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Zusammenfassung 

Der vorliegende Aufsatz untersucht, wie durch die Beschäftigung mit literarischen 

Texten die gängigen Raumerfahrungen, wie sie etwa durch Museen vermittelt wer-

den, erweitert werden können. Am Beispiel von Will Wiles ’ Care of Wooden Floors 
(CoWF, 2012) wird aufgezeigt, dass Personen, die durch die Literatur in verborgene 

städtische Räume mitgenommen werden, psychogeographische Verschiebungen 

empfinden. Nach der fiktiven Auseinandersetzung mit solchen Themen sind sie in 
der Lage, auch in der sonstigen Realität Geschichte anders zu sehen als es die übli-

chen Methoden erlauben.  
Im ersten Teil des Aufsatzes wird das Konzept des Raums sowohl als Kontext 

als auch als Behälter für Text definiert. Zudem werden die Auswirkungen der 

Raumvorstellungen auf den Erzählprozess diskutiert. Der zweite Teil erläutert ak-
tuelle Ansätze aus der kognitiven Literaturwissenschaft in Bezug darauf, wie Lese-

rinnen und Leser den Angebotscharakter ihres Umfeldes wahrnehmen und durch 

die Leseerfahrung Sinnhaftigkeit in fiktionalen Räumen finden. 
Schließlich wird das Beispiel der Geschichte CoFW aufgegriffen, in der der Pro-

tagonist durch zahlreiche Perspektivenwechsel in der Lage ist, in einem nicht ge-
nannten post-kommunistischen Land unterdrückte alternative Geschichtsversionen 

in seinem Umfeld zu erfahren. Nach dem Leseprozess sind Leserinnen und Leser 

mit anderen, auf der Erzählung basierenden, neuen Erfahrungen ausgestattet, 
wodurch sie auch an realen Orten Zugang zu geschichtlichen Perspektiven haben, 

die die institutionalisierten und problematischen, oft kolonialen Narrative in Zwei-

fel ziehen. Zuletzt wird dieses Hervorrufen von Erfahrungen und die daraus resul-
tierende Wirkung auf bestehende Narrative durch einen kurzen Reisebericht aus 

Vilnius aus dem Jahre 2019 illustriert. 

Schlagworte: Psychogeographie, Verkörperte Kognition, Stadtflucht, Geschich-

tenerzählen durch Museen, Verborgene Geschichten 

Keywords: Psychogeography, Embodied Cognition, The Urban Drift, Storytelling 

by Museums , Hidden Histories 

1 The Museum: Definition and Persisting Problems 

museum (noun): A building in which objects of historical, scientific, artistic, or cultural 

interest are stored and exhibited.  

Origin: Early 17th century (denoting a university building, specifically one erected at Al-
exandria by Ptolemy Soter): via Latin from Greek mouseion “seat of the Muses”, based 

on mousa “muse”. (Oxford English Dictionary n.d.)  
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According to the OED, a museum is a physical structure that is constructed to house 

and showcase items of specific interests. In contrast to this definition, the etymol-

ogy of the term refers to muses and inspiration and underlines the evocative nature 
of museums on their visitors. According to Bedford (2001), storytelling is the “real 

work” museums and the narratives framed by the exhibited items elicit visitors ’ 

feelings, thoughts and memories. Consequently, visitors project such subjective ex-
periential traces, or pieces of existing knowledge structures that organisms use to 

construe the world (Zwaan 2008; Zwaan & Madden 2005), onto the narratives to 
form associations between the displayed artefacts and their own life (Ash 2004; 

Bedford 2001; Harrington et al. 2019). 

The Cognitive Turn: Enactivism, Spatial Affordances and Affective 
Responses  

Besides the narrative approach that spotlights how readers construe stories based 

on the exhibitions, this paper wants to return to the origins of the term “museum” 
and connect it to the cognitive turn. In studies of embodied cognition, strands such 

as enactivism foreground the sense-making processes of living organisms through 

their interactions with the environment and physical affordances. According to 
Ward et al. (2017), affordances are “opportunities to engage with the environment 

in ways that reflect our needs and plans” (366-367; also Gibson 1979). Affordances 

are hence essential for organisms to achieve homeostasis, or the state of balance, 
and to ensure survival (Varela et al., 2016). Moreover, enactivists state that to per-

ceive affordances is to imagine possible action and to sense action settings “filled with 
imagined and actual actors in motor” (Barrett, 2011, 111).1 Accounting for phenom-

enological experiences as well as sensory-motor contingencies inherent in living or-

ganisms, the notion of affordances is thus particularly useful for discussions about 
sensory experiences of space (Gallagher 2017).2 

Furthering the concept of enactivism, Colombetti (2014, 2016) claims that af-

fective responses are also part of the enactive process because “emotion should be 

 
1 Body movements (or sensorimotor capacities) affect the affordances available to organisms. For 

instance, the chair affords humans and cows different possible acts (Barrett 2011). Affordances mate-

rialise through our exploitation of them, such that a hard and horizontal surface becomes an af-

fordance for pesdestrianism “when an animal with legs exploits that structure in that way” (ibid., 98-

99). Such exploitation, it seems, also occurs when we imagine the possible actions related to the ob-

jects. 
2 For Husserl (1989), perception is directed by the “I can” beliefs, where the objects that I see are 

dependent on what “I can” do, while Heidegger (2011 [1962]) discusses the “ready-to-hand” nature 

of perception to spotlight our practical relation to the world. Merleau-Ponty (2020 [1945]) adapted 

these concepts to produce his embodied account of perception, upon which Gibson built the concept 

of “affordance”. See Tally Jr. (2017) for definitions of space and place. For this paper, space is under-

stood as an abstract entity, while places are imbued with meanings and affordances that constitute 

lived experiences. 
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conceptualised as a faculty of the whole embodied and situated organism” and or-

ganisms evaluate the world based on such embodied and situated conditions (2016, 
146). As such, viewing a beautifully crafted, winding staircase evokes in the per-

ceiver both actual and imagined actions as well as affective responses. Connecting 

aesthetics with emotional responses, Mallgrave (2018) states that “our emotional 
experience of a staircase would manifest itself in the comfort of ascending or de-

scending the tread and risers—that is, how well they allow us to move gracefully 
and with little effort” (72-73). The sight of the staircase influences our propriocep-

tive reactions as we imagine possible actions via adjectives and quantifiers such as 

“gracefully” and “with ease”. The enactive account hence explains the above inter-
action with the stairs as follows: the experiencer appraises the stairs as an affordance 

and enacts “what it is like” to interact with them, and the new experiential traces 

proceed to modify their worldview. 
Given that such embodied and affective interactions between living organisms 

and the environment as well as affordances are necessary for the sense-making of 
the world, it is imperative to reassess the principles for environmental designs so as 

to provide spaces that elicit positive imagination and affective responses in city 

dwellers.3 Such changes address findings in neuroscience on the negative effects of 
spatial experience on neural plasticity and mental health. For instance, compared to 

country dwellers, city inhabitants tend to be more anxious because their amygdalae 

are more strongly activated by urban triggers such as strangers with unfamiliar pat-
terns of behaviour (Ellard 2015). Instead of adopting functional and rational designs 

that trigger negative feelings, mental disorders and/or reduced cognitive perfor-
mance, designers of space should aim to produce enriched environments with af-

fordances that elicit positive low-level cognitive responses and thereby improve the 

well-being of city inhabitants (Mallgrave 2018).4 

How Museum Designs Affect Storytelling and Reception Processes 

So, what are we to make of the carefully-curated museum exhibits, especially when 

keeping in mind the storytelling functions of museums? What type of stories do 

museums tell, and to what extent do visitors have the agency to challenge the spe-
cifically-framed (historical) narratives presented in such sites? First, the effects of 

the physical space on visitors’ embodied experiences and their imagination of pos-
sible worlds and actions with the displayed objects must be examined. As Ryan 

