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Abstract
Building on cultural geography and Foucault’s concept of heterotopias, and combining visual
ethnography with photo collage, this visual essay explores how the passages (pasáže) of central
Prague function as heterotopias of inclusion and exclusion. These ambiguous and hybrid spaces
are simultaneously open and closed, both disciplining mobility and fostering plurality and heterogeneity. The analysis points to the multiplicity and contingency of space in the urban environment, which does not fully integrate its subjects, but leaves room for them to create their own
meanings and pleasures of the spaces they inhabit.
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1. social space and heterotopias
This visual essay offers a critical exploration of the galleries and passageways1, these
sheltered spaces connecting buildings or streets, surrounded by shops and entertainments venues, that abound in the centre of Prague, especially around Národní Street and
Wenceslas Square. Passages are a marker of the Czech capital, built by the dozens in
early 20th century, at a time when they became fashionable in several European capitals,
notably Paris and London. Their construction in Prague was based on the already developed L-shape structure of the Czech capital’s streets, which dates back to the Middle
Ages, adding to the city’s labyrinthine structure. Their styles and architecture vary, from
art deco, art nouveau, to functionalism and cubism, nowadays mixed with contemporary elements2. In their early days they symbolised the social, economic and cultural
prosperity of Czechoslovakia’s First Republic. Under communism, and especially in
the 1950s, they were neglected, and deteriorated. Several of them were closed, but they
started experiencing a modest renaissance from the 1980s onward. Nowadays, a lot of
them are fully functionable.
This study builds on the work of scholars from the areas of cultural geography
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and, what can be called, the philosophy of space3, who approach space as a social construction and critically examine how societies produce their own spatial practice4 and
their politics of space, and how space allows or disallows for mobility and inclusion.
The relevance of such a focus lies is what Lefebvre has highlighted: “It is in space
[…] that each idea of ‘value’ acquires or loses its distinctiveness through confrontation
with the other values and ideas that it encounters there”5. Furthermore, bodies produce
themselves in space constructing at the same time that same space6. Space, as a social
construction, allows and blocks movement, educates and disciplines the subjects who
habituate it, being disciplined also by these subjects, who might be resisting its disciplining force or even reversing and transforming it.
Such an investigation of space that examines cultural practices, order and disruption, could profit from Foucault’s concept of heterotopias7, of these “other places” that
might be challenging or unsettling the regulated, normalised spaces that we inhabit. As
Foucault argued, heterotopias “have the curious property of being in relation with all
the other sites, but in such a way as to suspend, neutralize, or invert the set of relations
designated, mirrored, or reflected by them”8. Heterotopia, used as a conceptual and analytical vehicle, can help to pinpoint to the contingency of space, and the forces and
practices of connection and disconnection, discipline and transgression. Heterotopias
are sites of difference, fluidity and ambiguity. These potentially unsettling spaces have a
disciplining and transformative capacity, combining expressions of freedom and transgressive elements, together with forms of social control, producing different “modes of
ordering”9 not through their isolation from all other spaces, but through their interaction
with them.
Prague’s passages, as this visual essay shows, function as heterotopias of both inclusion and exclusion. They are simultaneously open and closed spaces being neither
completely open nor totally closed. They invite for mobility and host heterogeneity, engulfing the potential of disruption while policing and regulating activity and movement.

2. visual-textual exploration of space
The study takes the form of a visual essay. Visual essay, as a method of academic research and writing, is used in diverse ways, in sociological and ethnographic research10
but also in arts-related and communication research11 employing in some combination,
photography or film and written text. The combination of visual and textual elements
allows “to unlock the complex matter that is being analysed”12. These two components
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are intimately connected while maintaining their autonomy: “The photographs are not
mere illustrations; they deploy particular visual and aesthetic codes that have been
carefully selected to unlock and communicate the analysis, which renders the written
text and photographs tantamount in their communication of the analysis, each on their
own terms”13. More generally, a visual-textual examination of space helps to study
how space is socially constructed, and how it is used and experienced as a political and
cultural artefact, taking on “different spatial meanings according to the social groups
that occupy it”14.
This visual essay combines visual ethnography15 and arts-based practice. It consists
of an ethnographic observation of central Prague’s passages, taking photographs and
written notes16, during June-August 2020, combined with an artistic intervention in the
photos, using the technique of collage17. All photographs were taken and edited by the
author. This combined method of work allowed the visual-textual to not merely depict
but to communicate the discursive, material and aesthetic qualities of Prague’s passages,
enhancing the analysis and featuring nuances not always easily conveyed in a straightforward factual fashion. It also made possible to point to the juxtaposition of multiple
spaces and to the relational qualities of space, and highlight their fluidity, contingency
and contradictions. In particular, the artistic intervention of collage, enabled not only
the visual communication of the aesthetic experience of Prague’s passages, but also the
organic usage of the visual as one of the languages of analysis. Intervening in the photographs by adding elements and objects from other photographs, from other passages,
from other sites, rendered the multi-layeredness of space visible, allowing to convey
dislocation, coexistence of spaces in one space, and dialogues of spaces, geographical,
cultural and temporal.

