely replaced whilst we live and yet owing to a certain
temporal continuity, we believe the same being persists the whole time. We believe this
because we are an idea. A negative entropic power outside of our control facilitates this
inhabiting idea. Are you still Theseus? Of course I am, do I not look and sound like Theseus?
Theseus you are old, is it really you? All the flesh is replaced many times over and yet we
do not doubt it is really him when he speaks. Of course we can push it further and ask if
you are really still the same person after many years have passed. Sometimes we know
we are not: ‘I am not the person you met 10 years ago’ and sometimes we believe we
are ‘It’s me your old friend, Theseus, don’t you recognise me?’ In a sense this is all just a
product of grammar. If we imagined a culture where it was said that each person was a
new person every 7 years then their grammar of continual selfhood would be different.
Imagine if we were given a new name at each interval. Think how this would strongly
emphasize a constant rebirth of self.
4

None of these features are the paradox, these are just the fleshy logical extensions of it.
Such extensions of course would give weight to the notion that Theseus’ ship is the ship in
use no matter how many parts are replaced. Even when all parts are replaced, he pats
it respectfully and thanks the Gods for its safety. He does not think of the old retired
planks, rotting in the boatyard or whatever has become of them. The ship is the inhabiting
idea.
5)
Why is Theseus ship paradoxical? The ship is replaced piece by piece owing to the
passage of time until the whole ship is replaced. There is a ship that is both new and the
same as the old. How can it be new and the same as the old? Of course it’s a linguistic
trick, isn’t it? We have reified Theseus ship as being really something, a particular object
made up of a particular set of stuff. We are suddenly confused when we find this
language picture isn’t really correct. This is the true paradox –the manifestation of
language.
But this doesn’t do justice to the sensation. Indeed it partially just provokes an unsatisfying
sensation of emptiness. The ship has been replaced and yet it is the same; how is this so?
But it’s not the same. But it is still Theseus’ ship. There is surely a thing that was the real
thing and now is not? But didn’t this anxiety only fall upon you when you were alerted to
it? Weren’t you quite content for Theseus to sail his ship albeit entirely replaced, until the
issue was explained to you? It was, was it not, up until that point, Theseus’ ship? And only
now do you worry if it is the true ship.
6)
Maybe Theseus’ ship is linguistic puzzle, But maybe it is more an existential one. Maybe
it is more concerned with the reality of anything. How do we know anything is actually
as we take it to be? I have a favourite fork. If the fork is lost but cunningly replaced, I
still have my favourite fork, materially I am bereft, phenomenologically my world is still
intact and I never feel this pang of loss.
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The Mandela1 effect shows how either reality bifurcates right before our own eyes or
how false memories can occur on a mass level (it’s an agnostic disjunction). If I replace
my child’s dead hamster with a near identical one, they may actually notice the
difference but reconcile it with the hamster’s ability to change. Maybe this is because my
subterfuge simple simulates what already happens: that reality is sometimes different to
how it used to be –or then again maybe it’s just memory distortion.
7)
What is the essence of paradox? It is that the self-defeating entails its own victory. A
given idea which contradicts itself produces a fractional moment of resolution before
slipping back into defeat. Zizek points out how the paradoxes of Zeno can be rendered
cogent when seen through the lense of Lacanian psychoanalysis. This analogy results in
noting how Zeno’s paradoxes revolve around the failure to attain. That is, a desire can
never be fulfilled. The [desired] object is never reached.
8)
Does Theseus paradox have any similar psychoanalytical applications? Of course it does,
though Theseus’ paradox is not about desire in the same way. The paradox begets
another paradox within the evolution of our inhabiting accretion (the self). We want to
have coherent selves yet we desire to be perceived as flexible. The phenomenology of
the self is almost necessarily coherent, that is, the self and the other must regard the self
as coherent. How can the coherent self alter and remain the same? there is presumably
a kind of dialectic between the fleshy self and the inhabiting idea. The inhabiting idea
must dance with the flesh. The responses to the flesh by the other form the nature of the
idea-self but the idea self may rally against the concepts placed upon it and seek to
escape such shackles. Circumstances of hardship may alter the idea-self –and the flesh.
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9)
The name persists (unless it is changed) the temporal sequence of this fleshy location
persists (unless there is radical amnesia). These things make the entity look stable. We
force it to be stable. We need each entity to be that entity until it is dead. When the self
fails, genetics are a powerful marker –you really are this flesh-self. But does not the idea
transcend the fleshy self? It dances with it for sure, but it has a degree of liberation from
it. This is the result of the dialectical dance, that recognition that albeit in a slight way,
the idea-self can act contrary to the fleshy self –transcendence. This transcendence is
invariably spotted and taken as evidence for the separation of body and spirit. It does
not necessitate this in the strong sense (of a soul that can escape the body) but it does
render cogent the phenomenology of it. The idea self does seem separate to the fleshy
self, even if only in tiny measure. When the idea self transcends, it is altered and has
self-altering abilities. Its claim to being a new self is more persuasive. Its persuasiveness
partially resides in the fact that it does not seek to simply recreate the old
10)
Yet still it is shackled at the deepest level to the fleshy memory prior to its transcendence.
But the flesh has changed. The ideas accrete.
11)
But is there not a rebellion possible here? Might we not say equally that the fleshy-self
transcends the idea-self? That the fleshy-self has striven hard to rid itself of its cognitive
master.
12)
The Theseus’ ship of the self is a different person. It is unlike the physicality. Ideas are
not planks. Ideas are different. Planks and beams replaced are different to their
predecessors yet they fulfil the same function. New ideas do not necessarily do this. What
emerges is an ever more complex picture of the relation between the systems desire to
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retain its previous state and to improve itself. The boat may be maintained. The body
maybe maintained.
13)
The inhabiting idea-self? This has no choice but to change -not in the sense of maintenance.
The best theory of defending the solidity of the self would be to propose that through
childhood to puberty is a kind of self-formative period –which we might compare to the
building of the boat. After this the self is maintained as best it can be until death. But this
model seems to fail at the first hurdle, for the self must continually experience something,
it must accrete new memories. Even if it rewrites them itself (another layer of Theseus ship)
this is an increase of size and not just a simple replacement. It must become more and
more entangled in its traumas and its victories, on its spiritual experiences or dearth of
them. Of course the physical pieces endure too, when they fail they are just replaced.
What does failure mean for a piece of the mind? What does it mean to replace a piece
of the mind? Surely I can only add to it. I can forget of course, though not willfully. How
could we tell if the whole mind were replaced? In the case of the ship, if every plank and
nail were different we have at least an issue. If the whole mind claims to be new it must
have some grounds for this claim. Are you not the same mind who just buried the old mind,
do you not remember? Even if we do not remember we feel it is in there somewhere. The
old ship is not in there somewhere. The old ship is actually gone from the scene but still
empirically present (in the world), the old self is actually present at the scene but empirically
gone.
14)
As the city alters does it remain the same city? Assuredly we would say yes. Does a city
behave like a fusion of flesh and idea –like ourselves? As the pieces of city are slowly
replaced until nothing of the old remains, does it retain its identiy? This scarcely happens
as inhabitants tend to take too much pleasure in the old parts of the city. They preserve
them, they enjoy and dread how these monuments outlive themselves. Their own mortality
is presented to them by the durability of the structures. They have become the cells of
the body, expendably dying and being replaced whilst the entity persists. The idea self’s
8

difference from the ship existed in its ability to retain its history –even a fictitious history
of itself. What about the city self? Can it retain information in the same way and thus
differentiate itself from the physical ship? A differentiation is easy. We might presuppose
that the ship is fixed by replacement not improvement. But a city or town? These entities
are hardly ever of this nature. They grow in physicality and they alter themselves. Parts
fall down. New parts are built. A complex layering process happens. The place was once
simply a particular geography. This geography suited people once the idea of settling
had taken hold. This hamlet was at some point exactly just that (unless of course it was a
city built deliberately in one piece). Its development allowed it to transcend this label to
something we more call a town, and from there to the rank of city.
15)
It all makes it seem madness to discuss this. Surely it is just a linguistic trick at the expense
of our failure to comprehend that identity is an illusion. As Wittgenstein tells us ‘meaning
is use’. Language does not designate. And yet it is too late, for the sense of puzzlement
is too great. Something is unsatisfying about this answer, even if this lack of satisfaction
is just our own inability to believe that we cannot really call anything anything and expect
that to mean anything with any actual sense of rigor.
16)
So is the city the same or different to either the ship or the idea self? It seems its very
concept allows for its physicality to not just be replaced but to actually alter. The identity
of the city resides solely in the conceptuality of the perceiving beings who name it as
such, who remember it as such. Doesn’t it? What of the brutal physicality of the city? What
of the many historical layers that comprise it (some cherished, some spurned)? The solid
things status outside of the interpretation of its creators is uncertain. To proceed we must
take a leap. Not a great leap, just the leap that says something remains when we are not
there. This something, this brutal physicality of the city though is partially contingent on its
place. The city is this city because to the north are these mountain, because it sits at this
bend in the river, because it rests at the edge of the forest. If I move the city, (the whole
city) surely we are more likely to call it something new, to think of it as something new.
9

Unless we move it brick by brick, it will need new buildings and the old city will still be
there. These conditions surely will make it intolerable to persist in identity confusion, we
can at best call it ‘New…’
17)
No, the city does not offer a discrete psychic self and physical correlate that attempts to
maintain itself. Instead it offers many psychic cells, each with a physical correlate and a
physical network which these beings live in and maintain.
18)
We are slung back into conditionals. If the psychic cells weld together at a level we do
not perceive, then the psychic correlate of the city becomes real in a new sense. If this
were the case the city becomes more like the body. However if this is not the case then
the city is more clearly a new kind of emergent entity, one that relies on the co-operations
(and antagonisms of its inhabitants) for its being. One whose being is purely immanent
to this dynamic and has no transcendent autonomous nature.
19)
However because the city as a mass psychic entity in itself is an idea that presents itself
to us, a true phenomenology of it cannot exclude the former, or at least the
transcendental appearance of the former (the autonomous psychic city as constituted by
but also free from its inhbabitants). The true phenomenology of the city resides in the
experience of it as a transcendent psychic unity with its own life and being the aggregate
of the presence and interaction of disparate psychic cells (inhabitants) and a brutal
physicality with a tension between new development and old preservation. This of course
is only the appearance of it under its discrete aspect.
20)
Here we have considered three kinds of objects. Let us make a review of them:
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i) An object of composite parts of a purely physical nature. The replacement of the parts
raises the question as to whether the object is the same. Yet actually this definition is not
complete. The ship of Theseus is not just one object as such, it is a particular. If I have a
thousand televisions in the factory and I switch around the various internal components of
them many many times, do I still feel that there is a problem as to whether a TV is the
same TV? The TVs from their original status are different. Should we privilege that status?
Some of the bizarreness of the problem is here. It seems there is some sense in which the
thing only becomes a thing when it becomes a particular thing. It is almost as if whilst in
the factory, though assembly may be complete, the finalisation of the thing as this thing
has not happened until its release, until its purchase or ownership.
A natural kind object is also a problem to this simple definition. Even ignoring the
complexities of plants, what about a stone? Surely a stone can only even be the same
stone because its only feature is that it is that stone. To replace its parts is to make a new
stone. Yet the problem can re-emerge if we imagine we could replace the stone atom
by atom in the same shape. Is it then the same stone? If we did so instantaneously and
knew this had happened, we would say it had been replaced by a clever copy but if it
happened over a long time we would be more confused about whether or not we might
consider it the same stone. The confusion arises from a kind of psychological attachment.
Over time we have come to think of the stone as that stone. Its continual presence and
only slow replacement encourage the sense of its durable identity despite its physical
replacement. The image of the stone (the idea) has become an important aspect of it
hence so long as this psychic double is maintained, we are wont to think of the stone as
surviving.
Theseus’ ship is an in-use thing of a physical and psychic aspect in the same way. We use
the grammar of physicality to describe it but because it has duration as a particular thing
of note, its psychic double appears. When the double appears it takes on a lot of the
meaning of the being of the thing. This creates the tension of the paradox. The psychic
entity is more forgiving of change so that even if some alteration is made we will still
allow it the same identity. The physical thing may indeed wither away and the psychic
11

double survives. Yet when we become aware of this disintegrating physicality we have
a moment of confusion as it seems so obvious that the physical thing is the thing. Yet it is
the physical thing that gave birth to the double. The double is the thing that we call
meaning and the double requires a physical underlay to perpetually give birth to it,
without which it slips into the pure virtual.
ii) Humans have an apparent overt physical and psychic aspect that are highly
intertwined but grammatically intelligible. Both aspects can display the appearance of
change over time distinct from the other. Bracketing off trauma, aging, diet and exercise
the structure will remain as identical as it can. The physical structure may have long
periods of relative identity but the psychic structure necessarily grows all the time.
Experiences, even if rewritten by the mind are necessarily still more information in the
system than was previously there. People are very particular kinds of things. This means
they invite the double to appear immediately. The very appearance of a person invokes
a double –an impression based on previous experience. Any person exposed to any
other person for a length of time creates a more stable double. The double is highly
based on the psychic aspect. It is not always the physical aspect that gives birth to the
double –some people never physically meet. But in this case there will still be an
imaginary physical double (what they are imagined to look like).
People are a priori individuals. There are four kinds of doubling involved in the identity
perception. The psychic double for others, the physical double for others, the psychic
doubling of the self and the physical doubling of the self. We do not mean the double is
doubled from a potentially accessible reality, rather only that the double is a psychic
impression formed from an encounter with an unknown [person] which is then immediately
transformed into a double. The psychic physical aspects are perpetually giving rise to
these four doubles. This giving-rise-to sustains identity. Only in the case that all four are
perceived as transformed in identity do we concede that a human has become a different
identity. In this situation all the doubles the emit no longer bear any resemblance to the
previous. Whether this is actually possible or not cannot be answered.
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iii) Let us consider the city layers again. The physical object gives birth to a double. The
human gives birth to 4 doubles. How many does the city give rise to? It cannot be taken
in in one shot. Yet its idea presents nebulous association. The name evokes a double of
the city. The question remains as to whether the city autonomously considers itself, does
it double itself? This is possible in two ways. One way is that the regard for the city by
inhabitants and others may be in some sense be sequestered from other the major
identity each cell -may run autonomously in each separate mind. In this way these
background operations generate and network of the city thinking itself. The
communications between the cells (internal and external) are its neural net. The second
way is similar to the first with the difference that the city conceptions do not simply run in
the separate cells but rather transcend the cells literally and are joined in a virtual
conceptual realm. Here the double resides. The first of these two doubles does not seem
as if it would double itself being as it is simply comprised of disparate human
unconsciousness of the city that communicate only through conscious surfacing. But the
second, if we allow ourselves to consider it, is a more likely candidate. For if we are bold
enough to grant this autonomous city spirit existence, then why should we pull back from
its self-awareness; and what is self-awareness if not the doubling?