(2014) indicates, space can be understood as both container and context for the 

 
3 Negative affective responses can be triggered by modernist “rationalist” designs that became preva-

lent in the early half of the twentieth century and even more so later with the rise of poststructuralism 

during the postwar period (Ellard 2015; see 133-134 for the example of Libeskind’s Michael Lee-Chin 

Crystal in downtown Toronto and the negative embodied responses it evokes in the locals). 
4 Referring to affective enactivism, Mallgrave (2018) notes that we instantly assess our environment 

through low-level cognitive responses such as affective proprioception before arriving at conclusions 

about how we feel about it (see also Goldhagen 2017). See Eckenhoff and Tan (2021) for more details.  
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narratives presented onsite. Narratives “are not only inscribed on spatial objects, 

they are also situated within real-world space, and their relations to their environ-

ment go far beyond mimetic representation” (ibid., Section 2.3). The first part of 
Ryan’s point indicates that “gestures and deictic elements” such as landscape fea-

tures can be utilised as affordances to direct users’ attention to “the actual location 

of events” (ibid., Section 2.3). This is especially true for historical landscapes, me-
morial areas and heritage sites, where the storytelling processes make visitors aware 

of the historical events that have taken place there (think, for instance, the buildings 
and items that remain in former Nazi concentration camps). 

The second point of Ryan’s statement highlights that while physical objects af-

ford visitors' imagination of possible narratives about the past, the spatial design 
similarly determines visitors’ movements and encounters with the specific spots at 

the historical site (Ryan et al. 2016, 181-206). This attention to bodily experiences 

evoked by deliberate spatial arrangements can be observed at the Yad Vashem mu-
seum. Designed by Israeli-Canadian architect Moshe Safdie, the museum elicits 

multimodal senses by guiding visitors along specific paths to experience lines and 
voids in visceral ways (ibid., 200-201). In Safdie’s plan, the storytelling process is 

facilitated by the metaphor “light at the end of the tunnel”, which becomes a literal 

experience. After leading visitors through the darker times of history (as reflected 
by chaotically-situated chambers), the tunnel structure of Yad Vashem ends on a 

hopeful note by directing visitors to the glass windows at the end of the path; at the 

end of their visit, people are thus confronted with the sight of the outdoors and the 
sky, both of which evoke the feeling of freedom from the difficult past. 

Another means to instruct or limit visitors’ movements while triggering their 
senses and imagination as part of the storytelling process is through the use of tech-

nological devices. These days, it is common for sites such as museums to employ 

audio guides to guide visitors through the ever-growing collection of exhibits. To 
make sense of the physical exhibits and the recorded commentaries effectively, vis-

itors have to walk at the right pace and in the correct directions in order to keep up 

with both sources of information (Ryan 2014).5 The ubiquitous use of technology 
for the storytelling process (Ryan et al. 2016) means that visitors, who are issued 

headphone sets and sent on their way, construe narratives of the past based on the 
rigorously-structured information provided by faceless voices on tape. Should they 

have questions about the projected narratives and exhibited items, they would have 

to take extra steps to approach employees to seek clarification. 

 
5 In more extreme cases, technology is used to augment reality and increase visitors’ immersion into 

the past. An example is the use of the AR Perpetual Garden App to provide a virtual diorama that 

utilises design affordances to enhance interactivity and improve the learning process (Harrington et al. 

2019). 
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Problems with Official Narratives and the “Real Work” of Museums 

While museums are typically seen as places with expert knowledge about history, 

questions have been raised regarding the reliability of exhibits and the authenticity 

of the narratives since the postmodernist and poststructuralist turns, when the no-
tion of truth and the power of entities with authority became undermined (see, for 

instance, Lyotard, 1984 [1979]). In addition, as the museum experience becomes 
increasingly automatised by technology and spatial designs that control both senses 

and movements, visitors become dehumanised and reified as mere cogs of a well-

oiled machine that continually perpetuate official versions of the past that tend to 
be one-sided and greatly lacking in including the stories of the silenced and displaced 

communities (Fraser 2019).6 

If storytelling is the “real work” of museums, then the stories told by museums 
– “doctrine, propaganda, exclusion, vilification, and misinformation” that support 

biased or extreme beliefs (ibid., 502) – are clearly problematic. From a postcolonial 
perspective, the exhibits, which are often articles pillaged from colonised subjects 

(Haynes 2020; Hunt 2019), are criticised for presenting narratives that deny colo-

nised subjects’ stories and embed colonial ideals into visitors’ impression of the past 
(Kelly 2010). Edwards (2018) thus claims that museums fail to actively engage with 

colonised or indigenous communities to increase collaboration and cultural ex-

change. As the discourse regarding museums remains unable to address Britain’s 
history, “[t]he colonial past is tidily sequestrated into a series of ‘elsewheres’ so as 

to avoid the responsibility to engage with its implications” (ibid.) on the social set-
up of cities that have been greatly shaped by colonial activities.7 

In response to the employment of technology to control visitors’ visceral expe-

riences of museums and the resulting reception of historical narratives, Sterne and 
De Luca (2019) criticise museums for subscribing to “audism” (303), that is, to as-

sume that everyone hears the same way. Since visitors have diverse backgrounds 

and embodied experiences, museum professionals must “address multiple auditory 
subjects and subject positions in their work” (ibid., 301). Isselhardt and Cross (2020) 

similarly contend that museums and their framed narratives have to take intersec-
tional identities into account: “Whether museums want it to be or not, their audi-

ences are composed of diverse social categories that must be embraced and 

 
6 Without the company of a human guide, the visitors are nothing more than passive consumers of 

information (see Baudrillard 1996), and their questions or doubts remain unanswered or unallayed 

unless extra steps are taken to seek clarification from employees. In this fast-paced world, it is unlikely 

that visitors would carry out additional actions to challenge the official narratives. See Fraser ’s (2019) 

critique of the museum as a tool of the institution and the official definition provided by ICOM (2019).  
7 As noted by Edwards (2018), this is especially the case for cities (such as Manchester and Birming-

ham) and regions whose local industries had greatly depended on goods (such as sugar and enslaved 

Africans who produced the sugar) delivered via colonial trade routes. 
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represented” (571).8 As long as they neglect intersectional experiences, Isselhardt 

and Cross claim, museums will never achieve their “democratic ideal” (ibid., 572). 

