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You must say words, as long as there are any, until they find me . . . where I am, I don’t know, 

I’ll never know, in the silence you don’t know, you must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on. 

—Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable 

There are words in architecture that perdure beyond definitions, cultures, and times. They don’t 

change, they change. Malleable, stretchable, they reset themselves each time, to adhere to 

something that continuously changes—life. It is because they don’t change that they change. It is 

in the space between the word and the thing/space that the project of architecture becomes 

possible and remains active. It is the words that perdure which allow us to plot continuities and 

transformations, adaptations and permanence. We continue to use them, across languages, 

cultures, and geographies. Translations further open up the space of potentiality of the project, as 

a word takes on and sheds meanings in its journey, encounters, and returns. It is the words that 

attach themselves to the changeable and the unnamable that last longer—because they change, 

they don’t change. 

“Where now? Who now? When now?” are the words with which Samuel Beckett begins 

his questioning in The Unnamable (L’Innomable, 1953), an interrogation in which the endlessly 

iterated “I” remains the most probed and yet the most unfathomable presence. The unnamable 

narrator, “so named because he knows not who he may be,” is the one we get to know in the 

novel, while he continues to wonder “where,” “who,” “when.” Yet the impossibility of (ever) 

knowing frames the “now” of the beginning as a “next,” as a possibility and an impossibility, as 

a compulsion to a future of change and questioning in which because “I’ll never know . . . I’ll go 

on.” 

By convention we name “city” those “‘center[s] of gravitation’ of beings” in which 

“relatively stable social groups” converge (Georges Bataille, ‘The Labyrinth,’ 1936) and 



continue to decline the word in innumerable versions, in time and space.  

This paper will look at the appropriations and adaptable use of the word “city” in its 

different definitions, interpretations, approximations, and reinventions to argue that 

“inexactitude” is necessary for the word “city” to be, as much as change is necessary in order for 

the city to be. 


