Map of Riga with highlighted 100 x 100 meter grid coverage points where the number of permanent residents has diminished in the time period from 2000 to 2020, 1: 25 000

Slokas iela 52 unit A — The Chalk Gym

Slokas iela 52 site, 1:1500

Valdemaira iela 17 site, 1:1500

Ciekurklana 6 linija 13 site, 1:1500

Vide: three stories of seizing space for other performances

Riga has lost a third of its 1 million inhabitants since 1991. However, rather
than dwelling on the quantitative data of the depopulation event, one may look
at the qualitative aspects of what it means to live in one.

and a former factory worker’s housing were all built in the 1890s. The
three project sites, as typologies describe the prevailing living and working
patterns of Riga as an industrial city until 1940 - an idealized past image
often collectively looked back at.
Shrunken cities tend to fixate on the populous and productive urban space of
the past and a longing for its future return. A longing that in Riga materializes On a second glance, one can notice the two toilets shared by fourteen
as heaps of vacant space in the process of idling — locked up, awaiting demand to apartments in the worker’s housing or the theatrical glass parting between
appear again. the servant and the main stairwell in the city centre tenement. Rather than
an abstract fixation on a highly unequal past, there could be more attention
It is unlikely the city will experience significant population growth in the put into creating an image of a city that is more sensitive, collaborative and
near future. One must question whether a fixation on a past image of a hy- supportive.
per-productive city and the anxiety of current unfulfilled expectations is
worthwhile. Rather than abiding by the binary image of city space being either
productive or idle, the excess space of a shrunken Riga could, for the time being,
exist in a blurred point between the two and host performances more concerned
with quality of life than economic productivity. Let us daydream of taxation
laws and proactive attitudes that incentivize owners to offer idle spaces for com-
mon uses.

Although the 1:1 working method sets out to be present in the sites, one
must come to terms that the project maintains a certain amount of fiction.
Acknowledging the time constraints and goal-oriented nature of the Projet
de Master, it is more honest to work on images and theoretical tryouts for
programmes rather than staged communality.

Beyond their programmes, the interventions aim to broaden a collective
imagination of ever-evolving performances in the city. Working in situ
becomes an experimental process of negotiating access for some good to
take place, even for a little while. The project is what can be arranged by an
individual over four months. But what can be done by five people in a year?
A neighbourhood in three? A city in ten?

The project is a story of three speculative interventions in leftover spaces in
Riga. A contemplation on processes of care, play and rest a space can host while
the demand for a commercial performance is absent.

A building in a disused rubber factory complex, a city-centre tenement house
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Valdemara iela 17 - The Observation Tower
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Slokas iela 52, unit A. Section and second floor plan, 1:150
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Arrangement and cleaning an inefficient storage to free up space for a gym. 1:375.

Recipe for 10 kg of chalk paint

Water 7kg
Chalk powder 2,8kg
‘Wallpaper paste powder 150g
Pigment paste 150g

Mix chalk into the water until a uniform
solution forms. Then while stirring
slowly sprinkle in wallpaper paste powder
to avoid forming clumps. Divide the
chalk paint into smaller containers and
add pigmet if needed.

Can be applied by brush or used in a
paint sprayer if filtered through a sieve.
The paint turns light and opaque when
dry. Can be washed

oft with water.

1 kg of paint covers 8 — 10 m?
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Drawn fields and paint use

3X3 basketball, 27 m?
Volleyball, 24 m?

Floorball, 13 m?

Roller derby, 14 m?
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Valdemara iela 17. Section and attic plan, 1:132
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Ciekurklana 6 linija 13 — The Laundry Room

Attic section. Camera obscura projection scheme. 1:75

Camera obscura. Window shield and changeable aperture.

Slokas iela 52

The address is a broad territory of buildings of a former rubber factory complex
built in the 1890s and operated until the 1980s. As the country has largely moved
to a service-based economy, the complex along with many others no longer func-
tions as as a single entity but is subdivided between smaller enterprises and unused
spaces. What remains, however, is the fencing of the former factory. Quite easily
one can wonder if the territory is functionally subdivided and the surrounding
neighbourhood has largely become one for living and small business, could the
territories seclusion not dissolve as well?

The view towards what happens within the block is similar to the movement that
occurred in Tallina’s Square (formerly ambulance car repair station) and Gardens
of Sporta pils (frozen construction site) in other parts of the city, both of which
now provide new programmes within idling blocks.

We peek inside. The territory holds a collection of unused spaces, but we stop by
the most impressive one by far. The second floor of unit A holds an expansive
arched production hall with a scatter of forgotten boxes, pallets and office desks
dispersed evenly across 1132 square meters.

Mexico’s Campesino Basketball Courts show sports fields not only as spaces for play,
whose importance should not be disparaged but also as important village and neigh-
borhood gathering points. These courts were built in open air and good weather. In
a place where most of the year an umbrella or a coat is essential, a covered space with
a six-meter ceiling height can be more generous than a backyard hoop.

The project then is a negotiation of what a sports hall in Slokas 52, or any
other of the numerous disused factory complexes around the city could be.

Through luck and friendly site supervisors, access to the second floor of unit
A was arranged until mid-August. Without removing the scattered items of

unknown ownership but rather arranging them more neatly, half of the hall

was freed up. Then followed five hours of vacuuming until some 500 square
meters were no longer a storage space, but not yet a sports hall.

A hopscotch grid can be crudely drawn in a minute, but the markings create
a clear set of rules, even a programme that takes place on it. Expanding
further, increasing the scale, similar relationship with graphic markings and
an implication of a game-programme arrive in more official sports fields. The
drawings of fields for roller derby, floorball, volleyball and 3X3 basketball

in full scale then become visual aids to more fully imagine the hall as a gym.
The choice of the four fields comes from their particular histories of either
accessibility or community-forming.