The above examples illustrate an awareness of the political dynamics involving 
the museum setting and the stories it tells (Sterne & De Luca 2019; Isselhardt & 

Cross 2020), and in response, initiatives have been undertaken to challenge official 

historical narratives and to give voice to marginalised experiences. For example, the 
project group “Emphatic Museum” states that the new institutional identity of the 

museum is “to be, and be perceived as, deeply connected with its community” (Jen-
nings et al. 2019, 1), and the role of empathy is vital to the forging of connections 

between the establishment and the people that it is meant to serve. However, this 

process of changing the image of the museum in order to meet its objectives is not 
an easy one (Salguero 2020). Referring to Fraser’s (2019) editorial, Salguero indicates 

that museums continue to ignore their “consequential influence on human dignity, 

equality, or planetary well-being” (Fraser 2019, 502; as cited in Salguero 2020, 593). 
Even more damning are Salguero’s sentiments on the persisting hypocrisy of mu-

seums: “Many museums blow hot air about diversity and inclusion. Having worked 
at a museum, these words, to me, have also been rendered meaningless after so 

many years of empty promises” (2020, 594). When even scholars involved in shap-

ing the discourse of the museum and its objectives underline the difficulties  of 
change in order to provide space for the stories of the displaced and the disempow-

ered, it becomes imperative to look beyond the highly-regulated site of the museum 

and its partial historical narratives to search for other versions of the past. To this  
end, this paper turns to the approach of embodiment (and affective enactivism, in 

particular) in cognitive literary studies and the effects of reading on people ’s recon-
ceptualisation of the past. 

2 Embodied Readers and the Reconceptualisation of  

Historical Narratives in Will Wilesʼs “Care of Wooden 
Floors” (2012) 

Embodied Encounters with Narrative Space 

Earlier approaches in reader response theory tend to posit readers as ideal types that 
process information through “schematised views […] largely independent from 

specific brains, bodies, and sensory modalities” (Kukkonen & Caracciolo 2014, 261; 

for an example of the ideal reader, see Iser, 1978). Departing from computational 
cognitivism, the more recent (or so-called “second-generation”) cognitive ap-

proaches to literature refer to the E-approaches to cognition (including the 

 
8 While intersectionality, a term coined by legal scholar and Black feminist Crenshaw (1989), highlights 

the “interlocking oppressions of race and gender experienced by Black women and women of color” 

the concept can be used in every field of research (Isselhardt & Cross 2020, 571). 
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experiential and emotional qualities of the mind) as the bases of the embodied 

reader.9 According to scholars such as Caracciolo (2014a, 2014b, 2018 etc.) and 
Kukkonen (2019, 2020), readers’ experiences of narratives are both embodied and 

influenced by culture. As such, the embodied reader demonstrates “the embodi-

ment of mental processes and their extension into the world through material arte-
facts and sociocultural practices” (Kukkonen & Caracciolo 2014, 261).10 To this 

end, these scholars make use of concepts such as experiential traces or resonances 
and Bayesian predictive processing to explain how readers make sense of narra-

tives.11 

In Caracciolo’s (2018) discussion of experientiality and the embodied reader, 
readers’ perceptual-bodily experiences, which communicate higher-order socio-cul-

tural meanings and values and often serve as “protointerpretations” (24), influence 

their responses to narratives. By blending their “embodied abilities” with those of 
characters and drawing on their own past experiences and knowledge, readers can 

enact fictional situations. For instance, when readers connect their “embodied abil-
ities” to those of the character’s, they use their “virtual body” to share the charac-

ter’s experiences (Caracciolo 2012; also 2011). According to Caracciolo, the reader 

grounds their virtual body on passages through the character’s “fictionally actual 
body” with the help of mirror neurons that enable us to make sense of others ’ ac-

tions and intentions (2011, 117). Such enactment can be affected by the focalisation 

in the narrative. Internal focalisation, for instance, inspires the “tour” method that 
situates the reader at ground-level for slow spatial exploration, which is accompa-

nied by risks and uncertainties, while other forms of focalisation provide a vantage 
view and generate strategic ways of understanding space and moving in it. The 

reader’s hypothetical enactment involves “an experiential feel” (ibid., 2014a, 101) 

that, while near impossible to verbalise, is related to the “what-it-is-like” to 

 
9 The E-approaches refers to “embodied”, “embedded”, “extended” and “enactive” cognition. As an 

all-encompassing term that challenges classic disembodied cognitivism, embodied cognition highlights 

the fact that “embodiment is taken to mean influences the degree of endorsement its proponents are 

willing to give the three remaining 4E terms” (Garratt 2016, 7). Embedded cognition underlines the 

cognitive effects that arise when the agent interacts with the ecological setting. Underlining the partic-

ipation of our senses in exploring and experiencing the world, enactivism goes further by highlighting 

oft-ignored effects of agent-environment interactions on cognition through the agent’s body. Lastly, 

extended cognition points out that cognitive processes can occur via physical environmental features  

such as pen and paper (Garratt 2016). 
10 While earlier approaches such as Fludernik’s (1996, 2003) examination of natural narratology and 

Herman’s (2013) study of readerly engagement with narrative in Storytelling brought experientiality into 

the discourse, more recent definitions of the term underscore the effects  of embodiment and explore 

reading strategies mainly in terms of the E-approaches to cognition (Kukkonen & Caracciolo, 2014). 
11 See Kukkonen and Caracciolo (2014) for more discussions of the embodied reader by researchers 

who make use of different e-approaches in their research. 
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experience something.12 While the experiential feel is specific to each reader, some 

aspects of the experiential background that contribute to the experiential feel might 

be universal (for example, “what-it-is-like” to hold a hammer). 
Narratives thus activate readers’ experiences by interacting with their experien-

tial background or their store of “experiences, evaluations, and bodily engagements” 

(ibid., 35). During the process, readers enact the narrated situations through em-
bodied simulations of story-driven experiences, that is, experiences previously ac-

quired through indirect means (such as watching actions in a film) (Caracciolo 
2012). The reader’s experiential traces negotiate with the textual cues, and the ten-

sion between the two produces their experientiality of the text (ibid.). The reader 

thereby acquires additional story-driven experiences that further modify their expe-
riential background (2014a). According to Caracciolo, the embodied reader is af-

fected by internal aspects of life (biological and ecological) as well as external di-

mensions (phenomenological, social, and cultural) that cause them to “reutilise in 
various ways the meanings that are already there, as part of [their] physical engage-

ment with the world” (2014b, 389). Through their corporeal and imagined interac-
tions with both material and abstract affordances, the reader’s experiential back-

ground is continually (re-)shaped, and their understanding of their self in the world 

is presented as an entity that is always in flux. 
For Kukkonen (2014, 2019, 2020), the agent-environment interaction is empha-

sised through her reference to the Bayesian theorem.13 Proposing that the embodied 

cognitive process is a predictive one that becomes modified over time, Kukkonen 
states that “embodied cognition [especially through the strand of enactivism] is pro-

foundly informed by sensing how actions are going to develop” (2014, 372).14 In 

 
12 According to Gallese and Sinigaglia (2011), hypothetical enactment arises from real-world sensory 

experiences, and the foregrounding of the reader’s bodily responses to narratives resonates with the 

notion of space as a site of lived experience (Caracciolo 2014a). Facets of our embodied being in the 

world are thus melded “in our lived experience of the body in socio-cultural contexts [including our 

intersectional positions] – and that our engagement with narrative provides one of such contexts” 

(ibid., 157). 
13 Based on Bayes’s theorem, we modify our hypothesis for the state of affairs of an environment (A) 

in the face of a new and unexpected observation (B). The updating of the hypothesis considers “the 

general likelihood for making the observation in an environment for which the hypothesis holds true 

(B|A)” (2016, 156; see also 2020). Hence, if we return home to find the sofa moved to another posi-

tion, our probabilistic predictions are updated to “guide our movement and the corrective input from 

our embodied perception (visual, haptic, proprioceptive, and so on), which leads us to recalibrate the 

predictions to better fit the current environment” (2016, 156). Overall, the model of predictive pro-

cessing “outlines a flexible, dynamic learning process about the environment that leads to ‘patterned 

practices’ of action in this environment” (ibid., 158). 
14 The notion of our dynamic interaction with environmental affordances aligns with enactivism 

(Varela et al. 2016). Both enactivism and ecological psychology illustrate “a shared emphasis on or-

ganism and environment as co-dependent, and on the organism’s capacity for direct interaction with 

structures that bear on the success of its activities” (Ward et al. 2017, 368). To explore the world, the 
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addition, in the embodied act of reading, readers encounter the textual cues (such 

as verbs, adjectives and metaphors) that provide “small instructions” that afford a 
sense of possible actions in the fictional environment (Kukkonen 2016, 153, 154; 

2020, 63). The potential affordances in the narrative space enable readers “to infer 

the likely interactions and instances of ‘coupled cognition’ which they will give rise 
to” (ibid., 158).15 Consequently, the reader experiences embodied resonances and 

responds to the characters via their motor-resonance, mirror neurons, and/or other 
embodied qualities of human cognition (Kukkonen 2014; 2020). 

