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Abstract- What if museums and libraries could do more than store books and artifacts - what if they could move us,
draw us into the heart of stories, and make memory feel present and alive? This essay explores how “narrative spatial
imagination”, a concept inspired by both literature and architectural theory, can transform public cultural spaces into
immersive storytellers. By analyzing diverse global architectural examples, the paper demonstrates how spatial
storytelling can transform public cultural institutions into meaningful environments that foster identity, discovery,
and connection. The essay concludes by highlighting the transformative potential of architecture as a living
storyteller.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In my childhood, | was always enchanted by an
amble: in library aisles, through museum halls, or
down sunlit corridors, that stirred the imagination
and offered prospects of revelation.

Gradually, with an architectural gaze, | began to
wonder: Why do some cultural spaces leave us
dismissive, while others instill a sense of belonging
and a spellbinding narrative? Why do certain
buildings make memory feel evident, story feel lived,
and community feel real, while others stay flat,
indifferent, even alienating?

This essay is my attempt to answer that question,
drawing on both scholarship and lived experience. |
contend that the most powerful libraries and
museums do not merely contain knowledge; instead,
through what | call narrative spatial imagination, they
express, stage, and reawaken cultural stories. My
guideposts on this journey include Borges' infinite
library, Eco’'s mysterious monastery, and deeply
relevant to my own context, the moving pilgrimage
through the Virasat-e-Khalsa in Punjab. | argue that
by embracing circulation, materiality, layering, and
cultural embedding as narrative tools, we can move
closer to the dream of architecture as a living
storyteller.

Il. DEFINING THE CONCEPT: NARRATIVE
SPATIAL IMAGINATION

The term "narrative spatial imagination” describes a
way of seeing and making space as an active field of
storytelling, where architecture choreographs
journeys, evokes emotion, and embodies collective
memory. As memory theorists like Jan Assmann
remind us, cultural identity takes root not just in
artifacts, but in ritualized experience, symbolic
gesture, and the resonance of place (Assmann,
1995).

Literature models this perfectly: Borges' hexagonal
galleries are recursive and infinite: echoing the
structure of the universe and the cyclical search for
meaning (Borges, 1941). Eco’s monastic library is less
a building than an experience: veiled, mysterious, full
of passageways both physical and intellectual (Eco,
1980). Each narrative does something | recognize
from my own most powerful encounters in cultural
buildings: they invite curiosity, support layered
participation, and help each one of us locate
ourselves within the ongoing story of a community.
Drawing inspiration from how Dincer, Brejzek, and
Wallen (2019) examine “threshold” as a dynamic
catalyst for meaning, | propose that narrative spatial
imagination in design is less a formula than an
evolving lens, one that adapts to context, user, and
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memory, and brings theory, art, and the desires of
real people into creative conversation.

lll. LITERARY ANCHORS: EMBRACING
DEPTH AND RESONANCE

Borges' Library of Babel offers an allegory for
boundless inquisitiveness and the longing for
meaning in a boundless universe. | am drawn to its
sense of wonder and humility and wonder how an
architect might echo that recursive logic to spur
exploration, intellectual risk, and surprise (Borges,
1941).

Eco’s The Name of the Rose gives us a divergent
narrative: mystery, ritual, and the careful unfolding of
knowledge through space. | think of the thrill and
sometimes anxiety: of not immediately knowing
what comes next, and how that uncertainty, when
thoughtfully orchestrated, can make a building
memorable and engaging (Eco, 1980).

IV. ANALYTICAL MODES: THE LIVED
DIMENSIONS OF NARRATIVE DESIGN

Bringing together literature, experience, and built
precedent, | see four key, interwoven strategies for
designing libraries and museums as resonant
storytellers:

1. Circulation as Journey

Paths in these environments are invitations, not just
routes. Virasat-e-Khalsa's pilgrimage-like flow
echoes historical journeys, while Yanqing Infinite
Library's recursive corridors echo

Borges' world—encouraging visitors to wander,
pause, and encounter meaning at their own pace
(PLAT Asia, 2016; Correa, 2001).

