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HOW TO MAP COEXISTENCE
IN AN URBAN LANDSCAPE?
An alternative guide to the city of Copenhagen

Maj Horn and Signe Rom

Maps for Copenhagen grew out of a project of the same name (2012-2015) aimed at
investigating the sense of belonging and the function of public spaces for recent immigrants. How do you start to interact with a new city across barriers such as language,
cultural background and economic status? The project was initiated by artists Signe
Rom and Maj Horn, at the Trampoline House in Copenhagen.
Since 2012, we have been engaged at the Trampoline House, a social haven and
cultural hub in Copenhagen for asylum seekers, migrants and everyone else. There, we
gathered knowledge about the city together with the users of the house. Most of them
were somewhere in the midst of a complex process of seeking asylum, therefore
representing a particularly vulnerable and relevant layer of society at odds with itself.
Dialogues and collective mappings were central tools. In December 2014, we completed the first guidebook to Copenhagen, in Danish, English and Arabic, representing
the knowledge, advice, and shared experiences that emerged through these activities. Maps for Copenhagen contains ten thematic chapters, each with a city map made
by different artists. The chapters answer fundamental questions: “Where can I go to
hear some good music?”, “Where can I go to meet new friends?” and “Where can I go
with my children?” Other themes included were green areas and places with the most
sunshine.
The project was guided by crucial considerations: What does the city of Copenhagen
look like to someone who has just arrived? How do you start to understand this new
place – the social codes and the shortcuts? How do you start to turn the city into your
city? And how do you use the city without much money in your pocket?
The project was in many ways a reaction to the policies of the Danish asylum system
in recent years. Undocumented migrants are usually placed in camps away from the
city, as if the State actively wished to prevent them from interacting with Danish society

Places to go for cheap groceries
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while their cases are being processed – which can take years. So how can people, in
spite of this framework, start to connect with the city and the life that is possible there?
Copenhagen requires certain economic resources to participate in its public and social
life, and just reaching the city without spending money is impossible. Our experience in
Copenhagen is that people get here anyway, because going to the city represents the
vital possibility of social life and time away from the camps. In the light of this situation,
an important priority for the guide was directing readers to places that are essentially
either very cheap, or free.
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Social contexts and places to meet new friends
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Working with maps made us reconsider how we visualise places and represent the
overall geography of the city. Not everyone is used to finding his or her way using a
bird’s-eye-view map, so we discussed extensively what tools could be used to communicate directions or geographical information. Would it be useful, for instance, to
use colour to represent different parts of the city? Or to translate the meaning of place
names into Arabic? Artistic contributions to the guidebook show many interesting examples of alternative mapping systems. For instance, Nermin Durakovíc illustrated the
map for “Where to meet new friends”, by creating graphic replicas of the facades of the
suggested buildings. Using direct visual recognition of what a pedestrian sees, instead
of a traditional map where things are abstractly represented from above and afar,
seemed a first step towards “translating the city”. In a sense, we consider the book to
be an exercise in the “hacking” of public space, as it deals with finding loopholes to facilitate use of the city. “Hacking” around obstacles that could easily become shut doors
(money, language and social knowledge). Maps for Copenhagen engages with the
need for alternative economic and social models, at a participatory, self-started level.
With it we hope to advance the current dialogue about coexistence in the multi-layered
contemporary urban landscape of arrival cities such as Copenhagen.
Maps for Copenhagen can also be seen as a current image of the city, from a different
perspective: investigating its physical form as well as the social and structural conditions defining access to opportunities at the time of our investigation (2012-2015). In
that way, we are taking part in the discussion about the urban heritage of the city –
discussing how new traditions and minority cultures begin to become part of the city.
The books are distributed free of charge at Trampoline House and are available at
selected bookshops, sold at production price. The guidebook can also be downloaded
from the webpage: www.mapsforcopenhagen.com
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