Under this

interpretation the transcendent city spirit would double both its own psychic self and its
physicality –though this split may not be as clear as it is in humans. This action would be
distinct and related to the doubling of the city that humans perform. The individual cells
notions of the city would be just that, yet these notions would also go to feed the psychic
accretion of the city. Since the systems are connected it may also be that the city-spiritaccretion would in turn try to control the inhabiting cells, to coerce them to its own agenda.
In this way it might try to feed the nature of its own identity.
But we have wandered from the matter in hand. The cities identity is extremely complex.
It is so complex that one of its identities is purely hypothetical and yet still appears as a
necessary appearance (the transcendent spirit). It gives rise to a double yet cannot be
taken in as one in perception. It can change radically and still be accepted as itself. But
maybe unlike the human, whose identity can survive if just one double remains, the city is
not so resilient. The embedded idea (in the collective humans) and the transcendent idea
13

are different arms of an agnostic inclusive disjunction which we can never truly choose
between. If one ceases to be so does the second. Their cessation means there are no
humans to create or feed either double. This leaves only then the physicality of the city.
If there is no physicality then there may be psychic residue; but psychic residue, unlike in
the case of the human, is not compatible with being the city. The city spirit, if real and
contacted after the demise of its physicality gives us no sense of the city still existing. In
this sense the city is reliant on its physicality as a sine qua non of its being. It may have
no inhabitants and yet the same disjunction of its psychic life will hang over it (immanent
or transcendent).
These examples, which suggest a loose structure of increasing complexity through a series,
betray the picture here. What we actually have is different things whose replication
poses different kinds of issues. If for example, we consider a library, a different picture
emerges again. Is the library the books or the building? It has something of the psychic
appearance of both. But is it these specific books? If I just have new copies of the same
books in the same quantities and put them in the same building, will that count? We would
again have to unpick this structure until we had some kind of account that would begin to
feel satisfactory.
What we can note in trying to gain understanding into this problem is that there are
certain notions that we need to mix in various ways to obtain the something that
approaches a satisfactory feeling answer. These are:
i)

The physicality itself (which itself is in some sense a post hoc transcendental)

ii)

The immediate psychic double of the physicality.

iii)

Phantasies of psychic doubles that transcend the humans who seemingly form
them.

iv)

Physicality that encodes psychic contents e.g. books, art work.

These variables in different combinations give us a method by which to create the most
satisfactory way of talking about under what circumstances we can cogently talk about
(or not) an object undergoing transformation and retaining its identity.

14

SHIP OF THESEUS, SHIP OF FOOLS (GEOFF MATTHEWS)

My grandfather’s axe stands by the door; but he would not recognize
it, and Dad? He would think me an idiot because in it I recognize the
father and the son who fathered me every time I raise the thing
above my head and forget myself.
As time flows so do I, the river of being—
molecules in, molecules out—but more than that;
the river scours out its bed, meanders, deposits
silt and sand, buries waste and treasures by
which it becomes a bubble rising through the
darkness.
Nothing washes away but to be rearranged
and presented as a paradox. What stands in
the dock then— the result of half-blind
graspings and fumblings—is hard-won, reality
itself, and as much as it embraces, eventually it
lets fall. And why does the world always
appear the same? Because it’s fool proof: each
illusion that sticks, for as long as it sticks, is
necessary. Mad isn’t it? The world sails on: a
ship of fools, its hold full of sand instead of
gold.
Now hand me that axe and stand back.
The last time I did this the head went flying
and landed in the river.

15

THE THESEUS’ CITY: GDAŃSK (MARCIN KOŁAKOWSKI)

Prologue
Greek myths are not simplistically optimistic, rarely didactic and almost never black and
white. If those myths had been mere stories, they would have been long forgotten.
However, they were much more. Those ancient intellectual seeds have been growing into
an orchard of paradoxes treasured by thinkers the world over. Greek myths give birth
to a great family of philosophical ghosts, asking often uncomfortable and unanswerable
questions.
Greek paradoxes test you. They like to ask profound questions without offering easy
answers. They ask you to take a side. They seem to say, ‘Tell me what you think about
our paradox, and we will tell you who you are.’
Plutarch, in his mythical story, created the ghost of ‘Theseus Ship’ when he wrote:
The ship wherein Theseus and the youth of Athens returned had thirty oars, and was
preserved by the Athenians down even to the time of Demetrius Phalereus, for they took
away the old planks as they decayed, putting in new and stronger timber in their place,
insomuch that this ship became a standing example among the philosophers, for the logical
question of things that grow; one side holding that the ship remained the same, and the
other contending that it was not the same.
Since the time of ancient Greece, ghosts have inhabited humanistic ecosystems of various
philosophical fashions. They were talkative and loved to involve themselves in disputes
with other ghosts from other cultures, places and stories. Their ethereal bodies allowed
them to levitate over cities and time. They were always eager to accompany painters,
poets, writers, politicians, and psychologists such as Sigmund Freud as he gave names to
Narcissism or the Oedipus complex. The paradox of Theseus’ Ship encapsulated a
seminal European dilemma: Is an object with all of its parts replaced still the same object?
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– A question still asked in recent history and the present day by thinkers as diverse as
Thomas Hobbes, Ted Sider and even Noam Chomsky, thousands of years after Plutarch.
Greek ghosts had a particular fondness for architects and architecture. And this is what
this story is about. What does Plutarch’s paradox tell about cities? If we listen carefully,
the debate might sound a little like this:

17

Act 1: The Love Letter
THESEUS: Dear Plutarch, why do you bother to write about me and my ship?
PLUTARCH: I do not write about you, neither about your ship, nor about battles you won
nor monsters you slew. I write to people whom I love, but will never have a chance to
meet. Those people will live in other places, other times, sometimes thousands years after
me. Those people are my family, and they will face the same dilemmas as I. We fight
the same monsters and enjoy the same ecstasy. The stories I write are letters. Look, I am
just putting another one in the bottle now, ready to be thrown it into sea. Some centuries
later, someone will open it and remember me as one of them, another member of the
family.

Fig. 1 Theseus and Plutarch... before the long trip to Europe

THESEUS: I see you like to write love letters, but why do you bother yourself so much
with questions about me and my identity, about which ship is really mine?
PLUTARCH: I care, as my master Plato did, about the true essence and nature of things.
It is the only way to understand the World.
THESEUS: What if there is no such thing as the essence of objects? What if they are
really illusions created by your words and dry definitions? What if things are even more
interesting?
PLUTARCH: What do you mean by ‘even more interesting’?
THESEUS: Forgive me, Plutarch, but I do not believe there is such a thing as ‘identity’.
Consider humankind. Each one of us has multiple identities. These identities depend upon
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where we are, who we talk to and what role we play. What’s more, each object changes
its identity over time. I believe the only relevant topic for philosophers are feelings, for
example happiness, of subjects, such as people, who use objects, for example, ships?
PLUTARCH: I greatly detest your longing for trivialities and pleasure. Epicurus infected
you with this triviality of pleasure-seeking. All my writings are against Epicureanism,
because it does not bring us any closer to understanding the World.
THESEUS: So, it seems we have a disagreement here. Nevertheless, I am man of action!
Let us not limit ourselves to just talking. Are you content with simply sending letters in this
bottle? I have a better idea! Since we are both ghosts, let’s jump together into the bottle!
Let us make ourselves comfortable inside and travel where the bottle travels. Maybe we
can find a place to test our ideas. Maybe we find somebody who can adjudicate the
matter.

Act 2: From The Aegean to The Baltic Sea
Plutarch finished his letter and posts it into the bottle. Theseus pulls Plutarch into the bottle.
The bottle falls in the Aegean Sea, the same Sea which was named after Theseus’ father,
King Aegeus, who threw himself off a cliff of Sounion on account of Theseus’ forgetfulness
– the monumental mistake. He hoisted the wrong sails and sent the wrong message. Mistakes,
misunderstandings and miscommunication sometimes also determine identity.
The Plutarch bottle travelled to other places tainted by miscommunications. From the
Aegean Sea, it circumnavigated the whole of Europe. Many people read it. Eventually it
was washed onto the shore of Baltic Sea – in the delta of the Vistula River. This place,
known by some as Gdańsk and others as Danzig, attracts a lot of visitors. Three of them
were Maddy Anderson, Elisabeth Lambert and Jack Franklin – students of Architecture from
University of Lincoln, who was enjoying her study trip to Gdańsk.
MADDY, LILY and JACK: We come like you from far away but we were just waiting
for you here. We knew you would come because there are few places that resemble
your ship, Theseus, quite as much as this land. Welcome to Theseus’ City!
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THESEUS & PLUTARCH: Good Morning . So you are also foreign here? What is this
place called, Gdańsk or Danzig?

Fig. 2 Collage Theseus arriving to Gdańsk drawn by Maddy Anderson on Photo of Gdańsk by
Diego Delso

JACK: In truth, both, but this is just the start of the confusion regarding the identity here.
I am studying to trying to understand Poland and Gdańsk for my project. Yet these places
are very puzzling. The pieces of this city and country were replaced more times than the
planks in your ship, Theseus.
People from this town like to demolish their own monuments and alter the history books
and erase the past. It is a bit difficult to understand —for people from England who
cherish history- this place which repeatedly erases its history. Yet we have job to do here
by preparing historical analyses.
THESEUS: I see. So, if you are preparing the site analyses, tell us what you have
discovered so far?
LILY: Poland, once a small country but later covering a vast swathe of Europe,
disappeared from maps for more than 100 years in the 19th century. It was later reborn
as a vibrant country in the 20th century, briefly, only to be occupied soon after by
German and Russian totalitarianism. Nowadays, Poland again tries to redefine itself as
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a progressive young country. It seeks to maintain loose ties to its past, so the identity is
important here. Because of this peculiar history, it is difficult to talk about identity of this
country here. I feel that, paradoxically, the character of this place was stronger, the
greater the attempts that were made to erase the identity from Poland and Gdańsk.
THESEUS: As if my ship was the more ‘Thesean’ the more planks were replaced by me?
Maybe there is a grain of logic here…
MADDY: Yesterday, I was in the theatre here, watching one of most important Polish
plays ‘Wedding’ by Wyspiański from a time when Poland didn’t exist as a political
organism. It made me think that maybe Poland was at its most Polish when it did not exist.
In the play, the young Bride, by mistake, invites to her wedding all the ghosts of Polish
history. She tells her husband – Poet – of a dream in which devils are driving her to
Poland. After waking up, she admits that she doesn’t know what Poland is:
BRIDE: “Where the devil are we going?” I required.
The Fiend replied “Poland”
“But we’re there!” I cried. – “Don’t you know?”
POET: The whole world over, Poland, dear lady, you may seek – but Poland you
will not discover!
BRIDE: No point in searching, so to speak?
POET: There is one little caged retreat: It is here, in your heart, and always with
you”
PLUTARCH: That is the essence! Maddy, like all good architecture students, you have
prepared your analyses well!
THESEUS: I am not sure about your conclusions with the Theseus’ Ship, though. If the whole
of Poland was reduced to one heart, then maybe we cannot compare it to the ship? My
ship stayed the same in size, even when all the boards were replaced.
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MADDY: But I was thinking that maybe Theseus’ Ship, as Poland, was not a physical
object in itself, but rather an entirely different phenomenon, which is obscured by its
material shell of its physicality.

