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VIRUS URBANO: Documenting 
the Covid-19 space of emergency

This photo essay aims at documenting 
how the Covid-19 “space of emergen-
cy” was arranged in the city of Zurich 
in March 2020 and in the following 
months. At the same time, it explores 
the ways in which this very space of 
emergency was inhabited and resisted.1

The pictures and written reflections that follow 
deal with the impact of the pandemic on public space. 
A fundamental “locus” of our everyday life that, in the 
last months became a thread in-itself. I started this 
documentation project following the many critical 
thinkers who, in the early day of the pandemic, sug-
gested to observe how the space of emergency is cre-
ated by focusing on the mundane and seemingly neu-
tral, or even paternalistic operations that shaped our 

public life during the peak of the Covid-19 crisis (Lan-
cione and Simone 2020a; Lancione and Simone 2020b; 
Mezzadra et.al. 2020; Agamben 2020). 

Without us knowing, in these days, hundreds of 
task forces were created to discuss how to organize 
our future collective life in universities, supermarkets, 
public transport, urban parks, and squares. While 
most of us were busy with zoom meetings and webi-
nars, I decided to leave the “safe” zone of the virtual 
and private space and started walking around. I re-
gained the material and bodily dimension of the ur-
ban experience and, with my decrepit phone-camera, 
I documented what was going on in the almost-empty 
city.2

How to create a “space of emergency”?

Since the beginning of March, the Bundesamt für 
Gesundheit started distributing and hanging the “So 
Schützen wir Uns” (This is how we protect ourselves) 
red posters filled with instructions and simple graph-
ics illustrating the right behaviors to follow in order to 
avoid the spreading of the virus. Keep your distance, 
wash your hands thoroughly, avoid shaking hands, cough 
and sneeze into a handkerchief or the crook of your arm, 
stay home in case of fever and cough.”

In a few days, these posters were hung all over 
the city, on public transport, and inside public build-
ings but few people were taking the instructions se-
riously. Information on Swiss cases of Covid-19 was 
almost non-existant. To convince Swiss citizens and 
residents of the pandemic’s presence, television, ra-
dio, and newspapers started reporting catastrophic 
news from neighboring Italy where the infection was 

spreading at the impressive rate of 3,000 cases and 
over 200 casualties per day. 

With my family members isolated in Italy’s full 
lockdown, I followed the news with growing concern, 
but voices and information around me were sending 
different and often contrasting messages: Bars and 
clubs were open and crowded. My Swiss friends, skep-
tical about the “whole corona thing”, kept on hugging 
me and inviting me to their places for dinner.

Things changed on March 16 when the Federal 
Council decided to declare the “extraordinary situa-
tion” and closed “shops, restaurants, bars, and enter-
tainment and leisure facilities.” In the same night, the 
council introduced checks on the borders and autho-
rized the deployment of the armed forces to assist 
with logistics and security.3

It was at this point that I started my documenta-
tion walks. Every day after lunch I took a break from 
work and talked to my family while rediscovering a 
transforming city. For my family members, trapped in 
a real lockdown, my walks were an envied privilege 
just as for all those workers who could not choose to 
work from home and for the people with precarious 
health conditions who were forced into complete iso-
lation. 

Instructions, Instructions, Instructions

To raise awareness of the new “extraordinary 
situation”, the city of Zurich integrated the alarming 
red posters of the BAG with less alarmist and more 
refined blue posters with white and yellow lettering: 
“Stay at home. Please. Except to go to work, to your 

doctor, the pharmacy or supermarket.” And the same 
text repeated in French, Spanish, Portuguese, Roma-
nian, Amharic, and other languages. The graphically 
compelling poster was probably designed overnight. I 
like to imagine a graphic corona task force discussing 
what color and what font might work better to com-
municate the emergency without alarmism and a sec-
ond task force quickly summoned to install the metal 
and concrete structures and fix the posters in the bus-
iest public places, often next to flyers of events that 
never took place.

"It had become impossible not 
to see, hear, and feel the state of 
emergency that was taking shape 
all around us."