2. Material and Sensory Atmosphere

Material choices amplify emotion and memory. In
Eco’s narrative, stone and wood deepen

mystery; at the National Gallery of Norway, rough
surfaces and filtered light create

contemplative pause (Eco, 1980; National Gallery of
Norway, 2022). In Punjab, red sandstone and tactile
surfaces root the museum not only in local soil, but
in the senses of its people.

3. Layered Programming and Staged
Experience

Programmatic layering allows for overlapping,

evolving experiences. Kerala Roots Museum’s

integration of exhibits with performances and social
zones means that stories are not just told, but
participated in (Studio Renesa, 2024). Virasat-e-
Khalsa's assembly spaces offer both collective
celebration and intimate spiritual reflection—
mirroring the layered realities of lived culture.

4. Embedding Cultural Identity

Spatial storytelling resonates most deeply when it
arises from specific tradition and craft. Virasat-e-
Khalsa's forms, motifs, and processional sequences
embody Punjab’s Sikh heritage as something not
staticc but living: an invitation for visitors to
remember, relate, and belong (Assmann, 1995).

V. CASE STUDIES: IN-DEPTH ANALYSIS
OF NARRATIVE SPATIAL IMAGINATION
IN PRACTICE

Virasat-e-Khalsa Museum, India

Designed by Safdie Architects, Virasat-e-Khalsa is a
quintessence of narrative spatial imagination
grounded in profound cultural embedding. The
museum is conceived not just as a place to display
Sikh heritage but as a pilgrimage pathway itself,
inviting visitors to physically and emotionally engage
with history. From the minute | stepped inside, | felt
beckoned along a pilgrimage path: courtyards
offered moments of collective pause, jalis painted
walls with sunlight and shadow, and the landscape
itself became a winding story of Sikh identity and
resilience. Here, narrative spatial imagination moved
gracefully from theory to palpable reality.
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Visitors cross the dramatic mural-lined bridge at Virasat-e-Khalsa, surrounded by art and collective
memory: a journey that connects people to Sikh heritage in every step.
The use of local red sandstone and open courtyards creates tangible connections with the landscape and
spiritual traditions of Punjab. These elements evoke the tactile and temporal qualities of Sikh life, instilling
a sense of continuity and belonging. The progression through gates, courtyards, and halls choreographs
experience like storytelling chapters, where the visitor's journey parallels the Sikh community's historical
struggles, spirit, and resilience.

Timeless sandstone walls tell a shared cultural story.
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Here, the interaction of materiality and cultural
symbolism  deepens  emotional  resonance,
supporting the notion that architecture can act as a
sensory vessel where memory is enacted physically,
transcending textual or visual representation.

From a narrative spatial imagination perspective,
Virasat-e-Khalsa exemplifies how deep cultural
embedding and carefully curated circulation can
create architecture as living memory and collective
identity: inviting participation in ongoing storytelling
rather than mere observation.

f

VI. YANQING INFINITE LIBRARY, CHINA
(CONCEPTUAL)

The Yanqing Infinite Library offers a contemporary
spatial reinterpretation of Borges' infinite hexagonal
gallery concept. Its design is characterized by
interlocking circular reading rooms linked by
winding corridors that encourage exploration,
discovery, and intellectual play: core elements of
narrative spatial imagination.

A labyrinth of knowledge for curious minds.
enclosure, reinforcing the library as a metaphoric
universe of knowledge.

Borrowing Borges' idea of infinite recursion, the
library creates a non-linear spatial experience,
challenging traditional linear library organization.
Visitors  navigate a seemingly  boundless
environment yet encounter intimate spaces for
focused reflection. This duality fosters a balance
between scale and intimacy, openness and

Circulation patterns at Yanging craft narrative
suspense through recursive movement, where each
twist or loop offers new spatial and cognitive
possibilities, echoing the paradoxical nature of
human knowledge Borges described.
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This case highlights the power of circulation design
and spatial rhythm as core narrative tools:
transforming a library into a spatial storybook
inviting curiosity and wonder.

