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Navigation

The definition of Navigation is conceived as a screenplay following the three-act structure model of narrative fic-
tion. The writer, born in Venice, currently living in Cape Town, is occasionally a sailor. The three acts – Navigation 
in Canal, Navigation on Ocean, Navigation on River – are geographically located in an ideal navigation towards 
the southern tip of Africa and, whilst partially moving backwards through time, they are meant to share discover-
ies beyond the visible horizon. The stranding of the Ever Given in the Suez Canal, the legendary origin of the term 
posh and the map of human migrations in South Africa drawn by George Stow are pretexts for embarking on a 
journey towards the meanings and imaginaries of navigation.

Navigation

La definizione di Navigation è organizzata come una sceneggiatura cinematografica secondo il modello della 
struttura in tre atti della scrittura di finzione. Lo scrittore, nato a Venezia e attualmente residente a Città del Capo, 
è occasionalmente un marinaio. I tre atti – Navigazione in canale, Navigazione sull’oceano, Navigazione sul fiume 
– si collocano geograficamente in una traversata ideale verso la punta meridionale dell’Africa e, pur muovendosi 
parzialmente a ritroso nel tempo, intendono condividere le scoperte oltre l’orizzonte visibile. L’incagliamento della 
Ever Given nel canale di Suez, l’origine leggendaria del termine posh e la mappa delle migrazioni umane nel Sud 
Africa disegnata da George Stow sono pretesti per intraprendere un viaggio verso i significati e gli immaginari 
della navigazione.

Abstract

Indice DOI | DOI Index Indice DOI | DOI Index Vesper | Moby Dick



V
E

S
P

E
R

 
N

o. 5
Q

uodlibet
M

O
B

Y
 D

IC
K

: AV
V

E
N

TU
R

E
 E

 S
C

O
P

E
R

TE
 | A

D
V

E
N

TU
R

E
S

 A
N

D
 D

IS
C

O
V

E
R

IE
S

Università Iuav di Venezia 
Department of Architecture and Arts

Fall | Winter 2021
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

VESPER No. 5
MOBY DICK:  
ADVENTURES AND 
DISCOVERIES

Alberto Sinigaglia, Untitled, 2010 Università Iuav di Venezia
Dipartimento di Culture del progetto 

Autunno | Inverno 2021
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

ISSN 2704-7598   € 18
ISBN 978-88-229-0714-1

VESPER No. 5
MOBY DICK:  
AVVENTURE E 
SCOPERTE

9 7 8 8 8 2 2 9 0 7 1 4 1



Università Iuav di Venezia
Dipartimento di Culture del progetto 

VESPER No. 5

Autunno | Inverno 2021
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Università Iuav di Venezia 
Department of Architecture and Arts 

Fall | Winter 2021
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

MOBY DICK:  
AVVENTURE E 
SCOPERTE

Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper è una rivista scienti!ca semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identi!cò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali di"erenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne pro!la lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili di"erenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne gra!ca, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci di"erenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
enti!c journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identi!ed in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in di"erent temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that de!nes its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming di"erent writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between di"erent languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that o"er a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the di"erent sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to o"er an in-depth investi-
gation of di"erent instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting e"ect.
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navigation, [nav·i·ga·tion | \ ˌna-və-ˈgā-shən] noun. | 1. the 
act or practice of navigating / the act or science of finding 
a way from one place to another | 2. the science of getting 
ships, aircraft, or spacecraft from place to place especial-
ly: the method of determining position, course, and dis-
tance travelled | 3. ship traffic or commerce | 4. the act 
of moving around within a website or between websites. 
Merriam-Webster online dictionary, www.merriam-web-
ster.com/dictionary/navigation, accessed 04/07/2021. 

George William Stow, Sketch map of central  
and southern Africa: showing the main lines  
of migration followed by the various races now  
inhabiting the southern portion of the continent,  
Swan Sonnenschein & Co., Limd., London 1905. 
Courtesy Princeton University, Stanford Libraries.

puzzling over the nature of the great southern continent, the marvellous 
existence of fossils, and the migrations of its people. 

This is why the imagery suggested in maps such as George Stow’s is 
intriguing, as it surfaces modes of traversing Africa’s plains rather than cir-
cumnavigating its coasts. The landscape of savannahs, bush, and waterways 
is a sort of sea, which needs coordinates and way points to situate oneself, 
each day marked by movement towards a new horizon. If in Ulysses’ Sail, 
Mary Helms had argued how ‘long distance travel and political unitization 
of knowledge of distance places/people/things’ (Helms 1988) frequently 
become powerful tools of expression, what I’m positing here is that the lines 
and #ows appear as underwater currents, which require a navigational aid. 

Ebbing and #owing as if following the lunar movements, they overlay 
with the topographical accidents, dri$ing along the courses of water. In 
a recent novel Namwali Serpell personi!es the notion of dri!. Following 
the life of three generations of characters, it is the story of time on the 
Zambezi river, close to the Victoria falls, and is narrated through the eyes 
of mosquitos. In centring the narrative on the notion of dri$, and the 
uncertainty of the navigation, it helps to bring full circle the idea that 
any map is incomplete, and that navigation is a journey without end. 