In the meantime, the instructions multiplied, 
the same messages were repeated on the screens of 
trams and buses, at the bus stops, even banks’ win-
dows were converted to remind the few passersby to 
stay at home, to protect themselves and others. Bus 
stop loudspeakers were communicating the reduced 
schedule due to the exceptional situation and police 
trucks operated the loudspeaker to disperse "crowds" 
with more than five people. The information channels 
had multiplied. It had become impossible not to see, 
hear, and feel the state of emergency that was taking 
shape all around us.

To debate

  How did the state of emergency of the Swiss 
semi-lockdown	materialize	across	different	places	and	
public spaces in the city of Zurich?

  The politics of space during lockdown reinforced several 
social	differences,	many	of	which	came	to	the	fore	in 
the changing visual environment and altered accessibility 
of	public	spaces.

  During the lockdown competing voices expressed 
themselves	through	posters	and	graffiti,	enforcing	and	
suggesting	rules	and	resistance.

Written by 
Giulia Scotto

Instructions, Instructions, Instructions. Photo Credits: Giulia Scotto

New Borders I. Photo Credits: Giulia Scotto

1   Thank you to Victor Strazzeri and Emilio Distretti for the insightful comments and the engaged discussion. The full documentation 
project can be seen here: https://www.instagram.com/virus.urbano/ or simply searching for @virus.urbano on Instagram

2  A full lock-down was never imposed in Zurich. To be sure, walking around was allowed as were assemblages of up to five people.
3   “Coronavirus: Federal Council Declares ‘Extraordinary Situation’ and Introduces More Stringent Measures,” accessed September 29, 

2020, https://www.admin.ch/gov/en/start/documentation/media-releases.msg-id-78454.html.
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New borders

On the night of March 16th, with the tightening of 
international border controls, the borders also mul-
tiplied inside the city. Metal barriers, red and white 
ribbons, finely drawn signs and more artisanal ones 
appeared to indicate the closure of parks and pedes-
trian pathways. The once most-lively places became 
the most “dangerous”. But not all public spaces were 
affected in the same way. Among the urban parks, 
closures mainly affected areas such as Bäckeranlage, 
the Fritschiwiese, and the Kanzleiareal where home-
less people and foreign communities gather on a daily 
basis. In the rest of the still accessible public spaces, 
benches, tables, and other urban furniture were mod-
ified, stacked, and barricaded to prevent stopping 
and rest.

"On the night of March 16th, with 
the tightening of international 
border controls, the borders also 
multiplied inside the city."

Ironically, but not unintentionally, the people who 
were most affected by the lockdown of public spaces 
were those for whom the “stay at home” diktat was 
the most difficult or even impossible to respect; those 

for whom public spaces are a fundamental exten-
sion of a limited, endangered, or non-existing private 
space. But borders were also created at other scales 
and by multiple actors. A myriad of new instruments 
of protection, separation, isolation, and non-verbal 
communication appeared. Some more or less self-
made signs hung on chairs, trestles, and makeshift 
structures while floors got covered with crosses, lines, 
and dots telling us where to wait, where to stand, and 
where not to. Both public and commercial spaces be-
came filled with arrows suggesting how to move with-
out getting dangerously close to other bodies.

Protecting ourselves from ourselves

While governments and public agencies were 
communicating and enforcing the new rules, people 
in public started negotiating and redefining the mic-
ropolitics of their safe coexistence. Our own bodies 
developed a whole range of nonverbal communica-
tion techniques. The eyes of the lady that was buy-
ing milk next to me at the supermarket were clearly 
telling me I was too close. The bodies of the people 
I encountered were alarmed, and my body was too. 
After crossing two old men on a narrow walkway I 
irrationally found myself holding my breath to avoid 
breathing their same air. 

My irrational fears were not so irrational after all 
and, with a few months of delay, the mask obligation 
was enforced in Switzerland too. Soon we started 

to wear masks and face shields, building plexiglass 
walls to protect food, supermarket employees, bus 
drivers, and to separate tables at cafes and restau-
rants. These more or less ephemeral structures are 
the materialization of the “social distancing” principle. 
The oxymoron, that became the base of all anti-Covid 
policies.

