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they stood served as a reminder of the fallibility of these empires 

and the passing of time.  

At around the same time as the Italian architect and artist, 

Giovanni Battista Piranesi, began work on his famous Vedute 

di Roma during the mid-eighteenth century, he also completed I 

Grotteschi. The series of four etchings of fictional sites depicted 

layers of architectural fragments and human remains overgrown 

with vegetation. Within the Grotteschi, traces of built form retain 

the appearance of ancient ruins, but they appear abandoned 

and in an advanced state of decay, one far beyond that of the 

more picturesque scenes of Vedute. In this sense, both Piranesi’s 

Grotteschi etchings and Lori Nix’s dioramas from The City are 

concerned with the post-human city-turned-landscape. In each 

case, the constructed is in the process of being rendered organic, 

as vegetation takes hold and the people and the networks that 

ordered the urban condition are no longer in view.

Much has been written about the figures occupying Piranesi’s 

etchings, from Vedute to his later Carceri scenes, but Piranesi’s 

Grotteschi, like Nix’s city, show no clear signs of human 

occupation. The figures depicted amongst the skulls and other 

bones of these scenes seem to be made of stone, while those in 

the distance appear to be no more than ghost-like apparitions. 

Even where the subject of Piranesi’s Vedute were deteriorated 

fragments of Basilia Maxentius or the Temple of Minerva 

Medica, he was careful to capture human presence in and 

around these sites—not only through the inclusion of figures 

themselves, but also the paths and roads that carve through each 

scene. With the conspicuous absence of both these motifs, chaos 

rules in the Grotteschi. The same absences occur in The City—we 

see a decaying interior, sometimes a broken skyline or building in 

the distance, but never a view from the street that might offer a 

chance to connect these moments.

After the Aftermath

While a discussion of Piranesi alongside Lori Nix may seem 

strange, despite the many years separating the scenes of the 

Grotteschi and The City, we might argue that both sets of images 

are concerned with a moment that arrives after the aftermath. 

These images project us beyond the events that caused these 

sites to be abandoned, and beyond even their wake. The dust has 

settled in Nix’s Chinese take-out shop, flesh has turned to bone 

in front of Piranesi’s triumphal arch. 

At this point, however, the limitations of this tenuous 

comparison become quite clear. Unlike Piranesi’s etchings 

and drawings, Lori Nix’s models and photographs are not 

preoccupied with the language of architecture. There is no Giovanni Battista Piranesi Veduta del Tempio ottangolare di Minerva Medici 1764.
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Giovanni Battista Piranesi The Triumphal Arch, from Grotteschi ca 1745.

Lori Nix Museum of Art 2005. Courtesy of the artist.

In each of the photographs that currently make up Lori Nix’s 

series The City (2006–), we witness what appears to be an 

urban space in ruins. These apparently abandoned interiors 

contain traces of relatively recent human occupation, despite 

their advanced state of decay. In all, there are almost thirty 

scenes of destruction and deterioration—pieces of the same 

story that contain an abundance of fine-grain detail, and yet 

somehow remain unfixed in space and time. In Subway (2012), 

Violin Repair Shop (2011), or Laundromat (2008), we could 

be somewhere at the edges of New York City. The architectural 

features of Fountain (2008) and Museum of Art (2005) seem 

to make reference to the American Museum of Natural History 

and the Metropolitan Museum of Art respectively, but there is 

no way of knowing for certain where we are. What seems clear, 

however, is that something disastrous has happened.

Nix’s images from The City are, in fact, photographs of 

meticulously constructed dioramas, spaces shaped from both 

memory and fiction, reimagined after of a catastrophic event. 

While there are no people depicted in Nix’s modelled spaces, 

we do see the occasional fox, raccoon, beehive and even the odd 

pterodactyl. Vegetation has started to reclaim the city, making 

its way back into the structures that once so successfully shut 

it out. The city remains inhabited, but no longer a city as such. 

These beautifully eerie post-human scenes speculate on the city 

as a historical term—what it was once as the dominant mode of 

human settlement and development for 200 or so years up until 

our extinction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Constructed Ruins

The project of documenting, reconstructing (and even inventing) 

ruined sites has a significant history in Western architecture. 