Fig. 3 Theseus’ Ship as Poland by Maddy Anderson

Imagine a solid ball, a shell, with a light inside. I could imagine that the Ship of Theseus
or Poland as more the light inside, than the shell. If we agree that the essence is the light
inside, the more the shell deteriorates the more gaps form, and the more light shines
through. In order to visualize what I want to say I have created a material model –a ball
with a light inside… Take a look…(fig 4)

Fig. 4 Ship of Theseus and the second model by Maddy Anderson

THESEUS: I love what Maddy is saying! For me, all the whole idea to turn my ship into a
kind of museum was always an absurd concept, and contradictory. This ship is only the
‘Ship of Theseus’ when I stand on its deck, when I fight on it! The City Gdańsk is important
because of its citizens and the important role which the city plays, being located in the
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delta of the one of the most important European rivers. Any replacements of its planks
make it even more Gdańsk.
MADDY, JACK and LILY: Before you jump to such statements, let me tell you a little more
about history of this extraordinary place, which could be truly called ‘Theseus city’,
because the rate of change was extraordinary here.
THESEUS: We are lucky to have such clever guides here! I love your insight! Together,
let’s delve deeper into history. Since Plutarch and I are ghosts, we can invite you for a
ride through the ages, into the past or into the future. Where would you like to go?
MADDY, JACK and LILY: Are you inviting us to travel through time with you? What an
offer! Of course we would love to join!
THESEUS: Come for a ride. So where shall we to go?
MADDY, JACK and LILY: Let’s travel to the beginning of Gdańsk, somewhere in the
990s AD. The first fortifications were probably founded here at that time of the first
Polish ruler –Mieszko I. The fort was designed to guard the Vistula River, and had the
form of a fortified island.

Act 3: Two Foes in a Boat (to say nothing of the other ghosts)
Plutarch, Theseus and Maddy set out on a journey through the ages. The 99Os seem to them
a good place to make the first stop. They levitate over the first river fort which will later
become the city of Gdańsk.
PLUTARCH: The beginning – the fort – the first seed of the city looks very much like a
boat.
LILY: It’s true! In the beginning, the fortifications were built to guard the river delta. It
was a small place, but important –a safe place, a roadstead, where ships could rest at
anchor. The River Vistula is 1,200 kilometres long, with many navigable tributaries. You
could say that the Vistula with all its branching rivers roughly defined the first borders of
Poland. From this site, the city will grow for the next four centuries into a key Polish City.
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THESEUS: No surprise that this place needed protection.
JACK: You could say that. It was like this for the first 300 years until the first turbulent
political changes took place. Metaphorically, you could say that the “planks of the city”
were first significantly replaced at the start of the fourteen century. It was the time when
German Teutonic Knights arrived to seize the city from the Poles. In 1308, they rode

Fig. 5 Paining of Mieszko I by Jan Matejko and early Gdansk as island by Bractwo Wojciechowe

upon the city and carried out what is now known as the ‘slaughter’ of Polish citizens. In
1341, the then ruling German-speaking knights started constructing their new country
and a Grand Castle on the place of old Polish fortifications in Gdańsk.
MADDY: Can we move in time to the moment when the Knights started to erect a Gothic
castle here? I would really like to see it.
THESEUS: Of course Milady, it would be a pleasure!
MADDY: Let’s go… but please … can you stop calling me Milady?
… And on that note, Students from Lincoln, Theseus and Plutrach set off again in time to
the year 1341. It is the year when the construction of the new Grand German Gothic Castle
is finished. They levitate over the city and can hear a quarrel below. The bitter political
squabble is among two local ghosts. The one is the First Polish Ruler – Mieszko I – who
founded Gdańsk. The other is a German nobleman – Dietrich von Altenburg – 19th Grand
Master of the Teutonic Knights. As foes, they sit across from each other in a small boat on
a castle moat.
MIESZKO: You, Dietrich, and your knights –are nothing but vandals and destroyers. You
came to Poland from Jerusalem, Venice and Hungary because no one liked your
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hooliganism. Your job became to delete history and identity. You are using the
architecture as a tool of oblivion.
DIETRICH: What are you talking about? This is undoubtedly progress. I am improving
and extending the old fortifications. I am thus adding more spirit and meaning to the
place!
THESEUS : I could agree with Dietrich on this point. You know, in the story of my ship,
Plutarch wrote that the rotten planks in the original ship were replaced by stronger ones.
It seems that this is exactly what is happening here. The walls are just made stronger,
better-built. Progress is an inherent part of ‘plank-changing’ both in ships and in cities.
You could even say that changes like this are an intrinsic part of creating identity.
MIESZKO: Theseus, I don’t know where you came from, but you say this only because
you believe in fake facts and fake documents, forged by Dietrich and his Teutonic Knights.
The documents, such as The Treaty of Kruschwitz or The Golden Bull of Rimini were forged.
Despite their bogus claims, these papers created the legal basis for Teutonic Order’s

Fig. 6 Massacre of Gdansk in 1308, Teutonic Castle (by Zbigniew Szczepanek)
and a portrait of Dietrich von Altenburg

secular control of the area around Gdańsk. We should not forget that Teutonic takeover
of Gdańsk, which they shamelessly renamed Danzig, started with the violent capture of
the city on 13 November 1308. It was a massacre and a bloodbath of its inhabitants,
which will be remembered as the ‘Gdańsk Slaughter’.
So Dietrich was not developing memory, but rather erasing it. The question is whether a
narrative based on lies, destruction and genocide can build positive identity? Note the
difference: The changing of the planks of Theseus’ ship aimed to preserve its memory.
These changes of planks in Gdańsk were a device for forgetting.
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DIETRICH: But didn’t you erase a memory in the same way when you built your early
fortification in the place of the old fisherman’s village in the first place?
MIESZKO: I gave the fisherman identity and protection. The rulers here spoke the same
language and shared the same culture. The fishermen and peasants could relate to them.
They worked with me and treated this place as their own. In 997, I even invited the first
Saint of Poland – Saint Adelbert – to this fortification. It was the centre of the world for
them. The people would be proud that their small village has grown into an important
city.
DIETRICH: How do you know they will not be proud of this place? How do you know that
they will not love this castle as a symbol their identity and technological progress?
MIESZKO: It strikes me more as a symbol of power of oppression over this land, but it
matters not. As a ghost, I can see through the ages and I have seen that, in a hundred
years’ time, in 1454, you will lose your ownership of Gdańsk. The simple citizens of
Gdańsk, on their own initiative, will decide to demolish your castle brick by brick. They
hated your rules. They left only ruins and decided to develop the city on nearby lands.
JACK: Could you imagine the castle demolished by Gdansk citizens? (Fig. 7)

Fig. 7 Collage and impression by Jack Franklin: Gdansk citizens demolishing the Teutonic Castle.

THESEUS: What an extraordinary city we landed in. Here the scale and intensity of the
change of the buildings is much more dramatic than the quiet process of changing the
planks in my ship.
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MADDY, JACK and LILY: Let us travel again, and from this point forward, you will see
how the winds of change were blowing in all directions in Gdańsk. Mieszko, Dietrich,
come with us!

Act 4: Twenty passports of Gdańsk
The team of time travellers is growing in size. There are now four Ghosts to accompany
Students from Lincoln. The speed is growing as well. As they pass through the years, they
see how frequently the colours of the flags waving over Gdańsk change. Maddy, Jack and
Lily are delighted. They needs to do a timeline for their project course presentation. They
will now have more than enough material to illustrate it.

Fig. 8 Flags which once defined Gdansk nationality

JACK: The change of rulers and language in city, we have seen, was only beginning. In
the course of history, this city changed its nationality roughly 20 times! Mieszko the First’s
dynasty ruled here until 1227, after which point Gdańsk belonged to colourful mixture
of political organisms: The Pomeranian Duchy (1227–1294), The Kingdom of Poland
(1294–1308); The Monastic State of the Teutonic Knights (1308–1410); the territorial
possessions of the King of Poland (1410–1411); before returning to the control of the
Monastic State of the Teutonic Knights (1411–1454). This is when Dietrich built his Grand
Castle. After that, it returned once more to the territorial possessions of the King of Poland
(1454-1569), and in 1569, became part of the wider Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth
(1569–1793); During this period, the Swedish king successfully brought the city under
the control of Sweden, which lasted 45 years (1655-1660) until returning to the
Commonwealth. Later, Gdańsk belonged to
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Kingdom of Prussia (1793–1806); after which Gdańsk was granted the status of
Napoleonic Free City of Danzig (1807–1814). In 1815, it returned to the Kingdom of
Prussia (1815-1871); the German Empire (1871–1918); and the Weimar Republic
(1918-1920). In 1920, it became a small independent country named The Free City of
Gdańsk (1920-1939), before being incorporated into Nazi Germany (1939-1945), and
later converted to The Polish People's Republic (1945-1989); In 1989, it was here in
Gdańsk that the process of overthrowing communism by Solidarity began – a movement
which lead to the creation of the new Third Polish Republic which has done everything
possible to distance itself from the communist past.

Fig. 9.. and even more Flags which once defined Gdansk nationality

PLUTARCH: I see that almost every time the flags on the town hall were changed, the
new owners sought to erase the memory of the predecessors.
MADDY: The city and the country are constantly changing their shape, borders and
character. Look, I have created a drawing here attempting to summarise what I
understand of Poland and Gdańsk. I was looking for a red thread linking various periods
of development. It was not easy.

Fig. 10 Red thread of Polish history by Maddy Anderson

THESEUS: The difference is that planks on my ship get rotten by natural objective causes
like the salt water. But here, the buildings were not rotten. Instead, they were ‘claimed
to be rotten’ by other people. The demolition of the castle in 1454 was the first powerful
symbol of this. It was triggered by genuine hatred against the Teutonic Order by angry
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citizens who hoped to take the city back into the hands of the people. It is interesting that
they didn’t decide to be more practical and find a new purpose for the building – reuse
it in some way. They believed that complete demolition – brick by brick was the best
solution.
PLUTRACH: And this is the problem- that every new period tries to erase the previous
from memory. Won’t it lead to public amnesia? Complete loss of identity?
DIETRICH: Is it not that something better always replaces something that is worse? The
history of architecture is like evolution of species described by Darwin in On the Origin
of Species by Means of Natural Selection. The stronger, better architectural and urban
solutions win against the weaker ones. This is just one way of explaining the Theseus’ Ship
Paradox in architecture.
MIESZKO: If you think that employing sheer brute force is a means to develop something,
then you are trying to sell us a very sinister theory.
LILY: Gentlemen, calm down! Instead of being so confrontational, do you not think it
would be better to learn what happened to the area of Gdańsk which was once a castle?
PLUTARCH: This is a good idea. I am intrigued by this place but I also see that the main
city centre developed 10 minutes away from here. What happened to the identity of
this area of Gdańsk?
LILY: Following the demolition of the Grand Teutonic Castle, for more two centuries this
site remained almost entirely unused, with only the occasional use by craftsmen to bleach
and dye their textiles. The drawing from 1520 shows the unused land in place of old
castle. (fig. 11)
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Fig. 11 Gdansk in 1520

After a long wait, around 1630, a prison was erected here, its grounds surrounded by
gloomy buildings. Not long afterwards, in 1648, a city architect (fig 12) Georg
Strakowski designed a masterplan which, in a certain way, sought to a give memory to
this place through the names chosen. This district started to be known as ‘GdańskZamczysko’ (Gdańsk-Grand Castle) with the main street known as Grodzka (Castle

Fig. 12 Restaurant with Teutonic Gothic walls (photo by MM Kołakowski) and map of today’s
Gdansk with a shadow of demolished Teutonic Castle (by Nadra Dayang)
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Street). New houses and businesses started to spring-up here. They brought new life to
the area, but the spirit of the old times remained. On the south side of Castle Street,
many walls, even today, contain relicts of the old castle walls. The other few remaining
ruins such as the Old Keep, now known as ‘Swan Tower’, were renovated and later
adapted. Today, inside the restaurant “Prologue” you also can find remains of old
Teutonic Gothic walls.
THESEUS: What seems really relevant to the identity of this place was the new unique
architecture developed in this part of Europe. It became very characteristic of the identity
of Gdańsk. These were the half-timber buildings with brick infill. This style, developed
since the Polish rulers of the 18th century, was carried through to the 19th century and
outlived Napoleon, Prussia and the Free City of Gdańsk.
(This style developed since Polish rules in 18 century throughout 19 century out
Napoleonic time, Prussian up to time of Free City of Gdańsk. )
MIESZKO: When we talk about this area, we cannot forget something very significant
that happened here. In 1918, Gdańsk regained the status of the Free City of Gdańsk on
the foundation of the old medieval castle, and a new important symbol was established.
It was Polish Post Office in Gdańsk. This seemingly insignificant institution played a role
of utmost importance. It was created based on the international Treaty of Versailles in
1919, and was an exterritorial Polish possession which sought to secure the relationship
between Poland and newly-established country of the Free City of Gdańsk. Thanks the
Post Office, Polish citizens of Gdańsk had direct contact with Republic of Poland. It aimed
to support their identity in new political reality.
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Fig. 13 Collage of the Free City of Gdansk with a picture of a typical half-timber building with brick
infill in Pomeranian style developed in the 18th century almost all of which were demolished during
the communism (photo by MM Kołakowski)

Act 5: Between annihilation and amnesia… or not?
The terrible firing of guns and cannons interrupts the conversation. The shocked ghosts don’t
realise they have arrived in the darkest of times of 20th century totalitarianism.
MADDY: This is the exact place where the Second World War started. Not everyone
knows this, but one of the first acts of the Second World War was the demolition of the
post box right here, on the wall of the Polish Post office in Gdańsk – a place which stands
on the old wall of Gdańsk’s earliest fortifications. The next plank of the Theseus’ Gdańsk
was about to be replaced. For 14 hours, a handful of workers of the Post Office fought
to the death against tanks for this symbol of identity. We may wonder why they didn’t
just think “it’s only a post office” and “we have no chance to win any way”. However, this
symbol of identity was so important to them that they were ready to pay the highest
price.