According to the predictive processing based on Bayesian probability and the 

feedback loop, the reader refers to their cultural and world knowledge as well as 
their observations and interactions with affordances in the narrative space during 

the reading process (ibid.).16 Through the embodied resonances and the considera-

tion of affordances, the reader attempts to make accurate perceptual inferences and 
improves their predictions about the plot development (ibid., 2020; also 2016). 

When readers become prepared for actions in the narrative with their updated ex-
periential background, their new spatial awareness produces the “aha” moment and 

a feeling of agency (Kukkonen 2020, 45). In addition, the reader and the character 

who share similar embodied experiences with the affordances might perceive dif-
ferent possible actions due to their distinct backgrounds such as their social class 

and other intersectional experiences (ibid., 2016). 

Applying the notion of the embodied reader and their encounters of narrative 
space, this paper proposes that readers enact fictional space through affective en-

actment as they would real-life space. In addition, through their embodied encoun-
ters with both depicted and imagined affordance in the depicted setting and espe-

cially hidden spaces in the city, readers simulate possible actions, make plot predic-

tions and construe other worlds into the story. By doing so, they insert their own 
version of the story into the text as part of the sense-making process of the narra-

tive. Moreover, as the readers enact “what-it-is-like” to interact with affordances in 

the foregrounded narrative space, they undergo imaginative journeys that produce 
other or modal worlds where alternative actions with affordances, unexpected af-

fective responses and surprising outcomes can occur. Resulting from the embodied 
act of reading, readers subsequently experience real-world spaces differently due to 

their updated experiential traces that are laced with new enactment simulations.  

 
body affects cognition in at least three ways: through sensory-motor contingencies, affective factors 

and intersubjective processes (Gallagher 2017). 
15 For Kukkonen, extended cognition explains the setting-up of “coupled cognition” that accounts 

for the interaction between the character’s “mind, body and the tools, which allows him to pursue his 

artistic creation” (2016, 153; also 2020). Referring to the character-environment interaction, Caracciolo 

notes the “focus on how characters and space are coupled – and on how this coupling affects the 

reading experience” (2013, 428). 
16 See Kukkonen (2016) for her model of embodied reading as illustrated by the “cascade of the em-

bodied reader,” which is made up of three main feedback loops that are “stacked hierarchically” (157). 
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As will be illustrated through passages from Wiles’s CoWF, readers’ sense-mak-

ing processes of the world (both in the text and in the physical environment) 

through affective enactivism produce historical narratives that counter the official 
ones that suppress the stories of marginalised communities and the voices of inter-

sectional identities. As readers encounter strange and unexpected situations in the 

narrative space, they would enact the scene negatively. In response to such affective 
enactment, they look to restore homeostasis by naturally evoking experiential traces 

that resonate with the aspects of the fictional situation. Through this process, some 
readers might reach positive affective enactment and can make plot predictions as 

they imbue the narrative space with possible actions and affordances. Conversely, 

readers who are unable to do so remain in negative affective enactment, such that 
they remain unsure of the scene, what it entails and what might come next. Moving 

beyond the controlled space of the museum, passages in CoWF foreground the pos-

sibility of experiencing historical events and narratives in hidden public spaces 
through affective enactivism. By making use of urban practices, namely those of 

psychogeography, to conduct spontaneous dérives (or drifts) into concealed city 
spaces, people can perceive other versions of history through their subjective expe-

riential traces and intersectional identities. 

3 Unveiling Alter-Histories in COWF through  
Psychogeographical Drifts 

Embodied Drifts in Psychogeographical Literary Moments (PLMs) 

The narrative of CoWF is set in the unspecified post-Communist country, and spe-
cific passages, or psychogeographical literary moments (PLMs), spotlight spontane-

ous drifts undertaken by the nameless protagonist to unveil silenced alter-histories 

and what Löffler calls the “urban imaginaries” (2017, 46-47; see also Richardson, 
2015). As he deviates from normalised or prescribed routes in the PLMs, the pro-

tagonist becomes exposed to unexpected urban features and has to consciously 
make sense of the narrative space by relying on his subjective perceptual-bodily 

experiences and other experiential traces. In the embodied act of reading, the reader 

similarly experiences the fictional space through hypothetical enactment. Their en-
actment imagination of the narrative is facilitated by the typical texture features of 

PLMs (such as internal focalisation, non- and/or hypertextual elements, ekphrasis 

and meta-references; see also Löffler 2017) to enable readers to sense themes in-
cluding urban alienation, the dichotomy of grand narratives and marginalised expe-

riences in the city, the fragmented nature of urban experiences and the futile search 
for truth as a postmodern reality.17 

 
17 See also Löffler (2017) and Shaw & van Tijen (1991) for their discussions on themes related to 

psychogeography. 
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By disrupting the plot and characters’ actions, PLMs magnify banal events and 

settings that are usually unnoticed in daily life. Such moments thereby pique the 
affective responses of readers who enact the narrative intently by enacting their 

personal version of the situations in the storyworld and sensing the ambiances in 

the passages.18 In addition, due to the themes connected to PLMs, readers become 
aware of social concerns of marginalisation and issues of inequality in the world as 

they halt and imagine the situations to increase the plausibility of the passages and 
to make better predictions of the plot. Such embodied sense-making processes can 

be observed via readers’ encounters with the PLMs of CoWF. With its minimalistic 

plot that “doesn’t appear to be going anywhere” (Hickling 2012), the novel deliber-
ately spotlights prominent long pauses that interrupt the main events of the plot. 

The plot of CoWF could not be more direct: the English protagonist is a council 

copywriter who, while aspiring to become an author, produces pamphlets on sani-
tisation issues and rubbish collection. Faced with a writing block, he is invited to 

the formerly-Communist country by his university friend and hugely successful 
composer, Oskar, to help with house- and cat-sitting while Oskar is settling his di-

vorce in the US. The hapless protagonist hence finds himself in an unfamiliar place 

and is rather uninterested in the country, but he aims to be inspired by Oskar’s 
pristine and orderly flat and to start writing again. 