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 

importance of Ancient Roman ruins within the tradition of 

the Grand Tour or the mock ruins of English landscape follies 

were part of this enduring fascination with the architecture of 

classical antiquity. The architectural languages of ancient Greece 

and Rome recalled an idealised heroic past, while the ruins as 

Lori Nix Launromat 2008. Courtesy of the artist.
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Lori Nix Violin Repair Shop 2011. Courtesy of the artist.
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hall. Nevertheless, the contents of these grand ruins seem to 

make an important point: that both the church and the fountain 

hall have been dead buildings for far longer than many of the 

other interiors that make up the series. Nix seems to suggest that 

these spaces were forgotten when the city was alive. Looking 

more closely at Fountain, there is graffiti across the column 

pedestals, while mattresses and shopping trolleys are scattered 

across the floor. This hall was seemingly a space for squatters 

seeking shelter before it was emptied. The church also appears 

to have been a relic prior to the apocalypse, its interior used as a 

storage space for old neon signs and equipment. 

Perhaps it is due to the influence of 1970s disaster films on 

Nix’s process, but the spaces in The City that tell us the most 

about the sudden catastrophic event that took place are those 

that belong to mid-to-late-twentieth century buildings. The bar 

is still stocked with drinks, the vacuums within the showroom 

are plugged in and the mannequins remain standing and fully 

clothed in the shop windows at the mall. Even the violin repair 

shop appears almost operational, were it not for the hollowed 

out buildings at the back of the scene. But the grand ruins of the 

city that approach the condition of the architectural monument 

have much less to say directly about how we might have lived in 

(and then left) the city. These places weren’t left behind suddenly 

—they were already decaying when humans disappeared. 

In this way, The City reminds us that, although we’re looking 

at ruins and fragments of structures, the architecture of the city 

isn’t really the city, as such. Architecture plays an important 

role in the series, but not as individual buildings that informed 

the way the inhabitants used and occupied the city. Rather, and 

despite the stunning variety of spaces that Nix shows us in her 

photographs, we could read the architecture of The City more 

as a collective stage set, used to invoke the condition of the city. 

Nowhere is this idea more apparent than in one of the most 

recent additions to the series, Living Room (2013). In it we see 

what appears to be Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber’s apartment 

with the diorama for Subway set up on a table and some model 

making equipment on another. This is the only time so far that 

we’ve seen the exterior of a space represented in the series. It’s 

only a shell, really—primed for something much more interesting 

to happen inside. 
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Lori Nix Subway 2012. Courtesy of the artist.
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Lori Nix Living Room 2013. Courtesy of the artist.

heroic view of architecture in The City. Beauty parlours, malls, 

shoe stores and casinos receive the same careful attention as 

museums, great halls and libraries. And yet this work is clearly 

architectural. In the design and construction of these previously 

abandoned urban structures, Nix approaches the role of a post-

human architect.

The process of architectural design calls on us to speculate 

on the life of a structure, its physical presence and modes of 

use once realised. Nevertheless, our conception of how a project 

might be left is typically more limited to pragmatic requirements 

concerning the circulation spaces that might facilitate egress in 

an emergency. We are rarely prompted to imagine more dramatic 

or permanent ends to the buildings we design, especially with the 

relatively limited life spans of contemporary structures. Through 

The City, Nix confronts what architecture so often avoids by 

designing the mortality of the urban fabric in unflinching detail. 

While the extinction of our species sits at the heart of the series, 

this is demonstrated through views of the structures we once 

inhabited and their contents as the traces of our existence—but 

perhaps not necessarily in that order.

Architecture Contains

The buildings of Nix’s city are deteriorating containers that 

hold within them a set of more revealing clues about the past. 

Wrestling with nature, the architecture of The City tells us that 

time has passed and no one lives here anymore, but the messier 

ephemera and the precious pieces within these spaces have 

something more specific to say about the people who were once 

here. This tension between the more generic role of architecture 

of The City and the precision of each building’s contents is 

particularly evident within the photographs Fountain, and 

Church (2009). These images reference, through revival styles, 

two important historical architectural types from antiquity 

and the high Middle Ages: the Roman basilica and the gothic 

cathedral respectively. 

We may be more inclined to take particular notice of 

architectural features in these photographs, to pay attention 

to the pointed arches and rose windows of the church or the 

coffered vaulted ceilings and Corinthian columns of the fountain 

Lori Nix Beauty Shop 2010. Courtesy of the artist.

Lori Nix Church 2009. Courtesy of the artist.

Lori Nix Fountain 2008. Courtesy of the artist.