VIl. NORWAY NATIONAL GALLERY,
OSLO

The National Gallery's renewal in Oslo demonstrates
how material atmosphere and programmatic

sequencing can evoke a layered narrative experience
reminiscent of Eco’'s monastic library.

The careful

orchestration of light, texture, and spatial scale
shapes visitor emotions and cognitive engagement.

The use of textured stone walls and diffused,
penetrative daylight creates a contemplative
atmosphere, a sanctuary where art and cultural
memory merge. The gallery design intentionally
moves visitors from grand public halls to intimate,
quieter spaces: mirroring a narrative’s arc from
exposition to reflection.

S

Soft yellow and blue lighting bathes the National Gallery’s airy interiors, creating a welcoming space
where art, architecture, and visitors come together in harmony.

This layering produces a spatial dialectic of
revelation and retreat, encouraging visitors to
reconsider the galleries not as static display rooms
but as chapters in a shared cultural story.

The renewal project exemplifies how narrative spatial
imagination can intensify emotional resonance
through sensory design and thoughtful spatial

transition, fostering deeper public connection with
art and history.

Synthesis and Comparative Insights
These four case studies collectively exemplify several

fundamental principles of narrative spatial
imagination in cultural architecture:
e Spatial storytelling through circulation:

Whether pilgrimage paths or infinite loops, the
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design of movement encourages discovery and
reflection, turning spatial progression into
narrative journey.

e Materiality as narrative vessel: Local materials
and light manipulation evoke sensory and
emotional responses that connect visitors
viscerally to cultural memory.

e Programmatic layering: Diverse, sometimes
overlapping functional zones allow cultural
stories to unfold in stages, supporting multiple
modes of engagement and enriching narrative
depth.

e Deep cultural embedding: Authentic
connection to place and tradition grounds
narrative spatial imagination, ensuring spaces
approximate lived identity and collective
memory.

From pilgrim pathways etched in sandstone to
infinite recursive learning spaces, narrative spatial
imagination manifests uniquely but consistently
across contexts, demonstrating architecture’s potent
role in weaving history, identity, and story into built
form.

VIIl. REFLECTIONS

For me, the true test of a cultural space is what
lingers: long after the visit, does a story echo, does a
sense of shared meaning endure? The answer, I've
come to believe, lies in the commitment to narrative
spatial imagination: in designing not simply for the
eye or the program, but for the memory, emotion,
and participation of real people.

The museums and libraries | most cherish and aspire
to help create are those that blur the boundaries
between artifact and environment, between user and
story. They do not dictate meaning but invite each of
us to find our own place in the cultural narrative.

IX. Conclusion

Toward a Story-Driven Public Architecture

Architecture has the power to shape not only our
surroundings, but our sense of identity, memory, and
possibility. By embracing narrative  spatial
imagination, inspired by both literature and the best
of built practice, cultural spaces can come alive as

storytellers in their own right: fostering resonance,
connection, and belonging.

It offers a compelling framework to transform
libraries and museums from functional spaces into
immersive storytellers of cultural memory and
identity. By embracing this approach, cultural
architecture can promote deeper engagement,
foster a sense of belonging, and ensure that
collective heritage isn't just preserved but actively
lived.

Recommendations

To effectively implement narrative spatial

imagination in cultural architecture to enable cultural

institutions to become living storytellers, inviting
ongoing dialogue and celebration of shared identity,
designers and institutions should:

e Foster early interdisciplinary collaboration
between architects, cultural experts, artists, and
communities to develop authentic narrative
environments.

e Design spaces for adaptability and evolution,
allowing narratives and functions to shift
meaningfully over time without compromising
spatial coherence.

e Thoughtfully integrate digital storytelling tools
that complement and enrich physical spatial
experience.

e Make accessibility a narrative foundation,
ensuring all visitors can participate fully in
cultural storytelling.

e Develop emotionally resonant spatial identities
through intentional use of materials, light, and

sound.

e Establish qualitative, narrative-centered
evaluation metrics focused on immersion,
emotional response, and sense of social
connection.
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