For a novel about travelling to a foreign place, the lack of exciting plot develop-

ment is clearly anti-climactic; however, the PLMs that pepper the narrative purpose-
fully highlight the protagonist’s unexpected experiences and the insights into life 

that he acquires during his trip.19 One such PLM consists of the protagonist's city 
walk on the second day of his visit, where his interaction with the physical environ-

ment is foregrounded through multiple sensory experiences. Already at the begin-

ning of the walk, the protagonist perceived the museum with its “Acropolis-with-
gigantism façade” while making his way through “mock-gothic and baroque build-

ings of […] lumpen construction and poor repair” to the Old Market, “the city’s 

ceremonial centrepiece” (ibid., 38).  
Despite these urban descriptions that are expected to facilitate people’s sense-

making processes (Lynch, 1960), the city walk that is depicted in the PLM highlights 
instead the confusion that urban designs can produce in even the most experienced 

urban dwellers. Despite his ease with the London crowds, the protagonist found 

the “heaving […] masses of humanity” (ibid., 40) at the market “different” (ibid., 
38) and “never had [he] felt so prickled and alarmed” (ibid., 40). His negative affec-

tive enaction of the site is also exemplified by his failure to reconcile the “[charming] 

 
18 People undergo estrangement or ostranenie, a “critical distancing effect held to be so crucial for any 

genuinely political art” (Venezia 2010, 167) as a result of techniques that defamiliarise normal experi-

ences. 
19 Wiles’s interest in challenging normative travel experiences can be observed in his contribution to 

An Unreliable Guide to London, which “stretches the definition of ‘non-fiction’ by presenting fantastical, 

warped, disguised and downright untrue versions of the capital city” (2016, “Invest”). 
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enthusiasm of the commerce conducted at the market” with “the utter worthless-

ness of the goods on offer” (ibid., 38). Unlike his counterparts at the market, he was 

not looking for a bargain and was “aware of [his] sense of being, very literally, a 
foreign body” (ibid., 39). Furthermore, unlike the flâneur who enjoys observing the 

act of consumption in arcades, the narrator was dragged by the “contrary flows of 

traffic” and “[pushed] through the throng” (ibid., 39; 40). Such visceral experiences 
exacerbated his negative affective enactment of the situation and the feeling of dan-

ger, such that he saw the shoppers as antagonistic, demonic beings who “were all 
hunched and aggressive of demeanour with eyes that gleamed, as [he] saw it, with 

some unspecified, unneeded, unmotivated malice towards me in ways that [he] 

couldn’t even begin to quantify” (ibid., 39). 
The PLM then presents the national museum, which is “deserted, save for a 

brigade of scowling old women in headscarves” (ibid., 42). While the women did 

not seem welcoming, the narrator felt comforted by their presence; at least he would 
not be alone at the museum. This segment is hence juxtaposed with the bustling 

market scene; by contrast, the situation is suddenly quiet and feels spacious. This is 
followed by descriptions about the museum exhibits. Given the country ’s Com-

munist past, one might expect the museum to showcase the regime changes; yet, 

the PLM subverts such plot predictions: “[t]he particularly potent version of hell 
that the Nazis and Soviets inflicted on Eastern Europe was handled in a curiously 

modest fashion, with little bombast or horror” (ibid., 43). Focussing mainly on pre-

1975 information and objects such as “local industrial production” of “washing ma-
chines the size of small cars, small cars the size of washing machines, […] lead-

based toothpaste, acetate pyjamas, asbestos quilts” (ibid., 42-43), the historical nar-
rative presented at the museum seemed to conceal the “national story” (ibid., 43) 

of the country. The version of the past comprising “serfdom, monarchy, industrial 

revolution, republic, fascist republic, people ’s republic and democratic republic,” 
was presented rather as “an enfilade” (ibid., 43). Referring to “a volley of gunfire 

directed along a line from end to end” (OED), “enfilade” calls to mind the violence 

of the Nazis and the Soviets that was not included in the presented history of the 
country. Moreover, the image of the neatly-lined gunfire underscores the careful 

curation of the museum exhibits that frame a partial account the country ’s past. 
The PLM then ends with the narrator’s interaction with one of the old women, 

which again brings about negative affective enactment due to the suddenness and 

illegibility of the interaction. Based on the narrator’s account, the woman “jumped 
up from her chair” and scared him as “she rushed towards [him], apparently eager 

to prevent [his] leaving” (Wiles 2012, 42). To this, the narrator “froze”, was “sud-

denly nervous” and wondered if he had done something wrong. He was then 
dragged to a hidden space of “a narrow alleyway separated the museum from the 

neighbouring cube of stone” (ibid., 44), where he faced a wall peppered with holes. 
Here, the focus shifts to the interaction between the narrator’s senses and the sur-

faces of the built environment. Perceiving the holes, the narrator recalled an earlier 

experience where he had failed to decipher a “magic eye” print even after following 
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detailed instructions on how to look at it (ibid., 45). Similarly, to understand what 

these holes were, it would not suffice to just look – be it closely or from afar – at 
them. Instead, physical enactment and sound effects were necessary for the sense-

making processes, so the woman “pulled [the protagonist’s] hand forward so that 

the index finger, still extended, went into one of the holes in the stone” (ibid.). The 
protagonist first wondered how dirty the holes were due to his tactile experience of 

the hole. 
Furthermore, already thrown by the woman’s “determined grin” and “terrified” 

by her iron grip, the narrator had to contend with the sounds and gestures of shoot-

ing she made (ibid., 46). In the following passage, such multimodal gestures helped 
him to enact rifle shots from the past: 

I saw now, and whipped out my finger as if it had been burned. These pockmarks were 

bullet holes. The side of the museum had been riddled with bullets. From what war or 
revolution? Who had been fighting whom? Was it even fighting? They could have just lined 

people up in this alley and shot them. Revolutionary justice. Counter-revolutionary justice. 

(ibid., 46) 

The character’s reaction was highly embodied: upon making the connection be-

tween shooting and the pockmarks, he suddenly understood the significance of 
these holes. The embodied simulation of the violence involved in producing the 

holes was so strong that he felt as though his finger had been burnt. Moreover, this 

realisation unveiled connections between the holes and the hidden history of the 
country. Unlike the curated museum exhibition that downplayed the atrocities of 

authoritarian regimes and tragedies, the damaged wall outside the museum provided 
actual historical evidence of past crimes. Thus, the old woman embodied a candid 

tour guide who “thought that [the holes on the wall] was what tourists wanted to 

see, the real history” (ibid., 46) of this ex-Communist country. 

A Critique of Perfection and The Resulting Uncanny  

During his dérive in this PLM, the protagonist thus came into contact with hidden 

stories through the unexpected guidance of the old woman with her “strange, quick, 

waddling gait” and whose words were received as an “incomprehensible torrent” 
(ibid. 44). Furthermore, the unfolding of such other historical narratives takes place 

in sites that greatly differ from the organised space of the museum and that are filled 
with imperfection. Through the ekphrastic descriptions of the narrow alleyway, the 

“filthy surface” (ibid., 46) of the wall materialises: filled with “graffiti, mostly do-

mestic and cryptic, some international (a swastika, and USA #1)” (ibid., 46) and 
spotlighting “[s]trikes and shortages, curfews and disappearances” (ibid., 46-47) 

from the earlier Communist times, this loud wall of the tainted history opposes the 

earlier city image that is embellished with advertisements and posters with Western 
models and products (ibid., 39). Furthermore, by equating the holes on the wall to 
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“pockmarks”, which are typically holes on the face, the act of putting one ’s finger 

into the hole becomes difficult or disgusting to imagine. 