Fig. 14 Collage showing the first acts of WW2: Removing the Polish post box from the demolished Polish Post Office
and photo of a contemporary wall in an building where the two types of wall show the part which was demolished
(by M.M. Kołakowski). Removing the planks from the Theseus Ship?
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PLUTRACH: It was about identity – the ‘essence’ that Plato was talking about. It is what
was most important to them!
MIESZKO: You can see that identity matters more than your progress, Dietrich. The Polish
Post Office in Gdańsk, thanks to those brave men, will forever remain the symbol of
Polish Gdańsk!
DIETRICH: Are you really talking about the destruction of one Post Office? Is it really
what you grieve for? What about the terrible nights when Gdańsk was bombed and real
germs of architecture were turned to rubble. The process of replacing planks in Theseus’
Gdańsk was catastrophic and terminal during these times of war.
MIESZKO: What are you talking about?! You know as I do that Gdańsk was destroyed
by more than just bombs. If it were only bombing that the city suffered, there would have
been a chance to rebuild as before, but during the last phase of WW2 something much
more dramatic happened to Gdańsk. German officers warned Adolf Hitler that the city
was indefensible. Despite the warnings, Hitler ordered that every square meter of
Gdańsk was to be defended, and anyone who doubted a German victory to be
sentenced to death. What’s more, Hitler issued The Nero Decree demanding the total
destruction of all German infrastructure and buildings in cities that could not be defended.
He ordered to place explosives under every building that the Germans could no longer
occupy. Explosives were even laid under Eiffel Tower in Paris. In Paris, he was ultimately
unsuccessful. But what Hitler failed to carry out in the West, he achieved with catastrophic
results in the Eastern cities such as Gdańsk. The city, as a result of his scorched-earth
tactics, was all but annihilated. Even his personal Architect and Minister of Armaments
and War Production - Albert Speer –who was tasked with the execution of the Nero
Decree, was appalled by it. As a result, Gdańsk lost 95% of all its buildings. This was a
blow from which the city could not recover.
LILY: This is not the last time when the planks in Theseus’ Gdańsk were replaced. After
the war, almost the entire German population was relocated from the city and replaced
by Polish resettlers from other parts of Poland. (Fig. 15)
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Fig. 15 Collage showing the Nero-Decree and its results: total destruction of Gdansk and expulsion
of Germans population after World War II. If you replace so many planks how much Gdańsk is left
in Gdańsk?

JACK: I have prepared a map of what is left from the old historical Gdansk today. Look
at the picture. Buildings marked in dark red are the only historical buildings that still exist
today – they are all that is left of the old Gdansk. All the other planks have been
replaced. (Fig. 16).
DIETRICH: If you agree that cities are not only buildings but also people, here we have
an excellent example of Theseus’ City where almost all the planks were replaced. The
most dramatic part of history for Gdańsk was not the physical destruction from WW2,

Fig. 16 Collage of destruction of Gdańsk with a map created by Jack Franklin. The map shows
Gdansk in the 21 century with only few buildings indicated in dark red which are the only
remaining historical buildings (map by Jack Franklin). Not many old planks are left on the Theseus
City.
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but the ethnic cleansing of German citizens following the war. As late as 1945, around
124,000 Germans and 8 500 Poles still lived here. One year later, in 1946, only 39,500
Germans remained in Gdańsk, the rest being forcefully displaced to Germany, while the
Polish population grew to 83 000. Another two years later, in 1948, the process of
removing Germans was almost complete. It is worth noting that, at this time, of the 165
500 citizens of Gdańsk, only 9.1% were former residents before the war, the rest being
newly-arrived. What can you tell us about erasing memory now, Mieszko? (fig. 16)
MIESZKO: It was terrible time for everyone. But we should note that the decision to
remove Germans from Gdańsk was not a Polish one, but rather a resolution agreed upon
in Jalta and Potsdam between The Allies and Russia.
PLUTRACH: From the Platonic point of view, I am curious to know how much Gdańsk is
Gdańsk? 90% of population and 95% of buildings… it seems that it is a completely new
city now.
LILY: This town became a real city of Theseus. The fame was still there. The whole world
still remembered its name but behind the façade there was only rubble and destruction.
This is how I see it… (Fig. 17)
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Fig. 17 Impression of Gdańsk as Theseus City by Lily Lambert

THESEUS: What has happened to the Castle Area of Gdańsk where we are standing
and where the city was born?
JACK: This area, like much of Gdańsk, was obviously decimated during the war, but
perhaps not quite as much as the city centre. For example, from the destruction, buildings
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such as the Post Office were saved. What is interesting with the reconstruction of this
particular building is that the architects were determined to not only preserve this
building, but also to show the ‘scars’ of the damage. They rebuilt the demolished walls in
the same form as the original, with the same décor, but they deliberately used different
types of bricks instead of red ones to indicate the parts where the building was
reconstructed. (fig 14) In this way, the traces of the War are visible today. We should
ask if this type of restoration is still equivalent to replacing planks on the Theseus’ ship,
or is it something different.
THESEUS: I think it is even more honest.
PLUTRACH: What I admire here is that this building still has the same function today – it
is still a Post Office, even many decades after the war. In this way ‘the purpose’ keeps
the continuity. Even the number ‘1’ of this office stayed as it was a century ago. This is
significant for identity.
JACK: The monument in the form of the post office and the wall where the Polish
defenders were executed encapsulates the significance of this place. There are two
monuments. One made out of metal stands in front of the post office. But the more
powerful is the one in the backyard which shows the spirit of this place – the imprints of
the fingers of post officers who were executed here. The very wall was made out of
bricks taken from the medieval Teutonic Castle. (Fig. 18)

Fig. 18 Modern monument on a wall in the Post Office courtyard where the Polish Post Officers
were executed. The photo by M.M. Kołakowski shows 'brick' infills with finger imprints.

THESEUS: For me, what is much more relevant is how much richer in meaning and
significance this place is today. Apart from a functioning Post Office, here you have a
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museum which tells the story of this place. In front of the building there is a monument, a
symbolic grave, which is dedicated to those who died in 1939 fighting to protect the
identity of this place. The new black bricks which replace the original red ones tell you
that it is the same building, but not identical. (Fig. 14)
MIESZKO: Identity without being identical – I like it!
MADDY: In the years following the end of WW2, many other buildings around here
were much less fortunate. The fundamental transformation which took place on the former
Castle Area during the communist times continued to be dramatic. Of course, there was
little left of the old Teutonic fortifications, but many buildings erected here over the last
three centuries were distinctive exemplars of local Gdańsk architecture. Here, a greater
proportion of original buildings survived here compared in city centre. Despite this and
even though this architecture constituted the identity of this place, many were
deliberately demolished in line with plans of new communistic regime. Fortunately the
plans to redirect the busy motorway through middle of the Castle Area never were
realised. However, other schemes that radically altered the identity of the area were
carried out in a sweeping manner. Communist politics of the new born People’s Republic
of Poland used architecture as a means of propaganda. The main aim of the communist
architecture was to show the cut-off from the ‘bourgeoisie and German history’.
According to this doctrine, the local traditional architecture was to be replaced by blocks
of flats, meant to embody a new ideology of equality. The architects managed, albeit
only symbolically, to acknowledge the fact that buildings in the Castle Area were
historically built from brick. Unlike other communistic blocks which were built from grey
concrete, they proposed that new block of flats in this area should be also built from
brick. (fig19)
But was it enough?
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Figure 19 Fig. 20 The communist block of flats standing in the place of the old castle. The form
denies the history of this place and only the bricks could indicate that it was once a vibrant city
centre made of bricks.

Fig. 19 The plaque telling the story of the place in site of the old castle area.
Photo by Maria Sadurska
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PLUTRACH: Brick blocks of flats? What a pathetic gesture! This place shows how much
effort has been made by each generation to erase the memory of previous generations.
It is like a prescription for total social amnesia.
MIESZKO: That is a bit unfair. We have to accept that the city was heavily bombed,
and following the War, there was a great need for new housing. The commonly-held
belief was that blocks of flats would be an adequate response to those needs, and this
is what took place. Despite the dramatic changes, the history of this place has remained
alive in people’s memory, and, in 1982, a plaque was installed to tell the difficult story
of this part of Gdańsk. (fig.20)
PLUTARCH: Too little, too late.
THESEUS: Plutarch, what would you expect? Would you like to turn the whole world into
a museum? You are searching obsessively for something which is constant, but that
approach leads to replication of history – faking it – which is different from truly
honouring the past. This approach does not help to preserve identity. It is neither
necessary nor helpful. Even if you replace all the walls and all the buildings, the city will
tell its own story. There will be always someone who will remember the history. The new
layers of identity will make the city more alive. Like new layers of bricks.
JACK: I think I will take one brick from Gdansk to support my project in Lincoln. For me
this brick embodies the fact that the city is not only a pile of rubble of history but a brick
from an old demolished building which may be a building material for the future. Gdansk,
like Theseus’ ship, transformed itself but the same bricks were used here. They were the
witnesses of the change from the time of Nazis to the time of Solidarność (Fig. 21)
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Fig. 21 Impression of the history changing – from Nazi to Solidarność – by Jack Franklin.

MADDY: I can’t agree more! We can see from the argument between Mieszko and
Dietrich that reconciliation between two narratives of one place can be tense and difficult.
But there will always be some among the Poles who appreciated the German history
and vice versa. Look! Just next to the Post Office in the old derelict house a new art
centre is being designed – it will be called the House of Chodowiecki & Grass and it will
be a place for Gdansk citizens, for art and for tourists. It was designed by the Restudio
and Architekci Gzowski & Gzowski.(fig 23) It was decided that it should be a place
commemorating two important citizens of Gdańsk. One was the German Nobel Prize
winner who wrote about the multiculturalism of Gdańsk. The film based on his book ‘The
Tin Drum’ which tells the difficult history of Gdańsk, received an Oscar. Even though Grass
wrote from a German perspective, he was awarded the title of an ‘Honourable Citizen
of Gdańsk’ by the Polish here. The second person this centre is dedicated to is his Polish
counterpart, painter and artist – Daniel Chodowiecki, Polish-German painter who was
proud of both his heritages.
JACK: For me this place is also a form of a monument dedicated to the multiculturalism
of Gdańsk but even more so to the Theseus planks which have been replaced here… but
which make this city alive. For me the two cultures, German and Polish, create a picture
of Gdańsk which tells the same story but with different emphases – different whirlpools.
At first glance the picture of Gdańsk looks symmetrical but if you take a closer look, both
sides are different. (fig 22)
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Fig. 22 Impression of the two stories of Gdansk – Polish and German – picture which seems like
symmetry but it is not.

PLURACH: But after so many changes, such redesign of city fabric and population, I have
right to ask: How much of Gdańsk is left of Gdańsk?
THESEUS: Enough Plutarch! You are hopelessly fixated on the Platonic nonsense of
essence –A belief that behind each and every ‘thing’ there must be unchangeable ‘IDEA’
which determines the identity. You keep asking how much of the ship is in the ship and
how much Gdańsk is in Gdańsk. It’s nonsense. Every seaman on the ship knows that
stability is an illusion. Waters flows. You are fixated on the manual changing of the
planks of the ship, but consider this: Every plank in the ship has to be maintained on a
day to day basis. Each one must be washed and treated with soap, wax and
preservatives to make it more durable. Each time you do that, in a small way you change
the molecular build-up of the wood, its composition. Hour after hour, day after day, each
drop of sea water makes tiny change to the planks. In this sense the planks are different
from one day to the next, even without the physical act of replacing.
MADDY: It reminds me of the Asian approach to conservation of listed buildings. The aim
of architectural conservation in Japan is to safeguard the cultural significance of the
building –its authenticity and integrity – while the physical material can be renewed and
replaced. The temples and shrines which the Japanese describe as 12th century buildings
are often physically reconstructed using new timber. In this way, the people who deal
with these buildings (visitors and builders) learn about method of construction, and the
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tradition is kept alive, even as the material is renewed. They would not understand why
we struggle with the Paradox of Theseus’ Ship at all.
THESEUS: I love your example Maddy! It is about life! Gdańsk represents almost the
complete replacement of building fabrics, the replacement of narrative and replacement
of almost the entire population. It was sometime very painful. Yet, maybe from these
dramatic events something good can come out as well?
MADDY: Gdańsk, since its founding by Mieszko, throughout the ages has kept its status
as one of the richest and most vibrant cities on the Baltic Sea.
Despite the troubled times, the city has been home to countless numbers of world
prominent scientists such as Daniel Gabriel Fahrenheit, philosophers like Arthur
Schopenhauer, the astronomer Hevelus, the artist Daniel Chodowiecki, the writer Günter
Grass and the politician Lech Wałęsa all lived Gdańsk for part of their lives. These, and
hundreds of others, make up a very long list of Gdańsk’s prominent and world-renowned
individuals. Gdańsk was and still is a melting pot of ideas, and maybe it is this that gives
it its identity.

