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Argumentation of choice
of the studio

Explore Lab allowed me to work on a topic that | have a personal
connection to, and a site where | can possibly make a real impact. It
allowed me to choose a research and design assignment that spark
my interest, and through this | can build genuine engagement in the
graduation process. Thanks to the studio | can work on a site in
Warsaw, my hometown, that | know well and where | can apply the
knowledge gained during my Master studies.

It is inspiring to see other people in Explore Lab working on their
respective topics — | believe that | can still learn a lot from the variety
of approaches and methods that are used. On the other hand, the
individual aspect of the studio is a great challenge to test my
maturity in design at the end of this chapter of my academic journey.

Graduation project

Title of the graduation
project

In conversation with the river

Goal

Location

Port Zeranski, Warsaw, Poland

Problem statement

Vistula River holds a special place in Polish history and mentality, it
has also become the symbol of Warsaw — the capital city. However,
as a figure of such importance, Vistula has had to face some troubled
times, especially in the last century. Until very recently, it was seen
as a dividing element, perceived as polluted and disconnected. In the
last twenty years, it has been one of the city’s top priorities to help
Warsaw and its residents turn to face the river again.
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The starting point of this research, which brought attention to the
debate about the future of Vistula River, is the case of Port Zeranski,
still mostly undeveloped and surrounded by industrial activity, with a
big part of the port remaining a natural habitat for animals. There
are many sides of the conversation about the future of this place —
real estate developers, local activists, nearby residents, industries
and sports people. What strikes in the multitude of wishes and needs
is a question too rarely asked — what would the river itself want? This
guestion, crucial for sustainable urban planning, yet impossible to
answer with certainty, is valid not only in Port Zeranski, but also for
the entirety of Vistula in Warsaw. This paper tries to explore the
voice in the debate that, paradoxically, cannot be vocalized — the
voice of Vistula River itself.

Research questions

This research aims to give voice to the river and notice its agency and
influence. It will focus on the main research question - how can
understanding the voice of the river help to better connect it with
the urban landscape? The voice of the river entails its identity,
natural processes, and socio-environmental influences. The research,
through a set of sub-questions, will try to deconstruct the complexity
of the river and formulate a new narrative that will allow the
inclusion of the river’s voice in future debates.

Sub-questions:

Does the river have an identity? If so, what makes it?

How to represent the complexity of a river?

How to give voice to the water? Or how can we learn to hear it?

How to include the river's voice in the debate about its future?

Design assignment

The resulting design assignment is an attempt to look at the site of
Port Zeranski from the perspective of the river (in this case it is the
Zeranski Channel, directly connected to the main course of Vistula,
and with similar ecological characteristics). This means
understanding the socio-ecological processes that happen at the
intersection of land and water, defining the needs of nearby
residents and other potential users, and incorporating them with
respect towards the natural environment. The design will first focus
on the urban scale, and refer to it at later stages of the process. In
Port Zeranski, it is particularly important to keep an integrity of the
whole area, therefore it will be important to consider the network of
interactions — those existing already in Port Zeranski, and the ones
created by the design project.

The envisioned outcomes are:

- Aresilient plan for Port Zeranski area on an urban scale,
including its interactions in a further context, based on
research and urban analyses

- Astrategy for the preservation of wildlife and biodiversity on
site




- Detailed Architectural design of a building/complex of
buildings serving the community — Warsaw water sports
center with additional recreational and educational
functions

- Potentially other small architectural interventions on site

Process

Method description

To achieve the designed outcomes, the research implements an extensive methodology with multiple
ways of data collection and analysis. They can be primarily divided into on-site and off-site research.
Field research was conducted in Warsaw and included data collection through interviews, sketching,
journaling, photography, and audio-visual recordings. The activities are then mapped and compared
with other mappings developed in the research process. The off-site part of the research consists of a
literature review and archival mapping collection, as well as analyzing the data acquired on-site.

The chosen methods are designed to answer the research sub-questions. They overlap and
intertwine, resulting in using several methods to answer one question and different questions being
partially answered by the same method. It is through a thorough analysis of the collected material
that the questions will be fully answered. Together, the methodology will lead to an organized
catalog of representations of the river and narratives describing its perspective.

The field research is also a starting point for the design process. It included several site visits — with
one on a kayak to get as close as possible to the perspective of the river. The interviews conducted in
Port Zeranski offer a broad understanding of the context, and engaging in activities locally was crucial
to later understand the potential interactions an architectural design will create. The design process
will also include using journaling and sketching to build a more personal relationship with the river. In
later phases, working physical and digital models, drawings, visualizations and potentially
environmental simulations will be used to develop the final design.
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Literature and general practical references

The literature used in this research can be divided in two main categories — sources regarding Poland,
Warsaw and Vistula specifically, and the ones discussing general theories about rivers in cities, their socio-
ecological integration and ways to listen to the voice of the river. On the last topic, the most abstract of
them, the literature is limited — which additionally justifies the choice of research subject.

The main themes and ideas in literature review include:

1. Context specific: history of Vistula River, its significance in four domains — technological, social,
spiritual, and environmental, Vistula in Warsaw

2. General: river management in cities, social-ecological integration of rivers, River Culture, social
connectivity of rivers, eco- and hydrofeminism, Rights of Nature, legal personhood of rivers
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Reflection

This research tries to understand the voice of Vistula River to include it in the discussion
about the future of riverbank areas and adjacent ports in Warsaw. It aims to build awareness,
primarily in designers, about the complexity of the river, which is rarely thought of and taught
about in architecture schools. Rather than offering a fixed set of rules and guidelines, this
paper suggests a shift in thinking about the rivers — from that of a resource represented by a
line or a patch, serving political purposes, to that of a living entity that should have a saying in
the debate about its own future. By being rooted both in academic findings and in the local
context of Warsaw and Vistula, the research aim is to propose an approach to design that
might lead to a better connectivity of the city with its river. To achieve this goal, it explores
alternative (to the traditional design process) narratives and representations of the river that
help to better understand it. Although this paper provides insights that can be of value to all
users of the river, its message is firstly meant for designers, urban planners and city officials.
To people who have most agency over the course and use of the river. If they hear the
message in the voice of Vistula, they can convey it in their projects, initiatives and
legislations.

This project, although carried out within Architecture Track, lies at the intersection of architecture,
urbanism, landscape and environmental studies. To me, it shows that architectural design cannot
be confined within one discipline, and should be discussed in relation to the impact it creates. The
approach proposed in this project — listening to the voice of the river — encourages to think outside




of the box. Although this graduation research is focused on Vistula, Warsaw and Port Zeranski,
similar methods can be used in other contexts as well, if properly adjusted. This opens countless
possibilities for river exploration in academic field and beyond.
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