The use of unlikely guides as well as blemished sites in the PLM underlines the 
critique of perfection and the resulting sense of the uncanny in the CoWF. Accord-

ing to Kurutz (2012), the novel can be read as a means to uncovering such prob-

lematic beliefs about perfection amidst modern and capitalist times. Farnsworth 
(2012) echoes the same point when she states that “Wiles illustrates through de-

scriptions of architecture, design, and city layout how the extremes of perfectionistic 
behaviour are detrimental to the psyche.” Given Wiles’s background as an architect, 

the claims by Kurutz and Farnsworth are plausible, especially when Oskar is read 

as the protagonist’s foil. Oskar’s qualities are presented through the descriptions of 
his flat, which “upholds the ideals of a perfectionistic lifestyle” (ibid.). With his 

modernist “Le Corbusier chairs and rigid sense of order,” Oskar is “an aesthete in 

the extreme” (Kurutz 2012). Unlike the disciplined and orderly Oskar, the protag-
onist, a “slacker copywriter” (ibid.) who is “messy, forgetful, and unorganised in 

every aspect of his life” (Farnsworth 2012), embodies the psychogeographical  
“loser” character in search of an answer. As mentioned, the protagonist seeks to 

overcome his writing block by “spend[ing] time in Oskar’s flat so some of that per-

fection rubs off on him” (Kurutz 2012, “Here”). 
However, as CoWF shows, perfection can exacerbate the problem of inertia and 

lead to paralysis. Wiles himself states that “[t]he sense of being watched by Oskar 

[in the pristine flat] is a contributing factor of the narrator’s paranoia and alarm. 
Oskar’s exertion of control is absolutely and completely totalitarian” (ibid.). Not 

only is the protagonist stuck within the four white walls of the flat; his movements 
and decisions are also continually controlled by Oskar’s countless written instruc-

tions (e.g. “Please do NOT play with the piano”, Wiles, 2012, 8). The problem of 

perfection is also depicted through the repeated use of the word “white” in the 
novel. Upon waking on the second day under Oskar’s white bedsheets, the disori-

ented narrator also recalled the method of torture through an over-exposure to 

white surfaces, where “an almost-total deprivation of the senses” gives rise to “[a] 
disconnection from the limbs, from scale and perspective – freedom from context 

as hell, not bliss” (ibid., 31).20 By embodying absolute perfection, Oskar’s flat is a 
house of horror that reminds the protagonist of his failings. In Farnsworth’s (2012) 

words, the character is thus trapped in “an ominous monster where each mistake—

starting from a wine stain to accidental death – is a step further into his psycholog-
ical torture” (“Care”). 

For Wiles (Kurutz 2012), it is hence a mistake to connect happiness with the 

ownership of expensive objects and to acquire furniture for aesthetic purposes while 

 
20 The relentless pursuit of perfection can be observed in the 74 mentions of the word “white” in the 

novel. The difficulties of achieving or maintaining perfection is illustrated in Chapter 2 of CoWF when 

the narrator ruminates on the Islamic belief about imperfections in art and human behaviour alike 

(Wiles, 2012). 
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ignoring designs that are conducive for positive embodied experiences. The home 

consequently becomes an unheimlicher (literally “unhomely”) show room that pro-
duces the feeling of the uncanny (Vidler 1992) despite its perfect aesthetics. In 

CoWF, the sanitised flat, with its “showpiece” kitchen and fancy “objets” (including 

“carefully arranged twigs” and “a hotel-style fan of magazines”; Wiles 2012, 5) that 
seem unused and untouched, failed to evoke the narrator’s affective senses and cre-

ativity. As Highmore indicates, it is when multimodal responses are elicited by ex-
ternal stimuli that people become active “historical [agents]” who partake “in the 

processes of worlding” and the creation of history of the space by imagining diverse 

versions of the world (2016, 145). While Highmore does not explicitly refer to Sit-
uationist ideas, his point echoes the psychogeographical belief that vital processes 

of worlding are connected to the sensing of ambiances and the affective responses 

to the environment and its affordances. In this sense, Oskar’s pristine flat does not 
afford the positive changes that the protagonist seeks, especially in terms of acquir-

ing the creativity required for fiction writing. 

Emplacement and Affective Communications through Blemishes 

Instead, as shown by the PLM, the protagonist had to escape from the imposed 

(self-)surveillance gaze in the flat and enter the hidden alleyway of the bullet shots 

in order to regain a balance between chaos and order in his world. According to 
Mair (2018), with its focus on the wear-and-tear of objects that reveal stories about 

the past, CoWF foregrounds the notion of emplacement. Emplacement, Mair notes, 

not only underlines the inherent imperfect human condition but also creates the 
possibility of connection and affective communication between people from differ-

ent time periods. In daily life, it is thus important to observe “the connections or 
felt structures that are informed by sensorial emplacement and affect tucked into 

the interstices of furnishings, much like coins and bric-a-brac that fall between sofa 

cushions” (ibid., 12). Things (as affordances) and their arrangements in the world 
both “call upon and prohibit certain sensibilities and the possibilities of movement 

that accompany them” (ibid., 13). When perceiving blemishes such as a torn sofa 

cover or a scratched table top, people enact possible past uses of these objects, the 
events that might have once taken place, and the types of people involved in the 

situations. As such, blemishes afford the creative imagination of past actions and 
mental drifts through fantasised narratives of the past. Mair hence calls for more 

attention to be placed on “the spatial, sensorial, and emotional arrangements of 

things” in relation to the human, or, in short, how the built environment and the 
objects emplaced in it can evoke brief affective responses in the users of the space 

(ibid.). 

For the protagonist of CoWF, by encountering hidden signs of imperfection in 
the city and thereby undergoing embodied experiences with these affordances, he 

is able to construe alter-historical narratives about the displaced and forgotten peo-
ple of the city while reconsidering his own identity. Through his contrasting 



ZELTForum – Band 12  235 

 

 

embodied experiences of Oskar’s perfect flat and city spaces that revealed problem-

atic stories typically hidden from tourists, the character reached an epiphany about 

the real imperfect condition of life as well as the need for chaos in the act of creative 
writing. Pointing to the fruitful outcome of the trip, the form of the novel highlights 

the fact the protagonist’s eventual overcoming of his writer’s block. As Farnsworth 

(2012) notes, CoWF “unfolds like a journal” and adopts a reporting style of writing. 
With chapters named according to the days spent in Oskar’s country (“Day 1”, “Day 

2”, “Day 3” etc.), the novel can be read as a report or narrative of the protagonist ’s 
trip. The opening of the novel also points to this hopeful prognosis: “But with all 

this beauty and isolation [in the wonderful aesthetics of Renaissance paintings of 

white clouds and angels] there is also an obligation – you must return, you must 
descend, back to the imperfect” (Wiles 2012, 1). When read as an introduction to 

the narrator’s records of his overseas trip, this line suggests his eventual acceptance 

of his imperfection as a writer and a human being. 