Public space?

At the end of the lockdown all indoor public and 
commercial spaces were assigned a maximum num-
ber of visitors depending on their size. Most activities 
had to revise their internal distribution and circula-
tion logic so that interaction is reduced to a minimum. 
Supermarkets have been equipped with futuristic and 
unsettling people-counting-devices and customer 
traffic lights. With these restrictive measure waiting 
in line became a common activity. And often an out-
door activity. You can be asked to wait on the stair 
landing, in the hall, or directly on the street. As if the 
dangerous proximity outside of the entrance door did 
not count as such.

Cafes and restaurants also had to isolate groups 
of customers and reduce indoor seats. With the per-
mission of the authorities and the support of the 
warm summer weather they expanded outdoors, col-
onizing with chairs and tables what was once public 
space. The flower shop in front of my entrance door 
started “using” the sidewalk during the lockdown 
when it could only offer a flower-takeaway service. 
Since then, it kept expanding slowly towards the bus 
stop and the Kiosk. Now, vases of flowers and plants 
on sale are proudly occupying a space that was once 
used by people waiting for the bus.

Counter instructions and solidarity

In the middle of the emergency time and space, 
new and contrasting voices emerged. Some, like the 
“Stopp Gesundheitsdiktatur” anonymous resistance 
group criticized what they considered as dispropor-

tionate and antidemocratic measures taken by the 
Swiss government, believing that the economic con-
sequence of the lockdown would be worse than the 
health hazards itself.4

The “Solidarität Gegen Corona” (Solidarity against 
Corona) collective, departing from a totally different 
standopoint, designed a poster, with the same fonts 
and colors as the official “Stay at home” one, offering 
support over the phone to precarious workers, the 
unemployed, and laborers forced to work despite 
the pandemic. “Stay in motion anyway. Please. Every-
body. Do you still have to work and don't feel comfort-
able doing it? Are you out of work? You are not alone 
- let's organize together.” Their website explains that 
governments’ anti-Covid measures are not providing 
strategies to get out of the broader social crisis we are 
facing; a crisis of capitalist society that was only exac-
erbated by the outbreak of the pandemic. Therefore, 
we should build solidarity networks and fight collec-
tively against the “deterioration of our working and 
living conditions.”5

A leaflet of the feminist group Ni-una-menos 
("Not one [woman] less") provided over the phone 
assistance to women and child victims of domestic 
violence, the risk of which was exacerbated by the 
protracted proximity of couples and families during 
the lockdown and the closure of schools and univer-
sities. “Containment measures, ordered because of 
the coronavirus, increase the risk of domestic and 
gender-based violence against women and children. 
Solidarity and confidential support are offered here.”

Ironically mocking the original red poster of the 
BAG, a series of counter-instruction on how to protect 
ourselves and others were proposed by the anticap-
italist organization «Bewegung für den Sozialismus»6  
(Movement for Socialism): “solidarity, anti-fascism, 
labor struggles, feminism, eco-socialism.” The same 
communication strategy was adopted by the #RiseA-
gainstBorders organization,7 which suggested a se-
ries of rules on how to protect refugees and migrants: 
“Solidarity with refugees, Immediate opening of bor-
ders, Building solidarity structures, Evacuation of all 
refugees – camps.” 

The usually immaculate walls of Zurich started 

New Borders II. Photo Credits: Giulia Scotto.

Public spaces? Photo 
Credits: Giulia Scotto

4   Anonyme Widerstandsgruppe Stopp-Gesundheitsdiktatur, “Stopp Gesundheitsdiktatur,” accessed September 29, 2020, 
https://stopp-gesundheitsdiktatur.com/.