Holes for the basketball hoops were no issue. However, the markings on the
ground had to be removable. After some consideration, the markings were
made with home-made chalk paint — commonly used for ceiling painting up
until a few decades ago, removable and dirt-cheap to make. Out of necessity,
the sports fields ended up having the same materiality as the original refer-
ence of the chalk-drawn hopscotch grid.

Camera obscura. Projection plane made of 85m? of suspended paper

Valdemara iela 17

The building on Valdemira iela 17 is located as centrally as one can possibly get in the
city. Opposite the National Museum of Fine Art, surrounded by the city’s big parks.
The building is an amalgam of two cafes, a dentist’s practice, an office, a defective sauna
in the basement and a few apartments that have been left empty some time in the last de-
cade. The whole building is scheduled for a general renovation some time in the future,
but, as commonly seen in the city, such schedules tend to stretch on and on. It is curious
how close can used and idle spaces be arranged. Visit a dental practice next to a trashed
and vacant apartment. Have a coffee above some forgotten tropical-themed decorations
of an early 90’s sauna. A building hosting multiple, fairly public programmes is interwo-
ven with spaces mostly meant for collecting dust.

Having a stroll around the neighborhood, we peck around the corner of the museum
to see a recently renovated plaza that has been animated quite successfully. In the middle
of it stands a stepped underground roof-light that has become the dominion of local
skaters. So much so that multiple of the glass panels have been shattered from overtly
enthusiastic landings.

A famous story of skateboarding’s tradition of appropriation is that of a drought in
California in 1975. Homeowners, pressed by water prices, opted to keep their backyard
pools empty. This gave rise to an explosion of illegal skateboarding sessions on their
curved, no-longer submerged concrete surfaces. The movement was so widespread that
to this day most skateparks feature concave shapes that, for the most part, still resemble
empty pools. What can be learned from skaters is that beyond the assigned programme
and function, everything also has physical and geometric properties that can be observed
detached from the preconceived use. Over time spent with a skateboard, one develops

an appreciation of the physicality of steps, rails or even just the smoothness of 2
freshly paved sidewalk.

Butitis time to come back to the building just over the street. Just like an empty
Californian pool, an empty attic flat does not necessarily have to be filled back up
during a drought. It can serve for other actions arising from its physical properties
and location. Starting from early April, the North-west windows of the space have a
view of the sunset. The city is flat, with no mounds from which one could observe

it. What if one does not name it an apartment but rather a viewing tower? Itis nota
vacant property anymore but a platform one reaches after climbing up the stairs with
the purpose of seeing the view.

The attic space, serving no specific function for the moment, can devote more than
just a window to the act of observing the view. Camera obscura is a well known phys-
ics trick. Centuries before the emergence of photography, it was known that light
entering a darkened space through a small hole projects an image on the opposing
walls. In 1892, sociologist Patrick Geddes bought a tower next to Edinburgh castle

to turn it into one. Direct experience and observation was at the center of Geddes’
theory on knowledge and the tower was a manifestation of it.

Freed from all other obligations, the apartment can fully devote it’s physical dimen-
sions to the view. Through a small hole a clear projection of the view is beamed,
extending past the limits of the window frame and scaled in size. Projecting on light
surfaces lain across the empty interior, the apartment becomes a camera fully devoted
to the summer sunset.
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Empty apartment cleaning scheme. 1. Vacuuming soot off surfaces 2. Spraying a new layer of chalk paint. 1:65

Ciekurklana 6 linija 13. Section and floor plans, 1:132

Laundry hook in a plastered wood-frame wall. 1:1

Solar diagram. From early April to late September the observation tower has a clear view of the sunset.

Ciekurkalna 6 linija 13

In the late nineteenth century, Ciekurkalns developed as a gridded village of rental
buildings for the workers of nearby factories. Ciekurkalna 6 linija 13 is an oddly
well-preserved remnant.

The two floors of sixteen apartments sharing two toilets and a shower are a display
of the questionable efficiencies for housing a worker population a hundred years
ago. Currently, however, the building is mostly a fossil with six senior inhabitants
and eight empty apartments, waiting for some future overhaul to catch up with
more recent living space standards. What was once a gravely efficient machine for
housing now is too big and crammed at the same time.

The field of feminist economics looks at care — labour focusing on maintenance,
continuity, and repair, primarily occurring within the domestic sphere, done
without remuneration. It suggests that care and maintenance are instrumental for
productive work to occur, challenging the magnitude of importance with which
paid labour reigns over care work. For us to live well and for productivity to take
place, a qualitative environment must be maintained.

If here space of the empty apartments cannot bring economic value, one has free
reign to imagine what other values for households it could bring when shared.

In the cold local climate, opening windows on both ends of a building is re-
garded as a bad omen. The cross-ventilation sought after in southern latitudes,
traditionally was too violent here. Only a few of the apartments in the house
even have windows facing both ways.

But a draught is bloody great for laundry. Next best thing to hanging it out-

doors — and without the worries of rain or snow.

Open the doors and windows of the empty flat at the end of the corridor, drill
some hooks in the wall and you have a year-round drying room.

But this is a speculative drying room, conceived by an alien to this home. Quite
possibly there is something more pertinent than laundry that should take place

here.

The flat has a wood-burning stove. A faulty chimney has made soot end up

on the walls and ceiling seemingly for years. Ifitis not a fixed programme that
can be offered without doubt, then a fixed room certainly can. Before hooks
and drying lines, the rooms were cleaned and painted — a hopeful invitation for
other performances to take place.

Keys handed over for the realization of the interventions. Small gestures of trust. 1:1