4 Readers’ Affective Enactment of History Behind the 
Museum 

When reading this PLM in CoWF in an embodied manner, readers similarly undergo 
visceral experiences as their personal experiential traces are evoked. Through the 

cognitive feedback loop, readers learn to acknowledge the imperfections of the nar-

rative space and accord meaning to blemishes in the world. When encountering the 
PLM at the bustling market through affective enactment, readers simulate the nar-

rator’s tedious ground experience through the market through their virtual body, 

and past experiences in crowded places inform them of “what-it-is-like” to be in 
overcrowded places. The narrator’s descriptions of movements through the crowd 

evoke the bodily senses of being crushed and carried along helplessly by the human 
tide. If readers, like the protagonist, are uninterested in the market, they would find 

the walk disorienting and enact the scene with negative affective responses. Con-

versely, avid visitors of flea markets will enact the setting more positively as they are 
used to (or even enjoy) the visual and proprioceptive experiences as well as the noisy 

bartering process. With their curiosity piqued, these latter readers might imagine 

additional affordances such as tents, tables, and the myriad of items for sale. As the 
narrator flees the market for the quieter National Monument, the former readers 

might heave a sigh of relief as they sense clean air and a calmer surrounding; home-
ostasis has resumed. Conversely, the latter readers might wish to dwell at the market 

to enact “what-it-is-like” to interact with the imagined stalls and treasures from the 

earlier Communist period. 
Between the market and the comparatively quiet and peaceful national museum, 

the narrator experiences negative affective enactment as he is faced with two ex-

treme spatial experiences (to be crushed by the crowd and to be absolutely alone). 
Hypothetically enacting the two instances with their virtual body, readers sense the 
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discomfort and confusion too. This state of negative affective enaction continues 

until the readers’ bodily perceptions and other experiential traces are evoked to help 
them to make sense either (or both) spatial situations and thereby reach positive 

affective enactment. In addition, responding to the “enfilade” of the regimes on 

exhibit, readers move swiftly from enacting one way of life to imagining another 
(conflicting) one. This expeditious succession creates the feeling of rush and con-

fusion that need to be resolved for homeostasis to resume. Here, readers ’ semantic 
skill set influences their affective enaction of the scene. If readers know the meaning 

of “enfilade”, they will encounter the PLM in a stressful manner as they imagine 

rapid fire shots. These readers will thus perceive the scene through multimodal 
senses including sight (of the gun, of other victims, of a chaotic environment), au-

ditory senses (hearing the shots and screams of fear or pain), olfactory senses (the 

smell of gun powder), proprioception (the pulling of the trigger; the flinch from 
hearing the shot, the act of running for cover), and nociception (if one is shot). 

Although the museum is organised as well as devoid of visitors, the readers will 
enact it as a chaotic and disorienting site due to the myriad of clashing senses. 

Through the cognitive feedback loop, readers who have experience with such 

quickfire information or who are aware of similar historical developments, will 
eventually make sense of the scene and reach positive affective enactment. 

Next, enacting the protagonist’s “freeze” response to the old woman’s sudden 

movements, readers perceive danger in the narrative space. In addition, experienc-
ing the situation through the narrator’s perspective, the readers also cannot com-

prehend the woman’s gestures and words as well as her “sense of eagerness or pur-
pose” (ibid.). Already confused by the woman’s actions, readers are further kinaes-

thetically affected as they simulate “what it is like” to be manhandled by the woman. 

Due to the narrative techniques of the PLM such as ekphrasis to magnify minute 
details, the reader imagines the situation as a stretched-out scene, even though the 

story time for the event is likely to be extremely brief. Hypothetically enacting the 

situation in what feels like slow motion, the reader experiences the visceral senses, 
such as being grabbed and pulled off one’s path, inserting their finger through bullet 

holes on public walls, or the seeming burning of the finger, in an amplified manner. 
Responding to the narrator’s descriptions of his interaction with the affordances in 

the narrative space, readers simulate the violence of the past and thereby construe 

their own version of “what it is like” to be in this narrow alleyway with the wall of 
holes. 

According to Hickling (2012), even though CoWF has a minimalist plot, 

… [i]t’s far more compelling in the opening stages, when the narrator overcomes his inertia 
to become an unwilling tourist in a bewilderingly oppressive world of antiquated trams, 

hostile old women and vapid Soviet-era architecture. … an atmospheric account of a morn-

ing spent poking round the national museum. 

The passage highlighted above by Hickling is the PLM consisting of the protago-

nist’s psychogeographical drift that consequently elicits his imagining of the past 
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through his own embodied encounters with the strange surroundings. Moreover, 

the PLM shows that it is through spontaneous deviation (sometimes forced by oth-

ers or unexpected circumstances) that people can break the imposed rhythms of 
this new capitalist city, engaged with the marginalised and become exposed to blem-

ishes that have been concealed and denied by the authorities, and thereby construe 

a personal version of the history of the country. Just like the protagonist who enacts 
history based on his personal experiential traces, the readers of CoWF are outsiders 

of the nameless city. With their own experiences and cultural influences, they might 
hence have a higher possibility of observing strangeness in the local setting and to 

question the naturalised ways of this society. 

By foregrounding the city walk and the hidden wall of the museum building, the 
PLM prompts readers to slow down and drift in the narrative space in order to 

hypothetically interact with the historical artefacts through their virtual body. Just 

as the narrator can only speculate about the origins of the holes and the woman’s 
intentions, readers do the same based on their limited knowledge, experiences, 

memories and embodied skill sets. When drifting psychogeographically in the alley-
way depicted in the PLM, readers thus assert their agency over official historical 

narratives by producing other versions of the past through their bodily perceptions 

(that can be personal or universal) as well as the other aspects of their experiential 
traces. In addition, the version of history that each reader enacts with the af-

fordances in the narrative space exists in tandem with the versions imagined by other 

readers. This recognition of multiple histories is vital because it acknowledges the 
lived experiences (and hence experiential traces) of intersectional and marginalised 

identities. In order to understand the norms of society as perpetuated by “political 
elite” (Fraser 2019, 502), the institutionalised version of history must also be ac-

counted for. This would allow us to effectively compare and contrast the various 

historical narratives and to identify both shared and diverging aspects of these ver-
sions of history. 

5 New Perceptions and the Unfolding of Other Histories 

Beyond the Text 

Given their individual experiential background, readers produce countless stories 
about the unnamed country’s past. Armed with new story-driven experiences, read-

ers also proceed to enact other histories in real-life spaces to challenge the prob-
lematic official narratives. For instance, resulting from her embodied encounter 

with the PLM from CoWF, one of my students affectively re-enacted the bullet 

holes on the Dublin General Post Office and began to ruminate on the authenticity 
of the historical events related to the building. Similarly, people ’s future encounters 

with historical sites are shaped by their updated experiential background in the post-

reading phase. Due to their simulated drift in the hidden alleyway behind the na-
tional museum in CoWF, readers might pay more attention to physical museum 
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buildings as affective material artefacts that communicate the history of places. As 

illustrated by the shared experience of the narrator and the old woman who has 
experienced violence in her country, damaged surfaces in the built environment 

afford human connections despite cultural and linguistic differences. Through his 

unexpected tour of “the real history” (Wiles, 2012, 46) by feeling the physical cues 
of past violence and sensing the woman’s bodily and acoustic signs, the protagonist 

forges a connection to those whose stories have been denied by the national mu-
seum. As he observes, the pockmarks on the wall “were a presence, not an absence” 

of these people and past events (Wiles 2012, 47). Again, Mair’s (2018) discussion of 

emplacement shines a light on the importance of blemishes in society and the stories 
that can unfold resulting from the affective communication through object af-

fordances in the world. The affective connection between the protagonist and those 

who suffered through the violent regimes enables him to overcome his writing 
block and composes his version of the silenced stories. 