Fig. 23 House of Chodowiecki & Grass by Restudio and Architekci Gzowski & Gzowski

THESEUS: Exactly! I love that we are on the same page, Maddy! Maybe we can convince
Plutarch that one thing which is constant is that nothing is constant. Change is everything.
The Platonic concept of identity is just an illusion supported by words, definitions, verbal
constructs and bureaucratic ID cards. But not supported by life! Gdańsk is richer and
more alive than can be defined in such terms, Plutarch.
Theseus turns to Maddy
Maddy I admire your knowledge and your insight. Would you like to marry me? We
could live together here in Gdańsk. I am sure you could use a strong man like me to build
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you a house and move your traditional Gdańsk furniture, which is famous for being
exceptionally heavy.
MADDY: Hold on Theseus… Are you proposing to me? I could tell that you were trying
to flirt with me from the very beginning.
I’m sorry, but I don’t think we are as compatible or as likeminded as you think. First at
all, I don’t need anyone to help me with moving furniture. I find it a bit insulting, not least
because I train in heavy weight lifting. Times have changed since Ancient Greece, Theseus.
Even if women continue to be women, in 21st century, we are built from stronger timber.
What’s more, I don’t like the way you glorify change as always attractive and logical.
Let me tell you one thing. The attractiveness of change has its limits. Logical deliberations
and concepts are one thing, but psychological needs are quite another. And as a woman,
I can tell you that people need some constants. I am sure that Plutarch’s search for essence
and longing for a stable, unchanging truth derives from this need. Your idea that ‘nothing
is constant’ scares me a bit. The beauty of the ever-changing boards on your ship and in
life are sometimes attractive and logical, but the apotheosis of change is not the mostpromising precursor to a marriage proposal.
Remember another woman you almost married? Does ‘Ariadne’ ring any bells? You left
her stranded and heartbroken on Naxos Island. Now, my time in Gdańsk is up, and I must
leave you here. I am flying back to Lincoln to finish my Masters. All the best, Theseus!
Goodbye!
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Epilogue
After being turned down by Maddy, Theseus decided to enrol himself on an Architecture
course at Gdańsk University of Technology. He found strange pleasure in designing
labyrinths. Plutarch became an archaeologist and dug deeper and deeper trenches in
Gdańsk’s archaeological sites, hoping to find common ground between Poland and
Greece.Mieszko and Dietrich went together to the cinema to watch the film, Tin Drum, and
then joined the Gunter Grass association. They still disagree on most topics, but began to
enjoy each other’s company. Both have started to publish online at http://grass-gdansk.org

Fig. 24 Vision of the city Gdansk which gives the citizens of Gdansk a space for creativity and free
expression over the roofs of houses.

Maddy Anderson returned to the University of Lincoln to design a new vision for the future
of Gdańsk. Her design was a form of levitating rectangle with an empty courtyard. This
building conceived as a huge magnifying glass connected with conveyor belts between
surrounding courtyards aims to focus energy from the identity of people from neighbouring
areas, and allow them to shine a light inside her model of her Theseus Ship.
She was not the only one who came to Gdańsk for a study trip. She came together with
group of students from University of Lincoln. They also met Theseus and tried in their own
way to answer the Paradox of his Ship by meditating upon Gdańsk in their own very
architectural way.
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Fig. 26 Vision for the Granary Island by Lily Lambert: From the old demolished medieval walls
grow new shapes which could change their appearances: The modern elevations can open and
close so they change themselves like the Theseus planks and in this way answer and comment
on the paradox of the Theseus ship.

Fig. 25 Vision for the Granary Island by Lily Lambert

Lily Elisabeth Labert designed a modern light structure which seems as if it grew out of old
Gdańsk Ruins on Granary Island. The building had a power to rejuvenate its surroundings
by dreaming the dream of past and future. Lily’s project took energy from movements of
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people and mechanical dynamics which was always part of Gdańsk spirit. Her building was
able to change and adapt despite occupying the same place… just like Theseus Ship.
Jack Franklin designed an event which encapsulate the spirit of Gdansk, the Theseus City.
He called it the Monument Festival. Each year, one nominated artist will design a monument
which will encapsulate the spirit and character of the city. But each year the monument will
be publicly demolished and its rubble will be brought to the park of monuments which will
be telling the story of time passing in Gdansk. The park of monuments will be a place where
the citizens of Gdansk will have a forum to discuss the future of the city and its changing
spirit. It will be like a park of rotten boards of Theseus ship. However, this park will not be
a place for nostalgic reflections on the past but for a vibrant discussion and an art centre
which will at the same time be a platform for discussing the future. Perhaps this project is an
answer to the Paradox of the Theseus ship…

Fig. 27 Festival of demolishing monuments by Jack Franklin
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Fig. 28 Impression of Gdansk by Jack Franklin

All the projects and discussions about the paradoxes of Gdansk repeat and reflect the
paradoxes of the Theseus Ship. As it was said at the beginning, Greek stories do not
give easy answers but they offers important questions. The Ghosts of Gdansk and the
ancient Greek Gods provide similar wisdom and quite an interesting investigative tool.
They seem to be saying: ‘Tell us what your question about our paradox, and we will tell
you who you are.’

The End
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THE VESSEL (KENNETH N. T. SMITH)
It is a weird thing to be a ghost of something. Something all but forgotten as a thing. But
what does it mean to be a thing? An object, an entity, an artefact? Lost behind questions
too numerous to count, now my physical body lies in less than ruin. No more to be rotten,
replaced and renewed once more. My existence nothing more than flotsam adrift, amidst
the sea of time. Buffeted by questions on the nature of what was and which was.
Questions which ultimately simulate the original, whose meaning is lost, and yet stays
relevant. I am, was and am no more the metaphysical poster child of identity – the ‘soul’.
The identity of dead things. Which is, was or could have been the original? Would you
ask your shed parts as to whom was first?
These questions started seeping in when waves last broke upon my wooden skin, and
even longer before then. Before my heroic deed was done of these questions not a word,
and I just another in the dock. Abating it at all costs. For carrying a man to a distant
shore, who slew the mighty Minotaur, this man and creature you never knew, who anyone
may never have known. But after, everyone was so concerned with my rot and my sails
seen as nothing more than decoration. And me, what was I then? The question of origin
began after these days, absent of brine, of body. Just echoes. It echoes – echoed - past
my time.
Now all that ever was me resonates between the words of that question and I flicker in
them like a ghost so far removed from my flesh of oak. A spectral blank slate made
smooth by constant debate. The details lost in memory, simulation, in lasting question so I
flicker a shadow trapped in light. Returning to forest, to ship in naught but silhouette the
last vestiges of what I once was, which time and reality and that question stripped me of.
This is my existence, in this machine my soul now played on repeat, in this, my new vessel.
Apt that now you see me in naught but silhouette. An absence of light. A form of negative
projected on a screen like the question about origins of a thing, of me, now long gone.
Still the answer has never arrived so I am here kept alive. Because none can decide.