5   “Solidarität gegen Corona -,” Solidarität gegen Corona, accessed September 29, 2020, https://coronasoli.ch/.
6   “BFS: Sozialismus neu denken – Kapitalismus überwinden!,” BFS: Sozialismus neu denken – Kapitalismus überwinden!, accessed  

September 29, 2020, https://sozialismus.ch.
7   “#riseagainstborders,” accessed September 29, 2020, https://riseagainstborders.org/.
8   Alain Berset is a Swiss politician, member of the federal council, and head of the department of home affairs.
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fy the content of each bag with a written tag so that 
people in need could grab the bag without having to 
check the content. The initiative was also advertised 
and circulated on social media. Considering the turn-
over of the hanging packages, the donation fence was 
both generously supported and highly needed.

Conclusion

The lockdown was a time of deep anguish but 
also of hope. For a moment it seemed that our in-
dividual and collective health, as well as that of our 
planet could really come before profit. The pandemic 
forced us to revise our priorities and sparked debates 
on fundamental albeit too often silenced issues that 
define the very principles of our collective life. For a 
while we started talking about care workers, surveil-
lance, individual freedom, social security, and border 
policies. We even accepted the possibility of stopping 
consumption for a “greater good.” We realized that 
many things we thought were impossible are indeed 
possible; we just have to collectively re-define our 
priorities. We can only hope that these debates will 
not be erased like the multiple voices that have been 
washed away from the walls of Zurich at the end of 
the lockdown.

Zusammenfassung

Dokumentation des «Raum des Ausnahmezustands» Covid-19
In diesem Fotoessay dokumentiere 
ich wie in der Stadt Zürich ab März 
2020 ein Covid-19 "Raum des Aus-
nahmezustands” entstand. Gleichzei-
tig untersuche ich, wie dieser "Raum 
des Ausnahmezustands” bewohnt 
wurde und wie Widerstand geleistet 
wurde. Dabei steht der öffentliche 
Raum im Mittelpunkt. Die entstande-
nen Bilder und schriftlichen Reflexio-
nen befassen sich mit den Auswir-
kungen der Pandemie auf den 
öffentlichen Raum; ein bedeutender 
"Ort" unseres Alltagslebens. Ich habe 

dieses Dokumentationsprojekt im An-
schluss an die vielen kritischen Den-
ker*innen begonnen, die vorgeschla-
gen haben, alltägliche und scheinbar 
neutrale oder gar paternalistische 
Massnahmen zu beobachten, die das 
öffentliches Leben auf dem Höhe-
punkt der Covid-19-Krise geprägt ha-
ben. Denn diese Massnahmen sind 
es, die einen "Raum des Ausnahme-
zustands” mitkonstruierten (Lancione 
und Simone 2020a; Lancione und Si-
mone 2020b; Mezzadra et.al. 2020; 
Agamben 2020).
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speaking too – against the virus, capitalism, isolation, 
Alain Berset,8 the lockdown, the surveillance mea-
sures: 

"Health instead of profit." 
"Capitalism makes you sick." 
“Alain Berset can kiss my ass! 
Another solidarity is possible!.“

But they also became vectors of solidarity mes-
sages in support of refugees, migrants, and care 
workers that suddenly lost their status of invisibility 
to become our heroes for a day:

"Corona kills, borders too." 
"Solidarity insted of isolation." 
"Care Work Unite." 
"Solidarity with the childcare 
workers.”

When I started taking pictures of these tags, I 
never thought they would be washed away at the end 
of the lockdown, but most of them were.

Solidarity 

As many commentators already noticed, the virus 
may be “democratic” in its ability to potentially infect 
all bodies, but its incidence and impact revealed a 
fragmented and polarized society where differences 
of class, gender, and race defined the degree to which 
the pandemic and its economic consequences affect-
ed (and still affects) us.

In support of the weakest social groups, at the 
end of March, a group of activists established a 
“Gabenzaun”, or “donation fence” on the gate of the 
locked Kanzleiareal. The Gabenzaun brochure ex-
plained that: “In a time of self-isolation, restrictive hy-
gienic measures, and short-time work, there are also 
many people who are not in a privileged situation. 
To help them ... you can put all kinds of products in a 
transparent bag and hang it on the fence. Be it food, 
clothes, or hygiene products.” In order to avoid direct 
and indirect contact, all donors were asked to speci-

Counter Instructions. Photo Credits: Giulia Scotto
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