3. the heterotopic qualities of prague’s passages
Prague’s passages function as “protected public spaces”18, being neither entirely public
nor fully private, neither fully open nor entirely closed. They are among the spaces of
modernity and postmodernity that are reminders of the problematic rigid division of
public and private, of work and play, of fantasy and reality.
These spaces invite to be accessed. They are shelters that protect from exposure
to harsh weather conditions, offering a sense of refuge and tranquillity, and allowing
disconnection from the noisy city life. They invite for shelter, recreation, pleasure, creating a warming or soothing sensation. At the same time, they maintain a playful or even
imaginary heterotopic quality met at the playground or the theatre, bearing the promise
of fantasy and freedom.
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Figure 1 - Real-imaginary blending [photocollage of passage, vitrine,
people walking and ‘garden inside’]

Prague’s passages have a dual function of inclusion-exclusion which is supported by
their capacity to engulf, as heterotopias, spaces within space, hosting in a single place
several sites that are considerably diverse in their activities and usage, or even in themselves incompatible19. They shelter sites of consumption and services, recreation and the
arts, mainstream and alternative, new and old, side by side. Supermarkets, clothing and
accessories shops, cosmetics and jewellery shops, bookshops and flower shops, specialised activities shops (for photography, music, painting, printing, etc.) are situated next
to theatres, cinemas, cafés, restaurants and bars. Hair and beauty salons, repair shops,
banks, post offices, travel agencies, coexist side by side, clustered in heterogenous and
still congruent assemblages.
These spaces are also passages to other places. They often function as connecting
spaces between two or more streets, or as connecting spaces leading to other buildings
and entrances, offering pleasant and time-efficient alternatives of mobility in the city.
Sometimes they might lead to internal gardens, providing additional opportunities for
relaxation and pleasure. Other times, they might lead to less welcoming, obscure paths
or alleys causing unsettling sensations.
In all cases, people can pick and choose how they access these carnivalesque assemblages, and how they inhabit these multi-sites. Contingency and heterogeneity support diverse and non-uniform usage and behaviour. People can ignore the suggested
modes of access and usage, they can adjust their ways and rhythms of habitation, and
they can create their own usages, meanings and pleasures.
19
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Figure 2 - Micropolis of sites within site [photocollage of passages junction
with shops, man behind bars and ‘garden inside’]

Foucault argues that heterotopias “presuppose a system of opening and closing that both
isolates them and makes them penetrable”20. Prague’s passages have a dual function as it
concerns opening and closing. They are usually protected, isolated and not visible from
the outside. One needs to enter to see what they include, with the first reaction often
being surprise that such a small entrance would lead to such a broad micropolis. These
spaces shelter a mini-world of juxtaposed heterogeneous sites, self-contained and not
dependent on the outside world.
At the same time, they are not completely disconnected from the outside. Occasionally, they host direct references to their surrounding external environment. Some
passages provide information about important streets, squares, buildings and past
events of the surrounding area, as is the case in the passage Jalta, where one can find
information about the rich and turbulent history of adjacent Wenceslas square. Less
frequently, one can find indirect or symbolic traces of the surrounding environment.
For example, passage Lucerna hosts a peculiar statue created by Czech sculptor David Černý, in 1999. The statue, impressively hanging from Lucerna’s glass dome, is a
reversed portrayal of Saint Wenceslas’s famous equestrian statue located 400 meters
away, at the square that bears the Czech patron saint’s name, and which was sculpted
by Josef Václav Myslbek, in 1887-1924. Černý’s statue with its upside-down horse
is a material example of reversed space-time, of disrupted history, in a symbolic dialogue with external space.
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Figure 3 - Two horses [photocollage of Myslbek’s statue,
Černý’s statue and ‘garden inside’]