49

It has been so long since I have worn the label ‘ship’; let alone that of Theseus. The
machinations which support my existence I cannot explain. Be they the cogs and pistons
which turn in this vessel of mine or those in the minds which propagate me. Confining me
to this unfamiliar skin. Where my essence lurks within. All I know is what I feel; that
someone’s hand was always defining me. Not hand of fate, nor shape of chassis, nor
twist of gear but those who locked me in here. Those who ‘read’ me through other’s eyes
and build upon other’s word revive but their favoured part of me. Just a part. The part
they want to see which remains unchanged, unchained, original and me. The rest forgets,
reshapes and fills the void their new container requires. That perfect box which fits their
ideas of identity not mine; now a metaphor for the whole and so once used I revert to
the forest.
I sailed oceans from which, by now, you may have drank. To places far, days away,
which now are mere minutes of flight. And why do I use the term me, when really it is we?
The old, the new both ships are me… and not. Our lives intertwined and separate
dependent under who casts their eye. For if we were both we and not just me then some
may say we/me are/were no more. For to hold two thoughts as though they were one
somehow means we are both none? Non-old. Non-new. Non-comparable through
identities shared.
You accepted me as lost to time. As more was lost of what was first mine. Plank for plank,
spar for spar but is this not the fate of ships. For we are, were, not a static beast like you
we change and need repair. Your hands serviced our flesh as your cells do you. From
what do you measure my parts as new? From my keel? But that would make me all new
and therefore no newer. From out this spine I grew after which I am all new and know
this part can’t be replaced, renewed and is inseparably mine. The other imposter of
rotten boards and conjured thoughts so long absent the sea’s caress. Lost unto the void,
rotted on some ancient shore. Forgotten with the bones of those who my form they once
adored.
Or are we like two separated sea sponges forever diced together trying to find our
other parts. Joined by the force of others but not. An emulsion of identities, like oil and
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water, for if I was/am Theseus’ ship then the other is but another ship not new or otherwise.
Regardless of the origin of her parts. I was made of wood does that make me a forest?
Now I hold shadowy absence as my form. If left maybe we like those sponges, like oil
and water could have separated and yet we are continuously blended. Churned amidst
the tumult of words and arguments until we are as substantial as sea foam atop cresting
waves of argument and paradox. Are we now just a subject for argument’s sake or
actually relevant? No longer ships which cut through waves but paper boats tossed
helplessly a top them. Unable to define ourselves in the actual, instead reliant on the
voices of others to give shape to my abstract afterimage of identity.
Then why do I still linger here if what was me is no more and if we were never me, but
figments drawn from written scripture upon which we sail and subsist. It is not the profane
workings of this shell which keeps my light or gives meaning to my spectral form. Nor
does this vessel with my negative visage adorned. For I… we then have never sailed
accept on words and from forth tongues of learned ones and we exist their prodigal
ones. Belonging to none and argued by all. With air we move but not of winds but on
voices discussing ‘things’. Anchored in ink we hold to page. By learned prose or chittering
fools we set our cause propelled once more, first time, to new shores. We carry no hero.
Seek no glory. A vessel so you may learn what is meant by yours. An example against
which you may judge remembered as story. Excalibur of thought still undrawn. Buried in
argument awaiting, held at juncture of the limbo of recourse. A ship of many locations
when once we have been physically two now in metaphor ubiquitously held in thought.
Existing as one in multiple. Independent of each other in shape, in impact and even object.
We are now but question an object of thought so far from ship now divorced. A schizoid
entity. Identity. Tossed back and forth, forth and back. Due in part to the mass we lack.
Once we were the same but what is the ‘same’. Is the river seen the same as a second
before or just the same in name nothing more. With each second water passes. Look at
a spot and what is seen? Water drops adding and subtracting till what was has moved
on; void filled by newer drops to come. Thus the cycle continues on and on until the entire
river you once look upon is now empty filled with another with name identical. But why
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focus on a river at just each drop? For names are just titles for equations of renewal
and entropy. Apply such logic to me the ship. I am not defined by my nails, or sails or a
singular plank of wood. No more than you are a drop of blood than I a plank of wood.
My name a title for the sum of me, a label for my identity but only one is me. Whilst she
may share my discarded parts bound in common purpose (a confederacy of scraps), my
designation is in attempted mimicry, yet we are still not the same. I was, I am the original
spinning here now for your delight. A spectre who once was numerically one, reduced
now to a shadow of numerically none. Once we were as ships the same in qualities but
not in quantity. Now gone but I survive lingering on in this vessel which carries what is left
of my soul.
I fill it like a breath of air held enclosed and then released; like a ripple from water
droplet deceased spreads atop milk ponds to furthest reach – I fill it. What you debate
is not that of old, but I live, at least in heart. The heart of this machine. My vessel of
paradox support it carries me as I once carried you before my identity became confused.
Now all that is shown is my resemblance. A homage to my existence carries these
representative forms of nominal two. Sitting within me are a pretty pair, genuinely quite
unaware of the riotous waters this vessel must cross. Yes static and held on display and
yet I, yes ‘I’, still ride waves. On oceans constrain within your head, of electricity and
chemical jumping within your brain. For this has been what I have tried to traverse. From
question to answer and yet still no further. Therefore this vessel is not me, now we and
all in between the ‘Ship of Theseus’ for all that means. My original purpose, my now lost
cause was once to sail to those distant shores, but now I offer passage of different kind.
I am reborn a vehicle of the mind. For that is what you made me when you left me tied
up to decay an object left on display. Now in flesh I sit once again for you to gaze upon
this corpse of dead movement and project your thoughts onto me and ponder about my
identity.
Thus I stake this claim restored in essence but not by boards as the only ‘Ship of Theseus’.
Corporeal transcendence happened long ago as my body withered forgotten, when ‘I’
time’s echo was again heard. Plucked from air by the learned and now within this
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mechanism housed a projection set before your eyes, that thing which philosophers sought
to understand. Whole in part. In all contrived. Unstable, a trick of the mind. You see my
form and where I came from. The ship, the forest, a trick of light. Yet I claim continuity in
part for wood splits from seed, splits from dark. The truest claim within your sphere. My
body lies temporally faraway from here, lost to time and its cursed woes. Decayed to
dust to carbon then lost within the cycle. Again these parts, these atoms through time
recycled so that I may share part with what I used to be. Thus if no other can be found
then I shall be ‘Ship of Theseus’ crowned. My identity secured within my contemporary
carapace. Until another stakes a claim to my title, to my name. With more parts of what
I once was which to my first form may be traced. Ripped from this vessel I will be and
that new thing shall become me. For I am as fleeting as your thoughts. Unto that which
you prescribe I inhabit.
Does it matter if my vessel was not once touched by Theseus’ hand or even has the most
tenuous of links with the man? Eventually all he knew, was no more and yet his name still
endures. Hangs above my head, a sword of Damocles defines me. When it drops I will
cease to be, but then at what point am I no longer me? You are replaced every seventh
year and yet are recognised by your peer. Yet I who lack a heart which beats am simply
labelled replaced? Then is a character defined by one’s own life? If so then I was never
truly real just a reflection, projection of him onto me. Seared atop my flesh, and with this
scar’s removal so am I.
My identity nothing. The soul proved foddered for merciless entropy? What then sits here
on display? Trapped within these new confining walls pressed against its screen. For if
not Theseus’ then whose? By what parameter would, is, the original now defined? From
where comes the value of a life if identity is temporary; by whose hand is it temporally
struck? Mine own would be challenged, ignored; but what right then is it of yours to lay
claim on my being? As piece by piece by your hand I am replaced? Left foreign to that
which I was when you are the cause. Then by what right could I be stripped of title and
wrought such loss? We are all subject to life’s entropy. Evidently this includes me, the echo
trapped in this machine. A spectre, a remnant or suspended dream, I am unsure. Less the
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original or perhaps something more both undefined and known too well depending on
whom you have asked to prophesize. Thus I linger as a bottled specimen, for you to gaze
and ponder upon.
A snapshot suspended out of time in series equal to the first one. In which case my identity
holds and carries on. No longer bound to parts or shape but part of sequence by my
context defined. A context of me made of me what I was and what I could possibly be.
My current form the point of a needle on a sliding scale as my character by your mind
is weighed. Each moment I exist or existed made ‘Polaroid’. My soul identical regardless
if my body died as long as I this seed this crumb of the whole live on. Transferred from
each slide. A transient spectre at the centre of some unimportant physical mass pulled
forward via extra-corporeal will. In your mind, through your eyes with this I am entwined
as through those windows you anchor my soul. With this process I am offered no
compromise instead a subject of your will or is it my will I cannot tell. These two seem to
transcend time’s un-breaking barrier.
My identity then exists as a repeated dream. One I chant at my core an endless overture
of self-assuring, reassuring endless noise and from these mutterings defines the voice.
Voice making mouth a soul a self-made lasting noise which fills the container reverberates.
Only in death this abates and identity’s label remains as each echo scores the walls until
the notes become remembered and readable to all. Only once the container, or vessel
is destroyed, releasing the echo unto the void, would identity dissipate and be lost. The
snippets held in other minds can retrieve moments with borrowed sound and with that
soul and only to that soul the label be found. For if not known then this will not be
retrieved and it will be as if that something had never lived or worse still, produce
disparate tunes form the original too far removed. But in these snap-shots I endure, unless
this reality is ignored and then I may simply fade with the times. Like ancient symbols
and forgotten signs.
For I may just be a conjuring of the mind, a conceptual understanding no more real than
others of my kind. For if I the original can be compared with the other whom claim my
name. Then with me identity would remain for this can clearly be seen. For what is ‘ship’
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or ‘vessel’ but a titled agreement between/an impermanent arrangement of power and
material? But from when is measure old? Such combinations are fleeting and soon
dissolved. For all is flux falling free, flowing through and out of me. Patterns of energy
continually change like the planks from my hull or the skin of your flesh. What was a
concept spawned from your mind of what is new and original, is that identity that only
one was once true. Which should be obvious to your mind, for if identical, truly identity
could never be. There would be no identity to be transferred as no true identity could
occur. For all things in life are unique, separate and different there is no true ‘twice’ of
anything. It should thus be obvious I am, now what the original was once
So come, I invite you to wrestle with me. A spectre of light held captive on this screen.
You would think this would be a task of ease but I have never known defeat. No mortal
charms nor force of arms may sway me from my claim. As I sit crowned upon my cognizant
throne entombed within your brain, I hold ownership of what is a soul. Identity, self I am
them all. To search, to question, to define are your virtues, but keep in mind, the path you
tread to destinations unknown has yet to be trodden. For there is not yet, nor will ever
be an answer to the question what exactly makes up thee. For you search for truth in
darken rooms with blindfolds approaching this question from within. Only when you step
outside could you be able to divine the answer. For this is the realm of the sublime, free
of shackles which tie you fast and shed identity-finally, at last. That is all you’ll hear of
me as the last amp courses through me. The light is slowly growing dim and I will no
longer linger here within. I will be free of my corporeal veneer. Inhabit the realm behind
each blink. Silent in form and loud in whisper. I sail again inside your dreams, frustrated
thoughts now free of this infernal shadow picture box. To others I may differ but unto
you and through your thoughts I will give an answer, your answer, so listen up…
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THE SHIP OF THESEUS: A PARADOX FIT FOR THE MASTER OF
ARCHITECTURE STUDENTS (DOINA CARTER AND MARCIN KOŁAKOWSKI)

Could one of the oldest concepts in Western philosophy resonate with 21st century
architecture students? And if it did, would it have any relevance to their development,
their thinking, their ability to find their voice, define their beliefs - within the profession
or even life? This article reflects on our experience, following the trials and tribulations
of the 2018-19 year 4 Master of Architecture students who were asked at the beginning
of their studies to consider the Ship of Theseus paradox.
The context of this teaching and learning experiment at the University of Lincoln was a
collaboration between Graham Freestone, from the Centre of Experimental Ontology, and
the MArch year 4 students and tutors, Marcin Kolakowski (studio tutor and year 4
coordinator) and Doina Carter (studio tutor and MArch programme leader). The Theseus’
Ship live project followed the success of our previous work conducted in cooperation with
Graham in 2017-18, when he initiated and funded the building of a contemporary Orgone
accumulator. The Orgone accumulator was designed, costed, procured and constructed
independently by students; as a group, they dealt with constraints imposed by time, money,
client and the logistics of displaying/moving the accumulator. The 1:1 installation (fig. 1)
attracted a lot of interest from admirers of Wilhelm Reich’s work - who first postulated the
existence of the pseudo-scientific, spiritual concept of orgone, an esoteric life energy, and
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who also created the original accumulators in the 1930s. Our Orgone accumulator was the
subject of articles in the 2018 issue of Parasol: Journal of the Centre of Experimental
Ontology and radio interviews.

Fig 1: Orgone accumulation in the MArch exhibition space

The experience of the Orgone accumulator project was intense, for all implicated in the
process, precisely for the reasons live projects are considered invaluable teaching events
by architectural educators (Jeremy Till 2009; Harriss & Widder 2014): they present
unexpected situations, which otherwise cannot be simulated in the classroom. Live projects
require participants and facilitators to react in real-time to the trail of consequences of any
decisions made. Theseus’ ship, the brief for the new 4th year MArch cohort, was conceived
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after a review of our students’ individual reflections on the Orgone accumulator (Kolakowski
& Carter 2018). The successful aspects of the accumulator installation differed depending
on the reviewer: for us the success was partly the way students dealt with the autonomy
they had in all decisions throughout the process and partly the accumulator itself, which did
not look ‘designed by committee’

despite the group size (22) and numerous logistical

difficulties encountered on the way.

New theme: the paradox of Theseus’ ship

Fig 2: The ship of Theseus (https://thefunambulist.net/literature/philosophy-the-ship-of-theseus)

The paradox seems to appear in writing for the first time in Plutarch (Vita Thesei 75ACE
p22-23):
“The ship wherein Theseus and the youth of Athens returned had thirty oars, and was
preserved by the Athenians down even to the time of Demetrius Phalereus, for they took
away the old planks as they decayed, putting in new and stronger timber in their place,
insomuch that this ship became a standing example among the philosophers, for the
logical question of things that grow; one side holding that the ship remained the same,
and the other contending that it was not the same.”
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Across millennia, philosophers approached the Theseus’ ship thought experiment differently,
some suggesting further questions, others proposing epistemological frameworks to help
derive solutions for the paradox. The original question was: which is the identical ship to the
original ship? Is it, what Brown (2015) calls, the ‘continuous ship, which is the ship whose
spatio-temporal history is continuous with that of the original ship’ or is it the ‘reconstructed
ship, which is composed of the same set of planks as the original ship?’ (Brown 2015 p145).
The attempt to solve the paradox raises questions of identity, place, time, matter and so
on. The thought experiment has several variants, for instance the grandfather’s axe, and
was furthered with questions such as: if technology allowed the stored rotten planks to be
reassembled into a working ship, would this be the ship of Theseus?
The paradox surfaces in various fields of philosophy and our students investigated some
of them. For instance the philosophy of mind (the mind-body paradigm), in which case
the paradox is applied to a person instead of the proverbial ship and the question
becomes: do physical, psychological, circumstantial changes, trauma or the passing of
time, affect one’s identity? The film ‘Tully’ (2018), written by Diablo Cody (directed by
Jason Reitman), is a parable based on the paradox, a very un-Hollywoodian view of
motherhood, raw and often uncomfortable. Theseus’ ship paradox is mentioned in
conversation, one of the few ciphers to the film’s meaning which punctuate the narrative.
The question of a person’s essence, body versus soul in defining one’s identity, was
Morolaoluwa Tolani’s premise for her project and her response was a kinetic installation
which appeared to be a generic box but contained symbols of decay and permanence
and surprised with its movement (fig.3).

Fig 3: Morolaoluwa Tolani – She
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Another field in which Theseus’ ship has relevance is the philosophy of law or practical
law, where for instance a trading name is disputed by founding and subsequent members
– our own year 4 cohort was the subject of one of the projects developed along this
theme (fig. 4). Tunny Lok Leung posed the question of our identity: we were the MArch
year 4 of 2018, a uniquely identifiable entity formed by a combination of people.
Variations to this composition would not affect how the entity was known, but leaving or
joining the group would change its dynamics, its soul – Tunny considered that the
‘spiritually’ the group would be different.

Fig 4: Tunny Lok Leung – the Ship of Us
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However, for our 4th year students, the question of identity and its essence became the
most investigated consequence of the paradox. Usefully, for the purpose of categorising
their responses, Aristotle and his disciples, considered that there are four causes or
explanations which described a thing (Lloyd 1968):
Formal cause or form (the cause of an object’s form or of it having that form) is its
design.
Material cause is the matter of which the thing is made.
Final cause or end is the intended purpose of a thing – for our students that would
be the function (mythically, the ship’s original function was to transport Theseus, while
politically its existence as a feasible vessel served to convince Athenians that
Theseus was once a living person despite the ship’s material cause changing with
time).
Efficient cause is how and by whom a thing is made.
For architecture students materiality and craft are important aspects, the efficient
cause was ingeniously investigated by Fatin in her project (fig. 5). She used the same
paper of the same size but different techniques to make boxes, as a commentary
on the individuality of each plank despite the fact that they looked the same, as if
mass produced. Looking at the paradox from this point of view, Fatin contends
that there could be no question about the mended ship being considered original.
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Fig 5: Nurfatin Syahirah Mohd Yusof – Making the ‘planks’

Not so usefully, Aristotle believed that ‘what it is’ of a thing is its formal cause. In other
words the identity of a thing is its form, therefore the ‘continuous ship’ was Theseus’ ship,
because it remained the same despite its material cause changing. Our students’
investigations and conclusions disagreed with this stance, especially when applied to
identity, be it of an object, an individual, a group, a nation.
Because of this incongruence, some students’ investigations moved on to consider
perception: if ‘what it is’ of a thing is its form, therefore what you see, what happens if
what you see is dependent on your point of view? An intellectual or spatial point of view.
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Fraser Swindell took this as his cue for developing a response: the ship in the Athenian
harbour meant a lot of things to different people: a vehicle, armour and auspicious vessel
for Theseus and his crew, a carrier for the merchants, a means to achieve political gains
for the rulers, a welcome sight for the sailors’ families. Their perception of the ship was
informed by their interests, it depended on what they saw in it. Fraser’s sculpture
embodied this commentary (fig. 6).