Bibliography:
Alpers E.A., Thoughts on Navigating Swahili horizons, in Meier P., Purpura 
A. (eds.), World on the Horizon, Swahili Arts Across the Indian Ocean, Krannert 
Art Museum-Kinkead Pavillion, Champaign 2018, pp. 89-113 | Bystrom 
K., Hofmeyr I., Oceanic Routes: (Post-it) Notes on Hydro-Colonialism, in 
“Comparative Literature”, vol. 69, no. 1, 2017, pp. 1-6 | Foster J., Archaeology, 
Aviation, and the Topographical Projection of ‘Paradoxical Modernism’ in 1940s South 
Africa, in “arq”, vol. 19, no. 2, 2015, pp. 133-148 | Helms M.W., Ulysses’ Sail: An 
Ethnographic Odyssey of Power, Knowledge, and Geographical Distance, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton 1988 | Schalansky J., Atlas des Îles Abandonnées, 
Arthaud, Paris 2010 | Serpell N., The Old Dri!, Penguin, London 2019. 

The following log entries in support of a de!nition of navigation are con-
ceived as a screenplay following the three-act structure model of narra-
tive !ction. The writer, born in Venice, currently living in Cape Town, 
is, occasionally, a sailor. The three acts are geographically located in an 
ideal navigation towards the southern tip of Africa, and – whilst partial-
ly moving backwards through time, they are meant to share discoveries 
beyond the visible horizon.

1 – Navigation in Canal – or the Setup and catalyst for the sequence of 
events. March 23rd, 2021: At 07:40 am the container ship Ever Given is 
caught in a sandstorm whilst sailing northbound through the Suez Canal 
at the 5.4 nautical mile mark (measured from Port Suez). The strong winds, 
with gusts in excess of 40 knots, cause the loss of steerage and the hull 
deviates from its course. The 400-meter-long ship runs aground and turns 
sideways, unable to free itself, blocking the canal on both sides. It takes six 
days for a complex salvage and re#oating operation to wrench the ship from 
straddling between the shorelines of two continents and set her free, !nally 
reopening the crucial maritime passage between the Red Sea (and Indian 
Ocean) and Mediterranean Sea. The impact of the grounding on the global 
economy is immediate, whilst the complicated shell ownership structure of 
ship has led her to be seized by an Egyptian court, pending payment of ade-
quate compensation for both the salvage operations and alleged reputation-
al damage to the Suez Canal Authority. As a further collateral damage, the 
mostly Indian crew members remain to date e"ectively detained on board. 

The narrative of the struggle between ownership of the means of pro-
duction, and labour, is nothing new, neither historically, nor when relat-
ed to the art of navigation. What appears possibly ironic though, is its 
location, when one thinks to the construction of the Suez Canal, over 150 
years ago, as one of the e"ects of hydro-colonialism. The term, recently 
introduced by Kerry Bystrom and Isabel Hofmeyr, is meant to describe 
the ‘necessity of recalibrating the geographical hierarchies consolidated 
through intertwined Western imperialisms’ thus opening new modes of 
reading marine landscapes and imagining futures.

But how does one engage with the positioning of oneself within a chang-
ing sea scape. What is the horizon sailors look at, whilst imagining how to 
reach beyond it, and how can it relate as a bridge to the African continent, as 
the Ever Given was doing, momentarily connecting both sides of the canal?

2 – Navigation on Ocean – or the Confrontation. October 17th, 1935: in a let-
ter to the editor of the “Times Literary Supplement”, a reader writes to sug-
gest the origin of the word posh. He argues that it would derive from the !rst 
letters of the phrase ‘port out, starboard home’, which might have designated 
the most desirable accommodations on a steamship voyage from England 
to India and back, since it would have o"ered passengers the odd chance to 
catch glimpses of Africa’s shoreline. It is one of various spatial stories that 
enjoyed popular currency during the 1920s and 1930s. This !ctional tale is 
of relevance here to locate the imagery of the experience between the white 
bodies on the passenger ships circumnavigating the globe, traversing undif-
ferentiated international waters, in contrast with the trade and slave routes 
which were constructed to extract goods and labour from the continent.

Such race-migration theses play an important role when unpacking a 
de!nition of navigation as the ‘science of directing a cra$ by determining 
its position, course, and distance travelled’. Being concerned with !nding 
the way to the desired destination, avoiding collisions, conserving fuel, and 
meeting schedules, navigation (also in its extended de!nition of looking at 
the world through a browser window) appears to have too o$en become a 
technocratic science at the service of the imperialist project. 

It was not always the case. In a compelling reading of Swahili naviga-
tors, Edward Alpers references the words of Sulaiman al-Mahri, author of 
!ve important sixteenth-century navigational works, according to whom 
there were ‘two basic kinds of route; that along the coast and that out to 
sea’ (Alpers 2018). And in order to position oneself in relation to the coast, 
the increase in maritime tra%c during the 13th century may have coin-
cided with the advent of seaside mosques along the coast of East Africa, 
as they would provide landmarks on an otherwise featureless shoreline. 

The binary distinction between the two routes is though possibly mis-
leading, in that Swahili – and other – horizons – are not exclusively oce-
anic, but also continental African. The tension around the ‘geographical 
movement of history’ which were taken up as part of the long Scramble 
for Africa, would go on to include Cecil Rhodes’s outrageous Cape-to-
Cairo railway project, and Livingstone’s long attempts at establishing his 
theory of the central African river system, ultimately incorrect. 

3 – Navigation on River – or the Resolution of the story. January 1st, 
1905: As the result of the dedicated commitment of Lucy Lloyd, George 
William Stow’s The Native Races of South Africa appears in print. It is pub-
lished posthumously and contains the map shown here. Stow had been, 
in his own way, a navigator. Arrived in southern Africa in the middle of 
the 19th century, the British geologist had felt compelled to explore, 

214Dizionario | Dictionary Vesper | Moby Dick: Adventures and Discoveries Tomà Berlanda Navigation
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