An important dimension of these spaces, that adds to their dual inclusionary-exclusionary function, is their relation to time. The experience of time takes place necessarily in
spatial contexts. In heterotopias, time is reconfigured, appropriated and experienced in
space through an act of disruption. Foucault21 distinguishes two main types of temporal
disruption of space – which he calls heterochronies – the ones which are “linked to the
accumulation of time” and those linked “to time in its most futile, most transitory, most
precarious aspect”. The experience of time in Prague’s passages is linked to both the
accumulation of time and its transitory mode.
The past is vividly present in these spaces. Passers-by get a sense of the layers of
history, brought together in a disrupted coexistence with the present, as the example of
Černý’s statue shows. One is confronted with the coincidence of the old and the new, as
it concerns activities, architecture and aesthetics, through dialogues of the past with the
present, which are not free of tensions and inconsistencies. Due to their multifaceted relationship to time, these passages “seem to be both mundane and extraordinary, embedding multiple meanings around a set of spatio-temporal contradictions or ambiguities”22,
being “both in place and out of place”23.
These spaces seem to be capturing something of the past, also due to their variety
of sites that summon the accumulation of time, e.g. bookshops and antique shops. Still,
they are meant to be temporarily used. They are organised as places to be used or habituated momentarily or shortly, not as places of permanence or long-term use. Relatedly,
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these passages usually do not have benches or other free facilities for people to sit and
rest. In the few cases that they do, these are usually situated in the centre, exposing
sitting people to the others’ gaze, thus not inviting them to stay for long. Relevantly,
these spaces’ designed or intended use is significantly oriented towards consumption;
one is allowed to stay in the different sites of consumption and recreation as long as
s/he consumes. Movement is regulated in these compartmentalised spaces in particular
ways. People are oriented towards a ‘boxed’ motion – stopping in front of boxed shop
windows, in a sense being temporarily entailed in these boxes (which becomes materially manifested when they actually enter the shops). Of course, many people choose to
ignore these settings, passing through, quickly.
Figure 4 - Shops, boxes, movement, stillness [photocollage of passage with shops,
people walking and ‘garden inside’]

Furthermore, the entrance to these sites is not always possible. Their accessibility
is regulated on the basis of time, allowed only during specifically designated hours.
A lot of the passages are closed at night with chained gates and safety rolling shutters,
in order, among others, to avoid being used as shelter by homeless people. Also, not all
spaces are fully accessible even during the day. One can come across numerous closed
and/or empty shops and blocked passages, which contribute to a sense of blockage,
exclusion or absence.
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Figure 5 - Blocked [photocollage of blocked passage, poster detail
and ‘garden inside’]

4. in conclusion
This visual essay, combining visual ethnography and the artistic practice of photocollage, explores how the passages of central Prague function as heterotopias of
inclusion and exclusion, serving as an example of the multiplicity, ambiguity and
hybridity of space in the urban environment. This integrated visual-textual combination allowed for the theoretically and empirically informed reflection on the
concept of heterotopias to be communicated in a nuanced fashion. The collages of
this exploration bring sites, elements, objects, people, into other spaces, disrupting
the “real” settings and creating new temporal realities, echoing the heterotopic experience and its implications.
Prague’s passages both discipline mobility and the experience of social space,
and shelter plurality and heterogeneity. As Dehaene and De Cauter note, heterotopias hold “the promise of a city in which the other is accommodated”24. Prague’s
passages, as micro-worlds, shelter their own spaces within space. Not fully compatible with the outside, they develop their own disrupted and transgressive time-space,
which is neither fully present or visible, nor fully past or hidden, blurring the boundaries of real and imaginary, of past and present. One cannot feel fully included in
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these spaces, as they accommodate a number of exclusions. Still, their engulfment
of heterogeneity and their tolerance towards difference25, towards an “unassimilated
otherness”26 create a thin line between inclusion and exclusion, leaving room for
people to produce their own meanings and experiences of these spaces, sometimes
materialising, sometimes suspending, but never eliminating, the promise of a “garden inside”.
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