Fig 6: Fraser Swindell – Is it a ship? Or a conglomerate made from a deconstructed tree?

The idea of optical or perceptual illusions was taken further by other projects.
Oluwatomiwa Saba proposed a box of illusions (fig.7), where simple tricks of physics
manipulated the perception of one object, a tree. This could be seen as a potent
commentary on mediated relay, such as contemporary journalistic methods of conveying
news - truncation, magnification, repetition, exaggerated exposure and so on.
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Fig 7: Oluwatomiwa Saba – 4 illusions: seeing the same object through different portholes

The concepts of perception and illusion also guided Farhan’s proposal development,
assisted by his interest in Javanese and South Asian traditional art theatre known as
‘Wayang Kulit’. In Frahan’s view, the decision on which is the original ship will depend on
one’s perception. Wayang Kulit uses shadow casting on a screen in order to tell a story.
Farhan talks about how the screen is our perception: the image on the screen is what one
sees, that becomes true, regardless of what is behind the screen, which can be anything
forming the ‘idea’. His installation plays further tricks, because he used the same
drawing to cut positive and negative profiles that, when rotated, create several different
images projected on the screen (fig.8).
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Fig.8:

Farhan Ahmad Bin Syed Amanullah – It’s an illusion

Another issue with Aristotle’s four causes is that they do not include the symbolic or
spiritual dimension of a thing, which is something students revealed as fundamental when
trying to define identity. For Lily Lambert the essence is the story carried by an object
rather than its appearance, in her case the teddy bear – comforter, toy, comrade,
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guinea-pig, confidante, witness (fig.9). Here there is no paradox to be had: a teddy
bear will always be one’s own teddy bear, missing ‘planks’, grafts, button eyes and all.

Fig 9: Lily Elisabeth Lambert – A teddy bear story

Another project which focuses on identity is Maddie Anderson’s globe. It carries the
powerful statement that physical appearance only shapes the perception of its identity
(fig.10).

Fig 10: Concept and cast by Maddie Anderson
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By ignoring the soul (or essence) of the thing, whatever that might be and however
defined, the view that ‘what it is’ of a thing is its formal cause reinforces the supremacy
of the visual in cognitive processes, information acquisition and knowledge accumulation.
Theorists and practitioners have argued that this stance is particularly detrimental to
architectural design, because atmosphere in architecture relies, amongst other things, on
haptic, auditory, olfactory perception (Pallasmaa 2016, Zumthor 2010). Also, the form
of the architectural thing follows other causes. For architectural educators it is of
primordial importance to convey the idea that form, the design of a building, is a
response (to numerous factors and constraints) rather than only a visually pleasing
creation. Because of this, the Aristotelian belief in the pre-eminence of the formal cause
is troublesome: a hospital could not function if it only looked like a hospital. The corollary
is also true: architecture which only fulfils a function is not sufficient either. For instance,
the function of a place of worship is to provide shelter for a congregation – this necessity
could be fulfilled by a warehouse. A church however is much more than a large space,
as Pevsner (1957 p23) pointed out: ‘A bicycle shed is a building; Lincoln Cathedral is a
piece of architecture. Nearly everything that encloses space on a scale sufficient for a
human being to move in is a building; the term architecture applies only to buildings
designed with a view to aesthetic appeal’. For architects, Vitruvius’ definition of
architecture having to have utilitas, firmitas, venustas still stands (usefulness, solidity,
beauty).
Pedagogical paradox
For our students, the speculative nature of the paradox seemed to place the dilemma posed
by Theseus’ ship firmly in theory, as if belonging exclusively to the world of academia,
rather than that of practice. Such an amorphous, fluid, vague starting point was vexing for
a live project, meant to be pedagogically ‘situated learning’ (Lave & Wenger 1991) which
by definition creates an environment mimicking practice because ‘human knowledge is
initially developed not as "general and abstract", but as embedded in social, cultural and
material contexts’ (The New London Group 1996). Indeed, a lot of students found Theseus’
ship intellectually challenging, the idea of the paradox being too abstract to offer any
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immediate, or even foreseeable, relevance to architectural work - in consequence some
decided to pursue this very uncertainty as their line of inquiry.
A conundrum, for Harriet Oxley, was the paradox itself: for whom and why might it be
important which was Theseus’ ship that the question of authenticity becomes a paradox?
She reasoned the ship’s preservation was significant for the citizens of Athens and that was
because the ship was like a palimpsest, its markings and scars ‘narrated’ the journey of
labours undertaken by Theseus, Athens’ founder. Thus, the value lies in the ship being an
artefact, an original, as those stories ingrained in its flesh testified to the accuracy of
Theseus’ myth. As material proof of their continuous history, the ship becomes an object of
symbolic and emotional value, to which the social unit of the city of Athens is associated, a
tendency Goldenweiser (1910) defines as totemism. Following this rationale, Harriet
proposal was a vessel to which a community’s (hi)stories could be attached and carried in
perpetuity (fig. 11).

Fig 11: Harriet Oxley – Material transmission of wisdom

Other students, on the contrary, found the abstract nature of the paradox as a brief
liberating and they embraced the intellectual freedom given by philosophical speculation,
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as it allowed them the rare chance to investigate and eventually conceptualise very
personal, emotive issues (such as Lily’s Teddy bear story).
Exposure to the intellectual challenge of the paradox as a starting point for a design brief
revealed our students’ thinking patterns or preferred approaches when dealing with alien
concepts. Resulting propositions varied from empirical approaches to material
experimentations or examinations of self or society, as attested by the examples described
here.
Macaulay Curt dissected the paradox in an almost scientific way, using entropy as the
premise for his argument. He posits that the ship’s disintegration is to do with the second
law of aerodynamics, which states that the entropy or disorder of a system always
increases. Mac’s argument was that the ship will follow this tendency to disperse which is in
contrast with the human desire to establish and maintain order. He concludes that the ship
can be perceived as the same ship only if it retains the same ordered form rather than a
random one (fig.12).
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Fig 12: Macaulay Curt: Entropic ship

Mac’s installation allowed the reading of the effects of time (fig.12 right), following his
other experiments which demonstrated the chaotic, amorphous outcome of melting ice cubes,
a typical example used to explain entropy.
Another pragmatic approach was that of Yifan Shi, who started dismantling the paradox
with the precision of a scientist, because for her that was a familiar territory. The proposal
however got formalised in the speculative world of philosophy. She questioned the paradox
with an initial interrogation: what is known to us? The question is posed relative to different
dimensions: even if we assume we know which Theseus’ ship is to begin with, expanding on
the allegory of Plato’s cave suggests that our understanding might be inadequate in any
case (fig. 13).

Fig 13: Yifan Shi: The ship in the 4th dimension
70

For us as educators, these first forays into the project, which involved (self)interrogation and
(self)discovery, accompanied by doubt, constituted one of the most successful phases of the
project.
For Billie Chell for instance, the project became a contemplative examination of identity
and growth. She observes that stasis is unrealistic, but also that change can be either
beneficial or damaging to versions of self. However, it is through reflection and learning
that the ‘system’ can continue (fig.14).

Fig 14: Billie Chell – Change as learning

For Kenneth Smith the project allowed him to delve into the worlds of myths and philosophy
and he concludes that deciphering the paradox depends on tools of understanding; as a
result, he proposed eight different lenses through which the paradox could be scrutinised,
identified as ‘glyphs’ in his installation (fig.15).
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Fig 15: Kenneth Smith – Glyphs, tools for deciphering the paradox

The learning
Our students were encouraged to consider the paradox in search of authentic reactions,
to learn and reveal more about themselves, their beliefs, knowledge or preconceptions,
rather than attempting to resolve it. This pedagogical approach characterises problembased learning, when the process of developing a resolution to a problem starts with
questioning the question; in consequence, students engage with complexity and see and
manage ambiguity (Savin-Baden 2010). Students need the confidence to take risks, to
investigate without any certainty that the path scrutinised is the right one and be able to
test ideas and continuously calibrate their responses according to new knowledge
revealed in the process.
Assignments proposed in the first year at post-graduate level rely on sets of knowledge
and skills assumed to have been acquired in undergraduate years and experience in
practice. However, the levels of enquiry at which students have to operate while studying
on a Master course represent the highest rungs in Bloom’s taxonomy (in Atherton 2011):
students need to be analytical, critical and develop their ability to synthesise and create.
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We encouraged our new cohort, who arrived with a variety of backgrounds, to use any
techniques at their disposal to externalise, record, express, refine their thoughts because
the most important single factor influencing learning is what the learner knows already
(Ausubel et al 1978). For us it was important to engage students from the start, even if they
found the task challenging, and they responded well: the physical models they produced in
response to the paradox demonstrated they felt confident to experiment and take risks
(fig.16).

Fig 16: Lewis Dinnibier – Physical model in concrete and fibre optics (left), concept (right)

While live projects in architectural education are seen as essential, issues such as
accreditation criteria having to be met by all UK validated programmes’ curricula could
pose limitations of time, money or resources. Both of the MArch live projects run in the last
couple of years were adopted because they encouraged the study of ‘cultural, social and
intellectual histories, theories and technologies that influence the design of buildings’ and
facilitated ‘the application of appropriate theoretical concepts to studio design projects,
demonstrating a reflective and critical approach’ (ARB 2012 p3), these forming part of the
criteria being required to be met by all architecture graduates. Chandler (in Harriss &
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Widder 2014) stresses that only explicit mention in formal terms of accreditation can ensure
that such highly labour and material-intensive undertakings are funded by schools.
However, in this case, the projects were well supported financially and logistically by our
client Graham Freestone and the CEO, as well as by the School of Architecture and the Built
Environment.

Stages of work and methodology
•

Individual projects:

The brief issued to students in September 2018 stated:
‘During the first design module students will explore the philosopical, ecological,
technological, ethical, historic, design etc ramifications or posibilities suggested by Theseus’
paradox. You are expected to use a multitude of methods, knowledge and skills to
investigate what your position is in relation to this thought experiment, because its premise
deals with materiality, history, identity and so on, all questions with which architects are
confrounted.
Each student will be encouraged to develop a personal view point about this trigger
question. The enquiry can apply to the natural, urban or building environments. Are buildings
in which most elements have been replaced still the same buildings? What about cities or
communities? What is our and the built environment’s relationship to change? Isn’t change
the essence of life? Every seven years all the cells in our body are replaced. Are our bodies
the original ‘ship’ or not? How does or should architecture respond to time and change?
Should architecture be unchangeable or learn from life? What are the issues posed by
preservation, restoration, revitalisation, regeneration? (Carter and Kolakowski 2018).
The Theseus’ ship project followed the same chronology of events as the Orgone accumulator
did in the previous year, based more or less on how projects are developed in architectural
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practices through competitions or feasibility studies. Apart from being a live project for a
client, the brief also represented the conceptual trigger contained within a small design
module (15 credits) stretching over 6 teaching weeks. This conceptual response was then
used to inform the subsequent urban design and building projects.
In the first instance, the brief asked students to develop individual reactions to the paradox,
employing any methods of investigations they considered appropriate, with an emphasis on
experimentation and encouragement to test comfort zones (in thinking, design methodology
and processes, representation etc). This approach proved successful as students challenged
prior knowledge and understanding and their outputs were impressively diverse, often the
results of techniques they used for the first time, such as casting in concrete and clay (Maddie
– fig. , Lewis – fig. 16), making Japanese style bound booklets (Harriet), testing of temporal
changes of physical states (Mac), crafting motorised or mechanical kinetic models (Morola
– fig. and Farhan – fig. ) and so on. As mentioned in the Pedagogical paradox chapter,
another successful aspect of the project was the leap of faith taken by students when
engaging with a brief like no other they had attempted before, as they questioned
themselves and experimented with their ideas and designs.
•

Group project:

The brief issued to students contained details about the second stage of work:
After an initial stage of individual work, all students will be involved in group work. All
students will decide how to construct an object which will be designed and built as a group
effort’ (Carter and Kolakowski 2018).
The whole 4th year cohort started the design, procurement and building of a Theseus’ ship
inspired installation, which was sponsored by our client and was to be displayed in the
university library and other spaces after the vernissaje in our school. Students quickly
organised themselves in x groups, dividing responsibilities:
1- Design
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2- Materials procurement
3- PR
The work was now conducted by students almost completely independently from us, in
parallel with their individual studio projects. The first stages of group work had good
momentum, following the successful development of individual proposals and the minigroups seemed to engage well with their respective tasks: the design was being refined,
possible materials were considered, quantities evaluated, locations for the itinerant
installations were inspected and their suitability negotiated with the estates office.
It was decided to design and build a projector similar to Farhan’s proposal, with an internal
carousel-like moving part reminiscent of Farhan and Morola’s models, which offered views
of an ever changing sculpture based on Fraser’s concept. The projector was to be large
scale, to be exhibited in school and several other locations on campus.
Various ideas were considered, such as recycling the Orgone accumulator, which, was
fading into obsolescence after hosting flocks of origami swans made by stressed year 1
students (fig. 16).
For a while the design of the Theseus’ ship installation progressed with this idea of a
projector of similar size and geometric configuration (hexagonal) as the Orgone
accumulator. For the projector to work, it needed to be inclined at an angle, which would
have necessitated a significant supporting framework to take the weight of the accumulator
- if the accumulator was to become the chamber of tricks for the projector. It quickly became
apparent that a straight recycle of the accumulator was not going to work: it was too heavy
and would have required too much work to become a suitable container for the mechanism
and gyrating model. The multi-layer configuration of the accumulator’s walls made it
impossible to alter the panels, they needed either to be re-employed as prefabricated
components or be dismantled. Initial sketches for the projector tried to preserve as much as
possible from the accumulator but subsequent iterations of the design concluded that trying
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to reuse anything was more onerous in terms of money, time and effort than building from
scratch (unfortunately a frequent excuse for not recycling existing structures!).