A real-life example that demonstrates the evocation of embodied experiences 
and affective communication through cues of imperfections in built environments 

as well as our agency over institutionalised narratives in the post-reading phase took 

place during my visit to Vilnius, Lithuania for a winter symposium in 2019. While 
walking in the old town, I perceived holes on the walls of the Gates of Dawn, 

whereupon I was immediately reminded of the pockmarks in CoWF. This associa-

tion was especially apt since Lithuania, like the nameless country in the novel, had 
also been occupied by both the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. Providing the 

official story of the site, a plaque referred to openings on the building from which 
the locals shot at the enemies; however, it did not mention the bullet holes on the 

external walls (see Images 1 and 2). When enacting the building with my story-

driven experiences acquired from CoWF, I imagined shots being fired from both sides 
of the building. In addition, due to the textual cues in the PLM, I, too, compared 

the bullet holes with pockmarks. Recalling the narrator’s interaction with the dirty 

holes, I wanted to insert my finger through the holes as well; however, this was 
impossible because most of the holes had been filled with dowels. Although the 

dowels could serve as affordances for hanging up posters on the walls, the random 
positions of the holes suggest not a neatly-lined “enfilade” but the chaotic shots of 

the past. 
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Image 1: The Official Story of The Gate of Dawn, Vilnius. (Picture taken by Kai Tan) 

 

 

Image 2: Experiencing Pockmarks on The Gates of Dawn, Vilnius. (Picture taken by Kai Tan) 
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Due to the thematic concerns fleshed out by PLMs, I experienced negative affective 

enactment as I felt troubled by the origins of the holes on the wall of the Gates of 
Dawn as well as the official narrative perpetuated by the plaque. However, I over-

came the feelings of uncertainty and confusion by simulating my own narrative of 

the place using my experiential traces such as my cultural knowledge, my personal 
memories and, again, my story-driven experiences from the PLM of CoWF. Upon 

reaching positive affective enactment, I imagined additional hidden worlds and sto-
ries of the marginalised or unseen communities of Vilnius; therefore, I could not 

blindly enjoy the consumerist spectacle of Old Town. As an outsider with a different 

background encountering different areas of Vilnius, I drifted across the borders to 
experience both sides of the city.21 I began to perceive the Gates of Dawn, which 

leads into the well-kept UNESCO World Heritage Site of the Vilnius Old Town, as 

a boundary line that segregates tourists from the locals. Surrounded by defensive 
walls, the Old Town is a gated site that rejects the existence of another version of 

Vilnius, i.e. the version comprising the lived experiences of the intersectional iden-
tities of the locals (see Image 3).22 My enacted past and present of the city of Vilnius 

was thus affected by the PLM from CoWF, where the foregrounding of sites and 

people that have been relegated to the periphery heightened my awareness of blem-
ishes in built environments and social inequalities that are hidden in plain sight. 

 

 
21 Unsurprisingly, the international attendees of the symposium were hosted at a hotel in the Old 

Town. 
22 The diverging realities separated by the wall are unsurprising since “[s]ystems of walls and class 

division are deeply ingrained in historic Europe as a means of wealthy people protecting themselves” 

(Low 45). As an outsider, I felt unseen by the locals beyond the walls. For instance, the woman selling 

souvenirs outside the Old Town persistently ignored me when I tried to buy a magnet from her stall. 
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Image 3: Lived Realities in Vilnius. (Picture taken by Kai Tan) 

Conclusions 

By using selected approaches and concepts from recent cognitive literary studies to 

examine the connection between space and psyche, the PLM of Wiles’s CoWF un-

derscores the protagonist’s affective enactment as he encounters the unfamiliar en-
vironment. Accentuating the multimodal experiences that occur in the embodied 

sense-making process, the PLM spotlights the sensations evoked when the charac-

ter and readers encounter the people of the city and the damaged surfaces in the 
fictional environment. Like scars on the body, the pockmarks on the wall tell a story, 

and for the narrator, these holes “were a presence, not an absence” of these people 
and past events (ibid., 47).23 Moreover, through the idea of emplacement, the PLM 

 
23 Visceral experiences are vital to the sense-making process of this PLM as the narrator refers to body 

parts connected to imperfection. The physical blemishes call for the reconsideration of the functions 
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demonstrates the need to observe and carefully enact imperfection in our surround-

ings because such blemishes can heighten our sensitivity towards other experiences, 
especially those that have been silenced by the establishment, and forge affective 

communication between us and people from the past. In CoWF, the protagonist 

enacts the history of the past population whose story was silenced by the curated 
and sanitised version disseminated by the national museum. It should be noted that 

both versions of history should exist in opposition and in conjunction with each 
other because these historical narratives reflect different perspectives and lived ex-

periences that can be further investigated in a bid to acknowledge differences as 

well as to address gaps that produce social inequities. 
Moreover, readers might note that their real-life experiences (including slow 

walking, general quietness in the vicinity, well-dressed people and information about 

the glorified past) differ from the situation in the PLM. Rather than ignoring or 
hiding signs of failure, their personal encounters with problematic places and ob-

jects can make their own fallibility and the inadequacies of others more acceptable. 
When encountering the defamiliarised environment and the scenes of confusion 

and vulnerability, readers also become more forgiving of human shortcomings. For 

the narrator of CoWF, such PLMs enable him to overcome his writing block by 
reducing his fear of bad writing. For readers who wish to partake more frequently 

in such psychogeographical drifts in order to acquire additional bodily perceptions 

and other experiential traces, it would be useful to look to technology and applica-
tions that encourage urban exploration and spontaneous drifts into hidden spaces. 

As Ryan (2003) points out, people can utilise GPS and wireless technology to com-
pose narratives on their mobile phones and tag these stories online to specific real-

life sites. Since these narratives can only be read by those who are physically at the 

exact geographical locations, “the new digital technologies reconnect stories with 
physical space by creating texts that must be read in the presence of their referent” 

(Ryan 2014, Section 2.2). As illustrated by the selected PLM from CoWF, through 

spontaneous deviation, people can break the imposed rhythms of the oft-capitalist 
city, engaged with unlikely city guides, construe versions of hidden history and 

acknowledge other lived experiences. Mirroring the old woman in the PLM (sans 
any forceful manhandling), the applications mentioned by Ryan facilitate place-

based storytelling by gesturing at the object affordances and specific areas onsite to 

pique to experiencers’ enactment and increase the affective communication through 
emplacement. Since references to affordances in the real-life spaces “allow audi-

ences to better imagine character movements” (ibid.), the experiencers will 

 
of these body parts. The “pockmarks” recall scars from puberty, yet they tell a story of growth and 

development. “Guts” recall images of intestines and bowels, yet these organs are required for the good 

health of the body. As underlined in this paper through the notion of emplacement, by imbuing im-

perfections with positive connotations, it is possible to simulate other situations and uncover diverse 

stories of the past. 
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experience stronger hypothetical simulations of their virtual body as they blend their 

embodied abilities with those of the characters. 

Ultimately, the more frequently readers enact such defamiliarising situations, be 
in via PLMs in narratives or in real-life spaces with the help of technology, the more 

updated their experiential background would be with new memories, knowledge, 

and bodily perceptions due to the cognitive feedback loop. This means that over-
time, readers will find it increasingly natural to look for imperfections hidden 

amongst the spectacle of the perfect city and to question norms perpetuated by 
institutions. As illustrated in my drift in Vilnius, in the post-reading phase, readers 

will not require someone to pull them off the beaten track. Instead, they will actively 

choose to walk beyond both physical and abstract boundaries and deviate from 
prescribed routes in order to assert their agency and establish their own affective 

connections with the place and its history. By enacting their personal stories in the 

space and imbuing it with meanings based on their intersectional identities, these 
readers-turned-urban-explorers create new lived space and additional urban stories 

to challenge the master narratives perpetuated by museums and other similar polit-
ical institutions engage in storytelling on the behalf of the partisan elites. 
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