Fig 16: (Re)tired Orgone accumulator with swans
77

It was at this time, which marked the end of the first module, when the year group went
on a study trip to Gdansk (diarised in the November 2018 page of the MArch blog:
https://marchlsabe.blogs.lincoln.ac.uk). This was a disruption in the Theseus’ ship team
workflow, and on our return from Poland everybody concentrated on finalising the
drawings which resulted from the collaboration between UoL and Polish architecture
students. The intensity of the new module and design exercise meant that the momentum
lost at this point for Theseus’ ship group work was never regained. Furthermore, one of
the students who remained in Lincoln used the time the rest of the group spent in Gdansk
to continue detailing the installation. Design decisions taken during this week could not
be reversed without setting back the design and construction of the installation even more
(fig. 17 shows the finalised design). The group tried to adjust and to continue as a whole,
hoping to be able to engage with the development and construction of the projector.

Fig 17: KS’s design for the group Theseus ship installation
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As tutors and facilitators, we did not appreciate that this was not merely a case of lack
of communication, but rather an unusual situation. As one student took control of the
process of design an ultimately construction to ensure coherence, speed, expediency, he
felt more and more liable for the completion of the project – to a great cost to his own
work, time and well-being. The consequence was that the rest of the group was
disaffected: students felt powerless, the sense of ownership, responsibility and pride had
disappeared and various attempts to restore balance were unfruitful. Eventually
everybody relinquished their part in the unfinished business of Theseus’ ship, as they
became more engrossed in their individual work.
•

The making:

The third stage of the project was the construction of Theseus’ ship projector. It had been
decided that in order to speed up its construction the installation was to be smaller (a
third) than originally intended. A specification was produced and materials procured by
the mini-group dealing with these aspects of the project and the cutting started. However,
the dynamic of the year group did not change much during this phase, one student took
charge of the process, moving on out of synch with the rest.

The construction was

completed a few days before the end of the academic year (fig.18).

Fig 18: Constructing the Theseus’ ship projector, from cutting the components (left image) to finished
product (right image)
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Theseus’ ship and architecture
As students quickly discovered, exploring the paradox of Theseus’ ship raises the question
of identity or the preservation of identity despite changes.

Without necessarily

articulating it, their response had less to do with Aristotelian logic and more with the
Hegelian one - the paradoxical ship only makes sense seen at the end of a cycle: the ship
is not its being (or its coming into it being, as an object built out of necessity in a particular
context, which is the immediate) and it is not what Hegel defines as essence, in other words
its becoming Theseus’ ship (as the ship starts embodying its truth by which it becomes known,
acquiring identity (Blunden 1997), as essence is relative, contradictory, cumulative, multifaceted). It is the notion of the ship which is meaningful, the notion being the ‘generalised
enduring image of something, which has taken shape and is acquired in the course of social
practice, held in the mind without the immediate action of the thing upon the senses (as in
immediate perception)’ (Blunden 1997).
In Hegelian terms, identity is the first movement in defining essence. Approaching Thesus’ ship
paradox with a Hegelian logic makes sense of structures which develop new identities in
decrepitude, the process of slow decomposition - such as ruins.
The Ruin
The essence of ruins is incompleteness. They have the quality of being disengaged with the
mundane and an ability to allow access to spaces beyond the mundane reality – something
Fisher (2016) considers that defines the eerie. Ruins are like sketches: traces on paper are
only a part of the information encoded, imagination has to complete the reading. The ruin,
as a ‘merger of the past, present and future and as a material embodiment of change’
(Lazzara 20019 p1) often offers a focus for a community but also for strangers’ experience
of a place, as a way of witnessing history and learning from it. The stones forming the ruins
are the real thing, they materialise the past, keeping it in the past, even if we are able to
move through them, interact with them. Ruins are shells, structures empty of something almost
palpable, they allow visitors to imagine lives others have lived within them. ‘All objects [in
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ruins] reference behaviours’ (Taylor in Lazzara & Unruh 2009 p14). The symbolic power of
ruins rests on their ‘still-there-ness’, we come and go while they remain witnesses of these
comings and goings, maintaining the link between those who envisioned them, constructed
them and all subsequent generations of users/visitors/witnesses.
By decaying, the original building gradually loses its identity while the ruin gains its own,
thus becoming Theseus’ ship: for instance myriads of contemporary visitors crawl all over the
acropolis of Athens, they have seen it before in innumerable images, they know it, but they
want to see it. The identity of the Parthenon is its recognisable stage of decomposition:
anything taken away or added would ruin the ruin. Imagine the disappointment tourists if
the Athenian skyline presented tourists with a complete Parthenon, like the replica built in
Nashville Tennessee (fig.17)…

Fig 17: Parthenon, Acropolis Athens,
Parthenon replica, Nashville

Theseus’ Ship paradox represents a fundamental question architects have to answer when
restoring historic buildings: to reconstruct or restore/preserve? At one extreme was Violletle-Duc (1814-1879), who believed that ‘to restore a building is not only to preserve it, to
repair or to rebuild, but to bring it back to a state of completion such as may never have
existed at any given moment’ (Reinberger in Fazio et al 2013 p.417) – and this he did,
with the ramparts of Carcassonne, for instance. The other view, favoured by contemporary
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architectural preservationists, is that ‘only original work is restored’ (Fazio, Moffet and
Wodehouse 2013 p.417).

Propping decrepitude
Applying Viollet-le-Duc’s definition of restoration gives a clear reading of the paradox: his
Theseus’ ship would have been undoubtedly the ‘continuous ship’ which would have become
a collage of prosthetic planks manufactured and assembled with the latest technology
available at each point of repair.
Medievalist, theoretician and architect, le-Duc saw the Gothic system of rib-vault, ogival
arch and flying buttress as highly rational and analogous with the 19th century iron framing.
Given his extensive knowledge and understanding of medieval structures, le-Duc became
involved in a lot of major renovation projects of historic buildings in France, including Notre
Dame in Paris. Pevsner (1943) considered that Viollet-le-Duc overestimated the technical
advantages of the Gothic, while disregarding the aesthetic qualities the system achieved.
However, that is not what the Notre Dame spire, one of his most well-known designs,
reflected. When Victor Hugo wrote the Hunchback of Notre Dame to draw attention to Notre
Dame’s state of disrepair, reaction was almost immediate and work started on its restoration
under le-Duc’s supervision (fig. 18). His replacement for the 13th century spire, which had
been removed some 60 years before to prevent it from collapsing, had nothing to do with
the original: he designed something he believed gothic craftsmen would have done had
they had the 19th century technology. And his imagination.
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Fig 18: Notre Dame, Paris: left - 1847 with scaffolding at the start of restoration and right - 1860s with
Viollet-le-Duc’s new spire

The irony of this story is that it was le-Duc’s 19th century spire, not a gothic original, which
was destroyed by the 2019 fire, watched by millions who decried the loss of Notre Dame’s
identity. In his article about proposals for the spire’s reconstruction Ravenscroft (2019)
comments: ‘Notre-Dame will be restored to its place at the heart of the French capital, but
it cannot be the same building as before the fire. Even if the cathedral is faithfully restored
using materials and techniques from the appropriate time periods, they will be new
materials and there is no escaping that it will be a replica’. A most clear declaration
regarding the degree of Theseusness this particular ship of Notre Dame would have if
restored: a replica cannot pass as the original, no matter how faithful the restoration is. So
architects are left with a conundrum: what is right, a replica or a Viollet-le-Duc? (fig. 19
and 20 proposals for the roof and spire reconstruction made by various architects).
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Fig 19: Notre Dame, Paris: left – the roof as a public swimming pool (arch: Ulf Mejergren Architects,
Stockholm) and right – roof and spire made entirely out of structural glass (arch: Eight Inc, London)

Fig 20: Notre Dame, Paris: left – the roof and spire form a green-house (arch: Vincent Callebaut,
Paris) and right – pneumatic architecture

Good listeners
The Notre Dame case is unusual because of the repeated history and what is reveals about
what we learned, how we think after similar experiences. It is also an interesting case
relative to Theseus’ Ship paradox, as responses to the same problem were so different: on
the one hand, in the 1860s Viollet-le-Duc expressed the gothic in his design for the new
spire using material and technological advancements, basing it on his thorough knowledge
and understanding of the medieval style. On the other, after the initial courageous
announcement of an international competition for the new spire, in July 2019 the French
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almost legislated that the cathedral will be rebuilt exactly as it was before the fire.
However, the final document was more restrained stating that the restored cathedral will
“preserve the historic, artistic and architectural history of the monument.” (Bandarin 2019).
Carlo Scarpa’s (1906-1978) had a different approach when working with historic buildings.
His oeuvre is little known, because for a while it was judged according to Murphy () as
anachronistic, small-scale and craft-intensive (fig. 21). Also, photographs, which is how
architecture is publicised, do not describe Scarpa’s buildings: they are haptic, experiential
journeys. Only traversing Scarpa’s buildings conveys the unfolding of spaces and vista, the
sounds of water, the movement of light on texture, the delight in the discovery of details,
the touch of materials (Murphy 2017).

Fig 21: Carlo Scarpa, Castelvecchio, Verona: layers and journeys

Scarpa’s interventions have been described as architecture of layering: ‘layering is a part
of our day-to-day perception, based on the simultaneous existence of objects of different
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age and provenance. Added to this, there are traditions, connection and memories that give
our daily existence a historic dimension’ (Schultz 2007 p7). Scarpa had an archaeologist’s
finesse when looking at historic buildings, a sensitive understanding of materials and a
remarkable acuity as designer: his insertions are simultaneously reverential and evident (fig.
22). He is not interested in restoration but rather historical clarity.

Fig 22: Carlo Scarpa, Castelvecchio, Verona: insertions

When asked to restore Castelvecchio in Verona, Scarpa was facing the reconfiguration of
a museum placed in a structure which started as part of the 12th century city walls, morphing
into Castelvecchio, a princely residence in the 14th century and later into a caserma
(barracks) for the Napoleonic troops: a three dimensional palimpsest. Scarpa identified the
components, revealed the various historical layers and re-knitted the parts to create a
functional building. In a way, he cleared the cobwebs, rotting planks and debris of this
Theseus ship and inserted what was needed to make it sea-worthy again. This process
requires a masterful craftsman and Scarpa was one.
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Conclusion
The theme of Theseus’ ship paradox created an intellectual space for our students on their
return from a year or more practice, a good medium to help them readjust to the academic
world. Although they found it abstract, especially introduced as a live project, their
readiness to explore and creativity resulted in an impressive variety of conceptual
proposals, all presented in this article. For us it was rewarding to see that students took on
the challenge together with the advice to use the process as means of finding out more
about who they are as people and future architect-citizens. Their wrestling with the paradox
was as much about the subject being a paradox, as it was about who they were as people.
The project saw them trying to understand the paradox or solve it (the problem with the
theme being a paradox) in a way that suited their patterns of thinking, their view of the
world, their life experience and so on. Of course, such exercises have to provide relevance
to architectural education and our students transferred their findings into later design work.
Interestingly, our expectations for the outcome were very different from what the students
produced and until the end of the project, when the physical model was complete, we
continuously recalibrated our views. However, witnessing and supporting the students’
personal incursions into unfamiliar philosophical territories and their subsequent emergence
with a personal view point, articulated in a proposal, represented the pedagogical success
of the project. In effect the students managed to develop new ways of thinking and
practicing, considered to be ‘a crucial threshold function in leading to a transformed
understanding’ (Meyer and Land 2003 p9). Transformed understanding or threshold
concepts are considered the fundamental building blocks of learning (Meyer and Land
2003).
Although as pedagogues we had run similar projects in the past, having refined the delivery
and organisation with every iteration, the variables introduced by individuals make the
process less predictable, especially in cases such as this, where students are left to selfregulate as a group.
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The paradox enriched our curriculum, its implications being perpetually relevant to
architects as buildings are some of the most durable traces humans leave. Looking after
them - laden with symbolism or modest memories, eroded by the elements or us - is a job
that requires sensitivity and sensibility, and how better to form these traits then challenge
novice Master of Architecture with a paradox or two.
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